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PREFACE

Existing texts in social gerontology generally focus on summaries of current and
classic research and theories in the field of aging. Most give limited, if any, atten-
tion to the uniqueness and value of a social construction/social context approach
to the study of age and aging. This book seeks to unfold the depths, richness, and
breadth of such a perspective. The text emphasizes the social structural influences
on individual decisions, values, behaviors, and experiences as we age. Throughout
the book we examine the extent to which an individual’s opportunities, choices,
and experiences are a product of two forces: the unique characteristics of the indi-
vidual and her/his position in a social structure. We also analyze the differing cir-
cumstances under which the weight of those influences varies. The strategy of
acknowledging individualism and contrasting it with a sociological view, then
encouraging a “step back” from the individualistic point of view, is designed to
enhance students’ ability to see the play of social forces in any given issue or indi-
vidual experience of aging. The process of stepping back makes possible a greater
understanding of the extent, nature, and implications of the social meanings and
experience of age and aging. Explicit reference to social construction processes are
made throughout the text, as we review the “two major topics in the sociology of
age: aging over the life course as a social process, and age as a structural feature of
changing societies and groups, as both people and roles are differentiated by age”
(Riley, Foner, and Waring 1988, p. 243).

In our teaching experience, most students can relate easily to aging through
their personal experiences and those of their social networks. Seldom, however, do
they easily grasp the implications of the aging of societies or the way that the
dynamics of aging work to reshape the major institutions of society in critical
ways. It is this larger perspective on aging that we wish to add to our readers’ intu-
itive understanding of aging—and to correct some misunderstandings that they
may bring from their personal experience about what it means to grow older.
Since human aging does not occur in isolation, it is critical to examine its interac-
tions with the surrounding society, showing how we shape and are shaped by the
social contexts in which we grow older.

We use two major vehicles—discipline-based chapters and special “applying
theory” inserts within chapters—to present major theoretical and analytical
frameworks from social gerontology and the core disciplines which inform the
field. Theoretical perspectives throughout the text are connected to age-related
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issues and problems such as retirement, health care, and economic inequality.
These analyses explicitly look at the varying questions, assumptions, and conclu-
sions that accompany different theoretical viewpoints. We take a broad look at
societal institutions (such as the family, the economy, employment and retire-
ment, politics and public policy, and social services and health care) that affect
older adults and are affected by the aging of our society. Students will acquire tools
for analyzing social issues and societal institutions from different theoretical
points of view and different ideological frameworks from reading these chapters.

The emphasis on theoretical perspectives and the underlying theme of social
context are two important features of the approach taken in this book. A third
guiding focus is on the crosscutting of age with gender, race, ethnicity, and social
class. One manifestation of this focus is the consistent discussion of heterogeneity
and diversity among the older population. These discussions of diversity in later
life allow a reformulation of the basic questions in the field—away from the ques-
tion “What changes does aging bring about for the typical older person?” to ques-
tions such as “What are the variables on which older people differ from one
another? What are the patterns of difference on those variables, and why do those
differences exist?” Consistent discussion of diversity among older people, and of
how it is patterned, helps to further illustrate the fact that the experiences and
meanings of age and aging are socially constructed, and are not predictable results
of a set of fixed physiological processes.

Teaching with This Book

This book is directed to undergraduate students in social gerontology and sociol-
ogy of aging courses. Because we have included chapters on physical and psycho-
logical aging in Part I, the book will be appropriate for multidisciplinary survey
courses in gerontology, especially those taught from a sociological point of view.
The inclusion of these chapters broadens the usefulness of the text, and allows a
discussion of how the important influences of both psychology and physiology
interact with social forces to shape the meanings and experiences of aging. The
biology and psychology chapters were written by experts from those disciplines;
the third chapter in Part II is designed to place biological and psychological
processes of aging in a social context.

We have also included some special pedagogical features that we think will
help students to absorb critical theories and concepts. First, we have interspersed
among the chapters six “speculative essays.” Each one is on a lively topic that takes
the basic ideas from one or more chapters and moves beyond the usual questions
about human aging. These essays are written to encourage students to apply ideas,
concepts, and theoretical frameworks on aging to substantive issues in creative
ways. By moving beyond the traditional aging literature and topics, we hope to
challenge students to think about aging (not just old age) as relevant to many
aspects of their current and future lives and careers.
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A second teaching feature is a series of within-chapter inserts focusing on the-
ories in the chapters of Part III, Social Institutions and Aging. Each of these
“Applying Theory” inserts augments theoretical presentations in the discipline-
based chapters from Part II, and is applied either to an individual’s own aging or
to policy or practice. Thus, theory is presented to students in a far more practical,
insightful, and interesting way than is usually presented in other texts. Placement
of these theoretical inserts is coordinated with the material being presented in the
chapters; for example, modernization theory is discussed in the chapter on
demography, exchange theory in the chapter on families, and disengagement the-
ory in the chapter on retirement. The “insert” format gives instructors greater flex-
ibility as to how, when, and how fully to utilize these applications in their teaching.

Third, we have highlighted key terms in each chapter by using bold type when
they are introduced and defined. These key terms are listed at the end of each
chapter and are also defined in a glossary at the back of the book for review and
study purposes.

Our purpose in writing has been to provide a new type of textbook on social
gerontology/sociology of aging, one that is neither encyclopedic in its coverage
nor overly weighted down with jargon. We hope that we have conveyed the excite-
ment we share about the dynamics of aging within a changing social world. From
our point of view, it is and should be much broader than just the study of old age
and older adults.
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