

Beyond Workaday Worlds: Aging, Identity, and the Life Cycle

                                                                         Sue McPherson 2005

Abstract: In this essay I explore the identities and lives of men and women. Using life story methodology to draw out meaningful occurrences and narratives from their lives, I have emphasised identity within the context of aging and the life cycle. If the narratives seem traditional in some ways, that could well be due to the participants’ cohort membership, through which gender and other socio-economic differences have been shaped. Exploring the place of work and other significant interests in the lives of these men and women provides the basis for reflection on their ways of knowing and telling about themselves, while the individual experiences of retirement – or mandatory retirement – bring into focus changes in society. 

For new generations coming up, concepts of identity and of the relationship between identity and work are important to explore, especially since many men and women may well find the main source of their identity coming not from their career but from other sources, whether they intentionally seek this out or not. Men’s roles, traditionally, have been as protectors of the home, providing for their wives and growing families, while women acted as both practical and moral keepers of the home, and as nurturers for the family. In a sense these roles were ways people demonstrated their manhood and womanhood, in terms of masculinity and femininity. Whereas a man’s vocation was once the main source of his identity, times may be changing. Women have entered the workforce in increasing numbers as women’s roles in society – and in the family – have changed over the years. Many men and women will have the benefit of that all-important source of identity, but many others will not. Now, with a heightened consciousness of the influence of work on identity, and of the practice of mandatory retirement and the experience of retirement itself, we can look to the lives of those who have come before us, as role models or to try and comprehend how life was, and to consider some of the changes that have occurred in society.

Richard Jenkins expresses a persistent theme in sociological thought:

How can we fruitfully bring into the same analytical space the active lives and consciousnesses of individuals, the abstract impersonality of the institutional order, and the ebb and flow of historical time?  How to bring public issues and personal troubles into the same frame? (1996: 26).

Examining the concept of identity in relation to ideas on narrative, the construction of self, and language, while focusing on the lived experience of individuals within society, can enhance our understanding of what it means to be human in a changing world.  The self can be understood, not only as a construction of society or primarily a biological phenomenon, but as constituted through language. Narrative and life story methodologies can provide the means of understanding self and society in a way that acknowledges the importance of language in active association with society's structure, illustrating the dynamics of agency, both individual and collective. Furthermore, as Jenkins states,

Since identity is bound up with cultural repertoires of intentionality, such as morality, on the one hand, and with networks of constraint and possibility, on the other, it is an important concept in our understanding of action and its outcomes, both intended and unintended (1996: 26).

It follows that the individual would be understood to be an active agent, not in society, nor separate from it, but interdependent with it.  Internal psychological and biological processes and external social and historical influences interact, contributing to the development of identity across the life cycle. Jenkins suggests that “individual and collective social identities can be understood using one model, of the dialectical interplay of processes of internal and external definition” (Jenkins, 1996: 25).  In the following pages are selections from the lives of men and women—gathered mainly through interviews—either about retirement itself or the years preceding it. Ideas about work, retirement, and life cycle development are integrated with information from public documents and from stories of actual lived experience – with the approval of all the participants but one, who I believe would not have objected, had he still been alive. 

Work and Retirement

Men and women of today struggle, not just with the transition to retirement but with an awareness of the injustice of mandatory retirement, if not in their own lives, then in the lives of others. Under threat of being kept from participating and contributing to society in ways that suit them best – ways that would also enable them to continue to work towards the culmination of their life potential, they are contesting discriminatory practices.  Just as women became aware of the injustice of their position in society decades ago, and prejudice on the basis of race, ablebodiedness, and sexual orientation came to be seen as socially constructed thus changeable, the naturalness of discrimination on the basis of age is increasingly being disputed.      

People are living longer and are capable of working longer, making the issue of mandatory retirement – the meaning of it and the actual practice – more important than ever to try to understand. Work is not just a means of making life more financially secure, but is a way of spending time that can be meaningful, or a way to gain benefits that accrue from having a recognised status in society that contributes to the individual’s personal and social identity. Work is a major component of identity.

Following are stories of two men, each depicting a different perspective on retirement. John McPherson retired at age sixty after a thirty year-long career in Hong Kong, spending the next twelve years in England with his family until his death.  After thirty-five years at the University of Toronto, John Munro retired at the age of sixty-five, though he has continued to work much as before. 

John McPherson was born in 1874 in Ontario, Canada. In 1905, following education and preparation, he went to Hong Kong where he served as General Secretary with the Chinese and European YMCA for thirty years, also marrying and raising a family. On retiring, at age sixty, he left for England to be reunited with his family. Newspaper articles about McPherson’s retirement indicate that he had had a very active and successful career, was held in high regard, and that he left behind many good friends.  

In 1935, David Au Wai-kwok, President of the Chinese Young Men's Christian Association, eulogised McPherson at his retirement dinner, outlining changes over the thirty years since McPherson first started: 

He has seen the Chinese Y.M.C.A. grown from a little apartment ...to its present spacious quarters…He has seen the membership increased from hundreds to thousands; he has seen even a second generation of Directors and a third generation of members. Above all, he has seen the Y.M.C.A. work being appreciated by the community (Farewell Dinner, 20th March 1935).  

At a gathering in his honour held by the European YMCA, Mr E. H. Munson, General Secretary of the YMCA in South China, spoke of McPherson’s accomplishments and personal qualities, saying, 

For some who can exert their influence upon groups within a community, their services are unique. Mr. McPherson has done that…For a secretary to exert such an influence upon various nationalities is even more unique. This Mr. McPherson has done. For a secretary to exert an outstanding influence upon several generations is something which few have the privilege to accomplish in their lifetime (Services Recognised, 22nd March 1935).

Eloquently summing up, Au Wai-kwok captures the essence of the meaning of achievement, reward, social accomplishment, and personal fulfilment, with a touch of disappointment: 

One may ask at this stage, what is Mr. McPherson’s reward for all his labours?  It is true that in recognition of his noble services, he was decorated recently by H. M. the King with the order of M. B. E., an honour which we all share, but I think Mr. McPherson’s true reward lies in another direction. His reward is the host of friends he will leave behind and the light which will forever shine from the Y.M.C.A., the

living monument of his creation (Farewell Dinner, 20 March 1935).

Returning to England to live, to his wife and daughters, McPherson became a member of a local church, and of other organisations related to his interests. On his death, Gertrude, his wife (my grandmother), wrote in a letter to the YMCA that “he died peacefully and was busy with his many good works up till and during his last day.  He was much loved here and everyone who knew him speaks of his wonderful character and his noble life” (McPherson, G., 12th Jan. 1947).

Three years after John McPherson retired, John Munro entered the world. It was a different time in history, and this new cohort would be the ones to instigate social change in the area of ageing and retirement. While the emphasis in McPherson's story has been on formal accounts of his work and retirement, as given by colleagues in newspaper articles, the story of Munro's retirement has come from multiple sources – from email interviewing, newspaper articles, his own website, and various other academic-related websites.   

Born in 1938, in British Columbia, Canada, and eventually becoming a distinguished academic, John Munro was, nonetheless, subjected to mandatory retirement at age sixty-five and forced to retire, after thirty-five years at the University of Toronto, from his position as Professor of Economics. Pushed out of his office to make room for new faculty, he has had to tolerate doing his work in a cubicle in the retirees’ room, much to his annoyance. His expertise has been recognised, however, and he was able to continue doing much of the same work after he retired, although for far lower pay. His pension makes up the difference, and life continues much as before. As Walkom points out, his main complaint, besides the tiny cubicle he was assigned, has been that “it’s the indignity of being told you have to go” (Walkom, 25th Feb. 2005). Perhaps especially frustrating was the fact that his involuntary retirement occurred so close to the actual ending of mandatory retirement at his institution, almost at a time when negotiations were taking place between government and labour over this very matter. 

Munro had worked diligently at developing his career. He attended the University of British Columbia (UBC) as a student, then Yale, returning to his alma mater to work before going to Toronto in 1968, also the year he married. Although retired, he is involved in academic activities, and continues to direct graduate students doing their PhD dissertations. He travels to various parts of the world to do research and to present papers at conferences. 

Involved in negotiations with the university over ending mandatory retirement, Munro wrote an article in which he states that “the debate about mandatory retirement is fundamentally a moral issue, about human rights” (Munro, 2005).  The publication of the book in which it appears is a most appropriate remembrance of his retirement, along with the international conference, Money, Markets and Trade in Late Medieval Europe, held in his honour at the university on his sixty-sixth birthday, in 2004.  

Munro’s published work in the area of medieval European economic history will eventually be part of his legacy, as will the entire documentation of his career, which can be viewed on his website (Munro, 1999-2005). His undergraduate classes and his continuing direction of PhD students working on their dissertations help ensure there will be a future generation of economic historians. One of his former students, on completing a study about teaching, dedicated it to teachers from each school he had attended, Professor John Munro, U of T, being one of them. “People who teach well” writes David Johnson, “have a lasting influence on their students. A book about teaching should be dedicated to good teachers. This one is” (Johnson, 2005). On his sixty-seventh birthday, 14th March, 2005, the University of Toronto announced the end of mandatory retirement for its professors and librarians, beginning 1st July, 2006, a welcome conclusion to the struggle at this university, and an accomplishment for all those involved. 

Narrative and Life Story Methodologies

The two retirement stories, of McPherson and Munro, reflect differences in historical perspective and cultural norms about the aging process and ageist beliefs. One similarity is that both men’s identities are closely associated with their life's work. Doing the work they did was a vital aspect of their identity. Being known by the work they did – each had had a distinctive career – was also very likely vital to their identities. It would have been important for them to have their work recognised, in western tradition, as being of value to their communities and the wider world, and not only as a source of personal fulfilment. 

Theorising about ageing, Andrew Blaikie explains how examining social structure leaves something lacking: 

Through its stress on social structure, political economy runs the risk of reifying ‘society’, or ‘retirement’, as something ‘out there’ to which the individual must accommodate or resist. It limits the scope for individuals, or groups, to construct their own meanings and destinies. ‘Structures’ in themselves are not replete with social meaning, since older people (indeed, all of us) have identities and views which are immersed in tangible, personally experienced relationships.  It follows that meanings and motives can be understood fully only at the micro-level, and, while the more persuasive studies drawing on the political economy perspective have incorporated this requirement, another more overtly sociological tradition has also emerged. Here context has been the watchword... Attempts to contextual-ise ageing focus on the centrality of human awareness (Blaikie, 1999: 4).

Exploring society through the lives of individuals – people sharing their life-goals, achievements, disappointments, accomplishments, rewards, and sense of fulfilment – can provide insights from many different perspectives. Success as measured by traditional western standards may emerge in alternative forms, from displays of artistic endeavours to ordinary deeds, both shared and individual; and from styles of being to expressions of consciousness.

Explaining an advantage of using life story methodology, Donald Polkinghorne says,

Narrative or stories discourse communicates worthwhile and thoughtful knowledge, although the form of this knowledge differs from that advocated in the received tradition (Polkinghorne, 1995: 9). 

He uses the word story in a general sense, 

To signify narratives that combine a succession of incidents into a unified episode ... In this context, story refers not only to fictional accounts but also to narratives describing ‘ideal’ life events such as biographies, autobiographies, histories, case studies, and reports of remembered episodes that have occurred (p.7).

Language and Style 

In his work on life as narrative, Jerome Bruner tells about two landscapes that he sees as part of any single narrative – one of action and one of consciousness. Landscapes can be understood fundamentally, he says, as what people do and the internal processes that accompany that or, describing the actors in way of explanation, “they hope, are doubting and confused, wonder about appearance and reality” (Bruner, 1987: 20).  People tell about their lives, using what Bruner might call “perspectival narrative language,” shifting from an emphasis on actuality, explained by an omniscient narrator, to the evocation of possibility. The stories illustrate how language is used in the fashioning of identity, including information on what the external influences might be and how language is used by the participants themselves, whether intentionally or not.  

Feminism is a powerful discourse (though in its multiplicity difficult to define), which at the very least has changed the way many women perceive of themselves in relation to men, marriage and motherhood, and work, as the story of Astra illustrates. Born in 1927, Astra said during an interview with me that feminism had changed her life by providing an explanation for her ambivalence about marriage and motherhood. She had taught kindergarten in New York many years earlier, before moving with her husband to London, England, where she continued to work part-time. When her marriage ended, she says, 

I was working part-time, and I carried on, for the next fifteen years, roughly. I had a series of part-time jobs, in community centres, in nurseries, and in a refuge for women who were battered. . . they were in the community or the social services area, which never pay well. . . I was, over the last twenty years, contributing to a pension.  And even then when I finally retired, I was not entitled to a full pension.

Astra has since become involved in volunteering, including working towards peace, working with the dying and bereaved, and co-editing a newsletter for the Older Feminists Network (OFN). Her personal/political feminist identification – initiated in the late sixties in a Women's Liberation Movement organisation, the London Women's Liberation Workshop – is an indelible part of her persona. While the language of feminism contributes to shaping individual and collective responses to experience, it is also a dynamic intermediary that is influenced by actors engaging with it. Astra has developed her own brand of feminism over time through pursuing her own interests, which include writing poetry on such topics as life with mother (Astra, 2005), and ageing and ageism (Astra, 1990), a book now translated into Japanese. 

Another woman, during an interview, had emphasised the importance of duty in her life as a wife and mother, along with the goals of achieving self-satisfaction and maintaining independence. Through this process of self-reflection, thinking about what she believed was expected of her and what she wanted for herself, Molly McConville, a London woman, revealed her hopes, doubts, and attempts to make sense of her life. Questioning ideas she had learned as a child about the roles of married women, now, as she grew older, she seemed to be under the influence of a combination of both traditional and modern expectations of marriage and work, as many of us are. 

Leaving school at seventeen, Molly went to work in offices doing clerical and secretarial work. She was happy going out to work, and looking forward to one day being married and having children.  Many years later, married with school-age children, the opportunity came for her to go to university. Molly had given up her part-time job to take care of her mother, but in time, instead of returning to work, she decided to do something different with her life. Finishing university at age forty-one, Molly taught secondary school for ten years before taking time out to live with her husband in another country. When she returned to England she went back to teaching until she retired, at age sixty-one.  

Since retiring, Molly has volunteered in different capacities, and has returned to the field of education, occasionally doing exam marking. But she says,  

I’m not totally settled in my life of half-retirement, but I still don’t feel in any way sidelined by life or by people.  I still feel that there’s plenty I could do out there – not to earn money, necessarily, but to be active in the world....Living in London there’s always something that comes your way, that you feel you could or you ought to get involved in and do something.  It’s always there – around you.

Unity, Continuity, and Contradictions

During an interview in 2004, Sheila Williams of London, England, said to me, “I’ve lived many lives.” Sheila had worked most of her life but in different areas – in colleges and also in community work, and she had raised children from her marriage. Lives – and identities – can seem to be more fragmented when there is no single title that encompasses all that person has accomplished, produced, and participated in during their lifetime. Sometimes, a sense of continuity is missing. There may not be a continuous line of development that follows the accepted norm or what traditionally had been seen as the norm, whether for men or women.  Although expectations may have been based originally on familiar patterns, even if they include performing what used to be considered the opposite gender role, lives as they are lived can sometimes be difficult to integrate into a meaningful whole. 

It is expected in our society that life experience can be integrated and that our lives should make sense, even though different realities can often collide within any one person’s life, among individuals, and between groups. Commenting on the quest for personal and historical stability,” Bruner suggests instead that “Life is not just one self-sufficient story after another, each narratively on its own bottom” (Bruner, 1996: 143). Nigel Rapport, writing on contradiction, symbolism, and American immigrants in Israel, upholds anthropologist Mary Douglas’s view that, rather than accept contradiction and ambiguity, humans possess a “common urge to make a unity of all their experience and so overcome distinctions and separations in acts of at-onement” (Douglas in Rapport, 1997: 656). The life story can be a means of accomplishing just that kind of unity – a telling of a life in a way that renders it coherent. If there are inconsistencies, these can be smoothed over, and meaningfulness preserved. 

As with linear thinking, dichotomous patterns of thought and coherence, continuity is seen as normal, and usually as being more meaningful than discontinuity or separation.  In itself, continuity is neither bad nor good. It can be useful, for instance, in making predictions, as in Deborah Smith’s (2004) article on volunteering and retirement, which shows continuity among volunteers pre and post retirement. From Erikson's stages of life perspective, along with a subjective sense of identity, continuity is seen as a major component of identity, there being an observable quality of personal sameness and continuity, paired with some belief in the sameness and continuity of some shared world image” (Erikson, 1975: 18). 

Mary Catherine Bateson, referring to her own life experience, wrote that “continuity is the exception in twentieth-century America, and that adjusting to discontinuity is not an idiosyncratic problem of my own but the emerging problem of our era...In may ways, constancy is an illusion” (Bateson, 1989: 14). Her aim was to make sense of interrupted and discontinuous lives of the “composite life,” illustrating the importance of responding to change and learning to adapt (p. 231).

Rapport's approach to contrarieties, in a study in an English rural village, was to attempt to connect with the experience of his research participants without giving in to the apparent necessity for coherency. Rather, he explains, “complexity, inconsistency and contradictori-ness were my watchwords, and the way these suggested a picture of society and culture to be a muddling-through; also a picture of an individual as a muddling-through” (Rapport, 1997: 666).  Instead of a straightforward telling of a life, here were moments when interpretations of past and present contradicted one another, and times when conscious lives moved with intensity from moment to moment. Bateson, also, is aware of the existence of discontinuity in people’s lives, though her approach is to try to understand “how women make sense of interrupted and discontinuous lives” (Bateson, 1989: 15). Finally, Charlotte Linde emphasises the necessity of coherence, seeing it as “a social obligation that must be fulfilled in order for the participants to appear as competent members of their culture” (Linde, 1993: 16).

Alternative Discourses of Identity, Aging, and Personhood

Erik Erikson’s life stages model of psychosocial development, depicting human development from birth to death, reflects the normative standard based on men’s lives (Erikson, Erikson, and Kivnick, 1986: 36). Erikson suggests that certain goals must be achieved at a particular stage of life, for instance, identity must be formed at adolescence before the person can move on to the next stage. His model, based on men’s experience, while explaining that choice of vocation is part of the person’s development, seems to downplay the significance of working life to one’s sense of identity, while overtly focusing on inner personal development. It might be that, because people live longer and are capable of working longer, or perhaps because of the economy, the idea of work – the meaning of it and the actual practice - has become more important than ever. Women re-entering the work force after raising a family, for instance, might undergo changes in their identity – how they perceive themselves, and describe who they are. Although many women now fulfil what once was the male standard of career-achievement, there are many other women—and men—who do not, and whose identities do not rest upon these traditional standards. 

The relationship between work, identity, and social status is a contentious issue. Bill Bytheway points out women, the unemployed, people over pensionable age, and older workers as just some of those affected. “Participation in the labour market still remains a major determinant of status and identity in modern societies,” he says.  “Paid employment grants us activity, mobility, experience and expertise, as well as income.” (Bytheway, 1995: 52). Volunteering can be a source of wellbeing and status for women, although women with a feminist consciousness might perceive of it differently, questioning whether it constitutes “slave” or at least unpaid labour, and whether the voluntary sector is a space mainly for women (Donoghue, 2001: 9). 

In 1963, Betty Friedan wrote the Feminine Mystique, a book which is now regarded as one the major influences in the women’s liberation movement. Later, she wrote about ageing, noticing that the experts wrote about “the problem of age” the same way they had written about women twenty years earlier. In an article on this topic, she explains how she reached this point in her life, proclaiming, 

There’s a breath of fresh air when we suddenly stop dealing with the aged as crocks and deal with them as people who might be productive…Freed in age from certain constraints of biology or role that previously imposed on the personality, personhood can emerge as a precious theme in this new period of life, just as personhood has emerged for women in the last twenty years (Friedan, 1987: 124). 

Margaret Urban Walker, whose ideas build on the thoughts of Erikson, Bytheway, and Friedan, defines retirement as “the cessation of the adult role of worker,” and in our society, she says, “the retired person surrenders not only a job, but eligibility for a centrally valued moral and social identity” (Walker, 1999: 104).  The autonomous individual self-defined through the achievement of a career tends to devalue the experience of many women. Women’s work in the home, caring for children, and conducting volunteer work do not add up to a career, and at the end of the life course is what Walker refers to as an “unmapped space.” Jobs and careers in the “real world” provide credibility and legitimation, both before and after retirement, a status often denied to those who did not follow this path in life. Thus, 

the apparent assimilation of women to the male-identified model of ‘career’ followed by ‘retirement’ may then function ideologically, concealing the reality of continuing work by older women that society compensates neither materially nor socially” (Walker, 199: 105).  

A possible alternative to viewing life in terms of career, she says, is to look at our lives in different ways; we can remember the meaning of our being part of “a relationship, a family, a political movement, a partnership, an enterprise, an institution, a creative process, a ritual event,” thus sharing vital images of life from our different communities (Walker, 1999: 108).  

Real Lives: beyond workaday worlds

The complexity and contradictions of life are often understated in the stories we tell about

ourselves, and there is good reason for that, as Rapport suggests: 

...if language, its verbal categories and names, can be seen to be an attempt symbolically to define, make singular, limited and congruous what at the same time we know to be multiple, unlimited and incoherent, then contradictoriness is at the very heart of our humanity, of what makes us human (Rapport, 1997: 670). 

Robert Atkinson explains our story-making capacity, saying, “Our modern experience reflects the thousands of years of experience our ancestors had before us, struggling and adapting to the circumstances of their existence” (Atkinson, 1995: 39). His interpretation of the significance and purpose of the life story includes this key feature: 

Whatever form it takes, a life story always brings order and meaning to the life being told, for both the teller and the listener.  It is a way to greater self-understanding, a way to leave a personal legacy for the future (p. xv). 

Rapport and Atkinson are alike in their ways of perceiving how life is for human beings, especially as they grow older, even though the ways that lives can be presented are diverse. As suggested, one purpose of such stories is to have them make sense, with an additional purpose of leaving something behind for the next generation. Pursuing the idea of a legacy, John Shotter draws on A. MacIntyre’s idea of “a living tradition” which, “rather than supplying ready-made solutions, supplies only the resources (the ‘tools’ and ‘materials’)” (Shotter, 1993: 8). Thus, where there is “a set of intrinsically two-sided ‘topics’...or dilemmatic themes,” there can be many ways that people have of formulating their own lines of action providing there is access to a “living ideology” of contrary themes (pp. 12-13.) 

Displaying stories of diverse lives is a way of coming to know realities both focused and diffuse, continuous and interrupted, ordinary and exceptional, and traditional and non-conventional. Although the development of identity is often work-related and starts in young adulthood, modifications or transformations can take place at any time during the life cycle, and indeed, during any time of social change. As men and women grow older their own personal history and number of life-cycle changes grows, including their experience of work. This, together with perceptions of their lives and of social change they have experienced, is the basis of the invitation for readers to hear their stories.    

Life stories by Sue McPherson, of individuals mentioned in the essay, may be viewed on the 

website Diversity in Retirement: http://www.DiversityinRetirement.net :

John L. McPherson: http://www.diversityinretirement.net/DMR/JohnLMcPherson.html 

John H. Munro: http://www.diversityinretirement.net/DMR/JohnMunro.html 

Astra: http://www.diversityinretirement.net/BeingSingle/AstraB.html 

Molly McConville:  http://www.diversityinretirement.net/AlternativeWorkLives/MollyMcConville.html
Sheila Williams: http://www.diversityinretirement.net/DMR/SheilaWilliams.html 
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