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Ebitortal
THE TRAGEDY OF OLD AGE
THE life of the aged always ends in tragedy, and there is a
natural desire to hide the more sordid tragedies out of
sight. The interest in the aged is confined to their immediate
families. It is sometimes sentimental. More often it is
merely dutiful. Occasionally it is not even that. The situation is worse amongst the rich than amongst the poor. The
aged poor are nothing more than an encumbrance. Their
passing is a negative relief to their relatives, a positive relief
to themselves. The irony of the matter amongst the rich
is that their taking off is usually of positive value to themselves and to their relatives as well. For them there is an
end to misery; for their relatives an end of care, and the
possibility, if not the certainty, of sharing in an inheritance.
For the old the young have little sympathy. They may
pretend to suffer with them, but in reality they do not.
Real sympathy would only increase the sum of suffering; and
the young, with the egotism of youth, have an unconquerable
aversion from destroying their own happiness by making
themselves sharers in a misery they cannot alleviate. For
the aged to demand such a sacrifice is in turn a manifestation
of the egotism of the old. There is no spectacle more pathetic than a young life sacrificed to the tyranny of kith and
kin, and it is the more pathetic when youth is yielded ungrudgingly. Two lives are destroyed instead of one.
Such is the law in western communities. It is the
incentive of all labour, lest a man be cast in his old age upon
the mercy of his own. That is the tragedy of Lear, although
one cannot withhold from his daughters a certain sympathy.
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They had a sure perception of their father's silliness in bothering with equerries and men-at-arms at his time of life.
Amongst the Orientals a different view prevails. The old
are venerated whilst they are alive; and their ancestors are
venerated not because they are dead, but because they are
ancestors. In a roundabout way this fidelity has its own
reward. The aged are smitten in their conscience, and
assist in their own taking off.
These reflections have arisen from a book entitled
"Geriatrics. "'
Dr. Nascher, the author, also perceives, and says so
with much feeling, that there is a natural reluctance to exert
one's self for those who are economically worthless, and must
remain so. Their appearance, he admits, is generally unaesthetic, their actions objectionable, their very existence
often an incubus to those who in a spirit of humanity or duty
take upon themselves the care of the aged. And yet the
world would be the poorer if it were not for the presence of
many of the aged and the suffering. Dr. Nascher puts the
matter in its true light when he says that all ulterior considerations are paltry in the face of the physician's self-imposed
task to relieve distress and prolong life.
Geriatrics is a new word; but there was a time when
"pediatrics" also was strange. It may be of some comfort
to the old to reflect that the diseases peculiar to their condition are coming in for especial consideration. The subject
was taken up forty years ago by Charcot at the Salp#tri6re
in a series bf lectures which were translated and added to
by Dr. Loomis of New York in 1881, under the title of
" Diseases of Old Age." Dr. Nascher has now made the subject his own, and he has written a most interesting and
valuable book besides.
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