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Background 

In developing insights into the impact of ethnicity on health and mental health care 
for elders, an understanding of the historical events experienced by individuals in the older 
ethnic cohorts is important. This paper presents an approach for examining the cohort flow 
through history since the influence of historical events, such as immigration patterns and 
discrimination, is reflected in the values, health beliefs, illness behaviors, self-image, 
degree of trust, and expectations of providers he!d by the older persons. The historical 
profiles of elders from various ethnic backgrounds which result from applying this approach 
may be used as an educational aid in programs training health care providers in 
gerontology and geriatrics, and also as a tool for organizing history taking and recording 
in clinical health and mental health settings. 

Historical profiles for each population are created by listing significant events and 
periods experienced by the cohorts of interest during specific age periods (childhood, 
adolescence, young adulthood, middle age, and older years) in their life course. At the 
Stanford Geriatric Education Center (SGEC), we are particularly indebted to three scholars 
for introducing this approach to the analysis of influences on ethnic elders and for 
pioneering its use in the educational setting. Dr. Jose Cuellar, an ethnogerontologist and 
an original member of the SGEC Core Faculty, developed a model analyzing the influence 
of different historical periods on varying cohorts of Mexican American elders and 
suggested that the model might be applied lo other popuiaiions. He emphasized the 
importance of analyzing different generations over time within ethnic groups, pariicularly 
Mexican American populations, in order to more accurately determine current and future 
needs for services. We are also indebted to Dr. F.M. Baker, a.psychiatrist with strong 
expertise in ethnogeriatrics, who has emphasized the influence of historical experiences 
during key developmental stages in the life cycle on the mental health of African American 
elders as well as other groups. Using Dr. Baker's work, Dr. Julee Richardson, an 
ethnogerontologist and member of the SGEC core Faculty, piloted the use of cohcrt 
analysis in teaching ethnogeroniology. 



For this approach to be useful, it is necessary to consider events specific to 
individual ethnic groups, and not to overlook significant historical differences between 
groups by using broad categories which lump many groups together (e.g., the category of 
"Asian/Pacific American Islanders" which encompasses over 30 different subgroups). For 
this second edition of the working paper, infonation on the four largest ethnic populations 
of elders of color and culture in California in the first edition has been supplemented by 
information on four additional groups. This allow us to present cohort analyses for the 
largest ethnic groups in each of the four federally designated ethnic minority categories 
including: American-bom African American elders, Mexican American elders, Ameriwn 
Indian elders, Chinese American elders, Japanese American elders, Filipino American 
elders, Korean American elders, and Vietnamese American elders. Admittedly this choice 
reflects a bias from the Western part of the United States since it does not include elders 
of color from some of the largest East Coast populations such as Cuban and Puert.0 Rican. 

Undoubtedly, there will be some disagreement with details, terms, and 
~nterpretations chosen for the following profiles. The major sources for each population 
are listed in the References section; consultation with knowledgeable scholars was also 
used to select the major events and trends. Readers are encouraged to use the framework 
to adapt the informaion to their own needs (while giving appropriate credit to the present 
authors, of course) and also to communicate feedback and comments to the authors. The 
differences in number of events listed are not intended to imply differences in importance 
or emphasis between the ethnic populations. 

It should be emphasized that not all @Idem who identify themselves as 
members of the populations described will have been irrfluenced by the histoflca! 
events in the analyses. While these events are considered major in the literature 
reviewed and likely to have affected large proportions of the groups involved, there is vast 
diversity of experience within each of the ethnic groups. 

In demonstrating this cohort approach, two types of charts are included which can 
be used as guides for education programs or clinical history taking. The "cohort 
experiences" charts (which can be used as overhead transparencies) show rough 
approximalions of generational periods across the top, assuming that generations falf into 
approximately 20 year spans. Under each designated period a few major events or 
influences are listed which are given in more detail on the "significant dates and periods" 
chart and the text. Considering the effects of the historical events on lives of individual 
elders, it is impoFtant to consider the elder's life cycle phase during the specific historical 
periods. For example, the effects of specific experiences on a person's self-image or trust 
of the health care system might vary based on whether or not i t  happened during 
childhood, adolescence, young adulthood, middle age, or older adulthood. 



A&WIG&N ANlEWlCAN ELDERS 

The African American elders of the 20th century have witnessed many changes in 
such variables as socioeconomic status, health status, cultural origins, religious afiiliation, 
political persuasion, and the environmental climate to name a few. African Americans, 
being a heterogenous population, have been impaded differentially depending on their life 
situations. One such variable of significance was the name by which they were identified 
in specific periods of time. At the turn of the century'the name associated with African 
Americans had been changed from former slave to Colored. Since then the name has 
changed several times from Negro to Black and currently to African American. 
Interestingly, it was not until African Americans were called Black, and the "Black is 
Beautiful" theme began to emerge, that Blacks began to affirm, overtly, their blackness 
as having value. Each name change reflected a different perspective of the African 
American of that time period. 

In the late 1800s when many of the parents of the current cohort of African 
American elders were growing up, the "Jim Crow Laws" and the "Separate but Equal 
Doctrine" prevailed, making it impossible for Coiored people to attend the White schools. 
During that period several Historically Black Colleges (HBCs) were founded in the South 
by White religious organizations and philanthropic societies from the North and committed 
Coiored churches and organizations in the South. For example, Spelman College in 
Atlanta was founded for Colored girls and women in 1881. The same year, Booker T. 
Washington, a Black American leader, founded the Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. Many 
HBCs founded at the turn of the century still flourish today and have graduated several 
generations of African Americans who have made significant contributions to the world. 

As today's African American elders were growing up, they heard hear(breaking 
stories about slavery, the Civil War, and the Reconstruction period. The Reconstruction 
period was marked by racial violence which affected the lives of almost every Colored 
family in the South. After the Civil War and emancipation, many families who became 
separated during slavery were reunited. For the first time in the South, there were 
thousands of legal marriages performed. 

The violence continued in the 1900s, and the Ku Klux Klan became highly visible 
and active. They burned schools and lynched over 3,000 people between 1889 and 1921. 
As a result of these atrocities, the National Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People (NAACP) was founded in 1909 by Black and White leaders. This organization 
gave the Colored people and Whites sympathetic to the cause an opportunity to begin lo 
address issues of social justice. Many African American elders today remain active 
members of the organization. Though their philosophies differed, two founders, W.E.B. 
DuBois and Booker T. Washington both developed approaches that helped the colored 
mmmunities in their efforts to gain civil rights. During the same era George Washington 
Carver found practical uses for the peanut and the sweet potato, thus providing 



employment lo many after the boll weevil destroyed much of the cotton crop in the South. 
He then developed many products that could be manufactured. 

There was an initial migration of approximately one half million Negroes from the 
South to northern cities seeking better jobs and educational opportunities for themselves 
and their families. The NAACP was instrumental in Fighting for the rights of Colored people 
during the migration. During this period, the data indicate that the two-parent family 
household was the norm, and intact families were more likely involved in the migration. 
The Black church became one of the major socializing agent for the migrants. The Urban 
League was founded in 192 1 to assist migrants vvho lacked marketable job-related skills. 
The League also helped with housing, warned of urban dangers and taught life skills. 

World War I (WI) m s  a turning point for the 100,000 Negro soldiers vvho fought 
overseas. Many were honored for their valor, including a parade on New City's Fifth 
Avenue. In 1919, hovvever, veterans (sometimes still in uniform) were assaulted, pulled 
from buses, dragged from their homes, and viciously beaten by rampaging white mobs 
in Chicago, Omaha, Washington, D.C., and Texas, in a period referred to as the "Red 
Summer." Thousands of today's elders who survived the influenza epidemics of 191 8 and 
191 9 lost relatives and friends in these riots. 

In the 1920s. M e n  today's elders were children and young adults, the KKK claimed 
to have 5 million members in the U.S. In 1925, 40,000 robed Klansmen marched in 
Washington, D.C. An additional 1 million Negroes migrated to the North and West where 
they found growing recognition of the arts. The Harlem Renaissance began featuring the 
arts and music, especially the birth of jau. Marcus Garvey emerged as leader of the 
Universal Negro lmprovemsnt Society, Wich preached racial pride and advocated for a 
"Back to Africa" movement . Although no one went back to Africa, the solidarity of the 
movement left a legacy of racial pride which undoubtedly enhanced a positive self-image 
for the elders of today. 

The Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porlers, supporled by A. Phillip Randolph, 
became an affiliate of the American Federation of Labor (AFL) in q928. This is significant 
because this was one occupation where young college men could gain funds to continue 
their education at the HBCs during the summer months and vacations. Mary McLeod 
Bethune, founder of Bethune Cookman College in Florida, became the President of the 
10,000 member National Association of Colored Women (NACVV) which fought for federal 
anti-lynching legislation and job training for rural women. 

In the 4930s the Depression affected the Negroes more profoundly than Whites as 
hundreds of thousands lost their urban jobs in the North. Sharecroppers in the South 
suffered enormously. One result of the Depression was the integration in the labor 
movements (e.g. the1'Tenant Farmer's Union"), led by A. Phillip Randolph. Negro political 
leaders who w r e  in the New Deal Cabinet became very influential. For example, Robert 






















































































































