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A Note from the Author





Even if I could have done, when I was young, what I am doing now—I wouldn’t have dared.


—HENRI MATISSE





THIS BOOK HAS a simple message: aging brings strength. When we realize the truth of this message, we can begin to end the tired and constricted notions of “old” that we internalize throughout our lifetime and that serve to denigrate and limit our aging self and perpetuate an ageist culture. To achieve this understanding, we must recognize the immense potential of our aging self, even in the face of common and expected struggles. We must learn how to age in a creative manner that is both the antidote to feeling old and the elixir of aging well.


In writing this book, however, I have been confronted with the absence of certain terms to capture many of the ideas and themes to support this message. There is a whole language to talk about growth and development from childhood to adulthood, but for old age we find an undefined plain that is further obscured by pejorative labels. I have found it necessary, then, to redefine several key terms and create new ones about aging, to advance my arguments. I am not so bold as to suggest that these terms could or should be part of a larger discussion beyond the confines of this book, but I do welcome a new way of talking about aging that will echo and support these positive points.


Most of the individuals whom I interviewed and feature throughout the book gave me permission to use their actual names, and were eager to share their life histories with me and with readers. In several circumstances, I have changed the name or other identifying biographical details so as to preserve anonymity, especially for individuals who passed away long before I began writing their stories. My goal is to learn about aging from each of these generous individuals, and to both share and celebrate in these pages all the wisdom they have gained throughout their lives.


The seeds of this book began on a shaded porch just outside Washington, DC, in late summer of 2010, when I had the distinct life-changing honor to spend a few hours with Dr. Gene Cohen to talk about the aging process. Unbeknownst to me at the time, this visionary was in the last few months of his life, and yet he took the time to impart his knowledge and guide my thinking despite the underlying pain and worry that he was facing. The young doctor who walked onto that porch was not the same person who left a few hours later, and I am dedicating this book to Gene’s memory in the humble hope that I may continue his legacy and join the ongoing work of his life partner, Wendy Miller, to understand and promote creative aging.













Introduction



Old Is the Problem and Aging Is the Solution


MOST OF US envision living a very long life, and we wonder and scheme how to get there. Now imagine if I told you that I had discovered several potential secrets to achieve this, and I laid them before you on three covered silver trays. You uncover the first and discover a small glass bottle containing genuine water from the fabled Fountain of Youth. You uncover the second tray and discover a pill bottle with a brightly colored label touting a formula designed to add years to your life. Finally, you lift the cover off the third tray and discover, to your surprise, two cigarettes, a glass of red port wine, and several French chocolates.


Which would you choose? You might be bemused by the water and tempted to take a sip, but you realize, no doubt, that it is a gimmick and nothing more. The mysterious supplement in the pill bottle may be bolstered by fantastic claims on its label, but there is no solid proof of its power, and any potential benefit is only a guess. And then there is the strangest choice of all—the smokes, the drink, and the candy. If you choose to indulge in one or more of these treats, you may be guaranteed some brief pleasures—but long life? It seems unlikely. But there is, of course, a story behind this last choice.


Perhaps you have heard of a French woman by the name of Jeanne Louise Calment, the oldest person in recorded human history, who died in 1997 at the age of 122 years and 164 days. As a young girl, she watched the Eiffel Tower being built and later recalled the likes of a rather scruffy and unpleasant artist by the name of Vincent van Gogh who used to frequent her father’s fabric store. When she was ninety years old, an enterprising forty-seven-year-old lawyer made an agreement with Madame Calment to pay her a monthly stipend in exchange for her property upon her passing. Unbeknownst to poor Mr. Raffray, however, he would be making payments to this supercentenarian for the next thirty years, up until his own death, after which his widow continued their financial obligation for another two years. When asked about her secret to such a long life, Madame Calment pointed to her lifestyle: she loved regular servings of port wine and chocolate, was physically active but not an exercise fanatic, and smoked two cigarettes daily up to the age of 117. Her longevity strategy, planned or not, certainly seems both unreliable and idiosyncratic, but it is not unlike similarly strange secrets of other supercentenarians.


For example, there was the remarkable Dutch lady Hendrikje van Andel-Schipper. At the age of 112, Hendrikje underwent extensive cognitive testing and scored above average for someone forty years her junior. Her mental clarity remained extraordinary up until the day of her death four years later. An autopsy of her brain revealed few of the telltale pathological signs of similarly aged brains, such as narrowed, sclerotic blood vessels, or plaques containing the toxic amyloid protein associated with Alzheimer’s disease. Predictably, Hendrikje was neither teetotaler nor triathlete, and engaged in none of the popular antiaging strategies, such as a vegan diet, caloric restriction, vigorous exercise, or any other youth-restoring pill, potion, or plan. When asked about her secret to a long life, Hendrikje—much like our friend Madame Calment—revealed a simple and surprising routine: a daily dose of raw herring and a glass of orange juice. The oldest Japanese person ever—117-year-old Misao Okawa—attributed her longevity to sushi and sleep. The Italian 116-year-old Emma Morano cited raw eggs and brandy as her secret formula, whereas the American 116-year-old Susannah Mushatt Jones eschewed alcohol and cigarettes but included at least four strips of bacon in her daily diet.


Do any of these examples mean that we should trash the treadmill and fire up the eggs and bacon? Obviously not. It is clear that none of these supposed secrets to a long life is a reliable strategy, and that some other factors must be at play. Research into the lives of centenarians and the long-lived communities in which many of them reside (the so-called Blue Zones) have all revealed several shared elements of healthy lifestyles, including regular physical activity, close family, or community attachments, and Mediterranean-like diets laden with fish, fruits, vegetables, olive oil, and even a glass of wine. Endless books happily expand upon all these strategies, many plumped with a healthy dose of antiaging sentiment. In the end, however, we know of no surefire strategy or genetic endowment that brings certainty of joining the ranks of these superelders. And we must face a well-recognized truth: a long life doesn’t necessarily equal a good life, and in many circumstances, long in years brings letdowns, languishing, and lots and lots of struggles. Being old, in many ways for many people, seems more of a problem than a promise.
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Maybe in our quest for a long life, then, we are missing the point. As a geriatric psychiatrist who has worked for most of my career in the epicenter of aging that is South Florida, I have a unique vantage point to witness the endpoints of these long lives. I get to see whether people actually reap what they sow. And studying aging in Miami is like embarking on a diver’s pilgrimage to the Great Blue Hole: a wondrous abyss teeming with old in every hue, form, and layer. I have seen the best and the worst of old age: moneyed and destitute, vibrant and withdrawn, sturdy and decrepit. Sometimes one of these attributes singly defines a person; more often they are all balled up together in a seemingly contradictory but functioning person. In my quest, I have read and researched the vast ocean of thinking, data, musings, and hucksterisms on old age, trying to apprehend and understand the great old white whale into whose mouth I am drawn closer every day. My advantage in writing about aging is not that I am that old myself, but that my life’s work has brought the whole beast into my hands. So, let me tell you what I’ve learned. This is not the old age of times gone by. It’s not even the old age that I saw when I began my career in geriatrics some twenty years ago. My average patients are now in their mid- to late eighties and early nineties and, despite lots of daunting medical and psychiatric issues, they are less concerned about living a long life and more focused on living a life full of purpose and meaning. We are so concerned about making our body and brain younger, but perhaps these aged individuals have something special to teach us about the actual strengths of aging that we only gain with time.


My former patient Leah, for example, was a well-known political activist in Miami who began life in a down-and-out Brooklyn borough and spent years thinking that her life was limited to only being a caregiver for her disabled daughter. Aging liberated her activist instincts, however, and in her later years she spent each election cycle fiercely stumping for her favorite candidates, leading get-out-the-vote campaigns in her community, and rallying against the opposing party in newspaper and television interviews. With age, Leah emerged as a more vibrant, opinionated, and dedicated individual whose interests and activism peaked in her nineties and continued unabated until her death at the age of 106. Another example is my patient Eduardo, who used to come for monthly psychotherapy sessions decked out in jeans and designer shirts. In his eighties he continued to grow and diversify the business he had started some fifty years earlier, and in his nineties he continued to mentor two generations of offspring on his work ethic and business acumen. You may argue that Leah and Ed are both exceptions and exceptional, but I am seeing more Leahs and Eduardos every day. Older? Yes. Sicker? In some ways, yes. But scratch the veneer of the typical “old person” that we perceive only through our limited, youthful goggles and a bursting, blooming culture appears of someone engaged in important artistic activities, business transactions, community events, intergenerational relationships, and spiritual endeavors that are rich, varied, life-sustaining, and sometimes jaw-dropping in their intensity and influence. Whether they know it or not, these individuals are plotting the end of old age, a veritable redefining and resculpting of the aging process whereby the narrow and negative paradigm of “old” that we believe in is simply no longer true.


If you want to see the end of this tired notion of old age, then, just open your eyes to the growing legions of relatively healthy and hearty aging individuals who are living, working, playing, and serving vital roles in every one of our communities. For myself, I live in the state of Florida, which has four of the top ten counties in the United States with the highest percentage of individuals older than the age of sixty-five. Here you will find burgeoning retirement communities draping the local interstates like the big fat pomelos hanging off trees in the surrounding citrus groves. You will also find the actual spring of water dubbed the “Fountain of Youth” in a small park in the city of Saint Augustine, where Ponce de León reportedly first set foot on these shores back in 1513. But neither magical waters nor the promise of youth are what these waves of seniors here and elsewhere seek. Their aim is not simply to rest their aching bones for a few happy years before dying—as life after retirement has traditionally been envisioned. Quite the contrary: they intend to live a good life that age itself has granted—in places where age is king and youth is simply in the way. Call it what you will—an age wave or silver tsunami—but it’s hitting big in every developed country, spreading fast and busting with tens of millions of individuals continually adding to its ranks. And many of us are either already there or soon to enter its realm. The strengths and promises of aging are upon us.


The Paradoxes and Paradigms of Old Age


If given the choice to live as long as Madame Calment or Hendrikje van Andel-Schipper, would you take it? When I pose this question to audiences around the country, I often get the same responses: a smattering of enthusiastic takers shoot their hands up right away, but most listeners are more reticent as they sit in contemplation of being so old, wavering their hands back and forth to say “maybe” but with a few hard conditions. “If I kept all my teeth I’d do it,” shouted out a middle-aged man at one such event, but then quickly backtracked and added that he would also want to retain the ability to recognize his wife and drive his car if he would ever crest beyond the age of one hundred. Others add similar conditions, such as an intact memory, strong legs, and regular bowel movements among their choices. Within these conditions, I perceive a resignation to the expected decrepitudes of old age and rarely a callout to anything good. My questioning reveals several clear paradoxes of old age: we all want to get there, but we live in fear of what it will entail. We want the best possible old age, but also want to feel and look younger. We rely on the past as the anchor of our identity, yet we must at times let go and break free from it so as to accept and accommodate change. Aging is an inevitable one-way journey and we fret along the way and plot all sorts of manners to stave off or cushion the bumps and blows.


And yet despite some tectonic and wholly positive developments in the life of the average aging person, we are still stuck between two tired and prevalent perspectives on old age: either we must submit gracefully to its rigors and ultimate tragedies, or fight it relentlessly with supposed antiaging strategies until we find a cure. Either way, we are mired in a paradigm that casts old age as our implacable enemy. Even in our designations of successful aging, we view any victories won in daily life as being wrestled away from our inevitably older self. My message here is quite different, however: aging is the solution and not the problem. As we all get older, we face inevitable points that pose struggles, losses, reconsiderations, or crises that throw us off balance and force life-altering responses. These age points are as predictable and critically important to our adult development as the milestones of childhood and adolescence. Instead of seeing them as harbingers of decline and old age, however, the seniors that surround me show timeless benefits to aging that emerge and sustain them during these age points, enabling them not simply to cope successfully but also to create new ways of living.


In my previous book on this subject, entitled How We Age: A Doctor’s Journey into the Heart of Growing Old, I wrote about how we need to place greater value on our elders and hope for a better old age, even in the throes of illness and dementia. My goal was to inspire readers to look at aging in a different and more hopeful vein. But I am not content to simply gaze at the holiness of old age. And neither are the legions of baby boomers and others who are aging by the day. They want to do something and they want to do it now. No more waiting to get old and ill and then die helplessly. No more endless searching for some miraculous antiaging pill that does not exist now and will not exist in the foreseeable future. No more putting hope in antiaging claims that are predictable, tiresome, and largely untrue. The point of this book is to survey the emerging strengths of aging individuals and distill them into a practical, meaningful action plan for a better aging process.






[image: ]








I realize that this mission may prompt some doubts. Whether we consider our own aging self or look to those much older, we see daunting decline and loss. In my geriatric psychiatry practice tending to some of the most ill and debilitated elders, I see the worst forces of old age every day. Despite our deepest yearnings and the billions of dollars spent on health care and antiaging products, no one has escaped aging and everyone will eventually die. As a result, many will argue that any such benefits we imagine in late life are mostly illusory and short-lived at best. There is even a moral argument that we should resist prolonging our life beyond its natural boundaries, so as to clear the brush, so to speak, for successive generations. If we have any independence at the end, let it wield a swift and painless blow and avoid the aching, mindless languishing that so many endure.


Such realism has many prominent voices who will extol aging only up until a certain point. “It’s great to be old,” says author Susan Jacoby, “as long as one does not manifest too many of the typical problems of advanced age.” Longer years may only bring more illness, poverty, and privation to the majority of elders in our youth-focused culture. She calls into question many of the supposed benefits of aging, including the sacrosanct notion of wisdom, and points out the risk in believing that any or all of our supposedly healthy habits will bring a better future. We hit a wall sooner or later when, as Jacoby asserts, “anyone who has outlived his or her passions has lived too long.”


Similarly, medical ethicist Ezekiel Emanuel argues that although death is a loss, “living too long is also a loss.” In his provocative article “Why I Hope to Die at 75,” Emanuel declares that he will engage in no lifesaving or regenerative therapies beyond the age of seventy-five, as he will have achieved his life goals and made his important contributions by then. He does not intend to shorten or end his life after that point, but he sees no tragedy in its demise, declaring that aging limits both our ambitions and expectations, leaving our “memories framed not by our vivacity but by our frailty.” Emanuel projects that his post-seventy-five self will be increasingly “feeble, ineffectual, even pathetic.”


Many common folk perspectives on aging adhere to this simple and stark paradigm, defined centrally by a future of decline and struggle. Indeed, most aging individuals face severe attenuation of their most cherished abilities. And many of us will not be fortunate enough to avoid the most common and compelling scourge of old age—dementia. One undeniable fact, then, must frame and perhaps even counter any discussion of the strengths and benefits of aging: over 50 percent of the population around the age of eighty-five suffers from Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia (called neurocognitive disorders, in updated parlance), representing a growing epidemic of monstrous social and economic proportions. These cognitive disorders are game changers in late life, robbing us of independence, identity, and the ability to make the meaningful contributions that once defined us throughout our life span. Writer Kent Russell states quite bluntly in his article “We Are Entering the Age of Alzheimer’s” that this disease steals our very humanity, creating “mindless, selfless, unreasonable creatures, somehow still looking like human beings.… They might as well be headless bodies, up and shambling around.” He portrays old age as a zombie apocalypse—a veritable World War G, for geriatric.


These are strong arguments, but they are neither new nor novel. Jacoby and Emanuel are merely restating the words of Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero, who wrote in 44 BCE: “Old age is the final act of life, as of a drama, and we ought to leave when the play grows wearisome, especially if we have had our fill.” Remarkably, Russell is describing a diminished old age no different from that portrayed over four thousand years ago in writings by Ptah-Hotep, first minister to Pharaoh Isesi: “The end of life is at hand; old age descendeth [upon me]; feebleness cometh, and childishness is renewed. He [who is old] lieth down in misery every day. The eyes are small; the ears are deaf… and he remembereth not yesterday.… These things doeth old age for mankind, being evil in all things [emphasis added].” We know these things about the aging process, even as they characterize only the downside. At the same time, neither Jacoby nor Emanuel (nor Cicero, for that matter) would argue against the potential benefits of old age. They simply reject the platitudes about aging that lack empirical evidence or that deny or ignore the difficult and enduring struggles that most people face. This is the gauntlet laid down for any and every commentator on old age—myself included.


So, where does this leave us? What are we to do with our biological fate? British researcher and gerontologist Aubrey de Grey and other life extension proponents recoil from these struggles of aging, loudly proclaiming old age to be a horrible disease that must be cured. The main limitation to progress is not only the rudimentary science on aging, de Grey believes, but a fatalistic and defensive “pro-aging trance” that leads people to see aging as a natural and immutable part of being. In contrast, de Grey and a cadre of antiaging advocates argue that we can eventually solve the tragic mystery of old age by learning to re-engineer cellular aging in order to extend the life span indefinitely. Futurist Ray Kurzweil and his colleague Terry Grossman agree, and outline three successive bridges to this future; the first being present-day dietary and health strategies; the second, the impending biotechnology revolution, to rebuild our body; and the third, an anticipated nanotechnology–artificial intelligence revolution, to rebuild our brain. Many young aging people crowd onto this first bridge, enlisting various body and brain exercises and other remedies touted for extending the life span. There are significant merit and considerable science behind some of these existing approaches, but as I emphasized before, they cannot guarantee any individual positive outcome, and practical applications for more radical technological innovations are barely on the radar. This is the enduring uncertainty of aging with which we all live.


In the face of this seemingly inescapable predicament, we continue to frame old age in a narrow and simplistic manner. Such a prevailing model is based on a mechanistic series of steps that inexorably unravel our youth. Biologist and aging researcher Robert Arking casts this journey in corresponding scientific terms, defining aging as a “time-dependent series of cumulative, progressive, intrinsic, and deleterious functional and structural changes that usually begin to manifest themselves at reproductive maturity and eventually culminate in death.” This definition is accurate and it is echoed in much of our experience. Beginning around middle age, we take notice of accumulating physical changes, medical issues, and losses. Development gives way to decline, and gains slip away to losses. Dreams of youth seem less attainable. We begin to have more and more experiences in which our aspirations butt up against fading abilities and opportunities.


It is at this very juncture, however, when something remarkable may happen that can change the way we view and experience aging, affecting the very meaning of what it is to be old. Aging begins to unfold in a beautiful and yet maddening fashion wholly different from our typical cast of it, bringing not simply glory and destruction, joy and despair, but an incredibly complex weave of these experiences. The result is a powerfully enriching and contagious culture of aging representing an expression of our achieved humanity and an incubator for further growth.


I propose here a different paradigm of aging along with an action plan that identifies and engages the myriad pieces of our own aging self that can dispel negative stereotypes of being “old” and bring renewed hope in our future. This paradigm shows how one can actively live a creative age as opposed to falling headlong into an uncontrollable old. Age must neither define us nor serve as only a limiting, negative factor, but should become a powerful, life-changing tool that enables us to elevate, celebrate, and transcend being old in ways that have profound influences on our personal world and the greater world around us. We can begin to consider the keys to these lifelong explorations and achievements with an interesting thought experiment.
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Imagine that you are young again. Some magical potion will transport you down a nostalgic rabbit hole to an age that seems to represent the peak of youth, vigor, and vitality. You can revisit and rewrite your life, making different choices, correcting mistakes, and seeking out the relationships or pursuits you still treasure and those you regret having ignored or left behind. You can make great changes to devise a new future, or attempt to follow the same course that has brought you everything that you value today. It’s an impossible but intriguing fantasy that we all engage in from time to time, perhaps increasingly as the years pass by and more of our life lies behind us than ahead.


And yet it is easy to miss an essential element in these musings. Pull back the curtain to reveal the true master behind these ruminations and you will find, unmistakably, your own well-aged self who is pushing the buttons and pulling the levers. It is all the knowledge, experience, maturity, perspective, balance, and wisdom bequeathed by age that enables you to look back with such keen vision on your life. Would you really trade your current persona for your twenty-one-year-old self to make decisions today? You would have youth, but too much else would be missing. We all think we know the formula to better aging because it is pounded into our eyes and ears and inboxes every day: exercise the body and brain; eat right; drink enough water and get enough sleep; don’t overdo the sauce or the spice. We believe that this formula will make our body and brain more like those of young people, but none of the extraordinary elders described in this book based his or her lifestyle on these factors. Exercise and other healthy actions may improve our body and enable a longer life, but they bring no guarantee of a better life. The true formula is age itself.


Let’s turn, then, to the most fundamental questions that must be asked of our aging self. First, why age? What is the gain in it? Second, why survive? What is the point to living in the face of such daunting struggles? Third, why thrive? Isn’t it easier to circle the wagons and maintain stability rather than facing the risks of change? The answers can be found in three emerging strengths of age that mitigate losses and guide us forward: wisdom, purpose, and creativity. These strengths underlie a more balanced and inclusive paradigm of aging that enables us to grab hold and shape our own perspectives and experiences. They can be distilled into a practical action plan that is personalized, purpose-driven, and meaningful. They even apply to aged individuals with severe physical and cognitive losses or diseases, who are typically left out of most models of aging. As we explore these strengths, you will see clearly how aging will trump old, emerging as a life force with struggles and triumphs, losses and gifts, but well lived for us and our loved ones, now and in the future.















PART I



Why Age?
















An aged man is but a paltry thing,


A tattered coat upon a stick…


—W. B. YEATS, “Sailing to Byzantium”







Old age allows us to “wear the days of our life” as a single garment—a totality, integrated and complete. In this perspective, aging is precisely the opposite of deconstruction of the self.


—MATIS WEINBERG, FrameWorks


















Chapter 1



Aging on Trial


IT WAS THE fall of my first year as the mental health director at a large long-term care facility. A phone call came in around ten p.m. to the security office, where the director of nursing, Dorothy, just happened to be working late. A calm and somewhat matter-of-fact voice on the line simply said, “Please come up to room 508. My sister just died.” It was an unexpected death, and so Dorothy quickly grabbed her stethoscope and the emergency kit, and headed to the room in the assisted living building with a brisk stride, accompanied by Marie, a nursing assistant. When they entered the room, they immediately found the aged woman seated upright in a chair in a serene repose. Approaching closer, they noted a dusky blue color to her face. She did not appear to be breathing. The woman’s sister stood nearby with a sad expression on her face and her hands clasped behind her back. A copy of the book Final Exit by Derek Humphrey—a well-known guide to suicide—was lying on the adjacent coffee table.


Dorothy and Marie were initially jarred by the scene but quickly got to work. Marie checked for a pulse while Dorothy placed the bell of her stethoscope on the woman’s chest and began listening for signs of life. “It’s no use,” said the sister, hovering nearby. “She passed away peacefully an hour ago, by her own choice.” It was clear to Dorothy that any lifesaving procedures were unnecessary. Just as she reached this conclusion, the security supervisor entered the room, surveyed the scene, and immediately called the police. Within minutes, sirens could be heard approaching the location, and soon the room was full of fire rescue personnel and blue-shirted police officers. Amid this scene, the husband sat silently and with a somber demeanor in the connecting bedroom. Dorothy went to comfort him and ask what had happened, but he declined to elaborate, only telling her that he had said his “good-byes.”


As news of the suicide filtered through the community the next day, there was general shock and confusion. “Why had she ended her life?” the residents asked. “Was she ill?” they wondered. As the facility’s sole psychiatrist, I was particularly concerned about the impact of the suicide on the woman’s family as well as on the staff and residents in the building. I learned that the woman was in her late eighties and had recently moved into the assisted living facility with her husband. She had not been seen by me in our medical clinic, let alone by anyone on my staff. No known warning signs, expressions of discomfort or despair, or unusual behaviors had been reported. The whole event seemed to come out of the blue, until the sister and husband revealed the actual story. The woman had become increasingly concerned about memory lapses over the past few years. She was otherwise in good health and had no previous history of depression, anxiety, or any other mental disorder. Eventually she had seen a neurologist who made a provisional diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease. Because the woman believed that a life of certain decline and loss of independence ran counter to everything that she valued, she decided to end her life painlessly and at a time of her own choosing.


The woman planned her death in the same manner she had lived her life: deliberately, decisively, and detail-orientedly. She intended that her denouement should make a personal statement about life, liberty, and what she thought was the right thing to do in the face of inescapable aging. In the months prior to the suicide, she moved into the assisted living facility so that her husband would have a secure place to live after her death. She researched various methods of suicide and settled on the preferred method from Final Exit. She did not inform any staff of her plans, but prepared a letter to family and friends, and asked her sister to be present after she passed away.


The police opened a routine investigation due to the nature of the woman’s death, but they did not find any cause or circumstance that warranted further concern. The reaction within the community at the entire facility was quite strong, however, and reflected a bevy of emotions. Many staff members and residents were upset and confused by the death, as it had tapped into deep-seated anxieties. Some individuals felt a sense of loss and grief, and wondered how best to help the family. Others felt hurt and angry. They all wanted to understand the reasons for what happened. Given the sensitive nature of the incident and the widespread concern about its impact on the community that worked and lived in the facility, a meeting of the ethics committee was convened to discuss the death and to suggest ways to best move forward.


The proceedings of the ethics committee began with a relatively narrow focus on the causes of suicide in later life and how it has been viewed, debated, and addressed within the larger medical and mental health communities. These were hot-button issues, and so the committee felt that it made sense to open the meeting with a rather dispassionate review of the scientific literature. As I watched the meeting unfold, I took note of the full attendance as all the committee members came from every part of the facility. The incident had clearly struck a nerve among them, and everyone was eager to offer their own thoughts based on both professional training and personal experiences. A social worker opened by describing the woman who took her own life as a well-regarded community activist who had taken many principled stands over time. Indeed, she argued, the woman’s identity had rested on her fierce sense of justice, and it was likely that no one—not her husband, family, or doctors—could stop her once she had made up her mind. She was confident, then, that the woman’s suicide would have been nearly impossible to prevent. The discussion over the context of this single suicide was calm at first, but then swelled with emotion as it morphed into a debate over more profound and elusive questions that were now on trial: What is the point of aging in the face of certain mental dissolution and death? Is it justified to end one’s life under such circumstances? In succession, each attending group weighed in; doctors, nurses, social workers, administrators, and then clergy. Within short order, the friendly spirit of point and counterpoint degenerated into hardened stances and even a few instances of raised voices.


Not surprisingly, the fierce emotions of the meeting precluded a consensus on the deeper issues about aging that were raised and debated. In the weeks that followed, these vexing questions of life and death, aging and endings bounced around the community and then slowly ebbed, taking with them much of their fervent emotional energy. Although it has been over twenty years since then, the whole experience has remained imprinted on my work. Every day I see individuals who face the same daunting diagnosis as had the woman who killed herself, and their conditions and concerns prompt the same essential question of why we should age.


To begin my search for answers, I want to first return to the woman in question and dig a little deeper into her sentiments. I am now much older than when I first weighed the pros and cons of the woman’s decision to end her life. So, how do I feel now, much closer to “old age” than before? Since that first year of my practice, I have had the benefit of hearing many more voices, both wise and wounded, all facing the same dilemma. For a moment, I will try to argue the case of the woman who ended her life, in part by giving voice to what I imagine to have been her concerns:


Imagine yourself in my place. I have lived a life of devotion to my family and my causes. I remember the strength of my arms as they lifted and cared for my infants turned toddlers turned schoolchildren. I was wise and thoughtful with them as they matured into teenagers and then adults, always ready to listen intently and without judgment. During the civil rights era, I did not sit on the couch impassively watching grainy TV images of people suffering; I sat at lunch counters with those afflicted and degraded people and absorbed the same indignities and savage racism. These determined and taut muscles that raised my children also lifted up my oppressed neighbors as they fell under the blows of others. I made this world a better place. But it wasn’t the force of my body that made the difference, but the spirit and intellect that guided it—that is my true pride. I decide, therefore I am.


Imagine yourself now in my place. My most cherished abilities—my memory recall, word recognition, abstract thinking—are all slowly beginning to fade. Each day, there is another blow. My body and brain are betraying me and I am furious! Now I have learned that this slide is not temporary and there is no fix; it will grow worse with time to the point where I will lose all sense of my identity and will be completely reliant on the care of others. I will likely cry out unintelligibly, fight the children I raised but no longer recognize, slop all over and soil myself without control, without dignity, and without my own voice. My true self will be stilled, replaced by a mindless oppressor who will force my husband, family, and community to care for me, pay for me, and put up with me.


So, why age? Why accept this fate? I choose not to. I know that my life will end, as all lives will eventually end. But I will decide when. I will decide my fate as I always have. That is my strength and my essence.


These words, as I imagine them, are prompted in part by terror of the long and tragic decline faced by our older protagonist. Everything that she held dear seemed to be at risk of total collapse. It was an agonizing situation that demanded a search for some way out. It is hard not to have some understanding for her sentiments, even if our own actions under similar circumstances might not be so bold or calculating.


As we age, all of us face multiple points like this woman reached, where our normal expectations and abilities seem to fail us in the face of a major stress or challenge and we struggle to act and maintain hope. The core stressor may be an injury or illness, a major loss of a loved one or life role, or a natural disaster that saps our strengths and resources. At these points we may feel, at first, that we lack the ability to cope, adjust, and respond. I call these decisive circumstances age points and assert that they are the key milestones in our adult life that help determine the forms and the outcomes—the sowing and the reaping—of our own aging self.


From the perspective of the woman who killed herself, her autonomy and integrity were her most precious assets and provided purpose for her daily existence. In the face of losing them, her life had no meaning and she made her exit. She anticipated an old age as portrayed by ethicist Ezekiel Emanuel, in which we slowly but steadily become defined by weakness and decrepitude—a pathetic state in which others are inclined to feel sadness or pity in our presence. This attitude assumes an aged life of perpetual and tragic loss even under the best of circumstances, and clearly refuses to balance out the bad with anything good or redeeming. It focuses on the pain and suffering of illness and loss and lets those states trump any relief or remedy that might mitigate the situation. Emanuel has stated that he will not actually kill himself as he ages beyond a certain point, but he will not actively position any fingers in the dike to slow the stream of old age. Of course, this assertion is easier said than done when not actually facing pain and suffering. My own observation after nearly a quarter-century of doctoring is that most people will not only try to plug the hole but search desperately for newer, better solutions. Nonetheless, we must acknowledge the struggles of getting old and decide for ourself our own “whys” of aging.


Why Age?


Why is this question of “why age?” so important? We all age whether we like it or not, so why do we need to justify it, put it on trial and argue for its merits? Just do it and let things fall as they may, one might argue. It’s a fair point and perhaps one day all arguments will be rendered moot by an actual Fountain of Youth formula (although then we will contend with much longer lives, which will raise their own enormously complicated personal and societal issues!). This question is so important because we all will face it in various and evolving forms as it pops up through midlife and beyond, sometimes in spoonfuls or cupfuls and other times in bucketfuls when we face crises of ability, strength, morality, or loss. Ultimately, it’s a question that taps into the meaning and mission of our life.


A common but misleading assumption underlying this question is that aging is something inherently bad or evil because it diminishes us and leads to our death, a perspective bracketed by the ancient admonition of Ptah-Hotep that old age is “evil in all things” and the modern assertion by Aubrey de Gray that aging is “really bad for you.” We may dress it up in many ways, but the bottom line is that the journey has an end that we do not understand. Is it yet possible, then, to develop a counterargument to this—a justification for aging that finds purpose in its process? This search reminds me of the enduring philosophical and theological question about why a divinely created world would allow for evil—the precursor to the modern-day question of why bad things happen to good people. Nineteenth-century German philosopher Gottfried Leibniz was particularly concerned about this issue and developed his theodicy, or justification of evil, by positing that we live in the best of all possible worlds that God could create, and that even evil has a higher, albeit hidden function in this divine perfection. By extension, perhaps we need our own gerodicy, or justification, for aging that sees it as either a naturally or divinely ordained process that unfolds in its own meaningful and necessary ways. Fortunately, there are several essential and compelling reasons for why we ought to age.


Aging Helps Us Survive


Although we take as a given our existence as creatures that get old and die, there are other pathways in the cosmos of living things. The tiny box-shaped jellyfish Turritopsis dohrnii, for example, lives a potentially immortal life oscillating between spore and adult, and then back again. The quaking aspen trees in Colorado’s Trembling Giant grove will sprout, grow tall, and then die over an average 130-year cycle, but their massive living root base has been around for over eighty thousand years. The evolutionary path of humans, however, has been quite different. Our primeval ancestors were likely small shrewlike creatures that lived a short and precarious life among the dinosaurs, with natural selection driving their continued existence only through rapid reproductive success. Old age didn’t exist in an environment that had no use for individuals beyond the stage of reproduction and basic rearing. Any slowing or weakening in the body of these progenitors hastened their journey to the jaws of a multitoothed meat-eater. In this world, nature didn’t need old age for anything other than a reliable food supply! In and of itself, aging had no purpose.


These small mammals emerged from their dens following the great extinction of the dinosaurs and flourished, evolving over millions of years into a multitude of mammals, including Homo sapiens. Still, old age would seem to have no purpose in a world that was only marginally safer than that of previous epochs. Natural selection favored genes that passed themselves along by improving and increasing reproduction. The evolutionary theory of aging suggests that natural selection would not favor the accumulation of any genes for longevity nor would it weed out mutations that hasten aging, since they would have no bearing on reproductive success. Some genes might accumulate that cause negative effects later in life as long as they benefit development earlier in life. In the rough-and-tumble world of early humans, one might even argue that old people would burden the tribe by competing for resources needed by young people to thrive and multiply. From this vantage point, the clan with young, nimble, and short-lived members might reproduce and thrive more than would the tribe weighted down by age. In this world, old age would seem to have no advantage.


With the emergence of modern humankind, however, the calculus of aging changed. Age brought greater accumulation of knowledge and experience, so that the elders of the clan, tribe, or village were the key repositories of essential know-how. Anthropologist Tanya Luhrmann described these old folks to me as critical contributors to survival. Psychiatrist George Vaillant has called them “Keepers of the Meaning” and “Guardians.” They were the medicine men and women, the shamans and the tribal leaders; they knew where to find the necessary medicinal plants, how to conjure the spirits, when to foment battle and when to seek peace. There were the ancient search engines, the gray-haired apps who set the direction and cohesion of the community. Even evolutionary biologists have reconsidered the value of these older members, suggesting that they may actually increase overall reproductive success in a group by helping younger parents rear a higher number of healthier offspring. This phenomenon, dubbed the “grandmother hypothesis,” has been seen in studies of orcas and pilot whales as well as in anthropological studies of humans. So, in answering our question of “why age?” science both savages and saves us: we are weaker and less reproductive as we get older, but the accumulated fruits of our presence and our direct intergenerational contributions provide a key reserve of energy and wisdom.
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