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ABSTRACT

A Study of Gendered 'Aging’ in Life-Course Ageism Society

Chun, Myoung Ja
Department of Women’s Studies
Graduate School of

Sungshin Women’s University

This paper focuses on the conceptualization of the discoursed meaning of
‘aging’ in this life course ageism society as women’s experience. By uncovering
the discourse through women’s voice. this paper searches out a possibility of
transforming power structure of discourse.

All the interviewees on this research understood ‘aging’ through
‘experiences’ and ‘'memories’ imprinted in one’s concrete context. That is, the
meaning of ‘aging’ could be captured through women’s diverse and concrete
realities. Reorganizing women’s experiences through discourse is already an
interpretation. Thus, this research is about understanding the power structure of
discourses through women’s experiences. As this society make discourses
negatively on women’s ‘aging’, hearing women’s aging through women’s voice
would be uncovering the structure and context of the discourse. Women
experience within these discourses and from these experience women became
agency.

Negative discourse formula of women’s ’‘aging’ in Korean society give
warnings to women to bear up ‘feminity’ and keep fitness of "young body’.
however women contextualize one’s body through their own experience.

Women's experience of ‘aging’ varies as they are situated in different social



positions(sex, age, race, class, region etc) and the context of “aging’ varies within
their concrete ‘living conditions’. Therefore, women'’s differences in comprehending their
‘aging’ makes a fissure in this unified life course ageism society.

Based on this thinking. this paper focuses on the lives of women in their
40s and 50s. Focusing on the experiences of women who have situated as
‘middle age women’ in gendered “aging’ discourses. this paper tries to examine
how this society interprets women'’s “aging’. The conclusion of this research is as
follows;

First, age’ in Korean society prescribes personal identity and delimit social
position. Grasping ‘age’ is important in making relation with other as it is an
embodiment similar to embodying gender. Utilized as a control device in
people’s life. age serves as an ‘universal’ standard for individual who live in a
systematized life course society based on ’biological age’. People live within the
limits of “aging’ and try to bear "ordinary” life fitted along with this "age’ based
life course. In this life course ageism society, every individual interpret other
people’s socialized experience as one’s own. Thus, women’s experience
emphasize the social discourses of ‘aging’ and from this process women could
differentiate things between she chose and not. Through their life course, women
confronts the situation of being aware of "aging’ rather than be aware of "aging’
within this culture of ‘aging’. Be it out of its imaginative power, individuals
keep their social order by interpreting experiences and reorganizing discourses.

Second. this capitalistic patriarchal society ‘'commercialize’” women’s “aging’.
In this patriarchal society, the power of capital has made women’s body a
commodity and also an agency of consumption. Mass media are keep sending
images of “scientifically and systematically’ controlled women’s body and enforce
women to keep themselves ‘a body with competitive power’. Thus, women in
their middle ages become targets of this consumer market’s strategy. Through
this ever growing industries of plastic surgery and cosmetics women find way

to control their ‘oldness” and “youthfulness” as a choice.



Third, the discourse on the 'middle age women’ are being categorized
through ‘middle class’. The representative term for ‘'middle age women’, for
example, ‘empty nest syndrome’ and 'menopause’ were made by and from
middle class women. As for women interviewees from this research "body” was
a ’laboring body to arn one’s bread and living’ rather than a place fulfilling
"feminity’. To consume mass media’s ‘body shaping’ commodities, women needs
‘money’ and ’time’. However, women spent most of their time in ’labouring’
and women who have little resources earn money relatively low. Thus "middle
age women’ discourse covers up the manifolds of women’s contexts.

Forth, women’s construction of their experiences is done through the
selection of ‘'memories’ and “interpretation’. Women empower themselves through
‘aging’ experiences as they interpret their relationships and lives. The problem
that arise from women’s aging is not the aging of women’s bodies but the
existence of the social structure that puts women in the crisis of the ’future
without vision’. In this sense, women’s bodies become a means of survival in
the power grid of patriarchy. Women interpret their lives as they embody
concrete realities through their bodies. Women give a meaning to youth and
aging through their experiences of youth and aging and hope for a society
where they would be able to display not their youthful bodies but aging bodies.
It is a wish to move from a society of life course ageism that force women to
maintain ‘-fulness” to a society where individual can desire and live fully
regardless of age. Aged is not a state of "have gotten old" but a process of
continuously aging.

Nevertheless the limitations of this study are as follows. This study focuses
on women’'s aging within a boundary of ’'normal family’ centered on
heterosexual marriage. As a result, this study does not deal with the aging of
women who exist outside the patriarchal social system. Furthermore, the study
on aging must pay attention to not only to women in their 40-50s but also other

ages and different contexts.
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