Reasons to Grow Old: Meaning in Later Life

Generativity and the Gift of Meaning

By John Kotve

TEE is a fairy tale from “The Princess of the

India that captures East.” says the merchant.
much of what I have g “Then take this bracelet
learned in the past two Life must be handed on. to her. But do not reveal
decades abour the concept who has sentit” Now, the
of “generativity.” Greneri- land of the Eastis far away,
tivity is a word coined by but the merchant agrees to

the eminent psychoanalyst Enk Erikson in 1950
to describe a concern for future generations. In
the course of writing several books on the sub-
ject, I have come to see generativity as a desire
1o be fertile in the broadest sense of the term, a
desire to make one’s life count. Because of the
“age wave” that is now bearing down upon us,
lalso see generativity as an idea whose time has
come. What meanng will increasing numbers
of elderly people see in their later years? What is
the purpose of this time of life?

“The Gift™—so I've renamed the fairy le—
is not a story for children, but rather for adults,
especially those getting on in vears, It beging
with an old grasscutter named Wali Dad, who
comes to the point where he must do some-
thing with the pot of pennies he’s been aceu-
mulating all his life. A simple man, content with
his tiny hut, he can think of nothing that he
wants for himself, so he goes to a jeweler and
buys a golden bracelet. Then he asks a friend
who 15 2 merchant, “Who is the most beaurtiful
and virtuous woman in the world?™

deliver the bracelet on his next trip there. When
he arrives and gives the gift to the princess, she is
intrigued. Who is her secret admirer, and what
sort of man is he? She decides to send a gift in
return—some beautiful and expensive rolls of
silke. The merchant brings them back to Wali Dad.

“And what am 1 to do with these?” the old
grasscutter asks, for he has no need of them. He
thinks about the matter for awhile, and then he
says, “Who is the most handsome and virtuous
man in the world#”

“That would be the Prince of the West”

“Then take these silks to him™

So the merchant sets off in the opposite
direction, travels a great distance, and eventu-
ally comes to the land of the West. Naturally,
the prince is surprised by the gift and curious
about its sender. So he reciprocates with some-
thing finer.

“A dozen stallions?™ asks Wali Dad when the
merchant returns. “What am I to do with a
dozen stallions? Take them to the Princess of
the East!”
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When the horses come prancing into her
palace, the princess is at a loss for a response.
The king suggests that she end the affair by send-
ing back a gift so magnificent that it will pur
her secret admirer to shame. They send off
wenty mules loaded with silver,

But Wali Dad has no desire for wealth. “Take
some of the mules for your trouble” he tells his
merchant friend, “and deliver the rest to the
Prince of the West!™

And the prince refuses to be outdone. Soen
a caravan of camels and clephants weighed down
with precious gifts is headed back to Wali Dad's
hut. No sooner does it arrive than Wali Dad
sends it on o the Princess of the East.

At this poin, the King, and queen can come
to only one conclusion: The mysterious admirer
wants to marry their daughter. So they set out
with the merchant to find him. As they draw
near to Wali Dad’s village, the merchant grows
troubled. What will this procession of rovalty
think when they are led at last to a lirtle hur and
a withered old man within? He rides ahead and
warns Wali Dad of what 1s imminent. Fearing
humiliation, unable to accept what may be
reyuired of him, Wali Dad heads thar night for
a cliff, but cannot even bring himself to jump.
He collapses on the ground, enveloped in dark-
ness and despair.

Suddenly, there is a great halo of light that
grows brighrer and brighter. Two angelic
beings appear. One touches Wali Dad’s dlothes,
and they turn into elegant robes. The DI’_h.EI
touches his hut, and it tums into a palace. The
next morning Wali Dad receives the king and
queen, e princess, and thew entire entourage.
In the middle of a sumptuous feast, the king
gives his enthusiastic consent to his daughter’s

marriage.

“Alas.” says Wali Dad. “"As you can see, [ am
too old to marry. But I know somcone who
would make a perfect husband for your daugh-
ter” He summons the Prince of the West, and
soon the prince and princess fall in love. They
marry in Wali Dad’s palace, and the families cel-
cbrate for days and days. When it’s time for
everyone to return home, the king and queen,
the prince and the princess, and thousands of
their flag bearers salute Wali Dad, who salutes
them back with a handful of grass he has cut
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that very morning, It is the sweetest and fresh-
est grass he has ever smelled.

WALT DAD’S (GENERATIVITY

If you look at this simple and even humorous

ale through the lens of gencrativity, you will

see it open up with meaning, A man does his
bit in the grand scheme of things, and in no
time at all his tiny gesture multiplies in signifi-
cance. It happens the way a butterfly’s wings
change the weather, or the way the Gospel's
mustard seed grows: “It is the smallest of all the
sceds, but when it has grown it is the biggest
of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds
of the air can come and shelter in its branches”
Wali Dad’s golden bracelet, the frur of tus hifc,
grows like that mustard seed. Sown 1n just the
right place, it becomes rolls of silk, then a dozen
horses, then twenty mules loaded with silver,
then a caravan of camels and elephants bearing
precious gifts. It leads to the union of a princess
and a prince, of the far ends of the carth. Wali
Dad’s story says that our meager efforts can pro-
duce results rich in significance.

What has led, in his case, to such an outcome?
Consider the royal procession in the story—
king and queen, prince and princess, thousands
and thousands of attendants—and think of it
as symbolic of the grand procession of life in
which we all momentarily take part. Wah Dad
15 near the end of his individual life, and he re-
flects: What have all my pennies and all my years
added up to? What difference have they made?
Now he distills the essence of who he has been.
All thar cannot be refined into gold 1s forgot-
ten—all the guilt, all the regret, all the waste, all
the anger and bitterness, all the lingering pain.
And the resulting bracelet is invested wisely, at
that point in life where it will bear the most fruit.
It is given to the prince and princess, who stand
for the power of life yet to be. But they cannot
activate that power on their own. It takes some-
one who has gone before to provide a spark,
and the spark that Wali Dad provides is nothing
more or less than the substance of his life.

Wal Dad’s wisdom about where to mvest
sterns from his acceptance of his own place in the
life cycle, an acceptance Erikson called “ego
integrity” Wali Dad is content with his hife’s
work and with the house he has lived in. He



does not wish to be young again. When he
despairs, it is because he fears that he will have
to step out of his place in the procession of life,
lose the simplicity of his station, and be some-
thing he is not—a husband ro a young princess.
When the angels touch and transform him, they
do not give him a new nature but rather reveal
his true nature, His virtue is indeed royal, his
home a castle, and now that is clear to every-
one, Wali Dad included. At the end of the story,
Wali Dad is what he has always been, a hum-
ble grasscutter, but that identity seems sweeter
and fresher than ever. His acceprance of his place
in life is the source of his wisdom and genera-
tivity; and life, which is about to leave him, pays
him mibute for it

Wali Dad’s acceptance is also the source of a
clear ethic, the details of which are easily drawn
from his story. To be generative, “The Gift™ tells
us, we have to think and act in certain ways, We
have to answer a call. We have to give away our
pot of pennies. We have to unite the ends of the
carth. We have to step aside. And through it all
we must have faith in the great procession of life.

Lerus lonk at each of these in turn.

ANSWER THE CALL

The story of Wali Dad is set in motion when
he takes his [ife savings and buys a golden
bracelet. It begins with an initiative of his. But
the crirical point occurs when the initiatve is
with someone clse. King, queen, and princess
come with their entourage to his doorstep. They
call, and he must respond.

If one wishes, as [ do, to promaote a genera-
tive ethic, it is important o validate the scene
at Wali Dad’s door. In this century, psycho-
analysis and psychology have combined to
undermine the authenticity of demands “from
the outside,” psychoanalysis with its reduction
of the ethical imperative to the voice of a tyran-
nical superego, psychology with its idealization
of self-actualization and self-fulfillment and with
research i which the dependent variable (and
so the ethical good) is “subjective well-being™
Recent research on generativity, however, is
leading psychology to reconsider the validity of
life’s claims spon us. If we are to be generative,
this research is hinting, we must acknowledge
that life has every right to come knocking at our

Reasons to Grow Old: Meaning in Later Life

door, every right to summon us, whether or
not the summons brings self-esteem, sclf-actu-
alization, or self-fulfillment.

When [ say, “Answer the call” T am not speak-
ing of being “on call)” a phrase that describes
the state of bottom-line responsibility that is left
behind as one moves beyvond middle age. Nor
am [ speaking of calls as great as those received
by a Moses or a Mohammed. “Answering a call”
refers to what a 6o-year-old woman, just retired,
said of the volunteer work she was beginning
to do at a hospice: “There are so many needs,
you see? [ could very well join a bridge club,
but [ feel that this is what God wants me to do®
It refers to what an 8a-year-old woodworker
meant when he said there were “things to do
in this world that are necessary™ To him, creat-
ing beauty—the kind only b could create—was
necessary. In these cases, there is idennty in gen-
erativity, which one does not experience when
merely being “on call”

When Wali Dad received his call, he was ter-
rified, and there is a messape here as well. Like
him, we may feel inadequate to our summons.
But whar happened o Wali Dad on the edge
of a dark precipice can happen to us too. Qur
“higher” nature, symbolized by the angels in
Wali Dad's story, can take over. We can rise to the
we never knew we possessed, bringing about
what we could not have dreamed of had we
simply been mere seckers of self-fulfillment. A
call can get us up in the morning when seif-ful-
fillment lets us sleep as late as we like.

GIVE Away THE PENNIES

A second moral may be drawn from the story
of Wali Dad by looking into the nature of the
wealth he gives away. In most tales of this type,
the hero finds a treasure ready-made or receives
it from a mysterious stranger. But Wali Dad
comes by his wealth “the old-fashioned way,”
as the relevision commercial says. He earns it,
each and every penny. What does this kind of
freasure represent?

Ler us begin literally, interpreting the money
as, well, money. This interpretation is especially
relevant today, when many in the forefront of
the age wave are doing so well finandially, and
when children, in general, are not. Wali Dad
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may have been saving his money for a rainy day,
but that day never came, and now there is noth-
ing he wants to buy. He does not believe he is
“entitled” to what he has earned, nor does he
feel guilty about having it when others do not.
The point is that he does not cling to it. He
invests it in people and in life. Most of us would
dispose of such resources in a will, but Wali
Dad gives his gift well before a will would take
effect. Doing so enables him to see the outcome

of his actions and to reap the inner benefits of .

Wali Dad is selective, very selective, about
where to invest his small fortune. He seeks out
two people among all the earth’s inhabitants
who possess special qualities, They are vévtuons,
and if this story provides puidelines for our giv-
ing, it tells us to be very judicious about it. It
tells us to not be taken in by appearances in the
young but rather to see through their decep-
tions. The people Wali Dad chooses are also vr-
ginal, a prince and princess, not a king and
queen. So if our giving is to be generative, and
not merely alrruistic, it will bypass what 1s well
established for what is coming into being. The
prince and princess are likewise migorous. They
have energy as well as potental. They possess
the power to multiply Wali Dad’s investment.
Not all of our giving, financial or otherwise,
will follow this model, bur that which is gener-
ative would do well to consider it.

But Wali Dad has accumulated more than
material wealth, and so we must look deeper
mto his pot of pennies. In one sense, the pen-
nies represent his hard-earned experiences, and
in the story every one of them bears fruir. Wali
Dad’s treasure was collected in his hur, it reveals
his history, it reflects his identity. So all of bim
becomes gold. This is the ideal that inspires
generativity, especially near the end of life,
though we know that the generative process
entails far more waste than this fairy tale
acknowledges.

In another sense, and at its deepest level, Wali
Dad’s action contains a moral for of every
age. “Give away the treasure” is not an ethical
command but rather a formula for the regula-
tion of the life we feel within us. If we try to
cap that life, the story tells us, we will get no
more. “You've got to give it away to keep it
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says a motto from Alcoholics Anonymous. “The
more you give, the more you've got to give.”
Even though Wali Dad earned every one of his
pennies, he treated them as if he had received
them from a stranger. By emptying himself, he
created the space to receive more.

UnITE THE ENDS OF THE EARTH

Wali Dad’s generanvity is clearly “grand” He
has come to the point in life where he no longer
wants bottom-line responsibility, so he puts it in
the hands of someone else, a younger man who
travels from East to West and handles the
increasingly complex process of gift giving. In
this regard, Wali Dad acts more like a grand-
parent than a parent.

But Wali Dad’s generativity is “grand” in
another and more important sense. It is global
in scope, uniting the far ends of the earth. The
Princess of the East and the Prince of the West
could not have been more different, coming
from such distances as they did. They must have
been of different “races” but they were essen-
tially alike, both virtuous. It is interesting that we
hear nothing of Wali Dad’s own children in the
story. Was he married? Did he have any chil-
dren? The questions aie irrelevant because he
has overridden his “selfish™ genes, overcome
the “pseudospeciation™ that Erikson warned
against and identified with humanity as a whole.
It is a realistic identification: In the midst of
controversies about genetic differences, it is well
to remember that over 99 percent of human
DpNA is identical. Not similar, but identical —
exact copies carried by you and me and anyone
on earth we can think of.

Early in the twenty-first century, when the
human genome is completely mapped, we will
know in finer detail just how identical we all
are. We may realize that we are all descended
from a few common ancestors, Scientists will
be working on similar maps of other species,
both plants and animals. When we lay the maps
side by side, we will see a new story emerge
about the interconnectedness of all life forms.
We will be able to compare the genetic record,
the one we carry in our bodies, with the fossil
record, the one the earth carries. Then we shall
see maore clearly and “remember™ more accu-
rately the history of life on our planet.



As the world gets smaller, its economies more
interdependent, its communication faster and
farther-reaching, the far ends of the earth are
coming to our doorstep, as they did to Wali
Dad’s. Generativity cannot ignore their arrival.
When you choosc your generative acts, “The
Gift” says, keep the global dimension in mind.
Be highly sclective, but make at least one of your
efforts grand.

STEP ASIDE
Did you notice what Wali Dad did on the
story’s final morning? When the and

celebration were over, when everything was said
and done, he went back to work. He cut some
grass, plying his trade to the very cud. No
“retirement” for him.

Butdlatdctaﬂlsmmdmtaltﬂdiem)q asa
whole. In “The Gift;” Wali Dad’s crisis comes
when he thinks he will have to marry the
princess and become a king, for he is dearly too
old to do cither. His crisis is resolved when he
gains the resources to rise to one great gencra-
tive moment. Once that moment has passed,
however, Walh Dad’s natural instincts take over.
He stcps aside, saying goudbye o the royal pro-
cession of life.

One of the unexplored but increasingly
important characteristics of generativity is this
willingness to step aside. How does one make
myﬁxd&cnmgﬂmmnmmaﬂmufunpmm-
dented longevity? These days, stepping aside
might mean leaving positions of command in
the world of work. This action was not difficult
for Wali Dad —he feared, in fact, that he would
have to return 1o the mainstream — but it may be
for us. We fear being overthrown by the next
generation, being purt aside in a corporate
“downsizing.” say, before we are ready. We fear
not being cared for in our waning years. Greed,
oo, is involved, not only the financial greed that
makes us overstay our years in a high-paying
job or resist a reconsideration of government
entitlements, but also the greed for life, for the
€Xtra year or two that extraordinary medicine
might bestow. (The cost of those extra years
may very well compromise medical care for the
young: nearly a third of U.S. Medicare spending
in 1998 was for patients in their last year of life
[Califano, r998].} A recent survey found that 8o
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percent of Americans supported the idea of a
living will that would preclude such treatment;
it also found that only ¢ percent actually had
such a will (Peterson, 1996). Drafting one can
be generative in the most profound sensc of all.
As Enkson wrote long ago, “Healthy children
will not fear life if their elders have integrity
enough not to fear death™ (Erikson, 1063).

This article is not the place to discuss the com-
plex ethical issues involved in making way for the
next generation, whether at the time of leaving
a job or the time of dying, but it is the place to
suggest thar Wali Dad’s is the spirit in which
any decision about stepping aside should be
made. The point of his story is that clinging ro
life will kewp us from life. This is oue all through-
out adulthood, but especially at its end, when
one must finally yield to the inevitable succession
of generations.

HavE FAITH IN THE PROCESSION OF LIFE
All of these difficult requirements of genera-
tivity— answering the call, giving away our trea-
sure, uniting the ends of the carth, stepping
aside—make no sense unless one tusts in the
procession of life thar is symbolized in “The
Gift” by the royal entourage. For a few decisive
moments, Wali Dad takes part in this proces-
sion, and then it leaves him behind. But his faith
in it never wavers. How else could he give his
gift with anonymity? How else could he be so
peaceful at story’s end? When Erikson (1963)
speculated on reasons for adult failures in gen-
erativity, he included “the lack of some faith,
[of ] some belief in the spedies] which would
make a child appear to be a welcome trust of
the community™ While it takes grear faith ro
bring a child into the world, Wali Dad’s faith is
greater, for he puts his resources into someone
else’s children and through them into some-
thing as broad and communal as life itself
The faith that underwrites generativity is faith
in Life, and not in any individual Life. It's Life
with a capital I, because it transcends parti
life forms. To one person thar Life may be God,
tu another it may be narure, 1o a third it may
be the enduring value of science, to a fourth it
may be something else again. But unless our
object of faith is transcendent, unless 1t came
before us and survives our death, it cannot sup-
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port generativity. Withour such an object of
faith, you cannot commit years of your life to an
uncertain project or even complete the small
piece of it that must be done each day. Nor can
you release it into a threatening world or trust
in its unseen fare.

Is this faith a “requirement” for generativ-
ity? Even though I have been s of it as
such, it is more a description of the kind of
thoughts that generative people have quite nat-
urally. It is the conscious side of their uncon-
scious life, Ir 1s what happens in their heads
when life flows in and out of their hearts. Is the
faith illusory? If it is, I have but one reply: Put
it in the drinking water. That faith is what
enables people to make the mansition from Me
to Beyond Me.

Will the growing number of people in the
second half of life—will any sizable number of
us—be able to make this transition? Will we be
able to see our moral status as more than that of
bearers of entitlerments? T have no way of antic-
ipating what will happen in the future; but if
“The Gift” has a message, it is this: Wali Dad’s
pot of pennies was never his in the first place.
Nor was our pot of pennies ever our own. We
received those resources from Life; and, one
way or another, we must return them to Life.
That is the meaning of Wali Dad’s story, and
that is the meaning of generativity—an idea
whose time has come, ©2
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NOTE

1. “The Gift” is a condensation and adaptation of
“Story of Wali Dad The Simple-Hearted?” in A. Lang,
ed., The Brown Fairy Book (London; Longmans, Green,
1904). It was called to my atrention by Allan Chinen in
In the Ever After (Wilmette, Ill.: Chiron, 1989). Chinen
called his version “The Simple Grasscutter”
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