
7?, _40 W d -
-- - P to C--t: ,~'~~

"tAnticipating Old Age With Assurance"

Profossor C.H. Hardin Braecb M*.f-.,DepartMont of*Psyohiatry
tvoersity of Utah

at
Northwastern University Centennial Conference

"Probleams of An Aging Population".,
9:00 P.M., Friday, June 8 1951 ,/

Thornee all, 740 Iake Shore Drive,
Chicago, Illinois

Tha consideration of the question of aging and certainly the question of

adjusting adoquately to aging must depend upon an adequato definition of old age

itself. Whet exootly doos old age mean? Wo have honrd innumorablo oexmplos of

tho wide divergonceo in ability botwoon spocific individuals in various ago groups.

We aro woll awaro that many bossos to thoir subordin.atos must soom senile and in-

offioient at 45 and wo all know individuals who retain a youthful nttitude toward

living at 70 or 75. I am somowhat ombarrassod at timos whon my children regrd

me as something of a rolic, ask mo quostions about the old days and want to know

if we had elactric lights whon I was a boy.

Throughout our livos, it sooms, wo aro told "you aro too old" as a ranson

for our giving up comfortable and plensant activitios. At tho timn, whethor it

be the thumb-sucking at 2, the carefree pe±rchool activity at 1+ ax e ad-Ascent
fads at 13, the weight of our age meant discomfort, insecurity
and rograt at loaving the warm cogrtaintiop inhorent in accustomad bohavior. Only

whon wo becomo usod to tho long pants, tho now responsibilitios and opportunities

did wo roelize that tho oxpanding horizons hnd their compensations. Thoso who

insist on looking back novor soe the bQautieo around thom or the beckoning rond

ahead.

It is important, theroforo, to estimato tho moaning of old ago to tho indi-

vidual who oither is burdonod by it, possessoe it, or is appronching it. Cortainly,

the individual who is 20 looks forward to being X with certain foolings and ovn-

luations and similarly through all tho docadas of living. Ho may begin to fool

that he has passed his primo when ho reaches tho fourth docade and he may not

nacept his being in the least incompetent by tho time ho is 85, Much depondlECE,.
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upon what his pI st exporionco with older people has boon. For mnny of us tho

montal picture of an old porson is,, say, your grandfathor; an individual who is

dogmatic, rather fiorce, somewhat frightoning, ofton mildl3y untidy, possossing,
as I havo rend somowhore, tho sort of board into which you could pour a cup of

coffoe and drink it on tho w7.y to the train. Sometimes a monory of this sort is

so persistont that an individual never fools maturo and has a tondonoy to think

of othor poopla in tarms of thoir boing oldor than ha. Consoquontly, it oonos as

somothing of a shook to hin when ho is forcod to rocognize that pooplo whon ha had

roegrded as his contemporaries are troating him with the rospect which ho had

thought wa.s earnod only by advnncing yonrs.

It is obvious thot th-so valuos, both of tho individunl and his ago, doepnd

upon the oxporiances and vrlue judgments which tho individual has mado during

his life. We havo said that tho social structure itsolf does not havo an ado.

quato valuation systom for tho older person and consoquontly wo shall rostrict

ourselves to a consideration of tho individuna's varnluo to himself and to that

sogmont of society with which ho is most intinmtoly coneornod, usually his

family .

Initially, oL course, an individual is taught his vnalueo nd tho value of

the things he doos. This is usually accomplishod by his ynronts in thoir oarly

training and all too ofton doponds upon theo vluo judgrmonts which thoy hnnd on

to him. No great harm is dona if thoso are consistont with thoso of the social

structuro outside tho individual, but sono harrm may bo dono if tho paronts are

attempting to livo out two livos, making up in their childron for tho deficioncios

they oxperioneod in thoir own living. No on. can criticizo na rrant who nttempts

to instill in his children a love of music, but some criticism is duo tho mothar

who, horself a disappointed coneort soprano, teac-hos hor daughter that n concert

carocr is tho only real good in lifo. 4nd cortainrlyr tho daughtor is dostined for
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unhappiness if, without adoquate vocal equipment, sho nonetholess placos all her

ostimate of horself in terms of getting applauso and apprecintion fron someo sort

of audionce. Recontly, I sa,w a young womnn who had achioved rocognition in oarly

childhood becauso sho was blonde and cuto. Sho is now hoeding toward a rathor

unhappy 40 bocause sho is still attompting to be blonde and cuto when neither

hor coloring nor her architecture lends itself well to this mothod of dealing

with hor environmont.

Mtrked for. disappointment also is tho individual whose value of hinsolf is

in terms of his valuo to his family; i.. the person who is a porpetual child

or a perpotual parent, for example. A mothor who tolls horsolf that she is useful

so long as sho can be of sorvico to her childron is bound to find the antire struc-

ture of her socurity rocked to its foundation whon sho comes fnec to fnec with tho

fact that her children no longer nood hor, Many of those paronts make an attompt

to keep thoir childron childlike for as long as possible, simply in order to main-

tnin their own socurity. This dolusion is not rostricted to nothers. There are

many fathers who cannot tolernte maturity in their children becnuso it is inovi-

tablo that as my children grow oldor I must also bo growing oldor, Since I do

not like growing oldor, I may dony to mysolf advancing mnturity of ty children.

Survival is, of courso, tho chiof ain of all orgnnistms and these various

adaptivo mochnnisms aro simply tho individuailI wny of doaling with his onviron-

mont and mintaining his oxistonco. His adaptivonass will be nore or loss succoss-

ful as his adaptivo mechnnisns are more or leos floxiblo unless ho can mintain

hinsolf in a situation in which the atresses nro alwnys prodicta-ble and thorofore

constant. As long as his physical .nd nonta.l vigor ren-ain constant and he can

maintain himsealf in that static relationship with his environmont his ndjustmont,

howevor precarious, will continue to be adoquato.

With tho advanco of yoars, howover, and the slowing down of physical and
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montal vigor which occompaniao this inetvitable pmrt of tho living process, tho

individual nay find himself forcod to make ohanges in himsolf and in his atti-

tuclos for which ho is not proeprad.

In such a situation tho individual has only two choicos; oithor to deny to

hinsolf tho.fmct that his a-daptivo mechanisms no longer apply blindly repeating

his inoffective bohavior; or to withdraw within himself and spond his days ru-

minating about the tiro whon his adaptivo mochanism would workf His failuros

ho must thon blano on the lack of understanding, sympathy or intollig0nco in the

social situation surrounding hin

In womon these manuovers ofton take the form of various typos of supportivo

and restrictive garments and a moro liberal use of coal-tar products; while in

non the tondoncy, with the loss of physical and soxual ability, is to rominisco

about past glories or to ovoroxtend onosolf in nn attom,pt to keop up with tho

parado which ono foels is passing him by.

A fairly froquent complaint giveon by a,n individunl who is facing this parti-

cular problem io the loss of soxual interost. Caroful checking will ofton roveal

the fact that the individual concerned is comparing his presont ability with his

romemborod ability which is likoly to bo somaewhat diffor9nt than tho actual situ..

abon. Tho m'.n of 50 or 60 can injoct a good deal of wishful thinking and ima.-

ginntion into his remombored prowess at 20v

An additional factor in tho whole problom is the roalistic rojection by

socioty and also by tho fnmily of tho oldor porsor. In days whon the family

living conterod around tho homo, thraoegonornticn housos wero tho rulo rathor than

tho oxception and, as has been froquontly pointoc out., the grnndparonts could ofton

occupy themselves solf,-stfficiontly in a port af the heno which would be out of tho

main stramn of fnmily tra.ffic. Such a situation is hardly possible in tho presont

two-gonoration homo wherz3 tho introduction of a third geonortion soon rosults in
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overcrowding and resultant irritation. This irritation is incroesod by tho necessi-

ty to manintain the ocnvontion that parents and ohildran automatically like oach

othor throughout all their lives nnd consequently the cntiro situation is likoly

to ba aarriod on in an air of armod noutrality which is most distressing to cll

concorned. In such a situa.tion with hostilities building up, oach of the antago-

nists denies his antagonism and the qtarrol is ofton displacod to sono eocernal

situation. Unfortunatoly, a minor physionl illness or oven minor psychiatric

changos in tho olcd person aro all too often used as an e=:uso for his removal to

a nursing homo with the well known tragic results.

It is woll known that wo tolerate chnnge poorly as wo grow older and no ono

who has had any contact whatsoovor with nontnl hospitals ca.n fail to hava boon

inpr'ssod by tho miserablo older pooplo who occupr n quartor to n third of the beds.

They aro ccnfusod by their boing uprootoed from c fnmiliar situation; thoy have lost

their old friends and find thomsolvos in a poculiar andc impersonal environment

which is disturbing to them. It is not at all strango that undIor these circumstancos

their alroedy failing powecrs decline rapidly until dea.th morcilfully reliovos thom

from a difficult situation they cannot undorstnnd.

O some import"nec, too, is tho picture which tho individual has of himself.

This was mentioned in passing in connectirn with the pictura ono might havo of

ones self as a paront. Thero are individuals, also, who think of themsolves a.s

being (say) efficient oxocutivos or brilliant canvorsationalists, or irrosistible

Casanovasq Wl.ithout thlis perticular picture the inclividual cannot concoive of

himself as existing at 111. Consequently, he resists with oevry bit of his onergy
any evideneo that tonds to prove that he is no longor 3s dynarlic or as brilliant

or as irresistible is ho oneo w tsr.nd once those depressing fncts are borne in on

the individual his world collopsos in pitiful shrods around him9

Tnking tho point of viow that we must - and can -provido our owm assu=nco
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for our old ago, wo -may apply some of these thoughts to our individunl situntions.

First of all, onots adaptivo mochonisms, nlmost by dofinition, must be adaptive

in the true sonse of the word. It does littlo good if ono has learnod only ono

wt.y of doaling with siturtions. It is a wise and floxible porson who kmnws when

to bo aggrossivo nnd whon to be complacont; whon tc run nnd when to fight; whon to

be nent nnd whon to allow hinsolf to got dirty; whon to bo thorough and whon to be

superficial. But the individural who has only ono rosponse, for oXrnple to bo

aggressive, may find himself in situations whero his aggrossivenoss is complotoly

inoffective. In such a caso, he has no choico excopt to ropoat or porhaps even

inoronso his aggrossiveness, wnsting his onergr nnl accomplishing nothing.

Cld a go is not obviously the tin3 to loearn thoso vrarious altornativo methods

of dealing with situntions. It is woll kmown that oldor pooplo, and this includlos

indlividuanls above tho nge of 40 (or 30 for that rmttor), do not loarn as ra,pidly

or as well as thoy didl when thoy wore youngor. ThouCh T do not eann to indicato

a dfefatist attitudo toward environnontel nanipulation onn sno altoration in the

attitudes of tho oldor person as troatimont possibilitios in anany of tho difficulties

which bos3t then, it is nonotholess true that prop.3ration for old ageo must begin

as early an possiblg , preferably in childhood.

This preparation must, as do all things in the rfTowinLup process, begin

with the parents. As paronts, wo must assuro ourselv3s thnt wQ are toeching our

childron patterns of living whibbh in the first ploce, do not simply reflect our

own needs, but give soeno thought to tho indivi'dual neods of our childran; and in

tho Dcond place, ore flexibl) enough so tht changing strossos will not forco the

young trainoo to cnntinue blindily to repont an inofficiont pattern. Furthermoro

the child should be taught to d6Volop his valuos for hinsolf. Ho should not depond

for his socurity on his position in the frmily constellation sinco this my change

at any timo and will inevitably changc with the passage of tho yoars.
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Tho individual, as he ntteins maturity, must owamine critically his own

bohavior in orcor to o'etermino its officiency in tho changing socinl and occu-

pational situations. If n givon mothod of a.ppronch to a problem doos not nchieov

results, tho individuail must bo sufficiently self..critical to enable hin to chango

his mothod of nppronch and attompt to nchiova rosults in somo othor way. He must

be illing to accopt tho fnot that his intorosts and abilities nro going to change

from cbeado to docado and that this does not nocessarily ropresont a 'toriorating

procoss but moroly n re-evaluation and a randjustmont of thoso attitudes and interost;

We a ro all fanmiliar with tho picture of tho individcual, who harving retirec

after looking forwarcl to tho tima when ho "oould do all tho things ho hid always

wantod to", finOs hinsolf in n situntirn whQre ho has mrade no praporation for

doing nny of thoso things. Ho cannot sudrenly revarse his method of living anti

overnicht acquiro hobbios and interests. Hobbies nnd intorests must bo davoloped

in the yoars prior to the tine of retirrmont for thom to hzivc any roal valuo in

tho livos of tho individ.uals.

Thero nro, of courso, innmerable eamnplos of successful individuals in

this fiold, but tho illustration whioh occurs to no is that of two old laUos who

live in Southorn Californin. Both nro nonrly 80 and havQ boon widowod for some

yoars. Ono runs a succossful businoss at tho prQsont tino; end the othor acts

as housekooper and does th markeoting, cooking otct Since I h.rvo Imown than, they

havo boon intensoey intorostod in somo five or si religious cults of the sort that

aro rampant in Southorn Californina; thoy hovo attompted at various tinOs to raiso

goldfish, frogs ,and othor forms of wild lifo, and enthusiastically investigatod tho

results of an all-vegotable ieot. On the 3st occasion when I visited thoe they

woro making claborato plans to buy portablo fluoroscont lanps and g,o out into tho

doesrt rock-hunting. Thoy aro far too busy with now idons and intorests ovor to

becomo borod with living. I have a foeling that unlike old ooldiors, they will
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never fade away. They will simply go "bang" some day and not be here any more,

Until that day, "old age" is simply a pair of words to them with no real meaning

in their very active and happy lives.

WIe should like, I am sure, to feel that social changes can be brought dout

which will render the status of our old people much more satisfactory and less

ignored by our culture. Certainly, a great deal of constructive work is being

directed to this very end. There are clubs, there are community activities, there

are industrial experimmts of one kind or another, in which the acoumulated wisdom

of the older person is being put to real use and he is being given the sensation

without which no one of us can continue to exist, namely, the feeling of being

worth something to himself and to his follows.

It is essential that welfare and other social organizations make every

attempt to retain the older person in as familiar a setting as possible, It is

extremely worthwhile that movQments are under way to provide interests compati.

ble with the aneories and abilitias of the older parson and surroundings in which

they can work out those intorests with some pleasure to thomsolves and joy in the

companionship attached to thoso intorosts.

Also of groat importance aro thQ various montal hygiene plans which involvo

instructing familios in tho propor attitudos toward thoir children and individuals

in thoir attitudos toward thomselvos.

But all of these things will tako timo. lIo should work on thom, to be suro;

and thoso of us who aro in a position to implemont somo of those idoas in torms

of tho organizations which wo reprosont should use all possible offort to soo

that those vory forward-looking ideas ore carried out.

There is, howaver, ono thing which we can do ourselves and within ourselves,
and that is to examine our own living, recalling that old agc will ono of those

days be a very personal problem to most of us. Howovar, woll we may plan our
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financial security, we must remember that we are in a situation in which we will

be in a position of competing with younger individuals and at times being resented

by them. Our only defense in such a case is to be sure to see to it that within

ourselves w:e have sufficient integrity and sufficient elasticity in our dealings

with our environments to be able to tolerate changing stresses without our struco

tures collapsing.

As Ayn Rand in the Fountainhead puts it, "Degrees of ability vary, but the

basic principle remains the same. Degree of a manta independence, initiative and

personal love for his work determines his talent as a worker and his worth as a

man. Independence is the only gauge of human virtue and value - what a man is

and makes of himself - there is no substitute for human dignity."


