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IN THIS YEAR OF OUR LORD
1986, nearly 11 percent of the United
States population is over 65 years of
age. This seemingly innocuous
statement feels about right to most of
us; a little over a tenth is not a large
fraction when considered statisticly.
But this simple statistic can be startling
when translated into real numbers.
Currently, about 25 million Americans
are beyond the age of retirement —
and that is a lot of old people. And if
today’s real numbers are startling,
tomorrow’s are alarming. Fifteen years
from now, in the popular year of the

future 2001, about a third of our

this percentage. will inerease
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populace (or 80 million people) will
fall within the group traditionally
considered elderly.

Why is this projection alarming?
People who deal in the management of
people — politicians, administrators,
executives, and so on — must ask
themselves, “What are we going to do
with all these old people?” But must a
“large number of the elderly” necessarily
be seen as a problem? [ say “No” and
affirm the opposite: that the possibility
exists to regard the elderly as a benefit.

Our culture in this country has
developed a negative attitude towards
the old because of two incompatible

desires. Americans want to be young,
but they also want to live a long time.
Youth, exclusively, is associated with
fresh ideas, active lives, and healthy
bodies, all of which are extremely

desirable attributes which are not

accorded to the old.

As individuals, however, each of
us also wants to preserve that most
important person — our self — as long
as possible. Since aging is a sign of the
natural progress to the end of life, we
try to ignore it. People stop having
birthdays at 39 — not having birthdays
leaves you a long life yet to live — and
are often angered or depressed when
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forced to acknowledge their age.
Unfortunately, when ignoring
aging it is also convenient to ignore the
aged. Thus the old become a problem
with no solution: we want to ignore
them so we label them useless and
forget them, but there are so many that
they keep getting in the way. But
ignoring a problem is no way to solve it
— or so my grandmother once said.
The contlict between our desires is
obvious. Nothing can change the fact
that the longer one lives, the older one
gets. But the companion idea — that
one’s quality of life must deteriorate —
is wrong. The young hold no
monopoly on new thoughts, social life,
or vigor. Eighty percent of the elderly
today are healthy enough to maintain
their normal level of activity, and as
medical geriatrics and gerontology
continue to advance, this proportion
will increase. By the year 2001, most
people will lead vigorous lives into their
late seventies — and many into their
nineties. In addition, the level of
education and socioeconomic status
among the elderly is constantly rising.
So the people managers have a
new worry: what is to be done with all
these healthy, active, smart old people?
Won't they clog up the system,
demand later retirement, and keep
young people from advancing and
making good lives for themselves?
They will not. Investigations
have shown that as socioeconomic
position and educational level increase,
individuals become more, not less,
interested in early retirement. The
reason for retiring is not to become
divorced from one’s earlier life, but to
separate just far enough to refocus
interests, explore new areas, and
integrate new information with the
knowledge and experiences gained
earlier. These much more personal
goals cannot be achieved in an
environment of commitments and
responsibilities aimed at immediate
and pragmatic results. The older
person often relishes the opportunity
to withdraw from competition with the
young, if it does not include isolation

from the stimulation of youth. The
result is that retirernent can become a
means to contribute more to our
culture, not less.

’_l_}:e unique contributions that

the old can make to a culture are
particularly evident in cultures that
contain exceedingly long-lived
individuals. In areas of Ecuador and
the Soviet Union, a significant number
of people live to extremely old ages.
Although some of the ages reported
from southern Georgia, USSR, are
exaggerated because of a method used
to dodge the Czars’ military draft,
many people do live to be over 100 —
and some to the maximum human life
span of 115+ years. Despite the wide
geographic division of the Soviet
Union from South America, there are
some interesting cultural similarities
between the regions where longevity
is longer.

People in both regions look
forward to getting old. Youth is
something to be left behind for the
experience, knowledge, and pleasures
of maturity. A 60-year-old man may
have both a father and grandfather
still living and consider himself to be
just getting started. Social position
increases with age and prestige is
gained simply by becoming older,
although the respect for age most likely
began as recognition of the knowledge
and wisdom possessed by the older
community members. Recognition of
these qualities would also be of benefit
to our own society.

One way in which the elderly
were and are of use in preliterate social
groups is as a repository of informa-
tion. Imagine, for example, that crops
are threatened by drought and there is
not enough water for both drinking
and irrigating. The village elders would
be consulted, and perhaps an old
woman would recount the story of a
similar crisis from her own distant
childhood. She might remember when
the old man in her village had sent the
children to the dry streambed to gather

round, clear quartz pebbles. The
pebbles, when spread around the roots
of the plants, condensed enough dew
from the air for the crops to survive.
Thus, knowledge critical to the
survival of the village survived with
the elderly.

But in our society we have
libraries and computer banks to store
information and this role is no longer
vital. So what significant contribution
can the elderly make to our capable,
industrious society?

Wisdom. Wisdom is a unique
blend of knowledge, reasoning, and
creativity, matched to the needs of a
situation.

One factor in producing wisdom is
the match between a person’s cognitive
abilities and the circumstances of a
problem, so it is of course possible for
anyone to seem wise in a limited sense.
But due to the natural progression of
human development, a true,
broad-based wisdom can only be
achieved in later life.

’I;le ancient Greeks defined

two types of wisdom: practical and
philosophic. Practical wisdom can

be further divided into an
understanding of the physical world,
and an understanding of relationships,
particularly those among people.

A practical understanding of
the physical world can result, for
example, in an old woman's advice on
conserving water and saving a crop.

A practical understanding of
human relationships can result in the
good advice that avoid a tragic
misunderstanding. A teenage boy is
frustrated by a girl who keeps annoying
and teasing him, until his mother
points out that the behavior means she
likes him. A middle-aged housewife is
baffled when her husband stops talking
to her, calls in sick to work, and sits
around all day reading westerns, until
her father mentions his own feelings of
despair at that age. Two diplomats
realize the necessity of breaking
through their own and each other’s
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feelings of murtual distrust but fail,
until a third, mutually trusted and
experienced mediator becomes
involved. These are three examples of a
practical situation in need of an
experienced word of wisdom.

The third form, philosophic
wisdom, is based on an understanding
of knowledge: what is known, how
it is known, and where and when it
should be applied. This requires an
understanding of self, an internal focus
on one’s own methods of thinking and
acting, and the expansion of this
knowledge into a general under-
standing of people. Such a self view
leads ultimately to an expertise in the
understanding of meaning, virtue, and
order.

Each of the three kinds of wisdom
corresponds to a period of human
development. And because each part
of life must be passed through
sequentially, it is clear that becoming

Wisdom in Dealing with Physical Reality

wise in the full sense must be left to
later life.

The three phases of life have been
noted throughout history since the
riddle of the sphinx “What animal
walks on four legs in the moming, two
legs through the day and three legs in the
eve?” “Man, who crawls in childhood,
walks erect as adult, and uses a cane in
old age”).

Learning about the physical world
begins in childhood. The child first
learns about sensations and things,
then how to manipulate, relate and
classify those things, and finally, during
adolescence, how to think in abstract
terms about things. The child’s main
focus is gathering the information
necessary for working and surviving in
the world.

The second period of life — late
adolescence to middle adulthood —
focuses on learning about the social
world. The young adult must learn

that final solutions do not come from
an ultimate authority, then that
infallible authorities do not exist but
everyone cannot be right in their own
way, and lastly how to independently
evaluate situations and make decisions
while accounting for personal biases.
This period of life focuses on preparing
for and assuming social responsibilities
in the family and community.

In the last phase, we learn about
the self and about thought in general,
beginning in late middle-age when the
responsibilities assumed earlier are
relieved as children marry and
retirement looms. Personal growth
proceeds with this easing of
commitments. The development of
wisdom could now begin with a review
of what is known and what still needs
to be learned about the physical and
social domains, thus this is the time
when reminiscence assumes an
important function in life. Old
knowledge is reintegrated with new
information selected for its relevance
to a changing perspective on life, and
new global structures and relations
emerge. Finally, these structures and
relationships are able to evolve into a
higher order cognitive system that
encompasses an understanding of the
physical, social and philosophic.

The goal of this period seems to be to
prepare a lifetime of learning for the
next generation, and then to reach a
plateau which could be the
broad-based capacity for wisdom.

At this plateau, the older person
possesses the cognitive skills that apply
to any problem, whether physical,
social, or philosophical. If information
is available and a proper degree of
creativity used, wisdom will result.

It is just this sort of wisdom that is so
desperately needed in our (or any)
society. Scientific and medical ethics,
technological and industrial
responsibility, and economic and
military negotiation are all issues that
demand wise responses. Yet wise men
and women are too scarce to meet
these demands.

Why? Because so many people stall
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definition of ‘old’ — i.e., ‘wise and respected’ — in time for the
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along the developmental path. Age
does not of itself produce wisdom, but
we too often leave it to nature and
chance. And as B. E Skinner asked
regarding the training of children,
“Where is the virtue in accident?”

Unlike Skinner’s ideas of
education, I do not believe that
wisdom can be trained or taught.
(Who living today would feel
competent to force-feed wisdom or
even presume to guide its evolution?)
However, it is possible to enhance the
possibility of its achievement. If we can
increase the number of people that
achieved wisdom, the two problems of
unrespected elderly and unmet need
for wise counsel would both be
remedied.

Ie liberal arts curriculum is
specifically intended to roundly
educate each individual in the natural
sciences, the social sciences, and the
humanities; each of these areas is a
component of the grounding needed
for wisdom. Research has
demonstrated that a liberal arts
education enhances the development
of students through the middle part of
their life, although direct involvement

ends in young adulthood. We recognize
that the purpose of education is to
develop wisdom, and now we must act
on that information. We must extend
the concept of the college and univer-
sity, and invite our elderly back to
school. Not to be taught, but to parti-
cipate in a stimulating, collegial
atmosphere — an intellectual environ-
ment that will nurture the free growth
of wisdom.

Can it be done? The elements

needed for an organized program to

increase the prevalence of wisdom are
converging: (a) the field of psychology
is evolving a model of wisdom and how
it can be achieved, to provide a focus
and a goal for the educational
institution which has previously
operated on heuristic methods; (b) the
traditional student population is
declining, leaving educational facilities
available for a wisdom program; and
(c) people are ready to avail themselves
of just this sort of opportunity. These
are people just entering the last phase
of development, who are looking for a
new, fruitful concept of what the later
years can mean.

[ recently talked with three men
nearing retirement age who have
expressed similar needs, independent

of each other and without my prompt-
ing: a physician who would like to
return to campus life to study ethics
and philosophy, the president of a
moderately sized business who wishes
to study history from the Renaissance
to the Industrial Revolution, and an
electrical engineer who would like to
attempt theoretical physics and cosmol-
ogy. These people are financially

secure and wish to return to the
scholarly environment to fulfill a need
for self development. They would not
drain finances needed for younger
students; but would enhance, through
their experience, the academic quality
of the liberal arts program. They would
increase scholarly productivity through
interaction with both young students
and faculty, and they would benefit the
country and the world by providing a
pool of wisdom from which to draw.
And because of anticipated extensions
in active lifetime, a second period of
formal scholarship following the usual
30 years of productivity would leave
another 30 years to again contribute to
society in a different way.

Such a system of wisdom-oriented
education is a positive alternative to
the “problem” of aging that confronts
this country. If we begin to plan now,
we could expect to see a new definition
of “old” — i.e., “wise and respected” —
in time for the 21st century.

John H. Newman, is
a doctoral candidate in
experimental psychology at
Penn State, and is about to
take his comprehensive
examinations. He is in his
second year of a three-
year training fellowship
awarded by the National
Institute on Aging to study
“The Cognitive Evalua-
tion of thlosophzc Deveiopment Intellectual
Creativity and Wisdom.” His academic and
research pursuits include a minor in philosophy
focusing on epistemology and the American
Pragmatic Tradition, and involvement in adult
higher education. Newman is also an assistant
coach for the Penn State Men’s and Women's
Fencing teams and coach of the State College Area
YMCA fencing program. He likes to emphasize
that fencing is a life-time participation sport.

41




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo false
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
    /Arial-Black
    /Arial-BlackItalic
    /Arial-BoldItalicMT
    /Arial-BoldMT
    /Arial-ItalicMT
    /ArialMT
    /ArialNarrow
    /ArialNarrow-Bold
    /ArialNarrow-BoldItalic
    /ArialNarrow-Italic
    /ArialUnicodeMS
    /CenturyGothic
    /CenturyGothic-Bold
    /CenturyGothic-BoldItalic
    /CenturyGothic-Italic
    /CourierNewPS-BoldItalicMT
    /CourierNewPS-BoldMT
    /CourierNewPS-ItalicMT
    /CourierNewPSMT
    /Georgia
    /Georgia-Bold
    /Georgia-BoldItalic
    /Georgia-Italic
    /Impact
    /LucidaConsole
    /Tahoma
    /Tahoma-Bold
    /TimesNewRomanMT-ExtraBold
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT
    /TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT
    /TimesNewRomanPSMT
    /Trebuchet-BoldItalic
    /TrebuchetMS
    /TrebuchetMS-Bold
    /TrebuchetMS-Italic
    /Verdana
    /Verdana-Bold
    /Verdana-BoldItalic
    /Verdana-Italic
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 15
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 300
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d330b830cd30b9658766f8306e8868793a304a3088307353705237306b90693057305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /FRA <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [600 600]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


