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INTRODUCTION



A CAROUSEL OF PROGRESS


When I was a kid, I frequently found myself at Walt Disney’s Magic Kingdom, one of many perils of growing up in Central Florida. For whatever reason, I always insisted on going to an attraction at Tomorrowland called the Carousel of Progress. My family and I would file into a dark auditorium, taking our seats before a stage featuring an animatronic family inside their house. Eventually, the family creaked to life. The first act was set around 1900, and the robotic patriarch crowed about all the technological wonders of the age. Then the exhibit rotated, and the same family appeared again, a few decades later, enthusing about a new set of innovations. This happened four or five times, until the action ended in a tech-utopian future.


In retrospect, it’s curious that I was so infatuated with this so-called ride, the tedium of which can be confirmed on YouTube. Like so much at Disney World, its pleasures were less corporeal than emotional. It assured us that in the future, as in the past, the happy family would be sitting around the den, chuckling and singing and celebrating Christmas. The Carousel was, as its name implied, circular, and the real point it made was that nothing fundamental would change at all. This was comforting to a child around 1990 because so many visions of the future just then were jarring and unsettling. I certainly didn’t want to be burned up because of holes in the ozone layer or dissolved by acid rain. I wanted to imagine a future in which I’d live in a home very much like my own, but with more advanced technology.


While there were children in the Carousel’s imagined future, I was more interested in the older people on display. After all, in the future I would be old. This explains, I think, the canny decision by the designers of the Carousel to include older people in every stage of the ride: it allowed viewers to see how they as individuals would experience the glittering future to come. The grandparents were always present, and always included, and always enjoying the fruits of progress (it’s Grandma, in the last scene, who has strapped on the virtual reality goggles). This was the most deeply comforting part of a deeply comforting ride. In the American future to come, the viewer was told, there will be a place for you, however old you might be. You are not going to age out of the great American experiment.


While I didn’t know it at the time, the ride was itself a historical relic. It opened in 1964, mere months before the passage of Medicare. It belonged to an era when newly dubbed “senior citizens” were claiming their part in the national project, really for the first time. The ride was just one of many, infinitely many, places where a coherent and attractive vision of “old age” was created in the middle decades of the twentieth century. Beginning with the 1935 passage of the Social Security Act, Americans were sold an idea of old age: what it was, and what it was for. The core idea was simple. Older people, while distinct in capacities and purpose from younger ones, had a meaningful place in the world. They ought to be valued and respected, and they deserved security and dignity even if they were no longer participating in the waged labor force. Older people, in short, belonged on the Carousel.


This idea was overwhelmingly successful. Older Americans organized, found allies, and became perhaps the most powerful interest group in twentieth-century America. Spending on the elderly since the 1940s has become a mammoth portion of the federal budget. All told, about a third of federal dollars are spent on income security and health care for older citizens. Those programs aren’t perfect, but their effect has been remarkable nonetheless. Older Americans today are far more economically secure than they were a century ago. Poverty rates for the elderly have plummeted. They are healthier too. While it’s true that life expectancy for some groups is trending downward, this is because of increased mortality in the young and middle-aged. Once Americans make it to age sixty-five, they are likely to have fifteen or twenty good years left. After all, older Americans are the only ones with guaranteed, government-sponsored health care. All of this cashes out into the most important currency: happiness. Polls statistically show that older Americans report higher senses of subjective well-being than younger ones.1


This is a book about how the dream of the “golden years,” against the odds, became a reality for millions of Americans. It’s about where the ideology of the Carousel came from, and how it was put into practice. But it’s also a book about the limitations of the Carousel and the world that made it. For many people, the promised security remained a theme-park fantasy. The ride tells the story of American history from the perspective of a white, middle-class family with a couple of kids and two able-bodied grandparents. Many older people, and probably a majority, don’t fit this mold. Older women living alone are especially prone to poverty and isolation (when the ride appeared, about a quarter of older women lived alone, and the number has gone up since). People of color have had limited access to Social Security, private pensions, and the various other mechanisms that the white middle classes used to fund their dignified retirements. Likewise, Social Security and Medicare were designed to pay for the lives of healthy people with short-term hospital needs, not people with chronic disabilities, many of whom required expensive long-term care. Millions of families today are bankrupting themselves, emotionally and financially, in their attempts to navigate the long-term-care “system,” if that word is even appropriate. The aging of the American population, and especially the explosion in the population of those age eighty-plus, necessitates vast amounts of care labor. That labor has fallen through the cracks and is mainly done by women who are either unpaid, as family members, or poorly paid, as home health aides or nursing home employees. “Other countries have social safety nets,” the sociologist Jessica Calarco has pointed out. “The U.S. has women.”2


This book, then, is about the dream represented by the Carousel, and the limits of that dream. And it’s a book, too, about the fate of that dream. Ironically for a ride in Tomorrowland, the Carousel was already out-of-date when I visited. It was one of the oldest exhibits in the park, and the family members’ jerky movements were low tech when compared with the other marvels of Magic Kingdom. The midcentury ideology of the senior citizen was, by century’s end, slipping away, and the future for older Americans was not looking as bright. Old age eventually came to seem less like a marker of our progress and more like a personal and national burden. Social Security was in constant threat of being cut, and the retirement age was raised. The headlines about Medicare were about fraud and austerity, not about improved health outcomes. With the birth of IRAs and 401(k)s, retirement security became an individual responsibility, rather than one that individuals shared with their employers and the government. This is the world in which we still live. The dream of the golden years seems to be slipping away as the optimism of the Carousel has given way to a generalized anxiety about insufficient retirement savings and unaffordable housing.


One can imagine a world in which, after 1964, the American discussion of old age became more diverse and more inclusive. That isn’t quite what happened; instead, it started to be ignored. From the 1920s to the 1970s, old age was a perennial issue in national politics. Since then, no major legislation has been passed, beyond some insufficient reforms to the preexisting system. The crisis in long-term care, the mounting cost of health care, labor protections for caregivers in one of the fastest-growing segments of the economy: all of these are, by any measure, among the most pressing issues facing the body politic. And yet, in election cycle after election cycle, they are neglected. The status of Social Security is emblematic. It is widely known that the system needs to be reformed, and fast. If nothing is done, somewhere around 2033 the system will have used all its reserve funds. This would not mean an implosion of the program, but it would mean steep cuts in benefits (about 25 percent), a catastrophic outcome for the millions of Americans who rely on Social Security to stay out of poverty. It is certainly possible to fix. Doing so would not even be all that difficult, and the bills have already been written. The longer we wait, the more challenging the task will be. And yet, year after year nothing is done.3


The myth of the powerful old-age lobby obscures the fact that population aging is not discussed nearly enough in our politics. Two of the greatest disasters to befall twenty-first-century America were Hurricane Katrina and COVID-19. Each of them created important and meaningful conversations about climate change, infrastructure, racial equity, and more. What few discussed was that each of them was an issue primarily for older people. A full 70 percent of those who died in Katrina were over the age of seventy. Likewise, mortality rates for older Americans were so much higher during the coronavirus pandemic that some deemed it a genocide for the elderly. More than half of those killed by COVID-19 in the first three years of the pandemic were over seventy-five; three-quarters were over sixty-five. There were important conversations to be had about demographic aging as it relates to natural disasters and pandemic preparedness, two issues that have defined the first quarter of the twenty-first century and will almost certainly define the rest of it too. Those conversations did not happen.4


This book is an attempt to understand how we got here and where we might go. We will try to understand why a particular vision of old age was constructed in the twentieth century, and why it fell apart, and what might come to replace it. The book is not exactly entering a crowded field. There are hundreds of books about the history of childhood and since 2008 an entire journal dedicated to the field. The history of aging, in contrast, has always been a niche concern, despite the fact that there are nearly as many older people in America (people over sixty-five) as young ones (under eighteen). You could easily fit all the books ever written on the subject onto one bookshelf. And even among those, few have attempted, as this book does, to take the story of American aging from the advent of Social Security to the near present.


While I will always include information on changing demographic and social realities, my main interest is in evolving ideas about old age, as produced by gerontologists and policymakers and screenwriters. I want to understand the stories we are told about old age, which shape the stories we are able to tell ourselves—about our own aging, and that of our loved ones, and that of our society. Old age is well suited for such an approach. Aging is itself a temporal process, and old age is always something we are racing toward, as individuals and as a nation. Discussions of old age, as with the Carousel, tend to focus on the future—on the imagined world down the line, when we will ourselves be old or older, or when an imagined demographic wave of Americans gets old and bankrupts the government. And so those discussions, however full of facts and figures they might be, are inevitably infused with fears, myths, and dreams.


As a shorthand, this book will often refer to the “old-age movement” as its topic of study. That movement was never unified, and the term has never referred to just one organization. I mean that phrase, instead, to refer to the constellation of artists, intellectuals, policymakers, caregivers, and activists who have struggled to define old age—who have, in other words, tried to answer the many questions posed by America’s aging population. Old age in modern America was not something worked out independently by millions of older people. It was a political, social, and cultural project, made and remade by people in specific institutional and political contexts.


Many stewards of that project are well-known: American presidents, famous scientists, and the like. Their stories are important, but they aren’t enough. Most people, when sorting out their expectations for old age, didn’t read long books about it or listen to politicians’ speeches. Perhaps they heard a sermon on the radio, or maybe they turned on The Golden Girls, a popular 1980s TV show about older women, while they ate dinner. Maybe they idly paged through an issue of Modern Maturity, the magazine put out by the AARP (now called AARP: The Magazine, and for decades the most widely circulating periodical in the country). In this book, I’ll try to take these kinds of cultural products just as seriously as I do the more austere policy and medical journals. Because in fact they are all related to one another. Policymakers, just like the rest of us, are impacted by the cultural expectations they imbibe from the world around them. Moreover, those who produce pop culture, whether consciously or not, are responding to the policy and medical environments of their time.


Crucial as they are, those sources are not enough. A book that brought together policymakers and popular culture would still leave out the experiences and labor of millions of people. It would be a book about Hollywood, the Mayo Clinic, and Washington, DC, and it would be a book largely about white men (even The Golden Girls was mainly written by men). The inclusion of women is especially crucial for our story because women make up the majority of older people. There are roughly 125 women over age sixty-five for every 100 men, and the imbalance increases in the older age bracket (almost two-thirds of Americans over eighty-five are women). And moreover, women make up the majority of people of all ages who do the labor of caring for older people, whether as nurses, home health aides, or unpaid family members. According to one 2018 study, a full 80 percent of workers in the senior care industry are women; moreover, about three-quarters of unpaid, informal caregivers are women too. In this book, we’ll spend time with some of these women who have labored behind closed doors. And we’ll spend time with the women who started the first senior centers, set up the first home health care programs, created Meals on Wheels, and allowed millions to die with dignity in hospice.5


The story of American aging can only be told by including people of color, who were marginalized in the mainstream discussion of twentieth-century aging (though they will not be in this book). To be sure, for much of that period the vast proportion of the older population was white, both because Black Americans died so young and because the Hispanic and Asian immigrants ushered in by the Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965 were not yet old. But both of those factors are starting to change as Black life expectancy climbs and as the population of nonwhite immigrants ages. As of 2020, about a quarter of the sixty-five-plus population was a racial or ethnic minority, and that number is only going to increase. In this book, we will especially explore activism by older and formerly enslaved people, along with gerontologists and activists in the 1970s who tried to bring the energy and insights of Black Power into this sphere.6


Women of color, at the intersection of these categories, are crucial to the story of aging in America. Time and again in this book, they will emerge as sharp critics of the American age regime, and also as prophets of a better one. They played this role precisely because they were disenfranchised by the system that, for other communities, worked so well. Black women are more than twice as likely as white women to live in poverty. And far more than white women, they have to confront challenges of gentrification, food insecurity, and family insecurity brought on by mass incarceration. Moreover, they are disproportionately affected by labor issues in the caring professions. Black women make up about 7 percent of the US labor force, but they constitute 30 percent of the home health care field.7


The making of American old age was a collective project. As with any collective project, some people had more power than others, and many were excluded altogether. But without studying as many of the actors as possible, we can’t fully understand how that project worked, who was excluded and why, and how the project might be extended in our own time.


The book, divided into three parts, is organized around the shifting vocabulary that has been used to describe the portion of the population that is above sixty-five (or thereabouts; as we’ll see, the age barrier has shifted over time). Part I (Chapters 1 and 2) covers the period from 1900 to 1940, when the sixty-five-plus population was known as “the aged.” In these years, for the first time, older Americans began to organize and to press for aid in the form of state-delivered pensions. The questions, though, were who would receive them and how they would be paid for. Some thought that the formerly enslaved should be prioritized, and that pensions should be a form of reparations. Others thought that pensions should go to everyone over sixty, and that they should be equal for all, regardless of race or gender or previous occupation. Both of those models were championed by large social movements, and each sought to use old-age policy to radically remake the American economy. The model that triumphed as Social Security took a different approach. It provided pensions to workers in specific waged sectors of the American economy: workers who were mainly men and mainly white. Benefits payments would not be equal for all but would be based on the size of the recipient’s contributions into the system. Old-age pensions would therefore reproduce, rather than challenge, the hierarchies of race and gender that governed the labor market itself. The Social Security program is one of the great wonders of the American state, and it is our greatest poverty-reduction program. Millions of older Americans would be in poverty without it. All the same, its triumph required the suppression of more progressive and egalitarian visions of what American aging might be.


Part II (Chapters 3–6) covers the middle decades of the century, when the sixty-five-plus population, tired of the disparaging term “the aged,” preferred to be known as “senior citizens.” Chapter 3 shows that senior citizens, far more than before, were living by themselves, apart from their children, and were retiring from their jobs. Together with allies in the trade union movement and both political parties, they organized to push for new programs to make that kind of independent, retired life possible. The greatest accomplishment of this period was Medicare, but it was far from alone. By the 1970s, as Chapter 4 explores, “retirement” emerged as a genuine phase of life, with its own infrastructure that in many ways mirrored the schools and childcare centers that were increasingly structuring the lives of the youth. Nearly every institution we associate with contemporary aging belongs to this period: most prominently, retirement communities, senior centers, and nursing homes.


At the same time, the old-age movement was backing itself into a corner. As American political life in general became more polyphonic and boisterous, the old-age movement continued to focus on the same population of able-bodied white couples. Older people with disabilities were left to fend for themselves, as Medicare did almost nothing for them. Older people of color, who had their own distinct needs, labored unsuccessfully to create a more diverse old-age movement. Chapter 5 focuses on a network of Black gerontologists and activists, allied with nursing home administrators and groups of the elderly poor, who tried to pioneer an antiracist form of aging. They sought more than just “color-blind” applications of Medicare and Social Security; those programs were, by the 1970s, reasonably good on that score. They sought instead new kinds of policies and institutions that would recognize the specific realities and challenges confronting older Black people, who had faced a lifetime of discrimination and disenfranchisement. One of the leaders of this movement was a Black sociologist named Jacquelyne Jackson. Together with allies at the National Caucus on the Black Aged, she organized protests, made documentaries, lobbied Congress, and published reams of scholarly research. For all their efforts, they were ignored, and by the end of the 1970s their movement had run out of steam, at least for the time being.


That failure represented a deeper reluctance in the old-age movement to adapt to the changing political climate of the 1970s, as Chapter 6 shows. The movement was not diversifying, and it was dependent on institutions, like trade unions and the Democratic Party, that were about to enter a crisis themselves. When the economic and political challenges of the 1970s hit, the old-age movement was damaged. Americans became ever more distrustful of the Social Security system. Nursing homes and Medicare, once the vanguard of a new aging future, came to seem instead like cesspools of fraud, waste, and even abuse. Politicians and activists on both the Left and the Right failed to develop coherent and legislatively actionable programs for what aging could be in a deindustrializing, politically polarized America.


When the policy environment that had created the “senior citizen” came under strain, the term itself fell into disuse. It has been in free fall since the 1970s and has been replaced by “older people” and its variants, like “older adults” and “older Americans” (the terms I use in this book, which is itself a product of its time). That moniker is more ambiguous, as befits a new era when older people have been intent to prove that they are, in essence, just like younger ones. For decades, the central idea had been that “the aged” or “senior citizens” were a distinct identity group with distinct needs, and that those needs should be met by the state. The term “older people” does not do that work. It is hard to advocate for the rights and needs of older people; it is not even clear who they are. It certainly did not designate the sixty-five-plus population, and in practice it was used to refer to anyone over fifty-five, or even fifty.


In Part III (Chapters 7–10), the book no longer chronicles an organized old-age movement seeking to influence state policy, but a loosely organized interest group that is working, with the help of private industry, to improve its quality of life and to combat negative stereotypes about older people. Chapter 7 discusses the political life of the older person, represented above all by the AARP. Founded in 1958, this organization was, in the first two decades of its existence, one aging group among many. After the 1970s it skyrocketed in influence and power. If previous old-age movements had advocated for more aggressive policies, the AARP was focused overwhelmingly on the battle against ageism, a new term and concept that denoted cultural and economic discrimination against the elderly. The AARP distanced itself in every way possible from the idea that the sixty-five-plus population was a specific group with specific needs. It kept moving the age of eligibility downward, until eventually anyone over fifty could qualify for full membership. It also removed the very idea of retirement from its name. “AARP” long stood for “American Association of Retired People” but is now known simply as AARP—an acronym that stands for nothing.


The AARP was more devoted to selling seniors products from the private sector than it was to pressuring the government into action. Older people in the 1980s were asked to be entrepreneurial and to provide from their own initiative what the government would not or could not. Chapters 8 through 10 use The Golden Girls, a smash-hit sitcom, to explore this new, entrepreneurial reality. Chapter 8 focuses on women, sexuality, and health. The television show is obsessed with these themes: the protagonists are sexually active and health conscious (they go on diets, take aerobics classes, and so on). Although Medicare still existed in the eighties, of course, the emphasis of the show, and of the culture in general, was on health as an individual responsibility rather than as a public good. Chapter 9 traces this same sensibility into the world of retirement financing. Just as the TV show’s characters were responsible for their own health, they were responsible for their own finances. Social Security was supposed to provide for retirement security, but in the 1980s many people didn’t trust that they would ever see it. IRAs, 401(k)s, and financial planners entered the scene, as did the whole new mantra of “retirement savings” that we know so well today.


The emphasis in this period was on increasing freedom and opportunity for older people who could afford to take advantage of them. Public policy hardly changed at all. Its limitations and exclusions were not addressed, especially when it came to people with long-term disabilities, a group that was beginning to be called the “frail.” Thanks to public health interventions and antismoking campaigns in the 1960s and 1970s, the 1980s saw a spike in the number of eighty-plus individuals, and therefore a spike in the number of people in need of long-term care. As we will see in Chapter 10, this created a genuine crisis of care, one that threatened to bankrupt millions of American families. Many activists had ideas for how that crisis might be resolved: through an alliance of older people and caregivers to create a stable and well-funded system of long-term care that would work for seniors and those who cared for them. Nothing of the sort happened. In practice, the crisis of care was handled in more fragmented ways. For some, this involved assisted-living facilities and home health aides, paid for out of pocket. For most, though, it involved some combination of Medicaid-funded nursing care and unpaid labor by family members—normally, by female relatives.


Older people have accrued new freedoms in the past few decades, to be sure, but there is a darker side to that story too. When it comes to health care expenses, retirement financing, housing costs, and especially long-term care, many older Americans are in trouble, and if present trends continue, the next generation of older Americans will have it even worse. In part, this is because of recent shifts in the US economy, and in the American state’s increasing reluctance to fulfill basic tasks of social welfare. But in part, too, it can be explained by the long history of the old-age movement. That movement, while benefitting many millions of seniors of every skin color and gender and sexuality, had always been premised first and foremost on the needs of one class of people: middle-class, married, white couples. The movement had succeeded by creating a bubble of protection around that specific group. Those who fell outside it, perhaps because they had disabilities or were divorced or widowed or queer, benefited from the movement’s success, but they never had access to true security. In an ideal world, the bubble of protection would have been expanded in the past fifty years, and many have tried to make it do so. While they have had some success, the tendency has been instead to shrink it. As wages continue to stagnate and Social Security teeters toward crisis, the economic precarity of older Americans is becoming ever more acute, engulfing even those families that found representation on the Carousel.


I don’t end the book there, though, because all in all this story is not a tragedy. The situation in the early twenty-first century is, for most older people, immeasurably better than it was a century ago. This is true for men and women, for white people and people of color, for able-bodied people and those with disabilities. Every chapter of this book features men and women who worked themselves to the bone to improve the lives of older Americans, and who were, in the main, successful. And this story is not a tragedy because it’s not over yet. As we’ll see in the book’s Conclusion, activists and politicians are rising to the challenge of our new era, striving to imagine a new form of old age that is appropriate for the twenty-first century: one that is at home with more diversity, more disability, and less carbon.


These issues are important—incalculably so. The number of older people is going to keep growing for the appreciable future; soon there will be more Americans over sixty-five than under eighteen. The United States, the prototypical nation of striving youth, is now a nation of older people. What should that new nation look like? It is certainly possible that we will as a society continue to blunder along as we have done for the past few decades, relying on the heroic labor of unpaid and underpaid people, working with creaky government systems that are in desperate need of reform. This situation would be fine for many older people, maybe even most of them, but for millions of others—people with disabilities, the rural poor, and many more—it would very much not be fine.8


That, I propose, is not good enough. We all, as Americans and as human beings, deserve a dignified old age. My own aging, however comfortable, is not truly dignified if it is not shared. To return to where we started: one of the pernicious elements of the Carousel of Progress is that it only showed one family. Aging, it suggests, is something that we will deal with at the domestic level, behind closed doors and with curtains drawn. It is indisputably true that there is something private about aging. What could be more intimate? At the same time, though, every part of the aging process—how many years we have, what we think we should do with them, what we have the capacity to do with them—is shaped by history. That’s another way of saying that it’s shaped by our common world. As individuals, and as a nation, we are all getting older. We will be making decisions together about how to shape the gray future. And in doing so, it might help to understand a good deal more about the gray past.
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THE AGED


(1900–1940)



















CHAPTER 1



WHO GETS TO GET OLD?


On a hot Sunday morning in 1922, a seventy-seven-year-old man with a long, gray mustache stepped out of his hotel in Lawrence, Kansas. He was troubled. A few decades earlier he had sold his considerable property, abandoned his wife and children, and embarked on a journey across the country. He seems to have had serious alcohol problems, and his tattered suitcase was full of medicines and apocalyptic religious tracts he had picked up along the way. He seemed like a man who had spent most of his life unwilling to make commitments. On this morning, at least, he was in a different mood. Wearing his best suit, he walked to a nearby park and drank a glass full of strychnine. His body was discovered by a gardener later that day.


The story of Hugh Boyle is about many things: it is about land, family, religion, and substance abuse. This is how it was reported in the newspaper of the tiny town of Lawrence. And yet it is not how most Americans learned the story. A few weeks later, a notice appeared in the newsletter of the Fraternal Order of Eagles, one of the biggest such orders in the country. For hundreds of thousands of readers, Boyle’s story was much simpler. Excising the more sordid and human elements, the article described a man who had succumbed to poverty and who “needed an old-age pension.”1


A pension would not have saved Boyle. He had burned through more than $60,000, a fortune in those days. And yet by the early 1920s this seemed to many people the obvious way to interpret his story. Americans were warming to a new theory of industrial society: one in which the elderly were great victims, forced into poverty by the machine age; one in which they were condemned to penury and, for some, eventually suicide if the state did not step in with a pension. This theory, while historically dubious, proved to be enormously powerful, and it helped to build support for the Social Security Act of 1935. After all, such a massive state intervention in a particular community is only possible if policymakers and voters believe that the targeted group is in some way worthy—that is, if it has been harmed for reasons beyond its own control.


Boyle is not, himself, of great historical importance. We are beginning with him, though, because his particular tragedy was turned into a widely circulated story about aging in America. Those stories, which impact both social policy and our own experience of our lives, are the true subject of this book. In the early decades of the twentieth century, and really for the first time, Americans of all stripes were thinking about older people, and how they were suffering, and how they might be helped. In the nineteenth century, there had been very little reflection on older people as a specific group with specific needs, and there were no advocacy groups for older people as such. In the early twentieth century, this began to change as older people started to organize and to find advocates for the first time. They did so under the banner of “the aged” or sometimes “the aged and infirm.” This term was purposely stigmatizing. Indeed, the whole point was to show that the sixty-five-plus population, as a group, needed help. Hugh Boyle certainly did.2


But who were the aged? Which kinds of older people deserved attention, study, and eventually money? The Fraternal Order of Eagles had an answer. A social organization with hundreds of thousands of members, including several US presidents, it was the group that put old-age poverty, and old-age pensions, onto the political map. In the view of its members, the state should offer pensions to impoverished men who could not find stable employment in an industrial economy. Those men were suffering because the heartless, modern factories had no place for older people, who were thrown onto the scrap heap. They were, in other words, innocent. That vision put white men like Boyle at the center. It presumed that women would be helped through their husbands’ pensions, and it didn’t consider nonwhite older people at all (the Eagles were, after all, an all-male, whites-only organization).


The Eagles’ efforts were right at home in the Progressive Era. Reformers and politicians across the country were hard at work addressing the injustices of industrial society, passing laws against child labor and in favor of workplace safety and sanitation. For the most part, though, they did so without questioning the hierarchies of race and gender that structured America at the time. This was, of course, the world of Jim Crow legislation too. The Eagles’ campaign bore some similarities to child welfare campaigns of the same era. Those efforts, in order to build support and sympathy, had generated an image of the innocent, virtuous child in need of protection by the state. Inevitably, that child was white, and white children were granted a kind of purity and innocence that never accrued to Black ones, who were believed to be, in essence, young adults, with all the vice and culpability that implied. The deserving aged person, like the deserving child, was primarily depicted and understood by political elites as white and virtuous—a canny political move to be sure, but one that drew attention to certain populations and problems over others.3


All the same, this was never the only idea in play. It was the dominant understanding for the people who mattered in crafting old-age policy—the sociologists, the experts, the politicians—but it always competed with different, more diverse accounts of who the American aged were and what they deserved. Sometimes those divergent accounts were ignored, and sometimes they were suppressed. The Fraternal Order of Eagles was not actually the first social movement to advocate for the aged. The order’s predecessor was the less famous Ex-Slave Mutual Relief, Bounty, and Pension Association, led by a widowed, formerly enslaved woman named Callie House. (Henceforth I will refer to it simply as the Ex-Slave Pension Association.) Founded in 1896, it called for old-age pensions long before the Eagles did. Its members were indifferent, though, to the plight of men like Boyle, who from their perspective were far from the neediest of the aged. Their focus was squarely on the formerly enslaved, who by that time were of course elderly. They reasoned that since they had performed so much uncompensated labor and had entered such a discriminatory labor market after emancipation, formerly enslaved people surely deserved compensation from the state. Old-age policy should be, therefore, a form of reparations.


For both the Eagles and the Ex-Slave Pension Association, old-age pensions were to be available to those who had labored in the past. Also at stake in this confrontation, then, was what sorts of labor would count as true labor from the perspective of the state. The Eagles focused on industrial, waged labor: the kind that wore out the bodies of white male workers, forcing them into poverty. They did include agricultural labor, although they didn’t talk about it much, but many other kinds were implicitly excluded—specifically, almost every kind of work done by women. Housework and domestic work, for instance, were not understood by the Eagles to be genuine labor. The Ex-Slave Pension Association, by contrast, was led by a washerwoman. The movement was capacious in its understanding of labor, and designed its legislation in a way that would have helped women like her. After all, they were seeking remuneration for the labor of the formerly enslaved, the paradigmatic form of unpaid labor.4


Neither of these movements was successful in the traditional sense, and neither went very far legislatively. While a few states did pass old-age pension laws sponsored by the Eagles, they were in practice small, serving hundreds rather than millions of older people. The Ex-Slave Pension Association fared worse: although its legislation was introduced in Congress, it was never passed, and its legal campaign to recoup government taxes on slave-produced cotton failed as well. The important question for this period was not which approach would inspire sweeping legislation, as neither did, but which would get to define the problem of “the aged” for American policymakers, politicians, scholars, and experts. When political elites turned to the question of aging, would they be wondering about urban, wage-earning white men, mainly working in industry? Or would they be thinking about rural Black farmers and domestics, and those economic sectors that were not part of the formal, waged economy?


The 1910s and 1920s are crucial to the history of old age in the United States, not because important legislation was passed, but because this question was answered—and answered so decisively that it would set the terms of the old-age movement for decades to come. What happened ultimately is that the Ex-Slave Pension Association was suppressed, with its leader thrown into jail. The association’s approach, rooted in racial justice and in recognition of the many kinds of meaningful labor, represents the great “path not taken” in the history of American aging. Its defeat allowed the Eagles an open field to define “the aged”: who they were and what kinds of labor made them deserving of aid. And for them, wage-earning men, mainly white and mainly in cities, were the aged group that mattered. It’s not only that women and people of color were ignored—it’s rather worse than that. Their work was instead romanticized. It was coded as domestic and familial, taking place outside the marketplace and thus not deserving of labor protections or benefits. This was true even when the work was done for wages. Black women were far more likely than white women to be performing waged work, and the majority of that work was in domestic service (the 1930 census showed more than one million Black women in that category). That work did not, in the Eagles’ estimation, entitle them to a pension because it was not truly work—at least, not the sort that mattered. Older Black women especially were understood not as workers participating in a market economy, but as “mammies,” reprising the kinds of supposedly caring labor, done for love and not for money, they had performed in the days of slavery.5


We’ll return to this ideological conflict, but first it’s important to understand something about the social history of American aging before it was transformed by Social Security in 1935. The Eagles tended to tell a decline-and-fall narrative about American aging. Once upon a time, the story went, older people were venerated and cared for in intergenerational homes. Alas, with the advent of modern industry, this tableau dissolved. Families splintered apart as children moved away for work, and older people were threatened with desperate poverty because modern factory labor was incompatible with their declining bodies. State-delivered pensions, therefore, would serve to alleviate one of the sad and unintended consequences of industrial development. This story proved very useful to the Eagles and their followers, including the architects of Social Security. It is, though, largely false. Since it is still accepted by so many people today, we should take a moment and dispense with some of the most persistent myths embedded in that narrative.


The first myth is that older people in the past were venerated because there were so few of them. This is based on a misunderstanding of life expectancy statistics. While it’s true that life expectancy hovered around forty years, this doesn’t mean that a wave of people were dying at age forty. It means that many were dying in infancy, skewing the numbers. In 1850, according to the US Census, about 4 percent of the white population and about 3.5 percent of the enslaved population were over sixty. While there are about four times as many older people today, proportionally speaking, it’s not as though an older person was a rare sight. In fact, once people made it past childhood, they had a decent shot of making it to old age. A thirty-year-old in 1850 could expect, on average, to live about thirty more years.6


The second myth is that households in the past were intergenerational. This one, too, has a grain of truth. Older Americans for the most part remained ensconced with their children. Before the Civil War, more than 60 percent of older Americans lived with at least one adult child. This made economic sense in a world where the bulk of the labor force worked in agriculture. Older people could still do some farm labor, and in any case they tended to be the landowners. Children, in turn, would stick around in the hope of inheritance. There are two caveats, however. The first, of course, is that one in three older people did not live with children. And the second is that, even if intergenerational living was common from the perspective of older people, it was not all that common from the perspective of younger ones. Nineteenth-century Americans had more children than their successors, and they didn’t live as long. There were, in other words, fewer older relatives to go around, and more grown children to choose from. Only about one in ten households in 1880 included older kin.7


The third myth is that older people with disabilities were cared for in the bosom of the family. The truth is that middle-aged Americans today do vastly more caring labor for older relatives than was ever done in the past. The reason is simple: not many people lived to the age when they would need that sort of care or need it for very long. In 1850, less than one hundred thousand Americans counted by the census were over the age of eighty, or less than one-half of 1 percent of the population (a proportion that has increased tenfold). In a world like this, very few middle-aged women were caring for their parents. As late as 1900, the majority of fifty-year-old Americans did not have a living parent at all—and the vast majority of sixty-year-olds, more than 90 percent, did not.8


The fourth myth is that older people were harmed by industrialization because their bodies could not handle the strains of factory labor. To evaluate the truth of this assumption, let’s look at the economic status of older Americans in the 1920s, a moment when America had industrialized but when older people did not yet have access to Social Security. Older men, at least, were generally still at work in this period. Per the 1930 census, 70 percent of men and 11 percent of women age sixty-five to sixty-nine were in the official workforce, compared with 94 percent of men and 23 percent of women in their later thirties. That workforce, of course, looked very different from today’s. A full half of workers were engaged in either agriculture or manufacturing. The rest were split among white-collar work, clerical work, and domestic service. Older people could be found in all those spaces. People over sixty-five made up 5 percent of the US population. More than 7 percent of the agricultural workforce, however, was over sixty-five. Five percent of domestic workers were over sixty-five, and 3.6 percent of the manufacturing workforce.9


Not only were older Americans working, but they were handling the shift to an industrial society reasonably well. Some were even beginning to retire. Although they did not have access to Social Security or an infrastructure of retirement, many of them (both rural and urban) were voluntarily leaving the workforce before death. According to one calculation, about 20 percent of fifty-five-year-old men in the workforce around 1900 would, at some point before their death, do so. Some were already receiving state support. About a third of older men in 1900 received some kind of pension from the federal or state government, and many older women received one, too, as survivor benefits. Beyond that, many had access to other sources of money, from savings to proceeds from property sales to income transfers from their children. Others could dangle the promise of testamentary rights in exchange for companionship and care from family members or friends. Retirement in this period, though, was unequally available, and white industrial workers were better served than many. Older Black Americans, and especially Black women, were more likely than their white counterparts to be in the workforce. A full one-third of Black women in their late sixties were in the workforce, mostly in domestic service. And 88 percent of Black men in that age group were working, mainly in agriculture.10


The experience of aging before Social Security was so diverse that it’s challenging to present just one picture—so instead I’ll provide four. In rural areas, where most older people still lived, many of them would stay in their homes with one of their children. Many others would sell their property and move to nearby small towns, where they would rely on a combination of family support and odd jobs to make a living. Their lives might resemble the anonymous farmer’s wife in her early sixties who wrote about her life on a Pennsylvania dairy farm for a woman’s magazine in 1920. After thirty years of farming, she and her husband sold their property and moved into a nearby house—one, she proudly reported, that had running water and a piano. They lived with two of their daughters and, in her words, “retired with enough saved up and invested to provide for us in comfort and plenty the rest of our lives.” (It’s clear that in this case, as in many instances of intergenerational coresidence, the older couple remained the heads of the family.)11


Many older people in urban areas were immigrants, and in the absence of widespread pension legislation they typically continued working at their jobs for as long as they could. Urban areas were more closely studied than rural ones. A pioneering sociologist named Mabel Nassau looked at older people in New York City around World War I. A typical profile in Nassau’s study depicted a seventy-five-year-old Italian woman who spoke little English. She lived with her children and their families in an apartment building, and she sewed clothes to contribute a small bit of income. The arrangement was that she would work as long as possible and then be cared for by her family.12


Both the farmer’s wife and the seamstress were relatively privileged; at least they had living family members and able bodies. Many older people, like many younger people, did not have the familial, physical, or financial resources to provide for themselves. Today, such a person would likely be in a Medicaid-funded nursing home. In the 1920s, there was no such thing as Medicaid, and no such thing as a nursing home. What there was, in most places, was the almshouse: a catch-all institution in which impoverished or disabled older people would coexist with other populations, of whatever age, without a place to go. Conditions were often atrocious, as numerous state commissions found. While some were humanitarian catastrophes, in even the better-appointed ones, a Pennsylvania study found, most of the residents were “sullen” and “depressed,” with nothing to do except nurse “grievances and discontent.”13


Many older people, of course, were not white, and the story for them was even further removed from the “decline and fall” mythology of the Eagles. Before the Civil War, most Black people were enslaved, and older enslaved people endured atrocious conditions. Sometimes they were separated from family and sent to live alone in a cabin in the woods, awaiting death while scraping together some kind of survival. Sometimes they were sold, although they did not command much of a price (before being auctioned, their skin would be oiled up to make them appear younger, and their gray hairs would be plucked). Frederick Douglass, one of the great abolitionists, included a discussion of “my poor old grandmother” in his classic 1847 narrative. In his telling, after a lifetime of enslaved labor she was simply cast into the woods to fend for herself and die “in perfect loneliness.”14


In the era between abolition and Social Security, the older Black population was made up almost entirely of people who had been born into slavery. The popular memory cleaves to those ambitious younger people who sought “the warmth of other suns” up North. But most Black Americans, and especially older ones, stayed put in the rural South. And for them, the situation was very hard, as demonstrated by the famous interviews with formerly enslaved men and women conducted by the federal government in the 1930s. Whereas the point of the interviews was to collect reminiscences about slavery, the interviewees were, of course, very old, and the grim realities of their aging can be spotted in the margins of the text. Consider an interview with Andrew Boone, who resided near Raleigh, North Carolina. He was living in an old tobacco barn without water or electricity, and he was unemployed. The government would not hire him “cause dey said I wus too ole to work.” He went on, “I ain’t got any check from the ole age pension an’ I have nothin’ to eat.” Or the one with Clara Jones, a formerly enslaved woman in rural North Carolina who at some point in the 1920s was struck blind and was no longer able to work. She lived with her forty-year-old son, a Baptist minister with heart disease and no congregation. They had no running water and were on the brink of starvation.15


In sum, the experience of aging before Social Security was wildly diverse and far removed from the Eagles’ narrative, according to which older people in the preindustrial era were ensconced in familial warmth, only to be cast shivering into the streets with the advent of the modern economy. The diversity of experience had political ramifications. Because older people had so little in common, they did not (yet) form a coherent interest group. In this book, we are most interested in the ideas and expectations that people have held about “old age” as a stage of life. And in the pre–Social Security era, it is only a slight exaggeration to say that such a thing did not exist. There was no organization for older people, and no magazine for them. The older people just mentioned were not inhabiting a stage of life they would call old age. The very idea presumes that we can divide a human life into three temporal boxes: one for education that we call youth, one for work and child-rearing that we call adulthood, and one for retirement that we call old age. Before 1900, it was uncommon to think in terms of three stages and more common to divide life into decades. In the 1850 census, there was no designation for old age as such, and no importance given to sixty-five as an age barrier. There was simply a count of how many people were in each age bracket (this many in their sixties, that many in their seventies, etc.). In popular culture, this classification system took the image of life as a staircase, with each decade representing a step: a person would ascend to a peak around middle age and then decline toward death.


One reason that old-age policy became more important in the early twentieth century is that age in general was starting to matter more. Before 1900, many people did not even know their age. In a world without compulsory schooling or pension policies or child-labor laws or even standardized birth certificates, one’s age was not all that important. In the early twentieth century, though, this began to change. The American state, like its counterparts elsewhere, began to get more involved in the creation of what is sometimes called a “normative life course”: a pathway from birth to death, with social norms and state institutions available at each step of the way. Age-based policies were becoming increasingly common, on both the front and the back ends of life. On the front end, they took the form of education; on the back end, of pensions or some other kind of retirement financing.16


Pensions in general received less attention than did schooling, just as older people received less attention than younger ones. Older people were not a serious object of legislative or scientific concern in the nineteenth century, in either Europe or America. This was the great era of social investigation and sociological inquiry, when social workers and scientists and reformers were swarming through cities and towns studying public health, suicide, poverty, and more. They were not, however, studying older people. Few realized that lifespans were about to explode, and that population aging would be a major component of modernization. Karl Marx thought that capitalism was shortening lifespans. The most important nineteenth-century American thinker to address old age was the psychologist and neurologist George Miller Beard. He was not interested, though, in family patterns or old-age poverty; he cared about when geniuses like Socrates or da Vinci did their most important work, which had no implications whatsoever for public policy—or for the vast majority of us who are, alas, not geniuses.17


There was therefore little discussion before the 1930s about old age as we think of it today: something that happens to all individuals in similar ways, and which requires special kinds of public policies to help people once they reach a certain age. Instead, numerous discussions took place about specific groups of older people, some of which eventually led to the creation of a genuine national discourse and policy around aging. In Germany, for instance, the initial focus was on industrial workers. While that same topic would eventually dominate the American discussion, that is not where it began. In the US, crucially, the discussion of old-age pensions began with Civil War veterans, who benefited from America’s first federal system of pensions. For most of its existence, that pension system applied only to those who were unable to work because of disability, whether caused directly by the war or not. In 1906, though, the system was changed to allow old age itself to qualify a veteran for a pension. The resulting system was massive, similar in size to the systems for older people that were being created in Europe at the same time. By 1910, almost one in five older Americans was receiving a pension benefit from the system.18


America’s first pension system, then, was not aimed at older people as a group. It was aimed at a particular kind of older person who, it was believed, morally deserved the pension for his exemplary service to the nation. In the early twentieth century, though, Civil War veterans were dying off. The debate after 1900 was about which other population of older people was most deserving of pensions—which one, in other words, was a worthy successor to Civil War veterans. One might expect that socialists or trade unions would lead the way. And indeed, the Socialist Party, inspired by the European example, called in their 1912 platform for old-age pensions. That was far, though, from a headline demand; it was almost an aside in a long list of goals, and it was not one that the party prioritized. Trade unions were surprisingly ambivalent about government-delivered pensions. Organized labor, in short, was not yet at the vanguard of old-age politics. The real energy lay elsewhere.19


As mentioned earlier in the chapter, there were two mass movements for pensions before 1930, targeting two different groups of needy older people: the Fraternal Order of Eagles, which took the position that aging industrial workers were the most obvious candidates for pensions, and the Ex-Slave Pension Association, which promoted the idea that the formerly enslaved should have pride of place. Both were explicit about the connection to the Civil War and to veterans’ pensions. The Eagles often referred to older men as “veterans of labor,” drawing an implicit connection between aging workers and aging soldiers. The Ex-Slave Pension Association made a subtly different argument. “If the saviors of a nation are entitled to the aid of the government,” wrote one of its advocates, “surely the wards of the nation are worthy of practical assistance.” In other words, if the government was paying out money to the soldiers, Black and white, who had delivered America from slavery, then surely it ought to also pay out to those who were delivered and who had labored for so long without pay.20


Even before abolition, writers like Frederick Douglass had been drawing attention to the desperate conditions of older enslaved people. And after abolition, Black activists worked hard to draw attention to the desperation of those who had been raised in a slave society and were thrust into a new world, without education or property, and often with bodies broken by their enslavement. Harriet Tubman and Sojourner Truth, two of the crusading abolitionists of the era, were concerned with old age from this perspective. Truth wanted the government to give land to, and construct old-age homes for, formerly enslaved people. Tubman had to collect funds from abolitionists to care for her own aging parents. After the end of the Civil War, she turned to this issue in earnest, and she created a home for aged African Americans in New York (she was one of many to do so: W. E. B. Du Bois referred to these homes as the “most characteristic Negro charity”).21


Although forgotten today, there was a vibrant movement in support of pensions for formerly enslaved people. The idea was introduced to Congress in 1890, following a pressure campaign led by a white Democrat from a slave-owning family named Walter Vaughan. His Freedmen’s Pension Bill, as he called it, was presented as “a measure of recognition of the inhumanity practiced by the government in the holding, for a century, of men and women as slaves in defiance of human right.” The idea was that legal emancipation was not true emancipation, because the enslaved were being released into penury. Vaughan proposed that a large pension be paid to those who were at least seventy years old. The legislation was a radical piece of work. For one thing, it recognized the labor of enslaved women, promising equal benefits “to male and female alike.” And for another, the bill recognized the rights and responsibilities of caregivers, stipulating that in the case of severe disability, family caregivers themselves would be designated “pensioners upon the bounty of the United States.” One formerly enslaved person wrote to Vaughan to say that he was liberated “when quite young,” so wanted nothing from the government. “But justice should be done to the older ones, at least, who were turned loose at an old age, without education, homes or money, and broken down in health.” “The news of such a measure,” he continued, “has spread among [the formerly enslaved] like wildfire.”22


Many formerly enslaved people loved the idea of pensions but were distrustful of Vaughan personally. Eventually, they took over leadership of the movement themselves, notably in the Ex-Slave Pension Association. Callie House was the most dynamic of several formerly enslaved leaders of what one historian has called “the largest grassroots movement of African Americans to have existed.” Precise numbers are hard to come by; the organization itself claimed to have six hundred thousand members, while the government estimated that membership was about half that. In any case, it was exceptionally large.23


The Ex-Slave Pension Association never intended to become a model for a universal policy that would provide benefits to all older people. Even so, it represents a path not taken for the old-age pension movement as it sought to grow from its origins in Civil War pensions. Its advocates put forth a model of old-age policy that would not discriminate between men and women, and that was designed specifically to reward unwaged labor. Indeed, one of the association’s surviving songs, presumably sung at club meetings across the South, began, “Our women nursed young masters, upon their honest breasts!” It went on to detail the various kinds of labor that had been done without compensation by the formerly enslaved, before ending with “Our times went on and we unpaid, and now we’re asking gold.” After all, by promising pensions to men and women alike, House and her collaborators were insisting that there was no important difference between work in the fields, oriented toward the market, and work in the home, oriented toward familial care and domestic work. Their proposal was much broader than the programs for Civil War pensions, which went almost entirely to men. Perhaps, if the pension movement for the formerly enslaved had succeeded, it might have built the basis for a very different sort of old-age policy than the one that was in fact built.24


Nonetheless, the movement was suppressed. From the start, it was hounded by accusations that it was swindling gullible formerly enslaved people out of their money. The Bureau of Pensions and the US Postal Service claimed that House and her associates were making unfounded promises to their supporters, and that they were using the funds to pay their own salaries rather than to advocate for the bill. In retrospect, historians have determined that these charges were largely false. Nonetheless, House was a target, perhaps because, as one government official complained, she “seems to think that the negroes have the right to do what they please in this country.” Callie House served a year in prison after having been convicted of mail fraud in Nashville by an all-white, all-male jury in 1917. She returned to her life as a laundress, and while the Ex-Slave Pension Association struggled on in some places, its momentum had been sapped.25


One of many obstacles faced by House and her organization was the widespread belief that old age for the enslaved and the formerly enslaved was a beautiful thing. In the same years that her movement was growing, another group of thinkers and writers was arguing that rural slave societies provided a positive model for successful aging, in contrast to the supposedly heartless and brutal realities of old age in industrial cities. A version of this theory, which used the status of the elderly to critique industrialization, had been circulating among European conservatives since the mid-nineteenth century. In America, that kind of traditionalist conservatism found its happiest home in the South. Empirical reality notwithstanding, the nobility of aging in a slave society became unquestioned in Southern letters, both before and after the Civil War. Southern writers were keen on comparing the aging of the enslaved with that of the supposedly “free” workers of the North. The pioneer here may be John Calhoun, who devoted space to this theme in a famous 1837 speech on the Senate floor. Compare, he suggested, the poor workers in the North or in Europe with “the sick, and the old and infirm slave” who is “under the kind superintending care of his master and mistress.” James Shannon, the second president of the University of Missouri, released a notorious proslavery pamphlet in 1855 that made the same point. “In decrepitude from sickness or old age, the slave can say, ‘I have all things and abound.’… Not so the poor hireling, who is wholly dependent on his daily labor for his daily bread. In sickness or old age, and often at other times, his only prospect is starvation.”26


This argument was a particular obsession of George Fitzhugh, a Virginia attorney and one of the leading intellectuals of the South. His Sociology for the South, or the Failure of a Free Society (1854) was the first American book to use the word “sociology” in its title. Southern societies, Fitzhugh explained, are bound by morals and custom, rather than simply by monetary exchange. This allows more room for human frailty, as the dependent are not destroyed by the pitiless market. “What a glorious thing to man is slavery,” Fitzhugh enthused, “when want, misfortune, old age, debility and sickness overtake him.” “Old age,” he wrote elsewhere in the book, “is certain to overtake” the free laborer, finding him “without the means of subsistence.” In one purple passage, he imagined that he could faintly hear, in the North, the cries of “aged parents too old to work,” locked in a cellar to die.27


This discussion of aging in slave societies was the most well-developed one available about older people in an industrial age—and a corollary was that industrial workers in the North were the ones who needed help. Rural older people, even Black ones, were presumed to be fine because they had access to supposedly caring, traditional societies. Following abolition, even though slavery itself had disappeared, Southern writers continued to insist that older Black people, both before and after abolition, had an admirable social position. They appeared in Southern writing as figures of nostalgia and remnants of a nobler age. The famous Uncle Remus stories (published in 1881), to take one example, featured a kindly old man spinning folktales. Uncle Tom himself, protagonist of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, began to be portrayed as an old man at this time (in the novel he is middle-aged). Remus and Uncle Tom became almost indistinguishable in the popular iconography of the period, and sometimes even reversed roles. “Old Aunt Jemima” also participated in this emergent form of nostalgia.28


In the very same years that the Ex-Slave Pension Association was organizing the rural poor in the South, the social-scientific study of aging began—and it ignored that population entirely, preferring to focus, as Fitzhugh and the other writers would have appreciated, on the supposedly grim position of the elderly in the urban North. The very first study of “old age dependency,” which appeared in 1912, based its accounting of the extent and nature of old-age poverty on the state of Massachusetts alone. The rationale given was that, although much of the country did not yet look like industrial Massachusetts, the nation was headed that way. The fact that the author could use as the basis for a national study a state that at the time was 99 percent white and 93 percent urban was typical of this early generation of scholarship. He made no mention of the Black or rural elderly, and in fact repeated the myth that aging white workers had it considerably worse than the formerly enslaved.29


A decade later, the next important book on American aging appeared. Abraham Epstein was no racist; he was a Russian Jewish sociologist who had cut his teeth with a sympathetic study of Black communities in Pittsburgh. But by the time he turned to old age, the contours of the discussion had been set (for a brief period, he actually worked for the Eagles). Facing Old Age (1922) was based on a detailed and sophisticated study that focused on older people residing in Pennsylvania almshouses. But in some important ways, it was similar to its 1912 predecessor. Facing Old Age was more scientific, but not more representative. Pennsylvania, like Massachusetts, was a very white state: about 3 percent of the population was Black. And even if he didn’t mention slavery, Epstein shared the sense that aging had been somehow better in preindustrial settings. He began the book with a bizarre and unsourced anecdote about China and the exaggerated respect older people had there.30


Books like these were important in policy circles, to be sure. But the movement for pensions for the formerly enslaved was a mass movement, and it would need to be answered by another one. The energy was provided by the Fraternal Order of Eagles. It was a huge organization, with about half a million members, concentrated in the West and Midwest. Right around the time that Callie House was being imprisoned, the Eagles began their grassroots movement for old-age pensions.


The Eagles’ platform belonged to the conservative, nativist, and antisocialist mood of the United States during and after World War I. This was the era of the Red Scare, when anything that smacked of socialism was pilloried as foreign and un-American. And it was the era, too, of the revived Ku Klux Klan, when movements like House’s had no chance of propagating in the open, much less of succeeding legislatively. While the Fraternal Order of Eagles had historically been a rather progressive organization, its leaders knew which way the wind was blowing. “There is no room,” the order’s president thundered in 1921, “for the red flag of anarchy, or the black flag of treason.” He went on to praise federal efforts to expel socialist immigrants—or, in his more colorful language, “for taking those human reptiles and throwing them back on the dung heap from whence they came.”31


It was in this conservative moment that the Eagles began agitating for old-age pensions. Whereas their competitors hoped for large payments to be provided to any formerly enslaved person by the federal government, the Eagles saw that as too radical, both socially and economically. They envisioned instead small payments, based on state-level legislation, provided to small groups of impoverished seniors. And whereas the ex-slave pensions were designed to recognize unwaged labor in the fields and in domestic service, the Eagles focused overwhelmingly on the needs of aging industrial workers. Their plan was based on Civil War pensions as a model, but in a different way because the Eagles interpreted that war differently. In their view, Civil War soldiers were getting pensions because they had labored for the nation, so anyone who was a “veteran” of industrial service ought to get one too. Frank Hering, leader of the organization and former football coach at Notre Dame, declared himself in favor of pensions for “age-disabled veterans in our Country’s industrial army.” Aging workers deserved pensions because industrialization was challenging for them, just as it was challenging for workers all over the world. Slavery, from this perspective, had nothing to do with it, nor did the specific contours of American history.32


The Eagles were crystal clear about whom they were trying to help with their old-age pension legislation. Hering insisted that “swift-speeding modern machinery” was to blame for the premature superannuation of the older worker. “They are not idlers,” he went on. “They are simply victims of an economic system.” This focus was so intense that it led to cognitive dissonance. In 1922, the Eagles’ journal published an article titled, simply, “Who Are the Aged?” It included demographic information that clearly demonstrated that most older people were women, many of whom lived in the South. And yet, in the article’s qualitative delineation of the “four groups” of the aged, that fact was ignored. The four groups were, first, those who were independently wealthy; second, those who received government pensions (mainly Civil War veterans); third, “wage earners” who live “near the poverty line”; and fourth, people with disabilities. It was a typology designed for white men, and it is unclear where women or sharecroppers would even be located in this schema.33


The Eagles were, in the end, committed to serving their own members, defined in their constitution as “male members of the Caucasian race of sound body and health.” It should be no surprise that the Eagles did not go out of their way to envision pensions for the formerly enslaved, given the movement’s deep-seated racism. Their journal advertised minstrel shows, and when Black men petitioned to be admitted as members, they were denied. Whenever the Eagles presented an image to represent worthy old age, it was of a well-dressed white gentleman, perhaps with a dutiful wife in tow. Hering was even clearer when he had to be, as when he prepared a report on old-age pensions at the behest of the governor of Indiana. “It is,” he assured his readers, “the native-born, white citizen who goes to the poorhouse.” Legislation to empty the poorhouse of elderly citizens would not be wasted, in other words; it would be for the benefit of “Americans of the purest gender.”34


This all matters because it was really through the Eagles that the issue of old-age pensions first entered the political mainstream. Hering encouraged each chapter of the Eagles to create an Old-Age Pension League, designed to pressure local and state officials toward pension legislation. In Milwaukee, for instance, which had a population of around four hundred thousand, the four thousand Eagles were able to enroll ten thousand into the league. They did so through a multipronged campaign of speaker series, pamphlet distribution, and dramatic productions. They even rented a theater hall and put on a play about the ravages of old age, which was followed by an address about the need for pensions and an appeal to join the pension league.35


It wasn’t that Callie House and formerly enslaved women like her were ignored by the Eagles, or by American culture more generally. That might have been expected. Demographically speaking, the group was a small one. But perhaps because they had been pushing so hard for compensation, they were not ignored at all, and they became something of a cultural sensation. House had been trying to draw attention to the plight of older, formerly enslaved people in need of just compensation for their years of labor. What happened instead was that the same people were reimagined as the paradigmatic providers of unpaid care labor. In other words, just as older white men were being imagined as impoverished and unemployed through no fault of their own, older people of color were imagined as happy laborers whose sturdy bodies could keep them laboring into old age—and who, therefore, had no need for a pension.36


At just that moment, the “mammy” became an inescapable stock character in American culture: the kindly enslaved caregiver who raised white children in the master’s house. Even though the reality of such a life was horrifying, involving a great deal of drudgery and sexual violence, the mammy was heavily romanticized in the early twentieth century. For instance, Woodrow Wilson, a Southerner in the White House, dedicated the Confederate Memorial at Arlington National Cemetery in 1914. The memorial featured as one of its two Black characters an elderly “mammy” caring for the children of a noble Confederate soldier. Birth of a Nation (1915), the blockbuster film about the early Ku Klux Klan, featured a sixty-six-year-old actress in blackface playing the “mammy” role, remaining devoted to her white supremacist family even after the abolition of slavery.37


Many popular songs about mammy figures were performed in vaudeville acts and musicals. It got to the point where in 1922 a satirical magazine published an article called “Getting Tired of Mammy.” “It’s mammy this, and mammy that,” the author complained. “Let’s have a song of dad.” The most famous of such tunes is probably “My Mammy,” written by three white songwriters and first performed in 1918 (it was included in The Jazz Singer, released in 1927 and one of the first “talkies”). The song, from the point of view of an older man of uncertain race, waxes nostalgic for the “mammy” from “Alabammy” who had cared for the singer in his early days. For our purposes, the crucial element of the song, and of “mammy” culture more generally, is that the mammy, despite her age and life experience, is not in need of care. The singer is not going to Alabammy to care for his mammy, but to receive care from her. “I’m your little baby!” the singer intones, reminding Mammy and listener alike that her work of caring was not at an end.38


When the Fraternal Order of Eagles considered Black aging, which it did infrequently, they did so in just this way. In 1922, at the height of their pension campaign, their journal published a short story titled “The Municipal Report.” In it, a Southern gentleman visits Nashville and meets “a stalwart Negro, older than the pyramids,” wearing a Confederate jacket that had been repaired for him by “some surviving ‘black mammy.’” Uncle Caesar was a formerly enslaved man who spent his time caring for the daughter of his former master, who was then about fifty years of age. The woman would only accept aid from Caesar, who contributed to her upkeep from his own meager earnings as a coachman. A cartoon reprinted in the journal showed Uncle Caesar, hunched but dignified, handing a dollar bill to the smiling daughter of the man who had once owned him. In the world of this short story, formerly enslaved men and women were praiseworthy insofar as they continued to provide dutiful caretaking service. This vision was part and parcel of the Eagles’ campaign for pensions, which was explicitly aimed at white Americans. And it could not have clashed more explicitly with the vision of Callie House and her Ex-Slave Pension Association. House would have lamented the working conditions of Uncle Caesar and called for him to receive a federal pension.39


The history of old age in twentieth-century America would have looked very different had Callie House and her movement been more successful. The Ex-Slave Pension Association could have inaugurated a century-long conversation about how the state might support marginalized communities, especially those whose members had worked outside the traditional labor market. It could have started a conversation about how old-age policy could redress the injustices of American society, rather than reproducing them. But that is not what happened. The Ex-Slave Pension Association was suppressed, leaving the Fraternal Order of Eagles to define the conversation about American aging.


Perhaps it could not have been any other way. The Eagles were a richer and more powerful organization than the Ex-Slave Pension Association. And their program was more in step with the mainstream of American politics, which in the early twentieth century was more concerned with industrialization than with racial justice. In the 1920s, their notion of old-age pensions, focused on industrial workers in the North and Midwest, circulated among hundreds of thousands of Eagles, leading social scientists, and, increasingly, politicians. It had not yet gained much traction as actual policy, but that would soon change. In 1935, just a decade after the events we’ve been describing in this chapter, Social Security became the law of the land. By that point, the Eagles were no longer the only game in town, and many other movements had taken up the cause. Still, they were honored as pioneers; Franklin Roosevelt said as much when he joined the organization. And when the legislation was signed, a leader of the Eagles stood proudly behind Roosevelt. They were even presented with one of the pens used to sign the act. That legislation has been magnificently successful and has lifted many millions out of poverty. Yet it was a creature of its time. Even though many formerly enslaved people were still alive, none of them were arrayed behind Roosevelt. Social Security was not for them.
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