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G r o w i n g older is continuous from conception 
to life's end. Later years are built on the accum
ulated experiences of the varied processes of 
aging. Aging involves the total person—the 
personality—from birth to death. 

''As we grow older, we tend to become 
more of what we really are," as an elder wisely 
recognized. 

"Feeling good about ourselves," then, is 
not an instant product of later years. "Al l that 
we have been; all that we are; all that we may 
still become," are a part of a sense of self-worth, 
self-esteem, self-respect. This was Dr. Will Men-
ninger's definition of personality. 

"Becoming"^ was Dr. Gordon AUport's 
description of the span of life. And today re
search is telling us that we who continue to "be
come," we who continue to grow, to change, to 
adapt, escape the devastation of senility. Of 
course, the exception to this is among those 
who suffer severe mental and physical deteri
oration. 

^Address presented before a Mini-Seminar on Aging, the 
American Home Economics Association, under the title, 
"Feeling Good About Ourselves As We Grow Older." 
San Antonio, Texas, June 24, 1975. Reprinted with 
permission of the AHEA. 

^Allport, Gordon W. Becoming. New Haven: Yale Uni
versity Press, 1955. 



To choose continuous "becoming" to 
life's end is not the easy way. It requires energy 
—conscious use of energy when its use some
times requires major effort. 

"Becoming" demands the intentional 
avoidance of a series of situations which may be 
designated as the "devastating J ' s " — " I " is the 
first letter in inward-tuming, self-centeredness. 
" I " is the beginning of isolation or moving out 
of the mainstream of life. " I " is the initial step in 
loss of interest in others. " I " starts indifference 
which shows up in lack of concern for others 
and for self—in appearance, grooming, dress, 
alertness, attention—to name only a few of the 
ravages of indifference. 

Eric Pfeiffer,^ in his excellent analysis of 
successful aging, stresses remaining in the 
mainstream of life. Participation, continuous 
learning, delight in play and fun, and productiv
ity place even the aged in the center of living. 

Participation—concern for others, contri
bution to others and to self—takes varied 
forms: 

Persons whose careers have been satisfy
ing and successful share their accumulated wis
dom, knowledge, and perspective to the end of 
their days. 

Persons who have given with generosity to 
their communities, their organizations, their 
families continue their contributions. 

^Pfeiffer, Eric. "Successful Aging," paper for American Medical 
Association, Third National Congress on Improving the Qualiti; 
of Life in Later Years. Chicago, Illinois, April 1-3,1974. 



Persons whose physical limitations require 
new patterns of participation find ways of adap
tation even to wheelchair requirements. 

Participation becomes less in physical ac
tion and more in emotional-intellectual sharing 
as years go by. The conversationalist is partici
pating provided conversation does not become 
self-centered and self-serving. Sharing of ex
periences is participation provided it does not 
become eternal reiteration of the past with no 
relevance to the present. Listening is participa
tion providing it is alert and genuinely respon
sive. Concern for others is participation unless it 
is allowed to slip into demand for attention to 
self to the exclusion of others. 

Participation is reaching out for active 
friendships on every age level. It is offering op
portunities for associations which are mutually 
rewarding. It avoids sitting back, waiting, and 
resenting because of the requirement that those 
who are younger make major overtures to these 
who are older. 

Personality is the product of interaction 
and intercommunication. Interdependence is 
the essence of participation and interaction. 
The tragedy of older years often arises out of 
what has been described as "learned de
pendence." 

Learned dependence is demanding of 
constant attention. Learned dependence is al-



lowing oneself to require of others much that 
can be continued for self. Learned dependence 
is skilled planting of a sense of guilt within those 
upon whom we must depend. Learned de
pendence is the "demonic art" of control of the 
lives of others by never ending subtle pressures 
and demands. 

Dr. Wayne H . Holtzman has stated that 
among the essential components of mental 
health are the capacities to cope with problems 
as they arise and to make decisions as required. 
More important, he stresses that it is also the 
capacity to ask for help and to accept assistance 
when it is most needed.^ This definition of men
tal health can well be used as the cornerstone of 
"feeling good about ourselves as we grow 
older." Here is the shining art of interde
pendence which is accepting but never de
manding. Here is skill in continuous indepen
dence in each aspect of life where it is feasible 
and possible. Here is acceptance with laughter 
and love so that dependence itself becomes 
interaction with aspects of growing and feeling 
good by all concerned. Each gives and each 
gains from the other. Though one may receive 
the more, the important others who are young
er perhaps gain the most 

And so there does develop an etemity in 
life as generation to generation assists the other 
in forever BECOMING. 

^Holtzman, Wayne H. "Personality Development and Mental 
Health of People in the Border States," a paper presented at a 
Conference on Contemporan; Dilemmas of the Mexican— 

United States Border. San Antonio, Texas, April 14-18, 1975. 
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