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To those who cannot (or won’t) age particularly successfully or actively
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What we should avoid … is transforming the old person into the total consumer, making him into a person whom we teach how to pass away the time decently while he waits for his own passing – death. (Fromm, 1984, p 131)


Preface

In 2014 I became preoccupied with the idea of successful ageing and cognate concepts such as positive, productive, active and healthy ageing. It seemed to me that these concepts shared something — a family resemblance, if you like. I found myself wondering: what do these concepts that seek to encapsulate ‘ageing well’ have in common? I had of course come across these concepts before then, many times, but perhaps there was something about another birthday bringing me a little closer to ‘old’ that set off a keener interest in the concepts. I was also aware that yet another ‘Centre for Successful Ageing’ was about to be opened in a local hospital, and I started to marvel at the longevity and prevalence of this concept that had always struck me as bordering on marketing lingo. 

A Web of Science search, using the key words ‘successful’ and ‘ageing’ (or the US spelling ‘aging’) resulted in staggering 2,743,785 hits, despite the search’s being limited to recent publications. It is evident that in addition to policy makers and salespeople who promote successful and active ageing as a way to achieve their aims (reforming old-age policy, selling stuff to older people), academics and researchers have generated a huge corpus of work around these concepts. There are also many academic works that challenge the concepts of successful and active ageing; yet the literature lacks a comprehensive, theory-oriented critique of these ubiquitous concepts. Perhaps this is not surprising in view of the fact that people who conduct research on ageing are one of the vested interests that drive the use of these concepts. 

There is one book in particular that made me quite determined to marshal a comprehensive critique of successful ageing, active ageing, and related concepts. The book is entitled Winning Strategies for Successful Ageing (Pfeiffer, 2013). I found this book so astonishing that I felt I had no choice but to take to task the concepts that incorporate ‘models’ (noun) of ageing — and those who ‘model’ (verb) ageing in the sense of presenting ideas and ideals of how to age well — hence my term ‘model ageing’. The following are selected highlights from Pfeiffer’s manifold exhortations and advice for older adults who want to age successfully.

•‘Successfully aging persons most often like where they live, they know who they are, and they are not alone’ (p 14). 

•‘[Y]ou are now [after retirement] totally portable … you can now live anywhere in the world, unrestricted by job commitments, by college careers, or by where you happen to have been born’ (p 16). 

•‘[Y]ou could continue to work at your job or your profession,
but in a much reduced fashion … you could do some variation of what you have been doing, such as “consulting” in the field of your expertise’ (p 29). 

•‘Now you can go anywhere in the world, for as long as you’d like, by whatever means of travel you choose’ (p 34). 

•‘You are now free to spend more time with [your grandchildren], wherever they live’ (p 37). 

•‘[N] ow is the time to perfect this [spousal relationship], your most important social relationship’ (p 40). 

It is abundantly clear that, for Dr Pfeiffer, ageing successfully is a set of choices that anyone can (and should) make — provided, it seems, that they have sufficient income, a successful professional track-record, good health, a happy marriage and no dependants (note that the grandchildren are to be visited for fun, not living with you or in your care). These prerequisites are not openly stated, but remain for the readers to glean as they consider their ability to fulfil the breath-taking list of requirements for successful ageing. 

The book acknowledges that not everybody goes though old age without maladies: ‘You may be faced with an acute or chronic illness at any time, and your responsibility will be to deal with it aggressively … In order to receive great health care, you have to have great health care insurance. You cannot afford not to have good health insurance coverage’ (Pfeiffer, 2013, pp 55—7). Prevention is stressed: ‘You should get a pedometer to measure how many steps you take each day’ (p 76), because ‘exercise will make you a better all-around person’ (p 173). On page 100 there is an aberrant admission that ‘maintaining happiness probably requires relative freedom from deprivation, pain, and threats’. However, the overall tone of the book is of relentless striving towards independence: ‘Any episode of dependency should be regarded as strictly temporary, to be reversed as soon as possible’ (p 174). No area of life is left untouched, as the drive to age successfully extends to all facets and stages of life, including preparation for a good death. But in the meantime, to age successfully is to remain active in areas ranging from careful selection of hobbies to remaining sexually appealing, an important goal that ‘might also include the use of Botox to reduce forehead wrinkles or any variety of plastic surgery and well-toned muscles as a result of regular exercise’ (pp 210—11). Ageing successfully is clearly an all-consuming, expensive project! 

The book ends with this sentence: ‘We are human, made of the same stuff’ (p 300). Reading these words, I could not but marvel at the thought of how perfectly irrelevant (even offensive) this set of successful ageing advice is, for example, to a grandmother who is the sole guardian of her grandchildren in a run-down inner-city area, or a low-income caregiver of a spouse or partner with extensive disabilities, or indeed for anyone who isn’t already ‘ageing successfully’ along most of the varied dimensions discussed in the book. The ignorance of how the experience of ageing is socially stratified that was demonstrated by this book astounded me. Nonetheless, I am very glad that I read the book. It made me realise that critical sociological approaches to ageing are needed more than ever; popular and scholarly literature contain so many ‘celebrations’ ofwhat are essentially the privileges of healthy, wealthy and socially connected older adults that somebody has to do the nasty job of pointing out the downsides of this obsession with success and activity in old age. (Apologies to Dr Pfeiffer for quoting from his book at length, with such a critical intent: his book is not the only one that I could take to task, but it happens to be a recent one, published by a prestigious university press, and widely available. I am sure that as a robust, successful person, Dr Pfeiffer won’t mind the critique, and might well issue a vigorous rebuttal.) 

Successful ageing literature aimed at a broad readership is just one manifestation of the contemporary ageing enterprise (a term originally coined by Estes, 1979), that is, researchers, business people and policy makers producing and elaborating on a concept that is, for them, a useful reference point and ‘hook’ for research, marketing and policy making. In fact, once I had become attuned to the concepts of active and successful ageing, they kept cropping up everywhere: marketing leaflets for various elder-care services, titles of conference programmes, special issues of journals. Why such ubiquity? Because successful and active ageing are social constructs that help to sell products and ideas to people who are usually already ageing reasonably ‘successfully’, and exclude those who are not fit, or wealthy, or motivated enough to purchase or negotiate for themselves the products, lifestyles and statuses that ostensibly enable successful ageing. The concepts of successful and active ageing can also be used to ‘sell’ policy advice and recommendations, prescriptions, if you like, to entire populations. A perusal of current policy statements produced at national and international level indicates that expectations of active ageing are being extended to concern everyone — despite the differential capacities and inclinations of older adults to buy into the models of ageing that are presented to them. 

The fact that academics and researchers are also increasingly ‘invested in’ the notions of successful and active ageing concerns me. Those who are supposed to be able to take a more critical stance on successful and active ageing ideation — sociologists of ageing, gerontologists — are often co-opted into this enterprise, not the least because markets and technologies aimed at successful and active ageing are now among the few well-funded areas of research open to social scientists working on questions related to ageing. In addition to being a critique of active and successful ageing notions in the business and policy spheres, this book is therefore also hoped to hold up a light for some self-examination among the academic and research communities that are part of the model ageing enterprise. 

Virpi Timonen

22 December 2015


ONE
 
PARADOXES AND PUZZLES IN AGEING SOCIETIES

Puzzlement and curiosity underlie all discoveries and advancement of understanding. The discourses and scripts around ageing are replete with paradoxes, puzzles and contradictions that make me wonder about the ageing societies we live in. Paradoxes, puzzles and contradictions can be frustrating in practice, but they are also ripe material for theorising because they make us ask: ‘why do they exist?’ and ‘what do they tell us?’ — and even ‘whose interests do they serve?’ In the course of seeking to understand seemingly irreconcilable and contradictory phenomena, theory in the sense of accounts of what explains the existence of and relationships between (conflicting) concepts emerges.I will begin by drawing out some of the key paradoxes and puzzles in contemporary ageing-related discourses, with a view to identifying sensitising concepts that are important starting points in developing new critical insights and theory.
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