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THE ENDURING CALL OF THE PURPLE DRESS: A DEEP DIVE INTO JENNY JOSEPH’S
“WARNING”

There is a moment in nearly every person’s life when they first encounter the defiant, joyous spirit of
Jenny Joseph’s poem, When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple. For some, it is read at a birthday
party. For others, it is framed on a wall, a quiet manifesto for the later years. The phrase has
become a cultural shorthand for a wholehearted embrace of aging, a rebellion against the notion
that older people must be invisible, sensible, and quiet. But what is it about this single line that has
resonated for over half a century? Why does the image of an older woman striding out in a purple
hat and red dress capture our collective imagination so powerfully?
In this comprehensive article, we will explore the origins of this beloved poem, unpack its deeper
meaning,  examine  the  psychology  of  aging  and  rebellion,  and  consider  how  the  philosophy
encapsulated in  When I  Am Old I  Shall  Wear Purple  can inspire  a  more joyful,  authentic
approach to growing older. This is not a simple story about a color. It is a story about freedom,
identity, and the courage to live loudly, no matter your age.

The Origin Story: More Than Just a Poem
The line When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple is the opening of a poem titled “Warning,” written by
the British poet Jenny Joseph in 1961. Joseph was only in her late twenties when she wrote it, and
she has often remarked that she was simply playing with the idea of old age as a time of ultimate
freedom. She was not prescribing a rule book for the elderly; she was imagining a future where the
constraints of politeness and propriety could be shed.
The poem goes on to describe a series of small rebellions: picking violets in other people’s yards,
learning to spit, setting a poor example for the children. It is a brilliant exercise in anticipation. The
speaker is not yet old, but she is preparing for it. She is building a vision of the future that is vibrant,
mischievous,  and  unapologetic.  “Warning”  was  a  slow-burning  success.  It  was  included  in  a
collection, but its true fame came when it was anthologized in the 1970s and 80s. By the 1990s, it
had become a phenomenon. It was turned into posters, mugs, and greeting cards. The phrase When
I Am Old I  Shall  Wear Purple  became a rallying cry,  particularly  for  women’s  groups and
retirement communities.
Part  of  the  genius  of  the  poem  is  its  universal  appeal.  While  it  speaks  to  a  specific,  feminine
experience of aging, the core emotion—the desire to be free from judgment—is something almost
everyone understands. Jenny Joseph later said she was amazed at how the poem took on a life of its
own. The poem’s success lies in its honesty. It doesn’t paint old age as a time of quiet reflection or
wisdom. It paints it as a second adolescence, a time to break the rules.

Deconstructing the Symbolism of Purple
Why purple? Why not red, or gold, or electric blue? The choice of color in the line When I Am Old I
Shall  Wear  Purple  is  far  from  arbitrary.  Culturally,  purple  has  a  rich  and  complex  set  of
associations. It has long been the color of royalty, of ambition, and of creativity. In many traditions,
purple is also the color of spirituality and magic. But in the context of this poem, purple is the color
of the outsider. It is a color that demands attention.
In the color psychology of everyday life, wearing a neutral color is a way of blending in, of not
making a fuss. Beige, gray, and navy are the uniforms of the invisible. But purple is loud. It is a
color that says, “I am here. I matter.” For an older person, particularly an older woman, wearing
purple is a direct challenge to the cultural pressure to disappear. The poem suggests that the
speaker will “buy a dress, and a hat, and a handbag that doesn’t match.” This is not about fashion. It
is about rejecting the tyranny of good taste.
The color purple in the poem becomes a symbol for all the things we postpone. It represents the
hobbies we set aside, the opinions we swallow, the clothes we are too shy to wear. By choosing
purple, the speaker in the poem is declaring that she will no longer be the guardian of other people’s
comfort. She will take up space. This is why the poem has been so liberating for generations of
readers. The act of wearing purple is a metaphor for living authentically.

The Psychology of Aging and the Rebellion
Against Invisibility
To fully appreciate the power of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple, we must understand the
social  context  of  aging,  particularly  for  women.  There  is  a  well-documented  phenomenon  of
“invisibility” that many older women report. As they age, they feel they are no longer seen by
society. Their opinions are dismissed, their presence is overlooked, and their value is tied to lost
youth. The poem is a direct, joyful rebellion against this erosion of identity.
Psychologists often talk about “generativity” in later life—the desire to contribute and leave a
legacy. But Joseph’s poem taps into a different, equally important need: the need for individuation.
As people age and leave behind the roles of worker, parent, and caregiver, they are often forced to
ask, “Who am I when I am not needed in those ways?” The answer, for many, is a self that has been
waiting for years to come out. The premise of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple is that the
authentic self, the one that wants to dig for beetles and learn to spit, has been repressed by the
demands of a well-ordered life.
The poem gives permission to reclaim that self.  It  suggests that the final stage of life is not about
winding down, but about winding up. It is a phase for exploration, for making mistakes, for being “a
little bit bad” after a lifetime of being good. This is deeply liberating for people who have spent
decades following the rules. It reframes aging not as a loss, but as a release.
This rebellion is not just about behavior; it is about visibility. When someone embodies the spirit of

When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple, they are refusing to be a ghost. They are taking up physical
and social  space. This has a psychological  benefit not only for the individual but for the culture at
large. It challenges the stereotype of the frail, passive senior citizen. It redefines aging as a time of
agency and joy.

How the Poem Became a Movement
Few poems can claim to have launched a cultural movement, but When I Am Old I Shall Wear
Purple  did exactly that. In the early 1990s, the poem inspired the formation of the “Red Hat
Society,” a social organization for women over 50. The society’s founder, Sue Ellen Cooper, gave a
friend a copy of the poem along with a red fedora. The idea caught on, and soon thousands of
women were forming chapters across the United States and around the world.
The Red Hat Society explicitly took its inspiration from the poem. The society’s “uniform” is a red hat
and a purple dress—a direct inversion of the poem’s line, but a clear homage. The club’s motto is
“Red Hatters matter,” and its mission is to fight loneliness and social isolation by encouraging fun,
friendship, and a dose of silliness. This is the philosophy of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple in
action. It took a poetic sentiment and turned it into a tangible community.
The  success  of  the  Red  Hat  Society  shows  that  the  poem  speaks  to  a  deep,  unfulfilled  need  for
connection and joy in later life. It provides a framework for that joy. The women who join these
groups are not just having tea; they are performing a shared rebellion against invisibility. They are
choosing to be seen. The movement demonstrates that the desire to “wear purple” is not just a
private fantasy; it is a social impulse. We want to do it together.
Furthermore, the poem has been used in countless retirement speeches, birthday cards, and even
funeral eulogies. It has become a shorthand for a life well-lived. When someone says, “They lived by
the creed of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple,” we understand exactly what they mean: that
person was bold, authentic, and unashamed.

Practical Reflections: Embracing the
Philosophy in Everyday Life
How do we actually live out the promise of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple? It would be easy
to dismiss the poem as a quaint fantasy, or to assume that it only applies to people over 70. But the
true genius of the poem is that its message is timeless. It is not really about being old; it is about
being free. The philosophy can be applied at any age, though it takes on a particular poignancy as
we accumulate years. Below are a few practical ways to integrate this spirit into your life:

Start small. You don’t have to buy a purple dress tomorrow. But you could start by doing one
thing that you have postponed because you were worried about what others would think. Sing
in the car. Wear a bright scarf. Order the dessert. The spirit of rebellion is built on small acts of
courage.
Reject the “sensible” life. The poem is a critique of the “sensible” approach to life.
Sensible shoes. Sensible hobbies. Sensible opinions. Ask yourself: am I being sensible, or am I
being afraid? Try choosing the less sensible option for one day. The world will not end, and you
might enjoy the risk.
Cultivate a community. As the Red Hat Society shows, rebellion is more fun with friends.
Find other people who are committed to living loudly. Share your plans for “purple” moments.
Encourage each other to take risks. Loneliness is often the result of conformity; connection
comes from authenticity.
Plan for your future self. The poem is about anticipation. What do you want your life to look
like in ten years? Twenty years? Are you preparing for a quiet slide into invisibility, or are you
preparing for a riot of color? Start building the skills and the mindset now. If you want to travel
in retirement, start saving and planning. If you want to take up painting, do it now. The best
time to start preparing for freedom is long before you need it.
Wear purple today. The most literal interpretation of the poem is also the most powerful. Go
out and buy something in a color you love but have always felt was “too much.” Wear it to the
grocery store. Wear it to a funeral. Wear it to work. You will be surprised at how empowering it
feels to violate a tiny, unspoken rule.

Living by the philosophy of When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple is not about being foolish or
reckless. It is about being intentional. It is about refusing to let the world shrink you. It is a conscious
choice to expand, to take up more space, and to enjoy the time you have left.

The Deeper Meaning: A Poem for Life, Not
Just for Old Age
It is a common mistake to think that Jenny Joseph’s poem is only for the “old.” In truth, the line
When I Am Old I Shall Wear Purple is a meditation on the human condition. It is about the gap
between who we are and who we want to be. The “old” part of the title is almost a trick. The poem
uses old age as a metaphor for a state of grace that we can achieve at any time.
The poem acknowledges that life requires us to be careful.  We have to hold down jobs, raise
children, and be responsible neighbors. But it warns us against letting that carefulness become our
entire identity. The woman who will wear purple when she is old is the same woman who is, at the
time of writing, probably wearing gray. She is a person in a cage of her own making. The poem is the
key to the lock.
In this sense, the poem is a call to integrate our future hopes into our present actions. Do not wait
until you are old to be wise. Do not wait until you are old to be generous. And most importantly, do
not wait until
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