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ABSTRACT

The new political economy of aging portrays “active citizenship” among seniors as a key challenge for the years to come.
As a policy framework, Active Aging ranks high on the agendas
of most supranational bodies. Informed by discourse analysis
and a narrative approach, this article focuses on, first, older
women’s everyday “active” practices, their meaning, and purpose and second, their day-to-day practical citizenship and
social engagement experiences. A typology consisting of four
figures of “lived” citizenship is proposed. Social contribution in
later age is expressed through various types of engagement
identified through these citizenship figures. These figures support older women’s social anchoring and sustain their feeling
of belonging to the community. However, the figures outlined
also reveal tensions, produced by relations of power between
“dominant citizenship” and “relational citizenship,” pertaining
to social relations and to caring for the other. In the latter case,
we see that the coupling of action between the choice of
action and social engagements in later age is more limited,
due to social and health inequalities as well as lack of opportunities throughout the life course. Finally, in order to guarantee the right to age with dignity, we suggest a change of
orientation in aging policies.
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Introduction
Taken as a policy framework, Active Aging ranks high on most supranational
bodies’ agenda. This new political economy of aging portrays “active citizenship” among older persons as a key challenge for the years to come (World
Health Organization’s, 2002; Walker 2002). In other words, in Canada as well
as in many other Western countries, an aging person is more and more
encouraged to play the role of an active citizen, on the one hand, by staying
as long as possible on the labor market and, on the other hand, by participating in the local community, especially after retirement. This idea that an
active lifestyle contributes to well-being and to personal satisfaction, while
counterbalancing the harmful effects that can be caused by retirement-aging
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(Katz, 2000), is certainly not a new concept. When Productive Aging
emerged in the USA at the beginning of the 1980s, its objective was to
encourage seniors’ productive engagements, that is, engagements contributing to civil society and to families, through work, caregiving, and volunteering (Gonzales & al., 2015). At the turn of the century, psychosocial and
biomedical theories of Successful Aging offered different models, including
Rowe and Kahn’s (1997) model that represents social engagement “as an
essential component of aging successfully and names participation in productive activity as one of its elements” (Johnson et Mutchler, 2013: 4).
Building on the central elements of productive aging, active aging also
emerged on the European scene in the 1990s (Van Dyk & Tuner, 2010),
initially focusing on active aging through employment, and later adopting a
more holistic perspective (Moulaert & Léonard, 2011). In 1999, at the
International Years of Older persons, the United Nations stated that with
the “increasing number and proportion of older persons [in the world],
opportunities must be provided for willing and capable older persons to
participate in and contribute to the ongoing activities of society.”1 In the
same vein, Walker (2002: 124) mentions that “‘activity’ should consist of all
meaningful pursuits which contribute to the well-being of the individual
concerned, his or her family, the local community or society at large and
should not be concerned only with paid employment or production.”
In 2002, active aging becomes a cornerstone of the World Health
Organization’s (WHO) aging policy framework. For the WHO (2002: 12),
the active aging perspective is the “the process of optimizing opportunities
for health, participation, and security in order to enhance quality of life as
people age.” Older persons’ participation in various spheres of life appears
here as a guarantee of a better health and well-being throughout their life
(Ibid). Furthermore, active aging has since dominated the discourse and
sociopolitics of various international and national entities, making “active
citizenship” of older people a crucial issue for the 21st century.
It is in this context that we studied the so-called “active” everyday practices
of older women as well as their sense and purpose, to understand the
modalities through which they live and perform their citizenship day-to-day
in later age. To do so, this article proposes a typology consisting of four
figures of “lived citizenship,” capturing various forms of social engagement
and participation, through subjective experiences and daily activity. In order
to do so, this article, firstly, introduces the context of older women`s activity,
and more specifically, that of the baby boom generation. Secondly, it defines
the concepts of citizenship, engagement, and participation. Thirdly, it outlines the methodological frameworks of the study. Fourthly, it describes these
four lived citizenship figures, their foundations, and the social engagement
1

https://www.un.org/development/desa/ageing/resources/international-year-of-older-persons-1999/principles.html.
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and participation forms, which are shaped by everyday practices of older
women allowing them to “live their citizenship” (Weinstock, 2000; Lister,
2007) in later life. Lastly, this article examines several sociopolitical issues
related to citizenship in later life for a society for all ages and discusses the
implications of these issues for the field of social work at the policy level.
Older women and activity at the time of active aging
As a frame of reference, active aging encourages “active” citizenship in older
age by promoting activity for all ages of life through a variety of means
(WHO, 2002). However, the notion of activity in the history of aging, as
well as that of citizenship, should be seen as a social construct marked by
relationships of power. Until the 1960s and 1970s, most women were considered inactive since the main part of their activity takes place in the private
sphere where they have the responsibility to care for the young and for the
old as well as for their husbands (Lewis, 2007). Only since the late 1960s have
women massively accessed the labor market and paid work, thus becoming
“active” citizens.
We chose to focus on older women, specifically those from the baby
boomer generation. This is because this is the cohort of women who were
recognized as active for the first time in history, since most of them were
employed for the majority of their life (Mc Donald, 2006). For this generation of women, the traditional model of homemaker is substituted by that of
an active woman, combining family life and the professional world. The
diversity of discourses, social policies, and social struggles dominated by
the imperatives of equal citizenship rights that framed the welfare state had
a strong influence on the life course of these women. However, this “opportune moment” did not bring homogeneous trajectories and experiences for
all women. Even if paid work was part of life for many of them, a number of
activity models coexisted for baby boom women: entry into the employment
market, followed by “periods of inactivity,” then return to employment or to
school once children grow up, or else a definite end of employment with the
birth of children and, for a minority of women, mostly educated and
qualified, professional trajectories without interruption (Bianchi & Spain,
1999; Ginn, Street, & Arber, 2001; McLaughlin et al., 1988).
For older women who identify as activists or who have historically
engaged in activism activities (e.g., the activist organizations Ragins
Rannies in USA and Canada, and in other countries), these practices are
maintained in later age and are considered to be part of the natural continuity of life (Caissie, 2007; McHugh, 2012; Narushima, 2004). They were
also involved in formal volunteering (Collom, 2008; Gottlieb & Gillespie,
2008; Pavelek, 2013; Petit, 2010; Seaman, 2012) (e.g.,, at organizational
structures) and informal volunteering or informal engagement (e.g.,
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caregiving within family and intergenerational networks) (Lie, Baines, &
Wheelock, 2009; Martinez, Crooks, Kim, & Tanner, 2011; Petit, 2010;
Warburton & McLaughlin, 2006). Some baby boom women also kept a
paid employment after the age of 65 (MacEwn, 2012). Having had access
to unprecedented opportunities, compared to that of previous generations,
today’s older women engage in a plurality of activities; they also combine
various roles and social engagements in older age (Kulik, 2015).
At the time of active or productive aging, the analysis of women’s activity
cannot be reduced to that of paid work, since this conception would not only
exclude those who did not enter the labor market but would also conceal the
entire work of care provision made by women (Foster & Walker, 2013).
However, since the relationship between inactivity-activity and aging-retirement has been constructed based on a masculine archetype (Ibid), they
should be seen as gendered constructions that vary through epochs and
through cultures. In a similar way, participation, social engagement, and
citizenship are also gendered concepts, because of the historical division of
public-private spaces and of work, paid and non-paid (care provision),
performed by men and women.

Citizenship, participation, and social engagement
A pillar of modern concepts of citizenship, Marshall’s model was built
around the access to full rights for all citizens: civil rights, related to the
individual rights and freedoms; political rights, pertaining to the representation and the participation in socioeconomic and political life; social rights,
concerning the well-being and economic security for members of a specific
community (Marshall, 1963). Despite critical remarks it had been subjected
to, Marshall’s model has the advantage of having demonstrated the importance of interrelation of rights (social, political, civil) for the achievement of
full citizenship.
However, the dawn of democratic societies based on universal citizenship
was marked by the exclusion of women from access to citizenship rights.
Feminist literature worked on deconstructing the dominating modern citizenship model, shaped by the historical exclusion of women from the public
space. Shedding light on the social mechanisms of that exclusion, the work of
feminist authors set conceptual foundations that allowed to think of their
inclusion — as well as inclusion of other minority groups — in the public
and political space (Dietz, 1987; Mouffe, 1995; Pateman, 1988; Phillips, 1992;
Walby, 1994; Young, 1989). The core concepts of the social division of
private-public spaces and the gendered division of work (paid work versus
work of care) were also a turning point for considering women’s inclusion in
citizenship models (Lewis, 2007; Lister, 1997; Pateman, 1988; Walby, 1994).
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Following various reconfigurations of the Welfare state in the West,
various authors discuss redefining citizenship, and its associated rights for
individuals, as it relates to the contemporary democratic societies that introduced activation policies (Andersen, Guillemard, Jensen, Pfau-Effinger, &
Daly, 2005; Jensen & Pfau-Effinger, 2005; Johansson & Hvinden, 2013). The
development of social protection mechanisms, and within that, activation,
takes shape according to the country or society in which it is being implemented (Pierson, 2001). However, as of the mid 1990s, participation becomes
a requirement for citizenship:
“No longer considered as a civic entitlement, participation has become a strategical
promotion of a citizen’s moral obligations. Using ‘positive public moral’ citizens
are expressively invited to play an active role in society (Tonkens, 2008). [. . .]
Participation is considered to be an important parameter of modern citizenship
and everybody has been asked to participate as much and as actively as possible.”
(Van Hees, Horstman, Jansen, & Ruwaard, 2015: 179).

Social participation, a polysemic concept in social sciences and in gerontology, has received multiple definitions, but it usually refers to “. . . the person’s
involvement in activities providing interactions with others in the society or
the community” (Levasseur, Richard, Gauvin, & Raymond, 2010).2
Consequently, participation and social engagement appear as closely intertwined concepts: social participation means individual engagement in one or
various spheres of life (family, work, democratic life, leisure, culture, etc.).
Still, in a context where activation policies become a new paradigm (Bothfeld
& Betzelt, 2011), “the meaning of citizenship as well as citizenship in old age
is being reconstructed, as it is increasingly associated with active participation” (Van Hees et al., 2015: 179). It is in this perspective that “active”
citizenship takes its shape. The concept promotes “activation trajectories”
(Amitis, 2013), by focusing on the inherent value of the autonomous actions
of an active and responsible citizen throughout her entire life. In the same
vein, “‘active citizenship’ includes autonomy, self-responsibility, flexibility,
geographical mobility, a professional education and the ability to engage in
civil society to fulfil one’s own interests” (Pfau-Effinger, 2005: 189).
In sum, in the context of old age activation, where the active citizenship
and active aging prevail as political and normative concepts, while historically gendered, we found it relevant to study the empirical and subjective
dimensions of citizenship of older women, that is, the “lived citizenship”
(Lister, 2007). Furthermore, considering the theoretical abundance around
the concept of citizenship with its multiple deconstructions and reconstructions, there is a risk of falling into what Lister (2007) identifies as an
2

Presenting an inventory and content analysis of definitions of social participations in older adults in gerontology,
Levasseur et al. (2010) propose a « taxonomy of social activities based 1) levels of involvement of the individual
with others, and 2) goals of these activities » (p.2146).
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“empirical void,” a concept that has lost its substance. Taking into account
these considerations, we decided to explore the everyday practices in later life
in order to describe an ‘effective’ citizenship grounded in the experience of
senior women who had access to labor market and therefore to masculine
trajectories of “aging-retirement.”
Methodological frameworks
The current article proposal, based on the results of an empirical research
study,3 draws from multidisciplinary perspectives: State theories, citizenship
and social policies; critical perspectives of aging; and gender studies. It
applies a qualitative narrative approach, using the life story method to
understand the everyday reality lived by actors. This method allows us to
not only obtain a rich description of individual histories, and of biographical
trajectories, but also to explore how actors-subjects structure and construct
their life experiences, attributing to them a singular meaning and significance
(Chase, 2005; Creswell, 2012). Each participant’s narrative considers her
personal sociohistorical context. Thus, the narrative allowed us to uncover
the social reality, events, and the emotional and psychological states experienced by the participants and relate to them both temporally and spatially.
This anchoring in time and space informed and affected the very production
of the narrative. Even though the latter can serve to cover the entire history
of a person’s life, it can also be used to tell a specific biographical element
linked to a fragment of the subjects’ life (Galligani, 2000). From this perspective, the story narratives are oriented toward the here and now, the
present day. They focus on everyday activity, on the nature of practices
(descriptive dimensions of aging) as well as on their sense and meaning
(symbolic and ontological dimensions of aging). This approach used in the
interviews allowed us to understand the purpose of the activity that structures the everyday practices. For instance, beyond seeking meaning, interviews focused on the activity, on the “details of doing” and “the how” of
doing the activity, in order to grasp the logic structuring of the everyday
action (Bruchez, Fasseur, & Santiago, 2007: 100).
For the purpose of this study, we interviewed a total of 20 women.
Selection criteria were the following: to be a woman aged between 60 and
70 years old, born in Québec, whose primary language is French. The cohort
of women chosen is part of the “pivot generation,” that is, “a generation that
had, in a certain way, split with the previous family models by introducing
much more radical changes than those made by previous generations or the
next generation” (Attias-Donfut, 1995: 53, author’s translation). In the West,
women and men of this generation were the subject of social changes,
3

This research has received an ethic certification (CERFAS-2013–14-062-D).
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brought by the feminist revolution, which modified the trajectories of socialization, the referential models, and the identity of an important part of
population. The stories collected take place on a sociohistorical background
marked by a “founding event” (Mauger, 2009), from which it is possible to
find, even if partially, a collective history of women of this generation.
The sample was selected by the method of “maximum variation” (Miles &
Huberman, 2003), with the purpose to find cases presenting a variety of
positions and experiences of the research subject. This method allows to form
a “constellation of cases,” analyzed first vertically and horizontally and then
Table 1. Sociodemographic Research Participant’s Profile.
Participant’s profile
Age
60–65 years old
65–70 years old
Civil statut
Married
Divorced/without partner
Divorced/with common law partner
Single
Descendants
Without children
Has children
Has children and grandchildren
Living environments
Metropolis and peripheral areas
Middle’city-Urban environment
Village–rural environment
Level of education completed
Without any collegial degree
Collegial degree
Bachelor degree
Master degree
Ph.D degree
Status in the labor market
Retired
House wife
Part time working after retirement
Steel on the labor market
Employment field
Services, factories and house maid
Public worker/professional
Health et social services
Education
Arts et culture
Politic
Finance and management
Annual earning
0–20 000 CAD
21 000–26 000 CAD
27 000–35 000 CAD
36 000–45 000 CAD
46 000–60 000 CAD
More than 60 000 CAD

Number (N: 20)
13
7
8
5
2
5
5
15
14
16
2
2
2
8
6
2
2
15
2
2
3
4
2
4
4
1
1
2
4
2
4
4
0
6
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in comparative perspective (Pires, 1997). Table 1 presents general characteristics of the respondents (N: 20).
All the interviews were recorded and fully transcribed. From this, we
operate a discourse analysis, an approach coherent with the narratives methods (Barry, 2003), in order to analyze conditions of production of the
discourses being studied (that is the Social state activation logic in which
also emerges active aging with its effects on the aging experiences). Other
levels of analysis were implemented simultaneously and included a description (the nature of practices of everyday life), meaning production (reasons
for acting), and comparison, having as objective highlighting the logic of
action allowing to discover the process and generating mechanisms of practices (Bertaux, 2010). In the exercise of deconstruction–reconstruction of the
corpus (Paillé & Muchielli, 2012), firstly, we proceeded with a codification
guided by “different realities” (Bertaux, 2010), and secondly, segments related
to the facts (empiric reality) allowed us to reconstruct history of everyday life
in which action and concrete practices take place. As far as segments
pertaining to discursive and reflexive levels are concerned, they were classified under large categories (Paillé & Muchielli, 2012), referring to, on the one
hand, “social worlds” of the respondents (Bertaux, 2010) (i.e., private/domestic universe, family universe, and social universe) and, on the other hand, to
two categories of meaning (e.g., the echo of active aging in everyday life as
well as that of its role, its place, and its contribution to the society in its
trajectory of aging). This second step of data “condensation” (Miles &
Huberman, 2003) allowed us to obtain an enriched and thus deeper reading
of each one of the stories. Therefore, beyond reconstruction of the everyday
life made originally, a dialogical analysis of stories emerged, revealing messages produced in the discourses and their contents, and in this sense, the
points of tension, of disruptions, of consonances/dissonances.
Thirdly, since we aimed to realize a comparative analysis of the stories, we
also proceeded with synthesis, using themes of the segments collected in the
large categories created (Paillé & Muchielli, 2012). To create a transversal
portrait of themes of the entire sample of respondents, comparative tables
were created, gathering together themes related to each one of the six
categories previously introduced. This method finally allowed us to compare
our reconstructed corpuses and to analyze the “reappearance of the same
situations, logic, and similar actions” (Bertaux, 2010: 95), or on the flipside,
the antagonistic processes or mechanisms, and the tensions and ambiguities
that transverse the narratives.
Results: figures of “lived” citizenship in later life
Through the analysis of results, we identified a variety of everyday practices
allowing respondents to define themselves as “active women” in later life, and
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by doing so, to live an “active” aging life. Beyond the nature of the practices,
we sought to uncover the purpose of their action, that is, the meaning they
prescribed to their everyday action, in order to better understand various
types of engagement in later life. Exposing the modalities “of doing” (the
everyday action), as well as “of being” (the meaning of action), our results
reveal the processes through which older women define themselves as active
citizens, anchored in their community.
Inspired by the citizenship model of Jensen and Pfau-Effinger (2005), we
outline four figures of ‘lived’ citizenship, built upon everyday practices, as
well as their meaning and significance in the experience of aging. We discuss
the particular characteristics of these figures and their influence on respondents’ lives. It must be noted that, although we describe these figures
separately from one another for clarity and in order to better outline different
dimensions of the citizenship experience of the respondents, in the reality of
everyday life, they are, most of the time, intrinsically linked.

Employment as a dominating figure of modern citizenship
“Retirement ? Not that much for me !”

For the respondents working full-time, their profession logically holds an
important place in their everyday life: “This is what my life is about, it’s the
work,” says Hélène (61 years old). The difference between these older workers and other retired women is in their wish to work “as long as possible,” “as
long as they are able to.” The idea of retirement is not attractive for them, as
we can see from what Suzanne is saying: “Retirement, I do not like that, it
means boredom, lack of involvement . . .[. . .]. I think that in ten years from
now, I will also be active [. . .]. My objective is not to spend time in a rocking
chair” (Suzanne, 60 years old). For these respondents of different socioeconomic backgrounds who work in the fields of education and in the arts,
the continuity of paid employment in later life is a central factor in their
involvement in society and in their feeling of contributing to society.
Moreover, in an aging society, where life expectancy is increasing, “it does
not make sense to stop working at the age of 55–60, one does not contribute
enough to life and to society when retiring before 70 years old,” adds Hélène
(61 years old).
For the retired respondents who had held an employment, to have a job
and to be self-supporting plays a fundamental role in their citizenship
experience in aging. The active life preceding the end of employment is
often used as a reference against which is measured the active character of
everyday practices after retirement (“as active as before,” “less active now”).
The accent is thus on the employment sphere when assessing one’s engagement in social life. For working respondents, work represents an object of
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dominating meaning that has not (yet) been replaced by other types of
engagements. As far as citizenship identity is concerned, it keeps its importance as a space of social and of institutional inclusion by providing a
“certain form of social visibility” (Grenier, 2009). This seems even more
obvious for respondents having little social relations, “human contacts,” as
Anna (67 years old) puts it, quasi exclusively belong to the sphere of work. As
a matter of fact, for the respondents, keeping a paid position or job allows
them to maintain social ties, to contribute to society, and to transmit
knowledge.
It must also be noted that work played a central role in the construction of
respondents’ citizenship identity, regardless of whether they have retired or
not. Most of the women interviewed had the opportunity to hold paid
employment and therefore to hold social rights, thus resulting in a full
citizenship status, as opposed to citizenship by extension of the rights of a
working husband, as in the old model of the “male breadwinner” (Lister,
1997; Mouffe; 1995; Walby, 1994). Freed from economic and legal guardianship of the previous era, stories (or narratives might be used here) highlight
the autonomy gained by these women at the beginning of the 1980s, when
they entered the employment market, “to no longer depend on anyone”
(Pauline, 64 years old) or to “build themselves a small retirement” (MarieAndrée, 64 years old). Participation in paid employment also sheds light on
the importance for these women of the process of individuation (Beck &
Beck-Gernsheim, 2002), beyond the assigned roles, in being recognized as
subjects in their access to citizenship. Pauline’s words (64 years old) illustrate
this issue of individuation in citizenship experience of these women:
“When I divorced in 1990, I did not exist, Pauline P. did not exist, it was Madame
[spouse’s family name]. I did not have anything in my name. This is when I
realized that I was a nobody. . . It kicks you in your stomach. Then, you say to
yourself: “I should roll up my sleeves and earn a living”.

Past and present of civic engagement as a citizenship figure
“Not to be a boomer sitting on its quiet life of leisure”

This figure of citizenship refers to civic engagement practices within associations or social movements. Women engaged in activism or advocacy position
themselves as citizens of “duty,” driven by values of equality and social
justice. For them, aging and end of the carrier does not justify the fact to
divest from the space of civic participation, a space where they have been
present throughout their entire life. Becoming a part of the continuity of
their trajectory, their stories uncover a form of symbolic heritage of civic
engagement. For example, Loraine (63 years old) says that she was a “feminist since she was 5 years old” because of the influence of her grandmother.
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Remaining active means “being at the front,” to maintain “community and
social engagement that she had always had.” In the same perspective, being
active for Chantale (67 years old), who learned civic engagement at the age of
14, “is being in the traffic, in the parade.” For her, as it is for her fellow
activists, it becomes unimaginable, after retiring, to “sit down on her balcony
to see things pass by.” The profiles of respondents engaged in civic action is
relatively homogeneous: they are middle to upper-class women, married or
in couples, professionals, holding at least one university diploma.
Determinants of their conceptions of aging, these practices of civic engagement allow respondents to position themselves as subjects acting on collective social justice issues. The personal significance of their actions (e.g., to
fight against inequalities, to transmit knowledge, to be useful, to make a
contribution to the society) testifies to the importance for them of the role of
an individual citizen, beyond the notion of age and of aging. Civic engagement allows as well “not to throw the towel” and to “stay on the rails of active
life,” despite them aging. From this perspective, their practices embody the
political dimension of citizenship, which implies that an individual citizen
takes part in a variety of spheres: economical, social, and political, and that of
the civil society (Marshall, 1963). In this case, this figure of citizenship
corroborates a more republican model of citizenship,4 taking a distance
from a more libertarian model5 that focuses on participation in the consumption and in the employment market (Johansson & Hvinden, 2013).
Finally, these citizenship figures reflect conceptualizations put forward by
feminist scholars for whom the way to inclusion of women in public and
political spheres was through the transformation of institutional mechanisms
of representation and of participation, in a perspective of plural citizenship
(Dietz, 1987; Mouffe, 1995; Pateman, 1988; Phillips, 1992; Walby, 1994;
Young, 1989).
Engagement in care: the “new” figure of citizenship
“Perpetuating self-giving for the sake of the others”

A disposition, an attitude of solicitude, and an engagement toward others
(Brugère, 2010); care refers to a set of practices that regularly “activate”
respondents’ aging, regardless of whether they ended their career or not
and whether they are engaged in civic action or not. While taking as a
starting point the “others’ needs” (Tronto, 1993), respondents’ practices of
care can be divided into four dimensions, that is, 1) to take care daily for a
“Republican citizenship generally focuses on the citizen’s participation in the affairs of his or her community, and
the expectation that the individual will be committed to acknowledging and promoting the well-being of the
community as a whole” (Johansson & Hvinden: 50–51) .
5
“In a Libertarian sense, the relationship between state and individual is conceived more narrowly, with the
emphasis the self-responsibility and autonomy of the individual”(Ibid: 50).
4

JOURNAL OF GERONTOLOGICAL SOCIAL WORK

483

family member; 2) to actively take care of grandchildren; 3) to offer support
to one’s relatives (family friends, neighbors) on a regular basis; and, finally 4)
to volunteer at a philanthropic or religious organization. Omnipresent in the
everyday action of almost all of the respondents (N: 18), practices of care
regroup very different women: from poor to middle and upper class, from
well-educated (with a graduate university degree) to women without any
secondary diploma, women from cities, regional urban centers or from rural
areas. It should be noted that respondents with weaker health and limited
mobility still maintain their care practices over time.
There is a variety of purposes of action: a need for authentic relationship
and a sincere love, a need for intergenerational transmission (e.g., generativity per Erikson and Erikson (1981), the importance of self-giving, the perpetuation of family values as well as a wish to maintain social ties. The
following accounts illustrate some of these ideas:
“My children and my grandson, they really are part of my happiness [. . .] they
bring me something real [. . .]. This is my fabric of life, the most beautiful part of
my life. Have I not had them, I would have been like a forgotten isolated unit.”
(Suzanne, 60 years old)
“[Talking about her help to bring a friend’s children to school] If I started doing
this, it is for the kids. . . And helping others, it is as if it were something built-in, I
have done this since I was young and now, I could stop, I am doing that
consciously, it is a choice.” (Estelle, 62 years old)

Helping others is not only a question of social and family “values,” it is also a
“citizen role,” as explained by many of the respondents: you cannot “spend
your life shopping and buying handbags, a life cannot be just that” (Michelle,
67 years old). For Odette (63 years old), there is a fundamental dimension in
altruism and in helping others, and it is an integral part of life itself, since
“the day when humans will no longer think of those around them, something
will be definitely lost.” We should also highlight that practices of care related
to the loss of autonomy of an elderly parent can be source of both “enriching
experiences” and of those “burdensome physically and psychologically,” as
pointed out by Loraine (63 years old), whose mother became “prisoner of her
body.”
In terms of the literature on social engagement, respondents’ practices of
care can be divided into formal engagement (e.g., volunteering in various
organizations) and informal engagement (e.g., caring in private context and
in spheres of proximity). However, the care, in its informal dimension, has
historically been considered as a non-active productive activity. In traditional
classifications, an active/inactive citizen is evaluated by his productive work,
that is, one serving a market activity (Ramos, 2012). This relationship
between the activity/and the inactivity is not without reminding the historical
exclusion of women from citizenship that originally pertained to the public
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sphere. Since then, the theoretical challenge is to present care, understood as
a set of practices, as a form of social citizenship.
From this perspective, stories reveal the active nature of care, especially
opposed to the inertia underlying inactivity and social disengagement.
Moreover, respondents’ practices echo four of the five care practices
described by Tronto (2013): 1) caring about; 2) caring for; 3) care giving; 4)
caring with. Seeing the enacting of care as an active process aimed at
“maintaining, perpetuating and repairing our ‘world’” (Tronto, 1993, 2013)
allows us to “assemble together and to make consistent a series of activities
that, otherwise, look fragmented, marginalized, since they are ‘contained’
within ‘moral boundaries’, reducing the importance of care for the maintenance of a human life” (Paperman, 2015: 37, author’s translation).
With this in mind, theoretical perspectives of caring citizenship
(Sevenhuijsen, 2003), based on the ethics of care (Tronto, 1993, 2013),
formulate care as an “active” citizenship practice. The citizenship, the way
it is lived in everyday life, is more than a set of rights, responsibilities, and
duties. It also is a range of relationships and processes allowing individuals or
groups to be included (or excluded) in a community (Lewis, 2004). The
citizenship of care can emerge through the notions of interdependence,
reciprocity, responsibility for others as well as for the well-being of the
community (Sevenhuijsen, 2003). Interpreted in this way, citizenship
becomes more subjective, anchored in a web of relations between the intimate and the community, allowing an individual to position herself as an
actor taking action in the world in order to ensure its continuity.

“Individualized” citizenship based on the social rights of retirement
“I have given enough! ”

The last figure of ‘lived’ citizenship differs from the others figures. It is a
double-edged figure composed of two dimensions of aging-retirement,
defined as “retirement-freedom” and “restrained retirement.” On the one
hand, these respondents made a deliberate choice to end their career and
they stay away from the spaces of civic and volunteering participation,
considering that they “have given enough.” Their revenues are between
lower and middle class, but they all have good social relations and are in
good health. Engaged at the same time in care practices, for instance caring
for their grandchildren, they consider that this is “their volunteering.” In
contrast with respondents engaged in civic action or in volunteering, they
believe that they do not have a “big” role to play in the society, other than “to
just live well,” “to be a good citizen,” “to help other when they can do so,”
while “enjoying life,” being “free” at last.
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Purposes of their action can be seen as a quest for freedom. “I do not believe
in society nor in politics,” says Catherine (65 years old) who describes herself as
an “egoistic and individualistic person,” since she does not want to be submitted
to any constraint that would prevent her from enjoying her retirement. From
this perspective, they match this contemporary image of “consumer citizens”
(Johansson & Hvinden, 2013), mostly focusing on private sphere, the satisfaction and the personal well being, as well in the consumption of services and
leisure activities. They thus appear as “individualized” citizens:
“The concept of ‘citizenry individuation’ more generally captures the extent to
which citizens are “detached from the solidaristic and collective foundations on
which welfare states were created” (Newman 2013: 42), and subscribe to principles
of market fundamentalism including competition, reliance on the market, and
consumption as part of exercising citizenship and being a good citizen”.
(Sanscartier, 2015: 33–34).

On the other hand, while staying on the periphery of civic and volunteering
engagements, we find several cases of socioeconomically disadvantaged and
fragilized women because of their health conditions and their reduced mobility. Limited in their material conditions, they cumulated less advantage in
comparison with the women in the other dimension, and they do not share
this previously mentioned finality for a quest for freedom. They live a
“restrained retirement,” confined to ordinary activities (e.g., activities in the
private sphere, domestic tasks, walk in the park). Their relationships with
their children and grandchildren are marked by relations of mutual help.
Their engagement, beyond that of being a “good citizen,” mostly takes form
of their practices of care toward their family, often more vulnerable than
themselves. For these vulnerable women, they “live one day at a time,”
without “asking more than what they have,” other than “more contact”
(e.g., social relations). In this precarious way, they keep some social ties, in
spite of many successive disruptions in their life trajectories. Obvious structural issues can be seen throughout their testimonials. These issues limit their
access to certain social rights of the old age, which should have protected
them against economic insecurity and poverty.
In sum, lived citizenship figures materialize, on the one hand, in the
practices seen as “active” by respondents in various aspects of their life —
work, civic participation, care activity (formal or informal), and also, day-today ordinary activities. On the other hand, these activities represent a variety
of forms of social contributions in later life, making it possible for women to
maintain a citizenship identity and a feeling of belonging to the community.
In the following section, we outline the main issues influencing the construction of citizenship experiences in later life.
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Discussion: aging and citizenship in the light of power relations
These citizenship figures show that the process of citizenship construction for
older women varies depending on their everyday practices, which are
informed by their live conditions as well as by their health situation. In
everyday activities, citizenship experience in later life is lived as a dialogue
between “doing and being.” On the one hand, there are the so-called “active”
practices, which allow respondents to perform an “active citizenship,” in a
way it appears in the dominant discourse of aging activation (work, civic
participation). On the other hand, women construct their relation to the lived
citizenship through the meaning given to their everyday practices, which
leads to continuity in later life, instead of a break. Various types of engagements and participation forms identified manifest themselves as forms of
social contribution in later life, supporting their social anchoring and perpetuating their feeling of belonging to the community.
Moreover, in regards to citizenship theories and social inequalities in later
life, our citizenship figures capture established power relations that block
access to full citizenship for certain groups of aged people . For disadvantaged respondents weakened by their social or health conditions, connections
between choice of action and social engagement in later life are limited due
to social and health inequalities as well as due to the lack of opportunities
that marked their life trajectories. In fact, their trajectories show that different factors reduce their opportunities of social engagement in later life: end
of employment, imposed and abrupt due to health reasons, socioeconomic
precarity throughout their lives, progressive ruptures with their social network, as well as psychological and physical issues that arise in the process of
fragilisation. There are also gaps between the dominant politico-normative
discourse on aging and active citizenship that presumes a certain control of
one’s aging well, in its physical, moral, and socioeconomic aspects, on the
one hand, and the respondents’ subjective experiences of aging, on the other
hand.
From this perspective, the citizenship figures we outlined in this research
also reveal tensions between the dominant forms of citizenship and “relational” forms of citizenship, shaped by the social ties and by a concern for
others. With respect to the former, we should remember that contemporary
active citizenship remains closely tied to the individual responsibility to hold
a paid employment and earning a living (Johansson & Hvinden, 2013). This
issue surfaces on international organization agendas, with the activation
aging policies aimed at lengthening careers (European Union, 2012; United
Nations, 2002). However, this normative issue does not fully consider life
trajectories marked by inequality of opportunity, and the scarceness of
positive support structures in the lives of the poorest older population.
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In a similar way, the figure of civic engagement appears like a dominating
citizenship, since it remained focused on a citizen’s civic obligation to
participate in society’s democratic life. Consequently, this model not only
appears as a normative one but also contributes to the dichotomy between an
active and a passive citizenship passive (Bartlett & O’Connor, 2010; Lewis,
2004). For these authors, active citizenship implies subjects having capacities
and resources (material and symbolic) to take part in political processes and
in democratic life, thus leaving aside the individuals who, for various reasons
(e.g., health conditions, disabilities, lack of resources), stay outside of the
spaces of civic engagement.
Furthermore, figures of citizenship of care and of citizenship based on the
social rights of retirement illustrate the importance of the power of the
relational dynamics and of interdependencies that allow for social affiliation
and the feeling of belonging: belonging to a family and friends network or to
a local community to which one identifies himself. Citizenship identity is
experienced here within social ties, allowing to “connect scattered individuals” and giving them “the feeling to mutually belong to each other, to be
engaged in a collective life which fully integrates everyone” (Paugam, 2013:
7–8, author’s translation). In other words, in everyday life, the experience of
citizenship in aging does not only belong to the public sphere, it is experienced in and by the relations of proximity, lived “from within” in the
exchange and with concern for the others. The feeling of being in an
interdependent relationship with a person, a group, or with one’s community
is central for living citizenship, and through it, to stay engaged in life.
Conclusion
In terms of various engagements that form figures of citizenship as well as
the tensions within them, it is important to recognize that socio-structural
conditions of aging as well as the conditions related to health continue to
inform the access to dominant citizenships. When considering the multiple
trajectories of ageing, the backdrop is constant: the dialectic of autonomydependence and the underlying relations of power in the public-private
spheres create tension for thinking about an inclusive citizenship.
Considering the expanding social inequalities, politics that only focus on
the activation paradigm cannot be an adequate social response to the aging
“problem.” Our results show that no one desires to be dependent socioeconomically or physically in later life, either on the State or on one’s
relatives. In this context, would it not be more useful to approach aging
from a different standpoint? One that would be built upon a paradigm
supported by the ethics of care, as suggested by Tronto (2013), who takes
into consideration human vulnerability in order to approach human fragility
caused by aging. From this perspective, conceiving of social politics using
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referential models other than solely those of activation, of autonomy, and of
individual responsibility would allow for a new emphasis on moral principles
and politics. This would give more clout and prominence to fundamental
human rights in order to tangibly ensure the right for aging with dignity
for all.
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