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THE WOMAN WHO
TURNS BACK

Escaping into Yesterday — In the course of this series of
broadcasts we have heard about many different ways in which
people react to difficulties and disappointments. For many, the
emotional pain of failure, or the tensions of anxiety and fear, are
translated into physical symptoms (“Escape into Illness™). For
others, alcohol is an escape. TFor still others, the ieelings of
personal inadequacy are repressed entirely, and in order to keep
these uncomiortable feelings and tlll)ll"’h(s out of conscious mind,
a heavy overlay of pious behaviour is d.(l(lptt‘(l We recognize that
something like this happens in the “nice girl”, and “the- “do-
gooder™, types, for instance.

Jut there is another important way of escaping from the
pain and discomiort of anxiety. In some respects this way does
more damage to the personality than the others. It is called
the Mechanisin of Regression, and as the term sug  sts, it repre-
sents a turning back away from maturity and the responsibilities
and feelings of adulthood into the more dependent phases of
adolescence and childhood.

Growth in Personality — Psychologists recognize nowadays
that personality is not something that is fixed and crystallized ;
a pattern of (hinking, feeling and acting that once cstablished
can never change. On the contrary, there is something very
dynamic and (Juid about personality. Iike the physical «.lmm(_-
istics of the individual, it changes and grows and develops. This
growth is not a steady, uniform, progressive movement. It takes
place in fits and starts, onc aspect developing more rapidly at
one phase, only to be overtaken by another aspect at a later date.
Tt's something like the tide coming in on a broad beach. The
water never advances in a straight line, but in waves. And often
there is even an apparent turning back.

In young children we see these changing, ebbing and flowing
characteristics of personality most clearly. I‘r(.quent]y a child
will appear to be making very rapid progress in growth and
development. He learns his toilet habits perfectly, and he seems
to be past the stage when he reacts to every minor obstacle or
frustration by tears. Then for no very clear reason the child
scems to go backwards in his development. He starts to wet
the bed again, and may even become a cry-baby and have a brand
new crop of temper tantrums. We have even seen children at
the age of five or six so disturbed at the thought of having to go
to sclxuol (ie., leave the protecting and dependent rclatlonshq)s
with mother) that they almost seemed to want to become tiny



infants again. They want to be held in the mother’s arms like
babies, and have all the little attentions which babies must have,
even to being fed. They are regressing into an earlier phase of
development, hecause for one reason or another they are not quite
ready to become independent individuals. Normally, after a little
time, they are ready to go on with the growth process. The
regression in these cases represents only a temporary set-back.
It's just as if the child were saving “Ok, ok—but don’t rush me.
['ll go ahead when I'm ready”.

Regression in Adults—A very similar process occurs in
grown-ups, and in minor forms is familiar enough to all of us.
We all like to daydream at times—and often we allow ourselves
to drift back with nostalgic delight to the scenes of our childhood.
Time seemed to move in a more leisurely manner then. There
weren't too many responsibilitics, and life could be pleasant.
Sometimes we actually go back to places most commonly associated
with pleasant childhood memories, only to be shocked by the
change. IEverything seems different — smaller, more untidy.
Normally, we sadly shrug our shoulders and make some remark
about- the ravages of time, and go on with the reality of our
present living.

Jut supposing instead of resuming our daily living at a
realistic and reasonably mature level, we were to tarry over-long
in an effort to recapture the. delightiully secure feelings of
childhood? Do you see the dangers in this tendency from the
point of view of mental health? Once the process starts, it is
apt to become a kind of vicious circle, with decreasing chances
of making a successful adjustment socially and emotionally.

The Case of Dodie-Anne—Dodie-Anne, as her mother called
her, was a college woman of 21, enrolled in the Faculty of
Medicine. She made an appointment with the counselling services
because she had been advised to drop out of her medical course
on the grounds of “immaturity”. She dressed and behaved like
a High School first-former, rolled her big blue eyes, pouted and
talked in a Dbreathless, affected manner, At times, however, she
was a very solemn, serious student, completely without humour
or the ability to mix comfortably with others.

It became evident that her so-called “immaturity” had become
more noticeable recently, as she attempted to compete (unsuc-
cessfully) with other more attractive and more socially successiul
women. The men, previously repelled by her serious and stand-
offish manner, now thought she was silly. She either didn’t
know this, or couldn’t accept it, and redoubled her efforts to be
attractive. She had a younger sister at home who was much
preferred by her parents, and who also was much more popular
in every way than she. This, coupled with a coldly critical



father, with whom she could not relate in any way, provided the
background setting.

She had become a successful student academically, but the
imcreasing anxiety, associated with her lack of success with both
boy and girl friends, heightened by the contrast between herself
and her sister, fiinally led her naively into increasingly immature
and regressive forms of behaviour.

Questions about the Broadcast — Ruby is something like
Dodie-Anne, isn't she? Only here we see a more pathological
type of regression. Unsuccessiul in her relationships with men,
she gains some satisfaction in a temporary but close emotional
relationship to Frances, her room mate. Rebuffed on this, she
retreats even more seriously into herself.

1.  What phases of personality growth and development is Ruby
passing through on her backward journey?

2. Tave you any suggestions as to why she was not successful
in her affair with Lee?

3. Was her unsuccessful love affair the cause of all her trouble?

4. What do you think of the way Frances handled the situation?

What would you have done?

Further Reading

“ATTAINING MATURITY"—by Luella Cole (Farrar & Rinehart, Inc.)
“Tue Huomax Minp”—by Karl Menninger (Alfred A. Knopf, publisher)
page 518.

“In Search of Ourselves’ is heard over the Dominion
Network of the CBC on Fridays
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