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Aging Positively on its Own Terms
I now throw the spotlight on Inside Positive Aging, from the inside; as it is lived by the person
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Let’s listen to the quiet voice...
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Amidst the cacophony of sounds on positive aging which now surround us, let’s listen to the quiet voice.
Here, I bring forward the voice of the older person. In doing so, I turn to a range of sources from popular literature and poetry to messages drawn from research conversations. There is much written about aging, and theorising about aging positively; in comparison elders’ voices are relatively silent

To begin, I turn us toward hearing how our commonly held understandings of aging and the aged are seen by those who have first hand experience.

Let’s listen to John as he speaks:
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“I suppose my own image of old age – before I got there myself – was just that. One of wrinkled skin, grey hair, a sort of arthritic slowness, and the idea that life was generally hard going. Now that I have reached that point myself, the chronological age where in our society one is categorised as old, I have come to realise the implications of that view. The implication of what we call appearance. The way in which we allocate roles and positions in society in terms of people’s appearance. The policeman with his uniform, the doctor with his white coat and stethoscope, the nun in her habit. And for the elderly it is their own skin which becomes their habit – their uniform. Some grey hair or a bent back, and you have the stigmata of old age. Well, it doesn’t have to be that way…there can be a to-ing and fro-ing between young and old in which there is no place for such preconceptions.” 

John. Busch, G. (1991). You are my darling Zita. Auckland: Godwit Press. (p. 271).

And now Christina, as tells us about a particular event when she was seen as being old.



One Friday=we went to a
residential home for the elderlys.
Christina (93)
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“I play accompaniment for a choir on Friday mornings. One Friday we went to a residential home for the elderly and they had an elevator there; a very slow elevator for the residents. When the concert was finished I thought I will go down the stairs, that elevator is too slow. But a lady in our choir who uses a stick, and who is younger than I am, came over to me and said would you like some help down the stairs dear. And I thought well not really, and I didn’t have a stick. So I said to her thank you very much but I have fourteen stairs at home.
People may sometimes, out of kindness and thoughtfulness, take my arm as if I can’t move alone. That sort of thing makes me feel old. I think oh well, they think poor old thing, she is old. It is very kind of them. So I just have to accept it [Christina, 93].

These voices are clear in their message that what is seen from outside, does not reflect what it is from the inside

Yet aging still happens. Frank, at 97, is richly experience in the thing we call aging. Listen to his words.
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It’s like the sun and the tide. I can’t stop them so why worry about them. You know they are going to come and go, come and go; age is going to go on so it’s no problem. So I just forget about it and let it do its own thing. It’s going to happen. Nobody knows how long I will be around so I don’t worry about that part of it. I just plan ahead what I’m going to do. I’m enjoying what I’m doing and the way I’m living and I hope I can just keep on that way until the curtain drops. It has got to drop some time. The cord will break and it will drop when it wants. I might drop in the garden; kick the bucket tending my pineapple. That would make me happy. But for now I haven’t got time to worry about it so I am just carrying on doing the usual things. Why isn’t tomorrow going to be the same? And it just goes on day after day. [Frank, 97].

Frank speaks a wisdom of letting aging be. Two other voices throw more light upon this idea. Curly is also 97 and said “I just accept it. I don’t think about it anymore. Otherwise I would probably wake up and find myself dead.

And Matelot, a 74 year old kaumatua tells of a similar experience. He said: ”I don’t think about it. I just look to see what is going to happen tomorrow and that’s about it. I just keep ‘getting old’ out of my way of thinking because I have seen a lot of people die young. And I thought if I don’t think that I am old, I will probably live a bit longer.”

So the voices speak of looking to tomorrow and of just going about doing the usual, everyday things. But what of the places and spaces our community creates which might nurture a diverse and rich range of everyday activities for those who live in advanced age?

Hear Madge’s voice as she tells of being out and about in the community.


-l was bored ove
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“I was bored over the Christmas period and I went out in my car. I took my water bottle and I had some sandwiches. I went and looked at Caster Bay, lovely little place there. Then I went to Milford beach. There was no sun shelter there. So I went and did a bit of looking at the shops, and I thought “where will I go? I will go to the lake and park down there. I went along to the park just at the eastern end. You can go down there and you are on a level looking right up to the hospital. So I went in there, but I couldn’t walk down by myself to the lake edge, there weren’t any seats there. Others had deck chair things. So I sat in my car and watched. Two families of Maori were using canoes with outriggers, six to a crew, and they were going to and fro. There was a wind out in the middle because there were some sailors out. So I watched them and came home. I think I got some vegetables on the way and this was the day gone. When I got home, I thought, that was a nice change (Madge, 95).

But, hearing her voice makes us mindful of how the spaces and places we might just take for granted exclude her from participating in chosen activities.

And as we listen, the thought opens up that aging can go on and on without ever turning into oldness. Alex’s story uncovers some of the mystery which otherwise veils the lived experience of the interplay between agedness and oldness.
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He said “I was young and then I was old. It was like passing through a screen, a ray or something. Old age is a thing that didn’t creep up on me, it hit me – bang. Before that happened I was always going like hell. Speed was everything to me. If I did anything, I did it fast. Think fast, talk fast, run fast, play fast, everything was fast until this. And that’s what hurts me most of anything, to be so slow. My old age come on just like shuttin’ a door. I’d gone through a door, and that’s when I come out an old man….[With the fall] my ear was all cut, all that side of my face was busted up, and four of my ribs was broke….Up until that time I was as well as anybody. Och, I wouldnae call the king my uncle. But from that time everything went dead slow – yeah, from there on. Now that’s a terrible shock, to anyone.
Spoken by Alex (77). Busch, G. (1991). You are my darling Zita. Auckland: Godwit Press. (p. 93-94).

So when we listen, the voices speak of oldness as being brought on suddenly by injury or illness, rather than as a natural consequence of aging itself. Oldness shows itself in different ways than simply being aged.

The next voice, from Zita, speaks of a positiveness of being in familiar spaces and places.
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“The first day I came here to the home, when I came in that front door – well, I didn’t know whether to cry, or laugh; or what to do. I’d never felt so alone or out of place in all my life….all I could think was, I can’t stay here. I’m not going to be able to settle in. I went up to the lounge, and there were all these chairs: I didn’t know if any particular chair was for me; I just sat down….At home there was always something to do, but sometimes now I feel I’m a bit useless. Well, I am aren’t I. I’m not putting anything into life. I’m just living from day to day….Of course if I get out, if I go someplace that I have been familiar with prior to my illness – say taken to a friend’s place for lunch or something like that – then I am my old self again and all that goes. It does, it doesn’t hang around. [I] can be [my]self again then….It might only be for an hour or so, but [I] feel like [I am] doing the things that [I] want to. Then when [I] come back....back to abide by the rules of the rest home. You have got to. So you slip back into it….I’m not really complaining, I am contented here.”
Zita (90). Busch, G. (1991). You are my darling Zita. Auckland: Godwit Press. (p. 23-29).

Zita’s voice reveals for us the salience of the context of aging, and how it shapes everyday experiences of being oneself and of fitting in. And how the notion of aging is intertwined with an experience of time and temporality.

Hear this poem written in the late 19th century.


Nhen as a yQ‘"*
trolled.

%'.*

‘ ) |‘.l.."|

H


Presenter
Presentation Notes
When as a child I laughed and wept,
Time crept.
When as a youth I waxed more bold,
Time strolled.
When I became a full-grown man,
Time RAN.
When older still I daily grew,
Time FLEW.
Soon I shall find, in passing on,
Time gone.
O Christ! wilt Thou have saved me then?
Amen
Henry Twells [1823-1900] in Mackay, A. L. (1977). The harvest of a quiet eye: A selection of scientific quotations. Bristol: The Institute of Physics. (p. 151).

So from this brief time of listening to elders’ voices; what might we be closer to knowing about?
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Aging positively on its own terms is a:��Letting aging be�Having a purpose in the everyday, and
Doing what you want, when you want

In closing, I bring forward two ways in which we might evade listening to the voice of experience
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Firstly, when we say ‘aging’, what do we mean?
From the moment we are born to the moment we go out of the world, we are, each and everyone of us is aging.
Yet in our everyday, the language of aging usually refers to living in advanced age.
So when does the notion of human development suddenly change to one of aging?
Is it time to reconsider what we mean when we talk of aging, and hence aging positively? 
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And, when we say ‘old’ we do not mean the same thing as people who live in advanced age. In listening to their voices, being aged is not the same as being old.
Surely we do a great injustice by labelling people as old, based on chronological age, or even worse, identifying them as the oldest old once they reach 85.
It is time to listen to the quiet voice and hear what it has to say.

Thankyou.


 The voices of John, Alex & Zita

— Busch, G. (1991). You are my darling Zita.
Auckland: Godwit Press.

 The voices of Christina, Frank, Curly,
Matelot & Madge

— Elder’s everyday experience of aging: A
hermeneutic phenomenological study

 Poem by Henry Twells [1823-1900]
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