The middle passage
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for personal growth, writes SHELAGH McLOUGHLIN

T was an unlikely setting for a roomful

of angst. A quiet classroom at a Scotts-

ville school, bathed in sunshine and de-
serted for the weekend. Participants for
the morning’s session on Managing the
Midlife Transition filed in and a curly
haired woman told another she’d heard
it was “one of those workshops where
nothing leaves the room”. I wondered if
1 should feel nervous.

Psychologist and convenor Shelley
Barnsley moved quickly to allay any fears.
“Thisisnot a group-therapy session where
everyone has to confess,” she joked in her
introduction. “My hope is that you’ll start
the process of answering the question:
who am I besides my roles and history?”

Who, indeed? Midlife, which roughly
straddles the ages of 35 to 50, is a stage
when most people barely have time to
comeup for air, as theyjuggle working and
multiple family responsibilities, let alone
contemplate existential matters. Yet it's
common knowledge that it can also be a
time of major wobbles and life-changing
decisions, rash purchases, affairs and
face-lifts. So what’s it all about?

We had gone to the workshop to find
out, and not just any workshop; this one
was voted the best two yearsago at a gath-
ering of the Southern African Association
for Counselling and Development in High-
er Education. During introductions, it was
quickly evident that the overwhelmingly
female group of 25 was concerned about
a range of issues that didn’t seem neces-
sarily to have much to do with the topic.

Some were sandwiched between the
needs of ailing parents and growing chil-
dren, some faced retirement, others were
contemplating failed marriages, or off-
spring leaving home. Several were hard-
bitten survivors of a brutal organisational
restructuring. Popular culture often de-
picts the “midlife crisis”, a term first used
in 1965 by Elliot Jacques, as ridiculous,
but despite nervous laughter, the mood in
the room was somewhat sombre by the
end of the last story.

“There’s a lot of baggage,” said Barns-
ley, briskly stepping in. “This is the begin-
ning of the process. We'll be looking at dif-
ferent life transitions and this workshop
is about how to navigate change.”

Shelley Barnsley: ‘The midlife transition is not well-understood. You have to grapple with it on your own!
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Barnsley, a former Durbanite, did all
her studying at UKZN and now works on
the Maritzburg campus as manager of stu-
dent support in one of the colleges, as well
as runs a small private practice. She hit
her own midlife crisis after the departure
of a “much-loved and idealised” boss.

“I was bereft. I felt profoundly lonely
and couldn’t understand why I felt so up-
set.” Describing how she had all the signs
of loss —boredom, no energy or direc-
tion —she eventually realised that this
man, whoshe described as a father figure,
had represented the father she had lost
at the age of 10. ‘

Barnsley clicked to a quote on th
screen in front of us by Italian mediaeval
poet Dante Alighieri: “Midway along the
journey of our life, I woke to find myself
in a dark wood.”

She has been influenced by the teach-
ings of Carl Jung and James Hollis on the
midlife changes, and describesit as a peri-
od of separation, loss, transition and re-
integration, sothat a “fuller, more authen-
tic self emerges”. Sometimes, the fault
lines in one’s psychological make-up can
be deep and this shift of the self can be
painful, but itis a necessary growth stage,
“like a snake shedding its skin”,

She said that whereas much has been
written about the changes adolescents go
throughas theybecome adults, the midlife
transition is not ‘well-understood. “You
have to grapple with it on your own.”

Barnsley believes thatit is part of a nat-
ural developmental phase oflife, which in
different cultures plays itself out in vari-
ous ways. Other crises — such as an ex-
tra-marital affair, physical changes, be-
reavement or work problems — may trig-
ger it. In the case of Annie*, restructuring
atworkin the wake of the economic down-
turn saw her once-happy office become a
place of uncertainty and unhappiness. “I
felt rage, anxiety and complete demotiva-
tion. I felt like I couldn’t leave because I
knewthatjobs in Maritzburgwere scarce,
but I hated being there.” Thinking about
what else she could do set her on the proc-
ess of examining her life more deeply and
considering what she really wanted to do
with it. Barnsley says the midlife crisis is
“more pervasive, more primary” than

these contributory events.

“The midlife transition insists on deep
and fundamental reflection regarding the
path one’s life is taking.”

What drives this change? At this point
we broke for tea, but not hefore being told
to select a mask which we were to wear
until we returned, Most didn’t, the point
being that masks are uncomfortable and
require effort to wear. Jung believed that
in the first half of life, up until 35, we are
becoming adults, taking on social roles
and giving up those features that don’t fit
thispersona orsocially determinedidenti-
ty. We put on a mask, developing a “provi-
sional self”, which may not be who we re-
ally want to be. This can be dangerous.
The bigger the difference between thereal
and provisional self, the bigger the poten-
tial crisis, according to Barnsley.

It'snotallbad; this quandary alsorepre-
sents an opportunity to find your real self.
If the first half of life is about meeting the
expectations of others and donning a
mask, the second half is about rejecting
it, figuring out who you are, and adopting
more appropriate roles. As well as learn-
ingtoacceptthe physical changes thatyou
and your spouse are going through, and

1. Loss

Feelings: fear, caution, paralysis
2. Doubt

Feelings: resentment, skepticism,
resentment

3. Discomfort

Feelings: anxiety, confusion, low
productivity

4. Discovery

Feelings: anticipation, creativity,
energised

5. Understanding

Feelings: confident, productive,
pragmatic

6. Integration

Feelings: satisfaction, focus, generosity.

making friends with your shadow self —
the parts of yourself that you don't like or
haven'’t examined.

“Thisis not a strict sequence of events,”
said Barnsley. “For some, it takes longer
and for some it's painful. Often, it's a peri-
od of disruption, grief, anxiety and soul-
searching.” Sometimes there’s regres-
sion. Where one’s body image or partner
hasbeenidealised, for instance. Thereali-

¢ Try to avoid blaming others for
your unhappiness as this is pointless and
detracts from your important role in tak-
ing responsibility for your future and your
life. Be the author of your own life.

. ¢ Understand that you may ex-

perience feelings of loss, dis-
appointment and betrayal. Have
the courage to mourn your losses proper-
ly, so that you can move forward. This is
what is termed “grief work”.

¢ Resist impulses to seli~medi-
cate or comfort yourself through alcohol
and substance abuse, buying expensive
items, overeating and/or engaging in pro-

sation that they aren’t perfect, or can't ful-
fil all your expectations, can lead to the
attempt to regain what’s been lost,
through measures such as plastic surgery
or finding a younger partner.

Change, we discovered, is a complicat-
ed process thatlumbers through the gam-
uf of emotions, causing bewilderment and
paralysis (see box). “To get through this
youneed a map,” said Barnsley. Knowing

URDEAUNGIVITHYOUR MIDIFEDRTSIS =

miscuity and inappropriate relationships.
This will only make matters worse,

¢ ldentify and acknowledge re-
petitive patitemns of destructive
behaviour which keep you trapped.
These cycles need to be broken and re-
placed with more constructive and posi-
tive patterns of behaviour.

* Knowledge is power. Arm your-
self with knowledge through attending
workshops, reading on the topic and talk-
ing to family and friends.

* Be opento change.Difficult times
present hoth danger and opportunity. Re-
member that in the words of Charles Dar-

what to expect helps, and she recom-
mends seeing a therapist if you're really
having a hard time.

“Idon’t feel so alone anymore,” said the
woman sit{ing next to me as the session
was wrapped up. It was time to step out
of the dark wood and back into the sun-
shine.

*Not her real name
o features@witness.co.za

win: “It is not the strongest of a species
that survive, but those most adaptable to
change.”
*Don't lose hope, know that
sfhis too shall pass® Move forward
with courage towards a renewed sense of
self more closely aligned with your own
values and beliefs, rather than those
which were imposed on you hy society,
including your family or your community,
¢ Be kind to yourself. Make use of
available support systems, including
friends, family, support groups, and psy-
chotherapists.

= Shelley Barnsley



