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The Politics of Old Age: Old People and Ageing in British and Euro
pean His tory (Middle Ages to the Pres ent). Con ference organ ized by the 
German Associ ation for Brit ish Studies (Arbeits kreis Groß  britannien
forschung, AGF) in cooperation with the German Histor ical In sti tute 
London and Sor bonne Uni versity Fac ulty of Arts and Human ities, held 
online on 7 and 8 May 2021. Con veners: Pro fessor Frédérique Lachaud 
(Sor bonne), Dr Wencke Meteling (Philipps Uni versity of Mar burg/
AGF), and Dr Jenny Pleinen (GHIL).

The conference took a comparative and dia chronic ap proach in order 
to under stand the place of old age in polit ics, as well as the evo lution 
of polit ical dis courses on ageing. As Frédérique Lachaud (Sor bonne) 
argued in her open ing re marks, recent de bates on global warm ing and 
Brexit have put a spot light on the dis proportion ate polit ical power of 
eld erly voters, who make choices for the wider popu lation. Thus the 
dis course on the aged and polit ics has widened beyond the usual topoi: 
the eco nomic in security of the eld erly, the finan cial bur dens of geri atric 
care, and fears of shrink ing eco nomic innov ation due to an ageing popu
lation. Citing ex amples from med ieval schol arly manu scripts, treat ises, 
and specu lum litera ture, Lachaud showed that div isive contro versies 
over old age and power go back at least to the early Middle Ages. She 
then con trasted these early de bates with the con ten tious negoti ations 
during the 1980s and 1990s about the product ivity re quired of re tirees, 
at a time when the neoliberal para digm of socalled ‘active ageing’ 
began to re place postwar notions of well de served retire ment or Ruhe
stand (French: état de repos) through out West ern Europe.

In her key note lec ture, Pat Thane (King’s College London) gave an 
over view of represen tations of old age in twentiethcentury Brit ain, 
noting that a problem atic old age was long per ceived as a con dition of 
the poor, and that stereo typical per ceptions and age dis crimination per
sisted until at least 2010. The eld erly were largely seen as male, frail, and 
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less deserv ing of the Na tional Health Ser vice’s treat ment than younger 
co horts. State pen sions were lower than in Ger many, and the pro vision 
of social care for the fourth age was a prob lem not tackled by suc cessive 
govern ments. Although from the 1950s on wards social scien tists such 
as Peter Towns end and Michael Young ex posed the plight of the eld
erly poor and did much to high light the hidden con tribu tions of the 
old to the na tional econ omy and inter generational wel fare, polit ical 
discrimin ation con tinued. The stark in equalities be tween differ ent 
sub groups of seniors—rich and poor, men and women, the fit and the 
frail—were fur ther ex acer bated by the turn of public debate to wards 
‘active and product ive ageing’ at the end of the twen tieth century.

The first section of the con ference was dedi cated to medi eval atti tudes 
to wards the eld erly. Amelia Jennie Ken nedy (Yale Uni versity) exam ined 
how Cister cian monas tic com munities in thirteenthcentury Europe dealt 
with older abbots and abba tial retire ment. While age ing abbots in the 
twelfth cen tury often faced pres sure to remain in office, their counter
parts in the thir teenth cen tury were en couraged to step down if they 
de veloped an agerelated ill ness or dis ability. This shift in atti tude re
sulted from the grow ing bureaucrat ization of the Cister cian order, 
par ticu larly the growth of the Cister cian gen eral chap ter and increas ing 
em phasis on regu lar attend ance at chap ter meet ings. Draw ing on gen eral 
chap ter stat utes c.1180–1300 and the Liber formu larius, an abba tial manual 
pro duced in the thir teenth cen tury, Ken nedy also showed that ‘re tired’ 
abbots were ex pected to main tain some form of product ivity—for ex
ample by en gaging in schol arly pur suits. Elisa Mantienne (Uni versity 
of Lor raine) followed with a paper on eld erly abbots in English Bene
dictine monas teries in the four teenth and fif teenth cen turies. Taking the 
ex ample of three abbots of St Albans (Thomas de la Mare, John Moot, 
and John Whetham stede), she stressed that do mestic chron icles pre
sented old age mainly as an asset be cause experi ence and matur ity grew 
with age. When an abbot was absent or in capaci tated, large houses were 
run by numer ous monas tic offi cials under the super vision of the prior. 
But while the adminis tration of the com munity and their lands would 
carry on, increas ing ill ness and senil ity brought dif ficulties in regard to 
the position of the monas tery in public life.

The second session looked at examples from Venice and Slo venia 
be tween the fif teenth and nine teenth cen turies. Chris tian Alex ander 
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Neu mann (German Histor ical In sti tute Rome) dis cussed atti tudes to
wards ageing doges in the early modern Repub lic of Venice. Treat ises 
on the Ven etian con sti tution mainly con veyed a posi tive image of old 
age. In creased wisdom, pru dence, and long experi ence made older 
can didates better suited to hold polit ical power than young men who 
threat ened the stabil ity of the state. By the four teenth cen tury, the elec
tion of old men to the office of doge was well estab lished. Many of 
the elec tion cri teria could only be achieved at an ad vanced age, such 
as wealth, a long cursus honorum, proven loy alty to the repub lic, and 
experi ence. But Neu mann then pre sented the case of Doge Agostino 
Barbarigo (born 1419, reigned 1486–1501) who during his last years was 
much criti cized because of his age, ‘monarch ical’ be haviour, and fre
quent polit ical and mili tary fail ures. Neu mann con cluded that posi tive 
and nega tive stereo types of old age were avail able and that both were 
used in con temporary de bates, depend ing on polit ical expedi ency. 

Nataša Henig Miščič (Institute of Contemporary His tory, Ljub ljana) 
ap proached the topic from an eco nomic per spective. She exam ined 
how the Carni olan Savings Bank—the first, cen tral finan cial in sti tution 
in the Slo venian terri tory, founded in 1820 and based in Ljub ljana—
con trib uted to the polit ics of old age in the late nine teenth and early 
twen tieth cen turies in this Aus trian part of the Habs burg Empire. From 
1889 on wards the Carni olan Savings Bank devel oped spe cial ac counts 
for workers and em ployees which paid out pen sions after the age of 70. 
These funds were meant to help over come the hard ships of old age and 
to en courage the lower classes to save money. They were popu lar with 
ser vants and workers, as ar chival records show.

The third session focused on images of ageing during the twen tieth 
cen tury in Ger many and the Soviet Union. Alissa Klots (Uni versity 
of Pitts burgh) ex plored the role of re tirees in the postStalinist Soviet 
Union, argu ing that so far histor ians have inter preted the period mainly 
through a youthcentred gener ational lens while over look ing the polit
ical agency of the eld erly. Yet the active role of the old went well beyond 
the ageing leaders of the Com munist party. The intro duction of uni
versal pen sions from age 55 (women) and 60 (men) created pen sioners 
as a dis tinct social group and an ‘entitle ment com munity’. Of all social 
groups, re tirees were most likely to volun teer or join public organ
izations such as people’s guards or women’s and pen sioners’ soviets. 
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While the agenda of such organ izations was de fined by the author ities, 
their pol icies were often appro priated by the (over whelmingly re tired) 
sub jects whom the state sought to mobil ize. Older people saw public 
volunteer ing as a way of living under the rules of the system and de
riving satis faction from it. This fitted in with Soviet scholar ship, which 
had em phasized ideas of active and useful ageing since the 1940s, and 
with the public vener ation of the co horts born around the turn of the 
cen tury as ‘Lenin’s gener ation’. As ‘old Bol sheviks’, these re tirees felt en
titled to feed their visions of the right path to Com munism into their 
volunteer ing activ ities.

Lastly, Benjamin Glöckler (Uni versity of Frei burg) con trasted im
ages of ageing in two maga zines published by West and East German 
wel fare organ izations during the 1960s and 1970s. Com paring the 
Arbeiter wohl fahrt’s Sozial prisma maga zine with the Volks solidarität’s 
Volks helfer, he stated that while every day activ ities in social clubs for 
the eld erly were more or less simi lar, atti tudes to wards ageing dif fered 
starkly. In the social ist East, the values of soli darity and labour were 
used to stage older citi zens as a product ive, active, and useful part of 
soci ety. In the West, in con trast, Sozial prisma pre sented largely iso lated, 
de valued, and suffer ing eld erly people threat ened by pov erty and 
loneli ness. Old age was shown as a precar ious stage of life and clearly 
de lineated from adult hood in the Fed eral Repub lic of Ger many, while 
in the GDR adults and the eld erly were held up as a team work ing in 
soli darity towards a common identity.

On both conference days, lively dis cussions centred on com pari sons 
across geo graphical and chrono logical bound aries, and on the need to 
ad vance our under stand ing of ageing by focus ing on inter sections of 
differ ence. Historio graphic narra tives were criti cized for their over
whelming focus on youth, or on suc cessive polit ical gener ations of the 
young. The differ ence between the third and fourth ages, the gen esis of 
the para digm of active ageing, the role of social scien tists in in flu encing 
public images of ageing, and ques tions of inter generational jus tice were 
also brought into focus, high light ing that much remains to be explored 
in this field of research.

chrisTinA von hodenberg (GHIL)
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