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A Critical Repection on Civic
Engagement

Martha Holstein

Civic engagement is suddenly everywhere.

Both descriptive and prescriptive (the latter less
clearly articulated than the former), it is asserting a
singular vision of an aging America in which healthy
(and often wealthy) older people use their talents,
energy, and time to fibecome a social resource of
unprecedented proportions by contributing to the civic
life of their communitieso (Harvard School of Public
Health/MetLife Foundation, 2004, p. 8, quoted in
Martinson and Minkler, 2006, p. 318).

On the surface, it is hard to challenge something
that appears so virtuousd facilitating the ability of
older people to contribute to society in a way that does
them good and revives Americads long tradition of not
fibowling aloneod (Putnam, 2000). Reading the words
spoken by participants at focus groups sponsored
by The Gerontological Society of America on civic
engagement, | am inspired by the deep commitment
these words express about improving their
communities. | am, however, also uneasy, uneasy in
very particular ways that it is my purpose to explore
here. | am struck by the remarkable transformation
in which ficivic engagemento (and related fipositiveo
portraits of old age) envisions older people meeting
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Transforming Aging: The Civic
Engagement of Adults 55+

Sabrina L. Reilly

This paper introduces the proposition that the
older adult civic engagement movement will prove
to be a transformative event of the 215t Century,
one strengthening all levels of societyd individuals,
families, communitiesd and the social fabric
itself. Like other social movements before it, the
heightened civic engagement of adults 55+ has
all the ingredients to position it as a pathway for
social renewal. Here | address several interrelated
components contributing to the civic engagement
endeavor: policy ideas for harnessing this resource;
the major legislative vehicles for moving them
ahead; and public ygures and organizations on the
cutting edge of this movement.

Across a number of important historical
movementsd the Townsend Movement of the
1930s, the Civil Rights Movement of the 1960s, the
Womends Movement of the 1970s8 we see emerge
a set of common characteristics. Each is deyned
by: 1) a powerful idea with the ability to evoke
strong emotion and motivate action; 2) committed
leadership which is able to attract followers and
supporters; 3) a conducive social environment and
propitious timing to raise the issue to the national
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Civic Engagement and the New Promise of Old Age
Robert B. Hudson, Editor

Among widespread calls for heightened civic engagement in
American life, the place and potential of older adults has received growing
attention. At a time when many Americans are alleged to have become
increasingly isolated and apathetic, a finewo older population is emerging,
one marked by better health, vast experience, and expressing widespread
distain toward joining fia reserve army of the leisured.0 Rather than
being identified with the fideficit model of agingo centered on needs
and benefits, the civic engagement movement finds in older adults a
population fully capable of being productive and contributing to American
life.

This issue of PP&AR lays out the promise of senior engagement
while also acknowledging its potential pitfalls. Sabrina Reilly of NCOAds
RespectAbility initiative makes the case for the transformative effect that
elder involvement can have both on American civic life and on older
people themselves. She also traces recent programmatic activity on the
civic engagement front, emphasizing organizational activity in the non-
profit sector and amendments made to the Older Americans Act in 2006.

Andrew Achenbaum places civic engagement and the role of its
older practitioners in historical perspective. He then goes on to document
the past and potential contributions of Civic Ventures, the signature
organization of the elder civic engagement movement begun by the late
John Gardner and Marc Freedman. Because of the critical need to assure
inclusion of older people who might otherwise be excluded from the
movement, we draw from Senior Service Americais What( It Worth?, a
review of the place the Senior Community Service Employment Program
(Title V of the Older Americans Act) can play in ensuring that low-
income older people are both civically engaged and recognized for that
engagement.

A cautionary tone about elder engagement is raised here
by Martha Holstein. Applauding the concept of involvement, she
nonetheless raises concerns about the terms of engagement, addressing
the danger that it might emerge as socially if not legally coercive.
Holstein centers her attention on older women, whose past and current
contributions are often ignored or excluded from discussions focused on
civic activity.

I conclude the issueés commentary with an analysis of how
differently elder civic engagement is seen from the left and the right of
the political spectrum, the right hoping to see civic engagement lessen
the imposing political involvement of the old, and the left hoping to see
engagement empower marginalized populations including many of the
old.

To provide readers with additional information on the topic, we
are also pleased to include here bibliographical material excerpted from
NCOAds RespectAbility project, Older Americans and Civic Engagement
in the 215t Century.

This issue of Public Policy & Aging Report is the first of two
special issues that will focus on efforts to advance research, practice,
and policy that supports older adults as a civic resource. These
publications are products of The Gerontological Society of Americads
Civic Engagement in an Older America project, a multi-year initiative
funded by The Atlantic Philanthropies to promote the study of elder
engagement. In conjunction with the 2005 White House Conference
on Aging, the project completed a series of forums and focus groups on
civic engagement. It has also initiated a professional paper award and
a special symposium on civic engagement at the GSA Annual Meeting.
To learn more about the project, visit www.civicengagement.org.
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or even international stage; 4) qualitative and
quantitative data to support the urgency of the need
for action; and lastly, often fortuitous timing.

Today in America there are 78 million aging
Baby Boomers, and in less than a quarter century the
number of Americans over the age of 55 will almost
double to 100 million.> With recent technological
innovations and advances in medical science,
Americans and others in the industrialized world are
living longer and more healthily than ever before.
At the same time, work for many is less arduous.
The addition of 20 to 30 years of productive living
after the traditional retirement age of 65, commonly
referred to as the Longevity Revolution, will produce
a profound and permanent impact on all structures
and levels of society. At the same time, however,
the rapidly growing population of adults 55 years
of age and older (adults 55+) will consume more
than they produce and will require very considerable
family, social, and public supports. Many observers
question whether current
public policies (notably Social
Security and Medicare),
social structures, and societal
attitudes will be up to the task
of addressing the sheer size,
circumstances, and needs of
the emerging population of
adults 55+.

Adults 55+ have
been relatively under-
recognized, under-valued,
and under-utilized in our
society. However, as is
today being increasingly
demonstrated, their collective contributions, talents,
and experiences can be enormous forces for good.
They can help to improve the infrastructure of our
public education system and provide tutoring and
mentoring to children in need. They can work to
preserve the environment and curb the effects of
global warming. They can provide respite care and
other services to support the millions of families
suffering from the ynancial and psychological
stress of caring for frail older relatives. They can
apply their professional training and expertise in
leadership-level roles in non-proyts to increase
organizational capacity and enhance service delivery.
When mobilized, organized effectively, placed in the
right roles, and supported in the right way, adults 55+
can have an immensely positive if not transformative

AWhen mobilized,
organized effectively,
placed in the right roles,
and supported in the right
way, adults 55+ can have

an immensely positive

If not transformative
Impact on complex social
problems.o

impact on complex social problems. With the right
emphasis and approach, adults 55+ can become the
figo too resource for families, communities, and
organizations.

The immediate and fundamental issue before us
is how best to frame or reframe the dramatic aging of
our society. This framing must recognize advancing
age as an untapped national resource. Our society
is plagued by ageism and a cultural bias that views
aging as a protracted process of decline marked by
diminishing opportunities to contribute to society.
Reframing aging from an asset perspectived as a
time of enhanced capacity, personal renewal, and
intellectual growthd opens the world to a range of
ways to invest in adults 55+ as a resource that will
add value and quality to their own lives and to our
nation.

Ideas and Initiatives

The transformation has begun. Compelling new
approaches for engaging adults 55+ are forthcoming
from leading organizations and communities
across the country. Change
is afoot to tap the adults
55+ population for the
social good associated with
civic engagement; that
is, highly trained, skilled,
and experienced adults
55+ performing activities
(including volunteering and
stipend-supported service) to
address unmet social needs
and renew communities.
Here we highlight some of
the most innovative real
world efforts to remove
barriers to engagement, to provide a diversity of
opportunities and incentives to serve, to shore up
existing infrastructures where possible, and to foster
innovations in thinking about solutions to social
problems.

We can learn much by appreciating and valuing
what has preceded us. The engagement of Americans
of all ages has been successfully used as a strategy
to address social issues for nearly seventy-yve years.
FDRGs Civilian Conservation Corps of the 1930s
recruited thousands of young men to renew the
countryts forests by planting trees.? In the 1960s,
the establishment of the Peace Corps and the Foster
Grandparent and Senior Companion Programs
focused on building international understanding
and providing subsidies to low-income seniors in
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exchange for their service, respectively. In the 1990s,
AmeriCorps members began serving nonproyts,
public agencies, faith-based and other community
organizations, to help them meet critical needs in
education, public safety, health, and the environment.

Prominent among current publicly funded
initiatives are the three national service programs
for older adults: the Retired and Senior Volunteer
Program (RSVP), the Foster Grandparent Program
(FGP), and the Senior Companion Program
(SCP). Administered by
Senior Corps, a part of the
Corporation for National and
Community Service, these
programs annually mobilize
over half a million older
adults in communities to
address a variety of unmet
needs. RSVP, the youngest
of the three and the most
pexible, places older adults
in nearly every type of service activity one can
imagine, such as tutoring children, building houses,
participating in neighborhood watch programs, and
planting community gardens.® FGP, the oldest of the
three programs, dates back to the war on poverty in
the 1960s and provides a small stipend to older adults
who serve as mentors and tutors to disadvantaged
children and young adults. SCP volunteers receive
a stipend to provide assistance to frail, homebound
individualsd most of them elderlyd who experience
difyculties with daily living tasks.*

The national service infrastructure is a strong
and effective delivery system for matching older
adults to opportunities to serve. However, there
is a growing need to reform and strengthen these
programs to broaden their appeal to Baby Boomers
and future generations of adults 55+. Speciycally,
there is support for lowering the age requirement
from 60 to 55 and reforming the income eligibility
requirements by permitting at least 25% of potential
volunteers in these programs to have incomes above
the current guidelines.®> Additionally, instead of
mentoring and care services being provided free
of charge to families, a sliding fee scale could be
considered based on eligibility to pay. These minor
changes could swell the number of older adult
volunteers, yielding additional service to youth at
risk and the frail elderly. Suggestions also include an
increase in funding to support volunteer leaders and
the engagement of an additional 25,000 volunteers.
These recommendations are widely supported by
local leaders across the nation, and despite effective

fRespectAbilityis focus on
enhancing the non-proyt
sectoris capacity to use

adults 55+ is an

important effort that is
long overdue.o

lobbying by a small but vocal minority to maintain
the status quo, received a good deal of attention at
both the 2005 White House Conference on Aging
(WHCoA) and during the recent reauthorization of
the Older Americans Act (OAA).

Non-Proyt Sector Initiatives

A purry of activity and innovation within the
civic engagement movement is taking place in the
non-proyt sector where a number of organizations are
spearheading research and
demonstration efforts. While
too numerous to list here, a few
of the most notable include:

The National Council
on Aging (NCOA) has
several civic engagement
initiatives underway. The
most comprehensive is
RespectAbility (www.respec
tability.org), a major research
and demonstration effort funded by The Atlantic
Philanthropies. RespectAbility looks to develop
innovative models for coordinating leadership-level
roles for adults 55+ to help non-proyts increase their
capacity, and is designing a yrst-of-its-kind, national
measurement system to develop the business case
for increased non-proyt investment in tapping adults
55+ to serve. RespectAbilityds focus on enhancing
the non-proyt sectords capacity to use adults 55+ is
an important effort that is long overdue. Non-proyts
are facing increasing demands for services which,
by most estimates, will skyrocket over the next three
decades. By offering them technical assistance and
proven models for engaging adults 55+, they can realize
increased capacity and ensure sustainability.

Another leading-edge non-proyt is Experience
Corps and its afyliated sponsor organization, Civic
Ventures. Experience Corps matches groups of adults
55+ with public schools to help at-risk children in
the yrst to third grades improve their reading skills.
Currently active in 19 U.S. cities, more than 1,800
corps members serve as tutors and mentors to children
in urban public schools and after-school programs,
where they help teach children to read and develop
the conydence and skills needed to succeed in school
and in life.” Experience Corps was created through a
demonstration grant from the Corporation for National
and Community Service and is changing the learning
environment and increasing student success in the
schools in which the program is active.

Civic Ventures recently launched two new
programs to recognize the efforts of older individuals
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and innovative organizations that are developing
creative solutions to social problemsd redeyning
retirement and work in the process. The Purpose Prize
provides yve awards of $100,000 and ten awards of
$10,000 to people over 60 who are taking on societys
biggest challenges by using their experience to come
up with practical solutions with the potential to

make lasting change.® Another new recognition just
announced is the BreakThrough Award for innovative
organizations that tap the passion and experience of
people over 50 to improve
society in ways that combine
the spirit of service with the
beneyts of work, particularly
through new approaches to
employment for older adults.®
These two national awards,
funded by The Atlantic
Philanthropies and the MetL.ife
Foundation, respectively, will
help elevate the efforts of
individuals and organizations
who are pioneers in harnessing
the resources of an aging
America.

Two additional proposals,
as yet unfunded, on the national
scene that merit mention are the Boomer Corps and
Silver Scholarships. Both would incentivize service
through monetary awards for adults 55+ engaged in
service for the public good. The Boomer Corps, put
forth by the Progressive Policy Institute, is a large-scale
proposal to fié target retirees to tackle critical issues
that their numbers will create by providing homecare
services to support families caring for old and inyrm
relatives improving our nationés educational system
through mentoring and tutoring; and lastly leading the
recruitment and training of additional older adults to
address local community problems.o1°

Similar in structure, the enactment of a Silver
Scholarship Program, an initiative trumpeted by
President George W. Bush, would mobilize the time,
talent, experience, and resources of people 55+ to
tutor and mentor young children and youth for at least
500 hours a year.!* In return for serving 500 hours
a year, each volunteer would be eligible to receive a
AiSilver Scholarshipo of $1,000 that can be deposited
in an education savings account for later use by a
child of choice.1? Silver Scholarships would have
three-fold appeal. For the adult volunteer the effort
provides several attractive elements: a well-structured
activity with built-in pexibility that addresses a
critical community need, and the ability to leave a

f...the OAA reauthorization
includes provisions to
develop strategies for
using older adults to
address critical local

needs of national concern

and to encourage

other community-

based capacity-building
initiatives involving older
adults...0

legacy by helping a young person pursue educational
opportunities, and a ynancial incentive.

OAA Initiatives Around Civic Engagement

Politically, civic engagement has been
experiencing a slow and steady renaissance over the
past year as a result of the December 2005 White
House Conference on Aging and the Fall 2006
reauthorization of the Older Americans Act (OAA).
A comprehensive analysis of how civic engagement
fared at the 2005 WHCoA
is found in Nancy Morrow-
Howellds analysis in the
Winter 2005 issue of Public
Policy & Aging Report. Her
positive assessment of the
movement is a hopeful sign
for the future, although she
acknowledges that signiycant
barriers to its development still
exist.

The reauthorization of
the OAA included important
language in recognition and
support of civic engagement.
Created in 1965, the OAA
authorizes and administers
grants to states for aging-related community planning
services, as well as supports research, demonstration,
and training projects targeted to adults 60 years of
age and older. Collaborative efforts of NCOA and
Experience Corps, the American Society on Aging
(ASA), The Gerontological Society of America
(GSA), Generations United, and others were central to
the inclusion of strong civic engagement language into
the Act. Speciycally, the OAA reauthorization includes
provisions to develop strategies for using older adults
to address critical local needs of national concern
and to encourage other community-based capacity-
building initiatives involving older adults which
demonstrate effectiveness and cost savings in meeting
critical needs.13

In addition, the reauthorization calls for
demonstration, support, and research projects
that provide opportunities for older individuals to
participate in multigenerational and civic engagement
activities designed to meet critical community needs.
It seeks to use the full range of time, skills, and
experience of older individuals to carry out these
projects, as well as the use of trained volunteers to
provide direct services to persons with disabilities
and to bolster the Caregiver Support Program.14
NCOA and others are currently urging Congress to

Volume 16, No. 4 J00NIO0NODOIDOIOOOO00O00

Page 5



Transforming Aging: The Civic Engagement of Adults 55+

increase appropriations for OAA by 10% in yscal
year 2008 and calling for regular increases for
future years. The success of the aging network in
adding civic engagement language to the OAA gives
important institutional recognition to the senior civic
engagement movement.

Committed Leaders and Supporters

There are a number of individuals and
institutionsd especially in the public and non-proyt
sectorsd developing cutting-edge approaches for
mobilizing adults 55+. Hundreds of organizational
leaders at the local level are applying these ideas in their
communities.

In the public sector,
Congressional Democrats,
many keenly interested in
senior issues, have gained
control of both the House and
Senate for the yrst time in a
decade. Some of the likely
committee chairs in the U.S.
House of Representatives who
could be fisenior friendlyo
include David Obey of Wisconsin, possible chair of the
House Appropriations Committee, with Nita Lowey of
New York and Rosa DeLauro of Connecticut as chairs
of its subcommittees with jurisdiction over age-related
topics; John Dingell of Michigan, who appears to be
the top choice for the chairmanship of the Energy and
Commerce Committee; Charles Rangel, chair of the
powerful Ways and Means committee with oversight
of Social Security, Medicare, and tax issues; and
George Miller of California, chair of the Education and
Workforce Committee, which oversees many issues
affecting adults 55+.15

In the Senate, some of the usual supporters of
older adults and national service will continue to be
Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts as chair of the
Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions Committee,
and Barbara Mikulski of Maryland as the leader of
its Subcommittee on Retirement Security and Aging.
Max Baucus of Montana will likely head the Finance
Committee, the counterpart to the House Ways and
Means Committee; Robert Byrd of West Virginia will
be critical to funding for legislative measures as chair
of the Appropriations Committee; and Herb Kohl
of Wisconsin will lead the non-legislative Special
Committee on Aging to study aging issues and bring
attention to them.16

As we inch closer to the 2008 presidential
election, several probable candidates from both sides
of the aisle have supported national service in the past,

fi...virtually every national
aging organization®NCOA,
ASA, Civic Ventures, and

GSAOcurrently has one
or more civic engagement
initiatives underway...0

such as Indiana Senator Evan Bayh, New Yorkés Hillary
Rodham Clinton, and Arizonads senior Senator John
McCain. Despite predictions of additional support

for aging issues from the Democratic majority, the

yeld continues to search for a new national champion

in the mold of former Cabinet Secretary and U.S.
Commissioner on Aging Arthur Flemming, former
Florida Congressman Claude Pepper, and former US
Senator John Heinz of Pennsylvania.

Aging Organizations and Civic Engagement

Within the non-proyt sector, virtually every
national aging organizationd NCOA, ASA, Civic
Ventures, and GSAS
currently has one or more
civic engagement initiatives
underway, some of which
were described above. This
proliferation has occurred
steadily within the last yve
years, largely through the
support of The Atlantic
Philanthropies (AP) and the
MetLife Foundation. A hope
among the movement is to increase and diversify
funding sources to broaden the base of support
and engage more organizations to engender more
innovations. Some of these organizations are seeking
reform through existing organizational arrangements,
while others are creating new ones; what they have in
common is a focus on cross-boundary partnerships and
collaboration.

Another extremely positive sign for the
movement is the high level of interest among locally-
based non-proyts that are leading the development of
innovative models for engaging 55+ adults in their
community. NCOAGs RespectAbility Initiative recently
published a report which proyles the most promising
practices for engaging adults 55+. Drawn from 34
non-proyt organizations after a competitive application
process that attracted close to 250 submissions, the
fiPromising Practices in Civic Engagement Report
among Adults 55+0 provides insights into the fresh
approaches for engaging older adults that show promise
and produce results for communities.!’ Further, for
the past four years, ASA, NCOA, Civic Ventures,
and others have hosted a highly successful Civic
Engagement Special Program Day at the annual ASA/
NCOA Joint Conference. Each year the program has
attracted a capacity crowd of non-proyt leaders eager
to learn about proven models for engaging adults 55+
that they can replicate through their organizations in the
communities they serve. These leaders see the value of
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an aging America and want to play an important role
as the frontline responders to adults in their community
who are seeking engagement opportunities.

Two pioneering thinkersd Tom Endres and
Marc Freedmand have also been central to the
emergence of civic engagement of adults 55+ as a
signiycant national political development. Endres
is Vice President of Continuing Contributions and
Director of RespectAbility at NCOA, and Freedman
is President and Founder of Civic Ventures. First
joining forces in the 1980s to conceptualize the
demonstration grant for the Experience Corps model,
they have been collaborating ever since.

Conducive Social Environment

Several factors point to a changing social
climate in which civic engagement can fulyll its
promise. Political success for civic engagement
at last yearés WHCOoA and through this yearts
reauthorization of the OAA is a welcome
advancement and needs to be capitalized upon.
Predictably, most national aging organizations
will be pushing yrst and foremost for OAA
appropriations to fund the many existing and new
provisions in the reauthorization, including the
yrst-time civic engagement initiatives. In addition,
many aging organizations are poised to push for the
amendments and changes related to the expected
reauthorization of the Corporation for National and
Community Service. However, given the yscal,
social and political pressures generated by many
competing needs, efforts to push civic engagement in
Washington will require perseverance and persistence
among leaders and supporters for progress to be
made.

Hundreds of communities across America are
already harnessing their adult 55+ citizens for the
social good. Older adults themselves, especially
Baby Boomers, are creating their own new reality of
what it means to grow old in America by reinventing
retirement, redeyning the terms of engagement, and
putting their good experiences and good intentions
to work. Moving forward, public policy needs to
address the ways in which the potential of the aging
asset can be channeled to address priority national
problems.

Data and Evidence

Much data exists to support the role of a new
resource in addressing critical social problems in the
United States. We know that service organizations
report growing client waiting lists for basic assistance
to frail, homebound older adults, and that four out

of ten third graders do not read at a level that is
necessary for them to be successful.1® Today, more
than 13 million children are living in povertyd an
increase of 1 million over four years.1® Likewise, there
is overwhelming evidence that adults 55+ want to
serve if the opportunities to do so are professionally
planned and implemented, pexible, meet a critical
need, are meaningful, and leave a lasting impact.
Further, data conyrms that adults in retirement are
prepared to commit to serving ten hours per week as
volunteers once they are convinced that what they are
being asked to do is important.2® These points speak
to the need to close the supply-demand gap that exists
between adults 55+ desiring meaningful opportunities
to get engaged and the inadequate funding and
organizational effort to create jobs for them to tackle.
Making lasting change takes time and is
complicated. Millions of adults 55+ are committed
to unlocking their potential to help others and to
address social problems. What we need is the creation
of a national vision for aging that fosters productive
engagement as an expectation of later life, prominent
social roles that are embraced as a community priority,
and a high quality of life for individuals of all ages. In
order for the civic engagement movement to progress
from success to signiycance, to become a major
signiycant social change event of the 218t century,
a coordinated, multi-sector response is needed.
National non-proyts must embrace collaboration
and partnership with one another and other sectors;
funding sources must be expanded, diversiyed,
and less prescriptive; and leaders and supporters of
the movement need to form networks focused on
tapping every opportunity to illustrate that the aging
of America can be the solution to many social ills,
not the origin of them. To achieve this vision, public
policies need to be comprehensive, innovative, and
generative in their focus. Wouldnét it be a remarkable
achievement if leaders of tomorrow look back on the
early 215t century and wonder at our wisdom and
courage to invest in the human development of an
aging population?

Sabrina L. Reilly, MA, is the Deputy Director
of RespectAbility at the National Council on Aging
in Washington, DC. RespectAbility is a three-million
dollar, multi-year initiative to increase the non-proyt
sector( investment in tapping older adults as a
critical, and potentially transformative, asset for their
organizations (www.respectability.org). The opinions
expressed in this article are solely those of the author
and do not repect the ofycial position of the National
Council on Aging.
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Civic Ventures:
Looking Backward, Planning Forward

W. Andrew Achenbaum

The political associations that exist in the United States are only a single feature in the midst of the
immense assemblage of associations in that country. Americans of all ages, all conditions, and all dispositions
constantly form associations. They have not only commercial and manufacturing companies, in which they take
part, but associations of a thousand other kinds, religious, moral, serious, futile, general or restricted, enormous

or diminutive....

If it is proposed to inculcate some truth or to foster some feeling by the encouragement of a

great example, they form a society. d de Tocqueville (1945 [1840], II: 114)

\oluntary associations in the Jacksonian
era, hypothesized Alexis de Tocqueville, energized
Democracy in America. Subsequent commentators
extend the argument to current times. Robert
Bellah and his associates in Habits of the Heart
(1985/1996) afyrmed the continuing importance
of voluntary associations, notably faith-based
institutions, in promoting a better quality of life in
the U.S. Robert Putnam (2004), in contrast, warned
that the nationds fabric might unravel due to citizensd
declining involvement in voluntary associations.
Were the French aristocrat writing today, | think
that de Tocqueville would have praised Civic
Ventures as a voluntary association recognized for its
fiencouragement of a great example.o

Statistics underscore the importance of
voluntary associations in contemporary America. The
Independent Sector (IS), founded in 1980, represents
a coalition of roughly 850 corporations, foundations,
and voluntary associations. The networkads
membership includes millions of volunteers and
donors involved in charities and public-policy forums
nationally and globally (Independent Sector, 2006a).
According to IS, nearly half of all Americans over
the age of 18 in 2005 volunteered roughly four hours
a week, an effort valued on average at $18 per hour
(Independent Sector, 2006b). This hardly exhausts
the signiycance of voluntary associations. Rotary,
Lions, and Kiwanis, for instance, are not part of the
IS coalition. Nor does IS represent the social-service
agencies sponsored by most mainline U.S. churches
and synagogues.

Focusing solely on old-age associations reveals
a large number and diverse array of institutions that
historically have attended to later-life vicissitudes.
When Bostonts selectmen authorized sums to build
the yrst almshouse in the colonies (1664), they
designated aged residents to be fiworthy pooro (Haber

and Gratton, 1983). Homer Folksés decision to
convert New York Cityés almshouse into an old-age
home in 1903 presaged the demise of the poorhouse.
Developers transformed the shape of firetiremento in
postwar America by building new communities for
middle-class people who wanted to enjoy their golden
years with peers. More than 100,000 people visited
Del Webbés Sun City when it opened on New Year(s
Day weekend in 1960. Almost 25 years later, John
Erickson renovated an abandoned college campus

in Maryland to accommodate those who sought a
continuum of health-care services and wished to
pursue what gerontologists describe as fipositive
agingo (The New Aging Enterprise, 2006).

In addition, voluntary associations increased
educational opportunities for older Americans. Josiah
Holbrookés Lyceum Movement, begun in 1826,
brought speakers such as Ralph Waldo Emerson,
Harriet Martineau, and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
to lecture people in rural communities. Toward the
end of the century, the Chautauqua Movement and
continuing-education programs at the University of
Chicago, among other campuses, offered electives and
certiycates to adult learners. Lillien Martin, retired
head of Stanfordds psychology department, opened an
Old Age Center in the 1930s fito sweep the cobwebso
(Achenbaum, 1978). Elderhostel, established in 1975
by Martin Knowlton and David Bianco, grew into the
worldos largest educational travel enterprise.

Civic Ventures (www.civicventures.org) is
one of the latest voluntary associations to capture the
gerontological imagination. Founded a decade ago by
social entrepreneurs John Gardner (former president
of the Carnegie Corporation and HEW secretary under
Lyndon Johnson) and Marc Freedman, Civic Ventures
frames ideas about aging, retirement, and social capital
into programs that tap older Americansé potential and
capacity for civic engagement. Experience Corps,
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which trains 1,800 adults over the age of 55 to serve in
inner-city schools in 14 cities, is the centerpiece of the
enterprise.

Civic Ventures has captured the attention of
the media and power elite through its Purpose Prize
and BreakThrough awards. This year, in a national
competition that drew several thousand nominees,

15 innovators over the age of 60 were awarded an
fiinvestmento of $100,000 each to fishow us the
essence of what is possible in an aging societyo to
address critical needs (Civic Ventures, 2006a). Wilson
Goode, former mayor of Philadelphia, is creating a
program to mentor children of
incarcerated parents. Judea
Pearl, a renowned computer
scientist whose son (a reporter)
was executed in Pakistan,
collaborates with Akbar
Ahmed in yghting intolerance
and terrorism through
dialogue. Civic Ventures also chose 55 Purpose Prize
fellows, who were awarded $10,000 to develop plans
for remedying major social problems. A reception
honoring the prize-winners in Washington, D.C. in
December 2006 drew members of both Houses and
well-known ygures from television, radio, and the
press (OdNeill, 2006).

Civic Ventures has incrementally broadened its
strategy of harnessing the wisdom and experiences of
late life in innovative ways through other initiatives.
Civic Venturesd iBreak Through Awardso salute
nonproyt and public-sector agencies that utilize
persons over 50 working for the common good. Civic
Ventures also advises older Americans involved
in community-based projects. It produces savvy
media pieces designed to help people to imagine new
contributions to be made through late-life endeavors.

Civic associations, therefore,
facilitate political associations; but, on the
other hand, political association singularly
strengthens and improves associations
for civil purposes.d de Tocqueville (1945
[1840]: 123).

One reason for Civic Ventureso success is that
it capitalizes on symbiotic relations with diverse
organizations. For instance, in 2000, Experience
Corps became part of Americorps, a 300-member
network of public agencies, nonproyt organizations,
and faith-based endeavors. Marc Freedman, now
CEO of Civic Ventures, has to create a distinctive
niche for his enterprise. But professionally and

AMore often than not,
politicians follow social

movementsothey donit
lead them.o

personally, he manages to constrain personal ambition
while pursuing higher stakes. Freedman is committed
to putting the experiences and vitality of older
Americans to good service. It is an idea with roots
in the early American republicd history books attest
to the legacies of elderly men and women who were
reformers and innovators. Civic Ventures melds
time-tested principles with state-of-the-art modes of
building institutions.

Freedman and his colleagues look on the
national scene as well as at the grassroots level
for ideas and programs that work. Prime Time
(Freedman, 1999), which
tells the origins and rationale
for Experience Corps, gives
much credit to lessons learned
from federal entities (Retired
Senior Volunteer Program
[RSVP], Senior Corps,
and Foster Grandparents,
among others). Freedman listened to stories told by
physicians at Samaritan House (California), health-
care professionals associated with Stuart (Florida)
\olunteers in Medicine Clinic, and a clinic in Hilton
Head. Prime Time celebrates Princeton Project 655,
inspired by classmate Ralph Nader to promote civic
leadership.

Attempting to reinvent retirement in order to
augment Americads social capital, Civic Ventures is
a social movement that prioritizes innovation and
experimentation. The strategy pays off: it secured
nearly $2 million in government contracts in FY
2006. Civic Ventures also appeals to a certain breed of
philanthropists who are eager to underwrite pragmatic,
idealistic organizations. fiOur history reveals that
electoral campaigns rarely advance the process of
deep social change. More often than not, politicians
follow social movementsd they dondt lead them.
Mobilizing social movements is the job of leaders
and organizations of the nonproyt sector,0 opines
Stephen Heintz, president of the Rockefeller Brothers
Fund since 2001. fiMajor social change takes place
when the innovation and passion of activists, the
resources and wide-screen views of foundations, and
the implementing machinery of government and the
private sector come togethero (Heintz, 2004: 3, 8).

The private sector provided twice as much
funding for Civic Ventures as government contracts
in FY 06. Some of the worldés largest foundationsd
The Atlantic Philanthropies and the John Templeton
Foundationd have supported Experience Corps
and the Purpose Prize. In November 2006, Atlantic
Philanthropies pledged $10 million over the next
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four years to incubate Civic Ventureso fiencore career
campaign,0 which aims to create a new stage of
work for people in their 50s and 60s in sectors of the
economy where future labor shortages are predicted
(Civic Ventures, 2006b).

All citizens of a democracyéfeel
themselves subject to the same weakness
and the same dangers; and their interest,
as well as their sympathy, makes it a rule
with them to lend one another assistance
when required€. When the duties of each
individual to the race are much more clear,
devoted service to any one man becomes
more rare; the bond of human affection

is extended, but it is relaxed. d de
Tocqueville (1945 [1840]: 186, 105)

The paradox of voluntary
associations in the U.S. is that
they are numerous yet tend to
be ephemeral. Most Americans
mobilize in times of a national
crisis or a natural disaster.
They revert to accustomed
modus operandi once the
immediate danger passes.

This means that the sustainability, even of
promising organizations like Civic \entures, is
uncertain. To succeed On Being Nonproyt (Frumkin,
2002a) requires institutional effectiveness in achieving
balance facross their four major roles as service
delivery vehicles, promoters of civic and political
engagement, vehicles for entrepreneurship, and
enactors of valueso (Frumkin, 2006b: 6). Sharing
Frumkinds emphasis on institutional balance,

Paul Light (2005) underscores the need for high
performance as associations deliver public goods.
And therein lies the risks.

Civic Venturesés ideological foundations
are coming under scrutiny all along the political/
gerontological spectrum. Precisely because the
organization borrows so heavily from the literature
on (elder) volunteerism and from the examples
of earlier private and public associations, critics
claim that Experience Corps is less innovative than
advertised. Some, like historian Theodore Roszak,
remind us that volunteerism fihas always been closely
linked to conservative values as a glowing alternative
to mandatory government programso (2001:

125). Martha Holstein (infra.), viewing objectives
through a feministés lens, argues that Civic Ventures
depends too greatly on tenets of fiproductive aging,0

nThe paradox of voluntary
associations in the U.S. is

that they are numerous
yet tend to be ephemeral.o

thereby excluding segments of the elderly population
unable to participate. After sharply differentiating
fivolunteerismo from ficivic engagement,0 Marty
Martinson and Meredith Minkler (2006: 321) side
with Simon Biggs, suggesting that activities like those
sponsored by Civic Ventures amount to fia sort of
social therapy.o

In democratic ages men rarely sacriyce
themselves for one another, but they
display general compassion for the
members of the human race€they are not
disinterested, but they are humane. & de
Tocqueville (1945 [1840]: 176).

This passage, like most in Democracy in
America, contrasts aristocratic regimes and democratic
ages. de Tocqueville intended
to reframe political discourse,
stressing that it was in the best
interest of decent individuals
to identify and rectify issues
that could ruin their society.
fiReframing is changing the
way the public sees the world.
It is changing what counts as
common sense,0 observes George Lakoff in a recent
primer for progressives who cannot manage to get
their message across to potentially receptive voters.
fiBecause language activates frames, new language is
required for new frames. Thinking differently requires
speaking differentlyo (Lakoff, 2004: xv).

Civic Venturesgs leadership understands the
importance of reframing concepts such as fisocial
capitalo to appeal to the nationgs vital center: filf we
can devise creative new roles and opportunities at
the community level, there is much reason to believe
that people will respondé [and] help revitalize our
communities and inject new meaning into later lifeo
(Freedman, 1999: 23). New roles and opportunities
require building new institutions, Freedman
contends. Economist Douglas North (1990: 5) agrees:
A0Organizations are created with purposive intenté
resulting from the existing set of constraintsé and in
the course of attempts to accomplish their objectives
are a major agent of institutional change.o

If Civic Ventures wants to remain a pacesetter, it
should consider operating globally. In the spirit of de
Tocquevilleds figeneral compassion,6 Civic Ventures
might broaden its vision of civic engagement to
address the BIG challenges posed by politician/social
critic Michael Ignatieff: AiWe are the yrst generation
to have lived under the shared threat of ecological and
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nuclear catastropheé the more evident our common
needs as a species become, the more brutal becomes
the human insistence on claims of differenceo (1984:
130). Experience Corps has shown how deploying
the talents and generosity of older Americans can

save young minds in inner-city schools. Applying

its organizational expertise to addressing global
environmental issues, poverty, hunger, terrorism,

and fanaticism, Civic Ventures can mobilize Baby
Boomers in associations that afford them a chance to
leave a legacy greater than the one they inherited from
their elders. | bet that Alexis de Tocqueville would
consider the venture a ytting extension of his notion of
the distinctive role that fivoluntary associationso play
in a democracy.

W. Andrew Achenbaum is Professor of History
and Social Work at the University of Houston. He is
most recently author of Vital Communities: A Bold
Vision for Societal Aging (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 2005).
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Terms of Engagement:
The Right and Left Look at Elder Civic Activism

Robert B. Hudson

The concept of civic engagement in America, yrst identiyed by de Tocqueville in the 1830s and
rediscovered by Putnam in the 1990s, has caught the imagination of contemporary observers who see a
growing chasm between a disconnected citizenry on the one hand and an isolated political elite on the other.
In bringing these estranged parties together, heightened civic engagement would help mend the social fabric
critical to the workings of an open society and democratic government.

In light of contemporary demographic
developments, it is hardly surprising that the civic
engagement lens has come to focus on the actual
and potential contributions of older Americans. By
virtue of their emergent numbers, energies, ties, and
resources, older Americans stand poised to address
myriad individual-level and social problems. This
fireserve army of the leisuredo is seen as ready to
move.

While there is broad consensus that heightened
involvement of a historically marginalized population
is very much a good thing, there also exist stark
differences about what the potential purposes and
consequences of this new role might be. Is it to be
merely therapeutic and expressive or should it be
purposive and task-oriented? Should it only add
to the stock of social capital or should it assume
responsibility for efforts now being undertaken in
other arenas? And, most important, how should
the ficivico be positioned between the two worlds it
bridges: the private, informal, and local on the one
hand, and the public, formal, and national on the
other?

Approached from different ends of the political
spectrum, the civic engagement endeavor is seen to
have different purposes and consequences. Neither
position denies its potential, but each sees that
potential very differently.

The Right and Senior Engagement

Long favoring local and voluntary solutions to
social problems, American conservatives have seized
on the idea of heightened civic engagement among
seniors. A more recent strand of neo-conservative
thinking also favors civic involvement; indeed, neo-
cons would use the potentially conservative power of
government to further instill civic virtues.

Seniors are over-engaged: When the civil
becomes political. Conservatives scoff at the
idea that older Americans are under-involved in

American life, comprising as they do one-quarter
of the electorate, constituting a mass membership
organization (AARP) larger than California, and
being served by so many advocacy groups that the
organizations had to form their own organization
(Leadership Council of Aging Organizations).

Conservatives bridle at what they see as seniors
and their advocates having turned the legitimately
civic into the coercively public. Thus, in the eyes
of the right, an otherwise civic venture known under
the rubric of fideliberative democracyo (Cook and
Jacobs, 2002) has been transformed by seniors
and their advocates from a movement designed
to generate discourse to one constraining debate.
Conservatives cite Social Security as Exhibit One, its
political standing having become so formidable that
it is almost beyond discussion, i.e., fithe third rail of
American politics.0

President Bushds attempt in 2005 to partially
privatize the program might at yrst appear to belie
this concern, but his having been forced to withdraw
this presumptive cornerstone of his second term
very much reinforces the anti-deliberative point.
Deliberation clearly falls into the world of civic
expression but, in the words of Steven Teles (2005,
p.104), fif deliberation is taken to be an end unto
itself, the possibility that social policies themselves
may be anti-deliberative should be of the gravest
concern.o

Seniors are self-engaged: From common
cause to special interest. A related commentary,
also now settling very much on seniors, comes
from those conservatives concerned about the
fifailure of governanceo seen as emanating from the
Kennedy-Johnson years. Liberals, including senior
activists, are castigated for having lost their vision of
addressing broad social problemsd it was, after all,
to be fithe Great Society.0 The promise of civically-
engaged entities such as finew towns in towno
(Derthick, 1972) and community action agencies
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(Davies, 1999), rather than promoting an agreed upon
common good, foundered on a rock of unbridled
self-interest. By the 1970s, networks of like-minded
private interests, Congressional committees, and
Executive branch agencies were engaged in self-
serving fisub-governmentalo (Davidson, 1984)
relationships.

Conservatives did not fail to note that
senior interests were well-represented in these
arrangements, myriad programs on their behalfd 130
by one General Accounting Ofyce countd serving
as clear exemplars of these politics having run
amok (Lowi, 1969). The rise and reiycation of the
faging networko associated with the expanding
Older Americans Act (Binstock, 1972) was clear
demonstration of seniorsd sub-governmental
presence. To their legion of
critics, the kudzu-like growth
of these narrow and symbiotic
relationships represented
a remarkable failure of
governance. In the absence of
more effective controld either
from superordinate ofycials or a connected and
informed public & government is essentially out
of control, i.e., there is no governor. The aged had
certainly been advantaged by these sub-governmental
arrangements, and by the 1980s conservatives saw
them occupying an impressive amount of largely
uncontested political space.

Seniors were married before they were
engaged: politics and engagement. In what long
passed as the conventional model of the policy
process, individuals and groups came together
around issues of common concern, created advocacy
or lobbying organizations, and petitioned public
ofycials for governmental action in hopes of seeing
their favored legislation become law. However, a
recent literature in political science suggests that in
rather remarkable fashion, aging policy and politics
have partially reversed this broadly accepted and
normatively sanctioned pattern.

While there are historical instances of age-
based grassroots movementsd the Townsend
Movement being the most notabled recent analysis
has more frequently documented the role of other
factors in accounting for both the origins and recent
growth of age-based programs. Thus, New Deal
legislation on behalf of older peopled notably, Old
Age Insuranced is most often viewed as owing
its birth to the hardships of the Great Depression,
Franklin Rooseveltés leadership, and reformerso
invoking the plight of the aged as a strategy for

to move.o

AThis éreserve army of the
leisuredi is seen as ready

introducing social insurance to the United States
(Lammers, 1983). In the 1950s and 1960s, some of
the same reformers (notably, Wilbur Cohen) again
used sympathy for the aged to see Medicare emerge
as the nationgs yrst national health insurance program
in 1965. A host of additional programs were enacted
during the ensuing decade; yet in none of these
episodes has the civic or political engagement of
older people been cited as a leading factor behind
legislative success.

The years since have, of course, seen very
considerable political mobilization by seniors, now
principally in the defense of programsd Medicare
and Medicaid in the 1990s, and Social Security in
20050 that had become law many years earlier.
Indeed, the available evidence now strongly suggests
that it has been the policies
themselves that have, in
turn, galvanized seniors into
action. The Social Security
expansions of the late-1960s
and early 1970s were central
in creating older people as
a self-identiyed political constituency, now voting,
contributing, and campaigning more than many
middle-aged and all younger age groups (Campbell,
2003). The same certainty holds for the ubiquitous
aging network, Walker (1983) having determined that
over half of the age-based organizations in his study
of the origin and maintenance of interest groups
came into existence after the watershed year of 1965.

Conservative critics are appalled by the
imposing policy presence this array of programs
has created on behalf of the aged, seeing generous
public policy as virtually having bribed a very large
constituency into existence. Their only hope is
that these policy successes and more recent calls
for seniors to contribute to the larger society may
wean seniors (especially tomorrowés seniors) from
seeking additional governmental largesse. The
degree to which the institutional presence and
widely recognized costs of old-age policy should
now be translated into seniorsé reduced demands
on governmentd here through the call to engage
civicallyd is perhaps the most pressing normative
question in aging policy and politics today.

Seniors are engaged and on welfare. The
titles of books critiquing the Great Society, fiFrom
Opportunity to Entitlemento (Davies, 1999), and
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children
program, fiBeyond Entitlemento (Mead, 1996)
speak to neo-conservativesg ire at federal programs
that they see as fostering dependency among
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beneyciaries. In a quasi-contractual understanding,
these critics argue that beneyt receipt should be

tied to prescribed behavioral change on the part of
program participants. These so-called fidaddy stateo
initiatives (Starobin, 1998) can be found in programs
directed at substance abuse treatment, school
performance, and marriage and divorce counseling,
as well as welfare reform. These are truly neo-
conservative initiativesd the domestic version of
the neo-conso interventionist foreign policyd calling
as they do for an active, strict, and potentially
punitive governmental posture in policy design and
implementation.

This line of policy thinking is now being
broached in aging policy, most often through
discussions of fiproductive agingo and its cousin,
fisuccessful aging.0 The
question is usually framed
around the relationship
between seniors new health
and well-being on the one
hand and their receipt of
generous public beneyts on
the other. As seen through the
lens of productive aging, large
numbers of older people are
still able to be productive and
should certainly be allowed to
produce; indeed, herein lies the true value of having
outlawed mandatory retirement. In so doing, seniors
can continue to contribute to society rather than
drawing down its resources. In the case of health,
the related mantra comes from the perspective of
successful aging, which Moody (forthcoming) notes,
fibegins and ends as a strategy for personal health
promotion.o Calls for higher deductibles, additional
co-pays, or the potential elimination of Medicarets
deyned beneyt protections are predicated on the
belief that seniors can and should take better care of
themselves both physically and ynancially.

Civic engagement shares many of the values
of both successful and productive aging. Individual
responsibility, self-reliance, contribution, and
engagement are intertwined in each of the three
concepts. In these views, current social policy
may be actively dysfunctional, borrowing from
traditional iNew Dealo thinking associated with what
is depicted as fithe failure modelo of aging (Moody,
forthcoming). When the gerontological perspectives
are joined to civic engagement, they raise once
again the question of just how and how comfortably
civic engagement and political involvement can co-
exist. On the right, the answers appear to lie in the

fiLong favoring local and
voluntary solutions to
social problems, American
conservatives have seized

on the idea of heightened
civic engagement among
seniors.o

book titles above, i.e., only policies that promote
and require evidence of enhanced self-reliance and
productivity are embraced. To some signiycant
degree, civic engagement may be inconsistent

with the core concepts underlying social insurance
programs such as Social Security, predicated as they
are on the necessity of protecting citizens against the
contingencies of modern life through governmental
auspice.

The Left and Senior Engagement

From the vantage point of the Left,
concern does not focus on over-representation
and permissiveness but rather on exclusion and
marginalization. Reversing the conservative
emphasis, the left would make civic engagement
more political, not less.

Discouraging seniors
from engaging: The
professionalization of civic
life. Progressives have great
concern with the increasing
professionalization of both
civic and political life in
the U.S., including the
scandalous role of money in
politics, excessive reliance
on polling, and fimessagingo
every fidemographico imaginable.

In the civic arena, attention centers on how
direct citizen participation has been eclipsed by
formal organizations and professional staff. Theda
Skcopolts chapter title, AAdvocates Without
Members: The Recent Transformation of American
Civic Lifeo (1996) tells the essential story. Broad-
based membership organizations, such as the
American Legion and the Knights of Columbus,
have been replaced by single issue advocacy
organizations which are fistaff-heavy and focused
on lobbying, research, and media projectso (p.
499). In Skcopolos listing of the new professional
organizations, AARP serves as Exhibit One, and,
at least in the aging world, the Leadership Council
of Aging Organizationsd the organization of aging
organizationsd could easily stand as Exhibit Two.
Putnam (1995) also laments the rise of what he
characterizes as fisingle-issueo organizations, and he,
too, places AARP at the top of his list.

These concerns among progressives about
elitism, professionalism, and privilege resemble in
some ways the conservative concerns about sub-
governmental politics raised earlier. But there is
an important difference. The conservative critique
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centered on the question of governance and the
inability of senior ofycials and governing institutions
to force compromise and concession from scores

of special interests. The heart of the progressive
argument centers on the question of broad publics
being excluded from the deliberative process by
bureaucratic surrogates presumably acting in their
interest. The conservative worry centers on control;
the progressive one on inclusion.

Seniors become engaged too late: The place of
race and gender. While older people may represent a
great source of untapped civic energy, there remains
the important question what
concerns may drive any
heightened engagement.

As we have seen, civic
engagement deynitionally
embraces the public interest;
yet many commentators
associate seniors with
political self-interest. To assure that involved seniors
address a broad range of issues, it is axiomatic that

the range of involved seniors should also be very
broad. Because of their historical experience with
economic discrimination, social isolation, and political
marginality, older women and older populations of
color are more likely than their white male brethren to
bring critical extra-aging concerns to the civic arena.
Broad participation will better reveal the diversity of
civic concerns older people carry with them.

Put differently, these dimensions give needed
perspective to the signiycance of chronological-age
taken alone as it relates to a global enterprise such
as civic engagement. Focusing on eldersd improved
health status and greater leisure time, conservatives
point to an invigorated population whose energies can
increasingly be tapped for civic ventures. More tuned
to the question of diversity, progressives raise two red
pags in the face of this construction. First, they voice
the intra-aging concern that potentially hard-won
policy safeguards now beneyting vulnerable elders
might be weakened in the name of channeling a new
population of able-elders into the civic arena (Holstein
and Minkler, 2003). And, second, they adhere to a
bedrock inter-aging perspective that holds that many
of the burdens and opportunities of old age have their
roots in race and gender inequalities found across the
life-course (O6Rand, 2001). Giving voice to these
fundamentals can shape the volume, substance, and
volition of late-life civic activity in important ways.

Seniors pay a price for successful
engagement. Progressives also worry about how
far the reach of civil society should be in the

NThe conservative worry
centers on control; the

progressive one on
inclusion.o

nebulous world of civic engagement, where public
and private spheres and formal and informal ones
partially and imprecisely overlap. While Putnam
(1995) observes that only among fithe most simple-
minded reactionaries does the proposition hold
that government can be replaced by civil society,0
conservative commentators nonetheless press for
more such involvement and that there are limits to
what government and public policy should do.

In the case of aging and civic engagement,
the progressive mindset sees seniors being asked
to once again fall back on families and marketsd
the informal and private
sectorsd which historically
have been only partially able
to meet their legitimate needs.
In other words, older people
are being called on to self-
identify more in their societal
roles as kin and worker than
in their political role as citizen (Myles, 1984). As
argued by critical theorists within gerontology (see
Martinson and Minkler, 2006), including Martha
Holstein in this issue of PP&AR, these pressures
fall very much in line with the successful aging and
productive aging constructs which have gained favor
in recent years.

The 2005 White House Conference on Aging
represents a timely actualization of this approach
to social issues (Hudson, 2006). In speeches and
proposals, the organizers repeatedly pressed the point
that local communities and extended families should
assume more responsibility for addressing questions
of population aging. Individuals would be held more
responsible to manage their own retirement income
portfolios; private entities would increasingly come
to structure and organize health care; and families,
with the use of new communications and assistive
technologies, would assume a greater role in the
delivery of long-term care. While civic engagement
was formally addressed in several sessions, its more
pervasive presence was in the overall approach and
strategy of Conference organizers. Responsibilities
for elder health and well-being were to be returned
to individuals, families, and communities, with the
expectations and expenditures of government to
be reduced accordingly. Quite intentionally, the
Conference promoted the values of successful and
productive aging, prime among them fishift(ing)
toward individualism and away from solidarityo
(Moody, forthcoming, p. 6).

Seniors became engaged on the mezzanine:
engagement without power. A more fundamental
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indictment of the civic engagement movement
centers on the question of power and builds on
more highly structured leftist views. Here, civic
engagement is essentially about having people

get together to deliberate about social issues of
secondary importance and volunteer to address
relatively benign social problems. In the meantime,
monied and privileged interests address and control
the core elements of economic and political life.
This line of reasoning invokes hoary sociological
constructs such as fithe two faces of powerod the
second being keeping critical items from ever
reaching the political agenda (Bachrach and Baratz,
1962) and, fithe third dimension of powerod

beyond merely controlling the political agenda,
power brokersd ability to convince citizens that
arrangements which are fundamentally harmful to
them are actually in their best interest (Gaventa,
1982).

Such neo-Marxist opinion often generates
open derision, but it does raise the critical (literally,
in the leftist sense) question of what is the purpose
or function of the civic engagement endeavor. The
specter of Dick Cheney meeting secretly with oil
company executives to discuss environmental policy
or of Peter Peterson from the Blackstone Group
championing the dismantling of Social Security
in the Wall Street Journal and elsewhere places in
sharp relief just how much should be expected of
civic engagementds town hall meeting approach. In
the case of aging, the left has always understood the
function of Social Security to be shedding surplus
older workers from the labor force (Graebner, 1980)
and, more recently, the role of Medicare Part Dés
enormous subsidies to private health insurance
providers to be undermining the traditional Medicare
program (Hacker and Marmor, 2003).

Conceivably, there could be a manifestation
of civic engagement that would be about directly
attacking monopoly capital, much as the populist
and other more peeting social movements have done
in the past. Yet, much of the contemporary civic
engagement literature does not set out on a path this
steep, settling instead for more modest efforts on the
part of well-intentioned citizens intent on giving back
to society on a localized and volunteer basis.

Conclusion

There is agreement across the spectrum that
older Americans have much to offer American
society through the mechanism of civic engagement.
The more pressing questions center on the terms of
that offeringd whether voluntary or obligedd and the

expectations behind it, involving reduced demands
on the public sector or increased involvement in
Americals decision-making structures.

Robert B. Hudson is Professor of Social
Policy at the Boston University School of Social
Work and is editor of Public Policy & Aging Report.
This analysis draws from his article, AAging in a
Public Space: The Roles and Functions of Civic
Engagement,0 appearing in the Winter 2006-7 issue
of Generations.
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SCSEP: Civic Engagement for Low-
Income Seniors?

Excerpts from: Whatis It Worth?
A Report from Senior Service America

One of the major programs recently reauthorized
under the Older Americans Act is the Senior Community
Service Employment Program (SCSEP), which currently
makes available over $400 million in federal funds
annually to provide community service and training
opportunities for nearly 100,000 adults aged 55 and over
who live in or near poverty. The program, which began
as a pilot project of the Ofyce of Economic Opportunity
in the 1960s, has enjoyed steady support from Congress,
a wide range of nonproyt and public agencies, and
thousands of participants.

Yet, at a time when there is signiycant discussion
about effective ways to encourage aging baby boomers to
fireinvent themselvesod to become civically engaged, to
volunteer, and to work in socially meaningful jobsd these
conversations rarely address low-income older people,
such as those participating in the SCSEP program. This is
the case despite no less an authority on civic engagement
than Marc Freedman, CEO of Civic Ventures, contending
that the work of low-income adults in SCSEP and a
handful of other programs exempliyes civic engagement
at its best.

In 2004, SCSEP participants worked nearly 46
million hours at minimum wage in nonproyt and public
agencies meeting a wide range of community needs,
according to the U.S. Department of Labor. Some 70
percent of these agenciesd including rural libraries,
museums, senior centers and nutrition programs, day
care centers, and othersd reported that they could not
have provided the same level of services without the
contributions of the older, low-income adults paid by
SCSEP. A closer look at this program for poor older
adults may suggest a more inclusive and effective
approach to civic engagement for all older Americans.

Viewing Low-Income Seniors Through a Civic
Engagement Lens

Although paid programs for low-income older
Americans date back to the 1960s, Marty Martinson
and Meredith Minkler of the University of California,
Berkeley believe more research is needed to examine the
connections between race, class, gender, and volunteering.
Many studies have supported the notion that productivity
in older years leads to improved health and well-being,
but few have speciycally addressed low-income seniors,
who have higher rates of disability and poor health
outcomes. Most public discourse on civic engagement
focuses on the baby boomers who want to ynd meaningful
ways to spend retirement, with little attention to speciyc

needs and life conditions of communities of color

and low income groups. Existing programs for low-
income seniors that promote community service and
employment need to be brought into the civic engagement
conversation. Martinson asks: filf low-income seniors and
their concerns are being left out of the conversation, is it
because they are viewed as part of the problem that other
seniors are being asked to address?0 The central question
is who and what is valued. Martinson notes that some
people labor all their lives in unpleasant or even exploitive
work situations: fiTo ask them to give more is not fair and
really narrows our own ability to embrace aging in all of
its manifestations and possibilities.0

Why Are Low-Income Seniors Overlooked?

A number of observers, including Greg OdNegill,
director of GSASs National Academy on an Aging
Society, question why the actual and potential place of
low-income seniors in the civic engagement movement
is underestimated. Conversations usually target the
boomer population, ignoring individuals who already
have passed the age of 60. The media focuses on
reinventing retirement, but usually in reference to a skilled
professional who expects to have two decades of a healthy
life in retirement. These upper tier individuals are trying
to create the world that they want in their later yearsd one
offering opportunities for education, leisure, and service.
At the other end of the income spectrum, some say that
the federal government gives too much support to low
income seniors, potentially dulling the expectation that
they can and should contribute to others. Yet others feel
that when service is remunerated through programs like
SCSEP, it doesnft count as civic engagement, that fipaid
volunteero is an oxymaoron.

Amanda Moore McBride of Washington University
in St. Louis takes issue with that perspective, believing
it is critical fifrom a justice perspectiveo to offer the
supports necessary to include low-income seniors
in civic engagement programs and have their voice
heard by policymakers. In her lexicon, she categorizes
volunteerism that is paid as ficivic or public service.0 She
notes that there is undoubtedly a level of purity around
volunteerism that does rely on non-monetary motivation,
but when one deals with inclusion issues, the only way
some older adults can participate is if they have their costs
off-set. Stipend-paid, subsidized work is technically not
volunteerism, she says, fibut if we are doing it to leverage
the involvement of our poorest citizens, then it may be
necessary.0
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Ultimately, McBride says, the issue of including
low-income seniors in civic engagement programs
presents a leadership challenge. fiThis population is going
to be missed unless we put them down as a top priority.0

The Potential of a More Inclusive Approach

Urban Institute researchers Sheila Zedlewski and
Simone Schaner believe that the contributions of older
adults deserve more recognition as the population ages.
They note that today two in 10 Americans are 55 or
older, fiprime engagement years,0 but that in 2030 that
proportion will have risen to three in 10. Yet, they go on
to note that only 60.6 percent of older adults fiin the lowest
quarter of the income distribution are engaged, compared
with 94.6 percent of those in the highest quarter.0 Many
studies document older adultso desire to stay actively
engaged; however, some suggest that a lack of access or
invitation, or other barriers impede their involvement.
Minorities, especially lower-income Hispanics, and
lower income adults are less involved than are white
and high-income seniors, Zedlewski and Schaner report.
Others, however, maintain
that such studies do not repect
the participation of minority
elders in informal caregiving
and community and faith-
based activitiesd activities that
minority elders are unlikely to
describe as civic engagement.

In making their case for
the civic engagement of older
adults, Zedlewski and Schaner
call for expansion of government-supported programs.
They argue that fibeneyts would accrue to society
through the contributions of unpaid work, to older adults
as volunteering improves health and well-being, and
potentially to government, as healthier older adults require
fewer health care dollars.0

In addition, they urge Congress to consider
expanding such programs as SCSEP, Senior Companions,
and Foster Grandparents saying, fitheir missions match
the growing needs of an aging population. Engagement,
whether through volunteer opportunities or work,
enhances the health and well-being of older adults and
creates societal value.o

Yet, they note fiat current funding levels, most
programs can only serve a small minority of older
adults. And recent funding for these programs generally
has declined in real terms as they compete with other
government priorities. Instead of cutting funding,
Congress should consider the value of expanding these
and other volunteer opportunities as boomers approach
their retirement years.o

Civic Engagement and the Future of SCSEP

While SCSEP began as an anti-poverty program
rooted in community service, job training and placement
have since been added to its mission. In last yearos

Alf low-income seniors and
their concerns are being left
out of the conversation, is it

because they are viewed as
part of the problem that other
seniors are being asked to
address?0

Congressional debates over reauthorization of the Older
Americans Act, the House of Representatives initially
approved a bill that could have cut the community

service requirement in half, a move that sent shockwaves
through nonproyt leaders at host agencies across the
country. Some, including Marchand Norega, SCSEP
project director at Community Options in San Bernardino,
California, saw the bill as a potential death knell for local
nonproyt agencies.

However, just prior to the October 2006 recess, the
House and Senate quietly adopted a substitute bill (H.R.
6197) that maintained the level of community service and
reafyrmed its importance, stating:

filt is the sense of Congress that € placing older
individuals in community service positions strengthens
the ability of the individuals to become self-sufycient,
provides much needed support to organizations that
beneyt from increased civic engagement, and strengthens
the communities that are served by such organizations.o

Programs like Foster Grandparents and SCSEP
have made fian extraordinary social contribution,0 says
Marc Freedman, president of
Civic Ventures and a leader in
civic engagement among older
Americans. Low-income older
adults in programs like SCSEP,
Senior Companions, and
Foster Grandparents have led
the way in ynding work thatos
personally meaningful and that
has impact on the community
and the nation. fltés too bad the
middle class hasnit been able to produce like those.0 The
challenge for civic engagement proponents, he says, is:
How do we engage the middle and upper socio-economic
strata in similar work?

While the media frequently offer stories about
successful entrepreneurs who contribute their time and
resources for public beneyt, the truth is few people can
afford to be pure volunteers. Indeed, many middle-class
people today face the same kind of economic strain
that low-income people did when these programs were
created, he says. SCSEP and Foster Grandparents fiygured
out something that applies much more broadly.0 He
wonders aloud whether there are ways to build on SCSEP,
to create a new kind of labor market where people agree
to apply their talent and experience to address unmet
community needs and in return receive some economic
beneyt.

As for the current debate, he says: fiMy Civic
\entures take is that thereds been this unhelpful distinction
between, on one end of the spectrum, senior volunteers
and civic engagement, and on the other, older workers and
senior employment.o

More dialogue between SCSEP programs and
civic engagement proponents could lead to imaginative
responses to the challenges and opportunities of an aging
society.
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A Critical Repection on Civic Engagement

AContinued from Page 1

the needs of others rather than as a population group
to whom, based on their need, something is owed. |
am also struck by what appears to be an increasingly
powerful master narrative about how we ought to
age and how society ought to think about its aging
members.

The Civic Engagement Narrative

These double fioughtso create, for me, the most
salient and troubling feature in the civic engagement
narratived its overarching, totalizing tone. With the
three major professional aging organizations holding
grants to undertake civic engagement projects, with
multiple conference sessions devoted to it, and
considerable column inches of text also focused on
this theme, it is no modest undertaking. More than
simply creating new opportunities for older people,
the civic engagement narrative praises and rewards
certain behaviors, universalizes their value and worth
individually and socially, and assumes equal potential
and responsibility to enact these behaviors.

At the very least, we need to pause and ask
whether universal images of aging, like the universal
subject of grand theory, appear upon closer inspection
to be very speciycally class, race, and gender-based.
Recognizing difference leads us to see that neither
universal images of aging nor fineutralo public policies
are neutral or innocent in their effects. Thus, to the
extent that ficivic engagemento is emerging as a new
master narrative, it is important to ask: what does
this narrative assume, whom does it privilege and
whom does it exclude, and to what effectd socially,
politically, culturally, morally, and personally?

When | speak here of civic engagement, | am
focusing not on broader questions about the decline in
civic participation, its causes, its importance, and what
might be done about it but more speciycally on how
it has taken shape in the gerontological community.
With civic engagement and voluntarism often used
interchangeably, that coalescing and its impact as a
discursive practice and practical endeavor will be my
central concern. | will, however, tentatively explore
a different way to think about civic engagement that
might mitigate these concerns.

With respect to the civic engagement narrative,
I worry most about three questionsd 1) Does it matter
and if so how does it matter that civic engagement,
as a fibigo idea, but deyned relatively narrowly in
the flagingo version, encapsulates particularistic
normative images of the good and worthy old age?

2) Does the contemporary context of individual

responsibility, privatization, safety-net devolution, etc.
make a difference in how we assess civic engagement?
3) How might the common rejoinder, fiitds a choice,0
discount problems associated with autonomy and
individual agency, especially for older women?
(Martinson and Minkler, 2006).

I think about these issues from a very speciyc
point of viewd as a feminist who perceives the
morally and practically salient features of issues
through the lens of gender. Might the almost cultish
devotion to civic engagement further damage the
well-being and self-respect of older women who
already occupy a socially devalued status? Does civic
engagement represent women and old age in ways
that most women ynd recognizable? Does it repect
their diverse life experiences, health, and values?

Can the norms of civic engagement dignify both the
66 year-old Speaker of the House, Nancy Pelosi,

and the 79 year-old woman, who lives in assisted
living and recently told me fieverything hurts?6 For
women and others in non-privileged social locations,
is it problematic that approval (expressed by praise,
publicity, etc.) is linked to achievement of a lifestyle
that depends upon relatively good health, ynancial
security, and leisured the very attributes they are less
likely to have than their male counterparts? With
good intentionsd to resist ageismd the representations
of busy, active older people heralded by the civic
engagement narrative imply that dignity resides not
in the person but in what the person accomplishes
primarily in the public sphere. And, politically, 1
worry that the rhetoric of civic engagement will
reinforce political action tied to beliefs about
privatization and small government that can easily
exacerbate the already non-ideal circumstances of so
many womenos lives.

Civic Engagement and Productivity

If one proverbially fifollows the money,0
civic engagement is largely about voluntarism,
often voluntarism on a rareyed scale. A glance
at the Civic Ventures web site is suggestive and
instructive. Its recent major prize winnersd all of
whom have made impressive commitments to their
communitiesd communicate speciyc messages
about what is being valued and normalized. This
group is, for the most part, relatively young, and has
professional backgrounds that prepared them well
for the roles they assumed in firetirement.0 They
model the iconic image of the yt, energetic, and
productive individual who is continuing the ficareer
selfo of their earlier years. They are what Margaret
Walker (2003) describes as self-disciplined individuals
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playing by cultural and institutional rules. Their new
accomplishments reinforce a lifetime already marked
by public and cumulative achievement. Though
women are among their ranks, their lives conform

to the self-controlled public-selfd the model of a
publicly oriented, productive
subjectivityd habitually
associated with men, who

are not expected to assume
responsibilities for caregiving,
domestic chores, or more
general nurturing activities that
occur in the private sphere.
While I do not discount such
effortsd indeed they honor
norms of reciprocity and

doing more than oneds fair
shared it seems important to
recognize that a certain, very
speciyc, historically relevant
kind of subjectivity is being
rewarded: the independent public fimano who remains
the practical representation of our dominant ideals of
autonomy and productivity. Further, the work that
they do, however important, is essentially apolitical.
Community interventions, however important, do not
challenge systemic inequities. They are chancy and
localized, and they do not mitigate the structural and
cultural features in our society that so inpuence who
will occupy the positions that are now so honored.

The problem, as with all grand narratives, is
that not everyone can occupy this very particular
social position. The opportunity to so engage is
not equally open to all (think about caregivers or
the need to continue working to make ends meet;
Martinson and Minkler, 2006) and even if open, the
wish to do so is profoundly inpuenced by onebs past
and social location. Thus, I am as uneasy with ficivic
engagemento as | am with any overarching narrative
that portrays what being old ought to be about and
remains silent as to its normative assumptions, social
exclusions, and moral and political repercussions.

As the result of its broad cultural currency, civic
engagement is morally signiycant. What happens to
our self-esteem when dominant images call upon us to
do what, at a minimum, may be difycult for us to do?
AEven a regulative morality will draw on an image
of ourselves that we are capable of admiring and to
which we can in some sense imagine conformingo
(Flanagan, 1999, p. 26). The image represented by
iconic civic engagers comports poorly with how many
women(s lives have unfolded. Even women who have
held paid jobs have had their lives regularly disrupted

nCan the norms of civic
engagement dignify
both the 66 year-old
Speaker of the House,
Nancy Pelosi, and the 79

year-old woman, who
lives in assisted living
and recently told me
teverything hurts?io

by the often unchosen obligations that come from
living in relationship to others, especially others who
may need us.

The Political Signiycance of Civic
Engagement

Civic engagement also
has political signiycance.
Women have historically
met obligations in the
private sphere on a less
than voluntaristic basis
(Hirschmann, 1992); they
expect it of themselves; others
expect it of them, and the
state builds policy around
the assumption that such
responses to vulnerability
will happen, whether the
vulnerable person is an older
relative, a grandchild, or a
frail neighbor (Holstein, forthcoming). Thus, the
expectation that our later years will bring a life of
discipline and self-control primarily in the public
sphere negates the value, place, and signiycance of
what women do at home. As well, it ignores difycult
moral questions about the extent to which activity
by women in the fiprivate sphereo is fully voluntary.
Womenés workd the work of caring, of tending, of
relating, of supportingd is relegated to the private
realm and set in opposition to the visible, socially
commendable, morally valuable work of imeno in the
public realm.

At the heart of the ficivic engagemento narrative
is, thus, a politically relevant reinforcement of the
gendered opposition between public and private; civic
engagement, clearly, is fipublico engagement. Caring
for our own grandchildren is not civic engagement,
caring for someone elsets child is. Many old women
are already busy, very busy; they do not firetireo from
anything but their paid employment. Yet what they
are busy with does not yt within the dominant image
of civic engagement, as embodied and encapsulated
by this new master narrative. The civic engagement
narrative, which reinforces the dichotomy between
public and private while clearly privileging the
fipublico civic over the fiprivateo negates feminist
analysis about the harms to women that this split
creates (think about domestic violence, until recently
a fiprivated concern); this blindness renders invisible
the ways in which the private realm, ylled with non-
voluntary obligations, impedes womends so-called free
choices in the public realm.
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Modeling fiexemplar selveso that often do not
speak to womends experiences does a disservice in
two other waysd it limits the repertoire of what counts
as a worthy life and burdens women with yet another
publicly-sanctioned ideal that may be neither good
nor even possible for them.
Because we so often internalize
these norms and ideals, they
oppress rather than emancipate
us (Meyers, 1990; Bartky,
2002). Deyning caregiving
as a civic activity, as Herd
and Harrington Meyer (2002)
argue, offers a partial remedy
by minimally giving women
recognition that what they are doing matters at least
as much as other more public activities (and indeed,
if translated into dollars, caregivers contribute almost
$300 billion annually, suggesting that caregiving is
very much a civic engagement). It does not, however,
fully solve the problems created by adopting civic
engagement as a goal for our aging society.

Writing at 80, Malcolm Cowley describes
the sheer pleasure of sitting on a sun-warmed rock.
Should he be volunteering? How do we evaluate the
choice between a firetiremento of civic engagement
and one of leisure? The rejoinderd fiités their
choiceod is probably accurate. Few are forced to
volunteer. But that response is too easy. Normative
messages inpuence us whether we choose to act on
them or not. Hence, to choose not to volunteerd to
choose the warm rockd has potentially important
moral consequences. The way it is framedd that good
health and leisure make it possible for one to give
back to the community, to be other than a figreedy
geezerdd has normative power. Feminist concepts of
relational autonomy and the social self suggest that
we are profoundly shaped by social relations, social
images, tropes, and messages. filnferior or marginal
social positions invariably entail and are expressed
through diminished moral recognition and subordinate
moral statuso (Walker, 1999, 2). Sometimes it is
difycult to differentiate oneds own desires, values, and
goals from the claims of fisubordinating discourses
and overwhelming social demandso (Meyers, 2002).
Thus, fiitds just a choiceo too casually discounts how
the inability to meet culturally entrenched narratives
affects onebs sense of self-worth. In turn, depleted
self-worth can affect onets ability to exercise
autonomy more broadly. Against the social pressure
to volunteer, to be involved, the potential value of
leisure, among other options, remains unexplored and
difycult to defend.

AWomen have historically
met obligations in the

private sphere on a
less than voluntaristic
basis...0

Dual Meanings of Voluntarism

As a narrative template, civic engagement
transforms what Americans have always doned
volunteeredd into something larger than a simple
opportunity. This transformation, as | have been
arguing, is key. More than
30 years ago, the federal
government made a strong
commitment to open
opportunities for older people
to volunteer. As the director
of a RSVP program in 1973,
my colleagues and | sought
good volunteer placements,
actively recruited volunteers,
celebrated their achievements, and reimbursed them
for out-of-pocket costs. Foster Grandparents and
Senior Companions, created at the same time as
RSVP, were quasi-volunteer programs since they
sought low income volunteers who received small
stipends for the tasks they did. Hence, it is not as
if publicly-supported voluntarism has just been
discovered.

The major differences between then and nowd
and the source of certain difyculties with itd are both
rhetorical and contextual. Most obviously, the efforts
of the 1970s were quite modest; programs were small
and seemed to have no larger purpose than giving
people the chance to be involved in useful ways. While
it rested on the belief that activity was good, it did not
make politically and practically important assumptions
about what older people were like or how they can
yll gaps that public retrenchment creates. In contrast,
civic engagement, the new language of voluntarism,
rests on universalizing assumptions about the status of
older people and beliefs that engaging as volunteers
will return them to the mainstream where they want and
need to be. It is far from modest. And it is operating in
a context that minimizes the importance of government
to provide basic essentials, while putting a premium on
independence, private remedies for public problems,
self-reliance, and autonomy. The neoconservative
agenda holds that the private sector and individuals
can provide for each other better than government
can. Moreover, with better planning, individuals will
have the resources to manage their own retirement.
Hence, government can shrink, people wondt suffer,
and apocalyptic fears about the retirement of baby
boomers can be mitigated. In this scenario, volunteers
are essential. To not volunteer if one is able is to shirk
onebs responsibilities.

This retrenchment of the welfare state (never
complete in this country) and the effort to at least
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partially replace it with volunteer efforts firepects

a new public discourse on what it means to be oldo
(Martinson and Minkler, 2006, 321). As Phillipson
(1998) observed, fiwhile providing the basisd through
changes to patterns of fertility and mortalityd for
developing an ageing society, we seem to have
undercut a language and moral space which can
resonate with the rights and needs of older people as
a groupo (p. 51). Focusing so strongly on individual
solutions to age-related problems ignores the fact

that there are no private solutions to womends issues,
which are primarily structural and cultural rather

than individual (Browne, 1998). Voluntaristic
responses to need can easily undercut what older
women still needd the assurance that they will have
the preconditions for dignity
(which is more than choice)
in old age. Voluntarism is
not politically neutral. It
communicates a message
about public obligations to
old people and suggests that protecting the basic
needs of all is not foundational. Politically informed
engagementd i.e., organizingd can hold the public
sector accountable for huge gaps in services, but

that is quite different from the voluntarism that civic
engagement upholds (see Martinson and Minkler,
2006). Instead, the volunteerism of civic engagement
undermines, subverts, and obscures the norm of
reciprocity as a political ideald i.e., as a norm deyning
the relationship between government and the people it
represents.

Images of Aging and the Welfare State
Combined with this ideological position is the
relentlessly optimistic view of the health status and
relative afpuence of older people. Wedve all heard
that fi60 is the new 40.0 Over the past decade, we
have seen a persistent effort to change perceptions
of aging so that the bias is toward positive, upbeat
images (until one becomes disabled and then the goal
as Cohen (1988) pointed out is solely to keep the
person out of the nursing home). Together, the new
image of aging and the assumption that most, if not
all, can responsibly prepare for old age undercut the
justiycation for the welfare state (see Hudson, 2005).
While it is beyond the scope of this essay to examine
the empirical foundation for these claims, | think it
fair to say that women and people of color are less
likely than white men to meet these descriptions (see
Calasanti and Slevin, 2001; Browne, 1999). Further,
these claims seem to efface the fact that bodies
falter and caregiving responsibilities take their toll.

AVoluntarism is not

politically neutral.o

Compartmentalization of old age displaces rather
than eliminates ageismd ageism still holds for those
(gendered, raced, sexed, classed) bodies that do not
meet the new ideal of health, autonomy, and activity.
Only now these bodies appear even less deserving of
social care and support, as they become individually
accountable for their failure to plan for and be
healthy and productive citizens in their old age.
Civic engagement, like productive aging, is
being used as a means to resist ageism by fiprovingo
how much older people contribute, how they are
not merely consumers of public goods (Bass et al,
1993). Yet, if acceptance and approval are tied to
achievement, which in turn is linked to capacity to
meet the new norms, what happens to those who
cannot do (or, choose not to
do) what the image holds
out? Is ageist prejudice then
acceptable? | am certain no
one intends that result, but
there is a risk that this means
to resist ageism is a losing strategy if we think about
dignity being vested in the person rather than in the
personds continued accomplishments. When joined
to the correlative vision of what is good for old
aged activity, productivity, and busynessd sitting on
that sun-warmed rock or developing oneself in other
more internal ways are eclipsed. Activity, suggests
Stephen Katz (2000), fihas become a panacea for the
political woes of the declining welfare state and its
management of so-called risky populationso (p. 147).
Hence, this vision of what is good for old age serves
multiple functions and resistance to it may, ironically,
be the Aactivityo of the future. While today, leisure
seems to suggest self-indulgence, perhaps it will be
reclaimed by women, since for the yrst time in many
womends lives, they have the chance to sit on that
sun-warmed rock.

The Meaningful Engagement of Older
Women

Now that I have laid out a plethora of concerns,
I want to touch upon a different way to think about
civic engagement that might mitigate some of these
concerns. While | suspect that the subtly patronizing
attitude toward the filittle old ladies in tennis
shoeso has not disappeared, political organizing
to create change continues. These women and the
organizations they work with are not the benefactors
of generous funding or public appreciation (see
Martinson and Minkler, 2006). The Jane Addams
Senior Caucus (JASC) in my state of Illinois relies
on an Alinsky-type organizing style. It identiyes a
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key issue around which it organizes, seeks allies,

and a legislative sponsor. It does not address large
public issues like the growing inequities in wealth

or the malfeasance of so many business enterprises.
The work is practical and the agendas fiwinnable,0
but the leaders and the members are not elites and,
perhaps, they are old, female, and wear tennis shoes.
What would it be like if funding was directed to
bring old women to the table to deyne needs, identify
problems, and create solutions that make sense to
them? One of the most important ways for women to
free themselves from oppressive social circumstances
and patriarchy is to speak in their own voices about
what is important to them. Introducing such a
strategy, perhaps more akin to political theories of
civic engagement than the form it is now taking,
might mitigate oppressive expectations.

I can also imagine a version of deliberative
democracy projects (Cook and Jacobs, 2002) that
intentionally bring together heterogeneous groups
with potentially contending points of view to
discuss public problems. In order to assure both
diversity and commitment, members of these groups
would beneyt from child care, reimbursement for
transportation or provision of para-transit, and,
if necessary, support for time away from work or
from caregiving responsibilities. In the absence of
such assistance, we will not be able to escape elite
decision-making, which permits associations to
be used for undemocratic ends. The late political
theorist Iris Marion Young (1990) emphasized that
justice is about far more than distribution. Who sits
at the table when problems are deyned and remedies
proposed is equally important. This political view
of civic engagement is far more difycult than
encouraging people to volunteerd it is apt to be
messy, contentious, and exhausting. But, with a real
commitment to equal participation, it may give voice
to those who are otherwise invisible or silenced and
begin a cross-generational conversation that not only
addresses issues but challenges de-valuation of the
differently embodied. Further, it does not create
subtle expectations of what one ought to do, as does
voluntarism.

Conclusion

In conclusion, | look back to an essay | co-
authored with Chuck Fahey (Fahey and Holstein,
1993) over 15 years ago. That essay argued that
the old ought to become moral entrepreneurs, to
take leadership roles in exemplifying commitment
to the community and to social justice. They had
time, experience, etc. to play roles that others did

A Critical Repection on Civic Engagement

not. Today, | have serious questions about that
recommendation. | trust, indeed hope, that people will
choose those roles but I no longer believe that it ought
to be held up as an expectation. Perhaps the long-
held belief that older people need a recognized role

in society is not so. What we all need is respect and
recognition, which in our society has been so closely
tied to work-related roles and, for women, also to
appearance.

Instead, | suggest that we work toward cultural
norms, images, tropes, schema that ynd worth in a
far richer array of identities than we see today. How
might we nurture respect without insisting that a
roled or a certain bodyd is required? Perhaps it
has to do with something more basic, something
Sara Ruddick (1999) calls the virtues of age. She
suggests more modest goals for ourselves as we age
so that the ideals do not become fiburdensome to the
people who are meant to be governed by themo (p.
46). As Ruddick so deftly reminds us fidisplays of
independence mingle with other, albeit often quieter,
requests: 6help me,d 6catch me if I fallo. In order to
create mutually helpful and respectful relationships
in which we can fall and be caught éwith dignity,d we
have at least as much to learn from elderly people
who fall as from the vigorously healthyo (p. 59).
Civic engagement clouds this other part of the aging
experience, which is a time to explore both activity
and internality, frailty and strength.

Martha Holstein, PhD, is afyliated with the
Center for Long-Term Care Reform, Health and
Medicine Policy Research Group, Chicago, IL.
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This new bimonthly e-newsletter highlights key developments and viewpoints
in the yeld of aging policy from a wide variety of sources, including articles
and reports circulating in the media, academy, think tanks, private sector,
government and nonproyt organizations.

The goal of this email publication is to reach teachers, students, and citizens
interested in aging-related issues, especially those who may not have access
to policy information disseminated both in Washington and around the
country.

SUBSCRIBE online at or send an email to
with fisubscribeo as the subject title.

Public Policy & Aging e-Newsletter will never sell or give your email address to third
parties for any reason. You may unsubscribe at any time by sending an email with the

subject title iunsubscribed to agingreport@agingsociety.org
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Civic Engagement in an Older America

WWW.civicengagement.org

H ave you checked out the National Academy on an Aging
Societyls resources on civic engagement recently?

The Academy has nearly doubled the number of links to reports,
websites, and other useful documents on civic engagement and

aging.

Visit www.civicengagement.org to learn more about efforts to
advance research, practice, and policy that support older adults as
a civic resource. All the resources are organized thematically, and
include brief summaries of the information behind each link.

While youire online, sign up for our free civic engagement
e-newsletter! (or send an email to goneill@agingsociety.org with
fisubscribeo in the subject line)
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