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Aging (Ageing) and Retirement: life stories on the internet

Sue McPherson  2004 (revised 2005)

Abstract: The goal of critical theory, according to James Bohman (2001: 101) is “to initiate public processes of self-reflection.” Putting this thought into practice, I have developed a research project that reaches across the boundaries of academe and the public sphere, bringing together diversity of life experience, which will contribute towards creating the reflective conditions necessary for changing self-understanding and ways of understanding others, and which acts as social criticism. The website Diversity in Retirement, created for this project, has at its centre life stories of men and women grouped according to three themes, The Dilemma of Mandatory Retirement, Alternative Work-Lives: Retirement Possibilities, and Being Single, themes relevant to today’s world, in which the lives of individuals and the structure of family and work are undergoing change. The aim of critical theory, Bohman suggests, “is not to control social processes or even to influence the sorts of decisions that agents might make in any determinate sort of way” (p. 100). The purpose of this project, as it develops, is to represent multiple perspectives and lives which, together with information on the project’s methodology, explanations of the main issues, and links to additional material on the internet, will be a source of reflection for visitors to the site.  
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“If people are interested in you as a person, it’s always more fulfilling than people who walk by on the other side. There are rather a lot of selfish people who live in their own little world, and you mustn’t disturb, you mustn’t ruffle it, whereas I like to think that anybody can come and chat.”  

In 2003, I began a project which involved interviewing men and women and writing their life stories, to be displayed in collections according to a particular theme, providing an opportunity for visitors to the website to read about the lives of others – people who are middle-aged and older. The quote at the beginning of this paper is by one of the participants, spoken in response to my question on how she liked being interviewed, but as it happens, her words also reflect my thoughts on the life stories and this project. The greater the variety of life stories and perspectives, the more of a challenge and the more value it will hold for visitors to the website. 

The practical part of this project consists of the website, Diversity in Retirement. Theoretically, the project is guided by the kind of critical thinking expressed by Jurgen Habermas, David Couzens Hoy, and James Bohman on communication, self-reflection, and social critique. In this paper, I will bring together these two aspects of the project – the functional and the theoretical, focusing on the theme of representation and difference.

This project is taking shape as it progresses. The name given to the approach I am taking is the “Interactive Research Design,” as described by Joseph Maxwell (1996), by which a fixed design is not followed but each component of the research interacts with the others. Instead of beginning at a fixed point and progressing through a number of predetermined steps, the research can be said to unfold or develop, components modified if necessary in response to new developments.

For the first collection on the Diversity in Retirement website I started interviewing men and women from Canada, the United States, and the UK about their lives but also for their views on the controversial matter of voluntary and mandatory retirement. My aim has been to bring together real people with their own life experience and perspectives on this complex social issue, usually from their own standpoint. At the time of this writing, there are several life stories in this particular collection, of both men and women, together with their comments about retirement and mandatory retirement.

Originally I had planned to have a separate website, Women Growing Older, which would be about women’s lives only. Women’s life experience can often be different from men’s, in ways that reflect their lives as women, and a framework that worked for men, such as the theme of mandatory retirement, might not apply to the lives of women to the same extent. The policy of mandatory retirement would have less impact on the lives of women of earlier cohorts who never had jobs or careers from which to retire, or on women whose work was part-time or who combined a career with raising children. As it stands now, Diversity in Retirement is the only active website.

At the centre of this project are the life stories. My aim, in each instance, has been to write a life story that is satisfying—or something more than that—for the person it was about and for others in their lives. I would hope that it has been meaningful to them and reasonably accurate in its depiction of them. If it gives them the opportunity to talk about what is most important in their lives at this time, so much the better. Finally, I hope the life stories provide readers with some insight into their own lives and the lives of others, and into social issues in their world or social history not too far in the past. There is a wider purpose to the stories, however. As part of an undertaking of critical inquiry, the goal, in terminology used by James Bohman (2001: 101), is “to initiate public processes of self-reflection.”

Bohman sees testing theories—i.e. acts of social criticism—as crucial to determining their adequacy in a practical sense. He suggests a “reflexive emphasis on the social context of critical inquiry and the practical character of social knowledge it employs” (p. 99). Both of these, he says, “are necessarily perspectival.”  In the project on ageing and retirement, the pluralism of perspectives—in relation to the theme of mandatory retirement, for example—is for the most part based on participants’ own experience and expectations. It is the life story that widens our understanding of their views. 

Responding by email to the invitation to participate in the project, one person said, “Yes, i [sic] guess there’s no reason why i shouldn’t... though whether i have anything of value to say [on mandatory retirement] is another matter :-).” Often, it is the life story that provides the background information for a more in-depth understanding of the participant’s perspective. It is usual for people to speak from their own standpoint in society, though it cannot be assumed every person does so. But even people who share the same views on the theme topic can arrive at them through entirely different paths, which again points to the importance of the life story. 

Placing the stories on the world wide web is the beginning of the real part of the social criticism. The use of the internet to share information and knowledge is becoming a widespread phenomenon in many countries throughout the world, although access for some may be limited. But in general, the world wide web is a convenient, practical means for 

sharing information and ideas, one which is increasingly being made available for people of all educational and socio-economic backgrounds, not just those with special knowledge or education. The goal for this project, as it develops, is that it will represent a diversity of perspectives and human lives which, together with additional material on methodology and the project itself, and links to relevant material on the internet, will be a source of reflection for visitors to the site.  

In the collections of life stories, the identities of the participants are not confidential.  Unlike earlier research I had conducted, in which maintaining the anonymity of the participants was vital to the research, the real names of the participants in this project would be used in the story of their life. Each of the participants gets to have input into what goes into their life story and whether, at the end of it, it is what they would want to have posted on the internet. The life story comes together from the transcript of the interview, or from the data from the email interview, with brief quotes and the occasional lengthy excerpt incorporated into it, as appropriate. 

The aim of this project is to present a social issue, or a collection of life stories on a particular theme, from different perspectives. The collection The Dilemma of Mandatory Retirement is intended to draw attention to a variety of perspectives and standpoints on this subject, and to the fact that there probably are many more as yet untold perceptions. Alternative Work-Lives: Retirement Possibilities is the heading for life stories that may bring into awareness connections between retirement interests and earlier work experience or other interests in the person’s life. The Being Single theme, which includes life stories of the single-again as well as the never-married, also includes the life story of a fictional character, Ebenezer Scrooge, from A Christmas Carol, by Charles Dickens.  

Life story and narrative methodologies, within the disciplines of sociology, psychology, and education, are becoming well-documented although variations of procedure and research design are common. In exploring theoretically and methodologically the challenge of taking into consideration multiple perspectives on a given subject, and particularly because of these circumstances in which the participants’ identities are known, I discovered that researchers writing on the subject do not always see a scholarly analysis of such stories as being necessary. Sociologists Anselm Strauss and Juliet Corbin allow that some researchers believe that “the researcher’s task is to gather the data and present them in such a manner that the informants speak for themselves” (Strauss and Corbin, 1990: 21). Thomas Barone argues in his article on life story writing that sometimes, “some stories deserve their own space, with inviolable boundaries surrounding the message” (Barone, 1995: 72). Rather than analyse the lives of each of the participants on an individual basis, he says it can be preferable to present the data in ways that are informative without the analysis. Displaying stories in this manner gives readers the opportunity to see different points of view and to reflect on what they are reading. Furthermore, limiting the use of academic jargon might well make the stories accessible to a wider audience. 

The place of the researcher in the research they are conducting has also been the subject of much theorising (see Bernstein, 1990; Bruner, 1987; Mies, 1993). The possibilities are high that a researcher’s own perspectives will influence their research. In this project, my own views could influence how the lives of the participants are presented, and what thoughts and which life experience will be included in the life story. 

My own life experience has been quite varied, an advantage in attempting to understand the lives of others, and my education has also been an asset. Reliance on the participants’ own knowledge of their cultural history is a vital part of this project, for example, participants who themselves, or their parents, came from another country to the UK to live, bringing their culture with them. But I do know what it is like to have lived in two countries—Canada and England—and to have that cultural duality as part of one’s identity. Besides that, my approach to these topics of ageing and retirement have developed from my academic studies and personal interests. I would suggest that not only have changes in traditional patterns of work influenced our expectations and experience of retirement and ageing but also, changes in traditional family structures are having an influence on patterns of work and life cycle development. Increasingly, older men are starting second families, women are returning later in life to the workforce after raising a family, more men and women are living their lives as singles, and gay and lesbian families are increasingly becoming recognised as legitimate. 

Psychologist Jerome Bruner (1987) talks about the “omniscient narrator” in the field of literature, who disappears into the subjective worlds of the story’s protagonists (p. 21).  Ideally, I would like there to be a balance between how I see the participant’s life and how they prefer to see themselves represented, although in two pages it simply is not possible to tell everything, and compromises must be made. Nevertheless, the narrator—ie. myself—does disappear, almost entirely, in the life stories I write, although on occasion I do insert myself into the story, for instance, in telling about an interaction between the two of us. This kind of research project is different from qualitative studies in which the identity of the interviewee is anonymous, and in which the researcher is the analyst and narrator of the story, totally in control of interpretation. Each of the participants in this project has had the opportunity to read the life story when completed and make changes as necessary before it is placed on the website. 

In his discussion of the concepts of consensuality and nonconsensuality in critical theory, David Couzens Hoy (1994) explains how these are used to make sense of pluralism in society (174-176). Pluralists see the plurality of points of view and social practices as a social good, and are skeptical of attempts to eliminate social difference or present a homogeneous culture. For Foucault, Hoy argues, being for consensuality can lead to intolerance or indifference. It is an idea that suggests that it would be difficult to see that someone could, rationally, hold an opposing position. Rather than consensuality, it would be preferable to put up with social disagreement. Being against nonconsensuality means that differences among people should be discussed, with the aims of finding out why, and finding mutual ground. But some kind of social consensus would be necessary, and Jurgen Habermas’s notion of universal reason is used to expand on this principle. The claim is that, through universal reason, through reflection and considered judgement, members will arrive at uncoerced consensus. However, according to David Ingram, an interpreter of Habermas, affirming pluralism means that the community must agree to disagree… from the perspective of pluralism, however…virtually all views would be accepted as valid.  Seeing most views as having validity, of being the truth for certain people speaking from their own circumstances at a particular time in history, would seem to be a step in the right direction.

Moving from “mere” pluralism to a “critical” pluralism requires what Bohman refers to as “interspectival” critical explanations which adjudicate among contradictory claims and perspectives (p. 103). The alternative, he suggests, would be to take a non-perspectival approach – “a view from nowhere,” which he sees as not being a critical approach. However, there is no reason why critique cannot be used in ways that are non-judgemental and which do not adjudicate but which instead open up various ideas and possibilities for reflection by the audience. The aim, in this project, is towards understanding, not explanation. In Bohman’s view, critical interpretations hold the potential of transforming the norms that govern social relations of obligation and commitment, where the ideal would be a more just society, keeping in mind that disagreement would be equally important as the ideal of agreement. I would prefer to see the act of social criticism intended for this project focus more on encouraging reflection than explanation and judgement among the different perspectives. The act of social criticism, as I see it, is in the setting up of the means by which different perspectives can be accessed, the volunteering of individuals with different perspectives and life experience, and any further discussion that takes place. Any transformation of societal norms would then be part of the dynamic of reflection and discussion.

There are more non-traditional families in western society now than there once were. There are many more single persons than previously, living alone as they grow older or living as unmarried couples, friends or partners. There are also those who, as they grow older, are re-creating their lives and identities with neither the security nor the restrictions of a particular job or career. As well as stories of traditional lives, the website Diversity in Retirement provides an opportunity for reflection on representations of the diverse lives of men and women.
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