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This study aimed to explore the experience of ancestral grief of the motherline and the
nature of transformation when engaging with practices of reconnection. The research
project used the qualitative method of heuristicinquiry to address a topicthatis grounded
in the personal experience of the researcher as a woman in mid-life and a self-identified
culture maker. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with five co-researchers.
Three contributed additional data in the form of images. The results indicate that
ancestral grief is experienced within the body, and that the transformational process
of reconnection brings about themes of longing, cultural context, land and lineage,
presence, and collaboration. The findings identify loss of connection, the importance of
connecting in more embodied ways and developing compassion for the motherline, the
importance of land when there is difficulty connecting directly with lineage and gaining
clarity of collective purpose.
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My exploration and subsequent reconnection to my motherline has been a slow,
meandering journey over the last twenty-seven years. My mother and I had a tumultuous
relationship for much of my life with multiple periods of estrangement. Although I was
close to my maternal grandmother, who passed away nineteen years ago, she never spoke
about her life. At the age of sixteen, she had been married to a religiously conservative
farmer, eventually becoming a mother to ten children. There was a culture of silence
adhered to by the women in my family; stories never told and struggles, wisdom, and
dreams never shared.
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Afewyearsbefore embarking on thisresearch project, I began the process of re-connecting
with my maternal ancestors in a deeper way, sparked by an online programme that
included material on feminist grief work and intergenerational trauma. The imaginative
exercises and contemplative practices I engaged with ignited a process of deeper
exploration that allowed me to titrate ancestral grief I had not known existed. I came to
understand that I was disconnected from my own motherline, and my mother and my
grandmother had been disconnected from theirs too. This process allowed me to connect
to the stories of my motherline with compassion, develop a deeper relationship with the
earth, and connect to a deeper sense of meaning in my own culture making endeavours.
According to Diels (2019), culture makers can be understood as disruptors of the status
quo, through their ability to interrupt, reimagine, and co-create a more just culture in
their relationships, communities and work in the world.

The study that inspired my research was a dissertation by Hartowicz (2018) on exploring
intergenerational trauma and resilience through ancestral legacy. This narrative inquiry
drew on the experiences of therapists. The research focused on the connection between
personal transformation and the impact ancestral exploration has on the service that
therapists bring to the world. According to Hartowicz, “In understanding the origins of
an ancestral wound and the patterns that have developed as a result, personal changes
can be made that will benefit one’s life and the lives of future generations” (p. 36).

For areas of future research, Hartowicz (2018) suggested exploring the transformational
journeys of women by bringing in the concept of motherlines. A term coined by Lowinsky
(1992), who described the journey of the motherline as a search and reclamation of the
feminine soul for individuals of all genders, which “requires a downward journey into
the realm of ancestors. Here one discovers lost meanings, forgotten lives, generations
of grief” (p.142). An important experience identified by all research participants (and
by the researcher herself) was that of grief within ancestral work. Hartowicz wrote
that “ancestral legacy needs to be brought to consciousness to allow for healing and
transformation, and often this process results in deep grief work” (p. 46).

According to Levine (1987), grief itself is a process, not a single emotion. He referred to
ancient griefs as the sorrow from historical and collective trauma and the subsequent
losses which create disconnection from oneself, others, and life itself. This sense of
disconnection is rooted in the loss of cultural practices, connection to land and stories,
and the loss of family through death and estrangement. Weller (2015) described ancestral
grief as a sorrow that exists in the unacknowledged space of silence, which is tied to our
collective history, and the loss of our ancestors as a source of connection to land, language,
and ritual. He proposed that this type of grief is part of the journey of transformation,
which has the potential of guiding us towards our collective work in the world. Turner
(2017) referred to this ancestral loss as “the ache of a life orphaned from belonging” (p.
14), a longing that often begins in our own family and extends out to community, purpose,
ancestral knowledge, and even to ancestral lands that we’ve never known.
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Examples of historical trauma allow us to understand the extensive nature of ancestral
grief throughout Western culture, while providing a glimpse into possible ways of working
with grief and healing. Duran (2006), a psychologist whose work primarily focuses on
Indigenous people in the US, wrote about historical trauma as being a soul wound that is
passed down through our ancestors. Holiday (2010) identified her ancestral grief rooted
in the historical trauma of slavery, as “a grief I feel about the abuse of black women’s
bodies that is in my DNA” (p. 114). For her Womanism, a term coined by Alice Walker in
1979 to describe the spiritualised feminism of Black women, allows for a reclamation of
one’s body, thus creating space for sorrow, and serving as a path for finding wholeness.
Sikie (2017) wrote about the ancestral soul loss that has occurred for people of European
lineages due to the historical impact of patriarchy, colonisation, and religion. How,
especially for those whose ancestors immigrated to the Americas, we have “forgotten
who we are in reference to our ancestors, which also means that we have forgotten who
we are in relationship to the forces of nature that sustain us” (p. 4).

When considering ancestral reconnection, Lowinsky (1992) highlights the need to develop
an intergenerational perspective, based on historical context. Vaughan (1979) outlines
the importance of developing intuition that recognises the need for both intuitive and
rational ways of knowing, that is based on self-awareness and discernment. And Foor
(2017) discusses the practice of ancestral reverence through engagement with animist,
shamanic, Indigenous, and spiritual traditions and cultures.

Overall existing research on the experience of ancestral grief of the motherline and the
nature of transformation is limited. This suggested that a deeper understanding of the
experience may provide a valuable contribution to current knowledge and theory for
those on this journey, which led to the following research questions: What is the nature
and process of self-transformation for change and culture makers engaged in the practice
of reconnecting with ancestral grief in their inherited motherlines? What might be the
potential of this practice for collective transformation?

Method

According to Moustakas (1990), the beginning of the heuristic journey comes out of one’s
personal experience, where an aliveness exists. Although I was hesitant to dive deeper into
the topic of grief after my younger brother’s death in the spring of 2022, I could not deny the
whisper of my heart or my curious nature.

When selecting a method of qualitative inquiry, I considered intuitive (Anderson & Braud,
2011), narrative (Creswell & Poth, 2017), and heuristic (Moustakas, 1990) approaches. After
gaining a clearer idea of my research questions, I ruled out intuitive inquiry in order to
preserve the meaning of the narrative, which can be disrupted with the process of creating
lenses (Anderson & Braud, 2011). I then decided against narrative inquiry as I felt it was
important to include my own experience of this phenomenon.
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As a transpersonal approach, heuristic inquiry guides the researcher to identify themes that
capture the essence of the phenomenon, allowing them to dive deeper into the experience
by accessing different ways of knowing, including intuition. The heuristic phases outlined by
Moustakas (1990) suggest a linear process, however, my experience of the phases was often
a non-linear, back and forth exploration.

The heuristic process begins with the Initial Engagement, where the inquiry arises from
a personal topic of interest and lets itself be known. The experience is “so deeply felt that
it arouses one central question that you are unable to ignore” (Sultan, 2019, p. 11). The
researcher then enters Immersion, taking a deep dive into the research topic and questions
without attachment to outcomes or goals. This is followed by Incubation, providing distance
from the topic to allow enough space for knowledge to emerge. This brings the researcher to
Illumination, where a deeper understanding, awareness, or discovery is uncovered, providing
direction and incentive for the journey.

The next stage is Explication, a deeper exploration of the themes, which according to
Moustakas (1990) requires researchers to attune to their own awareness, feelings, and
judgements before deeper understanding is able to emerge. The essences of the themes
are captured with individual and composite depictions, and the identification of exemplary
portraits. This leads to the final phase of inquiry, Creative Synthesis, which allows the
researcher to transform data into an artistic way of capturing the essence of the research as a
whole, including their own experience.

The selected co-researchers were five women ranging in age from their early 40’s to mid 50’s,
who considered themselves to be change or culture makers in their fields or communities,
and who were born and living in Canada or the United States (Table 1). They had all been
engaged in the practice of re-connecting with their maternal ancestral lines for more than
three years, applied an intersectional feminist (or similar) lens to their worldview and
included a spiritual/nature/interconnection component in their practices. To cover ethical
considerations, co-researchers were asked about their resources and potential support in
case grief was activated by the study topic. The ethical approval for the study was granted by
the Alef Trust Research Ethics Panel.

The semi-structured interview questions explored how journeys with their maternal
ancestors began (e.g., life event, circumstance), areas of disconnection and loss (e.g., family
death, estrangement, cultural systems), reconnection (e.g., teachers, books, practices),
ancestral grief (e.g., embodiment, identification, ways of working with it), self transformation
(e.g., meaning/purpose, relationship with self/family), and collective transformation (e.g.,
relationships with community, nature, world).

Three of the five co-researchers provided me with an image that represented their ancestral

journey, before their interview. After the interviews, I worked with each co-researcher’s
interview material one at a time, identifying quotes that were applicable to the study and
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Table 1

Participant Information

Pseudonym  Age Range Location Heritage(s) Identified Background
Lucy Early 40’s East Coast U.S. Italian Life & corporate coach with PhD;
Former engineer; Mother of two
children
Maria Mid 50’s West Coast Maternal German & Disabled artist; Retired counsellor;
Canada paternal Indigenous Former Anglican nun
Carol Mid 40’s East Coast U.S.  British - early Quaker Writer with MA degree; Women's
settlers circle facilitator; Mother of two
teenagers
Leah Mid 40’s Western U.S. British Marketing coach, strategist &

MA student; Former Mormon;
Neurodivergent

Mabel Mid 40’s East Coast U.S.  Maternal Indigenous Educator; Community builder;
& paternal European Mother and step-mom

noting thoughts or questions that came up for me. For co-researchers who provided an
image or photo, I printed it out and kept it on my desk while working with their data. I
returned to the transcript within the following week to repeat the process, highlighting
additional quotes and making additional notes. Once each transcription was complete,
I played with water colour painting to allow myself space to process and then began to
organise the data into themes. After going through this process for the first interview, I felt
pulled to capture its essence creatively. In order to honour the depth, I produced a visual
representation in the form of a digital collage. An individual depiction was then created
using the material. Once complete, I shared the transcript, depiction and individual visual
representation with the co-researcher for validation and feedback.

After completing the last individual depiction, I put together a code book and mapped the
themes to the stages of the Consciousness Transformation Model developed by Vieten et al.
(2011). I started with the stage Initial Noetic Experience, grouped Exploration with Find a
Practice, grouped Life as Practice with I to We, and included the stages of Living Deeply,
and Bring to Community. Initially I added a separate pre-stage of Loss, however after
completing the code book I ended up combining those with the Initial Noetic Experience,
as the data seemed to be intertwined. Using the model aided in understanding the story arc
of each co-researcher and helped to confirm where along the path of transformation they
had transversed.

Since there are a myriad of ways to engage with this journey, I decided not to select an

exemplary portrait. Although all the co-researchers were at different points in their process,
each journey contains wisdom and selecting one felt as if it would negate or lessen the
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others. The composite depiction was then written based on all the co-researchers, and the
creative synthesis was developed as a digital collage.

Results

The five core themes that emerged from the data were Longing, Cultural Context, Land and
Lineage, Presence, and Collaboration.

Longing

Longing lives within ancestral grief and becomes a companion along the journey of
transformation. While it may appear loudly or faintly at first, as the co-researchers began
to connect with themselves and their ancestral stories in deeper ways, the longing became
clearer. Co-researchers spoke of their longing as if it had become a compass in their lives for
creating a deeper sense of connection, meaning, and purpose. Four of the co-researchers
spoke about how it was not necessarily something that could be fully healed in this lifetime,
and two co-researchers described it as a wound meant to be carried. The types of longing
expressed by co-researchers were primarily for connection to family, community, and culture
in ways that they had not experienced. This longing also expressed itself as a lack of belonging
to the land that they were born and live on “How do you become fully connected when you
are literally apart? And not belonging even on the land that you live on?” (Lucy).

For three of the co-researchers, the pain associated with longing is complicated due to the
acute levels of pain, sorrow, and trauma that exists within their living families. Mabel noted:

I have a longing, but it feels very uncomfortable...the real disconnect between
walking on lands my ancestors have walked on and feeling that wonderful...sense of
awe and connection...also knowing in real time in real life, 'm not that connected
with my living family.

Cultural Context

After initial exploration through teachers, therapists, books or communities, the co-
researchers began researching their maternal ancestral lineage and culture(s). Four of the
five co-researchers have limited access to information regarding their maternal lines due to
the history of colonisation, cultural assimilation, the lack of women’s stories being captured
in patriarchal cultures, and the impact of death and family estrangement. The sole co-
researcher with a depth of maternal information is the second person in her lineage to do the
work of reconnecting with the motherline, whereas all the other co-researchers are first in
their lineage to engage with this work. Although having access to lineage research is valuable,
connecting with maternal lines culturally does help to bridge the gap. Lucy stated:

Hearing stories of other (American) Italian folks...and then hearing the stories of the
people in Italy, before they came over. I didn’t really have a chance to get any
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of that since I didn’t have close relationships when I was younger, and my maternal
line died very young. So it was really nourishing for me to be able to participate in
those spaces.

Co-researchers either began to understand or deepen their understanding of the ways
that cultural systems of colonisation, white supremacy, and patriarchy had shaped their
ancestors’ lives and continued to impact their own. All the co-researchers were able to develop
compassion for their motherlines, while also acknowledging the impact of harmful systems
that their ancestors were directly or indirectly involved in. Leah noted:

I was always told the story of they were persecuted because of their religion, and
they had to flee...But the other side of that...they also participated in genocide of
Indigenous communities. And so that grief was never part of the story.

Land and Lineage

As the co-researchers continued to follow their longing, they began connecting to land and
lineage. These practices included connecting with the ancestors of their lineage, ancestors
of the land they live on, or/and the land as ancestor. All the co-researchers engaged in some
combination of the following practices: ancestral altars, ritual, prayer or contemplation
practices, gardening, cooking, movement, art and creative projects, as well as connecting
with the seasons and nature. For example, Carol stated: “I have an ancestral altar ... it just
brings me closer to the spirituality of ancestry and recognising and acknowledging them in
my day to day”.

For two of the co-researchers, chronic illness and disability impact the ways that they are
physically able to engage with practices. Although they both experience sadness around this
loss, they have found smaller ways of connection that are no less powerful. According to Mabel:

Keeping a garden, or foraging, or even planting perennials... I physically really can’t
do it anymore and I've had to really let it go. And that has been a real source of sadness
for me...I do smaller things...so there’s plants on my altar, there’s a rosemary bush in
my front yard that almost every time I walk past (I) clear myself, and thank, and go on
out into the world.

Presence

Their longing has found more clarity and their deep practices of connection have brought about
self-transformation that can be witnessed through their relationships with themselves, others,
land, ancestors, community, culture, creativity, intuition, nature, and spirituality. Carol stated:
“Intuition has led me back to my ancestors. And it’s allowed me to trust that connection, and
discern what is ancestral...what is spirit, what is myself, what is my ego, what is soul.”

All the co-researchers describe a deeper sense of connectedness, which then gives rise
to presence. This is the ability to be present with what is, to be present with others,
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and to show up in the world in more sustainable ways, as well as their felt sense of
connection to the presence of ancestors, spirit of place, and nature. Maria shared:

When something sprouts in my garden that I didn’t plant, because it’s bird droppings,
bringing seeds... it just reminds me that blessings come by. I don’t have to go out and
search for things, most things will come. Yes, I'm isolated. Yes, I'm housebound.
However, things still come in...I always think of Hildegard when I see a plant in my
garden. And I thank her.

Collaboration

The co-researchers bring a physical manifestation of their longing into the world through
community and service. For the four co-researchers included in this theme, collaboration
occurs through relationships with clients, groups, businesses, communities, networks, and
in how they envision their work. Mabel said:

I don’t want to work alone... if you think about like, we never did, we went to the river
to wash our clothes together... we did food together... so it feels very natural for me to
be working with other people and to be making these networks.

There was an overall sense from the co-researcher’s descriptions that working, living, healing,
and grieving together moves culture forward, while connecting to the past. For example,
Carol shared:

I would like to see...physical places where we can go and as community feed that
(ancestral) grief. ... And so I would love to see acknowledgement of ancestors of
lands...and what was taken and harmed and how we reconnect with healing of spaces.

Creative Synthesis

The image (Figure 1) captures the melding of sea to sky, the infinite support of oceans and
forests, and the grounding presence of mountain ranges. The deeply rooted tree expands
in every direction, connecting all who are on this journey from the depths of earth to the
heavens. The silhouettes depict women in midlife, who have the vantage point to see the
past, be in the present, and move towards the future. Finally, the golden spiral represents the
depth and non linearity of the motherline journey and heuristic process, it also speaks to the
existence of our ancestors within, beside, and beyond us.

Discussion
In relation to the transformation model (Vieten et al., 2011), findings resonated with the
stages of Exploration, Life as Practice, Living Deeply, and Bring to Community, and the

pre-stage of Loss. I then extrapolated the themes into three core areas as they intertwine with
one another: Loss of Connection, Exploration, and Wholeness.
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Figure 1

Creative Synthesis

Loss of Connection

Aside from loss due to death and/or family estrangement, the co-researchers expressed their
primary sense of disconnection as being within themselves, with others and/or with community.
Their ability to identify disconnection from culture, land, as well as nature and/or spirituality,
occurred during their process of reconnection. The types of disconnection that emerged from
the interviews align with the literature. These are the loss of connection within oneself and
with others (Levine, 1987), the disconnection to family and community (Turner, 2017), the
loss of connection to culture and land (Weller, 2015), and the disconnected relationship to
nature and loss of our spiritual roots (Sikie, 2017).

The extent of disconnection varied among the co-researchers. There was a noticeable
difference in the experience of disconnection with the sole co—researcher who is second in
their maternal lineage to engage with this work, compared with the other co-researchers
who described a greater level of disconnection from self. Two of the co-researchers suggested
that healing ancestral grief was multi-generational work. However, there was no identifiable
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relationship in this study between the amount of disconnection that a co-researcher
experienced and their ability for deep reconnection with their motherline.

While levels of trauma are not compared in the literature, developing an intergenerational
perspective based on historical context and family experiences, stories, and sorrows
(Lowinsky, 1992) does provide insight. There is also no suggestion in the literature that
a greater significance of trauma would lessen a practitioner’s ability to connect with their
ancestors. As for this being a multi-generational project, the motherline journey (Lowinsky,
1992) aligns with this view. As one generation departs and another arrives, the work of
connection between children, mothers, and grandmothers continues.

Exploration

Exploring ancestral cultures provided connection to the histories, stories, and practices that
had been forgotten in their motherlines. Whether or not the co-researcher had access to
lineage information, cultural research aided them in connecting in more embodied ways,
from walking on ancestral lands, gardening and crafting to cooking cultural foods, rather than
from a purely analytical exploration of gathering data. While the literature provided does not
explicitly speak to the difference between embodied and analytical ways of connecting, this
could be important to highlight as many people only engage with ancestry as an information-
gathering practice.

As co-researchers understood more of the historical context of their motherlines and the
cultural systems at play, they developed a compassion for themselves that aided in their own
healing journeys, as well as healing their motherlines. This allowed them to hold the positive
and negative aspects of their ancestral stories, which was necessary to connect more wholly
to themselves.

Understanding where ancestral wounds and patterns come from provides individuals
with the opportunity to implement changes in their own lives (Hartowicz, 2018), and
acknowledgment of historical context allows for compassion towards oneself and motherline
(Lowinsky, 1992). Individuals are unable to meet their ancestors fully when they only focus
on their strengths or reject ancestors because of their weakness (Foor, 2017).

Co-researchers who had teachers or had been involved in group programs specific to ancestral
healing and reconnection had a more solid foundation for their individual practices of
reconnection. This was true whether or not they continued to be involved with those teachers
or groups, or even continued to do the specific practices they had been taught. This finding
aligns with Foor (2017) who suggested that studying established traditions of ancestral work
can provide deeper context and support when creating an individualised practice, even
without taking on a specific belief or identity.

Co-researchers focused on practices of connecting with the ancestors through lineage and
land. Whether co-researchers connected initially to land before lineage may have been
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influenced by the existence of active trauma in their living family, and a lack of connection
with a known ancestor, e.g., a close connection to a grandmother when they were alive.
Although various sources in the literature reference a disconnection to land, the literature
focuses on lineage as the primary reconnection (Levine, 1987; Turner, 2017; Weller, 2015;). It
may be helpful to offer land reconnection as a path for individuals who experience difficulty
connecting directly with their lineages.

Wholeness

As co-researchers developed a relationship to their whole selves, body and mind, their level
of self-awareness and intuition expanded. They were able to cultivate discernment regarding
which teachers, communities and practices were culturally appropriate to engage with or
not. According to the literature, reconnecting to one’s body is an essential component for
accessing a path towards wholeness (Holiday, 2010). This quest begins when a woman can
nurture her own body and soul (Murdok, 1990). Since intuition is based on self-awareness and
occurs through the body, feelings, mind, and at a spiritual level (Vaughan, 1979), developing
wholeness is required to expand it. The cultivation of intuition that recognises the need for
both intuitive and rational ways of knowing (Vaughan, 1979) allows for discernment.

Co-researchers gained clarity on how their purpose was tied to the collective - the greater
whole - and began to find healthy and sustainable ways to participate, be of service, and
create community. They held a vision for supporting a collective wholeness in work, healing,
and grief - a vision that has been a central part of belonging within animist, shamanic, and
Indigenous communities, and religious and secular cultures (Foor, 2017). This desire to
participate and create community is rooted in ancestral cultures (Turner, 2017), and ancestral
grief has served as a guide for the co-researchers towards their purpose within the collective
(Weller, 2015).

Limitations

The limitations of this study include the vast subject matter and overly broad research
questions. I was very hesitant to put additional parameters around the study as I didn’t want
to assume that what had been a key component for me was a key component for others. It
also meant that I was unable to go deeper into each area of the process and specific themes.
The second limitation is around the sample size, ethnicity/race, and gender of the co-
researchers. There were availability issues with potential co-researchers, due to the limited
time frame of the research project. The co-researchers had predominantly European
backgrounds, and while two co-researchers had mixed European and Indigenous heritages,
only one had Indigenous heritage tied to their maternal line. There was also a limitation in
gender, as all co-researchers were women.

Conclusion

This heuristic exploration provides insight into the experiences of ancestral grief and outlines
the potential nature of transformation when reconnecting to the motherline. The results
indicate a shift in the way co-researchers’ connect with themselves, engage with others, and
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experience the world around them, and how loss, disconnection and sorrow can provide
a window into our deepest ancestral longings. Although the findings came from a small
sample of individuals, they can be used to expand upon current understandings in literature,
especially for those engaged in the motherline journey outside specific spiritual, religious, or
cultural traditions. In regard to future research, I would suggest that a deeper exploration
of ancestral grief and belonging is required, as the results indicate that they may in fact be
intertwined. A lack of authentic belonging is prominent in Western culture and often appears
as loneliness, disengagement, and denial of our interconnectedness. The motherline journey
can play a prominent role in reclaiming ourselves, our connection to life, and to each other, if
only we begin by viewing loss with a sense of curiosity rather than fear. The increased sense
of belonging that comes through this journey could be pivotal for our collective future.
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