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Robert Neil Butler (1927–2010) 
was a scholar, psychiatrist, and Pulitzer 
Prize–winning author who revolutionized 
the way the world thinks about aging and 
the elderly. One of the first psychiatrists to 
engage with older men and women outside 
of institutional settings, Butler coined the 
term “ageism” to draw attention to discrim-
ination against older adults and spent a life-
time working to improve their status, med-
ical treatment, and care.

Early in his career, Butler seized on the pos-
itive features of late-life development—
aspects he documented in his pathbreaking 
research on “healthy aging” at the National 
Institutes of Health and in private practice. 
He set the nation’s age-based health care 
agenda and research priorities as the found-
ing director of the National Institute on 
Aging and by creating the first interprofes-
sional, interdisciplinary department of geri-
atrics at New York City’s Mount Sinai Hos-
pital. In the final two decades of his career, 
Butler forged a global alliance of scientists, 
educators, practitioners, politicians, journal-
ists, and advocates through the Internation-
al Longevity Center. 

A scholar who knew Butler personally and 
professionally, W. Andrew Achenbaum fol-
lows this pioneer’s significant contributions 
to the concept of healthy aging and the 
notion that aging is not synonymous with 
physical and mental decline. Emphasizing 
the progressive aspects of Butler’s approach 
and insight, Achenbaum affirms the ongoing 
relevance of his work to gerontology, geriat-
rics, medicine, social work, and related fields.

W. Andrew Achenbaum is profes-
sor of social work and history at the Gradu-
ate School of Social Work, University of 
Houston. He also holds the Gerson and Sabi-
na David Professorship in Global Aging, and 
is a fellow at the Institute for Spirituality and 
Health and the John P. McGovern M.D. 
Center for Health, Humanities, and the 
Human Spirit at the University of Texas 
Medical Center. His books include Social 
Security: Visions and Revisions; Crossing 
Frontiers: Gerontology Emerges as a Science; 
and Older Americans, Vital Communities:  
A Bold Vision of Societal Aging.

Praise for 

Robert N. Butler, MD
“This is the biography of Robert N. Butler we’ve been waiting for. For those 
who were privileged to know him, this book brings him vividly to life. For 
those who recognize his influence, it will illuminate his legacy. For all who 
expect to grow old, it will bring a lasting message of hope.”

–Harry R. Moody,  
Director of Academic Affairs, AARP

“W. Andrew Achenbaum has crafted a biographical masterpiece about a sig-
nificant contributor to the ideas and social ideals of the twentieth century. He 
reconstructs the life and contributions of Butler—psychiatrist, foremost 
authority on aging, Pulitzer Prize winner, and activist—and in the process 
illuminates the practices, debates, and concerns surrounding aging in Amer-
ica and around the world. This book about a remarkable visionary is a must-
read, reaffirming Achenbaum’s position as a leading scholar and historian of 
aging in America.”

—Scott A. Bass,  
American University

“This is not only a personal biography of an iconic figure in the field of aging 
but also a biography of the discipline of gerontology. The stories fill in the 
blanks for us and help make sense of our own professional lives as we see 
more fully the role Butler played in the development of the field. Dr. Butler 
was our hero, and he gave us courage. His story needs to be shared.”

—Leah Rogne,  
Minnesota State University

“Considering the normous impact Butler had on gerontology, I am thrilled 
that Achenbaum has taken on the very fitting and formidable task of depict-
ing and commemorating Butler’s lifework. Butler’s career was marked by a 
fundamental optimism toward the aged that brought talent, rigor, and legiti-
macy to the field of gerontology. I look forward to the insights I am certain 
to gain from better understanding the life of this great pioneer.”

—Ken Dychtwald,  
President and CEO of Age Wave
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 To Robert N. Butler’s daughters 
 —Cynthia, Carole, Christine, and Alexandra— 

 and to his grandchildren and great-grandchildren 
  

 And in memory of Myrna I. Lewis (1938–2005) 
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 Dr. Robert N. Butler became the “Visionary of Healthy Aging” here 

and abroad by dint of his fi ve decades of groundbreaking research, infl uen-

tial writing, prudent institution building, and diligent networking. He 

helped to transform the study of aging from a marginal specialty into an 

intellectually vibrant fi eld of inquiry. Gerontology now attracts the atten-

tion of renowned scholars, emerging professionals, students, and other ex-

perts who are determined to understand the secrets of longevity and 

healthy aging. Butler designed, underwrote, and conveyed perspectives on 

aging rigorous enough to impress scientifi c peers and practical enough to 

sway policy makers and politicians. A psychiatrist and geriatrician, Butler 

also initiated changes in the training of physicians and other health profes-

sionals on how to care for the elderly. All this had a profound impact on 

altering the lay public’s images of the aged: Butler gave people reason to 

question stereotypes that demeaned late life and cause to focus on healthy, 

productive aging. 

 With Butler’s death a formative chapter in the history of gerontology 

and geriatrics ended: we are unlikely to see in our lifetimes anyone so 

 PREFACE 

 Robert Neil Butler, MD 
(January 21, 1927–July 4, 2010) 
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