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  Preface




  There is nothing older than not wanting to grow old. Our world presents us with a disastrous image of old age. We are afraid of dying badly, of ending our lives alone, unloved,

  perhaps dependent or suffering from dementia, in lifeless places, far from everything.




  Instead of confronting this fear, we ward it off by clinging to our youth, in a rather pathetic state of denial. In so doing, we run the risk of missing out on what I call here ‘the work

  of growing old’—that is to say, cultivating a positive awareness of ageing.




  When I set to work writing this book, I too experienced a feeling of dread upon reading certain documents or listening to certain unhappy accounts. But other experiences convinced me that the

  worst is not inevitable. The keys to a fulfilling old age do exist, and it’s up to our generation to discover them and pass them on. It’s up to us, the baby boomers, to invent a new art

  of growing old—which is a paradox, since it means accepting the inevitability of ageing without becoming ‘old’.




  How are we to become the bearers of good tidings rather than poisonous ones to those around us? I propose that our exploration be guided by the belief that something within us does not grow old.

  I shall call it the heart. I don’t mean the organ, which does of course age, but the capacity to love and to desire. The heart I refer to is that inexplicable, incomprehensible force which

  keeps the human being alive, and which Spinoza christened conatus: primordial energy or vital endeavour.




  It is this heart that can help us push on through our fears, and bear us up amid the worst ordeals of old age.




  





  1. I write for my generation




  Abbé Pierre, a well-known French priest who dedicated his life to helping the poor and the destitute, has just died.1 I queued

  up for an hour in the rue Saint-Jacques to come and bow my head before his coffin, laid out in the Val-de-Grâce chapel. An immense photograph hangs on the hospital gates, showing passers-by a

  face that overwhelms them, a face which emanates both profound torment and an immense tenderness.




  Abbé Pierre used to say that we must always keep both eyes open: one eye on the world’s suffering so that we can fight against it, and the other on its wondrous beauty, so that we

  may give thanks for it.




  I have just devoted two years to writing about the experience of growing old and, throughout this exploration of the ageing process, I have attempted to keep both eyes open: one on all the

  inevitable pain, which frightens us so much, and the other on the joys which are in store for us. In order to do so, I have attempted to distance myself from the negativity, from the ambient

  pessimism, which forsees only bad experiences at this stage of life, and on the other hand I have tried to avoid slipping into euphoria and embracing the myth of an idyllic old age.




  Obtaining a balance has not been easy, for our society has a terrible view of old age. The words ‘decline’, ‘horror’, and ‘affliction’ that spring to our lips

  speak volumes about the disgust and fear that the sufferings of ageing and death inspire in us.




  We could leave it be; not discuss it, allow ourselves to forget about it, think about something else. That is what senior citizens do when they refuse to grow old and try to remain pathetically

  young and active for as long as possible.




  Or, on the other hand, we can tackle old age with humour—even deride it.




  Personally, as I kept one eye open to all the evils that threaten us, I began my own long descent into hell. The catastrophic image we have of old age is contagious, and I began to understand

  why my generation would rather close its eyes, why people change the subject as soon as I ask them what they imagine their later years will be like. In fact, I was so downcast that I almost

  abandoned my plan to write about such a depressing subject.




  And then, one day, something inside me rejected this disastrous portrayal; something in me suddenly decided to react. You could say that the other eye, the one that appreciates the positive side

  of life, suddenly opened.




  Thus, this book is the story of a turnaround. I had to go to the heart of the suffering and fear that the experience of growing old generates in order to understand everything it has to offer in

  terms of human and spiritual enrichment.




  THIS JOURNEY BEGAN four years ago, when I led an evening discussion devoted to the question: ‘How should we accept growing

  old?’2 While I was preparing for this discussion, I discovered the island of Okinawa and its centenarians. There, in Japan, on this island that the

  World Health Organisation has nicknamed the ‘island of long life’, people live to a great age—the oldest is one hundred and fifteen. They are very happy, for they are regarded as

  good-luck charms.




  Not surprisingly, researchers from all over the world have tried to discover their secret. We know that it is not genetic, since as soon as inhabitants of the island emigrate elsewhere and begin

  to live in a different way, their life expectancy is reduced.




  There are certainly credible links to the mild climate and dietary habits. The inhabitants of Okinawa eat little and slowly, savouring each mouthful and stopping before they feel too full. They

  consume fish, soya, algae rich in iron and calcium, the inevitable rice, and green tea rich in diuretics; they never eat sweet foods or pastries.




  But the contents of their dinner plates do not explain everything. The extraordinary longevity of these island people, like their happiness in old age, is also linked to a cultural state of mind

  and a well-developed social life. These centenarians have an enhanced spiritual consciousness, which is nurtured by practices such as prayer, meditation, and focusing on the present moment, and by

  a determination to remain positive and optimistic in difficult times. They have that precious ability which we might term resilence: an ability not to let themselves be demoralised. Vitality,

  dynamism, and emotional energy: these are the keys to their inner youth, celebrated in the song they sing every morning: ‘The warmth of the heart prevents your body from rusting.’




  They also continue to participate in the life of the community, enjoying conversations every day with friends, neighbours, and family members. The yuimahru, or spirit of mutual

  cooperation, is very deeply rooted in their culture, and they do their gardening, their shopping, and their tai chi together. In short, they are happy to live to be old, and this happiness quite

  clearly protects them from any feeling of exclusion. They do not feel that they represent a burden on society—quite the reverse. In Okinawa, people say: Tusui ya takara, ‘The

  elderly are our treasure.’3




  Why can’t we, too, be good-luck charms to those around us? That is the question I asked the audience of nine hundred people who had come to hear us talk about old age. The majority of them

  were between fifty-five and seventy years old—senior citizens who were somewhat intimidated by the experience of growing old. That evening, I could tell from the attentiveness of those

  present at the Protestant church in the Place de l’Étoile, in Paris, that each and every one of us has an immense need to be guided along this path.




  People of our generation know that they are going to live for a long time—that’s a promise. Some of us have every chance of making it to one hundred. But is this increased longevity

  good or bad news? That is the question which people around me are asking. We are told that this is a ‘golden age’ for senior citizens, and some people have no hesitation in persuading

  us that we are the first generation to benefit from a whole new slice of life. If we take care of our health and are responsible in our diet, if we play sports and keep our minds active, then when

  we reach eighty we will be in the same mental and physical shape our parents were in when they were only sixty. We will have gained twenty years! Specialist literature even declares that with the

  decoding of the human genome, gene therapy, and the potential for nanotechnology (which will create robots so small that they can clean even the inside of our cells), we shall soon be capable of

  permanently reconstructing a healthy, non-degradable, almost immortal body. It is a veritable revolution.




  And yet we do not find this offer of a longer, healthier life reassuring. It is possible to imagine the body’s cells being replaced and renewed, but things are rather more complicated when

  it comes to neurons and their connections. What is the good of a longer life if it means eternal dementia? Moreover, what would be the demographic impact of this progress? It has been calculated

  that in the global population by 2050 there will be three people aged over sixty for every child aged four and younger.4 How sad! If death were to be

  indefinitely postponed, all our benchmarks would be turned upside down. We would no longer be obliged to procreate, and we would have no further need of spiritual transcendence, since it is

  death’s boundary that incites us to reproduce and to develop our spirituality. Death gives us the ability to imagine an existence beyond the self. Life without death would be hell!




  Nevertheless, it is true that science currently offers us a real chance to extend our lives, since it is now capable of combating the ‘rust’ that threatens our bodies. What are we

  going to do with this extra time, all the while knowing that we cannot escape either extreme old age or death?




  This is an adventure for which we have been chosen, for we are the first generation to undertake it. As we have no points of reference, we shall have to make them up as we go along.




  That is why I felt inspired to write this book. I decided that its starting point would be this question: Why shouldn’t we be inspired by the example of Okinawa?




  I set to work, collecting personal accounts and reading a great deal about the difficulties posed by the ageing population. And when I met some radiant elderly people who helped me to see old

  age in a different way, I realised that their radiance was very much the fruit of deliberate, clear-headed work.




  One cannot lay claim to a serene, luminous old age without bidding farewell to one’s youth and meditating upon one’s impending death.




  Dear reader, you are perhaps one of those people who prefer not to think about such things. That is understandable. You’re quite happy to get older, so long as you can remain youthful. As

  you suspect, however, there is the unavoidable risk that you will fall prey to ageism, that you will swell the ranks of those senior citizens whom young people detest because they find them

  arrogant and selfish. And then the day will come when some specific event will make you topple over into true old age. On that day, you will step onto the banks of old age with terror, realising

  that you will never again recapture your youth. You face a one-way, inevitable decline. One day, perhaps, you will become completely dependent on others for survival.




  This inevitable decline is well illustrated by an anecdote told to me by the French author Antoine Audouard, the former director of a large publishing house, who is often a partner with me in my

  writing projects.




  While visiting his father, the writer Yvan Audouard, who was living out his last days as a patient in the palliative-care centre of the Maison Jeanne-Garnier, Antoine brought up the subject of

  my book. Yvan was lying down, his eyes closed, weak but very alert. When Antoine mentioned the song sung by the old people of Okinawa, ‘The warmth of the heart prevents your body from

  rusting’, Yvan opened one eye, and retorted mischievously: ‘Yes, but it doesn’t remove the rust that’s already there!’




  And he was right: ageing is a merciless ordeal. But this anecdote also shows that even on the threshold of death, the man who speaks these apparently pessimistic words is capable of humour and

  distance.




  If you are not prepared for growing old, if you have not developed the necessary inner resources for getting through this last stage of life, you risk going through hell. It is possible,

  however, to remain young without denying the ageing process. Perhaps you are ready to confront the challenges of old age, to compensate for its inevitable losses by developing an inner life, by

  exploring emotional youthfulness, which can grant a certain radiance to the elderly that is obvious to those around them. If so, then this book is for you.




  The pages that follow are a meditation on the art of growing old. It is a paradoxical art for, from one point of view, old age is a shipwreck; from another, it is a time of growth. From the

  outset, I would like to make a distinction between ‘growing old’ and ‘being old’. Being old is a state of mind. It is possible to feel old at sixty, and it has happened to

  me. It is possible to feel young at eighty. My friend, the philosopher Bertrand Vergely, recently said while attending a workshop on old age: ‘A person becomes old the day he becomes sad and

  bitter about life.’ We become old when we refuse to age—that is to say, when we refuse to move forward in life. This is a great paradox.




  Our society forbids us to grow old, commanding us to remain young for as long as possible. This stupid prohibition contrasts with another, much more interesting one: ‘It is forbidden to be

  old’, says the Hassidic mystic Rabbi Nachman of Braslaw. Grow older, but do not be old; that is to say, do not be bitter and despairing. Do not oppose reality, but do not prevent life

  from fulfilling its potential to bring forth new things, right up to your very last breath.




  I am convinced that the twenty years that separate us from old age are a chance we have been given to learn how to age, to ‘work at growing old’, to prepare ourselves psychologically

  and spiritually for this final stage in our lives.




  How can we accept the transformations that make our bodies ugly if we do not at the same time explore the power of emotions such as joy or gratitude? How can we accept these things if we do not

  stop looking at ourselves, and instead see the world around us, and marvel at it? How can we accept loneliness, if we have not learned to be at ease with ourselves, at peace, reconciled with our

  lives and with those around us?




  How can we accept the constraints of limited time and space, if we have not explored the limitless nature of our minds and our hearts?




  Louis-Vincent Thomas wrote in his preface to my first book, L’amour ultime (The Final Love), that only through love, faith, and humour can we confront and perhaps transform

  the terrible realities of old age, decrepitude, and death. So I have chosen to don the spectacles of love, faith, and sometimes humour in order to examine the experience of growing old.




  I know that in making this choice I am going against the prevailing views on old age. These views are sombre and sad, and the media do not look kindly upon attempts to change them. Attempts to

  challenge these ideas are not well received, and anyone who wishes to display deliberate optimism is liable to face ridicule. In talking about love and faith, we run the risk of falling into the

  trap of edifying, moralising, soothing language. The inane, comforting images of a happy, serene old age are for other people—don’t insult us with fairytales! Yet, on the other hand,

  if we acknowledge only the dark shadows of old age, the horrors of growing old and the shipwreck that awaits us, we also end up lying. The reality is not as bleak as that; it is always and

  everywhere a mixture of the best and the worst.




  Old age is neither a complete disaster nor a golden age. It is an age that is just as rich and as worthy of being lived as all the others—an age that is exciting to live, with its joys and

  its difficulties. Of course, it poses problems at economic, social, and psychological levels, but we should look these straight in the eye and have the courage to anticipate them. We must find the

  means to light the way down our own personal path towards old age. If we try, we can discover the promises of this age, and tap into hitherto unsuspected resources that will enable us to live

  courageously and simply.




  It is obvious that the way in which we grow old depends upon each of us. Through our own actions and with the aid of our innermost resources, we can turn our advancing years into a fulfilling

  adventure, a time of growth and not of decline.




  Between letting go of our youth and accepting our inevitable death, there is a time when we may feel deeply happy and free. That time is a unique opportunity to discover aspects of ourselves

  that we did not know, to see, to feel, and to love in a new way. Instead of becoming embittered, unattractive old people, we can hope to surround ourselves with joy and human warmth.




  It is not a matter of idealising old age, but of revealing what deserves to be revealed, without sentimentality and without complacency.




  





  2. When the fear of growing old assails you




  I recently celebrated my sixtieth birthday, and am now a senior citizen. What’s more, I have applied for a pass that will enable me to travel on public transport at a

  reduced fare. So I am officially entering my old age—my young old age, really, for I am in good health, active, and busy with a host of different projects. But, all the same, it is old age

  and, if all goes well, it will lead into extreme old age.




  On the day I turned sixty, I recalled a scene from my childhood. I was fifteen at the time. A favourite aunt of mine came into the sitting room where my father was peacefully smoking his pipe,

  seated in an Empire-style wing chair upholstered in golden velvet. ‘Jean, I’ve just turned fifty!’ she cried. ‘That’s it! I’m old. Men won’t turn and look

  at me as I walk past them in the street anymore!’




  My aunt made a great impression upon me, for she was tall and beautiful, and had great presence. She had taken her baccalauréat late in life, with the intention of studying

  psychology at university; she wanted to be a psychoanalyst. I admired her courage, her determination, and her clear-headedness. When I heard her that day, I told myself that when I was fifty I,

  too, would be old. But when I reached that age, I remembered that scene and laughed, since I had never felt so alluring and self-confident. Old age seemed a very long way away.




  Ten years later, I am beginning to understand what my aunt meant. I no longer feel as fresh as I used to. I have aged, and I know that, as time moves on, things will get worse.




  It’s not true that birthdays don’t change anything; they are important symbolic stages. I am experiencing my admission into the ranks of sextagenarians as a kind of bereavement, with

  sudden attacks of sadness, and a desire to do nothing, to fold in upon myself. It has to be said that I am going through some real bereavements, too: a painful divorce, and a love-affair which

  ended in disappointment. I feel alone and vulnerable.




  I have attempted to get closer to my children, but I’m well aware that it’s not their job to carry my loneliness, for they have their own lives.




  So I sit down at my desk, and try to impose some order upon my research, to analyse the articles I have collected over the past few months. The information I have obtained about old age

  doesn’t help to re-establish my joie de vivre, for the books I read present me with a very bleak image of old age—giving me the impression that, in our world, being

  ‘old’ is a fault.




  In his speech at the UNESCO Congress in May 1998, Nobel laureate Elie Wiesel roundly denounced the ageism that is rampant in our youth-oriented society, and summed up all the unhappiness of

  being old: ‘The old? Their job is just to stay at home and not get in the way. They should be content that they’re fed, clothed, and kept warm . . . By turning them into recluses, we

  make them feel that they are excess baggage. As victims of a permanent system of humiliation, they cannot but feel ashamed that they are no longer young and in fact ashamed that they are still

  alive.’




  This contempt for the elderly is so strong that some very old people feel they are no longer worth anything. They would rather die than go on living with this loss of self-esteem, and I can

  understand why. When you are constantly being told that you are a burden on your family, or when you have become invisible to the world, why stay alive?




  This fear of becoming a burden to loved ones is shared by the majority of people in my generation. We know that the older we become, the more we are perceived as burdensome. One day our children

  and grandchildren may perhaps feel that we are costing them too much. Will they then try to exert pressure on us to make way for them, as people did in former times, in poor societies?




  This brings to mind Imamura’s film The Ballad of Narayama. In the Middle Ages, in certain regions of Japan, it was the custom for elderly people to go and die alone in the forest,

  in order to spare the young the cost of having an extra mouth to feed. In Canada, in the days before the government instituted social-protection laws for the Inuit, the oldest people would go off

  alone to die in the ice fields, although not before designating a pregnant woman in their family circle in order to be reincarnated in the child she was carrying.




  In his book Still Here: embracing aging, changing, and dying, Richard Alpert, alias Ram Dass, tells a story which clearly illustrates this fear that exists in us:




  

    

      A Chinese story I love points this out beautifully. It tells of an old man who’s too weak to work in the garden or help with household chores. He just sits on the

      porch, gazing out across the fields, while his son tills the soil and pulls up weeds. One day, the son looks up at the old man and thinks, ‘What good is he now that he’s so old? All

      he does us eat up the food! I have a wife and children to think about. It’s time for him to be done with life!’ So he makes a large wooden box, places it on a wheelbarrow, rolls it

      up to the porch, and says to the old man, ‘Father, get in.’ The father lies down in the box and the son puts the cover on, then wheels it toward the cliff. At the edge of the cliff,

      the son hears a knock from inside the box. ‘Yes, father?’ the son asks. The father replies, ‘Why don’t you just throw me off the cliff and save the box? Your children

      are going to need it one day.’1


    


  




  Nowadays, our fear of being ‘eliminated’ when we become too old and useless, too heavy a burden for society to bear, is a constant presence in our nightmares.




  This fear must be taken seriously. We cost society more in the last six months of our life than during the entire remainder of our existence. Elderly people are big consumers of healthcare,

  since they tend to suffer from multiple and often chronic illnesses. As soon as they become dependent, home-based care or placement in an institution represents a significant cost. The burden of

  Alzheimer’s disease, for example, falls to a large extent upon families, some of whom have to sell their possessions in order to pay for institutional care for an elderly relative stricken

  with this illness.




  So why did I hear the French philosoper André Comte-Sponville argue one day that the lives of those who request death should not be shortened?2

  Why should we not legalise the option of granting death to those who no longer wish to be a burden to others? There is a clear economic argument in favour of euthanasia, but is this really the

  solution that our society wants to embrace?




  In twenty years’ time, much of the West will consist of continents of old people. This inversion of the age pyramid will endanger government budgets and pensions, employment prospects, and

  the comfort of younger generations. A ratio of one working adult per pensioner has been cited, which represents an extreme financial burden for our children and grandchildren. This cannot last.

  There will be a clash of interests, and consequently a painful conflict. According to the French journalist François de Closets, we are heading for an intergenerational war:




  

    

      The new generation will have to pay for their children’s education, their parents’ retirement, their grandparents’ extremely heavy healthcare costs, the

      debts contracted by the preceding generations and the retirement of foreign shareholders! They will work like madmen, under appalling pressure, in the hope of swiftly reaching the blessed

      moment when they can finally be paid for by their own children! What a wonderful outlook! Can we imagine everyone between the ages of fifty-eight and one hundred being a pensioner? It’s

      obvious that such a system cannot work.3


    


  




  It would be wise to heed François de Closets’ words, for we must indeed plan for the financial shock of growing older.




  For example, in the UK, with the retirement age set at sixty-five, a man who takes retirement has a further life expectancy of twelve years, on average; but by 2020 that will have increased to

  twenty-two years, and to twenty-five years for women.4 It will not be easy to raise the retirement age, but in many countries the process is already under

  way.




  If retirement is a relief for some, especially those who have had a difficult working life, for others, on the contrary, it is a trauma. Giving up work, facing daily boredom and the feeling of

  no longer being useful, accelerates the process of growing old. Perhaps, instead, we should plan for progressive or partial retirement. Businesses could employ senior workers on reduced timetables,

  enabling them to cut back on their working hours without retiring completely.




  UNDOUBTEDLY, there is a direct link between contempt for the elderly and the feeling of loneliness and exclusion that so many older people

  experience.




  My sister Christine and her husband volunteered to serve dinner to the local elderly population one year on Christmas Eve. One old woman among the crowd had come to seek a little human warmth on

  this celebratory evening because her four children had apparently abandoned her. She hadn’t even received a telephone call from them!




  It is said that children pay less attention to their elderly parents than they did in the past. An investigation conducted by an alliance of French charitable associations fighting against

  loneliness reported that the proportion of elderly people living alone is three times greater today than it was in 1962. Furthermore, it reported that 31 per cent of people aged over sixty-five

  suffer from being ‘alone too much’, and four out of five women aged over seventy-five live alone.5




  Distance or estrangement from one’s children, the fear of rejection, the fact of not having anyone to rely on in an emergency, a poor social network, and the inability to leave home for

  health reasons all contribute to the feeling of loneliness.




  A recent American investigation shows that loneliness doubles the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease.6 Unfortunately, isolation and

  loneliness seem to be an inevitable part of old age. There must be a way out of this problem, but at the moment I cannot even glimpse it.




  It seems clear to me that blaming the families of the elderly is not the appropriate response. Some families experience real distress with regard to their elderly parents or grandparents.




  For example, in a piece in the newspaper Le Figaro, I read about the case of thirty-three-year-old Sophie.7 Sophie is the mother of a

  twenty-month-old baby, and as a qualified chartered accountant is required to undertake a great deal of overseas travel. She was ‘thunderstruck’ when her sixty-four-year-old mother was

  diagnosed with fronto-temporal dementia. The mother was admitted to a private geriatric hospital, an inappropriate environment that cost 2800 euros per month. Although she tried, Sophie was unable

  to keep her mother at home with her. It was too hard. The illness causes attacks of emotional, psychological, and physical violence that were impossible for Sophie to handle on her own. To make

  matters worse, Sophie felt isolated in her struggles.




  This is also the case with Pierre, a telecommunications executive whose wife was struck down by Alzheimer’s at the age of fifty-two.8 He

  continues to battle on at his wife’s side, but doesn’t have much faith in the concept of ‘compassionate leave’. ‘What employer is going to agree to his employee being

  absent so he can take care of his old father or his dependent wife?’ he asks. ‘In any event, I asked mine, and he flatly refused.’ Pierre promptly laid siege to a retirement home,

  demanding that it take care of his wife during the day. She now lives in a care home, and returns home for weekends.




  I HAVE READ a great many things about unhappy old age, about dependency and dementia. Alzheimer’s disease, a neuro-degenerative disorder described

  in 1906 by Alois Alzheimer, affects an increasing number of people today. Around 820,000 people suffer from dementia in the UK, and an estimated 163,000 new cases are diagnosed each

  year.9 There is talk of a ‘veritable tsunami of Alzheimer patients’ in years to come.10 At the

  moment, it is an incurable disease, its pathology irreversible and mysterious, and its causes are still unknown.




  The illness typically first appears around the age of seventy-five, sometimes earlier, and develops over the course of approximately seven to ten years. The initial stage is characterised by the

  loss of short-term memory, and disorientation in time and space. At this stage, it is still possible to remain at home, as long as the sufferer has attentive assistance. As the disease progresses,

  sufferers lose the ability to communicate verbally. They can no longer find the appropriate words to express their thoughts; they speak in gibberish. But they can still sing, dance, and communicate

  through gestures. In the last stages, Alzheimer’s patients become completely dependent, unable to eat unaided. They become incontinent, can no longer recognise those around them, and no

  longer know the use for the most mundane everyday objects.




  It is impossible to talk about this illness without feeling personally involved. We inevitably ask ourselves: ‘What if it happens to me?’ All of my friends admit that they have

  wondered whether this slow descent into hell awaits them. Sometimes I imagine myself progressively losing my mind, and the idea of being deaf, blind, dumb, bedridden, paralysed, incontinent, and

  carried from bed to chair and from chair to bed terrifies me. I tremble at the thought of spending the last years of my life alternating between ignorance and distraction—perhaps being

  mistreated, tied to my bed, left to lie for hours in my own urine. I remember the looks I received from the very old people I encountered twenty years ago, when I walked through the retirement home

  of a Paris hospital where I was working as a psychologist. These people had empty eyes, and seemed to be waiting for death as a form of deliverance. They had tense faces, yearning for a little

  affection, or sad eyes, resigned to the atmosphere of indifference. There is no doubt that, nowadays, the very old are excluded from the world of the living.




  ‘Wheelchairs, carrying shrivelled-up, disabled bodies, old people with misshapen faces and limbs, toothless mouths, howls regularly piercing the heavy silence, lunatics roaming the

  corridors, lost in their endless monologues . . . Old people, clad all day long in their dressing gowns, as though already swallowed up by an eternal night.’11 This is how one psychologist working in an old people’s home summed up her first sight of a world that terrifies us.




  In an article published in the newspaper La Voix du Nord, a woman named Georgette gave her own account of such a place, referring to her father’s companion, Martine, who has been

  placed in a ‘retirement’ home.12 Shocked by what she sees, she takes photos. ‘Martine with her chin on her chest, strapped into a

  chair; Martine with a swollen face because she has fallen out of bed, Martine badly dressed, one trouser leg hoisted to mid-thigh; Martine with an empty look in her eyes, forgotten in a wheelchair,

  outside her closed bedroom door.’ Georgette also took close-ups of the dishes served at mealtimes: ‘They always eat the same thing. Mashed potatoes and liquidised boiled meat.’

  The photos are shocking. They show what the visitor doesn’t see, for Martine is now living out what remains of her old age in a building at the back of the old people’s home, where the

  bedridden residents are confined.




  Needless to say, Georgette was frowned upon by the manager of the home, who tried to ban her from visiting on the pretext that she was not related to the resident. Georgette tried to prepare

  meals at home, which she brought in to Martine in an attempt to stimulate her appetite, but her initiative was quashed, and Martine was forced to take her meals with the others, in the home’s

  dining room.




  A seventy-two-year-old woman who worked as a volunteer in a continuing-care facility that houses a large number of very elderly residents wrote to me. This is how she described the

  residents’ lives:




  

    

      I was able to see how these ‘patients’—the word is an apt one—are dehumanised. Dressed only in sweatpants and a nightshirt with a snap that fastens

      [at] the back of the neck, after they have been washed they are reduced to waiting for meals and bedtime, which are the only events in their days, and they have to do this sometimes for months

      on end. Some of the women can walk, but if they venture into the corridor they are quickly asked to go back to their rooms. The others wait desperately for someone to put them on or take them

      off the bedpan. I often hear that people don’t drink so that they won’t have to urinate. There are often two women in a room of nine square metres, with a cramped bathroom. One of

      the armchairs is between the two beds, facing the TV; the other is located underneath the TV, which is not very convenient!
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