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Abstract

REFLECTIONS OF WELL-BEING IN THE SYMBOLIC WORLD OF POSSESSIONS

OF HISPANIC ELDERLY WOMEN

Aroha Evelyn Page, R.N., FRCNA, Ph.D.

University of California, San Francisco, 1997

This descriptive study explored the meanings that possessions held for Hispanic elderly

women in relation to their subjective well-being. The study employed ethnography and

photography for data collection. The sample population comprised of 16 Hispanic

elderly women. It was a convenience, non-probability and purposive sample drawn from

the Mission District with the city of San Francisco. Non-verbal data was analyzed for

themes and verbal data was analyzed using grounded theory techniques. Demographic

data was collected along with a shortened version of the Acculturation Index to measure

levels of acculturation. A bicultural level was found for the majority of participants. A

meaning structure of possessions was developed consisting of categories that ranged from

identity, religiosity and aids for living to fictive kinship and “mind pictures’. The latter

represented the non-material types of selected possessions while categories such as aids

for living represented the material type of possessions. The respective properties

reflected concepts such as temporality and connectedness. Dimensions ranged from the

polarities such at gaze/non-gaze to tactile/non-tactile. Typologies of subjective well



being that emerged were cognitive, affective, Spiritual, aesthetic, cultural, and ecologic.

Combined,these typologies reflect a change in direction from the traditional concept of

subjective well-being. The substantive theory generated from the data ‘Possessions as

Environmental Synthesizers for Subjective Well-being reflects the capacity of the

typologies to shift in response to the participants’ meanings attached to different

possessions. Meanings were found to be shaped by either an “intrinsic (internalized) or

“extrinsic' (external) orientation towards specific possessions. These processes reflect a

dynamic quality for subjective well-being. This study adds to the nursing body of

knowledge concerning its domain concept of environment within the symbolic

dimension.

*…
o 4. Committee Chair
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CHAPTER I

Introduction

“The real voyage of discovery consists not so much in seeking new lands,

but in seeing with new eyes.” (Proust)

Introductory Poem

My Possessions

I’ll open my treasures chest,
and I’ll show you the best.
The things that I love
more than the stars above.

My Bible a token of love,
from my sweetheart.
He gave to me;
the first time when we met.

He was my music teacher;
I was young and shy. . . .
Oh! My Bible it guided me,
It taught me who I am,
Where I came, where I am going.
See! That’s my father’s wedding ring;
It’s hugging my middle finger,
warming my memories. . . .
Of the man who was my best friend.
And that’s my husband’s mandolin.
It brought to me
reminiscence of romance
when he serenaded me

on the summer nights.
My books, my real jewels!
Where I learned,
the secrets of the past,
the wisdom of the philosophers.
They open to me,
the enchanted door,
of thousands of fantasies.

Through them, I have traveled
around the world.



They talk of poetry, science,
humor, music, love, people,
of the greatest adventures. . . .
With them I have had

the most pleasant hours.
I have my records too,
where live the classics;
Mozart my favorite,
playful and romantic,
Beethoven, the genius,
Ravel, Chopin, Lizt, etc.
They are the joy of my spirit.
When my husband plays the piano
melodies lull my heart, and. . . .
I feel like a millionaire.

That are the things I love
more than the stars above.

Those are my possessions.

(Poem dedicated to this dissertation
by a Señora, October 1996)

Introduction

What is subsumed under women’s health includes subjective well-being as it is

intertwined and connected with the person’s environment. McBride (1981, p. 47) claims

that a central premise to be developed in women's health research is that it cannot be

divorced from women’s respective environments. Environment is the starting place for

all health and well-being. Therefore, an understanding of the health and well-being of

Hispanic women must be embedded in a sociodemographic, psychosocial and cultural

context (Zambrana, 1994). Current census estimates indicate that Hispanic elderly

women will soon constitute the largest ethnic group within the United States. Yet, very

little is even known about them, their health and subjective well-being, or the intra-ethnic

variations among them concerning subjective well-being.



It is calculated from the census data that at least 90% of Hispanic elderly women

live at home, while the remaining 10% (i.e., over 65 years of age) reside in nursing

homes. What is striking about this latter statistic is that Hispanic elderly women, on

arrival to nursing homes, demonstrate much higher levels of morbidity and disability

than their ethnic counterparts (Yeo, 1990). From an affective dimension, they

consistently report higher levels of unhappiness than their ethnic counterparts in the US.

As well, they consistently report higher levels of depressive symptomatology than

women of other ethnic groups (Dietz, 1996). As well, there is a strong relationship

between low acculturation and depression among Mexican-American women (Garcia &

Markides, 1989). Central American elderly women are diagnosed with high rates of

post-traumatic stress disorder (Dorrington, 1995). General life satisfaction is found to be

lower in Hispanic elderly women than their age-cohorts. The latter is significant for the

study since subjective well-being is often used in the gerontological literature

synonymously with “life satisfaction” and “morale.”

A brief demographic profile will be expanded upon in Chapter IV concerning

Hispanic elderly women, but salient points are shown here. Hispanic elderly women have

lower incomes and educational attainment than their age-cohorts. This in itself is a

potential barrier for optimal subjective well-being and independent living. Hispanic

elderly women report also higher levels of loneliness than their cohorts. Facio (1995)

projected that the Hispanic, elderly female population (65+ years) will double by the year

2000 and increase by 500% in 2030 (U.S. Bureau of Census, 1990). It is well established

that subjective and psychological well-being play a significant role in the presentation of

physical health and functional capacity (Zautra, 1989). As previously stated, from a



research perspective, Hispanic elderly women appear to suffer noticeably from affective

disturbances (Hopper, 1993).

Possessions are part and parcel of human life. Possessions come in all shapes and

sizes and colors and textures. Some are gifts; some are acquired. People are attached to

their possessions. They mourn when “dispossessed” by natural disasters, immigration, or

theft. Possessions are handmade or bought ready-made. Possessions can play many roles.

For instance, they can bring comfort to people and provide a sense of stability in a world

of transitions. They can store memories of significant others, places, and times in their

lives. They can provide a sense of connectedness with people’s cultural heritage. This

study examines these roles and meanings of possessions and the extent to which these

meanings provide a context for Hispanic elderly women's sense of subjective well-being.

As is described later, there is an urgent need for nursing theory to develop its

domain concept of the environment to accommodate symbolic meanings within the

environment. If nursing, as its mission statement indicates, is anthropocentric,

emphasizing “person” in transaction with the environment, it needs to address the

symbolic cultural dimension. As well, from a related tangent, the linkage between

environment, person, and subjective well-being has been noted through the ages. In

ancient Greek times, for example, Hippocrates observed that people's well-being resulted

from harmony among environmental factors.

Research conducted by Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) has

revealed that an individual’s home and associated objects provide various social and

psychological functions. This research likewise showed a connection among meanings of

possessions and Hispanic elderly women's subjective well-being. Such functions relate to



the self for expression of qualities to signify status, define group affiliation, to create

bonds between people, and facilitate socialization. Underpinning the current research is a

dramaturgical model of self that derives from role theory and symbolic interactionist

perspectives, as will be discussed in depth in the following chapter.

Recognizing the unique salience of people’s possessions within the context of

their home environments, and exploring their latent and manifest meanings and their

possible role in peoples subjective well-being, holds potential for nursing therapeutics,

such as reminiscence therapy. In this sense, a visiting nurse can potentially transform the

symbolic cues of possessions into a working tool, like a bricoleur, resulting in a more

caring, culturally sensitive, and contextualized nursing encounter.

Examining the meanings of possessions may also lead to a broadening of the

nursing concept of environment since possessions are part of the environment, how a

person relates to them, makes meanings from them, may also reveal how they relate to

their whole environment. Viewing the phenomenon from this ecological context, Lincoln

and Guba's (1985, p. 39) observation is directive, “... realities are wholes that cannot be

understood in isolation from their contexts, nor can they be fragmented for separate study

of the parts for optimal understanding.”

Cultures differ in their worldviews, in their perspectives on the rhythms and

patterns of life, and in their concept of the essential nature of the human condition.

Routine and habitual dispositions of life become so thoroughly a part of the individual

that they require no examination. These unarticulated dispositions of the

taken-for-granted world become part of the core of the self. People's cultural knowledge

is often taken for granted. They do not always have the opportunity to stand back from
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the exigencies of everyday life to examine specific aspects such as possessions. For some

people, the converse is true, especially elderly house-bound people, where they are

constantly confronted by their surrounding possessions and dwell upon their symbolic

meanings and representations. Often, it is when possessions are lost that their meanings

become augmented. It is a common reality that when people lose their possessions to

fires, earthquakes, floods, or theft, that they grieve for them as part of their identity and

the loss affects their subjective well-being.

Statement of the Problem

Currently there is a knowledge gap concerning the meanings of possessions for

elderly women and how these meanings may relate to their subjective well-being. To

explore this area, I selected Hispanic elderly women who live in their home units.

Significance of the Study for Nursing

Environment and possessions. Nightingale, the pathfinder of modern nursing first

set the discipline’s compass for nursing's domain concepts with its cardinal points of

person, environment, and health in transaction with nursing practice. Nightingale (1869)

viewed the environment with an emphasis upon the epidemiological perspective,

focusing mostly on physical factors such as ventilation, light, and sanitation. However,

with great insight, she also acknowledged the contextual, ambient, and symbolic realm of

the environment in relation to health status, accommodating possessions with variety and

bright colors such as paintings, flowers, plants, and music, and recognizing windows

with views of the outdoors as essential parts of the environment and indicators

influencing health and well-being. These practical illustrations of Nightingale’s vision of



person in the environment continue to be valid for the science and art of nursing.

Chopoorian (1990) argued for the significance of environment as a central concept in

nursing, not merely as a backdrop for the individual. Recognition of the complexity and

interconnectedness of environmental forces provide nurses a broader vista for examining

factors such as the meanings and possessions influencing well-being and health. As

Nelson (1996) advocates, fundamental change in how nurses view and study the

environment must be instituted to successfully effect changes needed to enhance or

maintain health.

In recent times, Meleis (1985, p. 18) has synthesized the nursing concept of

environment as incorporating other dimensions, “... the setting, the background, and the

conditions that surround and encompass the nursing client . . . .” Neuman (1989,

pp. 33-48) claimed that a “created” environment is the unconscious stimulation of the

client’s health, including self-esteem, values, beliefs, and energy exchanges. Weidenbach

(1970, pp. 1057-1062) has conceptualized the environment as a “conglomerate of objects

... setting, atmosphere, time, human being, happenings—past and current.” This

emphasis of person-in-transaction with the environment is significant for this study. Yet,

much exploration and discovery lies ahead for explicating the environment in relation to

person and subjective well-being for nursing theory. Despite its significance to the care

of the elderly, little research has focused on the effects of the environment on health and

well-being. Kayser-Jones (1989) has described and analyzed the effect of the

environment upon elderly people in nursing homes.

The philosophical underpinning of the emphasis upon the transactional nature of

person in environment is derived from the “simultaneity paradigm.” According to Parse
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(1987, p. 136), this paradigm evolved during the 1970s as an alternative to the traditional

predominant worldview in nursing that adhered to the “totality paradigm,” which

dichotomizes person and environment. Differentially, the simultaneity paradigm

emphasizes person-in-environment in a synergistic, holistic transaction. The impact of

environment upon well-being has been identified as a major concern throughout

nursing's history (Williams, 1988).

Contemporary nurse theorists are inviting nurses to reconceptualize their

environment (Chopoorian, 1990; Goeppinger, 1989; Kim, 1987; Kleffel, 1991). Kim

(1987, p. 108) claims that, while the domain appears to lack the conceptual unity

apparent in other domains, development of the concerns and phenomenon of

environment are important concerns to nursing.

The central feature of the role of the nurse is the management of the

person-in-environment interface to improve or maintain the health and well-being of

their clientele. WHO (1974) stated that health concerned people's state of well-being. A

health-related worldveiw is a cognitive orientation that people of a particular culture use

in viewing well-being. It is conceptualized as a subset of beliefs, images, assumptions,

and ways of knowing of the broader cultural worldview (Turton, 1997, p. 28).

Well-being can also be viewed as the outcome of participation in events that are

interactionally arranged so that individually defined significance can be attributed.

Success in potentiating well-being for clientele depends upon sensitive understanding of

important cultural, contextual, and dispositional factors that may influence human

responses. Practical utility for this contextual, personalized approach between person,

possessions, and nursing is reflected in Cox's (1984, p. 173) claim that, “Searching for



clusters of both client and contextual factors in advance that influence the client’s

adoption of a course of action that will help the providers’ implementation of a nursing

care plan.” Soliciting meanings of people's possessions can be a mode for attaining such

clusters of cues that, by their tacit acknowledgment and relating them in the clients’

language of symbols, may enhance the partnership for nursing care.

The current shift from hospital-based care to home care also necessitates a

broadening and redefinition of nursing perspectives upon the fundamental aspects of

nursing practice. This challenge has been addressed in the literature by Clarke and Cody

(1994) who exhort nurses to rethink the central concepts of the nursing metaparadigm.

They also claim that the current shift to home care invites nurses to focus more upon

quality of life issues.

Nursing accommodates cultural sensitivity and awareness. People’s possessions

may often reflect their cultural heritage and beliefs. Identifying cultural affiliations

through the medium of possessions, such as artifacts, provides a context from which

nurses may anticipate individual differences in values, religions, and other reinforcing

life patterns (Tripp-Reimer et al., 1995). Understanding individual differences that arise

from cultural variation enhances the ability to view subjective well-being in a culturally

congruent manner. There is evidence that attachment to place enhances subjective

well-being (O’Bryant, 1982). Since place accommodates possessions, it is logical to

assume that possessions and their attachment meanings can engender and enhance

subjective well-being.

Tripp-Reimer et al. (1995) identified several reasons for considering the cultural

dimension in gerontological nursing: (a) the definition and status of the elderly is largely
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determined by cultural factors; (b) an older person’s beliefs, values, and behaviors are

established through a history of enculturation through which individual pattern and

meaning are derived. Thus, recognition of cultural heritage, meanings, and beliefs

embedded in relevant possessions are a significant context for planning culturally

competent nursing care.

Material possessions and their symbolic meanings have only just surfaced in the

nursing literature (Cookman, 1996; Stern, 1996). While nursing has researched the role

of possessions upon relocation of people to nursing homes, it has been amazingly slow

compared with other disciplines (e.g., anthropology, sociology) in researching

possessions in people’s homes. Possessions are inextricably linked with people’s sense of

self and identity (Belk, 1988). Self includes self-conception and self-esteem, factors that

can contribute to subjective well-being. Belk (1988) also claimed that understanding how

possessions affect our well-being is a key goal of possession attachment research.

Csikszentmihalyi (1982) suggested that possessions can enhance subjective well-being

and help counteract feelings of loneliness. A sense of domestic well-being is a

fundamental human need that is deeply rooted and one in which people actively seek to

satisfy. Scott (1965), who first coined the phrase “the architecture of humanism,” views

the capacity of people to seek congruence between their own feelings and well-being

with the external world as an ancient, deep-seated, and universal instinct. The importance

of expanding nursing's lens to better understand their Hispanic, elderly female clientele

in relation to their subjective well-being and symbolic, cultural environment can no

longer be ignored.
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Hispanic elderly women and nursing. It becomes clear that Hispanic elderly

women, against the backdrop of their affective dimension pertinent to subjective

well-being, are a population in great need of culturally sensitive nursing care.

Understanding the influence of culture on health-related issues is not a new consideration

in nursing (Nance, 1995). Cultural-specific care and sensitive care have been the

emphasis of transcultural nursing, coined by Leininger (1985). Conceived in the 1950s, it

was not until the mid-1970s that nursing gave more attention to culture as an important

influence on nursing (Spangler, 1991). However, one of the central criticisms of

transcultural nursing is its use of a static concept of culture (Jackson, 1993). Culture is

presented as an isolated phenomenon (Mulholland, 1995). One of the earlier definitions

of culture has been given by Kluckhohn (1962):

Culture consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behavior acquired
and transmitted by Symbols consisting of the distinctive achievement of human
groups, including their artifacts. (p. 73)

An important feature of Kluckhohn's definition of culture is that it overtly

accommodates the meanings of possessions such as artifacts in a dynamic cultural and

symbolic perspective.

Development of culturally sensitive models of care, relevant to the diverse

populations that nurses serve, is needed to enable clearer identification of the cultural

aspects of care in nursing practice, research, and education. Castillo (1996) also urges

that we especially need sound theoretical models based on accurate data associated with

Hispanics. A central tenet of Leininger’s (1978) cultural theory is that nurses need to

carefully examine cultural beliefs and practices in order to establish the sociocultural

context of the client, whether individual, family, group, or community. Andrews and
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Boyle (1995) further suggest that a cultural assessment comprises two simultaneous

phases—process and content. Process refers to the nurses approach to the client, and

content relates to the specific information gathered that is related to the client. It is

posited here, at the outset of this study, that the attunement and recording of the cues

perceived from possessions may hold potential for a more holistic grasp of the cultural

context associated with the client.

The study is concordant with the National Hispanic Council on Aging Research

Study objectives to identify factors that influence Hispanic elderly women’s “sense of

well-being.” It echoes the call of Lang et al. (1982, p. 433) for researching

“non-dysfunctional” aspects and psychological well-being of the Hispanic population. It

reinforces Hopper's (1993, p. 231) exhortation that attention needs to be given to

Hispanic elderly women's rich contributions to the process of successful aging. It

responds also to Gelfand (1987, p. 7) who notes the large gaps in knowledge concerning

Hispanic elderly women in general. Ethnic dimensions of health experience and

subjective well-being have been relatively neglected. Most of what we know about the

ethnic patterning of health and subjective well-being is derived from epidemiological and

clinical studies that, while providing an impressive evidential base, have been less

concerned with interrogating the social significance of their findings and have tended to

focus on patterns of specific clinical disease at the expense of a broader picture of ethnic

health experiences. This study is congruent with the recommendation of Meleis (1992)

that several kinds of nursing theories related to interaction need to be developed,

including (a) theories that describe normal patterns of interaction of human beings with

significant aspects of their environments; and (b) theories that describe normal patterns
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of interaction between clients and their environment within a context of health and

illness, which should account for developmental, sociocultural, and cognitive variation.

Subjective well-being. The promotion of well-being among elderly clientele has

long been held as an explicit ideal for nursing (Peplau, 1952; Patterson & Zderad, 1988).

There are numerous conceptualizations of well-being in nursing (e.g., Watson, 1985;

Parse, 1992). It is Smith's (1981) conceptualization of the clinical nursing model of

well-being, the “eudaemonistic” model that most approximates the study’s focus on

subjective well-being. The eudaemonistic model resulting from Smith's review of the

nursing literature places an emphasis upon well-being in transaction with externalities. In

my study, externalities were represented by possessions and their meanings and cues as

they relate to subjective well-being. Belk (1988), from an anthropological perspective,

claims that understanding how possessions affect well-being is a key goal of

possession-attachment research. Belk's claim served to fuel the impetus of this study.

Nurses have long recognized fundamental links between people's well-being and

their environment. For the symbolic dimension of the environment, the study's focus

gained support from Faleeby’s (1994) claim that meanings affect people's interaction

with their surroundings and subjective well-being. The WHO (1974) definition of health

revolutionized health as a concept with an emphasis on well-being. It reflected concern

with the total person within the context of the environment, and equated health and

well-being with productive and creative living. Pender (1996) claims that health is being

increasingly investigated as an expansive phenomenon with biopsychosocial, spiritual,

environmental, and cultural dimensions, and views aesthetic features in the environment

as conducive to individual perception of well-being.



14

In the gerontological literature, subjective well-being is often used synonymously

with concepts such as “morale” and “life-satisfaction.” However, these semantic

interchanges delimit subjective well-being. Bradburn (1978) has conceptualized

subjective well-being as having two distinct components—cognitive and affective.

Within the affective components, there are two dimensions—positive and negative. Thus,

it was conceivable that some meanings of possessions may relate in a positive or negative

mode for Hispanic elderly women. A large gap has been noted in nursing theory

concerning the client’s perspective and conceptualization of well-being in general

(Wallace & Appleton, 1995, p. 285). This study may indirectly cast a little light for this

substantive need for nursing theory. The synopsis of themes introduced for their

significance will be expanded upon in the following chapter.

Study Aims

The present inquiry aimed to develop a theoretical perspective about the

possessions of Hispanic elderly women and their relationship to the women's subjective

well-being. Specifically, this inquiry explored the significance of possessions and how

their meanings were constructed, as well as the subsequent relationship they have upon

the subjective well-being of these women.

Uncovering knowledge about this phenomenon is shaped by the conviction that

such embedded knowledge holds relevance for the world of nursing practice. From a

pragmatic stance, the knowledge generated by this inquiry may hold potential for

application by nurses visiting Hispanic elderly women within their residential settings. It

may, for example, provide nurses with a heightened awareness of the paralinguistic cues
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conveyed by the respective women's possessions. These cues, when interpreted, may

then serve as a heuristic device for guiding nurses toward more person-focused and

holistic caring encounters with Hispanic elderly women.

The specific aims of this inquiry are to answer the following two central

questions.

Research Questions

1. What meanings and patterns of meanings do Hispanic elderly women give to

their possessions within their residential settings?

2. How do the meanings that Hispanic elderly women give to their possessions

influence their subjective well-being?

Overview of the Dissertation

Following this introduction, Chapter II will expand the themes introduced in this

chapter. Specifically, it will be presented in two main parts. The first part focuses upon

the study’s conceptual framework of “Symbolic Interactionism,” highlighting the

concepts of self and identity while the second part focuses on possessions. Linkage is

made concurrently with elements of the study’s phenomenon, as well as the symbolic

environment and environment in nursing. Next, Chapter III features ethnicity and aging

is introduced as a contextualized approach for the literature review concerning Hispanic

elderly women and subjective well-being. Chapter IV features the selected methodology

for the study—ethnography—which includes photography. Phases of the research plan

are delineated. Chapter IV also describes the in-depth process of gathering the data and

the data analysis. Chapter V ethnographically describes the context of the Mission district
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and research site. Findings of the results is provided in Chapter VI. Chapter VII

consolidates the data analysis with a discussion of the findings—what the data mean—to

generate a theoretical perspective for nursing theory. Chapter VIII will offer a summary

and conclusion, as well as limitations of the study. Additionally, it will present

implications of the study’s findings for nursing practice, education, research, philosophy,

and policy. These aspects will then culminate in recommendations for the direction of

future research concerning the study’s area of focus.
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CHAPTER II

Conceptual Framework

Symbolic Interactionism

This chapter provides insight into the conceptual framework of Symbolic

Interactionism (SI) to guide the perceptual lens for viewing the study. Aspects of self,

identity, social interactionism, and meanings relevant to the study will be highlighted.

Initially, the salient features and guiding tenets are described and these are expanded to

examine the relationship between role theory identity and possessions. and nursing and

sociology. Focus then shifts to illuminate the symbolic dimension of the environment in

nursing. A tangential focus briefly circumscribes the relevance of SI, collective memory,

and subjective well-being.

Symbolic Interactionism is a theory that seeks to explain human behavior in terms

of meaning (Spradley, 1979). A major focus of symbolic interactionism is viewing the

world from the research subject’s own point of view (Denzin, 1970). As a result, there is

a focus on social processes and the importance of understanding the shared

commonalities and interpretations of symbols. SI also emphasizes the nature of the

interactions and activities that take place between individuals and things. Such a

perspective seeks to explain behavior by determining the meaning and value that are

attached to specific experiences and things. This emphasis on the openness of human

action, the possibilities for creative rather than simply reactive responses, and the reality

of choice and self-direction in human experience is based on several assumptions.
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Blumer (1969, p. 2) espoused four assumptions, which are important to this

study. First, symbols are important in understanding human behavior because humans

exist in both symbolic and physical environments, and create and use symbols which can

influence and stimulate that behavior. People learn symbols, and the meaning and value

of these symbols, from people with whom they interact. Second, society is composed of

interacting individuals, who are born into a society with an existing culture, and they are

socialized, to a significant degree, to the behaviors expected in that society. Third,

humans are capable of introspection and reflexive thinking, which lead to an evolving

and dynamic concept of the self. Finally, humans do not merely respond to stimuli, they

also initiate their own behavior; they select and interpret the environment to which they

respond.

Rather than merely reacting to environmental forces that impinge upon them,

people interpret or define their situations based on the symbolic meanings that they have

learned through interaction with other people and objects, and their beliefs about the

relative importance of the situations as defined. An individual’s definition of the situation

also includes an assessment of self, including the assignment of positional identities to

oneself (Stryker, 1967). Based on the individual’s definition of the situation, the

individual perceives, makes meanings, makes judgements, and initiates action. Behaviors

cannot be understood or interpreted unless one is aware of how people define their world

and situation (Knafl & Deatrick, 1990). Culture also provides a learned worldview—a

configuration of images and other symbolic elements widely shared among members of a

given society or social group which, for individuals, functions as an orientation
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framework for behavior, and for the group, serves as a communication matrix which

tends to coordinate and sanction behavior (Hughes, 1976, p.13).

Symbolic Interaction and Role Theo

The majority of symbolic interactionists use the concept of role (e.g., Turner,

1969, 1986). Roles have stable cores but are manifested with a significant level of

dynamism and fluidity (Turner, 1986). According to Burr et al. (1974) roles are

integrated sets of social norms that are understood to be societal expectations regarding

how one should or should not behave at specific times and under specific conditions.

Rose (1962) used this term to refer to a “cluster” of related values and meanings that

guide and direct an individual’s behavior in a specific setting. Rose suggested that an

individual is likely to play many different roles in the course of a day and that

role-playing constitutes much of the individual’s behavior.

The accuracy of role-taking depends on how well meanings are shared (Stryker &

Statham, 1985). When the meaning of an event or situation is not shared by the

individuals, such as a Hispanic, elderly female client and nurse, they may find it difficult

to anticipate or predict the actions of each other. According to these authors, a solution to

this difficulty lies in the emergence of “significant symbols.” Significant symbols are

symbols that mean relatively the same thing and imply relatively, the same set of

subsequent behaviors to the individual who produced the gesture and the individual who

perceives it (Stryker, 1967). Role transitions and losses have been found to potentially

pose difficulties for people, especially when a number of changes are experienced in a

short time such as immigration. In addition, the number of role identities a person
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possesses and accumulates has been shown to be positively related to self-esteem (Thoits,

1986, p. 259). Elderly people who have lost role identities can maintain a high activity

level by redistributing their activity among their remaining roles (George, 1980, p. 16).

However, it can also be construed that role-identities depletion results in fewer resources,

sources of reflected feedback, and role supports, which can lead to a reduction in sources

of meaning in life.

Multiple role identities are hypothesized by Dietz (1996, p. 249) as beneficial to

well-being as they influence self-esteem and enhance self-efficacy. Inasmuch as a

possession may act as a social symbol for one’s identity, we participate in this self/other

dialectic of imagining how we are perceived through the symbolism of our possessions

within our home environments.

Symbolic Interactionism and Identity

Another evolution of SI relevant to the concept of self is that of “Identity Theory”

and interest in the “situated self” which emphasize the influence of social structure upon

self. Stryker (1981), a leading proponent of Identity Theory, captures well the SI

recognition that individuals are profoundly influenced by social structure and processes.

Charmaz (1987, p. 284) claims that people may have more than one identity (multiple

selves) and that identities are formed through the processes of self-definition and social

interaction. Immigrant Hispanic elderly women tend to modify their self in new

situations. Comas-Diaz (1981) claim that Puerto Rican immigrant women, accompanied

by their ethnocultural heritage, adjust to their new environment by creating a new
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“synthetic reality” (p. 27). Meleis (1986) points out that “immigrant women in

acculturative transition may experience a disconnectedness from usual social

networks ... and temporary loss of familiar reference points or significant objects” such

as their possessions left behind (p. 19).

The self then, is an emergent structure or organization as it may shift or change as

the person reflectively interprets the identification and images that self and others confer

upon her or him (Charmaz, 1987, p. 284). This view of identity reinforces Blumer’s

(1972, p. 148) contention that “human society is made up of individuals who have

selves.” There has, Stryker (1968) contends, been a tendency to conceptualize identity in

terms of social statuses and roles, which is constrictive.

Building on the tenets of SI and self, the dramaturgical SI orientation that

Goffman (1959), depicts individuals as actors who must perform and consciously

manipulate and control the impressions of others. By managing the symbols, the verbal

and non-verbal signs such as symbolic meaning of possessions that represent particular

sources of information, they can get their desired response, giving them a sense of

control in the situation. Goffman envisions the social sphere as a sequence of complex

interactions composed of self-presentations, and of people striving to maintain

themselves.

Elderly people's identities can be undermined by negative stereotyping such as

ageism. Compensating for this societal demise, the elderly strive constantly to reassert

their positive identities. To maintain a positive identity, elderly people may reconstruct

their life stories to impress both others and their selves. Personal possessions can assist
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the elderly in this process by serving as symbolic markers of salient life events. Goffman

(1959, p. 150) describes this compensatory process by claiming that:

Given the stage that any person has reached in a career, he typically finds that he
constructs an image of his life course—past, present, and future—which selects,
abstracts, and distorts in such as way as to protect him with a view of himself that
he can usefully expound in a current situation.

This strategy of self-affirmation as a buffer to societal forces can facilitate the elderly in

negotiating and controlling of their identifies and interactions.

As stated, Goffman's sense of the self is shaped by the dramaturgical approach.

He perceives the self not as a possession of the actor, but rather as the product of the

dramatic interaction between actor and audience. The self “is a dramatic effect arising

from a scene that is presented” (Goffman, 1959, p. 253). People’s possessions may then

have a role to play as “actors” themselves, influencing the ambiance of a room or for

impression management for others to view.

Although symbolic interactionists speak eloquently about the symbolic nature of

human communication and the slippery universe of everyday life, they rarely discuss

culture. In this sense, they are holding the cultural variable constant as they investigate

the social-psychological processes of the emergence of self, the performance of roles,

and the construction of meaningful reality. Yet, as Geertz (1973) asserts, the process of

assigning and interpreting meaning is always phrased in the idiom of a particular culture.

To elicit that process, there is a need for cultural expression. In essence, culture makes

people and people create culture. Next, the link between social interactionism and the

elderly will be briefly explored within the SI theoretical framework.
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Social Interactionism and the Elderly

Kaufman (1986, p. 25) used an anthropological perspective to study the use of

life themes by elderly people as a source of meaning for their lives. Kaufman used a

“social interactionist” approach whereby self-definition is a reflexive process. As

Kaufman ably puts this, “... an individual’s view of self [is] constructed from

participation in, reflection upon, and interpretation of her/his own social and cultural

world” (1981, p. 56). Personal experience and social context Kaufman sees as producing

“themes,” which she describes as the building blocks of identity. Themes are seen as

culturally based since they arise from “cognitive areas of meanings.” Since cultural,

sociohistorical, and geographical circumstances are often shared experiences, people as a

group, such as Hispanic elderly women from El Salvador, may reflect a specific common

theme. However, due to the distinct uniqueness of each person, their actual constellation

of themes will likewise be unique.

Kaufman (1986, p. 25) further expands her notion of themes that people generate

as a “symbolic means of defining one’s relationship to one’s environment and extracting

meaning therefrom.” Identity is constructed around a set of themes that represent the core

of who they are and where they fit into social life. People use themes “in the construction

of their biographies, which explain, unify, and give substance to their perceptions of who

they are and how they see themselves” (1981, p. 55). Kaufman (1986, p. 162) defines

successful adaptation to aging as “when individuals symbolically connect meaningful

past experiences with current circumstances.” Kaufman concludes that identity is a

lifelong, cumulative process that can only be studied in the present and that aging is a

continual “creation of the self through the ongoing interpretation of past experiences,
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structural factors, values, and current context” (1986, p. 151). In a sense, Kaufman's use

of themes from a social interactionist paradigm approximates a retrospective tool to pry

open people’s symbolic identities.

Wapner's (1987) organismic-developmental approach expands this

social-interactionist perspective. He considers the person-in-environment as the unit of

analyses, emphasizing that people seek to make sense out of their surroundings and to

define and locate themselves with respect to these surroundings. People continuously

organize and endow their environments with personal significance and assess their own

places in the environment thus structured. Likewise, Hormunth (1990) proposes that the

self is a part of an ecological system seen as a conjunction of other people, environments,

and objects. The “generalized other” in Meadian's view is part of this ecological system.

Most of the theoretical work on identity and the elderly has similarly tended to

focus on social identity and to conceptualize the identity also in terms of social statuses

and roles. In Rosow’s work (1976, p. 467) also, social identity is emphasized as he

assumes that the social self is but the “totality of a person’s social roles.” It is this

emphasis of the identity as the sum total of a person's roles which has contributed to the

misconstrued view of old-age as a time of identity crisis. Individuals hold both personal

and social identities which influence and shape an evolving self (Goffman, 1963).

Identity and possessions. Applying the concept of identity and self, Goffman's

(1961) observation is useful. Goffman equates suitcases with “identity kits.” That is the

comfort of carrying some familiar possessions from home keeps people from the total

identity alienation they can experience in unfamiliar surroundings with no material or

symbolic anchors for their previously established identities. On a related tangent, Swidler
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(1986) argues that during periods of unsettled lives such as those that occur with

migration and relocation, material objects become highly charged with meanings and

help organize experience and provide coherent models of self and identity, especially

objects linked to behavioral rituals such as religious practice. In a sense, Swidler can be

interpreted as stating that, during migration, increased pressure is placed upon individuals

possessions for anchoring identity.

The role of possessions in constructing and preserving identity is powerful and

pervasive (Belk, 1988). People are born into a world of meanings. Each everyday

possession has its meanings, which are shaped and defined in a social and cultural

context, but the person endows them with special meaning. When possessions are viewed

as part of the individual or their family’s identity, it may allow them to “transport” part

of their former identities to their relocation USA residence. Belk (1988a) offers several

mechanisms, useful here for explanatory purposes, by which objects might become a part

of self, including habituation, knowledge (i.e., familiarity), self-creation, proximity and

metonymic association with loved ones. These transitional objects, as Belk infers, when

ritually incorporated into the new residence, may provide an important aid to

immigrant’s identity transition. For instance, a part of the ritual of occupying a new

(different) house involves a process of personalizing it by installing those objects that

help define our identity (Saile, 1995). This personalization of the house by deploying

familiar possessions can be construed as helping to fuse the house to self-concept or

identity.

Meadian SI views the self-concept as a structure of attitudes arising from the

interaction of the individual with the environment and their perceptions of it. While SI



26

places an emphasis upon the social environment and milieu, as part of the “generalized

other” or proxy interactions such as familial memorabilia as a component of the

generalized other. Indeed, Weigert and Bord (1991, p. 365-366) observe that “transverse

interactions” between the symbolic systems user and physical environments are a

variation to the more usual SI tradition of symbol user/generalized social “other.” The

physical universe is differentiated by these sociologists into objects or environmental

others. Traditionally, the SI other has been used in the context of social life process,

instead of objects such as possessions and their potential as identity-reflectors, builders,

and communicators.

Home interiors contain multifarious objects that hold special importance for

identity. In their analysis of USA homes and possessions, Csikszentmihalyi and

Rochberg-Halton (1981) detected a dimension of “differentiation” and “integration”

involving the choice between symbolizing self (i.e., differentiation) and symbolizing

with others (integration). This same dimension of difference has also been independently

noted by Altman and Gauvain (1981), but they labeled the phenomenon as the

“identity/communality” dialectic. Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) also

found that men and adolescent informants tend to cite as their favorite objects those that

symbolize “self” while women and older people tend to cite those that symbolize

“others.” Elderly people also have a tendency to be strongly attached to contemplative

possessions that help them survey their past identities. The severing of these attachments,

with selves and identities invested in them, is thought to play a role in the high mortality

rate from “uprooting” and “transplantation shock” when old people are separated from

their possessions (Stafford, 1988).
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Although this rupture with many individuals prior material and symbolic anchors

for identity presents a difficulty for the integrity and continuity of identity, it can also

present an opportunity to alter identity. Since geographic relocations are often associated

with status transitions due to changes such as in marital and career status, individuals

may embrace some loss of identity-relevant possessions as an opportunity to build and

shape a new identity. In a society deficient in formalized rites of passage, individuals

may construct their own rites by “cleansing” themselves of former possessions by

divestiture, undertaking the difficult journey of the physical relocation and after an

appropriate liminal period, acquiring the possessions symbolic of their “new”

transformed identity and new roles they seek to occupy (Turner, 1978). This may be

especially appealing to immigrants who wish to establish a new identity as Americans

(Heinze, 1990).

Strauss (1987, p. 264) claimed that conceptions of self refer to the individual’s

identity concerning their life course or biography. The total self is formed by the

integrating of various aspects of self into a more inclusive whole. Possessions can

represent aspects of self in a holographic mode as possessions can carry meanings related

to self and identity over time. Erikson (1959) also emphasized that “vigorous meaning”

at each stage of the life cycle—emotionally affirmed through sustained, creative,

intergenerational relationships—is an element of human vitality (p. 70). He also

considered the main developmental task of the elderly as an appraisal of their entire

course of their lives. This task is reinforced by Kamptner’s (1989) research which shows

that throughout the life span, treasured possessions are related to self-identification. As
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Blumer (1966, p. 539) stresses, people live in a world of objects created through the

process of human perception and cognition:

“. . .existing entities with intrinsic natures. Their nature is dependent on the
orientation and action of people toward them. . . . Readiness to use a chair as
something in which to sit gives it the meaning of a chair; to one with no
experience with the use of chairs the object would appear with a different
meaning, such as a strange weapon. A tree is not the same object to a lumberman,
a botanist, or a poet. . . .”

The meanings objects have for people then are neither standard or static. They are

developed, modified, and refined in the process of social interaction in particular cultural

settings and are highly variable. “Individuals, also groups, occupying or living in the

same spatial location may have... very different environments, as we say, people may be

living side by side, yet be living in different worlds” (Blumer, 1969a, p. 11). In

summary, then, SI portrays human beings as living in a world of:

meaningful objects—not in an environment of stimuli or self-constituted entities.
This world is socially produced in that the meanings are fabricated through the
process of social interaction. Thus different groups come to develop different
worlds—and these worlds change as the objects that compose them change in
meaning.” (Blumer, 1966a, p. 540)

bolic Interaction Collective Memor

Collective memory, in particular, like all cultural systems, is a pattern of

“inherited conceptions expressed in symbolic form by means of which ... (people)

communicate, perpetuate, and develop their knowledge about and attitudes toward life”

(Geertz, 1973b, p. 89). Collective memory can thus affect the cultural and social reality

of Hispanic elderly women by reflecting and shaping it. In a sense, memories can serve

as orienting symbols—a road map that shows where they have been and where they are

going. Memory is a reflector of, and heuristic device for, the present and future. As



29

Mead's (1938) earlier assertion infers, “the present can only be known and interpreted in

the past which it involves” (p. 54). This process can be construed as “traditionalizing” the

present for Hispanic elderly women.

This theme of collective memory has been adopted by contemporary philosophers

and sociologists. Bellah (1985) refers to this as “communities of memory,” while

Lowenthal (1985) views the past as a source of identity, guidance, and enrichment.

Rosen (1989) considers traditional memories as “indispensable elements of orientation”

(p. 44) in historical consciousness. According to Geertz (1973b), collective memory is

located in society’s latent pattern maintenance” (p. 90) subsystem that sustains cultural

valves by invoking the past. A strong premise for operationalizing collective memory is

again provided by its advocate, Geertz (1973c): “Every conscious perception is . . . an

act of recognition, a pairing in which an object is identified by placing “(p. 215). It is

this process of pairing and placing that the researcher views as Hispanic elderly women’s

potential patterns of meanings. Geertz claims that two concepts—framing and

keying—explicate collective memory as a recognizing and pairing accomplishment.

Framing is conceptualized by the sociologist Schwartz (1996) conceptually as when

shared memories become appropriate symbols as the background for perception.

Cultural meanings and beliefs develop from the shared experiences of society and

are expressed symbolically. Members of a cultural group can share a worldview without

necessarily recognizing it. In other words, culture incorporates webs of meaning,

organized in terms of symbols and representations (Berg, 1985). Geertz (1973) defines

culture as an organization of symbolic patterns on which people rely to make sense of

their experiences.
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Symbolic Interactionism and Nursing

The need for nursing to develop an understanding of the meaning that individuals

assign to life events (such as migration experiences) has been identified in the nursing

literature (Davis, 1987). Neapolitan (1988) in his social survey found that general

symbolic definitions influence subjective well-being. Fawcett (1988, p. 2) recognizes the

salience of life events to the individual and identifies that one type of epistemic nursing

needs to develop pertains to the “patterning of human behavior in interaction with the

environment in normal life events. . . .”

Schroeder (1981, p. 73) claims that the major advantages of using SI in nursing is

that it offers a framework in which the nurse as an outsider can define and identify the

cultural scene, language and frame of reference of individuals. Also according to this

researcher, it is a means to discover the process of meanings, interactions, and relations

that are often difficult to analyze, as well as affording another dimension in trying to

better understand nursing clientele. Palmer et al. (1985), in their research concerning

nurse-neonate relationships, found that nurses constructed “symbolic selves” for the

neonates. Through a process of anthropomorphism and projection, the nurses engaged in

active attribution of symbolic characteristics to their neonate patients. SI is a useful

paradigm for exploring human processes and meanings with creative scope for practice.

The next section will focus on the symbolic environment, using SI as a context for

reviewing research and literature concerning the meanings of possessions.
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Symbolic Interaction Environment in Nursing

A universally accepted worldview of a discipline that shapes the direction and

methods of its researchers is often referred to as a paradigm (Kuhn, 1970). The nursing

paradigm comprises the concept of environment as a central element (person, health,

nursing and environment) (Meleis, 1992). According to Nightingale (1869) the

environment is the origin of conditions that require critique and action in order to

promote health and prevent illness. A critique of nursing's conceptualization of the

environment is that it is not analyzed as a social landscape (Chopoorian, 1984). The

contemporary environmental paradigm in nursing is client-oriented and psychosocial

(Chopoorian, 1984; Kleffel, 1991). While the latter authors call for an expansion of the

environmental paradigm to accommodate sociopolitical and economic phenomena, it is a

contention of this study that the contemporary paradigm is far from exhausted in its

client-focused psychosocial orientation, with scope for further explication for both

nursing theory and nursing practice.

Nursing lacks an archeology of the symbolic world of possessions within their

clients’ homes which can exert influence on both clients subjective health/well-being

states and nursing roles, as Nightingale (1869) recognized. Indeed, as Kleffel (1991,

p. 42) points out that since nursing theory’s concepts of environment are currently

limited to the psychosocial paradigm it would be expected that nursing research in the

environmental domain would also focus on the immediate surroundings including

possessions. A literature search for this study resulted in the determination that almost

exclusively, the nursing research involved the interactional field of the immediate milieu

of the nurse-patient encounters. In a sense, the paradigmatic view that orients nursing
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practitioners is unidimensional. Its scope needs to expand its boundary to incorporate

mummim perspectives such as the symbolic perspective.

There is a growing current paradigm shift within the nursing domain concept of

environment (Smith, 1990). A paradigm is the body of values, commitments, beliefs,

culture, and knowledge shared by members of a discipline. The distinguishing feature of

this shift is the simultaneity and holistic paradigm. This transformation from a

deemphasis upon the totality paradigm with its dichotomous view of the

person/environment and positivistic focus is still in transition. Kleffel (1996) claims that

nursing’s care theories, for example, do not permit nonhuman interchange or exchange of

care or caring because of their anthropocentricity. Such critiques, as shown, of

environmental assumptions within nursing are indicators that the discipline is

experiencing an environmental paradigm shift. When new knowledge is discovered that

no longer “fits” the paradigm, or when the paradigm no longer provides model problems

and solutions, an anomaly exists (Kuhn, 1970). When anomalies become so numerous

and significant that they can no longer be ignored, investigations are initiated by the

discipline. Theories are explored and rejected until a new paradigm emerges that leads to

a new basis for practice. Contemporary nursing scholars are exploring a variety of new

environmental ideas and theories as the discipline transforms its worldview. This study

was conceived to contribute to this dialogue.

The simultaneity paradigm introduced in Chapter I emphasizes a symbiotic

relationship between person in environment, thus merging into one fluid concept, rather

than distinct entities from the particulate-deterministic stance of the totality paradigm.

According to Smith (1990, p. 57), the nurse theorists who ascribe to the simultaneity
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paradigm build upon assumptions that the person-environment interrelationship is

“multidimensional, metasensory and interconnected.” Clarke and Cody (1994, p.50)

point out that “nursing theory-based practice requires knowledge of

complex... human-environment relationships, which unfold in the context of one’s

whole life-family home, social network, community, and mem. of daily living in all

kinds of health experiences.”

This nursing perspective is congruent with the sociological perspective

represented by Halbwach (1980) who stressed that the “collective” nature of memory,

viewing memory as being socially constructed and socially available in the environments

people create for themselves. These authors’ claims also coincide with that of Benner's

(1985, p. 7) claim that “meaning” resides not solely within the individual nor solely in

the situation, but in the transaction between the two, so that the individual both

constitutes and is constituted by the situation. Thus, the unit of analyses is the

transaction.

Environment—A Symbolic Context

The symbolic universe is necessary to the human mind in order to construct some

semblance of order and meaning in the face of chaos and meaningless. Berger and

Luckman (1979, p. 120) explain that the symbolic universe links men with their

predecessors and their successors in a meaningful totality, serving to transcend the

finitude of individual existence and bestowing meaning upon the individual’s death.

From a pragmatic Symbolic Interactionist approach, objects are considered to have no
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inherent quality in themselves that stimulate people, but have only the symbolic

meanings that people have projected upon them.

The environment can serve as a vast repository out of which symbols of order and

social relationships can be fashioned, representing meaning to the individual originator,

Hispanic elderly women, and others who share a mutual perspective or can grasp

meanings that are encoded. Symbols are used to communicate the nature of the world.

Interpretation of the environment, including possessions, may be a conscious and

articulated activity, constituting Gidden’s (1979) term of discursive or practical

knowledge—a kind of tacit understanding among members within a specific cultural and

generational system such as Hispanic elderly women's ethnic cohort group. Gibson

(1979) also used the term affordances, which is useful here in understanding the study’s

phenomenon. Affordances indicate that objects and environment are perceived according

to the meanings, actions, and behaviors they imply rather than their specific physical

characteristics.

It is through the medium of symbols and interpretations that people interact,

creating even more symbols and meanings. Objects then may involve the private

interpretation of one person or may share a common group definition such as a Hispanic

elderly women’s respective cultural reference group. People express themselves to

themselves and to others, partially through their material possessions (Belk, 1988).

Towards the end of life, elderly people undergo a process of divestiture. The particular

things the elderly select for transmittal to their children and others often represent their

symbolic selves and identity and their associated meanings. Within the detritus of life,

people tend to layer their environments with heirlooms bequeathed by older family
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members and parents. It is the symbolic meanings that these possessions represent that

distinguish them from possessions that become reduced to solely fiscal or aesthetic value

if they have no shared meanings.

Within the SI perspective the symbolic environment is created by human acts of

conferring meaning on the physical environment. The symbolic environment reflects the

self-definitions of Hispanic elderly women within a particular cultural context. Focus on

the meanings of possessions involves transcendence of meanings that permeate and

pervade the physical environment transforming it into a symbolic environment. The

symbolic environment, as the section on SI demonstrated, can accommodate people's

reconstructions and changing definitions of themselves.

Symbolic Interaction and the World of Possessions

Objects such as possessions carry the potential to express the dynamic processes

within and between people and the environment. Transactions with objects can assume

two main forms, “iconic” (i.e., representative; a model of some aspect of the environment

and an actively stimulating and creative model “for” the environment) (Rubinstein,

1989). Most accounts of how objects signify tend to downplay the active contribution of

the object itself to the meaning process. Objects can act as catalysts to explicate thoughts

or feelings already present in people's experiences, similar to a tune that figures in one’s

memory and is associated with salient meaning. In a few accounts (e.g., Turner, 1969),

the object by its inherent concrete properties can, however, stimulate new insights and

understandings. This latter stance is adopted for the study’s theoretical framework,

acknowledging that craftsmen, artists, sculptors, and others have invested is the original
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creation of the object that invests by itself, an innate meaning and character of the object

to have and exert some influence on the interpretive process of meaning.

Dewey (1934) introduced a distinction between “perception” and “recognition” as

a way of contending with the role of an object’s own particular qualities. Briefly,

recognition occurs when a person experiences an object and then interprets it only as

something that they are already conversant with. Dewey claims that the actual act of

recognition may be conscious or subconscious and does not produce a fresh organization

of attention, sentiments, and feelings. Many people relate to objects through recognition

simply because of habituation or because they are unable to give their full attention to all

the information received from the environment. Perception, however, occurs when a

person experiences an object and apprehends its innate qualities and essence. Thus the

object influences the perceiver, creating fresh insights and connections.

Possessions affect what a person can do and be, either by expanding or restricting

the scope of a person’s actions and thoughts. Possessions can have an influence on the

development of self, as will be shown later, and this is why understanding the different

types of transverse interactions and relationships between people and their possessions is

so important. Such empirical events gain meaning, however, when they are interpreted

through a theoretical framework such as SI. People construct and retrieve their identities

by interacting with the material and symbolic world. The nature of the specific

transaction will determine to a large extent the kind of person that emerges. Certain

possessions that surround people are inseparable from their identities, which resonates

with the SI Meadian perspective of the triangular relationship whose apices are the self,

object and other. From a sociological perspective, this situation has been described in
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terms of a socially constructed symbolic universe that self confronts as “objectified

reality” (Schutz, 1960).

Mead (1934, p. 134) implied in his discussion of socialization claiming that

inanimate objects could serve as elements of the generalized other. Cultural groups use

symbols to define their environments and to fit into their ongoing, everyday,

taken-for-granted worlds within which they organize their relationships with people, and

their relationships with their environment. The home environment is transformed through

symbols and concepts that organize people's relationships in the social world. According

to Fine (1991), the environment as a symbolic social construction is verified by the

sociocultural group.

Cultural groups socially construct landscapes as reflections of themselves. As

Greider and Garkovich (1994) explain this process, the social, cultural and natural

environments are meshed and become part of the shared symbols and beliefs of members

of the groups (p. 8). Thus, the environment and changes in it assume different meanings

depending on the social and cultural symbols affiliated with it. These same authors go on

to observe that as a group's definition of itself—the essence of what it means to be

human—is renegotiated, so to is the definition and conception of the environment.

Blumer (1969, p. 238-239) captured the essence of this relationship, as cited previously.

“Human beings are seen as living in a world of meaningful objects. ... To identify and

understand the life of a group it is necessary to identify its world of objects.”

Bordieu’s (1977) notion of the “habitus” was congruent with this study as a

theory of practice. The habitus is “the durably installed generative principle of regulated

improvisations” (p. 78). It is the set of dispositions that structure social, spatial, and
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temporal orientations to the world. Bordieu qualifies his definition by acknowledging

that, while the habitus itself is the source of meanings that people consciously

manipulate, the habitus itself—the generative scheme that is inculated at an early

age—acts unconsciously. Therefore, while actions and identities may be purposive and

strategic, their orienting logic is simply habitual, mediated by symbolic representations,

which implicate a whole body of wisdom, sayings, and commonplace ethical precepts.

Bordieu claims that

The mental structures which construct the world of objects are constructed in the
practice of a world of objects, constructed according to the same structures. The
mind born of a world of objects does not arise as a subjectivity confronting an
objectivity. The objective universe is made up of objects which are the product of
objectifying operations structured according to the very structures which mind
applies to it. (p. 91)

Possessions are a generating system as they provide structure within the world. As

Alexander (1989) points out, the inner life of possessions matters; it is transparently true

to itself. Objective and simultaneously dependent upon personal meaning equates with

the philosophical distinction of existentialism. For example, Sartre (1965), who wrote of

“being-in-itself” of a thing, as well as “being-for-itself” of its perception. When these

two aspects are present in something, according to Sartre, it entails measureless depths,

which speak to ourselves as persons. Such seeing and feeling at once constitutes an object

phenomenological counterpart in space—an isomorphic pattern. Possessions and

processes are then inseparable and mutually defining aspects of each other.

Contextual shifts in meaning within the dynamic environment invite reality

perspectives. As Berger and Luckman (1969, p. 116) phrase this point: “Reality is

socially defined. But the definitions are always embodied, that is concrete individuals
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and groups of individual serve as definers of reality....” A useful reality construct is

that of “landscapes.” According to Greider and Garkovich (1994, p. 1), these are the

symbolic environments created by human acts of conferring meaning to nature and the

environment of providing the environment definition and form from a particular angle of

vision and through a specific filter of values and beliefs. For Greider and Garkovich,

every landscape is a symbolic environment that reflects self-definitions grounded in

culture. A symbol is salient to the extent it evokes a response similar to the course of

action it calls out in the one who initiates it. It is this fitting together of individual courses

of action (Blumer, 1969, p. 16)—a “joint action”—that ratifies the significance of

symbols. Such resonance occurs within a culturological dimension.

Fundamentally, the home represents both a cultural system for order as well as

each individual’s interpretation of shared community values about space, organization,

possessions and their meanings, and being. The term home is pregnant with personal,

symbolic and cultural meanings. It is, according to Rubinstein (1989), one of the richest

symbols in Western culture. Basic to the meaning of home are the various elements such

as possessions. Possessions do not act passively as conduits for meaning imposed upon

them but they can also convey meaning through qualities inherent to them, as the earlier

Blumer citing indicated. Using a model of sign-systems based on pragmatism,

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981, p. 14) define an object, thing or

possession as “any bit of information that has a recognizable identity in consciousness, a

pattern that has enough coherence, or internal order, to evoke a consistent image or

label.”
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Through a process of “self-lodging” (Denzin, 1989, p.263), humans translate

crucial features of their own identities into the “selves, memories and imagination of

other relevant others and selves of others.” This self-lodging can form a reciprocal bond,

creating a basis for subsequent relationships. It is construed here that people can

“self-lodge” their identities into their personalized possessions.

Possessions within the symbolic environment context may hold several meanings

contemporaneously. Turner (1982, p. 16) observes this point as he comments that

“celebratory symbols usually stand for many things and thoughts at once. Technical

terms for this capacity are multivocal, speaking in many ways at once; multivalent,

having various meanings or values; and polysemous, having or being open to several or

many meanings.” Thus, there are many layers to excavate, perceive, and apprehend the

symbolic environments.

Meanings and Possessions

People’s possessions are inextricably intertwined with self. Possessions are

replete with meanings, emitting messages for recognition or as receptors for receiving

transmitted meanings by their owners. Home is where the heart is. It is the body for

emergent selves and a mirror for people’s identity. People’s homes beat to their own

unique rhythm patterns. Circulating meanings of possessions serve as metaphorical

arteries, infusing homes with connectedness, transporting life into their symbolic

ambience. People collect and treasure possessions to structure their universe and to

construct salient elements of their lives. Possessions are also embedded in people’s

cultural life worlds. Turner (1982, p. 15) claims that things such as ceremonial objects



41

convey messages and these in turn are greatly enhanced and expanded when the objects

are recognized as being culturally specific symbols to be decoded and set in their proper

celebrating context.

While there is very little research and theoretical perspective for examining the

meaning of personal objects, focus upon possessions is attracting more attention from all

homocentric and ecocentric disciplines. However, caution is needed as Rubinstein (1982,

p. 226) notes since discussion about the meaning of objects in later life is at times

speculative; Rubinstein suggests that the aged may apprehend possessions such as

furniture as an extension of self or as a record for memories. The hypothesis from

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton’s hypothesis that, instead of viewing the personal

objects of older people as merely functional, these can be viewed in the context of an

individual’s “culture” as well as that of common issues germane to later life

development. Rubinstein's astute research findings will be discussed further in this

section.

Research concerning possessions generally can be divided within two categories:

1) possessions and life span development, 2) possessions and identity/self. From a

theoretical perspective, Page (1992), in her Environment-as-Manifestation-of-Self theory

abstracted connections of possessions to the extant theories of attachment (Bowlby,

1969) and Winnicott's (1953) holding environment and transitional objects. Research

concerning possessions and identity will next be discussed followed by possessions and

the life span.

It is largely Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) who set the research

inquiry into possessions and identity. These authors claim that valued possessions can be
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viewed as major contributors to and reflectors of people’s identities. They go on to claim

(1981, p. 33) from their research findings that

valued possessions ... act as signs of the self that are essential in their own right
for its continued cultivation, and hence the world of meaning that we create for
ourselves, extends literally into the objective surroundings.

These “meanings” are expressed by tangible and intangible possessions. According to

Rubinstein (1987, p. 236), possessions can express four main personal meanings: (a) self

in the realm of social status; (b) relationships between self and significant others; (c) they

may represent that which is internal to the person—the object of both conscious and

unconscious reflection and meaning; and (d) detritus or objects of minimal

significance/attachment.

In similar vein, Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) found that

possessions contribute to learning about identity. As these authors point out, the “inner

commotion” that occurs when people perceive the aesthetic qualities of their possessions

propels them to learning more about themselves and their principal values. Possessions

can convey personal meanings non-verbally, as condensed symbols of core aspects of

personal identities. In Rubinstein's analysis of research into possessions, and in response

to questions concerning personal salient possessions, themes concerning possessions

emerged such as connections to other people in representing the self and the past as well

as “sensuousness” of possessions that were affective and qualitative in nature. Herein lies

relevance for Hispanic elderly women and subjective well-being with its affective

component. Salient to the current study, Rubinstein (1987, p. 238) concludes that

Such objects may be the focus of activity or reflection on a daily, weekly or
yearly basis or idiotemporally as needed. Given the potential for anomic existence
in late life the large number of people who live alone, and changing values,
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people may be often left to maintain the sense of identity they hold. Meaningful
personal objects can play an important part in this process.

Relevance is here also for Hispanic elderly women and their subjective well-being since

many live alone.

Possessions can also serve as the “set” and “props” in the theatrical arena of

people's lives. They help to “situate” a person's character in a context (Goffman, 1959).

However, Rubinstein (1987, p. 236), independent of Goffman's claim, states that

possessions serve as objects of reflection, not just as background props. Internal states of

the bodily self permeate beyond the skins surface, extending, developing by reflecting

upon personal meaningful possessions. Wallendorf and Arnould (1988, p. 531), similar

to Belk (cited in the SI section), claim that people use possessions as identity-markers

and that possessions convey and extend their self-concepts to themselves and others.

Since possessions carry a self-concept based meaning, losing or severing our

connection to possessions on a non-voluntary basis can, according to Wallendorf and

Arnould (1988) alter the meaning of life for people. Goffman (1961), for instance, has

described the “stripping of self” process that occurs when people are admitted to

institutions, becoming more role-dependent and losing their former sense of self. The

literature review discusses items of possessions concerning relocation of elderly women

to nursing homes. Kalymum (1986), for instance, found that they selected possessions

associated with their past lives, serving to reinforce a sense of their selves and identity.

Wallendorf and Arnould (1988) found in their study that respondents to their question:

Why they chose a particular possession as their favorite, that their rationale was not their
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physical attributes, but rather, their meanings that reflected attachments based upon

personal memories.

An innovative approach to viewing possessions and identity is provided by

Dittmar's (1991) research. Her research used a social constructivist perspective which

views the meanings of possessions for identity as socially constituted and socially shared.

Dittmar's definition of identity here is used in a broad sense to refer to people's personal

attributes and social locations, as viewed by themselves and others. The range of

meanings of possessions relating to identity Dittmar analyzed into “instrumental and

symbolic ones.” Instrumental purposes of possessions relate to functional uses, however

these functional possessions may also signify attributes such as culture and social status.

So, a salient dimension of possessions is that they provide symbolic expressions of self.

Self-expressive functions concern individuals’ unique attitudes, goals, and

personal qualities (Dittmar, 1991, p. 167). The accumulation of possessions during

people's lifetime represents their personal history and relationships or what Page (1992)

termed auto-biographical visual cue—trails in her EMS theory. Likewise, the divestiture

of possessions is also salient.

cculturation-Identity and Meanings of Possessio

Expressive culture through the relative possessions of people serves to briefly

consider the role of acculturation with immigrant people as related to their possessions.

Cultural research concerning the meanings of possessions has been slow, but is gaining

recent attention. Joy and Dholakia (1991) have researched Indian immigrants in Canada

related to their cultural construction of meanings of possessions. These authors argue that
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acculturation has ushered in a reconsideration of identity, based on the supremacy and

sovereignty of the “individual” over the “community.” Such a concept allows for the

recognition of the individualistic ethic within which, according to the authors,

possessions and property have begun to dominate.

Acculturation can be viewed as a process of collecting ideas, values, and

possessions that can be “grafted” within an established home. Values and ideas native to

another group are learned without necessarily carrying cultural loss and displacement

(Berry, 1980). As Gordon (1964) earlier stated, acculturation is a process of accretion

despite the pressure to conform and assimilate into the new context.

The strategic and selective manner by which one takes “possession” of another

culture can never be complete. According to Clifford (1989), an anthropologist, diverse

experiences and artefacts are gathered, selected, and detached from their original

temporal occasions and given new meaning. Thus, as Joy & Dholakia (1991) point out,

this is not a random process, but selective, and people strive to keep a sense of a coherent

whole. The fear of loss of cherished cultural values is tempered by a rejection of the host

society. Thus, immigrant people cling to their possessions like a life raft in a stormy

ocean. In a sense, possessions in this context are a way of ordering a disordered world

while their own experience is in suspended transience, neither a part of the host country

or the country they left behind. Shifts in acquisition of new possessions in the host

country, and their hierarchial arrangements may, it is contended here, can reflect

immigrant people’s level of acculturation.

Acculturation occurs when the various cultural threads of the ethnic and

mainstream cultures become intermeshed (Kumabe et al., 1985). Assimilation, on the
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other hand, is a gradual process, occurring over time, in which one set of cultural traits is

relinquished and a new set is acquired through participation in the mainstream culture.

Kumabe et al. (1985, p. 30) use the phrase “acculturation continuum” to conceptualize

the scale of values that confronts a person or group from an ethnic background. This

continuum ranges from the traditional values of an individual’s homeland, religious

practices, and cultural artifacts on one end to the mainstream values of the dominant

group at the other end. Practically, however, the other end could also include more than

the values of the dominant group; it could also involve the ethnic person's perceptions of

dominant values.

Acculturation, however, is not a linear process, as it does not lead invariably to

assimilation and the loss of national or ethnic identity. Berry (1980) observes that

acculturation can involve responses to the host society’s influence that range from

integration, to development of a bilingual/bicultural identity, to rejection of the host

country to deculturation, or to the loss or even denial of both cultures. Another point to

emphasize is that newer immigrants may exhibit a low acculturation profile—not because

they reject the host country, but because they have had limited exposure to evolve an

adaptational strategy. Although acculturation is often measured as a unitary event, it is, in

reality, a dynamic or ongoing process that in recently immigrating ethnic populations

such as Hispanic groups, involves second language acquisition, new behavior norms, and

shifts in value orientations towards those of the host society (Rogler et al., 1991).

The influx of Hispanic immigrants from Mexico, Central America, South

America, and Puerto Rico has contributed to misconceptions about Hispanic dysfunction.

These Hispanics, many of whom receive citizenship and settle in the U.S., others who
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stay illegally, and those who migrate back and forth, were seen as a social problem in

1996–1997 during my field study. The persistent misconception that they drain U.S.

resources and bring disease to the states from their countries of origin leads to much of

the anti-immigrant sentiment gaining power and is reflected in recent voting in California

via Proposition #209. Sadly, growth of the Hispanic population is seen by some as a

source of continuing social pathology and thus as a threat. A common reaction of

non-Hispanics has been to devalue Hispanic culture and their contributions and support

limits in immigration. Although economic disadvantage, minority status, dysfunction,

and poor health become linked in the public’s mind, the fact is Hispanics morbidity does

not reflect this fallacious view. Hayes-Bautista (1993) claims that, as minority groups are

compelled to compete among themselves for decreasing amounts of money and political

support, they also compete to present their communities as the most dysfunctional as a

source of power (i.e., gangs).

In this way, by analogy, the meanings of possessions relates to anthropological

studies of ritual (e.g., Myerhoff, 1978) which illustrate the role of ritual in restating the

basic premises of a cultural system when these are clouded. As such, ritual through the

use of possessions emphasizes a society’s core meanings, identities, and roles. This

contention concurs with Rubinstein (1987, p. 237) who argues that significant personal

possessions operate “ritualistically” within a personal meaning system to reiterate from

time to time a person’s core meanings, identities and roles.

Given the potential for anomic existence in late life coupled with so many

isolated elderly people, possessions again can help in maintenance of their identity. In

this context, possessions can serve as “bricolages” (Levi-Strauss, 1966) for people to use
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as bricoleurs by actively manipulating symbols. That is the name of the process whereby

an entity is manipulated and used for something different to its original purpose or

intention of design. People can construct an identity enabling them to organize a personal

sense of existence and to invest it with meaning. The possessions people surround

themselves with can be gifts or heirlooms that are acquired and then arranged. According

to Baudrillard (1981, p. 50) they constitute a balance sheet, a testament to social destiny.

Next, this literature review focuses upon the issue of women’s gender-identity-related

meanings of possessions and gender-identity-related meanings of personal possessions.

Gender Identity Related to Meanings of Possessions

The proliferating literature on gender role stereotypes and attributes has continued

to describe a major difference between “masculinity” and “femininity.” Such male traits

as male individualistic pragmatic and achievement-oriented self-assertion compared with

supposed female traits of warmth, nurturance and emotional expressiveness (Wilkinson,

1986). The idea that these potentially stereotypic notions constitute the frame of

reference within which women and men define themselves is supported by some

research. Gilligan (1982), for example, from a moral perspective stresses that women's

descriptions of themselves are embedded in their connections to others and are presented

in a “relational mode of discourse.”

Relevant research focusing on women and meanings of their possessions is next

examined. Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981) in their study of 82 Chicago

homes found no difference in class-related differences to meanings of possessions but

although their study did not set out to investigate theoretically derived expectations about
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gender-related meanings of possessions, their results demonstrated evidence of gender

identity-related meanings of possessions. Drawing on these authors’ results, Dittmar

(1989) showed that students’ meanings of possessions in the U.K. reflected

gender-identity. Women tended to regard possessions as important because they

symbolize personal relationships and emotional attachment. On the other hand, men

tended to view possessions as important because of their instrumental, pragmatic, and

self-referent features. Further, Dittmar (1991) found that in her study of British men and

women, womens’ sense of personal history and continuity was closely linked with

“sentimental” and other possessions. Contemporaneously, these same possessions played

a prominent role as symbols for personal relationships and emotional attachment.

Csikszentmihalyi and Rochberg-Halton (1981, p. 17) claimed in their study that

“household objects constitute an ecology of signs that reflect as well as shape the pattern

of the owner’s self.” Their generational study showed that older women preferred objects

of contemplation referring to memories and their immediate family. Dittmar's study,

which employed both qualitative and quantitative methodologies consolidates these

authors’ findings, viewing women and men's meanings of possessions on a symbolic

functional continuum with women at the symbolic end. According to Dittmar's study,

meanings of possessions can be analyzed as material signs of self-conceptions and

symbols of identity. Next, this review focuses on the second category of literature

concerning meanings of possessions and life span development.
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Meanings of Possessions Life Span Development

According to Kamptner (1991), there has been a lack of systematic research on

the relationship between people and their possessions across the life span. Her descriptive

study examined age-related trends in possessions valued in early life to later life stages.

Kamptner found that older women emphasized symbolic and interpersonal features of

possessions, and that there was a discontinuity with age in how objects were valued

within their meanings of possessions. Kamptner also noted a shift with age away from

the physical, tactile properties of offering comfort in early life towards more “mental”

forms of distractors or mood alterators. This shift, Kamptner attributes to developmental

changes from concrete to more abstract or symbolic forms of coping and “being in the

world.”

Redfoot and Back (1988) in their exploratory study “The Perceptual Presence of

the Life Course,” analyzed data from 40 elderly women and the meanings of their

possessions as an indirect measure of the temporal framing of life course experiences.

Their findings challenge extant concepts that have been used to relate experiences of

temporality to the self, as they revealed considerable variation in the relative frequency

and importance of biographical references in description of those possessions. Their

research was based on three interrelated traditions of meanings of possessions: 1) from

the existentialist philosophers who stressed the relationship of “being and

having”—epitomized by Sartre (1956, p. 754): “I am what I have; 2) from a sociological

perspective, Halbwachs (1980), who stressed the “collective” nature of memory; and 3)

from the contemporary social psychology perspective and research that has explored

meanings of possessions in maintaining aspects of the self.
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Wagner et al. (1990) researched 100 residents of nine nursing homes in the

northeastern U.S. and found that possessions provided them with a sense of historical

continuity. Comstock (1981) studied inanimate object attachments of elderly nursing

home residents in Massachusetts. Her major findings were that 1) the interviewees

possessed a meaningful object with strong reported associations of previous loving

relationships; and 2) that they used possessions to obtain soothing sensations of

continuity; and 3) that all possessions seemed to have transitional rather than linkage

functions.

Other Related Theoretical Perspectives

Reference to “transitional objects” is consolidated here for a perspective related to

the life span. Property of possessions and the psychology of ownership can be traced to

their development roots in the infant’s first possessions or strongly attached inanimate

objects (Gulerce, 1991). These were labeled “transitional objects” by Winnicott (1953).

Transitional possessions are objects that play a crucial role in psychological development

and facilitate the individuation process by substituting for the mother and easing

separation particularly at the time of dependency and autonomy conflict. Gulerce (1991)

extrapolated further with an alternative transformational perspective that views human

psychological development as a circular and dialectical process that continually

fluctuates between dependence and independence rather than Winnicott’s linear,

unidirectional perspective.

Related to Transitional and Transformative Object Theories is “Attachment

Theory.” Briefly, attachment theory’s (Bowlby, 1969) major hypothesis is that the



52

quality of attachment is dependent upon the quality of objects care. Cicirelli (1989)

contends that, although the capacity for closeness and contact with an attached figure

continues throughout life, it can be satisfied in later life at a symbolic level. Thus,

photographs or representative possessions, by proxy, may serve as a symbolic source for

ongoing attachment.

Symbolic aspects of attachment via the medium of possessions may hold

therapeutic value for the elderly. Conversely, Sherman and Newman (1977) noted that a

lack of possessions is more associated with the “old-old.” These authors raise the

question as to whether cherished possessions are “decathected” along with other

significant objects and person in a more general process of “disengagement” (Neugarten,

1968) among some elderly.

Symbolic Interactionism and Subjective Well-Being Linkage

As stated, subjective well-being as a concept is comprised of an affective

component (Bradburn, 1978), which has positive or negative dimensions. An analysis of

SI and affective experience has been made by Shott (1979), and this best approximates

the potential interplay between SI and subjective well-being. Summarized, Shott’s

analysis found that within the limits set by social norms and internal stimuli, individuals

construct their emotional states. While internal states and cues are necessary for affective

experiences, it is the actor’s definitions and interpretations that give physiological states

their emotional significance or non-significance.

Other researchers affirm Shott's views. Neapolitan (1988), for instance, found

that general symbolic definitions influence subjective well-being. Vaughan et al. (1985),
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in their study, found that ethnic groups represent reference groups in which determinants

of subjective well-being operate differentially. Herein then, lies congruence with SI as

this latter finding is congruent with Cooley's (1934) “looking glass self” and his

emphasis upon reference groups as “reflectors” of distinct shared meanings.

Campbell (1981, p. 23) has observed that to understand interaction subjective

well-being, the interaction between internal and external factors need to be considered:

“Sense of well-being is an attribute of human experience that derives from people’s

perceptions of their contemporary situation.” Neapolitan (1988, p. 154) suggests that

perceptions and meanings influence subjective well-being. In his research Neapolitan

found support for the basic proposition that the general symbolic definitions people use

have an independent influence on both the affective and cognitive components of

subjective well-being. Next, Chapter III will review the study’s related literature.
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CHAPTER III

Review of the Literature

Aging and Ethnicity

Ethnicity infers a sense of community derived from networks of family relations

which transmit a common experience over the generations. Ethnicity includes the culture

of specific groups of people and is a salient determinant of values, beliefs, modes of

symbolic expression, and attitudes. Research indicates that ethnic features are crucial to

the emotional adjustment of elderly people. Royce (1982) describes ethnicity as an

attachment to people's respective ethnic group that contributes to self-definition; “...it is

the sum total of feelings on the part of group members about those values, symbols, and

common histories that identify them as a distinct group” (p. 5). Erikson (1959)

designated: “...an inner solidarity with a group's ideals and identity” (p. 35) as one of the

fundamental aspects of personal identity, and claimed that cultural identity was essential

to the achievement of ego integrity in old age. Ethnicity, therefore, may be even more

critical to a person's security and sense of identity in the later stages of the life span. An

ethnic group's cultural heritage represents the cumulative effect of its tried and tested

methods for adapting to life, its particular worldview and life values, language, and

religion. A sense of connection with one’s cultural heritage is a salient factor for

adaptation to aging processes. Culture and life experiences provide expectations that

shape the aging process by defining and evaluating elderly people's status and roles.

Distinct ethnic groups afford opportunities for intimacy with significant others who can

affirm lifelong values, provide continuity with a system of shared cultural symbols, and
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facilitate the group's extant repertoires of mechanisms and strategies for negotiating life's

stresses and transitions. Saul (1985, p. 2), in his study of ethnic identity and old age,

found a positive correlation between ethnic-oriented social activity and well-being.

These secondary boundaries isolate differences among people as deficits, as

compared with positive distinctiveness maintained by the groups themselves. Thus, there

often exist double boundaries with which ethnic groups must contend. Ethnic groups that

have developed boundaries to define themselves, often in response to a hostile context,

can find that additional boundaries have been set which divide them from others. This

struggle then becomes: how to maintain one's identity and integrity as a member of a

minority group and yet fully participate within the larger society, both across defining

boundaries and dividing boundaries imposed by that larger society.

In recent years, research interest into ethnicity and aging has grown, moving

gerontological theory beyond the traditional (if not stagnant) global concepts, such as

disengagement and activity that virtually ignored ethnic factors inherent to the aging

process. Ethnicity is a complex variable. It serves as a mediator for values and behavior

and is, in turn, impacted by external influences, and cannot be divorced from lifelong

personality development. Hence, ethnicity is a dynamic process that affects and responds

to the norms, mores, meanings, perceptions, and lifestyles of the elderly. Gelfand and

Baressi (1987, p. 5), postulate that ethnicity re-emerges in later life as an integrating

force in the transition to old age, providing a sense of continuity of self and community.

Hopper (1993, p. 231), likewise claims that ethnicity can be a positive factor in

influencing health and successful aging.
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Relevant to this study is the large influx of Hispanic immigrants during this

century. Their cultural heritage adds a pertinent dimension in an aging society. Large

gaps in knowledge of this area are pointed to by Gelfand (1981, p. 7, 4) and Jackson

(1985, p. 264) in their literature reviews concerning ethnicity, minorities, and aging.

Rosenthal (1986) questions the notion of traditional heritage and calls for an emphasis to

clarify the very contours of ethnic culture. Gelfand and Barresi (1987, p. 5) claim that

ethnicity as a variable in research has tended to be treated as a static entity rather than an

evolving phenomenon. These authors view ethnicity as a variable whose salience needs

to be examined and further explicated for comprehension of the aging process and for the

design of culturally appropriate services. Likewise, Kalish (1971, p. 78) states that there

is scant information about the respective ways ethnic communities structure the aging

process and the lives of the elderly.

Cuellar (1979, p. 72) also perceives five main research foci concerning Hispanic

aging, which approximate five dimensions of human life: the sociological, ecological,

psychological, culturological, and biological.

Korte (1979, p. 105-114) presents a convincing argument for making interpretive

approaches to the study of Mexican-American elderly as the initial step forward of any

theoretical developments that attempt to describe their perceptions of their history,

doings, feelings, and state of mind that affect their specific attitudes towards their own

social environments. Korte advocates the use of SI as an approach to discover the

relationships between symbols, the interactions, and the individuals who generate those

symbols. Korte's view supports the rationale for using SI as the major theoretical

framework for attempting to explicate the study’s phenomenon.
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The SI concept of multiple selves or “others” is essential to an understanding of

ethnic identity as a social process. Ethnic identity is dynamic -- not a static entity. Its

different parts shift over time with situational change impacting both individual and

group processes. The idea of identity options arises both from internal and external

influences. The interaction between these complex influences and identities contributes

to the formation of collective identity processes. The changing salience of each

dimension or orientation of a person's ethnic identity is not just dependent on the type of

interaction within the ethnic community, whereby it is both legitimized and reinforced

(i.e., the generalized other) but also on the amount and type of interactional content with

the dominant host culture within the respective context.

Simic (1987, p. 118), in his study “Ethnicity as a Career”, found that elderly

people experienced an intensification of ethnic sentiments. Blau (1973, p. 238) earlier

observed that an increase in the optional role resources that an individual possesses in old

age, was more beneficial in assisting withstanding the demoralizing effects of exit from

the obligatory roles ordinarily assigned for priority in adulthood. Again, ethnicity as a

role embedded in society, may assist in the adaptations and transitions involved in aging,

contrary to the pervasive, stereotypic view which characterizes ethnicity as a liability--as

implied in the double-jeopardy hypothesis.

There is growing evidence that ethnicity is a salient factor and an integrating

force that can also act as a buffer against the vicissitudes of old age (Hopper, 1993,

p. 253). In a sense, ethnicity acts like a referent for elderly women to screen their

personal experiences with aging and to pass through significant life changes, such as

becoming a grandmother, great-grandmother, or retiring. Hopper, in her study of
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“Ethnicity and the Health of Older Women” (1993, p. 254), states that, when ethnic

expression is encouraged and reaffirmed, successful aging is enhanced for older women.

Reference to Hispanic elderly women's possessions is one potential strategy for the

nurse’s repertoire in reaffirming their expressed ethnicity.

The converse, unsuccessful aging, can occur, according to Hopper, when

ethnicity is not acknowledged by others, or when factors such as ethnic dislocation, lack

of support, and poverty are present. Simic (1987, p. 115), in his conceptualization of

ethnicity in relation to aging as a “second career,” states that an ethnic career can

resemble other forms of volunteerism in the United States at a superficial level, but that

significantly, ethnic careers are deeper. They involve the elderly person in a “folk-like”

community characterized by close ethnic relationships in a wider community. According

to Cueller (1978, p. 252) and Velez (1978, p. 109), elderly women weather the transition

to old age better than do men. They ascribe this claim to the less defined roles for men in

the Hispanic cultures.

Theoretical perspectives and developments in social gerontology are relatively

new. They have been characterized, according to Jackson (1985), by controversy, poor

conceptualizations, and inadequate research designs for testing purposes, especially in the

area of ethnicity and aging. In a more optimistic vein, Markides and Mindel (1987,

p. 24) claim that progress in social gerontology, within the domain of ethnicity and

aging, holds much promise in theory development.

Gelfand (1994) stands out like a pathfinder in the relatively recent gerontological

literature, offering a positive trajectory for ethnicity and aging in tandem. For this reason,

Gelfand is featured here for his balancing role within the ethnicity and aging debate. In
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essence, Gelfand views ethnicity like a buffer for the aging process which encompasses

the physical, social, and emotional aspects of ethnic aging.

Continuity Theory

This theory is central to gerontological theories concerning aging within the life

span context. According to Becker (1993), theories of continuity are grounded in a model

of life course development which emphasizes “normative” behavior. Atchley (1987)

proposed this theory as an attempt to place subjective experience within an objective

comprehension of the aging process. The salient premise of this theory is that, by taking

adaptive choices, the elderly strive to maintain and preserve extant internal and external

structures of continuity by the application of strategies to familiar areas.

Creation of a sense of continuity which serves to link the various phases of life, is

considered one of the critical psychological tasks for the elderly (Meyerhoff & Simic,

1978, p. 231). These earlier authors claim that succumbing to “ruptures” in life's

unanticipated and disparate events result in a sociocultural interruption, but that the

“connective thread can still be re-created or substituted at a symbolic level,” (1978,

p. 232). In relation to ethnicity and aging, ethnicity can be construed as a medium which

enhances and augments continuity in the contextual dimension. For instance, an elderly

person can “re-experience” familiar and cherished customs, rituals, language of

childhood, and experiences embedded in memory.

Atchley (1988, p. 184) defines continuity as being a coherence or consistency of

patterns over time from the perception of individual lives. Continuity theory assumes that

changes will occur during people’s lives and that people adjust and accommodate these
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pasts have shaped and defined them.

Expanding on Atchley's continuity theory, Elliott (1995, p. 173) extrapolates

from his emphasis on external continuity by substituting the notion of “cultural

continuity.” Elliott masterfully defines her concept as involving the following, relevant to

the study:

Culturally shared values and patterns of social interaction which are derived from
the broader social and cultural environment in which an individual lives, but
which are internalized and subjectively interpreted, as well as acted upon by that
individual.

According to Elliott, the maintenance of cultural continuity involves elderly people

drawing upon personally meaningful social and cultural aspects of their external

environments they reinterpret and rework cultural values and patterns of social

interaction in order to define themselves as changed but unchanging persons.

Aging-In-Place Perspectives

Aging-in-place is a concept that has emerged in the 1990s (Callahan, 1992;

Tilson, 1990) to counteract institutionalization of the elderly. The concept arises from the

contextual, societal image of optimal aging within familiar surroundings. The

philosophical underpinning for this concept is one that deemphasizes institutional care of

the elderly, compensating with an advocacy for independent support care within existing

places of residence. The major assumption of aging-in-place is that living in a particular

place for a significant period of time nurtures a distinctive sense of attachment.

Rubinstein (1990), in his research, suggests that this sense of attachment may also be

adaptive for the elderly. This paradigm shift is humanistic, since it results in reducing the
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transitional stresses incurred by the elderly as frailty progresses associated with the

previous emphasis upon relocation (i.e., nursing homes, etc.) advocated in the past.

Relevance specific for Hispanic elderly women of this paradigm shift is obtained

from demographic data. Hispanic elderly women when institutionalized into nursing

homes are in a greater state of physical and functional impairment than their

non-Hispanic counterparts (Wallace & Lew-Ting, 1992). This phenomenon is attributed

to the hypothesis that Hispanic elderly women are cared for much longer periods in their

homes, by informal and/or family networks (compradrazgo) outside the institution. As

well, it reflects morbidity data that shows a higher prevalence of diabetes mellitus and

CVA's among Hispanic elderly women at a younger age than their non-Hispanic cohort.

Thus, when institutionalized, Hispanic elderly women tend to be sicker. (However, as is

discussed in this paper, the erosion of extant la familia or exposure of the myth of la

familia, as perpetuated in the literature, it is conceivable that the number of Hispanic

elderly women may increase in nursing homes in the future.)

Two other related concepts to the phenomenon of study serve as a backdrop for

highlighting the presence of possessions. First, Praz (1982) introduced his concept of

“stimmung” (p. 81), which is the sense of intimacy that is created by a room and its

furnishings. Stimmung is a characteristic of interiors that has less to do with functionality

than with the way “that the room conveys the character of the owner—the way that it

mirrors his/her soul,” as Praz poetically describes it. This concept is similar to other

qualities such as ambiance, imagery, and “the living heart” of home. Appearance

management (Goffman, 1971) is another active process of identity expression, bringing

to the surface and embodying meanings that are not easily conveyed in words. Second,
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personal space, which has been systematically delineated by Hall (1969), whereby he

proposed that individuals from various ethnic and cultural backgrounds differ with regard

to their spacial use. Hall suggested that these variances are reflective of different cultural

norms governing the use of space within different societies.

A sense of connection with specific places and people's respective possessions,

over time, is also seen by Fogel (1993, p. 16) as a mode of adaptation:"... remaining at

home may have the additional significance of being the one constant in an emotional

world threatened by losses.” In similar vein, Rubinstein (1989) has also suggested that

people's innate need for attachment as a developmental phenomenon, assumes relevance

in maintaining their need for continuity and identity within an ever-changing world.

These recurrent themes of connection and attachments, infers a stabilizing influence and

sense of security for elderly people.

Aging and Well-Being

This section of the chapter explores the connections among elderly persons,

subjective well-being, and ethnicity. The theme of well-being is taken up again in

relation to the section specifically concerning elderly Hispanic women. A central concern

of social gerontology involves identity factors which contribute to continuity and

discontinuity in elderly people and their subjective well-being. In order to understand

subjective well-being in later life, it is useful here to trace its possible origin in early life.

Attachment theory (briefly mentioned earlier) is one such theory that spans

subjective well-being in old-age to infancy. Developed by Bowlby (1969, 1973), it seeks

to explain mental health in adulthood, both normal and pathological, in relation to the
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quality of a person's earlier experiences with their primary care-giver. According to this

theory, a person develops internal working models of self and others, based on the

original care-giving relationship. The person develops confidence in the availability of

people to create attachment which, according to Bowlby, leads to feelings of well-being

and self-worth.

From this secure base, skills develop for social functioning and, thus, the secure

attachment is associated with emotional stability during the subsequent life span.

Anderson and Stevens (1993, p. 114), in their study of the impact of early experiences

with parents on health and well-being and old age, suggest an impact on subjective

well-being in the context of demographic statistics reflecting an increase of single

persons entering old age.

It is well established as intimated that subjective well-being plays a significant

role in the preservation of physical health and functional capacity. However, it has only

recently been recognized that many of the variables that put elderly people at risk

emotionally are responsive to intervention. There are many ways of relieving

psychological distress and helping elderly individuals achieve a greater sense of

well-being.

There is strong evidence to suggest that a person’s subjective well-being is in

large part determined by his or her belief systems (Belk, 1991). Although a system

involves numerous beliefs, two appear as crucial belief about control and belief

concerning self-esteem. These two beliefs go hand-in-hand, as they are closely related.

Providing elderly people with the opportunity to increase perceived control over

the environment leads to improved memory, alertness, activity and physical health and

*=-m-
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decreased morbidity and mortality (Rodin, 1986). In one noteworthy study, alterations

that increased residents’ control of the environment in a nursing home demonstrated that

even small changes can have a profound effect (Langer & Rodin, 1976). When the

researchers returned 18 months after the intervention, they found that the experimental

group with increased control had a 48% increase in subjective well-being; were

increasingly active, alert, and social; and had a 50% lower mortality rate than the control

group.

Purpose and meaning in life influence self-esteem (George, 1987). For elderly

people, this component is related to whether growing older is viewed as a time for

ongoing contribution, goal-setting, and purpose (Baltes, 1990). A perceived meaningless

existence can lead to anxiety, depression, hopelessness, and physical decline, whereas

meaning and purpose in life are associated with positive subjective well-being and

physical health (Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 1987). Although meaning in life changes with

each developmental phase, the need to be challenged and valued remains the same (Troll,

1989).

“Successful aging” is the key phrase for gerontological theory and research. It is

associated with adaptation to aging, or positive adjustment to aging. An array of

measures for mental health, life satisfaction, morale, and well-being have been used as

indicators of adjustment. However, according to Markides and Mindel (1987, p. 121),

inconclusive evidence exists concerning ethnic influence on subjective well-being and

mental health. Ethnicity reveals itself in the customs, rituals, values, attitudes, and

personality types of individuals (Kuambe et al., 1985, p. 4–333). But, it is on a more
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subtler level that ethnicity becomes more salient. It can provide “feelings of well-being”

(Mindel & Habenstein, 1981, p. 5).

Subjective well-being, according to Okun and Stock (1987, p. 95), is the most

extensively investigated topic in social gerontology. In fact, to substantiate their claim,

they estimated that publications concerning subjective well-being doubled from 1975 to

1979. These authors attribute this research interest to two main reasons. First, interest

generated in successful aging and, second, interest generated from practice and the need º

of interventions to improve the quality of life in elderly people. Subjective well-being in
-

the literature is often used as synonymous with “life satisfaction” and “morale.”

However, a dearth of studies pertaining to subjective well-being (or its synonyms) and

Hispanic elderly women exist (Markides, Marin & Gomez, 1983).

Conspicuous by their absence are studies of emotional health within ethnic groups

(Delgado & Finley, 1975). This is compounded by the concept of subjective well-being

itself. The concept of health, as conveyed by the United States Bureau of Census, is

limited in that it lacks multidimensional indicators such as subjective well-being (Burr &

Matchley, 1992, p. 99).

Consensus drawn from the subjective well-being literature review define the

structure of subjective well-being as being comprised of two main components: the

affective component (positive or negative affect) and the cognitive component. Negative

subjective well-being in Hispanic elderly women can partially be attributed to

acculturation levels as intimated. Acculturation stress has been found to be the best

predictor of depressive symptomatology (Snyder, 1986). Snyder's study found that,

because immigration is perceived as a stressful experience, Mexican immigrant women
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are at risk for manifesting mood disorders. His study found that immigrant women who

score high on “ethnic loyalty” and did not migrate voluntarily were most at risk for

psychological distress. From this perspective, it could be assumed that Hispanic elderly

women who are culturally flexible (i.e., bicultural hypothesis) may have a positive

subjective well-being. Characteristic of Hispanic elderly women is a strong ethnic self

identity. This is congruent with Simic's claim (previously stated) that the elderly intensify

their ethnicity. A significant aspect of ethnic minority experience is the development of

an ethnic self identity (Maldona, 1975, p. 618). Among elderly Hispanics, a number of

elements (i.e., language, values, culture, and self concept) combine to form their “social

Construction of reality” through which they understand, perceive, and give meaning to

life and significant events (Berger, 1965, p. 3). This is a crucial point for the study's

focus since a priori assumption is that the meanings (within a cultural context) of

Hispanic elderly women's possessions may influence subjective well-being.

Another salient aspect of Hispanic elderly women, in relation to subjective

well-being, is their very age cohort collective experiences. Applewhite et al. (1989,

p. 138), for instance, suggest that elderly Chicanos can also be viewed as pre-Civil Rights

cohorts and thus, true survivors of discrimination and neglect. This may concern the

collective subjectivity in a cohort of Hispanic elderly women who grew up in similar

*ciohistorical circumstances. Next, the salience of cultural features relevant to Hispanic

elderly women will be critically examined, outlined, and discussed.
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Hispanic Elderly Women: A Cultural Portrait

Demographic Profile

The term “Hispanic” population oversimplifies the demographic situation. The

heterogeneity of “Hispanic” reduces this term to an essentialized heuristic device and

Convenient artefact. The “Hispanic” population shows that there are many variables that

Separate them into distinctive sub-populations, each with their own inherent mores and

°ustoms. The major sub-groups, as delineated by the United States Census reports, are

54.2% Mexicans, 13.6% Cubans, 6.5% Central and South Americans, and 8.9% Puerto

Ricans (United States Bureau of Census, 1987a). The Hispanic elderly women come

from diverse pasts. The majority of Hispanics who are 65 years or older are of

^1 exican-American descent (United States Census, 1987). Spencer (1986) projects that in

the year 2015, the Hispanic, elderly female population over 65 will quadruple to over

1-OOO,000. Already, the growth rate for this population is 25%, double that of other

Yv C men in the US (United States Department of Health & Human Services, 1981).

The ethnic identification of Hispanic elderly women subgroups is influenced by

four main factors: (1) country of origin; (2) length of residence in the United States;

GD cumulative experience of interactions with the dominant culture's members; and

G-4D the effects of migration trajectories such as acculturation, discrimination, and

**rbanization (Espino & Sotomayor, 1992, p. 116). According to Curiel and Rosenthal

C1 ‘P88, p. 11), migration experiences of Hispanic elderly women can impact upon their

Ye 11-being.
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Feminization of old age has occurred since 1970 within the Hispanic population

in the United States (Markides, 1989). As well, Markides goes on to predict that this

trend will continue, primarily due to increased longevity for women. The implication of

this phenomenon for Hispanic elderly women is an increase in widowhood, living alone,

and institutionalization. The latter is influenced by the myth of the idealized la familia.

Markides also argues persuasively that the poverty rate associated with Hispanic elderly

Women will continue. As well, prolonged longevity of Hispanic elderly women will be

*Coompanied by greater disability and infirmity. Dietz (1997) claims that Hispanic

elderly women underutilize aging services. Given their future scenario, culturally

**nsitive services will be needed to increase accessibility and acceptability for Hispanic

*I derly women.

Socioeconomic Profile

The demographic distribution of Hispanic elderly women follows that of the

§eneral population. Most Hispanic elderly women with Mexican and Central American

ties reside mostly in California and Texas. A salient demographic marker for Hispanic

* I Gierly women, is that statistics reveal that they live longer than their male age cohort.

For Hispanic elderly women, the ratio is 86:100 for ages 60-64 Hispanic elderly women,

****ci 61:100 at 85 years. Hispanic elderly women tend to reside in the community--their

barrios"--and, according to the United States Bureau of Census (1987b), are less likely

*** reside in long-term, institutionalized care facilities in comparison to non-Hispanic

e I “ierly women. Specifically, according to Espino and Sotomayor (1992, p. 117), only

1 Oez, of Hispanic elderly women are institutionalized at age 85 or older, while their
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non-Hispanic elderly women counterparts' rate is 23% and growing. A problem which

confounds accurate demographic data, is the reported lack of legal documents

Qbirth/marriage certificates, etc.) held by Hispanic elderly women. As well, much census

“lata for research relies on Spanish surnames, obfuscating reality-based statistics (Fujii,

1980, p.26).

Living arrangements are known to influence subjective well-being (Day & Day,

1993). Statistics concerning housing reflect that, for 1985, only 60.7% of Hispanic

elderly owned their respective homes, a lower rate than the non-Hispanic white elderly

POPulation. As well, statistics reveal that fewer Hispanic elderly live alone (23.6%) and

that 36.5% lived with a spouse or significant family members (United States Bureau of

Sensus, 1976).

A salient Hispanic value is allocentrism (Hofstede, 1980, p. 60). According to

NTarin and Triandis (1985, p. 85), allocentric societies emphasize the needs, objectives,

*nci perspectives of the group. This value assumes importance for subjective well-being

and Hispanic elderly women since, in previous studies with high levels of well-being

CNTarin & Triandis, 1985) in relation to allocentrism, reflect a willingness to sacrifice for

the welfare of the in-group members (la raza unida - group unity) and is associated with

Sisnificant, personal interdependence and mutual empathy. In this sense, subjective

Yell-being can be viewed as contingent on Hispanic elderly women's respective networksg g p y p

*****i community. This situation infers that subjective well-being is influenced by a

Sºllective awareness by the individual. Allocentrism gives rise to cultural scripts such as

****zaatia which promotes the need for polite social interactions and avoidance of conflict

* Thte raction, modifying the person rather than the social environment. The practice of
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Sirripatia contributes towards social well-being in the group and subjective well-being at

the personal level. (However, this is questionable since suppression of more hostile

feelings cumulatively could impinge on subjective well-being in a negative way.)

^nother dominant cultural value is “familism” which is discussed next, in more depth,

along with other salient cultural values relevant for understanding Hispanic elderly

WOmen.

CIICC ilis

Currently, debate exists in the literature concerning the extant Hispanic concept

‘Pf “familism” which represents a traditional intergenerational kinship support system.

This image of “familism”, in relation to living arrangements, is now fading (Hopper,

1993, p. 240). Despite this phenomenon among Hispanics and the gradual decline of their

respective traditional combined living units, Bengston and Moran (1983, p. 157) found

that Hispanic elderly women demonstrate higher family interaction than other ethnic

§roups. As well, these same authors claim that Hispanic elderly women of 75 years or

©l cler were more likely to be living with family members than non-Hispanic elderly

Y^' Omen. In fact, their study exposes the fallacy that, since Hispanic elderly women in the

US do not generally live in extended, intergenerational households because only 10% do.

This finding may support Gelfand's (1984) claim that extended family values may not

just solely be attributed to tradition, but rather from a “defensive adaptive” response by

Y** I nerable and dependent migrants attempting to adjust to a new culture and society.

H * >wever, debates still continues. For example, Cantor and Little's research (1985)

***E*Ports the position that the extended family is one of the most important structural
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components of Hispanic culture, whereas Aguirre and Bigelow (1983) claim that a “great

deal of speculation exists regarding the demise of familism among Hispanics and the

consequent weakening of family supports for the elderly in these groups” (p.170).

Estrada's (1975, p. 3) earlier demographic survey demonstrated that the Spanish-origin

*\derly do not usually live in a multigenerational household.

Research on Hispanic elderly has concentrated mainly on the relationship

between aging and familism (Wallace & Facio, 1987, p. 337). The majority of these

Studies have been “grounded in an analysis of familism as the driving force behind the

*elationship of Hispanic elderly with their respective families” (p. 337). The emphasis

*Pon “familism” leads researchers and policymakers to draw inferences for future trends.

If then, these inferences are not accurate (i.e., an over-idealized, romanticized concept, as

Suggested previously), errors may be made for future service-delivery. Garcia (1987,

P- 228) observes that there is a normative component in addition to the structured aspects

“Pf familism. This author conceptualizes familism as incorporating a cultural ethos or

ideology that embodies attitudes and values that place emphasis upon the needs of the

family above the individual's concerns. In a sense, then, this ethos transcends into an

*>rientation towards the family as the pivotal point of the individual. If this is the case,

*hen it could play a role in Hispanic elderly women and their well-being (i.e., positive or

**egative).

The practical relevance of familism for Hispanic elderly women is how it

i ***EPinges on their well-being. This effect will be examined in relation to (1) social status;

G2) social support; and (3) gender structure. Relevance of the latter is pointed to by
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Wallace and Facio (1987) who claim that familism perpetuates a traditional gender

hierarchy that continues into old age.

Social Status

The elevated status ascribed to the elderly within families can be traced in the

\iterature from Clark (1969), through to Markides and Mindel (1987). The high status of

elderly is seen by Boswell and Curtis (1984), as reinforced by their role as sources of

°ultural repertoire and language which they transmit to their younger generations.

However, Miranda and Enriquez (1979), cautioned that respecto, or respect, given to the

*lderly upholds their sphere of influence in the family, but they emphasize that this does

*Ot equate with social power external to the family domain. Indeed, elderly Hispanics

*Ontrol their boundaries by being very reluctant to become a burden to their families and,

according to Wallace and Facio (1989, p. 339), express a value of orgello, or pride, that

resists dependency. In a sense, this situation is paradoxical in that the elderly are the core

©f the family but, at the same time, tend to distance themselves for needs of autonomy.

The social role of Hispanic elderly women is portrayed in the early literature (e.g.,

NT artinez, 1979) as educating and nurturing the younger members in religious and ritual

Practices. A study of Hispanic elderly women found that, with aging, women expect

* espect and place an even greater value on it than affection from their children

GS anchez-Ayendez, 1988, p. 34).

■ ecial Support

Common to all cultures, Hispanic culture is characterized by values that shape

be Haaviors and engender the development of individual identity. Specifically, these values
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in turn influence the care of elderly people. Within the Hispanic culture, the family is

expected to provide practical and emotional support to Hispanic elderly women.

Traditional values exact that daughters and daughters-in-law care for Hispanic elderly

Yvonnen with minimal acceptance of external assistance obligations. A Hispanic culture

inculcates a strong belief in spirituality that influences people toward an acceptance of

fate (fatalismo) and a strong emphasis on dignity (dignidas) through respect (respecto)

and honorable behaviors (Garcia-Prieto, 1982).

Consequently, the younger women care-givers are expected to make sacrifices for

the good of the family in anticipation of spiritual rewards later (Hopper 1993, p.241).

^lthough this extended family network is the main source of assistance to Hispanic

*lderly women, Cox and Monk's study (1990) found that children are not always

*Yailable; for instance, in New York, they found that there was an increased uptake of

external, formal services. However, Markides, Marin and Gomez (1983) found that a

Sample of Hispanic elderly women in San Antonio, Texas expected more assistance than

they generally received from their families and relied much on confidantes.

This observation reinforces Valle and Mendoza's (1978) earlier finding that

Hispanic elderly women also relied on supplemental helping networks such as servidoras

* Thd consejeras--indigenous helpers. Again, this use of supplemental networks for caring

Furposes of Hispanic elderly women, questions the efficacy of familism. The need for

***cial support systems is inferred by Hawkes and Taylor's (1975, p. 807) finding that

familism is declining for valid reasons (e.g., finances), which precludes families from

Sºaring for and maintaining extended families. However, this demise of familism needs to

•
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be tempered with the empirical fact family systems with extended characteristics

continue to exist even if generations do not live together.

Studies which highlight the salient role of social support networks for promoting

Subjective well-being for Hispanic elderly women are virtually non-existent. The few

Studies that do exist investigate Hispanic elderly in general. Since this includes Hispanic

elderly women, they will be briefly described here. Tracing the literature to its sources, it

Seems that Lewis (1966) pioneered this research focus as he considered “emotions and

°xperiences” among Hispanic elderly and their use of social networks. The next

landmark study was that of Velez-Ibanez (1978, p. 154), who found two significant

*Ypologies concerning Mexican-American families: “historic” and “ahistoric.” Historic

*ypology reveals three main factors: (a) the physical presence of an elderly person who

has roles fulfilled within the household; (b) the elderly person's possession of a private

domain of resources, skills, and charisma; and (c) the elderly person's ability to draw

reinforcement from other social relations - external to the extended family. Later, this

Same author (1983, p. 119) studied elderly Hispanics' participation in tandas, or rotating

credit associations (RCA's). He found that the role of tandas served to maintain

i nterdependent relations among the elderly which, in turn, helped to preserve their sense

“Pf continuity within their life cycle. This finding of RCA's role, confirms Cuellar's

fi Indings in his classic ethnographic study of El Senior Citizens' Club whereby Hispanic

*I derly women found satisfaction from substituting roles, prestige, status, and fictive

ki Inship.

Sanchez-Ayandez's study (1983) highlights the role of cultural roles which affect

the exchange within social support systems: “The way a group's cultural tradition defines

*
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and interprets relationships is a factor that influences how people uses their networks in

Order to secure the support they need in old age” (p. 9). Similar to the Velez-Ibanez study

(1978), Korte's ethnographic study (1979, p. 109) of the psychological dimension among

Hispanic elderly women, explicates ways in which historical and chronological events

are interpreted and integrated by elderly Hispanics. As well, Korte (1979, p. 111)

examined the amorphous symbol and concept of mortificaciones (mortification, self

Sacrifice) and its application to interactional settings. Korte's (1979, p. 112) rationale for

Such concept explication is that it is a means to learn more about the meaning of such

°Cricepts for interpretation of “morale” or “well-being” among older Hispanics.

Achor (1978), tried to explicate contemporary Hispanic elderly's roles and

functions within a Texas barrio. Her findings revealed a heightened activity in their aging

*>{periences, congruent with Sirnic's finding mentioned earlier, citing examples of elderly

Yvomen making dresses for the fiestas. Not only did this increase fiscal well-being but the

function/role added to their sense of well-being. As well, Achor observed that even

Single or widowed elderly living alone would be frequented by visitors, ensuring social

Yºvell-being. This point is relevant since it is estimated that 30% of Hispanics live alone.

©ther roles and functions included folk healing and telling stories (cultural transmission).

Cueller (1978), in “El Senior Citizens Club” cites aggregate group networks,

i Including church groups, that are culturally sanctioned groups compatible in meeting the

*Tespective needs and expectations of Hispanic elderly women. This is concordant with

*he extant allocentric principle inherent to Hispanic elderly women. An adjunct to this,

Suellar's study shows how the club can serve as a substitute, compensating for Hispanic

*l cierly women's loss of roles in their family (occupation, bereavement, etc). However, as
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Montiel cautions (1973), the extended family household is not synonymous with

farni Iism and support networks, and it is an assumption that Hispanic elderly women are

properly cared for because of their extended family household.

Gender Structure

Gender hierarchies are an essential part of familism. According to Wallace and

Facio (1987, p. 340), studies concerning gender usually take a “social stratification” or

“gender stratification” approach. The social stratification approach focuses on

race-gender groups and socioeconomic status of the aged. Melville (1980, p. 249)

extends the double-jeopardy hypothesis to “triple risk” for Hispanic elderly women

which compounds their disadvantages of age and race. Melville demonstrated how poorly

the women fared in aspects of living (i.e., economics, health status, morale, and

°ºmmunity involvement) and other indicators of quality of life. The H-HANES report

showed that Hispanic elderly women self-reported their health status as “poor” and “old”

*t an earlier age, and in more numbers, than their female ethnic counterparts. The

*ltural stratification approach explicates the characteristics of “strength” and “vitality”

*ong Hispanic elderly women who also are subservient to their spouses

Sanchez-Ayendez, 1986). According to Zepeda (1979), “The role of la abuela

(grandmother) in the family is something most Mexicanos/Chicanos treasure....she is the

backbone of family endurance and the symbol of cultural survival” (p. 5). Previous

**dies on Chicana aging have silenced the voices of older women by assuming their

lives were solely engaged in grandmotherhood. Exposure to a different country and its

*itical environment has had a direct effect on women's roles in the family (Paz, 1993,
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pp. 1 77–179). There has been, for instance, a reduction of the woman’s customary

adherence to the values and conventions of her family of origin. New levels of aspiration

to inciependence and professional status, as well as less dependence on male authority,

also characterize contemporary role shifts for women. Although the family constitutes

the nucleus of Hispanic life, it is undergoing transformation. However, the content and

form Of these changes vary considerably with the cultural histories and experiences of

Hispanic families.

Age and gender-linked norms among Hispanic elderly women have been studied

by Bastida (1984, p. 463), using three samples drawn from Mexican-American, Puerto

Rican, and Cuban populations. Bastida's findings reinforce the extant assumption that

°C re cultural elements of the collective identity system persist among the three samples.

Notabl y, she found that a dominant norm emerged, that of the “pursuit of realism.” This

P*rticular norm reflects that Hispanic elderly women consistently maintain realism about

their age and aging experience. Bastida suggest that this norm, as a cultural orientation,

Pºrvades all aspects of Hispanic elderly women, including their perception of “health.”

*nd life satisfaction.

Speci■ *Gific Salient Cultural Values - Relevance for Hispanic Elderly Women

The salience of cultural norms, traditions, and patterns cannot be underestimated,

“specially in relation to the meaning and well-being context of this paper. Significant

*tural concepts are next briefly outlined.

Marianismo. Marianismo is based on the cult of the Virgin Mary and denotes that

Yomen are superior to men and, therefore, have the capacity to endure all suffering
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inflicted by men (mortificaciones) (Stevens, 1973, p. 249). Consonant with this cultural

value is the high esteem and regard associated with motherhood in Hispanic cultures.

Personalismo. Personalismo is a cultural theme which values interpersonal

relations and social interactions whereby individuals deal with each other as caring,

complete persons (Cuellar, 1990, p. 365). Personalismo emphasizes the building of

“confianza” (trust), for respeto” (respect), “orguello” (pride), and “dignidad” (dignity)

which have important ramifications for health care.

Espiritismo. Espiritismo refers to the belief system that the world is inhabited by

both good and evil spiritual beings who can affect humans, particularly their

well-being, in both positive and negative ways. It is an integral component of Hispanic

Culture (Cuellar, 1990, p. 388). As a belief system, it finds expression in curandismo

(folk healing) and religion-based healing.

Presentismo. Presentismo refers to the emphasis or valence given to present time

***l problems. It is in dialectical opposition to both traditionalism and futurism (Cuellar,

1990, p. 399).

Confidante. Confidante is a role which refers to sharing confidences and seeking

Sºunsel from another woman (like “du madre-du madre”). It is an important aspect for

Hispanic elderly women's social support. Vega et al. (1986, p. 597) have examined the

"elationship between support and depression among Mexican-American women. Their

**udy found support to be a salient factor in reducing episodes of depression; hence,

Sultural aspects such as confidantes play a therapeutic role for Hispanic elderly women

*nd their subjective well-being. This finding reinforces earlier studies by Gottlieb (1983,

* 27) and Lowenthal and Haven (1968), who found that the salient factor between their
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aged respondents who were functioning well, and those who weren't, was having a

conficiente which resulted in a positive relationship between social support and subjective

we 11–being. Confidante support entails intense emotive and empathetic social relations

forged through experience (Vega et al., 1986, p. 603); the crux of confidantes being

confranza (trust).

Social support and use of confidantes are, therefore, imperative in their role for

promoting subjective well-being. Zamanian (1991, p. 23), in his study of elderly

NA exican-American people, has since found that “ethnic interaction” is more salient than

an individuals's own ethnic self-identification with respect to the development of

depressive symptomatology. This finding is shaped by results of Zamanian's use of the

Hispanic acculturation scale and depression inventories. Zamanian goes on to make the

distinction between acculturation and ethnic identity. The former is seen to be a process,

Yhile the latter, ethnic identity, represents a person's position within the process

Sºntinuum at any given time.

Acculturation. Acculturation is an atavistic theme throughout this study. Its

"elevance lies in the fact that, as previously stated, it is primarily an adaptive response

*d process for cultural adjustment. For this reason, it has potential to influence Hispanic

elderly women and their subjective well-being. Several studies have found a relationship

*tween acculturation and aging (e.g., Burnam et al., 1987). Griffiths (1983) states that

* more acculturated the Hispanic person is, the less the incidence of psychological

dys function. This is a prediction of the melting-pot hypothesis. However, as defined

*arlier, this hypothesis is dialectically tempered by the bicultural hypothesis. Another

study concerning acculturation is that of Lopez-Agueres et al. (1984, p.435), which

T

i.
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dern Cºnstrated that “mental disabilities” were more frequent among monolingual, elderly

Hispanic respondents when compared with bilingual respondents. As well, this study

revealed that the most common medical condition reported was that of

“depression/demoralization.”

Andrews et al. (1992) researched 2,000 elderly Hispanic and other elderly

Americans. Their study concluded that Hispanic aged, in general, have lower life

satisfaction, and are more likely to feel lonely (50%). These same authors consider

subjective well-being research as being critical to designing practical interventions to

protect the subjective well-being of elderly Hispanic. Likewise Mui (1993) found that

Hispanic elderly women reported more depressive symptoms than male Hispanic elderly,

and when compared to other racial groups. Markides (1980) and Roberts (1980) also

found that Mexican-Americans in Alameda County reported lower levels of happiness

**Inci positive affect.

Ailinger (1989) has noted that Hispanic elderly women cultural concept for health

includes “emotional disposition,” which can be construed as, or aligned with, subjective

Yell-being. Lacayo's (1980) study of the Hispanic elderly found that “mental health/life

**tisfaction” was rated as third for their most urgent health need. This definition of health

by Ailinger is congruent, conversely, with the Hispanic concept of nerviosa

Gillness/sickness), since it also includes emotional disposition (Guamaccia & Farias,

1988), thus reflecting a holistic dimension for sickness similar to Ailinger's concept of

health. This has relevance for subjective well-being was sought in this study for both its

Wººsitive and negative effects.
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Several studies have examined cultural roles and impact upon health, disease, and

stress such as nerviosa. For example, Marmour's (1981) findings revealed that specific

aspects of a person's culture can act as “buffers” against stress. Earlier, Berkman and

syme (1979) found that “social connectedness” also served as a buffer against morbidity

and rmortality. Another related study found that social support enabled a Puerto Rican

study population to cope with stressful life situations and hence less morbidity was

experienced (De la Rosa, 1988). A subsequent study (Briones et al., 1990) revealed direct

associations between levels of stress and depression as well as social networks and

depression. Thus, people with increased life stressors held commensurate higher levels of

depression. However, the intervening variable-social networks were shown to mitigate

the impact of stress upon depression.

Acculturative stress refers to stress experienced by immigrants to the host country

*s they adapt. It has been defined as “the psychological impact of adaptation to a new

Sºlture” (Smart & Smart, 1995, p.25). Increasing focus upon Hispanics and this

Phenomenon of acculturative stress is evident in the research literature. It has been found

“’ be a risk factor for affective disorders. Obvious relevance here lies in the affective

“limension of subjective well-being. Additionally, relative to this study, it has been found

that hi gher levels of acculturative stress are experienced by first-generation immigrants

(P *dilla et al., 1985). Further, a study conducted by Escobar (1987) revealed that

**ispanies are high somatocizers, manifest in a range of symptoms such as headaches and

*tornach pain. Also relevant are the gender differences found, with women having higher

levels of acculturative stress and depressive symptomatology, which was also

“’mpounded by low socioeconomic status.
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eligiosi

Gerontologists are increasingly turning to the study of religiosity in order to

explicate how feelings of subjective well-being emerge and are maintained in later life

(Gonzales 1988, p. 33). Although subjective well-being can be operationalized in many

ways, a small but significant cluster of recent studies focuses on the relationship between

religious involvement, life satisfaction, and subjective well-being. However, despite

these attempts, results are ambiguous (Krause, 1992, p. 170). Hispanics’ sense of

religiosity has not been examined to any great extent as a source of well-being (Magana,

1995, p. 102).

This recent surge in research is congruent, given that the anthropological, social

Science/gerontological literature portrays Hispanic women as devoutly Catholic and

highly religious (Amaro, 1988, p. 8). As indicated, Hispanic elderly women are ascribed

the role of religious teacher and custodian for the younger generations. Gallago's (1988,

Wº- 157) study into “Religiosity as a Coping Mechanism among Hispanic Elderly”, found

that this teaching activity helped Hispanic elderly women fulfill their family role and

leisure time, resulting in increased subjective well-being. Amaro (1988, p. 6) cautions,

however, that the degree and denomination of religiosity is heterogenous, so

**neralizations need now, in current times, to be challenged.

Subjective well-being and religiosity. In recent times subjective well-being as a

°oncept has been exported beyond its quantitative boundaries and associated qualitative

*ndicators such as satisfaction, happiness and morale to incorporate “more emergent

Cli *ensions such as self-worth, spirituality, intrapsychic state, and psychosocial

*justment” (Ruffing-Rahal & Anderson, 1994, p. 5). These nurse authors found an
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“ecological” context of well-being in their research into qualitative well-being among

elderly women. Relative for the current study is their finding concerning their ecological

context and elderly women’s perceived ability to satisfactorily practice their religion. The

author's also acknowledge that religious involvement entails some solitary practices such

as prayers, reading, contemplation.

Among the most “significant symbols” associated with Hispanic elderly women

that mark the boundaries of distinct community membership are the Spanish language

(NMainous, 1989) and Catholic church celebrations (Massey et al., 1987). Hispanic elderly

women are involved in the definitions and maintenance of both these symbols.

Possessions can, as indicated, represent and convey symbolic Catholic meanings. Such

Possessions as a statuette or picture of the “Immaculate Conception” hold great, profound

Symbolism for elderly Nicaraguan women and images of the “Virgin of Guadalupé” are

Symbolic with affinity to Mexican elderly women. The “Virgin of Mercedes” is revered

for Cuban elderly people. Wallace (1992, p. 372) claims that the Nicaraguan elderly are

involved in sustaining their symbolism because their earlier lives in their homeland have

Provided them with both the knowledge of what constitutes Nicaraguan “being” as well

** Preserving its characteristics. Patron saints are a symbolic focal point of their lives.

Possessions from the host country, the USA, may be viewed as symbolic, reflecting their

*culturation status over time.

The Virgin is the transcendent symbol of Mexico. A prerequisite for

*derstanding her profound influence and impact is her phenomenal rise to omnipotent

**minence within a historical context. In a syncretic mode, she fused the religions of

two worlds in the 16th century—Spain and Indian-Mexico. In contemporary times,
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NMexicans are comfortable with her dual race image—the Mestiza—the blending of the

European Mother of God and the Mexican Goddess, Tonantzin. On December 12, 1531,

an irrhage of an Indian deity, dressed similar to the Virgin Mary, is said to have appeared

to Juan Diego, an Aztec convert to Catholicism. According to Castillo (1996), for

NMexicans on both sides of the borders, Guadalupé is a symbol of rebellion against the

rich—the upper and middle class. It has been contended that people select symbols or

images because they provide visual messages that help people to envision personal and

SOcial transformation. An image either expresses a valued aspect of experience or

Supplements the intrinsic value of the experience.

This section set out to explicate a research portrait of Hispanic elderly women

Within the contextual dimensions of ethnicity, aging, and subjective well-being. It

°Cºnfirms both the paucity of data and contradictory findings concerning Hispanic elderly

Yonnen. The portrait, while lacking in ideal detail, is compensated for by an account of

**levant characteristics and cultural features. It is sketched as a blueprint in anticipation

of the actual study and substantive results with which to complete the portrait. The

Pºrtrait of Hispanic elderly women will never be framed since there remains an infinite

*ray of questions to be addressed in juxtaposition to the concepts of ethnicity and aging

“’ enhance the whole picture which is ever changing and unfolding.

This extensive and intensive literature review has served to cast a clarifying light

and provide a better view of the phenomenon of study. At the same time, however, it

*eveals gaps in related knowledge, as alluded to in the introductory chapter. The

"iterature review generates further emergent questions, which were clarified by the

sº
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ethnographic research approach discussed in the next chapter. Tentative secondary

questions were as follows:

1. Does ethnicity reemerge via the medium of possessions and their meanings, as

Hopper (1993) intimates?

2. If so, how does the ethnicity factor relate or influence subjective well-being

among Hispanic elderly women?

3. Do possessions contribute to the symbolic cultural environment and, if so,

how?

4. Do possessions contribute to a specific ambiance within the physical

environment?

5. If meanings of possessions influence or constitute ambiance of a room, how

does this affect Hispanic elderly women's subjective well-being?

6. Is religiosity a factor in meanings of possessions?

7. Does religiosity affect subjective well-being among HEW2

8. Is the Hispanic concept of la familia reflected in Hispanic elderly women’s

possessions by proxy?

9. Does the research show intraethnic variations in data?

10. Is there evidence of an age factor in informant Hispanic elderly women's

responses (e.g., old, oldest-old cohorts)?

11. Do the emergent patterns of meanings of possessions expand the concept of

Subjective well-being?
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CHAPTER IV

Methodology

The preceding chapter shaped the study’s phenomenon from the philosophical

perspective of the simultaneity paradigm which views the person in context and as

indistinct from the environment. The researcher operating within the simultaneity paradigm

is investigating experience as we live it, rather than as we conceptualize it (Van Manen,

1990, p. 30). It is this perspective that largely determines the appropriate methodologies for

the study, that one context sensitive for the purposes of the study’s aims. As well, the

study’s central research question is a search for meanings of possessions which indicates a

qualitative mode of inquiry. Augmenting this decision-process are two other governing

factors. First, the cultural nature of key psychosocial constructs, such as well-being, that is

widely used in quantitative gerontological research, has barely been examined and

uniformly overlooked from qualitative research (Rubinstein, 1992, p. 59). Subjective

well-being is a salient focus for the study that requires qualitative responses from Hispanic

elderly women participants. Second, the study’s population, which will be discussed

further in this chapter, is specific, Hispanic elderly women, which further indicates a

methodology suited for a culturally sensitive approach. The study design is ethnography,

but I employed grounded-theory techniques for analysis and photography to enhance an

aesthetic inquiry.

Ethnography

Congruent with the simultaneity paradigm previously mentioned ethnography,

according to Agar (1986) is a tool for understanding in a particular area of human

experience including the environment that surrounds it, the history that precedes it, the

intent of the persons who create it, and the pattern that gives it form. Ethnography is

Concerned with the discovery and descriptions of meanings and impact of symbols that

shape specific cultures (Fetterman, 1989). Cuellar (1979) claims that the broad goal is the
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generation of more detailed descriptions and precise analyses of the factors related to

conditions and circumstances encountered in old age, as well as to discover the cultural

patterns and themes that give life meaning for older Hispanics. Spradley (1979) asserts that

the essential core of ethnography is concerned with meanings and events to the people we

seek to understand.

Specific relevance for application of the ethnographic methodology to the study’s

phenomenon is again drawn from Spradley (1979, p. 6): “The ethnographer sees artifacts

and natural objects but goes beyond them to discover what meanings people assign to these

objects.” This approximates the study focus on the meanings of possessions. For

subjective well-being, Spradley (1979, p. 6) is again a source for justification. “The

ethnographer observes and records emotional states, but goes beyond them to discover

their meanings.” Subjective well-being as portrayed was shown to have an affective

component. In relation to Hispanic elderly women, Cuellar (1979, p. 189) provides a

Chicano ethnoperspective, which synchronizes here with SI. “Culture is manifested in

symbolic communication. It is produced by creation. Culture has a psychological base and

a historical base. Culture varies systematically according to generational-cohort, age

stratum, gender, geographic region, social role, and status.”

As emphasized in Chapter II, the main guiding conceptual framework for this study

is symbolic interactionism. According to Cuellar (1979, p. 182), the ethnographic analyses

of Hispanic aging are influenced by the assumption and premises of the SI approach.

Further, Cuellar advocates that ethnographic case studies should include an examination of

the ways in which older Hispanics describe their places, persons, objects, and behaviors as

the bases for cultural inferences about Hispanic aging in the United States. The ultimate

goal of all ethnography of aspects of Hispanic aging is to provide adequate descriptions of

Hispanic aging from an “emic” perspective as a guide for greater sensitivity in health care

delivery and providing for their unmet needs.
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Seeking to understand the meanings of possessions in relation to subjective

well-being, involves participant observation, which is a key data-gathering technique for

the ethnographer. This technique is flexible, and according to Hammersley and Atkinson

(1983), it encompasses a continuum. For this study, the emphasis was upon the “observer”

end of the continuum. Photography supplemented observations of Hispanic elderly

women’s selected possessions and any emergent themes and patterns of their meanings and

arrangements for verisimilitude.

A Quest for Aesthetic Inquiry Within the Naturalistic Tradition

The researcher’s lenses focused on this study were fitted by a quest for aesthetics

and pattern-seeking for the data analyses. This ethnographic study with its supplementary

use of photography will have an emphasis upon aesthetics as part of this naturalistic

inquiry. Naturalistic inquiry has its roots in the existential tradition within psychology as

well as the interpretive tradition within sociology. Ryff (1986) who combined these

traditions in her studies of the aging, synthesized central themes which emerged from both

existential and interpretive perspectives:

1. An emphasis on a person being active and intentional. A person being concerned

with meaning that pertains to the surrounding world and to oneself.

2. The subjective realm - The world as it is actually experienced--as a starting point

for understanding an objective reality which is time and culture-bound.

These themes espoused by Ryff coincide with the researcher's views of human beings as

builders of their world of meaning in symbolic form and lend themselves to aesthetic

inquiry. Additionally, Rapoport’s (1982) definition of the environment as “a complex and

Systematic organization of space, time, meaning and communication, contemporaneously in

different patterns” (p. 26) was foundational to this study.

According to Lincoln & Guba (1987), the purposes of naturalistic inquiry include:

1) exploration of areas to ground more specific investigation later; 2) description to
*Inphasize the critical nature of context; 3) illustration (as in this ethnography); and
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4) realization by providing “thick” description for depth and vicarious experience. Guba

has defined the ontological, epistemological and methodological assumptions of naturalism,

which provide a theoretical basis for naturalistic inquiry. These include assumptions about

the social construction of reality, the interdependency of the researcher and what is being

researched, and the importance of context to meaning.

Possessions are often treasured for their aesthetic influence upon the ambiance of

people's homes. Nursing needs aesthetic inquiry to explicate the more intangible aspects of

meanings and subjective well-being. Nursing has a growing interest in aesthetics (Carper,

1978; Sandelowski, 1995). Aesthetic knowing was identified by Carper as a “creative

process of discovery” and one of the four fundamental and interrelated patterns of knowing

in nursing (p. 13–23). According to Chinn & Jacobs (1987, p. 16), aesthetics in nursing

has been underexplored and undervalued as a potential source for the development of new

knowledge. As Eisner (1985, p. 27) claims, the aesthetic is both a subject matter and a

criterion for appraising the process used to create works of science as well as art.

Pattern has been defined by Dondis (1986) as an example, grouping, arrangement,

or tendency of form and design. Patterns transform into rhythms when they repeat

themselves at regular intervals. In this instance, data “rhythms,” as one group of emergent

data resonates, in synchrony, with another piece. Rogers (1992) advises the nursing

discipline that a space-bound society foretells the need for a new reality and new ways of

looking at people in their world. Synthesis and pattern-seeking are aspects of this new

reality. Pattern-seeking by the researcher’s lenses, in the field during interviews and

observations will become more sensitive to their recognition, by practice, and comparing,

contrasting the clusters of verbal and non-verbal data. Pattern rhythms, according to

Dondis (1986, p. 22), thus may become a stimulus to trigger psychophysical forces, which

modify and arrange one’s sense of space and balance to create the perception of an

environment.
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Another related aspect of aesthetic inquiry within the environment is through the

lens of architecture. Alexander (1979, p. 267), an architect, states that patterns are the

building blocks in terms of which we view the world. Further, Alexander claims that a

pattern is both a process and a thing both a description of a thing which is alive, and a

description of the process which will generate that thing (1979). Translating Alexander's

statement for purposes of the study, the patterns unfolded within the ecological,

sociopsychological and culturological dimensions of the planned phenomenon.

To enhance the pattern seeking of this aesthetic inquiry and process, the researcher,

as the ethnographic “paint brush” adopted a role different than that of the traditional

observer-participant. The role emphasis was “feeling-observer-inquirer-participant.” This

role expansion derives from Alexander's reflection that: “We have a general sense that

something feels good; and we want to identify this something concretely so that we can

share it with someone else and use it over again [italics added] (1979, p. 247).

Sandelowski (1995, p. 205) in her article, “On the Aesthetics of Qualitative

Research,” suggests that attention to the aesthetic--to such features as modes of expression,

sense-making, and stimulation of experience, in addition to style, originality, and

beauty--provides additional criteria by which to understand qualitative work. This is

congruent with Keeney’s (1983, p. 192) observation that the emphasis on technique

without regard to more encompassing aesthetic patterns leads to mechanical, sterile

performance.

In similar vein, Heron (1981, p. 31-32), a sociologist, makes the case for

“presentational” construing, asserting that it both includes and transcends propositional

construing. Presentational construing includes form, color, and size portraying a sequence

of presentations as a total process. The patterns manifested from this study will be

enhanced, as Heron recommends, for presentation. These manifest patterns reflected the

interconnectedness, triadic relationships between meanings of possessions as they relate to

subjective well-being among Hispanic elderly women.
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Newman (1986, p. 17-18) identifies a new paradigm of health for nursing as

relational. Within the new paradigm, pattern recognition is the heart of human interaction

and the essence of practice; “The patterns of interaction of person-environment constitute

health.” Explication and identification of patterns of meanings in this study are the keys to a

fuller understanding of the cultural and symbolic environment in which they are embedded.

Developing an epistemology adequate to understanding human beings in relation to their

environment and their health is dependent on the key premise of holistic inquiry.

Development of nursing knowledge is contingent upon methods, such as naturalistic,

aesthetic ethnographic inquiry, that are congruent with a holistic nursing orientation to the

person as an open system in continual interaction with the environment. Ethnography lends

itself to aesthetic inquiry. This is implicit from Germain’s (1986, p. 148) description of the

research process.

The ethnographer participates in the events of the subculture and with the
help of cultural informants looks for connections, patterns, themes, or
relationships that have meaning for the people in it.

The actual consistency of the environment is more of patterns and relations than

solitary objects.

Ethnography is a medium for pattern recognition and analysis for the ways people

order the meanings of their world (Aamodt, 1982, p. 41). Themes are captured in

concepts. Ethnography focuses on describing culture and its respective dimensions. The

aim of ethnography is to uncover the cultural knowledge people use to interpret their

meanings and experience (Germain, 1986, p. 49) and to identify patterning of their life

ways (Leininger, 1985, p. 49).

Overview: Study Participants and Procedures

The Study Participants

The study’s population was drawn from heterogeneous, ethnic, and national

groupings within the larger umbrella term of Hispanic. Specifically, the sample represented
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elderly women from such diverse countries of origin; such as El Salvador, Cuba, Chile,

Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, and Puerto Rico. This population was a purposive

convenience sample. I was granted entry by introduction with the key informant, the

Center’s social worker. Such entry constitutes a form of palanca (lever)—the use of a

culturally accepted practice. I interviewed 16 women, some more than once for clarification

purposes.

Gaining access. The researcher established rapport with a social worker attached to

the research site. As the liaison officer for administration of the respective site, she also

received covering letters explaining the researcher's role by her academic advisor for ethical

endorsement purposes. After the social worker spoke to the potential, eligible participants

about the researcher, the foundation was laid and the introductory phase of the study

facilitated. The researcher had visited the site and become familiar with this group of

Hispanic elderly women.

The sample demographic variables consist of age, language, location, and such

other variables as religion (see Appendix A). The participants fell within the age cohort

range of 65-98+ years (see Appendix F). Second, all participants were conversant in

English. Since English, however, was a second adopted language, a Spanish language

interpreter was on hand for potential linguistic/semantic difficulties. All study participants

were recruited from the Bethany Center in the Mission neighborhood and all signed a

consent form to participate (see Appendix B for letter form).

Ethnographic Interviews and Tools

Interviews were conducted in participants’ units and lasted 30–60 minutes. Once

the preliminary steps of gaining access, consent, and entre had been established and

researcher-participant relationship initiated, the researcher walked to the room that Hispanic

elderly women offer for the interview. During this initial phase, I scanned the living space

for possessions, and noted the ambiance and any relevant physical features. These

observations were written up after the visit, and mapped as supplementary data in the field
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notes and memos. As potential hearing impairment of Hispanic elderly women was a

possibility, I checked their hearing range first. For one interview, I moved closer to the

participant and sat facing her directly.

The interview began with a description of the study, informed consent procedures,

and an informal introduction to my role as researcher. Questions were invited. An

abbreviated 5-item Index Acculturation Scale was administered as part of the demographic

questionnaire (see Appendix A). This 5-item General Acculturation Index measured

acculturation on a continuum that ranged from 1 (i.e., lowest acculturated) to 5 (i.e., most

acculturated). This index was developed for use with Hispanics of various

nationalities—unlike the Acculturating Rating Scale for Mexican-Americans—and with

non-Hispanic Whites (Balcazar, 1995, p. 83). It examined language preference, location of

early development, current circle of friends, and pride in ethnic background. Participants

were then categorized by their score on this scale into low acculturated, bicultural, and high

acculturated, based on previously established and theoretically meaningful cut-off scores

(Balcazar, 1995) (Cronbach alpha = 88.6). The sum of acculturation items, divided by the

number of items (n = 5), yields a mean score that is referred to as the Acculturation Index

(AI). AI scores of 0 to 2.20 indicate a lower acculturation status, whereas scores of 2.21 to

3.9 indicate bicultural status, and scores of 4.0 to 5.0 indicate a higher acculturation status.

Results of this scale are as follows: low AI = 5, bicultural AI = 10, and high AI = 1. The

semistructured, open-ended interview questions were posed as per the interview guide (see

Appendix C), at the pace of participants. Sensitivity by the researcher expanded the data, as

indicated by the use of probing questions such as, “That’s interesting, can you tell me more

about that please?” All interviews were recorded by audio-tape. This provided an

opportunity to observe any salient gestures accompanying the responses, such as picking

up a possession and caressing it. I guided the interview and kept the participant focused on

the topic by minimizing irrelevant information with a receptive, respectful, and

nonjudgmental attitude (Field & Morse, 1985, p. 6).
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Observational data prompted some interview questions concerning the symbolic

environment and some responses prompted new or refined questions. Often it is the

unanticipated or unexplained data that forms the basis of new questions or directional thrust

in the research. Agar (1986) describes this phenomenon as “breakdowns.” Generally, the

interview schedule was followed with each informant. While some study questions are

formulated in advance to give focus to the study, the direction of ethnographic research is

not fixed ahead of time as it is with linear quantitative designs (Germain, 1986, p. 149).

This flexibility was in keeping with Spradley’s (1979, p. 32) dictate that, when doing

ethnography, as far as possible, questions and answers are discovered in the social

situation under study.

The three types of questions suggested by Spradley (1979) were used in this study:

1. “Descriptive” items will incorporate questions such as, “Can you tell me about

your special possessions?”

2. Structural questions concern information about domains and how informants

Organize their meanings and knowledge such as, “What are the different kinds/types of

possession that are special?”

3. Contrast questions enable the researcher to discover the dimensions of meaning

in the domain such as, “What is the difference between possession x and possession y?”
The interviews and observer-participation was completed when there were signs of

*aturation, no new data, when the data became repetitive, when the research was

°mpleted, or at the request of participants (Field & Morse, 1985). I was sensitive to the

*■ e of participants and checked for any signs of fatigue or strain and, if necessary,

*ggested a break from questions. As well, the researcher noted any sad feelings aroused

and set off by the questions, such as a stimulus of viewing a photograph of a deceased

*Pouse, and gave comfort when indicated. The researcher informed the informants that they

°uld contact me whenever they had further questions or thoughts concerning the research.
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Supplementary Data Collection

I drew maps of the participants living spaces and aspects of possessions and noted

which possessions were kept in closest proximity to their chair/bed and the arrangement of

possessions on walls, mantelpieces, and so forth. Additionally, I wrote on theoretical or

methodological directions evolving from the concurrent analysis to help crystallize images,

patterns, and understanding of the phenomenon and to suggest any new path to explore.

These memos stimulated additional questions. Additionally, I observed gestures related to

their selected possessions as kissing and stroking.

Specific Demographic Profile of Hispanic Elderly Female Participants

Sixteen women agreed to be interviewed on the meanings of possessions in relation

to their subjective well-being and completed the demographic data record (see Appendix

A1) and the General Acculturation Index. Their ages ranged from 65–102 years with a

nearl of 79. As a selected convenience sample participants were diverse. Surprisingly, only

three women were from Mexico, three were from Guatemala, two were from Nicaragua,

two were from El Salvador, two were from Cuba, and only one each was from Chile,

SPain/Canary Islands, and Peru. While Hispanics are usually seen as Catholics the data

fourho in the literature does not support this myth that they all are Catholics. While several

Worrhen have converted to other religions from Catholicism since arriving in the United

States, several others were not Catholics prior to their immigration, as illustrated in the

fol lowing breakdown: Catholic = 2, “Ex-Catholic” = 6, Baptist = 4, Methodist = 4, and

Fºvangelical = 5. Despite this seemingly diverse range of religions, I found that Catholic

“ons were evident. This was manifest in the adherence to Madonna/Marist worship and the

**tention of Catholic saints and other icons, some of which represented their respective

*ational identity as well. Some of the reasons given by the participants for their conversion

from Catholicism were “Catholics don't use the Bible [or the Old Testament] enough” or

"Don't do much Bible study.” This also reflects their command of the English language and

impetus to keep learning and practicing.
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The mean years of formal education was 4.9. Given that the majority of these

women were in an age-cohort where, in their countries, education for girls was not a

priority, or came from remote areas where travel was far or schools were few or

nonexistent, the results are not surprising. As several participants pointed out, school

attendance in those days was often just one day a week and, for one woman, no education

was provided. It is amazing, with such little formal education by present day standards,

how, since their settlement in the United States, many of these women have taken

community college courses, learned to use computers, write poetry, have developed skills

in arts and crafts, and have completed preschool teaching courses with great success. Truly

this reveals their indomitable pioneering spirit and natural abilities.

The study participants had lived in the United States between 5 and 77 years with a

mean of 34 years. This result reflects that the majority of Hispanic elderly females who

have lived in this country for over 30 years. Ramifications for this were evidenced by their

Status passage of U.S. citizenship. One women, however, who had not been long enough

in the United States to qualify for citizenship and “needed to improve my English more for

the test,” expressed anxiety about her SSI and Section 8 entitlement with the recent

anti-immigrant legislation.

At the outset, many Hispanic elderly women explained that, for their age-cohort

Within their diverse countries, two distinct factors governed occupational outcome. First, in

their day, it was the norm and accepted practice for girls to marry as young as 15 years of

*še- Second, their husbands would not allow them to work outside the home. Some of the

Hispanic elderly women actually began work as young as 13 years of age. The data reflect

*ostly “no occupation” (i.e., homemakers in their own homes or manual labor jobs), but

the complete breakdown for the sample population is as follows (see Appendix D):

*Homemakers= 2, Clerical = 2, Preschool Teaching Assistant (prior to United States) = 1,

Mechanical Assistant (husband’s business prior to United States) = 1, Domestic

Housekeeper = 1, Maid = 1, CNA = 1, Accountant Assistant = 2, and one “Watch
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Repairer” in her father's business (prior to the United States). Participants expressed that

they abided by their cultural script of the times, but secretly they would have liked to have

had the opportunity to work in other occupations of interest to them.

Study Setting

Participants were recruited from the Bethany Center, situated in the Mission

District, which comprises 133 units with many solo elderly women occupants. It is a

Senior Housing Project, and all residents are independent in daily living activities. The

study setting is described in detail in the next chapter.

Techniques used in this ethnography include: (a) the designation of participants for

the study; (b) the data-gathering (i.e., interviewing and participant-observation; reflective

field notes); (c) analysis of the results in the form of grounded theory; and (d) the

presentation of conclusion via data analysis. These techniques, which will be explained

later, are appropriate for studying phenomena that have not been subjected to much formal

investigation and about which little is known (Sandelowski, Davis, & Harris, 1989). The

Study’s phenomenon, from a nursing perspective, meets this criteria.

Visual research is underexploited as researchers emphasize listening to their

Participants rather than seeing (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1995). Use of the camera in the

fielci can, according to Highley (1988), serve as a notebook for recording visual content to

facilitate more objective recollection by the researcher as observer. Visual records are

*Prinplementary to tape-recorded interviews for analysis. Stimson (1986) argues that if

**hrhography is to maintain visual aspects of social life that some means must be found for
ºncorporating into field work a sense of place and space.

Stimson (1986, p. 641) regretfully claims that there is a trend in ethnography that

"imits observation and explanation in focusing on speech alone: “No longer do we write of

artifacts and symbols of the social organization of space, of the embodiment of ritual.” He

views contemporary ethnography as being too “logocentric.” In a similar vein, Prezziozi

(1989), an architectural researcher, asserts that “no human society exists without
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artifactually reordering its environment—without employing environmental formations as

sign/tokens in a system of visual communication, representation, and expression.”

Possessions, their meanings, arrangements, and placements are a part of this visual

communication system for participant-observation purposes. As Singelis (1994, p. 268)

claims up to 93% of the social meaning of a message is transmitted via nonverbal channels.

Nursing is visual and it needs to optimize upon the metasensory, suprasensory, and

nonverbal aspects of its various settings and their contexts.

Photographs have been used to help people assess their life goals and to help the

elderly conduct life reviews (Greenleigh, 1974). Magilvy (1992), a nurse researcher, used

photography in her ethnographic study concerning elderly, rural women and home health

care. The use of photography of participants’ selected possessions could reinforce their

memories of salient life events, significant others and other attributes within their life

course. Worth (1981) coined the term sociovidistic as a model for understanding the

corn municative use of photographs as a symbolic form which is a part of human expression

and is interpreted within a sociocultural context. A montage or series of photographs is

Planned as a visual communicative unit for the study to reinforce verbal data analysis of

Possessions (see Appendix D). According to Hall (1965), a visual search brings fresh

°nergy to the process of discovery, which can illuminate new possibilities giving birth to

in ages that enable us to question and expand our vision.

Photography was used to support and enhance the verbal written data for analysis.

Photography was used here by the researcher to record and subsequently compare data for

*etermining common meanings or sub-themes, or for highlighting any emergent patterns,

*Yrn bols, and metaphors. Metaphors are tools for working with experience or simplifying

the process of creativity and meaning; they also suggest new meanings (Luborsky, 1993).

The use of photography expanded the focus for data gathering and reflects the

analysis. The utilization of multiple data sources and methods serve to maximize both

Validity and deficiencies and the inherent biases that originate from a single method.
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Photography brings another perspective to view, and examines the data by contrast as a

visual analogue to the data. As Lincoln & Guba (1989) note, studying anything in only one

way will preclude understanding it in another. The advantage in examining a selected

process from as many angles as possible is to achieve the greatest possible number of

understandings of the data.

The photograph has been equated with use of a metaphor (Okura, 1986). Viewing

the photographs as metaphor along with fieldnotes of the ethnography offers a unique

methodology for nursing research. According to Diesing (1981), the photographer, like the

sociologist who builds accrete comprehensive models of the phenomenon, will arrange the

visual material intopºems and sequences that are a visual analogue of propositions and

causal statements representing characteristics of the phenomenon. Photography serves as a

tool for both social explication and social exploration since it is a medium for conveying

and expressing themes and cultural patterns.

All photographic procedures and techniques for this study were standardized. The

researcher used a “Pentax Zoom 105 Supermodel” camera to take the photographs of the

Possessions of the participants. An advantage of this compact camera is that it has a built-in

38-105 wide zoom lens to maximize flexibility for short-framing purposes. Additionally, a

Variety of technical features, the majority automatically controlled, facilitated and

Pºtentiated quality photographs during the interviews (see Appendix D).

The actual number of photographs was vicarious and contingent upon the number

ºf Possessions selected by each woman for this purpose. As indicated in the Human Rights

*ction, each collection of photographs was coded with the participants assigned reference

*urnber to protect anonymity.

Film used was black and white and color, using TMAX 100 film rolls. All

Photographs were processed by Kodak processors to a matte finish and reproduction size
of 4” x 6”. Processing took 2 days and was done on completion of each interview. Coded
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negatives and originals were retained for subsequent and concurrent analysis such as

thematic patterns.

Data Analysis

Analytical Strategies

The goal of the analysis was to determine what meanings possessions hold for the

participants and how they perceive these meanings as relating to their subjective well-being.

As well, how these responses may indirectly cast light upon the symbolic dimension of the

environment.

Throughout the ethnographic approach, application of the twin strategies of data

gathering and analysis occurred on a concurrent basis. According to Pelto & Pelto (1978),

descriptions of cultural aspects are innately theoretical. The goal of this method was to

discover an emergent substantive theoretical framework from the descriptive data. This goal

was achieved by systematic non-linear, recursive phases. It is generated by the cyclical

Process of coding data, comparison, constant analysis of field notes, verification, and

identification of potential patterns to account and give explanatory power to the
Phernomenon under study (Strauss, 1987). Ethnographic analysis does not proceed in

Ordered sequential mode, as suggested. Hammersley & Atkinson (1983) show that the

Teflexive nature of ethnographic research is a central feature and strength. Theoretical notes

ºf irisights were recorded as per Schatzman and Strauss (1973). These systematic phases
**herent in ethnographic research are outlined in the following procedures section.

Data Recording and Data Keeping Processes

According to Lofland (1971, p. 102) field notes of participant observation are “the

"nost important determinant of a qualitative analysis and the researcher's raison d’etre.” As

intimated , several kinds of field notes were used to construct the ethnographic record of

this study. Based on the recommendation of Patton (1990), I constructed condensed notes,
expanded notes, diaries of my personal feelings and impressions, and analytic memos and
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code notes throughout the research process. All records were labeled with the informants’

allocated code number for identification.

Condensed notes. Condensed notes were made during interviews and observation.

They included key phrases and words highlighting the informants’ in vivo responses.

These notes included ideas, hunches, insights, interpretations, questions to pose, and

nonverbal observations such as gestures and feelings evoked by possessions. These notes

augmented the data and context of the transcribed interviews.

Expanded notes. These notes represented an expansion of the condensed notes

including notes taken after leaving the research setting recalling things not recorded at the

time, as well as the transcribed interviews. These expanded notes were then be reorganized

into categories recommended by Schatzman and Strauss (1973) (i.e., observational notes,

theoretical notes, and methodological notes).

Observational notes. These descriptions of the setting, the interview, detailed

descriptions of what observations took place, what the ambiance of the possessions and so

fort H. As Patton (1990) emphasized, “No skill is more critical in field work than to be

descriptive, concrete, and detailed” (p. 241).

Theoretical notes. These incorporated any hunches, insights, inspirations,

judgments, and preliminary analyses that were generated from both the observational and

°C raciensed notes.

Methodological notes. These recorded descriptions of operational acts such as ideas

for future research plans, critique of tactics, and self-instructions. These notes were in

Sºoncordance with Schatzman and Strauss” (1973, p. 75) recommendation that timing,

**quencing, stage setting, and maneuvering be noted.

Analytic memos and personal diary. Analytic memos are clusters of theoretical

*Otes concerning each informant. The researcher recorded her ongoing analyses of cultural

Patterns and meanings, interpretations, hunches, insights, themes, and emergent categories

from the ongoing research. With gradual experience, as the data unfolded, it became more
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sharpened and specific. The conceptual framework SI filtered the perceptual template that

framed the researcher’s perspective (Morse, 1994). The aim of this data gathering was to

generate what Geertz (1973) described as “thick description” of meanings. Thick

description is a written record of cultural interpretation.

The diary, as stated, recorded my introspective notes of reflexivity to elicit any bias

and feelings that may have impinged on the study. All field notes, as part of the field work,

were dated and timed. The code number and interview serial number were recorded for

each participant.

Transcription of Interviews

All interviews were audio-taped and subsequently transcribed within the ethnograph

format. The initial analysis commences at this stage whereby the contents were reviewed as

a preliminary step to a subsequent, more structured analysis and theoretical sensitivity.

QPen Coding

As stated, grounded theory techniques were employed to analyze the data. The

Open-coding technique (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) starts with a systematic line by line

reacling of field notes. Open-coding is the process of fracturing the data into manageable

data pieces. These data pieces are then further examined for purposes of comparing and

*>raceptualizing and categorizing. From this analysis, “patterns” emerged that reflected the

Sharacteristics, respective to the identified categories. These identified patterns were then

*nalyzed for larger categories. Once the patterns and categories were identified, all analyzed

‘lata were recorded in memos ready, as a basis, for further refinement and analysis. The

Sºrutiny of in vivo terms gathered from the Hispanic, elderly female participants often

indicated theoretical salient concepts.

This process of open-coding analysis was followed by axial coding (i.e., the

development of categories) by clustering concepts, identifying their properties, and their
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respective dimensions on a continuum. Conditions and processes were identified. A

conceptual model was then organized integrating concepts into a core

variable—Possessions as Environmental Synthesizers for subjective well-being. This then

became the theory to account for the analyzed data, its diversity, and variability. These

“ingredients” are presented in depth in the following chapter.

In addition to these analytic strategies, this study was also informed by the

interpretive interactionist approach (Denzin, 1992). In this framework, communication of

meaning and cultural forms are seen as central to the processes of interaction

(person-possession), biography, and social structure. As Denzin points out, this process

and framework is “connected to the world of cultural meanings” (p. 27). By using more

than one methodological tool, I attempted to achieve triangulation (Denzin, 1989) and a

richer, more comprehensive analysis of the data. In part, I used these different methods

because I drew on different data sources. I tailored each method to an appropriate data

source. For example, while ethnographic observations were explicitly the choice for data

gathering in the participants visit within an institution, I needed a different approach for

analyzing the photography and verbal data. Thus, heterogeneous data sources led me to

explore several distinct and innovative methodological strategies. This research approach

finds congruence with Meleis’ (1996) recommendation for culturally competent research:

Methods selected must be sensitive to the marginalization of populations and to the
lifestyles and needs of clients in transition. Comparative analysis of data related to
the same phenomenon using different methodologies may help shed light on the
type of knowledge to be developed for culturally competent care. (p. 8)

Guided by the above stated frameworks, I started the analysis contemporaneously

with the data gathering. Possessions in all their conceivable forms, shapes, sizes, colors,

and textures held my focus (see Appendix F, Table F2). Confronted by such a vast array of

possessions, I consciously framed the data by asking myself, “What's going on here?”

Initially overwhelmed by data, I broke it down into manageable parts. First, I began with

basic open coding once the data had been transcribed within the ethnography format. With

a kaleidoscopic view, the frequencies of descriptions and items yielded salient and
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recursive thematic patterns such as the range or possessions and the construction of

meanings. This initial basic coding resulted in sorting the many types of possessions. In

short, an inventory was made that was added to with subsequent interviews—a range of

items from jewelry to sewing machines to religious icons in all their variety (see Appendix

F). Next, themes became apparent by using the constant comparative method (Glaser &

Strauss, 1987). Themes or patterns became synthesized into categories.

As these themes emerged, I found connections and linkages via the medium of

properties, dimension, and processes among different codes. I then moved on to an axial

coding strategy to give coherence to the increasingly dimensionalized nature of my data. At

this point, I began to focus on relationships among phenomena, such as how meanings of

possessions are shaped by beliefs, values, and culture among the participants.

The structural process of the data analysis, having been outlined in the discussion

concerning the results, will follow. The first part will focus solely on meanings and

possessions and the second part will present an account of their relationship with subjective

well-being.

With careful, systematic scrutiny, I developed categories emerged that could be

classified as distinct entities and were pervasive throughout each interview. These

categories were possessions that signify identity, religiosity, family relationships, fictive

kinship, expanded horizons, nurturance, heritage, biculturalism, comfort, aestheticism,

mind-pictures, aids for living, and connectedness.

Data Presentation

The analyzed data is presented in the format of grounded theory techniques. They

will be reflected in narrative form by in vivo data from the participants and observations in

the following chapter. Photographs augmented the identified patterns. Models were made

for clarification purposes.
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Rigor and Adequacy in Ethnography

Reliability for qualitative research is achieved if one can provide a “representation in

the same sense that an artist can, with a few strokes of the brush, create an image of a face

that we would recognize if we saw the original in a crowd” (Tesch, 1990, p. 304).

Qualitative research, such as ethnography, can be made rigorous without compromising its

relevance (Sandelowski, 1985). Guidelines and criteria assessing the adequacy of

qualitative research have been determined by Lincoln & Guba (1985) and Sandelowski

(1986) has acknowledged these criteria for their appropriateness in qualitative research in

nursing. These criteria are: credibility, applicability or fittingness, and audibility and

correspond to those of the extant positivistic paradigm of internal and external validity,

reliability, and objectivity. According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), reliability is seen in the

naturalistic form of inquiry as part of a larger set of factors that is associated with

measurable change. “It was argued that this naturalist view was broader than the

conventional, since it accounted for everything that was normally included in the concept of

reliability plus some additional factors” (p. 299). Lincoln and Guba further suggest the

terms “credibility,” “transferability,” “dependability,” and “confirmability” as the qualitative
33 g ginvestigation's equivalents for conventional terms like “internal validity,” “external

validity,” “reliability,” and “objectivity” (p. 301).

Credibility. Lincoln and Guba (1985) discuss a variety of activities that make it

more likely that credible findings and interpretations will be produced in research. First,

they suggest that the researcher devote sufficient time to the data collection process to

establish herself within the environment. In so doing, the researcher has the opportunity to

establish the context of both the participants and the environment within which the

phenomenon occurs. In addition, I also became known to the participants, which ensured a

greater likelihood of trustworthiness on their part.

Transferability. Transferability refers to the degree to which findings in a study may

be applied to different groups. This establishment of transferability by the naturalist is very
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different from the establishment of external validity in qualitative research. Indeed, the

former is, in a strict sense, impossible ... while the conventionalist expects (and is

expected) to make relatively precise statements about external validity (expressed, for

example, in the form of statistical confidence limits)... the naturalist cannot specify the

external validity of an inquiry; he or she can provide only the thick description necessary to

enable someone interested in making a transfer to reach a conclusion about whether transfer

can be contemplated as a possibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 316).

Dependability and confirmability. Two final criteria Suggested by Lincoln and Guba

(1985) must be addressed in qualitative research, dependability and confirmability, largely

established using a confirmability audit will be discussed further in this chapter. The

auditor is expected to examine the process of the investigation and, in determining its

acceptability, the auditor attests to the dependability of the inquiry. The inquiry auditor also

examines the product -- the data, findings, interpretations, and recommendations--and

attests that it is supported by the data and is internally coherent so that the “bottom line”

may be accepted. This latter process establishes the confirmability of the inquiry. Thus a

single audit, properly managed, can be used to determine dependability and confirmability

simultaneously (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 318).

As Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest, naturalistic criteria are open-ended; they can

never be satisfied to such an extent that the trustworthiness of the inquiry can be labeled as

unassailable (p. 329). They state that the best the researcher can hope for is that the

reviewer is compelled to accept the research findings since he or she can never be

persuaded.

In summary, the qualitative rigor criteria described by Lincoln and Guba (1985) is

selected to examine the data for the purpose of answering the research questions. Several

measures to ensure the rigor of the proposed study were observed. First, the credibility and

transferability of the themes were presented to the participants for feedback purposes

concerning the fit of the analytic explanation for the study’s phenomenon. This feedback
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was also sought during the analysis process, since the themes and explanatory account

should be applicable and generalizable to the basic social process. Second, my

decision-making trails in data gathering and analysis, along with the substantive area of

research, were audited by research peers, skilled in qualitative methodologies, in

Dr. Anselm Strauss’ class. Third, my sponsor and dissertation committee monitored

analysis as it was presented to them, to ensure audibility. Fourth, Hispanic collegial

researchers were asked to interpret any specific covert meanings or metaphors hidden in the

linguistic data and analyses.

Human rights and informed consent. Participants were asked to give written

consent after being informed about the study. Every attempt was made to thoroughly

explain the study and orient the participants to data gathering procedures prior to their

participation. In the case of visual or hearing impairment, or literacy in English, I read the

contents of this form aloud and slowly prior to their ratification.

A fundamental, ethical imperative for this study with its inherent autobiographical

accounts was informed consent. Kayser-Jones and Koenig (1994) astutely caution that, in

qualitative research, the consent process is sometimes a prolonged negotiation between the

researcher and participants, rather than a formalized moment when a consent document is

signed by the participant. Congruent with these authors’ caveat I found this important

phase of the research to be recursive. At times, intimate details were provided by some of

the participants that impelled me to maintain vigilance for privacy and anonymity by

querying as to whether they would rather withdraw any particular identifying details. This

ethical paradox of anonymity has been noted by Fischer (1994): “Social research holds out

the promise of anonymity for respondents, but detailed individual stories may violate this

premise” (p. 4). The sense of responsibility for such vigilance is also in keeping with

Moody’s (1988) concept of negotiated consent concerning informed consent as it relates to

aging and biographical research. The importance of the ethical dialogue equates with a

moral obligation in a deontological (i.e., duty) mode. As Sankor and Gubrium (1994)
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emphasize, “The researcher must ensure that the research does not harm the participant and

that the privileged position of access granted the research will not be used to the

participants’ detriment” (p. xiv).

Human rights assurance. Possible risks of this study included inconvenience in

participating and the discomfort that some questions concerning possessions may have

aroused in the participants. Participants exhibited no overt emotional discomfort in the form

of painful memories such as grieving, evoked in the description of their possessions, such

as photographs and/or belongings of lost or estranged loved ones.

Approval for this study was obtained from the Committee on Human Research at

the University of California, San Francisco, and from the administrator of the residential

site. All participants had the opportunity to ask questions, to refuse to answer any specific

question, and the right to withdraw from the study at any time. All participants were asked

to sign consent forms for both interview and to be audio-taped. Consent to photograph

selected possessions was requested. All participants received a copy of the signed consent

form.

Several measures were undertaken as steps to ensure the confidentiality of the

participants. The consent forms were stored separately from the data and stated names and

other identifying markers were not used during the audio-taped sessions, in the

photographs, or in the publication of research findings. Only an identifying code was used

on all research documents, tapes, and photographs. These materials were kept in a locked

filing cabinet, within a locked room, accessed only by the researcher. The procedures for

maintenance and safeguarding of confidentiality was explained to each participant.

Reflexivity. This section considers the role of reflexivity in research. Researchers

widely recognize that they view their world through their respective lenses. In this sense,

perception can be construed as theory-laden as researchers frame their observations.

Ethnography has been described by its semantic meaning as a “portrait” of the people,

(Germain, 1986, p. 147). It becomes an ethical anthropic imperative then that the
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assumptions and pressure of biases applied to the “paintbrush” by shaping the perspective

and providing “thick description” and contextual illustration must be highlighted prior to the

brush strokes upon the research canvas. The researcher is the “paintbrush,” the instrument

in ethnography for illuminating the emic perspective of the study’s phenomenon. Inherent

in this ethnographic study are three central dimensions for shaping the phenomenon. For

reflexivity purposes, they will briefly be outlined here again as they impinge upon the

study: first, an ecological dimension focuses on the symbolic environment; second, a

psychological dimension that features subjective well-being; and third, a culturological

dimension that encompasses shades of symbolic meanings of possessions among the

culture of Hispanic elderly women. These three dimensions will blend together in

presenting the ethnographic portrait.

Reflexivity is the principle which claims that researchers are an essential part of the

social world they study and thus part of the data. In a similar vein, Denzin (1989)

recommended starting a research study with the biographical self of the researcher and a

statement as to how the focal phenomenon described are connected to the researcher’s own

experience.

Locating myself in place for reflexivity, I present a brief self-portrait followed by

my connectedness with the study’s phenomenon. I am female, in my fourth decade. My

education and upbringing have enhanced the aesthetic lenses I bring to the study’s focus.

Spirituality and contemplation are valued ingredients I bring to the paint mixture, influenced

by a Catholic upbringing merged with spirituality experienced in the desert. I practice and

advocate the more intuitive, intangible, taken-for-granted aspects of my profession as a

nurse. As a foreign student living in America, I identify with aspects of transition, which

sensitized me to the insight required for this study.

As a public health nurse, I have practiced in a variety of cultural settings. As a nurse

in the desert for years, I learned to view the landscape from an aesthetic lens. I learned and
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appreciated the symbolic world of tribal Aboriginals as they anthropomorphicized their

environments.

Certain landscape features, such as rocks, would be anthropomorphicized into

mythical “Dreamtime” beings, according to their shapes. The Dreamtime is the tribal

Aboriginals’ overarching belief system to which all things are subsumed and reincarnated. I

learned to read aesthetic sand paintings that were symbolic maps representing their life

journeys and stories. I became profoundly aware that art, in all its forms (i.e. sand

paintings, cave handprints, body paintings) is central to Aboriginal culture—a core element

in preserving and promoting the understanding of spiritual beliefs as an essential part of

Aboriginal life from time immemorial to the present. It reflects a symbolic understanding of

the Creation, the ancient laws and their associated rituals, and the trials and tribulations

during the journey of the Aborigine people through the never-ending continuum—the

Dreaming. There is no word in English that truly captures the concept rendered as the

Dreaming or Dreamtime. The Aboriginal words are Tjukurrpa and Koondarm. These refer

to the continuum of time—before time began, then and now, and the general Aboriginal

understanding of creation, time, land, and all human and animal existence.

Though the Ancestral Beings ascended to higher spiritual realm eons ago, a belief in

them and the spirit world still permeates the lives of Aboriginal people. These great beings

were as much a part of the inner self as of the outside world, and their spiritual essence is

still within the land. Their presence is particularly felt at sacred sites and corroboree

locations, which are treated with deep respect. This understanding remains essential to

Aboriginal beliefs. Their rituals and spiritual practices reinforce their special ties to, and

respect for, the Earth Mother, their immediate families and extended family groups, and

value systems. The Aboriginal poet, Tjalaminu Mia, encapsulates this dreaming concept

and process on a poster displayed in an Australian art gallery:

Creation of Gnark (Earth Mother) and beyond is the point of existence. The
life-force essence connects the soul with the universe, sharing a feeling of
well-being. My mother, my country, my spirit—we all together belong to you.
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He clearly depicts the holistic approach to person well-being and spirituality in the

environment.

As a solo nurse in the desert, I learned to let panoramic sunsets embrace me and this

affected my subjective well-being. As a flying-nurse, I learned the art of therapeutic use of

self. With engine malfunctions or adverse weather, I was able, non-verbally, to maintain a

serene ambiance for the evacuated patient and relative’s well-being, thus averting panic.

I became aware that the symbolic environment within an ecocentric dimension holds

great potential for nursing theory and practice alike, that the cues and meanings served as

cultural compasses and anchor points for maintaining their culture, interconnectedness with

the nonliving world, stability, sense of self in the world, and their individual and

communal sense of subjective well-being. As a public health field nurse in the inner city

suburbs, I transferred these findings of a symbolic environment to built homes. I looked

and re-looked, read, and made mental maps of home interiors during my visits. I became

fascinated by the salience of religious icons in some homes. Especially, I was intrigued by

the way recent refugees and immigrants would decorate their homes and recreate their home

country’s ambiance. Over time, I would monitor the expressed cues of the acculturation

process as some families might acquire the host country—Australia's—possessions. Or,

conversely, if there was distress I may be confronted by smashed prized possessions.

Combined, all these environmental elements, the symbols, latent and manifest

meanings, and their cues, fueled a growing conviction that nursing has much scope left to

excabvate their domain concept of the environment, particularly the symbolic environment.

(A literature search in the Melvyl Medline 1990-95 database revealed only one reference to

nursing and the symbolic environment, hence my conviction was consolidated.)

Second, from a personal perspective, possessions have affected my life. With the

untimely death of my youngest brother, I was profoundly struck by the possessions he

kept and treasured, reflecting his values and meanings; the forced divestiture of all my

material possessions, stolen, while I was overseas studying. I felt a great sense of loss of
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self, disoriented, as I was alienated from my personal history that those possessions

represented. I mourned for the irreplaceable sentimental values and meanings they had, and

realized the salient role of possessions in relation to a sense of self and subjective

well-being. Third, I have nursed extensively in people's home settings, especially those of

women, women of many cultures--immigrants and refugees. I was fascinated by how, on

translocation, the special artifacts they would display retained a sense of continuity with

their cultural pasts. Having clarified my starting position, I hope that the reader can

envisage the biases, investment, and expectations I brought to this research. I desired to

attempt to establish a more equitable relationship between myself and the Hispanic, elderly

female participants—one neither disembodied nor disembedded, but situated. My position

was ultimately determined and shaped by my extensive experience, theoretical and

philosophical inspirations, and topical knowledge. I have stated my biases as I want to be

held accountable for what I saw from my situated position. This is congruent with the

“materialistic ethics” that Haraway (1991) proposed when she suggested that we replace the

previously asymmetric, hierarchical, and impersonal relationship between the knowing

subject and the object of investigation with one that rests on affinity and empathy. This

reconceptualization moves objectivity toward what Harraway has termed a “passionate

detachment” (p. 30).

Sanker and Gubrium (1994) point out that attention to meaning is far more complex

than simply asking open-ended questions and allowing participants to speak

extemporaneously. As a researcher, it requires a heightened sense of self-awareness about

one’s own personal understandings, beliefs, and worldview. Translating the advice of

these authors for use in this study, I remained cognizant of my personal autobiographical

dimension including basic assumptions, beliefs, values, metaphors, and biases to the

participant interview encounters in an effort to facilitate attention to their subjective world of

meanings within an intersubjective environment. Similarly, Roy (1988) stipulates that “as

we strive to build an ethics capable of respecting personal originality, the danger to be
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aware of [is] its seduction of a futile relativism that ignores the bonds and the possibilities

of our shared humanity” (p. 39). Roy sees these bonds as the foundation for an ethics of

aging. Combined, the brief self-portrait and connectedness with the study, in light of the

wisdom of Harroway (1991) and Roy (1988), reflects my involvement in the study for

purposes of reflexivity and a “passionate detachment.” Next, the description of the study

setting and site is presented as a contextual background for the subsequent chapter that

features the data analysis.
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CHAPTER V

THE CONTEXT: THE MISSION DISTRICT

The Mission District Community

This chapter mounts the broad contextual canvas upon the researcher-as-artist’s

easel, providing the etic perspective and background prior to the illuminating emic

perspective of the next chapter which features a portrait from the data of the study’s

participants. Salient aspects of the larger community setting are described, followed by the

research site.

The ethnographer begins the study with a broad observation of the community,

focuses in on detail, then broadens her perspective again for verification. Only by both

penetrating the depth and skimming the surface can the ethnographer portray the cultural

landscape in detail rich enough for others to comprehend and appreciate (Fetterman, 1989,

p. 47).

The data gathered by participant observation, as described in the previous chapter

was the foundation for this ethnography. Agar (1980) described participant observation as

being “directly involved in community life, observing and talking with people as you learn

from them their view of reality” (p.14). My participant-observation allowed cultural

immersion, and over time I began to feel that I was living in a Hispanic community,

although initially I recorded in my field notes that it felt like a different country.

The Mission District (affectionately referred to as “the Mission” by the local

residents), situated in the heart of San Francisco, is the oldest barrio in the region, dating

back to 1776. Barrios are geographical entities, akin to lower working-class neighborhoods

in East Coast cities, but they are also networks of local social relations based primarily on

family ties that transcend geographical place (Keefe & Padilla, 1987, p.8). They are

synonymous with colonias. This barrio covers a significant portion of land. The Mission
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District was selected as the larger setting for this ethnography because of the ethnic

composition which is largely Hispanic. It is insular in maintaining this characteristic.

The Mission District lies within the large cosmopolitan coastal city of

San Francisco, a city filled with some 750,000 people and world-renowned for its diversity

and cultural activities. The district has a long history of attracting immigrants.

One immigrant Hispanic woman stands out in the history of San Francisco—Juana

Briones. Juana was a legendary Mexican-American pioneer—a single mother, rancher, and

healer who built her own pueblo. In fact, historical archives reveal that she was one of very

few women able to document this in order to retain her land. She ran a huge ranch and

cared for sick people, even the most seriously ill with diseases such as smallpox and

scurvy, and she cared for Native-American Indians. A committee has planned a large

plaque to honor this astute pioneer, businesswoman, and extraordinary humanitarian. In a

sense, her living legend beckoned the pioneering spirit of subsequent immigrant Hispanic

women and epitomized their courage in facing challenges such as cultural rejection by the

host country.

Current demographic profiles reflect the Mission District as a low-rent, high crime

community (Update; 1991, p. 2). The crime that distinguishes the Mission District is

reflected in the following statistics (Update; 1991, p. 2): 10 homicides, 42 rapes, 603

assaults, and 644 robberies. Combined, these figures give a sub-total for violent crime as

1,299 or 26.8 per 1000 population. For non-violent crimes, these were 997 burglaries,

1,152 auto thefts, and 2,149 property crimes. Combined, these figures reach 3,448 per

total crime or 71.1 per 1000 population.

While San Francisco districts do not have official boundaries, it is generally

accepted that this district spans from 14th Street to the north, Dolores Street to the West,

East Freeway US 101 to the east, and US Freeway 280 to the south. The Mission District

is situated in a broad, flat area south of downtown. It is protected from fog by Twin Peaks

to the west. Often it is sunny while the rest of the city shivers. The district accommodates
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large, ethnically mixed neighborhoods, with the largest concentration of Hispanics in the

city.

The total population of the Mission district is 48,490 people with a median age of

31 years, of which 20.5% are under 17 years of age, and 5,586 people are age 65 and

above. The Hispanic population includes Mexicans (13,806), Puerto Ricans (1003),

Cubans (414), and Dominican Republicans (9). There are a large number of people from

Central America, specifically Guatemalans (1,591), Hondurans (346), Nicaraguans

(4,546), Panamanians (5), and Salvadorans being the largest sub-population at 8,281.

Other Central American countries total 228. From South America there are 177

Colombians, 114 Ecuadorians and 422 Peruvians. Finally, there are 2,830 “other’

Hispanics according to the 1990 Census (note that due to fear of INS, the US Census

estimates are inaccurate.

The total households number 18,660 with 43.1% of the residents classified as

families, leaving some 57.9% representing other residency arrangements. Many

households are rented. The average household income is $28,680. For the 65 and above

age group, almost half are calculated below the poverty level. The main occupation is in the

service area.

The Mission District was the site selected for this study because of the

traditionally-oriented nature of the community, and as the demographic data reflects, many

elderly Hispanic women reside in this area. To better understand this barrio’s context for

the study, its historical trajectory will be outlined as gathered from museums, readings and

talking to residents.

History of the Mission District

The history of the Mission is a fabric that has been woven with many disparate

threads. The Spanish influence associated with this area can be traced back to 1775 when

Juan Bautista de Anza planted a white cross near Lago Dolores. In 1776, Franciscan friars
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opened the redwood doors of the original wood and adobe mission (see Appendix D,

Photograph 2). Their efforts to convert the Ohlone Indians into loyal, docile Christians and

use them as a source of slave labor desecrated the Ohlone way, rendering them extinct after

some 2,000 years.

Historical and anthropological evidence shows that the Mission District had been

sacred land to the Ohlone. Every aspect of the natural landscape, streams, marshlands and

boulders held great significance to them and was abundant with wildlife. Being bound to

nature, to the spirit world, to one another was their truth. Their spiritual life was lived in

the moment, and was not divorced from everyday life. Every object, from people to plants,

baskets and feathers, had life, power and magic in their worldview. It is reported in the

museum archives that most aspects of their lives were filled with sacred ceremonies, a fact

that completely escaped the Spanish 'invaders' who held contempt for the Ohlones'

'apparent' paganism.

Since Mexico lost its western territories in 1847, the demographics have changed,

but there has always been a significant Hispanic presence, the attraction being the climate,

Catholic churches, and priests, infrastructure and accessibility. In the northern reaches of

the neighborhood, the Mission Creek flowed from a body of water christened by the

earliest Spaniards as Laguna de Nuestra Señora de los Dolores translated 'Our Lady of our

Lady of Sorrows.' This creek was wide enough then to be navigable by small cargo craft

and emptied into Mission Bay. At that time, there was a thriving shipping and fishing fleet.

However, this lake and creek dissipated with the infamous 1906 earthquake.

The 1906 earthquake forced many environmental and demographic changes within

the Mission District. For example, Dolores Park (then known as Mission Park) became a

refugee camp for 50,000 people who fled the fires and tremors. Then, the United States

Army leveled many buildings for a fire-break. The inferno miraculously stopped at 20th

Street, sparing the heart of the district. Many people left the area, and the district became
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the gateway for waves of immigrants and refugees. Rejuvenation of the Mission District

gradually took place after the depression and the second World War.

This rejuvenation was short-lived, however, due to the vicissitudes of the 1989

earthquake, and also gentrification of the urban center. Once again, due to nearby

destruction, the earthquakes' refugees and the displaced homeless moved to the Mission as

they were driven from the Tenderloin and South of Market areas. Unfortunately, this

migration exacerbated the crime and drug problems, contributing to a dysphoric image and

reputation of the area, something which civic leaders, along with the community, try hard

to redress.

Currently, along the busy yet troubled stretch of Mission Street between 16th Street

and 24th Street, merchants, community groups, city and federal governments are working

to brighten the area's future, literally and figuratively. New lights that combine modern

technology with Victorian quaintness to illuminate the streets and sidewalks have been

installed to make people feel safer after dark in a place rife with crime, violence and random

shootings. High school students are trying to raise funds for another park.

The “Sunrise Sidewalk Cleaners,” a service funded by a federal grant to the

Columbia Boys and Girls Club, has started signing up store owners as customers who

want grime, graffiti, gunk and chewing gum removed (see Appendix D, Photograph 13b).

A few new businesses have scored notable successes on the street that calls itself “The

Heart of the Mission.” “Bruno’s” at 20th Street and Mission is one of the hottest and

hippiest restaurants in San Francisco. Soon it will be joined just up the street by Sanctuary,

a restaurant planned for the ground floor of the Andora Inn, a pricey bed and breakfast that

is one of the Mission’s best kept secrets.

But for every success, again, there are also the sad signs of urban decay. Every

block that I walked had at least a few vacant storefronts, like a cancer exploding this great

barrio. Many of the stores that once catered to the more affluent clientele have fled, replaced

by 99-cent discount merchants. It is a sad indictment but the Mission District renowned for
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its traditional waves of immigrants may, I reflected, become known for its outmigration

and exodus of people escaping violence and crime. During my field study I noticed more

and more barred windows and doors go up, giving a sort of ‘siege’ image. I saw other

ethnic groups take over sold out Hispanic shops, such as Korean, Chinese and Greek. I

saw a large chain store open, drawing business away from the smaller Hispanic stores. I

noticed stores that used to be open until 8:00 p.m. close at 6:00 p.m. Three pawnbroker

shops in close proximity did a thriving business. Inevitably poverty pays its price in the

district.

However, my focus was on recurrent themes in the district which are both

influenced by, and survive, the economic trends. The numerous little Hispanic stores

represented such diverse countries as El Salvador, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Peru, Chile,

Mexico, Cuba and others. Each of these countries were also represented by little restaurants

and cafes. Many were produce stores and some general stores with their national

souvenirs. The drug stores accommodated herbal medicines and Hispanic remedies. I

frequented all as I immersed myself in their unique cultural worlds, attracted by their

distinct aromas pervading the streets. These signs, sounds and smells of the environment

can be integral parts of the individual’s ethnic reality. At times I felt like a tourist in another

country. Celebrating Cinco de Mayo and Carnaval were such occasions of a tourist feeling.

Cinco de Mayo has great significance for Hispanic women, men, and children in the

Mission. Embraced by Hispanics and non-Hispanics alike in the United States, this holiday

celebration commemorates May 5, 1862—the surprise triumph of a somewhat amateur

Mexican army over Napoleon's occupying French troops in Pueblo, Mexico. The holiday

now has also become a symbol of courage in the face of overwhelming odds, something

that many Hispanic elderly women can identify with after leaving often wartorn countries

or poverty and migrating to a new country with their native tongue.

The Mission is famous for its annual Cinco de Mayo parade. Police close 10 blocks

to traffic to allow space for a long, colorful, energetic parade of Hispanic people, dancing
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and brightly dressed in national costumes with dazzling masks and thumping Conjunta

playing Mariachi. For this year's celebration, which crowned the end of my field study,

another special event coincided with this celebration. It was the unveiling of an explosion

of burnt orange and splurged cobalt blue and other rich, radiant colors. A mosaic of

lovingly crafted images portraying characters drawn from the pre-Hispanic Maya literary

history; the poetry of a 17th-century Mexican nun, Gauchos, and the magic realism of the

Nobel prizewinner—the Colombian, Gabriel Marguez. In short, a large new mural to

brighten the library, created by the upbeat Guatemalan artist—now American—Emanuel

Paniagua, to highlight Cinco de Mayo. What distinguished this mural from others, apart

from its themes, was that it sat on three large brown wooden feet to engender and reflect

connectedness with nature and rural connections.

In November, 1996, there was a large community meeting comprised mostly of

businessmen and women, Mayor Willie Brown, and Supervisor Susan Leal, who

spearheaded the effort to obtain a grant of $500,000 from the United States Department of

Transportation to finance the eighty new street lights, previously mentioned. Supervisor

Leal had grown up in the Mission District and recalled an era of thriving business, which

she regretted had “fallen off” due to the area’s reputation. The results of this meeting await

for the future to unfold but there is a definite move to improve the area's image by

encouraging more businesses to move in. Rosabella Safont, Manager of the Bayview

Federal Savings branch on Mission Street agreed, claiming that the Mission has

deteriorated to such an extend that it needs an expression of pride. During this winter, I

noticed that the new streetlights were impacting the area as more people were out walking

the streets with more confidence in their step; however, an exception to this was the elderly

who are too scared to venture out except during the daylight. As one shop owner told me,

“The Mission is great, the weather is great, the architecture is beautiful.....we just need a

‘shot in the arm’....more business.” Rafael Medina, Executive Director of the Mission

Economic Development Association, hoped that a store like Mervyn's would be attracted in



121

the future, and also a multiplex move theater to replace the bygone neighborhood movie

houses such as the Tower and New Mission. He also expressed hope that the National

Guard Armory at 14th Street and Mission could be reopened to attract tourism. City

legislation has created a moratorium in the Mission District on any new liquor stores. As

well, there is a local push to empower the Public Health Department to cancel the licenses

of shops connected with drug dealers, public drinking and public urination.

Signs of positive development are increasing. Every day that I walked the barrio, I

passed a lively playground, the Jose Coronado Playground. This park was named after a

local soccer player due to the support of this sport by Hispanic people. The number of

children, teenagers and adults swelled during school vacations. These asphalt courts are

bustling and jammed with people kicking soccer balls, shooting hoops, and playing tennis

with cheering spectators. This playground has now become a community project for

refurbishing. This face lift will include outfitting of terra-cotta tiles, colorful murals, a

jungle gym, new game courts and increased community policing as a deterrent to gangs is

also promised. As I became a ‘regular walking the streets people would wave. They

expressed interest in my work and cleared all the courts for me to photograph the existing

but fading murals. The murals seem to depict a theme of syncretism reflected by the

juxtaposition of the ‘old’ countries such as Aztec and Mayan cultures, and the United

States, e.g. spacemen walking next to Day of the Dead skeletons and similar contrasts.

As I became more familiar with the district and its residents, I began to discover

more thematic patterns. Many of these themes were conveyed non-verbally by the

numerous murals. My diary notes reflected that describing the background, the community,

first is similar to the Heideggerian concept of lichtung, (i.e. illumination) to highlight the

Mission “jewels’ of the murals and Bohm’s implicate order that reveals the explicate

order - the form - in this case. These thematic patterns that were discovered are as follows:

Vision. This was reflected in the form of pervasive large eye motifs and the

“Spanish Eyes.” These eyes would take the form of different combinations, such as people
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radiating from the iris, or trees branching out in a circular or oval frame (see Appendix D,

Photograph 8).

Honoring culture. Another recurrent theme was that of “Honoring our Roots” (see

Appendix D). The theme captured here for me was that of immigration, heritage, continuity

and potentialization. Historicity was likewise a pervasive theme, reflected in murals of

historical events, native American Indians and the old Mission Dolores. Multinationalism

was reflected by the number of flags and pendants flying everywhere in shops and murals.

Birth, rebirth, and regeneration. A theme of birth/rebirth was identified recurring in

three murals depicting babies in a fetal position with an umbilical cord (see Appendix D,

Photograph 10). The spectacular mural covering the Women's Building reflects both

well-being and cultural health/healing ways (see Appendix D, Photograph 5).

Religion. Religious symbols were the dominant theme, pervasive throughout the

district as previously stated. This theme was reflected in the number of churches within the

Mission District, and also by the historic Mission Dolores itself. Pictures of the Virgin de

Guadalupé were ubiquitous, from T-shirts, cups, car-stickers, rugs, posters and china

ware, evoking an expression of esperanza (hope). As well, many of the shops sold rows

and rows of saint statues, rosary beads, bibles, communion cards, costumes and religious

books. Pictures of Jesus Christ and crosses were also pervasive. Religiosity also took the

form of processions and parades such as the Day of the Virgin de Guadalupé, and the Day

of the Dead. During the latter annual ritual celebration there were local gallery displays of

numerous altericos (see Appendix D, Photograph 4a, 4b, 4c).

Education: Opening new worlds and horizons. Education by exploration was a

salient theme. This was echoed by the Community College, a bustling well-patronized

institution that attracted many elderly Hispanic women. Courses covered everything from

carpentry to computers. Several bookstores along Valencia Street drew constant buyers.

Murals also reflect the value of global and local community in support of education. For

example, the opening of the new “Dream” mural at 21st Street and Bartlett had imagery of
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the World Wide Web and children communicating with the use of computers (see Appendix

D, Photograph 10). Another mural reflected learning of language and mathematics.

Syncretism. Syncretism, or the combination of elements from disparate sources into

a new entity, was also a recurring theme. The murals at the Jose Coronado playground best

epitomized this theme. Here, a series of syncretic messages (as previously noted) conveyed

both imagery of Day of the Dead Skeletons and astronauts in space (see Appendix D,

Photographs 6, 6b, 7a). This also evoked a temporal dimension of past, present and future,

such as imagery of Aztec history.

A minor theme of nurturance also evolves from the above major themes. The

impetus for such discovery of themes in the Mission District intensified during the

interview phase as I consciously began to integrate my perceptions of the neighborhood

with what I learned from my barrio informants.

Architecturally, history and identity are also reflected in the Mission, an area known

for its murals, huge art-deco painted scenes on walls, facades and buildings. Wall murals

have a long-standing tradition in human history since human cave-dwelling times. Murals,

in particular, have long been associated with Mexican and other Spanish-speaking countries

celebrating history and cultural heritage. Since early 1970, Mission muralists formed a

community mural movement. These earlier murals were referred to as Placa which means

“to make a mark’ imprint, leave a sign, to have an image call for a response. I felt that they

called for me as an observer and researcher to respond by promoting aesthetic well-being in

the nursing discipline with an ecocentric perspective.

Especially as previously noted, the pictures of the Virgin were striking. Highlighted

in my diary, she was portrayed as olive-skinned, surrounded by an aura of sun rays,

cloaked in a blue mantel, covered with stars, and standing on a moon crescent held by an

angel. Her face tilts downwards with an air of compassion, serenity, quiet strength and a

kind, caring disposition. Her eyes are greenish in color. My diary notes recorded my first

impression of this ubiquitous Madonna. My eyes, awestruck, sank in her wonderful
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imagery. I wrote that I saw a connection with the Madonna's images and Geertz's (1979)

semiotic interpretation of culture to the realms of collective memory and selected articulation

of culture. A religious icon, the Madonna is also Mexico's national emblem.

Field Observations

During my field study, I noticed the subtleties and nuances of community ‘moods.’

There was always life but at a slower pace compared with other neighborhoods where

people seem to rush. Children and youth were always playing and kicking soccer balls on

the pavement. A mural was always in process of being painted; church bells and ice-cream

cart bells rang routinely. Elderly women would slowly shuffle the streets with the aid of

walkers or sticks, shopping always in pairs (which I later learned was for safety reasons).

Produce shops were bustling. Groups of people were always to be found talking for hours

on the pavements, sometimes passionately.

Mothers pushing overloaded prams full of infants and toddlers came in and out of

the stores. In the larger stores, gatekeeping security guards stood in the entrance.

Customers entering were systematically “debagged” and given a numbered card for pick-up

on exit; this practice took place in bookshops and other medium-sized stores as well. I felt

like a “foreigner” going through customs in another country. I observed the patience of the

Mission residents in long queues at the only Wells Fargo Bank and Social Security building

spilling into the streets.

However, on a daily basis the life in the community would be interrupted by the

noise of an ambulance or police sirens. I observed flowers upon the streets where recent

gang victims had been shot, laid there by their familias or strangers. Focus on gangs was

inevitable. Their impact on this barrio is pervasive in the form of graffiti and violence. They

disturbed the underlying patterns of the community. They were not in synchrony. Pursuing

their syncretic lifestyle of fights, shooting, stabbing and clubbing, they held the community

in virtual terrorist ransom. Street survival skills were not only necessitated, but
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accentuated. A circling car with booming music like a vulture seeking its victim, would

indicate trouble, danger; people literally would hit the pavement in the expectation of

random or targeted bullets. Consciously, I would wear neutral-type colors in certain gang

areas. To inadvertently wear an enemy gang's color would be akin to the matador's

swirling red cloak to a primed bull.

One local gang, known as the ‘surenos' (southerners) uses blue in their clothing,

the number 13 and the letter M (the 13th letter in the alphabet), and are identified easily in

their ‘turf graffiti, their tattoos, and their hand signs. The blue subgroups comprise the

Sur Trece (South 13) and the Mara Salvatrucha (Salvadoran group). The 18th Street gang

claims brown and 11. Each gang's membership and turf are fluid. One day the Reds (the

northerners, who claim the number 14) are in charge of 18th through 24th Street, and

another day, the Blues. The local police claim there are up to 750 gang members in the

Mission, drawn from all Hispanic groups, aged 12-20 years.

By contrast, the Mission High School students won the coveted national journalism

award. The Mission Community College is extremely well-attended by young and old.

Hispanic elderly women patronized these courses in great number, with English being the

most popular course.

As well, politics affected the dynamic of the neighborhood. As anti-affirmative

action sentiments (and anti-immigration propaganda) were swelling in the city, religious

processions became a medium to show opposition to Proposition 209. People outwardly

expressed their anger by wearing T-shirts proclaiming “San Diego: The Next Berlin Wall,”

and similar statements. Voter registration efforts publicly intensified.

During this period of cultural observation, I immersed myself in the Mission

community life. As indicated in the previous chapter, I read the local newspapers,

specifically “El Latino El Los Mensajero” (The World Through Latino Eyes), and also the

New Mission Times (“Comforting the Afflicted and Afflicting the Comfortable”). These

proved to be a great source of information about upcoming events such as the Altericos
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exhibition at the Mission Cultural Center, soccer games at Dolores Park, and other salient

events such as the inaugural ceremony for the new mural at the Bethany Center. This center

is the focal point of the ethnography for data gathering and is next described.

Bethany Center: A General Ethnographic Description

This section presents the findings of the first phase of data gathering of the research

site. The goal of this phase was to gain a general understanding of the Bethany Center for

Senior Citizens. Specifically, my objectives were to describe first, the history second, the

layout, appearance and function of the Center; third, the characteristics of the residents; and

fourth, the general day-to-day routines with a particular focus on interactions and general

well-being of the residents.

The Bethany Center lies in the heart of the Mission District. A landmark, the Center

has eight stories and is located at 580 Capp Street, a long avenue which adjoins 21st Street

and runs just parallel to Mission Street.

History of the Bethany Center

Buildings such as the Bethany Center do not stand alone in isolation, but rather,

exist in relationship to their history and community. While the facade of the Bethany Center

appears modern, its roots are deeply embedded in San Francisco's history. The New York

Missionary Society had sent the Reverend R. Stratton to "Mission Dolores and West End"

in San Francisco, where the Old Grace Church had its beginning in 1852 when a band of

devout Methodists formed a congregation.

This same group built its first structure and called it the M.E. Church. Their second

and larger building was built in 1886 and was called Grace M.E. Church. This church was

visited by many dignitaries, for example, resident William McKinley during his visits to

San Francisco would attend service there. During the depression era of the 1930's, the

gymnasium of the building was converted to a community center and soup kitchen.
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The church accommodated up to 1,000 worshippers. It survived the 1906

earthquake and required only a new ceiling. The congregation was served effectively until

1965, when it merged with the congregation of Epworth Church to form Bethany United

Methodist Church, located currently at Sanchez and Clipper Streets in Noe Valley. The

current pastor is Reverend Karen Oliveto, a woman whose dynamic presence is reflected

by her impact on the old and young in the Mission.

When Grace and Epworth churches began their working partnership in 1961, the

Glide Foundation underwrote it with an annual contribution. Demolition of the church

commenced in 1968. The church's famous organ was purchased and installed in the

Christian Brothers' Winery in Sonoma. Great impetus was provided to the project in 1964

when an elected committee was formed to inspect Senior Citizens' Housing Projects in

Northern California and to liaison with the United States Department of Housing and

Urban Development (HUD). This committee's report resulted in a formal recommendation

by the Superintendent of the Golden Gate District that the two congregations merge with

services and other religious activities to be held at the Epworth building, leaving the Grace

site available for Senior Citizens.

The merger of the two congregations under the name "Bethany" became official

also in 1965. One of their initial actions was to be a sponsoring organization for a senior

housing project. This facilitated the commencement of the Bethany Center Senior Housing,

Inc. project by borrowing the funds for interim financing.

The inaugural Board of Directors was comprised of fifteen people. In the following

year, 1966, their application went to HUD for a Federal loan of almost two million dollars

and was given approval in 1967. The planned building project was then announced by the

Californian Representative Phil Burton. But this plan was not without its obstacles; for

instance, one attempt was made to block the new project on the grounds that the old church

should be preserved as a 'historical monument'. However, the Reverend Schmitt
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reportedly adamantly stated that the needs of the inner city and its Senior Citizens were far

more important and pressing than maintaining a monument.

Construction of the Center proceeded in 1968 following a grand groundbreaking

ceremony, and was completed for occupancy in 1969. The mission of the Bethany Center

is to provide, on a non-profit basis, rental housing and related facilities and services for

elderly persons; specifically, the project was designed to meet the physical, social and

psychological needs of the aged and contribute to their health, security, happiness and

usefulness in longer living. The Director, Mr. Gerry Brown, espouses the center’s

philosophy of “Aging-in-Place,” and plans are underway for an adjacent Nursing Home for

the residents' aging needs. Additionally, it is situated in close vicinity to St. Luke's

Hospital to service medical needs of the residents.

Bethany Center Exterior Layout

The Bethany Center figures as a prominent landmark within the Mission District.

Eight stories high, it towers over all of the other buildings in its immediate vicinity. It

reaches up to the blue sunny skies, which contrast with its pale, pink walls offering

spectacular panoramic views of the Mission District and wider city. The first part of the

center that caught my eye is a large symbolic mosaic set on the wall by the front security

door entrance. At first glance, it appeared as a cross. One second glance, it looked like an

optic disk (this perspective being influenced by an eye injury I had sustained at the time)

with its red branching out lines, like arteries, upon a blue circular background. On closer

inspection I could see that clearly, the mosaic represented a quarternity of intersecting trees

with outstretching branches and radiating roots against the backdrop of a blur, bright sky

set within a circular form. In conjunction with the Mission findings, this was construed as

representing the vision theme. However, upon further focus a plaque was found nearby on

the wall which read “Growth” (see Appendix E, Photograph 11b). It was designed by local

artist Ruth Asawa. This symbolization encapsulating the “growth” theme seemed
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appropriate since the elderly Hispanic women residents were first-generation immigrants,

had their roots transplanted onto American soil, and thus were metaphorically branching

out in this new place, a regeneration. This again as a theme harmonizes with synchronic

resonance with the recursive Mission theme of “Honoring Our Roots: Life Anew.”

The exterior wall of the Bethany Center was covered by scaffolding and sack cloth.

Initially, as my diary notes reflected, I had assumed that the building was undergoing a

new coat of paint, but later discovered that something very special was in process - a new

mural was being born (see Appendix E, Photograph 1c, 2); at eight stories high this mural

would constitute the largest one in San Francisco. Gradually, the mural was taking shape,

reflecting the wonderful vitality and diversity of its elderly residents. On completion,

twelve residents are portrayed, including a Hispanic woman dancing and a man playing

flamenco guitar. A portrait of an elderly resident who was a nurse is planned for the front

of the Center. Symbolically, it represented positive well-being while aging-in-place. At the

end of my field study, the mural was officially opened with a grand ceremony, trumpet

fanfares, balloons, a Latino band and dancing in the street. This inaugural ceremony was

one of many events for “event analysis.” Event analysis is based upon in-depth observation

of a specific event and recording of detailed field notes.

Event—Opening Ceremony of the Bethany Center

It all began with a rousing trumpet fanfare followed by a spectacular drop of 1000

balloons from a top room of the Center's eight stories. As they descended, the balloons

burst, creating a deafening sound like fireworks, brightening the dull grey sky and

signaling the beginning of the ceremony. Clearly, this was an important occasion for the

Mission District as a whole. With great pride, streets had been cleaned, the local police had

cordoned off the adjacent streets, chairs were arranged, and a microphone and speakers

were in place. Visiting officials and dignitaries, such as city supervisors, were seated along

with the Center's staff, and the residents wore T-shirts bearing the following words:
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“Salud—I’m on Da Mural.” My field notes revealed the salience of the word “Da.” The

mayor, Willie Brown, is locally known as “Da Mayor.” He frequents the District on a

regular basis and the local newspaper features a regular article on “Da Mayor.” He was

expected to preside at the ceremony, but a city crisis took him elsewhere.

The local pastor for the Center, Rev. Karen Oliveras, gave the dedication blessing.

This was followed by the city supervisor's conferral upon Jerry Brown, the Center

Director, with a certificate of honor recognizing the Center’s “27 years of outstanding

service in providing high-quality housing for San Francisco's senior community.” The

certificate also commended Bethany “for its celebration of San Francisco's elderly

community through the creation of public art.” The director stated that the Center took great

pride in their mural, “Salud!,” and feels that it symbolizes the important contribution of

seniors and commitment to this community and the diversity of the city. He spoke

eloquently and with passion about the philosophy of Aging-in-Place.

The theme, “Salud!” on the mural means health. A longitudinal inscription on the

mural reads, “Bethany.” Sensitively painted by the artist, it matches the local decor. It is

painted in marquee style like the nearby New Mission Theater. Additionally, the marquee

style overlaps by reflecting a shadow of the old Grace church steeple. According to the

director, “This reminds us of our faith that propels us forward to aspire to our mission of

providing housing to low-income seniors.” He went on to state how the expansion of

OnLok Senior Health Service into the Mission district can assist residents, espousing their

philosophy that “a neighborhood is a good place to grow old.” Following the ceremony,

glasses of sparkling champagne were handed to the dignitaries for a toast.

Next, the irresistible fragrance of Hispanic food cooked by the residents drew the

huge crowds to its source. Soon everyone was munching quesadillas, tomales, tortillas,

corn, and salsa. Residents frantically rushed in and out of the kitchen to keep up supplies.

The food was served under the car park awning and was decorated with multinational flag

pennants flapping in the breeze.

|
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Simultaneously, a famous Latino jazz band struck up inviting everyone—young

and old and all races—to reciprocate by dancing. A carnival atmosphere transformed the

bitumen car park. Local TV crews and photographers clicked their cameras, capturing this

spirit and interviewing Center staff and dignitaries. My field notes recorded that, despite the

endemic problems of the Mission, there was still a tangible, positive life force (fuerza

positiva) that could transform them. A spirit of unity, pride, and identity was manifest.

The mural is part of the Mission Neighborhood Beautification Fund Project. The

mural is intended to further the continuum of mural development, through the creation of a

series of works addressing an age of new renaissance and self-determination. Following

the path laid by the many murals which have illustrated the difficulties of the human

condition, this series of murals on 21st Street specifically focuses on "What We Aspire to

and Envision in an Environment Which Nurtures the Evolution of the Human Condition"

(Mural Project Vision Statement). The Mural Project imagines that "elements such as

celebration, internal knowledge, interrelationships, rites of passage, regeneration,

cross-cultural resources and spirituality may fuel the artists' color pallet, and new

exploration of new iconography.”

The artist, Daniel Fontes, claims that his intent was to “communicate the strength

and dignity of individuals while seeking to generate a sense of community and respect for

each other by identifying who we are and our understanding of our differences, even as we

become aware of our similarities. In creating public art, I have sought to give expression to

others traditions and ideals of themselves.”

Bethany Center Interior Layout

Entrance and hallway. A paved wheelchair ramp, accompanied by concrete steps

with rails, led to the entrance of the center outside the front glass security doors. At the top

of the stairs is a flower bed contained by a small concrete wall with brightly colored

flowers peeping over the edge. The entrance door is flanked on either side by two wooden

|
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benches, usually full with residents. Entrance to the Center is controlled by a security

buzzer and interior mirror. The door is opened manually by the attending security guard.

The door opens immediately into a small foyer with several chairs directly opposite two

elevators which service the eight stories and basement below. The hardwood hallway floor

is well-polished. To the left is a small office kiosk with a formica counter.

For security reasons, all visitors have to register by name, purpose and room

number of their visit. (Security and safety are a real need. While I was gathering data, two

of the participants were mugged in broad daylight just outside the Center.) Then, they are

given a numbered badge to pin on their attire for all to see. Despite this “labeling' I was able

to interact with the residents freely. Adjacent to the counter at the entrance stands a large

glass cabinet. This cabinet is very significant to the Center. It serves a ritualistic role of

displaying themes and ornaments commensurate with special celebrations, such as

Independence Day, Thanksgiving, Halloween, Christmas, New Year, Chinese New Year,

Cinco De Mayo and Valentine’s Day, to mention a few. In a sense, this cabinet speaks to

the residents, like a barometer monitoring the seasons and orienting them to special times

and occasions. To the left of the counter are two more small offices.

The dining room. The front hallway then proceeds to a corridor with rails, past

bulletin boards busy with Center and community information, into one large, spacious and

light-filled dining room. There are approximately twelve tables and four comfortable chairs

at each table. Many residents also cook their own meals, often with their respective ethnic

flavors. Three meals a day, with a variety of menus, are served except on weekends. A few

people who cannot cook or cater for themselves patronize the local “Meals on Wheels”

delivery service. The floor is made of linoleum tile. The walls and ceiling are a light, cream

color, decorated with different themes for different occasions. One such occasion that stood

out in my diary was the Hawaiian Day theme, whereby cultural artifacts were stuck to the

wall along with fish and tropical imagery. The ceiling even had nets and fish attached for

º
º
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this event. The dining room also services as a venue for meetings with the residents, such

as the well-attended meeting concerning Section 8 housing eligibility.

The large windows and glass door of the dining room open into a patio courtyard.

Attractively designed, there are white wrought-iron tables, chairs, umbrellas and a large

barbecue which was used on Independence Day. A walkway and ramp then leads into the

Center's large parking area, which also served in functions such as communal dancing and

bands during the “salud’ ceremony of the Center’s new mural.

Retracing my footsteps to inside the Center, I noticed restrooms on the right side of

the small corridor. To the right there is a large office that houses the Director, Mr. Jerry

Brown, a sincere, caring, charismatic and committed young man. It is a comfortable,

homey room where visitors can feel at ease, with a large desk, computer and armchairs.

Further up the corridor the first floor units are situated beginning with Number 101.

Returning to the foyer, I notice the ceiling has international flag pennants, the occasion

being National Flag Day. My diary entries reveal that these flapping flags represented a

life-force, and symbolically, a merging of the nations. Many of the flags represented

Spanish-speaking nations.

To the right, and then left was another short corridor with lively bulletin boards that

also led to the dining room. This area was near the kitchens and cafeteria counter.

Returning to the foyer, to the right a little further along is a lobby area. Here there are two

beautiful comfortable sofas and a couple of grand armchairs. There is a impressive,

well-polished grandfather clock on the mantelpiece, as well as oil paintings and vases of

flowers. These elements combine to produce a home-like, warm ambiance. To the right,

there follows a doorway.

Living room/recreation center. The door leads to a large recreation room. Two walls

contain bookcases. There are chairs and a few tables. There is also a large piano. The walls

are well-covered with pictures and a tapestry donated to the Center by the Commodore

School. Windows facing the street side have venetian blinds. This center is a hive of

|
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activity. One of the residents plays the piano for entertainment, sing-alongs and the weekly

mass led by the Center chaplain. The pianist is also painted on the mural, in his Father

Christmas outfit. There are also formal meetings held here, and courses such as the Senior

Survivors Course run by the social worker, a busy and very caring, compassionate, wise

person. Informal gatherings also take place with family visitors, or for playing card games

and reading the newspaper.

On the basement floor there is also another meeting room, a caretaker’s room for

repairs and maintenance, and an office used by two social work students on practicum.

The second floor houses residents and the social worker. The social worker’s office

has a very homey atmosphere with an ethnic influence. There are two coffee tables, a

lounge and several chairs. The desk has flowers, artifacts of Native Americans and books.

There is also a filing cabinet, telephone and a computer. It is this office that keeps the

Center ticking. Residents and other people constantly visit the social worker, or if she is

out, there is a notepad for messages.

The 132 units fill the rest of the second floor and all of the subsequent six floors,

housing some 162 residents (see Table 1). The 162 residents are subsidized by HUD,

allowing them to pay no more than 30% of their income for housing. Electricity, water and

garbage removal are all included in the rent. There are three types of apartments.

Table 1

Characteristics of Participant Apartments

Type of unit Number Average Size

Studio 76 235 sq ft

Jumbo studio 24 290 sq ft

One bedroom 34 345 sq ft
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The average age of residents is 79 years. There is a communal laundry area on the third

floor for the residents’ use. The units are mostly designed for one occupant with some

designed for two. They are enhanced by large windows, which afford rays of sunlight and

incredible spectacular panoramic views of the city from the Bay to Twin Peaks. There is

central heating in all rooms, an electric oven where residents cook their own food (usually

Hispanic-based meals), sink, cupboards and a refrigerator decorated by

great-grandchildren's drawings and bright magnets. In each living space, there is also a

bathroom with shower, bath, toilet and a cabinet with a mirror. The floors are wall-to-wall

carpeted; the walls and ceiling are painted pale cream.

Each individual unit is furnished and decorated entirely by the residents. The

residents bring their own comfortable beds, favorite chairs, television(s), dressing table(s)

and other items as they wish. This allows expression of their creativity in their respective

units, such as brightly colored posters and paintings by themselves, family and

professional artists. While each unit is highly individualized, there are also commonalties of

content. In the Hispanic elderly resident units, all except one had a treadle Singer sewing

machines. All displayed their home country flags with United States flags by their side.

Religious icons were all-pervasive. Dressers substituted as altericos covered by numerous

statues of saints, Madonna, and Jesus Christ. Many of their posters also projected religious

themes (see Appendix D, Table D1).

Another universal element in the units of the Hispanic elderly women was the

volume of family photographs on display, so many so that it was hard to see the walls (see

Appendix F). Also, many beds were dressed with self-made quits, patchwork or

crocheted. One 92 year-old Hispanic woman had just finished sewing a beautiful quilt.

Also striking were the plants and dolls. Some residents had up to ten dolls on their beds

and chairs. In short, everywhere there was energy and life reflecting engagement with the

world. Native artifacts along with their flags would hint at nationalities. Books reflected

º
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their ongoing education. Visiting each unit felt akin to being a tourist in a distinct, living

world of many countries. All rooms exuded hominess and warmth.

The majority of residents at the Bethany Center are elderly, with a mean age of 79

years and age range of 65–102. Additionally there are a few younger disabled residents

such as paraplegics, with a mean age of 29. Many of the elderly residents suffer from

medical conditions. For the Hispanic elderly women, morbidity manifests mainly as

hypertension, diabetes, rheumatoid arthritis, and hearing and vision impairment. All are

ambulatory; very few of the non-Hispanic elderly women residents engage care aides.

There is a cheerful Spanish-speaking woman who helps those residents who are unable to

make their beds. There is also a cleaning person who takes care of the Center, and cleans

those rooms whose residents are unable to clean. There is a bus that takes the residents to

shopping centers for groceries and other items. A bus connected with the 30th Street Senior

Citizen Center transports residents who attend sessions there such as exercise programs.

As well, shops are very close to the Center's vicinity, especially medical offices and drug

stores. All residents are calculated as below the poverty level and thus eligible for SSI and

federally subsidized rents. However, this subsidization is changing for a few residents.

These residents are non-citizens and have only been in the United States for five years or

so, rendering them ineligible for future benefits until they become United States Citizens.

This phenomenon created a source of stress and anxiety among those respective residents.

In terms of the day-to-day activity, daily routines are individually selected by the

residents. They are free to spend their time how they choose. Center programs are likewise

voluntary, with educational programs being the most popular. The units are independent

“homes” however, from an etic perspective a sense of community and camaraderie tangibly

presents to the outside visitor. We have now returned full circle “home.” This ethnography

provides the contextual setting for the data analysis presented in the next chapter. y
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CHAPTER VI

Beyond the Surface: Uncovering the Meanings of Possessions

in Relation to Subjective Well-Being

The previous chapter painted the cultural landscape as the contextual background

for illuminating the superimposed data analysis. By immersing myself in the world of

possessions and their respective meanings, I attempted to grasp these meanings for

explication. My goal was to answer the study’s two central research questions, which

guided and shaped the data for developing original theoretical concepts generated by the

ethnography and photography. To achieve this goal to the optimum, I employed

grounded-theory techniques for data analysis since it focuses on uncovering meanings

and it is theoretically underpinned by SI, the study’s guiding theoretical template

(Strauss-Corbin, 1990).

The chapter’s structure is outlined here for highlighting the findings. Initially, the

13 categories that were generated from the data are presented and discussed along with

their properties. This is followed by a brief examination of their dimensions and inherent

processes. These aspects lead next to exposition of the “orientations” that shaped the

meanings of the participants’ possessions. Subjective well-being is then discussed in light

of the foundational data; specifically it focuses on the six typologies of well-being that

emerged. This is followed by a contextualized overview of the dynamic experience of

well-being. A contrary case study is then presented to show the versatility of the

emergent core variable “possessions as environmental synthesizers for subjective

|



138

well-being” to account for all the vantage points from the substantive data. This leads to

the finalization of the chapter by focussing briefly on the role of SI for interpretation of

the study’s phenomena.

Categories of Possessions and Their Properties

Identity

Identity was a salient marker for many possessions. This was reflected by the

proliferation of possessions that directly identify individual participants such as the

numerous certificates on their wall signaling citizenship status, achievement awards,

senior citizen awards, photographs of self, and photographs of self with other family

members and significant others. Additionally, possessions included certain items that

they purchased for themselves such as type of clothing, ornaments, jewelry, and books.

Possessions were also seen as symbols that carry the message of the participants’ essence,

providing clues to their identities. Symbols in the form of pictures or objects are a means

of communication. They signaled, almost subliminally, who and what each participant is.

Identity is the sense of who we are in the world, where we’ve been, and where

we’re going, filtered from a lifetime of experiences. From the collective perspective,

identity consists of the life course as a cultural construct and the socially normative life

course of statuses and transitions. At the individual level, every Hispanic elderly woman

creates for herself a particularized and relative version of the collective life course—a

life story with possessions as autobiographical due—trails reflecting their relative

experiences. Piaget, the developmental child psychologist, found that, through play and

interaction with the environment, the child comes to know herself. As Señora “A” puts it:
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Before I come here—to America—I was nothing really, not a full person. I mean,
I was a wife, a mother, but since here, and as I get older, I have expanded my
horizons. I’m not just Señora “A,” but the Señora who writes stories, who goes to
Community College and studies, who is a member of the Church, who has passed
the Senior Survivors course, and so on. Before, I felt nothing, no education. Now
people say, “Go to Señora ‘A’; she listens, she care, she helps people, she's
clever. Here they ask me to help organize things. They say I am a leader. I most
feel like me, myself, when my great-grandchildren visit; they call me wise and
kind person who knows a lot about many things. I value education so I try to
teach them things and make them read.

Possessions then are symbols of cultural and personal identity. They are entrances

or passports to the world of Hispanic elderly women’s identity. Roles, via possessions,

were revealed that assist in identity expression. For example, many of the participants

spoke with pride about their roles as grandmothers (abuellas) and godmother

(compradzo).

It’s so important. I’ve had eight grandchildren—now 15 great-grandchildren.
They come visit, we talk, go to park. They love looking and picking at all my
things—sometimes drop, break, but they have favorite things of mine—this one
looks at all the saints, that one always winds my musical box up and listens,
another—he opens the box, another—the books, another my plants, another the
dolls, another one she always like to look at the “old photos”—black and white. I
tell them all stories about my family back in Guatemala—they like. I teach them
about God, the Virgin, and all the saints. (Señora“I”)

The sense of pride is echoed by Señora “I” and self-esteem by role enactment. This role

repertoire, universally expressed by most of the participants, seems to help them keep in

touch with life by maintaining their identity, their continuity of valued roles in their

everyday lives. This role of grandmother serves like a role model and mentor for younger

members. As well, the role reflects the custodian role of transmittal of their family’s

history and heritage via the medium of possessions.

Several participants inferred that others were seeing changes in them. Señora “K”

relates,
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And when I go back home—to Nicaragua—they tell me—my daughter, her
husband, friends—“you look so different, you’ve changed.” Well, I say to them,
“Yes, I am American now. America’s the land of opportunity. It brings things out
of you, makes you change. The things make you change. I have TV. I keep up
with the world I learn lots of things.” They have only just got a TV. I think they
mean I’m more confident. When I go visit, I bring them things—my books,
magazines, American things. Well, of course I’m different. I’m free in America!

One of the “entrances” to identity was the process of possessions as “passports.”

That is, they opened up the living worlds of the participants—a galaxy of possessions as

signifiers whose networks were many and interactive. One possession may have multiple

meanings but, ultimately, they all gave clues to their identifiers via their values, beliefs,

tastes, and so forth. The one Señora who had very few possessions but they still revealed

aspects of her identity. She was a proclaimed “loner.” Possessions served as

autobiographical trails, reflecting participants’ past and present identities. It was

reminiscent of an ancient Greek play whereby the actors would wear large masks,

delivering and narrating their lines behind the mask that identified them to the audience.

Possessions were like the masks; they acted like “ventriloquists” in a nonverbal vein,

giving information concerning the participants’ identity. The participants all personalized

their surroundings with their unique touch, giving their living space—on the whole—a

homey feeling.

Possessions create a tangible residue of the past, present, and possibly anticipated

future identity development. A special possession, therefore, could facilitate

self-continuity by connecting a person with a past self (e.g., memories/memoir), a

present self (i.e., me now), or a future self (i.e., who I am becoming, how I am changing

or expanding myself). Most cultures have some form of initiation, complete with their

own symbols, that allow individuals to establish both their own identities within a group
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and their connectedness to the group. Initiations often center around the theme of death

and rebirth, a rite of passage from one phase of life to the next. Citizenship seemed such

a turning point among the lives of the participants. Such a ritual of transcendence with its

accompanying symbols represent Hispanic elderly women’s striving to achieve American

identity and unity for the purpose of fulfilling their destinies.

Religiosity

Religiosity was a major salient category of possessions—all pervasive if

manifested in such forms as rosary beads, Bibles, prayer books, religious pictures such as

Leonardo De Vinci's Last Supper, numerous statues of saints, Madonnas, holy water, and

praying hands. Religiosity also was presented in the form of “visions” and mysticism. “I

saw his face—Jesus. He stood at the end of this same bed my son was sick in; he nearly

die... his face all lit up ... that picture of him there. It remind me of how he looked”

(Señora F). Mysticism was conveyed by an ambiance emanating from religious items. It

was like a kinesthetic imagery, enhanced by one participant who lit candles on her

alterico and burned incense sticks creating an experiential sense of awe and reverence.

Mysticism was inferred by a Señora who had incense sticks burning and spoke in more

abstract terms about God, heaven, and becoming one with God.

The demographic data revealed the variety of religions Hispanic elderly women

subscribed to. As well, it reflected conversions from Catholicism to other evangelical

religions in America. These conversions were explained as the new religion more

meeting their needs. The change in values seemed to accompany the acculturation

process. It also reflected education. Education was more accessible, challenging them to

-
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think and to think critically. Yet, as stated, they would never disown or deny their

Catholic upbringing. Almost in syncretic fashion, they would still retain their Catholic

Madonnas, rosaries, saints, and other icons. Contrary to this, Señora “L” states,

I’m not a materialistic person; I don’t have much at all, just the bare bones,
essentials in life, my medicines. It’s who you are that counts, not what or how
much you have. I don’t like clutter, more dusting. I don’t need status, rich
jewels—just myself, my family, my memories, that’s it. You can tell my tastes. I
like religious books. See there, all these; that tells you people I am religious. It’s
very important to try to know what the person is associated with the possessions.

When observing religious possessions, the Madonna is most pervasive in statue

form and picture-posters on walls. The Madonna was viewed in several cultural

expressions reflecting Maranismo–the worship of the Madonna—as alluded to in

Chapter III the Virgin de Guadalupé, Virgin de Mercedes, and the Immaculate

Conception. As the photograph reveals, many were arranged in makeshift alterico’s

makeshift, on top of dressing tables. The relevance of meanings of Madonna are

described from the perspective of the participants:

She is the Madre of all; she’s very kind, understanding. She pray for us sinners.
She looks after us; she watches out for us. I love and adore her. She is my culture,
my country. Here, see, she stands in front in the middle. Because she’s most
important, she’s flanked by all my saints. She’s like the leader; she’s the compass;
she points the way for the others. (Señora“C”)

These statues keep me company—without, well, lonely and empty—make me
feel better, happy, at peace. When I wake, everyday, first thing I see is her. Mary
with sun behind her back, like halo around her. She waits there for me to wake
up. One time, I think I saw her smile a little. (Señora “F”)

I collect all these Madonna's—have here on my alterico. They give me feelings. I
imagine Mary, how people conceptualize her—Maria—the Immaculate
Conception. I adore her to pieces. I won’t give away to my family until I’m
nearly died. She’s God’s eyes and ears; she listens to my rosary prayers. I touch
her; I feel better. I dust her, polish every day too. That one over there, well, she is
chipped. I fix with crazy glue. She is hope, hope for the world. We are lost
without her, that’s why I say she is a compass—yes, the moral compass. She fuels
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my faith. She is ours—Los Latinos'—beautiful. I talk to her—woman to
woman—about things I care about. I light a candle by her and pray to guide me.
(Señora“B”)

The majority of participants kept and referred to their Madonnas. As well, the Madonna's

are personalized as their “mother figures” and, to some extent, a panacea, as reflected by

Señora “K”:

I ask her to pray for our troops if at war. I pray all the time for our gangs here in
the Mission, that they will find peace, leave good people alone, stop this violence!
I live the calm life. Mary leads me. When I’m not well, I look at her. I pour my
heart out at her and then I feel better—not real better, but feel better in my mind
and heart. This one special; Grandmother gave me at my quincero's.

Señora “K” reflects the added dimension of meaning by stating its effect—a

special gift that adds to her bonding and affiliation with the Madonna and all she

represents. Her attribution of “makes me better” is interesting since she is an inanimate

object yet represents and symbolizes a life force in the spiritual realm. Señora “K”

invests herself in the meaning “leads me.” Imbuing Madonnas with personal

characteristics were found to be congruent with an anthropsychic process, whereby

personal qualities are projected upon the inanimate objects.

Likewise, Jesus Christ was all-pervasive in many homes in the guise of the

crucifix, Leonardo De Vinci's Last Supper pictures, praying hands, and so forth.

Meaning generated from interviews are again reflected:

He is the center of my life; everything I do is centered around him. My father—a
famous Peruvian architect—designed these cathedrals. See this beautiful wooden
crucifix? Well, he made it too, he also a sculptor. I dust, polish every day—so
shiney—remind me of my father—a wonderful person. They confiscated his land,
our home—those soldiers. Well, I nailed it right here; I nailed him on the wall, in
the middle so everyone notice. Not supposed to make holes in the walls; they
don’t like it, but I had to. That’s his place, the right place to hang him—over my
bed. (Señora “M”)
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This one most important to me, from my country, Guatemala. I make him new
dress. Every Christmas I lend to the nuns for the St. Peters’ nativity. (Señora “J”)

Here, affinity of possessions is shown by “father made” and “my country, Guatemala,”

which seems to add to the religious meanings of Jesus Christ.

Bibles were also appeared as ubiquitous. Most were very old heirlooms and in the

Spanish language. They were obviously treasured. They were kept meticulously wrapped

in cloths in boxes in drawers. Treasured writings were also inscribed by grandmothers

and other relatives. One participant carried her bible everywhere she went and regretted

that she had cataracts and couldn’t read it anymore.

Likewise, rosary beads were all pervasive, even if participants had converted to

other faiths. The role of the rosary appeared to be twofold. Some were hanging up on

walls and in the kitchen areas as a decorative, symbolic ornament, while others were

close to the bed or on tables reflecting functional ritualistic use such as prayer—mandas.

Again, all had their stories and added meanings or heirlooms. Holy water was present in

two of the homes, strategically placed by door entrances to facilitate the ritual of

self-blessing.

Statues of saints were also pervasive, manifested again mostly on

alterico's—saints of all kinds and sizes. Their role clearly seemed secondary to the

Madonna, but still very significant. Each saint had a different role: “This saint, Saint

Anthony, I pray to find things I lost. I’m old now, sometimes forget things, sometimes

lose things. St. Francis cares for animals” (Señora “A”).

The panoply of saints for the older or sicker participants were significant as these

statuettes carried the responsibility of healing—as healing tools—complementing their

|
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western medications and their own ethnic healing herbs and remedies. The most common

saints were St. Mary, St. Francis, St. Anthony, St. Anne, St. Theresa, and

St. Michael. Each saint is conferred with a special task. Señora “K” prays to

St. Theresa for general sickness and to St. Michael for protection from cancer. Saints in

their concrete statuette form also served the function of intermediaries. Often,

participants would pray to them as gatekeepers for interceding to the hierarchical

Madonna or Joseph and Mary or Jesus. Señora “P” commented, “I pray directly to Mary

and Jesus because the saints are not in charge.” Here again, the process of “ranking” a

hierarchical structure of meaning of possessions is evident. Señoras would often select

images and attribute meanings to them that resonated with their current lives and beliefs.

Combined, these religious possessions created an ambiance of a sacred landscape

and shrines. There was a tangible feeling of reverence, augmented by a sense of stillness.

Like magnets of meaning, I felt myself subconsciously projecting religious thoughts onto

those possessions. It was as if there was an aura—not visible, but almost tactile—like a

kinesthetic imagery.

Family Relationships

This was a dominant category drawn from all the participants. Family

relationships were reflected by such possessions as photographs, which covered their

walls and dressers. They were also conveyed by letters, children's drawings,

grandchildren's self-made possessions and family gifts. The participants would

“introduce” me to all their family members by proxy. The participants would point to

them all and comment on their identities, places, and events related to the photographs.
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Family events such as weddings, quincieros, and christenings of children were most

featured. Family relationships reflected by the photographs covered the intergenerational

spectrum—infants and children to parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents. In the

older group, women seemed to be represented in greater numbers than men, reflecting

the mortality rate for Hispanic men and high number of Hispanic widows. Additionally,

these animated but old, brownish black and white photographs reflected la familia

(extended family) as alive and well. Brothers, sisters, aunts, great-aunts, and uncles

crowded the photographs. Very few featured pets such as cats. Most of these participant

photographs were taken in their country of origin.

By contrast, the relatively more recent colored photographs tended to be larger

prints and taken in the United States—Christmas trees and pictures of babies, infants,

weddings, school events, christenings, and a few pictures of young men smartly dressed

in armed services uniforms. What was so striking at a collective and individual level of

the participants was how few people were assembled, many tending to be dyadic—child

and parents. Additionally, some of these were sent as Christmas presents by the

participant’s children and/or grandchildren in the United States and a few who resided in

their country of origin. Of the U.S. families, a few were living in other states. Again,

what was striking about these more recent photographs was the absence of la familia and

the glaring reduced number of children per family.

My interviews, sketches, and maps of each participant’s unit reflected that all

except one participant had a vast array of photographs on display featuring family

relationships. Like art galleries, many were featured on walls, as well as others carefully
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placed in frames of all sizes and displayed on dressers and shelves. They were a focal

point of interest in the units.

My home is a history of family memories and I attach loving feelings to them. I
miss my family still in Nicaragua. (Señora “E”)

What I’m saying is, use your family’s things. Possessions draw strength, comfort
from them. (Señora “H”)

A picture speaks a thousand words. My family photos tell you why I am like I
am. See, I’ve got my father's nose. These sisters, brothers playing music, me with
the castanets, always dancing. My great-grandchildren think it’s old-fashioned.
(Señora “M”)

My daughter comes by almost every day, takes care of all my things, buys me
food and things I can’t carry—too heavy. I have bone disease—osteoporosis. I
esteem my things—photos of my family and things that are important, special. I
hold them in high regard—bring back memories of life, childhood in El Salvador.
(Señora “P”)

Family pictures my treasure. I have 16 great-grandchildren now—some here,
some there—hard to keep up with all their birthdays, name days, communions.
These photos, they keep me company. I never get lonely. I think and pray about
them every day. (Señora “C”)

Photo of my father. I worshiped him; brings memories back.... These black and
white ones—Guatemala—keep my past ties. ... Some family still there. ... I not
met many of them but keep bonds. (Señora “P”)

Fictive Kinship

The anthropological term, fictive kinship, refers to a substitute family. For

example, Aboriginals refer to incorporated “nonskin sisters” as family. Often, they

substitute absent or missing family members or they can augment families like an

extended family. While not “true” family members, fictive kin often fill in and supply

their role needs.
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This unexpected category was universally represented among the participants.

From the data it seemed to serve to keep the participants engaged and in touch with

human life by interactional processes. The striking feature of this category was that

fictive relatives took the form of dolls, teddy bears, and other stuffed animals. “These

dolls—all 10—are my children. I buy or given. I love them—so cute and cuddly. I make

their clothes too and nighttime clothes. This one ... he's like son ... a boy. I call him

Michael” (Señora “D”). During the interviews, they would address the dolls like people:

“What will we eat for dinner today?”

Living in their units, possessions were used to bring life to the participants’

symbolic environment. While TV had a passive parasocial role, it appeared that there was

a need for a more interactive role. The participants displayed a need to be surrounded by

large families and extended families. This phenomenon seemed to help them keep

engaged in life, keeping them “in touch” with life, maintaining their social interactional

skills, and caring dispositions and behavior such as hugging, carrying, kissing, stroking,

tickling, and so forth. As one Señora explained, “This is our culture we revere children.

They are very important—the focus of family and home. We love children, so the dolls

are like my sons and daughters when little.” In a sense, the role of fictive kinship can be

seen to act as a kind of “buffer” with a protective, beneficent affect on the participants as

it serves as a pseudo-support network.

ids for Livi

This was perhaps the most functional, utilitarian group that typified the more

tangible material form of possessions. They ranged from special supportive shoes, one
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wheelchair, several walking frames, canes, glasses, and one hearing aid. It also included

essential life-sustaining medications, insulin, and insulin syringes. Combined, they

facilitated life, quality of life, ambulation, and their negotiation of the world. Regarding

the interview question concerning what items would they take if there were a fire, many

participants indicated they would take these items as they were life and safety promoting.

Only this radio, some documents to essential ... live. Everything else I carry in
my heart. Glasses—I can’t see without my glasses. Wheelchair not mobile; can’t
get out without. These shoes I keep by my bed and walking frame. Insulin,
syringes, sugar... medicines essential. (Señora “O”)

Nurturance

This category relates to caring and growth and this differs from the other

categories as it emphasizes what the participants “do” to their possessions. In a

Heideggarian vein, it involves both a caring for a place and possessions and taking care

of them, accommodating them in participants’ being. Nurturing was seen in caring and

grooming of plants, dolls, and teddy bears. Possessions were washed, dusted, and

polished. These actions collectively reflected a nurturing environment to grow in. “I tend

my plants. I care for them. See how big they grow, spread. I stroke the leaves, and sing to

them and say, “I love you, you’re beautiful.’ I polish them, kiss them” (Señora “N”).

Heritage

Heritage was reflected in possessions with themes of national heritage, cultural

heritage, religion, historicity, and family heritage. Combined, these possessions reflected

a sense of legacy. Heritage was something to be “owned,” and to be proud of “You never

deny your roots.” It was reflected in the dimension of continuity and the process of gifts
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as heirlooms and divestitures. “Pass it along the family—the next generation” (Señora

“D”).Señora “P” states,

These things are from the country where I was born—El Salvador. One cares a lot
about things from their own country. They remember them; they help remind you
about things from your own country dolls, flags, maps, clothes, dishes, paintings,
photos, you know.

The participants, as custodians of their heritage, would transmit its value to the

younger members. The category of heritage/historicity and patterns were reflected in the

photographs of honoring roots and cultural heritage. Prager (1997) contends that personal

meanings are driven by the themes people create by which they interpret and evaluate

their life experiences, attempting to integrate them to form a self-concept, that they are

the subjective interpretations of ones cultural heritage expressing the personal salience of

a particular kind of cultural experience. These themes, or cognitive areas of meaning,

help to explain and integrate peoples’ perceptions of themselves participating in the

social world. So, on the macro-level, meanings interact between a historically and

culturally determined value system and the micro-level life themes of cultural identity.

Nature

Nature was a pervasive category representing the more intangible, nonmaterial

form of possessions. It was reflected by real plants, birds, landscape views from

windows. As well, it was also represented by synthetic nature such as artificial plastic

flowers, stuffed birds such as parrots, a butterfly mobile, and magnets on refrigerators.

Views from windows were often described in nature's frame as a form of possession by

the participants such as fresh air and green hills.
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Señora “K” compared her window to a “starscope.” I was not familiar with that

term, but as she explained, every night she would lie in bed and look out her window. In

that position she could view the night skies which would have a calming effect soothing

her to sleep. She stated she would “watch all the stars go by, the moon move up, and

once a large comet so big made me feel so small—wonderful. I felt I belong to the

planet—God.”

Window keep me alive—fresh air, see the hills, see the bay, water, trees. I love
nature. I come from country in Mexico. Flowers—I love flowers because, when I
live in my country, I have flowers and I pick every day in garden, so I grow these
here and put by window for sun. (Señora “K”)

My canaries and all these plants ... nature is company to me. When I talk to the
canaries—lots, lots of them—they answer me. They sing, chirp, keep me happy.
Window—the sky, clouds, stars never bore me ... look at and think. I love the
sound of rain—refreshing, sleep better. I pay attention to the plants—small, now
grown all over. Palms remind me of home. (Señora “J”)

I like tranquility, natural things. These plants, they keep me in touch with nature
[italics added]. I lived most of life in country. I miss. These cow statues; we had
cows in Cuba. (Señora “L”)

These flowers I dry, I press—presents, nature's jewels. (Señora “F”)

While selection of a “view” as a possession is not new (e.g., “Surveillance Zone”)

(Rowles, 1981), it differs from other possessions as it is nonmaterial and is not collected

or “given.”

Comfort

Comfort was a category that was reflected mostly in physical comfort as an

attribute provided by possessions. Favorite armchairs and beds were featured, especially

for several participants with rheumatoid arthritis. It also conveyed a sense of “fit” with

the environment. “I feel comfortable here.” Feeding into this category were comforters
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that is, possessions that provided comfort. Examples of these are electric fans in hot

weather, family photos, favorite music, footstools, dolls, and teddy bears. They had a

tendency also to be soothers “Put me in a good feeling mood” (Señora “K”).

Aestheticism

Aestheticism refers to an appreciation of a theme of beauty while the converse

tends to appreciate a possessions’ functional use without characteristics of beauty. Words

used to describe aesthetic possessions tended to be adjectives such as beautiful,

wonderful, and breathtaking. Beauty was also tied to heritage. “The Incas were the

people from Peru. Their ancestry here on this beautiful tapestry. So beautiful I cry

sometimes” (Señora “M”). Señora “M” went onto explain that Peruvians were very

aesthetic people and “worshiped art.” This particular art she had on display in the form of

posters and imitation ceramics were versions derived from the Incas and Moche. The

ceramic vessels were beautiful, showing duality in theme such as a face—half human and

half feline. My field notes recorded a theme of metamorphosis by which creatures share

the characteristics of different species. These imitation works of art helped in the

development of the properties of anthropomorphicize and mutatability. Although the

most spectacular ornaments were those of animals, the one that spoke most powerfully to

her, as well as aesthetically, was a portrait of a head. It was a man wearing a headdress

with exotic bird heads. For me, in an uncanny way, it evoked the actual presence of this

subject. Its quality of sympathetic verisimilitude was profound and breathtaking. Almost

with sacred vibrations, I was moved to tears with sheer aesthetic joy. Señora “M”

claimed that these “precious but not real ornaments” were like “clocks that kept her
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ticking.” They made her “heart beat to the rhythm of joy.”Their “beauty was of great

importance to her well-being. Many possessions were consistently imbued with beauty.

Señora “H” epitomizes this:

That plant in there, the name La Reina—queen of the night, La Reina de la
Noche, queen of the night. First, it grows bigs, up to the ceiling. It flower in the
night, it open up so beautiful, it torches my heart. Never not notice them.

Another example of aesthetics is also provided by Señora “C.” Her window view

was one of her favorite possessions. The window served several purposes such as nature

being in touch with life, as well as aesthetics.

A panoramic view—breathtaking. I feel I’m floating on cloud in heaven. Feel I
could fly all over the Mission. I can see Bay Bridge. At night, I see stars,
moon—so beautiful, makes me happy. I love beautiful views!

Aesthetics also included music and its ambient effect, which was also selected as

a possession reflecting the concept of intangible, nonmaterial forms of possessions.

Music has meaning only in a cultural context. Although people are influenced by music

in similar ways, it is the selection of music that determines each person’s response. For

example, Señora “L” “couldn't stand all that mariachi, Mexican music—more refined. I

listen to Spanish music on the radio,” or Señora “M,” “Those Central Americans they are

of low culture. Peruvian music so romantic, sensitive—touches the heartstring.” Music

also served as a mnemonic device by rekindling and reminiscing special past situations

and associations such as marriage proposal. Schorr (1993) explains that “music’s inherent

relationships among temporal, spatial and movement patterns reflect infinite potential for

patterns of person-environment interaction and listening to music in the sound

environment can affect a person’s perception of time, place and subjective well-being”

(p. 27). As Nightingale (1869, p.33) observed, “music has a beneficent effect.”

*
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Mind Pictures

This was an in vivo category derived directly from the substantive data as a visual

memory. As the inventory (see Appendix F, Table F2) indicates, some six participants

described this intangible, nonmaterial concept as a possession. People imagine in the

mind’s eye and can relive past contextual events of possessions. It is like an image. It can

be symbolic. It also serves a purpose and need. It is reflected by Señora “C” in her

description of mind-pictures of El Salvador.

You see, I have these mind-pictures in my head and in my heart—treasure
memories. See, I'm 85 and have just one eye. I took up painting for the first time
last year—acrylics. Look, I’ve painted all these pictures of my beautiful native
El Salvador this is how it was 40 year ago. I re-create the scenes from memory.
My youth was there. Beautiful countryside here the coffeemakers. (Señora “C”)

Mind pictures provide a sense of connectedness with their past: youth, people, places,

things, spiritual awareness, coping mechanism, and nostalgia outlet. They are invisible

and intangible to the observer, except when expressed as in the example painted as a

picture. They are visual memories, often of salient events such as weddings and war.

Dwelling on mind-pictures is almost a transcendent act. The participants values often

reflected a nonmaterialistic philosophy. “You see, I have these mind pictures, like

snapshots, frozen, not change over years. I can see the pictures clearly of my home in

El Salvador—my youth. I paint them now on canvas to share with others” (Señora “C”).

Dimensionalized, this specific category was represented by latent/manifest. Under

certain conditions, this latent “possession” became manifest and “tangible, visible, or

intangible, invisible.” Señora “D” exemplifies this phenomenon:

I have Jesus and Virgin I carry in my heart and mind. I have pictures. Precious,
oh so precious, pictures in my mind of Nicaragua—my beloved family and home.
I see and think about them. These are my invisible possessions [italics added]. I
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see, but you can’t; so fresh in mind like yesterday. A pictures speaks a thousand
words; there’s a story to every picture in mind.

Here, the dimension materialistic/nonmaterialistic applied and this was a pervasive

dimension for several other categories.

As Patterson and Garwick (1994) point out, the absence of significant others to

help, comfort, and share tasks and events increases the “psychological burdens.” Thus

transforming this need onto dolls, etc., could protect them by affecting their subjective

well being state.

From this category, the properties of family substitutability and surrogacy arose,

reflecting the essence of participants’ respective relationships with their

“pseudo-children.” Dimensions of these properties were innate/projected and

nuclear/extended. The process involved in this dynamic category was identified as

anthropsychic. That is, the conferring or projection and transference act of human

attributes and qualities to non-human entities. Señora “G” epitomizes this:

I make these rag dolls. I make them for church to give to poor Bosnian war
children. See, I sew this large smiling lips for to make them happy—to give
comfort, to cuddle. I know what it’s like to be growing up in a war country.

Plants and birds were referred to as “family” who kept them “company” in the

absence of living with family members. They were often referred to as “my babies” or

“my daughter.” One participant interview stood out as an exemplar:

Dolls—they make me feel I have a family. I hug them every night. I put them on
my bed. This one—she’s the special [points to a 2-foot high doll). She is like my
daughter I never had. I treat her like a daughter; everyone knows I talk to her.
See, I pierced her ears and bought her earrings. I make new dress for her every
year her birthday. I call her Mercedes, after our Virgin. (Señora “G”)
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Señora “C” echoes this theme:

These plants, not just any plants. They’re like people, family to me. They know
me; they sense me. When I’m not here, they say they droop, they die, miss me.
When I was in hospital, they say, “dead,” but when I come home, they all stand
up, come back to life.

Likewise, Señora “F” reveals,

This tree—so special. I love it. I crying for this tree. This is a person, my
family—the branches. Then the men come and they cut it in two. I found these
cones after. They’re my babies. I polish. . . .

anding Horizo

This category was universal in its representativeness among the participants. It

refers to the potentiation of participants’ abilities by developing skills for creative

purposes and creating possessions. Participants engaged in creative activities ranging

from sewing, knitting, crocheting, painting, to poetry, composing music, writing

autobiographies, cooking, ceramics, carpentry, batik embroidery, and others. All engaged

in educational courses. Most attended the local Mission District Community College and

such courses as English or computer-related areas. As previously mentioned, The

Bethany Center provided courses such as the Senior Survivorship courses.

Señora “B”indicated creativity in the following dialogue: “I love to read, to learn.

I have a collection of books. I study science, geography, space, make dresses for my

nieces grandchildren.” Likewise, Señora “C” explained:

I never painted before—no classes. I just took it up. I love it. I paint everyday.
I'm 85, only one eye vision. I paint scenes of my beloved El Salvador. Since my
husband died, it takes up my time. Try to get better, I hope I want to have an
exhibition.

When I compared her with the inspirational Grandma Moses, she wasn’t aware of her.



157

It would appear that connectedness, even nostalgia, was a theme for arts and

crafts. Señora “H” re-created her traditional Mexican kitchen—with no electricity—in

beautiful carpentry in the form of pictures.

I was amazed to find that most of the participants had sewing machines—two

modern and the rest older, traditional Singer treadle machines that they valued highly.

All made quilts for their beds, dresses for themselves, and clothes for family children and

dolls.

Biculturalism

Acculturation was a recursive theme throughout the interviews and did not appear

to be dependent on length of residence in the United States. This thematic category

manifests in such responses as “my life is cut in two," “I watch half TV in Spanish on

Channel 14 and the other half in English,” “I have one foot in America and one foot in

my country; you can't forget your own country.” Biculturalism was reflected by national

flags with an American flag side-by-side in many of the homes. National identity was

retained in the form of possessions in juxtaposition to their citizenship certificates.

Biculturalism is epitomized by Señora “E” who referred to her large poster of the Statue

of Liberty as “Our Lady of Liberty.” Freedom was worshiped by her.

Analysis of the verbal data showed that some categories shared common

properties and overlapped. For example, attachment, ambiance (such as aesthetics and

religiosity), connectedness (such as heritage, biculturalism, and family relationships), and

transition (biculturalism and identity).
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Connectedness with or by a possession represented a set of feelings concerning

specific people, self, time, and event that seemed to affectively bind a participant to a

particular possession as a function of its role. The possessions served as mnemonic

devices to connect with person.

Dimensions

Dimensions likewise applied to several categories. For instance, the positioning of

categorical items by proximity—close/distant—and categorical expressed feelings

sentimental (nostalgic)/pragmatic (functional). Other dimensions related directly to

properties of possessions themselves such as durable/nondurable, tactile/nontactile (i.e.,

cuddly, not cuddly), gaze/nongaze, natural/synthetic, collected/random,

self-made/acquisition, concrete/abstract, and embodiment/alienation. Embodiment

means to personify, to make part of the whole system, viewing the body as a whole. The

category of identity was closely allied to embodiment and inferred a positive subjective

well-being. Alienation on the other hand is the converse, inferring a distancing isolation:

“I don’t have a passion for my possessions. Some I still haven’t taken out of boxes. I’m

on my own now; don’t want reminding of some things in my life” (Señora “E”).

The dimension display/nondisplay was also salient. Some possessions, like

ornaments, were on display for all to view and admire. They were arranged in special

ways. Non-display possessions tended to be “hidden,” and reflect intrinsic orientations

concealed for security and privacy reasons and preservation purposes.
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Processes

Processes likewise applied to several categories. Hierarchical structuring is one

such example. Hierarchical structuring refers to ordering. People in general consider the

world to be ordered and structured hierarchically. The initial source of the structure of

images is perceptual modification. As Señora “A” claimed, “The Madonna, she’s in the

center—the Virgin—with the saint statues on either side. She points the way.” Or Señora

“O” who nailed the crucifix high on the wall so everything else would be beneath, as

“He’s the most important.”

Bricolage was another process whereby a participant draws on one possession or

symbol to use it for another purpose for what it was not originally intended. An example

of this process is by a participant who uses her panda bear as a head cushion.

Anthropomorphicizing was also found to be a common process whereby human

characteristics or behavior are projected onto inanimate objects, animals, or natural

phenomena. This is reflected in such descriptions as “God’s fingers are out of that

window spreading this beautiful view.”

The question concerning items to take if a fire occurred, generated a disturbance

of the balance in their set priority of possessions and respective values. The hierarchical

order changed dramatically. Items to be taken centered around safety, functioning, and

identity. Nine of the participants, for instance, would first grab all their personal records

and identification. Items such as passport, social security card, hospital cards, walking

aids, and glasses to function were selected. Five of the participants selected such

medications as insulin or blood-pressure medicine. Three would take flashlights. Two

would take clothes and another “a suitcase always prepared for emergencies.”
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Another conditional change was that of divestiture. This involves a sensing and

timing component: “When they [the grandchildren] are older, I’ll pass on some things.

Right now too young to appreciate, could get lost, broken.”

Orientation

An orientation is a perspective or view that shapes the participant’s perceptions.

“Intrinsic” orientation refers to the inner innate meaning residing within the possession

such as love of spouse who gave her a certain possession. An “extrinsic” orientation

refers to viewing the thing in itself, that is, a cup is a cup, it has no other meaning

associated with it. It has an external and functional emphasis.

Every possession has its own respective function—a chair for sitting, a cup for

drinking, a pen for writing. However, as the participants revealed, utility was framed by a

personal, social, and cultural context. In this sense, each possession can convey both a

functional and symbolic correlate. For example, the clothes belonging to Señora “H,”

while functional, also convey her role, national origin, status, and cue to an occasion. In

turn, a symbol may not just be representational but may also be transformational. For

example, the statues and pictures of Virgin de Guadalupé represented not just the

Catholic faith, but also national pride for the Mexican participants evoking a transitory

euphoric-like feeling among them as a national as well as a religious symbol. Intrinsic

orientation is reflected in the following statement as Señora “B” makes reference to her

Madonna statue: “It’s not a great price materialistically speaking, but it is in my heart a

treasure.” Señora “G” likewise claims, in reference to her beloved music box, “It’s not a

great price, but it was a price in my heart because my husband gave me on our 40th
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wedding anniversary.” Another exemplar of intrinsic and extrinsic orientation of

possessions is supplied by Señora “P”:

It’s necessary to have adornment. The Cuban soldiers—they confiscate my real
jewels, but these ones I wear—gifts—not expensive, but look expensive. Well, I
love them because every time I get dressed up, I grab some, put them on, feel
good—like a queen. I like Chinese things—ornaments. See here. I place them so
look like art gallery. Look expensive but no. TV—that’s nothing. That’s
superficial; no mean nothing in the heart. Everything of worth I carry in my heart.

“I once had a valuable wristwatch in Puerto Rico, but we had to sell to come here. I miss

it; I felt like a Queen wearing it.” This latter response reflects the extrinsic orientation of

possessions lost. This theme is echoed by Señora “H”:

Very sad. I had to leave so many things. Valuable and expensive jewelry and
things in Cuba. At Havana airport, the soldiers, with their guns pointed, just raped
my all belongings, took everything expensive, even my wedding ring; they just
left me this junk!

Extrinsic orientation was likewise noted by Señora “C”:

I miss all sold or destroyed in war—sold for nothing! Sold to pay for here, to get
out quick in one piece. Trade to buy suitcases, to pack, we had to desert many of
our possessions—expensive one too! Crockery paintings, clothes. So, my
meanings change in different circumstances. Situations change things. Treasures,
yes, but war is different.

Subjective Well-Being

This section covers the range of subjective well-being typologies. From the

analysis, different types of subjective well-being were discovered and were labeled

“typologies.” They are classified as follows: cognitive, affective, aesthetic, cultural,

ecological, and spiritual. These findings led to the emergent “core-variable” of

grounded-theory terminology, which subsumes all the other findings such as the

categories and properties and dimensions as a theoretical account for the study’s
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phenomenon. Additionally, the theory becomes dynamic through the identified

processes. Processes have been defined by Corbin and Strauss (1990) as the “linking of

action, interactional sequences” (p. 143), such as the previously discussed example of

hierarchical structuring. The dynamics of these different typologies lie in their capacity

to “shift” according to the type of possession and meaning and, hence, properties and

respective dimensions. The orientation to the possession was demonstrated by the data to

be shaped by an “internal” or “external” orientation. For instance, a picture may have

been externally aesthetic, but the main meaning was that it was painted by a participant’s

father or the theme was a familiar scene of her home country. “We are like two people.

We have, first, physical body and, second, our heart and mind. First, physical is my

walker to help me walk better in fresh air” (Señora “I”). In a similar vein, Señora “M”

describes this theme:

Well, well-being—bien estar. Again, there's several parts to that. There's the
spiritual well-being, the emotions, the mental part, and the physical part of us.
Right, first spiritual well-being. That's essential because they transcend the other
parts of you—God, the Madonnas. They comfort me, support me, refresh me,
encourage me, make my well-being good. Even if sick, feel better, you know?
Then we have the books; the learning all through life doesn’t stop because older.
Keep my brain ticking young, energized, emotional well. These old letters from
my husband I read again, again, make me feel better. I remember the places we
went, the feelings I had—happy feelings. I walk the Mission every day. Feel
better with exercise.

Well, physical—the body, legs ache and pains sometimes, but belief in
God, the Spirit things; they help me, compensate for pain. Living the “good life,”
as they say. I am happy; I feel the faith.

The capacity to shift typologies is reflected also by Señora “O”:

Well, today, well, I have different feelings at different times. Most happy, but
sometimes the legs ache; the eyes don’t see so well—tired and weak, old. But
when I look, touch my things here, well they energize me, refresh me. I feel the
air up here. Wind blows this way; I smell salt air. But it is the spiritual that feeds
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my well-being. I look out, feel I am in space. I think about the people, wonder
what they’re doing. Makes me feel good.

Here, affective and cognitive aspects fluctuate. Examples of these subjective well-being

typologies are presented next for clarification.

Cognitive Subjective Well-Being

This aspect of well-being reflected a deliberative action of thinking, reflecting,

studying, learning, and teaching and was universally represented throughout the

responses of the participants. It was reflected also in the following references and by

visual verification of cognitive achievements in the form of diplomas and certificates

hanging on their walls.

I study the Bible; I watch TV to learn English. It makes me feel good that I’m
learning something and family proud too! I esteem my studies, my teacher. I
know I’m old, but as they say here, you’re never too old to learn, you know.
(Señora “H”)

I love to learn, hungry for books, go to the library—any kind, all kinds: science,
geography, religion. I write poetry with stanzas for the Bethany Busy Bee paper
too. I read Shakespeare. Music—I like to compose music. (Señora “A”)

Affective Subjective Well-Being

This aspect refers to emotions and feelings. It was again uniformly represented by

participants and generally referred to feelings evoked by possessions or, at times,

projected onto possessions by some of the participants. Feelings, while mostly positive,

could also have a proclivity to negative dimensions as stated in Chapter III. The

following examples demonstrate this typology.

No one is 100%, all the time happy; that is, in life ups and downs, but sometimes,
when I look at my mother’s things—that teapot—sad, sadder. They’re all I got to
remind me of her, to remind me of as a child in Puerto Rico. She abused me, beat
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so much. Upsets me, but I keep my roots, that’s my roots, the teapot. (Señora
“G”)

These possessions, they make me feel at peace. The canaries—they talk to me all
day—make me welcome if I go out, better if sick. (Señora “O”)

I love my possessions to bits, priceless. I esteem them; they make me so happy.
When away, I miss, I sad. (Señora “H”)

Aesthetic Subjective Well-Being

Human cultural development has provided people with a wide array of objects,

artifacts, and possessions, many of which have been created explicitly to satisfy aesthetic

innate needs and are capable of invoking and provoking a wide range of human

experiences, meanings, and emotions, such as this aesthetic well-being. Aesthetic

well-being was labeled such from the data. There seemed, at times, an innate need to

experience beauty in these participants. While closely related to the affective well-being,

it was apparent that it was more than that. It directly related to a sensation of profound

euphoria from the visual or aural (i.e., music) in terms of beauty. Miles (1985) contends

that people select symbols or images because they provide visual messages that help one

to envision personal and social transformation. An image either expresses a valued aspect

of experience or supplements the intrinsic value of the experience.

For example, this view, the sunrise, the sunset—so spectacular! God’s beauty for
us to experience. My music—Beethoven my favorite—so beautiful and tender to
the soul. It uplifts me, transcends me into a higher world. This plant—La Rana de
la Noche, queen of the night—climbs up to ceiling, such a beauty. Makes me feel
I am in heaven; it opens only at night. I watch the petals open and unfold—watch
before I go to sleep. Bit-by-bit, I go into like a trance, feel the beauty, the
excitement of the beauty. Then the stars pass by me in the dark through the
window. Once I saw a comet—big one, so magnifico! Opens me up to the world.
(Señora “H”)
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Cultural Well-Bei

This typology was pervasive in the data both manifest and latent; generally it was

associated with artifacts from the participants’ country of origin. It provided

connectedness with their respective cultures. It was through clothing and meals that

cultural well-being was expressed. During the acculturation process, all believed in

“honoring our roots,” never denying their past connection despite such traumas as

experienced by war and earthquakes. It involved balancing both their own distinct culture

and their American culture. As the grandmother role dictates, the participants were

custodians of their respective cultures for transmittal purposes.

Ecologic Well-Being

This typology represented the comfort zone within the unit at The Bethany Center

and the Mission District. During the interviews, participants were asked how they felt

about these three aspects of the person-environment relationship. All except one were

very positive about their ecologic niches. The one exception “felt cooped up here.” All

expressed grave concern about the escalating gang violence while two claimed to have

been mugged. This issue was the only detractor for optimal ecologic well-being. Several

observed the gentrification of the district and regretted that their favorite shops had

closed. Overall though, they were impressed by the aesthetics of the area and facilities in

such close proximity such as drug stores. The category of comfort feeds into this

typology.
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Spiritual Well-Being

This construct and typology was closely aligned with religiosity, as discussed. It

was, however, more. It was the experience of spirituality. This experience manifested in

feelings of euphoria. It was a temperament and disposition toward God and Christianity.

It was a higher level or dimension of religiousness. While many participants attended

church on a regular basis, including the Bethany Center weekly mass, it was also valued

as a solitary activity. Spirituality could be masked by aestheticism as people interpreted

for instance their wonderful views from their windows as “God-made.”

Well-Being and Possessions: A Dynamic Experience

Under certain conditions, meanings were shown to change in emphasis or

hierarchical structuring by the participants. This fluctuation reflects that meanings can

reside in situational-specifics or contexts and thus are not static. Many of the participants

referred to deepening of meanings with aging over time or even shifting directions of

meanings within. External events and conditions can change meanings. The participants

described this phenomenon when migrating, having to leave or forced to leave and

abandon meaningful possessions. Additionally, the interview question concerning which

items they would take in a fire suggests that their meanings are mutable. These examples

illustrate the role of conditions upon meanings of possessions.

That watch meant everything to me, not just because expensive, but my father
gave me for my quinceros. We had to sell. See, it was the depression, sell to get
out of Puerto Rico. It broke my heart then; I was young, too many sad memories.
I left behind much. Some things stolen too, sold for nothing to pay for fares to
US. (Señora “E”)

My father bought me things but no meanings. I wanted love. I was my father’s
possession. I needed love, not material things, to grow. Even though my

º,
º

º
- * * *
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possessions were all stolen by those soldiers, they are still in my mind, still have
meanings, but I do miss seeing them, touching. Some people no vermas le jos de
nariz [they do not see past their nose]. They take things for granted, little things.
Do not think of meanings. I left too many things, too, in Nicaragua, belonged to
me, family for years and years. I had some things destroyed by the earthquake,
looting, we had to desert our possessions. (Señora “D”)

I had a beautiful rosary—Sacred Heart it was. It meant so much to me because
Sister Delores gave me when little girl. Someone took it! I was brokenhearted!
(Señora “L”)

Again, in the event of a fire, the hierarchy of meanings would often shift for

reasons of safety and essential necessities of life. Influencing the participants’ choices

was the fact that many of them had recently attended a course in senior survivorship

skills.

I take my suitcase here—always prepared. I show you, see: torch, clothes,
medicines, personal papers—citizenship papers, social security—bottled water,
my bible, my precious photos of family. This U.S. flag I take. It reminds me of
my husband. He killed in war and the marines came and gave me after his
funeral.

I never had a passion for possessions because we grew up poor, had nothing. I
just take my medicines, money, papers for identification, coat, torch, and radio.
Maybe, if time, some photos of husband and children.

I would take my virgin de Mercedes and doll if time. Everything else is
secondary. Every night, I put my clothes out ready, in case of earthquake, with
flashlight. If these other dolls burned, I would miss, but not the end of
world—buy some more—miss, yes. Oh, my glasses to see with.

Combined, these identified elements of subjective well-being do expand the

concept for an answer to the initial research question concerning this phenomenon.

A Contrary Case Study

A grounded theory accounts for variability including “contrary” or “negative”

cases. Señora “E” consistently presented as a contrary case throughout the ethnographic
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and interview phase. From the vantage point of a participant-observer, this Señora stood

out from the rest of the residents and participants. She had a cultivated sense or aura of

individualism and survivorship about her. She could give an air of aloofness and

self-sufficiency. She was polite, but did not solicit conversation. Alone, but not

lonely—a solitary person, happy in her own way, yet claimed, “I don’t go along with the

flow, don’t mix, prefer my own company.” Always smart, she took joy in visiting “her”

hair salon on a weekly basis. She would often “sneak away” for smoking sessions when

at the Center.

At the interview, Señora “E” was most hospitable: Mi Casa es su Casa. She said

she very rarely “entertained” anyone and that I was her “excuse” to bake a cake, as she

proudly showed me her cupboard full of a variety of baking tins. Once she intimated that

she was renowned for her cakes. Señora “E” claimed to have a “negative subjective
**

well-being about everything.” Reasons she gave for coloring her view was, first, a

traumatic childhood growing up with abuse, and during the depression followed by

translocation to the United States and a subsequent disastrous marriage ending in divorce.

She rarely saw her children or few grandchildren and regretted this, but her eyes sparkled

at an imminent anticipated visit by one of her grandsons. Suffering several major health

problems, she claimed the vicissitudes of these conditions and their respective treatments

also contributed to undermining of her subjective well-being.

Señora “E” expressed her need for “space.” She didn’t like crowds and didn’t like

“clutter” or feeling “cooped up.” Of all the participants, she was the only one who

focused on spatial arrangements. Her dislike of crowds resulted in her avoiding the

opening mural ceremony. She also stated, “Murals are OK for some, but me, too bright,
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too glary. I just went and did my laundry because I knew no one would be there. I don’t

like crowds.” In a sense, this action reflected her dominant functional approach of

meanings of possessions.

Her unit stood out from the others visited. Almost barren, it reflected for me a

sense of emptiness. One very small photograph on top of a small tape deck seemed to

convey an ambivalent sense of isolation and yet radiance to the spatial room as an

epicentral feature. It was as if the empty space magnified the miniature photograph,

deceptively spacious by its minimal functional possessions that you could count on your

hands. Unlike other participants, Señora “E” felt no need for a material representation of

herself:

All that dusting, and you can’t take them to heaven. The little I have is what I
choose. I could buy more things, but what’s the point. I’m old now. Given away
few things to the children and when the grandchildren are bigger, I’ll give them a
few things too. What I have is mostly free or what I’ve been given. I don’t buy
things. I think the depression ... I learned not to have things you see. I not
change—just essentials, no luxuries. Look at women with jewels like Christmas
trees all lit up; no better people with or without. Well, yes, jewels, speaking about
jewels; they are selfish; they don't let you go. They cling to you; they even stay
on—go with you to your coffin—but material, don’t go to heaven. I’m not
religious, don’t go to church. That Madonna picture on lampshade; that a gift I no
buy, but I do believe in being Christian. I went to Catholic boarding school in

. I believe in a God, but not in church.

In the above descriptions, in relation to possessions, the theoretical components

are all present. For example, the dimension of “distancing” and “alienation,” the property

of “functional” and the process of anthropsychic—"they cling to you.” These

components all reflect the dynamic nature of the emergent theory in accounting and

accommodating variability.
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A large standing electric fan seemed ectopic in her unit. It was not to cool her

down, but I discovered that its purpose was to dissipate the smoke-filled convection

currents so as to not annoy neighbors. A bunch of fading artificial plastic flowers stood

lonely in a corner of the room. She had a bed, a chair, TV, and a small square table

covered with a plastic cloth. Selected possessions were on display, a small battered sugar

bowl and teapot, a “Popeye” mug, a bottle opener designed like a calypso guitarist. These

were designated by Señora “E” as “heirlooms,” inherited from her mother. Señora “E”

intimated that these heirlooms induced bittersweet memories. Again, ambivalence was

evident. They made her feel sad in meanings, reminding her of her abusive mother, but

with time, she explained, she learned to

own my past; it’s all I have. My roots from and when I first came with my
parents to America before . It’s my connectedness with my family and
country. That’s important—meaningful even though it’s still pains me in heart.

I noticed her proxemics, she pointed to her possessions (distancing). There were no

tactile actions such as holding them up to show me or to caress them like other

participants did. She arranged her photographs in a sensitive, artistic way on the table. A

still life oil painting stood alone on bare walls. This picture had meaning for Señora in an

aesthetic, extrinsic mode, but also with an intrinsic meaning orientation as her brother, an

amateur artist, painted it especially for her wedding gift. She often would gaze at it and

contemplate memories of childhood, marriage, and nature, she claimed.

Despite the stark contrast of this unit to other possession-laden units, the

ambiance was a sense of freedom. My memos reflected that the window with its view

was accentuated by the lack of “clutter” as Señora “E” referred to possessions. The

window view was described as her “lifeline” and “umbilical cord,” that it kept her
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in touch with the world. The TV's OK. I watch Spanish/Latino and English the
same—to learn—and news, well, that’s depressing. I don’t watch much, but the
world, the planet, the hills and bay out there. ... I think a lot. Maybe one day I go
on a ship and sail away out there. I dream of affording vacation to go by sea to
see places never been, but I'm old. I have diabetes, this leg/hip arthritis, my blood
pressure too high, but still I would like, so I imagine it... sundeck. I don’t go out
much—the gangs, the traffic with my leg—just to drugstore and bus, to food once
a week and hair salon, but I’m happy sometimes, but most not—child influence. I
dwell too much sometimes on painful past, then I look out window and see world
from, how you say, different picture—feel better.

Señora “E” stated she liked to read “about anything, really—whatever takes my

mood,” but only a couple of books were visible and she did not initiate showing or

sharing them as a selected possession. She stated that she liked intellectual conversation,

not gossip, and that she had few friends, but they were good friends, and sometimes she

went out with them and visited their homes and she enjoyed this. Despite her claim to a

negative subjective well-being and few possessions, her interview was one of the longest

and cast a light from a different angle upon the nature of possessions. As I left her unit, I

noticed the lone miniature photograph in an oval frame of her grandson. On either side,

in an alterico-like arrangement, were two plastic dinosaurs that she said were given to

her free at Denny’s and she gave them to her grandson to play with when he came.

Unlike the other participants, she did not have an interactive bond with them like their

dolls. She then went into her cupboard and said, “Here, these are my really important

possessions: this cane to walk, this torch to see in dark or earthquake, sugar, diabetes,

syringes for insulin in fridge,” showing me her refrigerator. I noticed a few

child-appealing magnets. Her walking shoes and handbag were practical items that she

would take in response to the question concerning a fire. All in all, I really felt this was

an interview with a difference. Señora “E” then arranged these important possessions for
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me to photograph along with her medicines—lifesaving medicines with a functional

emphasis and reflection of her chronic medical conditions. From then onward, I had a

changed perspective on possessions—that quantity was not important, nor variety, but

in-depth meanings—that possessions could play a therapeutic role and that connectedness

to family and national heritage and values were paramount even if they induced negative,

transient feelings or memories. As well, it was a converse perspective—jewels

owning/possessing people was something I had not really contemplated and this surprise

I found refreshing.

Reviewing my theoretical memos in relation to Señora “E,” I entered the

following associated ideas. I remembered the Meadian SI framework. In particular, a less

common perspective in the literature concerning imagery. I reread Mead's discussion of

the place of imagery in shaping behavior. The Meadian view of imagery is not only

visual, but also tactile, auditory, and so forth (Mead, 1934, p. 337) that “consist of the

psychic residue of the past and past acts.” Most important to Mead is how this imagery

functions to fill in our reality, to structure our perceptions of reality, and to stimulate new

acts to completion. Imagery attaches to external objects like possessions to situations and

selves. I reflected on reading this Meadian aspect and thought by extrapolation that

comparing possessions to “self”-imagery is functionally parallel to the self as syntactical

knowledge. That possessions as external objects are self-imagery is not only something

that resides innately and inertly within, but rather is an internal stimulus or trigger that

evokes or draws meanings out of themselves in an attempt toward the “act of

completion.” By rearranging possessions like Señora “E” did with her heirlooms it
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modifies the possessions and their imagery that can influence and guide meanings. That

is, separate and solitary they tended to evoke a static and functional image.

Combined and artistically balanced, they conveyed animation with the calypso

guitarist come bottle opener, imbuing a feeling of liveliness, interaction, and an elevated

sense of reciprocal subjective well-being. It was as if, to experience this phenomenon,

that it was not so much the possessions themselves, but their combined aura of imagery,

like a shadow, was reflective of them but not them. In this way, the Meadian view of

self-imagery is highly compatible and relevant to viewing the world of possessions and

their meaning. Like manipulated pawns on a chessboard for different strategies, or

puppets on a string, possessions cannot really be apprehended without other possessions

visibly present—another dimension. As well, it appeared on reflection that some

possessions are “featured” as the center of attention and attraction and others are more

peripheral. Yet, under certain circumstances or conditions, the periphery can feature at

different times. The bottle opener was an exemplar of this process, I discovered in the

field, stationary yet conveying a real sense of movement, of life, of music by

association—a warm feeling.

Symbolic interactionism directed me in my researcher role to record the ways in

which possessions, their related symbolic environment, and contextual influences affect

the participants’ subjective well-being and how malleable possessions and their meaning

can be affecting perceptions of subjective well-being. “If I’m feeling blue, my health,

they might upset me, but if free of pain and some goodness or grandson here, I don’t

think, dwell, about the painful memories. They melt into wall; I don't notice, take for

granted” (Señora “E”). Understanding the meanings of Hispanic elderly women and their
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possessions can help me “map” where a client may be in time, space, and place. SI

supplies the basis for contextual exploration and discovery and widens my lens for

viewing the multiple interactive processes of the world of possessions—a complex

phenomenon. According to Stevens (1989), symbolic interactionisms are in concert with

nursing's model of health, which emphasizes the interactive role of

person-in-environment.
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CHAPTER VII

Conceptual Account and Discussion

Featuring the Emergent Theory

Through the process of axial and selective coding, a theory was generated around

the basic social process of Possessions as Environmental Synthesizers for Subjective

Well-Being (see Figure 1). The theory will be highlighted with finishing descriptive

touches. It will show its versatility in accommodating the diverse meanings of

possessions given by the study’s participants and as an approximation with the

substantive data. It is an account that seeks to explain the study’s phenomenon and to

show the myriad of interactive pathways or networks to engaging the process of exerting

influence upon the subjective well-being typologies via the meanings of possessions.

The lynchpin of this theory rests upon the malleability of its conceptual

components and their interactions. First, the individual possession is appraised by the

participant. Then, a meaning (or meanings) is attached to it. This meaning may be

appraised with either an intrinsic or extrinsic orientation. Depending on the nature of this

meaning, it may fall into any one of the categories. From the categorical classification,

the meaning can then be appropriated with the most congruent property and its

dimension(s). In the final phase of processing the meaning, the innate processes involved

with the individual meaning is recorded. Then all these meaning-components are

subsumed under a congruent subjective well-being “typology” in a positive or negative

mode. The dynamism involved in the theoretical model reflects synergy. Synergy infers a

combined effort—a working together in harmony, cooperating with other interactive
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factors to produce or to enhance an effect to increase each other. The interactive

processes involved in the model also reflect the SI concept of Blumer's tenet “joint

action” towards a meaning.

An example of the model is now given. A participant may appraise her special

china vase. The meanings given may be twofold—an inner sentimental meaning would

be that it is special because her now deceased spouse gave it to her as a wedding

anniversary present. This would reflect an intrinsic orientation, or the meaning might be

that it is a source of beauty and aesthetic constituting an extrinsic external orientation.

The particular meaning of a possession is then judged for appropriateness as to

which category it belongs. In this case, the meaning was viewed as congruent with

engendering Family Relationships from an intrinsic orientation or Aestheticism if the

extrinsic orientation had been the dominant emphasis of meaning. The commensurate

property for this category was selected as embodiment and connectedness with the

dimension of nuclear-extended. The processes that actualize these components are

perceptual modification (reviewing) and valuing, ambiance-enhancing, and mnemonic

symbolization. These processes collectively referred to the memories and feelings in

place, space, and time of her spousal relationship. Had this Señora's meaning been of an

extrinsic orientation, the property would have been valuing with related dimensions of

gaze/non-gaze, close/distant proximity. The process involved would be judged as being

ambiance-enhancing. I developed the theory that arose from the substantive data, and the

above description is imposing its framework to illuminate the processes involved.

Finally, the appropriate typology for subjective well-being is selected. For the intrinsic

orientation, affective subjective well-being was chosen as the data imparted the feelings
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associated with the Señora's memories of her spouse. For the extrinsic orientation,

aesthetic subjective well-being is chosen as it reflects the external beauty of the vase.

Another possession is then appraised for its meaning. Señora “D” selects her

citizenship certificate that is framed and hanging on the wall. An intrinsic orientation is

given that infers Biculturalism as a category. The properties selected are temporality and

valuing with the dimension of syncretic/assimilation/integration accompanied by the

process of becoming American (Americanization). Empirically, visual clues also

enhanced this process such as American flags, Statues of Liberty, and so forth. All these

components are subsumed by the typology. Thus, with each possession and its attached

meaning(s), there can be an interactive effect, which results in a shifting of the subjective

well-being typologies, showing them as dynamic.

Glazer and Strauss (1967) advise “putting the substantive theory in relief”

(p. 131). This will be attempted next from the vantage points of the data by both

theoretical and presentational construing. The use of the term synthesizer represents a

metaphor. Levi-Strauss (1963, p. 96) defined a metaphor as a code that makes it possible

to pass from one system to another. A synthesizer is an electronic instrument. Its

relevance lies in the fact that it is comprised of three main properties: (a) filters

(orientation), (b) oscillators (categories and properties, dimensions), and (c) voltage

control amplifiers (typologies). Its special quality and characteristic is that it has the

capacity to produce sounds that are unattainable from ordinary traditional musical

instruments. By analogy, for convergence with Heron's call for presentational construing

for explicating theory, the metaphor of synthesizer is used as it best approximates the

meanings latent and manifest within a simultaneity paradigm. In juxtaposition, the
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participants meanings are unique, their dissection and articulation reveal the complex

intricate relationships involved within meaning-making of individual possessions. The

overall metaphor does, however, provide coherence and clarity to a hitherto less

understood process.

In a sense, this metaphor of a synthesizer, as represented in Figures 3 and 4, can

be compared to the formal technique of collage. According to Ulmer (1983), collage may

be the “most revolutionary artistic innovation of this century.” Perlott (1986) describes

collage as “a mode of detachment and re-adherence of graft and citation” (p. 76). The

presentation of Figure 1 is in presentational form rather than propositional. The color of

the model—green and purple—represents women's health. The shape on mural walls is a

traditional Aztec motif. New ways of viewing reality are needed to expand nursing’s

theoretical horizon. The model in Figure 2 represents the different time patterns reflected

by the data concerning possessions.

Another related concept to that of synthesizer is that of synergy. Synergy

approximates Blumer's SI tenet of joint action. It infers a combined effort, working

together in harmony, cooperating with other interactive factors to produce or to enhance

an effect to increase each other (i.e., to amplify for effectiveness and to enhance its

properties). So, within the environmental synthesizers, a synergistic process that also

operates as one component is highlighted or amplified (i.e., extrinsic/intrinsic

orientation) that then starts a cascade of interactive patterns and infinite permutations of

properties, dimensions, and processes. Patterns are subject to change, interpretations, and

mutable—thus change. All phenomena in the model are equally important.
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Figure 2. Model representing temporal patterns associated with meanings of possessions.
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An example of a pattern change is described. Since meanings of possessions are

derived from the transactions between the intrinsic qualities of possessions and the

person in a sociocultural/environmental context, a change in one part will change other

parts of the totality. The conceptual model shows the capacity to shift and fluctuate.

Meanings change as a person’s life unfolds and evolves during life transitions such as

immigration. That is, a situational as well as developmental change occurs and the two

intertwine as in maturation.

Possessions are a generating system as they provide structure and orienting points

within the environment. When the person and her contextual world are in harmony, there

is the potential for optimal subjective well-being and congruence between the holistic

perception of possession and its referent meaning. Possessions as signifiers of subjective

well-being typologies are like the choreography of the dance through a network of signs

and symbols, summoning a syntactical system of meanings that bind Hispanic elderly

women and their possessions. The conceptual geography of the landscape has been

outlined or, as stated, “put in relief.”

Discussion

The concept analysis of meanings of possessions in relation to the participants’

subjective well-being discussed in the previous chapter, widens the view of the latter

phenomenon. Using the referent substantive background and experience, the meanings of

possessions are important considerations in deriving the meaning of the subjective
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well-being concept. This study’s analysis has specifically delineated the situational and

cultural context relevant to the meanings of possessions and subjective well-being. It has

examined the value assumptions of subjective well-being from a micro- and

macro-perspective and their relevance for Hispanic elderly women. It has reviewed and

critiqued the related literature. The study’s findings broaden the extant view of subjective

well-being as I uncovered six typologies for viewing subjective well-being from the

participants’ perspective.

As shown in Chapter III, there is a lack of consensus concerning the very

definition of the underlying construct of well-being. However, the literature views it as

inextricably linked with health as a bivariate relationship. In tautological terms then,

health may affect subjective well-being and vice versa. Andrews and Withey (1976)

conclude that subjective well-being research indicates that it is related to mental health,

mental well-being, and adjustment. For elderly, Hispanic, immigrant women, it could be

tentatively hypothesized that the acculturation process could affect their subjective

well-being. Zautra (1988) calls for probes into the nature and construct of subjective

well-being to examine its psychosocial aspects such as “social” well-being and “other

dimensions” of the same phenomenon.

This study is a “probe” into the nature and construct of subjective well-being

since the data reflect multidimensional typologies that include the psychosocial aspect.

Participants provided a vast array of meanings which color their feelings of subjective

well-being. In this study, possessions can be viewed as verifications of individual and

collective meanings based on culturally dominant patterns of values, beliefs, thoughts,

aspirations, sentiments, and feelings. These patterns, in turn, play in their environment



183

like unconscious prescriptions for personal subjective well-being with their respective

meanings of possessions acting as “channels” of influence.

Another dimension has been hypothesized for subjective well-being by Ryff

(1989), who viewed a component that concerns self-fulfillment and other “depth”

elements such as purpose and meaning in life and personal growth. A similar dimension

of inner psychological experiences has been found to be produced by seriously engaging

in leisure activities, getting on well with loved ones or feeling overwhelmed by the

beauty of nature (Lu & Argyle, 1994). Lu (1997, p. 182) claims that, within the

paradigmatic diversity of disciplines studying subjective well-being, the generally

accepted view is that of “an internal experience of a positive state of mind, which can be

induced by various means.”

Respective ethnic lenses frame perspectives of well-being and health. Madura

(1993) claims that Hispanics hold a holistic view of well-being (i.e., bien-estar), by

which the body, mind, and spirit are in harmony with each other and the environment.

The generated grounded theory has been shown to “work” and “fit” reality in the

previous chapters. The theory reflects the substantive discovery of typologies for

subjective well-being (i.e., cognitive, affective, spiritual, aesthetic, ecologic, and

cultural). This holds promise for theory building. If man is universally defined as a

biopsychocultural being—let alone spiritual—then logical consistency points to more

than cognitive and affective dimensions.

The model reflects the theory’s capacity to account for variance—meanings

represented by certain combinations can produce and/or engender negative subjective

well-being. For example, in the contrary case of the previous chapter, one participant



184

displayed the dimension of alienation—a property that was almost completely functional,

and she was “miserable.” Her past feelings still stored in her possessions still influenced

her subjective well-being. Medical conditions were also identified by Hispanic elderly

women as impacting on subjective well-being.

The phenomenon of fictive kinship and anthropsychic process involved with

dolls, plants, and so forth deserve further comment here. Miranda (1991, p. 142)

observes that a number of social forces are changing Hispanic families from the

stereotypical “extended” family into the “extenuated” families. This growing recognition

that the Hispanic families are unable to meet many of the needs of their elderly may be

one of many, yet to be identified reasons why so many of the participants engaged in

transference of their needs to dolls-acting-out their unmet needs. Indeed, one Señora

stated that her “confidante” had recently died and she was now communicating her

problems and needs to her “worry dolls” every night and placing them under her pillow

as a substitute.

Hispanic culture values time allocation with friends and relatives (Hall, 1983).

Hispanics also have a preference for close physical proximity with people. As well, they

demonstrate more touching when interacting with each other (Sabogal & Marini, 1987,

p.409). This physical closeness is attributed by Pisano et al. (1985) as having important

psychological benefits for relieving stress and expressing warmth and love. These same

authors go on to claim that these benefits may translate into a sense of security and

support for the individual. Thus, it can be contended that, in the absence of family

members, in participant’s units, by proxy, the tactile-inducing possessions of dolls and

teddy bears may be providing emotional benefits for their affective subjective well-being.
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As well, it connects with the SI tenets discussed earlier of generalized other and

transverse interaction.

The idea and concept of items such as mind-pictures and religiosity find support

in Belk's (1992, p. 41) claim that ideas and beliefs are forms of possessions: “Numerous

other individual possessions are objects for attachment. . . . They include intangible

objects such as our names, beliefs, values, feelings, childhood memories, educational

background, special skills, and occupation [italics added].”

Likewise, the concept of the category of Biculturalism and Cultural Subjective

Well-Being Typology finds congruence with Tripp-Reimer’s (1984, p. 226) definition of

culture as:

The total lifeways of a human group. It consists of learned patterns of values,
beliefs, customs, and behaviors that are shared by a group of interacting
individuals. More than material objects, culture is a set of rules or standards of
behavior.

The relationship of Hispanic elderly women’s conceptual boundaries (cultural and

so forth) to subjective well-being, particularly in terms of mental health, has been

recognized clinically (Reed, 1991, p. 72). A proposition of this theory is that conceptual

boundaries reflected in its components are directly related to subjective well-being along

with the process of transcendence. The category of expanding horizons linked a process

of self-transcendence, which seemed to positively relate to subjective well-being

enhancement or maintenance.

Spiritual well-being was another salient typology. Reed (1991, p. 74) has also

claimed that a spiritual perspective represented one meaningful way of expanding
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“personal boundaries multidimensionally through such experiences as prayer, meditation,

and belief in a transcendent dimension or being.”

Temporality

Temporal dimensions were reflected also by the emergent theory (see Figure 2).

While it was stated earlier in Chapter III that Hispanic elderly women had a time affinity

to presentimo—the here and now—this study showed there to be equal emphasis upon

the past and future and “out of time” transcendent time. As well, their self-development

through expanding horizons reflected evolutionary time. Data showed that, within the

symbolic environment, possessions revealed four main temporal trajectories. These

temporal patterns were distinguished as linear (past, present, future [anticipation]),

cyclical (e.g., Christmas trees, Independence Day decorative regalia, religious feasts,

doll’s birthdays), evolutionary (self-development, expansion); and transcendent (which

was mostly, but not exclusively, linked with religiosity and subjective well-being).

Dittmar (1991) contends that socially shared meaning systems may be viewed as

organizing principles of identity as well as meanings of possessions as self-extension.

Integral to a sense of identity is people's sense of their past. Possessions are a convenient

mode of storing the memories and feelings that attach people’s sense of past (e.g., an

heirloom may recall family heritage).

Some possessions are more central to self than others (Belk, 1988). Possessions

viewed as central to self are visualized by Belk in concentric layers around the core self.

These layers differ over people, time, and cultures that create shared symbolic meanings

for different possessions. Adjunct to Belk's described core self process is a hierarchial
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process by which levels of self are arranged by people. This is important since Belk

views people not just as selves, but also as “collectivities.” From a cultural perspective

for Hispanic elderly women, this makes sense since people define their families, culture,

nationality, and self through the medium of possessions, such as cultural artifacts. Belk's

distinction in the levels of self-construct between individual versus collective conception

of self is helpful in understanding the meanings of possessions. Expressing and defining

cultural group affinity is shared via symbols of possessions as they reinforce and

consolidate the reference group self.

Belk (1988) goes on to explain his “self concepts” stating that people with

different unextended core selves are likely to incorporate different possessions into their

extended selves. Furby (1978), in his classical study concerning territorality, also

proposed that personal possessions constitute self-extension because they express a

person’s ability to exert control over their environment. Research supports the common

sense expectation that families with different life styles and from different social classes

and cultures tend to reside in different types of homes decorated in different fashion with

their possessions. This process of expressive personalization of possessions in homes is

similar, by analogy, to pets as possessions. People often are seen projecting selves into

their pets, anthropomorphicizing them with aspects of humanness. Csikszentmihalyi and

Rochberg-Halton (1981) proposed a similar related concept of “intrapsychic” energy

investment to describe the process of identification with possessions of any type.
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CHAPTER VIII

Conclusion

The Finishing Touches

The portrait has reached completion. It is placed in the House of Nursing for

accommodation in its world of practice, theory, research, and philosophy. A brief

retrospective view is first featured, followed by an objective look at its limitations and

implications for nursing.

a■ V: ctions he Stud

The goal of this dissertation was to reveal patterns of meanings of possessions

among Hispanic elderly women in relation to their subjective well-being. It all began

with a conviction that there was more to the environment than nurses had uncovered. A

pilot study and extensive literature search consolidated this growing conviction and led to

the study’s inception and implementation.

The study’s stated purpose was to uncover the meanings of possessions in

Hispanic elderly women's homes and to gain understanding into how their meanings

affect their subjective well-being. Three central questions outlined in the introductory

chapter encapsulated this purpose in anticipation that responses to guiding questions

might offer coherence for this phenomena. Further, I fervently hoped that these

responses, when analyzed, may shed light on the nursing domain concept of the

environment and expand its theoretical perspectives. An additional indirect and

secondary aim was that analysis might also expand the current self-limited model of

subjective well-being.
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Data was elicited by ethnography and photography and analyzed by grounded

theory techniques. The demographic questionnaire included an adjunct of the short

acculturation scale (Balcazar, 1994). This scale comprised five questions with responses

framed by a 5-point Likert scale and this was specially designed for use with Hispanic

populations, as compared with other such scales devised solely for

Mexican-American study samples. The constant comparative analysis provided an

effective medium for systematizing the ethnographic data. Photography augmented these

data with visual patterns. Since the philosophical underpinnings of the study were the

simultaneity paradigm with its holistic approach to person-in-environment, it was

appropriate to use ethnography as the source of data as it regards the

person-in-environment.

The study sample of 16 individuals was drawn from The Bethany Center in the

Mission District of San Francisco. Their ages ranged from 65–98 years. Interviews were

semistructured and held in individual participants’ homes within the Center. These lively

participants were articulate and involved in the interview. Concurrent with the

data-generation phase of 6 months, the grounded-theory processes of analysis were

applied until the data was saturated. Analysis led to the discovery of a core variable,

Possessions as Environmental Synthesizers in the Environment, which in turn, led to the

emergent theory.

The model shows that the interactional transactions between the participants and

their selected possessions involve multimodal processes. The meanings and their

messages conveyed by possessions need to be understood within people’s
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sociocultural-historical and relative environmental contexts. Each possession has its own

unique history; its meaning changes over time and in different contexts or situations. A

single possession may have several intrinsic or extrinsic attributed meanings,

contemporaneously in several dimensions. As stated, every object as possession has both

a functional and symbolic correlate. For example, clothing worn by Señora “J” not only

keeps her warm in winter, but transmits cues of her Mexican connectedness by their form

and design, as well as a level of social status. A specific category of different types of

possessions is necessary since their meanings can be limitless. The study’s categories are

just one of many possibilities, but they do most approximate the relevant mode by which

people endow meanings in their lives in general.

The emergent theory that was generated was labeled Possessions as

Environmental Synthesizers for subjective well-being. This theory accounts for the area

of inquiry. The theory demonstrates diversity and variability since it accommodates a

“contrary” or “negative case” in the form of negative subjective well-being with the

remaining participants reflecting positive subjective well-being. Six typologies expanded

the extant concept of subjective well-being. This study contradicts the literature that

portrays Hispanic women with stereotypical non-dysfunctional and unhappy views. It

adds to the literature with a positive light.

Implications

The implications that arise and are stimulated by this study’s emergent theory fall

within the conceptual areas of environment and subjective well-being and, while
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stretching the boundaries of nursing disciplines, they go beyond into gerontological

theory.

It was found that possessions could be sorted into 13 main thematic categories:

identity, religiosity, family relationships, fictive kinship, aids for living, nurturance,

heritage, nature, comfort, aestheticism, mind-pictures, expanding horizons, and

biculturalism. Meanings emanated from these categories. For example, one major process

was that of anthropsychism or projecting human attributes upon non-human possessions

such as dolls. This process was seen to be an improvisation for needed company in their

homes. It supported life skills in tactile, nonverbal and verbal interaction. In short, they

served as props for keeping them engaged in life and living. Other themes served to

reveal salient aspects of the women such as identity and their values and beliefs. These

are all things that can enable a nurse home visitor to become more acquainted with their

clientele from a practice perspective.

The environment in the nursing conceptual landscape is excavated at a deeper,

richer level exposing the relative superficial nature and status of its current conception.

By accretion, it adds to nursing knowledge and points the way for further research. For

gerontological theory, it adds to the extant concept of subjective well-being and the

elderly, as well as augmenting and extending gerontology’s interest in possessions.

Cultural perspectives for nursing's transcultural theories can also be informed by this

study.
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Limitations

At the outset, a limitation was myself—a neophyte in the researcher role as

researcher-as-instrument. Another possible limitation was that of palanca, despite being

a culturally sensitive and appropriate method of entre to the participants. By using the

social worker to gain entree to participants, there was a potential risk that participants

may have felt coerced to agree and consent. While, empirically, this didn’t seem

apparent, I was aware that it could be present. I emphasized the right to withdrawal at

any stage as a possible compensatory method. An obvious limitation in theory was my

Australian nationality. Yet, having worked and lived with many cultures, I experienced

no difficulties. My experience reinforced the claim made by Sawyer et al. (1996) that

being “different” from the study group and “neutral” can be an advantage. A Hispanic

researcher would still have been viewed as “different,” since the sample is nationally

diverse. The study sample was not a heterogenous representation of society as a whole,

hence theoretical consequence may be limited. The interview questions may have been

ethnosemantic, but they were tested and checked first with my network of informants in

the Mission District of San Francisco, as well as other Hispanic women.

Recommendations

This study leads to recommendations for nursing theory, practice, education,

philosophy, research, and policy. Additionally, the latter inform gerontological

disciplines.

Nursing theory. The symbolic environment can play a pivotal role upon people's

health and well-being. The emergent theory contends that meanings of possessions are
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significant as a potential building block for nursing theory and a basic unit for health. A

recursive theme throughout this study has been the emphasis upon pattern as reflected in

the photographs. Pattern was defined as a grouping arrangement or tendency of form or

design. Using Alexander’s language, meanings develop from life-space event patterns.

Symbols and images provided and conveyed by the participants were found to be

important for their role in extensions of the self as an integral part of the symbolic

environment. As nursing's domain concepts center around person, this has implications

for nursing theory.

Patterning entails energy exchange, such as a synthesizer, as it transforms when

the relationship within the pattern is disturbed, changes, or shifts. Newman (1986, p. 15)

emphasized searching for the unitary pattern of person-environment. The whole of the

person is viewed as a pattern in which the parts—in this case, the possessions in

holographic mode—cannot be separate entities. Additionally, nursing theory

acknowledges person as a biopsychosociological construct with spiritual and cultural

dimensions.

Pattern is synonymous with relatedness. According to Newman (1986, p. 141),

characteristics of patterning include a combination of movement, diversity, and rhythms.

Possessions have been shown to reflect these elements: movement in temporality,

diversity in meanings, and rhythms in patterns of temporal movement. Newman goes on

to identify pattern as “ever changing.” The parts are diverse and change their

relationships with each other, like the shifting fluctuations of the theory Possessions as

Environmental Synthesizers for subjective well-being. This shifting, and in turn, the

constant changing permutations between the identified dimensions, orientation, intricate
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processes, categories, typologies, and properties can alter the rhythms. It is the rhythm,

such as synchrony and harmony or its converse, that identifies the pattern. Newman also

claims that we become aware of pattern via energy waves—the pictures we perceive

through variations in light waves and the music voices we sense in terms of sound waves.

Pattern is mutable and subject to change, as shown in the conceptual model, and thus

interpretation changes. So all phenomena in this model are equally important and the

relationship between them is critical. This is echoed by the physicist, David Bohm

(1980), in his theory of the “implicate order” to communicate the concept of pattern

making by the study’s theory.

The particle is only an abstraction that is manifest to ourselves. What is always a
totality of ensembles, is all present together in an orderly series of stages of
enfoldment, which intermingle and interpenetrate each other in principle
throughout the whole of space.

The pattern, then, is information about the person in environment that, like the

implicate order, enfolds and reveals the whole person in their living space. The nascent

theory expands the nursing horizon and terrain, but it is a step in the process. The

conceptual model could be operationalized and tested for different populations for its

general applicability. The theory “works” and “fits” in grounded-theory terms for a

minute but significant part of an ethnic community, but this is its current stated

limitation, which is not fixed in clay. The pattern of time represented by the property of

temporality is salient since Stevens (1984) claims “the key to nursing rests in the concept

of time ... it must be significant in nursing theory” (p. 280).

The theory reflects a multivariate determination. Lau et al. (1986, p. 43) claim

that both nonhealth-related and health-related variables may interact in a complex mode
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to shape health behavior. Some items may be, when isolated, seemingly nonhealth and

health-related. The conceptual model in its entirety casts a view that moves away from

the traditional, static, and causal linear relationships toward a pattern-synthesizer—a

fluid field of interactive, multidimensional factors accounting for environmental

synthesizers.

Many theories ignore meaning completely, and others place it in the general

subordinate category of antecedent factors. This grounded theory, rooted in symbolic

interactionism, places meaning within a central focus for the person and the processes

involved in their subjective well-being. There are other ways and other paradigms of

viewing the world yet to be touched or accommodated by nursing theory. Nursing theory

needs to develop a comprehensive and coherent base for the generation of gerontologic

theories that espouse a holistic view of people in relation to their universe (Leininger,

1991).

Nursing practice. Theory guides practice. The theory holds relevance for all

nurses who visit clientele in their homes on a regular basis, whether public health,

visiting, or home health care nurses. It is the client’s symbolic and physical dwelling

place—her home territory—not the institutions of hospitals and nursing homes, that the

study accounts. However, indirectly, the theory has scope for them in relocated

possessions when clientele are admitted to institutions. Nightingale (1869) urged nurses

to be guides and teachers in people's homes. In order to guide and teach, nurses need to

know their clients, their values, beliefs, cultural customs, spirituality, and so forth, as

they can serve as navigation lights leading the entrance to the person as a whole. As Ellis
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(1982) stated, clients like nurses to know their personal histories, their remembered pasts,

and their present and projected futures.

By focusing on their environments as texts to be read, and tapping into client

resources such as spirituality, the nurse can construe where the client is in health and life

to facilitate and potentiate their encounters and plan of care with anticipatory guidance

and holistic care. Planning nursing action in their nursing process application, nurses can

have the scope to individualize and tailor their care by honing in on the cues possessions

and their expressed meanings can provide. During this assessment phase, mutuality can

be cemented and reinforced for a reciprocal rapport and relationship.

Stern (1980) draws a parallel between the nursing process and grounded theory:

“Grounded theory research methodology and process ... of nursing are intrinsically

linked. ... the nursing process ... occurs in a natural setting and involves a constant

comparison of collected and coded data” (p. 200). It is through the use of therapeutic

individualized communication that a nurse has the greatest potential for influencing the

health and well-being of the clients.

The nursing assessment is dependent upon the nurses' eliciting data for cognitive

and analytic review of the inventory of data and cues provided by the clients. These data

are then systematically sorted, labeled, and condensed within a recognizable, emergent

pattern of relating and behavior that can be understood specifically in relation to a

client's capacity for relative optimal subjective well-being and health promotion that can

follow. In a sense, nursing assessments are a medium for value-clarification with the

client and could accommodate elements from the study’s theory. Implicit in the health

education role of the nurse is the agenda for facilitating the client to engage in self-care
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practices. By looking at elderly clients level of engagement such as expanding horizons,

clues for optimizing self-care can be nonverbally, as well as verbally, supplied.

For successful nursing process implementation of plans of care, nurses need to

accurately assess their clients from the client’s world perspective rather than imposing

and framing their own. The contextual substance of the health education could make

references to things in people's homes. By this, I am promoting the notion of bricoleurs.

That is, by honing in and attuning to their client’s possessions and meanings in the form

of symbolic cues and patterns, the nurse can convert and transform these cues as a tool

for accomplishing their task within a holistic mode. The essence of a specific

health-message strategy lies in letting clients speak and impart their frame of reference in

their environments. The nurse can then use these words and cues as a theoretical scaffold,

building upon them with new strategies devised for matching them. Eliciting the frame of

reference and language within the theory’s framework from the client’s perspective, can

first affect optimization of nurses’ care plans. The study’s theory is a theory in and for

use, rather than a product. Nurses, metaphorically, can be “conductors” as they facilitate

orchestration of the theory of Possessions as Environmental Synthesizers in practice,

promoting synchrony and harmony with their clients and maintaining and promoting

their subjective well-being by using their possessions as markers for therapeutics such as

reminiscent therapy. Ethnicity is important but there are also other facets of life that

should be considered.

Understanding Hispanic cultural beliefs and customs from cues of their

possessions and interpreting their inner resources may also facilitate culturally relevant

nursing care by a visiting nurse, promoting their well-being. The word visit is derived
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from its radical Latin root, videre, which literally means to see (Webster Dictionary,

1996). Much of the nursing literature emphasizes listening to the client. A commensurate

emphasis is needed to focus and see (Nightingale, Letter to Robert Lowe, 1869): “It’s

mere childishness to tell us that it is not important to know and see what homes people

live in.... The connection between health and dwelling of the population is one of the

most important that exists.” Nurses who promote well-being can create a distinct way of

being with clients, empirically caring and characterized as transforming.

The ethnography clearly shows how the community and neighborhood can impact

upon Hispanic elderly women's subjective well-being. For example, all expressed

concerned about the gangs, violence, crime, and the traffic crossing roads resulting in

fear. Nursing cultural assessments should expand to consider their community nuances

that can affect their client’s subjective well-being. Knowing when and what cultural data

to collect and interpret is a key to providing culturally relevant nursing care.

To gain an understanding of Hispanic elderly women’s beliefs regarding

subjective well-being and health, questions should be asked with respect to their customs

and inner resources. Nurses should notice different patterns such as the numerous dolls

and find their significance to incorporate in their assessment. Nurses who display

sensitivity to Hispanic elderly women's cultural background will be better able to

establish trust, anticipate needs, and preserve the integrity of their Hispanic, elderly

female clientele and provide nurse-sensitive interventions.

Nursing education. Recommendations for nursing education are inextricably

connected and informed by the theory and its potential use for nursing. Nursing

education needs to expand its repertoire of client care. Teaching more holistic-sensitive



199

care, based on the tenet of the simultaneity paradigm, can assist the discipline to mature

and nurses to grow in awareness of humanity whereby clients are acknowledged as whole

human beings. Educators can focus more, with the opportunity this model provides to

examine subjective well-being, its impact on health, and the role of environment in its

symbolic dimension for nurses visiting the elderly in their homes. Clients need to be

contextualized, not decontextualized by stripping them of their parts—their extended

selves in the form of possessions. Esthetics in nursing needs to be emphasized. Artistic

activity is grounded in a person’s transactions with that world. Creation of the cues and

symbols from possessions demands imaginative insight and intuitive perception.

Creativity needs to be nurtured in students by educators.

Nursing policy. Nursing policy within the community, public health arenas, home

health care, and gerontology could expand by accommodating the underlying principles

of the theory—promoting more time in initial visits to notice “things” in the

environment. Investing time to do “proper” optimal nursing assessments can pay

potential dividends by saving time later. That is to say, an established firm foundation

that is congruent and meaningful fosters mutual partnership and thus increases clients

likelihood to follow and engage in implementation of nurses suggestions. In a health-cost

climate with diminishing resources, with a thrust to home care, policies in organizations

need to be revised. For instance, the DRG/PPS-driven home health care system delivery

rewards quantity (i.e., number of patients) rather than quality of the interaction. A

task-oriented approach, such as “I’ll just do your blood pressure; sign this form,” is not

congruent with nursing’s societal mandate or commitment to care. Policymakers in

general need to accommodate the personalized needs of elderly clients they too want to
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know their nurses. They do not like to be rushed, branded like cattle, and left with no

social input in the nurses task-oriented approach.

Nursing research. More research is indicated and may be driven by this study.

First, a phenomenological approach might yield more in-depth data for the role of

aesthetics and spirituality meanings in holistic care. Research is indicated for eliciting

subjective well-being typologies and a complementary quantitative approach by

operationalizing the conceptual model for testing. A grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss,

p. 79) is not generalized to other populations but to the basic social process. Research is

needed, however, into other ethnic populations, gender, and age cohorts for universal

viability. These same authors consider that “substantive theories have important general

implications and relevance and become almost automatically a “springboard” or

“stepping stone” to the development of a grounded formal theory. This theory could be

developed further for a formal theory status. It has a temporal passage that lends itself to

such a theory.

As the foundation of nursing knowledge pushes beyond familiar boundaries,

discovery and innovation emerge to establish diversity in research and practice. The

discipline of nursing is only just at the threshold to authenticate new territory that

incorporates new creative methodologies. Nursing needs to develop a new kind of

epistemology based on knowledge represented in aesthetic imagery, rather than just

logocentric or quantocentric sources. Nursing needs visual theories and knowledge and

research that values presentation construing. Epistemology focuses on methodologies and

theories. The emergent theory of this study is a micro-macro level, third generation
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theory that provides a complementary lens to view the Hispanic elderly women and their

subjective well-being.

The way that people come to understand their environment begins with an

awareness of the whole, moves to a focus on the parts, and then returns to focus on the

whole with increasing understanding. Davidson (1988), in her nursing dissertation, found

that “the unique pattern of the individual filters and dialectically reflects upon

information in the environment to understand the environment as well as the self.”

Moccia (1988) challenged nurse researchers engaged in the development of

nursing science to go beyond the technical and to make choices that affirm both nurses

and those whom they care. This study is one such choice that can affirm Hispanic elderly

women within their environments. As well, it reciprocates Wilson and Fitzpatrick's

(1992) challenge to use “dialectics to study complex, relational, and dynamic worlds,”

such as the human environment. They go on to claim that the “moving back and forth

among multiple sources of data enhance the researchers’ intuitive knowing and sense of

the problem under study.” By using several complementary methodologies, dialectics

consolidated by “intuitive knowing” for the study.

Since this was an exploratory study, the complete dynamics and meaning

explication remain to be revealed. It is a start in radical, new research paradigms such as

Heron's call for “presentational construing.” People are visual and sensual and nursing

needs to be enthused and infused with new, novel energies to transport it into the next

imminent century of nursing. Nursing needs to develop a new kind of epistemology,

based on knowledge represented in aesthetic imagery, rather than just logocentric or

quantocentric knowledge. Nursing needs visual theories and knowledge as well as
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intangible aesthetics. Cumulative and systematic development of knowledge is resulting

in multiple microtheories in nursing, representing various aspects of the aging process

that provide different lenses through which to view and explain phenomena related to

aging. There is, however, as this study reflects, scope for expansion into aesthetics.

Meanings in general, need to be explicated because they are the basis of behavior

and the building blocks for health. Further research could also examine a related issue of

how and why people domesticate the “hospital in home.” That is, empirically, when

looking after a sick patient discharged from the hospital on life-supporting technology,

they tend to cover machines, put flower vases on them, and so forth. In essence, there is

no end in scope for further research. Nursing needs to enrich public perspectives on

aging and subjective well-being by reaching into philosophy, art, religion, and history as

keys to unlocking this relationship. Meanings are a key to health.

Among many meanings that the study generated, the theme of transcendence is

relevant. According to Reed (1991), from a nursing perspective, self-transcendence refers

broadly to a characteristic of developmental maturity whereby there is an expansion of

self-boundaries and an orientation toward broadened life perspectives and purposes.

Lifton (1979, p. 33) has described a basic human press for self—transcendence directed

toward gaining a sense of continuity and vital participation in the lager human process

when faced with the reality of nearing the end of one’s life. Here, Lifton resonates in

harmony with this study’s finding of continuity and temporality. Lifton goes on to spell

out five modes of transcendence for expanding self-boundaries: creativity, children,

religious beliefs, an identification with nature, and mystical experiences. Participant data

echoes these modes with their creative self-development measures, photographs of great
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grandchildren, dolls as child substitutes, mystical experiences, spirituality with visions of

Jesus and Mary and feeling God’s presence, and affiliation with nature in the form of

plants, birds, window views (e.g., “feel I’m in heaven”).

The concept of spirituality includes awareness of self-transcendence, personal

relationships, interpersonal communication, and religion (Emblem, 1992). Spirituality

has also been defined as the energy-producing harmony of mind, body, and spirit—a

holistic perspective (Goddard, 1995). Conco (1995) applies this notion claiming that

creating connectedness is a crucial aspect in a client’s perception of spiritual care. The

concept of spirituality has evolved and expanded to embrace many aspects of clients’

spiritual needs. Reed (1991, p. 72) goes on to claim that the relationship between a

person’s conceptual boundaries and well-being, particularly in terms of mental health,

has been recognized at the clinical level. In other words, self-transcendence as

representative of conceptual boundaries, is positively associated with mental health as an

indicator of subjective well-being among Hispanic elderly women in this study as well.

In Newman's theory of health as expansion of consciousness, transcendence of temporal

and ego boundaries is integral to achieving maturity and expansion of one’s

consciousness. Rogers (1970, p. 329) claimed in her theory that the human field is

characterized by continuously fluctuating imaginary boundaries. Combined, these

theoretical aspects serve extant to place the emergent theory within the extant

unitary-transformative perspective in nursing.

With a theoretical twist, the nurse can be an “architect” of the client's subjective

well-being environment by honing in on the channels of influence, providing access to

their clients’ beliefs, values, expressed identity, and so forth. This action of attuning to
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cues by the nurse can be used for nursing therapeutics such as reminiscent therapy and

life history review. In this way, the nurse can actively participate in the cocreation of

subjective well-being-enhancing environments. Additionally, Reed (1991, p. 64) alerts

nursing that there is a distinct need for theories about developmental phenomena as

related to well-being in later life phases.

Nursing philosophy. This section leads to the end of this dissertation. It is done so

by design—to leave the reader critically thinking about nursing philosophical issues since

this is the foundation for nursing both as a discipline and profession.

The study, in its quest for clarification of the simultaneity

paradigm—person-in-environment—sets its course along epistemological and

ontological routes. Its destination was possessions as environmental synthesizers for

subjective well-being among Hispanic elderly women. The study’s generated theory

follows a new line of inquiry that attempts to build a conceptual framework based on the

deep-rooted practice wisdom of the nursing profession—a wisdom that has sustained

nursing's adherence to humanistic principles. The study’s perspective shifts from a total

apprehension of person and health to environment in person for health. That is, it is

ecocentric in focus rather than homocentric, yet the person is viewed as an essential part

of the environment in the ecocentric approach—not isolated or detached from her

respective contextual surroundings. It entails an upending of the process of inquiry upon

which nursing has traditionally been based. The study is epistemological since it

highlights the most fundamental aspects of nursing's ideology and critically examines the

need for an ecocentric focus in nursing. In essence, it illustrates a paradigm shift in the

nursing discipline. It is logically consistent since it underscores the simultaneity
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paradigm. It is ontological as it promotes holistic caring and patterns of care such as

synergistic care.

The study’s phenomenon accentuates the need for nursing to seek pattern

recognition in care of clients. Capra (1982) points out that nurses are in the optimal

position to offer health care within the new paradigm of health—health based on pattern

recognition. The emergent theory placed valence upon patterns of meaning and showed

how these contingent patterns operated in chorus to effect subjective well-being. It

expanded the extant concept of subjective well-being, introducing aesthetic and spiritual

dimensions that tend to foster and cultivate holism for nursing's espoused ontological

belief. Cultivation is an example of energy exchange whereby a person “tends” a

possession and by which both the person and possession can be enhanced by the

transaction similar to synergy. Nursing can also use the opportunity of this study to

consummate its philosophical underpinnings with practice and cultivate its holistic

philosophy and cultivate the ecocentric view of person in environments. The theory’s

aesthetic emphasis (use of photography) promotes an expansion of aesthetics as a basis

for nursing care. Fresh, innovative, creative practice, research, and theory are needed to

take nursing across the bridge that spans the cusp of the 21st century.

The study has unearthed some relevant questions for nursing and provided

theoretical expansion and scope for further research. It has shown that there is “more

going on in the environment” than nurses have observed. This voyage of discovery has

brought to light the taken-for-granted world of possessions and subjective well-being and

shown them with “new eyes.” The voyage can be extended for further new insights for

nursing theory in the future. As Nightingale’s aphorism runs “not to advance is to
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retreat.” Nursing must dare to care and explore new, less traditional modes of discovery

to expand its theory, knowledge, and practice bases. The aesthetic quest continues. . . .
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Appendix A

DEMOGRAPHIC PROFILE DATA

Age:

Number/s of Years in the U.S.A.:

- What country were you born in?

Ethnic Origin:

Religion:

Previous Occupations:

Education Level:

- School year completed
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GENERAL ACCULTURATION INDEX
(Balcazar et al., 1995, p. 84)

Please circle the choice that is true for this person. Then add the circled scores to obtain the
SUM below. Then divide the SUM by 5 to obtain the Acculturation Index (AI) value.

1. I speak:

1. Only Spanish
2. Spanish better than English
3. Both English and Spanish equally well
4. English better than Spanish
5. Only English

2. I read:

1. Only Spanish
2. Spanish better than English
3. Both English and Spanish equally well
4. English better than Spanish
5. Only English

3. My early life (childhood to teenage years) was spent:

1. Only in Latin America (Mexico, Central America, South America) or the Caribbean
(Cuba, Puerto Rico, etc.)

2. Mostly in Latin America or the Caribbean
3. Equally in Latin America/the Caribbean and in the United States
4. Mainly in the United States and some time in Latin America/the Caribbean
5. Only in the United States

4. Currently my circle of friends are:

1. Almost exclusively Hispanics/Latinos (Chicanos/Mexican Americans, Puerto Ricans,
Cubans, Colombians, Dominicans, etc.)

2. Mainly Hispanics/Latinos
3. Equally Hispanics/Latinos and Americans from the United States (Anglo Americans,

African Americans, Asians/Pacific Islanders, etc.)
4. Mainly Americans from the U.S.
5. Almost exclusively Americans

5. In relation to having a Latino/Hispanic background, I feel:

1. Very proud
2. Proud
3. Somewhat proud
4. Little pride
5. No pride (or circle 5 if you are not of Latino/Hispanic background)

= SUM Acculturation Index (AI) = SUM/5



§

Appendix
F EthnographicDataTables

TableA1
DemographicDataoftheStudyParticipants PARTICIPANTAGE

|

YRSIN
|

COUNTRYOFETHNICITYRELIGIONPREVIOUSEDUCATIONAL
A1

USORIGINOCCUPATIONLEVEL

Senora
A8238|MexicoMexicanCatholicHousewife
9yrs3.0 Senora

B7924
|GuatemalaGuatemalanChristian-EvangelicalAccountant
15yrs"4.0 Senora

C8435El
Salvador
El
SalvadoranBaptist/Ex-CatholicWatchmaker/Repairperson
4yrs3.0 Senora

D654O|PuertoRicoPuertoRican"None"/Ex-CatholicSecretary
14yrs3.0 Senora

E9248||NicaraguaNicaraguanCatholicAccountant
forfather'sfarm8yrs3.2 Senora

F7454MexicoMexicanCatholic"Mother/Wife"
4yrs3.2 Senora

G8563|MexicoMexicanCatholicHousecleanernone3.4 Senora
H8150ChileChileanEx-CatholicMethodistBabysitter
3yrs2.0 Senora

|
7120

|GuatemalaGuatemalanEx-CatholicEvangelicalTeacherAssistant
6yrs3.0 Senora

J9877
GuatemalaGuatemalanCatholicNone
2yrs3.4 Senora

K8035
|

CubaCubanCatholicNone
4yrs3.4 Senora

L8315
Spain/Cuban
||

Spain/CanaryIslands/Cuban"|CatholicNone"Butmakedresses"
4yrs2.2 Senora

M9030
||NicaraguaNicaraguanBaptistMechanical-painted
carsforhusband
6yrs1.8 Senora

N7918|PeruPeruvianCatholicNone12yrs2.0 Senora
O685CubaCubanCatholicCNA3yrs2.2 Senora

P863OEl
Salvador
El
Salvadoran"ChristianBaptist""Housework"
&
Cooking
athome
6yrs2.2 *mostlyUSA
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Appendix B

Informed Consent

University of California
Consent to Act as a Research Subject
Hispanic Elderly Women's Possessions and Well/Being Study

Aroha Evelyn Page, the researcher, has explained the purpose of this study to me. I

understand that this study has one main purpose--to study the meanings of possessions in

relation to Hispanic elderly women's subjective well-being.

I understand that this study involves one main interview which may be followed by

a second for asking more specific questions or checking-out purposes. I also understand

that as Ms. Page and I talk during the interview, that I may experience memories painful to

me, as triggered by the selected possessions. I understand that sharing my meanings of

possessions and well-being may or may not provide any benefits to use directly, it is hoped

that the implementation of findings from this study may, in some way, benefit Hispanic

elderly women.

I understand clearly that I may withdraw from this study at any time. I realize that I

will not receive any money, or other tangible material gain, by participating in this study. I

understand that all interviews will be audio-taped and that upon my consent, selected salient

possessions will be photographed. Ms. Page has assured me that the tapes, photographs

and negatives, will be handled in a manner to ensure confidentiality. Any publications

resulting from this study will also include the necessary precautions to protect my identity

and property.

Date Signature
Approval/IRB■■ Aroha E. Page

Home Telephone:(415) 566-1846
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237

1)

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

8)

Appendix C

INTERVIEW GUIDE

What in this room has “special meanings” for you (e.g., objects”

possessions/ambiance—probe if needed?

Can you tell me more about them (e.g., history, significance, personal

sentiments—background)?

How are these possessions with special meanings different from your other

possessions?

If there was a fire, what would you grab first?

Have you lost any cherished possessions in the past? Or left behind when you

moved to the US? Which ones? Why do you miss it/them?

How would you describe how you are feeling today? Is this the way you feel most

of the time?

What, in this room/home do you see as contributing to your current feelings?

How do your selected possessions influence your subjective well-being?
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INVENTORY OF VERBAL RESPONSESTO

MEANING OF POSSESSIONS



§

TableD1

INVENTORY
OFVERBALRESPONSES
TOMEANINGOF

POSSESSIONS SUMMARYTABLE |NVISIBLEINTANGIBLEIVISIBLE■■ angle.LE
MindPicturesWindowView_|RosaryDollsTVRadioCassetteTypewriterPhoneFamilyPhotosSelf-Photos|KitchenUtensisISELF-MADE 554916165216113716

e.ge.g.e.g.e.g.e.ge.g. snapshotsstarscopeSpanishCh14
Music-3MortarGrindmusic inmymind

I
feel
Ifly
EnglishChCanOpenerplayinstruments

ofEl
SalvadoroverMission|EnglishCoffeeMakersaw

I
feelI'mldasses-2RollingPinforknit in

heaven,TortillasCrochet douds,Sloveceramics floatoncloudsFood|leatherwork
sohighuphereCakeTinsbatik wiewoflifeMetalSugarPotwritepoetry feelsunlightPasticMugpaint

plant stories

TREASURES
OFGODCLOTHESBIBLEUSAFLAGOWN

COUNTRYIPICTURESEosSAINTSPLANTSJEWELRY_BIRDSSEWING THEHEARTFLAGPOSTERSSTATUESMACHINE
610479101651089313

e.g.e.g.JesusChristReale.g.e.g ValuedexperiencesAlpervasiveMostlyShakespeareMadonnaArtificialheirloomscanariesTreddle(singer)
inlifereligious
orVirginofwatchparrots

he'severywherecountryof
Guadeloupeweddingringsreal

Memoriesorigin,VirginofChains

orSF,or
Mercedesbracelets
1
stuffedparrot

LoveNaturelmmaculatestones
|

Chinapeacock

Conceptionbadge

RelationshipsStatueofLibertybrooch

(tablecontinues)
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Appendix E

Ethnographic Photographs

The Mission Delores
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Syncretism and Biculturalism
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Revision - Review
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Rebirth and Regeneration
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Bethany Center
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APPENDIX F

PHOTOGRAPHS REFLECTING

SUBJECTIVE WELL-BEING TYPOLOGIES
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Appendix F
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Photographs Reflecting Subjective Well-Being Typologies º
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Cognitive Well-Being
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Affective Well-Being
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Aesthetic Well-Being
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Cultural Well-Being
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Ecological Well-Being
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Spiritual Well-Being
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Appendix G

Bethany Center Permission to Research On Site

May 20, 1996

Ms. Aroha Page º
1440 Fifth Avenue #3 *

San Francisco, CA 94122 | * /
*To Whom It May Concern:

This is to confirm that I, Jerry W. Brown, Executive Director at Bethany Center give
permission to Ms. Aroha Page to interview elderly Hispanic women at Bethany Center for her
research project.

cc: An Rovere. º
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