Assignment Guide for Chapter 6

When one becomes ‘old’ and what that experience means depends upon the social construction of categories. What are the consequences of this view for our understanding of ageing?

Ageing is defined (page 181) as ‘the combination of biological, psychological and social processes that affect people as they grow older’. Briefly outlining the biological and psychological aspects of ageing would be appropriate here, but the central emphasis of the question is on the social. As with other phenomena such as sexuality, ‘race’ and disability, which appear at first sight to be biological categories, the case being made here is that the material changes in the ageing body are shaped by social conditions (such as diet, working conditions, availability of clean water) and also made meaningful by social and cultural practices.

When considering the social construction of ‘old’ as a category, it would be useful to look at the work of Bill Bytheway, who offers a thoroughgoing constructionist account of the development of categories such as ‘the elderly’ and ‘the old’, which he sees as operating to legitimate the separation and management of this group (pages 196–7).

In considering social age (page 183), the emphasis is upon notions of role expectations. This approach is common to functionalist and life-course theorists (page 184–5). Political economy theory (page 185) most clearly places ageing in the context of the wider power structures of society.

In addition to the negative stereotypes associated with ageism, one of the consequences for our constructions of ‘old age’ is the separation of ‘the elderly’ from paid employment. This has enormous implications both for the individuals concerned and for policies in the area of employment and pensions  (pages 197–9). It is important when outlining these consequences to remember that the experience of ageing is always inflected by other social inequalities such as class, ethnicity and gender.

In returning to the question – the key consequence of understanding ‘old’ as a social rather than a biological category is to appreciate that much that appears inevitable or natural in the ageing process is in fact socially produced and therefore open to change. Recent debates over retirement age and provision point clearly to the ways in which being ‘old’ is a socially constructed category which is in a constant state of transformation.

