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What are the starting points of this lecture? 

• First, that the globalization of international migration brought about increased 

diversity in our aging populations 

• Thus, issues related to diversity in old age can no longer be 

relegated to the periphery of the respective scholarships who focus 

on this issue (social gerontology and migration studies)

• Second, research on the intersection of ethnicity/ race and aging/ old age is 

at a crossroad.

• The scholarship that has traditionally been interested in diversity in 

old age (i.e. social gerontology) is now being challenged by 

migration scholars who have relatively recently discovered aging 

and old age as interesting angles for their inquiries.

• Third, times like this lend themselves to theorizing exercises (Swedberg 

2012). 

• One way through which we can theorize is by mapping out the state 

of affairs of a field. In this case, I chose to embark in a critical 

assessment of the understandings of ethnicity and race that inform 

inquiries into aging and old age.

• Fourth, a couple of years ago Emirbayer and Desmond (2012) urged ethnicity 

and race scholars to turn their “analytical gaze back upon (themselves) and 

critically inquire into the hidden presuppositions that shape (their) thought” (p. 

574)



So let us begin with the 1st point I just made and 

address what the globalization of int’l. migration 

means…

• The fact that the migration stock increased dramatically over a four 
decade period has not gone unnoticed. 

– 75 million people migrated, for example, in 1965

– while a whopping 120 million did so in 1990

• Thus, although the net inflow of migrants to Europe and Northern 

America has diminished since 2010 we are concerned by what the 

aftermath of previous migration flows will mean to gerontological 

research, policy and practice. 

– According to the recently established International Organization for 

Migration’s Global Migration Data Analysis Centre (GMDAC), for example, an 

estimated 30 million or 11.7 per cent of the international migrant stock are 

65+ years old (UN DESA 2017). 

– The estimated number of older migrants aged 65 or above in developed 

regions increased by more than 11 million from 1990 to 2017 (while in 

developing regions, it only increased by less than a million). 

– This explains why in Northern America and in Europe, international migration 

is considered to be the other greatest challenge facing us (population aging 

being the first)
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http://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates17.shtml


Globalization challenges namely the way in which we 

conceive culture because:

▪ the equation ’national location’ = ’easily discernable cultural values’ 
is no longer as straightforward as it used to be

▪ studying the ’national’ by going to ’a specific locality’ is becoming 
more difficult

▪ culture homogeneity within national boundaries can no longer be 
taken for granted

▪ inter-cultural differences are not as easily tangible

▪ intra-cultural differences are becoming augmented 

▪ making cross-cultural comparisons is becoming more difficult
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“the autonomy and boundness of 

cultures must nowadays be understood 

as a matter of degree” (Hannerz 1992: 

261)
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What does all of this means to the ways in which we 

make sense of ethnicity?

• Over the past five decades, scholars focusing on ethnicity have slowly 

but surely abandoned the idea that ethnicity can be approached in 

essentialist/ primordialist ways 

– Which is the same as viewing this identification ground/ social position as a 

determinant of WHO we ARE 

– This entails focusing on WHAT ethnic background means

• For a while, they regarded ethnicity in structuralist/ circumstantialist

ways

– In other words, as determinant of WHAT we HAVE 

– This entails focusing on WHEN ethnic background matters

• Most of them nowadays think of ethnicity in constructionist ways

– Which means that they are mostly interested on WHAT people DO as a 

result of what they (or others) think they are and/or because of the resources 

they have access to (or lack) 

– This entails focusing on HOW ethnicity matters (which means BOTH 

acknowledging that certain things make it matter (i.e. the WHAT) and that 

there are specific times when these things matter (i.e. the WHEN)
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Understood in constructionist ways, 

ethnicity is…

“about cultural differentiation (bearing in mind that identity is 

always dialectic between similarity and difference); ethnicity 

is concerned with culture – shared meaning – but it is also 

rooted in, and the outcome of, social interaction; ethnicity is 

no more fixed than the culture of which it is a component, or 

the situations in which it is produced and reproduced; 

ethnicity is both collective and individual, externalized in 

social interaction and internalized in personal self-

identification”(Jenkins, 1997: 165) 
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Phrased differently one could say that constructionist’s 

conceptualizations of ethnicity…

• As an identification ground that makes sense to people when 

they care to claim it for themselves (i.e. self-assertion).

– Sometimes our ethnicity claims are acknowledged by others, and 

sometimes they are not.

• Ethnicity is, in other words, contextually-dependent and 

interactionally-determined.

– Which is why it is often referred to as a negotiable identification 

ground these days.

• Ethnicity can be experienced as fixed, at times, and sometimes 

as fluid depending on the claims people make and the ways in 

which structures/ contexts support these claims.

• This is why ethnicity scholars often say that ethnicity only 

matters when we allow it to matter 

– And the question my latest book asks is: why is it that ethnicity 

seems to matter to social gerontologists still? 
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Some of you may wonder why I am asking this question 

now, and the answer has to do with the 3rd point I made 

at the very beginning…..about theorizing

• According to Charles S. Pierce – who was a philosopher in the beginning of the 

1900’s – theorizing is what we ought to do when we need to take stock of what we 

know in order to map out where we need to head when trying to generate new 

knowledge.

• Richard Swedberg – who is a sociologist at Columbia University – brought 

attention to the notion of theorizing when he wrote a couple of articles on when it is 

appropriate to theorize (in 2012).

• According to Swedberg – scholarly endeavors in a field (which I rather call 

scholarships) go through cycles in knowledge production.

– Sometimes, scholarships focus on ‘the context of discovery’ (which is when 

new knowledge is produced; new hypothesis are generated; new 

conceptualizations are launched), 

– And sometimes they focus on ‘the context of justification’ (which is when 

knowledge is ‘tested’)

• In my new book, Ethnicity & Old Age: Expanding our Imagination (2019), I argue 

that scholarship on the intersection of ethnicity, race and old age is at a 

crossroad… 

– because the increased in ethno-cultural diversity that we have witnessed as a 

result of int’l. migration means that we can no longer relegate ethnicity to the 

periphery of the social gerontological imagination.
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Thus, my latest book is based on a theorizing 

exercise because…

• Ethnicity scholars’ conceptualizations of ethnicity have developed over 

the past five decades BUT social gerontologists’ understandings of what 

ethnicity means did not seem to have done so.

• Also – and this brings me to the 4th point I mentioned in the beginning of 

this lecture when I quickly talked through the starting points for this 

lecture – ethnicity scholars were urged

– by Emirbayer and Desmond (2012) to turn their “analytical gaze 

back upon (themselves) and critically inquire into the hidden 

presuppositions that shape (their) thought” (p. 574)

• In other words, my latest book is an attempt to answer Swedberg’s call 

to social scientists to engage in theorizing exercises to take the pulse of 

their respective fields, AND the call by Emirbayer and Desmond to 

inquire into how ethnicity is thought about.  
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So what did the theorizing exercise I engaged in entail? 

• A scoping review of the last 20 years (1998-

2017) of scholarship on the intersection of 

ethnicity/ race and old age/ aging

• Sampling strategy:

– Articles published in peer-reviewed 

journals in English that specialize in 

either aging or ethnicity/ migration 

research.

– Journals indexed in either ASSIA or 

Web of Science: Core Collection + a 

manual search in Journal of Cross-

Cultural Gerontology (n=61 journals)

– Keywords (ethnicity, race, aging and old 

age) had to be used in either the title, the 

abstract or in the keywords section

• Data is comprised of 336 articles (coded 

along a set of 36 areas)

• The three topics that received the most 

attention in RED are the basis for the book I 

just published.

• Health inequalities (n=117)

• Health and social care (n=55)

• Social relations and caregiving (n=52)

• Attitudes (n=15)

• Methods-related (recruitment, retention and sampling) (n=14)

• Quality of life, life satisfaction, successful aging, well-being (n=14)

• Financial issues (jobs, insurance, economic status) (n=11)

• Religiosity and spirituality (n=9)

• Experiences (n=9)

• Housing (n=7)

• Identity (n=6)

• Loneliness (n=3)

• Coping (n=3)

• Work-related (n=3)

• Volunteering (n=3)

• Life-expectancy (n=2)

• Victimisation (n=1)

• Nursing theft (n=1)

• Language proficiency (n=1)

• Personal control (n=1)

• Emotional expression (n=1)

• Storytelling (n=1)

• Black gerontologists (n=1)

• Social workers (n=1)

• Elder abuse (n=1)

• Gaming (non-digital) (n=1)

• Social participation (n=1)

• Preferred activities (n=1)

• Life-space constriction (n=1)
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So what characterizes scholarship on 

ethnicity/ race and old age/ aging?

• Lack of analytical clarity
– Most articles do not define ethnicity and/ or race AND neither do they make 

explicit allusions to the kind of theoretical understandings that inform their 

inquiries.

– Most articles conflate ethnicity, race and culture AND equate ethnicity with 

minority status.

– Most fail to operationalize the ethno-cultural values, attitudes and 

preferences which they implicitly take for granted.

• Narrow samples, perspectives and reference categories
– Most articles come from the US (but are seldom dealing with representative 

samples of ethnic minorities in this country).

– Most are based on a few ethnic groups (e.g. African-Americans, Hispanics 

and to a much lesser extent Asian Americans).

– Most rely on a narrow reference category (Whites in the US).

– Most utilize fairly narrow angles of investigations (e.g. if they focus on 

subjective experience, they focus on older ethnic minorities but fail to tap into 

the subjectivities of other important ‘actors’ as far as inequalities are 

concerned).
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What else is characteristic of this scholarship?

• Structure and context-obliviousness
– Because most articles are based on a very specific national backdrop (it is 

mostly the US), they tend to fail to take into account the array of contextual 

information needed to make sense of the results they present.

– Most of the literature is also based on ‘local’ studies which do not 

problematize the implications of locality to their results.

– Most articles do not operationalize the ethno-cultural values they claim to 

have shed light into (these are, in other words, mostly inferred, not studied 

per se).

• Reliance on a small number of methodological approaches
– Most articles are based on a narrow approach to data collection and analysis 

(e.g. quantitative methods are most often used).

– They tend also to be based on very narrow study designs (either registry data 

OR questionnaires, for example).

– And have an approach to variables that is not intersectionality-astute.
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What else is characteristic of this scholarship?

• Stagnation (and lack of sophistication) in the way in which 

ethnicity and race are made sense of
– Most of articles seem to be informed by either the essentialist or the 

structuralist understanding of ethnicity and race.

– They tend also to seem rather oblivious about the differences that exist 

between assigned and ascribed identity (and almost never reflect on the fact 

that these two need not necessarily coincide).

– Thus, it is researchers’ identification that is almost always at stake (even 

when self-reported ethnicity is at stake).

• Skewedness in dissemination outlets
– Most articles are published in aging/ old age journals so most of the work 

does not seem to have been exposed to the critical eye of ethnicity and race 

scholars.

• Lack of a research agenda 
– The questions being asked are the questions that the available data allow us 

to ask as opposed to being questions that are driven by wanting to expand 

the imagination of scholarship on the intersection of ethnicity/ race and old 

age/ aging.
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In addition, scholarship on ethnicity/ race and 

aging/ old age does NOT seem to be….

• Interested in combating injustices even though it is ‘obsessed’ with 

inequalities.

• Instead, this scholarship seems quite content to just state (over and 

over again) that there are inequalities and/ or differences between 

ethnic majorities (i.e. US) and ethnic minorities (i.e. THEM) 

• If this scholarship were to be interested in formulating an injustice-

aware agenda for itself, the focus would have to be shifted from 

focusing on THEM (i.e. ethnic minorities) to focusing on what our 

assumptions about them tell us about US (which means focusing on the 

ethnic majority’s construction of their so called ‘Otherness’)

• This would entail giving up our insatiable need to ask, for example, what 

are older ethnic minorities like, and replace that with reflexive 

scholarship that is willing to ask how are practices – including our own –

making the reproduction of injustices possible?

• Holding people / sectors/ systems accountable for the injustices they 

create is not, in other words, part of what scholarship on the intersection 

of ethnicity/ race and aging/ old age seems to want to be interested in 

doing.
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Thus, as a result of all of this…

• Scholarship on the intersection between ethnicity/ race and old age/ aging is stuck 

in a time warp as far as the theoretical understandings of ethnicity and race are 

concerned

• Inquiries into aging/ old age that bring attention to ethnicity/ race are constantly 

being framed along the lines of…

– DOES ethnicity/ race matters (i.e. an essentialist understanding) as opposed 

to inquiring into 

– WHEN, WHY and HOW does it matter (which is what a constructivist 

understanding would tap into)

– This is part of the reason why topics one would expect this scholarship to 

focus on (such as, for example, an interest on racism or discrimination) have 

just begun to be paid attention to.

• Because of all of this, this scholarship is just concerned with ethnic minorities (i.e. 

the Other) and fails to acknowledge that ethnic majorities have ethnicity/ race as 

well.

• It is against this backdrop, that I argue – in my latest book – that gerontologists fail 

to ask the most interesting questions of all, namely:

– How is it possible that older ethnic/ racial minorities face injustices on a 

regular basis?  

– AND is gerontological research, policy and practice contributing to these 

injustices despite its best intentions?
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION!

Torres, S. (2019). Ethnicity 

& Old Age: Expanding our 

Imagination. Policy Press.
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