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Abstract

Dreams as an Aspect of the Female Incest Survivor:
A Phenomenological Study
by
Elicia Mina Arwen

This study explored the healing effects of dreams on four female incest survivors.
Co-researchers recruited through therapists met the following five requirements for
participation. They: (a) were female incest survivors; (b) were at least twenty-four years
of age; (c) had consistently seen the same therapist for at least six months; (d)
remembered and used their dreams to inform their conscious lives; and (€) worked well

with their dreams.

The research was designed as a phenomenological investigation of healing dream
experiences reported by co-researchers. Data were collected in two ways. First, after
completing a six-item questionnaire on their dream lives, co-researchers were asked to
describe two or three dreams they perceived as healing and briefly discuss their response
to these dreams. Second, co-researchers were interviewed by the researcher to elicit
further information from co-researchers on dream experiences they believed informed
their conscious lives. This data was used to collect co-researchers’ perceptions of their
relationship to their dream lives, as well as aid in the self-reflection of the researcher

during analysis of the data.

Co-researchers’ data indicated that dreams were an essential aspect of healing
from childhood incest in the following ways: (a) dreams enhanced awareness of psychic
healing processes; (b) the evolution of their abusers in dreams facilitated their perceptions
of their abuser as human and no longer a threat; (c) dreams helped them perceive
themselves and others more accurately; (d) dreams helped them feel safer in their bodies
and the world; (¢) symbols in their dreams brought meaning to their healing processes; ®

dreams increased spiritual awareness; and (g) changes in their dreams over time validated
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their experiences and aided them in rebuilding self-trust. Further research on this topic

that employs a larger sample and wider scope was suggested
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
“Despite the obvious physical and emotional pathologies of incest, the victim's
imagination suffers, since it too is rooted to the body. Where connection

10 the body has been lost through trauma, so too has imagination.” (p. 1)

—Evangaline Kane

When the experience of incest in childhood results in a split between the body of
a woman and the soul of a woman, a great wound is inflicted which has the potential to
impede psychological development, undermine basic functioning, and even lead to
physical death through illness or suicide. This type of wounding can contribute to
feelings of soul-loss (Attias & Goodwin, 1999), and can disrupt the woman’s perception
of being connected to herself and others (Armsworth, 1999). Such women often feel a
general sense of abandonment, as though there is nothing on which they can truly rely.

With such seemingly insurmountable difficulties, how then, do many of these
women make their way towards healing, learn to thrive, and reclaim their soulful
birthright? Carl G. Jung (1964) believed dreams to be essential to psychological well
being because the symbols that appear in dreams bring meaningful messages from the
Self, the guidiqg force within the psyche, to the ego of the dreamer. The entire being of
the dreamer, both conscious and unconscious aspects, are transformed when a
relationship is forged between the two.

This relationship is particularly important to women healing from incest for two
reasons. First, their wounds often encompass many aspects of their lives, leaving them
vulnerable to re-victimization in relationships to others. As a woman’s ego leamns to trust
and relate to her inner Self, she reconnects to her instincts and intuition, and allows them

to inform her choices as she moves through life. Second, the loss of soul must be



[

mended by experiences of a transpersonal nature. The egos of women who suffered
incest in childhood are frequently underdeveloped (Kalsched, 1998) and can be supported
and guided by symbols and archetypes which arise in dreams and transcend the limited
perception of the ego. Woodman (1985) wrote that, “The dialogue between the ego and

the Self creates the soul” (p. 127).

Statement of the Problem

This researcher acknowledges that healing from incest is a multi-faceted and
complex process, and chose to explore specifically how awareness of, and a relationship
to, dreams has impacted the healing journeys of four women with a history of childhood
incest. Personal experiences of these women’s dream lives were elicited and presented as
a phenomenological inquiry into the following questions: (a) Have the co-researchers
found their dreams helpful to their healing processes and, if so, in what ways? (b) Are
there certain dreams that they have perceived as marking progress in their healing
processes? (c) Are there specific symbols, themes, or archetypes that had a significant

impact on each co-researcher’s healing process?

Statement of Rationale
It was important to undertake this inquiry for three reasons. First, there are few
existing studies that focus on dreams as they are experienced as an aspect of the healing
journey of women with a history of incest. It is my hope that the data presented in this
study will contribute to current literature on the subject in a meaningful way by providing
first hand accounts of how these women perceived their dream lives as intrinsic to their

healing processes. Second, it is my hope that it will illustrate to clinicians the importance



of acknowledging and exploring dreams with women who experienced incest as children.

Third, this study may serve as an impetus for further research on this subject.

Statement of the Purpose

The purpose of this study was to investigate how four women with histories of
childhood incest have experienced their dreams as directly contributing to their healing
journeys. Personal experiences with their dreams and dream lives were gathered in the
following two ways: (a) A self-administered questionnaire designed to elicit general
information regarding each co-researcher’s feelings about their dream life, healing dream
experiences they may have had, and examples of symbols, characters or themes which
have appeared in their dreams was completed; and (b) an in-depth interview was
conducted with each co-researcher and focused on specific dreams and the impact they
may have had on their healing process.

Based on the co-researchers’ responses, the researcher extracted the themes,
symbols, or archetypes, as well as the co-researchers’ relationships with or reactions to
them, that appeared to have a significant impact on their healing process. An effort was
made to trace the evolution of individual dream elements as they may relate to the co-
researchers’ journey towards spiritual and psychological well being. This analysis was
guided and informed by current literature on women healing from incest, and the use and

significance of dreams in the healing process.

Delimitations of the Study
I chose to delimit this study in several ways. First, all co-researchers live in the

greater Philadelphia, Pennsylvania area. Volunteers for this study were female, at least






