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ABSTRACT 

This qualitative study looks at my idiosyncratic ways of perceiving and being in the 

world; a reflection of my upbringing, formal training, predispositions, and interests. 

Using philosophical autobiography, I examined how imagination has influenced my 

reality perspectives and my befindlichkeit or self-concept. I used a constructivist 

approach to learning and knowledge formation, embracing personal truths and affective 

ways of knowing (intuition and emotional understanding) as they prioritize experience 

and identify for me what is most significant in the reflection process (Mezirow, Taylor 

and Associates, 2009). The data includes three decades of artifacts and multiple iterations 

of writing, analysis, and self-determination. Findings are presented chronologically, 

describing my learning and development journey, uses of imagination and it effects. The 

data suggests that creativity was a coping mechanism to maintain a positive befindlichkeit 

which also delayed my psychosocial development (Erickson, 1982). I imagined conflict 

as power struggles with people trying to assert their authority over me. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Did you feel prepared for life and the workforce after graduating from high school? 

Did school teach you about perception and about how it influences and affects your 

behaviour? Did you learn how your mind prioritizes what needs your attention and how 

you judge the quality of your interactions? Did emotions ever prevent you from making 

reasonable choices based on sound evidence and logical arguments? How did you learn 

to balance your individual needs and desires with your need for social integration and 

belonging?  

Learners who attend the Community Adult Learning Program where I work as a 

Digital Literacy Instructor, often express a lack of control over their emotions and their 

lives. Despite years of formal education, I too was experiencing a sense of disorientation. 

I felt my life was lacking direction and meaning. I was also experiencing conflict with 

significant others, at work and at home.  

Emancipatory learning is about how we interpret situations and events, how we think 

about ourselves and how we develop or discover our sense of self-worth (Cranton, 2006). 

Emancipatory learning asks us to question our perspectives and assumptions in a cyclical 

process involving self-expression (externalizing), critical self-reflection, and social 

discourse (Mezirow, 1991).  

I began to imagine how beneficial engaging in emancipatory learning would be, for 

myself as well as my learners. I imagined I would transform myself and regain a sense of 

control over my life. I also dreamt I would facilitate transformative learning in the 
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classroom, despite the fact that it is known to be time-consuming, messy, often 

emotional, and lead to unpredictable results (Cranton, 2006; Mezirow, 1991). I was 

motivated however, since I was having trouble staying interested in my life and living. 

As adult educators, we learn about how adults define success, react to rejection and 

failure, learn to negotiate interactions, impose self-limits on perception and behaviour, 

and react emotionally to stressful situations. Using critical self-reflection and social 

discourse, emancipatory learning provides adults the opportunity to gain self-knowledge 

and awareness (Mezirow, 1991). I was interested in learning to facilitate emancipatory or 

transformative learning and had visions of creating an emancipatory learning toolkit that 

could be used online and incorporated into my Digital Literacy program.  

I was motivated to learn about myself and ready to experience the emancipatory 

learning process first-hand. I would question my prior learning and current perspective in 

order to gain new insights. I envisioned making better choices. Emancipatory learning 

was going to help me improve both personally as well as professionally. After some 

exploratory work, for a course in adult development, I identified important aspects of my 

life where I was experiencing difficulty maintaining stability: my living situation, my 

intimate relationships, and my form of employment. Using autobiographical narrative, I 

described disorienting experiences and discovered self-concepts and behaviours that were 

potentially problematic.  

One of the most intriguing findings from my preliminary work involved the use of my 

imagination. I was using my imagination a lot; not only for creative self-expression, but 

for escaping reality and communicating with spiritual entities. Without a long-term career 

and a long-term partnership, I speculated that my imagination was being used as a coping 
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mechanism for low self-esteem. I began to wonder how this coping mechanism had 

affected my adult development and other behavioural choices. I concluded the need to 

further elaborate on my life history for the purpose of emancipatory learning, in order to 

engage in personal as well as professional development. With first-hand experience I 

would also be in a better position to facilitate emancipatory or transformative learning 

with others. These are the motivations upon which my research and thesis are based. 

In, Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning, Mezirow (1991) acknowledges how 

imagination is indispensable to understanding the unknown. “We imagine alternate ways 

of seeing and interpreting [and] the more reflective and open to the perspectives of others 

we are, the richer our imagination of alternative contexts for understanding will be” 

(p.83). Mezirow urged the recognition of emancipatory, or transformative learning as a 

critical dimension of learning in adulthood that “enables us to recognize, reassess, and 

modify, the structures of assumptions and expectations that frame our tacit points of 

view, and influence our thinking, beliefs, attitudes and actions” (p.19).  

The emancipation in emancipatory learning Mezirow (1991) explains is, 

“emancipation from libidinal, linguistic, epistemic, institutional, or environmental forces 

that limit our options and our rational control over our lives but have been taken for 

granted or seen as beyond human control” (p.87). Emancipatory interest is, “interest in 

the knowledge resulting from self-reflection, including interest in the way our history and 

biography have expressed themselves in the way we see ourselves, our assumptions about 

learning and the nature and use of knowledge, and our roles and social expectations and 

the repressed feelings that influence them” (Mezirow, 1991, p.87).  
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 Mezirow (1991) explains how emancipatory learning is one of three different types of 

learning that correlate with human interests. I created a graphic organizer which depicts 

these concepts in Figure 2. When our interests are focused on manipulating the 

environment, we engage in instrumental learning. When we wish to communicate or 

persuade others, our interests motivate us to engage in communicative learning. 

Emancipatory learning occurs when we question both instrumental and communicative 

knowledge, by a process of critically questioning ourselves and the social systems within 

which we live (Cranton, 2006). This questioning leads to self-knowledge, personal 

growth and freedom. Cranton (2006) notes that gaining emancipatory knowledge relies 

on our ability to be self-determining (aware and critical of ourselves and our sociocultural 

context) and self-reflecting 

(aware and critical of our 

subjective perceptions of 

knowledge and the 

constraints of social 

knowledge).  

Today, “competent 

personhood” is thought to 

depend upon the “continual 

exercise of freedom, where 

one is encouraged to understand one’s life, actually or potentially, not in terms of fate or 

social status, but in terms of one’s success or failure acquiring the skills and making the 

choices to actualize oneself” (Rose, 1999, p.87). People in individualistic societies 

Figure 2. Learning and human interests by Jürgen Habermas. 
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however, face a “tyranny of choice” by the very nature of excessive choice-making 

opportunities (Côté, 2006 citing Schwartz, 2000, 2004). According to Côté (2006) we 

have too many choices with too little information, and many individuals are “living with 

the consequences of poor choices, and experiencing the various negative psychological 

consequences routinely associated with facing numerous choices on a daily basis” (p.18). 

Côté (2006) recommends the development of educational programs that “guide people in 

learning how to adapt to, and master, choice making as a central task in their lives” 

(p.18).  Emancipatory learning addresses this gap in adult education. 

In our Western society, it is considered our right to adopt whatever stances we like to 

the commitments in our lives. According to research, a large majority of young people as 

well as adults are experiencing identity diffusion in that they are maintaining low levels of 

commitment and little choice-making activity; this tends to lead to school failure, risk 

behaviour and other poor behaviours that result from the “complex, potentially negative 

aspects of unguided self-determination” (Côté, 2006, p.17). Making choices is perhaps 

the most important activity in people’s lives in Westernized societies and Côté (2006) 

argues that “many of life’s consequences result from our choices - yet it is one of the 

least understood or prepared-for activities” (p.18). We need to know enough about 

ourselves and how we are influenced by institutional forces and advertisements. This 

means becoming more aware of self-imposed limitations and the influencing variables 

that alter our perceptions and the way we ascribe significance to situations and events. 

Mezirow (1991) believes that as adult educators, we have a “commitment to help 

learners become more imaginative, intuitive, and critically reflective of assumptions; to 

become more rational through effective participation in critical discourse; and to acquire 
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meaning perspectives that are more inclusive, integrative, discriminating, and open to 

alternative points of view” (Mezirow, 1991, p.224). By doing this he explains, “We may 

help others, and perhaps help ourselves, move toward a fuller and more dependable 

understanding of the meaning of our mutual experience” (p.224). Only when adults 

understand multiple perspectives and the process of perspective development can they 

begin to participate fully in social discourse and contribute to social development. 

The process by which we evaluate and question our definitions, assumptions, and 

taken-for-granted ideologies is through critical reflection and social discourse. Research 

and experience show that when facilitating critical self-reflection, it helps to model the 

process for learners (Brookfield, 1990). But, adult educators also need to reflect on their 

own learning and developmental journey as a matter of personal and professional 

development (Cranton, 2006). In fact, knowing one’s self is essential to being authentic 

and maintaining trust between educator and learner. Authenticity is considered a core 

element in transformative learning, but authenticity and trust are important for all 

educators, not just those involved in facilitating transformative learning (Mezirow, 1991; 

Cranton, 2006; Brookfield, 1990). Trust however, takes time and effort to establish. 

My expectations of significant others left me confused and disappointed on numerous 

occasions and I didn’t trust myself to make good choices. A thesis in transformative 

learning made sense, but I had no idea how important trusting my supervisor would be. I 

wanted to engage in both personal and professional development and I believed that adult 

learning and development theories would be enough to guide my understanding. I would 

share my story and the learning experience so that I could model and evaluate the 

emancipatory learning process for others. I was ready to try, but not totally ready to trust.  
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In my thesis, I share my experiences, interests, beliefs, desires, impulses, emotional 

reactions, attitudes, and behavioural choices, and insights gained from the critical self-

reflection process. With the help of my supervisors, I reached higher levels of self-

awareness helping me to further uncover the roots of my malcontent. I learned about my 

idiosyncratic ways of being and the elements that constitute my personal sense-of-

balance. I identified how my imagination influenced my befindlichkeit and reality 

perspectives and I share how I learned to negotiate the effects of my prior learning. I 

wanted to share my philosophical autobiography and experiences into the depths of 

emancipatory learning. This work and my self-revelations are part of a self-directed 

action research project into my art-of-living (Nemahaus, 1998). 

1.2 Previous Work 

In 2015, for a course on adult development, I undertook a systematic investigation into 

my life history. The paper, “A taste for change: An experiment in narrative and 

technology,” maps the major transitions and significant events of my life using 

spreadsheet and presentation software. I was designing a self-exploration toolkit for 

transformative learning that could be used by others. The mapping process enabled me to 

visualize the events of my life into a single “story”. The study was designed to be holistic 

and included narration on several dimensions of my adult development categorized as 

biological, sociocultural, psychological and spiritual. I used an integrated approach 

because I want to emphasize the intersection between mind, body, spirit, and 

sociocultural factors (Baumgartner, 2001).  
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Development of the toolkit required that I try different methods of creating self-

knowledge. During the process of narrating on my experiences, I became aware of my 

tendency to be creative in response to emotional incidents. Even more interesting was my 

habit of engaging in imaginative “conversations” or “interactions” with benign entities, 

such as “Jesus, God, Spirit Guides, and Aliens.” I interpreted this behaviour, at the time, 

as a coping mechanism for low social capital or a lack of a strong positive social network 

(Claridge, 2004).  

Social capital is considered to be even more important to your health and well-being 

than state-of-the-art health care services in developed countries because, 

“psychosocioeconomic crises are more frequent and burdensome than diseases on the 

lives and health of individuals” (VanLeeuwen, Waltner-Toews, Abernathy, & Smit, 

1999, p.215). I had also engaged other coping mechanisms such as mindfulness, 

meditation, long walks, and trips to the beach. These activities were also part of my 

habitual behaviour and contribute to my ability to recover from setbacks. The belief I 

have adopted that the purpose of life is about spiritual development is another tool that 

helps me to maintain a positive outlook on life. I learned that I lacked stability in my 

intimate relationships, employment, and living situations. I experienced cognitive 

dissonance, where my actions were incongruent with my thoughts and beliefs, as well a 

social role conflict, where I felt torn between roles (e.g. wife and free person) or unable 

to fulfil certain role expectations (e.g. mother). But, I felt that I could still learn and grow. 

 Change has been a major part of my life from the beginning. To illustrate, I include 

three figures from my original course paper: Figure 3 (Figure 5 in the paper) depicts 

transitions in living situation, employment, schooling and intimate relationships. Figure 4 
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(originally Figure 6) shows transitions in living situation alongside Erikson’s (1982) 

psychosocial development stages, and Figure 5 (previously Figure 7) maps significant life 

events, differentiating among experiences that involve court proceedings, physical 

trauma, emotional trauma, major relocations, births, and deaths. The process enabled me 

to “step back” and look at my life history more “objectively.”  

It is clear from the maps that I have experienced considerable upheaval especially in 

my younger adult years. The frequency of transitions and changes has slowed 

considerably in my forties and fifties, possibly because I am making better decisions, or I 

am not as impulsive or adventurous as I used to be. I did not elaborate on the lack of 

Figure 3. Figure 5. from "A Taste for Change" depicting transitions in my life history. 



 

10 

 

continuity in my living arrangements and employment in that paper, as I chose to 

concentrate on my felt sense-of-self and changing social roles and expectations.  

I have been unable to maintain a partnership or a career in a culture where what we do 

for employment and our intimate relationships are two of our most important social roles 

dominating our personal identities (McConnell, 2011). My situation may be contrasted to 

the average female my age, who would be in the middle of both a long-term career and a 

long-term partnership (Bijorklund, 2000). In the life course approach to adult 

development, age-based norms, roles, and attitudes are important influences on individual 

reference frames that filter perceptions and influence self-concept (Whitebourne, 2008).  

Figure 4. Figure 6. from "A Taste for Change” depicting transitions in my life history. 
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It was not surprising that during the writing of the original paper I began to question 

my own development. I had always imagined I was self-actualizing because I am so 

creative. Narrating on social roles made me more cognizant of the fact that I have yet to 

be successful in maintaining an intimate relationship - but not for a lack of trying. I use 

italics in the following section to denote excerpts from the paper.  

 My inability to trust deeply is preventing me from getting involved emotionally, 

and this indicates that I may still harbor some unresolved issues. In Figure 3 it is easy 

to see that I have had little success in terms of intimate relationships, but not for lack 

of trying (smile here). I have experienced periods of low social capital, especially after 

my parents disowned me, and it was compounded by the hurt I felt by their actions, 

and our inability to communicate effectively.” 

Figure 5.  Figure 7. from "A Taste for Change;" disorienting dilemmas. 
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 When I left my parents’ home, I needed financial support and relied on my 

boyfriend and his family at first. I never felt secure, safe or loved with him and kept 

leaving, to go it alone, but with no one else in my life, I finally turned to the staff at the 

Registrar’s Office for help.  

Without a partner or much emotional and structural support (a form of low social 

capital), in conjunction with homelessness, no income and disorienting events to sort 

through, I think my spiritual development may have been accelerated. My young adult 

years were not happy ones, and I believe I coped by imagining I was talking with 

Jesus, or Mother Nature, or my Spirit Guide, or God. In my search for connection, I 

looked into many cultures and belief systems, gravitating towards those that were 

more open, less dogmatic, and less authoritarian.  

In the preceding paragraph, I equate an accelerated sense of spiritual development 

with my use of imagination in communicating with “Jesus, or Mother Nature, or my 

Spirit Guide, or God.” Imagination and spirituality are connected in that I imagine 

feeling this connection with others or the world, and this warrants further investigation. 

Imagination may play a larger role in determining patterns of belief and behaviour than is 

currently theorized. Imagination may be more fundamental to learning and behaviour 

than we realize. 

What is omitted from narrative writing is as revealing as what has been included 

(Denizen & Lincoln, 2011), and this is certainly true in the original paper. For instance, 

in the following paragraph I included activities that shed a positive, self-regulating light 

on my behaviour, yet I neglected to mention my almost chronic restlessness or feelings of 

uncertainty, doubt, and ambiguity that continue to plague my thoughts and feelings. My 
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struggle between autonomy and belonging is also not mentioned as shown in this excerpt 

from the paper: 

I practiced mindfulness and developed a belief in other worlds (with intelligent 

beings as my friends). I sculpted and made a lot of beautiful pieces of clothing and art 

to express my love of life and to help heal. I went for lots of long walks, and as a 

parent, I took my kids to the beach...I appreciate the process of doing and 

experiencing in the moment – as the best life has to offer. That is why this report has 

been written and rewritten many times over. It is evolving and growing, changing in 

shape and form. In each moment as it emerges from my mind, it is captured 

electronically (poetic attempt here) – I am truly “all about the process” as my 

coworkers and friends say. 

The last passage depicts a relatively positive self-concept. I refer to myself as being 

“about the process” but have omitted mentioning my feelings with regards to my “lack of 

success” in maintaining a career or a partnership. This distortion probably stems from a 

“muted awareness” - needed to maintain a positive self-concept in order to avoid anxiety, 

as I may not be doing as well as I imagine. Perhaps I had stopped imagining how life 

might be otherwise? 

I become increasingly aware of myself as the original paper progresses, and my overly 

positive (defensive) stance gives way to a perspective that is more permeable, and 

perhaps, more open (Mezirow, 1991). The following paragraph from the paper illustrates 

how the self-reflection process has generated a new level of self-awareness; I am 

beginning to question my prior interpretations of my behaviour: 
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As I worked through the mapping process, I came to realize that I do not identify 

strongly with any of my social roles (besides mother, and even then, I have developed 

a reference frame that allows me some emotional distance from my children). I 

identify more strongly and positively with self-aspects such as critical thinker, 

autonomous or self-actualizing individual, and openness to experience. Identities that 

involve only myself, and do not rely on how others perceive me, maybe another way I 

avoid feelings of inadequacy – that I am unlovable. I wonder if this is because I missed 

out on something as a child or because of my strong imagination, need for connection, 

and the coping mechanisms I developed. I need more time to narrate on growing up 

and my identity since ‘the term identity expresses such a mutual relation in that it 

connotes both a persistent sameness within oneself (self-sameness) and a persistent 

sharing of some kind of essential character with others’ (Erickson, 1982, p.57). 

Towards the end of the original paper, I am unable to articulate a coherent self-concept 

or self-image. Regardless, true to personality, I finish the paper on a positive note, 

acknowledging the fact that my emancipatory learning journey is far from over. My self-

image is fragmented and confusing, a situation that persists to the present day. My 

imagined possibilities of self-experience are not manifesting. The reasons and solution to 

this are the key to the present investigation. I wanted to expand my self-knowledge by 

further narrating on my experiences, my befindlichkeit, and the role my imagination has 

played and continues to play in influencing what I believe to be possible and desirable. I 

wanted to expand my understanding of my frame of reference and question the validity of 

my opinions. The present research was undertaken to help me gain a clearer 

understanding of my inner conflicts around social roles and expectations. I was not happy 
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with my behaviour and was not sure if my frame of reference was the problem. To relieve 

the stress, I was experiencing due to cognitive dissonance, I needed to understand both 

my thoughts and my actions (Lawler, M. (n.d.). What Does Cognitive Dissonance Mean? 

The Theory and Definition. Retrieved from https://www.everydayhealth.com).  

My inability to understand or interpret my feelings, behaviour, and reality 

perspectives, was an indicator that I would benefit from emancipatory learning. It is also 

the reason that I am interested in theories on identity, perspective transformation, self-

actualization, and all aspects of adult development. The fact that I feel confused about my 

situation and my choices also compels me to try to understand my frame of reference 

around my self-worth and my attitude towards being a member of “Western Society.” I 

needed to gain insight into my own behaviour and my ideals. I agree with Mezirow 

(1991) who states that, “Examining critically the justification for our interpretations and 

the meaning schemes and perspectives that they express is the major imperative of 

modern adulthood” (p. 35). Understanding my beliefs and behaviours so that I can dispel 

the inner tension and turmoil I feel has become a living philosophical imperative for me. 

1.3 Research Questions 

As a result of writing the original paper on emancipatory learning, I began to 

experience considerable self-doubt. When I began writing my original paper, I imagined 

myself to be self-actualizing. I saw myself as becoming a facilitator of transformative 

learning. During that period two disorienting events occurred: my intimate relationship 

turned unpleasant, confusing, and emotionally distressing; and at work, my relationship 
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with my supervisor also took an extreme downturn. I was ready to quit my job, break-up 

with my partner, change careers, and move out of town.  

I recognized that I was repeating behaviours that I had observed in my past and 

presented in the original paper. This new sense of awareness prompted me to continue 

my emancipatory learning journey in my thesis. I chose to focus on my imagination, 

which I identified earlier as playing a central role in the development of my reality 

perspectives and my self-concept. I also intended to use my research experience to help 

me facilitate transformative learning professionally.  

The current research is based on the premise that, “The learner’s learning can be an 

object of research: and research for the adult learner, an opportunity for transformative 

learning” (Dominicé, 1990, p.194). The implicit assumptions in addressing the research 

questions are that human reason (my reason) is ordered toward evidence and truth 

(Sokolowski, 2000), despite the fact that “there is much evidence to support the assertion 

that we tend to accept and integrate experiences that comfortably fit our frame of 

reference and to discount those that do not” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 35). 

During the process, I will be focusing on answering the following research questions: 

1. How does my imagination influence my reality perspectives and 

behaviour?  

2. How do I use my imagination intentionally? 

My research questions were intended to investigate the significance of imagination in 

perception and making meaning, as well as its effect on befindlichkeit and behaviour. The 

research questions also helped me to evaluate the usefulness and effectiveness of writing 

about how we use our imagination as entry point into transformative learning. 
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1.4 Significance of the Study 

 Albert Einstein is commonly quoted as saying that “Imagination is more important 

than knowledge. For knowledge is limited to all we now know and understand, while 

imagination embraces the entire world, and all there ever will be to know and 

understand” (n.d., http://thinkexist.com). We know that imagination is part of the process 

of perception and learning, but, how significant is it in the development of our reality 

perspectives, emotional responses, beliefs, and actions?  This, I wanted to understand. 

My thesis intention was to understand what I imagine and why. I was especially 

interested in my response to periods of low social capital, as well as my use of creative 

expression in coping with critical incidents in my life. Although my use of imagination 

may be considered idiosyncratic, this does not dissuade from the fact that others use 

imagination in similar ways. In fact, “specific responses to critical incidents often have 

the generic embedded within them and therefore may be of interest to others (Brookfield 

in Mezirow & Associates, 1990, p.180). Also, as Stern (2005) argues, it is up to the 

reader to decide “how far the evidence collected in a specific study can be transferred to 

offer information about the same topic in similar settings” (p. 26). 

I used a holistic approach to uncover my epistemic and philosophical meaning 

perspectives. I engaged in autobiographical narrative which forced a kind of 

reconciliation amongst my unarticulated self-aspects, thus helping me to create a coherent 

self-concept (Watkins, 2014). I decided on a more philosophical approach than 

educational biography, where educators explore their epistemic habits of mind and the 

learning experiences which contributed to their professional development as adult 

educators (Dominicé 1990; Alhadeff-Jones 2010). In my thesis, I was determined to go 
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beyond my identity and role as educator. I wanted to understand both my professional as 

well as personal self. I wanted to know how my imagination has contributed to my 

behavioural choices, attitudes, emotional reactions, and beliefs. I wanted to dig deep. 

Brookfield (1990) notes that, “Engaging in critical thinking is not a continuously 

joyful exercise in creative self-actualization. It is psychologically and politically 

dangerous, involving risks to one’s livelihood, social networks, and psychological 

stability…This highly problematic activity raises many ethical questions and requires 

educators, at the very least, to point out to learners the risks and potentially harmful 

consequences of this activity” (p. 179). These dangers Brookfield (1990) alludes to are 

inherent in any type of learning that challenges our self-concept, our social identity, or 

the dominant ideologies of the status quo. This was the kind of depth I was looking for. 

Engaging in self-reflection and critical thinking can challenge our most basic 

assumptions of who we are (Mezirow, 1991; Cranton, 2006). It is difficult to open 

ourselves up to such scrutiny. Once we see ourselves with new insights into the ways we 

have been conditioned and socialized, it is very difficult to go back to being unaware; the 

changes from transformative learning are permanent (Mezirow, 1991). The risk to 

changes in our self-concept, the large amount of work and time required, the emotional 

involvement, and the inability for the educator to predict the outcome of transformative 

or emancipatory learning all contribute to the hesitation of using critical thinking in 

classrooms (Mezirow, 2013). 

This research investigates the potential benefits as well as concerns of generating new 

aspects of self-awareness and more “open” meaning perspectives. “Our assumptions are 

deeply embedded; they come from early experience, from our community and culture, 
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and from what we know about the world. It is hard to step outside of our own point of 

view and isolate unarticulated and uncritically assimilated assumptions” (Cranton, 2006, 

p.186). When our perspectives are “opened” we see things in new ways and we develop a 

potential to transform our lives through praxis (acting on our beliefs). 

The role of critical self-reflection is to make the implicit a little more explicit, by 

throwing our world view into slightly sharper relief (Mezirow, 1991). Therefore, 

transformative learning requires that learners are brought to the edge of their meaning 

perspectives (Taylor, 2008). In this study I intended to do just that: bring myself to the 

edge of my own meanings and to explore the edges of my self-concept. I really wanted to 

understand myself and my dilemmas. I wanted to learn and grow.  

This was not expected to be an easy or flattering undertaking as researchers who use 

autobiographical techniques explain: “It is not about presenting ourselves in a good light 

– in charge, competent, controlled, organized, and so on, or how we might like to be seen. 

Rather, it is about writing rich, full accounts that include the messy stuff – the self-

doubts, the mistakes, the embarrassments, the inconsistencies, the projections, and that 

which may be distasteful” (Tenni, Smith, & Boucher, 2003, p.3). 
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2. Literature Review 

2.1 Overview 

My thesis answers the questions, how does my imagination influence my reality 

perspectives, and how do I use my imagination intentionally? These questions act as 

entry points for engaging in emancipatory learning as I try to understand my beliefs, 

attitudes, emotional reactions, and behaviours. The goal was to understand my frame of 

reference so that I could engage in perspective development. My self-concept or 

befindlichkeit needed improving, both personally as well as professionally. I was having 

trouble with my partner and at work with the new executive director. I was in a teaching 

position that I felt very unsure about. My entire existence was feeling meaningless and I 

needed to change my perceptions, attitude, beliefs, and emotional reactions, in order to 

make better behavioural choices going forward. 

In order to change my behaviour I needed to challenge my self-concept and frame of 

reference, both of which are based on prior learning and experience. This is done using 

critical self-reflection and social discourse (or discussion with others to gain alternate 

points of view). The idea was that I would engage in emancipatory learning, but instead 

of engaging in social discourse, I would engage in a self-study using autobiographical 

narrative. I imagined that once I experienced and understood the process for myself, I 

would be better equipped to help others in their emancipatory learning journeys. I would 

help others regain a sense of control over their lives and improve their befindlichkeit and 

behavioural choices as well as my own. Our levels of self-awareness would increase. 
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As adult learners, we are “caught in our own histories” trying to make sense of our 

lives (Mezirow, 1991, p.1). We “learn to negotiate the challenges and conflicts we 

experience, not only to solve them, but also to learn something from them about 

ourselves and about society as a whole” (Alhadeff-Jones, 2010, p.18). Although social 

reality is “shared, sustained, and continuously negotiated through communication” 

(Bowers, 1987, p.35) the meaning attributed to an event or situation inevitably depends 

upon the unique perspective and the vocabulary available to the individual (Mezirow, 

1991 discussing the ideas of Kelly, 1963).  

In the literature review I look at emancipatory or transformative learning and 

imagination. In section 2.2, I introduce Mezirow’s (1991) concept of learning as making 

sense of experience. How imagination is used by adults is presented in section 2.3, 

followed by Heidegger’s concept of befindlichkeit, or our self-concept in action, in 

section 2.4. I finish the review in section 2.5 with an overview of Mezirow’s (1991) 

understanding of transformative learning. Section, 2.6 concludes the chapter with a 

summary of how the literature review informs the current research. The literature review 

is not exhaustive, and I focus mostly on the learning process and the importance of 

imagination, befindlichkeit and emancipatory learning in the creation of self-awareness 

and perspective development.  

2.2 Learning and Meaning Perspectives 

To Mezirow (1991) learning is making an interpretation (meaning construal). He 

explains that as we learn from our interactions with the environment, others, and 

ourselves, we develop an understanding of the situation. Figure 6 shows how we make 
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sense of experience by interpreting data to create meaningful or loaded perceptions of our 

situations. This occurs pre-linguistically using imagination and intuition, where intuition 

is understood to be “the ability to have immediate, direct knowledge without the use of 

language or reason” (Mezirow, 1991, p.14). Mezirow (1991) explains, “Construal 

involves projecting our symbolic models, as filtered by habits of expectation, onto objects 

and events in terms of (a) time and space, direction, dimension, entity, feeling, and 

punctuation of events and/or (b) the concepts, categories, and metaphors that come with 

language mastery” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 34).  

Our subconscious mind creates a preliminary understanding or reality perception 

referred to as 

presentational 

construal, which 

in the case of 

socialization and 

enculturation, 

remains at the 

precognitive level. 

When we attempt 

to articulate our 

understanding 

through the arts, 

sound, or speech, we bring it to our conscious awareness. When we describe what we 

perceive or understand, we make use of linguistic concepts (codes) or vocabulary, a 

Figure 6. Imagination and learning as described by Mezirow (1991). 
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rational or thinking process in the formation of propositional construal (Mezirow, 1991). 

Our prelinguistic reality perceptions affect our efforts to apply linguistic codes, and in 

turn, we use reason (rational thinking) to monitor our intuitive perceptions (Mezirow, 

1992, p.34). Thus, our loaded perceptions are objectified through language, giving us a 

glimpse into our habits of expectations (meaning perspectives) which filter our 

perception and comprehension, providing opportunities to learn how we have come to 

construct the reality perspectives that we have and work with. 

 Until we express our points of view by engaging in presentational construal, we 

cannot reflect critically upon our assumptions, definitions, and hidden symbolic 

references that constitute our meaning perspectives. Engaging in propositional construal 

is the first step to uncovering hidden meaning perspectives.  

Mezirow (1991) introduced the term meaning perspectives in order to integrate the 

different ways of knowing into a single concept. There are cognitive as well as conative 

and affective dimensions of apperception (the mental process by which a person makes 

sense of an idea, by assimilating it to the body of ideas, one already possesses), along 

with psychological and cultural aspects of learning. He specifically defines a meaning 

perspective as “a habitual set of expectations that constitute an orienting frame of 

reference that we use in projecting our symbolic models and that serve as a (usually tacit 

[implied or unspoken]) belief system for interpreting and evaluating the meaning of 

experience” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 42). 

Meaning perspectives are structures of largely pre-rational, unarticulated 

presuppositions [that] “act as perceptual and conceptual codes to form, limit, and distort 



 

24 

 

how we think, believe, and feel and how, what, when, and why we learn” (Mezirow, 

1991, p.62). They have “cognitive, affective, and conative dimensions [as well as] filter 

both perception and comprehension” (Mezirow, 1991, p.34). 

Meaning perspectives are also referred to as habits of mind and are pictured in figure 

7. They are articulated as 

meaning schemes: knowledge, 

beliefs, value judgments, and 

feelings that constitute a specific 

interpretation. Meaning 

perspectives are “structures of 

epistemic, cultural, and psychic 

assumptions within which our 

past experience assimilates and transforms new experience…[They] involve visual, 

auditory, and kinesthetic as well as linguistic modes of learning…[and] can be 

transformed through a reflective assessment and critique of the presuppositions upon 

which they are based” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 62).  

Mezirow (1991) notes how our perspectives are crucial to aspects of learning such as 

inquiry and the production of knowledge because they filter our thoughts, feelings, 

actions, and interactions, and becoming limiting factors. Perspectives are reflected in the 

way we live our daily lives and approach problem solving (Mezirow, 1991). As we 

develop and learn, our language and cognitive abilities develop, and the range of possible 

perceptions, as well as choices and intentions we have expands (Cavell, 2006).  In this 

way learning and adult development inform and build upon each other. In addition to the 

Figure 7. The six "Habits of Mind.” 
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cognitive domain of thinking, adults are informed by their emotions, and to a greater 

extent than we are aware of.  

There are six habits of mind (meaning perspectives) that are commonly referred to in 

adult learning, and especially in transformative or emancipatory learning. They are 

presented here along with a brief description:  

Epistemic habits of mind are about how we acquire and use knowledge. This includes 

our learning styles and preferences which can be affected by many things, including 

health, culture and capacity. For example: Do I think globally or in detail, concrete or 

abstract, am I organized or intuitive? Do I prefer visual or auditory learning? 

Sociolinguistic habits of mind are about how we relate to social norms, cultural 

expectations and the way we use language; it is persuasive and dominant habit because 

we are inundated or immersed within our culture and rarely give our vocabulary or 

language concepts a conscious thought. Examples might be: How are my perceptions of 

world events influenced by mainstream news reports or how do comments on social 

media affect my attitude towards diversity in the workplace?  

Psychological habits of mind include how we see ourselves (self-concept, needs, 

inhibitions, anxiety and fears etc.). They are often the result of childhood trauma and not 

easily detected or understood. Our perceptions and decisions affect our self-efficacy and 

ability to engage in authentic self-expression. For example: How do my personality traits 

filter how I see the world and make judgements? Do I prefer thinking or feeling? Am I 

introverted or extroverted? Do I rely more on intuition or my senses when perceiving? 
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Moral-ethical habits of mind involve how do we define good and evil and how do we 

act based on our assumptions. Moral and ethical thinking such as human and animal 

rights often do not become open to discussion until basic needs such as shelter, water and 

food are satisfied. Do I think about others or am I focused on helping myself?  

Epistemic habits of mind are our assumptions about the nature and use of knowledge 

which relates to one’s ability to engage in reflective judgement (Mezirow, 1991).  

Mezirow (1991) describes research showing that younger or less educated learners 

often do not engage in reflective judgement and accept knowledge authorities, believing 

that an objective reality with absolute truths exists and that the answers to problems need 

to be found. More educated and mature learners usually engage in critical reflection to 

some degree and will tend to understand knowledge as subjective interpretations that 

must be “evaluated as more or less likely approximations to reality and must be open to 

the scrutiny and criticisms of other rational people” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 124). A highly 

reflective learner would “weigh carefully the quality of the assumptions, evidence, and 

rational arguments in support of alternative approaches to arrive at a ‘best bet’ for dealing 

with the problem under the given circumstances” (p. 125).  

Research into human behaviour and the social sciences has established that our 

interpretations of experience are fallible and often predicated upon unreliable 

assumptions based on reference frames that are based on incomplete information or 

distorted assumptions that are often due to childhood trauma (Mezirow, 1991; Cranton, 

2006). More importantly, psychology research has demonstrated that “it is not so much 

what happens to people but how they interpret and explain what happens to them that 
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determines their actions, their hopes, their contentment and emotional well-being, and 

their performance” (Mezirow, 1991, p. xiii). Subjectivity forms the basis of our reality. 

Psychology research also shows that adult reality is not only shaped but is actually 

distorted by the self-deception and shared illusions that result from the helpful and 

perhaps even necessary muting of awareness done subconsciously by the mind to avoid 

stress and anxiety (Mezirow, 1991; Cavell, 2006). These blind spots occur at each major 

level of behaviour from the psychological to the social (Goleman, 1985) and help to build 

frames of reference that potentially contain illusory, self-limiting or distorting premises 

(Mezirow, 1991).  

2.3 Prior Learning and Socialization 

In Transformative Dimensions of Adult Learning (1991), Mezirow explains that we 

learn many of our ways of understanding the world unconsciously, internalizing symbolic 

models through the processes of socialization and enculturation. Socialization is the tacit 

learning from parents, teachers, mentors, and peers that teaches us about recognizing 

social threat, relating to authority, 

reacting to rejection and failure, being 

competitive, role playing, and using 

time responsibly. The resultant frames 

of reference tell us the context of a 

social situation, how to understand 

and how to react or behave in it 

(Mezirow, 1991). Figure 8. Negotiating the matrix of social hegemony. 
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Through the process of socialization, we learn things in childhood that may lead to 

self-limiting behaviour or distorted self-concepts. Transformative or emancipatory 

learning helps individuals (or organizations) re-evaluate meaning perspectives by 

developing and practicing critical self-reflection (CSR) and critical self-reflection of 

assumptions (CSRA). These activities help us to negotiate our shared reality which is 

sustained and continuously negotiated through communication (Mezirow, 1991).  

As adults we need to learn to question taken-for-granted assumptions about ourselves, 

others, and the world around us, in order to regain a sense-of-control over our lives. A 

graphic depicting the matrix of hegemonic ideology is presented in Figure 8. The process 

of maturation helps us to understand how each of us “breathes in” the meaning 

perspectives and ideologies of our social groups. This process “takes on and passes on the 

overall hegemonic ideology of the broader society through the process of enculturation... 

[so that every] person develops a self-identity and a self-interest, both of which reproduce 

the reality framing and value assumptions of the social group and the larger society” 

(Kennedy, 1990, p.99). 

Only by becoming aware of 

this process can we 

overcome it.  

This maturation process 

of self-understanding is 

illustrated in Figure 9. Each 

person, although subjected 
Figure 9. The process of socialization and maturation. 
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to the forces of the hegemonic matrix, also interprets their experiences in individually 

unique ways, developing their own “reservoir of idiosyncratic characteristics that do not 

fit neatly the prevailing social perspectives” (Mezirow, 1991, p.100). We also do not 

easily change the way we learn either: whether a person thinks globally or in detail, 

concretely or abstractly, or in an organized or intuitive way, these preferences are very 

much about who we are as human beings; they are long-held and deeply valued ways of 

seeing ourselves.” (Cranton, 2006, p.25).  

When we become aware of how our realities are shaped to a large extent by the social 

systems within which we live, we may begin to wonder about them and question the 

“givens” we receive. Through discussing and sharing our stories we make sense of our 

existence on a broader perspective. As adults mature, we learn to make explicit the 

message system that informs our frame of reference, developing autonomy.  

Today, “Formerly accepted sources of authority and the early learning provided by 

socialization and schooling no longer suffice” (Mezirow, 1991, p.3) and traditional 

sources of knowledge and knowledge authorities are being challenged. This has resulted 

in a growing global phenomenon of mistrust (Bronner, 2015) where trust is defined as the 

firm belief in the reliability, truth, ability, or strength of someone or something. What was 

once traditional and left unquestioned, in modern times has become open to questioning. 

Volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity are everywhere. It’s a VUCA world 

and understanding ourselves as creative beings and co-creators of reality is necessary for 

successful functioning in business and everyday life (Watkins, 2014; Kochetkova, 2006). 
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Emancipatory learning which leads to self-knowledge is achieved by questioning our 

instrumental and communicative learning (Cranton, 2006) and addresses the need to 

make good decisions. All learning, even socially constructed knowledge, occurs within a 

contextual framework that holds the clues to influence and variability.  

Mezirow (1991) presents five interacting contexts that influence any learning 

situation. Shown in Figure 10, they include: (a) the learner’s frame of reference or prior 

learning which results from socialization in childhood, as formal education, 

enculturation, and experience; (b) the conditions of communication which includes 

whether a power imbalance, language, cognitive and cultural barriers exist that might 

create challenges or difficulties; (c) the learner’s line of action or intentions (motivation 

to learn) which requires knowledge of 

the learner’s objectives; (d) the 

learner’s self-image or befindlichkeit – 

the expression or measure of how the 

learner perceives him or herself to be 

doing; and (e) the external 

circumstances of the learning situation, 

which could include any number of 

influencing factors such as personal relationships, sickness, health and other disorienting 

situations (Mezirow, 1991, pp.13-14). These contexts help researchers identify, describe, 

and understand the multiple forces acting on individuals and groups, and constitute the 

necessary details of autobiographical stories constructed for the purpose of narrative 

analysis.   

Figure 10. The five interacting contexts for learning. 
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These contextual variables are interactive, influencing each other. The factors work in 

tandem, complicating interpretation, even in studies that rely on narrative of the self 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). 

While descriptions of the learning situation are aided by maintaining a contextual 

approach, perception and understanding develop or emerge from the situation as a whole. 

This is because there are two levels of learning. The first level is precognitive or pre-

reflective learning and the second level is cognitive or reflective learning. Presentational 

construal becomes propositional construal only when we reflect on our learning using 

language constructs and symbols.  

We engage in collective knowledge transfer in the form of communication. This can 

be achieved through any literary form or visual art. The context in which information is 

presented and interpreted however, affects how that information is received. For the 

purpose of emancipatory learning, my objective is to learn from my self-expressions and 

articulations, my reconstructions and self-representations, to learn about prior learning. 

2.4 Imagination 

Imagination is defined by Merriam-Webster (n.d.) online as “the act or power of 

forming a mental image of something not present to the senses or never before wholly 

perceived in reality.” Imagination therefore, is experienced as mental images in the mind. 

The difference between something imagined and something experienced is beyond the 

scope of this thesis, but evidence strongly supports that the mechanisms underlying 

imagery and underlying perception are the same. Whether the representation within the 

brain is descriptive (linguistic) or pictorial is still not known, only that representations 
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underlying the experience of imagery are like the representations that underlie the 

experience of perception (Imagery and Imagination, n.d.). 

The academic literature reveals that a great deal of ordinary thought is not directly 

focused on task-related activities. While driving the car our mind may wander, but 

playful fantasies also “make up a sizable percentage of many individuals' stream of 

thought, [and] are often expressions of some long-term effort to cope with issues in one's 

life, whether by sheer escape or by gradually zeroing in from absurd possibilities to a 

solution” (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.281).  

Singer & Singer (1990) describe how the literature identifies three major patterns 

characteristic of thoughts other than those directed at a specific immediate chore, such as 

paying bills or solving math problems. One pattern is a pole of high or low ability to 

maintain focus on a specific fantasy, and the other two are independent factors that reflect 

negative or positive emotionally toned fantasies or dreams called the Guilty-Dysphoric 

and the Positive-Constructive. They report that most people show at least some tendency 

to reflect more positive-playful fantasies as part of their ongoing thought unless they are 

severely depressed (p. 281). They also note that people who report a good deal of 

daydreaming do seem in general to be characterized by a considerable interest in 

narrative and imagery, have better recall of night dreams, and a greater ability to enter 

states of intense absorption in reading, films, or music. 

Imagination is recognized as an important factor in learning “as any educator who 

successfully engages the imagination of learners can attest” (Singer & Singer, 1990, 

p.288). Mezirow (1991) in developing his theory on transformative learning noted that 

while imagination is fundamental to perception, it is also significant in all forms of 
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learning. We learn using metaphors by making associations with prior knowledge and 

symbolism. N terms of learning, it is also worth noting that “imagination and, earlier, the 

predisposition to pretend and make-believe play may well be necessary ingredients in 

stimulating and developing divergent thought” (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.270).  

Imagination has other uses. It is used to “sustain us in misfortune or to help us to 

persist in finishing tasks” (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.282). Imagination has been 

investigated using self-reports of day dreams, night dreams, random thoughts and 

fantasies, with measures of frequency, intensity, period of focus, and emotional 

variability (Singer & Singer, 2010). In adult psychotherapy, “research suggests that most 

approaches to symptom relief and personality change draw on the patient's capacity for 

imagery and narrative thought and implicitly train people to enhance these mental skills” 

(Singer & Singer, 1990, p.284).  

Singer & Singer (1990) report that research also shows that “for imagination to 

blossom, in addition to intrinsic motivation, the creative individual must be consistently 

reinforced by external factors” (p.268). For Vygotsky, according to Gaskins & Göncü 

(1988) this imaginative play creates a “zone of proximal development” where one acts on 

cognition rather than on external factors. In our imagination, we accomplish more than 

we can in the externally visible realm. Imagination, Vygotsky argues, is the “edge of 

development” (Gaskins & Göncü, 1988).  

Imagination differs from creative expression much like understanding differs from 

comprehension; understanding is prelinguistic, intuitive, imaginative, and perhaps even 

visual, whereas, comprehension is expressed through linguistic concepts, is socially 

constructed and validated through dialogue and shared meaning schemes (Mezirow, 



 

34 

 

1991). Creativity, according to expert Paul Torrance, is manifest through products or 

actions; it calls for specific skills and knowledge, high motivation and effort, and the 

capacity for a playful consideration of many possibilities (Singer & Singer, 1990). In 

contrast to creativity or problem solving, Singer & Singer (1990) see imagination more 

like pretending or playing; it is “freer and broader since our thoughts may remain as 

private and as fanciful as we want them to be, with no constraints” (p.267).  

Singer & Singer (1990) also note that imagination does not disappear in adulthood as 

it “reflects a human need... [instead it] takes on new forms and ever more intriguing 

patterns” (p.277). They remind us that “While seeming to be unrelated to our normal life, 

[play or imagination] relates to it in a very meaningful way” (quoting Eugen Fink, p.273). 

Imagination after all is used in trying on new roles or imagining a different way of being 

and is integral to transforming the learner’s self-concept (Singer & Singer, 1990; 

Mezirow, 1991).  

In essays written in the early 1700s, Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz described how, “we 

form a sense of identity through imagination, which then unites our past experiences with 

intended actions or wishes about future events” (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.285). In fact, 

“For most people, the make-believe of childhood, with its elements of freedom from the 

constraints of physical structures and time- or person-boundedness, lives on in the 

privacy of thought”, and, the “possession like quality of one's images, wishes, 

expectations, and beliefs becomes a closely guarded feature of one's sense of 

individuality and uniqueness” (Singer & Singer, 1990, p.278). 

Imagination is understood to be pivotal to the process of identity formation and plays a 

decisive role in shaping or directing one’s behaviour towards the future (Singer, 2004). 
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This is very important as Imagination we have learned, is indistinguishable from 

perception as a process. This raises questions about imagination and the act of self-

perception or befindlichkeit.  

2.5 Befindlichkeit 

Befindlichkeit is Heidegger’s concept of our felt sense-of-self; our contextual and 

experiential being-in-the-world, our self-in-the-midst-of-situations, as explained by 

Gendlin (1978-79) who presents and interprets Heidegger’s concepts. He explains the 

concept of befindlichkeit as being both felt and interactional since the self cannot be 

separated from the situation it finds itself in. Expressing one’s sense of self creates a 

“back and forth” movement between statement and feeling; having verbalized something, 

one senses a change, a new understanding. This is because we have applied linguistic 

concepts (theory) to our befindlichkeit. This new understanding then leads to a new 

statement or expression and so on.  

Articulating befindlichkeit is a phenomenological felt-sense or felt meaning and the 

more ways of articulating human experience one has at their disposal, the better. The 

importance of attempting to articulate befindlichkeit is that through using speech or 

language we may “lift out” (a Heidegger term) a meaning or concept and develop 

theoretical self-understanding.  

Heidegger believed that one’s felt-sense changes in authentic explicating; we learn 

about ourselves in this back and forth movement between self-awareness and self-

expression. This process, for Heidegger, is authenticity in being (Gendlin, 1978-79) and 

also, according to Mezirow (1991) is also how we judge the quality of our interactions.  
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I have tried to represent this diagrammatically in Figure 11 which shows the individual 

(conscious organism) learning from interactions with the environment (instrumental 

learning), others 

(communicative learning) and 

the self (emancipatory learning). 

The organism or individual, 

processes sensations, feelings, 

and perceptions into articulated 

thoughts, ideas, and beliefs 

about the self and the 

environment. Presentational 

construal is developed in the 

mind and articulated as propositional construal. One learns to understand one’s self not 

just internally, but in relation to the external world through interactions: i.e., through the 

learning situations and events encountered.  

If we articulate befindlichkeit we can reflect on the validity of our propositional 

statements and determine their validity in an iterative process that moves the learner 

towards greater self-understanding (Mezirow, 1991). Articulating befindlichkeit is 

essential to transformative learning since, as a learner’s vocabulary (and resources of 

concepts and meanings) increases, the articulation of understanding becomes more exact, 

more refined, more satisfying, and more helpful (Mezirow, 1991). What we tell ourselves 

about ourselves informs our behavioural choices and our emotional responses. Our self-

perceptions, our befindlichkeit, influence our sense of identity. 

Figure 11. Our befindlichkeit is a feedback information 
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Singer (2004) explains that to understand the identity formation process is to 

understand how individuals craft narratives from experiences, tell these stories to 

themselves and others, and apply these stories to knowledge of self, other and the world 

in general. In education, perception and self-concept (how one sees oneself in relation to 

the world) are integral to all forms of learning, even for adults. When perspective 

development (the premise of emancipatory learning) is the objective, one’s sense-of-self 

and interpretation of experience is central to the learning experience (Cranton, 2006).  

Self-concept is a psychological habit of mind that includes needs, inhibitions, 

anxieties, and fears “often buried in childhood trauma, and not easily accessible to the 

conscious self” (Cranton, 2006, p.26). Self-reflection requires articulating experiences as 

well as befindlichkeit and when we do this in an autobiographical way, we increase our 

self-awareness and possibly new insights into how our past has affected us. Describing 

our befindlichkeit creates opportunity for self-reflection and discussion. When we also 

imagine alternate ways to interpret experience and befindlichkeit we are engaging in 

transformative learning and perspective development (Mezirow, 1991). 

2.6 Transformative Learning 

Learning that leads to new insight and new action are what Mezirow (1991) refers to 

as transformative learning. It is catalyzed or induced by a disorienting dilemma: an event 

or experience that is difficult to process or make sense of. Mezirow (1991) believes that 

in order to learn and transform our self-concept, we have to be able to reflect on our 

experiences and befindlichkeit. This means identifying and examining not only our 

beliefs, attitudes, and specific emotional reactions that are inherent in the way we 
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interpret an event, situation, or a problem, but also how our assumptions and expectations 

have develop over time as a result of our personal experience.  

Transformation theory draws upon the disciplines of developmental and cognitive 

psychology, psychotherapy, sociology and philosophy in trying to understand how adults 

learn, transform, and develop (Cranton & Taylor, 2012). The major implication of 

transformative learning as it relates to adult learning and development is the idea that we 

can use self-knowledge to design and implement intentional change. This gives us the 

notion that we have some sense of control over our destiny and future possibilities; we 

are becoming “copartners” with evolution itself (Cranton & Taylor, 2012).  

Mezirow (1991) identified a ten-step process to transformation from his 1978 study of 

women returning to college. These are: 1) The experience of a disorienting dilemma, 2) 

Self-examination, 3) A critical assessment of assumptions, 4) Recognition of a 

connection between one’s discontent and the process of transformation, 5) Exploring 

options for new roles, relationships, and actions 6) Planning a course of action, 7) 

Acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing one’s plan, 8) Provisional trying of 

one’s new roles, 9) Building competence and self-confidence in new roles and 

relationships and 9) A reintegration into one’s life on the basis and conditions dictated by 

one’s new perspective.  

In recent years however, the emphasis has been much more on “encountering the 

disorienting event and critically questioning or responding to the assumptions and 

expectations that make it disorienting” (Cranton, 2006, p.20).  

Transformative learning leads to a changed self-perception (Cranton, 2006). It is a 

type of learning that uses critical self-reflection to reveal the unquestioned assumptions 
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inherent in our statements or meaning schemes. By studying the linguistic concepts that 

constitute our interpretations of experience, we can uncover or lift up and make seen our 

tacit frames of reference - our prelinguistic symbolic models, values, attitudes, 

assumptions, habits of mind, and meaning perspectives.  

In transformation theory, our thoughts, feelings, and actions, reflect our befindlichkeit, 

which can be expressed, reflected upon, and used as a “criterion for assessing the 

correctness of our interpretation of our situation” (Mezirow, 1991, p.14). Self-expression, 

exposing befindlichkeit, is “bringing the self in front of the self and articulating 

understanding, revealing the way in which one is” (Mezirow, 1991, p.14, quoting 

Gendlin, 1978-79). Self-expression is a way of lifting up one’s prelinguistic or 

presentational construal to the conscious mind for interpretation and validation (Boyd & 

Myers, 1988, p.32).  

The form and function of the various ways in which one engages in self-expression 

“give[s] meaning to one’s realities” and allows one “to be aware of one’s true interests 

and intentions” (Hart in Mezirow & Associates, 1990, p. 52). Our expressions expose our 

thoughts, feelings, and actions so that they may be subjected to the process of validation - 

the deciphering of their truthfulness (or authenticity) and the context for which that 

truthfulness (or authenticity) applies (Mezirow, 1991). Each cycle of expression, 

reflection, and evaluation moves us forward, transforming befindlichkeit and our state of 

being (Gendlin, 1978-79; Mezirow, 1991).  

Self-reflection therefore, can lead to the creation of new heightened mental states: 

metacognition (thinking about thinking) and Meta awareness (awareness of self in 

situations, or situational awareness). In these heightened states of awareness our 
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imagination offers insight, new approaches to being, and the possibility to transform 

ourselves into a new potential (Mezirow, 1991). 

To develop into our full potential, we must uncover our hidden assumptions and 

discriminate what we feel, value, and want from what we should feel, value, and want 

(Grow, 1992). We need to learn how to make the distinction between our authentic selves 

and the selves we feel society values, wants and needs (Tyler, 2006, p. 275).  

Cranton (2006) reminds us how hard it is to “step outside of our own point of view 

and isolate unarticulated and uncritically assimilated assumptions…[and] This is as true 

for us as educators, as it is for the people whose transformative experiences we are 

fostering” (p.186). Our assumptions are deeply embedded; they come from early 

experience, from our community and culture, and from what we know about the world. 

She suggests that we attempt to know ourselves from many perspectives: psychological 

type preferences, learning style, and ask ourselves questions to reveal our psychological, 

sociolinguistic and epistemic habits of mind.  

Once adult learners truly understand the constructed nature of knowledge they are 

much less likely to accept uncritically what they read and hear (Cranton, 2006). They 

may develop a critical awareness that can lead to counter hegemonic thought and action 

(Hoare, 2006). In fact, m“the goal of adult education is to help the learner develop the 

requisite learning processes to think and choose with more reliable insight, to become a 

more autonomous thinker’’ (Tyler, 2006, p. 348).any educators believe,  

Cranton (2006) describes two distinct approaches or emphasis in transformative 

learning; one is centered on the individual and individual transformation (humanists), 

while the other focuses on the social responsibility of the individual to contribute to 
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social reform (critical theorists). These two different approaches to transformative 

learning exist as a tension between perspectives that focus on individual transformation 

and social transformation. This is why the emphasis has shifted onto the contextual 

framework of the learner (described earlier and depicted in figure 10) and the learning 

environment and not just on the process of critical reflection and social discourse 

(Cranton, 2006). 

Mezirow (1991) notes that while it is important to engage learners in critically 

evaluating the power structures within society, it is not the role of the facilitator to guide 

the learners to political action, and so adult educators are not directly agents of change.  

Yet, in order to facilitate perspective transformation, it is considered essential to bring 

learners to the ‘edge of meaning’, to create a space of mild discomfort that may act as the 

catalyst for learning (Berger, 2004). Mezirow (1991) argues that transformative learning 

is central to what adult education is all about; education is for communicative 

Figure 12. An example of perspective development in progress. 
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competence and involves cultivating the learner’s ability to negotiate meanings and 

purposes instead of passively accepting social realities defined by others. 

Our emotions play a pivotal role in forming a disposition to act, but the capacity to 

choose can be compromised in many ways: “by a rigidity of perception that restricts what 

one sees, casting it into a too-familiar mold; by undue anxiety about the act of choosing 

itself; by constrictions on wanting and on one’s ability to know what one wants; by an 

unwillingness, or a characterological inability, to appraise one’s desires and to weigh 

them against each other; and so on” (Cavell, 2006, p.112). This questioning process is 

depicted in figure 12, as I decide which path my career should take.  

New experiences, and new insights into the role of adult education have helped me to 

see myself and my potential social roles, differently.  

2.7 Summary 

As we experience, we learn - the process of ascribing significance or meaning to an 

event or situation. We do this by using our imagination in the process of presentational 

construal (Mezirow, 1991). When we articulate experience and befindlichkeit we 

objectify our meaning perspectives using propositional construal. It is when we cannot 

make sense of experience and are confounded by disorientation, that the process of 

propositional construal or authentic explicating becomes a significant learning tool. 

Assumptions, definitions, and ideologies learned tacitly through socialization and 

enculturation are hidden within our meaning statements, ready to be exposed and made 

explicit through the research process. (Mezirow, 1991). 
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We like to think of ourselves as logical thinking beings, but research has revealed, in 

fact, that it is the affective ways of knowing (our intuitive and emotional understandings) 

that prioritize experience and identify for us what is most significant in the reflection 

process (Mezirow, Taylor and Associates, 2009). Even in my art there are hidden 

meanings about my self-perception and frame of reference that can be unearthed. If I 

intend to move beyond my own assumptions and comfort zones. I must exhaust the 

possibilities of interpretation of my data in terms of findings. I am interested in how my 

imagination has influenced my reality perspectives. The literature helps to inform the 

research, which will help me to get as much as possible from the process in terms of 

personal and professional learning (Tenni, Smith & Boucher, 2003).  
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3. Method 

3.1 Introduction 

My thesis investigates uses of imagination in adulthood and constitutes an exercise in 

emancipatory learning, a process used to gain insights that will lead to “self-knowledge, 

growth, development, and freedom” (Cranton, 2006, p.13). Identifying uses of 

imagination requires intimate knowledge of one’s mental functioning, or inner workings. 

For this reason, I use an autobiographical approach, a self-reflective form of 

phenomenology, to answer the research questions: How does my imagination influence 

my reality perspectives and behavior? And, how do I use my imagination intentionally? I 

also report on the emancipatory learning process as I was interested in developing a 

toolkit to help adult learners facilitate their own transformative learning. 

This chapter discusses the methodology used to collect evidence of my imagination in 

use as well as my emancipatory learning. I describe the theoretical underpinnings of 

emancipatory learning in section 3.2, followed by a discussion of philosophical 

autobiography, as a methodology in section 3.3. Section 3.4 outlines the data collection 

and analysis technique that led to my findings presented in Chapter 4. Limitations of 

qualitative studies, and self-studies in particular are explained in section 3.5, and a 

summary of the method is provided in section 3.6. 

3.2 Theoretical Underpinnings 

This research was undertaken with the belief that it is possible to use critical self-

reflection to increase self-awareness and change one’s perspective on important issues, 
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especially one’s self-concept. The process of transforming one’s perspective through 

emancipatory learning was introduced by Mezirow (1991) and is grounded in 

“constructivism, critical theory, and deconstructivism in social theory and in all of the 

social sciences, law, literature, and art,” and is based on the premise that, “it is not so 

much what happens to people but how they interpret and explain what happens to them,” 

that matters (p.xiii).  

The meaning of an experience according to Mezirow (1991) exists within our 

interpretations, which are “acquired and validated through human interaction and 

communication… [and] what we make of [our] world is entirely a function of our past 

personal experiences… [and that] we can know reality only by acting on it…[and] that 

information, ideas, and contexts change [such that] our present interpretations of reality 

are always subject to revision or replacement” (p.xiv). The premise, then, is that a person 

can learn and grow, change their attitudes, beliefs, emotional reactions, and behaviours 

through transformative learning, which always starts with becoming more self-aware. 

A constructivist philosophy does not exclude the existence of an outside reality, but 

takes the position that variables such as proximity, positionality, cultural background, 

religion, age, gender, genetic predispositions, and more, combine in unique ways to 

create individual-specific points of view on issues, situations, and events (Denizen & 

Lincoln, 2012).  

The basic premise for my research then, is that with sufficient effort in self-directed 

learning, I would become more aware of my habits of mind and be in a position to 

reframe my prior learning experiences and develop a perspective or self-concept that was 

more reflective and more rational. Also, by subjecting my knowledge claims to validity 
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testing and acknowledging that the process of inquiry is itself fallible, I would develop a 

perspective that is more inclusive, more permeable, and more open (Mezirow, 1991).  

3.3 Philosophical Autobiography 

Autobiographical inquiries are part of self-studies that assist educators in 

understanding their positionality, direction and focus, as well as improve their teaching 

practice (Hamilton, Smith, & Worthington, 2008). Critical reflection is used in narrative 

methodologies to provide deeper forms of insight into social dynamics and personal 

identity and offers the potential to transform the perspective of the major participant - the 

author (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001). In order to understand the impact of my imagination 

on my reality perspectives and my befindlichkeit, I needed to engage in autobiographical 

inquiry so that I could question my reconstructions and past interpretations. 

Autobiography is the recounting of one's own life and is almost invariably a form of 

extended speech act of self-revelation. “When a philosopher is the autobiographer, this 

self-revelation illuminates the interplay between thought, life, and personality” (Baginni, 

2009). Philosophical autobiography therefore, is a methodology that allows for direct 

inquiry into the nature of one’s thoughts, feelings, and actions, rather than interpreting 

them from the observations of others (Mathien & Wright, 2006). Using this methodology, 

one can give an account of something as large and complex as a human life, present a 

life-story as a judgment, and identify one part of a causal circumstance as 'the cause' 

(Baggini, 2009).  

Philosophical autobiography is also an emancipatory process, as our “exposed” 

viewpoints, feelings, assertions, assumptions, attitudes, perceptions and intuitions “take 
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us somewhere we couldn’t otherwise get to” (Behar, 1997, pp.13-14). Theories of 

identity, the process of self-narration and the practice of self-reflection come together in 

philosophical autobiography as the author attempts to understand the self in terms of 

metaphysical concepts, social power and literary practice (Etherington-Wright, 2009). 

Learning and developing one’s self-concept is emancipatory. Emancipatory learning 

involves reflectively transforming beliefs, attitudes, opinions, and emotional reactions. 

To do this, the learner must “focus upon and examine the assumptions - epistemological, 

social, and psychological - that underlie beliefs, feelings, and actions; assess the 

consequences of these assumptions; identify and explore alternative sets of assumptions; 

and test the validity of assumptions through effective participation in reflective dialogue” 

(Mezirow, 1991, p.224).  

In autobiographical analysis, like autoethnography, the researcher’s own personal 

experience is the subject or focus of study. In autoethnography, the researcher creates a 

“self-narrative that critiques the ‘situatedness’ of self with others in social contexts” 

(Spry, 2001, p.710). Autobiographical inquiry is more suitable for investigations into 

adult development which can be envisioned as “a series of patterns evolving and 

dissolving over time and, at any point in time, possessing particular degrees of stability” 

(Stevens-Long & Michaud, 2002, p. 6). Philosophical autobiography does not focus on 

the membership of the researcher within a cultural group but seeks to examine the “inner 

workings” of the mind itself. The researcher’s interests are focused inward to gain 

knowledge of the self. The purpose is to find blind spots or acts of self-deception, and 

also to understand the subtle idiosyncratic ways in which they make meaning of 

experience.  
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In philosophical autobiography, one attempts to reveal pre-rational meaning 

perspectives through the expression of epistemic, sociolinguistic, psychological, 

philosophical, moral/ethical, and aesthetic meaning schemes, also referred to as habits of 

mind or points of view (Mezirow, 1991). To interpret the meaning of experience and the 

tacit assumptions of an individual, qualitative researchers interpret cultural artifacts 

(writings, artwork, sketches, collections), rituals, ceremonial practices, patterns of 

behaviour, choices made, and modes of personal expression (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). 

Mezirow (1991) notes that is also helpful to reflect on one’s use of symbols, emotions 

evoked, and the five primary interactive contexts of learning (meaning perspectives, 

conditions of communication, line of action, self-image, and the external situation) during 

the autobiographical process (pp.13-14).  

Philosophical autobiographies can provide examples for others on how to develop 

their own philosophical lifestyles. Authors of philosophical autobiography share their 

idiosyncrasies, their personality, and their style as they offer answers to philosophical 

questions on the nature of existence and the human condition. They share the way in 

which they make sense of life in the way they live since, “what one believes and how one 

lives, have a direct bearing on one another” (Nehamas, 1998, p.2). Authors of 

philosophical autobiography present experiences within learning contexts, giving the 

reader insight into the significance or meaning of these events and situations. They 

articulate their philosophical viewpoints, as well as their actions and beliefs. Their stories 

serve as examples of their unique interpretation into the “art of living,” where each 

experience becomes a significant part of the whole and is no longer accidental (Nehamas, 

1998). Therefore, readers of philosophical autobiographies can find “convincing models 
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of how a unified, meaningful life can be constructed out of the chance events that 

constitute it” (Nehamas, 1998, p.4).  

3.4 Data Collection and Analysis 

Philosophical autobiography uses autobiographical narrative as phenomenological 

accounts of prior perceptions and experience. This self-presentation is subjected to 

narrative analysis for both emancipatory learning and to answer the research questions on 

my uses of imagination and how my reality perspectives were affected. Philosophical 

autobiography uses a contextual approach. Past experiences were reconstructed and my 

befindlichkeit articulated. In the narrative analysis component, I looked for evidence of 

how my imagination had affected my befindlichkeit as well as my reality perspectives. 

Insights gained informed my perspective and led to new self-awareness. The process was 

iterative. I wrote. I reflected. I gained insights and tried new ways of looking at myself 

and my situations. My perspective developed, I made different choices. Then, I wrote 

some more. It was a process of coming to terms with my self-concept and finding that 

balance in my daily living that reflected my inner truths.  

The data consists of reflections on my artwork, writing, and artifacts of mind collected 

over the past thirty years and listed in tables 1 and 2. I made things mostly. I painted, did 

crafts, sewing, photography, and other similar activities that “provide an outlet for 

feelings of loneliness and alienation, or, on the other side of the coin, of joy, or love” 

(Singer & Singer, 1990, p.267). And, I also wrote. I have journals and pieces of paper 

that date as far back as 1986, when I was twenty-four. I have been searching for wisdom, 

meaning, and purpose in life and have saved snippets of my journey to study. 
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Artifacts of the mind “can provide a wealth of information on the thoughts, behaviour, 

personality, and development of the writer, [despite the fact that] the content analysis of 

written documents is a complex and laborious process” (Wrightsman, 1994, quoted by 

Aiken, 1998, p.11). I saved some sketches, videos, and newspaper clippings that feature 

me or my work. I also have a collection of personal and fashion photographs, as well as 

my sculptures of trees, dragonflies, and flowers. Things that were meaningful to me and 

that somehow expressed some aspect of my being became precious and worth holding 

onto. By reflecting on my artifacts, I pieced together my adult learning and development. 

It is important to note that I developed an interest in metaphysics and the metaphysical 

realm, or Astral Light, as I gained experiences in energy healing, astral projection, and 

spirit guide interactions. I placed considerable emphasis on the spiritual significance of 

learning and kept a journal relating these experiences and important symbols. Spirituality 

remains an important aspect of my attitude towards learning and living. The creation of 

sacred spaces, to remind me to reflect and feel appreciation and gratitude, is an important 

ritual and photographs from around my home are included at the end of Chapter 4.  

For my research into emancipatory learning and uses of imagination, I recorded 

myself talking using my cell phone (mostly while driving for work). Waiting to keep a 

journal was impractical. There was too much express and I was too tired at night when I 

could relax at home. Externalizing my thoughts and feelings helped me to reflect on my 

inner truths to validate or dismiss them, much like writing. At times, this was actually 

therapeutic if I was experiencing nervous tension or emotions. Other times, I had nothing 

to say and I found myself alone in my thoughts, recording nothing at all. The process was 

helpful in the moment, but I found I had no interest in listening to myself a second time. 
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Discovering truths about myself was a messy process that did not lend itself to the 

kind of neat “coding” that occurs when interpreting the narrative information of others. 

Insights gained were not always written down on pieces of paper to be further organized 

because I was driving, at work, or in bed. This was my information, it was a part of me, 

and the research process became a phenomenon onto itself. I was coding and decoding 

my insights and results compulsively. It became clear that emancipatory learning was not 

something that had a neat and tidy structure; there was no definitive beginning, middle, or 

end. Occasionally, feelings of desperation set in and I became overwhelmed trying to 

“contain the beast” (Tenni et al, 2003); it was hard to stay objective and focused.  

I made lots of notes, recorded my thoughts and feelings, and engaged in discussions 

with others to practice sharing my new self-knowledge which helped me to test the ability 

of my insight to withstand explanation. All of these methods of articulating and authentic 

explicating helped me to further develop my personal insights. As personal theories 

emerged, I would reflect on them to ascertain their validity - the degree and conditions of 

their truthfulness (Mezirow, 1991). The process was interactive and incremental and did 

not manifest into neat stages or levels of understanding. It was also never over and never 

quite right. It seemed that whenever I thought I was done, I would find another insight or 

layer of personal truth waiting to be extracted or examined.  

Eventually I settled on four major themes that were able to collectively capture the 

insights I had gained. These are presented at the beginning of Chapter 4 along with the 

evidence that supports them. Figure 13 is a diagram outlining the research process. In the 

top right corner my motivations for the study are: (A) a need to engage in emancipatory 

learning and (B) a desire to help others engage in emancipatory learning.  
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The study was triggered by past and present disorienting dilemmas at home and work. 

The research questions were entry points into critical self-reflection. I studied my 

artifacts and the narrative I generated was used to look for themes into my interpretations 

of experience as well as my self-concept. I tried to determine the underlying causes of my 

disorienting dilemmas to gain insight into my present sense of disorientation. I also 

studied the literature for theories on identity formation, belief formation, and other key 

issues for adults. 

I studied my autobiographical narrative for evidence of my socialization, 

enculturation, identity formation, personality, adult development, resistance to 

hegemony, multiple dilemmas and interacting contexts, social role conflict, cognitive 

Figure 13. The research process and aspects of awareness used to generate insight. 
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dissonance, expressions of befindlichkeit, expressed meaning schemes (opinions and 

beliefs), underlying habits of mind, uses of imagination, my attitudes, emotions and signs 

of transformative learning. Even though I do not report every aspect of my learning in the 

present study, it was impossible to ignore any insights gained. I incorporated all of it into 

my self-perception and eventually, if the insight persisted, into my subsequent behaviour.  

The research process was extremely difficult as the subject matter was highly 

personal. Some stories that may have been relevant to my findings, but were too 

embarrassing, were omitted. In the end, what remained to be presented as 

autobiographical evidence of the themes that emerged from my analysis are stories that 

detail my emotional reactions to the more memorable of my disorienting experiences, my 

impulses and desires, and my developing self-concept. 

I omitted discussing my experiences of motherhood and details of my relationships 

because I was not interested in divulging information that involved other people. I was 

worried about dealing with moral-ethical questions. This is not an indication that I 

devalue these interactions and they were not influential to the research, only that I 

thought it best to keep some things to myself. Motherhood was a very difficult social role 

that I am still struggling with as is learning to be in an intimate relationship/partnership. 

These relationships are the most important ones to me and learning how to be in them 

without feeling overwhelmed is part of my ongoing learning beyond that described in the 

pages of my thesis. My family, friends and partner know how much I appreciate them. If 

I was affected by some aspect of our interaction or my self-perception involving them, I 

didn’t always need to mention the details. Privacy for others was a priority and affected 

my decisions. This is a qualitative analysis and causality was not an objective. 
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Table 1 is a list of the documents, audio files, and electronic files used in my study. 

Table 1. List of journals and documents studied. 

Id Journal or Article Description Contents and Significance 

PJ 

N (10) 

DB  

RB 

SS 

PJA 

A (28) 

MC 

V 

LS 

LB 

SPC 

L(date) 

SBJ1 

SBJ2 

RJ 

GJ 

FJ 

SJ 

EF 

L(date) 

A(date) 

The pink journal in Nov 1986 

Newspaper articles (10) 1989 

Design Book 1987 (~empty) 

“Romey” binder the 1990s 

Smaller Scrapbook Sept 1990 

Photo Journal Affidavit 1992 

Published Articles (28) 1992-93 

Medicine Card April 4-6th, 

1994 

Video clips made in 1994 -95 

Larger Scrapbook 2000 

Large Black book 2007 

Sacred Path Cards 1995 - 2012 

Loose leaf 1980-present 

Small black journal #1 2013 

Small black journal #2 2015 

Red wire ring notebook 2016 

Green wire ring notebook 2017 

Flower Journal 2017-present 

Spotted journal 2016 (full) 

Electronic files 2014-present 

Letters and notes 2005 - present 

Audio files Jan – Jun 2018 

Reflecting after the motorcycle accident 

Fashion shows and feature articles 

Started with becoming a designer 

Collection of photos and memorabilia 

Spirit Guide Meditations (motherhood #1) 

Preparation for custody trial #1 

On design, reviews, & philosophical 

After sexual assault & childbirth 

Friend with a video camera 

Writing “My Story”, 2nd custody battle 

Move back to New Brunswick 

Need help with career path & restless 

Relationship reflections, and venting 

Confusion over another relationship  

Making observations about myself 

Incident at work with executive director 

Proposal development for thesis (full) 

Understanding emancipatory learning 

Adult learning theories and Astral plane 

Emancipatory learning notes and ideas 

Letters to and from children and lovers 

Thoughts, ideas, and feelings 
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Table 2 is a compilation of other significant artifacts such as artwork, symbols, and 

websites. I include brief descriptions, and the meaning ascribed to each item in the table. 

Table 2. Detailed description of artifacts and their significance. 

Artifact and Description Significance 

1. My Tree and Flower Sculptures, Drawings, 
and Poetry: I have drawn flowers and trees 
since a young child. I started sculpting flowers 
in high school out of fabric, and out of beads 
later in life. The trees I started doing within the 
past eight years or so. They have become very 
strong symbols for me. At the market I was 
called the Tree Lady. 

2. My Dragonfly Sculptures: These large and 
small sculptures represent the belief that we can 
change who we are with enough insight and 
determination. Dragonflies exemplify agility 
and strength, qualities that I desire to help in 
tough times. These sculptures are prayers that 
reflect a desirable self-concept. 

3. My Clothing Ideas and Designs: I have been 
designing warrior outfits as well as apocalyptic 
clothes where I imagine what it is like to live in 
one’s clothes. I have debated the pros and cons 
of wearing nice clothes in a post-apocalyptic 
world where your possessions may be desired 
by others. My designs have thus toned down. I 
am using less beadwork, not so many bright 
colours, little or no metal detailing, and the 
emphasis is more on fabric, comfort, and, drape. 
As my visions of the future change, so do the 
styles of my designs. 

4. Personal Journals: I have jotted notes, 
sketches, and ideas, as well as written letters, 
poems, and songs about my ideas and ideals on 
love, life, health, purpose, reality, and 
spirituality over the past two decades. A method 
of self-expression, record-keeping, and 
communication, journaling reflects my thoughts 
and beliefs on numerous topics. My expressions 

They are symbols of growth 
and beauty. By making them 
I attempt to express my 
belief/desire to connect with 
and show appreciation for 
the natural world.  

 

The dragonfly sculptures 
began in tandem with my 
imagining the upcoming 
pole shift or earth changes. 
Symbols of survival since 
prehistoric times, they have 
survived many pole shifts. 

 

My clothing provides 
protection and stimulates my 
imagination about my self-
concept. The designs have 
changed as I have aged and 
matured. My visions of self, 
purpose and future potential 
are reflected in my sketches 
and pieces. 

 
Since my motorcycle 
accident and then later the 
sexual assault, I have 
reflected intently on my 
learning and development 
journey. My lust for self-
expression and learning has 
remained a consistent topic 
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show both consistency as well as changes over 
time. 

5. YouTube channels and Websites: I frequent 
the internet for news and information on current 
events, channeled or occult information, ancient 
wisdom, philosophy, and art: I visit on a regular 
basis Suspicious0bservers.org for space weather 
news; ZetaTalk.com for information on earth 
changes and the pole shift; BenjaminFulford.net 
for the latest scoop on geopolitical news, and 
more.  

6. My Collection of Survival Material: I am 
trying to prepare to be more self-sufficient 
imagining a barter economy where relocation is 
a distinct possibility due to troubled times. I 
have been raising chickens, hoarding food, 
stocking up on survival gear, maps and 
information on basic survival skills. Lately 
however, I am letting go of the anxiety because 
it is not necessarily benefitting me. Instead I am 
trying to adopt a “responsible attitude” by 
maintaining my health. 

7. A Google Earth Map: I made this map of 
Charlotte County one afternoon obsessed with 
having knowledge of the logging roads. I made 
it using Google earth, and literally printed 
screenshots that I then cut out with scissors and 
taped together to make this collage. I knew I 
would need to travel inland approximately one 
hundred miles prior to the pole shift and the 
major tsunami that would follow per 
Zetatalk.com 

8. My Collection of Coloured Glass Beads: 
Initially purchased for embellishing my clothes, 
I have designed many articles to use them for 
trade. I have quite a collection already beaded 
but also many loose and suitable for trading or 
bartering.   

9. My Voodoo Man and Altar: Voodoo stands 
for magic in my mind. This alter is full of 
symbolic pieces such as a lotus flower, 

throughout my journals. 

I am open to alternate ideas 
about reality and in general 
do not believe the 
mainstream media which 
has nothing to do with 
investigative journaling and 
honest news reporting. 

 

I consider the possibility of 
a pole shift and earth 
changes seriously, but I have 
always been interested in 
living off-grid. Sketches of 
my basic needs or the needs 
of a community are a 
repeated theme in my 
journal entries. 

 

 

I believed I would be trying 
to help a group of people 
“bug out” on short notice 
with very little provisions. I 
imagine me trying to help as 
many as possible, especially 
youth. The map is made out 
of bristle board and sits on a 
wall at work by my desk. 

 

Colour is good for the soul 
and will be useful for 
brightening one’s outlook. 

 

Healing, knowledge, and 
understanding of purpose 
are important to me. I 
frequently use my 
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colourful beads, and money reflecting my 
wishes to heal and be well. Alters reflect my 
belief in the astral plane, the world of 
imagination where human thoughts and 
emotions take form influencing the physical.  

10. My Pocahontas Doll: She is dressed in real 
leather and symbolizes inner strength and 
courage, traits I would like to emulate. 

11. Two Symbolic Necklaces: Made out of glass, 
metal and stone, I made as a replica of a cross 
given to me by my spirit guide in a meditation. I 
was told to let it remind me to have faith in 
myself. The other manifests from a desire to be 
an effective leader (chief) of the people. I use 
symbols for leadership from Jamie Sams, 
Sacred Path Cards. 

12. Pathway and Medicine Cards: A set of 
divination cards and medicine or pathway 
cards that I use in times of need. I have done 
only a few “spreads” that involve multiple 
cards. I reserve these large “calling” for when I 
am truly perplexed. Using the book, I will 
choose cards and then read the message to help 
me gain an “alternate context for understanding 

13. Tigers: Water tiger is my Chinese astrological 
sign. This symbol appears on paraphernalia 
related to clothing design early in my career. I 
have a tiger rug modeled after a Tibetan prayer 
rug currently residing in my studio.  

14. Peace Symbols: I used to have peace signs 
hanging from the trees I have made, plus I made 
beaded ones and peace flags as well. I believe in 
mental, physical, as well as spiritual health. 

15. My Collection of Rocks and Crystals: The 
ones with markings feel like symbolic 
reminders for me while others are for healing. 
Crystals and rocks resonate and can thus 
channel energy.  

imagination to connect with 
some higher self-aspect.  

 

I lived vicariously through 
the story of this legendary 
woman who acted out of 
compassion and conviction, 
and not fear of strangers. 

I believe that symbols are 
powerful. I have visions of 
leading people and engaging 
in community development 
in the tough times ahead. 

 

 I ask for lessons from the 
spirit world and reflect upon 
them earnestly. I keep 
learning from the cards I 
choose, even years later. 

 

I imagined I had the 
qualities of the tiger - strong 
and majestic. I always eat 
like a tiger (until I’m really 
full). Its meaning for me has 
dissipated. 

Inner peace is the goal we 
must strive for. I’ve made a 
lot of peace signs, especially 
since moving back to NB. 

I believe rocks and crystals 
are tuning forks and transmit 
energy and messages. They 
assist us in the form of 
healing and communication. 
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3.5 Limitations 

Philosophical Autobiography is a form of self-study that is premised in the assumption 

that people’s lives are socially constructed through the multiple stories they tell, and that 

these stories are colored by the cultural and historical contexts within which they occur 

(Mezirow, 1991). It is a constructivist approach to research, in that I accept that reality is 

subjective and experiential, that knowledge is not absolute, and that the researcher is no 

longer outside the system, but a part of it (Denzin & Lincoln, 2012). In philosophical 

autobiography the author engages in a process in reflective writing that leads to 

increasing self-awareness and then to personal and professional development. The 

researcher expresses and assesses the content, context, and validity of expressed his or 

her perceptions, interpretations, beliefs, and behaviours to ensure authenticity and 

congruency between the self-presentation and the actuality of the lived life. It is a highly 

subjective process that is motivated by a desire to live “an artful life” (Nehamas, 1998). 

According to Denizen & Lincoln (2012) qualitative research is often criticized as 

lacking scientific rigour by those accustomed to statistical and empirical methods. The 

quality of the research depends too greatly on the individual researcher who designs the 

research questions and cannot help but inadvertently influence the results because of 

personal bias or beliefs. Self-studies use only a single subject, the researcher, and like all 

qualitative research, findings are time-consuming to gather and difficult to repeat. 

Generalizations of the findings as well as the external validity are limited in scope 

(Denizen & Lincoln, 2012). Narrative methodologies however, are useful in that they 

provide deeper forms of insight into social dynamics and personal identity. To overcome 

the arguments around the validity of the findings, validity is defined as a process based 
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on trustworthiness which requires the use of triangulation of data from multiple 

independent sources (Hamilton, Smith & Worthington, 2008).  

All narratives methods, in order to constitute good research should include lots of 

detail and incorporate as much of the socio economic political historical background as 

possible. This avoids decontextualizing the learning experience, a common criticism in 

longitudinal studies on adult learning (Tayler, 1998). Plenty of detail also helps to create 

transparency and clarity when using a narrative approach as well. Whitehead (2009) 

encourages assessing the validity of narrative accounts using Habermas’ (1976, pp. 2-3) 

criteria. These include: comprehensibility (does it make sense); truth (does it contain 

sufficient evidence to justify assertions); rightness (is there an awareness of the 

assumptions in the social and cultural background within which the account is written); 

authenticity (does the writer show, over time and interaction, that they are committed to 

living the values they espouse). 

Narrative research also relies on experience as the basis of knowledge, and some 

researchers argue that to truly understand a description or piece of narrative, one must 

also look at the systems of knowledge that produced the narrative. In other words, 

narrative methodologies are limited by the assumption that the stories represent a real 

account of the experience (Scott, 1992). Rarely do we question the “constructed nature of 

experience, about how subjects are constituted as different in the first place, about how 

one’s vision is structured – about language (or discourse) and history” (p. 25).  

In effect, it is difficult to assess the impact my research will have on real world 

situations, but “the aim of self-study research is to provoke, challenge, and illuminate 

rather than confirm and settle” (Bullough & Pinnegar, 2001, p. 20). 
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3.6 Summary 

The research questions on how I use my imagination and how my imagination affects 

my reality perspectives, required me to look closely at my past in terms of my attitudes, 

emotional reactions, beliefs, behaviour, and befindlichkeit. Philosophical autobiography 

is a form of self-study, an iterative form of action research that makes use of reflection, 

narrative analysis and then applies the insights gained to inform and improve self-aspects 

such as personal and professional practice (Hamilton, Smith & Worthington, 2008).  

Artifacts of mind, created and collected over a thirty-year period were studied to help 

me reconstruct my life history. I then analyzed my stories for significance in terms of 

answering the research questions. I identified where my imagination had been used and 

what affect it had on my reality perspectives including my befindlichkeit. The process 

was repeated, until I felt I had exhausted my autobiographical narrative for further 

examples and insights into my uses of imagination. 

The findings are highly contextualized and are presented chronologically so that 

themes could be identified across my life span. Themes emerged as attitudes, beliefs, 

emotional reactions, and behaviours that were repeated in multiple stories. They were 

grouped into overarching themes and described in terms of my reality perspectives and 

befindlichkeit. Imagination was found to have both positive and negative influences and 

interacted with befindlichkeit to create both productive and unproductive outcomes. The 

findings were then further reflected upon as I engaged in perspective development. My 

objective was self-improvement, but I also wanted to learn about the emancipatory 

process so that I could facilitate others in their quest for self-knowledge. 
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4. Findings 

4.1 Introduction 

This study into emancipatory or transformative learning emerged from both self-

serving as well as altruistic interests. I intended to gain insights into my personal as well 

as professional development and I hoped to improve my befindlichkeit as well as the 

befindlichkeit of my learners. I imagined that if I could understand my tacit learning, the 

effects of personal experience, socialization, enculturation, and hegemony, I could 

reframe my thinking (perspective development) and alter my approach to life going 

forward. The experience would help me to facilitate emancipatory learning with others by 

building trust as well as empathy in our combined mutual experience (Mezirow, 1991). 

The research questions, how has my imagination influenced my reality perspectives, 

and how have I used imagination intentionally, were developed to serve as entry points 

into critical self-reflection. These questions allowed me to focus on specific aspects of 

my behaviour during the reconstruction of my autobiographical moments, limiting the 

scope of my study and giving it a sense of direction. The questions evolved from a 

previous emancipatory learning experience where I determined that my imagination may 

have interacted with my adult learning and development. At the time, I concluded that 

further elaboration on my experiences were necessary to gain a better understanding of 

how imagination has influenced my reality perspectives and my present situation.  

Using my artifacts, I reconstructed autobiographical stories of experience within the 

contextual framework for maximum reflective learning benefit. As I reflected on my self-

presentation, I tried to imagine myself back in my situations. I tried to imagine how my 
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parents, partners, teachers, and supervisors thought and felt, not just about me, but within 

the larger context of their own personal situations and their subjective reality perceptions. 

I wanted to make sure that, in my mind, I had represented the facts, as subjective as they 

were, to the best of my ability. It was not so much about persuading readers that I was 

presenting credible and trustworthy data, but rather to ensure that my findings would 

support my authentic intention to engage in emancipatory learning.  

 I used philosophical autobiography for a holistic approach to self-expression because 

I needed to discuss self-aspects that had developed in my youth and that reached beyond 

my identity as teacher. The writing process externalized my habits of mind and the ways 

in which I interpreted experience. I explored my mental framework and described my 

personal and professional development journey. The process required prolonged periods 

of intense critical self-reflection interspersed with self-expression and determination.  

Emancipatory learning, for me, has even deeper roots, as evidenced by my findings. I 

have been searching decades for knowledge about my human potential. Fueled by a 

desire to be more than what I seemed, I turned to Reiki to learn about energy control and 

healing. My experiments and experience with the Astral Light (the realm of visual 

imagery and the subconscious mind) were possible because I desired to believe in the 

power of my imagination, a belief that became open to questioning during my writing.  

In the next section, I describe the themes that emerged from my autobiographical 

narrative as well as how I came to recognize and understand my insights. My 

autobiographical moments are presented chronologically in sections 4.3 to 4.8. Section 

4.9. shows more artwork since creativity is my happy ending. I conclude the chapter with 

a summary of the main findings in addition to outlining the limitations of the study. 
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4.2 Befindlichkeit and Imagination 

Using philosophical autobiography, I gained insight into my uses of imagination as 

well as the effects my imagination had on my reality perspectives. This methodology, 

which recognizes the subjective nature of knowledge, allowed me to prioritize my 

experience and identify for myself what was most significant in the reflection process 

(Mezirow, Taylor and Associates, 2009). By presenting myself to myself, I externalized 

my attitudes, beliefs, emotional reactions, and behaviours, as I attempted to recognize 

deeply embedded assumptions from my tacit (prior) learning. I focused on my self-

concept and befindlichkeit since our sense-of-selves-in-our-situation is how we judge the 

quality of our interactions (Mezirow, 1991). Befindlichkeit was the most salient reality 

perspective for emancipatory learning since it determines how I react to my situations. 

Imagination influences perception, most especially befindlichkeit and the variables that I 

identified as affecting my befindlichkeit are presented graphically in figure 14.   

Figure 14. Influences on my befindlichkeit and Imagination. 



 

64 

 

On the left side of figure 14 are my symbolic representations, with generalizations 

about personal performance are listed on the right. Intimate relationships (partners, 

sisters, children and parents) seemed to affect my befindlichkeit the most and appear at 

the top of the diagram. These relationships reflect core identities such as mother, 

daughter, sibling, and partner. School and work relationships were also influential 

because my self-esteem is intimately tied to my academic performance as well as my 

professional status. Relationships dominant how I feel about myself in my situations. 

Other factors that were important to my befindlichkeit relate to resource management and 

behavioural choices. These include my health, lifestyle, time, money, and social 

interactions (right), as well as learning, pets, hobbies, and interest in quantum physics, 

sacred geometry, spirituality, and the alien presence, or reality perspectives (left). 

The development of figure 14 was an exercise in critical self-reflection that helped me 

to develop a self-awareness of my befindlichkeit as well as the realization that I should be 

able to feel in control since variables are managed and balanced by choice. In the event of 

a disorienting dilemma, such as being disowned, losing interim custody, or being 

sexually assaulted, however, my befindlichkeit suffered from prolonged periods of doubt 

and uncertainty which prevented me from making judgements or decisions. I didn’t know 

what to believe or how to react. This led to mental stress and emotional confusion, a 

common outcome as described by Pino (2010) referencing the ideas of Pierce (1877). 

Creating figure 14 also helped me to understand the role of imagination on my 

befindlichkeit.  

I noticed I could improve my befindlichkeit by being creative: either by imagining 

myself designing and engineering something or by actually engaging in the physical act 
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of making something. I could distract my thoughts by diverting my attention away from 

my troubles. I did this be focusing on a design, engineering the solution to a problem in 

my mind, or other times, by simply letting the materials I had to work with direct my 

energy and motion. Either way, I was able to find relief from the stress of not 

understanding my disorienting situation. I could forget about not being able to make a 

decision or judgement for a few moments or hours. Being creative was a coping 

mechanism rather than a way of learning however. It was something I could do that felt 

productive and that gave me a sense of control, when I felt overwhelmed, but I did not 

engage in critical self-reflection of assumptions. In the act of creating, I may have been 

attempting to understand my situation in more detail, but I often did not gain any new 

insights, although it helped my befindlichkeit, temporarily at least. 

The outcomes of my creative efforts also boosted my befindlichkeit, as I enjoyed 

receiving compliments and the sense of self-worth that went along with this. I would 

imagine, as I worked, the compliments I would receive. I was able to feel better about 

myself when I was being creative because of this imagined self-worth. In real-life, or 

strictly within my imagination, creative thoughts and actions improved my befindlichkeit, 

and this use of my imagination, learned at an early age, stayed with me into adulthood. I 

was not engaging in emancipatory learning, but rather coping with confusion, feelings of 

social isolation, and low self-worth. Creativity was my panacea. 

Another way I could improve my befindlichkeit was by imagining that I was 

communicating with spiritual entities. My sense of spiritual connection, of being rooted 

in the cosmos, helped me to feel good about myself and my sense of worth. When I 

closed my eyes and felt the connection, I could actually feel safe, warm, loved, and 
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appreciated. I did this as a child, imagining I was with Nature and that Nature was 

equally aware and cognizant of me. In the psychic workshops, spirit Guide meditations, 

divination, and Reiki, I learned to do this formally and intentionally as the theory of the 

process was fully explained to me. It became a very powerful tool for me with many 

emotions surfacing. The practice of feeling connection with imaginary entities was 

calming and empowering. I used Nature, aliens, and my spirit guide when I needed a 

friend, encouragement, and wisdom, and conversations with God (the ultimate source of 

energy and love in the Universe) were reserved for situations that involved procreation.  

All four children were conceived under stressful circumstances, and each time, I 

imagined a sense of connection to God, demanding answers or asking for guidance and 

help. Motherhood, was a source of confusion and hurt that I could not deal with alone. I 

had no intentions of ever becoming a mother, and I struggled to find balance every step 

of the way as I raised my children. My befindlichkeit as a mom, is still very sensitive. 

My self-concept or befindlichkeit also benefitted from imagining me living in another 

reality. I did this a lot. I existed vicariously in my imagination as a queen, hero, warrior in 

dreams and nightmares. In my daydreams and fantasies, (in contrast to my night dreams) 

I performed adequately, admirable even, and always felt loved. These fantasies made me 

feel better. I felt comforted in my alter ego. I engaged in this kind of musing when I was 

making myself clothes. I would imagine how beautiful people would think I looked, or 

how in control of my life I would feel wearing that outfit. 

I also noticed a considerable difference in my befindlichkeit when I wore store-bought 

clothing as opposed to my one-of-a-kind outfits. Off-the-rack clothes made me feel so 

ordinary. My self-efficacy and sense of self-worth increased tremendously wearing my 
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creations, and I took advantage of that as a coping mechanism for low self-esteem. My 

inferiority complex was managed by wearing amazing clothes. As I grew older, and the 

practicalities of motherhood forced themselves upon me, my clothes became more 

subdued. In my twenties however, I was provocatively dressed. In my thirties and even 

forties I stopped wearing leather, but my clothes were still embellished. Now in my 

fifties, I imagine wearing really nice clothes, but I want to make them out of bamboo now 

because it is an ecofriendly fabric. I have managed to maintain my sense of sophistication 

and superiority in my taste of clothing by becoming more environmentally conscious. My 

sense of myself as well as my uses of imagination have developed tangentially.  

Initial analysis of my autobiographical narrative led to the construction of word groups 

as shown in figure 15. The themes that emerged related to my interests, what I thought 

were important in terms of my autobiographical rendering as well as my uses of 

Figure 15. Understanding the content of my autobiographical data. 
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imagination. Initially, I was trying to paint an accurate picture of myself, so what I 

noticed first were the topics I was interested in or wanted to discuss: human relations, 

physical reality, metaphysical experience, symbols, identity, pole shift, alien presence, 

spiritual development, consciousness, and spiritual connections.  

It was an exercise in self-awareness which led me to question why these things were 

important to me. The process of externalizing what I wanted to express helped me to see 

myself more objectively. It also helped me to question, how my imagination interacted or 

influenced my reality perspectives within the subject matter I identified as salient to my 

self-concept. The reflection and expression process went through many iterations and 

eventually I moved beyond word groupings as I gained deeper levels of insight. 

I then tried to discern different ways in which my imagination was used throughout 

these important self-aspects in a more chronological sense. I grouped my self-aspects 

differently into a more chronological order based on self-awareness and development. I 

created the graphic 

organizer shown in figure 

16 that connects my 

imagination to my 

autobiographical themes 

of learning, development, 

experience, interests, and 

concerns. This exercise 

increased my levels of 

Figure 16. Organizing my understanding of my uses of imagination. 
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awareness in terms of where and how my imagination was involved in the creation of my 

reality perspectives as well as my behaviour. This was the beginning of understanding 

how my imagination had interacted with various aspects of my being.  

I was trying to understand how imagination might play a role in the various aspects of 

my learning and development journey including my expectations for emancipatory 

learning. Figure 16 associates my imagination to (1) my childhood in terms of my 

socialization; (2) my physical impairment; (3) character traits which I identify as 

independent, sensitive, and creative; (4) social roles and my experience of cognitive 

dissonance; (5) disorienting dilemmas and unexpected situations; (6) the intentional 

cultivation of my imaginative powers through various interactions with the Astral; (7) my 

search for truth in trying to understand quantum mechanics and of God; (8) my search for 

meaning and purpose including my beliefs; (9) my developing understanding including 

self-awareness and appreciation; and, (10) moving forward to control my future actions. 

I also identified four qualities or elements that describe imagination in use: (1) a 

conscious component, the degree to which I was aware that I was using my imagination, 

(2) a temporal component, the time frame in which my imagination was projecting me 

and my awareness, (3) an emotional element which could be described by type and 

intensity, and (4) the outcome. A diagram of these concepts is presented in figure 17.  

In figure 17, I note that my imagination could be used either intentionally (cognitively 

or consciously) such as in problem solving or being creative, or unintentionally (pre-

reflexive or subconscious) such as in anticipation. But, imagination also has a temporal 

and emotional component and produces an outcome or effect on befindlichkeit. 

Intentionally, I might imagine myself interacting with aliens or my spirit guide in the 
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present, or someone’s perception of me, wearing my new dress, when we meet in the 

future. Unintentionally, I might be trying to interpret a dream or a recent fight with my 

partner, or, I might be imagining what would be said, how I would perform, and what the 

judge would decide at the 

pending custody trial or the 

pending pole shift.  

The difference between 

intentional and 

unintentional uses of my 

imagination relate mostly 

to my level of awareness 

and seem to have very 

different emotional content 

as well as outcomes. Intentional uses were almost always focused on positive outcomes 

such as creative action or fantasies that improved befindlichkeit (a coping mechanism). 

Unintentional uses were often associated with negative thoughts and emotions, and 

generally occurred during periods of uncertainty. My befindlichkeit was not usually 

helped by unintentional uses of my imagination, simply because I was dwelling on 

negative thoughts, feelings, and outcomes. I was not aware enough of my imagination, 

since awareness leads to intention and direction. A negative befindlichkeit led to 

unintentional uses of imagination, in a self-propagating positive feed-back loop.  

Self-awareness of my uses of imagination became a key finding because without it, 

imagination can exceed its usefulness and produce results that are undesirable, such as 

Figure 17. Qualities of imagination determined from the findings. 
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developing an irrational fear of the future. As I learned to become aware of anticipation 

and negative perceptions, I could learn to either distract myself or learn from it. 

After about a year or more of critical self-reflection, expression, application, learning, 

and developing insights into myself, my autobiographical narrative yielded a story about 

my developing self-concept and uses of imagination that read something like this:  

Insecure sensitive child retreats to her imagination creating powerful visions that 

protect her from the outside world. While she learns to be exceptionally creative and 

industrious, a trait learned from her mother, she also becomes philosophical due to 

her father’s practice of questioning the nature of reality, authority, and social norms.   

Her parents present confusing messages surrounding independence, love, and self-

worth as they are unable to express affection because of their experiences and 

upbringing during WWII. In addition, she suffers from acute myopia and is unable to 

see herself without glasses, a fate that leads to developing a dislike for her physical 

appearance. Criticisms from more dominant siblings contribute to an inferiority 

complex which she learns to escape by imagining positive feedback from imaginary 

beings. Thus, she rejects her family, the rest of society, and becomes completely self-

absorbed in her own world where she neglects to consider the consequences of her 

decisions on significant others, leading to turmoil and confusion. She lacks self-

awareness, and normal psychosocial development (Erickson, 1963) is interrupted.  

Creativity acts as a buffer and helps her to maintain a positive orientation to living 

until she begins to age. As she experiences physical deterioration because of a 

degenerative bone condition in her mid-fifties, she realizes that she is losing interest in 

living. Life feels meaningless and out of control. She has fallen into the trap and 
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accepted the dominant social narrative of working to pay the bills just to survive. 

Without anything in the future to look forward to, she can only look back and wonder.  

She begins to question her habits of mind as well as her learning and development 

journey (Cranton, 2006). She engages in emancipatory or transformative learning in 

order to recover meaning and purpose as well as a sense of control over the 

remainder of her adult life (Mezirow, 1991). Her story unfolds as she presents her 

autobiographical narrative to herself (and others) for critical self-reflection.  

This autobiographical narrative, is the externalization of my experiences, attitudes, 

beliefs, emotional reactions, and behaviours. They are presented as findings and evidence 

for the themes described and helped me gain a more objective perspective of my learning 

and development journey. I identified many more influences of my imagination than 

mentioned in the brief synopsis above, but some of my stories including those around my 

sexuality or getting into trouble are not ones I felt like sharing and have been omitted. 

The personal insights gained include the following four effects of imagination on my 

adult learning and development: the development of an inferiority complex which led to 

increased escapism and creativity, a lack of social and emotional maturity from avoiding 

social interactions that led to a focus on spiritual development, a lack of direction and 

purpose from not using my imagination constructively, and a lack of self-awareness and 

responsibility due to being out of touch with reality. These themes are explored in more 

detail in the discussion chapter.  

The following paragraphs elaborate on my findings and how they support the insights 

gained. I describe how influencing factors affected my personal and professional 

development, my uses of imagination, and subsequently, the influence my imagination 
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had on my self-concept and reality perspectives. These insights result from extensive 

critical self-reflection, supported by the evidence in my autobiographical narrative. 

I developed an inferiority complex in which I became a perfectionist, over-investing 

emotionally at work, school, and home. I was difficult to work with because I pushed 

myself hard and expected the same from my children, partners, supervisors, and 

coworkers. I also could not handle negative criticism of any sort. Negative criticism was 

interpreted as un fair and unreflective of reality. I felt under attack and responded poorly. 

To cope with my lack of self-worth, I wore extravagant clothes to help me live 

vicariously, misleading people’s perception of me. I used creativity as a way of escaping 

reality and spent more time designing and making things than I did doing things and 

learning to integrate socially. I looked for compliments and became involved in intimate 

relationships based on their level of interest and not mine. This resulted in many failed 

attempts partially due to my lack of commitment and created serious problems when 

children became involved.  

My negative self-concept was a product of myopia, personality, my positionality in the 

family unit, and the fact that our immigrant parents were emotionally unavailable. My 

befindlichkeit was fragile and I was easily insulted or devastated by negative feedback of 

any kind. I also had difficulty commanding respect which I desperately wanted and 

needed. unable to express myself in a way that led to positive feedback or respect from 

parents and siblings, I became emotionally frustrated to the point of shutting down and 

rejecting (in my mind) my associations with them.  

Hiding in my imagination was a way of escaping the pain and misery of my reality, 

but my situations did not improve by avoiding them. I only prevented myself from 
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gaining insights into social dynamics and the perspectives, attitudes, and beliefs of others. 

I maintained a level of social and emotional immaturity using my coping strategies.  

I felt empowered helping others because it gave me a sense of self-worth. I was in a 

position of authority and both newcomers and learners appreciated my help. This was a 

sharp contrast to dealing with supervisors where I invariably felt insecure and inferior. 

Teaching improved my positionality and motivated me to learn more to help others. To 

compensate for my inferiority complex and the issues I experienced around authority 

figures, I imagined spiritual entities to be even more superior than those in real-life. 

Interacting with spiritual entities benefited my befindlichkeit. In my imagination I was 

loved intrinsically, for caring and daring to want to be better and do better. The spirit 

world held me in esteem. There was no positionality, only acceptance. 

My habit of retreating into my imagination to interact with spiritual entities instead of 

real people was a way of avoiding learning to understand the perceptions of others and 

how to deal with conflict. I became overly interested in spiritual reality. While the real 

world was full of destruction and pain, spiritual entities were benevolent and patient. In 

my imagination, all was perfectly calm and just. Spiritual development meant harmony, 

balance, all knowledge, no sense of time, no mistakes, and beauty in all things. I became 

obsessed with my spiritual development. I equated spiritual development with the 

absence of pain and the fulfillment of perfection. Ironically, I was neglecting my lessons 

in communication and social integration in the material world, where these lessons would 

have helped me to reduce the amount of conflict I actually experienced.  

I stayed in my imagination, escaping reality and being that perfect someone I wasn’t 

or could never be. I lacked purpose and direction because I did not spend enough time 
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imagining what I wanted to do in real-life. When my befindlichkeit was positive I was 

able to formulate goals and plans such as becoming a designer, but when I was feeling 

down, I squandered my time fretting about possibilities that I could not control. In real-

life designers don’t make much money, and everyone wants to be your friend because 

they want to borrow your clothes, or have you make them stuff. After being told to “stay 

home” and then finding myself as a single mother responsible for two children, my 

priorities had to change. I was not making enough money as a designer to get off social 

assistance. My self-worth remained fractured and I retreated further into my imagination.  

I continued to lack self-awareness and responsibility because of my negative coping 

strategy of retreating into my imagination and living vicariously. This was the most 

difficult insight to evolve. My imagination was not ready for such a conclusion. I 

imagined that I was extremely self-aware. In reality, I was self-conscious, a trait I had 

developed to maintain a vigilant watch over my fragile self-concept. I had failed to 

recognize that my behaviour was not socially acceptable and even potentially offensive to 

those in authority. My lack of self-awareness was even potentially harmful to my well-

being. It resulted in miscommunication with my parents, my partners, and the executive 

director at work. I was framing up my disorienting dilemmas as oppressive situations 

which I needed to rebel against and fight for my freedom and rights. I didn’t understand 

the perspectives of the major players in my interactions, including my own.   

Not only did I lack self-awareness, I lacked responsibility as well. I thought I was self-

actualizing because I went around doing what I wanted, and I interpreted this to mean I 

was in control and not a slave to social dogma. When things went wrong, I blamed 

others. I was always able to frame up situations where I was articulate, patient, and 
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trustworthy. The other person was a control freak, self-serving, or less educated. I never 

saw my dilemmas as having to do with the fact that I lacked social graces and that others 

really did not understand my behaviour or attitude towards them. I treated people as if 

they thought they were in a position of authority and rebelled against them. I was 

rebelling like an emotionally frustrated child instead of communicating like an adult. 

These four themes are reflected throughout my autobiographical narrative which are 

presented as my story in the next seven sections of this chapter. The stories I tell, about 

myself and my reality perspectives, uses of imagination, and my befindlichkeit, are 

supported by my data, memories, and artifacts of mind. My uses of imagination are 

related to my befindlichkeit and reality perspectives and are presented chronologically. 

This avoids decontextualizing my insights. I share dreams and divination practices also, 

because I wanted to present my idiosyncratic ways of making sense of reality.  

My intention for the remainder of this chapter is to maximize the ability of the reader 

to formulate their own judgements about the fairness and accuracy of my interpretations. 

For this purpose, I include extensive original material, the autobiographical narrative that 

I constructed during the research process. Every reader brings their own unique frame of 

reference and will notice or focus on different passages, ascribing their own 

interpretations while prioritizing the information. A constructivist approach recognizes 

there are multiple perspectives that need to be reconciled and agreed upon before 

information and knowledge becomes theory or “truth.” 

As a note for reading purposes, data is identified using quotes or italics and any 

sources referenced are presented as figures within the text. 
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4.3 Youth (0 – 18yrs) 

I provide some background information on my parents and some of their experiences 

that influenced them, not only as people in their own right, but as my parents. I love and 

respect them very much, and any criticisms expressed in my autobiography reflect my 

thinking and beliefs at the time, not the present. My intention in this section is to provide 

enough information about my genetic disposition and upbringing to paint a picture of my 

socialization, enculturation, and prior learning. 

My parents, pictured in figure 18, were Dutch immigrants, arriving as newlyweds to 

Victoria, BC, in 1959.  My mother calls herself an “army brat” because growing up in 

Holland, she and her family had to relocate 

every four years, making her from “nowhere 

in particular,” and an “ideal candidate for 

immigration.” The eldest of four siblings from 

a lower-class family, her greatest privilege 

was being allowed to attend school much 

longer than most.  

They lived in a small house without 

running water or a toilet. Even without all the 

amenities, “They were basically happy,” she 

tells me, and, “There was lots of hanging out, 

listening to the radio, and making jokes.” As WWII approached, times got tougher and 

she was forced to quit school and work. Near the end of the war, they moved to 

Rotterdam where she and her family, along with many others, were forced to endure the 

Figure 18. My parents, just days before 

they immigrated to Canada. 
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Hunger Winter of 1944-45. She feared for her life as a child in the war, and watched 

innocent people murdered on the streets, at the hands of German soldiers.  

My mother’s experiences as a youth are both positive and horrific. At eighty years of 

age, she continues to work hard, running her own business as a full-time seamstress; still 

extremely thrifty, she “knows her place” and does not complain or say much. Her 

positive attitude shines through as she describes how she “likes the challenges of learning 

something new.” I attribute my practical nature, love of clothes and sewing, and 

adventurous spirit to my mother.  

My father has quite a different personality and demeanor, but he also has a different 

background and set of experiences. His father was an engineer in the sugar industry. The 

eldest of two children, his family was enjoying a privileged lifestyle in Indonesia when 

the Japanese invaded. Taken to a prisoner of war camp, he spent seven years with his 

mother and sister, unaware of the status of his father who was forced to work on the road 

to Burma. He had always been extremely introverted as a child he recalls, standing back 

and shying away from other children. He claims he spent considerable time imagining 

himself in the third person from an outside perspective. He also described himself as a 

“reclusive and moody teenager,” and my mother wholeheartedly agreed with his self-

assessment.  

My father and his family survived being prisoners of war and returned to Holland 

when they were able. My father entered the public-school system for the first time at the 

age of fourteen, because of the circumstances.  He was so used to teaching himself by 

then however, that he could hardly stand to sit through lectures, even later in medical 

school. He is basically self-taught, studying for exams by reading the textbooks.  
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His dreams of becoming a concert pianist never materialized; “I made the mistake of 

focusing on developing technical expertise, instead of allowing myself to feel the music,” 

he explains. Through a random series of events, offers and choices, he ended becoming a 

neurosurgeon, only to retire early, stressed and very unhappy. He was disappointed with 

his career, religion, politics, other people’s behaviour, and life in general. He spent the 

next forty years sorting out his thoughts and feelings in a series of over three hundred 

general philosophical essays which he has published for free online at two locations: at 

http://mariusheuff.com and https://sites.google.com/view/mariusheuff. 

As children we could see that our father was frustrated and clearly unhappy with his 

life. He did not hide his temper or dissatisfaction, but he was also fun and very 

interesting. He loved philosophical debate; he would ask us questions, trying to get us to 

think critically. He shared his ideas on knowledge, truth, politics, history, religion, 

science, math and more. I attribute my philosophical tendencies to my father. 

My sisters avoided my father’s “discussions” like the plague. They were simply not 

interested and didn’t want him to waste their time. His subject matter was difficult, and 

he wouldn’t know when to quit. I on the other hand, saw this as an opportunity to try and 

win his favor. I tried in earnest to follow his thoughts, ask intelligent questions, and input 

ideas of my own. We usually ended up arguing and becoming frustrated with each other. 

However, I became a very critical thinker and he opened my mind to questioning 

information and authority, a trait that is characteristic of my behaviour, still today.  

Both my mother (who I am pictured with in figure 19) and father both emphasized that 

we “think for ourselves,” “get an education,” and, “be independent.” They treated us, not 

as women, but as individuals. I understood this to be a reflection of their concern for the 
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welfare of society in general. Many people do not question what they are told or what 

they are told to do and do not feel they can question the instructions of their political, 

religious, or scientific leaders. This type of thinking contributed to the atrocities and 

events my parents experienced in WWII. Raising independent thinkers was their way of 

preventing history from repeating itself. They instilled in us an appreciation for critical 

thinking, racial tolerance, human rights, and global cooperation.  

I experienced a sense of cultural isolation 

growing up however, because the values 

espoused at home to us girls were not what the 

neighbours discussed nor did it resemble the 

stories fed to us by the mainstream media. 

Cinderella and Sleeping Beauty lived “happily 

ever after” and they never had to make a single 

decision for themselves. They were rescued by 

prince charming. They had no insecurity issues, 

and they ended up well taken care of. They 

lived happily ever after without a single 

opinion. They represented the epitome of 

female experience (I think that’s the message?) 

but they were nothing like the women my 

parents were trying to raise and offered no value system to emulate.  

Pocahontas (1995) and Mulan (1998) were released when I was in my thirties. These 

women and their stories reflected more closely my self-aspirations. They suffered the 

Figure 19. With my mother, Holland, 1964. 
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consequences of independent thought and action. I lived vicariously through their stories 

of courage and resilience. These women were real people to me; they had a sense of 

social responsibility and a duty to protect and help those in need. The values embedded in 

these characters were more closely aligned with the way my parents were trying to raise 

their daughters. If there were female role models of strength and courage in my youth, 

they escaped my notice. I seemed to notice the role models that I could never hope to 

emulate. I noticed that it was pretty girls and beautiful women, with no opinions to 

espouse, who appeared to live happily ever after in stories from my youth. 

Because of acute myopia, I cannot focus past my nose, and without glasses, I cannot 

see myself, make out facial expressions, or tell which direction someone is looking. Very 

little of the sensory input I receive through my eyes is processed and transformed into 

meaningful information. As a result, I have learned to focus on other sensory input data 

such as sound, smell, and touch. I rely on listening a lot, especially when learning. I am 

sensitive to people’s “vibes,” to their approval or disapproval. This is probably the result 

of my insecurities and low self-esteem that developed in part from being in chronic 

discomfort. 

My glasses were heavy as a child and produced sores on my ears as well as my nose. I 

was very self-conscious of my face. I considered myself to be below average in physical 

appearance. My teeth were crooked, and my glasses never sat straight. I also never 

considered glasses to be a fashion accessory or an enhancement of any sort. My self-

concept tended towards insecurity and nervousness, especially around other people. I 

never felt that I would be “good enough” for the scrutiny of others. Two of my sisters 

were forever reminding me that I was “slow,” and “blind as a bat.” I was nervous and 
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emotional, and cried easily; making me feel even more self-conscious. I did not like 

being yelled at or made to feel stupid, which seemed to happen frequently in my family. 

 I remember once driving in the car. I was about three years old and out of diapers. I 

had to use the bathroom. I squirmed and felt sick in silence trying to hold back the need 

to go. I did not want them to have to stop and find a bathroom for me. I was trying to 

avoid them yelling at me or being frustrated with me. I was even afraid of my sisters 

complaining and making me feel like an inconvenience. I ended up soiling my pants. My 

mother realized this as we got out of the car and made a fuss. I was so embarrassed. I was 

trying to hold it until we got home, but I didn’t quite make it. My choice not to speak up 

to avoid embarrassment led to even further embarrassment. I could not do anything right.  

There was a positive side to being severely myopic however; things are magnified 

close up. I have the ability to do close work like sewing, needlepoint, beadwork, jewelry 

making, and reading fine print. Working with my 

hands was something I could do and learned to do 

well. I have made things since childhood.  

Figure 20 is an image of me at three, holding 

something close to my face doing something with 

my hands. I like to work with my hands; making 

things, is “my thing.” I design and make clothing, 

accessories, home décor and more as shown in my 

list of artifacts in tables 1 and 2 and the figures in 

the image gallery section 4.9 at the end of this Figure 20. Around three years of age 

busy working with my hands. 
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chapter. Designing and making things has been my silver lining in addition to my 

imagined and felt connections. 

I wanted my parents to be happy with me, but most of the time I felt I wasn’t good 

enough. Alone and on my own though, I was a happy kid. I made friends and when I did 

they were strong friendships. Figure 21 shows a few different images of me between 

three and four years of age. I selected these images because they showed different 

expressions of 

befindlichkeit. 

On the left I 

seem happy and 

“posing” for the 

picture. In the 

center I am 

nervous and 

“sucking my thumb.” On the right, with my glasses off, I look like I am acting shy or 

concerned. My mother made all the outfits I am wearing. My love for quality clothing 

comes from my mother, without a doubt, who was quite a lover of dressing well herself. 

Both of us have closets full of clothes that we have made.  

We moved to Back Bay, New Brunswick from Rothesay, after my father retired early 

from his career as a neurosurgeon. I turned fifteen that summer, and it seemed like 

everything changed. “It was like immigrating all over again,” my mother tells me; we 

were “strangers in a strange land” because we were outsiders in a very close-knit small 

fishing village not used to strangers moving in. We were also poor once again.  

Figure 21. Age three and four years old. 
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By the next summer, I started dating a boy from a family we had befriended. They 

were also outsiders. He was my first boyfriend and I was not ready for kissing when he 

tried, which felt very awkward. Soon after, he got his sister to break up with me. He had 

met a girl in school that he wanted to be with instead of me. His sister, who was my best 

and only friend at the time, told me that I wasn’t “pretty enough” for him. I remember 

being devasted and wailing in the bathroom. I was so full of grief and emotional at being 

rejected. I felt awkward and could never relax around him again. I acted “cool” thirty 

years later, at a family gathering when he was in the room. I could still feel the rejection. 

By grade twelve I had another boyfriend, the class clown. He was moody in private 

however and needed constant cheering up. I was the strong one and as our romance 

“heated up” my relationship with my parents deteriorated; life at home became 

unbearable. I remember feeling even more disgusted with my home life and alienated 

from my family; I could hardly stand to be with them. I found conversation more difficult 

than before. Adolescent hormones were taking their toll. I spent much of my time alone. 

After supper, I would often go up to my room rather than watch television. This was 

nothing unusual, as I had always done this as a child. I did not like the television on all 

the time and never owned one after I left home. I still despise television. I did not like the 

fact that the television made it hard to have a conversation. I had to be quiet when the 

television was on. I would go to my room every evening feeling alone, and sometimes 

even dejected and demoralized. I often ended up crying.  

I was careful not to be heard if I was crying however, as there would have been no 

sympathy or understanding for me and my feelings, only disgust and harsh words. My 

oldest and younger sisters were sure to make fun of me as having feelings was highly 
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frowned upon by my mother. I happened to have a lot of feelings and may have been 

more emotional than my siblings. I had to hide my emotions from everyone to be safe. 

 It was difficult to express sadness or melancholy. Anger seemed to be more socially 

acceptable in my parent’s home, but not feeling sorry for yourself. One night around 

seventeen I was feeling particularly low. I went to the medicine cabinet and found some 

pills. I poured them into my hands with the intention of trying to hurt myself, maybe even 

ending my life. I really didn’t even know what the pills were or what they would do. I 

just knew that I didn’t want to be around anymore. I felt I couldn’t take the suffering and 

anguish I was experiencing. I also remember however, a little voice inside my head 

telling me to put the pills away and go back to bed. It said that everything would feel 

different in the morning, and that it was just a temporary phase I was going through. 

After that, whenever I 

felt overwhelmed by my 

feelings, I would try to 

tell myself to hang in 

there, and that, 

“tomorrow is another 

day.”  

Figure 22 shows my 

school photographs 

taken at the beginning of 

grades seven to twelve. 

Figure 22. School photographs from grades seven to twelve. 
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My self-confidence waxed and waned throughout these years. My confidence developed 

in junior high as I stayed in the same school for three years with the same group of 

friends. I felt comfortable with my friends, my surroundings, my lifestyle, and myself. At 

the end of grade nine I had started experimenting with removing my glasses as I felt 

much prettier without them; I was at that stage that I wanted boys to notice me.  

After we moved to the fishing village of Back Bay in the summer of 1967, between 

junior and senior high, I began to keep my glasses off almost all the time. I was in a new 

school with new people trying to make new friends and be liked. I did not feel the least 

bit confident. I remember trying to maneuver around the new high school unable to see 

clearly. I made things much harder on myself by not wearing my glasses, but I was trying 

to look and feel as attractive as possible. I was so insecure in my new situations. 

4.4 Early Adulthood (18 – 28yrs) 

In this section I recount the first ten years after leaving home in 1980. This was a very 

emotional time for me and was accompanied by a number of changes in my living 

situation as noted in figure 4 in the introduction. During this period, I completed my 

honors degree at Mount Allison University and then moved out west to British Columbia 

in 1984 where I got into a motorcycle accident in 1986 and then changed careers.   

I wanted to attend Mount Allison University after high school because my boyfriend 

(#2 in figure 3) was planning on attending NBCC in Moncton and we wanted to live 

together. My parents would have nothing to do with that and so they never offered to help 

me or us. I also did not dare ask them for help. I didn’t want to get into an argument with 

them. I knew they would yell at me and that I would end up crying.  
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I received a bursary to study French immersion for the summer at the Université de 

Moncton. I secretly gave all my possessions to my older sister, who I communicated with 

regularly. My parents drove me there unaware I had no intentions of returning in six 

weeks. I phoned them near the end of my stay to let them not to bother returning for me 

as I would be staying with my boyfriend and his parents. I let them know that we planned 

to get our own apartment in the fall before school started.  

My parents were very disappointed, furious, disgusted even, with me for moving in 

with my boyfriend. I received a typed letter in the mail sometime that fall telling me they 

never wanted to see me again. They wanted nothing more to do with me. I was officially 

disowned. I hung onto that letter for decades, but I could never bear to read it again. It 

was the most hurtful thing my parents did, and it really took me by surprise. I interpreted 

the experience to mean they did not love me and that I was unworthy of their love. 

Schoolwork was only a minor distraction from feeling rejected and unworthy. I spent 

many hours during my years at Mount Allison walking, or sitting with my eyes closed, 

daydreaming. I imagined myself in happy situations, with a loving partner and family, 

sharing affection, and being together. I was not dreaming about my family or boyfriend 

but imaginary invented ones. My daydreams were an escape from my pain. My reality 

was lonely and my befindlichkeit low. In my imagination I felt happy, safe, and 

appreciated, but in real life I was alone everywhere I went. I felt isolated and alienated. 

I didn’t make friends my first year at Mount Allison. The classes were large and 

impersonal, (at least that’s how it felt to me at the time). I wasn’t living on campus, so it 

was hard to make friends. I lived in an apartment with my boyfriend in Moncton and had 

to find or negotiate rides (including hitchhiking) back and forth. I was constantly feeling 
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afraid and broke into tears easily (a habit I still seem to have). I spoke with a school 

counsellor and was sent to a psychiatrist. All I remember is being asked about my 

relationship with my mother and bursting into tears. I couldn’t stop crying and I don’t 

remember if I ever went back.  

My relationship with boyfriend and his family were also strained. It was hard for us 

financially and the financial hardships were taking their toll on his parents as well. We 

had no income and were relying on his parents to help us survive. My schoolwork was 

also a source of stress. I struggled with calculus and maintaining my good standing on the 

Dean’s List required a lot of effort. When his parents insisted we get married that winter 

(1980) we were barely eighteen years of age and in no position to argue. We became 

husband and wife, but we had no idea how to communicate or maintain a friendship even. 

We were teenagers with no sense of perspective.  

It was a very unhappy time for me as well as him. Our relationship was not healthy or 

strong. We did not communicate well, and things always felt awkward. I never felt safe, 

happy, or loved in the relationship. He quit school after the first term and started drinking 

and smoking marijuana (which he had done as a high school student, just not around me). 

It seemed all he wanted to do was play the guitar something he was very good at. I left 

him that spring and arrived at the Registrar’s office with my bags packed unsure of what 

to do or where to go. One of the employees offered me a room at her home so I could 

write my exams. In the meantime, my husband returned to his parent’s home. I joined 

him there for the summer and went to work as a short-order cook at a truck stop owned 

by friends of his parents.  
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The next fall we got our own apartment in Moncton again, but within a few weeks, I 

was at the Registrar’s office asking for more help. I was placed in an off-campus house, 

La Maison Française, that year and that summer I managed to get the summer student 

position at the RCMP Crime Lab in Sackville. Figure 23 shows me with the other civilian 

scientists and Staff Sergeant 

Stone.  

I was able to afford my own 

apartment in Moncton that 

summer and commuted back and 

forth with one of the other 

scientists. In my third year I 

stayed with a professor and his 

family in a farm house outside of Sackville. I had to walk home every night alone and hid 

bread and apples in the chemistry library where I worked on my studies until it closed at 

eleven pm. I graduated in May of 1983 but went back to do an honors certificate. That 

summer, I did research and lived in an apartment in Sackville. In my fourth year I was 

given a room in a co-op residence. Finally, I made friends and felt sort of normal, but I 

had a very hard time with independent research and writing my thesis. 

I was so nervous doing research. I did not feel confident at all and realized how much 

guidance and structure I needed. The defense was somewhat traumatizing as well for 

different reasons. I was introduced by the department head as, “That blond we all know 

and love,” or something to that effect. I was humiliated. I felt that I had not earned or 

been shown any professional respect. I went straight to the bathroom and cried after my 

Figure 23. Working at the RCMP Crime Lab in Sackville, NB. 
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presentation. I received a formal apology letter afterwards, but the damage to my sense of 

self-worth was done. Any aspirations of going to graduate school faded. I had no 

ambition at all. The only thing I cared about was getting far away from New Brunswick. 

My husband and I left for Vancouver BC soon after I completed my honors. He had 

been born there and wanted me to “see the mountains.” A picture of me at graduation, 

May 1983, is shown in figure 24. To the right, is the day we left for BC, in 1984. All I 

wanted was to be with 

my husband and I 

imagined how he 

wanted me, but the trip 

west was very 

disorienting. We hardly 

spoke. We could not 

relate to each other anymore. I was obsessive about getting him to pay attention to me 

and give me compliments. I needed constant encouragement and attention as well as 

affection. We arrived in BC as two people who hardly had anything to say to each other.  

I managed to get a three-month student position with Fisheries and Oceans in 

Vancouver, followed by a full-time position with an oceanographic firm in Victoria. 

When I got the job in Victoria, my husband decided to stay in Vancouver. We never lived 

together again. I kept the motorcycle since it was my left-over student loan money that 

had paid for it and he took the bus back to New Brunswick. I had a new boyfriend by the 

time I took a driver education course and got my motorcycle license in January of 1986. 

Figure 24. Graduation Day, 1983 and leaving for BC, 1984.  
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Several months later, on May 18th, 1986, my new boyfriend and I got into a 

motorcycle accident. I was driving very cautiously through the uncontrolled intersections 

of Vancouver’s west side on a beautiful sunny Sunday morning when we were 

broadsided by a speeding vehicle. The driver of the vehicle claimed he looked left and 

right, but he did not look ahead. My boyfriend, who worked at a children’s hospital as a 

janitor, told me that he did a backwards somersault in the air and landed on his feet 

completely unscathed. I ended up with multiple fractures and confined to a wheel chair 

for a few months. The driver, who happened to be a professor of law at the University of 

British Colombia, refused to take any responsibility and I had to retain a lawyer. 

My boyfriend and I broke up a few months later and I also lost my job while I was out 

with my injuries. The oceanographic firm I worked for as an analytical chemist was 

experiencing hard times and downsized due to the poor economic condition at the time. I 

moved into my own apartment, and things became financially very difficult for me soon 

after. Before we separated however, my boyfriend had given me a box of feathers and 

beads he had found tucked away in a closet where he worked. He was a custodian at the 

local children’s hospital and did not want the kids to have access to these things as “they 

would make too much mess.” I had started working with the material and began to design 

earrings and broaches. I had never made jewelry before and was enjoying being creative 

again.  

With no other source of income, I sold them downtown at the inner harbor in Victoria 

as shown in figure 25. It was also a chance to meet people which I thoroughly enjoyed.  I 

was becoming more comfortable interacting with strangers. I found people to be friendly, 

and I loved to listen to their stories, and did not try to pressure them into buying. 
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I decided I wanted to pursue my passion for designing clothing and started a journal to 

record my clothing designs. The first few pages contain sketches of clothes I had already 

made, but the sketches were not satisfactory and so I discontinued the practice. I really 

wasn’t good at drawing and I ended up using it as a diary instead before abandoning the 

book altogether which is still mostly empty. There are two entries written on December 

27th, 1988 that summarize the years1987 and 1988. They are shown in figure 26 with my 

old and new business cards. These pages reveal my ups and downs after the accident. 

I write that in early 1987, “walking is still difficult and painful,” and that I was “on 

welfare at this point [with] bad morale.” I reference the fact that I was selling my stuff on 

the inner harbour that summer and that I had “made almost nothing” but that it was “good 

experience meeting people.” I thought at the time that, “I got a feel for selling, which I 

Figure 25. Selling my jewelry at the inner harbor, Victoria, BC, 1987. 
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never had before.” I also confess that I have not been keeping a journal or diary, or 

recording my designs in the book, the reason it had been purchased. In the entry, dated 

Dec 27th, 1988, I write that this is the “first entry into this book since the summer of 

1987,” and that “I was uncertain in how to proceed in my ambitions, and spent much time 

writing my thoughts down on paper.” I did a lot of that, mostly on loose-leaf paper. 

I had gotten a new job September 30th of 1987 that required working “long hours and 

much overtime,” and “consequently accomplished very little artistically speaking.” I quit 

on October 28th after “doing high level PCBs despite protests.” I wrote that, “My 

supervisor had lied to me on several occasions and I decided it was time to leave.” I also 

note that I had been thinking about going back to school. I had inquired about doing a 

Public Administration Degree, thinking about a high-level government job that would 

pay well and provide me some financial security. I didn’t really fit in when I went to the 

Figure 26. Two journal entries summarizing 1987 and 1988. 
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department to make inquiries. In this journal entry, I write that, “This fell through due to 

lack of funding. (Just as well!).” After quitting, I began wholesaling my jewelry and 

enrolled in business and marketing courses at the University of Victoria. I also planned to 

be married on July 1st, 1989. 

In March of 1988 I had taken a Reiki classes, a type of psychic energy healing. This is 

where I met my fiancé, writing that “I fell in love with his spirit.” I was feeling excited 

about life. In my journal I wrote, “In early December (1988), I decided I am an artist; an 

unusual artist in that I have a chemistry degree as well as business sense and intuition.”  

I had made the decision that I was an artist and had full confidence in my business 

skills and abilities. I borrowed money from my parents and got a student loan in 1989 to 

go to school full-time for a six-month Fashion Merchandising and Design diploma. I also 

got a job working at a Tandy leather store and by the time I graduated I was the store 

manager.  

I became pregnant by accident just as school was finishing. I was not interested in 

becoming a mother and had a hard time accepting this predicament. We were planning on 

getting married but as the time grew nearer I realized it was a big mistake. I was starting 

to realize how superficial and shallow he was (just like me). I was having a hard time 

relating to him and respecting him. I liked having his parents in my life though, because 

they were sociable and generous. I was soaking up their affection and attention.   

Becoming pregnant was not part of the plan, however, and neither one of us were 

prepared for parenthood. I remember the night I got pregnant vividly. I was alone in the 

bathroom trying to put in a cervical cup with spermicide. In my frustration I demanded 

God tell me whether or not I was meant to be a mother. I was ready to get my tubes tied 
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and be done with it. I had no intentions of becoming a mother. The next day I realized I 

was pregnant.  

 I was afraid to be a mother because of my own experiences and feelings of being 

abandoned and unloved by my own parents. I didn’t normally speak to God, especially 

like that. I surprised myself at my desperate attempt to get answers. I was imagining a jet-

set lifestyle for myself. I was going to shop the world 

for fabric and design clothes for a living. I was ready 

to prevent becoming a mother forever and get my 

tubes tied. I was pretty sure I would never feel ready 

to be responsible for another human being. Like Peter 

Pan, I wanted to remain a child. 

 I was three months pregnant when we married in 

the summer of 1989. I am shown in figure 27 walking 

up the church stairs with my father. The wedding was 

a huge event; my second husband’s family was large, 

and they liked to put on a “good show.” I had wanted to throw a small dance party for 

friends, but his parents insisted otherwise. It was impossible to argue with them. That’s 

why I couldn’t call off the wedding, and I wanted them to be the parents I never had. It 

was just like being a kid with no voice. My wished were not listened to or respected. I felt 

no sense of control. 

My dad travelled all the way out to BC by bus to give me away. I was really thrilled 

because it was a big step towards feeling like I was special or important to him. The 

feelings of being unlovable were repressed only the hard feelings I had for the way my 

Figure 27. My father travelled from 

NB to BC give me away in 1989. 
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parents disowned me were conscious and by now were beginning to fade. My eldest 

sister also flew in from Ontario for the occasion. It was great to have my friends and 

family gather for the occasion, but in the back of my mind, I doubted we would be able to 

make a go of it and I knew already, the marriage last. Already there were signs of 

discontent on my part.  

Motherhood was a real eye-opener. Both my husband and I were immature and selfish. 

As I tried to figure out how to take care of a crying baby, he watched from afar 

pretending to be cool. He wouldn’t help and my resentment towards him grew. I began to 

feel overwhelmed with my life. I was trying hard to be the designer as well as a new 

mother. Figure 28 shows me in my new social roles: brand-new fashion designer, 

pregnant woman, and brand-new mother; our daughter was born January of 1990.   

My husband and I had met at Reiki class, but when I was interested in exploring 

energy healing and psychic phenomenon further, he became a born again Christian and 

demonized my interests. Communication became difficult. He became extremely closed-

minded. I spent more and more time away from him, trying to do my own thing. He went 

Figure 28. From fashion designer to motherhood. 
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from job to job unable to maintain a position, and at home he refused to help out with the 

baby, with the excuse that he “didn’t feel like it.”  I was working full-time as the manager 

of the Tandy Leather Store and brought the baby to work with me. I expected more from 

him after we became parents. His attitude and lack of work ethic made it difficult for me 

to respect him. Consequently, my attitude and sense of commitment towards the 

relationship waned considerably. I had thought I would be able to maintain civility in our 

interactions for the sake of our child, this did not turn out to be the case. 

4.5 Designer and Mother: (28 – 35yrs) 

In this section I describe my experiences trying to be a designer, my foray into 

meditation and divination, and some unexpected experiences. My marriage exploded in a 

heated custody battle and soon after, I was sexually assaulted by a good friend. I became 

pregnant from the assault and gave birth to my second daughter. This period of my life 

was no exception in being full of conflict and turmoil.  

I was determined to follow my passion for designing clothing and completed my 

diploma in Fashion Merchandising and Design from Compu College School of Business 

in Victoria. I participated in many fashion shows and a collection of newspaper articles 

and reviews from 1989 to 1994 are shown in figure 29. I included a caricature of me 

made in 1986 by a cartoonist in the West Edmonton mall who interpreted me as someone 

full of enthusiasm and excitement for life. This image captures the inspiration and 

motivation I was feeling about my new sense-of-direction and my new sense-of-self. I 

was very excited about becoming a clothing designer. My imagination was running full 

steam ahead with the designs I would produce and share and the esteem I would feel. 
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 My designs were well received, especially by models and photographers, and reviews 

were equally positive. An example is shown in figure 30. It is a review article for “Show 

Off ’91,” enlarged to be readable: The reviewer, writes: “Her work with colours bears 

resemblance to a master’s touch, and her styles fit perfectly well with the 90’s – loose in 

some cases, snug in others.” I was in my element as a clothing designer; it was a social 

role I felt quite comfortable with. I had a lot of experience already in life designing and 

making clothing and other things from working with my hands all my life.  

The wedding dress mentioned in the article, “that would simply floor the average male 

on first sight,” was made just moments before the model walked on stage. I had a bolt of 

Figure 29. Newspaper articles about my work as a designer in Victoria, BC. 
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white fabric, some elastic and a stapler. I draped and stapled the fabric over the elastic, 

strategically placed over the model in her bra and underwear and then sent her out on 

stage with 

a red rose 

in her 

hand.  The 

dress was 

made in 

minutes as 

a challenge 

to myself 

and just for the fun of it. It is pictured in figure 70 of the image gallery in section 4.9.  

My ego was inflated. I was acting like a designer in New York City or Montreal. But, 

I was living and working in conservative small-town Victoria. My clothes were sexy and 

fun to model and photograph, but they were not practical and hardly designed for every-

day living for the average working woman. Selling my clothes was difficult; I couldn’t 

(or didn’t want to) conform. In the end, I sold more of my jewelry and accessories than 

clothing.  

 When it came to fashion illustration, I was told by other designers, as well as by my 

instructor at Compu College, that my drawings were “too cartoon like” to be acceptable. I 

didn’t like them either, but I couldn’t bring myself to draw the unrealistic stick figures 

with exaggerated proportions that fashion illustrations were expected to present. My 

drawings were more like technical drawings. I was trying to draw realistic proportions 

Figure 30. A review of my participation in Show Off '91, Victoria, BC. 
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and engineer the level of detail I wanted in the design. As I got older my drawings 

reflected my increasing curvature and thickening middle. I tried several mediums and 

techniques, like pencil, pen, colour pencil, marker, and water colour. Many (but not all) 

of my clothes were photographed, and this is the record I have of my designs.   

Two of my drawings are shown in figure 31. On the left is a recent and more typical 

sketch, and on the right is a special drawing I really like. The sketch on the left is from a 

recent journal showing leather and beaded accessories incorporating flowers, hearts, and 

dragonfly symbols. They appear in one of my adult learning journals, as I took a break 

from note-taking to record some design ideas. The drawing on the right is much older, 

from the early 1990s. A lot more effort was put into this drawing which shows my 

Figure 31. Typical sketches and a more elaborate attempt at "Branding." 
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thinking process as I try to describe the premise behind, Romey, the “look,” which I write 

is a combination of “Spanish, Grecian, Saudi, and Indian.”  

I was designing clothes and running a retail outlet in Fan Tan Alley, downtown 

Victoria in the summer of 1990. That’s when I also joined a spirit guide meditation class 

to continue exploring psychic phenomenon. I had really liked the feelings I experienced 

in the Reiki and motherhood was starting to wear me down. The baby cried a lot and I 

felt bad thinking I wasn’t doing a good enough job. I resented my husband for not being 

more helpful, especially at night. Motherhood was not something that I was prepared for 

and I certainly had not been looking forward to the experience. Believing in spirit guides 

and engaging in meditation provided me a sense of calm, control and comfort. 

The spirit guide meditations were also extremely interesting, and I was completely 

absorbed by the phenomenon I was experiencing. We were instructed to keep a journal, 

which I did. It is labeled SS in Table 1. I recorded my experiences and other thoughts at 

the time. As I explored my imagination, personal symbolic imagery was developing. 

At one point we were instructed to choose a symbol that represented our relationship 

(the spirit guide and myself). During this meditation, my spirit guide presented me with a 

single scented rose petal for this purpose. The rose petal was a symbol to remind me to 

breathe, center, and ground my energy. In my imagination, I turned it into a wild rose, 

which he accepted. The wild rose became the symbol of my bond with my spirit guide. I 

drew it many times and it adorns the pages of many of my journal entries (some of which 

are featured later). I drew the rose whenever I needed strength. The symbol invoked a 

sense of balance and belonging. The wild rose became my symbol; it reminded me that 

my goal was to walk in beauty, in balance, and in harmony. 
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The guided meditations also helped me gain a sense of being cared for as well as 

guiding me on my path in life. My spirit guide provided me with emotional support and 

encouragement. In our conversations I was asked to do 

things like “sing” and to have “faith and courage” in 

myself; to “not put myself down, especially in front of 

others.” My spirit guide gave me a necklace with a 

cross in one of our meetings. I wrote, “He blessed the 

necklace. It’s a symbol that he’s watching me, and he’s 

taking care of me.” I had asked for a gift so that I 

would feel cared about. In my notes I wrote: “The 

spirits give you what you want so that you will accept 

what they have to offer.” Figure 32 is the real-life version of this symbolic necklace. I 

bought a cross-shaped staurolite (faire cross) crystal at a medieval fair and constructed a 

necklace to represent the one in my imagination.  

The guided meditations were the calm before the storm however, because it wasn’t 

long after our daughter’s first birthday that my relationship with my husband turned for 

the worse. I was insisting on doing my own thing and I was not enjoying his company at 

all. I wanted to hang out with my friends on Salt Spring Island without him 

accompanying me. They made it clear that he wasn’t welcomed which didn’t help. It put 

pressure on me to leave him behind. I ended up gave him a choice to watch our daughter 

or not, either way I was leaving without him. It was a difficult situation. He would not 

agree to watch our daughter, but he would also not let me leave the house with her. He 

physically blocked the entrance. It was a power struggle and I ended up calling for help. 

Figure 32. Spirit guide necklace as 

it appears today. 
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When the police showed up to escort me to the transition house, my husband grabbed 

our daughter from me. After an emergency hearing where I was told to put up with the 

status quo a little longer, there was an interim hearing. At the interim hearing, the judge 

didn’t know “who was telling the truth,” and because I had “left the family residence,” I 

lost interim custody. The judge told me to “stay home” and prove I was “willing to be a 

mother.” My self-concept was absolutely shattered. I thought I was in the right and that I 

would be supported by the judge. The decision to let him be the primary caregiver was 

inconceivable and completely disorienting. I felt so lost and full of despair. 

This experience 

was disorienting 

enough to warrant 

an entry into the 

special pink 

journal which I had 

made after the 

motorcycle 

accident. I had 

used to make notes 

of wisdom from 

books I had read in the late 1980s. Even though I had allocated space for personal 

experience, the journal was void of such entries, up until I lost interim custody that is. 

Figure 33 shows an entry, dated the 10th of May 1991. It is a sketch or doodle, a type of 

Figure 33. A doodle filled with negative symbolism. 
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ritual, where I explore my thoughts and feelings as I draw. I let my mind wander as I put 

pen to paper. As I draw, the image develops and changes.  

In this drawing I am expressing fears and concerns. I am concerned about who I am 

and how I am perceived by others. My husband and his family turned very vicious 

towards me. I am questioning what I am doing with my life. I do not know what I want. 

Off to the left a tiny word appears all by itself. It is partially written on the previous page; 

the word is “hurt.”  I am hurt by the reactions of my husband and his family. I wasn’t 

doing anything wrong as far as I was concerned; I was just exercising my freedom and 

right as a human being to be in control of my life. I was confused and hurt by the sudden 

turn of events. The drawing helped me to express confused thoughts and feelings. 

On the opposite page, in figure 33, I am feeling better after releasing my negative 

emotions in the drawing. Now, I am relating a fantasy, to “share my questions with 

others, the world, to communicate on higher (and higher) levels.” I am entertaining the 

idea that I want to tell stories, “maybe as a cartoonist.” I had been entertaining the idea of 

drawing political cartoons previous to these events. I liked cartoons and thought maybe I 

could express my dissatisfaction with societal norms and outdated ways of being and 

thinking as a cartoonist; I would be both artistic and political. Social norms and 

expectations were not agreeing with me. I had been brought up to be independent. I was 

looking for a way to change society from the inside. 

I was not that good at drawing however. I tried to draw political cartoons and found it 

hard to do. I could not figure out how to draw what I wanted to express to others. 

Drawing to express myself, for myself, was one thing but drawing to convey a message 
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to others was something altogether different. My desire to help create social awareness 

faded as the custody battle loomed closer. 

I quit my retail job and went on social 

assistance as I had been instructed to do by the 

interim judge. I rented a suite in a house which I 

shared with several different roommates over the 

years because I really couldn’t afford the house 

on my own. I continued to design clothes, but 

they were still fantasy oriented, although the 

symbolism had shifted to more medieval warrior inspirations.  

I also started going to medieval fairs, taking my daughter with me on occasion. Figure 

34 shows my daughter and I at one of these events where members of the Society for 

Creative Anachronism re-enact 

medieval battles and feasts.  

I started to get noticed because 

of what I was wearing and soon 

people wanted me to make 

costumes for them too. Figure 35 is 

a newspaper article written about 

my costume work. I had lots of 

leatherwork experience and was 

pretty good at making fantasy 

Figure 34. Dressed up at a medieval fair. 

Figure 35. Dressing up as a warrior in a design competition. 
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costumes for warriors, sages, and elves. I even won a novice competition at Dream Con 5 

in Seattle, WA, where I went with a several acquaintances who were also interested in 

dressing up and role-playing. The newspaper article in figure 35 mentions the award and 

how my costumes were a way “that people can make their dreams become reality.”  

Designing clothes and making things helped me get through difficult times. I met 

other adults who also enjoyed playing out their fantasies and alter egos. It helped my self-

esteem to know that my work was not only put to good use and brought joy to people’s 

lives. It was a small consolation to the turmoil I was experiencing in my personal life. 

The interim Judge had told 

me to “stay home” and prove 

that I wanted to “be a mother.” I 

found a place to live and set up 

shop as best I could, having to 

close my retail outlet and studio. 

As I waited for the eighteen 

months for the custody battle, I 

tried to stay sane and keep busy. 

A picture of me in my bedroom studio is shown in figure 36. I was trying my best to stay 

positive and not be consumed by negative thoughts and feelings. My husband had shown 

no interest in being a father to our daughter while we were together and now I was 

fighting a legal battle to win back my right to be her mother again.  

I did a lot of writing during that time (which I burned years later because of its dark 

nature). I was trying to convince the imaginary judge (and perhaps even myself) that I 

Figure 36. In my studio/bedroom in Victoria 1992. 
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deserved to win custody. Custody meant the right to reclaim my social role-responsibility 

and title – of mother. I was disgraced to have that taken away from me. I described my 

husband in my affidavit (PJA in table 1) as, “shallow, lazy, and controlling.” I had lost all 

respect for him. I was so desperate to win her back that I became unaware that my self-

esteem was suffering. I became a nervous wreck waiting for the trial. 

My husband and I had separated. I had lost my role as primary caregiver. I was staying 

home to prove I wanted to be a mother. I had lots of free time on my hand and became 

friends with someone who claimed to be a male witch, or warlock. I was still interested in 

psychic phenomenon at that time and so he mapped out my astrological chart, which 

ended up shaped like a kite – a shape he claimed was significant because it was very 

uncommon. I was devasted by my loss and was looking for anything to hang onto. I 

needed something positive and meaningful in my life. At the time I didn’t make much of 

it, but I had an interesting psychic experience around this time; the first time I felt 

contacted by aliens. I was looking for some way to redeem my sense of self. 

I was practicing looking into the mirror and asking myself what I wanted. I decided 

finally I wanted knowledge and information, I wanted to know and understand reality, 

God, life consciousness, and the universe. I persisted for a very long time with my 

staring, determined to get my answers. All of a sudden, visions started to enter my 

imagination. They were intense green circles with bold black symbols like hieroglyphs on 

them. They were coming fast. I tried to look at each symbol in my mind, but I didn’t 

know what the symbols meant. I was overwhelmed and told the messenger to “stop!” I 

thought I wanted all this secrete esoteric information, but then I wasn’t really ready for it 

or willing to accept it. I was afraid of it in reality. I lacked focus. I lacked clarity in 
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direction. I lacked certainty in my intentions. This lack of direction or ability to focus 

came across in my kirlian (aura) photograph as well as shown in the next image. 

Kirlian photography is a technique for recording photographic images of corona 

discharges also knows as an aura. I had it taken at a psychic fair. The photographer took 

my picture a second time because they thought there was a mistake, but the second one 

looked just like the first. My astrological chart, Kirlian photograph, and new business 

card I designed after my husband and I split up are shown in figure 37.  

Several psychics looked at my photo and muttered amongst themselves. They offered 

me a free “reading” which they forwarded to some head psychic in the United States 

along with my photo. One psychic warned me to develop a focus or purpose in life. She 

based this warning on the fact that most people’s aura photos show only one or two 

circles of light in one or two colours. Psychics pride themselves on a single purple sphere 

of light near their head or above a shoulder; it is an indication of their advanced psychic 

development. Healers have green circles. The circles are usually much larger than the 

Figure 37. My astrological chart, a kirlian photograph and my new business card. 



 

109 

 

ones in my photograph. My rainbow of bubbles made quite a stir, but it reminded me of 

how I see in real life without my glasses - everything is a blur!  

The trial was a very difficult to experience; it lasted a full five days. I had to listen to 

my husband and his parents put me down and tell the judge what an awful mother, wife, 

and person I was. They made it sound like I was a whore and good for nothing, and even 

complained that I “dressed weird.” I was sick to my stomach the entire time. I was so hurt 

by their vindictiveness. It seemed like they were saying whatever they thought it would 

take to make sure they won. These people I trusted and thought liked me, wanted to keep 

me from being a mother to my daughter.  

On February 16th, 1993, several weeks after the trial was completed, I found out from 

my lawyer over the phone that I won sole custody. This is recorded in the pink journal, 

PJ, which also notes that a few hours later, I received a second phone call, this time from 

my doctor’s office. Shortly after I found I won custody I also found out I was pregnant.  

I had been sexually assaulted by a good friend just after Christmas when I was alone 

and feeling depressed. It was just a few short weeks before the trial. I had known him for 

years and really admired and looked up to him. I completely trusted him. I could not 

believe what had happened that night. I warned him that I would get pregnant and I 

begged him to stop but he did not. I was so shocked that I did not struggle. When I asked 

him later why he did not stop, he replied, “Maybe I didn’t want to.” 

Months later, as I gave birth, my emotions came to a head. I moaned and wailed. In 

my imagination I was doing more than birthing a baby, I was trying to let go of my 

expectations, my hurt, feelings of betrayal, and, feeling like a fool. Soon after the 

incident, he had put an advertisement in the newspaper for a roommate, specifically 
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looking for a female university student. Soon afterwards, he and his roommate were 

having their own baby. The night I gave birth, she was in the waiting room. They had 

become a couple and started a family shortly afterwards. I felt so betrayed. Nothing made 

sense to me anymore. I wanted to give up on life and die. 

Immediately after I gave birth, I started to feel dizzy and weak. I was starting to pass 

out. I wanted to crawl into a corner and be left alone. I imagined I was in a cave, during 

prehistoric times. I was spent, done. “Let me sleep,” I remember saying to my friend who 

was with me, but, “let me die,” was what I was thinking and feeling. I didn’t want to go 

on anymore.  I was so emotionally drained. I don’t remember passing out.  

When I woke up I was in the critical care unit. I had wanted to die because I was 

feeling overwhelmed. When I came to, I felt much better; I had a new baby in my arms 

and mother-mode kicked in. I had a new sense of responsibility and joy to distract me for 

a while. In my imagination I hung onto the fact that we were somehow a family unit also, 

and that her father cared about us. I denied any wrong doing on his part to my friends and 

was hoping and waiting for him to step up and play the part of the loving caring man and 

father. I was confused and never could figure out what the incident meant to him. 

I had just turned thirty-one when our daughter, was born. Figure 38 is an image of me 

carrying her walking the beach in Sooke, BC. To the right is an article I wrote, around 

that time, for an entertainment magazine. I was volunteering as a journalist. I usually 

wrote articles on clothing and design, or reviewed books, bands, live events, and 

restaurants. But, on a couple of occasions, I was able to have a more philosophical article 

published. After giving birth I wanted to die. I was fading fast when my girlfriend noticed 

and alerted the medical staff. I realized then, just how important friendship was to me. 
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In the article, I am trying to share my wisdom. I was worried for my first daughter, for 

my second daughter, for myself, and for all the other confused and lonely children in the 

world. I understood how fragile my mental health was, and I became more aware and 

sympathetic to others who were struggling emotionally. The birth was such a dramatic 

situation, and the emotional turmoil lingered for me, longer than I care to admit.  

At one point, I remember being so angry and frustrated with my new baby; she 

wouldn’t stop screaming and crying. I threw her on the bed, slammed the door, and 

walked away for a minute to calm down. I told my doctor about it and how I was afraid I 

might hurt her. We talked for over an hour and I went home feeling much better. I needed 

Figure 38. 1993 with my second child and an article I wrote sharing my thoughts. 
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to be reminded that inner strength and knowing my intentions were key to surviving my 

inner turmoil. I was responsible for children now. I had to smarten up. 

Figure 39 shows a photo of me with my new daughter around her first birthday in 

1994. I am wearing the necklace from figure 32 only in its first configuration. I spent a 

lot of my time doing artwork and journaling 

after the assault and birth. I couldn’t admit what 

happened and disguised the incident as “love 

making.” I took the blame for why we weren’t a 

couple, telling people that “I wasn’t interested.” 

I worked into the wee hours of the morning for 

months, consumed by thoughts of what had 

happened that night, what it meant, how I 

should respond, and the situation I was in.  

Doing artwork was my way of coping, and I 

did a lot of it. I lacked a sense of 

accomplishment and being creative was my only redeeming quality, it seemed. I would 

silently work away. When my second daughter was older, she would sit on the floor 

beside me and play with my scrap fabrics or go into the kitchen cupboards and play with 

the plastic recycling containers.  

My first daughter spent every other weekend at her father’s house, so I had lots of 

quiet time with my second daughter. I noticed she also seemed to feel better when I was 

being creative. As I worked with my hands, my mind was very busy. I was trying to 

understand my (our) situation. I’d had my friend’s baby and was trying to figure out what 

Figure 39. With my second daughter, 1994. 
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I (we) meant to him. The copious amount of artwork I produced, however, did not bring a 

sense of inner peace to my troubled mind. I needed to find a way of dealing with my 

chronic sense of confusion. I needed a new perspective so that I could learn and move on. 

It took reaching a certain level of desperation before I reached for the Medicine Cards, a 

book I had been given and never looked at much, until then.  

Weeks before the sexual assault, Wandering Spirit, who frequented my friend’s bead 

store gave me the Medicine Cards by Jamie Sams and David Carson (1988). I didn’t take 

Wandering Spirit very seriously because he seemed like a street person. He was always 

poor and trying to get a good deal on beads from my friend. I was very confused when he 

bought me this expensive book. The book, full of animal medicine (Indigenous wisdom) 

stories, was supposed to help me understand different ways of perceiving or interpreting 

experience. The premise of using Cards is that the learner is supposed to focus on a 

particular question or lesson while pulling one or more cards from the deck. The card or 

cards pulled are supposed to help the learner see some aspect of themselves or the 

situation with the help of the animal medicine stories. Embedded within the medicine 

stories are insights into life waiting to be understood by any learner with an open mind.  

When I finally decided to use the Medicine Cards I was desperate. I wrote on April 

6th, 1994 (Easter weekend) on loose-leaf paper labelled MC, in table 1, that I had “been 

crying a lot lately.” I did a Medicine Wheel or Medicine Shield spread and made fourteen 

pages of hand-written notes about the meaning and lessons of each of the five cards that 

made up my unique Medicine Wheel as shown in figure 40. The cards and their particular 

position on the wheel provided insight into my strengths and weaknesses. At the time, the 

insights were useful, giving me something to focus on besides my confusion.  
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The medicine wheel spread provided food for thought about my basic personality and 

my learning and development journey, but I wasn’t satisfied at the time. I wanted more. 

My mind was still consumed with thoughts about the assault and what it meant – what we 

(my daughter and I) meant to my 

friend.  

I was confused and needed help 

to get past this mental block. I 

wrote in my journal: “I felt and 

felt, and again a card felt calling, 

or maybe I should say cawing - it 

was the crow in reverse [upside 

down]”. The card is presented in figure 41.   

Figure 41. Medicine Wheel Spread, 1994; looking for insights to help me. 

Figure 40. The Crow medicine card and meaning in reverse. 
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The story of the crow is very interesting and reflects my own story. The story tells that 

the crow kept looking at its reflection until the reflection came alive and the crow ate it.  

This seemed to mean that I was thinking so much about how I was being perceived that I 

was living like a reflection and neglecting to live first hand.  

I needed to get on with my life and the ritual of pulling cards to produce a Medicine 

Shield gave me something tangible to focus and work on. Afterwards, over the next few 

months, I made a beautiful moose hide quilt incorporating the animals from my medicine 

shield. It was a special undertaking and I reflected on the medicine lessons as I worked. I 

embellished it with extra words like, “Love Thy Self” and “Grace.” I slept with it for 

years. I dreamt that it 

had healing properties. 

The quilt was there to 

remind me to reflect on 

the teachings the 

medicine cards offered 

me. If I was to heal, I 

would have to learn. 

I purchased three 

copies of Medicine Cards for friends and family over the next couple of years. 

Indigenous wisdom held a special place in my frame of reference from then on. I became 

much more open to learning from Indigenous people. I felt that perhaps they held special 

knowledge because of their historical and natural experiences. I became involved with an 

Ojibwa man from Manitoulin Island and Figure 42 is an image of me around 1995 

Figure 42. Medicine Cards, Sacred Path Cards, around 1995. 
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helping him sell his artwork at a gift show in Vancouver. It also shows images of the 

Medicine Cards, as well as another book by Jamie Sams, called Sacred Path Cards that I 

also purchased and have used myself a few times.  

The Medicine Cards helped me to see how everything in life was an opportunity to 

learn and develop. I found this philosophical outlook had been adopted by a number of 

“New Age” groups as well. I created figure 43 to relate how spirituality means, not only a 

connection to some higher dimension or cosmic being, but also a heightened sense of 

awareness and self-awareness, and the ability to make better behavioural choices.  

4.6 Back to School: Adulthood (35 – 45yrs) 

In this section I describe the changes to my life around going to university in 1997 to 

do my PhD in Physical Chemistry. I ended up a single mother of four and involved in 

Figure 43. Philosophical outlook towards choice, awareness, and personal growth. 
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another custody hearing. After twenty-two years of living in Victoria, I accepted a Post-

doctoral position at the University of Calgary, Alberta and moved my family there. 

I had been on social assistance in Victoria since 1991 with my first child. It was now 

1995 and I was now a single mother with two children. I could not make enough money 

as a designer and be responsible for my two children at the same time. In fact, designing 

had really turned into sewing. I was sewing for people to make some extra money, not 

designing clothes like I had imagined years ago, before I became a mother. 

I was also running out of steam. I never planned to become a mother as a young adult, 

and here I was in my early thirties, with two small children. I knew I needed to change 

my life around. I was visiting my younger sister, who was just finishing her PhD in Air 

Sciences at the University of British Columbia when she suggested applying to graduate 

school. This was something that had never even entered my realm of possibilities, not 

since I was working on my degree at Mount Allison; I had abandoned that idea long ago. 

According to my sister, they were “starving for grad students.” This was the kind of 

remark that helped me open up to the potential of being in a university setting again. 

“Starving” meant that maybe they would accept me. I saw myself as sub-standard in 

comparison to other university graduates. My self-esteem really was that low. I applied 

with enthusiasm. It was the only other avenue I felt I had, but it took a while before I was 

accepted. As I waited to get accepted, I became pregnant.  

Thirteen years after graduating from Mount Allison, and three months after giving 

birth to my third daughter, I started at the University of Victoria as a graduate student in 

the chemistry department. I didn’t really know what I was getting myself into, but I knew 

what I was getting myself out of. Sewing was not the glamorous lifestyle I had imagined 
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for myself, and the father of my third child was unable to provide for us financially. 

Being on social assistance was demoralizing; I was better than that. I was embarrassed 

about my situation. I needed to provide for my children and be able to walk with my head 

held high. I saw myself as a failure. Going back to university turned my life around. 

Graduate school was very difficult, however. I hadn’t worked with math and physics 

for a long time. I needed to refresh myself on basic fundamental principles before getting 

into the hardcore concepts of electronic transition spectroscopy. My mind had dulled over 

the years. My mental abilities as well as my imagination were challenged trying to make 

sense of the quantum world and quantum mechanics. I had to understand the Schrodinger 

wave equation using the Hamiltonian matrix with its eigenvectors and eigenvalues. I 

Figure 44. Electronic transition and molecular energy level diagrams. 
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wasn’t that good at linear thinking, I found out, but I could learn conceptually, so I drew.  

I made sketches upon sketches of the angular momentum vectors that produced the 

eigenvectors of the hypothetical electronic states and countless energy-level (eigenvalue) 

drawings to reproduce the transitions observed in the lab. Figure 44 shows some of these 

drawings in my dissertation. My imagination was working overtime, however, as I began 

to think my drawings represented reality. I was fascinated how these mathematical 

models could predict movement and transitions between energy levels or states of 

existence that could be described in terms of symmetry elements, mass, distance, and 

angular momentum. The quantum world was conceptualized in order to be discussed.  

It occurred to me that this is true for human interactions as well. Human states of 

existence are also not observable; we can only observe transitions between them and 

other interaction dynamics. The parallels intrigued me, and I began to search the internet 

during my time as a graduate student for evidence of metaphysical realities. 

Because of my work I began to imagine that even electrons are somehow aware of 

their realities and that consciousness has many levels, states, or forms. It seemed to me 

that consciousness or awareness formed the basis of existence. In the quantum world 

everything is interconnected and interacting, and it was logical to see this connection all 

the way up the organizational (conscious) ladder.  

I tried to share my perspectives at school, but most people see consciousness as an 

emergent property of the brain, attributed only to highly evolved biological life forms. I 

already accepted possibilities of psychic phenomenon because of the guided meditation 

classes and Reiki course I had taken. My ways of thinking were a little too open and not 

well received. I kept my ideas to myself to prevent ridicule or getting into arguments. As 
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a result, I began to doubt myself again academically. I could not imagine fitting into the 

academic world or being hired as a professor which is the goal of many graduate 

students. So, I told people I was doing my PhD, “for something to do.” Thus I was able to 

hide my insecurity and avoid failure. I did not believe or imagine myself as a professor. 

By the time I was finished my first year (1998) I had given birth to my fourth child, 

my son. We separated shortly after he was born. Two years later, in 2000, the father took 

me to court for custody of our two children. Once again, I was fighting for my right to be 

a mother. I was thirty-eight years old. 

I had decided to try to write my autobiography and bought a journal for this purpose 

(LJ in table 1). I created a title page with wild roses and a solitary butterfly. My current 

email signature is very similar, so I present both in figure 45. I wrote about eight pages in 

handwriting in pencil (it is very difficult to read). In these pages I was dwelling on my 

experiences as a teenager. I couldn’t get past the feelings of hurt and anger I remembered. 

I abandoned the project and never tried to 

write “My Story” again, until now. 

An entry in the same journal, dated 

Wednesday, Aug 15th, 2000 mentions 

how I was supposed to be in court that 

day for the custody hearing with the 

father of my last two children. It was 

adjourned due to a continuance. Being on 

my own and trying to do my PhD meant 
Figure 45. “My Story,” started in 2000. 
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a lot of stress and having to fight for my right to be a mother (for the second time) in 

court was overwhelming. In this entry I am recollecting my visit with a counsellor, 

named Kim, the day before. I related my befindlichkeit at the time:  

“I realize how torn apart by ideals I am. Between dreams of peace and beauty are the 

pangs of responsibility, and almost no sense of here and now, and nothing realistic. I told 

Kim, ‘I’ve been looking for magic outside myself, even though I know it’s inside myself 

that I need to find it. But, I feel if I can find magic out there in other people [then] that is 

real/more real, and the idea of magic is validated.’ She said, ‘It’s probably just the 

opposite, it’s the magic inside you which is real, and what you perceive as magic in 

others, merely an illusion.’”  

I was very confused about feeling the need to be accepted by others while at the same 

time rejecting many aspects of society. People had ways of thinking, believing, and 

behaving, that I didn’t like. I didn’t aspire to be like others, yet I needed to feel that I had 

something to contribute to society. I was angry and feeling helpless that the court system 

would determine whether I could maintain my role as mother and primary caregiver for 

my two youngest children. I was angry with the father who was so “full of himself.” I 

believed I was paying yet again for my rebellious and independent nature.  

Figure 46 shows the entry made two days later, on 17th Aug 2000. I am organizing my 

thoughts and reflecting on my needs, stimulated by Kim’s questions a few days earlier 

about how I was going to make a living, and nurture myself. I am asking myself on these 

pages, what “I need in my life so that I feel safe, warm, comfortable, needed…so that I 

do not feel full of anxiety, stress, and loneliness.” I list the basic needs of living such as 

shelter, food, water, warmth, and air, but I also identify a sense of community and the 
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need to make money within the community. I accept that I need others and that I also 

need to be of value to others. I am unsure however, what my “self” is worth; in what 

capacity will others appreciate my efforts and be willing to help me out in return? I am 

reflecting on a very basic need of finding ways in which I can contribute to society and 

be able to survive or even thrive within.  

To answer this question, I selected four possibilities. There are four professions each 

written in a cloud: medical doctor, teacher, philosophical practitioner, and religious 

leader. I am trying to figure out how to “give back,” to society; to “fit in” and find my 

usefulness and self-worth as well as source of income.  I am trying to figure out how I am 

going to survive and take care of my children. My imagination is working hard as I 

consider the alternate choices and options available to me.   

Figure 46. Reflecting on my needs and how to find self-worth in society. 
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I find it interesting that I was not even considering designing clothes for a living at this 

point, quite a change from my self-concept and goals after the motorcycle accident in 

1984. So much had changed. My perspective had changed. My situation in life had 

changed. Being a designer was good enough when I had only myself to care about, but as 

a single mother of four, I needed more financial security and stability. My imagination 

was working overtime with worry; I wasn’t really sure what to do with myself, again. 

I was experiencing a recurring dream (more like a nightmare) that reflects my 

insecurity and fear of taking risks with my emotions: I am on a small rock by myself in 

the middle of the sea at night. I can see distant lights and I wonder who or what is out 

there. I consider swimming to shore which represents possibility and the unknown. I 

worry that I might experience hostility, hatred, or anger; or perhaps disappointment, pain, 

and tears. I am afraid and confused. I do not know what to do, so, I do nothing. I keep 

staring at the lights in the distance imagining both the wonderful and the harsh 

possibilities. My heart is full of 

contradiction: I yearn to be with 

others, yet I fear the negative 

emotional experiences that may 

occur. I would like to say that in 

the dream I take the plunge and 

start swimming, but I don’t. I 

continue to dwell in possibilities 

without taking action. 

Figure 47. A sketch of a recurring dream where I am lone on a 

rock, afraid to swim to shore, anticipating interacting with others. 
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After winning sole custody (again) I felt better and more secure. My outlook improved 

and so did my self-concept or befindlichkeit. This is evidenced by the journal entry 

shown in figure 47.  It is undated but appears later in the same large scrapbook (LS), 

started in 2000. It is obvious (to me) that I am referring to the recurring nightmare of 

indecision and loneliness that I described in the previous paragraph. I write: “In the sea 

of life, I must see my guiding light and believe I can swim to its destiny; thus, with faith 

and courage I will leave the rocks I cling to, and venture into the dark, knowing I will 

become the best I can be.” – Romey  

 I moved my family into an old 24-foot 

fifth wheel on a campground on the Songhees 

First Nation Reserve just outside of Victoria. 

My kids and I loved it there. Figure 48 shows 

my youngest daughter staring back at a very 

large totem pole nearby where we lived. We 

spent the last three years in BC on the 

Reservation while I finished my degree. Being 

outdoors seemed to help my befindlichkeit 

and that of my children.  

Another journal piece also shows how 

much more positive I feel after the outcome of the custody hearing. It is dated September 

2002 and is shown in figure 49. I have moved beyond determining my basic survival 

needs and am now contemplating my spiritual needs such as happiness and satisfaction. I 

am imagining what I want in life. Near the bottom I have drawn a strong and faithful 

Figure 48. My youngest daughter staring at a 

totem pole on the Songhees reserve. 
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family. I am imagining a relationship with a male partner. To the left I list the ideal 

attributes we will embody: “warm, 

loving, caring, wise, fun loving, 

adventurous, strong, and beautiful.” 

Sunshine and flowers are strong 

positive symbols that are repeated in 

this drawing, another doodle where I 

am expressing my wishes to the 

universe. The dripping hearts 

symbolize my heart and soul an 

indication that I am willing to try 

my best.  

What I want is not materialistic, 

but the stuff found in relationships: 

interaction and connection. I also refer to feeling free and being able to breathe; there is a 

reference to birds and flying. The entire doodle is fanciful and dreamy, full of desire and 

wishes for the future.  

Figure 50 is an undated loose-leaf entry created in either 2003 or 2004, when I was in 

Columbus Ohio to attend the Molecular Spectroscopy conference. I was a winner of the 

Rao Prize the first year and returned as a guest speaker the second.  

The doodles are darker than normal which means I was thinking and thinking as my 

pen traced and retraced the lines. The fact that I have drawn the wild rose is an indication 

that I am feeling lonely and insecure. I drew the wild rose to help me feel strong and 

Figure 49. Reflections on life away from home in 2003. 
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connected. I drew other symbols on this page as well; the heart and the smiling sun. The 

dripping heart symbolizes my feelings; the drop of blood, sweat, and tears are symbols of 

hurt and fear, but also of strength and hope. The sunshine with its big smile cheers me up. 

The sun is warm and helps me feel cared for and loved.  

In dark blue I wrote, “I miss my 

children terribly. I have cried twice 

already thinking about them far 

away from me.” Being a mother 

was the most important thing to 

me; my children grounded me and 

gave me a sense of purpose. 

Before, I had imagined this jet-set 

lifestyle of wandering the planet 

for fabric and designing clothes for 

a profession. Now I didn’t want to 

be away from home and my 

children even for a few days! Now, being my best for myself and for my children was the 

most important thing I could do. I wrote, “I want to live life – strong and healthy with a 

true positive tone...to take advantage of opportunities…to improve my lifestyle and those 

of my children.”  

I also describe my ideal self: “I want to be kind, patient, flexible, and loving as well as 

knowledgeable and skillful.” I had it all figured out in terms of abstract concepts but in 

concrete terms, I was still struggling. I note that I need to balance two different aspects of 

Figure 50. Away from home and missing my children. 
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myself: the scientist who likes to analyze and the artist who likes to create. A doodle in 

the left corner depicts this tension: “Science, knowledge, facts” and, “Art, expression, 

passion.” I had met some spectroscopists from the University of New Brunswick at this 

conference and would collaborate with them shortly after. I reveal my self-concept as a 

scientist however, and it is not strong or positive:  

 “I enjoy the company of many of the scientists, but I don’t feel they are my peer group 

exactly. There is lots of gossip in this community, so you have to be realistic and maintain 

your integrity; nothing gets by these guys. It’s definitely a man’s world and I’m just an 

attraction. I haven’t earned (and don’t deserve) a lot of respect yet. I need more 

experience (experimentally, writing, and theory) to feel confident as a scientist. I cannot 

talk on their level yet.”  

The entry shows that my self-image as a scientist is weak. I don’t have much 

confidence in myself at this point, despite winning the Rao prize in 2003 as well as an 

Honorable Mention for the Physical and Theoretical Division of the Canadian Society for 

Figure 51. Presenting and receiving the Rao prize in Columbus Ohio, 2003. 
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Chemistry Annual Meeting in Vancouver the year before, as shown in Figure 51. I am a 

relaxed speaker and I know my work, but I don’t “feel” good enough to consider myself a 

“scientist.” I am feeling insecure about my abilities and how I am perceived by others. 

After graduating from the University of Victoria in 2004, I moved my family to 

Calgary where I worked at the University of Calgary in the Chemistry Department, for 

three years, as a post-doctoral fellow. It was a big move because I knew making ends 

meet financially was going to be very difficult. Rent was not cheap, like in Victoria, and 

it was difficult to find a place suitable for my family. We had to move shortly after 

relocating there because of an incident with the first landlady – a terrible experience. 

I was shy and nervous around my academic supervisor as I wanted to impress him as 

he was my age. He was extremely relaxed, but I felt like I needed to know everything 

quickly to prove I was smart enough. I was also afraid of breaking the expensive optics. I 

became more familiar with my new surroundings and the laboratory equipment and 

settled in. I also started to feel accomplished as a research scientist collecting and 

manipulating data.  

I really got into collecting and analyzing data. I put my heart and soul into it and was 

getting comfortable and good at it. I was able to get excellent results in the lab. At group 

meetings however, I became overly critical of other people’s data. My supervisor 

mentioned my behaviour to me and suggested I might be more aware of other people’s 

insecurities. I was asked to be more careful when I phrased my questions. It was a bit of a 

shock to me. I was being insensitive. I was the one who was usually insecure. I am 

pictured at my computer in figure 52.  
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I made friends with some grad students 

and some neighbours. One neighbour in 

particular worked with the Arusha Center, a 

social justice organization downtown. I was 

invited and eagerly participated in many of 

their events which included attending 

educational films or documentaries like 

“The Yes Men,” “The Gutter and other 

Good Places,” and, “What the Bleep do we Know?” We marched in the streets for 

pesticide-free parks, shelters for the homeless, and low-income housing. We participated 

in workshops in Zen Buddhism, shows promoting fair trade, and Calgary Dollar events. I 

became increasingly aware of the need to be aware of social issues and society.  

Figure 53 shows me having fun and feeling pretty good about myself. I was involved 

in social justice activities for the first time in my life and loving it. This organization was 

full of like-minded people and I felt for the first time that I had made friends with people 

Figure 53. Getting involved with Arusha Society and other community events. 

Figure 52. Working as a Post-doctoral fellow. 
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I could relate to and respect, people who were thinking about others and not always about 

themselves. I was involved with people who were concerned about the environment and 

our collective future. I came alive in Calgary.  

 I was also still designing clothes. A girlfriend who was a graduate student at the 

university, convinced me to enter ‘Project Runway,’ a reality television show about 

designers. I submitted a portfolio but was not offered a position. Figure 54 is a picture of 

me with my portfolio, which I poured my heart and soul into, as it would not be returned 

once submitted. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be on the television show because it would 

introduce a lot of complications. I suppose my girlfriend would have offered to watch my 

children, but the show can last for weeks if you survive the challenges and judging. Once 

again, I did something and put a lot of effort into it, without being sure I wanted to 

experience the outcome. I was only motivated by the idea of becoming well-known.  

Life in Calgary was great because I had made 

lots of friends and my family and I were frequently 

socializing. Having fun and renting an apartment in 

Calgary however was expensive. I felt somewhat 

embarrassed about how little money I made. At my 

age, with my education, I still could not afford to 

rent a decent place to live, and I certainly was not 

in a position to purchase a home. We were 

constantly at the mercy of landlords and ever 

increasing rental costs. We moved four times in the 
Figure 54. With my Project Runway 

Portfolio in 2007. 
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three years we lived there. Once again, I was feeling restless. I needed to create stability 

in my living situation. Even though my kids were okay and happy to stay I was feeling 

very insecure. I felt I would never be able to stay as a renter. I felt my neighbours 

tolerated me and my marital status tolerated of my education. While I could barely pay 

the bills, my neighbours were complaining about how long the contractors were taking to 

do their costly renovations. They were nice people, but in a way, they seemed pretentious 

(or lost in their first-world problems) and I quietly began to distance myself from them. 

When my nephew was killed in a car accident in New Brunswick in April 2007, I 

returned to New Brunswick for the funeral. There was a house for sale close to my 

parents’ home. My parents were thrilled with the idea of me moving back to Back Bay to 

be close to them. I was feeling ready to settle down. At forty-five years of age, my 

parents offered to purchase a house in Back Bay close to them and provide me with a 

mortgage. 

I talked with my supervisor at the University of Calgary and decided to leave. I 

wanted to try working with people now 

and molecules. I was thinking along the 

lines of social justice. I wanted to help 

educate and emancipate the innocent and 

the marginalized. After twenty-five years 

out west, I was ready to move ‘back 

home’. My eldest daughter, a mother 

now, at seventeen, decided for herself to 

stay and make Calgary home. Figure 55 was taken shortly before we parted ways.  

Figure 55. With my first daughter and her son in 2007. 
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Sometimes I regret how far away I moved, but it forced me to learn to let go and let 

her live her life. I suppose it also forced her to deal with her choices and become more 

responsible. I was constantly making her bed, cleaning her room and helping her with the 

baby. I felt that everything was my fault and my responsibility. I was trying to make 

motherhood as easy a transition for her as possible. It had been so difficult for me with no 

family and emotional support around I wanted to do better for her. In the end, however, I 

felt I was disempowering her and preventing her from taking control of her situation. 

4.7 Return to New Brunswick (45 – 52yrs) 

This section discusses my experiences after returning to Back Bay, New Brunswick in 

2007 and covers the years up to 2014 before I started working on my Adult Education 

Certificate. My return was accompanied by emotional turmoil as I confronted past 

memories and struggled to create a sense of belonging. Financially, things were very 

unstable, and after a number of odd jobs, I began making trees to sell at the markets. 

During this time, I had several relationships and struggled to understand the male mind, 

intimacy, and how to feel loved. Conspiracy theories began to dominate my thinking as I 

rejected traditional sources of information. I became immersed in fantasizing about the 

pole shift and the alien presence due to the spiritual implications of these realities. 

When I had returned to NB in 2007, I was forty-five years of age. I didn’t have a plan 

except that I had hoped to work with people somehow. I was thinking about social justice 

work but finding a job of any kind wasn’t easy. I resorted to supply teaching, but I wasn’t 

equipped to handle the disrespect I received from learners. I helped my mother with her 

upholstery and sewing business for a while but there wasn’t enough work to keep me 
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full-time. I had to rely on social assistance to get by as I was still responsible for raising 

three children. I was very embarrassed by this and even though my parents were very 

happy to have me around, I felt like a burden. They were helping me more than I could 

ever help them. I was floundering in every way imaginable.  

I felt culturally isolated and socially disoriented the first few years in addition to 

feeling like a failure financially and career wise. It also didn’t help that people here were 

so different from me. It seemed that everyone was religious and had lived in this area all 

their lives. No one seemed to be struggling financially and everyone had lots of family. 

This was their hometown and they were very comfortable and settled in. I wasn’t very 

comfortable, and I simply didn’t fit in. I became very stressed and caught myself yelling 

and crying around my children a lot more than ever before. I was so stressed that I kept 

hurting myself accidentally. For example, one night while doing the dishes, I remember 

feeling angry because none of the kids had offered to help. As I washed a glass, it broke, 

slicing my knuckle deeply. 

Motherhood was a huge responsibility for me and I was afraid for my children. I did 

not want them to feel unloved like I had as a teenager. I was extra hard on them because I 

wanted them to appreciate me and what I was doing for them. I also wanted them to stay 

with me to keep me from being alone. I resented having to be both mother and father; I 

received little financial support and no emotional support from any of the fathers. I was 

emotionally distraught by the idea that they would outgrow me or not respect and care 

about me. I needed them to love me. I had no one else. I imagined being old and alone. I 

relied on my children for emotional support, to let me know that I was doing a good 

enough job and that they knew I loved them. I cared too much and was trying too hard.  
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My life felt out of control, and lack of money was my biggest headache. I started 

dating with someone from Deer Island and he moved in with us not long afterwards. I 

may have felt pressured to alleviate my financial situation. He was more than a bit 

controlling, and I started to become more emotionally unstable. I did not know what to do 

with myself anymore. He wasn’t treating me the way I expected he would and I needed 

help deciding what to do next with my life. 

One night, in desperation, I turned to the Sacred Path Cards for help. It was January 

25th, 2010.  I hardly ever use the cards since asking for help from the spirit world is 

considered a sacred act, to be done with complete respect and reverence. I would always 

record my experience with the cards, so that I could remember the teachings and reflect 

upon them later. On this particular occasion I wrote: “I realized I am not living my life to 

my full potential and feel stagnant and uninspired. I turned to the Cards for a new 

perspective to help me.” The outcome of this divination was not immediately helpful 

however, and years later I 

am still reflecting upon it.  

I chose to do the Peace 

Tree Spread because I felt 

“at odds with myself and 

my environment.” This 

spread consisted of five 

cards: Buried Talent, Root 

(strength to be gained), 

Figure 56. Peace Tree Sacred Path Cards spread, Jan 2010. 
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Trunk (lessons to be applied to the physical body and sense-of-self), Branch (lessons 

needed to reach love and understanding and gives a clue to your mental attitude and what 

might be missing), and Father Sky (freedom that can be achieved; freedom from doubt 

and anxiety that prevent you from flying in the winds of change, so let go of old habits 

that create stagnation).  

I chose the five cards in their respective order from the roots to the sky and then 

proceeded to read the lessons and try to apply them to my situation. I drew a picture 

afterwards summarizing the spread. The image I drew and my notes from the spread are 

shown in figure 56.  

I was never able to quite understand the learning and 

lessons in this spread because the first card that told me what I 

was missing in my life, my buried talent, was the storyteller 

card pictured in figure 57. Storytelling was not something that 

I understood or could imagine as useful or important in life. 

This hidden talent was not something I expected nor imagined 

for myself, so I was completely surprised and somewhat 

disoriented by its appearance.  

A few months earlier, I had picked up this card as I mused 

through the deck. The picture on the Storyteller card had 

intrigued me enough to read the pages in the book about this 

unusual, but apparently prestigious occupation for indigenous people. An excerpt from 

the book is provided to illustrate the poetic beauty and imaginary potential of the 

storyteller: 

Figure 57. Storyteller from 

Sacred Path Cards. 
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Storytellers taught how to live life in a balanced manner. A medicine story that was 

told in a timely manner could end arguments, change the course of a life, bring 

courage in hard times, or encourage youngsters to take on new responsibilities. 

Without directly criticizing the actions of another, a medicine story could point out a 

trail of folly or fear. A Storyteller could gently remind us of our wrong thinking and 

allow us to correct the erroneous behaviour without shaming us in front of others 

(Sams, 1991, p.225).  

Now I found myself reading about storytellers again but with a different perspective. I 

was trying to imagine myself in this position. My ego liked the idea that storytellers were 

healers and respected. It sounded like a way for me to work with people, but I just 

couldn’t visualize myself telling stories. I had been grasping for answers when I asked 

the cards for help choosing a pathway and now I was stuck with trying to believe in the 

answer. The cards were telling me that storytelling was my hidden talent and I was 

determined to figure out how the lessons communicated applied to me. 

After the spread I wrote some notes asking myself what I got from these teachings. I 

was aware of an imbalance in my living, something I had experienced before and needed 

to address once again. My comments reflect a sense of meaning and purpose have been 

found in the experience: 

I haven’t been myself. I’ve lost sight of my dreams and ideals. I’ve given and given 

but neglected to protect and nourish myself. I’ve let go my connection to mother earth 

and forgotten to take the time to re-establish my awareness and honor myself, my 

rhythm, my gifts for the people. I’ve gotten caught up in petty discord and fed into 

negative self-destructive traits. I can’t feel true love because of all this, but I have the 
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energy of the earth and sky at my disposal. I have creativity and self-expression to 

help me be strong. I have the vision of world peace to give me something to believe in 

and work towards besides my own selfish interests and need for self-importance.  

The process of asking for help at least inspired me to think beyond my own selfish 

needs. I had become introverted and was focused on trivialities instead of the bigger 

picture of life. I had forgotten to reach out and help others who might be struggling. 

While I never did understand in what capacity I could ever be a storyteller, the image of 

me sharing stories stayed in the back of my mind as an unfulfilled destiny.  

Around this time, I met a girlfriend who sat on the board of the Multicultural 

Association. I am shown standing in figure 58 holding a deer-hide wall hanging I made to 

hang on the wall 

for the 

Multicultural 

Center, just in time 

for the grand 

opening. It reads, 

“Friends come in 

all colours.”  In 

figure 58, I also 

share a collage of 

projects and ideas 

that were in my head at the time. I hosted “Nuclear Flower Power: The Incident 2011,” a 

music and activity festival. I created www.sites.google.com/site/networkofneighbours  a 

Figure 58. Community events that I organized or am still interested in 

organizing. 
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Google site and map that allows people to share information about themselves and what 

goods, and services they could offer if a barter situation developed. I also hosted a 

“Creative Exchange Experiment,” where I invited people to bring “food, energy, and 

ideas to share as we discuss what we can do to help strengthen our communities and 

improve our outlook for the future.”  

I was offered a temporary position as a Settlement Worker, at the multicultural center. 

Helping others felt good and it gave me a sense of purpose for a while, but the position 

was only temporary. Figure 59 shows a newspaper clipping months later as I got into my 

Figure 59. Working with newcomers from Deer Island. 
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job of helping newcomers, especially a group of thirty young women from the 

Philippines who had come to work at Paturel, a lobster processing plant on Deer Island. 

My position as a settlement worker became a problem. I do not want to detail it here 

except to say that I experienced considerable distress. A lot of things went on that weren’t 

good. Immigrants, I found out, are easy targets for abuse and I was not willing to be a 

part of that kind of activity. As a result, I was not kept on, but that’s not the official 

version. I was disappointed at first, because I really enjoyed helping newcomers as a 

Settlement Worker. In the end however, it was better because I was free to help them as I 

saw fit without the restrictions imposed on me by organizational protocol and policy. 

I was feeling pretty badly for a while after I lost my job. I was still in the same 

relationship, which was continued to feel unhealthy for me. I was feeling oppressed; I 

needed wings. I needed to be free and alive and follow my desires. I wanted to feel like 

my life was under my control again and not someone else’s. I wanted me, and my way of 

being and doing things to be acceptable and accepted by my partner. I was tired of feeling 

like there was something wrong with me. I wanted so much to experience happily ever 

after. 

 Figure 60, is a doodle that reflects my feelings at the time. I do not typically draw 

fairies, and I almost never add colour, so I saved this drawing on scrap paper instead of 

throwing it out. It speaks to me of my self-concept with respect to my physical 

appearance as well as after the sexual assault. I was still trying to imagine how to have a 

relationship with someone and not have it feel oppressive. 

I had a lot on my mind, and much to express and reflect upon. I am exploring my 

thoughts and feelings as I draw. The words written in the doodle tell the story; I wrote on 
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this page the following words: “We [women] Want Reform” in bold pink, followed by 

my signature dripping heart and, “change for the better.” The words “Freedom” and 

“Perspective” are written on the fairy’s wings, “Sexy” appears on the fairy’s hips, and 

“Love,” on her heart. My 

partner did not seem to 

enjoy or want sex, and I 

was very much in need of 

affection and attention. I 

was still sorting out how to 

fuse sex and love in life. 

Were they two separate 

things or could they 

combine into a single 

expression of intimacy. 

The behaviour of men 

were perplexing. I was 

upset with my current 

boyfriend but also still 

processing the behaviour of my friend who had sexually assaulted me. I was still not able 

to accept the fact that I was used, an easy target. I had to be more than that to my friend 

who assaulted me - my ego demanded it. The evidence however, was clearly not in 

favour of this conclusion but in my mind, I continued to entertain this fantasy, which 

helped me to cope with mothering our child and maintain a sense of dignity and purpose.  

Figure 60. A doodle expressing my feelings about social 

expectations. 
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This doodle is also an expression my general dismay with social norms. I resented 

doing all the housecleaning while my boyfriend relaxes and reads the paper. He wasn’t 

the first boyfriend to do this and he also wasn’t paying the bills. He didn’t have a lot of 

money, and if he did, he didn’t spend it. I was supposed to be happy waiting on my man, 

it seemed. I was expressing my discontent with the social role of woman and wife.  

My current boyfriend was telling me how to discipline my dog and raise my children. 

I was not in love with him (anymore?) and definitely did not have much respect for him 

either (does this seem familiar?). Once again, I had gotten involved with someone highly 

unsuitable for me. In the doodle, I am wondering if there is a suitable man for me. I am 

wondering if am I really that weird?  

I want a relationship so badly after returning to NB that I settled for the first person 

that seemed intelligent and who could hold a decent conversation. I had overlooked his 

arrogance at first, because I wanted the romance. Now that we were living together, I 

realized how incompatible we really were. He didn’t want to make love, he just wanted to 

be in control and feel like a man by asserting his superior ways of thinking and being in 

the world. I was keeping him from being lonely, that was all. 

I was realizing in this doodle, that I might never make it in a normal relationship and I 

was starting to resent that fact. It didn’t seem fair. What works for one person does not 

always work for another (namely me). I wrote: “A unique set of solutions is possible and 

developing constantly… but not probable as there is a strong coherence effect among 

people.” I wanted to be a part of a social grouping, but not a part of my relationship 

where man is in charge and a woman’s place is taking orders and making sure he was 

well tended to. I wanted a partner that was also a trusted and respected friend. 
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My relationship with my parents however, was steadily improving. After being away 

from home for twenty-nine years it was good for me to see them regularly. I took 

advantage of the opportunity to ask them about their lives and experiences. I was 

determined to get to know them better, partly because I wanted to be able to understand 

why they had disowned me. I needed to be able to forgive them and forgive myself.  

It was also great to finally get to know my youngest sister, the one whose son had 

been killed in the car crash that resulted in my return to Back Bay in the first place. I felt 

for her, and we had lots in common. In fact, I found out that when I was disowned, she 

was traumatized herself. Apparently, 

my parents had forbidden her and 

my other siblings from even 

speaking my name out loud.  

Since my return we have spent 

time discussing our experiences as 

children and our difficulties with 

relationships. We both seek 

acceptance, affection, and love from 

others without being able to love ourselves. We share a disillusionment with love and life 

and as I try to heal I try to help her in her quest to accept and love herself too.  

My parents are elderly and there is no time to waste. I wanted to be able to accept their 

perspectives and points of view about disowning me. I am appreciative that they are still 

alive for me now, so that I can show them my concern and affection. What I feel I missed 

out on, I am making up for now. Figure 61 is a newspaper clipping around this time. My 

Figure 61. My mother sister, and me at a memorial service 

in 2011. 
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mom had been asked to speak about her experiences during the war, where people were 

so hungry they begged door to door for potato peelings. I was very proud to accompany 

her. I am shown hugging my mother supportively. All feeling of hurt and rejection from 

my youth were long gone now. 

I was with my boyfriend from Deer Island for a few years, as lovers, and then as 

friends. He was smoking fish and going to the markets, so one day I went with him. I 

started selling a bit of clothes and jewelry at first, and then decided to try something new. 

I wanted to make spiritually significant items 

that were healing and helped me feel 

emotionally connected to others. My trees 

were a hit and I became known as the Tree 

Lady. Figure 62 shows me enjoying myself at 

a market and figure 63 shows some of my 

trees. The trees are constructed out of wire 

and rocks from the Bay of Fundy. I love 

walking the beaches looking for interesting rocks. Hanging out at the edge of the ocean 

inspires me to imagine my ancestors. I imagine that I am them, thousands, tens of 

thousands of years in the past, apes walking the shore in search of rocks to use as tools. I 

also feel more connected to the earth when I am with nature. Making the trees helps me 

to feel that I can share this sensation and experience with other people.  

I like helping people and so when I got a job teaching GED part-time in the evenings 

on Deer Island, I was very happy. I was still doing the markets as well, even more so. 

Occasionally, I sold some of my work to learners and their friends or relatives. One 

Figure 62. Having fun at the Queen's Square 

Market in Saint John, NB. 
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evening, a woman who had 

purchased some of my 

dragonfly broaches stopped 

by the classroom to buy 

more. She said she helped 

people who were dying. She 

claimed to be able to see 

spirits. Not many people 

make this claim, so I listened 

to her words, as crazy as they 

seemed. My dragonflies reminded her of the aliens who were hanging around me, she 

said. She claimed they were “friendly.” Apparently, they were helping me somehow, and 

I was helping them. She told me that they could read my mind and that they were 

studying my behaviour in order to understand humans.  

I thought about what she said. I had been seeing alien head logos (pictured in figure 

64) on YouTube while researching perspectives on the pole shift. I kept dismissing the 

very idea of believing in aliens as unscientific nonsense and not worth reading about or 

investigating. After her comments however, I decided to watch one of the videos. I was 

intrigued by the logic and scientific messages within the video and soon after decided to 

navigate the website at 

www.ZetaTalk.com, which has 

been online since 1995.  
Figure 64. The ZetaTalk website logo. 

Figure 63. Trees that I have made and a real tree for inspiration. 
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I was still with my partner from Deer Island around this time. I remember, I began 

experiencing a strong urge to have his baby. I was imagining it intensely. My desire was 

completely irrational; I was forty-eight and already way past the baby-making stage (or 

so I thought). Then one day, I felt certain I was pregnant.  

I could feel it. It felt real. I had been pregnant and given birth four times already in my 

life. Then, a few weeks later, the feeling of being pregnant disappeared. The feeling came 

and went, just like that. It was very weird. Afterwards. I felt a longing and sadness, like I 

had lost a baby. I consoled myself that I was too old to carry a baby to term anyway. On 

ZetaTalk, I found a story of how they were recruiting women to help with their human-

zeta hybrid program that had begun in the 1960s. They needed volunteers because they 

needed a real uterus for the first few weeks, after that they would remove the fetus and 

transfer it to a device that could take over. They were taking human DNA and modifying 

it slightly by adding some of their genetic material to add traits like increased capacity for 

intelligence, empathy and telepathy (communication using thoughts only). 

According to ZetaTalk, they would ask women subconsciously to consent or decline to 

carrying an embryo for several weeks, one that had been modified. On the website, it says 

that most women “know” when they are pregnant and feel the “loss” once the fetus is 

removed. Being pregnant had felt so real for those few short weeks. It was hard to 

dismiss it as just my imagination. I decided that I must have volunteered to help. I began 

to believe in ZetaTalk and the information presented more strongly after that experience.  

I felt like I had interacted with them (the aliens) somehow and it was real. I began to 

read the website in earnest to learn more about these visitors who had attracted my 

imagination. The website was full of information on a variety of topics, but it was the 
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information on spiritual development that really captured my interest. Spiritual 

development was a topic that resonated with the core of my being. Spiritual development 

was part of trying to prepare emotionally and psychologically for the tough times ahead. 

According to ZetaTalk, the upcoming earth changes will culminate with the pole shift. 

Scientific evidence shows that the poles are migrating toward each other while the earth’s 

magnetosphere is diminishing rapidly as shown in figure 65. The pole shift is a common 

topic on the internet, with many different versions as to the cause and what to expect, but 

ZetaTalk, it seemed to me, had the most in-depth discussions. Only on ZetaTalk was an 

explanation for the reason that periodic pole shifts happen – the passage of planet X.  

I remember hearing about Nibiru standing in line ready to board the plane to Cuba in 

April 2012. Two young men standing next to my friend and me were discussing a book 

they had with them by Zecharia Sitchin, that discusses Sumerian texts. I didn’t pay too 

much attention to the stories about Nibiru at the time. A few months later when I realized 

that the pole shift wasn’t simply a magnetic reversal event, as most people assume, but a 

crustal shift. I found an alternate point of view describing major earth-changing 

cataclysms on ZetaTalk and decided to investigate the claims made further.  

According to ZetaTalk, the magnetic poles are not simply going to move about. They 

warn that the earth’s crust will detach from the mantel and float free for about forty-five 

minutes before reconnecting geo-magnetically in a new location with new poles near 

India and Brazil respectively. Continents will rip and tear, and others will tilt, causing 

some areas to rise while others sink. They claim the earthquakes and tsunamis will be 

devastating. Infrastructure and first-aid responders will be overwhelmed, and people will 

be left to their own defenses, making resourcefulness a desirable character trait. Even 
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more important, was the timeline: it would happen quickly, and it would happen soon. 

These timelines, I found, were confirmed by scientists at Berkley (Sagnotti, 2014).  

In order to prepare, I decided I also needed to learn how to grow food and raise 

chickens. I purchased books on natural herbs and permaculture and started designing 

clothes for the occasion. Some of my supplies are shown in figure 66. I designed and 

made the coat in the image to wear post-apocalypse. I spent months designing and 

building it. It has three layers, wool, felt, and faux fur. I did a lot of detailing to make it 

the most amazing coat I could. I had visions that it was too fancy and that I would be 

mugged for it. I sold it recently to a very interesting and friendly woman from Montreal. 

Figure 65. One perspective of the pole shift from MagneticReversal.org. 
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She was willing to give me enough money to make the sale feel respectable. I never 

thought I would ever sell it the whole time I was making it. My self-concept had changed 

along with my expanding midriff. I didn’t feel so stylish and sexy anymore. It was time to 

rethink what I would wear during and after the pole shift. I asked my mother to knit me a 

heavy-duty sweater to replace the jacket.  

As I waited for signs of the “apocalypse” i.e., the pole shift, I made a large “bug out” 

map and affixed it to the office wall, near my desk (see figure 67). I made it from about 

fifty screen captures of Google Earth around five years ago showing the back roads, 

logging roads, and dirt roads from Charlotte County to Upper Kent. The map is there, just 

Figure 66. Getting ready for the pole shift with beads, books, food, and my post-apocalyptic jacket. 
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in case it is needed. If there are people on foot needing to go inland because of an 

imminent large-

scale tsunami, this 

map will help us 

get inland about 

eighty miles. It 

would be a difficult 

journey however, 

so I actually hope 

that all this pole 

shift stuff doesn’t 

happen. Sometimes 

I ask the universe for another option. I don’t want devastation, pain, and suffering; not for 

me or anyone.  

ZetaTalk predicts that many people will go mad as governments and infrastructure 

collapse and rapid changes become overwhelming. This is prior to the pole shift. They 

advised that the best way to prepare for mental stress was to “know your-self.” This was 

shared with us before embarking on our spirit guide meditations as well and is common 

knowledge among psychics - people who dare to work with the Astral light where 

subconscious desires and fears take physical form and affect your reality perspectives 

(Brennan, 2009).  

I had visions of being in a leadership role for the pole shift, leading people to safety 

and helping to organize survival camps. Thus, imagining the earth changes and 

Figure 67. A "bug out" map for the trek inland by foot, avoiding a tsunami. 
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cataclysms inspired me to prepare just in case, but the idea of disaster on such a scale also 

made me nervous and I began asking God to help me “be my best.” 

 I read on ZetaTalk that cries or “calls” for help are answered subconsciously by 

entities from higher dimensions who provide information or alternate perspectives for 

understanding. By providing us with guidance, they help us to understand our situation in 

new ways. This made me wonder who I was talking to in my head when I reached out for 

advice and help. I started to become a little weary of my imagination. Perhaps I was too 

weak and asking for too much help. I was worrying about surviving the pole shift and 

that made me start to wonder if I was too selfish.  

I became concerned because on ZetaTalk people who think about themselves too 

much develop into service-to-self entities. I wanted to be a service-to-other entity, 

someone who thinks of others as often as themselves. So, for a while, I stopped asking 

for help and stopped imagining that I had any alien or spiritual friends, but that didn’t 

make things any better. It was worse to feel that I was all alone and nothing held meaning 

nor promise of a better future. 

Eventually I broke up with my partner from Deer Island, and a year later I started 

dating, quite by accident, a fellow who offered to take me four-wheeling in the woods. I 

absolutely loved it and wanted to go so much that I was buying lots of gas, doing his 

dishes and laundry, and then one fateful day, I even mowed his lawn. I just wanted him to 

have the time and energy and feel like taking me out for a ride. In my enthusiasm and 

desire to be out in the woods, I did too much. He got weirded out and didn’t know what 

to make of me. He told me to go away. I was extremely hurt. In private, and I reached out 

to the spirit world for consolation, I cried like a baby. When he changed his mind and 
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called me back, it didn’t feel the same. I couldn’t be his girlfriend and he didn’t want to 

go four-wheeling. I knew even our friendship was drawing to a close even though there 

were no ill feelings between us. But, it was hard to let go of the romance I had enjoyed. 

One night, shortly after, I was lamenting the loss of our relationship in my bedroom. I 

mourned the sweet tenderness and conversations we had enjoyed. I was also mourning 

my loss about not being able to go deep into the forest anymore. I drew a card, shown in 

figure 68. I was casting a spell, projecting my imagination onto his thoughts. I intended to 

make him wish we were together. My intention was to seduce him; to make him desire to 

be with me. I had every intention of giving it to him when it was completed. I wanted to 

feel powerful, beautiful, desirable, and 

in control. I wanted him to want me. By 

the time I was done drawing and 

writing the words, hours had gone by 

and I had imagined our reunion dozens 

of times. But, I could never imagine 

anything past our reunion. I realized, I 

didn’t really want to be with him, I just 

wanted to feel wanted. I kept the 

artwork because I liked it.  

I was expressing my thoughts, 

feelings, and desires and imagining 

what I want to happen in the future. 
Figure 68. Ritualistic art seducing an ideal, a dream. 
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Drawing what I wanted (for him to want me) relieved the tension and stress of my 

desires, which then dissipated. When I was finished I had no desire to give him the 

drawing or even be with him anymore. Also, he would have thought I was weird again 

anyway. Eventually I was able to let go of my desires which were based in a fantasy and 

not on his real personality or ability to behave and communicate. 

Engaging in ritualistic drawing helped me to heal this time because the situation was 

much more straightforward and not quite so emotionally convoluted. It was a way of 

talking to my spirit guide and connecting to my inner voice. I received some consolation 

and felt better for it. I was thinking about the pole shift and in my mind he was my prince 

charming going to save me. It was a fantasy that lasted only a couple of months. 

While I thought about the pole shift and did what I could to prepare, I thought a lot 

about the alien presence and the idea of souls and spiritual reality. I needed to believe in 

something besides physics, chemistry, biology and the material world. I needed to feel 

connection and the easiest way to feel it was to imagine it. I continued to wish for some 

sort of sign that the aliens or God was real and that I was acknowledged, and perhaps 

even special or important. I wanted interaction with the other world, or, I thought I did.  

One night, I was walking around Back Bay like I usually do. It was dark, and I was 

down near the water. A strange glow appeared above my head. I felt myself lifting up off 

the ground. There was an alien craft hovering above me pulling me up. I was going to get 

my wish. I was finally being invited onto one of their ships to meet some of them in 

person. I was very excited but also scared. Could I handle it? What if they were too 

strange and I became scared. Maybe I wouldn’t be a very good guest? As I started to 

doubt myself and what I thought I wanted, I looked down. I was pretty high up. My fear 
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of heights awakened, and I panicked. The beam of light that was pulling me up seemed to 

let go and I began to fall. That’s when I woke up with a shudder – that sensation of 

falling to the ground. It had seemed so real. I was really disappointed when I realized it 

was a dream. I was also ashamed of myself. I was too afraid to meet the aliens in person. 

 My perception of myself and my behaviour was changing with all my imagining of 

spiritual orientation and the pole shift. I had another strange and vivid dream that made 

me concerned about my imagination: I was lying on my back on a table and there were 

several aliens looking down at me, like doctors around a patient. They were prodding my 

insides, my vaginal area. As soon as they touched my g-spot, I woke up. It was 

immediate. I was in bed sitting up and my heart was racing. I was also swollen and 

sexually aroused like an ape in heat. The experience was so real I believe it had 

happened. I decided I must have given them permission to explore that part of my body 

for their own research purposes.  

I read in ZetaTalk that they were trying to develop an alien/human hybrid race. 

ZetaTalk claims they (the Zetas) were once a warring race and that they almost destroyed 

their world and each other. A fraction of them decided to genetically modify aggression 

out of their DNA. Apparently, inadvertently, they lost their sex drive along with their 

aggression. They are genetically engineering a hybrid race with humans to regain some 

sexual urges since sexuality makes for closer bonding between partners and more fun.   

The experience shook me; it was so real. The symptoms lasted for a few minutes. I felt 

a bit ashamed and then began to wonder if I was too sexual. Being single most of my life, 

I had used my imagination to feel sensual as well as sexual in addition to feeling loved 

and cared for. After this experience I questioned my focus on sexuality and lack of focus 
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on my spirituality and personal development. I became worried I was service-to-self or 

behaving like a fallen angel distracted by human pleasures.  

ZetaTalk describes the process of spiritual development as one of “confession and 

acceptance of the self.” They describe spiritual development as learning to work as a 

team, whether through co-operation and compromise as in the service-to-other groups, or 

through strict hierarchical chains of command as in the service-to-self groups. Either 

way, “you must learn to accept your basic personality and life choices. The only way to 

truly accept yourself is to know yourself, and this means understanding who you are, 

what you want, and what you are willing to do to achieve your goals.”  

4.8 Recent Events (52 – 56yrs) 

In this section, I discuss the events of the past last four years. Three independent 

situations developed that influenced my decision to do a thesis in Adult Education. In 

2014, I entered into a new intimate relationship, a new Executive Director started at work 

(the third in three years), and I began working towards Adult Education Certification in 

order to keep my position as a Digital Literacy Instructor. All three events turned out to 

be sources of disorientation and emotional upheaval because things did not proceed as I 

imagined or expected they would.  

At home my partner and I began fighting constantly. He accused of me of seeing and 

being with someone else. He was suspicious of my behaviour and attitude. At work, I 

didn’t really respect the new Executive Director and her management style. I had been 

working autonomously for years, and now it felt she was micromanaging me. Both of 

these relationships began to feel very controlling and oppressive. I started to have 
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difficulties with my online courses as well. I had to be told to be more respectful of 

others, and that people were being offended by my observations and remarks online. 

 I was not showing enough respect for my partner, the Executive Director, and the 

other online learners. At first, I assumed the problems were originating with everyone 

else. My partner and the Executive Director were both controlling. In fact, I interpreted 

them both to be of the service-to-self orientation and they were purposely trying to bring 

me down. In the forum, I found the other learners to be lacking in self-awareness. There 

was too much, “I’m not a privileged Cristian Anglo-Saxon, I missed out on ballet 

classes.” I could not bring myself to respect the comments I was reading and started to 

point out the social immersion and cultural privilege I was witnessing. This didn’t go 

well, mostly because I wasn’t being delicate about it. I was beginning to figure out that 

maybe I was in need of more empathy towards my privileged peers. I prided myself on 

standing up for the underdog, and in the meantime had lost compassion for those whose 

perspectives are perhaps underdeveloped and insular. The issues at work and at home 

reinforced this observation. I was definitely in need of improving my self-awareness and 

in developing my perspective. I had a history of feeling like my life was out of control 

and I was realizing that this was a feeling some of my adult learners might also suffer 

from and I wanted to change that. I wanted to understand myself better so that I could 

make better choices and look forward to the future with hope, and also help others make 

better choices and look forward to their futures as well. 

I could not imagine having to endure another five or six courses and writing more 

papers in topics that did not interest me. I was interested in the psychology aspect of 

learning and switched to a thesis with special permission.  
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The thesis was much more time consuming and challenging than I anticipated. As I 

became more aware of my attitude and behaviour my relationships at home and work 

settled down. The writing process became a source of disorientation as I found my 

thoughts were difficult to organize and articulate. I became consumed with the idea of 

finishing and stopped enjoying the process. I began to realize how I was unable to look 

forward to the future because I believed in the pole shift. I neglected to live and realize 

my potential.  

I decided to learn emotional management 

skills. This improved the quality of my 

behavioural choices and important relationships 

at work and at home. My befindlichkeit became 

more positive, and I began to imagine that I 

could make a worthwhile contribution to society. 

This new self-image allowed me to take action 

(praxis) and I became a Green Party candidate 

for the recent Provincial election. I designed my sign shown in figure 69. I haven’t 

changed society, but I have joined forces with others whose priorities and perspectives 

are similar to mine.  

4.9 Image Gallery 

A presentation of my “inner workings” wouldn’t be complete without sharing images 

or descriptions of my artwork and spaces. Figures 70 through 83 show examples of my 

work and some of the spaces around my home.  

Figure 69. My sign for the 2018 Provincial 

election.  
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Figure 70. Clothing that I have made using fabric over the past thirty years. 
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Figure 71. Clothing made out of leather over the past thirty years. 
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Figure 72. Some of my beadwork in the living room on display from a few years ago. 
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Figure 73. Displays of my art work in the Livingroom. 
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Figure 74. Some of the belts that I've made. 
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Figure 75. The bathroom, which I designed and built with my partner.  
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Figure 76. Images of the kitchen that I designed and built with my partner. 
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Figure 77. A large tree made with beach glass in the kitchen. 
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Figure 78. Going through artifacts for my philosophical autobiography. 
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Figure 79. This stainless-steel willow tree resides above the toilet in the bathroom. 
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Figure 80. More artwork including my post-apocalyptic jacket with original sketches. 
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Figure 81. My studio was neglected as I focused on my thesis. 
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Figure 82. The alter on my studio desk. I have neglected my rituals lately. 
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Figure 83. A mermaid to represent each one of my children drawn around 2000. 
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4.10 Summary 

I presented autobiographical narrative supporting the findings outlined in section 4.2. 

The findings were grouped into four overarching themes or emancipatory insights that are 

interrelated. These themes relate how my imagination influenced my reality perspectives, 

my befindlichkeit, my experiences, and my adult development. I list them as: (1) An 

inferiority complex in which I became a perfectionist, over-investing emotionally at 

work, school, and home. To cope with my lack of self-worth, I wore extravagant clothes 

to help me live vicariously and I used creativity as a way of escaping and controlling my 

reality; (2) Social and emotional immaturity dominate many of my attitudes and 

behaviours affecting my social interactions. My habit of retreating into my imagination to 

interact with spiritual entities was how I created meaning to my existence, but it also 

prevented me from learning to deal with conflict; (3) I lacked purpose and direction 

because I rejected my talent for creativity, a product of my socialization. I neglected to 

listen to my befindlichkeit which resulted in chronic cognitive dissonance; and (4) A lack 

of self-awareness and responsibility. This last and most difficult insight to gain resulted 

from ignoring my creative passion in order to be more financially secure. This is a 

product of listening to my parents as well as the judge, who told me to “stay home.” 

Social role conflict has dominated my adult years; I took chemistry instead of art and 

stayed home on social assistance instead of forging ahead to prove I could do both.  

Multiple sources of data were used in the reconstructions of my past experience and 

prior leaning, and multiple sections of autobiographical narrative support the insights 

gained into how I used my imagination and how imagination influenced my reality 

perspectives. I shared selectively, enough to illustrate my learning and development. 
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I included stories that reveal how my biography has expressed itself: in the way I see 

myself; my assumptions about learning and the nature and use of knowledge; and my 

roles and social expectations and the repressed feelings that influenced them (Mezirow, 

1991, p.87). I wrote about growing up, the process of socialization and my 

predispositions. I included memorable or significant events from my youth to present 

day. I described how I made sense of my experiences or coped with disorientation. I 

presented my idiosyncratic beliefs, fears, and emotional responses to events and 

situations. I shared my self-concept, my befindlichkeit, my rituals and some (but not all) 

of my embarrassing situations. I included enough context to present an autobiography 

that is rich in detail, although it may be fragmented, messy, and possibly even distasteful 

at times (Tenni et al, 2003).  

I incorporated emancipatory learning into my research project by investigating the 

uses and influences of my imagination on my reality perspectives. I intended to gain self-

knowledge so that I could improve personally as well as professionally. I planned to use 

my experience to develop professional capacity and curriculum material in the way of an 

emancipatory learning tool kit. I would then help those who are less fortunate, and maybe 

even help society, by facilitating emancipatory learning at the community learning level. 

The process of writing and reflection on life experiences, thoughts, attitudes, beliefs, 

emotional reactions, and uses of imagination, helped me to identify four areas in which I 

gained self-awareness and understanding. The emancipatory process was beneficial in 

uncovering attitudes and behaviours that were counterproductive to my befindlichkeit. It 

helped me to identify socioemotional skills that needed development in order for me to 

gain an authentic sense of control over my behavioural choices going forward. 
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5. Discussion 

5.1 Introduction 

My thesis is an excursion into emancipatory learning for both personal and 

professional development. I wanted to experience the process first hand because I wanted 

to include transformative learning into my digital literacy classroom. My research 

questions into how imagination influences my reality perspectives, and how I use my 

imagination intentionally, were based on a previous investigation. The questions focus 

my self-study and act as entry points for critical self-reflection.  

Philosophical autobiography allowed for a more holistic approach to my research than 

other methods that usually focus on teacher improvement. I proceeded on the assumption 

that while knowledge is subjective, my motivation to learn and improve would ensure 

that I identify my personal truths, in order to assess their trustworthiness and usefulness. 

The findings are presented phenomenologically as autobiographical narrative. To help me 

reflect on my philosophical ideas, I linked past experiences to my present situation and 

my future considerations, creating a coherent narrative identity (Singer, 2004).  

My study was informed by my artifacts, collected over the past thirty years. As I 

reconstructed stories of experience, I looked for examples of how I had used my 

imagination intentionally, and for what purpose, and why. I also looked for evidence of 

how my imagination had influenced my reality perspectives and my befindlichkeit. I 

reflected on my autobiographical narrative to identify hidden definitions and assumptions 

that have been culturally assimilated influencing my interpretations of experience. During 

the research process, I also noticed examples of my imagination that were not intentional. 
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Cycles of self-presentation and self-reflection, interspersed with bouts of action and 

determinism, were used to incorporate the insights gained from previous iterations. I also 

discussed my findings or potential insights with significant others for feedback. The 

process continued until no new insights formulated themselves in my field of vision. 

Insights, I learned, could be viewed and interpreted from various perspectives.  

Expressing my personal truths for the purpose of emancipatory learning proved to be 

an unpredictable journey. I went through forests unable to see trees, and I wondered at 

times, if my journey would ever end. I started to let go of other aspects of my life in order 

to hurry-up the process. My “art of living” became distorted and out of balance: I 

neglected housecleaning, my partner and other social obligations; I stopped eating 

conscientiously and gained weight; I stopped playing guitar and being with nature; and, 

worst of all, I would not allow myself to design or make anything new, until I was done.  

I was pushing myself and punishing myself because I had forgotten to appreciate the 

process. It had taken more time and was more difficult than I had anticipated. I became 

obsessed with finishing. I was determined to make sense of myself so that I would never 

make another mistake or suffer another embarrassing moment again. I was imagining a 

life free of risks and free of shame. Insights led to more questions however, and the 

critical self-reflective process dragged on. The research itself became a disorienting 

dilemma. 

I found my self-concept in a constant state of flux as I analyzed myself; I couldn’t 

decide if I was self-actualizing and autonomous or out of touch with reality. I was unable 

to focus or feel whole. I was waiting for the feeling that I had discovered my ultimate 

truths, and that I had reached my zenith. I was living in Vygotsky’s “zone of proximal 
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development” near the “edge of meaning” (Gaskins & Göncü, 1988). My relationship 

suffered, my health suffered, and my beliefs faded and crumbled. Everything became 

uncertain and open to questioning. I wondered what Mezirow (1991) would think of how 

permeable and open my perspective had become. My mind was so permeable I couldn’t 

hold onto anything. I was living in a vacuum and I became even more desperate to finish. 

As I engaged in critical self-reflection I had to remind myself that sensemaking is 

anchored in identity construction. Research into professional stories involving teamwork 

predicts that my narrative would likely try to support a self-concept attached to desirable 

ends, sound moral terms, support my needs for autonomy and control, and promote 

feelings of self-worth (Brown, Stacey & Nandhakumar, 2008). Stories are also known to 

maximize perceived self-value or offer versions of events which nullify or mitigate any 

negative implications on the part of the narrator (Baumeister, 1986). 

I certainly recognized myself engaging in ego preservation. I was omitting stories that 

I felt shed too negative a light on me. These were embarrassing situations where I was 

clearly the one who was out of control or at fault. I also saw myself negating 

responsibility for many of my disorienting dilemmas. I caught myself preferring to lay 

blame with others. This occurred primarily in the form of oppression; others were trying 

to control me. I left some narrative in and excluded others in the final edit, but I certainly 

reconstructed and analyzed them all as part of my research. Whether absent or present, I 

learned from externalizing my perceptions and interpretations. In the privacy of my living 

room, I went through all of my hurts and shame to see what insights I could glean into 

my reality perspectives and uses of imagination. I also reflected on the things that gave 

me a sense of hope and happiness and that helped me to feel good about myself. 
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In this chapter, I elaborate on my findings, my befindlichkeit and uses of imagination. 

I analyze my predispositions, socialization, and relationships. I describe how my 

befindlichkeit and imagination interacted and influenced each other, affecting my reality 

perspectives. I provide insights into my frame of reference and why I became focused on 

spirituality. I discuss how being creative was a way of coping with low self-esteem, 

loneliness, and cultural isolation. I also look at the dark side of my imagination and the 

disastrous effects it had on my sense of self-efficacy and self-worth.  

I conclude the discussion with a section on emancipatory learning - my assessment of 

the process and its suitability in a community adult learning program. I also look at any 

further questions that my work has generated and the implications of my findings.  

5.2 Befindlichkeit  

Befindlichkeit, our felt sense-of-self-in-our-situations is how we judge the quality of 

our interactions (Mezirow, 1991). Our sense-of-self, as well as our self-worth, are 

culturally created reality perceptions that depend on our interactions with others 

(Baumeister, 2011). My earliest social interactions left me with a weak sense of self-

worth. I believed I was small, unsightly, annoying, and too emotional. I was the youngest 

of three sisters for three years before my younger sister was born. Another five years 

later, I became the middle child of five girls. I was much smaller than my older siblings, 

“blind as a bat,” shy, and sensitive. I was intimidated by my oldest sister and my younger 

sister who were both very dominant. I was also afraid of my parents and avoided 

interacting with them. I felt inadequate and unwanted at the best of times, and ridiculed 

and shamed at the worst. I spent a lot of time alone in my thoughts as a result, imagining 
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a life where everyone around me was pleasant and friendly. There were no harsh words 

or comments, only encouragement and trust; In my imagination, my befindlichkeit was 

positive and strong.  

Outside of my imagination my befindlichkeit was precarious and fragile in relation to 

others. My perception of reality and my sense of self-worth had become distorted and I 

was intimidated by any kind of social interaction, especially with unfamiliar people. 

Mezirow (1991) uses the term distorted to signify that an interpretation of reality is not 

substantiated by evidence. People weren’t necessarily mean, but that was my perception 

of them. My befindlichkeit was not strong or stable enough to accept any form of 

negative criticism or feedback. I was devastated by negative perceptions of me or my 

behaviour and generally felt these were unwarranted or unfair. In my autobiography, I 

presented the disorienting dilemmas as the fault of the other person. I was always the 

innocent victim of their malcontent.  

Our interpretations and judgements are a function of our frames of reference which are 

based on socially and culturally generated forms of knowledge in addition to our 

idiosyncratic reservoir of personal experience and prior learning. Situational awareness 

also plays a factor in our interpretations and responses. What we notice selectively filters 

our perceptions and therefore influences the information being processed and interpreted. 

Therefore, how we feel about a situation depends upon our focus of our awareness (what 

has our attention) as well as our frame of reference (Mezirow, 1991).  

Since I felt I had no control over my life, I interpreted my parents and siblings to be 

domineering. I interpreted many subsequent interactions with others, where conflict 

existed, to also be an experience of oppression or control. I equated a lack of affection 
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and kind words to be a lack of love and caring. Therefore, I expected intimate partners to 

be overly affectionate, and if they did not meet my expectations, I interpreted this to be 

due to a lack of love.  

Our cultural sense of self-worth stays with us into adulthood forming a part of our 

identity (Baumeister, 2011) and this can be seen in my autobiographical narrative. I 

experienced no sense of self-worth within my family group, so I formed a habit of 

isolating myself from them. I did this by retreating into my imagination, a buffer zone to 

reality. I developed no sense of community or belonging and was eager to leave home at 

seventeen. When I left for British Columbia in my early twenties, I never thought twice. I 

had no sense of self-worth in New Brunswick, and my befindlichkeit needed a change. 

My eagerness to leave the past behind prevented me from developing much foresight. 

I neglected to imagine what the consequences of my actions might be in many of my 

decisions. I plunged headfirst into situations where I didn’t really know what I was doing 

or what to expect. This, I can say honestly, has been the story of my life. As a result, I 

encountered several experiences that were truly disorienting, such as being disowned, 

losing interim custody, and being sexually assaulted by my friend. These events were 

disorienting because I was unsure of how to process or interpret the meaning of these 

situations (Mezirow, 1991). Did my parents hate me? Was I a terrible person? Did my 

second husband really think I was such a bad mother? Did the interim judge really think 

that separating my daughter from her mother was in her best interests? Did my friend use 

me? Did he not respect me? My mind filled with questions it could not answer. 

When events happen, or situations arise that are outside of our mental framework of 

expectations we may become disorientated because our frame of reference has 
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experienced a ‘limitation’ causing a mental state of confusion. Disorientation may be 

accompanied by mental, emotional, physical and spiritual stresses and often one’s sense 

of identity may come into question (Mezirow, 1991). Mezirow explains that when the 

interpretation of experience is either skewed or not forthcoming, it becomes difficult to 

choose an appropriate course of action.  

Once I found myself in a disorienting situation, I found it difficult to make decisions 

or take appropriate action. Pino (2010), referencing the ideas of Peirce (1877, 1878) 

explains that the main function of thought is the production of belief, and that doubt is 

considered to be an irritation that needs to be appeased. This was indeed my experience 

as I wandered the streets of Sackville wondering why my parents disowned me, or the 

streets of Victoria after losing interim custody, wondering if I would ever feel good about 

myself again. The mental action process initiated by doubt did not cease. Prolonged 

periods of doubt led to anxiety, and anxiety led to mental and physical stress (Strom and 

Strom, 2011). My self-respect was shaken, and my self-worth questioned. My 

imagination did not prepare me for these situations. I had only escaped from perceiving 

reality and engaging in social interactions.  

I found myself compulsively obsessing over the custody trial before it happened and 

then the assault after it happened. I didn’t know what I would do if I didn’t win custody 

back. I was devasted just imagining the possibility. After the assault, I didn’t know how 

to face myself, especially in public with a child to explain. The disorienting events in my 

life prompted me to seek the friendship of others. I could not find interpretations to my 

situations and thus relief, alone. Without realizing, I followed Mezirow’s (1991) 

suggestions to engage in activities such as: journaling, conversations, meditation, formal 
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or informal education, prayer, creative self-expression, professional counselling, think 

tanks, collaborative research, changes in our situation and more in order to help resolve 

the issue. I needed alternate perspectives that came from externalization and discussion. 

5.3 Imagination 

In Transformative Learning in Practice, Mezirow (2009) admits that he has neglected 

the role of imagination, intuition, and emotion in his development of transformation 

theory. He acknowledges that a great deal of additional insight into the role of 

imagination is overdue, since imagining how things could be otherwise is central to 

developing new perspectives during the emancipatory learning process. In addition, 

Mezirow (2009) believes that the process by which we construct our beliefs involves  

taken-for-granted values, stereotyping, selective attention, limited comprehension, 

projection, rationalization, minimizing, or denial, all of which are subject to the influence 

of the imagination.  

In effect, the way we typify persons, things and events, becomes our realities, as 

demonstrated in my autobiographical reconstructions. I saw people (and society) as 

oppressive and hurtful, and the conflicts I experienced with significant others were 

always interpreted as power struggles in which I was rebelling against authority.  

In this section, I elaborate on my uses of imagination and the effects my imagination 

had on my reality perspectives. I focused on my imagination as a way to learn about 

myself because of interesting behaviour I had identified in a previous study. I was also 

feeling somewhat self-conscious. I didn’t really want to open up old wounds and past 

hurts directly and have my study perceived as completely self-indulgent. I also imagined 
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that Mezirow (2009) and other academics might be interested in my uses of imagination. 

The emancipatory learning experience would help me improve personally as well as 

professionally. I also envisioned myself facilitating emancipatory learning and had begun 

designing an online toolkit for this purpose; I wanted to help learners engage in critical 

self-reflection of assumptions.  

There are many descriptions in my autobiographical narrative of my imagination. 

There are examples where I called upon my powers of visualization and other times when 

the images came to me, especially in the form of dreams. I deliberately employed my 

imagination to achieve desired outcomes such as being creative or looking for 

communication and insights from the spirit world. The process of divination, using the 

Medicine Cards or Sacred Path Cards, was a quest for information and alternate ways of 

understanding. Obsessing over the outcome of the custody trial as a young mother, I 

hoped to anticipate what would be said for strategic planning purposes. I could not bear 

the idea of losing custody permanently. 

Other uses of imagination included daydreaming or fantasizing as a means of escaping 

reality and perhaps even to exercise a sense of control. Creative expression, problem 

solving, and experiential learning were uses of my imagination that were intentional and 

focused on specific goals or outcomes and required other skills (Singer & Singer, 2009).  

It was actually difficult to determine when my reality perspectives had been 

influenced by my imagination without looking at my self-concept longitudinally, which 

meant overall, as a whole. I needed to look closely at specific examples of my 

imagination and then back up and look from afar in order to recognize how my frames of 

reference had developed or been influenced. The process of zooming in and out was 
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erratic and spontaneous, with one insight informing another. I didn’t always know what I 

was looking at or for and sometimes, I was just looking. 

The process of interpreting my findings was like trying to imagine my imagination at 

work. I was trying to understand the scope and effects on my reality perspectives and I 

had to open my mind to possibilities. The associations I noted at first were vague and 

unclear, representing the initial stages of my understanding. What became very clear 

early on however, was how integral imagination was to everything. Imagination, as 

Mezirow (1991; 2009) notes is intimately tied to perception and perception to 

understanding and understanding to interpretation and learning.  

In my autobiography, I also identified and described intentional uses of imagination. I 

wanted to develop a more comprehensive and inclusive understanding of imagination and 

how it can influence reality perspectives. I began to marvel at how much I used my 

imagination and how much of my life had been spent immersed in alternate realities. At 

times my imagination was used for escape and other times to create, and often times I did 

both simultaneously. My imagination was being used everywhere, and it became hard to 

think of imagination as merely child’s play.  

Initially, I identified four inter-related and interacting insights that emerged from the 

research process. They are characterized by the interaction of my imagination with my 

reality perspectives expressed as beliefs, attitudes, emotional reactions, and behaviours. I 

felt inferior due to influences in my youth and habitually retreated into my imagination 

where I creatively built myself into this amazingly talented, intellectual, and spiritually 

sensitive individual. I didn’t like people telling me what to do or how to do things. My 

attitude came across as a perfectionist in that I was emotionally invested in being great. I 
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over-reacted to negative criticism because of my fragile sense of self-worth. I worked 

hard and diligently to prove myself and achieve more than most people. I needed to do 

this to manage my precarious befindlichkeit.  My imagination affected my reality 

perspectives which led me developing an inferiority complex, and maintaining a level of 

social and emotional immaturity, that promoted a lack of purpose and direction, and 

culminated in an almost total lack of self-awareness and responsibility.  

After further reflection, I decided that I should emphasize my creativity more. I had 

buried it within the first theme as a coping mechanism for my inferiority complex. I 

trivialized my creativity as an afterthought, yet in reality, it is the most consistent and 

obvious theme running through my autobiographical narrative. My clothing designs have 

allowed me to experience vicarious self-perceptions outside the internalized realm of my 

imagination. I was able to externalize and act out my imagination. The boundary between 

my behaviour and my imagined behaviour was obscured by my ability to be and feel self-

actualizing. And, my trees allowed me to turn my artwork into something spiritual and 

meaningful.  

I downplayed my interest in designing clothes in my findings, but in truth designing 

anything, especially clothes for the female figure, has always been an intricate puzzle to 

solve. I have spent many creative hours trying to figure out how to make women stand 

out yet fit in, feel special yet remain humble, feel comfortable but look stylish, feel sexy 

but command respect. I was always looking for the right balance of fabric, design, and 

embellishment. My clothes held me together and hid the unsightly mess inside me. 

Figure 84 is graphic organizer that summarizes my findings. At the top are influences 

to my learning and development journey; my socioeconomic position, my genetic 
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disposition, the processes of socialization and enculturation, and personal experience. I 

list my uses of imagination and effects on befindlichkeit on the left and describe my 

distorted (?) reality perspectives (the “?” refers to the corruption of organizations and the 

idea that society is being manipulated by wealthy elites) on the right.  

Another way to look at adult learning and development is by analyzing our 

interactions with others and our ability to make decsions that lead to a positive sense of 

befindlichkiet. In my life, I have had difficulty establishing a long-term relationship and 

settling on a career. I can attribute my lack of success with my intimate relationship as 

having chosen an unsuitable partner, as well as difficult circumstances. My experience of 

Figure 84. An overview of my research findings including influences, reality perspectives, and insights. 
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isolation can also be related to choices that put me into situations where I was living 

outside of conventional means or normal social expectations. For example, how many 

university students leave home under duress and then get married in their first year, only 

to be homeless and without emotional or financial support? How many graduate students 

in chemistry are in their mid thirties and are single parents of four children? Many of my 

choices put me at odds with social norms as well as the dominant social discourse. I was 

doing things my way, which basically meant not taking into account the consequences of 

my actions or the reactions of significant others. Many of my choices ended up being 

detrimental to my befindlichkeit. My choices were not always logical or rational and 

often they were influnced by reality perspectives that had become distrorted as a result of 

my incessent use of imagination. 

Critical self-reflection and critical self-reflection of assumptions helped me to see that 

I developed an inferiority complex, a result of being picked on by siblings in combination 

with emotionally unavailable parents. I retreated to my imagination creating for myself a 

more agreeable environment as well as self-image that I could control. I imagined myself 

as loved and appreciated by imaginary people but not my actual family, which I imagined 

myself without at times. My fantasies helped me to cope with unpleasant emotions and 

feelings. When I received any feedback that my behaviour, appearance, attitudes, beliefs, 

or intellect were less stellar I was devasted and defensive. The interaction would usually 

turn unpleasant and result in some kind of emotional conflict (even in the past few years).  

My inferiority complex and coping mechanism of retreating into my imagination led to 

social and emotional immaturity. I preferred my imaginary world and vicarious self-

perceptions to learning about self-control in real-life interactions. I retreated into my 
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imagination to create a sense of comfort and belonging. I scoffed at institutions and 

traditional forms of authority as I saw them as corruptible. I had more faith in my 

telepathic alien friends, Mother Nature, and God. I alienated myself by remaining deeply 

faithful to my spiritual connection, entrenched in my imagination. I should have been 

paying attention to how other people survive and cope in the world, but I didn’t.  

The combination of feeling inferior and not developing emotionally and socially led to 

a further consequence that was exasperated by my imagination (or lack thereof). I failed 

to imagine a future for myself and I lived without planning or formulating goals. As a 

result, I lacked purpose and direction. I made decisions based on social status; chemistry 

was acceptable, art was not. I had no example of a working relationship from youth, so I 

could not imagine my relationships succeeding. I became involved with men who wanted 

me; that was my answer to choosing a partner. I failed to imagine the consequences of 

my behavioural choices, experiencing difficult situations and disappointments as a result.  

Finally, my inferiority complex along with my social and emotional immaturity led to 

a lack of self-awareness and responsibility that was very difficult to identify. My almost 

total immersion into alternate realities prevented me from becoming self-aware in the 

truest sense of the word. Yes, I was extremely self-conscious and thought about myself 

and how others might perceive me, but I didn’t dwell on negative self-perceptions. In 

other words, I felt I was near perfect and could do no wrong. When unpleasant situations 

arose, I immediately felt it was not my fault and that I was innocent of any wrong doing.  

I had no idea I had become a perfectionist even after it was pointed out to me. I had 

become emotionally invested in proving I was infallible. Perfectionists, in my mind, were 

people who believed they were gifted and came across as conceited and arrogant. It was a 
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hard pill to swallow to realize that I may have been acting this way myself. In order to 

fend off any negative self-perceptions I compensated by imagining myself near perfect.  

I saw myself as self-actualizing. I was Maslow’s (1943) epitome of psychological 

well-being with no signs of neurotic behaviour. I based this on my high level of creativity 

and my focus on spirituality. I wanted so much to be self-actualizing, that I imagined 

myself in the ultimate stages of adult development. Not only had I reached Maslow’s 

(1943) fifth stage and developed purpose and meaning in life, I had also reached the 

integrated stage of Loevinger’s (1976) ego development model, the interindividual self-

understanding stage in Kegan’s (1982) model of the evolving self, the universalizing faith 

stage in Fowler’s (1981) model of faith development, and the ego integrity stage in 

Erikson's (1963) psychosocial development model. The highest stage in each of these 

theories “share a focus on exceptionally advanced psychosocial maturity - the pinnacle of 

progressively increasing capacities to think complexly, deeply and richly about the self 

and others” (Bauer et al., 2011, p. 121). This was my idealized self-perception.   

When I came across Heylighen’s (1992) systems approach to interpreting the 

cognitive development of a person, I was even more convinced of my superior human 

achievement. In his contribution to Maslow’s theory of needs satisfaction, deficits are 

seen as perturbations to the system that need to be satisfied within some appropriate time 

frame. Now, self-actualization had been redefined as the perceived competence to solve 

basic problems in due time, where “the required time depends upon the subjective 

urgency of the need” (Heylighen, 1992, p. 54). My conflicts and troubles had occurred as 

a result of other people, or the hegemony of society trying to manipulate and control me. 

My rebellious nature was to question authority, based on my propensity to think deeply. 
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In fact, the truth was, I needed a sense of self-worth, and imagining that I was a highly 

developed human being, made me feel better about myself, supporting my befindlichkeit. 

As part of the research process, I had to question my beliefs about the existence of 

God and the spirit world. Intellectually it seemed impossible to differentiate spirituality 

from imagination. I stopped reaching out for a long while. I became afraid to discuss 

these topics and removed them at one point from the findings. I was afraid to be 

perceived as illogical and unscientific. I wanted to be respected and not ridiculed for my 

fascination with the unknown.  

Imagining communicating with spiritual entities, such as spirit guides, angels, trees, 

aliens, and God, did not require any visualization on my part. I could imagine interacting 

with them directly, I did not have to picture them, just imagine or feel that I was 

communicating with them. Similar to when a person prays to God. They don’t have to 

imagine God to believe that they are communicating with God. God is real, and they talk 

to him either out loud or quietly in their head. I realized from my research, that 

everything spiritual required imagination as well as belief.  I needed to believe in spiritual 

communication, I wasn’t pretending…I believed in what I was doing and there was a 

difference.  

It was ironic, that my obsession with spiritual development prevented me from 

developing and strengthening my sociocultural identity, which is much more important in 

terms of feeling a sense of self-worth (Baumeister, 2011). I lacked direction and focus 

because I downplayed my physical reality. I wasn’t formulating materialistic goals only 

spiritual ones. I wasn’t spending copious amounts of time imagining that my relationship 

with my parents improved or that I felt happy and secure with my partner. I realized as a 
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result of the insights gained from my study that my imagination could have been put to 

better use, to improve my reality instead of escaping it like I did. I had formed a bad habit 

and I wasn’t even aware of it. It is only as I write these words that the lesson is sinking in. 

I could have been improving my situation with my imagination, like positive 

affirmations. Intellectually, I knew how to do this, but I procrastinated. According to 

Watkins (2014) I lacked emotional discipline.  

Throughout the research process, as I understood more and more about my attitudes, 

behaviours, emotional reactions and beliefs, I also began to wonder about others. Did 

other adults retreat to their imagination when times were tough? I thought about what the 

literature says about playful fantasies making up a sizable percentage of many people’s 

streams of thought and that they are often expressions of long-term efforts to cope with 

issues in life (Singer & Singer, 1990). Imagination offers escape as well as an opportunity 

to reflect on solutions, and emancipatory learning offers adults a chance to question their 

childhood learning in order to move past self-imposed limitations (Mezirow, 1991). 

I felt less self-conscious about sharing my idiosyncratic ways of engaging in 

perspective development as I became more familiar with them during the research 

process. As I learned about myself I also felt more tolerant about my ways of being and 

thinking. Being unique was fine, it was being stubborn and creating problems for myself 

that I wanted to change. My imagination was a double-edge sword, promoting creativity 

and spiritual growth while hindering psychosocial development and self-awareness.  
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5.4 Emancipatory Learning 

When we ask someone, out of politeness or concerned for their well-being, “How are 

you doing?” we are asking them to articulate their befindlichkeit. If life feels out of 

control, the answer may be, “Not very good.” If we leave it at that, no one learns. We 

haven’t really understood the response, all we know is that things are not going well for 

that person. We would have to ask them to elaborate further by sharing more contextual 

details regarding the situation(s) in question. This may be difficult to do in a non-private 

location such as a classroom, and the response, “Not very good,” may be a call for help 

from learner to teacher. So, what is a teacher to do? 

When personal issues surface in the classroom, they can be difficult to deal with. I 

have witnessed personal issues prevent adult learners from being able to focus on their 

work or attend class. Personal issues create barriers to both learning as well as 

employment. Without a sense of control over their lives, adults cannot fully function and 

participate in social interactions (Mezirow, 1991). From an ecological perspective, 

research indicates the importance of relations with others and social roles on an 

individual’s health (Marmot & Brunner, 2005). Educators manage the social interactions 

within the adult learning classroom as well as the online learning environment. They need 

to be aware of how their learners are interacting with each other as well as in other 

aspects of their lives, especially those that relate to their self-concept (Cranton, 2006).  

Once learning styles have been accommodated and the appropriate interventions for 

learning disabilities are in place, barriers to learning may still exist because of personal 

issues. The adult learner may need help in the form of emancipatory or transformative 

learning, liberating them from disorienting dilemmas and self-imposed limitations.  
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 Tension can be released by venting, but without emancipatory learning nothing is 

likely to change since the learner’s perspective has not incorporated any new information 

or insights about their problem, or their interpretation of the problem. Emancipatory 

learning teaches us how to question unarticulated assumptions and definitions that have 

been culturally assimilated through the process of socialization. I needed to question my 

definitions, assumptions, and beliefs about my self-worth at the age of fifty-six, after 

years of post-secondary education. There is no rule that says formal education leads to a 

lack of personal issues and my situation exemplifies this fact. 

Emancipatory learning has shown researchers that the experience of disorienting 

dilemmas later in life can usually be traced back to childhood trauma (Mezirow, 1991; 

Cranton, 2006; Cavell, 2006). By examining the reasons why an event or situation is 

disorienting learners gain insight into their frame of reference, the mental/emotional 

structures used to filter perspectives and interpret the meaning of an experience or a 

situation (Cranton, 2006). By questioning previously held assumptions, adults learn to 

distinguish justified belief from opinion. They also learn to reason for themselves, rather 

than act on the assimilated beliefs, values, feelings, and judgements of others (Mezirow, 

1991). As adult learners truly understand the constructed nature of knowledge they are 

much less likely to accept uncritically what they read and hear. This may develop into a 

critical awareness that can lead to counter hegemonic (ruling or dominant) thought and 

action (Hoare, 2006).  

Newman (2014) argues that, “in most instances of learning, in the practical world, 

competency-based learning is all that is needed” (p.346) however, the workplace is 

changing, and transformative learning is being employed in many disciplines where adult 
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learning on a deeper level is needed and achieved through experience. Transformative 

learning has been used to help medical students gain empathy for patients in palliative 

care; to engage managers, trainers and organizational development consultants in critical 

reflection in corporate America; to improve the professional practice of educators who 

work in higher education and leadership development training, and much, much more 

(Mezirow, Taylor and Associates, 2012).  

Transformative or emancipatory learning is how adults learn to question prior 

learning. It is how they learn about the libidinal, linguistic, epistemic, institutional, or 

environmental forces that they subconsciously accept as limiting their options and their 

rational control over their lives (Mezirow, 1991). It is subconscious, because until we 

learn to make explicit the messaging system, we cannot even feel the influences of our 

tacit learning and the hegemonic matrix we navigate. To effectively take responsibility 

for our choices and their consequences, we first need to be aware of our hidden 

assumptions and definitions, accrued through the processes of socialization enculturation, 

prior learning and experience. We need to discriminate what we feel, value, and want 

from what we think we should feel, value, and want by society (Grow, 1991). 

Educators of emancipatory or transformative learning are attempting to facilitate 

“learning that transforms problematic frames of reference to make them more inclusive, 

discriminating, reflective, open, and emotionally able to change” (Mezirow, 2009, p.22). 

Newman (2014) however, believes that adult educators should be helping learners “to 

engage with the social and material world, and constantly reflect on that engagement,” 

and not “to go in search of their faults and engage in a lonely reordering of their 

assumptions” (p. 352). My research was focused on my interactions with reality and 
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imagination rather than looking for faults. As I focused on my interactions, I found my 

points of view and contributions to the events, and some of these indicated that my 

assumptions needed to be questioned. My experience in emancipatory learning has made 

me an advocate for including this type of learning in the classroom. I join forces with the 

many educators who believe, “the goal of adult education is to help the learner develop 

the requisite learning processes to think and choose with more reliable insight, to become 

a more autonomous thinker’’(Tyler, 2006, p. 348) not constrained by the belief that their 

“assumptions have become pathological and are rendering [their] thinking and behaviour 

dysfunctional” (Newman, 2014, p.352). 

After my experience with emancipatory learning I feel I would be much more 

sensitive to a learner’s befindlichkeit. I adopt Mezirow’s (1991) concept of transformative 

learning where the importance of the teacher as a facilitator is stressed. My emancipatory 

toolkit would engage learners in questioning and reflecting on their socialization and 

prior learning. Critical reflection after all, “should contribute to liberate the learner from 

frameworks, paradigms and other cultural norms that limit or distort communication and 

understanding” (Alhadeff-Jones, 2010, p. 5).  

I imagined the social discourse aspect of the emancipatory learning process occurring 

either one-on-one with the facilitator, in a group setting, or with other learners using an e-

learning platform. Group settings, although potentially the most instructive, can also be 

seen as the most intimidating. In a group environment, the ability to participate and share 

one’s life story can be prohibitive if the environment in not nurturing mutual trust and 

confidentiality. If participants are experiencing power dynamics that go beyond the 

group, for example as in the case when the group members also work together, it is 
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important that facilitator “always question whether or not it is relevant and safe to 

promote [sharing] in a specific environment” (Alhadeff-Jones, 2010, P. 11). 

In transformative learning workshops Alhadeff-Jones (2010) notes that “it takes time 

and requires slow maturation to go beyond resistances associated with any kind of 

change, including those related to self-perception” (p. 5). Time is what many classroom 

situations lack, which is why I decided to develop the toolkit in the first place. It could be 

offered as an independent study tool that the learner can approach at their own leisure. 

Some of the themes that have emerged in Alhadeff-Jones’s (2010) workshops relate to 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs: being recognized, transgression and resistance, 

empowerment and autonomy, social commitment, religion and spirituality. These themes 

appear in my thesis, reflecting the universality of questioning human experience.  

Incorporation of more reflective practices into the learning environment takes time and 

requires that the learners’ needs for safety, esteem and other lower order needs (Maslow, 

1943) be reasonably met. To this end mutual respect between teacher and learner and 

amongst learners is essential for creating the right environment for transformative 

learning (Cranton, 2006). The facilitator must also recognize that not all learners are in a 

position to engage in transformative learning practices. In order to facilitate learners in 

creating self-knowledge, I chose to experience the process first-hand. I understand the 

need for sensitivity, confidentiality, and authenticity in communication. 

I also recognize that I will need to match teaching styles with learning styles since 

most adult learners require the motivation provided by teachers for effective learning to 

take place (Cranton, 2006). A shift in teacher-directed to learner-directed methods will 

happen as learners become more involved or motivated by the process (Cranton, 2006). 
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Some exercises incorporated into the emancipatory toolkit could include a reflective 

diary to stimulate reflection and facilitate in-depth researching on certain topics, a list of 

questions to introduce them to the topics of socialization, enculturation, and hegemony.  

Examples from my own experiences and experience in emancipatory learning should 

prove invaluable in the form of guidance as well as motivation. My thesis can serve as 

reading material, and my insights as examples of the kind of liberation from 

disorientation and turmoil that they can expect to achieve. 
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6. Conclusions and Implications 

6.1 Summary 

My research looked into the use of imagination in adulthood, an area important to 

transformative learning, but one that has been overlooked (Mezirow, 2009). Imagination 

influences how we perceive and interpret the world and becoming more aware of how 

adults use imagination and what kinds of influences imagination can have on the reality 

perspectives of an individual was the focus of my research.  

I also wanted to experience emancipatory learning independently, to gain experience 

as a facilitator for an online learning toolkit I was hoping to develop. I had dreams of 

contributing to the inclusion of emancipatory learning in the school systems as well as 

Community Adult Learning Programs in the province and across the country.  

My research was, in a way, a response to Newman’s (2014) complaint that the 

literature is full of arcane examples of transformative learning where academic educators 

are educating adult educators about adult education, akin to a “novelist writing a novel 

about a novelist writing a novel” (p.349). He made me aware of how transformative 

learning had yet to make it into lower levels of education. In my opinion, everyone 

needed to be taught about how they learn and develop, not just adult educators. I became 

enamored with the possibility of perspective development as a panacea for many of the 

world’s social issues. I wanted emancipatory learning to be incorporated into all levels of 

education. If there was a chance for society to “smarten up,” this was it. 

Was transformative learning even real and what did it look like in real time? Newman 

(2014) was asking to see detailed descriptions of self-discovery first hand and to feel the 
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learner’s experience of insights emerging. My thesis constitutes a phenomenological 

account of my ongoing emancipatory learning experience in answer to his request. The 

findings are contextualized because forming an autobiographical narrative of my 

developing self-concept, uses of imagination, and befindlichkeit. Photos, artwork, journal 

entries, newspaper clippings and other artifacts were all reflected on and used to 

reconstruct my learning and development journey used for insight development.  

My thesis, a highly subjective qualitative inquiry into past learning, is informing my 

present framework and emancipatory learning needs. My thesis “satisfies the need for 

‘development-specific’ research methodologies to address the more interactive and 

complex models of development” (Merriam, Caffarella & Baumgartner, 1999, p. 133). In 

this way, I hoped my work will be of academic interest. 

My autobiographical narrative is a first-hand account of my experiences and the 

meanings I attributed to them. I used an integrated perspective of adult development that 

incorporated not only the biological, psychological and sociocultural aspects of my life, 

but also described “the balance between separation and connection, the role of time, 

development as narrative, and spirituality” (Clark & Caffarella, 1999, p.7). This was my 

opportunity to assess and report on emancipatory learning as a process. 

My philosophical autobiography allowed me to share with others my idiosyncratic, 

context-dependent and individual-specific ways that I have made sense of my experience. 

I analyzed my phenomenological account and tried to make sense of my past behaviour, 

emotional reactions, attitudes, and beliefs while trying to remain aware that sensemaking 

is grounded in identity construction and that I might distort my presentation and 
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interpretation to fulfill my need for self-enhancement (self-esteem), self-efficacy and 

self-consistency (Erez & Earley, 1993).  

I was able to determine many uses of imagination, some of which were intentional 

with definite objectives in mind, and others less intentional or focused. My findings 

indicate that I used my imagination primarily as a retreat where I engaged in designing 

and making things as well as problem solving and learning. I also used my imagination to 

create a sense of spiritual connection, which helped me to feel a sense of self-worth and 

belonging. As a corollary to designing, I was able to make for myself vicariously 

enhanced self-perceptions by wearing my imaginatively infused clothing. This helped me 

to maintain a positive attitude, for the most part, towards learning and life.  

My self-imposed retreats into my imagination were a form of escaping reality. There 

was no affection, no sense of nurturing or belonging, only criticism – negative criticism 

and lots of it. My genetic disposition, my myopia for which I had to wear extremely 

heavy glasses that I detested, also played a role by contributing to both my inferiority 

complex as well as my creativity. I became extremely self-conscious about my 

appearance, which motivated me to design clothes. As I designed and imagined how 

beautiful people would think I looked, I was comforted. I rejected my family and 

continued to engage in social isolation throughout adulthood. I was afraid to experience 

feelings of rejection and failure. 

6.2 Implications 

The implications of my research cover both uses of imagination as well as the process 

of emancipatory learning. In terms of imagination, its use in engaging learners is well 
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attested to and helps with memory and retention (Singer & Singer, 2011), especially if 

facts are presented using story (Polkinghorne, 1988). Imagination is used in creative 

problem solving and needs to be nurtured and fostered as the increasing complexity of 

environments in organizations is making greater demands on the intelligence and 

education of working people (Kochetkova, 2006). 

Imagination, as I have demonstrated can be very powerful and could be developed by 

practice as in any skill. I practiced my imagination and was able to compensate for very 

negative life experiences. Self-awareness is the key to ensuring that imagination does not 

become a self-indulgent retreat from psychosocial development and social responsibility. 

In terms of emancipatory learning I subdivide the implications further to the purpose 

and outcomes of generating self-knowledge, and the process of doing so. 

The process of learning about myself required peeling back layers of ego protection 

and it also required learning about others, the very thing I had avoided most of my life. 

Ironically, I thought I was very self-aware, but being self-conscious (worried about what 

everybody thinks of you) and being self-aware (actually understanding how you affect 

others) are not the same thing. When I focused on my interactions with others, I learned a 

lot more about myself.  

Self-knowledge seemed concentrated in those moments of interaction where meaning 

is being created in the mind of each participant. In my autobiographical narrative, I was 

always defending my point of view. I barely acknowledged that others existed, except as 

source of irritation or as a backdrop to my self-centered reconstruction of events. I 

neglected to reflect on the fact that my actions and attitudes might have influenced the 

situations and the reactions of others.  
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Opening up my perspective or habits of mind to encompass the habits of mind of 

others was difficult to do. I was much more comfortable seeing things my way. As an 

adult, I did not spend near enough time and energy trying to see things from the point of 

view of my parents or partners (or other people I came into conflict with). I was involved 

in self-preservation by protecting my point of view rather than being open to the 

perspective of others.  

In developing an emancipatory learning toolkit, I would focus the questions more on 

examining interactions, relationships, and self-concept. Asking why a situation is 

disorienting is a common entry point into self-reflection (Cranton, 2006) and this can be 

further refined by looking at personal struggles with self-worth, a perspective that can be 

changed by looking at other cultural perspectives of social integration. 

My story is an example of why, within the adult education research community, over 

the past thirty years, the interest in facilitating and understanding perspective 

development has grown exponentially (Taylor, 1998; Taylor and Cranton, 2012). I 

demonstrate how important and fragile or befindlichkeit can be, especially in certain 

situations. My story also shows how important it is to self-aware. This includes your 

attitudes, beliefs, emotional reactions, and behaviours. In my case, I also learned that my 

imagination interfered with reality perspectives and ability to respond appropriately.  

My thesis is focused on my individual uses of imagination. However, Elliot (2005) 

reminds us that “individual stories and personal documents can potentially take us 

beyond the individual to an appreciation of that individual in society” (p.10). My uses of 

imagination may resonate with other readers, being naturally generalizable since people 

share similar experiences (Attard, 2007), and ultimately, it is up to the reader to decide 
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“how far the evidence collected in a specific study can be transferred to offer information 

about the same topic in similar settings” (Elliot, 2005, p. 26).  

6.3 Epilogue 

My struggles were interrelated and pointed to a single common theme that is found in 

many contemporary western postindustrial autobiographies - the struggle to “find a 

balance between autonomy (agency) and relationship (communion)” (Singer 2004, 

p.440). I rebelled against authority and dominance, while struggling to find a way to feel 

belonging. In my research my imagination over use hindered normal psychosocial 

development and the emancipatory learning process helped to liberate me from habits of 

mind that were not serving my best interests. I needed to learn how to balance making my 

way in the world and feeling like I have done something worthwhile with myself. 

I realized as a result of critical self-reflection of assumptions, that I was framing up 

success based on the dominant Western ideology of the individual and individual success. 

Success meant standing out, exceling, being better than, or being recognized; if I wasn’t 

rich and famous, I had failed. It was an individualistic and hierarchical approach to social 

status that left me confused as to how I could ever feel self-worth. I was feeling like a 

failure and this was creating chronic stress for me. In my mid-fifties I still did not know 

what to do with myself. Without being aware of it, I had accepted the dominant 

ideological discourse of my culture. 

I realized, only last night, as I lay in bed trying to summarize for myself the progress I 

had made, that there was still missing something. My relationships at work and home 

were sorted out and settled down as a result of my emancipatory learning, but I was still 
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unsure about my job. I had not figured out why I have had so much trouble settling into a 

career. As I thought about my sense of self-worth, I realized how I had framed up in my 

youth that I needed to be “rich and famous” in order to feel successful. I needed to stand 

out and be recognized. This way of framing up success was based on the American 

Dream, that you can be whatever you choose. With enough hard work and perseverance, 

you can be and do anything.  

I decided to imagine what it might feel like if I was in a more collectivist society. I 

imagine myself as part of a team of individuals all working in separate capacities but for 

the greater good, of the planet as well as humanity. Using this mental framework for 

understanding, my diverse interests and skills looked more appealing and valuable. By 

imagining an alternate interpretation of reality, I could change the framework in which I 

understood or viewed success. All of a sudden, life became full of possibility. It was 

uncanny. My self-concept, my sense of value to society, my self-worth, and my 

befindlichkeit all picked up with my new understanding or interpretation of success.  

I couldn’t stop humming and singing. Finally, all the pieces of my puzzle fit into 

place. I could choose how I wanted to contribute to society, and any and all the ways I 

helped others could be seen as useful and valuable. I hadn’t changed society as Newman 

(2014) expected, but I had changed my perspective of my concept of success. Success 

was now about contribution. I could think of lots of ways in which I had contributed to 

helping others or the planet. I got excited again about believing I was an active member 

in it, not a client or a customer as we are framed up by institutional discourse. I changed 

so society has changed, how much and in what ways remains to be seen as I move 

forward in life. At least now, I am more interested and more willing to participate.  
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I end my thesis with a quote and one final image. The quote sums up the energy and 

experience, my blood, sweat, and tears, that constitute this research. It is a quote from an 

esoteric blog called, “The Tree of Life:” 

“Only a prosaic, academic brain would attempt to define what actually underlies some 

particular action of a human being” (Munch, n.d.). 

The image is taken at the defense of my work held at the University of New 

Brunswick, on December 17th, 2018. The photograph was taken by my friend and partner. 

Every day is a new day and a record for me. Four years into this relationship, my 

befindlichkeit continues to improve. I am learning to believe and accept myself as I move 

forward in my relationships and my decision to engage in community development. 

 

Figure 85. MEd defense in Fredericton, NB, Dec 17th, 2018. 
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