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The tremendous objective problems of old age in our society (demographic,
biological etc,) tend to overshadow another, no less basic of its aspects: the
attitude of the group towards old age, which is mirrored in the attitude of
the aged themselves towards old age. (nd yet these group attitudes decide
at least as much over the fate of the aged as do their relative numbers or
their degree of arteriosclerosis.

These attitudes ars neither "natural" nor universal nor permanent. The
statement, for instance, that "old peopls arc ugly” constitutes (like the
statoment "you can't teach an old dog nev tricks" end gimilar proverbs) far
more a projoctive test of our attitudes towards old age than a description of
actual conditions., Soxual conquests accomplished by tho old in cultures lacking
this particular value systom of ours, and somotimos oven in our own culture,
seom to suggest thet thoro is nothing intrinsically "ugly" about the old.

Bthnography provides us with a uniquo collection of date illustrating the
wide range of possiblc attitudos towards old age, thet go from godlikec voneration
of thc old to a literal "underdog" troatmont, A4tbtitudos towards old age arc
probably basically "ambivalont" ovorywherc. Still practicelly oithor the positivo
or the nogative attitude will ovontually provail. It is with this lattor situction
thet wo will doal in the following, ‘

Tho best known sthnographic fact concorning old ago 1s the habit of cortain
primitive tribes in all parts of tho world of either abandoning or ovon killing
their old. Poroxysms of moral indignetion on the part of civilized groups are

unwarrantod when we romembor that, for instance, only 2 fow yoors ago the Nazi
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government of Germany - unfortunately & country as civilized as any other
Western nation - had on a supposedly rational basis "mercykilled" 275,000
senile and incurable Germans.

It would be erroneous to assume that abandoning or killing the aged in
a primitive society is necessarily the roflection of the lack of respect or
sympathy for the aged. It might be; but more often this is not the case. Many
of these tribes do not despise old ages They love and respect their old, but
their nomadic existence, the rigors of extreme climates, and correspondingly
poor food resources, induce them to sometimes abandon and even kill unproductive
members of the group, the vory old as well as the very younge This is, for
instanco, the casc with Australians and Zskimos among whom oldsters and babies
are respected and loved.

In quite a fow tribas whore the old arc well trented, but objoctively a
heavy burden to othars and thomselves, tho old thamsolves ask to bo killed
(ce ge among the Siberian Chukchco or Koryak, South Amcrican Botelkudus or Caribs,
and anciont Gormans), Thoy do it portly to be spared the sufforings of old
ago, but above all on tho basis of o widosproad ond in this cersc rathor bonoficial
idoology implying that those, who die e violont doath and not tho dighonorable
"strohtod" in bod, go to a bottor world boyond, This seme feith is, by the
way, still inspiring Mohammedan warriors in bettla, In a similar way somo
of tho crippled children in Gormeny woro conditionod to ask for their own
dostruction,

When tribes not only kill but cat thoir oldsters like the South Amorican
Tepnya, or the ancicnt Irish, tho reasons scom morc ofton of o magic than of

a culinory ordor,

(morc)



-3

Although in many cases killing or neglact of the o0ld seoms explainable
in torms of extreme climcte, poverty, or nomedism, no clear cut correlation
or causal connection can be eatablished between the two sorioes of facts. There
arc quito a fow non-nomads who kill or ncglect, and despise the old. Among
neighboring tribes, 1living in the sare climats, on the seme tochnologicrl lev:l,
the onc will respect and nurse tho old, the othor dospisc or kill, Very
primitive poopla, that is: poople living on a very low technological loevol
like thc Andemans or Australions, scom in gonoral to troat thoir old wolls
better then mony more advanced tribes, Among poople whore emphasis is more on
mugcular, thon on intellecturl or moral accomplishments like the Yakut, the
Buln Melonesians, or tho modern North Amoricons, the old are usuclly not much
épprocintad. Still culturos vonerating tho warrior like tho Iroquois or Afriocan
Mnsal managed to combine this attitudo with great rospoct for old ago, Every-
where wo find in the attitudos towerds old age, whothor good or bad, a rather
arbitrery olcment, uncxplainablo so fer by so eolled objoctive factors,

Although we can for lacl: of time give horc no dotails on the fact thet
attitudes towsrds old ago arc by no mosns idonticnl as to both scxos, and that
old malos might bo vonerated whilo old femalos arc noglocted or viee varsa, we
would like at lerst to drow attoniion to tho phanomenon.

Attitudos townrds old cge oro submitted to historical, not ovolutionary;
changes In Grocca old age seems to have boen more rospocted in the boginning
thon ot the timo of highost dovalopmonte, In China old ago scoms not alweys to
havo cnjoyed tho tremondous respect it did during tho last 2000 yoarse In
Japon 1t apparently undorwont on oclipse in the 12th contury, In the U, 8,
it hos lost rospect and sympathy during the last 50 yoers, but will, wo hopo,
rogein it on moro rational grounds,
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L. W, Simmons has, in his excellent book "The Role of the Aged in Primitive
Society" (New Hoven 1945) made an interesting survey of the factors on which
survivel and prestige of the 0ld in primitive society are mostly brsed. Many
of them are of a gupernatural character. The old being rare in primitive society,
their mere survivsl proves that they have "mena® (magic force), and many of
them become magicians, This, or the fact that their ghosts might take revenge,
mokes for proper respect of their person. Tabooing of cortain foods for the
young assuras ths old automatically of a certain amount of the quarry or harvest,
The perspective of a better world where they will go after deeth sases the
discomfort of their declining years.

In primitive conditions meny light gccupetions lilo babysittor, mid-wifa,
beautician otc. oro loft to tho old snd allow them to rotoin their usoefulnoss,
In socictics without books or movies they seom particulcrly popular as
"rocroational diractors", gtorytollors otc.

is conditions tond to romnin stoble in primitive societies over long
poriods, and traditions are nondse dewm anly arel1lv. tho acerucd expariencg
of the old is of the grroatost valuo and thoy ofton occupy the rols of the
sstocmod counsclor or actual leador,

Vhatovor property might oxist in primitive socictios, tho old have hod tho
bost chancos to cccumulato it, Thoir proporty rights servo as an importont
instrumont to rotnin power and rospoct,

Authority of, end good earc for the aged is also strongly influcnced by
such foctors as stable rosidonco in smallor communitics, ond closo knit fomily

groups.
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le must regretfully state that almost all these props of old age in
orimitive society are gone in modern North American (or for that matter Western)
gsociety, Gone is the rarity value of old age, Gone are the supernaturalistic
factors, In sociological lingo, the attitude towards the aged has changed
ifrom a sacred to a secular." The light cccumations have mestly shifted into
the hands of young specialists, In an age of rapidly changing technology,
experience is in many fields no longer the value it used to bes My knowledge
of horses will not enhance my values to my flying grandchildren otec, The modern
Amorican does not enjoy stable residence and tends more and more to live in
big citios. The family is disintegrating ecven without such conflagretions as
deprossions, wars, or inflations that tond to bring particular hardships to
the old, Most cld pecple heve no longe» a chence to acquire enough property
for creating themsolvas a respoctod pesition. Hew powerful on the cthor hand
the preporty factor still is can be socon from the fact thet wo, a culture
besically dospising old ags, arc novortheless governed by e group of old men
(often faking youth) whose power rests primarily cn property. The old have
retained ancthor asset in our society: tho vota,.

Under given circumstancos it is nct surprising that the poneral attitude
towards old ago in the U, S. is contradictory and lukowarm at best, often
nogative and scornful,

I think this cen bo deomenshratod in spito of the fact that almost no direct
rosoerchh has boen done in this diroction. Our ersurentation will conscquontly
by nccossity lool: somowhat choquerod, I, L, Noscher, the invantor of the torm
"goriatrics" and porsonnally certainly a proet friond of tho epged, roflocts
this attitude rethor erudely in the proface to his treatiso (Philadelphia 1914,
Pe Vo)t
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"The couse of this neglect (of senile diserses) must be sought
in the general mental attitude towards the nged.,  The spirit of veneration
of ancestors and the apged, such as exists in China, does not exist
among us, The sentimental interest in the aged is confined to the
inmediate family of the individuel and thero the interest is often
less sontimental then dutiful., We renlize that for all practical
purpose tho lives of the o2ged are useless, that they aro often a
burden to themselves, their family, and the community at largs,
Thoir appsarance is generally unesthatic, thoir actions objoctionable,
their very existonco often an incubus to thosc who in a spirit of
humanity or duty take upon thomsolves the carc of the aged., Those
who would dony that this is tho usuel atiitude towards the aged
necd but comparo the treatment of the uncercd child with the troat-
ment of the uncered old men, the asylums for childron with the
asylums for tho agod, tho troetmont in tho home whore children and
their grandparcnts entail burdens upon *the family.W

In psychological tosts two thirds of our oldstors feol unwentod or supor-
fluous, though thoy protond to bo hapny. It is not accidentol thot the guicidg

rate for whito North Amoricans - high in genoral whon compared to othar countrics

- is morc than twico as high obove the rze of 55 then it is up to 55, (20.1 in
100,000 population instcad of $.7)

No less than 54% of Horth Amoricons roachad in & cortein poll did not went
Yo ovor rotiro, 25% whon over 65%, and only 20% boforz 65

Although this poll cortainly cxpresses tendoncios in cortain strate of
Amorienn socicty, and is thorofors, and in the absenco of any other rolovant
matorial, quotod hore, it cannot cleim gonerol validity. Tho sample weas
probably too small, and too much rastricted to onc social or local group, Tha
more fact that insurence firms in this country spond very lsrgs sums for |
advortising "retiroment at 55" must inspire coution as %o tho above montioned
pell, e cannot cloim any more goneral validity for tho results of a questionaire
wa submitted te 40 porsons in ordor to check tho rosults., Yot in onc rospoct

wo seem to have found o cluc as to the contradictions of the Fricd poll. From
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20 academic people we received about the same percentapges as Fried as to '"mever
retirers! above 65, and below 65 retirers. The average age desired for retirement
was 64.5. Tho situation was entiroly different in tho other half of our sample,
at purpose talken among "common people® and composed of janitors, berbers,
employces cte. There wes ono (not too clearly formuleting) never retircr; the
average age desired for retirenment was 57,2, and 907 of those aglod wapted to
retire bofors 65. This little episodn is 2 timely vamindoer as to the complexity
of our problem, Unlike in primitive socictics, we will on account of tho class
structure, porhaps ovontually deel with sovoral distinct attitudos towards old
ag> in cne singlc culturc.

In spite of thosc corrections it romains truc that numeorous Amcricans
do not want to rotir:, bocaus: thoy arc eshamed and afraid of boing old.
&moricen oldstors also soom ofton %o coxpress these foclings in a geudy way of
drossing, tho widospr:cd habit of dying thoir hair, or othor cosmctic practicos,
and the public oxhibition of juvenilo mannorisms, although occzsionnlly such
habits might bo thoe rosult of gonuine >xuberance.

Some of the cosmetic hobite of Amoricon oldstars aro onforecd by the
pernicious supordition of meny Amcrican businossmeon that poonle ehovo forty are
no longer omployablos This habit, vory epprorrintoly celled "forty=-phobiz",
was alroady common in the Us S, around 19CC, In spitc of the fact thot most
modorn jobs do no lonpaor ask for muscular strongth which might bo failing in
the old; in spito of the pionccr work of anlightonod businossman 1iko Honry
Simlor; in spitc of tho sxecllont oxpericnces with reemployment of tho old

during the last wer, this attitvde sooms still to continuc.
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Alroady in 1896, a poll ravoalod nogativo attitudos in 80% of Amcrican
childreon towards the old, In 1905 the most famous Amoricen physicien of his
time, kind Dr, Williom Oslor stetod "whimsically" in a farowoell addross tho
usoclogsness of mon above 40, and tho dosirability of gassing thom at 61, (Mo
was thon 46 yoars old),

In classic antiquity tho following ancedoto was rogarded as rathor
significant: an old Athonien errod through tho thoater, looking in vain for a
soet; nobody moved, All of a suddon a group of men rosce Thoy wore a
Spertan dologation. Sparts was the only Qrock city stato to honor the old,

In spitoe of hor cxaltation of the warrior, Spartc was ruled by a council of
old none

I focl that tho aon rising of our zhildren for the old in busscs otce
is oquelly significent, It symbolizos our lack of rcspoct for tho old, condoned
apparently by many of thome Thoy not only ofton participate in the brat idolatry
of modorn Amoricon socicty, but soum afraid to onforco the rising of childron
for other roasons. This would, for instanco; imply public admission of tho
fact thot thoy are old, a status for which apparontly thoy have hardly noro
rospect or sympathy thon the rost of tho group,

I am convinced that & dotail anclysis of rodorn Amorican litoraturo which
in most cosos ignorosg the old consistontly in the picture of roolity it tries
to give, would confirm our hypothesis. So would a scmantic analysis of tho
difforont emotional contents of "old" vorsus "olt" or "vieux!,

Our presont North Amcrican attitudo sooms to Lo o combination of spogific
Amoricen traits like tho omphasis on youth and tho fotishism of tho now, and

the exprossion of a genoral tropd in Wogtorn culture which, duc to tho abscnco
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of the brakes of tradition, we always tend to express in a somewhat extreme
fashion,

The increase in life expectancy has deprived the old of their rarity value,
the values of old age have suffered an inflation, and signs of a cult of the
young have appeared everyvhere in 'estern socisty, Yet there is nothing
automatic about this situetion. In France where the flood cf the aped has
reached alreacly the levels that are prognosticated for the U, S. A, only for
about 1980, and where the general condition of the old is cerieinly fer from
being ideal, o0ld age is still respected by the group. It is thorcfore not
hidden or feared by the old themselves in tho ways it is done herc,

While in the abovo quoted U, Se poll only 20% wentod to petire beofore age
65, 74% oxprossed this wish in a corrosponding French survey. Only 1% of the
interviowsd Frenchmen cmbraced the ideal of 545 North Amcricans of the Friod
poll nover to rotire, The average age glven as dosirable for rotivemont in
France is 58, in tho U, S, (among thosc who want to rotirc - meny do not want
to rotire at all), 64.3, Whilo the guicido reto in tho U, S. incroases from
9.7 in 100,000 populetion in thosa under 55, %0 20,1 in thosc ebove 55, Franca

it actuelly decrcascs from 7,8 in 100,000 bofore 55 to 6,6 aftor age 55,

Tho abovo montioned Fronch poll (Girerd-Deric) also askod peoplo to definec
age groups.
The Fronch defincd os e
Jounc hommo 2 parson ago 17=23,4
Hommo joeunc 24¢6~31.9
Homma cncorc jounc 35,5-4544

Hommo entro doux agos 45¢4=55,0
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Homme d'un certain age 56,1=63,7
Homme age 658 plus
We asked corresponding questions in our poll and obtained the following
results, (There were no significant differences in the two social groups of
our sample)s:
Youth 12,1~19,0
Young man 1942=3349
Middle eged man 38,0=57,2
01d man 63.4 plus
A significant differsnce between the French and the hmericen classifications
liesin tho fact that the French cell a man young up to 45.4; North Americans
of my sample do so only up to 33,9. While formally Mold sga" starts in both
countriss at about tho same time (65.8 vs. 63.4 plus), it actually sterts in
the U, S. about six years carlier, as middle age ends at 57,2§ In the light
of, for instanco, omployment statistics this linguistic gap scoms to be no
accidont,
While the onc or the othor of thase figuros might be controversisl, in
their totality they soom convineing cnough as to meke it suporfluous to go
into deteils of Fronch behavior. Rospoctful ettitudes of childron towards tho
aged in public arc tekon for granted in Fraﬁce ns well as in the rost of Europc.
Thoso attitudes townrrds old age are mointeined in France, in spite of the
faet tho sroat woodinoss of tha Froneh to rotiro puts a_hoavy cconomic burdon
on thoir agod socicty.
Attitudes towards old ac> in othor wastorn countrios like Groat Britain and

Gormany scom to be locatod somewhere betwoon tho Fronch and the U. S. pole.
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Whilc sympathy for the old is expressed in the U, S, mainly by doctors, therec
scoms to be a large lay interest in Great Britain,

On account of specific attitudes toward old ages, the old arc not necoessarily
the stratum that suffors most in cach crisis. They did so in tho Gorman
inflation of 1923, But in thoe big depression 192933 those to suffer most,
morally and coonomically, were the older tcenagers. I havae no cconoric date
as to the 1945 post wer, But if moral sufferings perallel economic ones, the
hardest hit group scems again to have boen the young, not tho old,

Wastern socioty strrt>d out with a sympathatic attitude towsrds the aged,
Christian orientation which was derivod from the Hobrow 0ld Tostament, provailed
over the Grook hatred of old age ("Tho Gods let dic young those thoy love") and
tho Teutonic traditions of killing tho olde The Catholic church, modeled after
the Roman Stato, became and has raomained a gorontocracy up to this very day.

Sona Rosa Burstein has rocontly claimod that the witch trials of the 16th
and 17th century, bringing about tho oxtorminction primorily of impccunious
old womon, wero en outburst of tho latent hatred for the old, illustrating
at the same timo the hatrod of tho old for socioty, Bo this as it moy, an ontiroly
difforent trond was oxhibited in tho 18th contury whon cldorly womon rosc through
their "salons" to positions of great socinl, politiczl and intellectual
prominonce. The ora of industrialization in tho 19th coentury soems to lewve
ushered in 2 now poriod of slow progressive develuation of old age.

Cur prosent day attitudo towsrds old age is contradictory, and conteins
onc of scverel soif destructive tronds in our socioty. We do not respoct the
old, but we provide for thom, whon thoy arc noor, and cre lsd by thom whon thoy
arc wcalthy. A4s we arc bound to havo a highor and highor percontage of oldsters

anyhow, if wo romein civilized, wo might just as woll net according to the Fronch
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proverb "Si on n'a pas cc qu'on n'aime, il fout bien aimor ce qu'on o' (If you
don't have what you love, you botter love what you have)e We should tronsgross
tho primitive stege whoro attitudos scom to be bascd on cmotions. Wo should
roplace our projudicos concorning tho old by actual lmowledgoe of thoir abilities
ond disabilitics, ond croate conditions whoro, in making the old respoctod

and uscful again, we doliver tho young from the nightmarish futurc of an unwantod

old ago,
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