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) : Abstract:

This is a modest attempt to explore the sad experiences of the elderly people which are
not usually told to others, The author has tried to trace the sources of their unspoken
anguish. Some of their anguish and sad experiences emanate from social deprivation. Still
others are related to psycho-physical causes. Attempts have also been made to discuss the
coping strategies of the elderly as to how they -encounter, face and resolve the sad
experiences of life. The author has also urged upon the need for further research on the
subject. Studics on the subject may create awareness about the problem and may
eventually reduce the amount of anguish our honorable elderly suffer from.

Introduction

People of all ages may have some mental suffering or unhappiness which emanate
from different sources. Although many of their problems may be shared with
others, yet some of them may not be shared. The elderly people do have some sad
experiences. If we come in close contact with the elderly people and may build up
proper rapport with them we may learn some of their unhappy experiences of life
hidden within themsclves. These are seldom shared and rarely told to others. It is
a very difficuit but not an impossible job to know their sad stories. With the
process of aging, the elderly come in contact with different issues of life and
gather a lot of plcasant and unpleasant experiences. Indeed we can learn a great
deal from their cxperiences. The purpose of this paper is to trace and record some
of the unhappy experiences and mental sufferings of the elderly people of our
society. I shall also try to talk about the strategies they follow in coping with the.
problems they encounter in this second half of their life. Finally, I would like to
suggest measures as to how their problems may be addressed.

I consider it an imperative job of the day. Because of the development of health

~technology and health consciousness life expectancy has increased significantly

and it is likely to incrcase further. Most, if not all, like to live long with sound
body and mind. Despite the fact that measures are there to slow down the process
of ageing, ageing is a must. In that sense the issue aging is not only a subject for
the clderly but the issue is also for the future version of our today’s young
people.' It (old age) is waiting for many of us. Therefore, we need to address the
issuc (the issue of sad experience and mental suffcring) and create an atmosphere
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so that we, in our old age, can rcduce the degree of unhappiness. And here, lies
the rationale and justification of my paper.

It is often, if not always, asked about the methodology of academic exercise. As a
member of this society I have been participating in many avenues of life as an
observer. I have been working with the elderly people for a long time. Moreover,
I talked to cross-sections of pcople about the issue. Finally, I have used my
proposed technique of generating data which I named ‘technique of audience
partic:ipatitm.2 The paper was presented in a seminar organized by the Centre for
Advanced Research in Social Science, University of Dhaka in March 2008, 42
members of the audience filled up a short questionnaire. Some of the ideas and
observations of these participants were quite useful and I have incorporated them
In my papetr.

The concept ‘unspoken anguish’ means the painful and unhappy experiences, the
mental sufferings, which are not usually told to others. These ‘others’ are not
usually distant relatives, rather they may be people around and near. Some of their
sad stories might be shared with people having similar cxperience or closc friends
or may even be sharcd with unknown persons. Some people may get pleasure in
sharing their unhappy experiences with unknown people to whom identity may
not be required. Here, T am concerned with the unspoken anguish of the elderly.
The elderly people are hardly free to talk about their unhappy experiences. They
maintain silence and often keep their mouth shut. In most cases keeping shut is
one of their coping strategies. Unspoken anguish should have proper ventilation.
Otherwise, it may cause serious illncss among the elderly,

Most elderly people are considered dependent on others and some of these
‘others’ may not, or may fail to take care of the elderly in a proper way and
therefore, the clderly become dissatisfied with them and may develop agony and
anguish. But as they are dependent, they cannot but keep shut.

‘Sources and Nature of Anguish:

. Some of the sources of anguish cmanate from ageism® and social deprivation.
‘Some of the sources of unhappy experience of the elderly may be found in

meeting their basic needs of life. Many elderly people cannot cat hard food
because of the loss of teeth. They need soft food, some may even need liquid
food. The clderly people may get [ustrated if they look at the menu of a
restaurant or at dinner party arranged in wedding reception or in other occasions,
Some c'ldcrly people may have diabetes and they can hardly enjoy the food in
these occasions. The elderly people, because of their shyness, values and also
because of their age (1) cannot speak for themselves, nor they can say that the host
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should have arranged some alternative menu for the elderly. Usually, our culture
does not expect them 1o be vocal and urge upon the host to prepare foed suitable
for them particularly in these occasions. Not all familics can serve them specially
cooked food in day-to-day life. -

The elderly member also knows which piece of fish or meat is better or best. Who
gets the best piece? Do elderly people talk about this discrimination? The
distributor or the food-server requires to know this and he or she needs to consider
that the elderly people may also like the best piece. The traditional Japanese cook
their food according to the taste and choice of the elderly. If the guests bring any
food item as a token of gift, the elderly are satislied with that.* Taste and power of
smeil may decline after 50. Therefore, special care is needed to cook for the
elderly so that they can enjoy the food, one of the basic needs of life.”

The elderly also require special shop for themselves like the baby food shops.
They may also look for their special item of food.

Please remember the fact that the number of elderly people are increasing and the
number of young people are likely to decline gradually. Because, if you look at
the demographic transition you will at once agree that the industrial societics arc
having low birth ratc and low death rate resulting the increase of elderly people,
So, a good number of customers will be from this age group (the aged). Our
society wants the elderly people not to wear bright and colorful dress. The elderly
hardly go to shops to buy their own cloth. The shop keepers want to know the age
of the people who will wear the dress. As if, color is fixed for the elderly and they
arc therefore, in a way, expected not to buy and wear bright and attractive dress.
Here, the choice of the elderly is often neglecled, and the elderly is expected to be
satisfied with whatever dress is bought for them. the elderly have no choice but to
accept it. The traditional Japanese family provides the most elderly member with
the best of the beds (called futon) in the best of the rooms of the house.” In our
socicty a very few of the elderly can have the best rooms.

‘Elderly parents and grandparents can very well compare their beds or rooms. But

they hardly raise the question about the quality of the beds they are provided with,
Poor families cannot afford to give a good house or a good bed for their clderly
members. Indeed, many poor cldesly people sleep just on the earthen floor of a
house.

Many elderly people suffer from chronic disease like diabetes, hypertension,
arthritis ctc. Most of them are seldom aware of these. A good number of them
think that these are normal and consider them as part of their later life. I have hard
an old man saying old age was a kind of disease. However, some of the elderly do
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understand that these diseases are manageable if not curable. Do they get
adequate attention and support from those upon whom they are dependent? Do
they get equal access to proper treatment? '

We have some experts, in pediatrics and have inadequate number of children
hospitals. We do need more children hospitals. At the same time, we do need
experts in geriattics and geriatric hospitals for the elderly patients,

We have no geriatric hospital so far. Not all of our elderly people talk about the
need of specialized hospital and care centre for them. It remains untold and
unventilated.

Education and socialization is a life-long process Rights to information and
education are aiso essential for the elderly. Many elderly people want to know
events and things around them. An elderly suffering from a particular disease will
be happy to know that a new and cffective medicine has been discovered, or old
persont may be happy to know that the government has allocated more money for
the welfare of the aged poople. But many of the elderly (whether literate or not)
may not be able to read dailies nor they can watch television news. They need to
be informed of these developments, which matter to them very much. While some
may feel happy to keep elderly up-to-date in providing necessary information,
some may not do it. Instead, they may even be annoyed with the questions and
queries the elderly raise. |

ool T (P I I T, A 10T 1 These comments can hardly be liked by the
elderly. Some clderly may groan with terms but their thoughts, geutires and
grievances remain unspoken and unattended. While we were young we raised
hundreds of questions, and our parents did answer all or most of them. “They
hardly felt tired responding to our quires. We should not kecp them in dark. If we
provide them necessary information and keep them up-to date we will need not
call them old fashioned or obsolete. This will help reduce the generation gap.
social and intellectual distance. The UN principles for the elderly people have
urged upon the right to information.” Like people of other age groups the elderly
need and expect company. They want people to talk and share with, While there
arc people who give them company yet we will see situations, where they are
neither given time nor attention. In such situations the elderly feel bad, helpless,
loneliness and neglected.

[ believe that one of the basic needs of life is recreation. The elderly do need to
participate in recreational activities. They also like to visit Z00s, muscums and
other places of interest. Some would like going to picnic. Not all families take
their senior members 1o such places. They are left behind in their houses.
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Having company of friends, relatives, kinsmen and other philanthropic people, is
an instinctive, and I would say a basic need of life. One of the common problems
of the elderly is loneliness. They feel very bad when they don’t get people to talk
and share with. In this case the urban elderly are more lonely than their rural
counterparts. For unlike urban culture, rural society is more kin-based and they
are not usually forma} like those of urban society.

The elderly people feel more reflected and useless when they are not consulted
before we take decision about some important family issues such as a marriage,
migrations (or shifting from one place to another) buying or selling of valuabie
property ete.

Some of the sources of aguish are associated with usual physcial change. One of
the aging effects of the eldetly is the decline of vision, Some many cven get blind
and indeed there are a good number of elderly people who are blind. They (blind
elderly) become bound to limit their social connection and their world becomes
too limited. A blind person necd constant care and guidance. They need helper to
walk, take medicine and have other necessary things. They. feel shocked and
ncglected it they are not taken care of.

The elderly people may also lose hearing power. If the problem is serious they
may fail to hear people around and this may cause misunderstanding. People with
serious hearing problem may think that people around them arc often critic of
him/her and this may create misunderstanding which eventually may cause
paranoia among he elderly.® If we talk to them slowly, a bit loudly and clearly
they can easily understand. Sometimes we may need to rcpeat to make them hear.
If we fail to do these, makc hurry and become annoyed with their repeated
questions, they fell helpless and neglected. Sorrows and miseries develop in their
mind. ' _

The older people may need help in shopping, handling finance, cooking food,
preparing meal and taking medicine. If the members of their family do not extend
their cooperation in these situations they feel utterly helpless, and even useless.

Anguish knows no bounds when the expected care givers do not attend the sick
and disabled elderly in toileting, bathing, dressing, eating, getting in and out of
bed.

Many elderly pcople of America prefer to live near but not with their children.
They look for intimacy at a sistance.” But most of the elderly people of our rural
society still expect their children live with them or they expect to live with their
adut children. They give priority on emotional attachment. More over, they prefer
to have care from their children. According to an American proverb a son is a son
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till he gets a wife, and a daughter is a daughter all her life.'® This proverb carries a
source of anguish. It suggest, that while daughters take care of their parents sons
cannot or do not so after their marriage. ' '

Wrinkles on the skin is an aging effcct. With the process of aging the fat and
elasticity of the skin reduces. The skin turns dry. Although it causes no serious
health hazard, it might have some psycho-social adverse effect upon the elderly
person. However, the dry skin requires special care. They need cotton-cloth. Use
of soap should be limited. For it will enhance drying the skin, Their skin need oil,
lotion or vaseline. So, the carc givers must be aware and should take care of the
elderly properly. Anguish may find way if they are not cared and attended.

Retirement from job causes painful experiences and mental suffering for many
elderty people. Unlike retiree of USA, our retiree people do suffer both physically
and mentally. It is primarily die to the sudden decline of income. For, one of the
significant conscquences of retirement is the reduction of income which makes
the concerned people mentally weak., Retiree who are not satisfied in their
conjugal life suffer a lot following retircment. Because after retirement the retiree
husband and wife get much time to stay at home which lead to frquent
confrontation with each other and it remains unspoken. On the other hand, if the
retiree is a widow or widower he/she feels more lonely. Life may become
montonous.'’ Widowhood has some more psycho-social implications about which
I shall talk later. Retirement reduces income which in its turn reduces power and
privileges at family and societal level. Gradually, this may retard a person in the
decision making process. One of our studies suggests that it is truc to many
elderly people in our society. Such situations are quite painful to the retired
elderly peoplc.' '

I do believe that the members of the family who arc thankful and ocnsiderate to
their retired eclderly, can hardly take decision without consulting them (their
clderly). -

Given the [act that our society has a tremendous problem of uncmployment we
have to follow the principle of mandatory retirement. But those who are still
capable of doing work (after retirement) may be given other alternative work, The
UN principle for older persons suggest that the elderly should have the right 1o
work, " '

Widowhood may occur to any young, middle aged or elderly pcople. We arc
concerned with the problem of widowhood among the later category.
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Anguish may generate from widowhood in later life. Loneliness and its resultant
consequences exert an adverse effect on mind. Loneliness due to widowhood
creates two types of isolation. One is emotional isolation. This results from an
anxiety and severe feeling of missing ones’ husband or wifle. For an elder person,
therc is no alternative social relation -or environment that can remove this
emotional crisis. Another isolations is called social isolation. This isolation resuits
from the gradual reduction of social interaction following widowhood, Research
suggests that such isolation may create boredom, aimlessness and marginality.

It may be too difficult or almost impossible to remove the feeling of emotional
isolation. However, social isolation may be reduced through the creation of new
social tie and communication.14 But this is not an easy way for the elderly
widows or widowers. It is painful when they remember the memories of their
deceased husband or wife and it may be more painful when they take meal alone.
In many urban social occasions only husband and wife are invited. For these
occasions are usually meant for couple. In such cases widow or widower does not
fecl comfortable in participating the occasions.

One of the important sources of anguish is the frequent disagreement with the
children and other members of family. Elderly people feel too bad if their
children, adult or young, frequently embark on debate and disagrecement with
them. Erosion of values is also an important source of mental unhappiness among
the clderly. Generation gap may be one of thc courses of such disagreement,
Many people say that there is gencration gap in societies but not in their own
family.15 Such comments indicate that the unhappy experiences remain untold. -

‘The older parents also feel very bad when their adult children quarrel among
themselves and start living and eating separately. In such cases, the sons who are
economically more sound leave the parental house and start living independently.
Thus they leave their parents who are forced to take care of their young and minor
children who are either poor or non-earning member of family. Thus the older
persons miss their adult children who are more capable.

Some young parents do not like their elderly parents and grandparents to talk and
meet with their young children. They think that if their children interact with their
grandparents they (children) will remain backward with old-fashioned ideas and
will fail to be modern. Sometimes clderly members are discouraged to meet the
new gusts of a family and they are not usually introduced to the new guests. Thus
the clderly are often avoided this or that way. These behavior and attiudes towards
elderly people are also some sources of the their anguish which can hardly be told
to others. Indeed, such attitudes and behavior jeopardize the ties of family and this
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eventually create a cultural lag and generation gap in socjety. This is also a clear
threatening to our values, tradition, heritage and culture.

One of the reasons of untold anguish of the elderly is the failure of having a good
spousc for their daughter (Sometimes sons) in time. Specially the poor parcuts are
more scared in this regard. Because they always need to give Jouluk (dowry) to
their son-in laws which is often a burden on them.

Coping Strategy:

The elderly people, rich or poor, male or female require to cope with the unhappy
situations. Coping strategies range from an ‘cxpectation to die’, to giving gift to
the one upon whom they are dependent.

Some strategies arc common to both rich and poor clderly. Being totally helpless
and almost uncared a fecling of their uselessness develops. Some of them become
wfeail (sensitive, haughty) and may lead clderly to expect and early death. Some
of the elderly may tcar and roar with anguish. Some are found to ventilate their
anguish through singing songs like-spiritual songs, murshidi, devotional folk
songs and songs of gone days. Some clderly give more time to say special prayer
of listening to sermons.

They are often seen visiting nearby markets and shops. Some may be found taking
tea and gossiping with others, known or unknown. T hey seem to be more frec
with unknown people. For they hardly want to know the identity and whereabouts
of the elderly.

Some elderly are fortunate to have company of their adult children, who, as care
givers, give patient hearing to them. In this case, the adult daughter are more
cooperative il their husbands and in-laws are generous. The female elderly secm
to be more accommodative and they can easily share their feelings with their adult
daughter or other elderly people around.

Some elderly try to forget their sufferings by visiting friends, relatives and
neighbors. Others are seen to read books and newspapers. Still others are found to
sharc their feeling with people of their own age.

One of my informants reports that the elderly people hardly cope. In fact they are
to have patience. They have nothing to do. They are 1o tolerate, “e@9al w7 Tzm
7, Sl R g WS 7, T (ol ({53 M2 ™ By 7w wwS w1 Another
informant says that many eldetly conceal and suppress their anguish and agony.

Many clderly people are poor. Some of these poor elderly are found to live on
alms and occasional financial assistance from kins, affines and neighbours, Some
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even leave the house, roam around, live here and there. Streets, railway station,
bus depots and launch terminals become their sheliets.

Many poor elderly do understand that their adult children cannot feed them due to
poverty. They cannot give them dress or shelters. The poor clderly also
understand this. The capable children neither take care of their elderly nor they
give them time for a patient hearing. In this case, the poor elderly are a bit more
fortunate. Although the poor adult children cannot feed their parents but they give
more time and help in other ways. IFor example, they help their older parents in
taking bath, eating food, going to bed. The rich 'elderly are often taken care of by
the servants. The servants become their real care givers. This becomes an irony of
fate, anguish remains untold.

The poor elderly know their children’s limitations and therefore they do not blame
their children. Society also understands it. On the other hand, if the adult children
are economically capable but do not take care of their elderly parents society as
well the elderly parents blame their children. These elderly suffer a lot.

There arc many clderly people who are economically capable but physically
unable 1o take care of themselves. They need people to be properly taken care of.
They live with their children who are either too busy or do not give time to their
clderly. In such case, the elderly follow some strategies o cope with the situation.
Iere, some elderly try to do some light work for the family. They take care of the
children, tell them story, guard the crops, house and other property. After all these
are their property, and it is their own family. This sense of ethics, and morality is
quite strong among them. Some of these elderly give their grand-children gifts.
Even some olfer gifts to son’s wives, daughter’s husbands, as and when situation
demands. It is quite known to many of us that elderly who do not have off-spring
make an oral contact with near or remote kin or neighbor who will care of them
till their death. In exchange, some of their property is given to those who promise
to take care. Sometimes the parents live with their young children and the elderly
parents give them more property for being taken care of. -

Some elderly irrespective of sex, class or place of residence are found to live with
their kins or affined by rotation. They stay some days with daughters, some days
with sons, some days with brothers or sisters, and some days live alone. Again,
they live with daughters. The purpose of this rotation is to give less pressure on
their children and other kins. These elderly do not want to remain as a permanent
burden on them.
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. What Should We Do Then?

Once we know the causes of untold 'anguish of the elderly if becomes easier to
suggest measures to minimize the problems. Attempts can be made to remove the
causes of the anguish and unhappiness of the elderly. The clderly people require
to have food and dress according to their taste, choice and need. They should also
be provided with hygienic food and shelter. Right to information and health care
should be made available to them. Recreational facilitics should also be made
avaitable to them. They should not be victim of discriminatory attitude and
behavior at any level. Since, elderly are more prone to health hazard, they need
special facilities of formal and informal health care. We should ensure this by all
means. '

Members of the concerned familics, friends, relatives and voluntary organizations
should give them time to share their anguish and agony. They should be given
importance and should have the right in decision making process at the family and
societal level. They should have some control over valued resources like property,
money etc. Elderly allowance should be enough and should reach all the needy
elderly. '

The elderly who are still able to work should be given chance to that. The UN
principles for the elderly recognizes their right to earn.

Counseling and guidance may be necessary at the community level. Legal support
may also be extended to them. Voluntary organizations and different NGOs can
work for the benefit of the clderly. Media can play a very powerful role in this

“regard. Family, society and state should work together in a coordinated way to
build up a caring socicty where the elderly can feel their later part of life more
meaningful and rewarding.

Conclusion:

" 1t is difficult but not an impossible job to unearth the unspoken anguish of our
clderly people. I have tried to unveil some of the sources of their untold sad
stories. Some are related to social deprivation while others are associated with
psyscho-physical causes. Some of the coping strategies have also been identificd.
I have also suggested some remedics to the problems. Further research might
discover many more unpleasant and unhappy experiences of the elderly people to
whom we owe very much. Once we know their untold miscries and sorrows we .
may work on them. Since we all are aging we might have similar expcrience in
our old age. Therefore, we should record the unspoken anguish of the elderly and
try to minimize those. Efforts in this area, I believe, will not totally fzil. On the
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contrary, the probability of it’s success is high. It is because of the fact that we arc
not only talking about the anguish of the present day elderly people we are also
talking about our own future. And we will have reason & to expect a better future
for ourselves. There is nothing wrong in expecting a meaningful life in old age
and, therefore, we can very well agree to put our efforts to this direction.
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