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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(roup 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 are neither "natural" nor universal nor permanent. The

statement, for instance, that "old peopl- ara ugly"l constitutes (like the

statement "you can't teach an old dog news trick:s" and pimilur proverbs) far

more a projactive test of our attitudes towards old age than a description of

actual conditions. Sexual conquasts accomplished by the old in cultures lacking

this particular value systom oL ours, and sometimes oven in our own culture,

seom to su,gest that thore is nothing intrinsically "ugly"l about the old.

Ethnography provides us with a uniquo collection of data illustrating the

wide range of possiblo attitudos towards old age, that go from godlike voneration

of the old to a literal "undordog'l troatmont. Attitudos toawards old ago aro

probably basically "ambivnlont"l ev3rywhero. Still practically cithor the positivo

or the noegtivo attitudo will ovontually proevail. It is with this lattor situAtian

that wo will doal in tho following.

Tho best known ethnographic fact concerning old age is the habit of cortain

primitiva tribes in all parts o_' the world of either abandoning or oven killing

their old. Pcroxysms of moral indignation on the part of civilizad groups are

unwarranted when we romembnr that, for instaneo, only a few yonrs ago the Nazi
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government of Germany - unfortunately e 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 reflection 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 ege. 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 v3ry o"l as well as the vory young. This is, for

instance, the caso with Australians and 3skimos among whom oldsters and babies

are respected and loved.

In quite a few tribas whore tho old are well trented, but objectively a

heavy burdon to othQrs and thomselves, tho old thrasalvo ask to be killed

(e. g. among the Siberian Chukohee or Koryak, South Amorican Botekudus or Caribs,

and ancient Germans). Thoy do it pertly to be spared tho sufferings of old

age, but abov-e all on tho basis of a widospread and in this onso rathor banoficial

idoology implying that those, who diQ a violent death and not the dishonorable

"strohtodtl in bod, go to a bettor world boyond., This aame faith is, by tho

way, still inspiring Mohammedan wrarriors in brittbo. In a similar way some

of tho crippled childron in Grmawny wore conditione3d to ask for their own

dostruction.

When tribes not onlyl kill but oent their oldsters like the South Amorican

Taprayc, or the ancient Irish, tho rensons soem miore oftQn of C mngic than of

a culinary order.
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Although in many coses killing or neglact of the old seems explainable

in terms of extreme climwte, poverty, or nomadism, no clenr cut correlation

or cnusal connection can be esbablished betwoen the two serias of fIacts. There

aro quito n fow non-nomads who kill or negloct, and despiso the old. Among

noighboring tribos, living in the saroe oliimto, on the same tochnologica 1 leovel,

the one will respect end nurso tho old, the othor dospise or kill. Vary

primitiva poople, that is: peopla living on a very low technological lavol

like the Andamans or Australinns, secm in general to troat their old well;

better th_n many more advarnced tribes. AQmong poople whore emphasts is moro on

muscular, than on intellectunl or morel uccomplishmnnts like the Yakut, the

Buin Melanesions, or tho modern North Amoricans, the old ore usually not much

approcia.ted. Still culturos vencrating tho warrior liko the Iroquois or African

Kasai mwnagod to combina this attitudo with grect respoct for old ago, Every-

whero we find in the attitudos towerds old age, whotlher good or bad, n rathor

arbitrary eloment, unoxplainabl3 so frr by so ecallod objactive ftactors.

Although we can for lac]; of timo give hore no dotails on the feet that

attitudes towards old ago are by no monns identical as to both sexos, nnd that

old males might bo vonorattd while old fomal.s .,ro neglocted or vice versa, we

would like at lanst to draw attentSian to the pThenomenon,

Attitudes towards old ago nre subanitted to historical, nQt ovolutionary,

change. In Greaco old nge seems to have been more rospected in the boginning

than at tho tino of highost development. In China old age so ms not alw..ys to

havo enjoyed the tromondous respact it did during tho lest 2000 yoers. In

Japa.n it apparently underwont an eclipse in tho 12th contury. In the U. SO
it hns lost rospect and sympathy during the last 50 yoers, but will, we hopoe

regain it on more rntional grounds.
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L. W. Sirmmons has, in his excellent book "The Role of the Aged in Primitive

Society" (New Wi'ven 1945) made an interesting survey of the factors on which

survival nnd prestige of the old in primitive society are mostly brnsed. Mny

of then are of a urnast character. The old being rare in primitive society,

their mere survivel proves that the-y have t"manas (magic force), and many of

them become magicians. This, or the faot that their ghiosts rniight take revenge,

makes for proper respect of their person. Tabooing of c3rtain foods 'or the

young assuras the old automatically of a certain amount of the quarry or harvest.

The ',erspective of a better world where they will go after death oanses the

discorfort of thoir declining yea-rs.

In primitive conditions rmarny lighti 2cuotions like babysitter, mid-wife,

beautician etc. are loft to the old nnd allow thom to rxet,ain their usofulnosas

In societies without boolks or movies they seem uarticularly populnr as

tracroationrl di+rectors", storytellors etc.

As mndit-ions tend to roenin stable in primitive societies over long

poriods, and traditions are in-ane aa.. &mly ^rnll:*v tho accruod axwridanc
of the old is of tho ,rratost valuo a.nd they ofton occupy the role ofthO
esteemed counsolor or actual loedor9

IT itQvor proporU might oxdst in primitiv- societios, tho old havo had the
bost chancos to Uccumulato it. Their property rigrhts servo as an important

instrument to retain nowor and respect.

Auithority of, and good c^re for the aged is also strongly influenced by

such factors as stab'l residenco in smaller communities, and closo knit family

groups.
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ie must regretfully state that almost all these props of old age in

nrimitive society are gone in modern North American (or for that matter Western)

society. Gone is the rarity value of old age. Gone are the supernaturalistic

factors. In soqiological lirEo, the attitude towards the aged has changed

"from a sacred to a secular." The light oc u ins have mostly shifted into

the hands of young specialists. In an age of rapidly changing technolog7y,

eMoerience is in many fields no longer the value it used to be. }Iy knowledge

of horses will not enhance my valuie to rmV -lying grandchildren etc. The modern

A.arican does not enjoy stable residence and tends moro and more to live in

big cities. The a is disintegrating oven without such conflagrations as

depre-sions, wars, or infletions that tond to bring particular hardships to

the olO. M4est old people have no longe^ a chance to acquire enough rrooert

for croeting themsolvos a rospectod pcsition. How powerfu). on the othor hand

the DroDerty factor still is can be seen from the fact thot wo, a culturo

basically, despising old age, -re nmvortheless governad by a group of old men

(often faking youth) whose powier rests pririarily. cn property. The old havo

retained onother asset 4n our society: the vote.

Under given circumstancos it is nct surprising that the reneral attitude

towards old age in the U. S. is contradictory and lukewarm at best, often

nogative and scornfu4.

I think this cen be domonstrated in spito of the fact that almost no direct

rosearch ha;s been done in this direction. Cur Prpulrentation will consoquontly

by nocessity lool' somowhat cheauerod. I. L. Nedcher, the inve-ntor of the torm

"goriantrics"l and porsonnnlly cortainly a great friond of th}e agod, roflrcts

this attitudo rnth 3r crudely in tho preftice, to his troat!so (Philadelphin 1914,

P. V.):
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'"The cnuse of this neglect (of seni'le dise'ses) must be sought
in the genernl mental cttitude towards the nged. The sPirit of veneration
of ancestors and the aned, such as exists in China, does not exist
among us. The sentimentat interest in the aged is confLined to the
immedinte family of the individual and there the interest is often
less sentimental then dutiful. We realize that for all praotical
purpose the lives of the .aged ore useless, tl:at they nre often a
burden to thenselver;, thair family, and the cormnunity at large.
Their apparneance is generally nnesthetic, their actions objictionnble,
their varyr existenco often an incubus to thoso who in a spirit of
humuanity or duty take upon themselves tho caro of tha aged. Those
who would dony that this is tho usual attitudo towdards the aged
need but comparo the treatment of the uncared child with thQ tr3at-
mcnt of the uncared old m^n, tho asylums for childron with tho
asylums for th3 aged, tho troeatmnt in tho home where childron and
thoir grandparents antail burdons upon the family.t

In psychological tests two thirds of our oldst-.rs fcel unwtanted or super-

fluous, though they pretend to be han-`-. Tt is not accident-il that the suicide

rate for whito North Americans _ hi,-h $n gonoral when comlparod to othor countries

- is m.ore tlhen twice as hi[,h above tho (-sa of 55 than it is up to 55. (20.1 in

100,000 population instoad of 9.7)

No loss than 54% of ilorth Aneric,7ns renached in a cortain poll did n wt

to oevor riE 25% when over 65%, Q 920A before Q

Although this poll certainly oxpressos tendencies in certain strata of

Amorican socity, and is thereforo, and in the absonco oL any other relevant

mntenril, quoted here, it cannot cleimr generalv-alidity. The sample was

probably too small., and too much restrictod to one social or local group. Tho

mera fact that insurence firms in this country spond very large sums for

advertising "retiromont at 55"' must inspire coution as to the above montionod

poll. Te cannot claim any more generr.l validity 2or the results of a questionaire
we submitted to 40 persons in order to check the results. Yet in ono respect

we seem to have found a clue as to the, contradictions of the Priod poll. From

(more)
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20 academic people we received about the same percenteges as Fried as to "never

retirers" above 65, and balow 65 retirere. The average ego desired for retirement

was 64.5. Tho situation w..as entiraly different in the other half of our sample,

at purpose tao-on amiong "common people?! and composed of Janitors, barbers,

employees otc. Thera wes one (not too cloearl formulating) never retir-r; the

averare ap;e desirod for retirem2ent was 57.2., anMe. 92 0,LtQQu'. d wantad t

ratire3 befor . This little opisodo is a timelyreminder as to tho complexity

of our problem. Unlike in primitive socioties, wo wil1 on account of tho class

structuro, porhaps ovnlntually docl with several dist-nct attitudos towards old

vge in ona single culture.

In spita of theso corrections it romains true that niimrous Americans

do lnot wasnt to retire, because they ar eshamed and afraid cf boing old.

American oldst.rs .also seen ofton to express theose fealings in a goady way of

drossing, tho widospr;cd habit of dying thoir hair, or other cosmotic practices,

and tho public oxhibition of juvenile mannerisms, although occasionnlly such

habits mright be tCh result of geanuino om.boernc.

Some oa° the cosmiotic habits oL .Amaricvn oldsters arc enf°orced by tho

pernicious supartition of nany A:nericnn businessmen that poop'aebovo forty are

no longer omployabla. Thi.s habit, veryrr aeauro ri toly colled efortvypbia
was alroedy common in the U. So around 19C. In spite of the £-<ct that most

modorn jobs do no longer asTh -for rmuscular strength which r.0-ght b,e failing in

tho old; in spit3 of tho pioneor wo'.k of' =nlightoned businesnsman like Henry

Simler; in spite of tho :excel'ent exoe,;oiececos withb roemployment of the old

durinF the lest war tV'is attitiode c:3ocos still to continue.
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Alroady in 1896, a poll roevalad negativo attitudes in 80% of Amorican

children towards tho old. In 1905 tho most famous Amorican physician of his

timo, kind Dr. Willinm Osler statod "whimsically" in a fhrawoll addross tho

usolossnoss of mon above 40, and tho dosirability of gassing thom at 61. (Ho

was thon 46 yoars old).

In classic antiquity the foLlowing anoedoto was rogardod as rathor

significant: an old Athenian orred through tho thoater, looking in vain for a

soat; nobody movod. All of a suddon a group of men rose. Theoy wore a

Spartan delegation. SSparta was the only CGreok city stato to honor the old.

In spito of hor exaltation of the warrior, Sparta was ruled by a council of

old mon.

I fool that tho aon rising of our 3hildron for the old in busses otc.

is equally significant. It symbolizos our lack of respect for tho old, condonod

apparontly by many of thom. Thoy not only ofton participate in the brat idolatry

of modorn Amoricon society, but soem afrraid to enforceo tho rising of children

for othor roesons. This would, for instanco, imly public admission of tho

fact the.t thoy are old. a status for which apparontly thay heacv hardly rmioro

respoct or sympathy then tho rest of tho group.

I am convinced that a dotail analysis of modern Amorican litoraturo which

in most csos io tho o consistently in the picture cf roelity it tries

to give, would confirm our hypothesis. So would a semantic analysis of tho

difforont emotional contents of "old avorsus "alt" or "vieux".

Our prosent North Amoricon attitudo sooms to be a combination of snoeific

A intraL liko tho omphasis on youth and the fotishism of the new, and

the exprossion of a w trg hich, duo to the absonceo
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of the bralkes of tradition, we always tend to express in a somewhat extreme

fa shion.

The increase in life ex,pectancy heas deprived the old of their rarity value,

the values of old a-;e hiaave suffered an inflation, and signs of a cult of the

young have appeared everywurhere in Uecstern society. Yet there is nothing

autematic about tUhis s tuation. In Frnc where the flood of the aFced has

reached alreeaCy the levels that are prognosticated for the U. S. A. only for

about 1980, and where the general condition of the old is certiinly, -fer from

bein- ideal, old azre is still rospeotod by the group. It is therefore not

hidden or fa2red by the old theo.selves in the ways it is done here.

Jhile in the above eSuoted U. S. poll only 2051 wanted to retire before age

65, 74% exprossed tUhis wish in a corresponding French survey. Only 1% of the

interviowed Frenchman Ombrecad the ideal of 545) NJorth Americans of tho Fried

poll noever to retiro. The average age given. as dosirable for retiroment in

France is 5g, in tne U. S. (among those who want to retire - mny do not want

to rotire at all), 64.3. While the suicide rate in the U. S. increases from

9.7 in 100,000 population in those under 55, to 20C,. in thoso above 55, in France

it actuellyr decreases from 7,8 in 100,000 ore 55 to 6.6 cftor ago 55.

Tho aboveo montionod Pronch poll (Girard-Diric) also askod people to define

age groups.

The French definod as a

Joune hoane a pqrson aro 17-23.4

Homme jouno 24.6&31.9

iomma encoro jeuna 35.5,45.e4
Homme entre 'eax agos 45.4-55.0
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Homme dun certain age 56.1-63.7

Homme age 65.8 plus

We asked corresponding questions in our poll and obtained the following

results. (There were no signif±cant differences in the two social groups of

our samnple):

Youth 12.1-19.0

Young man 19.2-33.9

M:iddle aged man 38,0-57.2

Old man 63.4 plus

A significant difference between the French and the Lmerican classifications

2iesin the fact that the French call a man young up to 45,4; North Americans

of my sample do so onlyr up to 33.9. While formally "old age" starts in both

countries at about the same time (65.8 vs. 63.4 plus), it actually starts in

the U. S. about six years earlier, as middle age ends at 57,21 In thc light

of, for instanco, employmont ststistios this linguistic gap sooms to be no

accident.

UwShile the ono or the othor of these figures might be controversial, in

thoir totality thoy soem conllsincing onough as to make it suporLluous to go

into details of French beharvior. Respectful attitudes of children towards tho

aged in public are tke.ln for grantod in Franico ;s woll as in tho rest of Europo.

These nttitudes tow^rds old og. are mwinta'ined in Prnnco in snita of the

fact theor n roadinoss of the Fr o reti
a

on thoir acod socioty,

Attitudos towards old ag? in other westorn countries like Gront Britain and

Germany soem to be loci.tod somewhero betwoon tho Fronch and the U. S. pole.

((more)
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While sympathy for the old is expressed in tho U. S. mainly by doctors, there

seems to be a large lay interest in G<reat Britain.

On account of specific attitudes toward old age, the old are not necassarily

the stratum that suffors most in each crisis. They did so in the Gormn

inflation of 1923. But in the big depression 1929-33 those to suffor mcst,

morally and economically, were the older teenagers. I have no econoric data

as to the 1015 post war. But if moral sufferings parallel economic ones, the

hardest hit u'-oup soems again to have beon tho young, not th3 old.

tJ1stern society st"rt3d out with a synpathotic attitude tow"^rds the aged.

Christian orientation which was derivod £rom the Hebrew Old Tostament, prevailed

over the GIrook hatrad of old ago ("The Gods let die young those they lovo") and

the TLutonic traditions of killing the old. Tho Catholic church, modolod after

tho Roman State, became and has remainod a gorontocracy uap to this vary day.

Sona Roso Burstain has rocontly oleimed that thc witch trials of the 16th

and 17th contury, bringing about tho oxtorminction primarily of imp2cunious

old women, wore an outburst of tho latent hatrod for the old, illustrating

at tho same time tho hatrod of the old for society, Be this as it may, an entirely

difforent trond was oxhibitod in the lath century when olderly womon rose through

their "salons" to positions of great social, politicnl and intallectual

prominonce. Tho ora of industrialization in tho 19th contury,,, seoms to m

ushered in a now perriod of slow progressive dovaluation oL old ego.

Cur proesnt day nttitudo tow'rds old age is contradictor, and contanins

one of sevoeal solf destructivo trends in our sociaty. Wo do not rospect the

old, but we providh for theom whon they ore -oor, nnd cre led by them when thoy

aro wealthy. fis we aro bound to hanve a highor and higher porcentago of oldsters

anyhow, if wo romain civilized, we might just as woll act according to the Pronch
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provorb "Si on n'a pas cc quton ntaimo, il fout bion nimor co qu'on o'1 (If you

don't havo what you lov13, you bottor lovo whot you havo). Wo ahould tro.nsgross

tho primitivc stc.gc whoro attitudos s3am to bo basod on emotions. Wo should

replece our projudicos concerning tho old by, actuol kmowledge of thoir abilitios

ond disobilitios, cnd cronto conditions whoro, in mmking tho old respocted

and usoful again, we delivor tho young from tho nightmarish futuro of an unwontod

old nga.
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