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			Foreword

			
				What a gift to all of us that Shambhala is publishing this thirtieth anniversary edition of Maureen Murdock’s The Heroine’s Journey. The book was important back then, in 1990, when it first appeared. It is important now.

			Maureen Murdock has been a colleague, a mentor, briefly even a student of mine, and to this day a good friend. To honor this, I will in what follows call her Maureen. To do otherwise—to refer to her as Murdock—would seem to me to dishonor both our relationship and some of the central themes of her book.

			The book, as the title suggests, was inspired by Maureen’s recognition of how the hero journey outlined in Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces is indeed the hero’s journey: the male hero’s journey, a journey in which females appear only as helpers or hinderers, only in relation to his journey. Furthermore it provides an outline of the journey toward individuation that doesn’t fit female experience. Which means, as Maureen recognized, that we women need an account of our journeys.

			On rereading, I have been struck by how she doesn’t get stuck in trying to provide a step-by-step revisioning of Campbell’s model (as some other feminist revisionings have done). Nor does she, unlike Campbell, primarily focus on myths—for example, myths in which female divinities or heroines play the major role, as though to say, “Joe, why didn’t you include these stories?” Yes, she does bring in Persephone and Inanna, but in a way that suggests that they are like us, rather than that we are like them.

			And though she uses the term “heroine,” she is really challenging the whole focus on exceptional figures. We are all heroines. And there is something sacred—“divinely ordinary,” as Maureen phrases it—about our stories, about my story and yours.

			Indeed, what is perhaps most noteworthy about her book is that Maureen writes in her own voice. She uses the first-person singular. She begins with her own experience and amplifies that by turning again and again to stories drawn from her work as a therapist, to her patients’ stories, and to those of some of her colleagues. From the beginning, Maureen encourages us to recognize that there is no the heroine’s journey, no one pattern that fits all of us.

			I want to acknowledge the importance of that “I” voice—but I want even more to highlight that it is really a WE voice. A “we” in which I feel very much included. A “we” that belongs very much to the zeitgeist of the particular period during which this book first appeared.

			Maureen and I were both fully engaged participants in the second wave of feminism that was initiated in the early 1970s in response to Simone de Beauvoir’s book The Second Sex. All over the country, women—mostly completely unaware of one another to begin with—suddenly found ourselves seized by a hunger for words and images and stories that would illuminate, challenge, deepen our understanding of our lives as women, that would honor the particularities of female experience. We began to write in the first person, to inject ourselves, our dreams, our bodies, our sexuality, our rage, our confusions into our writing in a way that until then had been taboo in academic writing. We discovered one another. We found we needed one another.

			It is core to a full understanding of the book’s message that along the way, here and there, Maureen names the women who were/are part of our “we.” I kept tabs as I made my way through the book. Here are the ones I caught (in no particular order): Patricia Reis, Betty Meador, Carol Pearson, Linda Leonard, Nor Hall, Elaine Pagels, Susan Griffin, Sylvia Perera, Starhawk, Estella Lauter, Kathie Carlson, Jean Bolen, Riane Eisler, Marion Woodman. A whole litany of sisters, each with her own story, her own journey.

			Maureen balances her recognition that women’s journeys may take many shapes with a more focused articulation of her own journey, which she sees echoed in the journeys of many of her patients (and in the particular myths she retells). Like Esther Harding in Woman’s Mysteries and Sylvia Perera in Descent to the Goddess, Maureen is particularly attuned to the struggles of women who have been father’s daughters, who have succeeded in a world dominated by masculine values and yet come to find that success meaningless and themselves spiritually empty. She writes beautifully about how important it then becomes to regain a connection to our more feminine side, to rediscover ourselves as mother’s daughters. She understands how difficult this is—how hard it is to let go of a successful persona. How heartrending to truly acknowledge the profound ambivalence that marks our relationship to the mother whom we cannot help but both love and resent. How painful to let ourselves feel our rage, our desire, our despair.

			Maureen’s own account in this book is singularly honest and modest. She knows that the journey is not a linear one, that we circumambulate the same struggle over and over again. She fully acknowledges that she is herself still on the way. I imagine she would still say that.

			Of course, for Maureen, and for our generation of feminists, it was never just about our individual journeys to psychological wholeness or spiritual fulfillment. We wanted to change the culture. So I imagine that when Maureen wrote this book, she would have expected, or at least hoped, that it might be outdated today, that we would no longer need it.

			Sadly, I know this is not the case. I teach courses on depth psychology and Greek mythology (to graduate students who range in age from their mid-twenties to late sixties) in which I almost always take the time to retell the Demeter/Persephone story. Of course, I also tell many other stories, but always, always, an enormous proportion of the term papers turn to this seminal story about mothers and daughters. They are painful stories to write—and to read. And it remains the case that year after year, women of all different ages choose to write their dissertation on the theme of discovering female voice—always with a new and individual twist, but always also because for far too long their own voice had been painfully inaccessible.

			We still need this book. Thank you, Shambhala.

			Christine Downing, PhD

			Professor of Mythological Studies at

			Pacifica Graduate Institute and

			author of The Long Journey Home

		

	
		
			Preface to the Thirtieth Anniversary Edition

			If you want to lift up humanity, empower women.

			—MELINDA GATES

			I wrote The Heroine’s Journey thirty years ago to describe an alternative to the stereotypical ego-driven masculine hero’s journey admired in mainstream culture. Up until that time, there was no recognizable archetypal pattern that fit women’s experience.

			I had worked as a family therapist and as a teacher of creative writing using the pattern of the hero’s journey described by Joseph Campbell but found it spiritually lacking—it did not address the deep wounding of the feminine on a personal or cultural level.

			Women’s lives have a mythology that is different from men’s. We deny who we are when we measure success, fulfillment, or satisfaction by the milestones of the hero’s journey. At the time, I wanted women to understand that the prejudice against us and against feminine values has been a force emanating from the larger society rather than an indictment of our own shortcomings. The Heroine’s Journey struck a nerve for many women from different cultural backgrounds. The book was immediately translated into more than a dozen different foreign languages including Farsi and Korean.

			Since 1990, the feminine narrative has changed as women focus on themes of identity, relationship, connection, and empowerment. Women are making a huge difference in society, showing what can be done when we step forward together.

			At this writing, aside from the record-breaking number of female candidates for president, three women serve on the Supreme Court, almost 25 percent of Congress is female, and Nancy Pelosi, as Speaker of the House of Representatives, is second in line of succession to the president after the vice president. The #MeToo movement has become a worldwide phenomenon empowering women and exposing the insidious sexual abuse and harassment of women and young girls throughout all kinds of industries, sports, and religions. There are more female chief executives in the Fortune 500 than ever before (though that number is still just 6.6 percent of the total list), and a recent study published in American Psychologist found that, for the first time in seventy years, a majority of Americans believe that women are as competent, if not more so, than men.

			In 2019, the US Women’s National soccer team risked criticism in order to demand equitable pay, medical treatment, safe playing conditions, and social justice. The team’s belief in itself was critical to winning the 2019 World Cup not only for themselves but for girls and women who come after them. Julie Foudy, a former captain of the national soccer team and a two-time World Cup winner, said of the team: “In a way that I have never seen before, this team seems to unapologetically own their voice.” The team exhibits a spirit of confidence that anything is possible. As a result, the players were recognized by other World Cup teams for raising the bar for women’s soccer throughout the world.

			This is a dramatic shift. And yet.

			When I wrote the book thirty years ago, I wanted to assure women that it was neither necessary nor healthy to follow the path of the masculine hero’s journey, because it was spiritually arid and didn’t fit our mythology. No, we couldn’t have it all; society wouldn’t provide affordable childcare to make the work environment suitable to working parents. I had hoped that the future would eliminate certain challenges women were dealing with along the “Road of Trials” on their journey to individuation and balance. It was what I called, at the time, the “Myth of Female Inferiority or Deficit Thinking.”

			Little did I imagine that we would still be facing this archetypal gender stereotype three decades later. Because we live in a society that sees the world from a masculine perspective, many women still internalize the patriarchal voice that tells them they are less than. As a result, many girls feel invisible, inferior from infancy by being assigned female at birth, and discouraged from developing their full potential. And in the current political climate, there is an undeniable attack on women’s reproductive rights. A young woman recently asked, “Why do they hate us so?”

			My answer to her would be, “It’s a narrative embedded in our patriarchal culture for at least the last five thousand years. Hate arises as women’s power emerges.” But the example of the women’s soccer team is a corrective for us all. It shows that anything is possible for women as we find our voice, honor our identity, work together for a common goal, and stand unapologetically with our arms wide open to the skies, like the ancient Minoan Mother goddess, in a stance of pride and acknowledgment of the sacredness of the feminine.

			Maureen Murdock, 2020
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			Introduction

			
				There is a void felt these days by women and men—who suspect that their feminine nature, like Persephone, has gone to hell. Wherever there is such a void, such a gap or wound agape, healing must be sought in the blood of the wound itself. It is another of the old alchemical truths that “no solution should be made except in its own blood.” So the female void cannot be cured by conjunction with the male, but rather by an internal conjunction, by an integration of its own parts, by a remembering or a putting back together of the mother-daughter body.

				—NOR HALL, The Moon and the Virgin

			

			Working as a therapist with women, particularly between the ages of thirty and sixty, I have heard a resounding cry of dissatisfaction with the successes won in the marketplace. This dissatisfaction is described as a sense of sterility, emptiness, and dismemberment, even a sense of betrayal. These women have embraced the stereotypical male heroic journey and have attained academic, artistic, or financial success; yet for many the question remains, “What is all of this for?”

			The illusory boon of success leaves these women over-scheduled, exhausted, suffering from stress-related ailments, and wondering how they got offtrack. This was not what they had bargained for when they first pursued achievement and recognition. The image they held of the view from the top did not include sacrifice of body and soul. In noticing the physical and emotional damage incurred by women on this heroic quest, I have concluded that the reason they are experiencing so much pain is that they chose to follow a model that denies who they are.

			My desire to understand how the woman’s journey relates to the journey of the hero first led me to talk with Joseph Campbell in 1981. I knew that the stages of the heroine’s journey incorporated aspects of the journey of the hero, but I felt that the focus of female spiritual development was to heal the internal split between woman and her feminine nature. I wanted to hear Campbell’s views. I was surprised when he responded that women don’t need to make the journey. “In the whole mythological tradition the woman is there. All she has to do is to realize that she’s the place that people are trying to get to. When a woman realizes what her wonderful character is, she’s not going to get messed up with the notion of being pseudo-male.”1

			This answer stunned me; I found it deeply unsatisfying. The women I know and work with do not want to be there, the place that people are trying to get to. They do not want to embody Penelope, waiting patiently, endlessly weaving and unweaving. They do not want to be handmaidens of the dominant male culture, giving service to the gods. They do not want to follow the advice of fundamentalist preachers and return to the home. They need a new model that understands who and what a woman is. In Daybook: The Journal of an Artist Anne Truitt writes:

			
				
					The cave of womanhood feels cozy to me, and I shall always, I think, retreat to it with the comfortable feeling that I am where I should be in some sense deeper than words can articulate. So men may feel about some cave of manhood that I can only imagine. There is sturdy common sense in accepting the differences between men and women as salt. But because womanhood is “home” to me does not mean that I wish to stay home all the time. The cave would become fetid if I never went out. I have too much energy, too much curiosity, too much force to remain so confined. Whole areas of myself would either atrophy or sour. If I wish to be responsible to myself, and I do, I have to pursue my aspirations.2

			

			Women do have a quest at this time in our culture. It is the quest to fully embrace their feminine nature, learning how to value themselves as women and to heal the deep wound of the feminine. It is a very important inner journey toward being a fully integrated, balanced, and whole human being. Like most journeys, the path of the heroine is not easy; it has no well-defined guideposts nor recognizable tour guides. There is no map, no navigational chart, no chronological age when the journey begins. It follows no straight lines. It is a journey that seldom receives validation from the outside world; in fact the outer world often sabotages and interferes with it.

			The model of the heroine’s journey is derived in part from Campbell’s model of the heroic quest.3 The language of the stages, however, is particular to women, and the visual model appeared to me in a very feminine way. It emerged out of my back.

			In spring 1983 I was in a postgraduate training program at the Los Angeles Family Institute studying a therapeutic technique called “family sculpting.” Family sculpting uses enactment of a scene repeated in a person’s family of origin, such as a typical dinner scenario. I was participating as myself in a dinner scene that included my mother, father, and younger sister, whose roles were played by fellow students. As we held the frozen positions once held by my family members, my back went out. I could no longer sustain the position I had held of “bending over backwards” to keep the peace.

			I was immobilized for three days. I lay on the living room floor on my stomach and cried about the pain and chaos in my family that I had learned to shut out through work and over-achievement. Out of those tears came the image of the heroine’s journey, a circular path that moved clockwise. It began with a very abrupt rejection of the feminine as defined by me as dependent, overcontrolling, and full of rage. It continued with total submersion into the familiar outer heroic journey, complete with masculine allies, to achieve the boon of independence, prestige, money, power, and success. This was followed by a bewildering period of dryness and despair which led to an inevitable descent to the underworld to meet the dark feminine.

			Out of this darkness came an urgent need to heal what I call the mother/daughter split, the deep feminine wound. The return trip involved a redefinition and validation of feminine values and an integration of these with the masculine skills learned during the first half of the journey.

			The image appeared whole as it is shown below, and it has been my task in the intervening years to understand the stages of the journey. This has been a slow process of listening to the stories of my clients and friends and looking at the deeper level of my own need for recognition and approval in a male-dominated society.

			This journey is described from my perspective and from the perspective of many of the women of my generation who have sought validation from patriarchal systems and found them not only lacking but terribly destructive. We are the children of the post-Sputnik era who were encouraged to excel in order to recover Western supremacy.

			I am what is called a father’s daughter—a woman who has identified primarily with the father, often rejecting the mother, and who has sought attention and approval from the father and masculine values. The model I am presenting does not necessarily fit the experience of all women of all ages, and I have found that neither is it limited only to women. It addresses the journeys of both genders. It describes the experience of many people who strive to be active and make a contribution in the world, but who also fear what our progress-oriented society has done to the human psyche and to the ecological balance of the planet.

			Movement through the stages of the journey is cyclic, and a person may be at several stages of the journey at one time. For example, I am working on healing my mother/daughter split as well as integrating the two parts of my nature. The heroine’s journey is a lifelong cycle of development, growth, and learning.

			
				
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					The heroine’s journey begins with “Separation from the feminine” and ends with “Integration of masculine and feminine.”

				
			
			The journey begins with our heroine’s search for identity. This “call” is heard at no specific age but occurs when the “old self” no longer fits. This may be when the young woman leaves home for college, work, travel, or relationship. Or it may be when a woman in mid-life divorces, returns to work or school, changes career, or is faced with an empty nest. Or it may simply occur when a woman realizes that she has no sense of self that she can call her own.

			This beginning stage of the journey often includes a rejection of the feminine as defined as passive, manipulative, or nonproductive. Women have often been portrayed in our society as unfocused, fickle, and too emotional to get the job done. This lack of focus and clear differentiation in women is perceived as weak, inferior, and dependent—not only by the dominant culture but by many women as well.

			Women who seek success in the male-oriented work world often choose this path to dispel that myth. They seek to prove that they have good minds, can follow through, and are both emotionally and financially independent. They discuss issues with their fathers and male relatives. They choose role models and mentors who are men or male-identified women who validate their intellect, sense of purpose, and ambition and generate a sense of security, direction, and success. Everything is geared to getting the job done; climbing the academic or corporate ladder; achieving prestige, position, and financial equity; and feeling powerful in the world. This is a heady experience for the heroine, and it is fully supported by our materialistic society, which places supreme value on what you do. Anything less than doing “important work in the world” has no intrinsic value.

			Our heroine puts on her armor, picks up her sword, chooses her swiftest steed, and goes into battle. She finds her treasure: an advanced degree, a corporate title, money, authority. The men smile, shake her hand, and welcome her to the club.

			After a period of time of enjoying the view from the top, managing it all, including perhaps both career and kids, there may be a feeling of “Okay, I’ve arrived; what’s next?” She looks for the next hurdle to jump, the next promotion, the next social event, filling every spare moment with doing. She doesn’t know how to stop or say no and feels guilty at the idea of disappointing anyone who needs her. Achieving has become an addiction, and there is an incredible “high” associated with her newly won power.

			It is often at this stage that a woman begins to feel out of sync with herself, or she may experience a physical illness or accident. She begins to ask, “What is all of this for? I’ve achieved everything I’ve set out to achieve and I feel empty. Why do I have this gnawing sensation of loneliness and desolation? Why this sense of betrayal? What have I lost?”

			In her desire to dispel the negative associations with the feminine, our heroine has created an imbalance within herself which has left her scarred and broken. She has learned how to get things done logically and efficiently but has sacrificed her health, dreams, and intuition. What she may have lost is a deep relationship to her own feminine nature. She may describe and mourn the numbing of her body wisdom, the lack of time for family or creative projects, the loss of deep friendships with other women, or the absence of her own “little girl.”

			According to Campbell, “woman is primarily concerned with fostering. She can foster a body, foster a soul, foster a civilization, foster a community. If she has nothing to foster, she somehow loses the sense of her function.”4 I find that many women who have embraced the masculine hero’s journey have forgotten how to foster—themselves. They have assumed that to be successful they have to keep their edges sharp, and in that process many have ended up with a hole in their hearts.

			What Campbell says of men in their mid-life crisis may also apply to the perplexity and dissatisfaction women feel in the face of success. “They’ve gotten to the top of the ladder and found it’s against the wrong wall. They made some misjudgments in the beginning.”5

			Some women find that their strivings for success and recognition have been predicated on pleasing parents, particularly the internalized father. When they begin to look at their motivation, some have a hard time finding the parts of themselves that are their own. A feeling of desolation takes hold. “When I look inside, I don’t know who’s there,” says a filmmaker in her early forties. “The only thing I am sure of is a yearning to whole my heart. The only thing I can trust is my body.”

			What has happened to these women is that they didn’t travel far enough on the road to liberation. They learned how to be successful according to a masculine model, but that model did not satisfy the need to be a whole person. The “misjudgment in the beginning” may have been a decision to play by others’ rules for self-worth and success. When a woman decides not to play by patriarchal rules anymore, she has no guidelines telling her how to act or how to feel. When she no longer wants to perpetuate archaic forms, life becomes exciting—and terrifying. “Change is frightening but where there’s fear, there’s power. If we learn to feel our fear without letting it stop us, fear can become an ally, a sign to tell us that something we have encountered can be transformed. Often our true strength is not in the things that represent what is familiar, comfortable, or positive but in our fear and even in our resistance to change.”6 An initiation process has begun.

			During this part of the journey, the woman begins her descent. It may involve a seemingly endless period of wandering, grief, and rage; of dethroning kings; of looking for the lost pieces of herself and meeting the dark feminine. It may take weeks, months, or years, and for many it may involve a time of voluntary isolation—a period of darkness and silence and of learning the art of deeply listening once again to self: of being instead of doing. The outer world may see this as a depression and a period of stasis. Family, friends, and work associates implore our heroine to “get on with it.”

			This period is often filled with dreams of dismemberment and death, of shadow sisters and intruders, of journeys across deserts and rivers, of ancient goddess symbols and sacred animals. There is a desire to spend more time in nature being nurtured by the earth and an increasing awareness of seasonal changes and the rhythms of the moon. For many women, the time of menstruation becomes an important occasion to honor womanhood, blood, the cleansing and renewal of body and soul. The descent cannot be hurried because it is a sacred journey, one not only of reclaiming the lost parts of oneself, but also of rediscovering the lost soul of the culture—what many women today view as reclaiming the Goddess. An entry from my own journal during this period reads:

			“This is uncharted territory. It’s dark, moist, bloody, and lonely. I see no allies, no comfort, no signs out. I feel scraped open and raw. I look for the dismembered parts of myself—something recognizable—but there are only fragments and I don’t know how to put them together. This is unlike any struggle I’ve had before. It’s not the conquest of the other; it’s coming face to face with myself. I walk naked looking for the Mother. Looking to reclaim the parts of myself that have not seen the light of day. They must be here in the darkness. They wait for me to find them because they no longer trust. I have disowned them before. They are my treasures but I have to dig for them. This journey is not about some fairy godmother showing me the way out. I dig…for patience, for the courage to endure the dark, for the perseverance not to rise to the light prematurely, cutting short my meeting with the Mother.”

			After the period of descent our heroine begins to slowly heal the mother/daughter split, the wound that occurred with the initial rejection of the feminine. This may or may not involve an actual healing of the relationship between a woman and her own mother. A healing does occur, however, within the woman herself as she begins to nurture her body and soul and reclaim her feelings, intuition, sexuality, creativity, and humor.

			There may be a sudden urge to take a ceramics or cooking class, to garden, to be massaged, to create a comfortable nest. Some of the energy that has been outer-directed is slowly redirected to giving birth to creative projects, rediscovering the body, and enjoying the company of other women. Women whose primary focus has been career-oriented may now seek marriage and child-bearing. This stage involves clear choices and sacrifices that to anyone with a patriarchal focus may look like dropping out.

			A client of mine, a dentist in her late thirties who had already lost one breast to cancer, decided to write, to garden, and to mother. “It is a difficult decision; the steady paycheck makes me feel secure and useful, and I expect that it will be close to impossible to get health insurance because of my preexisting condition. But I’m impatient to be doing those things that were important to me before dentistry pushed everything aside.”

			I had a similar experience while writing this book. The outer journey for recognition became less and less important as I explored the inner terrain. My feminine voice became stronger as I developed the courage to let go of my reliance on linear mind. Then I was free to listen to dreams, images, and inner allies. These became my guides. When a woman reduces the emphasis on the outer heroic quest for self-definition, she is free to explore her images and her voice.

			As a woman focuses on the process of the inner journey, she receives little recognition and less applause from the outer world. The questions she asks about life values make those who are committed to the quest for the outer trappings of success uncomfortable. This is why such a journey involves courage and trust that spiritual assistance will be provided. Women are coming together to study, to share images, and to honor what is feminine and what has been lost to themselves and to the culture. Many women find comfort and joy in creating rituals together to celebrate the rhythms of nature and to mark transitions in their lives and the lives of their loved ones.

			It appears to me that the intense focus on feminine spirituality at this time is a direct result of so many women having taken the hero’s
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