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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the social perceptions of the elderly within both the
larger Canadian and Canadian Aboriginal cultures. The development of
an age conscious society has resulted in the inception of a form of
discrimination commonly referred to as ageism. Examining aspects within
the larger Canadian culture, such as derogatory language terms, the
negative portrayal of the elderly within the media, stereotypes and
attitudes, this paper presents some of the social ramifications associated
with the subjection of negative perceptions of the aged, including low
status and the notion of the elderly as a minority group within Canadian
society. Canadian Aboriginal groups, however, demonstrate a greater
degree of deference to their elderly incorporating them within prominent
and important roles within their communities. This paper attempts to
mediate the different manners in which these two Canadian groups treat
their elderly considering the demographic differences, such as social,
political, and economic factors.
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PREFACE
My interest within the area of the treatment of the aged and aging process is threefold: first,
I have a fundamental concern with the treatment of the elderly. As substantial contributors
to the community, and based upon my own experiences with them, I feel they are devalued
and are granted minimal social significance. Second, I love my parents and want to ensure
the best possible care and treatment for them as they age. And finally, I am conducting this
research so that I may examine some of the stereotypes and myths affiliated and associated
with the elderly in Canada in hope of improving their quality of life by means of providing a
better general understanding. I believe that Canadian society at large may only benefit from
a better understanding of Native wisdom, tradition and practice with reference to the
treatment of their elderly. By means of contrasting Native and non-Native societies, I hope
to demonstrate that the elderly are not only a valuable resource within communities (as
educators, caregivers, decision makers, etc.), but also that they possess valuable knowledge

and experience fundamental to our well being and survival.
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Differing Deference: Social Perceptions of Elderly Canadians

Introduction

The purpose of this study is to explore Canadian attitudes toward aging as expressed
by the population toward the aged and by the aged themselves within our language and the
media. Furthermore, this paper will outline not only the cultural construction of old age,
including the social and psychological ramifications often imposed upon the aged; but also
will focus on the status and treatment of the elderly, and how different groups enhance or
demean the cross-cultural phenomenon of aging. In order to demonstrate the diversity
which exists within Canada concerning conceptions and perceptions of old age, this paper
will examine attitudes, myths', and stereotypes associated with the aged and aging process
within not only the larger Canadian society, but also within Canadian Aboriginal societies.

Aging is a process that spans our lives from our first breath until our last and being
old is an ascribed status which faces us all (Petty 1979: 1). Although aging is a universal
phenomenon, the treatment of the aged and the subsequent consequences of such treatment
differ within distinct societies. Within many cultures, growing old is a process associated
with the natural acquisition of a valued status; an elder is often peﬁved as an experienced
and valuable source of information and wisdom.

"In this country [the United States and by extension, Canada], however, old age has

! For the purpose of this paper, myth is simply defined as widely held, but false notions. This contrasts
with the anthropological perspective in which myth is defined as waditional stories usually involving
supernatural or imaginary persons and embodying popular ideas on natural or social phenomena. The
reason that I make this distinction relates to the fact that myth in an anthropological context imyplies a long
standing tradition passed from onc gencration to another; whereas, myths commonly associated with the
aged and aging process are a relatively new phenomenon.

1



quite another social meaning. It is, for example, accompanied by a diminution of power
and status” (Petty 1979:1). The aged within the larger Canadian population are often
characterized and defined in terms of low status and low political and economic worth; a
common notion within industrialized societies. Perceived as expenditures rather than as
contributors, the aged are often devalued and disregarded. Our language and descriptions of
elders and the aging process, for example, include a number of pejorative and depreciating
terms and references. If the natural and inevitable process of aging is commonly associated
with a negative status, unpleasant circumstances and a general devaluation of elders, then,
one must assume these occurrences are supported by widely held perceptions and attitudes.

In contrast with the experience of the elderly within mainstream Western culture,
Canadian Aboriginal groups place a much greater emphasis upon the value and importance
of elders within their communities (Elliot 1999). The roles of elders within Native groups
are of utmost importance and significance in reference to group survival and cultural
continuation: both of which may be perceived as a challenge in terms of acculturation to the
larger contemporary Canadian society. Furthermore, it is my contention that Native elders’
high status and the subst;quent respect that it engenders ts honoured within the larger
Canadian population. This may be due to the portrayal of Aboriginals Elders within the
media as being wise and knowledgeable in the ways of the world; and thus, their status is
both recognized and maintained within the larger Canadian population.

As stated by Elliot (1999: 142), the elderly are generally respected in traditional
Abonginal circles. They may be regarded as having special healing power or may be pipe
carriers, who are responsible for taking the burdens for their people. Tribal elders are often

decision-makers, advisors and negotiators. They normally provide leadership and guidance



and are called upon when disputes erupt. To rise to the position of the "respected elder” the
individual ideally should have been respectful throughout life. It is believed within many
Aboriginal societies that the elder who holds this esteemed position sits closer to the spirit
and is thus given special powers.

In order to account for the differences which exist between the larger Canadian
population and Aboriginal societies, this paper will draw upon cultural, political and
economical factors which influence the deference and subsequent treatment of the aged.
Demographic differences, the importance of traditions with reference to Aboriginal identity
and political objectives, participation of the aged within the community, and the weight
assigned to occupation substantially contribute to the distinct manner in which these groups
perceive and behave towards their aged. Although a number of complexities exist within
Aboriginal groups, including the differences that exist among Status, non-Status, Métis, and
Inuit people; urban and rural populations, and idealizations and realities with reference to
the treatment of the aged, Rogers and Gallion (1978) suggest that there are some
characteristics common to most Native tribes that make them different from mainstream
society. These include deep-rooted loyalty to and identification with the family and tribe,
rather than loyalty to the self; a great respect for the elderly and their traditional values and
lifestyle; a feeling of stress as a result of acculturation and contact with mainstream society;
and a population that is increasing rapidly, and in which, the elderly make up a smaller and
smaller percentage of the total Native population. It becomes apparent then, that the
difference which exists between ABoriginal groups and the larger Canadian population is
much more significant than the differences among Aboriginal societies.

Considering the center-margin theory (Innis 1995) and the relative high status of



Aboriginals Elders, the larger Canadian population can leam from the experiences of
Aboriginals peoples with reference to the treatment of the aged. Although there are a
numbser of factors that may challenge the process (i.e., social and demographic differences),
this transfer of knowledge may be accomplished by incorporating specific and relevant
knowledge into pre-established and existing social networks. The multicultural nature of
the larger Canadian population suggests that indeed this is not a new phenomenon; such a
process has been in existence for generations. In the past, various aspects of marginal or
peripheral cultures have been incorporated into the Jarger Canadian population’s frame of
reference. Canada, as a nation of immigrants, has regularly adopted cultural traditions of
new Canadians and made them part of the broader perspective. The armrival of Asian
immigrants in the 1970s, for example, resulted in an interest in Eastern traditions such as
Buddhism and Asian cuisine. They are now considered relatively mainstream in most
urban centers.

Research for this paper consists primarily of examining the literature concerning
the aged and aging process within Canada. These secondary sources have included:
surveys conceming attitudes, stereotypes, and perceptions of the elderly within Canada;
statistical reports and analysis of historical and cultural factors, such as population trends,
traditional roles and technological advance; books and joumal articles concerned with
theory and previous research in the area of retirement, elder abuse, status change, social
problems, and Aboriginal cultural studies. As considerable research has been conducted
on a variety of gerontological issues, numerous sources are available for consultation and
consideration. In order to attain a comprehensive overview of aging and the aged and ihe

related social processes however, it has been necessary to consult several diverse areas of



expertise, including but not limited to the disciplines of gerontology, sociology, and
anthropology. Research and literature in each of these disciplines has contributed to the
creation of an overall understanding of the situation of the aged within Canadian and
Canadian Aboriginal societies.

As very little information is available concerning the aged and aging process within
Canadian Aboriginal groups, it has been necessary to consult numerous sources, including
the Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples (RCAP), the Department of Indian Affairs
and Northem Development (DIAND), and a variety of Aboriginal cultural studies
conducted over the past seventy years, in order to attain a comprehensive image and
understanding of the diverse social issues which affect the aging and aged process within
these societies. Referring to, and examining past anthropological studies and statistics of
Canadian Aboriginal groups has enabled the process of comparing the social roles, status
and value of the elderly within these societies during a period of rapid cultural change.

Chapter One introduces the area of research by providing not only a definition of
‘aged’ and related terms, but will discuss some of the cultural constraints and influences
upon the aging process. Further, this cﬂapter will explore not only the presence of the aged
in terms of sheer demographic numbers within the Canadian population, but will also
discuss the historical development of aging and age consciousness, demonstrating the
timely importance of exploring current Canadian attitudes toward the aged. As the
proportion of aged individuaﬁ dramatically increases within the population, the aged and
the aging process have been referred to as becoming an increasingly important social
problem. Examining the situation of the aged as a social problem, this chapter will present

some of the social and psychological ramifications affiliated with the subjection of negative



perceptions of the aged, including the notion of the elderly as a minority group within
Canadian society, and the prevalence of "ageism".

Chapter Two presents and explores some of the theoretical perspectives and recent
research concerning aging as a social process. Many of these theories however, are
problematic and are often inapplicable in reference to the aged and aging process of
Canadian Aboriginal peoples because of cultural and demographic differences; therefore, a
separate section within this chapter will examine relevant theories and research concerned
with Aboriginal societies. Theories of aging and the aged, including but not limited to
Modemization Theory, Minority Group Theory, and Disengagement Theory provide a
means of creating a framework for organizing a review of the literature. Following this
chapter it will be possible to engage in a discussion of aging and related social processes
considering the larger Canadian population in Chapter Three; followed by a discussion of
Canadian Aboriginal societies in Chapter Four.

Chapter Three presents a comprehensive examination of social perceptions, roles
and the status of the elderly within the larger Canadian population. It should be noted that
the existence of diverse cultural and ethnic groups within Canadian society will be
considered. Exceptions, as in all cases, do exist. It is remarkable, however, that there seem
to be more similarities than differences among these groups, excluding Aboriginal
Canadians, supporting the notion that it is possible to assert some generalizations
concerning the Canadian population's treatment of the elderly. Included in this chapter will
be a discussion of several stereotypes and myths commonly associated with the aged and
aging process. It is my contention, based upon past experience and recent research that the

aged within the larger Canadian population are devalued. Furthermore, this section will



provide some evidence demonstrating the devaluation and negative perceptions of the aged
and aging in the larger Canadian society, by examining the presentation of the aged within
the media (for example within literature, television etc.), and language employed in
describing the aged and the aging process.

Chapter Four, following the pattern of the previous chapter, presents a
comprehensive and historical examination of social perceptions, roles, and the status of the
elderly with Canadian Aboriginal groups. It should be noted, here too, that diversity exists
among Canadian Aboriginal groups. For this reason, I have selected a number of
Aboriginal groups that are geographically well dispersed. As within the larger Canadian
population, exceptions do exist; however, a number of striking similarities, with reference
only to the treatment of the elderly, do allow for the assertion of some generalizations.

Chapter Five will attempt to determine the reasons for, and the implications, of the
difference between the larger Canadian population and Canadian Aboriginal groups with
reference to perceptions and treatment of the elderly. Analyzing the data from an
anthropological perspective, and considering not only the historical factors which have
contributed to the negative perception and devaluation of Canadian elderly, but also the
present trends, demonstrates the need for immediate awareness and action. What can we
learn from each other? What social processes, if any, contribute to the negative perception
and devaluation of the aged? What are the practical implications of the cultural
construction of the dependency and low status of the elderly? Moreover, as Canadian
Aboriginal groups are further integrated? into the larger Canadian population, members of

Aboriginal groups adopt many Canadian social values, norms, and behaviors. Based on this

?Please note that I am not referring to an assimilation or enculturation of Aboriginal groups into the larger
Canadian population; but rather, [ am referring to the interaction between these two groups, and the
exchange of ideas, which often ensues.



contention, the analysis of Canadian Aboriginal culture(s) presented in Chapter Four will be
further analyzed within this chapter in order to demonstrate this trend. What are the
consequences of an integration, then assimilation of Aboriginal societies to the norms of the
larger Canadian society? It is my contention that the adoption of mainstream attitudes and
practices regarding the elderly is not only unwise, but may have detrimental effects on their
elderly population, as the occurrence of elder abuse is increasing at an alarming rate. In this
chapter, I advocate for the larger Canadian population to refer to Canadian Aboriginal
societies, including their traditional values, norms, and behaviors with reference to the
elderly as a role models.

In the conclusion of this paper I suggest some areas in need of further research and

examination.



CHAPTER ONE

The Development Of Age Consciousness: Aging As A Social Problem

The existence of millions of older persons in the world today is a fairly new
phenomenon. Studies of population trends demonstrate massive increases in both the
absolute numbers and percentage of our aging population. By the year 2030, 25% of the
North American population will be older than 65 years. The aging Canadian Aboriginal
population, as will be discussed in Chapter Four, is increasing at a phenomenal rate of three
times that of the general population.

The definition of the elderly, aged, or 'senior citizen' has been subject to a great deal
of debate over the years. The Government of Canada employs the age of 65 as the basis of
its definition. Selecting a specific age assists with policy and, hence, decisions concerning
retirement and the eligibility of receiving national and provincial government support,
pensions, and services. Many communities have different age criteria for different
programs. For example, within many towns and cities an individual may enjoy recreational
programs designed for 'seniors’ after the age of 50 or 55 (Elliot 1999). Although
chronological age may be widely used to define the term of 'senior’ citizen, it is important to
note that age alone reveals nothing concerning the health status, cognitive capabilities,
goals, dreams, interests, wants, needs, or preferences of the individual (Elliot 1999: 41).
Furthermore, there are a number of factors, for example cultural differences, which
influence not only the aging process but also the location and status of the aged within
Canadian societies. The following section will examine some of these contributing factors.

9
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Cultural Constructs- Defining Old Age

How an individual deals with his or her old age is conditioned by the social order
that exists during his or her lifetime (Blau 1981: 8). Aging is a cultural as well as a
biological process. Culture is a design for living, the shared understandings underlying a
shared way of life- cognitive and precise as well as symbolic and ambiguous. The essential
attributes of culture are that it is shared, and that it provides a vocabulary of symbols to
express and assign meaning to various aspects of shared social life. As stated by Foner
(1984: 1)

Although everyone grows older, the particular ways individuals are

and the meanings they attach to the life course are not universal. Also

the way the life course is divided including the markers that delineate

old age is highly variable. Our own cultural conceptions of age and

aging are just that: our own.

Culture provides a symbolic order and a set of shared meanings to social life and is
composed of material and nonmaterial elements. Nonmaterial elements include norms,
customs, values, beliefs, knowledge, and sanctions (McPherson 1983). These are
symbolically represented through material elements such as laws, language, art, dress,
technology, literature, ceremonies and games. Those elements which are highly valued are
transmitted from one generation to the next through the process of socialization.

Values and norms are of particular importance in understanding the social life and
processes of a society. Values are the internalized criteria by which members select and
judge their own and other’s goals and behaviours in society. Values tend to be trans-
situational in that they are reflected in all institutions within a society (McPherson 1983).
They include principles such as democracy, equality of opportunity, freedom, achievement

competition and respect for the elderly. Norms are derived from and are closely interrelated
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to basic values. Norms are shared expectations of behaviour which serve as guidelines to
acceptable, culturally desirable and appropriate behaviour within specific social situations
(Marshall 1998). For example, many norms concerning how we dress or spend our leisure
time are related to age or to the social positions we occupy.

Review of research on age in social and cultural contexts demonstrates, first, great
diversity in the significance of old age, beginning with its very definition. Second, specific
characteristics of social and cultural settings have been identified that affect strategies
available to older persons for maintaining well-being. These include subsistence base,
types and degree of social differentiation, residential stability, value placed on ethnic
heritage, and formalization of age relations. Third, mechanisms through which such
characteristics interact with age to affect the circumstances of older people have been
suggested- for example, seniority makes years lived advantageous, ritual participation is not
limited by physical frailty, and lifelong membership reduces the effects of present
functionality on perceptions of personhood (Keith 1990: 105).

Cowgill and Holmes (1972) identified eight universals of aging, although aged
persons are always a minority group w1thm the total population. This is not to say that they
are dominated by the majority; but rather that aging is a key characteristic used by members
of a society to define themselves and others, even though the age groups could vary from
one group to another. The aged in one society could be defined as everyone over 45, while
in another society the aged might only include those over 70 years. It is possible, however,
that the definition of age category in North America could change in the years to come, as
the number of people over 65 increases. Cross cultural studies indicate that age is not

destiny, and that the social definition of age fluctuates (Q'Reilly 1997: 17).
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As suggested by Clark and Anderson (1967), old age may be defined in functional
or formal terms. In societies where old age is defined in functional terms, it is the onset of
biological deterioration (i.e. mobility, strength, or other abilities required in adult work) that
signals the end of active adult status. Defined in formal terms however, old age
corresponds to other factors; such as an external event which is arbitrarily invested with
symbolic significance (e.g., becoming a grandparent).

The definition of old age in contemporary Western culture is increasingly a formal
one, and is essentially temporal in nature. As a temporal concept, old age is determined by
carefully kept records, social policy, and calendrical reckonings (i.e. retirement at age 65).
A social definition of old age based on chronology becomes ever more removed from the
realities of physical disability, especially considering technological advances in medicine
and public health which provide the individual with a longer healthier life.

In societies with functional definitions of old age (such as the mainstream Canadian
society during pre-industrial history), culture specified the tasks of senescence. As stated
by Clark and Anderson (1967),

The aged were expected to relinquish adult responsibilities and powers

in preparation for death, so that cultural continuity might be preserved.

Thus, the old man's job was in those times to groom his successors,

share his esoteric knowledge, and designate heirs so that they would be

prepared to assume control of his wealth, authority, or power.... This

was essential, to assure preservation within the group of traditions,

knowledge, skills, and social institutions (1967: 8-10).

Within present Western societies however, adult responsibilities are relinquished relatively
early, resulting in the life of the majority of older people being devoid of social meaning for
extended periods of time. Thus, aging is accompanied by a loss of social prestige.

According to Clark and Anderson (1967: 13-17), this loss of prestige may be influenced by
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four principal historic factors. The first of these reasons is affiliated with the weakness of
kinship ties. As Simmons (1945: 177) notes:

Social relationships have provided the strongest securities to the

individual, especially in old age. With vitality declining, the aged

person has had to rely more and more upon personal relations with

others, and upon the reciprocal relations with others, and upon the

reciprocal rights and obligations involved.... Throughout human history

the family has been the safest haven for the aged. Its ties have been

the most intimate and long-lasting, and on them the aged have relied for

greatest security...[and have discovered] in family relationships

opportunities for effective social participation well into senility.

The pattern of European settlement and colonization of North America however, has
devalued the retention of close kinship ties among generations. Furthermore, nuclear
families are perceived as the ideal, as divorce and remarriage have created new forms of
family.

A second factor that mitigates against the definition of roles for the aged is the
occurrence of rapid industrial and technological change. The aged, are in a sense, the
carriers of a dying generation as the content of our culture proceeds to significantly change.
Technological progress has made obsolete the technical skills and knowledge they possess.
With rapid social change and an emphasis on progress, ‘traditional knowledge’ lacks
relevancy. Increasingly, elderly citizens find themselves excluded from productive work,
and quite often accept society’s appraisal of them as being of little value in modem Western
life.

The third historical factor affecting the status of the aged is the phenomenal increase
in the proportion of older persons in our society. Industrial society has created a new large
social group, yet the culture which spawned this group'’s existence has yet to determine a

manner in which it can incorporate such an enlarged group within the present societal
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systern,

The proportion of the elderly in Western industrialized societies has increased
considerably since the nineteenth century. In 1901 only 5 percent of the Canadian
population was aged sixty-five and over, but by 1981 this figure had risen to 10 percent
(Statistics Canada, April 1984). By the year 2031, some demographers predict that 20
percent of the Canadian population will be elderly (Martin 1982: 147). Declining fertility
rates and increasing life expectancy are the major reasons for population aging in Canada
(Baker 1988). But immigration and internal migration have also led to regional pockets of
elderly people. The actual population distribution by age and sex for 1981, as well as future
predictions may be seen in Figure 1.

The fourth factor influencing the status of the aged is the dominant emphasis in
Western culture conceming the value of productivity in industrial terms. As individuals
age, they begin to experience physical and cognitive changes which impair their speed and
endurance in the performance of certain occupations (McFarlane 1965). Whereas the
productivity of older Canadian Aboriginals is defined and measured in terms of the elder’s
ability to share knowledge, or serve as witnesses to past knowledge; the value placed on
work and productivity in the larger Canadian population, and the implementation and
expression of this value through social sanctions, constantly impinge upon the population’s
perception of the aged. These factors, when combined, influence the culturally constructed
negative image and perception of the elderly. Moreover, these negative perceptions are
further exacerbated by the changing demographics of the larger Canadian population.

Not only has there been a phenomenal increase in the proportion of elderly

individuals within the larger Canadian population, but also, the older population itself has
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Ageism as 2 Social Problem

A social problem may be defined as a social condition over which there is a
disagreement concerning desirability. As stated by Cuber (1963: 655), "Different groups
are usually differentially affected by, and related to, a given social condition, and hence a
clash of value judgment regarding the condition gives evidence of the existence of the
social problem through popular discussion”. In other words, the disagreement over what
constitutes a social problem consists of differing definitions and judgments concerning the
equitable and fair treatment of a group of individuals; and may in fact include questions
concerning social priorities. Thus, what may be a problem for some is not for others. A
societal condition may be demonstrably harmful to one class or group, but have no direct or
discernible harmful effect on another (Cuber 1963: 638). As the elderly have always been
present within Canadian society, why then, is it that their presence is now considered a
social problem?

As suggested by Loether (1975: 8), the treatment of the aged and the aging process
is becoming an increasing social problem within Canadian society in terms of their
representation in sheer numbers. At the turn of the century the aged did not constitute a
social problem; however, since then, the proportion and number of people aged sixty-five
and over has increased dramatically, and is now growing faster than those under sixty-five
years of age (Atchley 1972, Julian 1977). Furthermore, social problems are closely
interrelated with social change, some of them being a direct result of such change {Cuber
1963: 651). The process of modernization, as discussed in Chapter Two, has brought about
not only substantial social change in the manner in which we perceive the elderly as

contributing and valuable members of society; but also, technological and medical advances
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dramatically affecting the length and quality of life.

A second reason for the contention that the aged are a social problem lies in the
concept of ageism. Butler and Lewis (1973: ix) defined the term as "a systematic
stereotyping of and discrimination against people because they are old". Covertly, ageism
is demonstrated in the slowness of our society in providing meaningful work or non-work
roles for older people; raising their status as an age group; directing a significant percentage
of the welfare dollar toward services for the elderly; and in developing research on aging in
the social and biological sciences (Neugarten 1970). Ageism has allowed the younger
people in this society to view older people as different- perhaps les.s human than
themselves- and consequently to ignore their problems (Butler & Lewis 1973).

Third, several gerontologists have identified and classified the aged as a minority
group in our society (Barron 1963, Palmore & Whittington 1971). Minority has been
defined "as a group of people who because of physical or cultural characteristics are singled
out from others in the society in which they live, for differential and unequal treatment, and
who therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination” (Barron 1961: 61).

As a minority group (or quasi-minority group), the elderly are highly visible -they
are easily distinguishable from younger people both physically and behaviorally. The aged
have little real power because of their relative size in the population and because few people
seek their participation or advice about anything. Furthermore, it should be noted that
referring to the aged as a minority group encompasses not only actual numbers and
percentages of elderly within society, but also serves as a useful term with reference to the
existence of privilege, or its lack.

As suggested by OReilly (1997: 22), this would imply the existence of
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corresponding dominant groups with higher social status and more important privileges, and
the exclusion of the minority group from full participation in society. Barron (1961)
believed that the aging person’s overt physiological characteristics rendered them
susceptible to discrimination, similar to that which affects racial or sexual 