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Ageing, Identity, and the Dilemma of Mandatory Retirement:
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Abstract: At the centre of this paper are the stories of John H. Munro, John L. McPherson, and Ebenezer Scrooge. The stories of the three men and their experience of retirement are the means through which the idea of difference, and the significance of work throughout the life cycle, can be reflected upon, and some understanding gained of social issues such as mandatory retirement, and social and personal developmental changes over time. One of these three men died over half a century ago, and one never really existed, except as a masterful literary creation. Nevertheless, the lives of all three have had immense impact on many lives, and will probably continue to do so. Voicing difference, each story has something to tell – about work and about belonging; and on the individual level, about personal achievement, fulfilment of goals in life, disappointment, reward, and social accomplishment. 
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Men and women of today struggle, not just with the transition to retirement but with an awareness of the injustice of mandatory retirement, if not in their own lives, then in the lives of others. Under threat of being kept from participating and contributing to society in ways that suit them best – ways that would also enable them to continue to work towards the culmination of their life potential – they are contesting discriminatory practices.  Just as women became aware of the injustice of their position in society decades ago, and prejudice on the basis of race, ablebodiedness, and sexual orientation came to be seen as socially constructed thus changeable, the naturalness of discrimination on the basis of age is increasingly being disputed.      

People are living longer and are capable of working longer, making the issue of mandatory retirement – the meaning of it and the actual practice – more important than ever to try to resolve.  Work is not just a means of making life more financially secure, but is a way of spending time that can be meaningful, or a way to gain benefits that accrue from having a recognised status in society that contributes to the individual’s personal and social identity. Work is a major component of identity.

For new generations, concepts of identity, and of the relationship between identity and work, are important to explore, especially since many men, as well as women, may well find the main source of their identity coming not from their career but from other sources, whether sought out intentionally or not.  Men’s roles, traditionally, have been as protectors of the home, providing for their wives and growing families, while women acted as both practical and moral keepers of the home, and as nurturers of their husband and family.  In a sense these roles were ways people demonstrated their manhood and womanhood, in terms of masculinity and femininity.  Whereas a man’s vocation was once the main aspect of his identity, times may be changing. Many men – and women – will have the benefit of that all-important source of identity, but many will not. 

Now, with a heightened consciousness of mandatory retirement and the idea that ageism is inherent in its practice, we can look to the lives of those who have come before us, as role

models or to try and comprehend how life was, and to consider some of the changes that have occurred in society. Each of the three life stories in this paper has something to offer. John Munro, Professor Emeritus of Economics at the University of Toronto, Canada, officially retired in 2003 at age 65, although he is still working. John McPherson, Canadian-born son of Scottish parents, General Secretary of the Hong Kong YMCA, retired at age 60, and lived in England for the next twelve years until his death, in 1947. Ebenezer Scrooge, financier, in partnership with Jacob Marley in London, England, until Marley’s death seven years prior to the writing of A Christmas Carol (Dickens, 1843), was still working at the end of the story.

John Munro, Professor Emeritus of Economics, University of Toronto, Canada

I shall turn first to John Munro, who has been involved in the effort to end mandatory retirement. Born in 1938, in British Columbia, Canada, and growing up to become a distinguished academic, Munro was, nonetheless, subjected to mandatory retirement at age 65 and forced to retire, after 35 years at the University of Toronto, from his position as Professor of Economics. Pushed out of his office to make room for new faculty, he has had to tolerate doing his work in a cubicle in the retirees’ room, much to his annoyance. His expertise has been recognised, however, and he was able to continue doing much of the same work after he retired, although for far lower pay.  His pension makes up the difference, and life continues much as before.  As Walkom points out, his main complaint, besides the tiny cubicle he was assigned, has been that “it’s the indignity of being told you have to go” (Walkom, 25th Feb. 2005).
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Munro has worked diligently at developing his career.  He attended the University of British Columbia (UBC) as a student, then Yale, graduating in 1965 with a PhD in history (economic history). His first position was with his alma mater, UBC. Then, in 1968, also the year he married, he accepted an offer from the University of Toronto (U of T) in Ontario, becoming a Full Professor in 1973. His website contains pages about his teaching, past and present, and a list of publications ensuing from his main research interest (European medieval economic history).  He is involved in related academic activi-ties, and continues to direct graduate students doing their PhD dissertations. He travels to various parts of the world to do re-search and to present papers at conferences.  Perhaps especially frustrating was the fact that his involuntary retirement occurred

so close to the actual ending of mandatory retirement at his institution, almost at a time when negotiations were taking place between government and labour over this very matter. Those caught up in the controversy would be helpless to prevent themselves from being forcibly retired (assuming it was imposed upon them unwillingly), at the standard age of retirement. 

While continuing to attend to his academic teaching and research during this frustrating time, Munro was involved in negotiations with the university over ending mandatory retirement, also writing an article, in which he states that “the debate about mandatory retirement is fundamentally a moral issue, about human rights” (Munro, 2005).  The publication of the book in which it appears is a most appropriate remembrance of his retirement, along with the international conference, Money, Markets and Trade in Late Medieval Europe, which was held in his honour at the university on his 66th birthday, in 2004.  

Munro’s published work in the area of medieval European economic history will eventually be part of his legacy, as will the entire documentation of his career, which can be viewed on 

his website (Munro, 1999-2005). His undergraduate classes and his continuing direction of PhD students working on their dissertations help ensure there will be a future generation of economic historians. 

One of his former students, on completing a study about teaching, dedicated it to teachers from each school he had attended, Professor John Munro, U of T, being one of them. “I have had wonderful teachers in my life, people with whom I enjoyed learning,” writes David Johnson. “People who teach well have a lasting influence on their students. A book about teaching should be dedicated to good teachers. This one is” (Johnson, 2005). On his 67th birthday, 14th March, 2005, the University of Toronto announced the end of mandatory retirement for its professors and librarians, beginning 1st July, 2006, a welcome conclusion to the struggle at this university, and an accomplishment for all those involved. 

John McPherson, General Secretary, YMCA, Hong Kong

The life of John McPherson seemed to me to be one that might hold valuable information, both from the point of view of official documents and pieces in newspapers, and from other members of his family. Newspaper articles about McPherson’s retirement indicate that he had had a very active and successful career, was held in high regard, and that he left behind many good friends. 

McPherson was born in Forest, Ontario, Canada, in 1874, the son of a Scottish farmer. He attended the University of Toronto, achieving a BA and MA (1903) in Philosophy, later taking a year of training in theology at Knox College, while also being involved with the YMCA and the Presbyterian Church. In 1905, he set off for Hong Kong, where he served with the Chinese and European YMCA for thirty years, also marrying and raising a family there. These details about his life appear in the completed questionnaire which had been sent to the secretaries of the YMCA's Foreign Department (Who's Who, 1916). On retiring, at age sixty, he left Hong for England to be reunited with his family.
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In 1935, David Au Wai-kwok, President of the Chinese Young 

Men's Christian Association, eulogised McPherson at his retirement dinner, outlining changes over the thirty years since McPherson first started: 

He has seen the Chinese Y.M.C.A. grown from a little apartment on the site of what is known as King’s theatre to its present spacious quarters in Bridges Street…He has seen the membership increased from hundreds to thousands; he has seen even a second generation of Directors and a third generation of members. Above all, he has seen the Y.M.C.A. work being appreciated by the community (Farewell Dinner, 20th Mar. 1935). 

At a gathering in his honour held by the European YMCA, Mr E. H. Munson, General 

Secretary of the YMCA in South China, spoke of McPherson’s accomplishments and personal qualities, saying, 

For some who can exert their influence upon groups within a community, their services are unique. Mr. McPherson has done that…For a secretary to exert such an influence upon various nationalities is even more unique. This Mr. McPherson has done. For a secretary to exert an outstanding influence upon several generations is something which few have the privilege to accomplish in their lifetime (Services Recognised, 22nd March 1935).

Eloquently summing up, Au Wai-kwok captures the essence of the meaning of achievement, reward, social accomplishment, and personal fulfilment, with a touch of disappointment: 

One may ask at this stage, what is Mr. McPherson’s reward for all his labours?  It is true that in recognition of his noble services, he was decorated recently by H. M. the King with the order of M. B. E., an honour which we all share, but I think Mr. McPherson’s true reward lies in another direction. His reward is the host of friends he will leave behind and the light which will forever shine from the Y.M.C.A., the living monument of his creation (Farewell Dinner, 20th  March 1935).
Returning to England, and to his wife and daughters, McPherson became a member of St. Andrews Church in Tunbridge Wells, and of other organisations related to his interests. On his death, Gertrude, his wife, wrote in a letter to the YMCA that “he died peacefully and was busy with his many good works up till and during his last day.  He was much loved here and everyone who knew him speaks of his wonderful character and his noble life” (McPherson, G., 12th Jan. 1947).

Ebenezer Scrooge, Financier, Scrooge and Marley, London, England.

The story of Ebenezer Scrooge is mainly one of social redemption and personal change, taking place in industrial Britain in the 19th century.  The miserly Scrooge, Tiny Tim and the ghosts of Jacob Marley, Christmases Past, Present and Future have been introduced to every new generation since the book’s inception.  

A Christmas Carol (Dickens: 1843) is usually seen as a tale of redemption, but has also been interpreted as unjustly presenting capitalism and entrepreneurship in a bad light, as Michael Levin explains:  

There can be no arguing with Dickens’s wish to show the spiritual advantages of love. But there was no need to make the object of his lesson an entrepreneur whose ideas and practices benefit his employees, society at large, and himself. Must such a man expect no fairer a fate than to die scorned and alone? (Levin, 2000)

No, indeed, to all of these! But would thoughts of dying scorned and alone have been Scrooge's main concerns? In this story of the ideals of family togetherness and compassionate 

love towards one’s fellow human beings, and of capitalism and entrepreneurship, there is another thread that emphasises the significance of work, not only within the life cycle of the individual but within the context of the generational cycle of life and death. Scrooge’s age is unknown, but is quite likely close to middle age or even older, thus, at that time in life when thoughts of growing older and dying, and of the significance of life, often come upon people.

In the first lines of A Christmas Carol it is established that Marley is well and truly dead, and that this death had virtually no effect on Scrooge.  The two had been partners until Marley died, seven years prior to the beginning of the story, the narrator explains: 

Scrooge was his sole executor, his sole administrator, his sole assign, his sole residuary legatee, his sole friend, and sole mourner. And even Scrooge was not so dreadfully cut up by the sad event, but that he was an excellent man of business on the very day of the funeral, and solemnised it with an undoubted bargain (Dickens, 1843). 

Now, seven years later, Scrooge is being haunted by reminders of Marley. That night he is visited by Marley's ghost, and by the ghosts of Christmases Past, Present, and Future. Scrooge spends the day at work in his counting-house, while his clerk, Bob Cratchit, works in the outer cell.  As usual, Scrooge treats Cratchit with disdain. 

That night, during his travels with the Ghost of Christmas Future, on the streets of London, Scrooge looks for himself, but he, the Scrooge of future Christmases, is nowhere to be seen.

“What has he done with his money?” asked a red-faced gentleman with a pendulous excrescence on the end of his nose, that shook like the gills of a turkey-cock. 

“I haven’t heard,” said the man with the large chin, yawning again. “Left it to his company, perhaps. He hasn’t left it to me. That’s all I know” (Ibid).
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The ghost takes Scrooge to his home and then heads towards his grave, to show him what the future holds. But first, there is something he has to see:

Scrooge hastened to the window of his office, and looked in. It was an office still, but not his. The furniture was not the same, and the figure in the chair was not himself (Ibid). 

No small matter for a man to see for himself such a bleak future ahead of him, and on top of that, this forewarning of the fate of his business. Scrooge awakens the next morning a changed man, ready to celebrate Christmas, do good deeds in his community, and arrange to meet with his clerk, Bob Cratchit, to take steps towards putting his life in order.

Narrative and Life Stories: voicing difference

The three life stories in this paper are from different periods in history, telling about the men’s lives in their different world locations and their life’s work. One similarity among the men, however, is that the identities of all three are closely associated with their careers. Doing the work they did was a vital aspect of their identity.  

Being known by the work they did was also very likely a vital aspect of their identity, although, unlike the other two men, Scrooge’s career had no official title in Dickens’s book. He was described at the beginning as being miserly, though Levin has pointed out that this status – or personality trait – obliterates his more worthy identity of entrepreneur, a term not associated with a particular demeanor, unlike the Scrooge who was seen to be “a squeezing, wrenching, grasping, scraping, clutching, covetous, old sinner” (Dickens, 1843). It would have been important for the three men in this paper to have their work recognised, in western tradition, as being of some value, and to have it considered separately, surely, from other aspects of their personal lives or their personality. 

The negative connotations of Scrooge's name in our world have never been thrown off completely, nor did the impression Scrooge made leave quickly, in the book itself:

Some people laughed to see the alteration in him, but he let them laugh, and little heeded them; for he was wise enough to know that nothing ever happened on this globe, for good, at which some people did not have their fill of laughter in the outset; and knowing that such as these would be blind anyway, he thought it quite as well that they should wrinkle up their eyes in grins, as have the malady in less attractive forms. His own heart laughed: and that was quite enough for him (Dickens, 1843).

Theorising about ageing, Andrew Blaikie explains how examining social structure leaves something lacking: 

Through its stress on social structure, political economy runs the risk of reifying ‘society’, or ‘retirement’, as something ‘out there’ to which the individual must accommodate or resist. It limits the scope for individuals, or groups, to construct their own meanings and destinies. ‘Structures’ in themselves are not replete with social meaning, since older people (indeed, all of us) have identities and views which are immersed in tangible, personally experienced relationships.  It follows that meanings and motives can be understood fully only at the micro-level, and, while the more persuasive studies drawing on the political economy perspective have incorporated this requirement, another more overtly sociological tradition has also emerged. Here context has been the watchword. . . . Attempts to contextualise ageing focus on the centrality of human awareness (Blaikie, 1999: 4).

Explaining one advantage of life story methodology, Donald Polkinghorne says,

Narrative or stories discourse communicates worthwhile and thoughtful knowledge, although the form of this knowledge differs from that advocated 

in the received tradition (Polkinghorne, 1995: 9). 

He uses the word story in a general sense, 

To signify narratives that combine a succession of incidents into a unified episode. . . . In this context, story refers not only to fictional accounts but also to narratives describing ‘ideal’ life events such as biographies, autobiographies, histories, case studies, and reports of remembered episodes that have occurred (p. 7).

Voicing difference is not about one person telling the whole truth of the matter. One person alone will not be able to provide the whole story of complex social issues such as mandatory retirement, but hearing different perspectives will lead to increased understanding of how it influences people and how they respond to it. “A situational view of reality as fluid is an essential part of the narrative approach,” suggests Robert Miller (2000: 17).

Many of us have access to various aspects of the lives of our ancestors, whether through oral or written life histories, or through other documents and media resources.  Knowledge of these family members’ private lives, and of their more public lives – their work and other interests, provides us with a glimpse into the past, which may provide insight into present-day circumstances in society. “In a (post)modern society” Miller says, “each person is compelled to be their own ‘lay sociologist’, siting themselves within evolving social structures” (p. 157).

John Shotter, discussing the idea of “having a voice,” explains A. MacIntyre’s idea of “a living tradition” which, “rather than supplying ready-made solutions” (on how to be a member of the group, in a hierarchically structured, unified system), “supplies only the resources” (Shotter, 1993: 8).  So, where there is “a set of intrinsically two-sided ‘topics’ [Gr: topoi = ‘place’] or dilemmatic themes,” there can be many ways that people have of formulating their own lines of action providing there is access to this kind of “living ideology” of contrary themes (pp. 12-13).

Exploring society through the lives of the individuals within it – people sharing their life-goals, achievements, disappointments, accomplishments, rewards, and/or sense of fulfilment – can provide insights from many different perspectives. This paper has explored the theme of identity and the significance of mandatory retirement through the stories of people in diverse circumstances – a living tradition – from both the past and present-day postmodern society.  

Note:

Life stories of J. Munro, J. McPherson, and E. Scrooge are located on the website Diversity in Retirement: http://diversityinretirement.homestead.com Sue McPherson 2004-05. 

John Munro’s life story: http://diversityinretirement.homestead.com/DMR/JohnMunro.html 

John McPherson’s: http://diversityinretirement.homestead.com/DMR/JohnLMcPherson.html 

Ebenezer Scrooge’s: http://diversityinretirement.homestead.com/BeingSingle/EScrooge.html 
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