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(A)RATEMEL, (B)REHEMIFEL,

On Growing Old Gracefully

[ 1] This desire to grow old and in any case to appear old is understandable
when one understands the premium generally placed upon old age in China. In
the first place, it is a privilege of the old people to talk, while the young must
listen and hold their tongue. “A young man is supposed to have ears and no
mouth, ” as a Chinese saying goes. Men of twenty are supposed to listen when
people of thirty are talking, and these in turn are supposed to listen when men of
forty are talking. As the desire to talk and to be listened to is almost universal, it
is evident that the further along one gets in years, the better chance he has to talk
and to be listened to when he goes about in society. It is a game of life in which
no one is favored, for everyone has a chance of becoming old in his time. Thus a
father lecturing his son is obliged to stop suddenly and change his demeanor the
moment the grandmother opens her mouth. Of course he wishes to be in the
grandmother’s place. And it is quite fair, for what right have the young to open
their mouth when the old men can say, “I have crossed more bridges than you
have crossed streets!” What right have the young got to talk?

[2] In spite of my acquaintance with Western life and the Western attitude
toward age, I am still continually shocked by certain expressions for which I am
totally unprepared. Fresh illustrations of this attitude come up on every side. I
have heard an old lady remarking that she has had several grandchildren, but, “It
was the first one that hurt. ” With the full knowledge that American people hate
to be thought of as old, one still doesn’t quite expect to have it put that way. I
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have made allowance for people in middle age this side of fifty, who, 1 can
understand, wish to leave the impression that they are still active and vigorous,
but T am not quite prepared to meet an old lady with gray hair facetiously
switching the topic of conversation to the weather, when the conversation without
any fault of mine naturally drifted toward her age. One continually forgets it when
allowing an old man to enter an elevator or a car first; the habitual expression
“after age” comes up to my lips, then I restrain myself and am at a loss for what
to say in its place. One day, being forgetful, I blurted out the usual phrase in
deference to an extremely dignified and charming old man, and the old man
seated in the car turned to his wife and remarked jokingly to her, “This young man
has the cheek to think that he is younger than myself !”

—from The Importance of Living
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