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The Social Challenge of Old Age

A new problem in human experience has appeared
in our Western World: the rapidly growing
number of older people in our population. So far as is
known, no culture in history has ever had such a high
proportion of people past middle age.

The problem is made up principally of four factors:
economic, social, medical and personal.

Every one of us desires to live long, yet not to be old.
But aging is inseparable from life. The process has
been taking place within our bodies from the day we
were born. It is gradual and continuous, though we
do not all age in the same way or equally fast. As in a
steeplechase, the horses are nicely bunched at the
starting gate, but during the second lap those that
have not yet fallen are strung out in a line.

This Monthly Letter is not concerned with prescrip-
tions designed to lengthen life, but with what can be
done toward making fullest and happiest use of the
years that we have.

Every announcement about the increased span of
life has significant personal meaning for us. Only
total lack of imagination can excuse us if we fail to
identify our own future fate with the present fate
of the aged.

There is imperative need for social recognition of the
problems presented by our older population. But
relative to the research and tender care lavished on
infants and adolescents, appallingly little has been done.

The killers of youth, the contagious diseases, have
been largely eliminated, only to be replaced by a set
of chronic or degenerative diseases for which few
specific cures have been found. Mental diseases, which
seem to multiply with age under the stresses of our
civilization, are not sufficiently cared for by present
rehabilitation centres, nursing homes and home care
plans. Unemployment problems, which hardly existed
in our century-ago world, are pressing upon thousands
of persons who still have years of satisfactory work
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within their power. Socially, the aged are estranged.
They are no longer the heads of households of two or
three generations. Family organization today leaves
no room for them.

How old is “old”’?

Before deciding where we can draw the line at
which old age starts, let us look at the chronological
ages of Canadians.

The Biblical figure of three score years and ten was
an enormous life extension figure in that era when
average life expectancy was not more than thirty years.
A century ago (in 1840) the life expectancy of an infant
was about 48 years. A recent estimate of the life
expectancy of males in Canada was 67.6 years, and
of females 73 years.

As to the future, interesting figures are given in the
study made by the Royal Commission on Canada’s
Economic Prospects. In 1955 there were 1,730,000
persons in Canada aged 60 years and over: it is esti-
mated that by 1980 the number will be 3,345,000, an
increase of 93 per cent.

There we have the cold statistical figures. In twenty
years we shall have 1,615,000 more men and women
aged 60 or higher than we had five years ago.

But when we are dealing with human beings we
cannot depend wholly upon statistics. Dependence
upon strict chronological age can have no real mean-
ing. All that can recommend it is the administrative
convenience of its application,

The question “How old is ‘old’?” should be re-
written: “Old — with respect to what performance?”,

Our difficulty is that many of the adjustment
problems of aging result not from declining capacities
but from social rules requiring the individual to give
up certain forms of participation when he reaches a
prescribed age. He is expected to behave in terms of
what society has defined as proper for his age-sex
category without regard for his needs or capacities.



If we are to handle the new problem of age so as to
do the best for people and for society, we need to use
common sense in our rule-making. To point up the
matter lightly, consider that there may be forty or
fifty years variation in being “too old to work” depend-
ing on whether the person is a prize fighter, a ball
player, a piano tuner, a company president, a lawyer
or a plasterer.

Age is a condition that is not measurable by years,
but by attributes. A life should be appraised on the
level of attributes — what qualities has a person —
rather than by the crude quantity measurement of
the calendar — how long has he lived. A survey
reported in Industry a few years ago pointed out that
64 per cent of the world’s great achievements have
been accomplished by men who had passed their
sixtieth year. Johann Von Goethe, who was 20 when
he started his great dramatic poem and 83 when he
finished it, put these words into the mouth of Faust:
“I am too old to trifle, too young, no yearning wish
to nurse.”

There is ample evidence that the years have little
enough to do with initiative, determination, daring
and accomplishment. Not rarely the triumphal course
of a man starts at an age when the average person
retires from business into idleness.

Brains that are used hourly in creative activity
associated with business building or scientific research
or the development of society do not deteriorate.
Many of them give proof that intellectual power can
be intensified and energy increased as the years pass.

The value of older persons

One of the problems of an aging population is to
retain in the stream of economic productivity and
scientific discovery those men and women whose
wealth of knowledge, wisdom and constructive work
can contribute so greatly to the welfare of Canada.
As Schopenhauer put it in his essay on “The Ages
of Life””; the first forty years furnish the text, while
the remaining thirty supply the commentary without
which the text cannot be properly understood.

Even if the circumstances of a man’s employment
make it impracticable for him to remain in his job
after pensionable age — for example, because some
younger men are coming along behind him — that
need not mean the end of the road for him. There are
many jobs available to experienced men — jobs
where the pressure from younger men seeking pro-
motion is not felt.

The cult of youth

But, generally, our society as it is today does not
award age the credit due to it.
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This is a time of the cult of youth. On the whole,
our society on this continent is organized to satisfy
the wants of the young, and makes relatively little
provision for meeting the needs of the aged.

In our literature, our advertising, and most other
sectors of our culture, youth is looked upon as the
golden age to which all else must be sacrificed. This,
in additien to threatening to pamper youth into unripe
manhood, creates undue hardship for the aged. The
old are sometimes tolerated, but too seldom valued.
They are pushed off the bustling main road, and find
few side roads provided for their happiness.

With the heavy accent on caring for children, there
is slight emphasis upon any reciprocal obligation.
Parents are reluctant to assert demands even when
urgent need arises. Children are completely unaware
of any obligation; indeed, their upbringing leads them
to think of older persons as existing only for the
satisfaction of the needs and wants of young people.

Learning to grow old

For their own good, as well as for the happiness of
those who are now aged, young people should start
learning how to grow old. There is no season of life
for which preparation is more necessary. There is no
preparation that can be more rewarding.

Every phase of life is a making ready for the one
which follows it. Just as what we learn during child-
hood determines the success or failure of our adulthood,
so does our development in middle-life decide the
nature of our old age.

In the realm of the physical, repeated insults to the
human machine in earlier life, such as infections,
injuries, strains, chronic malnutrition, alcoholism, drug
addiction, obesity, shock, and emotional turbulence,
cause changes in the body cells which are conducive
to aging.

In the realm of ideas, education continued year by
year will tend to limit the wrong thoughts, the un-
healthy prejudices and the wild cravings that wear
out or warp the mind.

And in the social realm continuous learning about
aging will give us understanding about those who are
already aged, so that when our turn comes we shall
be fit and ready. |

We need a programme for continuing education,
beginning in public school and carrying on through
adulthood: education that will help us to find new
and pleasant things to do in widely separated areas of
life. It will keep our minds supple, learning to live in
accord with the changing social, economic and politi-
cal times. It will train us to weigh relative values, so
as to get the best return for our time. Continuing






