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Abstract

This paper considers how developments in theories
of gender and ethnicity might contribute to policy
research on aspects of ageing and later life. It argues
that existing research on these topics relies too much
on chronological age as the key descriptor for ‘old’
people, and thus provides an inadequate knowledge
base for emancipatory policy, practice and theory
building. The paper examines the range of discourses
commonly brought to discussions of ageing and later
life, which tend often to disempower or render
invisible certain groups, including older women and
older people of other cultures. It also explores the
ways in which older men and women resist these
exercises of power over them by refusing to conform
to stereotypes of behaviour or identity. This leads to
potential conflicts between notions of universal
rights and the need to take account of diversity and
difference - a dilemma which might be resolved by
developing an approach based on capabilities. The
paper concludes by arguing that research on older
people needs to be more eclectic in its use of social
theory, drawing on developments in other branches
of social science, and it calls for greater effective
participation in such research by older people from
all walks of life.



1 Introduction

The aim of this paper is to consider how developments in theories of
gender and ethnicity might contribute to policy research on different
aspects of later life. It seems unlikely that any ‘grand theory’ of old age
or ageing will be useful for most social policy research, but I suggest
below that much existing research could benefit from taking account of a
wider range of theoretical approaches or stances. My aim is to raise
issues or aspects of theory that could possibly contribute more to
research in social gerontology, rather than to advocate specifically for
any one approach. Some topics such as the ‘body’ are therefore
mentioned in passing while others are covered in rather more detail.

It is still possible to collect data on ‘the elderly’ without much attention to
anything except chronological age. Even today there are instances where
‘information’ on older people is offered with no breakdown between men
and women, and older ‘people’ are assumed to be all the same (see Gibson,
1996). There are cases where this approach to knowledge can be justified
(see below) but in general it is inadequate. It results in biased and
incomplete data. For example, older pensioners consist of men with, on
average, higher pensions paid out for a shorter time and women with, on
average, lower pensions paid out for a longer time. The mix will vary with
populations and pension systems, but any serious discussion needs to be
able to take account of the differences. Without an understanding of such
basic gender differences we have a poor knowledge base for policy,
practice or theory building.

These gender-free, ‘common sense’ approaches to data collection appear
atheoretical but are examples of implicit theory. The implicit theory behind
an age-based approach to data is that chronological age is an adequate
descriptor for all ‘old’ people and that gender can safely be ignored. The
problem has been well summarised by Rubinstein:

If there are so many culturally-based gender
differences between men and women in late life (in
social stressors relating to longevity, emotionality,
experience of illness, modes of relating to other
people, income, past experiences as culturally
structured in the life course, to name a few), how can
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these be ignored? Yet we frequently talk of the
elderly as a uniform or discrete group. (Rubinstein,
1990: 116)

No single grand theory is going to be relevant for all older men and
women. We therefore need a theoretical stance that allows the generation
of relevant knowledge and data. ‘Relevant’ here implies knowledge which
improves understanding and helps to formulate policies that will help
rather than harm older men and women, as individuals and as groups. This
paper does not pretend to have the answers but aims to raise questions
about the way we theorise later life. More specifically I wish to look at
some possible contributions from feminist and postmodernist scholarship.

So far, much writing on both old age and the condition of women has
focused on defining and measuring aspects of disadvantage (see Heycox,
1997; and Gibson, 1998, for a more detailed discussion). This is hardly
surprising when so much disadvantage is still deemed to be natural or
normal, and hence barely recognisable as disadvantage. However, there
are problems with this approach. Most women, whether old or young, do
not spend their lives with disadvantage as their primary identity. It
follows that a theoretical framework which takes account of the
knowledge and understanding of those being researched needs to do
more than represent older women (or men) as the sum of their
disadvantages. This, I would suggest, is one aspect of a principled stance
that prioritises the words and meanings of those being studied over
existing academic theory when designing research projects and
interpreting data.

As a first step we can draw parallels between two less contested
discourses - sex and old age (chronological), which are apparently
emotion-free and belong to natural science - and two highly contested
discourses - gender and old age (socially constructed), both areas which
excite strong and emotions and which are the province of social science.
Old age appears in both categories because we have no vocabulary for
distinguishing chronological age from socially constructed age as we
have for sex and gender. In other words we can see older men and
women as victims of ageism but ageism has not been developed into a
theoretical construct in the same way as patriarchy or racism.
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From the point of view of natural science, sex can be defined in
biological terms. It then has the aura of value-free, objective and above
all emotion-free knowledge. Old age, too, passes as a scientific construct:
ageing is a function of time and time can be measured. Organisms
undergo physical changes from birth to death and some of these ageing
processes appear to be universal and recognised by all cultures. Caution
is necessary, however, because social science has continually shown that
the ‘universal’, ‘natural’ or ‘obvious’ are the products of culture and
environment and only appear to be universal. Gender theory (see below)
has established that differences in sex are less natural than is usually
assumed, either in terms of boundaries or of content.

However, it seems important to accept that old age (chronological) exists
and will be experienced in some form or other by those who live long
enough, even though most aspects of it are social or cultural rather than
natural. The important question for any definition of old age is when is
‘long enough’, scientifically speaking. There is no fixed answer, but
medicine and demography are usually willing to impose a boundary
which is then deemed ‘scientific’. (See Wilson, 1997, for a critique of
demography and economic knowledge.) Social gerontology may need a
different approach if the ‘scientific’ is not to be confused with the
‘social’.

2 Discourses, Deconstruction and Contestability

The underlying assumption of the following discussion is that what
passes for knowledge is inherently contestable, i.e. there are no ‘facts’,
only perceptions based on different power relations and embodied in
different discourses. These discourses can be contested and
deconstructed in terms of the power relations which produce and benefit
from them, the knowledge selected and the boundaries placed upon the
definitions used. The term ‘contested’ indicates that there is
disagreement, either overt or covert, and that the basis of the
disagreement may come from differences in power, outcomes, aims or
values.

Dominant discourses are those that rationalise and underpin existing
power structures which are normally ageist, sexist, racist or elitist. Such
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dominant discourses take many forms and are resisted in many different
ways. One aim of theory is to present a framework which makes it easier
to deconstruct dominant discourse and to present or give voice to
alternative discourses. This can be done by contesting discourses in terms
of the ‘facts’ they present, for example, the classification of all those of
pension age as old. There is also a need to deconstruct dominant
discourses so that we ask not only whose discourse are we presenting or
reading and how it conflicts or aligns with others’ perceptions of the
same area, but also why the discourse exists, what power relations are
involved, who benefits from the way it has developed and the way it is
presented, and who benefits from maintaining it as it is.

Dominant discourses such as ageism are not monolithic but come in
many forms. For example, Disney (1996: 108) sees elders as unwitting
instruments of social improvement. After pointing out that there is no
‘old age crisis’ in pensions or pension entitlements, he goes on to say that
population ageing is useful anyway because it draws attention to the
faults which economists see in Western health and social security
systems, even though these faults are not caused by population ageing.
Such an approach ignores the harm done by ageist discourses, which
present older men and women as a burden on the young.

Social Construction

The socially constructed aspects of old age have not received the same
attention as the socially constructed aspects of gender (see below), either
at the level of individual ageing or in an analysis of the social structures
involved. Discourses exist which contest various definitions of elders - as
pensioners, or as being a burden on society, or as individually to blame
for dependency rather than socially structured into dependence (Estes,
1979; Townsend, 1981, 1986; Walker, 1980, 1981, 1983; Phillipson,
1982). These discourses tend to be presented as assertions of alternative
truths to the dominant discourses, or as campaigning platforms. For
example, alternative discourses point out that old age, popularly defined
as decrepitude, does not begin at pension age, and not all cultures see
‘old’ when applied to people as insulting.
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The great achievement of gender theory has been to show that differences
between men and women that were assumed to be natural or scientific are
social artefacts, and also that they can both express or conceal relations
of power. The weakness is that gender theory has concentrated very
heavily on younger age groups. Although it is common to read that
gendered differences vary culturally and historically, differences relating
to age are much less often mentioned (see Arber and Ginn, 1995; Gibson,
1996 and 1998, for alternative discourses). Midlife Western feminists
have tended to ignore the differences and similarities between younger
and older women, apparently assuming that disadvantages or oppressions
which are present in early or midlife remain unchanged or worsen (as in
some respects they do, especially in Western countries) (Arber and Ginn,
1991).

The emphasis on disadvantage was essential in the early stages of
theorising gender and is still important, but it has now been recognised
that a uniform view of gender and disadvantage ignores the clearly
documented realities of ageing for women in most developing countries,
where their power increases with age (Kertzer and Keith, 1984; Keith,
1994). Even in the west, contrary theories have been proposed. For
example Kertzer and Keith in their discussion of theories point to
Gutmann who, they say, identified ‘a universal psychological cross over
effect’ (Kertzer and Keith, 1984: 28) caused by ageing women becoming
more autonomous, competitive, aggressive and instrumental while men
become more passive, expressive and dependent. As anthropologists,
Kertzer and Keith do not support this universalising approach, but they
note the increased power of elders and especially of older women in
many societies.

Invisibility

As feminist scholars have made clear, dominant discourses operate in
terms of what is not mentioned as well as what is mentioned. Much
discourse about ‘people’ makes younger and midlife women invisible but
it can also eliminate older men and women from normal discourse. The
virtual absence of older men and women from literature and policy on
economic development crosses both sexes and results in the invisibility
of the vital contributions to child care and food production made by older
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people of both sexes, but mainly by older women in developing
countries. A similar situation exists in public health where targets for
reducing death rates from, say, breast cancer in the UK refer only to
women under 65. Older men also suffer from the same invisibility -
targets for reducing ‘premature deaths from heart attack among men’ for
example, means deaths of men under 65. The implicit discourse here is
first, men’s deaths matter most although death rates from heart attack are
very high among older women, and second, that men who die at 65 or
over are not deemed to have died prematurely even though average life
expectancy for men is well over 70.

As with public health, a gender blind view, combined with ageism, leads to
poor policy and service development. For example, the use of the generic
gender-free term ‘elder abuse’ in the dominant ideology surrounding the
abuse of older men and women has made it easier to frame policies that
take virtually no account of gender, despite the literature on domestic
violence which has identified so much violence as men’s abuse of women.
In later life gendered power relations may alter, but elder abuse within the
family is still largely the abuse of older women by older or younger men
(Whittaker, 1995; Pritchard, 1992; Wilson, 1993a).

Older men and women are also largely absent from dominant Western
discourse on the family (see, for example, Deven et al., 1998). This
European review of research on the relationship between families and the
work place found that throughout Europe ‘the family’ was normally a two-
generation entity as far as researchers were concerned. The second concern
of the report was with the family burden of caring for older relatives. In
this case, the family is seen as a two-generation nuclear unit stressed or
even threatened by the outside burden of the older generation.

One purpose of theory, as formulated in this paper, is to show that the
dominant discourse is not the only one and to give credibility and visibility
to alternative patterns of behaviour. Thus those Western families that
integrate older relatives closely into their lives or family structures
illustrate the diversity which exists in all cultures. They offer the
opportunity to uncover alternative discourses. In other words, a theoretical
approach which links older men and women to the family via the
mechanism of care is both ageist and inadequate. It also belongs to an
ageist discourse which is not culturally universal even though it is



7

dominant in most Western countries. In cultures where older men and
women are seen as essential and often very powerful members of their
families, no theorisation which omitted them would have much general
relevance to a study of family life. Second, as feminist scholars have
pointed out, the family is not an undifferentiated unit but a site of gender
relations and so of expressions of power. Family care is care by women in
the overwhelming majority of cases (Finch and Groves, 1983). This is not
to deny the reality of care by men, but simply to make sure that care is
theorised in gendered terms rather than leaving the different modes and
processes of care and the power relations involved gender-free and
invisible (see summaries in Twigg and Atkin, 1994).

The relative absence of older men and women from debates on caring has
meant that it is still possible to see younger generation caregivers as
wholly disempowered, first by their own love and guilt and second by
social expectations and stereotypes which give them no option but to care.
A more differentiated theoretical framework allows other sets of views and
power relations to be explored and so to show that older men and
particularly older women, often experience care as control. Many fight a
continuous (though largely hidden) battle to maintain their independence
from children who either mean well or wish to streamline their input of
care (Gibson, 1998). There is also the point well put by Deven et al., that:

… in the English language ‘care’ is not all burden and
dependency. There is a sense in which to care for
someone means to love them, which means -at least-
to feel emotional attachment towards them, to seek
their material and emotional wellbeing - and, often,
for such feelings and wishes to be reciprocal with a
concomitant exchange of personal support ...
Interdependency and mutual support provide a more
realistic account of the relationships which normally
exist between and across the generations involving
child, sibling, parent, grandparent and, indeed, great
grandparent. (Deven et al., 1998: 95)

The care as burden debate, as Morris (1993) has made clear on behalf of
young disabled men and women, can be very demeaning in some of its
manifestations for those who have disabilities. We have yet to hear or
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theorise the voices of older men and women on the experience of being
cared for.

3 Agency, Resistance, Power and Knowledge

The discussion of discourses and deconstruction has already touched on
theoretical aspects of power. Following Foucault (1980), I would argue
that relevant theory has to be able to see power as dispersed and
operating in a wide range of ways - not simply as a matter of patriarchal
relations or the power of the state. Power is also knowledge, though the
knowledge produced by oppressed groups is usually suppressed as
worthless or subversive. One purpose of emancipatory research is to
make this knowledge more visible.

The second point about this view of power is that the exercise of power
generates or implies resistance. In other words, oppressed groups or
individuals resist the imposition of disadvantage, or of invisibility, or the
definitions of knowledge and theory that are imposed on them by others.
This resistance may be group-based or individual, and will vary as the
processes of dominance vary. For example, older men and women know
that they are not all alike and frequently they know that they do not want
to band together, but the young may still see them as relatively
homogeneous and think of them as united. New interviewers doing
qualitative research with older men and women are always amazed by the
variety and the vitality they encounter in the field. They did not know
what ‘the old’ know. In the more contested area of pensions, there
appears to be a large mismatch in perceptions across generations. Older
men and most older women see a pension as their right if they have
worked and contributed to taxes or pension funds, but the younger
generations are encouraged by the dominant discourse produced in the
media and by politicians and academics to see pensioners as dependent
on them.

The exercise of power may be contested overtly, as feminist scholars
have so successfully done in academia, but resistance is not limited to the
overt. There is a continuum which passes through behaviours which
overtly oppose the dominant ideology, to almost invisible
institutionalised resistance. In these cases there is no question of overtly
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contesting existing gendered power relations, but women have access to
a range of strategies which undermine male dominance and protect them
from the worst impact of some aspects of patriarchal power. This covert
or institutionalised resistance is present in most traditional gendered
power relationships. It often presents a dilemma for feminist scholars
because if they ignore its existence they perpetuate the myth of women as
passive victims of patriarchal oppression, but if they uncover the
processes of women’s resistance they lay women open to reprisals.

Older women’s resistance to patriarchy is partially documented,
especially in terms of the growing freedom of older women to be
themselves (see Myerhoff, 1992; Kertzer and Keith, 1984; Keith, 1994).
However, it is possible that much other resistance remains hidden -
unable to be perceived because there is no theoretical framework within
which to record it. It may be that older men and women are now resisting
domination by the young in undocumented ways. Frail elders may resist
the categorisation and control implicit in service assessment by refusing
services. Normally this is theorised as a deficit in their understanding or
as their failure, rather than a service failure. Very large areas of later life
remain uninvestigated, arguably because they cannot be seen within the
framework of existing theory.1 For example Myerhoff (1992) recorded
the attention-seeking (not her term but a reflection of what she describes)
behaviour of older Jewish day centre members and their wish to be
named in the publications, play and film of her research about them. She
theorised their actions as one aspect of a strategy to resist
marginalisation. Others might have seen it simply as the childishness
expected from the dependent. There is no doubt that in terms of life
styles, older women in prosperous Western countries are resisting a wide
range of popular stereotypes of age-appropriate behaviour - from leading
their own lives instead of caring for grandchildren (Heycox, 1997) to
travelling the world.

                                                          
1 For example, Howarth (1993) shows how older women cook for older men in

exchange for handyman style work about their houses. Such an idea of the
maintenance of independence through reciprocal help among the over 75s does
not figure in the literature related to the needs of older people or in general
social gerontology. Food, in any case, has a low profile in sociology despite its
key importance. It is apparently mainly a women’s area.
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In feminist terms, older women are now ‘doing ageing’ in large numbers
rather than theorising it, and in the process they are contesting existing
theory and dominant discourses on age and gender. Their success is so
great that, for example, the University of the Third Age has almost made
it age-appropriate behaviour to take up new interests and learn new
things in later life, in contrast to the popular wisdom that ‘You can’t
teach an old dog new tricks’. In the West, where older men and women
are more likely to be free from the severest need, and are present in
greater numbers, there is more freedom of action. Proper, or age-
appropriate, behaviour is not as clearly prescribed as it is in other
sections of the life course and in functionalist terms society has less to
lose if the marginalised old do their own thing, than it does when young
unemployed men behave ‘deviantly’. Myerhoff noted that old age:

… often creates anomie and isolation, at the same
time it offers calculating resourceful elders in many
settings occasions in which they may innovate and
exploit the rolelessness, a set of fruitful possibilities.
Often freed from heavy social obligations and
prohibitions for the first time, the elderly may
become deft manipulators and entrepreneurs,
justifying stereotypes concerning their
unconventionality, originality and wisdom.
(Myerhoff, 1992: 308)

This statement is gender-free but clearly applies to older women.

It also seems very likely that when older men and women resist the
exercise of power over them they use different processes and forms of
resistance from those which are most common at younger ages. Older
men and women often, though not always, take a longer view of society
than the young, whose experience does not stretch back so far. One result
is the stereotypical conservative elder who thinks things are not what
they used to be. Another is the growing wisdom that leads to more
tolerance and more willingness to negotiate and compromise - forms of
resistance that are more subtle but still real.
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4 Identities and Boundaries

The apparent simplicities of class, ethnicity or even sex, only offer partial
identities to most men and women. It follows that it is no longer adequate
for most purposes of research and policy making to categorise
individuals or groups by one or two attributes. This is not to say that
class, for example, is no longer relevant, but to point out that most people
are members of more than one group and that individual and group
identities change over time and in different situations. To take one
example, a 60 year old pensioner may join a pensioner’s campaign group,
or she may refuse to on the grounds that she is not old and only old
people belong to pensioner’s groups (very likely in UK). Instead, she
may become a volunteer at a day centre ‘helping old people’. If she
belongs to a minority rather than the dominant ethnic group, she may also
decide to visit her roots and see how far she wishes to identify with the
society she moved away from. In these aspects of her life she is making
her own choices about identity and its boundaries but in other spheres the
choices are made for her. Family or friends may regard her as young or
old, largely it seems, depending on her appearance and vitality and their
own age or family position. To her grandchildren she will surely be
‘quite old’. And whatever she and her friends think, the state will have
identified her as a pensioner. In the UK in 1998, she will either draw her
pension or be required to write in saying she is deferring it. The example
shows how one person may have multiple identities and how the
boundaries of an identity can shift. These boundaries can become clearer
or more fuzzy and can be accepted or contested.

Identities can be enhanced and boundaries strengthened by the
identification of non-group members as ‘the other’ (Brah, 1996). The
stereotypical weak and illogical woman is set up as ‘the other’ of the
strong and rational man. In the same way, the ‘old’ are ‘the other’ for the
more powerful midlife and young. A characteristic of those seen as ‘the
other’ is that they seem to be homogeneous - all irrational at certain times
of the month, or all decrepit - while in-group members can still be
perceived as more varied. Research on ‘the other’ (as ageing research
almost invariably is), can easily suffer from this lack of attention to
multiple identities and from a failure to take account of difference and
diversity.
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For many women and members of minorities, the experience of being
seen as ‘the other’ has been empowering and has led to a growth in
strength and confidence. But later life in Western cultures poses
particular problems of identity. In societies where ageism is endemic it is
hard to look forward to old age: to a devalued position, characterised in
dominant discourse by incompetence and dependency. Indeed, activity
theories of ageing imply that ‘successful ageing’ depends on keeping
active and behaving as much like a middle-aged person as possible - in
fact in denying the onset of ‘old age’. Even without activity theory,
empirical work shows that many older people do not see themselves as
old. Matthews (1979), for example, stressed the importance of ageing in
place so that a younger self could still be seen as a main identity. These
older people may rationally be aware that they have reached old age and
that their friends are old, but that does not mean that they feel old, or
want to see themselves as ‘old’. They are likely to be very unsympathetic
to any dominant discourse that sees them as both old and ‘other’, and
hence to any attempts to categorise or politicise them based on age alone.
They may also see assessment and service provision as the badges of
relegation to a devalued category.

There are always exceptions to such generalisations and at individual
level there are those who expect to be cared for once they reach a certain
life stage or age and may welcome a degree of dependency. They are a
small minority in Western societies but may be much more important in
others. (See, for example, the sad case histories of older Ghanaian men
who expected to be respected and supported in their old age, in Nana
Apt, 1996). On a political level, the examples of those who are
exceptional in their wish to stand up and be identified as old and proud of
it include the oft-quoted cases of the Grey Panthers and other activist
pensioner groups (Jacobs, 1980). Such groups have made a breakthrough
in age consciousness and can offer a new identity to older people, but so
far only a minority have come forward to name themselves as old in
Western countries.

Diversity and Difference

When looking from the outside at ‘the other’ it is very easy, as noted
above, to slip into the practice of seeing the other as homogeneous, as for
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example ‘women’ or ‘older women’. This ignores class differences and
culture, religion and ethnicity, marital status and size of family to take
just a few attributes that can affect the life chances and identities of
individual women or of groups of women. As Brah (1997) has pointed
out, binary differences such as black/white or young/old are easily
accommodated in popular discourses identifying ‘the other’ but they
conceal a much more varied range of processes and power relations.

In this paper, the term diversity is used to contest the uniformity implied
by broad classifications. There is diversity within groups and diversities
change over time. These diversities may or may not be structured into
differences - aspects of disadvantage or advantage which accompany
diversity (though some would argue that given the diffuse nature of
power it is unwise to expect any diversity to be free of structured
relationships which relate to differences in power). The case of middle-
and working-class women illustrates how difference within a
disadvantaged group affects the outcomes of equal opportunities policies.
The same policies have benefited middle-class women very much more
than working-class women. In community care, Ahmad and Atkin (1996)
have shown how service provision which ignores difference leads to the
reinforcement of existing structures of disempowerment. Their
discussion is focused on ethnic difference but it could be applied to any
other differences that are currently ignored in the provision of services
for older men and women. For example, financing voluntary groups
(whether ethnic minority or drawing on some other constituency) to
provide services may alter or reinforce power relations within a
community group. It can perpetuate the inequality of women or reinforce
the marginalisation of older people. Local funders may wish to maintain
the status quo in minority groups but they must expect their decisions to
be contested.

The imposed uniformity noted above by Rubinstein, (1990: 116) also
assumes that elders of whatever age are the same, once the boundary to
old age has been crossed. At an individual level this is obviously untrue,
but even taking average characteristics, men or women of 65 will differ
from those aged 85. There are also cohort or generation effects which
mean that age differences established at one point in time may not hold
20 years later when a different generation has reached the relevant age.
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Differences between cohorts are most likely to be noticed in demography
where, for example, it is well understood that differences in marriage and
birth rates for women of all classes in the first half of the twentieth
century feed through to changes over time in the percentage of older
women (and men) who are childless at age 80. Such variations are
frequently ignored in research based on mixed age samples of ‘older
people’ and in literature reviews where findings from research of 20 or
more years ago may be treated as if they were still current, (which they
may be but this cannot be assumed).

Racism

Black feminist scholars (Brah, 1996; Bhavnani and Phoenix, 1994) have
pointed out that whiteness is an ethnicity and an identity in the same way
as any other, and that difference based on ethnicity (in power relations
and in interests) exists within the women’s movement. Such an approach
is perhaps more radical in Europe than in Australia where consciousness
of whiteness has deep roots (Burnley, Encel and McCall, 1985). Black
scholars have also highlighted the ways that racism interacts with other
structures of difference, rather than being a uniform source of
disadvantage. Little has been heard of racism in connection with older
men and women apart from the constant (racist) discourse that the ethnic
minority family cares for its own. The implication that racialised and
disadvantaged women make automatic, and good, carers is depressing,
both for what it says about dominant stereotypes and in its implications
for lack of support by social services.

Racism is also present in the way that dominant Western ageing theory
ignores cross-cultural aspects of the subject. As mentioned under
resistance above, the world norm has traditionally been that women
become more powerful as they age. In some societies this power was overt
but in others it was better defined as ‘influence’. It may have been power
which could affect the whole community or a more limited power over
other women only. In some (few) societies it appears that women
automatically became more powerful as they aged. More often, society
provided a framework within which most older women could achieve
considerable power, even though some lacked the attributes and the luck
needed to achieve it. The Western pattern where elders of both sexes are
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looked down on and women are condemned to widespread poverty and
devaluation was the exception rather than the rule (Chaney, 1989; Keith,
1994). This does not mean that the condition of older women (or even
older men) was automatically good, or that they were well cared for by
loving families in some golden age. However, it is clear that the social
structures within which ageing took place have been more supportive in
many societies than the Western ideological norm.

Now that so few countries are mono-cultural, it is essential to adopt a
cross-cultural approach to ageing theory. Migration and displacement of
refugees has meant that difference and diversity are no longer confined to
class or regions within indigenous groups, but take in a wider range of
cultural and ethnic variations. Refusal to acknowledge these changes
produces biased knowledge. It also helps to suppress the elements of
diversity within the dominant culture that can be easier to identify once
they have been made visible by other cultures - always providing the
view of ‘the other’ does not prevent such transfers of knowledge.

In the wider policy arena the racist ability to ignore the foreign ‘other’ in
terms of the place of older men and women in other cultures extends in
two related directions. First, economic restructuring packages, imposed
on countries in Africa, Latin America and east Asia by the international
rescue agencies (IMF and World Bank) and creditor nations, pay no
attention to the impact of their policies on elders (Paul and Paul, 1995;
Hendricks, 1995). Safety netting for disadvantaged groups, including the
elderly, was barely mentioned until the 1990s when the plight of white
poverty-stricken male victims of structural adjustment in Eastern Europe
became visible. Safety netting (Umali-Deininger and Maguire, 1995) now
has a place in World Bank policies in Europe but does not appear to have
been a consideration in recent Asian crises packages. At a more global
level we also have to ask whether the World Bank’s (1994) push for
privately funded pensions world wide was motivated by concern for
future economic development and the well-being of older people, or as a
way of transferring funds from southern countries with poorly developed
stock markets to northern countries, particularly to the US where
personal saving is traditionally low. Older men and women are the first
victims of these policies but they have little political power (being still
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well under ten per cent of the electorate in most developing democracies)
and it appears to be possible to ignore them.

The Body

Yuval Davis (1997) has shown how powerfully the female body is used to
delimit the nation and as a way of defiling the ‘other’ (rape in war). In
younger age groups also the body is primarily seen as a site of patriarchal
control via sexuality and the medicalisation of reproduction. However, in
later life sexuality is (wrongly) assumed to be defunct and reproduction is
ignored. The reproduction of grandchildren is a matter of gender (care and
cultural transmission) rather than sex (birth). On the other hand, control
and medicalisation of the older body (mainly but not entirely women’s
bodies) is an uncomfortable fact of life for many older men and women.
There is also the fact that the body becomes a more powerful limiting force
as it loses strength. The commercialisation of the older body continues
with polypharmacy. Multiple prescriptions for chronic conditions ensure
that many older men and women become resources for drug companies in
later life. They are prescribed, and consume, drugs whose marketability
depends not on making a cure but on maintaining chronic illnesses, as well
as drugs which are intended to limit the harmful effects of other drugs but
which often end up creating their own adverse effects. Treatment
frequently fails to take the limitations of the older body into account and
medically generated sickness is widespread. Add in the common
perception that old age is an incurable disease not worth alleviating, and it
is clear that a theoretical framework which started from the older body
would produce a very different set of discourses on old age. It would most
probably be so different from the dominant discourse that it would be
discounted as emotional and extreme.

In terms of health and social care services for older men and women, we
can theorise the older body as a devalued body. It may be seen as a battle
field with contested boundaries which are nearly all negative. In literal
terms the older body is despised by many. One husband described how a
specialist hospital doctor had looked at his wife ‘as if it’s a bit of meat on a
slab’ (quoted in Wilson, 1993b). In more symbolic terms each service
marks out its area so that bits of the body ‘belong’ to different services:
devalued bits to devalued branches of welfare; feet to chiropody; teeth (if
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any) to dentists; health problems that cannot be cured to social care; the
sick brain to psychogeriatrics; and so on. On this interpretation, older
bodies (men and women) exist only to validate the status relations of the
services who provide for them. In contrast, less decayed older bodies, as
Featherstone and Wernick (1995) and Featherstone, Hepworth and Turner
(1991) have suggested, are most positively viewed as a site which
symbolically validates participation in the global consumer society. The
self-directed life project (Giddens, 1991) implies the consumption of
products that stave off old age - like cosmetics, health care and exercise -
and others that indicate that the body is still ‘young’ - foreign or
adventurous holidays and active membership of clubs and societies.

Life Course

On the positive side, the dominant discourse in social gerontology has
reached a point of consensus on the need to theorise ageing in terms of
the life course (see Riley, 1996, and other articles in Gerontologist,
36(2), 1996). In other words, older men and women cannot be theorised
simply as ‘old’ whatever that may mean, but must be seen as ageing, and
having aged since birth. This is a more ethical stance than one that sees
elders as adequately defined simply by age, without reference to their
pasts or futures. However, it is still based on individual life courses and
does not indicate how older men and women can be theorised in relation
to society. The life-course approach is made more relevant to the lives of
older men and women by seeing it as a matter of intersecting
relationships with different structures - family, class, age, gender,
ethnicity/racialisation - but more work is needed to site these differences
in policy terms, for example, to highlight and understand the workings of
citizenship deficits among older men and women.

Emotions

Although, or because, we shall all (or nearly all) cross the boundary to
old age (wherever it may be sited) and we all (or nearly all) view old age
with fear or even loathing, we remain unwilling to see our emotions as
data. It is clear that being old is an emotional issue: assume someone is
older than they are (if they are past 40) and see the reaction. However,
there has been little work directly analysing the role that emotion plays in
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the way old age (or later life) is constructed, defined and measured. At a
practical level, the process of interviewing disadvantaged elders can be
very depressing. The build up of emotional pain can be so great that
interviewers are unable to carry on and may fake data or simply stop
work. Some form of emotional support is always advisable when
interviewing very old people or those who are near death. Otherwise the
qualitative researcher is liable to switch off in self-protection and will
omit data which cause pain, but which are part of the life of those being
interviewed. They may also project their own pain back onto the research
participants and so exaggerate the negative side of the research on the
lives of elders. This happens when research on disadvantaged groups
results in a wholly negative picture, as with much literature on the double
or triple jeopardies of being old and female and from an ethnic minority.
Research based on negative theory finds it difficult to cope with positive
aspects of the life of women or older people.

5 Rights and Capabilities

Emancipatory research, or politicisation for emancipatory action, needs a
theoretical framework which can take account of difference and
diversity, and the shifts in identity which may be involved. The
simplicities of theory based on experience of oppression (as with old-
fashioned class consciousness) have given way to a more complex
process of building coalitions around different issues. This does not
mean that similarities between men and women have no place. These
similarities have been particularly stressed by liberal feminists who
wanted to use existing state structures to gain equal rights for men and
women. Similarities are important in arguing for certain universal human
rights and when using arguments based on the intrinsic worth of an
individual, but few feminists would now rely only on a universalist
approach with no distinction between men and women. The policy
process has shown that structural factors which differentiate the position
of men and women in society mean that measures which are the same for
men and women act in different ways and have different gender
outcomes. Outcomes will also differ within gender, by class or culture. It
follows that universalist policies can only advance equality to a certain
extent. Structural change in the manifestations of patriarchy/ageism and
positive discrimination are needed as well.
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Although feminists have largely abandoned arguments based on
similarities between men and women, some gerontologists and
campaigners for better treatment for older people argue that the old are
no different from other adults and that it is ageist to categorise older
people as different from younger on grounds of age. A related argument
is that older men and women who are frail or suffering from a disability
should be treated first and foremost as disabled or frail rather than as old.
There is no doubt that such discourses are useful when the aim is equal
rights or citizenship for older men and women. Also, if ‘the old’ are not
to be treated as ‘the other’, alien and, by implication, lower forms of life
to those in midlife or younger, it becomes important to blur the boundary
between midlife and old age and to emphasise continuities over the life
course. But there are other times when analyses of difference are
essential. In this as in other aspects of policy-related research, it is
helpful to have a clear understanding of when to universalise and when
to stress difference, and why these research stances have been chosen.

As individuals, older men and women appear to suffer from very large
deficits in citizenship, many of which have yet to be researched.
However, in contrast to their individual positions, older people as a
(usually fictive) collective group have very much more power and this
power is growing. The very high probability that older people are
perceived as ‘the other’ by politicians and policy makers, means that they
tend to be seen as a block and their voting numbers (moving towards 30
per cent of the electorate in many European countries and much higher in
individual constituencies) give them more political power than their
disunity and diversity warrants. (Consider the 1998 Australian budget,
full of sweeteners for old age.) There is also a growing number of cases
where pensioners have come together on single issue campaigns and their
votes have made a difference. Older people in the USA are an exception:
they are much better organised and apparently more willing to identify as
a group and thus have more power, but even they do not vote as a bloc.

It is possible that the gap between universal rights and the need to take
account of diversity and difference may be filled by the capabilities
approach put forward by Sen (1993) and Nussbaum (1995). Their
concept of capabilities combines a universalist analysis of the moral
imperative of governments to enable all people to ‘flourish’, with more
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individualised attention to the actual set of capabilities men and women
need to do so. For example, a disabled woman of 80 is unlikely to be able
to flourish with the same package of capabilities as an able-bodied 65-
year-old man. Questions about the set of capabilities that older men and
women will need to flourish have not been addressed by Sen or
Nussbaum but provide a way forward for the more philosophical aspects
of emancipatory theory for ageing.

6 Conclusion

In practical terms, the lack of relevant theory or the weakness of socially
approved role models for later life means that in the West older men and
women are ‘doing ageing’ faster than researchers and policy makers can
theorise what is happening. They/we are constructing new boundaries,
new discourses, new lifestyles and new ways of relating to society, but
rarely in militant or conventionally political ways. Gender theory has
been produced differently and in a much more militant manner.

Feminist theory has much to contribute to research on later life. When
applied to life course theory (see articles in Gerontologist, 36(2) 1996), it
allows us to theorise the life course of either individuals or cohorts as a
continuous interaction with changing structures of age, gender, family,
ethnicity/culture and social class. Each of these structures has changing
personal, social, historical and spatial forms which help to structure power
relations and life chances as well as personal identities (Lorenz-Meyer,
1997). In terms of agency, these structures provide a framework within
which older men and women construct their lives and make conscious or
unconscious choices that influence and are influenced by the structures
concerned. In other words, older men and women are not passive victims
of social structures. They resist disadvantage and oppression and their
resistance is linked to the passage of time. In later life constraints on action
may be relaxed (as noted above by Myerhoff, 1992) and greater
possibilities for resisting dominant ideologies of appropriate behaviour
may open up. Long practice in negotiating patriarchy may also come into
its own in later life, leading to new possibilities for older women.
Alternatively, overt resistance may be diffused, either by endurance or
acceptance which can be seen as forms of resistance themselves, and even
by despair which is more negative.
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I have argued above for a more eclectic approach to theory when
researching older people. I have also assumed that the aim of social policy
research is emancipatory and designed to help disadvantaged groups, even
though such a traditional approach is under threat from market-led
policies. An ageing world is a new world and it is unlikely that old theories
and methods of research will be adequate to cope with new developments
and new realities. At present we cannot know how much change will be
needed or in what directions. I argue, therefore, that we should be as open
as possible and ready to consider developments in other branches of social
science, at the same time as trying to increase the effective participation of
older people from all walks of life in theory building and research. As
things stand we have a long way to go.
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