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ABSTRACT T %N
oo To examine the%'
sense of self we must look at %

mpact of old age upon'an 1nd1v1dua1 s
endurxng self. An understanding of
selfhood or self-consciousness c#f only be found by reference to the
social activity of the individua¥iThe interactional part of the self
involves the individual in two forms of active social behavior,
. subject and object. The subjective form of self presents the self to
"others, "while the objective form observes, interprets, and organizes
reality As it is perceived. The interactional self experiences itself
through three types of feedback loops: (1) nonsignificant reactive
interactions; (2) self-awareness through role taking; and (3) inner
.consciousness of the objective self through external patterns of
"social 1nteract1on. The goal of the third level of feedback is
adaptation to new social situations. In order for opt1ma1 development
and maintenance of the self to occur a number of processes must
operate throughout the lifespan. Two of these processes are role .
taking and social comparison. For the elderly, inaccurate role taking
may occur due to a discrepancy between self-conception ‘and social
definitions. The social forces in an ageist society and the temporal
dimension demand readjustment in self- conceptxon. The response is an
intertal role taking in whith the ‘self in its prime is used as a
referent. This internal role taklng is a dynamic process that |
involves not only the conscious inner dialogue that produces
awareness of self as object but also the interaction between self and
- former self. Ultimately, the degree of sinternal role taking varies
from culture to culture according to the relative status of the
elderly in.different societies. Where old age is a valued status,
role taking may remain largely external, using feedback from the
environment. The concept of internal role taking can help clarify our
understandxng of the difficulties of soc1alxzat1on to a devalued
position in old age. (BL)
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We cannot .live the- afternpon of life accordlng to the program;of -
life's morning, for what was great 1n the morning will be little.
at evening, and what in the morning was true, will at evening-have
become a lie. I have given psycholog?ﬁal treatment to too many -

people of advancing years, and have looked too often into'the v
secret chambers of the1r souls, not to be moved by this fundamental
truth...,3) . / :

.o f y ‘ Carl Gustav Jung '

. T '/ ) - "Modern Man in Search of 3 Soul"

wo o | ‘
The change and develdpment of the self throughout a human life 1s)a.

‘dramatic and e:clting process. - Each one of -us is unique 1h OUrf'*

. responses to all the maJOr stages of life, youth mid-life, old age, and
as we go through oyr "day" both our presentatlonal and our inner selves
will respond to the t1me of that day and to 1ts‘ongo;ng events and »
interactions.~ We cannot indeed'live our.lives at any stage‘according tbw
the. prlor1t1es and. concerns of an earller stage in rabot-like response.

| But w1th1n Jung S 1ns1ght I belleve we may ask, what is the relatlonshlp
between the afternoon of life and the even1ng--a dyad that he did not
1nclude. To us, the afternoon means the pr1me of llfe. The t1me that
in retrospect appears’ to each one of us as ourubest ;n self-concept and -
capaoilities. We examine this question from formulatlons of George

. Herbert Mead and Ralph Turner. For the purpose of our construct, we
assume an ageist social context and also a:loss of significant social

: . : , ./ : ) L

contacts for ageing individuals.

0.




cer Ihe.lnteractional_éelf

a socLal context and the 1mpact of old age Upon the 1nd1v1dual S sense

. @l
v,u'./, N

of self' “We do not | focus upon the mare volatlle nature of self-est
but rather our 1nterest lles in the endur1ng, general self. Not ;
Goffman s (1959) presentatlonal self nor Sorok1n s (1947) formulatlon
of a separate self 1n d1ffer1ng soc1al contexts, but a concept«of'an
enduring self that is an individual's wholistic descr1ptlod_of them-

selves (George, 1980). Nor is'it *an average Of multiple selves or’self;

Y

images, but a reflexive self, Accord1ng to George ﬂerbert Mead, the

reflexive self is that wh1ch can be both subJect and object. Human'so-
c1al 1nteractlon enables us~to become obJects to ourselves. Thus an
understandlng of selfhood«or self-consclousness can only be found by

reference to the soc1al activity of the 1nd1v1dual. Furthermore, rea-

h

son 1tself is not complete unless an 1nd1v1dual enters 1nto the same'
exper1ent1al f1elds as those with: whom he or she 1nteracts (Strauss,

1977). But reason must become 1mpersonal and this cannot occur unless.
: » .

'3 B PR - i

...it takes an obJectlve non- affectlve att1tude
toward itself: " otherwise we just have conscleus—.
ness, not’ self-consclousness. (Strauss, 1977, Pe
202). . . R : o

;oA
, 3
v ‘-‘

Thus> 1n order for. ratlonal behav1or to occur 1t is essent1al that the
;h 3 o2 vl ‘
individual develops this obJec ive att1tude toward self. Addltlonally,

us1ng the attitudes of others. The;

we respond to our own behav1or b
1 L} § .
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self is First .of all a role- taker. It arises out oF ‘its own unique abi-

r3 l .

lity to take ~on the attitude oF the group. The attitudes o#‘the social-

group give the indiVidual his or- her unity of selF\and is knoWn as: the

"generalized otheﬁ&" : - U 6 s ﬂ L S S

Wait (1983) contends that Mead developed three models of the self

the phenomenologiéal model based an theiwork of William James, the ' f.‘

interactional self, and lastly a causal model of self “Of these, he. ar-

@
P N .-

gues that the interactional self "represents Mead s unique and most val-
7‘ ’ \\\ ¢ \ o . - T

uable contrLbution to self theory" (p. 3)

L]

Possess10n of an. 1nteractionaI selF involves the 1nd1v1dual in two '
b1 3 o

forms of active social behav1or. The individual addresses thg world"a.s-'
an "I": !peakingi acting, and.presenting the self to others; At:the .

same time the individual is aé{active«receiver of information about thef_

R

world thus the interactional self also involves a "me" not Just as ob-

] f ' «

Jject of thought but rathez,/a/;me" as observer that interprets, per- :

ceives, listens and organizes the reality that is taken in.'°Wait em-. - -

LN

phasizes the‘dynamic, processual-nature of' this concept'of self by shoﬁf
e
ing that the self experiences 1tsélf through feedback loops from "I" to

"me." Ihe interactional self contains thre& types of feedback. The. ‘

’
- y

First involves non-s1gnificant reactnve interaction of person with
~ )
:

other. The, second includes taking, through role-taking, the attitude bf

the.other toward,self and thus becoming_self-aware. Lastly, the inter-r
"o‘ . . ’

actional self js. characterized by a.very particular type of feedback{

...(it) involyes a conscious inner dialogue between
"I" and "me". This inner dialogue: produces full ' - .
'awareness of the self as an obJect...The "I" and "me" G
of inner conversation have their origins in the ex ;
ternal, observable patterns of social interaction in
- which an individual engages (Wait 1983 pp.n7-8).

" ' | R

~

! ’ - 5
. < o
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. Thus .we ‘are capabie ofkinterpreting and reflecting not only on the
meanings and attitudes Of others, but also qf self.

This’"inner conversation“ or reflective thought does ‘not oceur’ dur—

N

ing habitual behaVior but rather in problematic social contexts. The ..

.goal of reflective thought is adaptation to a new s1tuation. It is a

~

‘dramatic encounter .and not Just a stimulus response process. In this
-encounter the 1ndiv1dmél “...weigh(s) the interests of self against the

interests of,others...(and) organizes future behaVior“ (p. 12). (d

¢ A" * .
j : . _ : :
. RoleLtaking”and Comparative Processes

\

‘ A,number of processes must operate in order ta allow for the <
optimal dévelopment’and maintenance of self.. We will focus_on'two

namely, “role- taking and social comparison.

°

»  Through their play and . games chiIdren become increas1ngly expert’ at
N .
~ adopting social viewpoints. ,In normal.development role—taking be

as accurate as pos31ble, thus permitting a true image of self to ‘ .
emerge. The - ‘eactions of signifkcant others -are. particd&arly 1mportant,,

' but so, too is the ability to take on the attitude of a variety of ~'.
* " .
others. Thus, as the ability to think abstﬂactly is achieved, 'so to is

. r

the attitude of the generalized other taken an.

# The interactional self that is developed and maintained through
role—takingtcontains notions of comparative standing. The personal im-
pact of experiences depends upon the outcome'of comparatiye'processes.'

. : R . ) q S
We cannot study their impact w1thout understanding the bases of the com-

parisons made by ind1v1duals and, therefore, the me n1ngs they make of

~ their experiences. An indiVidual gains a more accurate view. of self
\ V4 . ~

‘ - . . N ‘I- - .'/
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through- comparison with. others in similar and different circumstances.

The process 4ncludes-the "inner conversation" feedback SinceJituinvolves
. \ st M

evaluation donejby self to'self in,comparison to others. ‘

’

Both role;taking anduoomparative procésses'are ongoing throughout

" the lifespan since: ‘an ind1v1dual needs to be open to new information

)
N

about self in: order to ‘best adapt to changes in the soc1al env1ronment
and life circumstances. "‘, L. . "
Social psycﬁologists within reference group research have investi-

Tgated\the'outcomes,of the comparative aspect’of.rolehtaking (Parker and
. TN L
Kleimer, 1968). One’ general finding was’ that in:ividuals who compare

themselvesiwith dissimilar others with negative “results may‘experience
feelings of stress, personal f lure, self—derogation, and "relative

deprivatlodf’(Hyman, 1942) One might conclude that for older people,

' using middle aged persons as a reFerence group could lead to a lower

4.

. marale and selfaesteem. Thus, 0ne expectation of the aging “sub-culture

‘

- as- env1s1oned by Rose (1965) could be a heightened morale or mdre pos1-

tive sense of selﬁ.
. : , Y ~ - N . ‘;
The' latter premise 1s, however, challenged" by one of the most con=
. ! 1
s1stently documented findings in gerontological literature,. namely, the

~

systematic denial by the'elderly that they themselves are old 1 Elderly
persons share the .same denigrating attitudes toward the elderly, but/l

. »they exempt themselves from such social Judgments.v Rosow (1967) found
that only thirty percent of his sample of elderly, non-instituti%nalized :

subJects regarded their peers as productive and useful yet 85 percent x

believed that they themselves were productive and useful. Similarly, 86

t t

)

’

percent,agreed with the statement that o%%frly persons who deny that

/.

\‘1 | '. * | . | X » .'7
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" a change in the direction br‘n%%e tak1ng rather than an explantlon -

| -6 -
. N IR
they are old are "Just k1dd1ng themselves" yet, 70 percent then insisted
that they themselves were not old Rosaow concludes that this denial

;o . : )
reveals’ a sharp d1screpancy(between self-conception and social defini-
‘ P \\ N N . L.
tions.. . '
Are-we perhaps observing a phenomenon of ‘inaceurate role-taking--a

condition of benign self-deception? We suggest a model that,reflects-

N

that verges.oﬁ the pathologlcal B

s

Internal Role taklng

As we have already noted, ‘the 1nteractlonal self is fully act1ve

when’ engaged in reflect1ve thought generated by a novel *social s1tuation
‘or condltlon and 1ncongruent with the ongolng sense of<;elf. Here our
focus is corfined to st1mu11 from an ageist society and the1r impact

upon the agingvlndfvidual. Our view :is ‘of a dialectic exchange between

. . 9

theﬂagelexpectations of society and the'individual need to maintain a

positive:self;concept. Thus the meaning that:individuals place upon"
o ' , ’ Lo ' ' 4

stimuli are of paramount interest.

As opportun1t1es for s%clal 1nteractlon d1m1n1sh through loss and

N

restricted social contacts, can an 1nd1v1dual ma1ntaln a self concept
.through the. processes of roleJtaklng and comparison w1th others7 'Accor-
ding to Mead the self under these c1rcumstances is subJect to reduced
'support, 31nCe the external role-taklng orocess, so essential .to the

creation and’ maintenance of self has been curtalled, .Therefore we ask:
LY *

to what’extent do aging individuals make use of external feedback as an’

indicator of their: "rea}" self? '
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'Individuals make comparisons with others, both similar and dissim-

»

‘ilar;'but they also make comparisons with themselves at an.earlier age.
The former self is involved as referrent other. The degree to,nhichia—¥*
'thistis done wall yary by personal history and problematic continuity
due to decrements w1th aging We may be obserVing a phenomenon in thh'
social stimuli, or the lack thereof, having become incongruent'with self,

~causes the role-takingﬂprocesS\to turn inward toward an image of a ’

former self. . ' ‘ .

)

Turner (1968) describes self-conception as a "vitally felt idea of
what I am like in my best moments" (p. 98). This'is not an idealized

self-concept, but rather one rooted in reality. He notes that for

~

. normal development to occur, it is crucial that the idealiied view of
self should fade away so that a reality-edited self-oonception can

emerge. The editing process is carried to the point vhen self-

]
- . /

concep%&on will "work" as a bas1s for social 1nteraction. .This is the

'self-concept that an 1nd1v1dual forms so that interaction is predictable

~and manageable. .But, as Turner observes, it relies ultimately'for
optimal'function on its suitability to guide eqo's own interpretation of:
self. An interpretation'that is both internally and externally

i - ¢

coherent, and an interpretation that stresses capabilities ratherathan
performance as predictors of future behavior. The temporal setting"of ;
human action necessitates such a basis, yet, herein lies a dilemma for

old age and maintenance of self.
&

For older people, time perspective changes. and becomes‘foreshort-

ened. The ambition to "become" is less relevant ;Lg,that w21ch has not

yet been achieved will remain forever unaccomplished. The social forces

N

" | | -.9. . | . ‘.“ : '
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in an'égeist éqciety‘and the'temﬁoral dimensioﬁ demand readjustmehﬁ éé,
self-coﬁceptiﬁ?a ' | o
'The nesponsé is a”fufning inward toward the .self that coincides - .
with the individual's definiti}n of "my prime bf life." We conceive of
this.fOrmer self as a dynamic éonskruct experieﬁcing itself through

feéback betweenlthe "I" and the "me." A time when Sélf-concep; and ex-

ternal circumstances were 0p£imal.~'Thus the earlier self incréasingly

.
- . . .

becomes the referrent other as thé external enviranment of the general-

ized other is seen as dysfunctional for the maintenance of self. We

. . # °
term this process “internal role-taking" .as opposed to Mead's concept

whicﬁ generally involyes ongoing'social.forms‘and thus.is mope‘
‘externally der;ved.' We‘éuggesé fhat this former self isﬁnot an ig;él
sélf,distorted by memory bﬁt ratﬁer,.gﬁe reality-edited’éelf posited by.“
Turner énd that this function' is essential fﬁr normal ageing; The
intqrplay between thé breéént and past selves occurs in refléexive
thought }n the cqnversationai format described'by Mead. :Thus tﬁé presf_'
ent self increasingly takes bﬁ'the éttitude of thé former self rather -
than the generalized other.

' Comparative processésvtoo may tufn inward. In é_séﬁdy of young and
old subjects, Davis (1967).concludedjthatVSociallcompariéons wére of
litgie importaﬁce to the older subjects, fhat their concern was with

temporal comparative procésses. Wﬁile we believe that reminiscing is a

form of temporal compérison that is importanl for many elde?ly people,

we are suggesting that internal role-taking is a dynamic process that

“e

involves not only the conscious inner dialogue that produces awareness
of self as object but also the interac-tion between-self-and.former

’f\ ,
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self. Thus we are positing an interactional former self, a self that.

b
)

supports the present self. Iﬁ\the last_stages of life a new synthesis |

o . N 8

of past andspresent may or may .not emerde from:the interactfon;,
. We have attempted to construct a flex1ble mode’l that addresses ‘our
central problem of how a pos1t1ve self-concept is malntalned'ln old age.

The degree to wh1ch 1nternal role- tak1ng occurs dEpends upon each indi-

viguals's 1nterpretatlons of reality and the nature of the soc1al

~ 1 )
context With regard to the latter, it _may be that the degree of . 1nter-f

. VR
nal role- tak1ng will vary from culture to cuLture accord1ng to the -

4

relat1ve status of the élderly in dlfferent soc1et1es.1_1n those

soc1et1es, for example, where old age 1s a valued statué, role tak1ng
may tend to.fema;n largely external us1ng comparatlve processes and '
feedback from the external env1ronment.. Thus- our d1scuss1on of the f
interactional self and\thexgoncept of 1nternal role tak1ng may perhaps! b
‘help to clarlfy our understanding of the process and d1ff1cult1es of . a

_socialization to a devalued pos1tlon w1th part1cular,reference to old

age. ' B : -
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Ap- detalled review of the relevant literature may be

-I. Rqgow,. Boc1al Integratlon of the- Aged. New York~
1967, - _ ‘
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