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stigma for the elderly has resulted in a classless view of aging
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-While social éeféﬁtbibgists-have recognized that "the elder-

1y" constitute' a very heterogeneous population, they have had

'limited success when treating the complexities of this social’

gory in thair writiﬁgé ~ This is due, in 5éft— ta. their

rather than .a sacialagicai variable.in their research. This

paper: proposes that the notion of stigma, as developed by Erving

befman (1963); applied to “the elderiy“ takes apartithe.cétegbr?

' by fpcusing attention on.social relatinnships rather tnan on

individual attributes and* therefore _assists in understanding

the sééiél meaning of old agé in contemporary Américan society

K&&itionally; savaeral of Goffman '8 insights on social stigma'.

Stigma. The book will not ‘be adequateiy referenced in this

ﬁéﬁér )

According to Goffman a social stigma “constitutes a special

discrepancy between virtual and actual social identity 3 that isf
individuals are aisére&itaﬁie (potentially stigmatized) if their

PR S S
attributes_make them Less than ‘what' is socially expected forﬁ;the

‘social categories into which they are placed. It is- not the

éEEEiBﬁEé ‘itself that 5faaaaég stigﬁa— ﬁather—-kis is tke reia-

As the e xpectations of others may vary; a spec1fic attribute can

in&iéate stigma or. nprmality.f' Due to the existence_ §f= age-

-

related norms old age is nétvﬁni 7rsaily stigmatized; ;rather;‘

the productibn bf aging stigm is sifﬁatiéﬁaiiy sﬁééifié;

G



' Goffman remarks that while normals act with benevolence.

‘toward the stigmatiiéd* "we believe that the person with a stigma'

iz not quite human ". On the basis'-of »uhis belief, socially

.

' ces of the stigmatized Glder Americans are subject to -an aging .

stigma theory, or ideolog?;,ﬁhich‘ ERplains their infériority and

the possible dangers which they represent, Estes (1979) notes -

one ideology which considers old age to be a special and dif-

ferent péasiém— marked by éventual physical deciiﬁé 'Tﬁiﬁ'séiiéf

leads to policies and progrsms which ignore the complexi tie 3 of -

‘ social life  Estes states: "The decremental focus also en- .

courages policies ‘that apply equally to all social classes while
ignoring rless_populsr programs that might‘highlight the poverti'

‘gtatus of the aged, ‘This aiagaiéaa view of ‘aying emphasizes the

L

simularities (and negative. image) of all older personsv' everybo:

dy, no mattér ﬁhat his or her social class i~ages physiologically _
De- emphasized are the differences across Bex, ethnic, -and.class
boundaries within the ‘game age groups. (1576* f7éi§i- In the -

Eé&im "of social policy,_-the aging stigma theory disregards both

‘individual and’ subgroup differences améng the aged and encapu—

lates a perspecxive which Binstock terms comgsssionate _geism'”

"For . four decades the friends of the elderly told us - hat they'“

‘ ﬁéréfpoor;P.frail‘ socially dependent objects of discrimination

and "above all deserving =~ or in the jargon of economists vic-'

tims of marﬁet'failuré‘-no individual failure (1983 140)

rt

- The aging stigma theory al‘ows for the use' -of . derogatory

~ terms for old’ people in daily discourse without considering ﬁtherA ;

original meaning e.g.;, _old maid;'old codger crone hag. ﬂoﬁ?
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'ever, in addition to imputing a range of imperfections bnﬁ'the
basis of the discreditable attribute; desireble quelities» may

also be attributed to the elderly on the same besis— that of
advanced age. - "Experience“ and “wisdom“ are two such socially

dasirable quelities which may be granted ta an elder even in the

'absence of their demonstretion

Elderly individuele like others with different handiceps

ame "ie 8 ebout the worth of their identity as

tend to hold the’ﬁ
others do. This leads. to deniel of the stigma -- denial of one's
own old age. Thus, it is not surprising that.numerous research

- gtudies have found that tﬁe eiderty tend to have negative Etti::;
tudes regaraiﬁé being Qtd.themselves (Cf. Wast, 1983 Brubeker':.
and ..Povers, 1976) and the réiﬁétehée 6£ j:iébi:iie. Jith a&venc’ed’;
chronoiogicel age to classify themselvee as old. ) |

A variety of responses to the situation are eveilable to the

[

*etigmatired One- respohéé is for the stigmetized -te4,cqrrect

o whatever is the objective besis for. failing. 'In the. case  of

those stigmetized by ege ‘it is not uncommon for individuels'to>

r

lie about thler ege ‘use cosmetics heir pleces and dYes or evenb

undergo plestic surgery in crder te disguise ubjective cthﬁBiBetw

' gibal age : Another response is the attainment of active mastery

efe full time 'work well past the expecte& time of retirement or
v, centinued sex end procreetion into later 1ife* -It is'also.poseiil

ble . to use the aging stigma for secondery géihe i.e., as an

excuse ifor' ili success due to other reasons or es a reeeen: to
: - o * “
é?éi&-éééieivreeponsibility andlviolete eociel.norms. One illus-

Cﬁ.\;




tfation: of - this response is the widow described by Hochschild
.(16555 who avoided 3ury duty by feigning that she wvas: hard of -

" hearing., It is also possibe to view the suffering of the stigma

a8 a -blessing in disguise as does F. S8cott-Maxwell when &he

-

considers aging to be»ﬂa place of flerce éﬁéfgy," and of “wild’

life that is almost incommunicable L (Gadow 1983: 144) And then

there- are those who re assess the - iimitations of normals from .-

their new stigmatized position as 1s the case of those " elders
who remark that thei are now abie to appreciate the beauty of

nature, .a'Béaafy that is overlooked or ‘wasted upon the young who

are two busy to appreciate it T

“Of course;: the actions of the stigmatized will vary depen—~
ding aﬁaﬁ the‘tjpes of social contacts in which they are éﬁgéaéa
',ﬁiked éontacts ﬁay he avoided»complete]y, especially when the’

‘elders are ;unsure of.hoﬁ others may receise them, - it is."ﬁot
:surprising -that“theré is*a'grooth in age‘segregated-'residehées;'
Some ideas developed by Hochschilo in hervstudfnof,thé EEEiremént
‘community of Meirill Court are retevant'heret‘iléhe nofés. that

gome of the widows form extremely close interpersonal relation:}
rships with others outside the retirement community, generally a
“;Adaughter! which Ishe considers to be-'“aItruistic surrender

'Hochschild-goes on'to argue that this type of ge lf“’ther identi—ffw
. - L

: ficatioﬁ is more "probable’ under the following four°conditions (1)"

,relative deprivation, {2y contact with the other.-- the object of

ll'envy, (3. the other must be willing to be surrendered to, i.e.i

" the other. must provide enough information to the elder to make

.-

identification possible and (4) organizational and ideological

supports‘ for altruistic surrender ' The significance of these 7‘
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factoras 18 extremely important in light of Hochachil
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that '“;;;not all young people are liked simply tor their ;iﬁﬁtﬂj

but ohly the young with whom identification can be established:"

(1073: 103)

,Of- course, other forms of social interaction are likely to

occur when the elderly are with “their own;" i: e., other eideri? df

iﬁdi?idﬁéié, Kéé can be the basis for orgenizing life 'iﬁ ié_

forﬁﬁi'ﬁéﬁﬁer* &ﬁ& iﬁ fact; there are numerous organizations such

which are concerned principally with aging iﬁéuéo Such orgﬁni-

zations sponsor publications'which formulaté the ideology of the

eldérli - their complaints,, ’spirations and problems. - Such

' pﬁblications frequently contain information to enable the readers

to become aware 'of who their friends and enemies .éré;. stories -

' nhich document the successes of "piucky o%dstersf“ and tales of

<

the atrocities committed against them. " As expected these publi-

cations ‘do contain eome diveraity of opinion and numerous.-édver;

-Soﬁeu'ﬁéi organize their personal]professional life °around .

Ehé issue of- aging to such an’ extent that they become the “pro—;
fessional :representatives of the aged éﬁ&;‘ thus,_ begin a ;ﬁéa:ﬂf
 career, They are- thﬁs removed from the sphereféf the'étigﬁitiiea
as their failings become thelr strengths aﬁ&,iﬁéi éé&éé- to. be

fully representative of the eiderly. F. Scott Maxweli ho waai

quoted,above; is

'm

tatives® are the speakers and writers who view their own age.'"ﬁ

"éoé in.point " These "professionai represen-

2



somethina worth attention.

. We should also note that the aging stigma has an effect on ’

‘“the wige, “,those 'who - work with or around the aged and those who

are .related to them via aaaiai structure ' Most 'significantly,

- the aging stigma may- spread to those people and they will bacome -

the recipients of what Goffman calls a “courtesy stigma . This
is illustrated ’B¥ a recent article in ghg Qhronical of Higﬁii

_Education in which the author encouraged the readers to make use

of the calendar section of the publication when selecting profes-

"sional meetings-to-attendr : She warned, however “Eliminate to-

- pics thatdiare'doﬁners;. such as aging, these are Bo&nd _to be .
‘aéﬁféssiﬁg’méétiﬁgs.“iﬁrams 1083: ‘567 Thus,:not only is aging a

depressing thing to he'endured Eﬁt it is also ‘a depressing

 The field of.gerontology is also,stigmatizedu
inother”'considération regarding social stigmas of all sorts

is . the moral career of ‘the indiﬁiduéls inﬁolﬁedf ﬁn :iﬁﬁortant

' aspect of .this éareér is the timing of the stigma or of"one‘s
. awareness of  it. Goffman ‘notes four ‘different socialization
patterns; (1) inborn stigma,. for cases in ﬁhich'the:individuals

learn tﬁefnstandards of normals and of their ‘own ‘disadvantaged

rstatus:'at'ﬁthe-same tiﬁe' (2) cases in ﬁhi h the stigmatized'

protected by. others through isola*ionv‘(S) becom-

-l

P
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‘individuals

{ng - stigmati' ed later. inh- lifev‘ and (4) those cases in which

individuals are first reared in an alien community and then must

learn another wa ay of life "f'

It is the third pattern,. BecoﬁinQ;stiéﬁatiied'latér in life

which obvi)usly applies to the casé of aéiné;'Z‘ﬁith.this*pattern




thera ia generslly not - a redicsl reorganisstion of the past for_

the eiders hsve learned about Both the normal and the stIgmetized
ic

long before becoming socially de i However es with other'ﬁ

£
gtigmas which occur later. in life* the individuels mey "have a

lihood of disepprovel of self | As the elderly learn initielly

who th %iare cetegorized with they may feel embivalent for ' the

others, may. heve other ettributés that are difficult to- associate

e

with.

‘e

- of “Deisy,“ a woman who underwent a feceiift in order to preserve

some of her youthful sppeersnce She is a woman of spproximately

50 years old divorced -and a .mother, When she was esked how she

' felt about getting older, her response was . clear'

“Terrifiedfi 7Getting'otd is a very strange. experience .
What 1s so upsetting 1s when the _past starts. to become more

interesting than the. future, and, you don't Know quite how
. to. act _anymore. You. séy - should 1 now behave 1like a
little old lady. "How do little old ladies actually beheve?

'If T start to i1ook. at a man the. way I used to look at them,

sort of fsintly flirtatious, _because I 'm_ incredibly roman- _ -
‘tic; do I make a ‘total ass of myself? Is -that really//a
- little old lady standing behind that -- go I 'don‘t _guite .
- know  how to behave enymore "(WGHB Educetionel Foundstion
1983) : 72/(/ .

B . K] oot . . /.
Dué ;to the smbivalence attached tg//stigmes individuais

frequently .go through en “e‘filiafion cycle W Thus,- elderiy
-~ / PR
individuals may vescillste in their identificatién and pertisipe- ;
/ . . '

‘tion with othir/elders - At times, however, objective turning

./ o . [N

fb_\

poin s ar used es a mechanism for uﬁderstanding one 's current

~

status Socisi gerontoiogists have aiésavéféa ﬁuﬁégaus- turninéfs‘

points for the passage - into old agef‘_tﬁé empty nest, menopause, ;




death of a spouse ~ retirement; hospitalizition, disapbility, or a

e - / T
.apecific binthday (often 70), 1hese events trequently induce
 individuals to think about thamaelves, oEt th1n§s~ out; and

/

ness of the gtigma or otnep/factors assaciated ﬁitﬁ it, The
indiiidﬁals both affiliate and separate with their dﬁng. The
/’

"poor dear hiearachy“ which Hochschild observed at Merrill Gourt

. - B -
is good example of this type of stratification. Additionally,

- /

from my oW “observations at. a: middle ctass sentor center, I

‘noticed that the participante in thé center's activitiea never
referred to themselves as old or elderly,.howevenf they qould‘uae
:the term to Eatéédiiié others with whom ‘they would not;‘Be con-

fdaed. e.g,, an "old Chinaman" in a Chinese travelogue. .

Fﬁitﬁéfﬁdié; stigmatiied ‘individuals are ‘warned against
ti?iﬁf to pass -completely and agsinst"tbtally .accepting the f
;negative attitudes of others, Thus, ‘while someone like Daiey mayl
get a faéelift thefe.ére even limits to which people should go.
ta;"kéép 'a youthful appearance., ' Regarding the ééééﬁtaﬁée of
| negative attitudes it ia‘net uncommon to Eéﬁéiééiosa these quiﬁé
'~6r]‘bumper stickers which rejeét Eﬁé negative image‘ of greﬁlng

old: "I'm not gettinguolder I'm getting better or "I'm not a

dirty old man, - I'm a sexy senior citizen, Sayings éﬁbﬁ as
- ! . a

these indicate that aéiﬁé i situation which can be taken in

stride, | | | .

 The compounding element here 'is that while .many chronologi-
cally older iRdividuals do retain the negative image of old age;

B : - 10. ,J



and Hochechild s&géest that the chronologically sld do not View.
old age _aé a. status to be contrasted with youth or miadle age.
Rather, according to Fontana, "To be old...means £o be conscious

of one's ailments, to pity oneself to become pasaive, to give up

on 1i f ‘“(i977 175 ) selected respo nses f;om hiavsubjects gup-
- port and illustréte these ideas: | “

old is when you'Fe

HJ '

h
wm

- == I think the only thing that makes you

l"f \

Eﬁ

rt|

left alone.” This respondent alsq noted she felt old when

she broke her hip; however, she was able to aiaﬁiaahthgnfééiiﬁga'f

Cthen, - She could  not ‘dismiss the feelings when her husband

died (38)
-- Another squect identifiéd some old people at a senior ceﬁter
as the oﬁés who ";;;sre~not active at all, Some of them 3yst

give up on. . 1ife '(89) ,
-- And another subject cbuié identif? times during vhich she felt
old: | “There were times when I stopped and Enoﬁént;;*ééé;;.ioﬁifé.

really getting old It ﬁés at those times when I didn’'t have'an |

'intereat, I was bored, "(90)‘ ' " . : S
éimilérly, ﬁochschild natea ‘that . the wtdows thgt she éf&died -

to be old.(1973: 5) To the ‘widows; to Be old~was to be “put on.3f
shelf;" “to hsqpfioﬁiéfeet:ﬁﬁ;g i.e., to be alone and iﬁé&tiéé;f‘
_ Aaditignsily;,,Hééﬁééﬁila ,aa;éa that the Merrill Court fesidents.i
would ‘not live s&aafaiﬁ§'t5 agé;ﬁafag‘ when ingerscting among
‘themselvea. They acted freely end spontaneously -~ dancing :orl'

simply é&é&ﬁé gilly -- in the age lsegtegated company,’ Amongv

|
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their own tﬁéy ware ﬁbt iﬁfiuéﬁcéa.by the aging éiiéﬁé.(i§73; 72)

‘This paper proposes that viewing aging in contemporary Amer-
_i’cajﬁ society as a form of ép”ci-éia stigma assists in ﬁﬁﬂéiéiééﬁiﬁi
sone perplesing empirical findings, Furthermors, by examining -

is situationally specific, . This creates the ~possibility that
aging is not universally stigmatized. Further work mugt be done

£o delineate the specific circumstances in which aging is, stigma-

tized and the underlying causes of stigmatization,

e
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