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				Introduction: Manhood and Its Discontents

			

			
				No other technique for the conduct of life attaches the individual so firmly to reality as laying emphasis on work; for his work at least gives him a secure place in a portion of reality, in the human community.

				—Sigmund Freud, 19301

				As he lay in a dentist chair undergoing a procedure on a sore tooth, Austen A. Ettinger, an aging New York advertising executive of the 1980s, talked with the dentist (another professional man) about his upcoming retirement. The dentist asked Ettinger if he knew Freud’s thoughts on the subject. “You know what he said, of course,” the doctor cautioned. When Ettinger said he had no idea what Freud had written about retirement, the dentist briskly walked away, retrieving from his office a worn copy of Freud’s 1930 Civilization and Its Discontents. “Solemnly,” according to Ettinger, the man read aloud: “‘No other technique for the conduct of life attaches the individual so firmly to reality as laying emphasis on’—a dramatic pause—‘work; for his work at least gives him a secure place in a portion of reality, in the human community.’” The dentist closed the book and announced to his prone patient, “I’ll never retire.”2 How could Austen Ettinger even consider retirement? Without work to safeguard a sense of purpose, define his relationships with others, and, most significantly it would seem, provide “him a secure place in a portion of reality,” the dentist believed the ad man risked the loss of his rank in society and even his very existence. Without productive work, a man became a non-entity: without self, community, or purpose, and as Freud’s wording suggested, without gender.

				Retiring Men shows that as retirement from work and their twilight years beckoned, older men of the twentieth century redefined their identities as men in ways that diverged substantially from the more forceful and aggressive masculinities of young men and adolescents. Historians, sociologists, anthropologists, and journalists have focused almost entirely on how men construct gender identities during their younger years.3 This book broadens our understanding of the history of masculinities by focusing on aging men and their special relationship to work. Productive manhood, or men’s need to show their worthiness as men through labor, became a constant refrain in men’s pursuit of masculinity throughout their life spans during the twentieth century. Productive manhood represents the essential ingredient of twentieth-century masculinity, as opposed to the youth-driven excesses found among practitioners of turn-of-the-century physical culture for example, or the more modern post-adolescent inhabitants of what sociologist Michael Kimmel calls “Guyland”: a “perilous world” of video games, college fraternities, and entry-level jobs where former boys try to become adult men.4

				As New York Times reader Walter Spieth of Bethesda, Maryland, wrote in 1969 to the paper, “The most vital characteristic of male adulthood is doing real work for pay.”5 By implication, the absence of a job posed a direct threat to the core of adult masculinity. Both Spieth and Austen A. Ettinger’s dentist pointed to what fundamentally defined masculinity throughout the twentieth century: manhood hinged on a man’s ability to sustain life-long ties to labor. Gainful employment provided the most crucial path to masculinity, allowing men to separate themselves from the feminized space of the home by laboring in factories and offices, cultivate identities as breadwinners by securing incomes that guaranteed subsistence to dependents, and define their social status in relation to other men. Freud briefly noted the ties between labor and manhood in his book Civilization and Its Discontents; and Ettinger’s later choice to retire seemed to reject work as the basis of male identity—an unwise or even dangerous decision, at least according to his well-read, psychoanalytic dentist. 

				The dentist’s insistence that work was the premise of manhood suggests that ideals of masculinity had changed considerably since the late-nineteenth century. This productive manhood of the twentieth century challenged late-nineteenth century masculinities and their legacies, which emphasized that men needed to embrace physical aggression, reject modernity and “civilization,” and retreat into bastions of male exclusivity. While gainful labor had been celebrated as a basis of adult male identity and a benchmark of male achievement since the early-nineteenth century, this connection would appear to be overwhelmed by late-nineteenth century men’s ambivalence toward modern industrial work discipline, the convenience of urban living, the diversity of mass society, and the “closing” of the Western frontier as “civilization” advanced westward and forward into the new century. In response, as historians have rightly shown, men of the late 1800s and early 1900s embraced physical prowess, human mastery of nature, the conquering of new frontiers, and homosocial relations as ways to achieve and ensure male uniqueness, authority, and power. Men of the late nineteenth century associated steady employment with the ease and comfort of “civilization,” which for many undercut the physicality and toughness that defined the new man. At the turn of the twentieth century, men struggled to prove manliness by immersing themselves in hazardous sports such as boxing and football, seeking outdoor adventures, joining male-exclusive organizations such as college fraternities and social clubs, and even waging wars of imperial conquest.6 As several historians of manhood suggest, employment became something of a social and economic obligation, not a path to real manhood.7 

				This book examines an historical irony: how adult men’s struggles with aging, retirement, and gender helped create new and enduring connections between working and manhood throughout the twentieth century. The widening of the life span over the twentieth century created new physical, social, and chronological spaces (“old age”) where manliness was not certain and needed to be redefined. The average duration of life in the United States increased by 30 years during the twentieth century, from 47 in 1900 to 77 in 2000; and the percent of men and women over the age of 65 also expanded considerably: from 4.1 percent of the US population in 1900 to 12.7 percent in the 1990s.8 Despite lengthening life, the reality of aging bodies (and biases toward them) would limit the ways older males could demonstrate their worth as men. As this book shows, working would ironically become the path to manhood throughout the adult life course, despite age discrimination in the workplace, mandatory retirement to fixed incomes, and physical changes and limitations that accompanied growing old. Older retired men, both blue- and white-collar, did not look not to the physical aggression of the grid iron or the pranks of the college fraternity as sites where they could secure manhood, but rather to ongoing productivity: to somehow preserve the connection between the labors of their working years and masculinity as they aged. Former working men would often struggle to find new “occupations,” both literal and figurative, in their later years, and this process of making a male culture of a “busy” old age and retirement would, in turn, solidify personal productivity as the basic path to masculinity throughout the life cycle. Aging men’s efforts to remain productive in their twilight years ensured that work would fundamentally define manhood during the twentieth century, more so than any other social or physical activity or relationship. 

				However, most historians and other scholars are guilty of focusing too often on the politics of gender among the young and the reckless—subsequently ignoring the old and the restless.9 While historians, sociologists, and other writers often discuss the age transitions that drive young people’s uncertainties about gender, their sensitivity to age ends in adulthood. Scholars of gender and labor frame adulthood too statically, often implicitly focusing on younger people’s gender politics and ignoring the age transitions that jeopardize and even undermine gender identities during the adult years. By focusing on masculinity in ways that favor younger subjects and disregarding the adulthood transition into later life and old age, scholars fail to see not only how men and women relate to gender politics as they age, but also the significant historical impact of older men and women’s actions and attitudes on the making of gender’s history in the twentieth century. Aging men responded to their uncertainty about retirement by looking for ways to stay at work. A friend of Ettinger told the soon-to-retire advertising man that “You are what you produce,” even in retirement. Despite advancing years, the friend insisted “we live in a society where our work defines us.”10 Staying busy, remaining industrious: men looked for ways to work throughout adulthood—including the phase of life when men were in the final years of their lives and most disadvantaged in the labor market. Retirement could not be restful. As a result, I argue that older men and those who wrote about them would ensure that working equaled true manhood not only in later life but for adult men of all ages. 

				Since the 1960s and 1970s, social and cultural historians have fruitfully illustrated how class, race, and gender function as structures of power and building blocks of identities. These power structures have, as scholars point out, limited the civil rights and economic opportunities of working people, persons of color, and women, among other social groups. However, scholars’ treatment of class, race, and gender relations ignores the importance of age hierarchies as components of these social identities and relations, the ways identities and social relations change over the life course, and how aging shapes anxieties and conflicts over gender and class. Historians do not typically recognize anxieties about growing old as a basic feature of gender and class identities, nor do they consider how these categories intersect with and contest the others. Citing a 1990 conference paper by Thomas Holt, historian Earl Lewis once described race, class, and gender as an “iron triangle” in historical scholarship. While these concepts have enriched historical knowledge, they also can, as Lewis points out, limit “the range of our imagination.”11 This study takes historians’ view of intersecting social categories and identities into another direction, highlighting gender, class, and aging as overlapping and contesting identities and social relations in the twentieth-century past. 

				By studying the intersections of aging, class, and gender, this book is intended to contribute to labor, masculinity, and women’s historians’ interests in (1) the construction of gender within the contexts of work and class, organized labor, the family, and the welfare state; and (2) how men and women’s responses to economic and social change draw upon, challenge, or reinforce ideas about gender. This study simultaneously builds on gender and labor historians’ investigations into the issues of gender identity and sexual difference in working-class life, while urging scholars to explore how the expanding prevalence of growing old in the twentieth century, a period when youth became a building block of popular culture and managerial ideology, contributed to worries about gender in blue-collar and white-collar working-class life, as well as how men (and women) responded to their uncertainties about the relationships between gender and aging. Manhood is not only a key theme in the study of male workers, but later life and old age became essential twentieth-century arenas where men struggled to fabricate and sustain manhood more broadly. 

				Retiring Men draws and builds upon the insights of numerous earlier scholars in women’s history, labor and working-class history, and the history of masculinities. Women’s historians first introduced the analytic category of gender to labor, social, and cultural history. Beginning in the 1970s, feminist labor historians challenged the centrality of male workers in the field. They showed that women had always worked in a variety of settings (both paid and unpaid), organized labor unions, and struck for higher wages and better working conditions. In the process, they illustrated how women had never been confined to homes or been passive recipients of historical change. Women’s historians also demonstrated how the sexual division of labor was a major component of the social and economic changes wrought by industrialization.12 Before 1800, men and women typically worked together on farms and in commodity production to support their households; but throughout the 1800s, the industrial revolution divorced “work” from family, moving production to towns, cities, and factories.13 In addition to the marginalization of women in the market economy, women’s labor historians examined the barriers to women’s employment by showing how employers and male workers constructed skills and occupations as male. While women did work in textile factories and the sweated needle trades, men predominated in manufacturing employment. Working-class women mostly worked in domestic service and later clerical work. Women’s historians showed how gender and class (as well as race and ethnicity) defined women’s experiences as workers.14 

				Masculinity studies were a direct consequence of scholarship in women’s history. To understand men’s opposition to feminism and women’s employment, scholars looked at how anxious males constructed gendered identities as “men.” The subordination of women to male authority, in part, defined these identities. Early works by historians Peter Filene and Peter N. Stearns, written amidst the second wave of American feminism, focused on the social construction of a male gender role in middle-class culture, as well as men’s anxieties about women’s political activities and male vulnerability.15 During the 1990s, the masculinity literature expanded considerably. These studies focused on middle- and working-class men, and their responses to social and economic change. Ava Baron’s 1990 edited collection Work Engendered was a benchmark in labor history. This collection of essays highlighted how men’s responses to changing labor processes and unemployment reflected not only a politics of class, but also gendered conceptualizations of work, union, and community.16 The essays showed how working men have historically constructed class identities that were gender-specific, as well as acted politically to uphold social boundaries between themselves and women. Roger Horowitz’s collection of essays in Boys and Their Toys? (2001) nicely complemented Work Engendered. This compilation of articles by historians of labor and technology focuses on how working men constructed masculinities through professionalization, the socialization of boys, and the design of new technology during the early twentieth century.17 

				The most well-known works on the broader history of masculinity in the United States focus on middle-class men, particularly in the late-nineteenth century. To understand the roots of modern sexism, E. Anthony Rotundo, Michael Kimmel, and Gail M. Bederman, as well as Clifford Putney, John F. Kasson, and Nicholas L. Syrett, argue that nineteenth-century middle-class men constructed ideals about manhood that have long endured: in particular, male authority in the workplace and politics, domesticity for women, and the expression of male power through physicality, sexuality, and exclusivity. Since the market economy was a site of stifling boredom (or worse, possible failure), violent sports and bodybuilding, for instance, provided ways for men to affirm notions of male power on their own terms. Trapped in the modernity of the twentieth century, unable to escape to the western frontier, men used sports to test their courage, stamina, and brawn.18 Also, Gail Bederman, Kristin Hoganson, and Glenda Elizabeth Gilmore highlighted the late-nineteenth century intersections of manhood and race, linking men’s unease about gender to racial violence and the New Imperialism.19 

				As women’s labor historians and historians of masculinities collectively suggest, nineteenth- and twentieth-century economic change—especially industrial capitalism and class formation—determinedly shaped conflicts and male gender anxieties. The consequences of capitalist development have been central to historical analyses of manhood in the women’s history literature and the masculinities literature. Historically, men’s struggle to affirm manhood has been a significant response to the economic, personal, and familial upheavals and transformations brought about by industrialization. 

				There are four main lines of inquiry in the literatures which deal with working-class and middle-class manhood since roughly 1800. First, historians frequently describe how men battle to protect politics and the workplace as male territory: for instance, they have often opposed women’s presence in factories and offices, unions, and politics.20 Second, in factories and offices shared by men and women, men have emphasized careful boundaries between “men’s” and “women’s” work. Men have frequently classified “their” jobs and skills as masculine, using gendered conceptualizations of work to marginalize and exclude women from hiring and promotion.21 Working males also used the labor movement to protect their economic and social interests as men, utilizing organization to defend their jobs as the foundation of manhood and the “manliness” of their occupations.22 As historians of gender and labor have argued, “class” has been very much about gender, for both men and women. Working men not only struggled with employers over their economic and social status as “workers”; more specifically, they defended their status as “working-class men.” Third, in addition to the workplace, men have utilized what might be termed “after-hours” activities—religious organizations, fraternities, sex, hobbies, and sports—as paths to masculinity and secure bastions to protect their manhood.23 The socialization of boys and adolescents into “men” is the fourth major theme in the historiography on masculinity. Nineteenth-century middle-class “boy culture” and adolescence took shape within the context of separated spheres ideals and industrialization. Male youth worked out masculine identities in the streets—away from the parlors and playrooms at home. Boys also mimicked their fathers’ occupations, and learned the values of competition, self-mastery, and strength through fighting and sports. Boyhood prepared young males for manhood in a modern world: to thrive and succeed in the volatile adult male world of business. Historians revealed how boys were thus socialized to accept and endorse conceptualizations of men’s and women’s different (and unequal) social roles.24 As the various literatures on gender suggest, economic development during the era of the industrialization created new social spaces (such as factories, craft unions, offices, clubs, and fraternities) where men would struggle to impose order in the form of gender boundaries, as well as raised questions about gender, order, and authority in the familiar sites of home and community. 

				But what happens when men grow old? 

				The following chapters detail two related lines of argument: (1) the ways that the increasing prevalence of growing old and retirement during the twentieth century ironically re-affirmed work, and more broadly productivity, as the requisite paths to manhood—a kind of masculinity that I call productive manhood; and (2) how productive manhood became the foundation of retirement culture and successful aging. During the early twentieth century, new celebrations of youth and speed as cardinal virtues in the American industrial economy jeopardized older men’s foothold in the labor market, bringing into relief the fragile connections between work and the male breadwinner ideal. As men aged on the job, the question of the ability to work in later life assumed utmost importance. Discussions of manhood now centered on work and the ability of a man to sustain identities as worker and breadwinner over the expanding life cycle. Men would continue to look for ways to maintain their personal productivity—even in retirement: the period of life when they would presumably no longer work. Even as bodies, abilities, and health would ultimately wane near the end of the life cycle, men remained committed to productivity as the true path to manhood. 

				Initially, at the start of the twentieth century, discussions of manhood, age, and work began in industry and centered on working-class men. Chapter 1 explores older working men’s struggles in the labor market of the early twentieth century. Men on the job confronted a glaring contradiction: powerful industrial employers of the early 1900s demanded youth and speed from laborers to match the increasing pace and vaunted newness of their mass production assembly lines and mechanized factories, at a time when working-class men now lived longer lives than ever before. How could an aging male retain an identity as a “working man” if his employer regarded him as redundant, out-of-date, and unqualified in the new era of modern mass production? Working men of the early twentieth century confronted extensive patterns of age discrimination in American workplaces that fundamentally jeopardized manhood, especially later in life. The prevalence of ageism in the factory fueled ongoing criticisms of industrial management among working men, unionists, and reformers, and a widespread affirmation of work as a foundation of manhood throughout the life cycle. 

				Worries about the instability of breadwinning and manhood for older workers propelled demands for pensions from the state during the 1920s and 1930s. Chapter 2 explores why state pensions emerged as the principal way to address what pension scholar Gorton James described in 1921 as “the problem of the old man.” During the 1920s, social provision experts, working men, and craft unionists concluded that only pensions from the state could uphold the masculinity of the aging male breadwinner. Working men, experts argued, could not count on earning good wages and accumulating savings for old age due to employers’ disregard for older workers. Other possible solutions were not acceptable because they undermined manhood—aging men disliked institutionalization and relying on children because these support systems failed to sustain independent households headed by a male breadwinner. In addition, pensions from industry would not suffice since so few employers offered them. Working men and experts viewed state pensions as just and deserved rewards for older workers after
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