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As individuals age, many experience a remarkable surge in creativity and productivity, a 
phenomenon that challenges conventional expectations of decline in later life. This 
increased drive is often a profound response to the awareness of mortality, propelling 
older adults to leave a lasting legacy and find deeper meaning in their remaining years. 
Influential thinkers like Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, Viktor Frankl, Erik Erikson, Ernest 
Becker, and Simone de Beauvoir have explored this connection between mortality and 
creativity. Their insights reveal how engaging in meaningful work and creative pursuits 
helps older individuals confront their existential anxieties, assert their identity, and 
achieve a sense of fulfillment. This article delves into their perspectives, highlighting the 
vital role of continuous work and creativity in defying the limitations imposed by aging 
and mortality. By understanding these motivations, we can better appreciate the 
enduring contributions of the elderly and support their ongoing quest for purpose and 
meaning. 
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Introduction 

As people age, many find themselves increasingly engaged in creative and productive 
activities, a phenomenon that seems to contradict the common expectation of slowing 
down in later years. This surge in productivity is often seen as a profound response to 
the awareness of mortality. The realization that time is finite can act as a powerful 
catalyst, driving individuals to create, contribute, and leave a lasting legacy. This 
heightened creative and productive output in elderly age is not merely a bid to stay 
busy, but a deeper, existential effort to combat the fear of death and find enduring 
meaning in one’s existence. 

Numerous prominent thinkers have delved into this intriguing relationship between 
mortality and creativity. They have proposed that the drive to work and create in later 
life is intimately connected to an individual's confrontation with their own mortality. This 
struggle against the inevitability of death becomes a motivator for many to channel 
their energies into meaningful and lasting endeavors. From the psychoanalytic theories 
of Sigmund Freud to the existential explorations of Viktor Frankl, and the developmental 
insights of Erik Erikson, each thinker provides a unique perspective on how this drive 
manifests and its significance. 

In this article, we will explore the views of six influential thinkers on this subject. By 
examining their theories and insights, we aim to understand how the awareness of 
mortality can serve as a powerful impetus for creativity and productivity in elderly age. 
This exploration will not only highlight the varied interpretations of this phenomenon 
but also underscore its universal relevance to the human experience. Through the lenses 
of these thinkers, we will see how the struggle against death can lead to some of the 
most profound and meaningful contributions of one’s life. 

 

Sigmund Freud and the Drive to Create 

 
Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, introduced the concept of sublimation as a 
key mechanism in understanding human behavior and creativity. According to Freud, 
sublimation is a process where socially unacceptable impulses, often sexual or 
aggressive in nature, are transformed into socially acceptable and productive activities. 
This redirection of primal energies into creative pursuits not only allows individuals to 
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channel their innate drives in a constructive manner but also serves as a means of 
coping with deep-seated anxieties and desires. 

In the context of sublimation, Freud posited that the human psyche is constantly 
grappling with internal conflicts and forbidden impulses. To manage these conflicts, the 
mind employs various defense mechanisms, with sublimation being one of the most 
adaptive and beneficial. By converting potentially destructive energies into creative and 
intellectual endeavors, individuals can achieve a sense of fulfillment and purpose. Artistic 
creation, scientific discovery, and other forms of productive work thus become outlets 
for expressing and resolving inner turmoil. 

Freud’s exploration of sublimation extends to the realm of mortality and creativity. He 
believed that the awareness of mortality plays a significant role in driving individuals to 
engage in creative and productive activities. This awareness of death, and the inherent 
fear it evokes, can stimulate a profound need to achieve something enduring and 
meaningful. By creating art, literature, scientific advancements, or other lasting 
contributions, individuals seek to leave a mark that transcends their finite existence. 

Freud saw this drive to create as a fundamental response to the inevitability of death. 
The knowledge that life is limited fuels a desire to produce something that will outlive 
the individual, offering a form of symbolic immortality. This creative drive can be seen as 
an effort to assert one's significance and defy the erasure that death represents. In this 
way, sublimation not only helps individuals manage their unconscious fears and desires 
but also provides a means of grappling with the ultimate existential challenge: the 
awareness of their own mortality. 

Through the lens of Freud’s theory, the increased productivity and creativity often 
observed in elderly individuals can be understood as a heightened response to the 
proximity of death. As people age and the reality of mortality becomes more imminent, 
the impulse to create and contribute intensifies. This creative surge is not merely a way 
to pass the time but a profound expression of the human desire to find meaning, assert 
identity, and achieve a sense of permanence in the face of life’s transience. 

Freud’s insights into sublimation and the drive to create offer a compelling explanation 
for the remarkable productivity observed in many elderly individuals. By understanding 
these psychological mechanisms, we gain a deeper appreciation of how creativity and 
productivity serve as vital responses to the human condition, helping individuals 
navigate the complex interplay between life, death, and the quest for meaning. 
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Carl Jung's Individuation and Creative Continuation 

 
Carl Jung, a pioneering figure in analytical psychology, introduced the concept of 
individuation as a central process in the development of the self. Individuation is the 
journey towards self-realization and the integration of various aspects of the personality 
into a coherent whole. This process involves becoming aware of and reconciling the 
conscious and unconscious parts of the psyche, ultimately leading to a more balanced 
and complete individual. For Jung, individuation is a lifelong journey, gaining particular 
significance in later life as individuals seek to make sense of their existence and prepare 
for the end of life. 

In the early stages of life, individuals often focus on external achievements and social 
roles. However, as people age, the focus tends to shift inward, prompting a deeper 
exploration of the self. Jung believed that this inward turn is crucial for achieving 
individuation. In later life, the individuation process involves a critical re-evaluation of 
one’s experiences, values, and beliefs, leading to a greater understanding of the self. 
This phase of introspection and self-discovery is essential for achieving a sense of 
wholeness and inner peace. 

A key component of individuation is engaging with the unconscious mind. Jung posited 
that the unconscious is a reservoir of repressed thoughts, memories, and desires, as well 
as a source of creativity and insight. By engaging with the unconscious, individuals can 
uncover hidden aspects of themselves, resolve internal conflicts, and tap into their 
creative potential. Continuous work and creativity play a vital role in this engagement. 
Artistic expression, writing, and other forms of creative activity serve as bridges between 
the conscious and unconscious, allowing individuals to explore and integrate 
unconscious material. 

Jung saw creativity as a natural extension of the individuation process. Creative activities 
enable individuals to express their inner world, confront their fears, and find meaning in 
their experiences. For the elderly, creativity becomes a means of engaging with the 
unconscious and addressing the existential challenges posed by the awareness of 
mortality. Through creative work, individuals can process their thoughts and emotions 
about aging and death, transforming these experiences into something meaningful and 
enduring. 

The act of creating, whether it be through art, writing, or other forms of expression, 
helps individuals to externalize their internal struggles and achieve a sense of resolution. 
This process not only facilitates personal growth but also contributes to a legacy that 
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can outlive the individual, providing a sense of continuity and immortality. By continuing 
to create, elderly individuals can maintain a connection with their inner selves, stay 
mentally and emotionally engaged, and find a deeper sense of purpose. 

Jung’s emphasis on the importance of creativity in later life highlights how continuous 
work and creative pursuits are integral to the individuation process. These activities 
allow individuals to confront and integrate their unconscious fears and desires, 
particularly those related to mortality. In doing so, they can achieve a more profound 
understanding of themselves and their place in the world. 

Ultimately, Carl Jung’s concept of individuation and the role of creativity in engaging 
with the unconscious provide valuable insights into why many elderly individuals remain 
highly productive and creative. This ongoing engagement with the self through creative 
work not only aids in coping with the reality of aging and death but also fosters a sense 
of fulfillment and wholeness. Through the individuation process, creativity becomes a 
powerful tool for navigating the later stages of life, enabling individuals to leave a 
lasting impact and approach the end of life with a sense of completeness and peace. 

 

Viktor Frankl's Search for Meaning 

 
Viktor Frankl, a renowned psychiatrist and Holocaust survivor, developed logotherapy, a 
form of existential analysis that focuses on the search for meaning as the central human 
motivational force. Frankl's experiences in Nazi concentration camps profoundly shaped 
his understanding of human resilience and the capacity to find meaning even in the 
most harrowing circumstances. Logotherapy, derived from the Greek word "logos" 
meaning "reason" or "meaning," posits that the primary drive in human beings is not 
pleasure (as suggested by Freud) or power (as suggested by Adler), but the pursuit of 
meaning. 

Logotherapy is built on the premise that life has meaning under all circumstances, even 
the most miserable ones. Frankl argued that individuals can endure suffering and 
hardship if they perceive a purpose or meaning behind their experiences. This 
perspective is encapsulated in his famous assertion that "those who have a 'why' to live, 
can bear with almost any 'how'." Logotherapy encourages individuals to discover 
meaning in their lives through various means, such as creating work or deeds, 
experiencing values through relationships or encounters with nature, and adopting a 
positive attitude towards unavoidable suffering. 
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In the context of elderly age, the search for meaning becomes particularly poignant as 
individuals face the realities of aging, loss, and the inevitability of death. Frankl believed 
that productivity and creative work are essential avenues for finding meaning and 
coping with these existential challenges. Engaging in creative and productive activities 
allows individuals to leave a legacy, contribute to the well-being of others, and affirm 
their continued relevance and purpose in life. 

Frankl viewed productivity as a vital aspect of the human condition, especially in later 
life when the confrontation with mortality becomes more immediate. For elderly 
individuals, the act of creating, whether through art, writing, or other endeavors, serves 
as a means of asserting their existence and demonstrating their value. This creative 
output not only provides a sense of accomplishment but also helps individuals to 
transcend their limitations and connect with something greater than themselves. 

Productivity and creative work offer a way to combat the feelings of despair and 
insignificance that can accompany aging and the awareness of death. By channeling 
their energies into meaningful activities, elderly individuals can maintain a sense of 
purpose and engagement. This sense of purpose is crucial for mental and emotional 
well-being, as it fosters a positive outlook and helps individuals to navigate the 
challenges of aging with resilience and hope. 

Furthermore, Frankl emphasized the importance of finding meaning in the face of 
suffering. He believed that individuals have the freedom to choose their attitude 
towards their circumstances, even in the face of unavoidable suffering. This attitude of 
finding meaning and purpose through creative work can transform the experience of 
aging into an opportunity for growth and fulfillment. By continuing to contribute and 
create, elderly individuals can find solace and strength in their ability to influence the 
world and leave a lasting impact. 

In summary, Viktor Frankl's logotherapy provides a powerful framework for 
understanding the role of productivity and creativity in the search for meaning, 
particularly in the later stages of life. His insights highlight how engaging in meaningful 
work can help elderly individuals cope with the awareness of mortality, offering a path 
to enduring significance and personal fulfillment. Through the lens of logotherapy, the 
increased productivity and creativity observed in many elderly individuals can be seen as 
a profound expression of their search for meaning and their desire to leave a legacy that 
transcends their finite existence. 
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Erik Erikson's Theory of Psychosocial Development 

 
Erik Erikson, a prominent developmental psychologist, proposed a theory of 
psychosocial development that outlines eight stages individuals pass through from 
infancy to late adulthood. Each stage presents a unique challenge or crisis that must be 
resolved for healthy psychological development. In Erikson's model, the final stage, 
which occurs in late adulthood, is known as "integrity vs. despair." This stage is critical as 
it involves a profound reflection on one's life and accomplishments, significantly 
influencing how individuals face their mortality. 

In the "integrity vs. despair" stage, older adults look back on their lives, evaluating their 
experiences, achievements, and the overall meaning of their existence. This period of 
introspection is marked by a dichotomy: achieving a sense of integrity or falling into 
despair. Integrity involves coming to terms with one's life, accepting its successes and 
failures, and feeling a sense of completeness and satisfaction. Conversely, despair arises 
when individuals perceive their lives as wasted or filled with regret, leading to feelings of 
bitterness and fear as they confront the end of life. 

Engaging in meaningful work and creative activities plays a crucial role in helping 
individuals navigate this stage and achieve a sense of integrity. Erikson believed that 
productivity and creativity are not just the domains of the young or middle-aged; they 
remain vital sources of fulfillment and purpose throughout life. For older adults, 
continuing to contribute to society through work, volunteering, or artistic pursuits can 
significantly enhance their sense of self-worth and accomplishment. 

Meaningful work in later life serves several important functions. First, it provides a way 
for individuals to continue feeling useful and valued, reinforcing their sense of identity 
and purpose. By remaining active and engaged, older adults can combat feelings of 
obsolescence and maintain a sense of relevance in their communities. This ongoing 
involvement can help counter the societal tendency to marginalize the elderly, affirming 
their contributions and experiences. 

Second, engaging in creative and productive activities offers a tangible way for older 
adults to leave a legacy. Creating art, writing memoirs, mentoring younger generations, 
or engaging in community service allows individuals to impart their wisdom, values, and 
experiences to others. This legacy-building process not only affirms the significance of 
their lives but also provides a sense of continuity and immortality, helping to mitigate 
the fear of death. 
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Third, meaningful work helps older adults find coherence and closure as they reflect on 
their lives. By focusing on projects and activities that resonate with their values and 
passions, individuals can create a narrative of their life that emphasizes growth, 
contribution, and personal fulfillment. This narrative is crucial for achieving a sense of 
integrity, as it allows individuals to see their lives as purposeful and well-lived, despite 
any challenges or regrets. 

Moreover, Erikson's theory underscores the importance of community and social 
connections in fostering a sense of integrity. Participating in group activities, 
collaborating on creative projects, or simply sharing stories and experiences with others 
can provide emotional support and reinforce a positive self-concept. These social 
interactions help older adults feel connected and appreciated, further enhancing their 
sense of integrity. 

In summary, Erik Erikson's concept of "integrity vs. despair" highlights the pivotal role of 
meaningful work and creative activities in late adulthood. By engaging in these pursuits, 
older adults can achieve a sense of accomplishment and purpose, enabling them to face 
their mortality with a sense of integrity. This process of reflecting on one's life and 
finding satisfaction in continued contribution is essential for aging with dignity and 
fulfillment, affirming the enduring value and potential of individuals at every stage of 
life. 

 

Ernest Becker's Denial of Death 

 
Ernest Becker, a cultural anthropologist and interdisciplinary thinker, profoundly 
explored the human condition in his seminal work, "The Denial of Death." Becker's 
theory centers on the idea that much of human behavior is driven by an underlying fear 
of mortality. He argued that the awareness of our inevitable death is a fundamental 
source of existential anxiety, and that this anxiety influences a vast array of human 
activities, both conscious and unconscious. 

Becker posited that humans have a dual nature: a physical self that is aware of its 
mortality and a symbolic self that seeks to transcend death. The symbolic self, according 
to Becker, is constructed through cultural beliefs, social roles, and personal 
achievements, all of which provide a sense of meaning and immortality. This duality 
creates a profound tension, as the physical reality of death starkly contrasts with the 
human desire for enduring significance. 
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To cope with the fear of death, Becker suggested that individuals engage in what he 
termed "immortality projects." These are efforts to achieve a sense of permanence and 
transcendence through various means, such as cultural achievements, religious beliefs, 
and personal legacies. By investing in these projects, people can symbolically extend 
their existence beyond their physical lifespan, thus mitigating their existential anxiety. 

Becker argued that the denial of death is a primary motivator behind many human 
behaviors. This denial operates through various defense mechanisms that help 
individuals manage their existential fear. One of the most prominent mechanisms is the 
pursuit of heroism, where people strive to be part of something larger than 
themselves—something that will endure beyond their lifetime. This pursuit can take 
many forms, from contributing to society through work and creativity to adhering to 
religious or ideological systems that promise some form of eternal life. 

According to Becker, culture itself is a collective defense mechanism against the terror of 
death. Cultural values, norms, and institutions provide a framework for individuals to 
achieve symbolic immortality. By adhering to cultural standards and achieving culturally 
recognized goals, people can feel that they are part of something timeless and 
significant. This collective participation in cultural immortality projects helps to buffer 
the fear of death and provides a sense of meaning and purpose. 

Becker viewed creativity and productive activities as essential components of 
immortality projects. He believed that through creative endeavors, individuals could 
achieve a symbolic form of immortality, leaving behind lasting contributions that would 
outlive their physical existence. Artistic creation, scientific innovation, and other forms of 
meaningful work allow individuals to assert their significance and make a lasting impact 
on the world. 

Creativity, in Becker's view, is a way to transcend the limitations of the physical self. By 
producing works of art, literature, music, or any other form of creative expression, 
individuals can embed a part of themselves into the cultural fabric. These creative 
outputs serve as enduring symbols of their existence, allowing them to be remembered 
and valued long after they are gone. This pursuit of creative immortality helps 
individuals cope with the anxiety of mortality by providing a tangible sense of legacy. 

Productive activities, whether in the form of professional achievements, community 
service, or personal projects, also contribute to this sense of immortality. By dedicating 
themselves to meaningful work, individuals can create structures, institutions, and 
innovations that will continue to benefit others. These contributions provide a sense of 
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continuity and permanence, reinforcing the belief that one's life has lasting value and 
significance. 

Becker's insights into the role of creativity and productivity in the denial of death offer a 
profound understanding of human motivation. By framing creative and productive 
activities as means to achieve symbolic immortality, he highlights the deep existential 
drive behind much of human endeavor. This perspective helps to explain why many 
individuals, particularly in their later years, become intensely focused on leaving a legacy 
through their work and creativity. 

In summary, Ernest Becker's "Denial of Death" provides a compelling explanation for the 
human drive to create and produce as a way to cope with the fear of mortality. By 
engaging in immortality projects through creativity and meaningful work, individuals 
can achieve a sense of symbolic immortality, providing a buffer against existential 
anxiety and affirming their lasting significance. This understanding underscores the 
importance of supporting and valuing the creative and productive contributions of 
individuals at all stages of life, particularly as they confront the realities of aging and 
mortality. 

 

Simone de Beauvoir's Perspective on Aging 

 
Simone de Beauvoir, a prominent existentialist philosopher and feminist, provided a 
deep and insightful exploration of aging and the experiences of the elderly in her 
seminal work, "The Coming of Age." In this comprehensive study, Beauvoir examined the 
social, psychological, and existential aspects of aging, challenging societal attitudes and 
offering a nuanced understanding of what it means to grow old. 

In "The Coming of Age," Beauvoir delved into the multifaceted realities of aging, 
drawing from historical, cultural, and personal perspectives. She critically analyzed how 
society views and treats the elderly, often marginalizing them and devaluing their 
contributions. Beauvoir argued that aging is not merely a biological process but also a 
deeply social and existential one. The way society perceives and interacts with older 
individuals significantly impacts their self-perception and quality of life. 

Beauvoir highlighted the existential challenges that come with aging, such as the loss of 
physical abilities, the death of contemporaries, and the confrontation with one's 
mortality. These challenges can lead to a sense of alienation and insignificance, 
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exacerbated by societal tendencies to view the elderly as burdens rather than as 
valuable members of the community. She criticized the societal structures that render 
the elderly invisible and undermine their dignity, calling for a more inclusive and 
respectful approach to aging. 

Despite the challenges associated with aging, Beauvoir also recognized the potential for 
growth, fulfillment, and resistance against decline. She emphasized that continuous 
work and creativity are vital means for the elderly to maintain their sense of identity, 
purpose, and relevance. Beauvoir argued that engaging in meaningful activities allows 
older individuals to resist the passive decline that society often expects of them. 

Beauvoir saw continuous work not only as a way to stay active but as a crucial element 
of self-expression and personal fulfillment. She believed that by remaining engaged in 
professional, artistic, or intellectual pursuits, elderly individuals could maintain their 
autonomy and continue to contribute meaningfully to society. This active engagement 
helps to combat feelings of obsolescence and reinforces the idea that aging does not 
equate to a loss of value or capability. 

Creativity, in Beauvoir’s view, plays a particularly significant role in resisting decline. 
Through creative expression, individuals can explore and articulate their inner 
experiences, transforming the challenges of aging into sources of inspiration and 
strength. Artistic endeavors, whether in the form of writing, painting, music, or other 
forms of expression, provide a means for the elderly to communicate their unique 
perspectives and insights. This creative output not only enriches their own lives but also 
offers valuable contributions to the broader cultural and intellectual landscape. 

Moreover, Beauvoir argued that creativity fosters a sense of continuity and connection 
with others. By sharing their creative works, elderly individuals can build bridges across 
generations, fostering understanding and appreciation for the aging experience. This 
intergenerational dialogue helps to break down stereotypes and promotes a more 
inclusive view of aging, where the contributions of the elderly are recognized and 
celebrated. 

In summary, Simone de Beauvoir’s examination of aging in "The Coming of Age" 
provides a profound critique of societal attitudes towards the elderly and a compelling 
argument for the importance of continuous work and creativity. By staying active and 
engaged in meaningful pursuits, elderly individuals can resist the decline associated with 
aging, maintain their sense of identity and purpose, and continue to make valuable 
contributions to society. Beauvoir’s insights underscore the need for a cultural shift that 
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values and supports the ongoing creativity and productivity of the elderly, recognizing 
them as vital and dynamic members of the community. 

 

Conclusion 

 
The exploration of how the drive to work and create in elderly age is connected to the 
awareness of mortality reveals a profound and multifaceted relationship between 
creativity, productivity, and the human condition. Through the perspectives of six 
influential thinkers, we gain a deeper understanding of the psychological, existential, 
and cultural dimensions of this phenomenon. 

Sigmund Freud’s theory of sublimation explains how the transformation of primal 
impulses into creative and productive activities helps individuals cope with the 
awareness of mortality. By channeling their energies into meaningful work, people find a 
way to manage their unconscious fears and achieve a sense of symbolic immortality. 

Carl Jung emphasized the importance of individuation, particularly in later life. He 
argued that engaging with the unconscious through continuous work and creativity 
allows individuals to achieve a sense of wholeness and reconcile with their mortality. 
Creative pursuits become a vital part of the journey toward self-realization and inner 
peace. 

Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy highlights the central role of meaning in human life. He 
posited that productivity and creative work are essential for finding meaning and coping 
with the fear of death. By engaging in activities that provide a sense of purpose, 
individuals can endure existential anxieties and leave a lasting legacy. 

Erik Erikson’s stage of "integrity vs. despair" in his theory of psychosocial development 
underscores the significance of reflecting on one’s life and achievements. For older 
adults, continuing to work and create helps them achieve a sense of integrity and 
fulfillment, allowing them to face their mortality with dignity and acceptance. 

Ernest Becker’s theory of the denial of death suggests that much of human behavior is 
driven by the need to counteract the fear of mortality. He viewed creativity and 
productive activities as ways to achieve symbolic immortality, providing a buffer against 
existential anxiety and affirming one’s significance. 
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Simone de Beauvoir’s examination of aging in "The Coming of Age" critiques societal 
attitudes towards the elderly and advocates for continuous work and creativity as means 
of resisting decline. She emphasized that engaging in meaningful activities allows older 
individuals to maintain their sense of identity, purpose, and relevance. 

The broader implications of these theories for understanding the role of creativity and 
productivity in aging are profound. They suggest that societal views on aging need to 
shift from seeing it as a period of decline to recognizing it as a time of potential growth 
and contribution. Encouraging and supporting the creative and productive pursuits of 
the elderly can lead to greater fulfillment and well-being in later life. This support can 
take many forms, such as providing opportunities for lifelong learning, promoting 
intergenerational projects, and valuing the wisdom and experiences of older individuals. 

Moreover, these theories highlight the importance of creating environments that 
nurture and celebrate the creativity of the elderly. This involves not only challenging 
ageist stereotypes but also implementing policies and practices that enable older adults 
to engage in meaningful work and creative activities. Such efforts can enhance their 
quality of life, foster social inclusion, and ensure that their contributions are recognized 
and valued. 

Recognizing and supporting the creative and productive pursuits of the elderly is a vital 
aspect of human life. As individuals age, their desire to work and create is often driven 
by a deep need to find meaning, assert their identity, and leave a lasting legacy. By 
understanding and embracing this drive, society can better appreciate the richness and 
diversity of the aging experience. 

Encouraging continuous work and creativity in later life not only benefits the individuals 
themselves but also enriches the broader community. The insights, skills, and artistic 
expressions of older adults are invaluable resources that can inspire and inform future 
generations. Ultimately, fostering a culture that values and supports the creativity and 
productivity of the elderly can lead to a more inclusive, compassionate, and vibrant 
society. 

In conclusion, the drive to work and create in elderly age is a powerful testament to the 
human spirit’s resilience and capacity for growth. By embracing and nurturing this drive, 
we honor the enduring potential of individuals at every stage of life, ensuring that their 
contributions continue to shape and enhance our world. 
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