




are cared for, no one can give them back their health. Even 
if one builds for them decent places to live, one will not 
have created the culture, interests and responsibilities which 
would give meaning to their lives. I am not saying that it is 
entirely vain to try to improve their condition at this time. 
But that won't offer any solution to the real problem of old 
age, which is: What should a society be like so that in his 
old age a man can remain a man? 

The answer is simple: he must always have been treated 
like a man. Society reveals itself in the fate it assigns to its 
inactive members: society has always considered them 
merely idle equipment. Society admits that only profit 
counts, that its "humanism" is purely fac;ade. In the 19th 
century the ruling classes explicitly categorized the prole
tariat as barbarians. Workers' struggles have succeeded in 
integrating the proletariat into humanity, but only insofar 
as they are productive. The old workers' society turns its 
back on them as if they were a strange species. 

This is precisely why the question has been buried in con
certed silence. Old age denounces the failure of our whole 
civilization . It is the whole man that must be remade, and 
all relations among people recreated, if we want the condi
tion of the old to be acceptable. A man shouldn't come to 
the end of his life alone and empty-handed. If culture were 
life and practice-and not inert knowledge, acquired once 
and then ignored-if the individual had, through culture, a 
grasp on his environment which fulfilled and renewed itself 
over the years, he would be an active, useful citizen at any 
age. If the individual from childhood on were not atomized, 
shut off and isolated among other atoms, if he participated 
in life, he would never know exile. Nowhere have such con
ditions ever been achieved. The socialist countries, if they 
approach this condition a little more closely than the cap
italist countries, remain very distant from it. 

I 
N THE IDEAL SOCIETY I am picturing we could dream 

that old age, so to speak, would not exist. Just as 
with certain privileged cases now, the individual, pri
vately weakened by age but not visibly diminished , 

would one day fall victim to a fatal illness: he would die 
without suffering degradation . Old age would conform in 
reality to the definition that certain bourgeois theorists give 
to it: that is, a moment in existence which is different from 
youth and maturity, but possessing its own balance, and 
leaving open to the individual a wide range of possibilities. 

We are far from that. Society concerns itself with the 
individual only insofar as he is productive. Young people 
know all about this. Their anxiety on entering social life 
is the counterpart of the agony of old people on being ex
cluded from it. In the intervening time, daily routine masks 
these problems. A young person fears this machine which 
will use him up; sometimes he tries to fight back by throw
ing paving stones; the old man , rejected by it, used up, 
exposed, has nothing left but his eyes to cry with. Between 
the two the machine turns, crusher of men who let them
selves be crushed because they cannot even imagine escap
ing from it. Once one has understood what the condition of 
old people is, one cannot be content to demand more gen
erous "politics of old age," higher pensions, decent hous
ing, organized leisure activities. It is the whole system 
which is at stake, and the demand can only be radical: to 
change life. 

-TRANSLATED BY JUDY ORINGER AND DAVID KOLODNEY 



15¢ 

Arth ur T ress 

Simone de Beauvoir is wel l known as the 
author of The Second Sex , The Mandarins , 
and other works. The preceding i s the 
conc l uding c hapter of he r new b ook on 
aging, La Viei llesse . 

Copyri ght Rampart s Magazine, 1970 . 
By Pe r mission of the Editors. 

§(~\ --(~;.; ,_,. 

Stephen Shames/ Photon West 

Published By: 

New England Free Press 
60 Union Square 
Somerville, Mass. 02143 


