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Those who have vision 
Nana Apt 

The challenge we face in 
Africa is not just one of 
providing protection and care 
for the elderly, but of keeping 
them involved in the 
development process of 
family, community and nation. 

Any examination of what "el
derly well-being" means in 
traditional Africa cannot neg

lect the role, aspirations and active 
involvement of old people in their 
family and community. In a typical 
household in any African commu
nity, each person, whether young or 
old, has a role to play and elderly 
people are not excluded from pro
ductive and social activities. 

In my own country, Ghana, the 
elderly contribute to the social up
bringing of the young and become 
educators and guides who foster the 
initiatives of young people. This 
guidance role is extended to the 
entire community. In many social 
and economic initiatives of the 
young, an elderly person is consulted 
and - while he or she remains in the 
background - patronage by the 
elderly in terms of monetary support, 
advice and direction is the expected 
norm. 

In administrative matters regard
ing fami ly or communal property, 
elderly people act as consultants. In 
this role, they are always much 
involved in important decisions 
about family or community rights. 
Ancestral rites ideally forge a cul
tural link through the elderly, as 
spiritual leaders, with both the living 
and the dead. In this connecting role, 
elderly people in the community 
officiate in ceremonies marking 
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puberty, marriage, birth and death , 
and in cleansing ceremonies aimed 
at ensuring that peace and harmony 
prevail within the community. This 
activity naturally extends to resolv
ing conflicts between individuals or 
groups in the community. 

African proverbs fulfil an indis
pensable function of expressing, 
enhancing and codifying cultural 
beliefs and attitudes. While express
ing wisdom, they are also potential 
keys to understanding the customs 
and way of life in the past. Many of 
them plainly indicate the customary 
principle of active and responsive 
ageing. In Ghana, people say: "The 
hand of the child cannot reach the 
top of the shelf for the gourd, neither 
can the hand of the elder get into the 
neck of the gourd". This neatly 
expresses the need for young and old 
to cooperate to achieve a desirable 
goal. Perhaps the Bambara or Mali 
best summarize traditional expecta
tions of ageing in African society 
with this proverb: "A young man's 
gait is rapid, but he does not know 
the way; an old man's gait is slow 
but it made the way." 

The guidance role 

A psychological study showed in 
1980 that, in traditional societies, 
elderly people are protected against 
stigmatization not only by favourable 
cultural concepts but also by culture 
itself. In the African application, 
traditional words used to describe the 
old are not derogatory. On the con
trary, the common expressions used 
to describe elderly people in African 
languages - "elder", "someone who 
knows", "someone who has vision" -
underline the guidance that society 
expects of them. 

In other words, with old age go 
certain roles and responsibilities 
which stem from the eider's life 
experience and accumulated wisdom. 
Thus, the much talked about respect 
and honour accorded to the old in 
traditional Africa are guaranteed 
only in so far as the elderly person is 
responsive to expectations of societal 
leadership and guidance. Individuals 
who have learnt nothing from their 
life experience that can enhance the 
life of younger persons in the society 
forfeit the respect and honour re
served for elders. 
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Once a school, now a home for displaced persons in Angola. In Africa today, political and social strains threaten the traditional role of the aged in 
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Elderly Africans continue to 
provide for their household's welfare 
and the enrichment of the communjty 
as a whole through their guidance 
work in social, cultural, economic and 
political activities. So the traditional 
African ageing role is a necessary 
response to the challenge of social and 
economic well-being, an important 
role which should not be easily cast 
aside in modem times. In many coun
tries ageing is widely perceived as a 
time of decline and loss and, in the 
Africa of today, moderruzation, in 
particular education, urbanization and 
migration, are seen as factors which 
undermine the traditional participa
tory role of ageing people in the 
communjty. The challenge we face in 
Africa is not just one of providing 
protection and care for the elderly, but 
of keeping them involved in the 
development process of family, com
munity and nation. 

A close relationship at present 
exists between social roles and elderly 
well-being, combining in the broadest 
sense both material and spiritual 
factors. Three conditions must be 
fulfilled: elderly people's rights must 
be truly recognjzed and enforced; 
those rights must apply to all elderly 
people, not just to a small minority; 
and the required material means must 
be made available for this purpose. 

Furthermore, creating a condition 

of genujne well-being of older peo
ple through participation calls for in
depth, long-lasting action, whose 
basic constituents are training and 
information. These must be matched 
by putting into effect well-thought
out measures taken on elderly peo
ple's behalf, particularly with an eye 
to promoting positive and rewarding 
social roles. In other words, what is 
required is grass-roots action to 
initiate, educate and inform elderly 
Africans caught up in present mod
em transformations, to reassure them 

Growing old in Ghana. Older people in 
Africa ore the holders of traditional wisdom 
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that they are capable of taking indi
vidual, concrete and appropriate 
action and arriving at new duties and 
roles. 

Another psychological study 
showed that people fall ill when they 
have to play unrewarding roles for a 
long time. The author commented 
that older people in modem times 
"are often virtually invited by those 
who are younger to be feeble and 
helpless, although they have great 
reserves of vitality latent within 
them". Africa's younger generation 
is beginning to move in this direc
tion. A case in point in which I 
became professionally involved was 
that of a 72-year-old widowed 
woman in a village who frustrated 
all efforts of her son to move her into 
his own comfortable household in 
the city. Asked why she did not want 
to live with her son, she calmly 
explained that she was not a pet goat 
that had to be fed and made to sleep 
at the whim of the owner! She 
rejected her son 's notion that she 
was too old to work and that he had 
enough money to take good care of 
her in his own household. • 
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