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Introduction

1.1 Situating the study
This thesis examines aging, gender, and culture in Tanzania, with a specific focus on 
the body. As research on aging and gender identities in later life is relatively new in 
Tanzania, any investigation of this issue has to be explorative in nature. Grounded 
theory provides a methodological strategy that is well-suited to exploring the under-
lying themes and issues. To further deepen the explorative dimension, we employed 
grounded theory in its constructivist revision.

The research is guided by two broad questions:
Ø What are the cultural schemas underlying older adults’ perceptions of intergen-

erational caregiving?
Ø How do the cultural norms regarding gender shape older people’s perceptions 

of their gender identities (masculinities and femininities) and the meaning of 
being old?

The value this study brings to grounded theory and gerontology studies lies in our 
integration of various theories from a range of fields and disciplines with empirical 
findings; i.e., in its incorporation of emerging themes from qualitative research at dif-
ferent stages of the inquiry process (see Chapter 3). In this study, theories play dif-
ferent roles at different stages of the research, such as an inspirational role, a framing 
role, and an interpretative role (see sections 1.4, 2.3.2, and 2.8.2). For example, for 
question one (What are the cultural schemas underlying older adults’ perceptions 
of intergenerational caregiving?), the cultural schema theory played an inspirational 
role, a framing role, and an interpretative role. Moreover, the second question (How 
do the cultural norms regarding gender shape older people’s perceptions of their 
gender identities and the meaning of being old?) was inspired by the social construc-
tivist perspective on gender. The emerging themes necessitated the use of various 
theories to interpret them. Bourdieu’s theory of capital was adopted for the analysis 
of the emerging themes “the aging body and ideals of femininity” and “the aging 
body and ideals of masculinity”. Intersectionality and life course approaches were 
used for the analysis of the emerging themes “the intersections of gender, age, and 
other structural (dis)advantages” and “the aging body and ideals of masculinity”. 
Sexual script theory was adapted for the analysis of the emerging themes “masculin-
ity and sexuality in later life”. Using this strategy, we were able to engage in a dialogue 
between the empirical findings (inductive) and the different theories (deductive) at 
different stages of the research cycle. Moreover, this approach has provided us with 
a very powerful heuristic for use in interpretive research that has yielded rich, in-
depth, authentic, and credible data. Approaches of this kind are especially important 
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for gerontological research, given that that the field of gerontology is, as Hendricks 
et al. (2010, p.287) put it, “data-rich but theory-poor”.

Furthermore, in our study we listened to and analyzed the ways in which both 
older women and older men articulated their experiences in interviews and focus 
group discussions. By contrast, many gerontological studies examine only men or 
only women, but not both. Researching the experiences of both women and men 
is important not only in its own right, but because gender is a socially constructed 
relationship  between men and women. As we discuss in detail in chapters 4, 6, 
and 7, gender identities are shaped by socio-cultural factors. Since these identities 
feed into various domains of men’s and women’s lives and regulate their everyday 
behavior, they also affect how men and women perceive their aging experiences. A 
well-constructed study must therefore be able to provide detailed information on 
the wide range of life situations experienced by older women and men.

In addition to generating rich data, the grounded  nature of this study uncovered 
some unexpected themes. Among the most surprising findings of this study are those 
on sexuality. For example, we were surprised to observe that sexuality emerged as 
the most prominent theme in the older men’s discussions of masculinity, given that 
sexuality is commonly regarded as a taboo topic for older people. In the in-depth 
interviews and group discussions with the male participants, it became clear that 
sexuality and masculinity are tightly interwoven, and often reinforce each other. It is, 
however, important to acknowledge that it was not easy to examine issues of sexual-
ity in the study, as sex is a taboo topic in the research setting, especially among older 
people. As researchers, we were worried about the effects of opening “Pandora’s 
Box”. To ensure that we were respecting the boundaries of the participants when 
asking them about these delicate issues, we adopted several different information-
gathering strategies (see chapter 6). Feelings of discomfort and tension (on the part 
of the interviewers and the participants) were mostly observed at the beginning of 
the interviews. As the research process continued and rapport was established, the 
participants were more inclined to share details of their intimate lives. We made sure 
we provided a safe place for them to share their experiences.

By contrast, older women’s sexuality did not emerge as a prominent theme. Even 
when we tried to probe the question of secrecy around sexuality, the moral prohibi-
tions surrounding the topic became obvious. There was an observable change in the 
demeanor of the participants and in the answers they gave whenever we indicated an 
interest in learning about their sexuality. This made it impossible for us to continue 
with that line of questioning. Given the emic nature of the current study (grounded 
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theory), the individuals’ own perspectives were more important than the etic views 
we might impose on them. In chapter 8, we have suggested that future research 
should examine the question of why the theme of sexuality did not emerge in older 
women’s discussions of femininity. Why didn’t they want to talk about sexuality? Is it 
because the myths and norms surrounding femininity led them to feel embarrassed 
about discussing sexual matters? Or is it because older women have lost interest in 
sex, and therefore see questions about sexuality as less important? Or is avoiding 
talking about sexuality a way of doing gender, as refusing to discuss such topics 
shows that the speaker is respectable?

Finally, this study is unique in its blending of disciplines, including sociology, gender 
studies, gerontology, and demography. Since the study focuses specifically on the 
experiences of older women and men as gendered (Sandberg, 2011), it may be 
positioned within the field of gender studies. As the study looks at old age (and 
gender), it may also be situated within the fields of feminism and gerontology and 
aging studies. There has been a cultural turn in demography that encourages the 
use of qualitative methods to explain demographic behaviors and processes. The 
application of such methods adds to our understanding of the individual and social 
motivations for and the meanings attached to these behaviors and processes in 
the context of people’s lives. Thus, the insights provided by this research represent 
important contributions to the field of demography.

The theoretical positions that underlie the cultural gaze have long been present in 
the work of classical theorists of sociology (Shilling, 2012). As part of the cultural 
turn, gerontologists (specifically, cultural gerontologists) are influenced by these 
fields. A common element that unites these fields into gerontology, and that is 
central to this thesis, is the concern with meaning, and the sense that the social 
world is constituted by such meanings – i.e., that the meanings attached to being 
old are embedded in a cultural context (Twigg, 2015) – and by various identities, 
such as race, ethnicity, socio-economic status, sexuality, religion, and nationality. 
This thesis fits within this cultural turn of “aged by culture”. Accordingly, in this study 
we understand that what it means to be old is shaped by culture, and that we are, as 
Gullette (2003) has pointed out, “aged by culture”.
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1.2 Background of the study

1.2.1 Overview of Global Aging
A look at global demographic trends shows that the population aged 60 and older 
is increasing at an unprecedented rate (The United Nations Department of Eco-
nomic and Social Affairs, -UN DESA 2017). In 2017, the worldwide population of 
people aged 60 and older was estimated at 962 million (UNDESA, 2017). A distinct 
feature of the aging of the world’s population is the uneven speed of the aging 
process across regions and countries with different levels of development (He et 
al. 2016). For instance, in 2010, the average share of the population aged 60 and 
older was 11.1% worldwide. However, this share was above the global average in 
Europe (21.9%), North America (18.6%), and Oceania (15.2%); and was below 
the global average in Asia (10.1%), Latin America and the Caribbean (9.8%), and 
Africa (5.3%). The share of the population aged 60 and older was especially low in 
Sub-Saharan Africa (African countries excluding Northern Africa), at 4.8% (UNPD 
2013). However, African countries will undergo dramatic demographic changes in 
the coming decades (UNDESA, 2017). In 2100, Africa is projected to be the second-
most populous part in the world with 4.4 billion people; after Asia with 4.9 billion 
people (UNDESA, 2017). Tanzania is a relatively young country demographically, as 
43.9% of the population are under age 15, and only 5.6% of the population are aged 
60+ (National Bureau of Statistics 2013). But according to United Nation projec-
tions, the absolute number of Tanzanians aged 60+ will almost triple between 2020 
and 2050 ( United Nations Development Program 2013), rising from 2.5 million 
currently to 7.16 million in 2050 (UNDESA, 2015).

Globally, women outlive men, and thus account for the majority of the older popula-
tion (UNDESA, 2013; Jhansi& Mishra, 2014). In 2013, the global sex ratio was 85 
men per 100 women in the age group 60 and older, and just 62 men per 100 women 
in the age group 80 and older (UNDESA, 2013). The discourse on the “feminization” 
of old age reveals that old age is always gendered, and that gender is always defined 
by age (Arber, et al. 2003.p.3). Therefore, it is important to unravel the significance 
of gender, aging, and culture as interwoven themes in later life. Arguably, the mean-
ing of being old is gendered and embedded within a cultural setting (Twigg, 2004; 
Schwaiger, 2012). As Gullette (2004, p. 211) noted, “we are aged by culture”. Thus, 
how older people respond to aging and how they integrate these changes into their 
perceptions are clearly embedded within a cultural framework.
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1.3 Gender and aging in the cultural context of Tanzania
Aging in Tanzania is a gendered phenomenon. In line with global longevity trends 
(United Nations, 2013), women in Tanzania now live an average of four years longer 
than men: i.e., female life expectancy is 63 years, while male life expectancy is 59 
years (National Bureau of Statistics, 2013). However, the context in which women 
live longer needs to be understood. There are still large gender disparities in access 
to and control over resources, access to work opportunities, and levels of labor force 
participation (Ezer, 2006; Otiso, 2013). Stereotypic notions of femininity and mas-
culinity define gender roles (Rwakarema et al, 2015). Gender inequalities in income, 
education, and employment across the life cycle expose a majority of women in 
Tanzania to poverty in old age. A study on quality of life among older people in 
Tanzania reported that with increasing age, health status, quality of life, and physical 
abilities deteriorate much more among women than among men (Mwanyagala et 
al., 2010). Yet older women are the main caregivers in many households in Tanzania. 
For instance, research has shown that in Tanzania, 64% of the country’s 2.5 million 
orphans are living in a household headed by an older person, who is often a woman 
(HelpAge International 2004, 2008, 2011; Spitzer et al. 2009). Despite the central-
ity of gender in shaping the life courses of older women in Tanzania, women’s own 
voices and experiences of aging have been less well documented, and the implica-
tions of their perspectives remain largely unexamined.

Similarly, while there is a large body of research on the power , authority and mascu-
linity of younger men (Lindhardt, 2015), little is known about the lived experiences 
of today’s older male population in Tanzania, and even less is known about their per-
ceptions of masculinity in later life. Put simply, a gender perspective that embraces 
the diverse realities of older men is largely missing. In particular, little attention has 
been paid to how perceptions of masculinity change over the life cycle, and to the 
implications of these changes for men’s lives (specifically their self-identification 
as men). Yet feminist gerontologists have pointed out that men are not always 
powerful, and that the “experience of masculinity is also highly differentiated” (Pain, 
et al 2000, p.388). The invisibility of older men also means that their experiences 
and concerns are marginalized (Krekula 2007). Studies have shown that older men 
experience unique challenges in later life that may alter  the  forms of masculinity 
they embraced at younger ages (Arber et al., 2003; Russell, 2007; Thomeer, 2013). 
It has been argued that “this is due not merely to aging per se, but due to the inter-
section of age relations with those of gender, class, race, and sexuality, in ways that 
alter the masculinities on which they had based so much of their privilege (King and 
Calasanti, 2013.p.706-707). The basic argument we put forward in this thesis is that 
an individual’s experiences of aging are shaped not only by whether the person is a 
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man or a woman, but by the person’s intersecting identities, including his or her race, 
ethnicity, socio-economic status, cohort, sexuality, religion, marital status, national-
ity, and other socio-demographic markers (Russell, 2007). Put simply, women and 
men are not just gendered subjects; they are situated within multidimensional social 
factors or intersecting identities and other aspects of their lived experiences. Making 
any one of these dimensions visible within an analysis of intersectionality is likely to 
make the others visible as well (Andersen and Hill Collins 2001).

1.4  Family, intergenerational support, and policy responses to 
population aging in Tanzania

In Tanzania, aging is a rural phenomenon. A study conducted by HelpAge Interna-
tional (HAI 2011) indicated that nearly 82% of Tanzania’s older population (aged 
60+) live in rural areas, and are vulnerable to poverty and food insecurity. Like in 
many other countries in the Global South, the main source of support in Tanzania 
has traditionally been the family. Thus, within multigenerational households, older 
people were viewed in a positive light, as sources of information and wisdom (Mwami, 
2001; Makoni and Stroeken, 2002). Changes associated with modernization – such 
as the spread of formal education, urbanization, and the migration of young people 
from rural to urban areas – and the HIV/AIDS pandemic have weakened intergenera-
tional ties and reciprocal exchanges. Concerns about these developments have been 
expressed by other scholars as well. Some authors have argued that African families 
have shown a great deal of resilience in the face of these shifts, and are generally 
still intact (Apt, 1996; Gyekye, 1996; Evans &Thomas 2009; Mouton & Southerland, 
2017); whereas other scholars have asserted that the broad social and economic 
changes that are taking place in Africa threaten the continued viability of traditional 
arrangements for the care and support of older people (Stiglitz, 2011; Casale 2011; 
Help Age International-HAI 2011; Kashaga, 2012; Nortey et al 2017). As Isabella 
(2004, p. 211) has noted, today “all indications are that for many older people this 
family support no longer provides the necessary protection and is insufficient to 
meet even their basic needs”.

Tanzania’s policies and interventions on population aging are still in the nascent 
or formative stages, and policy-makers have not responded to the demographic 
transition by providing safeguards for the social welfare of older people (Spitzer et al 
2009; Tobias and Omondi, 2014). Government policies and programs normally give 
low priority to the concerns of older adults, as it is expected that family members 
and older children in particular, will take on the responsibility of caring for their aging 
parents (URT, 2003; Stiglitz, 2011; Help Age International 2011). Moreover, pension 
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schemes in Tanzania are contributory in nature (Agwanda and Amani 2014: 55; NBS 
and OCGS 2014: 112). As was pointed out above, older people in Tanzania are highly 
concentrated in rural areas, and a majority of them are women. Most of these older 
women have little or no formal education, no formal employment history, and thus 
no retirement pension. It is therefore clear that we need to improve our understand-
ing of the current situations of older people in Tanzania. To help fill this research 
gap, we applied a framework that allowed us to analyze how individuals construct/ 
negotiate the meanings attached to old age in their day-to-day lives within their 
socio-cultural context (see section 1.4).

1.5 Research objective and thesis outline

1.5.1 The overall objective of the study
The meaning of being old is gendered and embedded within a cultural setting 
(Twigg, 2004; Schwaiger, 2012). It is therefore important to examine the cultural 
aspects that shape perceptions of old age and of gender identities in later life. Spe-
cifically, the goal is to identify the cultural schemas and norms regarding gender that 
older women and men in the Tanzanian cultural context bring to their interpretation 
of their experiences of aging. Thus, the overall objective of this study is:
Ø To explore and understand the cultural aspects that shape older adults’ percep-

tions of being of old (in an intergenerational context) and the meanings they 
assign to their gender identities in later life.

Two main questions followed from this main objective:
Ø What are the cultural schemas underlying older adults’ perceptions of intergen-

erational caregiving?
Ø How do the cultural norms regarding gender shape older people’s perceptions 

of their gender identities (masculinities and femininities) and of the meaning of 
being old?

The grounded approach to data collection and analysis used in this thesis resulted 
in the emergence of research themes that were not entirely fixed prior to the data 
collection, but were identified over the course of our interactions with older people. 
Several research questions were developed through a process of inductive and 
deductive reasoning:
1. Cultural schemas shape individual perceptions, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, and 

expectations. We adopted cultural schema theory to gain a deeper understand-
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ing of the underlying cultural schemas that shape older adults’ perceptions of 
intergenerational caregiving. We asked:

   What are the cultural schemas underlying older adults’ perceptions of inter-
generational caregiving? (Chapter 3)

2. An important theme that arose from the fieldwork was that “the aging body 
is deficient and incompatible with femininity, and represents a loss of vital 
economic capital”. To help us gain a better understanding of how older women 
assign meaning to their (aging) body (as a form of capital) in relation to their 
ideals of femininity, we used Bourdieu’s theory of capital in our analysis. The 
following inductive research question was then developed:

   How do older women with low socio-economic status give meaning to their 
(aging) body in relation to ideals of femininity? (Chapter 4)

3. The experiences of women in later life vary enormously, not only along inter-
sectional  lines, but also based on the cumulative (dis)advantages each indi-
vidual experiences over her  life course. We adopted the intersectionality and 
life course approaches to investigate how the intersections of structural (dis)
advantages earlier in a woman’s life shapes her later life experiences, including 
her agency. The following inductive question was asked:

   How do the intersections of structural (dis)advantages earlier in a woman’s 
life shape the meaning she assigns to her later life? (Chapter 5)

4. Another important theme that came up in the field was that two forms of mas-
culinity are most honored by men: being a provider and being sexually active. 
Thus, to investigate older men’s experiences of sexuality in relation to dominant 
cultural norms of masculinity in Tanzania, we adopted sexual script theory. We 
asked:

   What are older men’s experiences of sexuality in relation to dominant cultural 
norms of masculinity in Tanzania? (Chapter 6)

5. The body is regarded as a vital asset for performing masculinity, especially by 
men from less privileged or disadvantaged groups. To analyze this emerging 
theme, a synthesis of Bourdieu’s concept of capital and the intersectionality 
approach were applied. The following inductive question was then asked:

   How do the intersections of gender, age and socio-economic status shape 
the meaning an older man assigns to his aging body in relation to ideals of 
masculinity?
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1.6 Theoretical framework
In this project, various theories were applied at different stages of the research pro-
cess. For example, to answer the first main research question, the cultural schema 
theory was applied from the design stage onwards. We went into the field with the 
goal of answering the following general question: What kind of cultural schemas are 
attached to being old in Tanzania? In the data collection stage we continued to apply 
cultural schema theory. The emerging themes (intergenerational caregiving) led 
us formulate specific research question: What are the cultural schemas that underlie 
older adults’ perceptions of intergenerational caregiving?

The second main question (How do cultural norms regarding gender shape older 
people’s perceptions of their gender identities (masculinities and femininities) and 
meaning of being old?) was inspired by the social constructivist perspective of 
gender. The open nature of the research questions and our use of the grounded 
approach to data collection and analysis resulted in research themes that were not 
entirely fixed prior to the start of the data collection process, but that emerged and 
developed predominantly through our interactions with older people. The qualita-
tive research questions and the data collection process are embedded in existing 
theory (Hennink et al. 2011). In addition, in the course of data analysis, we drew 
upon various theories to interpret the emerging themes from the data.
- Bourdieu’s theory of capital was adopted for the analysis of the emerging 

themes “the aging body and ideals of femininity” in (chapter four) and “the 
aging body and ideal of masculinity” in (chapter seven).

- Intersectionality and life course approaches were adopted for the analysis of the 
emerging themes “the intersections of gender, age, and other structural (dis)
advantages” in (chapter five) and “the aging body and ideal of masculinity” in 
(chapter seven).

- Sexual script theory was adapted for the analysis of the emerging themes “mas-
culinity and sexuality in later life” in (chapter six).

1.6.1 Cultural schemas theory
Culture is a complex collection of beliefs, values, behaviors, and material objects 
shared by a group and passed on from one generation to the next. Thus, culture is 
learned, transmitted, and shared. Culture continues to develop as people interact 
and share experiences and meanings with each other. The meanings attached to 
aging are shaped by cultural differences in the organization of time and life stages, 
as well as by individual processes of biological, social, and emotional change (Baars, 
2006, 2007). For example, the meaning of old age in Tanzania encompasses a 
range of chronological and social factors, such as physiological decline, the loss of 
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capacities, and changes in social roles (Spitzer, 2010). The definition of old age is 
gender-specific and context-dependent. For example, some older people especially 
those living in rural areas do not know their chronological age. Thus, in such contexts, 
old age is defined by changes in status, such as losing one’s reproductive capacity, 
becoming a grandparent, or becoming a widow (Spitzer and Mabeyo, 2014).

Culture has been characterized by (D’Andrade 1984, p.116) as a meaning system 
through which a group of people adapt to their environment and structure their 
interpersonal actions/behaviors in order to make sense of their experiences of the 
world and of society.  This study underscores the importance of understanding 
specific cultural nuances by examining the cultural schemas (i.e., shared cognitive 
schema and scripts) that structure individual goals. It has been argued that cultural 
schemas can represent motivational forces because these schemas not only label 
and describe the world, but establish goals (both conscious and unconscious) 
and provoke or encompass desires (D’Andrade, 1990; Strauss, 1992). Cultural 
schemas shape individual perceptions, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, and expectations 
(D’Andrade, 1992; Strauss and Quinn, 1997). In cognitive anthropology, there is 
a consensus that the internalization of cultural schemas occurs through learning/
socialization processes, through people’s interactions, and through each individual’s 
past experiences (Holland and Quinn 1987; Strauss & Quinn 1997). These cultural 
schemas provide scripts through which people make sense of objects, situations, 
and sequences (Bieber & Worley, 2006). It has also been argued that “when the 
cultural beliefs become a part of inner sense of a being they become goal driven 
and acquire motivational force” (Strauss & Quinn 1997, p. 26). Gerontologists 
have, however, been slow to incorporate cognitive theories of motivation into aging 
research. Thus, through the use of a cultural schema framework, this thesis further 
enriches the theory base. We argue that individual perceptions of intergenerational 
care are embedded in cultural schemas that create a distinct set of opportunities and 
constraints, and that can be changed or preserved through interventions designed 
to improve the well-being of older people.

1.6.2 Social constructivist perspective on gender
Feminist gerontologists have highlighted the need to examine gender and aging as 
socio-cultural constructs (Cruikshank 2003, Holstein and Minkler 2003; Calasanti, 
2010) and to explore how the cultural meanings ascribed to gender interact with 
individuals’ lived experiences of the aging process (Oberg, 2003; Featherstone and 
Hepworth 2009; Calasanti, 2010). According to social constructivist theories of 
gender, and particularly Butler’s work on gender performativity, gender is socially 
constructed. This means that gender is a set of learned behaviors accompanied by 
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cognitive interpretations of these behaviors (Butler, 1990; Fracher &Kimmel, 1995). 
Gender identity is culturally and socially determined. In other words, whether 
behavior is defined as masculine or feminine depends on cultural expectations. Femi-
ninity/femininities is conceptualized as a set of characteristics, practices and norms 
for female behavior, roles for females to perform, female rights and responsibilities 
(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005). Masculinity/masculinities is a set of character-
istics, practices and norms for male behavior, roles for males to perform, male power, 
rights and responsibilities (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005).

Butler has argued that any theorizing about gender introduces the concept of the 
performance of gender in terms of masculinity and femininity. According to Butler 
(1999), gender is performative, rather than an expression of particular innate quali-
ties (Butler, 1999; Westwood, 2014). Specifically, Butler has asserted that masculin-
ity and femininity are cultural constructs produced and maintained by social/cultural 
norms that divide people into categories of male and female, and that create the 
structure of power relations that underlie the “doing” of gender (Butler, 1990, 1999, 
2004). Thus, gender performance becomes spontaneous as gender is internalized 
through the socialization process within the dominant discourses of gender, and is 
performed at different levels within the family and society (Butler, 1990). Butler 
(1990, 1993) further argued that individuals have a limited number of gender enact-
ment “options” because “the script” is always pre-determined within the regulatory 
framework (Butler, 1990: 25).The performative nature of gender identities means 
that gender identities are produced and maintained, and thus can also be undone. 
An important question that has yet to be fully answered in relation to gender perfor-
mance and aging is how gender performance is redefined or maintained as people 
age and their bodies decline.

1.6.3 Bourdieu’s theory of capital and body capital
Social constructionists have argued that like gender, the body is shaped, constrained, 
and invented by the cultural norms of a given society (Laz, 2003; Pyke and Johson, 
2003; Waskul et al, 2012). Gender is the repeated stylization of the body; a set of 
repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory framework “that congeal over time to 
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (Butler, 1990, p. 
45). In non-Western societies such as Tanzania, the aging body has remained at the 
margins of gender and aging studies. Until very recently, only a handful of studies 
had explored the body as a site of analysis (Weiss, 1997; Makoni and Stroeken 2002; 
de Klerk, 2011; Freeman and Coast, 2014). Yet to the best of my knowledge, none 
of these studies examined the aging body in relation to gender identities. Bourdieu 
(1986) provided a theoretical framework for understanding the body by discussing 



30

• 
C

ha
pt

er
 1

the meaning older women and men give to their (aging) body in relation to ideals 
of gender. According to Bourdieu, the physical body is a form of capital (body capi-
tal) that can be converted into other forms of capital, including economic capital, 
cultural capital, social capital, and symbolic capital. Defining “habitus” as a set of 
internalized, embodied ways of thinking, feeling, and acting shaped by social struc-
tures (Bourdieu 1977); Bourdieu argued that habitus is both a state of mind and a 
bodily state of being (Bourdieu, 1984: 190). Bourdieu’s concept of habitus illustrates 
the process through which practices are incorporated into the body, and are then 
regenerated through the embodied work and competence of the body (Crossley, 
2001; Wainwright & Turner, 2006). Bourdieu asserted that individuals’ social posi-
tions (including their gendered positions) and social conditions of existence shape 
their habitus and engender social differentials in relation to the body; i.e., (inter)
subjective perceptions of the body (1984, p.175). However, gerontologists have 
rarely looked at how older women and men in different cultural contexts negotiate 
complex cultural messages about gender ideals in relation to the aging body. This 
study helps to close this gap in the literature.

1.7 Organization of thesis
This thesis is organized into eight chapters.  Five of the chapters highlight various 
themes concerning the meanings older adults assign to old age, as well as people’s 
perceptions, expectations, and experiences of old age that are embedded in cultural 
schemas and gender ideals of femininity and masculinity. As was pointed out above, 
it is important to note that the grounded approach to data collection and analysis 
used in this thesis generated research themes that were not entirely fixed prior to 
the data collection process, but that emerged and developed predominantly through 
our interactions with older people.

Chapter two begins with a discussion of our motivations for choosing the topic, and 
of the challenges we faced in studying older people. Specifically, the context of the 
study, the insider/outsider dynamics, and the positionality of the researcher are 
addressed. We also describe the methods we used in this thesis for the collection 
and analysis of empirical material. Moreover, the chapter includes details on some of 
the dilemmas we encountered in conducting this research.

Chapter three (Research question 1) presents an investigation of the cultural sche-
mas that underlie older adults’ perceptions of intergenerational caregiving. In this 
chapter, we applied cultural schema theory to both the framing and the analysis 
of the research in order to gain a deeper understanding of the underlying cultural 
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schemas that shape older adults’ perceptions of intergenerational caregiving. The 
findings revealed that the participants derived their perceptions of intergenerational 
caregiving from their past experiences, and referred to the prevailing cultural 
schemas when interpreting these experiences and explaining the kind of care they 
expect to receive from their own children.

Chapter four (research question 2) explores the meaning older women with low 
socio-economic status who living in a rural community gave to their (aging) body 
(as a form of capital) in relation to cultural expectations regarding femininity. In this 
chapter, the analysis of the findings drew upon Bourdieu’s theory of body capital to 
better explain how older women with low socio-economic status assigned meaning 
to their (aging) body in relation to ideals of femininity. The findings suggest that the 
older women perceived their aging body as “a burden”; i.e., as a form of capital 
that they could not easily convert into other forms of capital or use to enact gender 
roles. This characterization of the body was linked to the inability of older women to 
maintain an appropriate level of gender performance.

Chapter five (research question 3) looks at how the intersections of structural (dis)
advantages early in a woman’s life could shape the meanings she assigned to her 
later life. Specifically, the study focuses on how opportunities and constraints over 
the life course have shaped the ability (or inability) of the women in our study to 
exercise agency. We integrated the intersectionality and life course perspectives to 
analyze and interpret the findings. Our findings suggest that over the life course, 
most of the women experienced multiple forms of discrimination and disadvantages. 
The ability or inability of an individual to exercise agency thus depends on the inter-
locking sources of (dis)advantages and the forms of discrimination she experiences.

Chapter six (research question 4) examines older men’s experiences of sexuality in 
later life in relation to dominant cultural norms of masculinity. We applied sexual 
script theory to analyze and interpret the findings. The majority of the older men in 
our study reported feeling distressed about the age-related decline of their body and 
of their sexuality. It thus appears that older men’s experiences of sexuality in later 
life in relation to the dominant socio-cultural norms of masculinity should be taken 
into account when designing age- and gender-sensitive sexual health interventions.

Chapter seven (research question 5) examines how the intersections of gender, age 
and socio-economic status shape the meaning older men give to their aging body in 
relation to their ideals of masculinity. A synthesis of the intersectionality approach 
and Bourdieu’s concept of capital was applied to analyze and interpret the findings. 
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The results suggest that body strength is vital capital for gender performance, espe-
cially for men with low-socio-economic status; and that the aging body can prevent 
older men with low socio-economic status from embodying masculine ideals.

Chapter eight brings together the key findings and the implications of the study. 
The chapter opens with a short recapitulation of the research objectives, followed 
by an overview and a discussion of the main insights. Some of the main themes that 
emerged throughout this research are then discussed. Next, some reflections on 
theory and methodology are presented. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 
the implications of the findings, recommendations for policy and interventions, the 
study’s limitations, and directions for future research.



33

Introduction

References
Aboderin, I. (2004). Intergenerational family support and old age economic security in Ghana.  Living 

Longer: ageing, development and social protection, 210-229.

Apt, N. (1996). Coping with old age in a changing Africa: Social change and the elderly Ghanaian. Alder-
shot,

England: Ashgate.

Agwanda, A., & Amani, H. (2014). Population growth, structure and momentum in Tanzania. Economic 
and Social Research Foundation.

Arber, S., Davidson, K., & Ginn, J. (2003). Gender And Ageing: Changing Roles And Relationships: Changing 
Roles and Relationships. McGraw-Hill Education (UK).

Baars, J. (2006). A triple temporality of aging: Chronological measurement, personal experience and nar-
rative articulation. Baars, J.; Visser, H.(ed.), Aging and Time. Multidisciplinary Perspectives, 15-42.

Baars, J. (2007). A Triple Temporality of Aging: Chronological Measurement, Personal Experience and 
Narrative Articulation. In J. Baars and H. Visser (eds.) Aging and Time: Multidisciplinary Perspectives 
(pp. 15-42). Amityville, NY: Baywood.

Bieber, J. P., & Worley, L. K. (2006). Conceptualizing the academic life: Graduate students’ perspectives. 
The Journal of Higher Education, 77(6), 1009-1035.

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice. Trans. Richard Nice. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste. London, Routledge.

Bourdieu, P. (1984). Distinction: A social critique of the judgement of taste. Harvard university press.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In Richardson, J (ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for the 
Sociology of Education, New York: Greenwood Press. 241-258.

Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In Richardson, J (ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for the 
Sociology of Education, New York: Greenwood Press. 241-258.

Butler, J., & Trouble, G. (1990). Feminism and the Subversion of Identity. New York: Roudledge

Butler, J. (1993). Bodies that matter: on the discursive limits of ‘sex’. New York: Routledge.

Butler, J. (2004). Undoing Gender. New York: Routledge.

Calasanti, T. M., & Slevin, K. F. (2001). Gender, social inequalities, and aging. AltaMira Press.

Calasanti, T. (2010). Gender relations and applied research on aging. The Gerontologist, 50(6), 720-734.

Casale M. (2011). ‘I am living a peaceful life with my grandchildren. Nothing else. ‘Stories of adversity and 
‘resilience’ of older women caring for children in the context of HIV/AIDS and other stressors. Aging 
and Society, 31(8), 1265-88.

Corbin, J. & Strauss, A. L. (2015). Basics of qualitative research: Techniques and procedures for developing 
grounded Theory (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Crossley, N. (2001). The phenomenological habitus and its construction.  Theory and society,  30(1), 
81-120.

Cruikshank, M. (2013). Learning to be old: Gender, culture, and aging. Rowman & Littlefield.



34

• 
C

ha
pt

er
 1

D’andrade, R. G., Shweder, R. A., & Le Vine, R. A. (1984). Cultural meaning systems.  Document 
Resume, 197, 2-8.

D’andrade, R. (1990). Some propositions about the relations between culture and human cognition.

D’Andrade, R. G. (1992). Schemas and motivation. Human motives and cultural models, 23, 44.

Evans, R., & Thomas, F. (2009). Emotional interactions and an ethics of care: Caring relations in families 
affected by HIV and AIDS. Emotion, Space and Society, 2(2), 111-119.

Ezer, T. (2006). Inheritance law in Tanzania: The impoverishment of widows and daughters.  Geo. J. 
Gender & L., 7, 599.

Featherstone, M. and Hepworth, M. (2009). Image of ageing: Cultural representations of later life. In 
Sokolovsky.J (ed.), the cultural context of aging: Worldwide perspective, 134-144, Westerport, CT: 
Praeger.

Fracher, J. C., & Kimmel, M. S. (1987). Hard issues and soft spots: Counseling men about sexuality.

Freeman, E. K., & Coast, E. (2014). Sex in older age in rural Malawi. Ageing & Society, 34(7), 1118-1141.

Gullette, M.M. (2004). Age by culture. University of Chicago Press.

Gyekye, K. (1996). African cultural values: An introduction. Sankofa Publishing Company.

He, W., Goodkind, D., & Kowal, P. (2016). US Census Bureau, international population reports. P95/16-1, 
An Aging World: 2015.

Hennink, M., Hutter, I., & Bailey, A. (2011). Qualitative methods of research. United Nations Department 
of Economic and Social Affairs Division for Social Policy and Development Policy Workshop.

HelpAge International Tanzania (2008). NGO thematic shadow report on older women’s rights in 
Tanzania submitted to the 41stth session of the Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW).

Help age International –HAI (2011). A study of older people’s livelihoods in Tanzania, HelpAge Interna-
tional Tanzania & Cordaid.

Hendricks, J., Applebaum, R., & Kunkel, S. (2010). A world apart? Bridging the gap between theory and 
applied social gerontology. The Gerontologist, 50(3), 284-293.

Holstein, M. B., & Minkler, M. (2003). Self, society, and the “new gerontology”. The Gerontologist, 43(6), 
787-796.

Klerk, J. D. (2011). Being old in times of AIDS: aging, caring and relating in northwest Tanzania (p. 177). 
African Studies Centre, Leiden. http://hdl.handle.net/11245/1.349518.

Isabella, A. (2004). “Intergenerational family support and old age economic security in Ghana”, in Lloyd-

Sherlock, P. (Ed.), Living Longer: Ageing, Development and Social Protection, Zed Books, London, pp. 
210-229.

Lloyd-Sherlock, P. (Ed.). (2004). Living longer: Ageing, development and social protection. Zed books.

Jhansi, S., & Mishra, K. (2014). Ageing Population and Gender Issues in Asia-Pacific Region 2(2) 61-73.

Kashaga, F. (2012). Neo-liberalism, Agricultural Transformation and the Welfare of the Elderly in Tanzania: 
The Case Study of Bukoba District. Threats to Human Security in the Great Lakes Region, 9(1&2), 
31-48.



35

Introduction

Kinsella, K., & He, W. (2009). An Aging World: 2008 [US Census Bureau Publication No. P95/09-1]. Wash-
ington, DC: US Government Printing Office.

Krekula, C. (2007). The intersection of age and gender: Reworking gender theory and social gerontol-
ogy. Current Sociology, 55(2), 155-171.

King, N., & Calasanti, T. (2013). Men’s aging amidst intersecting relations of inequality. Sociology Com-
pass, 7(9), 699-710.

Laz, C. (2003). Age embodied. Journal of aging studies, 17(4), 503-519.

Lyassa, D. (2005). Zinaa ya Ulimwengu (Fornification of the World). Dar es Salaam. No pub.

Lindhardt, M. (Ed.). (2016). New ways of being Pentecostal in Latin America. Lexington Books.

Makoni, S., & Stroeken, K. (2002). Towards transdisciplinary studies on ageing in Africa (introduction).

Quinn, N., & Holland, D. (1987). Culture and cognition. Cultural models in language and thought: Cam-
bridge, University press.

Maticka-Tyndale, E., Gallant, M., Brouillard-Coyle, C., Holland, D., Metcalfe, K., Wildish, J., & Gichuru, M. 
(2005). The sexual scripts of Kenyan young people and HIV prevention. Culture, Health & Sexual-
ity, 7(1), 27-41.

Mouton, C. P., & Southerland, J. H. (2017). Elder Abuse and Culture: Africans and African Americans. 
In Elder Abuse (pp. 461-475). Springer, Cham.

Mwanyangala, M., Mayombana, C., Urassa, H., Charles, J., Mahutanga, C., Abdullah, S., & Nathan, R. 
(2010). Health status and quality of life among older adults in rural Tanzania.  Global health 
action, 3(1), 2142.

Mwami , L, (2001).The Social Insecurity of the Elderly People in Tanzania: A Theoretical Framework, on 
UTAFITI(New Series) Special Issue, 4, 1, 179-206. http://digital.lib.msu.edu/projects/africanjour-
nals

National Bureau of Statistics (NBS). (2013).The 2012 Population and Housing Census, Analytical Report, 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania.

National Bureau of Statistics (NBS) and Office of Chief Government Statistician Zanzibar (OCGS). 
(2014). Basic Demographic and Socio-Economic Profile. Dar es Salaam/Zanzibar.

Nortey, S. T., Aryeetey, G. C., Aikins, M., Amendah, D., & Nonvignon, J. (2017). Economic burden of family 
caregiving for elderly population in southern Ghana: the case of a peri-urban district. International 
journal for equity in health, 16(1), 16.

Öberg, P. (2003). ‘Images versus Experience of the Aging Body’, in C. Faircloth (ed.) Aging Bodies: Images 
and Everyday Experiences, pp. 103–39. Oxford: Altamira

Otiso, K. (2013). Culture and customs of Tanzania. California: Greenwood. Pain, R., Mowl, G., & Talbot, 
C. (2000). Difference and the negotiation of ‘old age’. Environment and Planning D: Society and 
Space, 18(3), 377-393.

Pyke, K. D., & Johnson, D. L. (2003). Asian American Women and Racialized Femininities: “Doing” Gender 
across Cultural Worlds. Gender & Society, 17(1), 33-53.

Rwakarema, M., Premji, S. S., Nyanza, E. C., Riziki, P., & Palacios-Derflingher, L. (2015). Antenatal 
depression is associated with pregnancy-related anxiety, partner relations, and wealth in women in 
Northern Tanzania: a cross-sectional study. BMC women’s health, 15(1), 68.



36

• 
C

ha
pt

er
 1

Russell, R. (2007). The work of elderly men caregivers: From public careers to an unseen world. Men and 
Masculinities, 9(3), 298-314.

Sandberg, L. (2011). Getting intimate: A feminist analysis of old age, masculinity and sexuality (Vol. 527). 
Linköping University Electronic Press.

Settersten, R.A., &Angel,J. L. (2011). Trends in the sociology of aging: Thirty year observations. In Hand-
book of sociology of aging (pp.3-13). Springer, Newy York, NY.

Schwaiger, E. (2012). Aging, gender, embodiment & dance. Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan.

Shilling, C. (2012). The body and social theory. Sage.

Stiglitz, J. (2011). Introduction, in H. Spitzer and Z. Mabeyo (eds.), In Search of Protection: Older People 
and their Fight for Survival in Tanzania (pp17-230), Mkuki na Nyota, Dar es Salaam.

Spitzer, H., & Mabeyo, Z. M. (2014).  In search of protection: older people and their fight for survival in 
Tanzania. Mkuki na Nyota Publishers.

Shildrick, M. (2009). Dangerous discourses of disability, subjectivity and sexuality. Basingstoke: Palgrave.

Spitzer, H., Rwegoshora, H., & Mabeyo, Z. M. (2009). The (Missing) Social Protection for Older People 
in Tanzania. A Comparative Study in Rural and Urban Areas. Feldkirchen/Dar es Salaam. (Forschun-
gsbericht).

Strauss, C. & Quinn. N. (1997). A Cognitive Theory of Cultural Meaning (Vol.9). Cambridge University 
Press.

Stroeken, K. (2017). Ageing in Africa: Sociolinguistic and anthropological approaches. Routledge.

Temba, E. (2004). Gender Perspectives in Development: Gender Analysis in Planning and Women 
Empowerment. Mzumbe University, Morogoro.

Thomeer, M. (2013). Aging and Gender. The Wiley Blackwell Encyclopedia of Health, Illness, Behavior, 
and Society. 36–42.

Tobias J, & Omondi F. (2014). Unblocking results: A case study of HelpAge International in Tanzania.

Twigg, J. (2004). The body, gender, and age: Feminist insights in social gerontology.  Journal of aging 
studies, 18(1), 59-73.

Twigg, J., & Martin, W. (Eds.) (2015). The Routledge handbook of cultural gerontology. London. Routledge.

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division--UNDESA (2017). World 
Population Prospects: The 2017 Revision, (Vol.1): Comprehensive Tables (ST/ESA/SER.A/399).

United Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division –UNDESA (2015). World 
Population Prospects: The 2015 Revision. New York: United Nations

United Nations Population Division Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNPD). (2013).World 
Population Prospects: The 2012 Revision <http://esa.un.org/wpp/index.htm>. (Accessed 20th July 
2014)

United Republic of Tanzania (URT). (2003). National Ageing Policy <http://www.globalaging.org/elder-
rights/world/2007/BGTanzania. pdf>. (Accessed 30thJun.2015).

Van der Geest, J. D. M. (1997). Coping with old age in a changing Africa: Social change and the elderly 
Ghanaian [Review of: NA Apt (1997)-]. Tijdschrift voor Gerontologie en Geriatrie, 28.



37

Introduction

Wainwright, S. P., Williams, C., & Turner, B. S. (2006). Varieties of habitus and the embodiment of bal-
let. Qualitative research, 6(4), 535-558.

Waskul, D, Vannini, P (2012) Introduction: The body in symbolic interaction. Body/Embodiment: Sym-
bolic Interaction and the Sociology of the Body. Wilshire

Weiss, B. (2013). Northwestern Tanzania on a single shilling: Sociality, embodiment, valuation. Cultural 
Anthropology, 12(3), 335-36

Westwood, S. (2014). Ageing, gender and sexuality: Equality in later life Susan Linda Westwood (Doctoral 
dissertation, Keele University.




	Chapter 1

