
I write to describe the theme that old people, and
particularly very old people, are, in the sense of
the French lines quoted above, mirrors that reflect
us, and in which reflections we can come to recog-
nize ourselves.

This idea is far from obvious, far also, from
enjoying anything approaching widespread
acceptance. Quite the contrary! More widespread,
and so frequently unspoken, is the assumption
that very old people are vastly different from the
rest of us. This silent and uncriticized assumption,
most powerful in its effects on perceptions and
behaviours regarding the aged, is that the very old
are not really “one of us.” Oh, we rarely come
right out and so brutally say that. Yet, public talk
and public policies about the aged, and the de
facto abandonment of so many very old people to
their loneliness, really do echo, I think, Sylvia
Plath’s chilling declaration in the final line of her
poem, Medusa, “There is nothing between us.” (2)

I write to reject this governing assumption and
its echo, regarding the aged and the very old, of
Plath’s declaration. I write to amplify the truth
that the aged and very old people are so inti-
mately bound to us that without them we cannot
come to recognize who we really are, or to realize
who we can become, either as a fulfilment or as a
betrayal of ourselves. The very old reveal us in at
least three senses of this title’s “all of us.” They
reveal each of us; they reveal the most important
things about each of us; and they reveal us as an
“all”; as a community in strength or as a commu-
nity in disintegration; as a society of growing
humanity or as a society that has been, or is in
danger of being, sacrificed to its economy.

Why This Editorial Now?

I decided to write this editorial now for two imme-
diate reasons. First, the steadily growing popula-
tion imbalance between the aged and the young,
with the numbers of the elderly growing faster
than the numbers of younger people, is calling

forth shrill cries of consternation, if not panic. The
International Monetary Fund (IMF), in a recent
report, stated that the costs associated with aging
in the Group of G-20 countries are 10 times greater
than the costs of the current financial crisis. The
report is cited as stating that the exorbitant costs
of supporting aging societies are breathing down
the necks of governments. The article on the IMF
report cites a U.S. economist as calling the grow-
ing population of the aged “the new Malthusian
nightmare.” (3) The growing numbers of the aged
and the very old, we hear loud and clear, are
exerting enormous economic pressures on gov-
ernments and societies. In these times of panicky
concern about economic solvency, I write about
the rising threats of human and moral insolvency;
an insolvency that could slowly, steadily, and
surely wheelchair the aged and the very old out
onto the far margins of society and into its deepest
shadows.

Plans, now under way, for the reform of long-
term care in the province of Quebec also drive me
to write this editorial now.

A year ago, in an editorial titled, “Raging
Prayers for the Aged,” (4) I cited the story of
the 91-year-old Mrs. Palet Iourovskaia, who had
to move from nursing home to nursing home
three times in three months. I cited this story
from Charlie Fidelman’s newspaper article, “Bed
Shortage Keeps Seniors on the Move.” (5) I wrote
prayers of rage against the dying of our sight,
and of our insight into, the abject misery of old
men and woman who are wheelchaired from one
loneliness to another because there are no longer
enough places for them on this Earth and in
its healthcare systems. No room for them, these
very old people, just corridors of transition where
they are parked until the next transfer to another
corridor.

And now “transition existence” threatens, in
the Quebec reform of long-term care, to become
the closing existence of the aged and the very old.

E
D

IT
O

R
IA

L
•

T
he

V
er

y
O

ld
?

T
he

y
re

ve
al

al
lo

fu
s

Jo
ur

na
lo

fP
al

lia
ti

ve
C

ar
e

25
:3

/
20

09
;1

55
–1

56
©

20
09

In
st

it
ut

un
iv

er
si

ta
ir

e
d

e
gé

ri
at

ri
e

d
e

M
on

tr
éa

l

155

EDITORIAL •The Very Old?
They reveal all of us

“C’est dans le miroir des autres que, parfois, on se reconnait.”
– Jacques Prevert (1)

DAVID J. ROY, Laboratoire de recherche en éthique et vieillissement, Centre de recherche, Institut universitaire de
gériatrie de Montréal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada



The understandable goal of this reform is to
increase the numbers of sorely needed hospital
beds for the acutely ill. All of the more than 700
long-term care beds in the Montreal region, cur-
rently occupied by the aged, will be closed and
the aged will be moved out of hospital short-term
care beds within 72 hours of having their physical
condition stabilized. The aged and the very old
will pass through three moves: first, to “evalua-
tion beds” for about three months; second, to
“transition beds” for about three months; and,
finally, to a permanent long-term care residence
“of their choice.”

However, there are currently 3,700 old people
awaiting a place in a hospital centre for long-term
care in the Montreal region. (6, 7)

Voices are starting to rise to decry this triple
move element of the reform plan as humanly
intolerable for the aged and their relatives. (8-10)
Will our humanity towards the very old disappear
in the black hole between the theory of such
reform plans and their practical reality? I fear so,
and this is another reason for this editorial.

What Do the Very Old Reveal about Me?
It would be utterly presumptuous of me to try to
answer what the very old reveal about all of us.
More modestly, I shall try to do what I have never
done before: to express something of what the
very old reveal to me about myself. I think the
very old reveal to me:

• That I try not to look at them, or to be near
them, or to speak to them because they show
me in too frightening a way what I will look
like and be like if I live long enough.

• That I feel guilty for having this anxiety and for
so comfortably assuming that I am really help-
less to do anything effective to relieve the aban-
donment and the deep loneliness of so many
very old people.

• That I am superficial and heartless, as I was the
other day when I walked by a very old Chinese
woman in her wheelchair; walked by without
meeting her eye when I knew she was watch-
ing me closely.

• That I am haughty and vain when I stride past
the many very old people in the hospital next
to the research centre where I work; stride by,
I do, quickly and barely conscious of my pride-
ful feelings about how strong, vigorous, and
attractive I am compared to these fragile,
wheelchair-bound old people.

• That I am hypocritical for treating very old
people as utter strangers when I have already
written many times that humanity is the place
where no one who suffers and is alone will ever
be a stranger to us.

• That I am quite comfortable and self-satisfied
writing about leadership, as I have done
several times and again recently, (11) and that I
am altogether too lazy and neglectful to stand
up, move, and exercise leadership on behalf of
the aged and the very old.

These are a few of the things that very old
people reveal to me about myself. I so hope that I
am alone in my inhumanity toward the very old.
Do you think that I am?

REFERENCES

1. Cited without reference in: Billé, M. Des personnes âgées
menaces dans leur humanité. JALMALV 90, Septembre 2007;
p33.

2. Plath, S. Quoted in George Steiner’s essay Dying Is an art.
In: Steiner G. Language and silence: essays on language, liter-
ature, and the inhuman. New York: Athenium, 1982: p. 299.

3. Milner B, Scoffield H. Aging: the growing cost. Globe and Mail
Report on Business; July 9, 2009, B1, B4.

4. Roy, DJ. Raging prayers for the aged. J Palliat Care 2009;
24(3): 131-132.

5. Fidelman, C. Bed shortage keeps seniors on the move. The
Gazette [Montreal]; August 9, 2008, B4.

6. Gagnon, K. Réforme majeure en vue dans les CHSLD de
Montréal. La Presse [Montreal]; July 6, 2000, A6.

7. Pratte, A. Caser les vieux. La Presse [Montreal]; July 11, 2009,
A22.

8. Bastien, J. Les vieux abandonnés. La Presse [Montreal]; July
11, 2009, A23.

9. Fournier, J. Des fermetures de lits inacceptables. La Presse
[Montreal]; July 11, 2009, A23.

10. Leger, J. Une mort accélérée. La Presse, [Montreal]; July 11,
2009, A23.

11. Roy, DJ. Where are the falconers? J Palliat Care 2009; 25(2):
83-84.

E
D

IT
O

R
IA

L
•

T
he

V
er

y
O

ld
?

T
he

y
re

ve
al

al
lo

fu
s

156

For Our Benefactor
Some people stand out for their generosity both in times of fair economic weather and most
particularly in times of economic turbulence. Our longstanding benefactor is such a person, a man
of outstanding generosity and goodness. We can, again this year, never thank him adequately.

– David J. Roy, Editor-in-Chief
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