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S5CENARIOS #OR AN AGING SOCIETY:

Choosieg our Future Selves
Harry R. Moody, Ph D.
Brookdale Ceatet sa Agzing of Hunter College
Usa

Population aging denotes a rise in the average age of rthe population linked 10 an
increased proportion of elderly people. It is a demograptic transiaon ansing under condirions
of modernizanon involving decline in both death rates and hirth rares. Popularion aging 1s a
disuncrive and hstorically unprecedenred phenomenon of “he 20th cenmury. and 1t poses a tar-
reaching challenge 10 all sectors of society. family. religicn, economy, the educational systern,
health care. and governmeni. From a global perspecuve. the chailenge 1s most evident in
advan ed industriahized societies of the "North" (North A-aerica. Western Europe. and Japan,.
while less developed couniries of the "South” typically have younger populations. Population
aging, therefore, has global and international dimensions. as well as impbeations for mechical
technology, intergenerational relationsiips, and economic development. An amne societv. in
the [inal analysis, represents a triumph of longeviry and is a cause for celebranon. But it also
demands a new vision of the human future for, as the Psatnist says. "Where there is no
vision, the people perish.” The problem is how to bring together resources from science 4na
cultural traditons to "re-vision” what an aging society may mean for the 21s1 century.

Legacy of the Dreams of Reason. There is a haun ing late work by the pammer
Francisco Goya tided “The Dreams of Reason.” depictin,é a sleeper tormentea by demons In
tdt pannng Goya evokee the nightmares of the Napoleonic Wars which followed the
Foughtenment and the French Revolunion. Goya's own dis dlusionment m old age was less a

tesult f acing itself than a contemplation of the unintendi d consequences or human acnons.
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Lookwg back on the tweaneth cenrury from its final deczde we maght have reason enough ©
Join in Goya's dismal mood. Some dreams of reason— for example. wn the vanished torm of
once-powerful communism-- have proved binterly disappc nting. Yer the liberal henitage of the
Enlightepment still rewains its power. [olerance, umversa: human rights, and self-government
are ideais that do not easily disappear, whatever the frustrations of practical experience. 1hese
priunciples remain a precious legacy of the Enlightenment

In cur own nine the Czech writer and statesman Vaclav Havel has been an eloquent
criue of the Enligitenment, a project which, applied mechamsacally, has led to what Max
Weber called the “iron cage” of modernity, 4 trap that s¢:ms 10 permit no escape. The
fulfilment of the Enhghtenment, through the rationalization of society and the ap- plication ot
technology, was supposed to lead to an abundance of lite Burt the dream of reason has too
often turned into one of Goya's nightmares. We see it in -he degradation of popular culrure 1n
the threat of environmental catasirophe, and. yes, in the prolongation of life for frail older
prople Whos;'e existence has lost any meaning for themselves or their families.

By 1993 across the industnalized world an earlier post-W_W. [I mood of OptimISm and
growth has pow given way 10 deep anxiety about the furure. [here is fear that today’s
children will not have life as good as their parents. Support for the welfare siate in Europe
femains stronger than in the U.S., but old assumpuons ard orthodoxies are crumbling
everywhere. A legiumation crisis 1s everywhere in evideuce. The need for faith. for a
positive umage of the fuwre, is paramount. Therefore. it makes sense to speak of revisioning
the Liberal 1deal and also revisioning our image of an aging sociery.

The Price of Success. But there is irony in any call for revisionism. it seems ironic (o

call for revision of a poltical framework that has proven 50 astonmishingly successiul.
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Liberalism w the U.S along with the welfare state in Eu-ope have produced policies thar have
dramaucally improved the lives of older peopie over the .ast two generations. Indeed. 1t would
correct to say that America s response to old age represents one of the greatest achievements
of the welfare state

Yet success has come at a price, including the iro:uc truth that this very success is not
recogmzed by either pohcymakers or the general public. [ndeed. it is hard ro find anyone
ready to celebrate the posinve prospects of aging. Perbaps that is the reason why we find it so
difficult 1o imagine a positive furure the aging sociery. In America books on the subject m the
1970s bore gloomy titles like Why Survive? By the 1980+ they sull had rtles hke Can

Asnerica Afford to Grow Old? or Am | My Parents Keep-r? [oday, too. the negative message

i1s still fasmonable. no mater whar the facts tell us. it 1s 1ard to begin "revisiomng ' the aging
society when the oniy image of old age we have is an im:ge or fallure and despair.

What 15 calied for in revisioning the aging society is a regulative ideal: a large.
overarching 1dea that could connect aging and the individral hife course with the wider public
world in which we live. For the last two hundred years that regulative ideal has been the idea
of progress. Progress has always implied that the tuture will be berter than the past. The
modern mind wants to believe in progress both in the small scale and 1 the iarge: tor
individual lives and for all of society, perhaps even for human history as a whole. In fact, tor
favored groups roday. at least over many years or life. th' idea of progress still makes sense as
an experienced reality. For instance. economic well-bemg. measured by income or net worth.
tends to increase wih aavancing age through the seventh decade.

Aging: A Cnsis of Explananion. Sull, for most pe: ple. at some pownt the music stops.

losses accumulate. and an experience of old age comes as a “crisis of explanation.” in Ropert
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What is really at stake m the generanonal equiry dsbare has little to do with the Social
Secunty surplus or accounting decisions abour the payroll 1ax. [hese issues serve as svmbols
of our anxery about the tuture. In the 1890s, Car) Schorsky detectea the same anxiety abour
the furure in the air of yin de specie Vienna. As the 199 s draws to a close we begin o see an
upsurge of millenmal consciousness moving toward the y:ar 2000. The queston 1s whether
that consciousness can become the basis for a shared unaze of our collective tumure in the
twenty-first ceniin

Genperativity and Hope. What are the sources of a'xiety and hope over the course of
life? As baby-boomers confront their own finitude, they will come back to this question over
and over again. The queston was well idemified by Erik Enkson in his eight stages of Iife, a
modern Pilerim’s Progress. Erikson describes "generanviv' or “outliving the self” as the
priucipal psychologicai task of mid-life and mamrity. But we can push his pont stll further
and say that generanvity must also be an element of socia policy. Without that element we
cannot begin 1o understand recent debates over interpeneradonal justice.

To frame policy proposals without considering ow culrural dilermna, our moage of
aging and the furure, wiil not carry us very far. For example. 1 the U.S. the new Republican
Congress has repealed increased 1axes on the affiuent age'i at a ume when the future of
fimancial Medicare iself is in doubt and at a time when programs 1o help chiidren are being
slashed and eh'mﬁatcd. Bur debates over financing social programs do not begin to reaci the
deeper challenge of generativity as an marter of family pcucy, economic policy, and
environmental policy. The new Repubiican leadership, i1 urging a balanced budget, has
proclaimned itself the defender of the needs of the next gereraton. Bur these three domains
remain cructal: how we treat, or neclect. chuldren; how we save and invest for the furure: how
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we care for the eand are there any more tangible examplas of what "generativity” could mean
th public policy?

To define these three domains— children, invesmment, and environmeni— is 10 point to
arcas of serious concern about the furure. Older people did not cause these problems: and the
old, by themselves, cannot do much to resolve them. But the old. like all other cinzens, will
bave a part to play in responding to those problems and 1n fashioning a more posiave image ol
the future. That is part of the reason why revisioning an :ging society 1s so crucial for a
renewed politics of the weltare state. Such a politics. it it clear. can no longer be simply
wterest-group liberalism as usual

I'he Journey or Lire. Kierkegaard said thar we live life forward but understand it
backwards. From the vantagepoun of old age it becomes clear enough thar the course or life
eludes efforts at predictabihity and control. Older people themselves often remmisce about their
lives: we hear them speak 1n life-review about the probieriatic character of their own life
choices. We learn how accident plays a unexpectedly lare> role. how every choice entails
regrets, and how rarely people ever really know whar thev are gering into. 1his perenmal
truth about the role of fate or accident is left out of the iczalized nouon or a “career.’

In a sense. having a carcer is everything that agin.; 1S NOL. A Career means Prosress.
growth. being in charge of your lite, and living our a story with a nappy ending A career 1s a
parrarive, a script helping us 1o live a life that makes sense, thar 1s not just "one damn thing
after another.” In this context homas Cole’s book ‘Ihe Jurnev of Life raises a rroubling
quesuon. In America. at the end of the rweniieth cenmry, what 1s our current culwural script
for the "journey of lire"? s 1t a frequent flyer plan where accumulaung progressive muleage
counfs 1or everything? Is it a story of unpredictable side uips and diversions. something
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alogewner different rom the older ideal ot life as pilgrimage” Or, finally, 15 ths metaphor of a
“journey’ simply another display m the museuin of life course anuquites managed by
gercntologlsts who act as curators for a world we have lcst?

For cenmiries now the great ideas of progress and modernizaton have had decisive
importance in shaping our positive ideals of old age. Now the grand narratives have been
discredited but scientific gerontology has offered nothing ro replace them. “Successful aging”
or the "age-irrelevant society” will not furnish us with a yositive image of the second half ot
life. Late-life creanvity and productive aging are useful but partal steps 1n that directon. We
still lack a regulative ideal that binds together the personaj and the pobiical. Only such a bound!
of meaning will withstand the corrosive skepticismm about govermment that is the relentless
enemy of liberalism. Without a regulative ideals without # renewed sense of hope. liberalism
cannoi command consensus or support sacrifices for the common good.

The Politics of Hope. Revisioning an aging sociery. then, requires a new politics of

hope. In s finai book. [he True and Only Heaven: Progress and Irs Critics. historian

Christopher Lasch draws a conrrast berween belief in progress and the ditferent and much
older idea of hope. Giving up bzlief 1 progress does not mean giving up hope. Lasch, citing
the work of historian Eugene Genovese, points to the example of slaves in the antebellum
South Slaves certainly did not have an ideology of progress. What they had instead was hope
based on a belier in justice: whether 1w this world or the Lext, wrongs would be nighted. l'hat
same belief 0 iwpe 1s what anirpated Lincoin's Genysbury Address: a cali for sucnifice and a
belief in the meaning of sacrifice based on fideliry to principles of jusuce thar bridge the
gracrations

Irontcally, it ts hope. oot behef w progress. what v.ay furmsh a secure foundation for an
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apin? sutety True die ides of progress invites us 1o <ac-ifice immediate pleasures for a better
fuwere, tor purpuses burger than oursalves. Bur, onically, thar same progressive 1declogy
wuakens the spirit of sacritice by a belief that things will automatically get betrer Today. we
know beier. Sadly. we also seem 1o hope for less trom e future. whether tor our children or
fur our own old age. Diminished hopes do not bode well ‘or a liberal agenda 10 public policy.

Wital e young can receive from the old is the wisgom thar it is possible 10 have Hope. even
when predictabilicy and “progress are no longer possible.

What we need today above all is a positve image for the future of an aging sociery
Without an image of aging as abundance of life, of iife a. a journey toward meaning. we will
persist in seewng peneradons in conflict, in seeing old people as failures, 1n seeing old age as
an ebarrassing contradicion to the dreams of reason. But the old are simiply our furure
selves. Today. at the end of the 2uth cenmury, moving toward the millennial year 2000, we
cannot avoid thunking about our future. Can we at last look 1nro thar furure and claim it as our

own?
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