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Overview

“Crisis, Crises of Aging”

In a couple of centuries time, historians who would like to study the cultural life
of our times—end of twentieth century, beginning of the twenty-first century—
might characterize it as a period of “generalized crisology.” They would base their
characterization on thousands of texts, documents, books, articles elaborated on
daily basis in every part of our planet. Also, they would base their investigation on
the work of thousands of institutions of education, research and communication,
and on the production of thousands of analysts, journalists, and scholars who try to
understand the nature of the current “crisis,” contributing through their initiatives to
the elaboration of a complex set of discourses, essays, and studies.

It is clear that future historians will have the luxury of time perspective and depth
in order to analyze our times with serenity and objectivity. For us, who live the
present (turbulent) events, history on-line, as we may say, it is difficult to have a
precise diagnosis because the financial crisis covers the economic one; the economic
crisis predetermines the social; the social feeds the cultural; the cultural leads to
linguistic; the linguistic to esthetic, and so on. One has to formulate immediately the
question: which is the best level, the best point of view from which the crisis could
be approached in order to grasp its causalities, its forms, its trajectory?

The term crisis is an ancient Greek word and it has a lot of meanings. The
non-Greek-speaking people use the term in its first strong meaning: that of non-
functionality. That is to say, we are in front of a crisis when we observe a total
change of normal flow of everyday life or a radical overturning of the dominant
order of things. But what do we mean by normal? In which scale of time and space,
do we consider the essence of normality? Which context gives us the framework and
the legitimacy to name the transition from one situation to another, as a crisis?

However, the second meaning—equally strong—of the ancient Greek word
crisis, is the precise diagnosis of problems of personal or collective life, the
assessment of alternative solutions, the selection of intelligent strategies to face
a multiplicity of obstacles of organized action. This meaning is not considered
with the same attention by the non-Greek speakers. It is urgent both to stress the
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vi Overview

polysemic character according to Greek linguistic origins of the word crisis, and
to point out the relative ignorance of its second meaning in order to go beyond the
negative perception of the crisis. In other words, we need the second meaning of
crisis to go beyond the first meaning. The crisis (second meaning) of crisis (first
meaning) is the basic condition for overcoming the crisis (first and second meaning).

In a period of cultural turbulence, the fundamental aspects of social life—
interactions, norms, patterns, power, production, age, gender—are the best domains
in which a crisis could be detected, analyzed, and understood.

In this spirit, ageing could not be left out of the current crisography. Nevertheless,
a series of questions emerge here. To which degree is it pertinent to approach aging
under the threat of the crisis? To which degree the crisis does modify the analysis
of aging? Or, to which degree the phenomenon of aging is really dependent on the
context of crisis? To which degree the questioning on aging is the same in periods
of crisis and noncrisis?

The dominant discourse on crisis in our global world is economic—financial.
Is there a tendency to use the same analytical tool in the case of aging? Does a
theoretical framework exist that is capable of exploring both crisis and aging? That
is to say, to avoid a simplistic metaphor of crisis in the area of aging? A framework
that instead allows us to be vigorous from a theoretical point of view into both crisis
and aging.

If we accept the economic point of view, crises are almost normal phases, in
the sense that they occur almost in periodic mode (economic history gives a full
description of crises in the European continent, for example) and we expect to observe
their formation and birth in a national and international horizon through a set of
symptoms: poverty, misery, wars, conflicts.

The crucial question here concerns whether the rhythm of economic crisis co-
incides with the rhythm of aging. In other words, crisis and aging share the same
determinants? This means that we have to be careful when we try to establish an
interaction between crisis and aging. We may assume as a first step that in differ-
ent societies, in different periods of time, different forms of crisis coexist, but it’s
an open question what is the mode of their interactions. Of course, if one crisis is
the origin of all the others (ice periods in the Palaeolithic), the sociocultural sit-
uations are more clear from a theoretical view. In our times, however, we could
observe a multiplicity of poles or sources of crises (global—local—glocal, envi-
ronmental, existential. . . ). The multifaceted and diffused forms of crises reflect on
the multiplicity of determinants of crises and their articulation, combination, and
accumulation.

In this perspective, is aging a symptom of a crisis both biological and sociocul-
tural? Or, is it an area of social life capable to reveal a new version for the crisis? Or,
is aging conceived in a new radical way by technologically advanced societies and
its impact as a determinant of future cultures has nothing to do with the economic
crises?

One could object the above thoughts as very general or very abstract. It would be
more productive to formulate some questions on the mode of existence of the aged
human beings, given the fact that all societies have developed a particular (in each
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case) approach for the age groups in their context. So, the questions that should be
posed: What is specific for the age groups (and aging) in contemporary societies?
What kind of challenges are we going to face concerning aging in our societies?
Why do we observe a shifting of terms such as from third age to aging? What
kind of (interdisciplinary) research is necessary on aging? What kinds of policies
are necessary at different levels of governance? It is clear that the variety and the
richness of the chapters of this book do not permit to create an artificial synthesis of
their contents. So, I think the crisis approach could offer a unified overview (uncertain
and limited by nature), and the more pragmatic and comparative questioning could
permit to demonstrate the complexity of aging in the modern world. It is also evident
that the authors have not been invited to answer to the above two “problématiques,”
it is my effort to combine their research in a common base. What is important here
is their contribution to this new and promising domain of knowledge and research.
Finally, each text gives us clues to answer multiple sets of questions. The issue here
is not to arrive to a final and definitive answer but to create a debate in view of the
crucial role of aging taking in consideration the multiplicity of its dimensions.

In order to grasp the contents of the chapters of the book, one might propose a
typology based on themes and questions treated by the authors. This typology could
permit to create an overview of the material of book, but, of course, it cannot cover
fully the ideas, the information, and the discussions, which compose the chapters.

The first group of texts is dedicated to explore the mode of existence of the aged
population in the framework of specific societies of the European level. The mode
of existence is understood in different levels, symbolic, intellectual, and ideological,
for example, but also in more concrete level of behaviors, practices, and networks.

The work of Fjellström and Sydner begins with the abstract issues of dependency
(different forms in different societies) and individualism (the dominant cultural pat-
tern of so-called western societies) and concentrate their attention on the (more
specific) material level of food security in relation to the third age people’s capacity
to sustain their appetite for surviving and their appetite for life. The work of Mair
on networks (family and friends) as social places for the cultivation of social ties be-
tween aging individuals and their environments give us the opportunity to understand
how the individuals get imbedded in the social topologies.

Social networking, as the most accessible (and the most critical) interpersonal
environment in which older Europeans have organized their living, is analyzed by
Litwin and Shiovitz-Ezra, by using the current bibliography and by taking in con-
sideration empirical data of a European Survey. Once more, the importance of social
networks for the well-being in the late life is confirmed.

Paul and Ribeiro investigate how optimism or pessimism has an impact on health,
that is to say how the noetico-psychological state influences health in old age,
regarding the basic epidemiological parameters of morbidity and mortality.

Davidson in his endeavor to explore the life of older men in the United King-
dom, especially those who live alone, found that their sense of masculinity plays
an important twofold role and twofold in the sense that masculinity enables them to
achieve control on their lives and at the same time masculinity becomes an obstacle
in seeking help from the others. In the same field of research, Kuyper and Fokkema
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investigate and try to explain the fact that the aging lesbian, gay, and bisexual adults
are lonelier than their heterosexual peers. Two parameters are considered as crucial:
vulnerability and experiences of social discrimination.

The question of different types of literacy (digital, health. . . ) and numeracy
becomes more and more indispensable for the functioning of “knowledge-based
societies.” But literacy is not distributed in a perfect way. The work of Vidovicová
puts emphasis on financial literacy and innumeracy in preretirement age of Czech
older workers. This work has a supplementary value as it takes in consideration the
global financial crisis. Education is an important determinant in this case too.

In technologically advanced societies, people belonging to the so-called third age
have lost their symbolic and professional capital, as these societies privilege the new,
the young, the innovative, the rapid change, and the obsoleteness. The international
crisis has contributed not only to diminish the social status of older people but also has
augmented the negative factors for precocity and exclusion. The text of Ribeiro and
Teixeira, having as point of departure the case of Portugal and in comparison with
Europe, is focused on the evaluation of the social perception of aged populations
and social groups, in view to promote social policies and changes toward a more
inclusive society.

In the same scientific perspective, Torres asks some fundamental questions on
the transnationalism and its implication on gerontological research. It is clear that in
a multicultural social milieu or trend of contemporary societies (with all problems
of past and present migration waves), it is urgent to study the dynamics of old age
identity and intergenerational solidarity by taking into account the cultural difference,
and to assess the capacities and mechanisms of the states to face these cultural
differences.

In order to understand the present situation of the older generations, it is neces-
sary to compare it with previous one and at the same time to establish the present
situation for future comparisons. For this reason, the research of Agahi and Parker
on cohort change in living conditions and lifestyle among middle-aged Swedes, and
their effects on mortality, institutionalization, and late-life health, is extremely useful
from methodological point of view, and also for comparative studies.

It is clear that we do not expect the above studies to give us a complete or exhaustive
view of the multidimensional presence of aging in our societies. Nevertheless, we
have a set of strong indications on how the aging of the population is being shaped
at the beginning of our century. It is also evident that many determinants (economic,
social, cultural, technological) at a national and international level contribute to the
emergence of a unique phenomenon for the (present and future) aging in the history
of mankind.

According to cultural patterns of our societies (e.g., the limited influence of sym-
bolic and spiritual references on the models of life of different social groups), the
question of quality of life, the well-being, and the psychological–intellectual au-
tonomy of older population are considered as issues of high importance. In other
words, what the third age has lost in institutional and ritual level (in comparison with
other societies), they have gained—until recently at least in the affluent societies—
in number of members of this group of the population and in care and autonomy in
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a material level. It is not difficult to understand why, in this book, six studies are
focused on the issue of Quality of Life (QoL).

Deeg, Huisman, and Terwee present a framework to understand and to measure
QoL. Phellas also provides a critical approach to the conceptualization and mea-
surement of the notion of quality of life (QoL), which is being transformed as a
large number of changes occur not only on different levels of aging (e.g., global
turbulences of climate), but also on the epistemological level (high standards for
the pertinence of scientific knowledge); his theoretical analysis is tested in urban
and rural populations in Cyprus. Diaz-Ponce and Cahill explore more specifically
the dementia and QoL. The issue is of great importance in the European context,
because of the increased longevity of Europeans.

Using different surveys, studies, and experiences and especially the ABUEL sur-
vey (ABUSE among elder people of Europe), two works are presented in this book,
with an aim to give insights how family and support networks aspire (around Europe)
to assure the material and no-material condition for the lives of the elderly (Chiatti
et al.).

The text of Ioannidi-Kapolou and Mestheneos, from the ABUEL Survey, is fo-
cused on the relationships between inequalities in the quality of life: this issue
becomes more crucial as the economic crisis will create new forms of inequali-
ties and accentuate old ones. Finally, in this field of QoL research, Kouta and Kaite
present an overview of the home nursing care of the elderly. They pay more attention
to the elderly people of Cyprus, who in their majority prefer to stay in their homes.

One can assume that the above mentioned works (on mode of existence of elderly,
QoL, and aging) beyond their scientific interest and merit, are or will be very useful
for the decision makers and the concerned populations, in order to elaborate better
founded strategies that will allow them to finally face a multiplicity of challenges and
constraints. Taking into consideration the growing number of obstacles faced by the
modern state to exercise a coherent policy for the older populations, research findings
are valuable elements and points of departures. However, in the book, three works
are more oriented or more clearly dedicated to policy issues. Amitsis discusses the
complicated issues of pensions, the reforms of pension systems in an aging Europe,
under the threat of global economic and financial crisis; the scenarios presented
demonstrate the uncertainty and frangibility of care and support of an increased
number of Europeans.

Very often, the elderly people are considered as a “constraint,” as “an inevitable
obstacle” for the economy. This stereotype, this oversimplification of the social
status of old people, leads to a new challenge: how to transform the “handicap” to an
“opportunity.” At the level of European Union and European Commission (EC), it
is conceived and planned to develop a sector of innovative products and equipment
to be used in order to ameliorate the life of elderly populations. The work of Wahl is
dedicated to this megachallenge. In the same atmosphere, Formosa provides a critical
assessment of policies in Europe concerning (the human right of) lifelong learning
in relation to late-life education. His emphasis on key directives and policies has an
objective to contribute to a more inclusive European social environment.
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Social anthropology or anthropology could provide a large number of documents
and research to demonstrate how societies have understood and faced the variables
age and old age. The main lesson is very simple: variety and specificity. In the last
two centuries, in the European context a certain number of institutions and patterns
have established through a complex set of sociopolitical actions, conflicts, and com-
promises concerning the third (fourth and fifth) age. It is a common feeling that this
period has finished for many reasons (e.g., demographic, ecological, political, finan-
cial) and a new sociocultural horizon, and new milestones for personal and collective
life are going to appear.

The question of aging is one of the fields in which these mega- or meta-turbulences
could be traced. In this spirit, this book might be read both as a symptom of this
transition and as an introduction of the new cultural era under construction, with all
its uncertainties and its promises.

Demosthenes Agrafiotis



Preface

Drawing from a wider range of theory, original research, and empirical sources,
the authors of this book will successfully bring the reader closer into understanding
the multiplicity of aging, its complexity, and the various roles which some factors
play in order to enhance health and Quality of Life (QoL) in older age. The various
chapters presented in this volume will be presenting concerns of pension reforms, the
performance of national systems before and during the economic crisis, the role in
which technology has played upon active aging, the need to establish the importance
of food and food security, the positive role of family and friends, the need to impose
happiness, and participation and activity in later life. The concern of dementia,
disability, and chronic illnesses will also be discussed, as the importance of social
support, financial stability, and the notion of inequality in older age. Additionally,
this high-quality volume of chapters will provide those interested in the topic of
aging a sample of research that is at the forefront of European work on the QoL of
older people. Furthermore, this volume will also present examples from European
societies that illustrate innovative methodological approaches that would be relevant
to professional working with elderly diverse populations (e.g., ethnic monitories). As
policy makers have placed aging high in their agenda, this book wishes to contribute
to the policy, practice, and productive development and to stimulate further more
comprehensive discussion on the implications of the most pressing health, social
welfare, economic and other issues related to aging in various European societies.

Aging in European Societies would be welcomed by students across a wide
range of courses in economics, sociology, psychology, gerontology, and the social
sciences in general. Furthermore, students undertaking undergraduate and postgrad-
uate courses in health studies and health promotion would benefit from reading this
textbook. However, professionals will also be attracted to the book due to the dis-
semination of current practises in health promotion issues and practices in the field
of gerontology.

Constantinos Phellas

xi
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