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Discourse and Experience:

An Anthropological Study of ‘Old Age’ in urban China (Beijing)

Abstract: 

This paper seeks to give an account of the 18-month anthropological fieldwork carried out by the author in Beijing in 2003 and 2004 and to present preliminary research findings. The aim of the project has been to explore the changing meaning of the ‘old person' from complementary perspectives. Combining a strong focus on the experiences of older persons in Beijing with a critical I investigation of official and academic discourses about ‘old age', this paper will shed further light on the impact of large-scale social transformation on urban Chinese society in the reform-era.
 
The report will highlight important changes in the discourse about 'old age', most notably the increasing attention being paid to the 'ageing' of Chinese society and touch upon new images of 'old age' before drawing attention to themes related to the experience of the elderly. These include activities the elderly engage in and a new form of sociality. The report will conclude with some thoughts on the tension between the public discourse on 'old age' and the experiences of  the elderly themselves

 --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

This paper seeks to present an overview of some of themes which have been central to my doctoral research. As this project is still work in progress, I will focus here on outlining some of the main themes which have emerged over the course of the research.  The nature of the paper is ethnographic rather than theoretical.

Research questions 

The central question guiding the research project is: 

How is ‘old age’ in contemporary urban China (Beijing) experienced and represented in the wake of two decades of large-scale socio-economic reform ? 

The project combines ‘studying up’ with studying the experience of those who are ‘muted’ (with the exception of senior political leaders). 

One aim of the project is to establish how ‘old age’ is represented and dealt with in public and academic discourses. Some of the questions which are of relevance to this part of the project are: 

· How do policy makers and academics make sense of the changing demographic situation marked by changing family patterns and increased longevity ?  

· Which foreign models are drawn upon in policy and academic debates ?  

· How is ‘old age’ invoked in debates surrounding the reconstruction of the social welfare system ? 

· What impact does the redundancy of large numbers of workers in late middle age have on public perceptions of the transition to old age ? 

· Do the voices of old people themselves feature in these public representations ?  

Another aim of this research is to examine how the elderly narrate their experiences in the reform-era and how differences in social status, generational cohort and gender have shaped their experiences. The following questions have been crucial to the research: 

· How do the elderly make sense of their personal past and the large-scale social changes which they have witnessed ? 

· Do they feel ‘socially disembodied’ and alienated by the massive socio-economic changes ? 

·  Do they choose to retreat into the private sphere and/ or do they seek to create a new, separate social space for themselves ?
This paper does not attempt to answer all of these questions but instead aims to highlight some themes which have emerged from the research.

Before moving on to an analysis of the themes, however, I will briefly describe the methodological approach. 

Methodology

Qualitative research has been at the core of this research project. The (primarily ethnographic) data was collected over an 18-month period of anthropological fieldwork in Beijing. I was a visiting scholar at the Institute for Sociology at the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences between April 2003 and September 2004. 

The two parts of this research, experience and discourse,  have required different methodological approaches: regular participant observation over a long period of time, multiple interviews, document and discourse analysis. 

To tease out discursive themes, I spoke to officials in charge of providing services for the elderly at different levels of the bureaucracy, interviewed representatives of medical and real estate companies which target elderly consumers,  talked to family members of the elderly, interviewed Chinese scholars studying old age and went to academic conferences,  discussed their work with representatives of local, national and international organizations working with and for the elderly in China,  went to see theatre plays and documentary films dealing with old age, consulted laws and regulations concerning old age, read through the current Chinese academic literature about the ageing process, analysed the portrayal of the elderly in the Beijing Evening Newspaper based on samples from  three decades, read self-help literature for the elderly and studied the portrayal of the elderly in the Chinese media. 

In order to understand how old people in China interpret  their own lives, I collected ethnographic data at several fieldwork sites. I lived in a neighborhood with an overwhelmingly elderly population in the center of Beijing for the entire duration of my fieldwork. In my neighborhood I was given permission to participate in a wide range of activities organized by and for the elderly. I also regularly went to several parks across Beijing where the elderly meet to exercise and where they organize a host of activities, attended weekly meetings of a Chinese Opera troupe which overwhelmingly consisted of elderly members, visited an old people’s university, accompanied elderly people on trips to the outskirts of Beijing to buy health-care products and to explore new residential areas designed specifically for the elderly and took part in  many meetings at the homes of some elderly where they prepared for festivities, engaged in religious practice and socialized with their friends.  In addition to participant observation, I have conducted extensive semi-structured and in-depth  interviews with over thirty elderly people, the overwhelming majority of whom I met several times, often in different settings, and came to know very well. Following a newspaper article about my research, I received over eighty letters from elderly readers who told me at length about their lives. This is another, very rich source of data which will feed into the analysis.

Background – Beijing 

Currently 1.85 million people aged  60 and over live in Beijing (Beijing Committee on Ageing), according to the latest estimate the elderly population now constitutes ten percent of the population. 

The people grouped together under the umbrella term ‘the elderly’(laonianren) are of course very diverse. Factors such as gender, age substratum,  employment history, political background and other factors  all shape the experiences of the elderly who live in Beijing. 

I The discourse about ‘old age’

Chinese officials recall having begun to pay attention to the issues of the elderly after a Chinese delegation took part in international meetings organised as part of the 1982 UN ‘Year of the Aged’. 

It is very clear from their narratives that it was this impetus which spurred them into action and resulted in a new policy for the elderly. New bureaucratic structures were set up in an effort to streamline policy. The concurrent reform of the administrative system and the subsequent forced retirement of many elderly cadres led to the establishment of an infrastructure for some elderly, mostly centred around the ‘old cadre centres’ (lao ganbu ju) which provide a wide range of resources to a small segment of the elderly population. In an interview, the head of one old cadre centres explained to me that the setting up of these institutions was a means to compensate elderly officials for having to leave work to make space for younger cadres. 

Apart from these structural changes and the frequent highlighting of the contributions of those who had supported  the revolution and had by the 1980s reached old age, it does not appear that the elderly formed a main target of policy making. The fact that other policy goals, most notably the one-child policy,  captured  official attention goes some way in explaining the relative absence of issues relating to the elderly from the public discourse. 

By the end of the century, however, the discourse had changed dramatically. The ageing of the population has moved to the foreground of political discourse; Beijing officials at every level now talk at length about the problems caused by the ageing of the population (laonianhua), a problem which they have only recently become aware of. Due to a huge effort on the part of the bureaucracy, Chinese academia and the media, the discourse about the ‘ageing’ of the population appears to have percolated through urban society. Whenever I was asked by scholars and journalists (and many others) what my research was about and I replied that I was interested in the situation of the elderly (laonianren) in the reform-era, I was praised for my choice of topic. My research was frequently misunderstood to be concerned with ‘laonianhua’ which many believe is a very serious and pressing topic and of increasing concern to Chinese society. 

Scholars, officials and journalists would often mention that both international standards have been fulfilled: more than ten percent of the population are aged 60 and over and 7.5 per cent are over 65 years of age, thus making China an ‘ageing’ country like so many others around the world. However, it is frequently pointed out in media reports, academic publications and official speeches that China’s situation is a special case. China, it is argued, has outstripped developed countries in terms of its aging population and has more elderly than any other country. Other differences which are frequently mentioned include the speed and timing of the ageing process. Whereas the ‘West first got rich and then old’, China is said to be ageing before having attained wealth. Whereas it took about a century in France to reach the current level of ageing, in China, the argument goes, the process was completed in a much shorter time span.  What emerges from these accounts is a field of competitive superageing in which China claims a dominant position.  

Markedly absent from the official and popular discourse about population ageing is a thorough analysis of the factors which have contributed to the profound demographic change. While higher living standards and increased longevity are frequently mentioned as contributing factors, the impact of the one-child policy is hardly ever discussed. The issue to what extent the problem of ageing is a ‘home-made’ phenomenon due to the rapid decline in fertility is frequently evaded although some demographers admit in private conversations that it was accepted as a likely side-effect  when the one-child policy was first implemented.  

The increasing numbers of the elderly and the prediction that ageing will become even more severe in the future has given rise to serious concern among Chinese policy makers which has resulted in increased efforts to raise awareness and  in the  allocation of more financial resources to tackle the issue. Several social welfare initiatives have been developed and the improvement of  ‘work with/for the elderly’  (laoling gongzuo) has become an important policy focus in Beijing in the last two years.

In the neighbourhood which I studied, a concerted effort to expand the services available to the elderly was made from 2003 onwards. Primarily due to lack of funds, officials in the shequ persuaded elderly residents with particular skills (handicraft, music, tai qi and painting) to volunteer and offer classes to other elderly. Most volunteers were not paid anything (one exception was a very popular and skilled teacher of Chinese painting whose students paid a small fee for attending her classes) but were praised for their work and rewarded for their commitment by being invited to a banquet held in honour of several very old people (aged 90 and over)  living in the neighbourhood.  When the first old people’s committee of the shequ was set up in the spring of 2004 at the insistence of officials at a higher level in the bureaucracy,  most of the group leaders were voted onto the board. Their appointment, however,  appeared to be more of a chore than a reward but as the meetings were rare and the workload was very light, none of those I spoke to seemed to think of their membership as a burden. Yet they also did not enthuse about it as offering opportunities to improve participation of the elderly in decision-making in the neighbourhood. 

In addition to persuading some elderly residents to offer activities, local officials also set up a lecture series on health issues of particular relevance to the elderly. The speakers for theses lectures were recruited from local hospitals and health-care centres and were asked to speak about issues such as  high-blood pressure and old-age diabetes. This was the most popular offer with between twenty to fifty elderly attending each lecture. Generally speaking, interest in the shequ activities was very low – no more than one hundred elderly residents out of a population of around 3500 took part in any of the activities on offer. The party secretary of the shequ blamed the re-construction of the neighbourhood, a large area of which is scheduled for demolition to make space for new business and residential developments in the run-up to the Olympic Games,  for this low degree of interest. Many elderly, she noted, were preoccupied with issues such as finding a new place to live and had already left or were about to move out. I noticed that the elderly I spoke to gave rather different explanations for their non-participation: unawareness of events due to lack of publicity, a perception of  being ‘too old’ for these activities and doubts to what extent community events which in the past had only been accessible to block wardens were now accessible to everyone. Also, a clear gender bias was noticeable – the vast majority of the participants were women. This issue was raised repeatedly by the shequ officials (also predominantly female) who encouraged the women to bring their husbands and male neighbours  along – without much success. 

Activities for the elderly, however, are not merely organised at the shequ level. One official of the Beijing Committee for Ageing told me of several art groups, primarily for music and dance, which she is in charge of. And for the first time last year,  a model competition  for the elderly was held in Beijing. 

Apart from the new focus on population ageing in academic and official discourses, several other themes have emerged over the last few years. It is important to remember that these discourses are created by young and middle-aged urban dwellers. Three themes stand out: concern about ‘empty nesters’ and remarriage as well as the increasing focus on the elderly as consumers. 

The term ‘empty nesters’ (kongchao laonian ren) has been widely used by officials and journalists over the last few years. In contrast to the way it is commonly understood in Britain where it refers to a transitional stage in the life-course which parents undergo after their children leave the parental home to go to college or to set up a family of their own, in China the term appears to refer to parents who do not have children living with them or at least nearby in their old age.  Several young people I asked about the term thought that it was of particular relevance to parents whose children live abroad.  The term has a very strong connotation of pity and sympathy for these elderly deprived of filial attention and often  also resources.  

Another theme which looms large in scholarly writings about the elderly and even more prominently in media representations of old age, is the issue of remarriage (zai hun). Judging by the lavish attention paid to the topic one could easily be led to believe that significant numbers of the elderly choose to remarry in old age. In actual fact, it appears to be a very small minority. The issue at stake here seems to be children’s worries about losing out on their inheritance.

In line with the increasing emphasis paid to consumption in urban China, many companies have either redirected or intensified their efforts to reach elderly consumers in the last decade.  Advertising for health-related products, especially tonics, and living space designed exclusively for the elderly is particularly noticeable in Beijing’s popular media. The adverts send out conflicting messages. On the one hand they promote the well-being of the elderly in the  more traditional,   extended family setting where they are portrayed to be lovingly cared for by family members who express their love by buying tonics for the elderly. On the other hand, they champion the independence of the elderly. In one advert for a pill which supposedly enhances nutrition, an elderly man, wearing an old-style thick-padded jacket, is filmed climbing the stairs to his danwei department with great effort, clutching his shopping bag. The advert insinuates that the challenge of him coping on his own could be reduced by taking  the drug which he proudly presents as helping him cut down on having to go shopping for several meals a day. 

Novel ways to target the elderly are constantly tried out. A new, irregular supplement to the Beijing Evening newspaper entitled ‘Old Age Newspaper’ is not a journalistic exploration of issues relevant to old age but a marketing tool for real-estate companies.  A number of enterprises have focused on organising social events, such as trips to scenic spots near the capital, dance performances or health lectures, to sell their products. In contrast to Western Europe,  where advertising for similar marketing  events is largely directed at individual households, in Beijing it is common practice for companies to organise activities in a danwei setting or to publicise activities in one neighbourhood.  These commercial activities seem to be better accepted by many of the elderly than promotion events in department stores as the majority seem to avoid the new shopping malls. 

Understanding and focusing on the special needs of the elderly is also the guiding principle behind setting up  new residential areas designed specifically for this age group. Built in expansive grounds in the suburbs with foreign investment, they are closely modelled on North American retirement estates but with a Chinese twist.  The facilities are often aimed at those with high standards (and large capital), including access to hot springs, golf courts and hospitals designed for the elderly. Their novelty effect which derives from  one-generational living, far away from the bustle of city life and with a heavy emphasis on consumption of services, is also reflected in the names of two of these estates, Beijing Sun City and Oriental Sun City. The use of ‘sun’ to denote old-age living is a clear deviation from the more traditional Chinese way of referring to the last phase of life as ‘sunset’, thus indicating a conscious effort on the part of the developers to cast a new, more active and positive meaning on ‘old age’.

II  Experiences of the elderly in the reform-era

Over the course of my fieldwork I found that studying the daily lives of the elderly, and especially the activities which they engage in,  a very useful way to learn about their perception of changes since 1978. While my initially abstract questions about their ‘experiences’ in the reform era tended to yield formulaic responses, it was through understanding the multiple ways  in which they make choices about how to spend their time in retirement which gave away clues into what they regard as meaningful.

Many of the elderly who qualify for access to the old cadre centers, primarily lixiu and now increasingly also higher-level tuixiu cadres, make use of their often excellent facilities and participate in activities organised by them. These vary from centre to centre but often include art and calligraphy classes, exercise and trips to the outskirts and to scenic places in other parts of China which are particularly popular. It is important to remember that the majority of the urban elderly, however, do not enjoy access to these services.

Many of them take part in self-organised (zi li) activities.  Their scope and variety in Beijing today is unprecedented. They range from Chinese opera groups, early morning trips across Beijing to climb the Fragrant Mountains, old people’s universities, yangge performances after sunset at street corners, dance sessions at the side of the road in the early morning and evening, playing cards and majiang in small and large parks, exercise groups in parks and singing/choir sessions in Beihai, Tiantan and Jingshan where the air is filled with a cacophony of voices intoning anything from folk songs, songs praising Mao and foreign songs. 

Common characteristics of these activities are that they are mostly one-generational and often take place in public urban spaces, often parks (annual tickets cost 50 RMB for retirees and can be afforded by almost all of them). Groups usually meet in the same spot, often several times a week and  welcome newcomers. Regular attendance is usually not required – a great deal of flexibility is very common. Most of the activities are organised by volunteers who insist that they do not do their ‘work’ due to a desire to make a profit – financial transactions are kept to the absolute minimum (for example when selling photocopies of songs at exactly the same price as at the photocopy shop). Although varying in degree, there is usually a noticeable gender bias – many more women than men take part in the activities. 

The question arises why more elderly choose to take part or even organise these activities now than in the past. When I asked a number of those who participate how they made sense of this development, they would immediately give two explanations. One reason, in their opinion, is that there are simply more elderly people around (due to demographic changes). In addition to this, they stressed that the elderly have more time at their disposal now than ever before as many of them do not live together with their children and thus do not have to shoulder the (main) burden of housework and childcare for their grandchild(ren). I often heard retired men and women say that they have nothing to do (mei shi). After I had gained the trust of some elderly people, however, they would add another explanation. They felt that the increasingly open and permissive atmosphere of the reform era, particularly after the gradual relaxation of control in the aftermath of  the Tiananmen incident was the necessary precondition for these activities. As one man said: “Who would have dared to assemble in public spaces in the mid-80s, let alone right after 89 ? That surely would not have been allowed !” Several people I spoke to pointed out that the widening of the boundaries of permissiveness had also led to the building of trust between strangers or at the very least the absence of fear. While many used to perceive talking to strangers as potentially dangerous in the past, this anxiety has gradually subsided over the last decade. (Incidentally, I was frequently told by my elderly acquaintances that they would never have dared to talk to me a decade or two ago for fear of being suspected  of revealing national secrets to foreigners, thus committing treason.) 

It is this new atmosphere and perception of liberty which has created a fertile ground for the emergence of a new form of sociality. Whereas in the past, most everyday social contact was between people of the same work unit who by and large knew a lot about each other due to having worked and lived in close proximity for several decades, nowadays a new level of sociality has emerged. Those who meet each other in parks while taking part in activities together, especially in singing groups, frequently refer to each other as ‘geyou’.  This form of sociality differs from close friendships or danwei-based relationships in several ways.

Participants in the activities meet with a clear purpose: to seek pleasure (zhao le). This term has a very clear connotation of seeking escape and distraction – both from the troubles of the past and from current family problems such as unfulfilling marriages. The encounters of geyou are usually very short; most meetings do not last longer than one or two hours. Participation is often occasional rather than regular; apart from the organisers, people are under no obligation to attend meetings regularly. This fluidity and flexibility is very attractive to many elderly who seem to look for pleasure beyond the boundaries of the established social structures (work unit, marriage) but do not want to or cannot escape from the constraints permanently.  Most of those I spoke to said they enjoyed the sense of group cohesion that is prevalent at many of the activities but also made it clear that they did not want to make a firm commitment. They seek warmth in the relative anonymity of the group. There was general consensus among my elderly acquaintances that they felt very comfortable with the tenuous geyou relationships and most had no plans for intensifying these links by inviting their geyou to their house for dinner or by meeting them outside of the activities. Information about each other is kept to a minimum. This particularly applies to information about one’s past life other than one’s job and place of origin. Very often, the passion  for the current activity was seen as stronger than the professional background of some members. Retired workers play Chinese opera with retired teachers, retired accountants sing folk songs with retired soldiers. Some activities, however, are segregated by educational background. It was rare for retired workers to take classes in painting and very few, if any intellectuals were enthusiastically singing songs praising Chairman Mao or dancing yangge at night. 

Apart from this new form of sociality and the broadened scope and variety of activities in old age there are a few other themes which emerged from my research. I was frequently told by the elderly that they were trying to lead a ‘fulfilling’ (chongshi) life. By this they meant both a very active life (many people who sent me letters detailed their impressive weekly schedules including singing, exercise and volunteering) and trying out new things. 

Another theme which featured strongly was a strong focus on health maintenance. Health was understood by most elderly as combining mental and physical health. In their view, maintaining good health had as much to do with keeping physically fit with gaining pleasure from being with others. I would argue that this heightened awareness of personal responsibility for one’s health is at least partly an outcome of the problems with health insurance coverage which many elderly are very worried about. 

Differences between generations was a topic which was frequently raised in conversations.  Most elderly I spoke to wanted to live separately from their children as long as they had a partner. They felt that this solution would prevent family conflicts from arising due to different value systems and ways of behaving.  When I asked in what way their  outlook on life was different from their children’s, I was told most often that the generation gap primarily centred on two issues:  different views about consumption and values. The elderly often stressed that they felt that modest consumption and an avoidance of waste (bu yao langfei) was important. Many would not give in to their children’s repeated suggestions to buy new furniture or even new clothes even if they could afford to do so. This attitude tied in with their high esteem of simplicity and sincerity which they perceived to be in steady decline. It would be wrong to conclude from these differences  that intergenerational relations are fragile or disturbed. Very often the elderly would express sympathy and understanding for their children and point out the enormous stress they are under in order to keep their jobs, pay their bills and bring up their children. Children were widely and publicly praised by their parents when they were being filial by frequently spending time with their parents and giving them money (xiaoshunqian). When their filial commitment was less than impressive, their parents were often very forgiving citing external pressures provided that the children still took an interest in their lives and that there had not been an irreparable split.  

Most of the elderly I met felt that, on balance, the reform era had been beneficial to them. Almost all spoke positively about the economic transition and the improved material lifestyle. But a large number of elderly also expressed feelings of loss – of social security, of safety in the city, of order – and a new vulnerability due to the rise in crime, especially theft,  burglary and deceit.  

CONCLUSION

In this paper I have outlined some of the themes which have emerged from my research, paying particular attention to the changes in the discourse about ‘old age’ and the experience of  the elderly in Beijing. While some tensions between discourse and experience are an unavoidable result because they arise from different levels of reference, i.e. macroeconomic versus microsocial, others are indicative of more profound differences between generations and place in the social hierarchy. While the official and academic discourse is pre-occupied with the production of images relating to the proportional growth of the elderly population which is seen as threatening to the social structure, many of the elderly are trying to come to terms with very drastic changes inflicted on them over the last two decades. Their creativity in dealing with them is largely absent from the discourse which depicts the elderly largely as either in need of sympathy or as being of economic potential due to their perceived potential as consumers. The widespread concern among the elderly about problems with health insurance is as absent from the official depiction of their lives as is any space for them to make their voices heard.  It remains to be seen to what extent the official discourse will  attempt expand to incorporate themes which matter to the elderly, e.g. the imbalance in the distribution of resources to the elderly with a heavy emphasis on rewarding loyal cadres for their support in the increasingly distant past, not to mention open up social space for the re-evaluation of China’s recent history which has scarred many of the current elderly but which they feel unable to raise.
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