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This article examines social age as a culturally constructed and relational dimension of 
aging in rural eastern India. Based on semi‑structured interviews with 28 couples from diverse 
socio‑economic backgrounds, the study shows how age is interpreted and assigned through 
life‑course transitions, kinship roles, and embodied conditions rather than through chronological 
measures. Key markers such as marriage, parenthood, and grandparenthood reorganize 
individuals’ status within household hierarchies, while age estimation relies largely on personal 
and collective memory in contexts with limited formal documentation. The findings highlight 
strong gender asymmetries: women experience earlier social aging due to reproductive labour 
and caregiving responsibilities, whereas men’s aging is tied more closely to economic productivity. 
Physically demanding work and economic precarity further accelerate embodied aging, revealing 
intersections of class and corporeality. The study argues that social age offers a more contextually 
meaningful framework for understanding aging and calls for culturally attuned approaches in 
demographic research and policy design.

Introduction
Age is most commonly operationalized in social science research and public policy as chronological 

age, measured by the number of years since birth ( Johfre and Saperstein 2023). While this metric offers 
administrative convenience, it provides only a limited understanding of how age functions in social life 
( Johfre and Saperstein 2023; Wanka and Brandt 2025). Sociological and gerontological scholarship has 
long argued that age is not a purely biological or neutral attribute but a socially constructed phenomenon 
shaped by cultural norms, institutional arrangements, and interpersonal interactions (Neugarten and 
Peterson 1957; Neugarten and Hagestad 1976). As a result, individuals’ lived experiences of age often 
differ substantially from their officially recorded chronological age. Early life-course scholars showed that 
people interpret and categorize age not simply by years lived but through socially recognized markers 
such as health, family responsibilities, occupational position, and moral expectations (Neugarten and 
Peterson 1957; Elder 1975). Building on this insight, later work emphasized that chronological age is 
a “crude but convenient” proxy that often obscures the social processes researchers seek to understand 
(Birren and Cunningham 1985; Settersten and Mayer 1997). These critiques laid the foundation for 
distinguishing among biological, psychological, and social dimensions of age, thereby creating space for 
the concept of social age.
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The term social age has been used in various contexts. In sociological and anthropological research, 
social age has a more specific meaning: it refers to how individuals are perceived, evaluated, and positioned 
within society based on socially defined roles, responsibilities, and status rather than numerical age alone 
(Bytheway 2011). From this perspective, age is not simply possessed but actively enacted through everyday 
practices and social expectations (Laz 1998). Recent theoretical developments further argue that age 
should be understood as a system of inequality, comparable to gender or race, that operates across multiple 
levels of social life (Estes 1979; Barrett 2022). Estes (1979) showed how institutional practices and policy 
frameworks systematically privilege certain age groups while marginalizing others, thereby creating age-
based hierarchies. Building on this work, Barrett (2022) and Johfre and Saperstein (2023) argue that age is 
produced through interacting individual, interactional, organizational, and cultural processes. Importantly, 
Johfre and Saperstein (2023) maintain that chronological age is neither universally meaningful nor 
socially neutral, and that individuals simultaneously occupy multiple age dimensions – such as life stage, 
responsibility, experience, and generational position – which may not align.

In family-centered societies, transitions such as marriage, parenthood, and grandparenthood serve 
as especially powerful markers of social age. Life-course research shows that these role transitions 
reorganize expectations of behavior, authority, and dependence, often redefining an individual’s social 
standing regardless of chronological age (Elder 1975; Neugarten and Hagestad 1976). Anthropological 
studies similarly show that in many cultural contexts, age is determined by kinship roles and reproductive 
histories rather than birth dates (Fry 1980).

Ethnographic evidence further highlights that social age is materially consequential rather than 
merely symbolic. Bytheway (2011) shows that socially assigned age identities shape access to respect, 
resources, and participation in social life. Moreover, Fry (1980) illustrates that people often evaluate age 
through culturally meaningful dimensions such as responsibility, engagement, and encumbrance, rather 
than chronological years. These findings challenge the assumed universality of chronological age and 
underscore the need for culturally grounded approaches to studying age.

Drawing on extensive fieldwork, this study examines how rural people experience age primarily 
through socio-cultural roles rather than numerical age. By foregrounding couples lived experiences of 
age in rural India, this article advances social age as an analytically useful concept for understanding the 
intersection of gender, kinship, and the life course. It demonstrates how social roles actively produce age 
identities and how these identities shape participants social positioning, self-perception, and access to 
resources. In doing so, the study contributes to broader sociological debates on the multidimensional and 
socially constructed nature of age and calls for greater sensitivity to culturally embedded age practices in 
demographic research and policy formulation.

The Field Context
This cross-sectional study is based on extensive ethnographic fieldwork conducted in predominantly 

rural areas. The fieldwork took place in rural West Bengal – specifically, the Englishbazar block of Malda 
district, the Amta region of Howrah district, the Phooldanga region of Birbhum district, and the Matha 
region of Purulia district – as well as the Galudi region of Purbi Singhbhum district in Jharkhand and 
the Chandipur region of Balasore district in Odisha. As part of the research process, fieldwork was 
undertaken to engage with village communities, establish rapport with respondents, and discuss issues 
related to demographic characteristics and socio-cultural practices. During the survey, collecting age-
related information proved particularly challenging, mainly due to respondents’ limited knowledge 
or uncertainty about their exact chronological age. To address this, the study compiled data on age 
perception based on observations and interactions from multiple ethnographic field visits.

Respondents
The study sample consisted of married couples with an actual chronological age ranging from 40 to 
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50 years. This age group was chosen because individuals in mid-adulthood are more likely to experience 
discrepancies between perceived and chronological age, while still retaining recall of key life events used 
for age estimation. From each study area, couples were purposively selected to represent lower, middle, and 
upper economic classes, ensuring coverage of socio-economic diversity. In total, 28 couples – comprising 
56 respondents (28 husbands and 28 wives)—were included in the study.

Exclusion criteria

Participants were excluded if they were under 40 years of age, unable to provide informed consent, 
had serious cognitive, communication, or neuropsychological problems, lacked marital or stable co-
residential experience, were not permanent residents of the selected villages, had insufficient recall of 
key life events used for age estimation, or did not fit the predefined socioeconomic sampling framework.

Data

Age-related information was recorded with particular care and cross-verified whenever possible. 
Given the frequent uncertainty about exact chronological age, the study used several widely recognized 
historical, political, and social events as temporal reference points to estimate age more accurately. For 
example, respondents were asked to relate their age to notable events such as major floods, famines, 
local administrative changes, landmark elections, or widely remembered national incidents (e.g., major 
cyclones, floods, dramatic social events, or the introduction of key welfare schemes). By anchoring personal 
life events – such as marriage, childbirth, or school enrollment – to these shared historical markers, it was 
possible to compare reported (perceived) age with estimated actual age more systematically. This method 
enhanced the reliability of age estimation and provided a more nuanced understanding of age perception 
within the studied communities.

Data were collected using in-depth interviews (IDIs) and semi-structured interviews (SSIs).

Analysis

Themes were generated through an inductive thematic analysis of ethnographic interviews and field 
notes using Braun and Clarke (2006). Recurrent patterns related to age perception, life-course transitions, 
gender roles, economic position, and bodily experience were identified through repeated coding and 
comparison. These codes were then grouped into subthemes and organized under analytically coherent 
core themes. While the analysis was primarily data-driven, existing theoretical perspectives on social age, 
the life course, and embodiment informed the interpretation of the findings.

Validation

To ensure analytical rigor, the researchers maintained a reflexive approach by consciously setting aside 
personal biases during the interpretation process. All transcripts were independently examined by co-
researchers to assess the consistency of thematic coding, and no significant inconsistencies were observed. 
Furthermore, participants validated the thematic summaries, affirming their accuracy. Together, these 
steps enhanced the credibility, coherence, and overall trustworthiness of the findings.

Results
Following the SSIs conducted during fieldwork, the following themes were identified.

Theme 1: Social Definition of Age

Theme 1 shows that, in the studied rural communities, age is not primarily understood as a numerical 
or chronological marker but as a socially constructed status rooted in relational positioning and life-course 
transitions. Instead of being tied to the number of years lived, age is defined through changes in social 
roles, especially those related to family structure, kinship hierarchy, and intergenerational transitions.
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A key transition marking the reclassification of an individual into the “elder” category is the marriage 
of one’s children. This event signifies not only a change in family composition but also a transformation 
in authority, responsibility, and social identity. Once children are married, parents – especially in joint or 
extended family systems – are repositioned within the household hierarchy as senior members, regardless 
of their chronological age.

This transition is often experienced as an abrupt shift in identity. Many female respondents described 
how their social status changed immediately after their children’s marriage, particularly when they 
assumed roles such as mother-in-law. This shift was accompanied by expectations of restraint, authority, 
and withdrawal from certain active roles.

“After my son got married, everyone started calling me ‘buro manush’ (elder). I did not feel old before that, 
but now I have to behave like an elder in the family.”

Another respondent reflected on how this transition imposed behavioral expectations that redefined 
her sense of self:

“When my daughter-in-law came, I stopped going out much and talking freely as before. People expect me 
to act according to my age now.”

Narratives from these SSIs suggest that women’s social aging is closely tied to kinship transitions and 
is often accompanied by a symbolic loss of youth, even when their biological or chronological age does 
not align with such categorization.

From the male perspective, the transition to elder status is also linked to children’s marriage but 
is interpreted somewhat differently. Male respondents often emphasized the acquisition of authority, 
respect, and decision-making power within the household and community. Becoming the father of a 
married son was seen as a marker of seniority and social recognition.

“After my son’s marriage, people started asking my opinion in family matters more seriously. Before that, I 
was just another man in the house.”

Another male respondent highlighted the link between generational transition and status elevation:

“Now that my children are settled, I am considered an elder. It is not about my age, but about my position 
in the family.”

These accounts indicate that while both men and women experience social aging through similar life 
events, the meanings attached to this transition are gendered. For men, it often signifies an enhancement 
of authority and social standing, whereas for women, it may involve both increased respect and greater 
normative restrictions on behavior.

The theme demonstrates that social age operates as a relational and status-based construct, deeply 
embedded in kinship structures and life-course transitions. The designation of being “old” or “elder” 
is thus less a function of biological aging and more a reflection of one’s position within the social and 
familial order. This finding reinforces the argument that age must be understood as something socially 
assigned and performed, rather than simply measured in years.

Theme 2: Event-Based Age Estimation

Theme 2 highlights that, in the absence of reliable birth records or precise chronological knowledge, 
respondents often construct their age by referencing collectively remembered events and personal life 
milestones. In this context, age is not recalled as a fixed numerical value but is reconstructed relationally 
through memory, linking individual life histories with broader social, political, and environmental events. 
Across the study regions, respondents consistently anchored their age to widely recognized occurrences 
such as major floods, elections, or significant policy changes. These events serve as temporal markers, 
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providing a shared frame of reference that enables individuals to situate their life trajectories within a 
collectively understood timeline. This method of age estimation reflects a culturally embedded practice 
in which memory, rather than documentation, serves as the primary basis for temporal orientation.

From the women’s perspective, age estimation was often closely tied to personal and reproductive 
milestones, which were then linked to broader social events. Marriage and childbirth, in particular, 
served as key anchors for women to reconstruct their age.

“I do not know my exact age, but I got married around the time of the big flood. My first child was born 
a year after that.”

Another respondent connected her life events with political memory:

“My son was born during the election time when there was a lot of tension in the village. From that, people 
tell me how old I might be.”

These narratives indicate that women’s age perception is deeply intertwined with both intimate life 
events and shared community experiences. The use of such markers reflects not only practical necessity 
but also the centrality of social and familial transitions in structuring temporal awareness.

From the male perspective, respondents more frequently referenced public or collective events such as 
elections, infrastructural developments, or policy changes as points of temporal anchoring. These events 
were often associated with their roles as workers, voters, or participants in community life.

“I remember I was a young man during the big election when the new road was built. From that time, I 
can estimate my age.”

Another male respondent linked his age to a well-remembered environmental event:

“During the fall of the bridge, I had just started working in the fields. That is how I calculate how many 
years have passed.”

These accounts suggest that men estimate their age more often through public and occupational 
experiences, while women’s accounts are more closely tied to domestic and reproductive timelines. 
However, both perspectives rely on a shared pool of social memory, indicating that age is collectively 
constructed rather than individually known.

This reliance on event-based estimation highlights the limitations of chronological age as a universal 
or reliable measure in such contexts. While this method provides a meaningful way for respondents 
to approximate their age, it is also subject to recall bias, temporal compression, and variations in the 
perceived significance of events. Nevertheless, it represents a culturally grounded and socially meaningful 
system of age reckoning.

Theme 3: Gendered Experience of Ageing

This theme shows that the experience and perception of aging are deeply gendered, with women being 
socially classified as “older” much earlier than men. In the studied communities, aging is not simply a 
biological process but a socially mediated one shaped by reproductive roles, caregiving responsibilities, 
and gendered expectations within kinship structures. A central finding is that women’s social age is closely 
linked to their reproductive life course. Transitions such as marriage, repeated childbirth, and especially 
menopause serve as powerful markers that accelerate their movement into the category of “old” or “elder,” 
regardless of chronological age. Motherhood, while conferring respect and recognition, also initiates a 
gradual shift toward social aging by increasing responsibility and limiting autonomy.

From the women’s perspective, aging is often experienced as an accumulation of responsibilities 
and bodily changes that begin relatively early in life. Many respondents described how the demands of 
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childbearing and caregiving contributed to both physical exhaustion and a sense of being older than their 
actual age.

“After having children one after another, I started feeling older. My body became weak, and people also 
began to treat me as if I was no longer young.”

Another respondent linked her sense of aging directly to menopause:

“After my menstruation stopped, everyone said I have become old now. Even I feel that my time has passed.”

These narratives indicate that menopause functions not only as a biological transition but also as 
a social signal that redefines a woman’s identity. It often marks the end of her reproductive role and, 
symbolically, her transition into a less active and more restrained social position. This shift is accompanied 
by expectations of modesty, reduced mobility, and withdrawal from certain areas of social life.

At the same time, motherhood itself initiates early social aging. Women reported that once they 
became mothers – especially of multiple children – they were no longer perceived as “young,” even if 
they were in their twenties or early thirties.

“When my children grew up, people stopped seeing me as young. They say I am now in the elder group, even 
though I do not feel that old.”

From the male perspective, aging is constructed differently and is less directly tied to biological 
transitions. Instead, men’s social age is more closely associated with their economic role, productivity, 
and ability to provide for the family. As long as men remain economically active and physically capable of 
work, they are less likely to be categorized as “old,” even at relatively advanced chronological ages.

“As long as I can work and earn, no one considers me old. Age comes when you stop working.”

Another respondent emphasized the distinction between physical aging and social recognition:

“Even if my hair has turned gray, I am still not old because I am earning and managing the family.”

A significant gender asymmetry is highlighted: while women’s aging is linked to reproductive 
milestones and bodily transitions, men’s aging is tied to economic productivity and social contribution. 
Consequently, women tend to experience earlier social aging, whereas men often experience a delayed 
entry into old age, contingent on their continued participation in the labor sphere.

Theme 4: Economic and Class Dimensions

Theme 4 shows that social age is shaped not only by gender and kinship but also by economic position 
and class-based labor conditions. In the studied communities, individuals in physically demanding jobs – 
especially agricultural and manual labor – are often seen, and see themselves, as aging more quickly than 
those in less strenuous or more secure economic roles. Age thus becomes closely tied to the body’s ability 
to endure labor, making physical wear and functional decline central indicators of aging. Respondents 
consistently connected the experience of aging to the intensity and duration of their work. For those 
involved in daily wage labor, farming, or other forms of manual work, aging was described as an embodied 
process, marked by fatigue, bodily pain, and reduced stamina. These physical changes were not just 
biological but were interpreted as signs of advancing age, often leading to an earlier classification as “old.”

From women’s perspectives, the intersection of economic labor and domestic responsibilities 
intensified this process. Women engaged in agricultural work alongside household duties described a 
cumulative burden that accelerated both physical exhaustion and social aging.

“I have been working in the fields and managing the house since a young age. Now my body feels tired all 
the time, so people say I have become old.”
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Another respondent highlighted how labor shaped others’ perceptions of her age:

“Because I work so much and my body has become weak, people think I am older than I actually am.”

From the male perspective, respondents also emphasized the role of labor in shaping age perception, 
particularly regarding occupational strain and economic necessity. Men engaged in manual work described 
how years of physical exertion led to visible and functional signs of aging, which in turn influenced how 
they were categorized socially.

“Working in the fields every day has taken a toll on my body. I feel older because I cannot work like before.”

Another respondent linked aging directly to declining work capacity:

“When your strength goes and you cannot earn as before, that is when people start calling you old.”

It reveals class-based differences in the experience of aging. Individuals from relatively better economic 
backgrounds – those with less physically demanding occupations or greater financial security – were 
less likely to associate aging with bodily decline and were often perceived as younger for longer periods. 
In contrast, those in lower economic strata experienced what may be termed “accelerated social aging,” 
driven by continuous labor, economic insecurity, and limited access to healthcare or rest.

The findings underscore that social age is materially grounded in the body and shaped by structural 
inequalities. Physical labor does not merely affect health; it actively redefines age identity by linking aging to 
productivity, endurance, and bodily wear. As a result, class position becomes a critical determinant of how 
quickly individuals move into socially recognized categories of old age, reinforcing the broader argument 
that age is not a neutral or universal category but one deeply embedded in economic and social hierarchies.

Theme 5: Embodied Markers of Age

Theme 5 highlights that age is not only socially assigned through roles and responsibilities but is 
also read directly from the body. In the studied communities, visible physical features – such as greying 
hair, wrinkles, changes in posture, and facial texture – serve as immediate and widely recognized 
indicators of aging. These embodied markers function as social signals through which others interpret 
and assign age status, often overriding chronological age or even personal self-perception. Respondents 
frequently described how the body becomes the most accessible and credible “evidence” of age in 
everyday interactions. Unlike numerical age, which may be uncertain or unknown, physical appearance 
is continuously visible and socially evaluated. As a result, individuals whose bodies display signs of wear 
and aging are more readily categorized as “old,” regardless of their actual years lived.

From women’s perspectives, embodied aging was often experienced as both a personal realization 
and a socially imposed identity. Many women expressed that changes in their physical appearance – 
particularly greying hair and wrinkles – led others to treat them as older, which in turn influenced their 
own self-perception.

“When my hair started turning grey, people began calling me old. Before that, no one said anything like 
that.”

Another respondent reflected on how visible aging altered her social interactions:

“Now I have wrinkles on my face, and people do not see me as young anymore. Even I feel different when 
I look at myself.”

For women, the body becomes a site where aging is both experienced and socially reinforced. Visible 
changes are not merely biological but carry symbolic meanings, often associated with declining beauty, 
reduced vitality, and a shift toward elder status. This process may also contribute to a sense of diminished 
social visibility or changing expectations regarding behavior and mobility.
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From the male perspective, embodied markers were also recognized as indicators of aging, but their 
significance was often interpreted in relation to functional ability rather than appearance alone. While 
men acknowledged signs such as greying hair or physical wear, they tended to emphasize whether these 
changes affected their capacity to work and remain active.

“My hair has turned grey, but I do not feel old yet because I can still work properly.”

Another respondent highlighted the connection between bodily decline and social recognition of age:

“When the body becomes weak and you cannot move like before, that is when people say you are old.”

The excerpts indicate that while visible markers initiate the perception of aging, they gain full social 
significance when accompanied by functional limitations. For men, the body is not only seen but also 
evaluated in terms of productivity and strength, reinforcing the link between aging and economic role 
observed in earlier themes.

Embodied aging is unevenly distributed. Individuals engaged in strenuous labor or facing economic 
hardship often exhibit visible signs of aging earlier, making their bodies appear older than their 
chronological age. Thus, the body becomes a site where broader social inequalities – such as class and 
gender – are inscribed and made visible.

Theme 6: Kinship and Household Hierarchy

This theme demonstrates that age identity is deeply embedded in kinship structures and household 
hierarchies. In the studied communities, transitions in family roles – particularly becoming a grandparent 
or a senior member in a joint family – redefine an individual’s social age, often more decisively than 
chronological years. Age is thus relationally constructed through one’s position within the lineage and 
the authority one holds in family decision-making. Becoming a grandparent emerged as a critical marker 
of transition into elderhood. This shift not only repositions individuals within the generational hierarchy 
but also carries expectations of wisdom, restraint, and authority.

From the women’s perspective, this transition often brought both recognition and increased 
responsibility within the household:

“After my grandchild was born, everyone started treating me as an elder. Now I have to guide the younger 
ones and look after family matters.”

Another respondent emphasized the shift in relational identity:

“Earlier I was just a mother, but now as a grandmother, my role has changed. People expect me to behave 
differently.”

This transition for women often reinforces their role within the domestic sphere, where age is closely 
tied to caregiving, moral authority, and maintaining family cohesion.

From the male perspective, kinship transitions were more explicitly linked to authority and decision-
making power. Becoming a senior member in the household elevated their status in matters of family 
governance:

“Now that I am the eldest in the family, all important decisions come to me. That is how people see my age.”

Another respondent highlighted the connection between hierarchy and respect:

“In a joint family, age means position. If you are senior, others will listen to you, no matter your actual age.”

These accounts indicate that age is institutionalized within the family through hierarchical structures, 
where authority, respect, and responsibility are distributed according to kin position. Thus, social age is 
actively produced through everyday interactions within the household.
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Theme 7: Discrepancy in Age Perception

The findings in theme 7 capture the divergence between chronological age and perceived or 
experienced age. Respondents frequently described a mismatch between their numerical age and how 
old they feel or are perceived socially. This discrepancy is shaped by life experiences, particularly hardship, 
stress, and economic conditions, as well as by continued activity and productivity. Many respondents 
reported feeling older than their actual age, attributing this to a lifetime of physical labor, emotional 
strain, and social responsibility.

From the women’s perspective, early marriage, repeated childbirth, and continuous caregiving 
contributed to this sense of accelerated aging:

“I am not that old in years, but my life has been very hard. That is why I feel much older than my age.”

Another respondent linked emotional burden with aging:

“After facing so many problems in life, I feel I have aged जल्दी (very quickly), even if my actual age is less.”

From the male perspective, hardship was also associated with premature aging, particularly when 
linked to economic struggle:

“Because of years of hard work and tension, I feel older than what my age says.”

At the same time, some respondents expressed the opposite experience – feeling younger than their 
chronological age, especially when they remained physically active and economically productive.

“I may be older in years, but since I still work every day, I feel younger than others of my age.”

Another respondent emphasized activity as a marker of youthfulness:

“As long as I can move and work, I do not consider myself old.”

These contrasting narratives reveal that social age is fluid and subjective, shaped by lived experience 
rather than fixed numerical categories. The discrepancy between chronological and perceived age 
reinforces the argument that age is multidimensional and situational.

Theme 8: Emotional Meaning of Age

This theme explores the emotional and psychological dimensions of aging, highlighting that age 
is not only socially assigned but also deeply felt. Respondents associated aging with changes in self-
worth, emotional state, and social recognition, particularly regarding usefulness, respect, and dignity. A 
recurring concern was the loss of usefulness, which contributed to feelings of being “old.” Aging was often 
experienced as a decline in the ability to contribute meaningfully to family and society.

From the women’s perspective, this feeling was frequently tied to reduced participation in household 
and economic activities:

“Now I cannot do as much work as before, so I feel I am becoming old and less useful.”

Another respondent expressed the emotional impact of this transition:

“When people stop depending on you, you start feeling that your time is over.”

From the male perspective, the emotional meaning of age was closely linked to economic productivity 
and social relevance:

“When I cannot earn or support my family, that is when I will truly feel old.”

However, aging was not experienced solely as decline. Respondents also associated it with respect, 
dignity, and social recognition, particularly when addressed as an elder:
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“When younger people call me ‘dada’ (elder brother) or ‘kaka’ (uncle), I feel respected. That is a good part 
of aging.”

Similarly, a female respondent noted:

“Being called an elder gives me respect in the family, even though I feel I am not that old.”

These narratives illustrate the dual nature of aging: while it may involve loss and limitation, it also 
brings recognition and symbolic value. The emotional meaning of age is thus shaped by a balance between 
declining functional ability and increasing social respect.

Discussion
The findings of this study strongly support the argument that age is not simply a chronological measure 

but a socially constructed and relational category shaped by cultural norms, institutional practices, and 
lived experiences. Although chronological age remains a “crude but convenient” proxy in demographic 
research, it does not capture the complexity of how individuals experience and interpret aging in daily 
life. The thematic analysis shows that social age, rather than numerical age, offers a more meaningful 
framework for understanding aging in rural contexts.

The theme of the social definition of age demonstrates that individuals are categorized as “young” or 
“old” primarily through role transitions such as marriage, parenthood, and grandparenthood. This finding 
aligns with life-course perspectives, which emphasize that age is structured through socially recognized 
transitions rather than biological progression (Elder 1975; Neugarten and Hagestad 1976; Uhlenberg 
and Dannefer 2007). Respondents’ narratives – especially the reclassification into elder status following 
their children’s marriage – show that age is relationally assigned within kinship systems, confirming 
that age is enacted through social practices rather than simply possessed (Laz 1998). This also supports 
Bytheway’s (2011) assertion that socially attributed age identities shape status, respect, and participation 
in social life.

Additionally, the reliance on event-based age estimation highlights the limitations of chronological 
age in contexts where birth records are uncertain. Respondents’ use of collective memories such as floods, 
elections, and personal milestones reflects a culturally embedded temporal framework. This finding 
supports Fry’s (1980) argument that the life course is culturally constructed and that age is often determined 
through meaningful social events rather than calendar years. However, this method introduces potential 
recall bias, underscoring the methodological challenges of age estimation in demographic research.

Third, the gendered experience of aging reveals significant asymmetry in how social age is constructed. 
Women experience earlier social aging due to reproductive roles, caregiving responsibilities, and 
menopause, whereas men’s aging is delayed and linked to economic productivity. This supports broader 
sociological arguments that age intersects with gender to produce different life-course trajectories 
(Barrett 2022). The findings also echo earlier critiques that age operates as a system of inequality, where 
institutional and cultural norms privilege certain groups while marginalizing others (Estes 1979). In the 
present study, women’s earlier transition into “old age” reflects both embodied and normative constraints 
within patriarchal kinship structures.

Fourth, the themes of economic and embodied dimensions demonstrate that social age is materially 
grounded in the body and shaped by class-based labor conditions. Respondents engaged in physically 
demanding work reported accelerated aging, linking age identity to bodily wear, fatigue, and declining 
productivity. This supports the argument that age is produced through interacting structural and 
experiential processes ( Johfre and Saperstein 2023). The body thus becomes a visible site where social 
inequalities – particularly class and gender – are inscribed and reproduced.

Fifth, kinship and household hierarchy further reinforce the relational nature of social age. Transitions 
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such as becoming a grandparent or senior household member reorganize authority and decision-making 
power, often overriding chronological age. This reflects age stratification processes (Riley 1987), where 
age serves as a basis for organizing social roles and hierarchies within families and communities.

Finally, the themes of discrepancy and the emotional meaning of age highlight the subjective and 
experiential dimensions of aging. The mismatch between chronological and perceived age – whether feeling 
older due to hardship or younger due to continued productivity – demonstrates the multidimensional 
nature of age identity. Moreover, aging is experienced both as loss (declining usefulness) and as gain (respect 
and dignity), indicating its dual symbolic character. These findings align with contemporary perspectives 
that conceptualize age as a dynamic and context-dependent construct operating across multiple levels of 
social life ( Johfre and Saperstein 2023; Hagestad and Uhlenberg 2005).

The study advances the concept of social age by demonstrating how age is constructed through the 
intersection of kinship, gender, economy, and embodiment. It challenges the universality of chronological 
age and calls for more culturally sensitive and context-specific approaches in demographic and sociological 
research.

Conclusion
This study shows that age in rural Indian contexts is best understood not as a fixed chronological 

measure, but as a socially constructed, relational, and context-dependent phenomenon. Social age is actively 
shaped by life-course transitions, kinship roles, gender norms, economic participation, and embodied 
experiences. Events such as marriage, parenthood, and grandparenthood serve as decisive markers that 
redefine an individual’s position within the social hierarchy, often taking precedence over numerical age. 
Social age is deeply gendered: women often experience earlier social aging due to reproductive roles and 
normative expectations, while men’s aging is more closely tied to continued economic productivity. The 
gap between chronological and perceived age further highlights the multidimensional nature of aging. 
Age is not only assigned but also felt – shaped by hardship, productivity, respect, and dignity. This study 
contributes to the growing literature that conceptualizes age as a dynamic social process and underscores 
the need to move beyond chronologically driven frameworks in demographic and policy research.

Limitations of the Study

Despite its contributions, the study has certain limitations. First, the sample size is relatively small, 
which limits the generalizability of the findings beyond the studied regions. Second, the cross-sectional 
design restricts the ability to capture changes in age perception over time. Third, reliance on self-reported 
narratives and event-based age estimation introduces potential recall bias and temporal inaccuracies. 
While culturally meaningful, these methods may lack precision compared to documented age records. 
Fourth, the study is geographically concentrated in selected rural regions of eastern India. Variations 
across other cultural, linguistic, and regional contexts may produce different patterns of social aging. 
Finally, although the study highlights gender differences, it does not fully explore intersections with 
other axes of inequality such as caste, religion, and migration, which may further shape experiences of 
aging. Further study is required to explore these aspects.

Policy Implications

The findings have important implications for policy, particularly in the areas of aging, health, and 
social welfare. First, policies that rely solely on chronological age as an eligibility criterion (such as 
pensions and welfare schemes) may fail to identify individuals who are socially and functionally “older” 
due to hardship, labor intensity, or early life transitions. Incorporating indicators of functional ability, 
economic dependency, and social roles could create more inclusive and equitable policy frameworks. 
Second, the gendered nature of social aging calls for targeted interventions for women, especially in rural 
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areas. Women’s earlier transition into social old age – driven by reproductive burdens and caregiving 
responsibilities – requires greater access to healthcare, social security, and economic support systems. 
Third, the strong link between labor and aging highlights the need for labor-sensitive aging policies. 
Individuals in physically demanding occupations should have earlier access to health services, insurance, 
and retirement benefits. Fourth, the use of event-based age estimation indicates that official systems of 
age documentation remain inadequate in many rural contexts. Strengthening civil registration systems 
and increasing awareness of birth registration can improve the accuracy of demographic data and access 
to services.
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Table
Table 1. Core themes and subthemes related to socially perceived age

Theme Analytical Focus Illustrative Basis / Examples
1. Social Definition 

of Age
Age determined by social position rather than years Becoming an elder after children’s marriage

Age defined in relation to others Parent–child and in-law relationships

2. Event-Based Age 
Estimation

Shared social memories used to estimate age Major floods, elections, policy introductions
Individual events anchoring age Marriage, first childbirth

3. Gendered 
Experience of 

Ageing

Early social ageing of women Menopause and motherhood
Age linked to earning capacity Continued work delays “old age” for men

4. Economic and 
Class Dimensions

Physical labour accelerates ageing Agricultural and manual workers
Economic dependency increases social age Retirement or loss of income

5. Embodied 
Markers of Age

Visible signs of ageing Grey hair, wrinkles
Capacity to work and move Fatigue, illness

6. Kinship and 
Household 
Hierarchy

Change in age identity through kin roles Becoming grandparents
Age linked to decision-making power Senior position in joint families

7. Discrepancy in 
Age Perception

Feeling older than actual age Stress, hardship
Feeling younger than actual age Continued productivity

8. Emotional 
Meaning of Age

Feeling old or young emotionally Loss of usefulness
Respect and dignity Being addressed as elder


