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sic question is, Why have elderly men been relatively invisible?
Four assessments are offered. Beforehand, Bureau of the Census information
is used to develop profiles of the men (and women) within the age band “65
and over.” These demographic sketches are constructed to call attention to

Reprinted from Older Men’s Lives, edited by Edward J. Thompson, Jr., (1994), by permission of
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ibility as built into the maintenance of core

valueg and the rules/ef k production helps reveal how social con-
ions about “ol " and theories addressing the interaction of gender

and age pose in%l search agendas and policy questions.

‘Da types

We are all somewhat aware of the remarkable restructuring of the shape of the
age pyramid that has occurred in the United States over the last century. We also
are somewhat aware of the remarkable shifts that are forecasted to take place
between 2010 and 2025. These are the years when the age cohort of baby
boomers will begin their march into the “Third Age” (Laslett, 1987) and their
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TasiLe 1.1 Life Expectancy at Birth (in years)

Males Females
White Black White Black
1900 48.2 325 51.1 35.0
1929-1931 59.1 47.6 62.7 49.5
1959-19612 67.6 61.5 74.2 66.5
1990 72.6 66.0 79.3 Qx 70.3
N

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1976, 1993a).
a. Black and other nonwhite “races.”
TasLe 1.2 Proportion of Populations Sy@ t@ pereentages) @
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b oomers will prove to be both historic
N

1.1D)«&
repre 1% of the nation and include more than 3 million elders over age
85, an agemany now identify as “very elderly” rather than the twice stigma-
tizing tag “old-olds” (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993b).

Implicit in these changes and hinted at by the growing size of the nation’s
elder population is what each individual man experiences: It is much more
common for men to at least celebrate their 65th birthday. A long life has

become ordinary and predictable. Life expectancy at birth has increased for
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white males from 48 years in 1900 to 73 years in 1990, and for black males
from just 32 years to 66 years (see Table 1.1 for more detail). The proportion
of males surviving from birth to age 65 has similarly increased: from 39% to
76% for white males, and from just 19% to 58% for black males (Table 1.2;
U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1978, 1993a). The narrowing of the marked racial
disparity in men’s life expectancy witnessed from the beginning to the end of
the century is most often attributed to improved nutrition and the,less toxic

eC
living to and beyo '3;

distinct age gre @ exist among
B

With many more me
been an emerging consgi

gorically the sa
(see Table 1

Aumbers and presence and
to their retirements. But as each

tho \‘% Male Population, 1970-1992 (in thousands)

= \/<
M 1970 1992 % Increase

65-069 years ol % 7 3,125 4,478 433
70-7 @ 2,317 3,643 57.2
75-79 years.old 1,562 2,538 62.5
80-84 years old 876 1,446 65.1
85 and over 489 911 86.3
Males, 65+ 8,369 13,016 55.5

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1993a, 1993b).
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year passes, this age cohort represents a smaller and smaller proportion of all
elder males. In 1990, for instance, the young elderly group, as a percentage of
all males aged 65 and older, constituted 62% of older white males and 63% of
the elder black males (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993a). By comparison,
young elders accounted for nearly three of every four elderly white and black
males in 1930. Projections for 2050 indicate that young elders will represent
just 47% of elder white males and 52% of elder black males. The key point is
that the population of elders is itself aging, with increasing numbers, af men in

in mortality over time. Men and women
ing elder population until the 1930s.

minority of elderly are m
Bureau of the Census,
life expectancy, men atg
It is still remarka
toage 85in
just 7% of @

t, but they represented

parison, one in eight eld-

ensus, 1993hb).

more visible in Figure 1.2. As pre-

> women aged 65 and older was bal-
0s. For the next 60 years, however, the sex

a “feminization” of the elder population has

rison, Chin, & Ficarrotto, 1992; Waldron, 1976; Wingard & Cohn, 1990),
the proportion of older women increased at a quicker rate and now
approaches 15%.

The often-cited gender gap in longevity, which steadily widened for the
last 60 years, may have peaked. Projections for the next 60 years (Figure 1.2)
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suggest two ighten considerably, and
(b) the pr 20% of the nation’s pop-
ulatio dto live to fully experience

p into the Third Age, and, much
mo face the life-shortening risks associated

tob

ation, and, amongelders there will be, on average, four men per five
women. Put diffekently)volder men will account for 20% of all males, twice
the shadQw { %w cast, and this older male population will be the size of
eldetly population, a tenacious 32 million. What are the impli-
rly men’s (and women’s) lives? The forecasts further suggest
’s prior “advantage” in longevity will decrease and within 60 years
the numerical ratio of women over men in later life will diminish consider-
ably, particularly for the population under 85.
Although these changes are imminent and will amend the past 60 years’
feminization of the elder population, there is no need to wait until the baby
boomers march into old age or until elderly men cast off their demographic
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invisibility before scholars begin to study older men’s lives. There are already
nearly 13 million men age 65 and older. The minority among elders, and
especially the minority among the very elderly, 13 million older men is still a
sizeable population. It is greater than the number of all undergraduates
enrolled full-time in 4-year colleges in 1992 (U.S. Department of Education,
1992), greater than the number of children living in single-parent families in
1980, and nearly three quarters the size of group of children, in 1990
(Thompson & Gongla, 1983; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1992),\n
times greater than the number of physicians practicing medic

1993a). Mainstream journals and opinion
familiar with these folks, however small

‘Reasons for Invisibilit

\l\} e’ number.
i &I veen the con-

N

nother reason older invisibility is that aging and ageism do not
affect men and s¥omen\equally. From a political economy perspective, it is

true thatol ave a more comfortable, privileged life compared to

olde e same generation. Consequently, when gender is taken
into ¢ ion, elderly women have a much higher profile in gerontologi-
cal reseatch because the view of aging places women in double jeopardy rela-

tive to older men (Sontag, 1972) and because sociological research on
“advantaged” groups has traditionally attracted less sustained attention than
studies of the disadvantaged (Berger, 1963). In this frame, the pernicious
concept of “the aged” is synonymous with a disadvantaged group and thus
more synonymous with the providence of older women than older men.
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Similarly, the organizations, interest groups, industries, professional soci-
eties, and political bodies that make up “the aging enterprise” and serve the eld-
erly in one capacity or another (Estes, 1979, 1993) also furnish ideas about
aging and images of elder men. These are elaborately constructed images
pressed into public consciousness, and the images the aging enterprise has fab-
ricated are just that—"constructed.” To illustrate, for two decades the medical-
industrial complex has profited handsomely by medicalizing elderly men’s lives

and health status of all elders. The sociall
former breadwinners and national leade
health fuels compassion and, of course,

medicalized elderly men’s
than elderly women’s. One
passion” and profiteeri
lous. The everyd

i percelved Well- ,
nsequence, fo :

&3 SN der men’s need for
erventions, becSth % mote concerns when com-
‘@ h&ve inadvertently homoge-
' scholars working in the field of
h notiee to men in late life. Older men’s mas-

ible part of the dynamics of hegemony or,
in the research traditions or contemporary

Q just seven pages (pages 33-39) and characterize this age
in “diSzen u,,. imagery, as if aging is a negation of masculinity: “A primary
devele at task of late adulthood is to find a new balance of involvement
with society and with the self. A man in this era is experiencing more fully the
process of dying and he should have the possibility of choosing more freely his
mode of living” (p. 36). The widely praised second edition of Men'’s Lives that
Kimmel and Messner organized for gender scholars has not one article among
the 56 that directly probes older men’s masculinities. At this point in the
development of gender studies, the masculinities of older men have been sub-
ordinated to the concerted effort to understand middle-aged and younger
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men’s lives, who are, as Ortega y Gasset (1958) suggests, “the dominant”
group. Even when a life course perspective is recognized (e.g., Connell, 1992;
Segal, 1990), the theoretical discourse on masculinities has concentrated on
social practices of young to middle-aged men and, by default, marginalized
the masculinities of elderly men. But, metatheoretically, has the marginaliza-
tion of older men in the scholarship on gender contributed to the preservation
of conventional discourses on masculinity? Failing to acknowledge elderly

but also theory on masculinity.

One can see, with retrospective clarity, how these
helped conceal older men’s lives. My interest is to exa
in greater detail. The task is to advance the concey
pinnings for a more long-term discussio e

© Zhe ‘Relative Comfor
/Nen’s Lives

Often they are imaginé(
group, and compdre

en, they are more
assets, enjoy good health,

es; a5 a group, are lower than younger
» (Lazer & Shaw, 1987). Older men
e more likely to have paid off their home

that havevgotten out of the education business and children’s educational
needs, and so on (Chirboga, 1989).

Older men, compared to older women, would also seem to be at a qual-
ity-of-life advantage even though they are at a mortality disadvantage; their
deaths may come sooner, but later life for older men presents fewer troubles
(Kaplan, Anderson, & Wingard, 1991). Consider, for example, older men’s
living arrangements and marital status. Excluding elders who make up the

< < - + > >

0



© OLDER MEN AS INVISIBLE MEN IN CONTEMPORARY SOCIETY &

Single
35% A Widowed
Widowed 23.7%
10.2%
Divorced ___Divorced
6.1% 2.6%

Single
Married 4.6%
79.1%
Married

70.2%

Men, Age 65-74
FiGure 1.3 Marital Status of Older Men, 1992

SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1993b).

institutional population, such as thos
places providing custodial care, elderly
erly women to live with their spouses.
today are both married and livi
65-74 is a widower, and
owed (U.S. Bureau of the

omed in the nation are
elder women are wid-

d older lived alone in 1992 (see
1.4 for details)(The ptoportions for older men, by compari-

% and 22%, ively. The point is not men’s earlier deaths.
it is their reldtive ussed lives, compared to older women of the
u

age, when livingZrrangements and marital status are compared. Men
are not obhgedg%ﬁrz eir spouses and live alone as often as women. It is
also becaus en as a group are more likely to be married and less
that they derive several other late-life advantages.
e vast majority of older men, the company of a spouse affords
ortunity to enjoy the extension of the life span into the Third Age.
Older men rely on their spouses and report greater satisfaction with marriage
than do older women (Antonucci & Akiyama, 1987). And as Shumaker and
Hill (1991) noted, the protective role of social support is consistently demon-
strated for marrieds and white men. For older men, assets—and not just their
income and pension—are greater, allowing them greater autonomy. Personal
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With other relative With other relative
7.0% 16.4%

With spouse With spouse
73.8% 39.8%

Alone
16.3%

Men, Aged 65+

FIGURE 1.4 Living Arrangements of Older and Wo’ < @
SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of the Census (1993b). &\

care tasks are maintaine
the company of another.

Not surprising! ela advantages to morale and well-
being that the commun a Spouse affor % en does not apply
equally to all pldéf meg\Ww éd to anticipat nsitive to the diversity

ess likely to live with a
in. Among the “young el-
s for each group are 58%, 79%,
ompare men aged 75 and older, and

tesulf of the greater omon of black men who never marry (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 92) d the higher levels of marital disruption among
blacks. easons, the proportion of elderly men who live alone is
hig or 9%) than whites (15%) or men of Hispanic origin (11%).

© Socially Constructed
Jmages of Aged /Men

Visualize the image. The men hold themselves upright and proud—these
middle-aged men whose time of life is shifting from “early” to “middle adult-
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hood” and who are perhaps at a peak in their impact on the world outside the
home. They are the “dominant” generation, as Ortega y Gasset defined the
age 45-60. They make their ideas and aims the pivotal ones in every sector of
society: business, politics, religion, science. But soon they take up wearing
bifocals, their skin wrinkles more, their hair turns silvery, they become
grandparents, they stoop, and they embrace the season of life that Levinson
and his colleagues (1978) call “late adulthood” and, for some, [late, late
adulthood.”

father’s 60th birthday: “I do not remem
seemed to be telling me he\was ing at sixty, perhap
that he need not be a par ure, . . . As it happe
more years, but lived, I'm 0 though it were-a

Television commnye paper presentatjong i
ivi ithe ity nor the suburbs but

tisements fully it
urbane, old nre
“Befdies+are not virile, rather pleas-
e¥eplaced the dark blue suit. As part
rtisements will show that the older

call the metaphorical old man.

Until then, it seems that the constructed images of older men leave these
elders with two strikes against them. First is the prejudice within public (and
professional) attitudes regarding “old age” in general (Butler, 1969; Walsh &
Connor, 1979). Elders—in particular, elderly men—are thought to suffer sig-
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nificant losses: Their occupational role, their livelihood and community of
co-workers, their health and independence, and their masculinity are com-
monly thought to be displaced by aging. The traditional discourses of mas-
culinity and aging separate adult men into two categories: old and all others.
The older man is depicted in a yo-yo fashion, with both positive and negative
content (Hummert, 1990). He is portrayed as interactively and psychologi-
cally involved in more expressive and caring roles within the family. He is

The second strik érceived gend
complete the sentence mm* ...”and then
and his feminiza Older me i

ifro 9 - Images of
\ i Deawk, & V

vecome effemi

en-gre used, howeye wittingly. The degendered imagery of the
an keeps aflpgt a ity and a discourse that sustains younger
mert,/The conventi scoufse describes gender in simply binary terms,
wherein aging diminishes men’s masculinity and, by default, heightens their
femininity oyer %Framed this way, images of age-specific and cohort-spe-
cific mas n ver rise to a threshold of public consciousness. Rather,
the s dction maintains that “old men” are not men at all.
© ‘Discourses in the 4cademy
As the size of elderly female population increased between 1930 and 1990, the

importance of gender and aging commanded greater and greater attention
among academics and policy makers (Haug, Ford, & Sheafor, 1985; Herzog,
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Holden, & Seltzer, 1989; Lesnoff-Caravaglia, 1984; Markson, 1985; Matthews,
1979; also see Coyle, 1989). Ironically, as older women’s lives and their pro-
found needs gained visibility, older men became more marginal and invisible.
In fact, being elderly appears in some quarters to have become synonymous
with being female. For example, in Gender and Later Life, Arber and Ginn
(1991, p. vii) state, “Later life is primarily an experience of women.” Their first
chapter is powerfully titled “The Feminization of Later Life,” because the

akin to “tabloid thinking” (Binstock, 1983
stage to ignore individualdiffer,
the collective level as disa
Kalish (1979) warned tha

ndividuals beset by eo
ion was a for

the aged goes »
a which the popula-
which men’s personal

arce as men, or their relative social
lective.

\¢ %n ind older men’s invisibility is academics’
” &:'4 er women (Binstock, 1983), knowledge pro-
studies currently makes for blinds spots and a lack
men. As Cook (1992, p. 293) warned in an edito-
pist, “If we want the public and the media to abandon the
s—generalities they often make about age and aging and look
diversity among older people, then gerontologists must stop
asking atsitudinal and factual questions about ‘the elderly’ as if they were a
homogeneous group.”

In the sociologies of the life course and family life, elderly men were not
often studied as men but served as the referent point to better understand
late-life families, elderly women’s lives as caregivers, or younger men. Small
wonder then that as much as “wives’ sociology” once informed us about fam-
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ily life (Safilios-Rochschild, 1969), there is a “midlife sociology” that has tried
to theorize about older men’s lives. To illustrate, role-theory sociologies
directed attention to the rolelessness of late life. Retired men were envisioned
outside the “normal” work spaces, and, by default, they were invading their
wives’ space—the family home (see literature review in Brubaker, 1990, and
Chapter 8 in this volume). This early sociological discourse of older men
defined their lives as a period of indispensable disengagement from former,
power-brokering statuses. Older men were portrayed as obsolete ¢ i
a culture that cherishes power; in disengagement terms, the ight\was on

children press on. Dannefe
accumulated decisions

g asculinities

eoretical literature on men’s character in
s) has emerged to explain the psychological

et
late Ji
ort of the j
1987; Livson nthal et al., 1975; Vaillant, 1977). By far the great-
est commQn(d tor in these accounts is the focus on the individual and
ion. Gender is conceptualized as the “male role” and visu-
hstitutionalized practices of men. The common discourse also
proposes'a single masculinity for each developmental stage that men confront
in their life span; thus any diversity in masculinities is age-specific and
accounted for by the underlying developmental processes. This theorizing
targets the men who “do gender,” not the masculinity ideologies (Thompson,
Pleck, & Ferrera, 1992) or the structure of gender relations that organize the
way men do gender (Connell, 1987; West & Zimmerman, 1987).
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Neugarten and Gutmann (1958) and Neugarten, Moore, and Lowe
(1965) envision individual aging as a life journey through socially scheduled
role entries and exits. Strong age and gender norms structure the march
across the life course, and changes in men’s (and women’s) gender relations
are normative for each transition point. However, agreement among theorists
ends on this point. When the literature discussing older men is examined,
two fundamentally different views have been constructed on the “continuity”

of gender across the life span. One viewpoint has proposed a genergl\“discon-
tinuous model” of gender across the life span and a formulat ein the
older man is emasculated by aging. But the common d mong
these authors breaks up. First, these models offer differe yptions about

what determines the changes. Some theorist el 2 and
Huyck—see Chapter 4 in this volume) . ix ' hetic basis fo

the behavioral, personality, and spiritual ¢hanges; others
experiences to structurally induced conflie
changes in expectationsa Sec iscontinuity models

nuances of discontinuity. visualize men expriigticiig dramat-
ically different gendered

f exhibit gende \n\; personalities; on

&'\Q( dthic rupture” by facing a
q

tite different masculinities
Gutmann (1975, 1977, 1987), for
nventional masculinity and femininity

Others do not agree with the assertion that either
increased femininity parallels men’s aging; instead
ere is greater consistency to masculinities over time
1982).

representation emphasizes the continuity of gender experi-
s the life span, particularly as men enter late life. According to the
continuity models, becoming an older man might mean adapting to a new
masculinity, but one not too different from the previous (Neugarten, 1977;
Solomon, 1982). The continuity perspective suggests that men’s gendered
social worlds do not appreciably change throughout the life course; rather,
older men continue to participate in the “institutionalized” practices that sig-
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nificant others expect (Brubaker, 1985; Szinovacz, 1980) and continue to
reveal consistency in their self-conceptions.

Within the available literature on aging and masculinities, change in
men’s character or institutionalized practices is at times thought to be ontoge-
netic, at other times triggered by the individual man’s psychological discom-
fort with aging. Consistency also is thought to be generated by individual
monitoring of psychosocial norms. The discourse is a biographical stage of
life and not the masculinities within gender relations or the masc

on
e sole
rs. Could

rans’ bar, over th ce (Duneier, 1992; Halle, 1984),
efations (see Chafters rough 12 of this volume). What has
oate is an ambig age of elderly men in families and society.
Z and nonessential, perhaps in the way of their

and younger h Is their experience one of exclusion? Is it one of
rekindling the ont cy (see Chapter 13 in this volume)? The scope of
theorizi h both need to expand from examining only conven-
tions-of g understanding the ways in which older men’s practices
ange gender relations broadly.

The therit of examining ordinary men’s lives has become more widely
acknowledged (Diamant, 1992; Heller, 1993), but in the investigations of
masculinities, older men have not been the men studied. Age distinctions in
how adult men embrace manhood, generational differences in masculinity,
attention to gender presentations when similarly aged men engage in a com-
mon sphere of activity, and the meaning of being a man in the Third Age are
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largely outside what is understood and need to be brought in theoretically
and placed on research agendas.

Questions
1. Name the four reasons why older men have been socially invi

2. In what ways do older men tend to have a “quality-

3. What does Thompson mean by the “medicaliza

4.  'What problems result from the failufefo exam
all old men alike?

5. Find a popular culture image of an ol at goes agains@m
1 ore

Thompson lays out. [n tod jety, is your image except
common than Thompsow’ sigiwould suggest? @
6. Make an argume h portance of m n older men’s

. C., & Akiyama, 7). An examination of sex differ-
support amQnig oldéer men and women. Sex Roles, 17,
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