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ABSTRACT 

Studies of aging have often involved only those considered to be old. In this 

study, individual volunteers and groups from a midwestem, urban environment, 

representing a wide range of chronological ages, participated in storytelling circles 

organized around a theme of aging. Their narratives suggest that the polysemic term 

Aging is often understood in terms of a concept of chronological Age as this relates to life 

experience. People understand themselves as different from one another through 

interpretations of their own experiences that are referenced in terms of chronological age. 

This perspective appears to be shared by persons of all ages suggesting that reminiscence, 

often characterized as distinct to old age, is an aspect of age throughout life. This analysis 

is historically situated in ideologies of progress within the United States and utilizes a 

dialogical orientation to storytelling and social memory. Aspects of individual and 

collective performance are discussed. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 

Perceptions of aging processes and the situation of the aged in any given society 

present a unique window of inquiry. Unlike other social categories and classifications -

such as gender, race, or class - age is not conferred at birth, either by virtue of biology or 

social status. Instead, one '^becomes'* aged, should one live so long. In the United States, 

attitudes and policy initiatives toward aging have shifted rapidly through time, resulting 

in the phenomenon whereby ideas and expectations of old age learned in one's youth may 

not necessarily be in effect if one becomes old. In this respect, people "becoming" aged 

are living within a physical and social reality that is both novel to them as individuals and 

relatively unmodeled by their predecessors. The embodied experience of aging for 

individuals, as a result, can resemble the zen-like warning signage ubiquitous along 

highways in the Southwest which exclaim, "Gusty Winds May Exist" Change is in the 

air for aging individuals, but there is no standard model for what, how, or when it may 

occur. 

It is within this ambiguous transition of individuals and age cohorts, by 

witnessing the ~becoming-ness" of aging, that we can understand the cultural constructs 

that influence individuals as they age, throughout the life course and within social 

collectivities. Efforts to think through age instead of about it are. or should be, the 

contributions of scholars within anthropology interested in aging (Cohen 1992:125). This 

small study is an effort toward participation in that larger conversation. 

During the months of June through August 2000,1 elicited personal narratives of 

Age and Aging through storytelling circles held in Minneapolis, Minnesota. These 
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storytelling circles, adapted for research from a practice used by professional storytellers 

to share and generate stories, included twelve to seventeen people who were encouraged 

to produce stories related to the designated theme of aging. Organized with a 

decentralized and shared leadership model, the speaking storyteller is the temporary 

leader of the moment. Turn-taking is not mandated or ordered. Additionally, individuals 

are not required to tell stories, although most people choose to do so within this setting. 

1 learned this practice in the early nineties when 1 was an active member of the 

storytelling community in Minneapolis. My interest in the topic of age, however, has 

more time depth. More than twenty years ago, I worked as an aide in a nursing home 

(1978 - 1981). I had the dubious good fortune of working within two institutions, one 

which was privately owned, well-staffed and adequate for the times and another that was 

state-sponsored, underfunded, and systematically abusive to the elders that lived within it 

These experiences, coupled with the practical concerns of aide-work itself, fuel my 

research toward cultural constructions of age and aging and the subsequent effects on 

generational cohorts and individual lives. 

Participants were drawn from two communities, the Church of St Joan of Arc and 

Walker Place Residence. The chronological ages of participants spanned a range of 

chronological ages from 20 to 95. The stories that were told, as well as the processes of 

interaction demonstrated within these storytelling circles, reveal, not unsurprisingly, that 

notions of age are socially constructed within specific local situations. These 

constructions are dialogic between individuals and generations and reflect orientations to 
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time, space, and collective memory. Additionally, they are shaped by powerful national 

ideological constructs. As a result, age and nation are profoundly intertwined. 

Ideas about the value of elders have been a component of nationalist discourse 

within the United States from the nation's beginnings. It is important to question why the 

presence and conceptualization of elders might be crucial to nationalism. Anderson has 

suggested that nationalism is a combination of remembering and forgetting, a 

"consciousness that arose when it was no longer possible to experience the nation as new. 

at the wave-top moment of rupture" (Anderson 1991:203). Once a nation is established. 

living within it is experienced as an inheritance. Historical narrative that legitimates a 

nation's existence in time and across space shapes the imaginations of its citizens, who 

deh'neate national communities, territories, and alliances. Anderson states: 

Nations, however, have no clearly identifiable births, and their deaths, if 
they ever happen, are never natural. Because there is no Originator, the 
nation's biography can not be written evangelically, 'down time,' through 
a long procreative chain of begettings. The only alternative is to fashion it 
'up time' - towards Peking Man, Java Man, King Arthur, wherever the 
lamp of archaeology casts its fitful gleam. 

Anderson 1991:205 

Zimmerman appears to agree with Anderson, suggesting a strong link between 

archaeology and the project of nation building in the United States. The European view 

that the United States *'had no history** heightened the importance of creating one in order 

to acquire nation status in a global world. An important quest within the archeological 

endeavor was to establish some physical link to the "Old World,'* and this elevated the 

practice of collecting and analyzing human remains above other types of artifacts 

(Zimmerman 1997: 95). Biolsi furthers this discussion, in the same collection, by 
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claiming that modern subjectivity ""requires a concept of the primitive both to bound and 

to give content to the concept of the civilized" (Bioisi 1997; 135). The category, 

"primitive,'' is further dichotomized as representing both the world modems have lost, 

and the world modems have surpassed, a pairing that supports both nostalgia and 

contempt for the past. 

Although national discourse regarding elders has not applied the "primitive" 

concept to those elders as overtly as it has to Native Americans, it has often constructed 

older people as representing a remote past and romanticized as exemplary of a lost 

tradition swallowed by progress and contemporary lifeways. The symbolic presence of 

elders within a nation, regardless of the positive or negative value they are ascribed, 

appeases a national need for narratives of continuity, genealogy, and destiny. As 

Anderson suggests, "awareness of being imbedded in secular, serial time, with all its 

implications of continuity, yet of 'forgetting' the experience of this continuity - product 

of the ruptures of the late eighteenth century - engenders the need for a narrative of 

'identity'" (Anderson 1991:205). The ongoing and shifting discourse on elders within the 

United States has fulfilled this need, contributing to the creation of a circumscribed 

category of persons named elders. These elders are conceived as part of a nationalist 

kinship structure that crafts them not as particular kinsmen but as "ours," collectively, in 

a national sense. This facilitates the contempoTBry commenL "We don't take care of our 

elders here." a notion which emerged repeatedly within the storytelling circles of this 

study. 
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In the contemporary global frame, images of old people are used to craft an 

identity of place and nation, particularly within the tourist industry. For example, the 

New York Times travel section (Latham 2001) sells "Old World'' Romania as a tourist 

attraction through the depiction of old people, men and women full of wrinkles, wearing 

traditional clothing, and pictured with goats. These images are evocative of the 

"primitive'' concept, all things traditional, and references "tiroes past," at least for the 

tourist/voyeur. Taussig has noted that tradition is often represented with the bodies of 

women (Taussig 1993:130). However, 1 would also argue that the bodies of elders are 

equally subject to the role of representing a nation's past and sense of an authentic 

historical tradition. 

In the United States, an ideology of progress, as well as the related individualized 

ideologies of freedom of choice, the work ethic, and personal responsibility have been 

ubiquitous throughout the country's history. Douglas's work suggests how it is that these 

general ideas infused within the society correspond to ideas about the human body. 

Shilling notes that for Douglas, the body is "a receptor of social meaning and a symbol of 

society" (Shilling 1993). Her work lends some insight into perceptions of the aging body 

in the United States, as well as how these perceptions have shifted, all the while utilizing 

the same underlying ideological formations. In order to clarify this point, I will briefly 

sketch some of the history of aging and age-related social constructions in the United 

States. 

Early in the history of the republic, between the Revolutionary and Civil Wars, 

the society perceived that the existence of elders represented the good environment 
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crafted by the new republic. It was a point of national pride that people were able to live 

long lives and, thus, pursuit of a long life was a significant personal and civic goal 

(Achenbaum 1978; 13). In this way, elders represented a healthy state and were an 

inspiration for the future of the nation. During this time there were no insurance or public 

health programs and infectious disease control was largely nonexistent Limitations 

related to chronological age were linked to being too young, rather than too old. 

Achenbaum cautions against romanticism; this was not a golden age for the aged, despite 

national pride in the existence of elderly persons. Many elders were poor or faced certain 

downward mobility in old age. However, because the risks of physiological pain, 

economic dependency, and destitution were understood to be present for everyone 

regardless of age, problems encountered in old age were not considered to be especially 

unique to elders, but part of life itself (Achenbaum 1978:13). Thus, aging was conceived 

to be normal and necessary to reassert prevailing notions of progress as they were 

expressed through the building of a new society. 

Just prior to the Civil War, more romantic notions of the elderly were expressed 

by a variety of writers. Elders were viewed as essential keys to meaning in life, having 

acquired insights through experience in regard to the general human condition. They 

were assessed as the only age group within society that was in the position to grasp 

mortality and death (Achenbaum 1978:35). The earlier interpretation just cited as part of 

the building of a new nation relied upon similarity between age groups and this similarity 

garnered respect For these romantic writers, however, dissimilarity between age groups 

was important: the elderly were idealized because of their distinctiveness, and age was 
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understood to be the highest point on an ascending spiral of experience and learning, the 

'ultimate stage in self formation** (Achenbaum 1978: 28,35). Progress, within this view. 

was individualized to the life of the elder who, through experience, progressed to achieve 

a higher or highest self. 

As progress increasingly became defmed in terms of business and 

industrialization, ideas about aging bodies also changed. Aging processes were viewed in 

light of efficiency and usefulness on the job (Hareven 1995:120). Increasingly, metaphors 

of economics and production were used in describing body processes (Martin 1988:240). 

George Beard, making the first attempt at scientiflc inquiry into the relationship between 

aging and efficiency, determined the chronological ages 30-45 as the prime time of life 

(Hareven 1995:120). The social and productive worth of aging bodies was deeply 

questioned and. with the advent of bureaucratic procedures in business, mandatory 

retirement, based on chronological age rather than quality of service, became a standard. 

The societal value of progress remained constant. However, as it was applied 

within the context of industrialization, the social status of aging bodies was reframed. 

Douglas acknowledges that: 

Any given system must give rise to anomalies and any given culture must 
confront events which seem to defy its assumptions. It cannot ignore the 
anomalies which its scheme produces, except at risk of forfeiting 
confidence (Oouglas 196639). 

Within industrializing processes, aging bodies were identified as anomalous and 

ambiguous. Social classifications were modified to address the need for 

organization and order and instill a certain kind of confidence and freedom from 

ambiguity. 
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As was the social body of national identity, the social body of the family 

was also being retrofitted. The identification of childhood as a distinct life stage in 

the early 19^ century, followed by perceptions of adolescence as distinct in the 

late 19^ century, contributed to the subsequent separation of old age from formal 

adulthood. The notion of childhood as a life stage occurred within the context of 

family and domesticity. Due to an increasing segregation of the workplace from 

home and a redefinition of the mother as the person in charge of the domestic 

sphere, focus was placed on the married couple and their children. Family life was 

based on notions of sentimental relationships rather than instrumental 

relationships (Hareven 1995:122). As the nuclear family emerged as an ideal, 

elders were viewed as outsiders to the family and relegated to their own special 

"stage** of life. An increase in both negative stereotypes and gerontological 

literature, in conjunction with the establishment of mandatory retirement policies. 

set the stage for identifying elders as separate, unique, and anomalous. Unlike 

social classifications such as childhood or adolescence, however, which were seen 

as stages unto themselves, the identification of old age as distinct was less a 

defmition of an elder stage than a boundary of productive adulthood (Hareven 

1995:123). Old age was the "they" that served to identify the "we". 

The "we" in this instance was not simply bodies and people defined as young, as 

opposed to old. The story presented thus far is a simplistic one and characteristic of the 

homogenizing narrative of nations, narratives that neglect regional differences or 

variability between social groups within nations. There is a strong eastern, northern. 
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urban, white bias in the history of old age (Achenbaum 1995: 24). Thus, this story of 

national identity, progress, and the production of categories of ambiguity in regards to 

age is profoundly complicated by race, class, and gender. For example, Achenbaum, 

challenging his own early historical work, cites a set of photos of elder black slaves, 

taken circa 1850. These individuals were depicted naked, presented as '^specimens, types, 

exhibited for the advancement of science" (Achenbaum 1995: 24). As elders, their 

relevancy to the nation was not to symbolize a healthy state or acquire special wisdom, 

but as subjects of scientific research. These racialized bodies were not used symbolically 

as examples of national progress, but instead as specimens and subjects within the 

scientific pursuit of progress, a national endeavor. Women were also left out of the 

narrative; the normal body was conceived as male (Katz 1997:74). Female bodies were 

perceived as messy and they were often described in terms of production, reflecting 

industrialization. (Dften, they were depicted as faulty, and potentially failed, production 

centers, especially in regard to menopause (Martin 1989). "We," in this system of 

classification that includes notions of age, largely referred to those construed to be voting 

citizens - white, Anglo-Saxon. Protestant, non-immigrant men. 

The regional and class limitations of the history presented above are also reflected 

somewhat within this study. Although its participants included both men and women, the 

study's volunteers were solicited from communities composed largely of white, middle to 

upper-nodddle class, urban, people from northern locales in the United States. 

Additionally, the storytelling method used within this study fosters social interaction and 

performance and tended to limit the kinds of stories told to those deemed both 
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appropriate and enjoyable within the public domain. Stories that might be shared with an 

intimate friend across the kitchen table - stories of changing physical abilities, pain, 

social fears, or the challenges of living on a fixed income - were not the kinds of stories 

shared in these group settings. Instead, optimism ruled the day and joking filled the 

rooms with laughter and comraderie. 

One primary example of a notable silence was the absence of stories of 

menopause within these storytelling circles. Despite the prevalence of popular literature 

that addresses menopause, this topic emerged only once and was likely due to presence of 

both men and women in these groups. Given that menopause within the United States is a 

process that is often interpreted as both a physical and social marker of age and aging for 

women, this absence is significant its omission suggests that public representations of 

aging tend toward a homogenizing discourse that blurs gender distinctions within the 

aging experience. 

Whether silences in this area are due to the groups' sensibilities of what stories 

are appropriate in mixed company, regional cultural variations that result in differing 

experiences and subjectivities, or orientations toward menopause that deemed it 

insignificant (either because it had occurred for the woman in question a long time before 

or was not linked strongly to the theme of aging) is difficult to discern. Ultimately, the 

task of analysis is to work with what happened, rather than speculate about what was 

missing, however what happened was in part the chosen research methods and the 

solicitation of volunteers. 
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The voices that arc represented within these pages are those of the middle and 

upper-middle class. As voices that speak for and about the prevailing ideologies of 

progress and its permutations, they are remarkably effective. As a window, these 

discussions of aging illuminate the mutually constitutive processes of national ideologies 

and personal processes of aging within a cultural group that is often construed to be the 

mainstream within the United States. 

The brief history I've outlined, with the assistance of Achenbaum and others, can 

be characterized as sequential, perhaps suggesting that new social constructions and 

models emerged and simply replaced the older ones. I've replicated this framework 

because it is helpful in understanding the influences that reframed cultural constructs, 

such as the impact of industrialization on notions of efficiency and aging bodies. 

However, it is also important to note that older and newer ideological constructions can 

exist together within the contemporary frame. For instance, our aging population is still 

perceived as symbolic of the nation state, reflective of status as a "Rrst World" nation 

devoted to a technological progress that prolongs life and reduces infectious diseases. 

Simultaneously, however, the demographics of old age are also understood as an 

overwhelming burden on health care systems, communities, families and other 

caregivers. Any dependency in old age, which Estes has suggested is actively constructed 

by the bureaucracy she calls the "aging enterprise" (Estes 1979:2), is perceived as a 

hindrance to progress and the future of the nation. Within the national symbolism of 

aging bodies, it is good to be old if one can also be an independent, full-bodied person 

and not good to be old if this personhood is compromised. As Conkiin and Morgan have 
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noted, personhood, in the United States, is generally defined in terms of one's biological 

capacities and abilities, reflecting western value systems that prize "egocentrism, self-

contaiimient, self-reliance, and social autonomy" (Conklin 1996:664). 

My interest is in how these study participants tacked between ideas of difference 

and similarity in their interactions and choice of story topics and expression. Within the 

literature on aging in the United States, emanating from disciplines of anthropology, 

gerontology, history, and sociology, there is a great deal of attention paid to how general 

society defines elders as different, a definition that is said to result in a separation and 

alienation of eiders from the society that defmed them. Occasionally a critic comes along 

to suggest that these very authors are reproducing a similar "social fact" within their own 

research (Cohen 1994). What is neglected in the literature is how difference may be self-

attributed across the life course and how that difference is spoken about in terms of 

chronological age. In a society that has been increasingly devoted to both measurement 

and numbers, marking ideas of experience and progress through chronological age is a 

significant activity informed by notions of individualism and citizenship within 

democracy. This study is a reflection upon these processes. 

In Europe before the nineteenth century, the human lifespan was constructed as an 

open-ended possibility, drawing on stories of persons who were reputed to live to 

outstanding ages. However, during the nineteenth century, the human became medically 

"fixed" and constructed through statistical means (Katz 1995:68). This, of course, 

impacted business institutions in terms of life insurances, pensions, and retirements. 

These institutions relied on chronological age as primary indicators of aging. One 
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consequence of the medical "fixing" of the human lifespan, as well as its construction 

through statistical means, is a corresponding change in the way people imagine their own 

life possibilities (Katz 1995:68). People increasingly regard well-publicized longevity 

statistics as predictive of individual lives and imagine, even expect, to live at least until 

the age of seventy-five or beyond. This is especially true for those persons of middle-

class economic orientations. Thinking about chronological age within the context of a 

predicted lifespan alters the meaning of specific ages, serves to define "middle life," and 

links chronological age with expected mortality. As noted by a friend, the age of fifty-

five doesn't merely signify having lived fifty five years. It also means: (wenty years left. 

Fortes compares the use of chronological age as a marker in the United States to 

the use of generational age in non-industrial societies and suggests that the use of 

chronological age reflects the values and notions of citizenship and democracy (Fortes 

1984). He claims, "the politico-jural regulation of our lives in terms of chronological age 

constrains us from birth to death in all our activities" and that "none of these activities 

have anything to do with ability, capacity, state of maturation, or genealogical 

generation" (Fortes 1984:108). The activities he cites include moral age, educational age 

(requirements for entry and attendance), age of consent, voting rights, criminal law 

divisions, and election to public office, all of which are attached to chronological ages. 

This institutionalization of age-specific restrictions is related to state functions and is 

instrumental to the political and legal order of the nation. As such, it is an equalizer of 

sorts in a democratic system. As Fortes notes, in the United States there is no necessary 
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connection between being a citizen and being a kinsman (Fortes 1984; 115). Age is 

unmoored from kinship and generation. 

Chronological age for individuals becomes meaningful in this context, yet 

complicated by individual pursuits and life decisions. As people choose to marry and/or 

have children later in life, partner with same-sex partners, divorce or remarry into an 

existing family structure, age is a less useful indicator of what someone might be 

currently doing in life. For example, a person who is fifty-five may be either a 

grandparent or parenting a younger child. Chronological age is not used to mark specific 

stages of life, but to mark the acquisition of experience and to establish one's self as 

different from those of other ages. Conversely, experience, in the form of life stories 

situated in time, is used to establish chronological age. It is through this circular 

relationship between measurement and life experience that one lives and breathes age, as 

well as ideology and national identity. When people are confronted with discussions of 

aging, it is to their own chronological age that they first refer. 

This study suggests more than it proves. In this limited initial foray into the dense 

topic of aging within the United States, my intent was to elucidate what aging, the word, 

evoked for people within the context of group interaction. What was important? What 

would they do? What would they say? Those who participated were, for the most part, 

able-bodied and active within the conmiunities from which they were solicited. As self-

determined volunteers, they were not necessarily representative of these communities. 

Additionally, the storytelling circles in which they participated were structured events 

and the stories that emerged were part performance, part improvisation, and part 
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community building. Both the method I used and the brevity of the study limited its depth 

and scope. But the participants also imposed some limits by what they left unsaid. Wikan 

notes that while anthropologists pay great attention to the spoken word, little attention is 

paid to silence, a silence largely facilitated by what she refers to as "lived predicaments'^ 

(Wikan 2000:233). This project, emphasizing public story, encouraged both spoken word 

as well as silences. There was a notable silence particularly in regard to the expression of 

the pain, suffering, and anxiety often associated with aging for people of many ages. We 

are always less able to comment on the silences then we are on the stories told. The 

silences in the stories of the participants shape what the written reflection upon those 

stories is not. 

This is not a phenomenological study, a reflection on the construction of 

individual selves or identities, nor a physiological or clinical study. Instead, this study 

facilitates and reveals the ways people in social groups talk about aging and how the 

processes of the social construction of age and aging are revealed through language, 

story, and performance. It would be impossible, both for me and for the volunteers within 

this project, to illuminate ail the many facets of aging in today's global world. Yet here in 

these pages exist some possibilities as to how it is that making age is also making nation. 

For now, that will suffice. 
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CHAPTER 11 
METHODOLOGY 

Reflections on the Use of Narrative as Datasoorce 

The use of story is ubiquitous in the social sciences. In anthropology, much of 

what has been written is derived through the elicitation of narrative, through focused 

processes such as formal interviews or by way of interaction with "informants" as part of 

a participation-observation process. The latter may be less formal, but often still results in 

story, interpretation, and explanation. Ultimately, the work of social scientists often rests 

upon what has been said or expressed in some manner by people other than themselves. 

Langness and Frank have noted, "although anthropologists necessarily depend heavily 

upon personal accounts, this dependence has not always been consciously appreciated or 

intensively examined" (Langness 1981:69). As a result of our indebtedness to story, our 

use of it must be addressed critically, revealing both the depth of its possibilities as well 

as its complexities and limitations. 

What exactly is it that we are studying? Stories are not only tools that researchers 

use in their analysis, but they are also a part of a toolkit that individuals and groups use in 

order to create, express, evaluate, order, embody, and interpret their own and others' 

experiences. In this sense, studying stories is a lot like trying to study one's feet while 

walking. If one were engaged in such an inquiry, one would need to collect data that 

included the sensations resulting from the interaction between the walking feet and the 

ever-changing landscape. As there would be no option to stop, hold feet in band, and 

study them via other means, the conclusions from such a study would be more about the 

interaction between feet and earth and much less about feet in and of themselves. This is 
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the dilemma of the social scientist interested in narrative: she is studying interaction and 

she herself has become one of the actors. As Benison cites, "It's not the songs, it was the 

singing" (Benison 1985:81). This is also true about narrative and other stories: it's not the 

stories, but the storytelling. 

The processual character of storytelling was made more evident for me in the 

context of this project, which was composed entirely of narrative elicited within group 

storytelling circles. The transcripts reveal that few of the stories told can stand alone. 

[Participants made references to personal memory triggered by another story or to 

conversations held eariier in the day by persons who knew one another. Group members 

conscientiously and collaboratively explored story themes. Additionally, speech genre 

switching between story, lecture, and conversation all point to the fact that, in these 

situations, interaction was at the core of the experience. 

Traditionally, scholarly emphasis has focused toward the coruent of the stories 

told. Stories are mined for the literal "facts" they suggest, explanatory models persons 

may have for a variety of phenomena, semiotics and semantic networks, the 

phenomenology of various experiences, and ideological orientations. Of course, content 

is important, despite the processual nature of narrative discourse. It is the overemphasis 

and reliance upon content that is problematic. At issue is whether story, personal or 

otherwise, can be considered a product and therefore an object of study. This question, 

while difllcult to answer, is crucial to address in order to assess what stories of various 

sorts are or can be to the project of inquiry and, more importantly, human problem 

solving. If one is looking for absolute truth, narrative analysis is a risky business because 
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stories simultaneously represent truth and not truth, expression and silence, and 

individual and collective orientation. 

Within the literature of the social sciences, stories are categorized by terms such 

as oral history, life history, personal narrative, or life story. These categories are 

occasionally analyzed for their narrative forms in and of themselves. What is often 

neglected is that these forms, and the fact of their existence, are shaped by the intentions 

and actions of the researcher as well as those of the speaker. Bicitation is shaped by the 

questions the researcher poses, perceptions of the research agenda by the participants or, 

in the case of this research project where few questions were asked, the situation the 

researcher creates for the potential speakers. Grele, an oral historian, has offered us a 

different approach to the understanding of narrative. He prefers to call storytelling 

interviews/elicitations "conversational narrative.*^ highlighting the interactional nature of 

the relationship between the storyteller and the researcher (Grele 198S: 136). For him. the 

relationships within the telling of the tale are of three types: 1) the linguistic, grammatic, 

and literary structure which, through words or signs, unites each element to others, 2) the 

interactions of interviewer and interviewee, and 3) the relationship between the 

interviewee and the larger community. This reminder cautions us to reject the idea that 

stories represent direct, unmediated experience (fact) and. instead, regard them as 

representation of memory, interpretation of experience, and contextually situated. As 

Frisch notes, the important questions are: What happens to experience on the way to 

becoming memory? What happens to experience on the way to becoming history? As an 

era of collective experience recedes into the past, what is the relationship of memory to 
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historical generalization (Friscb 199833)? Portelli furthers this conversation regarding 

the subjectivity of the speaker by adding that genres get mixed up, resulting in '^narratives 

in which the boundary between what takes place outside the narrator and what happens 

inside, between what concerns the individual and what concerns the group, may become 

more elusive than in established written genres, so that personal "truth" may coincide 

with 'shared imagination'" (Portelli 1998:66). 

Storytelling as a focus of study is not limited to the disciplinary realm of oral 

history. Anthropologist Abu-Lughod describes the importance of story as a part of daily 

discourse for a group of Awlad 'Ali Bedouin women and men. Abu-Lughod's concern is 

with the relations of storytelling. She notes that while telling stories may accentuate 

differences between individuals, the interactive quality of story, the relationship between 

storyteller and listeneils). assists the participants in perceiving similarities between 

individuals. She states: 

Yet the dailiness, by breaking coherence and introducing time, trains our 
gaze on flux and contradiction: and the particulars suggest that others live 
as we perceive ourselves living - not as automatons progranmied 
according to "cultural" rules or acting out social roles, but as people going 
through life wondering what they should do, making mistakes, being 
opinionated, vacillating, trying to make themselves look good, enduring 
tragic personal losses, enjoying others, and finding moments of laughter. 

Abu-Lughod 1993:27 

Thus, storytelling and personal narrative, through dialogue and interchange expressed in 

daily discourse, provide clues to being and becoming human within a particular social 

group. 

In the United States, where "^newspapers and television define what is news and 

books and films constitute our imaginative spaces" (Abu-Lughod 19^:2), Mary Bateson 
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and Myerfaoff used storytelling as not only a focus of study, but also as method. Both 

elicitated of stories through the structured format of educational classes. Bateson opens 

her essay on uncertainty, diversity, and intergenerational communication with the 

following: 

We live with strangers. Those we love most, with whom we share a 
shelter, a table, a bed, remain mysterious. Where lives overlap and flow 
together, there are depths of unknowing. Parents and children, partners, 
siblings, and friends repeatedly surprise us. revealing the need to learn 
where we are most at home. We even surprise ourselves in our own 
becoming, moving through the cycles of our lives. There is strangeness 
hidden in the familiar. 

M. Bateson 2000:4 

In uncertain times, which Bateson argues we are living within, the sharing of story 

reduces the "depths of unknowing," if but temporarily, as stories are shared, interpreted, 

re-interpreted, and changed. Through her ruminations, we hear that storytelling may be 

related to survival - the sharing of what one has learned, the expression of wisdom, and 

as a way to reduce the singularity of our strangeness to one another and to ourselves. 

For Abu-Lughod and Bateson, it is the individual, particular story and storyteller 

that reveal the stuff of life in social groups through either the social relations of 

storytelling or the individual story itself. In contrast. Myerhoff directs her focus to the 

work of the collectivity in reaffirming and shaping social memory. She describes the 

stories told collaboratively by her participants in terms of should have been"; her 

storytellers reminisce about their past in a way that describes their desires (Myerhoff 

1992:234). She suggests that the work of storytelling in this context reflects a kind of 

transformative work, defined by Mullings as both efforts to sustain continuity under 

transformed circumstances as well as efforts to transform circumstances in order to 
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maintain continuity (Mullings 1996:133). For the elder members of the community center 

in which MyerhofT worked, storytelling and ritual were sensory events that enhanced 

visibility for individual and collective bodies. This transforming work reaffirmed their 

pasts, life choices, and (mlitical struggles, re-establishing dignity in the face of a 

changing, chaotic world. 

These observations suggest that the use of story as datasource is complicated and 

calls for nuanced and careful interpretation. While content is important, any use of story 

must also pay close attention to the context of the interaction, observation of behavior 

associated with story, and elements of performance. The examples I've given attest to the 

power of stories for individual and groups, as told in daily conversation or in an 

environment specifically crafted for their elidtad'on. But why and how would an 

anthropologist use storytelling as a methodology? How does it work as an investigative 

tool? 

For this study, storytelling circles were the primary method. Their value for 

anthropology, however, is as part of a larger project involving other methods as well. For 

example, the attention paid to storytelling by scholars such as Myerhoff and Abu-Lughod 

were part of an ethnographic effort that also included extensive interviewing of 

individuals and participant-observation within the activities of their respective 

communities under study. As one part of a larger project, however, this storytelling 

method can make several important contributions. 

Rrst, storytelling circles present a different model of leadership and initiation than 

in other methods of inquiry. Although the leader, in this case the anthropologist, may set 
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the theme for the storytelling group or set the tone by her actions, there is a commitment 

to non-interference once the storytelling has begun. Unlike focus groups or other group 

interviewing techniques, storytelling circles call for the leader to step back from the 

group process and watch, refraining from directing or further focusing the topic of 

discussion. In this way, group processes emerge and authority is transferred between 

storytellers as the event progresses. This model of shared leadership makes room for 

surprises as a given group figures out what is collectively important to them. 

Second, storytelling circles are an excellent way to establish a relationship 

between the researcher and the group. Rather than relying on rapport generated solely 

through the actions of the researcher, the anthropologist can rely on the pre-existing 

sodal relations and expectations within the group in order to craft a workable and even 

fun experience. Many of the participants in this study commented on their enjoyment 

within the context of the storytelling circle. Additionally, in short term projects, 

storytelling circles are a fairly quick way to generate a relationship with the community 

in question. 

Third, as a way of generating questions and brainstorming for future ethnographic 

work, this method is invaluable. In a group process such as this one that encourages 

creativity and a freedom in response and story type, new concerns bubble to the surface, 

and as the group galvanizes their efforts around the new topic (or doesn't), evidence of 

what issues might be important to this group emerge. In short, storytelling circles can 

play a role in generating and shaping research questions and agendas. 
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Last, storytelling circles involve reciprocation between the participants and the 

researcher. Both communities from which I solicited volunteers framed this project and 

my organization of it in terms of service and volunteerism. As a community building tool, 

storytelling circles, in this case, provided the communities from which these volunteers 

came with an activity that they viewed as inherently valuable. Giving back to the 

community has often been an important element in the success of anthropological 

projects. Storytelling circles are a way to move beyond a materially based exchange, such 

as cigarettes or monetary payments to individuals, and move towards an exchange that 

not only results in knowledge but in creatively promoting community interaction. 

Theoretical Concerns 

The personal narratives of individuals rely on two human things: memory and 

language. What we remember, how we remember it, and when we recall the event are 

shaped by our connections to social groups and society in general. Halbwachs was 

instrumental in articulating some of these ideas. For him, a person "remembers only by 

situating himself within the viewpoint of one or several groups and one or several 

currents of collective thought" (Halbwachs 1980-33). When an event is experienced in a 

state of solitude, Halbwachs claims that a person ''has been alone in appearance only, 

because his thoughts and actions during even this period are explained by his nature as a 

social being and his not having ceased for one instant to be enclosed in some group'' 

(Halbwachs 198034). Within this school of thought, one could conceive of an individual 

person as a vessel for social memory, someone that holds what is deemed socially 
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valuable until such time as it is called out for recollection and expression. Ultimately, 

individuals are borrowers from the social world; they incorporate elements from their 

social milieu, including available ideology, and make it ''theirs*' in an individual sense. 

As Halbwachs poetically insists, "we are unaware that we are but an echo" (Halbwachs 

1980:45). Halbwachs contends that we contribute very little on an individual basis, even 

in memory, and instead, remain reflections of the larger social order. 

In the human animal, language is a crucial component of memory. Halbwachs 

acknowledges that collective memory cannot function without words and ideas formed 

through words. He states, *'verbal conventions constitute what is at the same time the 

most elementary and the most stable framework of collective memory" (Halbwachs 

1992:45). Language and story provide an effective way of expressing memory to the 

larger social group 

Halbwachs' memory dialogue between the individual and the social group can be 

further extended through the work of Bakhtin. Bakhtin regards human existence to be 

originally social; "only social and historical localization makes man real, and determines 

the content of his personal and cultural creation" (Todorov I984J1). For him, humans 

are engaged in a constant and creatively expressive act of becoming. This process occurs 

through dialogue. Every utterance, whether internally or externally expressed, is related 

to other utterances. Although an utterance can be regarded as completely unique due to 

its historical, social, and cultural context (Bakhtin 1981:272), it can never be considered 

in isolation, separate from dialogue. Additionally, an utterance can never be reduced to its 

word parts. The meaning of an utterance implies community for an utterance is not the 
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product of the speaker alone, but of the interaction of the interlocutors (Todorov 

1984:30). This interaction can be either internal to the individual or external, as part of 

the specific conversational discourse. 

Bakhtin understood language to be ideologically saturated and composed of both 

centripetal and centrifugal forces, present in each and every utterance. Centripetal forces 

include expression within a common, or in Bakhtinian terms, a unitary language, which 

insures a maximum of understanding in all spheres of ideological life. Centrifugal forces 

include the ever-proliferating diversity of languages based on such social realities such as 

class, gender, or disciplinary venue, something he calls heteroglossia. According to 

Bakhtin, stratification and heteroglossia deepen and widen as long as language is alive 

and developing, forming linguistic groups, differing professional languages, dialects, and 

genres of speaking (Bakhtin 1981:272). 

For Bakhtin, studying the created was a complex task. In this case, "the created" 

includes the utterance, and, by extension, stories. The distinction between the speaker and 

the utterance is important, for the speaker is the producer of the utterance, not the product 

of it, despite the fact that the utterance may affect the perceptions the receiver of the 

utterance may have of the speaker. Good (extreme) examples of this distinction are the 

stories of the con artisL Her stories may represent a certain image, however that image is 

not correlated to the producer of the story. Bakhtin noted that "^the represented universe 

can never be chronotypically identical with the real universe where the representation 

occurs'' (Todorov 1964:52). Importantly, Bakhtin's analysis was centered on the novel, 

usually a carefully refined and published work. In the case of storytelling circles, one can 
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argue that oral stories are more or less improvisationally organized within the 

heteroglossia of language and carry different intentions than does a novel. Heterogiossia 

renders speaking as a "seizure and transformation into private property** (Bakhtin 

1981:294). For Bakhtin: 

Language is not a neutral medium that passes freely and easily into the 
private property of the speaker's intentions; it is populated - over 
populated - with the intentions of others. Expropriating it, forcing it to 
submit to one's own intentions and accents, is a difficult and complicated 
process. 

Bakhtin 1981:294 

Through chosen language, individual consciousness becomes oriented within 

heteroglossia and is, in fact, bom. "The ideological becoming of a human being...is the 

process of selectively assimilating the words of others" (Bakhtin 1981:241). 

Memory, and specifically collective memory, is implicated in Bakhtin's 

understanding of dialogical relations. For him. all discourse exists in relation to prior, and 

even future, discourses and is characterized as both a response and a responsiveness 

(Bakhtin 1981:280). Memories are always interpreted in light of the present (Todorov 

1984:30). The dialogical principle implies that there is precious little, if anything at all, 

that is wholly individual. Life is dialogue and, to quote Nora, "memory is life, borne by 

living societies founded in its name" (Nora 1989:8). 

Bakhtin and Halbwachs's thoroughly socialized conceptualizations of language 

and memory beg the question: what of individual lives, individual choices, individual 

agency? Regardless of whether a given group of people subscribes to individualism, most 

of us have a sense of the "individual body," something Scheper-Hughes and Lock 

describe as "the phenomenological sense of the lived experience of the body-seir 
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(Scheper-Hughes 1987:7). It is important to make a distinction between the profoundly 

social nature of both memory and language and what we perceive as individual 

experience. We are bom into a pre-existing social world and, as a result, become social 

beings. However, we are bom to a particular time, place, and body. As we grow and 

become more human, we engage with life in a way particular to us. We are ''in context" 

as much as an utterance is "in context" and, like an utterance, we are entirely unique 

while simultaneously existing in profound relationship to others. While we have 

individual experience, how we interpret, remember, and recall that experience has much 

to do with our social world. As Crane notes, "we can think of collective memory as being 

expressed by historically conscious individuals claiming their historical knowledge as 

part of personal, lived experience, expressed autobiographically in terms of what has 

been learned" (Crane 1997:1383). And, 1 might add with Bakhtin. what we are learning, 

revisiting, and reconfiguring as well. 

Contemplating the role of the individual within the dialogical practice of 

collective memory requires consideration of death and the finitude of life, for the 

storyteller is embodied in a human body destined to die. Death shapes collective memory 

in that it shapes the collectivity of voices participating in the dialogue and, as a result, 

also shapes the memory itself Polkinghome notes that: 

The major dimension of human existence is time, and the discourse on 
human action is pervaded by an awareness of the centrality of time and 
change. Narrative is always controlled by the concept of time and by the 
recognition that temporality is the primary dimension of human existence. 

Polkinghome 1988:20 
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The awareness of death shapes our narratives and may even shape the characteristics of 

our memory. Turner suggests that "our awareness of time is also an awareness of passing 

through time, but this consciousness must be connected with the fact of our embodiment. 

The embodiment of human beings is necessarily of limited duration because ultimately 

our bodies are not endlessly renewable" (Turner 1995:245). Humans are, within their 

bodies and beings, nostalgic. This needs to be understood as not **mere" nostalgia but as 

dynamic, creative, performance-oriented nostalgia illuminating aspects of an entire life, 

however long It may turn out to be. 

One can only tell stories while one is alive. Yet. one's "life story" cannot yet be 

told with a sense of completeness for one is still located inside the story. As a result, we 

tell and remember the smaller tales, those we can craft with some sort of ending. As we 

move through life, the abundance and character of our stories change. We are unable to 

reminisce about our deaths, so we reminisce about our lives. 

Storytelling circles are facilitated environments. They create a physical space and 

environment for stories to emerge, in this case associated with the theme of aging. The 

method relies on the group collectivity to provide the motivations for talk and story. Due 

to the fact that this is a structured environment, considering that structure and its rituals 

can be informative. 

Each time a storytelling circle meets, the same ordered set of events occurs. In 

this study, at each session I introduced myself, made announcements, led some physical 

stretches and vocal warm-ups, directed a quick storytelling game, and then opened up the 
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groups to storytelling based on the theme of aging. An object passed around the circle 

was used to identify the speaker and teller of the story. 

Myerhoff talks about ritual as a fictional framing device that is deliberate, 

persuasive, and didactic (Myerhoff 1992:130). Ritual's repetitive nature permits 

"dangerous matters" to be addressed within its borders. An important fiction underlying 

ritual, secular or otherwise, is that it is not a "made-up" production, but instead, an act of 

consciously defining reality (Myerhoff 1992:129-130). 

Within the storytelling circle, repetition and familiarity assist in creating an 

environment of creative improvisation. This is its paradox. At the heart of the secular 

ritual is the understanding that what the group is collectively producing within this frame 

is somehow truthful and important. Of course, all stories are in some way true. 

Ultimately, however, that is not what is the most important aspect. What is important is 

the authenticity in the "becoming-ness" of the tellers; what is important is the dialogue 

between them. Todorov, in describing the theories of Bakhtin, has noted: 

Actually the 'artistic,' in its totality, does not reside in the thing, or in the 
psyche of the creator, considered independently, not even that of the 
contemplator the artistic includes all three together. It is a specific form of 
the relation between creator and contemplators, fixed in the artistic work. 

Todorov 1984:21 

This is, ultimately, the context for the storytelling project: a ritualized form where this 

relationship is actively sought out. 

Of course, this process entails performance on the part of both speakers and 

listeners. Bauman understood that social structure emerged through the performance of 

what he termed "verbal art" (Bauman 1977:4,42). The essence of performance, an art 
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that keys listeners to respond with certain expectations, specifically of communicative 

competency on the part of performers, facilitates a "heightened intensity of 

communicative interaction" that "allows them to be caught up in it" (Bauman 1977:43). 

The persuasive power to affect social relationships, social structure, and social roles 

emerges through the telling of a tale. This emergent quality of performance within a 

storytelling circle makes way for creative collaboration in addition to a simple 

opportunity for expression. Consideration for these processes, as well as those of memory 

and language, must be considered within an analysis of the happenings of storytelling 

circles. 

StoryteDing Method Used in this Study 

Volunteers were solicited during the months of June-August 2000 to participate in 

storytelling circles. The purpose of these sessions was for participants to tell stories of 

their images, memories, and experiences regarding age and aging. 

I identified two communities from which to solicit volunteers. The first, St Joan 

of Arc parish in Minneapolis, Minnesota, is a large Catholic parish with a wide range in 

age of membership. The parish sponsors several "small Christian community" groups. 

Some of these small spiritual support groups have been gathering and meeting for several 

years and they were solicited to volunteer as a group. Three groups volunteered. Two of 

them had been meeting together for two years of more and one was a recently formed 

group that had only met together twice. As a result, two of these groups were composed 

of persons who had a shared history with one another and knew each other fairiy well. I 
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also scheduled two general storytelling sessions where persons from the larger 

community of Sl Joan of Arc were able to attend. In contrast to the small Christian 

community meetings, these sessions were composed of persons who were strangers or 

only acquaintances of one another. Attending the session required that the participant call 

the parish center to reserve a place. This was an effort to limit the group to fifteen 

persons. Despite the fact that for five years I had been a member and active volunteer 

within the parish community during the years 1991 - 1996, only one participant from the 

St. Joan of Arc parish was acquainted with and knew me. 

Rnding volunteer small Christian community groups and individual volunteers 

was accomplished through a short description of the project in the St. Joan of Arc 

community newsletter (April 2000 issue), solidtad'ons made in the weekly bulletin 

distributed on Sunday mornings, and through an announcement made during the weekly 

mass one Sunday early in June. On this particular Sunday, I was available to meet with 

people and distribute flyers after the each scheduled mass (9:00 am and 11:00 am). 

Additionally, the staff member responsible for organizing the small Christian 

communities included an announcement of this study in his annual letter to these groups. 

1 had hoped to meet with each small Christian community group on three 

occasions, but summer vacation schedules of group members, illness, and emergencies 

interfered the idealized three-session plan. In actuality, I met with two groups twice and 

one group three times. 

The chronological age ranges of these three groups varied. The first group ranged 

in age from the mid-fifties to sixty-eight. Half the members of this group were retired 
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from the work force, two were working full-time and three worked part-time (ten persons 

total). The second group ranged in age from thirty to approximately sixty-eight, although 

only one person was in her thirties. The majority of this group were in their forties and 

early fifties. The third small Christian community group was also varied in age, ranging 

from thirty to early seventies. Two persons were in their thirties, one person in her forties, 

and the remainder ranged from late-fifties to seventies (nine persons total). The general 

sessions included a wider age range, although the majority of persons were at least in 

their mid-forties and older. The first general session included persons from age twenty to 

ninety-five and the second, from ages forty to seventy. 

The small Christian community storytelling circles were held in community 

member's homes as part of their normal meeting time. The general community sessions 

occurred within the parish building in "Hospitality Hall", a community room designed for 

small gatherings. 

The second community from which I drew volunteers is a retirement housing 

facility called Walker Place, also located in Minneapolis. This housing campus includes 

138 apartment dwellings reserved for seniors and is attached to a nursing home via an 

enclosed walkway. This facility does not hire nursing assistants and care attendants to 

assist residents, but provides extensive advocacy and social support services to enable 

residents to contract for the physical and household organizational assistance they may 

need. Volunteers were solicited through two general community events and gatherings, a 

biannual anniversary celebration and a monthly birthday party. Additional advertising 

was published in the monthly newsletter. 
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Many of these participants were acquainted with one another as community 

residents who had participated in other events. Ail participants were residents of Walker 

Race and each storytelling circle was held in the Walker Place community room. Some 

participants were long-term friends and acquaintances from earlier times in their lives and 

others' friendships had been cultivated within their association as neighbors at Walker 

Race. Staff members remarked that a majority of the participants in this study were 

persons who were already active participants in facility-sponsored events. They 

represented approximately one-fifth of the entire resident population. These sessions 

were held on four occasions (Monday afternoons in June) and, although there was a core 

group of participants, the group fluctuated in size and there was a different configuration 

of individual participants each time we met. All participants were over the chronological 

age of 70. although there was a range from the youngest (70 years of age) to the eldest 

(95 years of age). 

This storytelling methodology was adapted from a practice used by the 

community of professional and amateur storytellers as a way to both share and generate 

stories. 1 learned this practice several years ago while a member of the storytelling 

community in Minneapolis. One storytelling feature specific to the upper midwestem 

storytellers is an emphasis on personal storytelling and was a particular inspiration for 

this project 

Within a storytelling circle, all participants are encouraged to both tell stories and 

listen to one another, however no one is ever required to speak. It is not expected that 

everyone will tell lots of stories. Additionally, a ~story" can be as short as three sentences 



40 

or much longer. It can address an event that happened two hours before the meeting or an 

event from decades past. It can also be an imaginary story of the future. Stories can be 

fragments, images, quick dialogues, folktales, or creative combinations of these story 

elements. A story, in this context, is more likely to be an improvisation. No one is 

expected to formally craft and script a "performance" for the group, although sometimes 

this happens, too, depending on individual preferences. A storytelling "theme" is 

established for the group. In the context of this research, the theme was "Age and Aging." 

An object is passed among the participants. The person who wishes to tell a story 

keeps this object when s/he wishes to tell a story. When s/he is finished speaking, she 

passes the object on to the next person. 

Although each group was individualized to some extent (described within the 

descriptions of individual events), a basic plan for these storytelling circles is as follows: 

Openingf introductions 

For the first meeting with each group. I introduced myself and included a brief 

autobiography and a description of my research interest in aging. 

Brief description of study, explanation of volunteer nature of project, rights and 

responsibilities of participants 

1 described the study and gave a brief description of method. 1 also reviewed the 

consent form in detail, a form that fulfilled the requirements of Human Subjects Review 

Board and was quite lengthy. In situations where people wercnH able to read the form 
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due to visual impairment, I read the form verbatim to insure that people understood their 

legal rights as well as the expectations of them as study participants. 

Stretching and vocal exercises 

As a warm-up (because by this time in the session, participants had been sitting 

for awhile), I led the group in light stretches and vocal exercises. During the stretching, 

participants were encouraged not to do anything if it hurt. Examples of stretching 

exercises include moving the head from right to left to stretch the neck and making 

swimming motions (the crawl) in the air. Vocal exercise examples included making 

funny noises, like howls and barks, as well as speaking a well-known tongue-twister loud 

and fast. 

Brief storytelling game to warm up 

In order to acclimate people to the idea of speaking within the group, we practiced 

passing the object around and saying something that was not necessarily related to aging. 

Examples of this warm-up include identifying one word to describe how the speaker was 

feeling and/or telling a three-sentence story of something that happened that day. In this 

way, participants are able to play at creating stories and speaking within the group. 

When 1 was meeting with a group for a second or third time, I asked participants, 

as part of this warm-up, to describe what they remembered from the previous meeting. 
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Formal storyteUing begins 

Storytelling begins with the theme set as "Aging." The object is passed and 

people take turns speaking. Usually, there is an hour to an hour and a half for this 

activity. 

Closing comments, refreshments and socializing 

After thanking people for their participation, the session ended and, generally, 

people visited with one another and had refreshments for a short while before dispersing 

to their own homes. 

These sessions were audiotaped and completely transcnbed. The tape machine 

was always placed in the center of the circle and was in full view of the participants. 

Halfway through each session. I had to switch tapes, a small interruption in the narrative 

flow. These transcripts were then analyzed with attention paid to the context of the larger 

community as well as elicitation processes, the content of the narratives, and the process 

of storytelling within a group setting. 
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CHAPTER III 
CHURCH OF ST. JOAN OF ARC 

On one of my visits leading up to moving here, I attended and I was just 
like, holy cow, here I am from Berkeley California and this is like out-
Berkeleying Berkeley, you know. It's out-Berkeleying the streets of 
Berkeley, let alone the churches in Berkeley! 

As Father Jim said one day, the only rule we have here is no one gets hurt! 
Which I found hysterical! You know, I mean, it's a good goal, I'm not 
sure if, if it always happens that way, but that's a worthy motto, I think, 
for a church to have, so. um, so that's part of how I end up here. (John 
7/5/2000) 

Parish History 

The Church of St. Joan of Arc, located in South Minneapolis, plays in the margins 

of both Catholicism and the expression of Christianity in general. Although St. Joan's 

recently celebrated its fiftieth anniversary, people mark the beginning of the parish's 

current incarnation to the often controversial and political leadership of Father Harvey 

Egan. who presided over and transformed the parish's practices from 1967 - 1986. 

Informed by the historic actions of Vatican II, and some might say stretching toward 

Vatican III, Egan advocated for grass-roots leadership in the parish and a modem 

Catholicism devoted to social justice and responsive to the worid's most pressing 

concerns. Egan participated in antiwar protests (he was arrested on five occasions), 

established one of the first parish councils of lay leaders in the archdiocese, redesigned 

the sacraments, allowing for more participation in the creation of ceremonies, referred to 

God as both "He" and "She" throughout the mass, incorporated secular music into the 

liturgy, and introduced lay, and often non-Catholic homilists during Sunday masses 

(DuRocher et ai 1996). During his tenure, the papal and American flags were removed 
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from the sanctuary. Parish boundaries dissolved as worshippers flocked from the greater 

metro area and suburbs. 

The Church of SL Joan of Arc garnered a significant amount of controversy and 

media attention under Egan's leadership. Gloria Steinem's stint as homilist during the 

1970's was one notable event that resulted in significant publicity and active protest. As 

one parishioner noted of Egan's presence during the liturgy: 

Twenty-six years ago, we were loolung for a new parish since the one in 
our neighborhood had a pastor who spoke in old pieties, certainly past his 
prime, and in many ways represented the church at that time. Meantime, 
America was raging in war and race riots and the young were screaming 
for institutions to become relevant. One morning 1 attended St. Joan's. 
Mass was in the church, an undistinguished structure with bland d^cor. I 
didn't expect much, although it seemed a homey place. But, wow! Here 
was a priest who spoke against the war and who condemned racism... who 
spoke poetically... and he had gray hair! We've been coming here ever 
since (DuRocher et al 1996). 

Over the years since Egan's departure. St. Joan's has expanded and changed 

significantly, offering not only the adult-centered worship fostered by Egan, but a 

significant family and children oriented ministry liturgically organized around a second 

and distinctive "style" of mass celebration known as the Family Mass. The organizational 

structure has grown to include many lay-led committees devoted to several areas of 

concern to St. Joan's parishioners, such as the Peace and Social Justice Committee. 

Subsequent presiding priests have contributed their own suggestions for adventurous 

projects, such as Grace House, initiated by Father Bill Murtaugh, an adult foster care 

residence devoted to serving persons with AIDS who are in need. Over the years, the 

motto, "We welcome you wherever you are on your journey" has become a part of every 

liturgy (both stated and appearing on overhead slides and weekly bulletin). It is also 
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reflected on the church website and its implications are explored in newsletter articles. In 

general, this is a parish that emphasizes spirituality over organized religion and 

hospitality over processes of exclusive membership. Many attempts are made to build a 

bridge between the needs of the collectivity and individual experience. The apparent 

success of the Church of St. Joan of Arc has led the former local Archbishop John Roach 

to conament that "if there weren't a St Joan's, we might need to establish one." However 

when asked why there weren't more such parishes, he replied, "One's enough" 

(DuRocher et al 1996). 

Despite the transformations that have occurred over time, the intentions of the 

liturgies, as originally crafted by Harvey Egan, remain intact. Noise, laughter, and music 

(both secular and religious) remain essential to the serious play of the religious practice 

of Sl Joan's. Within a carefully crafted and well-timed liturgical structure that includes 

serving the Eucharist for a congregation that often numbers over a thousand persons. 

there is still plenty of room for spontaneous expression, a feature which is reflected in the 

feeling some parishioners expressed that "there are no rules here." Publicity and 

controversy are still a part of community life, even deflning it as parishioners identify 

their parish as "rebel" or "bad." One recent example is the time in the early 90's when a 

visiting antiwar activist priest. Father Roy Bourgeois, chose to include two women from 

the congregation to say the words of the Offertory and Consecration with him, an action 

which resulted in his censorship by the Archbishop. It also catalyzed discussion, both 

within and without the Church of St. Joan of Arc, on the role of women in the Church. 
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During the storytelling sessions held for general participation, 1 invited 

participants to say something about why it was they were parishioners at St Joan's. My 

suggestion was used as a storytelling warm-up and also as a way of introducing 

participants to one another as participants generally did not know one another prior to the 

storytelling event in the general sessions. For many, this church is spoken of as a place of 

personal healing during difficult transitions, a place of reconciling with Christianity after 

a time of disenchantment, and a place to pursue one's values regarding community 

formation and social justice within a world context Here are a few of their responses: 

It's nourishing, it inspires me, 1 love it, and it, it's just a wonderful place, 1 
can't imagine my life without iL It's just one of the most happy things I 
do. (Lil 7/5/2000) 

This is a remarkable place of service and community action and I prefer 
not to sit around and just talk about things. I would prefer contributing. 
And doing service and who would do it better, than Sl Joan of Arc? 
There's simply nobody that I know that does a better job of really noticing 
the needs of community and responding to that in the most compassionate 
way (June 7/5/2000) 

Why 1 come to Joan of Arc. Um, I've had a life of, I don't like, uh, the 
Catholic religion. 1 think its, uh. of course male dominated, full of rules, 
regulations, bureaucracies, uh. 1 cant believe that's the model that Christ 
had when he, fishes and loaves. The statement, we welcome you wherever 
you are on your journey, has a sense of celebration. So, I bounced around 
the churches and eventually ran up against the, structure and here they 
have about as little structure... (Brian 7/5/2000) 

There's more energy in, in that gymnasium before mass starts than there is 
at the height of most liturgies anywhere else and, um, it's just a real 
uplifting experience and, um, I'm really, um, it really brought me full 
circle. I don't have time to go into the story, but Joan of Arc is the kind of 
church that I've dreamed aix)ut being a part of for thirty years. (Roy 
6/20/2000) 

So, I thought of St. Joan of Arc. You know, everyone always said it was 
so good. Well, I was booked the first time. Yes, you know? Oh, my gosh. 
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it's just, the love and the, the way people just accept you for the person 
you are. You know, you don't have to have this lineage of, of all these 
credentials or anything like that. You're just loved because you're a 
human being and God has put you here. It's beautiful. (Chris 6/20/2000) 

Every other parish I belonged to, I wanted to change it somehow. This, it's 
just so nice because I'm sitting back and enjoying everything else that 
other people are doing. And, my children have grown up and gone and, so, 
it's been a place for me to be. (Linda 6/20/2000) 

The effort to include the personal or individual within the larger collective experience is a 

challenge for a parish that numbers over four thousand households, 15% of which are not 

identified as Catholic. As Tom Smith-Myott, my staff liaison and assistant in soliciting 

volunteers for this study, mentioned to me on several occasions, "We want everyone to 

have a chance to tell their story. On Sunday, the welcomer and the homilist get to tell 

their stories, but no one else. We are always looking for ways for people to tell their 

story." Small Christian community formation, actively encouraged by the parish, has 

become one venue through which people **tell their story" to fellow parishioners. My 

project, emphasizing the elicitation of story, garnered Tom Smith-Myott's attention 

because it fulfilled this perceived need of places for story events and, as a result, my 

actions were framed not only in terms of research but also as volunteerism and 

community service to the Sl Joan of Arc congregation. 

Small Christian Conununity Practice: History and Background 

The emerging small Christian community movement within the American 

Catholic Church is minimally estimated to include 37,000 groups and 1,000,000 persons 

(Lee 2000.74). Lee and his research group identified differing types of small Christian 
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communities (e.g.; Eucharist centered, prayer-centered, charismatic, or oriented toward 

scriptural study), however, in general, these groups often involve 13-17 members who are 

both middle-class and middle-aged (identified as age 40 plus in Lee*s study). 

Additionally, members are often more affluent and have enjoyed more education than the 

general Catholic population in the United States. Primary motivations for small Christian 

community membership are religious (learning about God and/or scripture) and relational 

(community and social support). These groups also have strong links to a parish and 

parish life and members regularly attend religious services (Lee 2000:75). The parish and 

the smaller communities are increasingly becoming mutually constitutive of one another 

as parish administrations actively promote small community formation and membership 

in smaller communities works to increase volunteerism and partidpation within parish 

programming. 

Typically, small Christian communities meet in members' homes on a weekly or 

biweekly basis, organized around a rotating or decentralized leadership plan. Sharing 

one's experience, one's "story," is emphasized over a preaching or teaching paradigm, 

promoting tolerance and respect among members. There is an orientation toward 

"origins'* within this movement as well. Tom Smith-Myott noted that, in encouraging 

parishioners to form small Christian communities, he always suggests that this is how the 

Christian church began, in house meetings and in face-to-face communities and faith 

sharing. Thus, these communities arc framed as a return to Christianity's roots. 

Small Christian communities are occasionally linked conceptually to the 

communidades de base (base communities) of Central and South America, from which 
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emerged liberation theology. Certainly, missionaries returning from these regions to the 

United States brought the idea of small community groups with them, however other 

small community movements within U.S. Catholicism, such as Cruscillo, RENEW, and 

Marriage Encounter, have also contributed to the formation of the small Christian 

community concepts. Smith-Myott noted that when the Church of St. Joan of Arc 

actively began encouraging small Chrisdan community formation (about 10-15 years 

ago), several groups came forward to register as groups that had already been meeting for 

over a decade, groups which had emerged from these other types of small community 

encounters and had developed their own community processes. They redefined 

themselves as "small Christian conununity." As Smith-Myott stated. "Base communities 

in Central America and Brazil were oriented in survival. Here in the U.S., small Christian 

communities are primarily psychological and about creating a sense of belonging.*^ When 

1 asked if he thought that small Christian community members felt as though they were 

doing something in solidarity with or linked to the base communities of Central America, 

he said they probably were not. indicating that small Christian communities in the United 

States, however influenced they might have been through cultural transfer, are now a 

distinct and separate social phenomena. 

Many members of small Christian communities value social commitment and are 

concerned about issues of social justice, however Lee*s data suggests that despite this 

interest, these communities do not yet engage significantly on a group level in social 

action (Lee 2000; 127). However, individuals may volunteer in various capacities in their 

parishes or in the larger community and sometimes this volunteerism appears to be 
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inspired by participation in the small Christian community setting. Critique of small 

Christian communities has come from theologians who worry that a "domestication'' of 

God, a reduction of notions of God to the daily and mundane aspects of life, eliminates 

what Lee calls, "the prophetic imagination" that links individuals to a worldly awareness 

of the possibilities of God, suffering, and justice. Wuthnow, cited by Lee, claims; 

...there is a danger if God becomes a being with the same characteristics 
as those experienced in one's support group...spirituality is domesticated 
at the same time that it is reinforced....Sacredness ceases to be the 
mysterium tremendum that commands awe and reverence and becomes a 
house pet that does our bidding. God becomes a source of advice and 
comfort, and the proof of God's existence becomes the group." (Lee 
2000:137) 

The concern of these theologians is that the theology practiced by small Christian 

communities, one which emphasizes personal individualized experience, fadlitates a 

concern for the intemal that eclipses a social awareness of suffering in the world, an 

awareness they perceive as necessary in order to work actively for social justice. Small 

Christian communities fostering tolerance in this manner may inadvertently avoid 

discernment and evaluation of moral experience, a denial of social suffering that 

Kleinman suggests may indicate a seachange in subjectivities regarding suffering and 

sufferers informed primarily by globalization and advanced capitalism (Kleinman 1999). 

As Lee comments; 

It remains to be seen whether the prophetic imagination will be able to 
take hold - whether theological reflection is able to include social 
analysis, and whether middle-class communities can make living, 
interpersonal contacts with those who exist on the edges and on history's 
underside. In a word, it remains to be seen whether the faith of small 
Christian communities can activate more vividly its public character (Lee 
2000:138-9). 
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Lee argues that despite these critiques and discrepancies, smaU Christian 

communities are actively making meaning, through a ''remarkable dialogue between 

articulated experience and articulated faith" (Lee 2000:146). At the heart of the small 

Christian community, he claims, is the collaborative learning process of 'Tiguring out 

how to go about figuring things out" (Lee 2000; 146). This characteristic of "figuring 

things out" within small Christian communities led, within this study's storytelling 

circles, to active strategizing within the collective regarding how to go about aging in a 

successful and acceptable manner. 

Small Christian Commanity Formation at the Church of St Joan of Arc 

Small Christian community formation has been actively encouraged at St. Joan's 

for approximately ten to fifteen years, although there are some groups that originated 

prior to the involvement of staff-initiated programming. These groups have been meeting 

for up to twenty years. According to Tom Smith-Myott, a workshop is held once every 

three months to describe and educate interested parishioners in the small Christian 

community philosophies and to foster group formation. Attendance at these workshops 

ranges from fifteen persons to one hundred and fifty persons, depending on the day they 

are scheduled, the time of year, and how vigorously the event is advertised. Of the three 

groups involved in this study, two had been meeting for two years and one had only 

recently been organized. This last group was no longer active a year after the study. An 

additional mechanism for community formation exists on the St. Joan of Arc website 

(www.stjoan.com) where a digital bulletin board permits individuals seeking to join or 

http://www.stjoan.com


form a small Christian community- to post a personal ad-type listing that indicates their 

age, home location, and interests. 

Although Tom Smith-Myott is the staff liaison responsible for small Christian 

community formation, there is also a small Christian conmiunity advisory board within 

the parish, whose mission it is to "foster, support, and make visible small Christian 

communities at St Joan's" (www.stjoan.com/sccfr.htm). The Board's activities include 

encouraging community formation, developing resources and support mechanisms for 

small Christian communities, and publicizing and integrating small Christian 

communities into parish life (www.stjoan.com7sccfr.htm). 

http://www.stjoan.com/sccfr.htm
http://www.stjoan.com7sccfr.htm
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CHAPTER IV 
NATIONALIST DISCOURSE WITHIN SMALL CHRISTIAN COMMUNITIES 

Ideological Orientatioiis 

The stories that emerged within the small Christian community context were 

infused with ideological orientations common to U.S. nationalism. Individualism, the 

work ethic, and personal choice were conunon themes and essential to the strategies 

participants intended to employ to combat negative consequences associated with aging. 

It is important to ask why it is that nation and nationalist discourse might be significant to 

these storytellers in response to the topic of age and aging. 

Anderson has been critiqued for not going far enough "in identifying the 

strategies through which 'the imagined' becomes "second nature,' a 'structure of feeling' 

embodied in material practice and lived experience" (Alonso 1994:382). Storytelling 

sessions held within the small Christian community context of collaboratively "ilguring 

things out" highlight how 'ihe imagined" nation and nationalist discourse merges with 

daily lives, informed by collective memory, to shape both daily practice and strategies for 

coping with potential problems. This can be understood as the use of ideological 

constructs used in "the positive sense" as defmed by Alonso, and as an informal 

"therapeutic emplotment" (Mattingly 1992). In fusing ideology with personal experience 

and strategy, participants not only invoke the nation, they participate in constituting a 

contemporary national ideal "style" of aging and of being elders. 

I argue that in the face of the potential disruption of aging (physiological or 

otherwise) and death, people merge diverse, and sometimes conflicting, ideological 
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constructs with personal experience in order to explore what it means to live a good life, 

be a good person, or generally behave well. In so doing, they find a limited coherence 

where there is none easily at hand. These examples suggest that ideologies can be 

construed in terms of how people "work " them to configure and reconfigure their lives in 

situations of potential disruption or uncertainty. Shared by a cotiununity, ideologies are 

anchors around which persons and ideas can coalesce, constituting, via centripetal forces, 

a kind of unity or shared understanding and interpretation of life experience. Contrasting 

experiences, shared through story, provide centrifugal force in the Bakhtinian sense, 

signifying ambiguity and potential areas for further exploration (Bakhtin 1981). Social 

memory, informed by ideology, is externalized through the vehicle of language 

expression and is collectively made meaningful to the participants, constituting solidarity 

of generations and worldviews. Through these mechanisms, individuals are socialized 

into aging processes. 

For the moment, 1 am including the stories and responses of only one small 

Christian community group to illustrate these points. I met with this group on three 

occasions, for a total of six hours of storytelling. There were five married couples in this 

group, for a total of ten persons, ranging in age from eariy fifties to late sixties. Over half 

the group had retired, and some of those working were either working part-time or simply 

because they enjoyed iL Two persons, partnered with one another, were still working full-

time and were not ready for retirement on any level. Five persons had experienced 

divorce and re-marriage; one person had been widowed when in his eariy fifties and had 

since remarried. Four of the five women spoke about their concerns and changing 
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relationships with elder parents who were requiring their care and attention. Several of 

the members of this group bad experienced the death of a parent. All members were both 

parents and grandparents. Approximately 80% were persons who had lived most or all of 

their lives in Minneapolis or neighboring suburbs. Notable in the women's remaries were 

references to the maintenance of long-term relationships with high school and college 

colleagues. 

1 chose this group to discuss here because of the members' relative homogeneity 

in terms of chronological age and stated life experiences. They had been meeting together 

for a long time and, as a result, had a strong history with one another. Yet, the fact that 

many but not all of them were retired, a state often associated with age in the United 

States, appeared to complicate the concepts of aging expressed within the group. Their 

conversations and stories tacked between conceptualizing "age" as in the future of their 

lives and "aging" as a process they were within and experiencing. This between-ness. I 

suspect, motivated the active strategy sessions that emerged within the group. Concerned 

with aging well, group members shared observations of others, as well as their own 

experiences, fears, and plans for enjoying what life offered them. 

Goffman's concept of "teams" can provide insight as to the nature of the 

interaction within these sessions (Goffman 1959:104). This group volunteered as a group 

in response to a call for storytelling circles regarding aging. The setting for this volunteer 

project, as a result, is larger than the individual. To quote Goffman, "the personal front of 

the performer is employed not so much because it allows him to present himself as he 

would like to appear but because his appearance and manner can do something for a 
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scene of wider scope" (Goffman 1959:77). In analyzing the discourse of these 

storytelling sessions, it becomes clear that individual stories and statements cannot be 

easily separated from one another. What emerges is the result of team interaction. As 

Goffman suggests: 

Whether the members of a team stage similar individual performances or 
stage dissimilar performances which fit together as a whole, an emergent 
team impression arises which can conveniently be treated as a fact in its 
own right, as a third level of fact located between the individual 
performance on one hand and the total interaction of participants on the 
other (Goffman 1959:80). 

In the case of these storytelling sessions, I will argue that through the use of ideological 

constructs embedded in both story and opinion, this team effort produced a construction 

of age as well as a socialization to aging. 

The ideologies as used within this group can be categorized into three general 

themes, all of which are common to ideological orientations in the United States. They 

are: freedom of choice, individual responsibility, and the work ethic. Notably, the data 

reveals that these concepts overlap, are difficult to isolate completely from one another, 

and even sometimes conflict. Furthermore, although the script for the group encouraged 

the expression of personal narrative and storytelling, additional speech genres rapidly 

emerged. It was often the case that a speaker stated an ideological position in an 

authoritative manner and then illustrated this position with a short story or image. The 

speaker might close with a reiteration of the initial statement or move to a new 

ideological position, what Goffman might call a change in "footing" (Goffman 

1981:127). As a result of this speaking pattern, as well as various responses and 

reiterations from other members of the group to the ideological themes at hand, discourse 
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flowed in, out, and between these three ideological orientations, seldom stopping too long 

to rest in one spot before moving elsewhere. The team effort, however, explored all of 

these themes quite fully via their collective verbal art. 

The first them, freedom of choice, reflects a value and ideological p>osition that is 

ubiquitous throughout social life in the United States. Intrinsic to this notion is the idea 

that one can live one's own life, be one's own person, and operate as a free agent in a free 

world. This idea first emerged within the context of this group as it related to the life 

course. The desired model of aging was a result from having a lived a full life without 

regrets, having made choices to live out one's desires and special dreams. Jennifer, 

describing her mother, says the following: 

I think about aging a lot by looking at my mom and she's about 86 and, 
my life's not been half as exciting as hers. She's had, say five or six 
husbands and my life seems real conservative and very rigid compared to 
her life. (Jennifer laughs.) And she says, you know, she looks back on it 
and she thinks, I don't regret anything. I'm sorry that 1, you know, it was a 
lot of pain for you, Jennifer, and for everybody and for me, my mother 
said, for herself, she went through pain. But. she said, you know, as an old 
lady now, she says, 1 look back and I just think it's wonderful, the life 1 
lived. And. she says, and a lot of my older friends are so jealous that they 
didn't go out and live like 1 did... 

She's fun. And we really have a lot of fun. And I just, 1 look at her and I 
think these are probably the last, maybe, maybe not...but maybe these are 
the last years I'll be with her but I just really look at her. She's an example 
of aging to me. I think it looks pretty good, especially since she was manic 
depressive a lot of her life, that's probably why 1 couldn't deal with her, 
but she's taking care of herself and in the past twenty years, she's been on 
Lithium and she's just a different woman. I mean, she's an all together 
woman now and she wasn't that way when I was growing up. So, she's a 
beautiful example of aging to me (Jennifer 6/9/2000). 
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Throughout this session, and subsequent sessions, this story and the idea of living without 

regret was referenced. Greg, in particular, responded on a couple of occasions to this 

theme: 

But I still do everything. I may work like crazy around the house one day, 
just go crazy - boom, boom, just moving. Saw wood by hand and this. 
And really love it. Exhausted the next day. I'm just as stiff as a board, I 
just ache all over. But Tm willing to pay the price for having enjoyed the 
day before. 

Uh, and like your mother, Jennifer. I have no regrets about anything. I 
might have done something different if I had that choice again, but I don't 
regret the choice 1 took because at the time, I believed it was the right one 
for me. And, uh, I think the only fear that I have, and I don't know why, 
but it's, it's, it's there and it means that I just won't get everything done or 
get everyplace 1 want. Uh, but that's life (Greg, 6/9/2000). 

Later, Randy told a story about a couple he knew who had held a huge 60^ wedding 

anniversary party, even though one of the partners was dying of leukemia and very weak. 

This. Randy iterated, was an especially right thing to do. to celebrate in the face of 

death's realities. It was important to live without regret for lost opportunities. 

It's evident from these short narratives that choice-making has consequence. The 

important message within the story is that one had choices, made choices, and now feels 

little regret over whatever consequences came to pass. While Jennifer's and Randy's 

stories reflected observations of others. Greg's was expressed in the form of a personal 

testimonial. The collective effort to present these two different kinds of points of view, as 

well as build upon another's story, contribute towards verifying the ideological 

orientation. 
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In opposition to this ideology is the realization that aging processes often involve 

constraints on earlier freedoms and choices. These constraints are usually perceived to be 

primarily physical. Hank contributes these comments: 

And when I've observed other peoples in their last years, when they, 
Jennifer and I were talking about this this afternoon.. When they got 
infirmity, that took away something from their life, then they really aged 
fast. Like a stroke, or a heart attack, or something that, all of a sudden, 
took away a lot of their freedom. And, then, those are the people that you 
tend to observe as the aged. Ah. like you were talking about your dad 
being into dementia or something, that's, he's losing some freedom, some 
mobility of some kinds, and then, all of a sudden, the aging process seems 
to take hold. Most of my experience with people and associates that I've 
had from whatnot is when drastic things like heart attacks or debilitating 
and almost, well, one case like a stroke (Hank 6/9/2000). 

Aging, then, changes people. At the very least, it changes the options they have for their 

futures. Loss of freedom of choice due to health-related events is perceived as the 

threshold over which one crosses to become aged. 

The second theme explored by the group was individual responsibility. In the 

United States, the ideals of individualism emphasize responsibility and accountability, 

especially in regard to one's health. Individual responsibility for health includes living 

well so as to avoid becoming sick and taking preventive measures to insure one's own 

well-being and reduce one's dependence on formal health care systems. If one should 

become ill, then it is incumbent upon the individual to get well, usually through 

compliance with medical authorities. Getting well insures that one will be able to 

contribute to the general society and avoid being a burden. These kinds of ideologies 

have been analyzed theoretically through Parson's notion of the "the sick role" in 

American society. 
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Individual responsibility was a potent theme during the storytelling sessions, 

especially during the second meeting. While it was generally agreed that certain kinds of 

events were beyond individual control, such as illness or disability in aging, many people 

commented on the importance of attitude in facing potential constraint. Norman Vincent 

Peale's book. The Power of Positive Thinking, an Oprah Winfrey show, and Jack 

LaLane's persona were all cited as elements of popular culture promoting the idea that 

mental attitude was important for individual lives, especially in overcoming difficulties. 

For Susan, who staled, "I mean, you can look back, but you're creating yourself at the 

moment now" and Greg, who felt strongly that one was in charge of one's own destiny, 

agency was in the hands of the individual. There were several references to individuals 

known to members of the group who, in their aging, were described as negative, 

complaining, or self-absorbed. Here's Greg's example: 

Now, we've been golfing together for a couple of years. Whether he was 
always like this, I don't know, or if he's getting like this in his, the aging 
process, but always kind of griping and complaining and kind of the same 
week after week, you know. I play golf with him twice a week, you're 
hearing the same...Jees. I wish he'd come up with something new to 
complain about, you know. When 1. we did this the other day, went out 
Wednesday and played one hole and got caught in the rain. And we got 
soaking weL Well, okay, be was complaining and I, I wasn't complaining 
cuz I chose to do it! You know, so that's the consequence of getting out in 
the rain. But I made up my mind that I wasn't going to let myself get into 
that mindset as I age, cuz I had seen it, dealing with the public all the years 
that I have, that it seems almost a natural temptation, I'll say, just to, 
whatever reason, just to start nitpicking and complaining and griping and, 
you know, and it's really, really a negative attitude. And I made up my 
mind I wasn't going to allow myself to travel that road (Greg, 7/6/2000). 
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Jane, who volunteers for hospice, is currently providing respite care for a ninety-one year 

old mother who needs a break from caring for her sixty-eight year old son who has 

experienced a stroke and is also dying of cancer. Jane describes the mother 

Sweetest lady, energetic, um. she's just a peach and so I go over there. 
like, one afternoon a week just so she can have a chance to get out and do 
some gardening, or grocery, whatever she wants. And, uh, gosh I admire 
her and she never complains about a thing. She says, she's just very 
happy that she's lived that long and is strong enough to care for her son 
and 1 thought, by gosh, there is a woman! (Jane 7/6/2000) 

The situation she describes is inverted from the usual expectation of adult children taking 

care of their elder parents. It is the mother's status as both elder and non-complainer that 

is most admired. In contrast, Susan, whose mother is experiencing cognitive decline. 

describes her mother's personal assets; 

She's out of her house, she lives in assisted living, but she can't really see. 
And she can't really see and she can't really remember much of anything. 
But she can present a really positive attitude, and very pleasant and. and 
she talks to people and she asks them questions. They may be the same 
questions, you know, within five minutes, but she's very outward thinking 
and, you know, I mean she'll ask. How are the kids? How's Trent? Does 
he like that job? How's Jamie? How are the kids? I mean, it's just that 
whole thing, but she does, she asks questions beyond herself and she really 
doesn't have a lot more to give than her, than her personality (Susan 
7/6/2000). 

Once again, what is most valued is not related to the mother's ability, but to her presence, 

or presentation of self in her world. Positive attitudes, therefore, are not perceived as 

limited to fully able-bodied persons and are re-conceived as one's valuable contribution 

to the surrounding community, despite the fact that one may not "get well." 
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Hank linked the processes of the niind with those of the body, reflecting a theme 

many explored: that a positive attitude might not only be good for transcending physical 

illness, but also prevent it from occurring in the first place. Hank's comments: 

I guess you do see people whose minds age. I hadnU thought about that, 
but, uh. and I would guess that it's, it's gonna get more difficult as, as time 
goes on because most people, when they're negative, it's because 
something's changed. I mean, you go from 1800 to 1900, not a whole lot's 
changed, but from 1900 to 2000, a lot changed and from 2000 to 2010, a 
lot's gonna changc and from 2010 to 2012,1 mean it's kind of 
exponential. Uh. and people that fight change are gonna be awfully 
unhappy because it's, the world is. is in a whole different kind of 
revolution now. of change. Boy. the mental attitude, I, which 1 guess 
carries into the body, like you were saying. If you're down mentally. 
you're gonna be down physically. If you're up physically, it's probably 
because you are up mentally. You know, the positive attitude can do all 
kinds of things. 

It was the topic of positive attitude within the ideology of individual responsibility that 

galvanized the group most effectively in terms of strategizing for their own aging 

processes. Pursuing avenues for social interaction, keeping journals, staying active, 

volunteering, or practicing gratitude for the lives they were given were strategies that 

emerged within this discussion. This strategizing indicates that ideological positions, 

explored through narrative and conversation, produce ideas for further action in the 

worid. In this sense, the group discovered a sense of what they might do when faced with 

adversity. 

The following conversation contested the ideologies related to personal attitude 

and individual responsibility: 

Um, a couple of em are in response to what, what you were saying Greg, 
and it's not that I disagree with you, but, um, on of, I mean, I gu^s 1 
think we've talked about positive attitude. And, you know, no one's 
going to speak against thaL But I can think of a couple of people and one 
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particular person right now, a friend who is very depressed. And I'm sure 
she would love to have a positive attitude. I mean, she's taking 
medication and, and, she just, she can't move herself beyond where she 
is, and, you know. I think one could talk to her forever about a positive 
attitude, and the fact is, she can't get herself beyond that, and 1 think, if 
one has a positive attitude, then it's sometimes harder to see that 
sometimes you just can't, can't get themselves out of it, and I know that, 
you know, the word control comes up, and I'm sure she would love to 
control it.... (Susan 7/6/2000). 

To this image, Liz responded that depression was a disease and that explained her 

friend's inability to discover a positive outlook. This explanation appeared to satisfy the 

participants, although the contradiction was that in many other stories recounted 

regarding the uses of positive attitude, disease and disability were an important part of the 

backdrop. This indicates a flexing of ideological orientation in a way that celebrated the 

importance of a positive attitude for coping with some diseases but allowed that in some 

contexts, the lack of a positive attitude might be a symptom of a disease or illness, and 

therefore should not be judged in the same manner. 

An idea related to individual responsibility was individual character. In various 

ways, throughout all three sessions, participants explored qualities of the self. Susan was 

an especially ardent proponent of the idea that one ages how one lives, citing examples, 

such as her mother (cited earlier) who, despite cognitive decline, remained a pleasant, 

social person, to other people she knew who had always been self-absorfoed and, as a 

result, aged in a self-absorbed manner. Contrasting this idea, explored by Susan and other 

members of the group, was the idea of self-change. It was thought that, while one 

probably couldn't change later (in older age), one had a brief opportunity to effect 

character changes in the present, thereby averting potential difficulties at a later date. 
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Furthermore, it was incumbent upon the individual to seek out these kinds of personal 

changes. 

In contrast to the idea of individual responsibility was the idea of luck, which 

complicated matters of personal control. Trent, during each session, commented on how 

lucky he felt to be alive and healthy and happy. Others noted, at varying times, the fact 

that many people they knew had already died. Liz, who maintains the roster of her high 

school graduating class, told stories of how sobering it was to watch the numbers of this 

group decline and how frequently she now heard of someone either having died or having 

been diagnosed with a terminal illness. Explanations of personal luck were linked to 

things like family history (e.g.; my parents lived to an old age) and intrinsically hearty 

bodies. 

Randy used scripture to describe both luck and personal effort within the context 

of longevity: 

But I was thinking on the way over here about Sl Paul talks about life 
like being a race. Compare it to, in the Olympics, or to be in a horse race. 
And then to the winner comes goes the prize or laurel. He's talking in a 
spiritual sense. 1 think, actually, in physically aging, you can win a prize 
or a laurel too, if you get to, uh, live to a long age, and have reasonable 
physical health, and have, um, reasonable mental health, and have some 
economic well-being. 1 think you're really have won at least a bronze 
medal or gold medal or something, so that's the, Jane and I are gonna try 
to do, right? (Randy 7/25/2000). 

The third theme explored by the group involved deologies revolving around work 

and the work ethic. These focused on two arenas: retirement as the end of a certain kind 

of work and the fact that aging was perceived as requiring hard work and effort to accept 

and, thereby, overcome. Retirement appeared to be most difficult for the women, a 
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feature of this discussion that challenges commonly held gender stereotypes specific to 

men and their relationship(s) to wage work. These women alternately found themselves 

temporarily back in the workforce (because they missed or wanted to work), mourning 

the end of work and related projects, or having ideas that the word "retirement" simply 

"sounded old." For Susan, it seemed to mean the end of achievement-oriented projects: 

Yeah. And actually, I didn't even share this with Trent, but when we were, 
we um, biked around the city on Tuesday and he wanted to go over to the 
University and so on and so forth and we did. Actually, I thought, it was 
really kind of sad for me. because I thought of all the times that Pd gone 
to. you know. I went to school there and I graduated and I went back and 
got LD certification and I went back and got French certification, and I 
thought, You know what? 1 don't have anything to go back there for. I 
don't have any more transcripts to deal with. I don't have any more 
credits. I don't have any, it was very obvious to me. So, it was really kind 
of sad. I don't know (Susan 7/6/2000). 

Stories of volunteerism complemented stories of retirement and ideologies of work ethic 

took on a new form. Service was identified as an important component in combating age. 

Importantly, aging well was defmed as a kind of work. I've already described 

some of the strategizing that occurred in these sessions. In addition to cultivating a 

positive attitude (which was perceived as central), other kinds of work involved making a 

plan for one's aging, cultivating curiosity and involvement, being courageous, 

maintaining mental toughness and hearty physical practices, overcoming crabbiness, and 

acting in a manner that was not "old." Randy describes the people that come to a senior 

community center where he works: 

Now, 1 see several hundred people a day and you know that Tve noticed, 
it's not a hundred percent true, but it's, it's quite a bit of truth in it. The 
ones that come out to our conmiunity center are, I think, above average, 
you know, above average in their mental outlook, because it takes a little 
effort to, uh, get dressed in the morning and go out and either ride to the 
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optimistic and happier people. Now, it's so easy for somebody that's 
eighty years old, you know, their back hurts, there's no one else to get 
going, to just sit up there and watch TV right, and stay in their bathrobe. 
You know, it's the worst thing they can do. But by getting out, and I think, 
I think the best thing that I've noticed for thirteen years there is being with 
people (Randy 7/6/2000). 

Additionally, both Greg and Trent spoke to a practice of "testing themselves" where they 

actively imagined potential losses and thought through strategies regarding what attitude 

they might apply to the situation and what options they would pursue in dealing with it. 

Interestingly, people engaged in a process of self assessment Upon noticing their own 

responses to the changing world around them, they asked themselves, "Is this aging?" A 

lengthy conversation about cell phones provided one example of self assessment. Upon 

noting an opinion that cell phones were being used excessively in public, one participant 

asked the group if his negative response to this practice was due to his own aging 

processes. He was wondering if his opinion reflected a rigidity or inflexibility in the face 

of change, a rigidity that he associated with aging. A lively interaction ensued with other 

individuals weighing in on the subject of age and their own opinions about cell phone 

use. As a group, they determined that this was not a result of aging or refusal to adapt, but 

instead, opinion bom of both experience in life and wisdom. One member of the group 

decried cell phones but spoke strongly of his admiration for computer technology, 

specifically that of the internet. His comments successfully framed the discussion of cell 

phones as a matter of opinion because it was clear from his actions that he was not 

opposed to modem technology in a general sense. What is intriguing is not the group 

decision in regard to the subject of cell phones, but how aging was characterized in the 
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discussion as well as the importance of checking out one's response in terms of aging. It 

was important for these individuals to know where they fit in terms of aging stereotypes 

and to defend one's point of view as "not-aging." As a cohort, they also successfully 

exonerated themselves from the stigma of aging in this context. 

The last session held with this group closed on a sobering note that emphasized 

the strong and solitary role an individual had in regard to their own aging. The mention of 

vitamin supplementation galvanized the group to a lively discussion. Two members 

emerged as more expert than the others and they were questioned closely for information 

regarding the supplements people in the group should be taking in order to successfully 

battle age. The rich discourse on age and aging was momentarily reduced to the pills 

upon which one should depend. This conversational riff, coming as it did at the end of six 

hours of collaborative storytelling, punctuated the influence of individualized 

medicalization on the ideas people have about age and aging. Nutritional supplements in 

pill form were perceived as miracles that just might save the day and hold age at bay. 

preventing or reducing physical pain as well as maintaining a "youthful" high energy 

level in old age. 

In the preceding discussions, Tve focused on the strategizing of one small 

Christian community in order to highlight the interactional quality of the discourse within 

storytelling circles. However, I also met with two other small Christian conmiunity 

groups within which nationalist ideologies emerged. Within these two groups, the age 

range was wider than in the group just cited. As a result, an age cohort effect of 
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strategizing from similar age positions was less evident in their conversational narrative. 

In the paragraphs that follow, I will discuss one of these other groups. 

This second group ranged in age from mid-thirties to mid-seventies and included 

equal numbers of men and women. In contrast to the first group, however, some of these 

participants were either never-married, divorced, single and/or participating in the small 

Christian community experience without their spouses and partners. There was only one 

married couple where both spouses participated in the storytelling circles and both 

members of this couple were enjoying their second marriage. This group not only 

spanned a wider range of ages, but included more members living within or familiar with 

multi-generational households. Kim was on the verge of living in a five generational 

household (her granddaughter was about to be bom and both her daughter and mother 

lived within her household) and Becky's parents lived with Becky, her spouse, and their 

child. Meg, who now lived with her spouse Ed, spoke of growing up in a three-

generational household that included her grandparents. 

The project that emerged for this group as they told stories of age and aging was 

to define what old was, largely in chronological terms. A theme that garnered stories 

from all participants was the issue of revealing one's age, or more particulariy, lying 

about it. The main protagonists in these stories of age falsification were women and 

spanned many generations, from Meg who claimed she would never tell her age (even to 

this group) to stories of one's great-grandparents, parents, siblings, neighbors, or 

acquaintances who did the same. 
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Chronological age remained important as the group collectively assessed one of 

their small Christian conununity members, Ed, and declared him to be "not old." Ed, who 

was in his mid-seventies, didn't seem sure about this social fact when this topic came to 

group attention, and protested by saying that he was "'biologically old." However, he 

stated on more than a couple of occasions that he didn't 'ieel old" and claimed to be in 

good health, a fact which, for him, was essential to the sensation of not yet being "old." 

Additionally, in both group sessions, he declared himself to be "not old yet" within the 

context of his narratives. Cheryl's assertion of Ed's status as "not-old" was justified in 

terms of difference. For her. Ed was "not old" because, he wasn't "any different than any 

of us." Had Ed been thought of as "different," he might have also been deemed "old." 

l^ter in the discussion, demonstrating his acceptance of the group's designation of him in 

terms of age. Ed stated as a tagline at the end of one of his stories. "I'm glad I'm where 

I'm at. I'm not old" (Ed. 7/27/2000) 

Notions of Ed's age, as well as the age of others in the group, may have been 

informed by the group's intergenerational nature, combined with negative stereotypes of 

old age. To demonstrate her commitment to defming Ed and family members as "not 

old," Becky commented on a relative who died at the age of seventy-eight as having died 

at an age "not young, but not old, just kind of in between" (Becky 7/27/2000). This 

comment suggests that, in that particular moment, "old" was identified as something that 

occurred when one had lived beyond statistically informed life expectancy tables, and not 

before. Additionally, this orientation to age was informed by the physical presence of 

someone in the group whose chronological age placed him in the margins of ideas of 
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"old.'' Perhaps out of deference to him, as well as a response to a desire to avoid 

stigmatizing a friend, members of this group chose to define Ed as "not-old." They 

demonstrated their caring for him by reiterating ideas of "oldness" as linked to those 

who, in gerontological circles, are described as the 'Trail elderly," usually people over the 

age of eighty with health and mobility difficulties, people who are often construed to be 

"different." 

Ideological positions related to nationalism emerged within this storytelling group 

as well. Meg commented on an adage of her father, who had often told her. "the egg is 

smarter than the chicken," signifying the knowledge and power of youth within an ever-

changing world (Meg, 7/13/2000). As Meg contemplated this sentiment, she concluded 

that her father was right, that the youth of today knew more than she did as a 

representative of an older generation, benefited as they were by advancement in 

technology and a general sense of "progress." Older people, informed by these ideas, are 

construed to be characterized by the past, rather than the present. 

Related to, and complicating this notion, was a theme of cultural change 

throughout the twentieth century. A conversational topic that was touched upon by 

several participants was the idea that progress has a dark side, especially in regard to the 

status of elders in U.S. society. The past was described as a time of idyllic relations with 

elders, characterized by respect, love, social support, and caretaking, while persons in the 

contemporary time frame who were old or getting older did not face the same social 

reality. Cheryl's poignant commentary on this is as follows: 

Well I, um, 1, since last time we met I just, Fve thought about, in terms of 
how different I think it is for women to grow older in this time and this 
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time than my grandmother's. Because I had such high regard for my 
grandmother and I had a great-grandmother for a few years. And we just 
thought they were the greatest most fabulous women in the whole 
world 

Now, here I am, I had three children. I have not one grandchild. Tve 
already lost my son. So I have two, one of 'em doesn't talk to me at all. 
Robert's always either I'm the greatest mother in the world or I'm the 
worst. And I never know where I'm at so when he doesn't talk, 1 don't 
talk. When he does, I talk to him. But, I have no family. You know, my 
mother is now in a nursing home. She has Alzheimers. My dad is dead. I 
have no brothers. And I have two sisters, one I speak with, one I do not. 
And it's just so different. It is so extremely different 

And, the whole thing is so incredibly different than it was when I was a 
kid. That I, it's like, I feel like I'm blazing a new path, in a way. You 
know, and I'm trying to do a good job of it....And it's sort of like, I think 
all of us are having to blaze new trails, very very new trails. Interesting. 
It's interesting. I wouldn't miss it, but....(laughs)... whatever. (Cheryl, 
7/27/2000) 

Meg responded directly to Cheryl with agreement about change, yet included a different 

description, discussing how both life practices and age change by virtue of the historical 

moment into which one is bom. Meg described her parent's lives as a struggle for 

survival. **eeking out a living, and making sure that there was enough." She identified 

their life project as a struggle for necessities while her own life project, informed by the 

influences of her own historical time, meant that, for her, the struggle was "to maintain 

family relationships" (Meg, 7/27/2000). 

Both of these perspectives invoke individual work and the work ethic. 

Interestingly, this group invoked an Aging-As-Work orientation that was similar to the 

first group's perspective. Learning new things, volunteering, making friendships with 

people younger than one's self, maintaining physical activity (e.g.; riding bikes), and 

encouraging change (in one's environment, outlook, or personality) were all activities 
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that should be intentionally pursued in order to combat age and maintain one's 

youthfulness. Framed in terms of maintaining good youthful energy and attitudes, the 

discussion seldom referenced these activities simply being fun or enjoyable, despite the 

fact that undoubtedly they were for some people. As Meg stated: 

If it's something you haven't done, try it. Even though you may not like it, 
but at least you've made that attempt, and I think every time we try new 
things, we stimulate our mind, uh, when you are open to ideas of younger 
people. (Meg, 7/13/2000) 

The importance of working at aging in a specific way was to keep a youthful or 

"stimulated" mind. Fun was optional. This is an unfortunate feature of much of the 

therapeutic recreation programming that goes on in nursing homes as well. 

Although this work was one's individual responsibility, one's attitude played a 

key role in its employment. As Ron stated: 

I have found the most important thing is choice. I have choice to how I act 
and react. How I approach everything in my own life and the most 
important thing is that I have learned that whatever has happened to me 
has been a learning experience. (Ron, 7/13/2000) 

As in the first group, stories of people displaying transcendent attitudes in the face of 

illness and death were told and admired. Doug, who had just moved into a retirement 

housing complex as one of its youngest occupants (Doug is in his early sixties), 

commented on the "older people" who live in his building: 

Uh, it's been very interesting. I've been socializing with these older 
people who are very gracious, very friendly, and very happy to have things 
to do with other residents and...(Doug, 7/13/2000) 
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The people be talks about, as it turns out, are women between the ages of S5 and 95. He 

identifies them as '"old" whereas he is not. In socializing with them, he is not only the 

youngest among them, but also the only man present and for this, he is teased heartily by 

the storytelling group who claim he's about to get into social trouble. In responding, he 

describes Liv, who is one of the social organizers, "Well, Liv is... a pretty pushy broad. 

Even if she is eighty-five" (Doug, 7/13/2000). In this complicated interaction, where the 

humor in the situation hinges on ambiguous stereotypes and expectations of old people in 

terms of romance and sex, the attitude necessary and admired in old age floats between 

two poles. One the one hand, gracious, friendly, and happy attitudes are admired as 

positive attributes, however true resilience in the face of age requires the "mental 

toughness" also described by those in the first storytelling group. In order to survive well, 

you are admired if you are also someone akin to "a pushy broad" or. as one resident of 

Walker Place Residence put it (a woman), "Aging. It ain't for sissies" (Sarah, 6/5/2000). 

Another example given was that of Becky's parents, echoing the "seize the day," 

living without regrets orientation of the previous group. Interestingly, this image depicts 

the primary actors as embedded in a social group (Becky's family) that is supportive and 

assisting them in achieving their desires for new adventures. 

But, um, since my situation has changed and, um, we now have three 
generations all under one roof, um, it's really exciting cuz my parents are 
getting ready to retire and, um, they have so much energy and they're just 
so ready to go. You know, it's like they feel almost like their lives are just 
beginning and it's so neat to be able to support them in that and help them 
be able to take off on some new adventures and, um, just be together. It's 
fabulous. (Becky, 7/13/2000) 
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It is important to note that the positive attitude being modeled in this story is not only that 

of her parent's, but Becky's attitude as a witness to their "new beginnings." Her parent's 

plans to travel extensively in their RV required their departure from the dailiness of 

family activities as well as adaptation to new roles within a family structure depicted as 

especially closeknit in numerous stories told by Becky. A positive attitude was construed 

to be an appropriate response to change due to age from all parties involved. 

These vignettes I've chosen from the data demonstrate that not only is age and 

aging to some extent socially constructed, but that this social construction is both 

situational and dialogic between individuals and generations, whether those individuals 

are physically present or remembered. In the first group I described, participants spanned 

an age range of about twenty years and. as a group, were remarkably cohesive in terms of 

life experiences and present lifestyles. As a result, a cohort effect contributed to their 

struggles to strategize personal responses to aging. Informed by the small Christian 

community orientation to "figuring things out" together, they did so, but they used 

ideological orientations associated with national character in order to figure 

individualized plans to combat aging. This factor may reflect the steady increase over the 

past century in the medicalization of age. As this group collaborated in their strategies, 

they constructed aging as something to be avoided at all costs, characterized by rigidity, 

inability to learo, change, or adapt, and other negative social behaviors. Old people were 

people who "acted old;" "acting young" was much preferred. The concept of "old" was 
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separated from "disease," although people who transcended disease states with positive 

attitudes, regardless of their age, were represented as good models for how to age well. 

The second group was an intergenerational group with an age range of about 44 

years. It included people whose life experiences varied greatly from one another and 

some participants were living in intergenerational households. Like the first group, the 

second displayed a certain amount of strategic collaboration regarding age, but without 

the emphasis shown by the first Instead, they focused on the definition of age in 

chronological terms. Even Shelly, at 34, had stories of "shocking young men with her 

age"(Shelly, 7/13/2000). They determined, through a discussion of the eldest member's 

status as "old" or "not-old," that there were no old people participating in this small 

Christian community group. They defined old people as those who had health problems, 

were slow to change or adapt, and were "different," although personally enjoyable at 

times. A wise old person accepted that progress had passed him or her by and that those 

more youthful were in command of the general societal situation as they simply knew 

more. Importantly, "old" was understood to happen once one had lived beyond standard 

life expectancies and also exhibited these particular traits. 

Both groups came to similar constructions of old age, but through differing 

motivations. The use of similar ideological orientations, however, assisted both in 

constituting age in a certain direction, toward a negative and potentially avoidable notion 

of "old." Ultimately, aging processes were perceived as probably disruptive and 

debilitating. Ideology was utilized, in part, to search for and find something heroic within 
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the ashes, the ashes characterized by one of the youngest participants as Ihe ravages of 

aging" (Shelly. 7/13/2000). 

The groups' use of national ideologies in constructing age suggests that making 

age is also about making nation, a variation on the historical overview I provided in the 

Introduction. The two notions - Nation and Age - are used to shape each other, and to 

highlight a national ideal "style" of aging. Of course, this is a style more available to 

those of middle-class or higher levels of resources. 

It is interesting to look at the working of power within these stories. These small 

Christian communities exist as part of a faith community devoted to social justice, a 

church that perceives itself as anomalous both within Catholicism and within the United 

States mainstream. In their stories they evoke nation and nationalism to support their 

explanations of the phenomena of age. yet they do not hold the nation accountable for the 

difficulties of aging in this society. It is remarkable how little attention they give to issues 

of social justice. Concerns about failing social structures within these stories are 

represented as the changing realities of family life, a narrative explored deeply within 

Cohen's ethnography of aging based in India (Cohen 1992). However, the participants 

directed little attention toward other social structures associated with the nation direcdy, 

such as Social Security, appropriate housing, access to health care. Medicaid and 

Medicare coverage policies, nursing home regulation, and other social services and 

supports. Surviving old age may be expressed in terms of the national community, but 

when it comes to the experience of aging, well, we're all on our own. Perhaps vitamins 

really are the way to go. 
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I do not mean to malign the individual participants of this study or suggest that 

they may be behaving contrary to professed values and religious ideals. However, these 

stories do suggest an answer to Alonso's challenge, how do national ideologies become 

'structures of feeling'? How is it that multiple group affiliations of religion and nation 

coalesce? Which collective narratives are most pervasive? 

Although the stories told suggest that the use of ideology is personal, they also 

reflect larger social processes that actively promote the ideals of self-awareness, 

individualized responsibility, and personal action in regard to aging. Medicalization. life 

expectancy statistics, ideas of autonomy and ownership of one's body all serve, over the 

course of a life, to separate collective explanations of social phenomena from the larger 

political order and reduce them to conversations of individual choices and individual 

rights. It makes sense to invoke individualism and the work ethic in the context of aging 

because social structures in the United States actively promote individualized solutions. 

The cash payments of Social Security are a good example of this principle. First, as 

unrestricted disbursements, these payments free the beneficiary to make their own 

choices about how to spend the money. This is a distinction from financial assistance 

such as food stamps, which direct the recipient toward specified spending patterns. 

Beneficiaries of social security payments are expected to spend the cash in individualized 

ways, contributing to the economy. Second, these payments are calculated upon formulas 

that individualize the amount disbursed according to the recipient's life history of work 

and/or marriage. Additionally, these funds are presumed to be a supplement to individual 

savings and not a sole source of financial support The bulk of retirement fimds are 
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assumed to come from a lifetime of responsible (and individual) savings and investments. 

Social security payments are supposed to boost recipients "over the top** of their needs. 

Within the context of Social Security philosophy, life's career is to prepare for one's old 

age through work. 

As individuals live their lives, they are regularly confronted with social 

institutions such as Social Security that promote ideological solutions to daily dilemmas. 

When problems arise, reaching for the familiar constructs informed by this repetition and 

memories of others either doing the same or failing to do so, provides a temporary answer 

that does far more than provide comfort It also provides a feeling of personal coherence, 

order, and optimistic success. 

Weber suggested that the Protestant values of individual enterprise and the work 

ethic, as well as the anxiety promoted by the doctrine of predestination, articulated with 

emerging modem capitalism in a manner that was mutually effective (Weber 1904). As 

Protestant values and capitalism became mutually constitutive of one another, they 

contributed to a national character particular to the United States. Catholics, associated 

with immigration, were once highly denigrated within the United States as foreigners 

with suspect loyalties to the pope that potentially undermined the nation. As immigrants, 

these Catholics often spoke languages other than English, sought church-based education 

for their children, and strove to maintain cultural continuity for themselves as they 

encountered a new nation. Often, they were impoverished, working poor, or working 

class. Certainly, it would be incorrect to claim that this religious bigotry has been 

completely overcome. However, the data from these storytelling circles suggests that 
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American Catholics are now, in the contemporary frame, more middle-class, more 

incorporated, and as a result, more affected by the hegemonic^national character" 

initially informed by Calvinist Protestantism. St. Joan of Arc is notable in its resistance to 

historical Catholic lines of authority. In its resistance, the community of St. Joan of Arc is 

also profoundly American, which indicates that radical resistance to structures of power 

is more illusive than one might think. 

Performing Age 

In their study of middle-age in the United States and Great Britain, Hepworth and 

Featherstone claim that an important strategy for living through middle-age is to maintain 

a personal stance of battling age (Hepworth 1982). Exerdse regimens, hair coloring, 

cosmetic surgery, and maintenance of attitudes and energy levels associated with youth 

are approaches to aging that many people contemplate and feel pressured to attempt or 

model. These pressures are reflected in the small Christian community data. The stories 

suggest that old age or aging is constructed as outside the group experience, as different, 

and as something to be resisted. 

Resistance requires familiarity with the idea or concept that one is resisting 

(Butler 1997:59). Participants were not only responding to personal concerns, but they 

were also responding in a culturally-informed manner to age. Promoting ideals of 

youthfulness and proposing to attain them through individualism and hard work was, in 

effect, performing age. This performance of age, even if aging is described as something 

to be avoided, permits a socialization to the possibilities of status loss, launches a 
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resistance to that loss, and begins to reposition age and aging as a project to be managed 

as much as endured. While the performance does not necessarily embrace age or aging, 

the conversation begins to frame them as possible, perhaps probable, and maybe 

survivable. Collaboration with other individuals, whether of one's own chronological age 

or not, cultivates a sense of belonging that mitigates the alienation and isolation often 

described as accompanying age and aging. It offers a way to enter an ambiguous situation 

with a script in hand, regardless of the fact that the ultimate performance may require 

improvisation along the way. 

For example, Ed was deemed "not-old" by his group, despite his higher 

chronological age. Within this designation of "not-old" lies a model and a commendation 

for being an older person, reducing the status loss often associated with aging for 

individuals in the United States. Ed. in collaboration with his group, became a "not-old" 

hero, someone who has "aged successfully," and as someone whose age can be 

reconfigured as an achievement 

Through such age strategies, individuals are resituated as struggling with and 

resolving the disruptions of age. Performing "as it should be" or "as desired" is not 

merely extending one's personal planning into the future, but is also performing age in 

the present, promoting one's own current "agelessness" through an expression of age that 

is construed to be socially appropriate and acceptable. Aging may be constructed 

negatively, but if one presents oneself as one ready to do batde with it, then one's actions 

are thought not only to be appropriate, but heroic. A collaboration of successful aging, 

such as occurs within these storytelling circles, not only encourages the performance, but 
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also generates solidarity and collective resolve to continue to support it This is one small 

example of the possibility Bauman suggested, that within narrative expression lies the 

opportunity for emergent social structures and change, either in the present, or for the 

future. 
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CHAPTER V 
WALKER PLACE 

History of the Assisted Living Concept 

Age specific residences for eiders have taken a variety of forms in response to 

government policy over the past century. Initially, for those in dire economic straits with 

little kin support, poorhouses were for many years the last abodes for many of the 

nation's elderly. This was true in both Europe and the United States. Geriatrics as a 

discipline was greatly influenced by the concentration of elders, often women, within 

asylums and poorhouses. For example. Charcot's famous work on hysteria and women in 

a Parisian asylum also included a first attempt at geriatrics and resulted in the 1867 

publication of his Clinical Lectures on the Diseases of Old Age, where he identified 

causal relationships between specific diseases and the degeneration of cellular tissues in 

aging bodies. Translated into English, this clinical work was influential in the United 

States as doctors' *Tirst full-length contact with current European ideas about the 

pathological aspects of growing old" (Achenbaum 1978:43). The population of 

Charcot's asylum included the mentally ill, indigent, and elders in need and was known 

as "a terrible and terrifying place of confinement on the edge of the city" (Katz 1997:75). 

Poorhouses operated in the United States until the 1930's. Requiring their inmates 

to work for their keep, they were linked to a "Puritan belief that equated disease and 

poverty with a deserved moral state" (Shield 198830). Federal legislation established in 

1935 began reimbursment for care given outside hospital institutions, paving the way for 

private homes and boarding houses (Shield 198831). As public institutions, existing 

poorhouses were not eligible for this kind of funding and they soon disappeared. 
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Legislation spanning the 1930's through the 1970's established Old Age 

Assistance, Medicare, and Medicaid; increased the availability of funding for 

institutionalized skilled nursing care; and contributed to the proliferation of nursing 

homes (Shield 1988:32). As funding was increasingly linked to the medical needs of 

nursing home residents (as opposed to age or specific housing needs), nursing homes 

were consciously defined as health care facilities and subject to intensifying federal 

regulation. Today, nursing homes house residents with acute physical care needs and are 

not only associated with end-of-life residence, but also play an active role in 

rehabilitation of patients, a rehabilitation which ideally results in the patient's return 

home. As a result, nursing homes have become a dynamic component of the health care 

system for elders in the United States. 

Reimbursement regulations dramatically effect both nursing home practices and 

demographics. For instance. Shield notes that the implementation of diagnostic related 

groups, linking hospital reimbursements to disease-specific formulas, can affect the 

timing of hospital discharge. As a result of formulas that regulate the number of days a 

patient may remain in the hospital, elders often leave the hospital earlier and sicker than 

they did under other reimbursement plans. Those people requiring nursing home care 

arrive with more acute needs (Shield 1988:33). 

The assisted living concept emerged within, and in opposition to, this context of 

the medicalization of nursing homes. Some developers argue that the assisted living 

industry is unique in that it is entirely "consumer driven," reflecting a desire for 

residential style living and a rejection of the medical model of nursing homes (Manard 
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1997:10). "Assisted living" is a slippery concept and the variability between assisted 

living institutions is wide. Licensing and regulatory restrictions are few, compared to 

those of nursing homes, however what regulations exist vary greatly by township, region, 

and state and are currently in great transition (Levin 2001). Generally, however, "assisted 

living" is an institutionalized living arrangement for elders that exists on the continuum 

between age-segregated retirement housing and the nursing home model. Ideally, assisted 

living strives to balance the care needs of residents with the maintenance of individuality 

and personal autonomy. As a less regulated or unpredictably regulated industry, how this 

idea is realized can vary dramatically. Some assisted living facilities may reflect a dorm-

style living arrangement where residents live in rooms or small studio apartments with 

roommates. Others are full apartment-style dwellings. Some may provide congregate 

dining; others may not. Some facilities labeled "assisted living" may hire the nursing 

aides and staff that assist the residents. Another option for administrators is to provide 

social services support to assist residents in arranging for physical care or home 

assistance on their own. Some complexes are attached to skilled nursing facilities while 

others may not maintain such ties. All in all. the menu of services to residents remains 

unique to each facility. Importantly, assisted living residence requires significant 

resources from either the resident or his or her family and friends. Assisted living 

facilities are not health care facilities, as are nursing homes, and eligibility for third-party 

reimbursements are fewer and far between. Services come at a premium to the resident. 

Policy-makers and regulatory agencies are beginning to direct their attention to 

assisted living facilities as part of the national health care system for elders. Examples 
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include Rosalie Kane's study The Assisted Living - Home Care Connection, sponsored 

by The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation and the National Institute on Aging's A 

National Study of Assisted Living for the Frail Elderly. This new focus suggests that there 

may be significant assessment and changes in regulatory and reimbursement policy in the 

future. Some facility developers anticipate that managed care and its associated 

competition for lower costs will affect the industry dramatically and increase 

reimbursement levels for assisted living costs. Some developers are "designing 

congregate campuses with a wide variety of services (e.g., various types of rehabilitation 

and therapies) in order to make themselves more desirable to managed care companies in 

the future" (Manard 1997:10). Ironically, these efforts may, over time, retrace the 

medicalization path initially walked by the institutionalization of skilled nursing facilities 

such as nursing homes. 

Introducing Walker Place 

Walker Place, located in South Minneapolis near Lake Harriet, is owned and 

operated by Walker Methodist, a nonprofit organization offering a plethora of services 

for seniors, including nine housing communities and three health care communities in 

Mitmesota. Two of the housing communities are identified as '^assisted living" facilities 

and the other seven, of which Walker Place is one, are marketed as "continuing care 

facilities." Of these seven. Walker Place is the most expensive, requiring a special 

''accommodation fee" plus monthly assessments. The accommodation fee, which is 

refundable upon relinquishing the apartment space, ranges from $75,500 to $154,500, 
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depending upon the size of the apartment desired and the number of occupants (one or 

two). Monthly fees range from $1,403 to $2395 (please see Appendix B for details on 

fees and services) and the monthly assessment does not include individualized assistance. 

The accommodation fee, a unique feature to Walker Place (other Walker Methodist 

facilities do not operate with this fee structure), is a contractual fee that gives the resident 

the right to age in placc, or in other words, to reside at Walker Place regardless of 

personal ability. This fee is marketed as "an investment in your future" 

(http://www.walkermeth.oro/placefees bodv.html) and the fact that it is refundable 

guarantees the resident those monies at a later date, either for themselves or for their 

survivors. In addition to limiting the resident clientele to a certain income or resource 

bracket, this kind of payment structure is one strategy employed by elders to safeguard 

their fmancial resources. Elders often are required to spend down their personal resources 

to acquire access to assistance such as Medicaid. 

Built in 1985 adjacent to a skilled nursing facility (nursing home) called Walker 

Methodist Health Care Center, Walker Place consists of 138 one and two-bedroom 

apartments marketed as "independent living units." Although it is not called "assisted 

living" in the marketing literature, the range of services are comparable to those facilities 

Walker Methodist does identify as "assisted living." The commitment to ensure a 

resident's ability to age in place requires provision of a full continuum of care options. 

The difference between Walker Place and other Walker Methodist facilities regarded by 

them as "assisted living" is that the Walker's assisted living concept presumes a greater 

level of care from the start of one's residence and provides 24 hour staffing and in-staff 
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nursing. Walker Place provides a social services department that assists residents in 

contracting for "A La Carte" care, including geriatric assessment by a registered nurse 

and personal care assistance. All such services are additional to the monthly fee at 

Walker Place. Walker Place is clearly aimed at an upscale market niche for independent 

living with individualized assistance and planning. 

At first glance, it is easy to assume that Walker Place's payment structure would 

have the effect of restricting the resident pool to those of higher economic means, thereby 

reducing social conflict regarding class. However, during a social gathering following 

one of this study's storytelling sessions, I was cornered by two women in conversation 

who were complaining about the painting recently done in their apartment hallway, an 

expense they thought was both unnecessary and related to the increasing costs of their 

monthly assessment. They just want to keep this place for the rich people," one woman 

exclaimed, all the while nodding her head silently toward individuals 1 knew were of a 

professionalized class, consisting of doctors, lawyers, or university faculty members. It 

was clear that a certain amount of class tension existed here in this place as in others. 

Upon entering Walker Place through security doors, one encounters a reception 

area to the left, staffed by persons also trained as EMTs and a lounge area to the right, 

consisting of couches and armchairs around a fireplace and designed in the style of an 

upscale parlor or living room. Adjacent to this area is an enclosed glass walkway leading 

to the nursing home. Walker Methodist Health Care Center. Beyond the walkway is an 

open area with grand piano and long tables, which are often occupied by residents 

playing cards or conversing with one another. From this area, the congregate dining area 
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can be seen, filled with tables seating two, four, or six persons. Each table is covered with 

a tablecloth and the room itself is well lit with large and long windows , permitting a 

significant amount of sunlight (even, I imagine, on a wintry Minnesota day). There is a 

small kitchenette in the dining room with coffee or water for tea readily available for 

residents. The facility's main kitchen is adjacent to the dining room as well. The ground 

floor has public rcstrooms and other small lounges and some staff offices. The remaining 

staff offices are on the basement level, down one floor, along with some community 

meeting rooms, a beauty parlor, and a small kitchen. The basement level includes an open 

spaced atrium that spans the two levels, permitting sunlight from skylights on the first 

floor. This atrium is also filled with plants and a space for quietly working on jigsaw 

puzzles. 

Despite a fee structure that guarantees a resident the right to *'age in place." 

regardless of physical ability, it was apparent that there was some tension, for both staff 

and residents, in the practice of this concept. During a meeting of program staff. Barb, a 

social advocate for residents, commented that some of the residents didn't "belong" at 

Walker Place. She thought that they should be living closer to their children rather than 

remaining in the Twin Cities. Cathy commented that when residents get sick, then Barb 

had to take care of them, to which Barb reiterated, "Yeah, when these people get sick, 

they're really alone." It was clear from their conversation that when physical problems 

occurred for the residents, staff involvement necessarily intensified. Barb, who often 

went the extra mile for residents, was easily burdened by their needs and spent many 

additional work hours serving them, hours which were on her time and for which she 
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received no additional salary reimbursement In the same conversation, staff members 

noted that residents complained about "ail the old people they (administration) were 

letting in." Old, in this context, meant persons who used canes, walkers or wheelchairs. 

Additionally, both staff and residents suggested that a person experiencing cognitive 

decline might experience significant social changes and isolation among the community 

of Walker Place residents. Both indicated that these individuals 'Yeally didn't belong 

here" (Barb and Cathy. 5/25/2000). 

These tensions between the facility's contractual relationship to its residents and 

its practices was evident within the storytelling circles as well. On one occasion, a 

personal aide wheeled a resident to the storytelling event, locked the brakes on the 

resident's wheelchair, and left the room. This resident, whom no one else in the group 

appeared to know, became confused as to where she was and nervous about the fact that 

she could not move her wheelchair. In her confusion, she cried out and several 

participants attempted to help her locate the brakes on her wheelchair and explain the 

event she was attending. This disruption in the group process did not take much time, but 

clearly unnerved the regular participants. Eventually, her aide returned and she was 

wheeled back to her apartment. As she left, people murmured quietly to themselves about 

the resident's confused state and the behavior of the aide, whom they thought, depending 

on the resident, either should not have brought the resident to the event or should not 

have left the room. In a contrasting episode, Frank's wife Carrie attended two sessions. 

Diagnosed with Alzheimer's and struggling with memory loss, Carrie was reluctant to 

speak within the group but appeared comfortable sitting beside her husband, a leader 
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accustomed to speaking and lecturing and particularly effective at conveying his political 

and social inclinations through story. While the first cognitively impaired resident was 

helped, but also pitied and shunned by the group, Carrie was supported and understood 

and greeted with much less anxiety. This difference suggests some nuances in the group's 

discomfort with disability and ill-health at Walker Place. The notion of "belonging" is 

complicated and informed not only by physical ability, but the context of one's social 

history and affiliations within the group at hand. 

When I initiated this project, staff members commented that, of all the residents 

(approximately 150 persons at that time), only thirty were active participants within the 

facility's recreational programming. Of these thirty, they estimated that I would be 

fortunate if six - ten people were interested in participating in the storytelling circles. 

Contrary to staff members' expectations, the storytelling events garnered thirty-one 

participants, many of whom came to multiple sessions (four sessions were held). Staff 

members did not attend the sessions, but did peek in from time to time to see who was 

attending them. Their assessment was that the program was very successful and included 

all the residents associated with being active within facility social events. As a result, 

staff members positioned me as a volunteer whose efforts in organizing a major 

recreational event for the summer assisted them by reducing their own workload. 

In order to solicit volunteers for this study. I attended two facility-wide social 

events, a monthly birthday party and a semi-annual Anniversary party. The first was held 

in the afternoon and the second was organized as a fancier night-time party in which 

participants dressed up in elegant clothing. Although advertisements were also placed in 
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a conunimity newsletter and posted on flyers, most of the participants in my study were 

people rd met at the social events I attended. 

As I walked through the common space of the facility I noticed a plethora of 

walkers, wheelchairs, and other assistive devices. This was especially apparent as I left 

my own storytelling sessions: at four in the afternoon the residents attending dinner in the 

dining room were beginning to congregate. Interestingly, the participants in my 

storytelling circles did not have need of these kinds of tools in their daily lives. Only one 

person regularly arrived in a wheelchair and there were only one or two people who used 

walkers. This suggests that those who were most active within my study were also the 

most able residents within the facility. Although it was visibly evident to me that one or 

two participants had expenenced a stroke and that one person in particular suffered from 

advanced arthritis, the group's visible physical disabilities were minimal. Carrie, 

mentioned earlier, was the only person who bad acute problems with memory and verbal 

expression. Maureen referenced what she called our "wonderful institution of bodies'* 

(Maureen. 6/12/2000) and described, with amazement, the recuperative and healing 

capabilities of human bodies, a statement no one in the group refuted. These observations 

suggest that this population of participants were uniquely healthy within the institution 

and included people who had experienced physical changes that were also linked with 

adaptation, rehabilitation and healing. For Maureen, her perspective on bodies seemed 

not to include a notion of inevitable decline. 
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Participants ranged in age from 70 to 95; this group reflected differing 

generations. Occasionally the younger members were teased for being "too young" to 

remember what the eldest members could remember and describe with great clarity. 

Not only were these participants able-bodied, but they shared strong connections 

to either Minnesota or the Upper Midwest and bad spent much, if not ail, of their 

adulthood in Minneapolis. The University of Minnesota was a central institution in their 

lives, uniquely situated as a place one went to school, met one's spouse, worked as staff, 

or worked as faculty. Most of the women within this study were college educated, as 

were most of the men. The neighborhoods they referenced in their stories were those 

neighborhoods in Minneapolis traditionally associated with the middle or upper-middle 

class, characterized by large stately homes and proximity to popular lakes and city parks. 

A few participants had been neighbors in earlier years, and in one case had been 

adversaries in neighborhood politics, a fact that was a source of humor for them now. I 

recognized some surnames of participants as influential family names within Minnesota 

politics and business. Additionally, some participants referenced well-known figures they 

had known personally (e.g.; Sister Kenney of the Sister Kenney Institute in Minneapolis 

and Elizabeth Kubler Ross, pioneer in the literature on death and dying). 

These storytellers were also active beyond the boundaries of Walker Place. As a 

storytelling warm-up, I often asked participants to tell a brief story of something that they 

had noticed over the weekend. These stories were flUed with activities that took place 

outside of Walker Place. As it was June, graduations and weddings were important social 

events for participants. Many still drove dieir own cars and one person. Nan, was active 
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as a volunteer at the Park and Recreation department of a nearby suburb. Jean was 

preparing for a vacation in England and many participants talked about their relationships 

with Twin Cities church communities. They traveled to their faith communities rather 

than use the ecumenical faith services provided within Walker Place. All the churches 

that were discussed were urban Protestant churches. For these residents of Walker Place, 

its institutional boundaries were profoundly porous and permeable. They were actively 

engaged not only with each other, but also with their world outside of the place where 

they lived. 
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CHAPTER VI 
WALKER PLACE AND THE IMPORTANCE OF AGE 

Chronological Age, Experience and Biography, and Authority 

One of the differences between the storytelling groups from Walker Place and 

those from the Church of St Joan of Arc is that the residents of Walker Place identified 

themselves as nld. Whereas volunteers within storytelling circles elsewhere understood 

the subject of research to be Age and Aging, the Walker Place volunteers thought the 

subjects of the research to be themselves. They were "the Aged." and undergoing special 

study by someone, myself, whom they perceived to be exceedingly young. Participants 

casually referred to themselves as "old," "old lady", or "geezer." One woman, following 

brief physical warm-up exercises, commented, "I'm warmed up... now that I'm really 

old." This comment was greeted with laughter. What is interesting about this distinction 

between the volunteer pools is that there wa« significant overlap in chronological age 

between the two. Several participants at Sl Joan's were of the chronological age of 

seventy or above. This was also true for those of Walker Place, suggesting that notions of 

age are not only rooted in the number of birthdays one has withstood, but in one's 

primary social group, residence, or other specific context. 

As residents in age-segregated housing associated with assistance in daily tasks 

(as well as in a facility attached to a nursing home), these individuals often had been 

solicited for research studies focused on study of elders. Several of the people attending 

these storytelling circles had also participated in an exercise physiology study where they 

participated in a course of exercise and were measured in various ways to detect physical 

changes and outcomes associated with the exercise program. I knew of one individual 
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who was participating in a study of memory and elders. For this study, she traveled to the 

University of Minnesota regularly and was tested in memory tasks. Their familiarity with 

research protocols was an important contributing factor to the residents' acquiescence 

and, even, desire to participate in my study. 

Additionally, participants at Walker Race not only lived within a scientist society, 

which contributed to their valorization of science, but many were professionally affiliated 

with science and held a deep appreciation and fascination with laboratory science in 

particular (e.g.; physicians). The lengthy consent form required by the University of 

Arizona (which 1 had initially thought might alienate participants) was seen as a 

validation of the project at hand. These volunteers were proud of contributing to and 

being part of a research project, reviewed the consent form seriously, and made many 

references, in conversation with me prior to the session, to this project as "research." 

Often these references were joking, such as at the end of the last session when 

participants cheered, clapped, and commented that there should be a special certificate of 

graduation from the study. Some were profoundly serious, such as when Ruth, who 

approached me on three occasions, was convinced that the story she wished to tell wasn't 

"right," or "correct" for the research. 

As a result of their orientations to science, my actions and choice of method 

puzzled them, as it was lacking in clearly defined measurements and protocols. Initially, 

they were concerned about the rules for the study and what specific information I wanted 

from them. This concern culminated in a phone call to my home the evening following 

the first session. Jack was checking in with me to see that I had "'gotten what I wanted'' 
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cariicr that day from the group (Jack, 6/5/2000). He was concerned that people were 

telling the wrong kind of stories and he wanted to help me get the group on track. He 

made some suggestions and I responded by letting him know that it was the subjects of 

Age and Aging that were interesting to me and whatever people wished to say in regard 

to those topics was not only acceptable, but important. I sensed his skepticism as he hung 

up the phone, however he returned to subsequent sessions and seemed to relax more into 

the events as time went on. 

In addition to their self-identification of difference (or distinction) by virtue of 

being "old," Walker Place residents also spoke in terms of the collective group and used 

the term "we" much more frequently than in other groups. "We" was used to reference 

relationships between themselves and staff members, for example, "We have a new intern 

named Jody" or "We have new staff at the desk" (6/5/2000). Jack (the gentleman of the 

phone call) and Jean stated, ostensibly for the group: 

And as far as growing older. It's a scary thing, but it's much better than 
the alternative, which is a well known saying. My feeling is that 
everybody here is happy for what they have left and try not to dwell on the 
things which we no longer have. (Jack. 6/5/2000) 

Well, after our session last time, I began to think about old age. (Laughs) 
And I thought about the downsides and the upside, and I thought that, you 
know, one of the things, of course, we have our aches and pains when we 
get older and we're limited in our activities that we probably used to do, 
but, and we've lost special loved ones and special friends. (Jean, 
6/12/2000) 

This contrasts significantly with participants in the groups from the Church of Sl Joan of 

Arc. In those groups, the only "we" sentiment expressed regularly could be glossed as, 

"We don't care of our elders here ("here" is used to signify the United States).'' This 
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latter sentiment is a different sense of the use "we," and references the "we who are not 

elders'* rather than the Walker Place usage which references the "we that are elders." This 

cohesive "we-ness" may reflect processes outlined by Goffman that occur within what he 

called "total institutions." (Goffman 1961). Although Walker Place Residence is not a 

"total institution" in the sense that a prison or even nursing home may be one, it is a 

social spacc where people live and share common areas where and are influenced socially 

by strong institutional processes. These include congregate dining, medical care and 

assistance, social activities and programming, security doors, apartment checks, and staff 

surveillance. What is interesting is that these residents do not identify themselves as "we 

who are Walker Place Residents" but, instead, as "we who are old." 

In Kaufman's now-classic anthropological study of identity and self among 

elders, she argues that aging is insignificant to them. Instead, what remains meaningful is 

the ongoing crafting of self, a lifelong project culminating from individual life 

experiences and informed by cultural constraints and social values (Kaufman 1986). She 

interviewed individuals in order to elicit life biographies and identify sources of meaning 

for individuals in old age. Her work is strongly informed by the psychological model of 

Erikson, a resource for many researchers in social gerontology. Erikson's model is one 

oriented to life stages with psychological tasks at each particular stage of life. Successful 

completion of the psychological processes results in a "transcendent self in old age 

(Erikson 1986). 

Kaufman also concerns herself with the subjective experience of time to the 

elderly. Her argimient is that as individuals have life experiences, they organize them into 
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meaningful themes which they then work and re-work, especially in times of transition, 

to build identity and maintain continuity and a sense of life coherence (Kaufman 

1986:77). Historical events, she claims, are not directly associated with the cultivation of 

self and identity. She also argues that in the process of conducting this interpretive work 

of maintaining continuity, the phenomenology of self in old age is not of Age or Aging, 

per se, but of Agelessness. as evidenced by commentary such as, "I feel the same as I 

always have." Alternatively, a related comment might be. "I don't feel as though I'm 70 

years old: I feel like I'm 30" (Kaufman 1986). 

Others have explored the notion of agelessness in old age in differing ways. While 

Kaufman conceptualizes the self as a project. Turner conceptualizes the body as a project 

involving tension between an "inner youthfulness" and an "exterior process of biological 

aging": the problem of nostalgia and memory lies at the core of the contradiction between 

the interior and exterior selves (Turner 1995:258). Featherstone extends this idea to the 

social arena and argues that there is a dialectic between what is seen of the body, the 

body and face, and the internal self image. The interior sensation of being misrecognized 

by others via the visible body leads to a sensation of the aging body as an imprisoning 

mask, denying the possibility for full and wished-for expression (Featherstone 1995:2). 

What is misleading in this argument is that he ascribes this phenomenon closely to aging 

when, conceivably, this misrecognition of the internal self through the visible body can 

potentially exist throughout the life course and in varying ways (one example: social 

racial categories and racism, or simple evaluations by gender, size, and/or stature). 
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Societies may constrain our bodies, as Douglas proposes, however, bodies, interpreted by 

society, can also serve to constrain and contain us. 

Andrews has questioned theoretical orientations to agelessness, claiming that they 

reflect a certain kind of ageism that neglects the reality and importance of age, effectively 

denying older people credit for their age and the years spent living a life. She conunents: 

We conceptualise the ageing process as one in which there is an increasing 
conflict between two camps: on the one side, our corpus, which drags us 
inevitably into our dreaded old age, and on the other, our spirit, which 
remains forever young. We then tell ourselves that if our bodies must 
grow oldd - an issue to which science is still attending - we can at least 
retain our youthful spirit. Thus, old age disappears. But this is an artiflcial 
dissection, and one which causes us to cut ourselves off from ourselves. *1 
am (only) as old as I feel' allows us to believe we can transcend age; 
indeed it is the product of a society which tells us that age - old age - is 
something to be transcended at. if at all possible. (Andrews 1999:301) 

Within the storytelling circles at Walker Place, stories emerged that differed from 

Kaufman's analysis in regard to the importance of historical event, time, and experience. 

Instead, they reflected Andrews basic premise of authority and age. These differences, I 

suspect, were largely due to method and context. Kaufman's work, focused as it was on 

individual biographies elicited in one-on-one interviews, resulted in observations and 

interpretations of the phenomenology of aging over the individual life course. In contrast, 

the study at Walker Place facilitated social interaction between individuals and this social 

process revealed additional nuances through this interaction. The strength of Kaufman's 

work is that she questioned the temptation to define elders as a people of the past, 

devoted to reminiscence. Instead, she establishes their use of the past in actively crafting 

their own present and presence in the world. 
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Within the group process of storytelling circles, the Walker Place residents sorted 

out what they understood to be important about age through a conversational debate that 

was maintained through the first two storytelling sessions. For a few participants, the 

storytelling theme of Age and Aging was an opportunity to speak about changes they 

were experiencing in their own bodies and in their social worlds. Two people were 

consistently expressive about this concern. On the other side of the debate, participants 

felt that what 1 wanted for research purposes was stories of their lives, stories which, for 

them, were what the importance of age really was. Most of the group enjoyed this 

perspective. Eventually, the group settled in to telling stories of their lives to one another 

and to me, establishing an intriguing relationship between chronological age and 

experience as well as establishing their own authority as successful people who had 

achieved a positive status of being old. 

For these elders, historical events were important markers of where they had once 

been, how old they'd been when they were there, and. importandy, shapers of what they 

had seen and felt. These features of their lives distinguished them not only from younger 

persons, but also from one another. Living through the Depression as a child, for 

example, was perceived as different from living through the Depression as a young adult, 

as a college student, or a young parent. Sprinkled throughout their historical references 

were personal accounts of moments in time particularly salient to them as individuals. 

These accounts were attempts to describe a changing material culture and technology (for 

example, streetlights powered by gas), interactions with important individuals (e.g. 

parents, friends, and moments where they met the more famous or infamous), and 
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significant life events (for example, meeting one's spouse or getting married). Included 

among the stories were short commentaries about Walker Place residence. For example, 

one woman stated, following several individuals' stories of images of their pasts, ""Well, 

since I haven't been here very long, I just want to say that it's getting to be fun" (Walker 

Place, 6/5/2000). 

The conversational debate began during the first session. Following several 

stories related to personal memories, one woman in the circle remarked, "We're supposed 

to talk about aging" (Jean, 6/5/2000). George, who had just fmished telling a story of an 

earlier time in his life, exclaimed, "That tells them how old I am" (George, 6/5/2000). As 

the turn-taking continued around the circle, commentary continued with Cliff, agreeing 

with George, who positioned his own story with this opening line, "If we're going to talk 

about aging, we need to start at the beginning, don't we?" (Cliff, 6/5/ 2000). For the most 

part, people chose to tell life stories, however Jean's comment initiated some ambiguity. 

Ruth commented: 

It seems that we aren't really telling stories about... I thought you said we 
should have stories about growing old. But most of these go back in 
memory, which we all have, produced memories of the...I'm not sure. 
Maybe next time I'll do better" (Ruth, 6/5/2000). 

Jean, still concerned about this distinction between "types" of stories, stated at the closing 

of the first circle, "We're going to have to get used to this and start thinking about things 

about growing old" (Jean, 6/5/2000). Jean appeared to have a certain amount of status as 

a leader within this social group, and her discomfort with how things were going fostered 

tension among the participants. 
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As dme passed, the group decided that stories of their lives were appropriate tales 

to tell within the research context and the tension of typology diminished. For one cycle 

of tum-taking. Cliff, an articulate leader, suggested that the group tell stories of "their 

first memories,*' a suggestion to which everyone responded. It was also Cliff, who in an 

earlier session, commented that to talk about age, one must begin at the beginning. His 

suggestion to tell stories of the earliest memories motivated his philosophy of beginnings 

to action. When he offered his suggestion to the group, he prefaced it as follows: 

Um, most of us have... One of the great advantages of old age is that we 
have memories that go way back as well as new acquaintances that we 
make here. And, um, when we have a family of people here who are all 
willing to cooperate, maybe even more, all willing to forgive our little 
absences as we can't remember or we forget to do something, or we can't 
do something as well, that makes it very much easier. (Giff 6/12/2000) 

His appeal to group solidarity and the value of individual memories, combined with his 

request for the earliest of personal memories, "beginning" stories, was effective in 

relieving the group tension over which stories were appropriate to share in this context. 

From this point forward, there were no more debates regarding how to express one's 

stories; age and aging were linked to the whole life of an individual. Wikan has 

challenged narrative analysts for their reliance on the notion that a narrative, or story, 

necessarily has a beginning, middle, and ending. In exploring her own story of illness, 

she claims: 

It is a story with a definite beginning (or two), a moderately clear middle, 
and a muddied, unfinished end. Who says that narrative begins with an 
end. with knowing how it all went? I shall argue the contrary. What marks 
my illness narrative, as well as the narratives of many people I know, is 
the absolute certainty of the beginning. The reason is evident: the 
begimiing is the turning point - the end is simply what then happened or 
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how it all went. Life goes on, and so I do not know how it ail went; the 
ending is not yet clear. I wish I knew, wish I could say, this is where it 
ended, here is a new beginning. (Wikan 2000: 215) 

For the subject of age. Cliff was saying, the good beginning remains important. Or, as 

Ted reiterated, "There's one thing you should remember about us old people. Remember, 

we weren't bom old!" (Ted, 6/19/2000) 

One of the challenges of telling stories, for the teller, is the concern for the 

audience and a desire to tell a story that is received by the listeners as a good and 

appropriate tale. It is clear that the group's debate about story type reflects these tensions. 

Labov has suggested that the first job of a storyteller is to answer the question of 

relevance: embedded within the story is an explanation of why it is being told with links 

to previous interactions provided by the teller (Labov 1967:33-34). At Walker Place, 

participants often explained the relevance of their life story to the topic of age and aging 

with one sentence pronouncements, usually situated at the end or the beginning of their 

story. Margaret's story is one example where she tells of a personal event, links that 

event to an historical one, and explains its relationship to her own aging. In her story, she 

recounts a time when she and her husband were in need of a business loan and applied for 

one at a local bank. After the work and anxiety of applying for the loan, the bank refused 

to loan them the money, claiming that their business was unstable. Margaret relied on her 

audience knowing a fact embedded in the story - that the business in question was known 

to all participants, including myself, as an extremely successful venture recognized 

statewide. The day after they were notified of the loan rejection, Margaret claimed, the 

Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor. That, Margaret stated, "Svas when I started to age!" 
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(Margaret, 6/19/2000). In positioning her story, Margaret told a personal life story, 

acknowledged a relationship between her life and historical event, and responded to me 

as a researcher in explaining how both related to my professed interest. She was 

responding to a community audience that had turned toward life stories as appropriate 

tales, an audience that included neighbors, friends, and a stranger/researcher. In the 

process, she made sure to accommodate all of us in her story choice and style. 

Some stories related how historical event altered the character and shape of 

personal life choices. For Nan, the Depression experience meant that she was fostered out 

to live with relatives on a farm in Iowa for awhile. Maureen, who met her husband after 

the Depression, joked, '*And when he told me that he had been able to save two thousand 

dollars during the Depression, I thought, this is my guy...." (Maureen, 6/19/2000). 

Historical event, as suggested by these stories, was significant for these 

participants. Almost without exception, storytellers indicated their chronological age or 

age range as part of their experience of the historical event specified. The most salient 

events were, as one might imagine. World Wars I and II, and the Depression. The device 

of establishing one's age also served to establish the storyteller's current age. Anna's 

statement is one example: "My husband and I saw the Apollo launch. If that doesn't date 

me, I don't know what. He had two nieces who worked in the space program and they 

gave us a tour of the place" (Anna, 6/12/2000). Current chronological age was 

meaningful because it was one component of asserting that the participant was, in fact, 

old. Remember that "old" in this context was a positive attribute. Chronological age 

indicated that the person had lived to or, in many cases, beyond, average life expectancy. 
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For many of these individuals, some of whom were between the chronological ages of 80 

to 95, life expectancy was not merely informed by current lifespan statistics, but in 

relation to the life expectancies established for them at younger ages. Unlike some 

contemporary "middle-agers," these individuals had not expected to grow to the old age 

that they eventually achieved. Additionally, several had survived their spouses, a potent 

reminder that they had lived longer than others within their social millieu. As a result, for 

these participants, there was an element of whimsy or dumb luck in their having become 

old. Unlike the stories from the St. Joan's groups, these stories of life were not infused 

with individualist notions of strategies that had enabled them live chronologically long 

lives. 

Yet, chronological age was not enough to establish the status they assodated with 

old age. As their stories suggested, it was what they experienced along the way. from 

their memoried beginnings. In order to know they are old, their story listeners need to 

know where they've been, what they've seen and witnessed, and to hear about events that 

place them in time, through time. Stories of the past become essential resources in this 

regard. Like Kaufman, 1 agree that this is not mere reminiscence. Additionally, I do not 

entirely agree with Myerhoff that this is a collective recreation of the past ""as it should 

have been." Instead, these stories are implicated in gaining a kind of credit for one's age; 

they validate the teller as having achieved a positive status of "old." These participants 

were not exploring agelessness, but instead, a socially valuable notion of age, an activity 

informed more by the present context, than that of the past 
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Social memory is strongly implicated in these processes. As people shared 

personal life stories, the group collaboratively sifted through them, embellishing and 

enriching the individual story, upgrading it to one of the collective. For instance, when 

George evoked memories of gas-fueled lighting in the streets of Minneapolis, his story 

subsequently reminded participants of other stories of gas-powered technologies. Some 

of these stories were humorous, depicting mishaps and minor catastrophes that often 

involved the storyteller (as a child) getting into trouble with the adults. Participants 

explored historical events in this way as well, describing their experiences during the 

Depression, often in fragments as parts of other stories and in response to what had 

already been said by others. Gary, for example, responded to an earlier comment made by 

a participant that, as children in the Depression, she and her siblings "didn't know they 

were poor." Gary's response to this, embedded in a story about something else, 

acknowledged that people experienced the Depression differently, and described how he 

did remember being "poor," having experienced that time as a young adult. 

Social memory is often described as a homogenous, mutually agreed upon 

collective understanding of past events, but it was evident that these storytellers were also 

learning from one another, through the activity of sharing life stories. This idea of 

learning of one's past is reflected in Helen's comment: 

...when I think of the big house I had, we had, and the gardening and the 
snow plowing and all that, I'm so relaxed here that, uh, you know, we can 
sit and read the morning paper all morning if we wish to and, (laughs) we 
can do just what we please. We have seen more old films on TV that we 
missed because we were too busy to see and enjoy them....(Helen. 
6/12/2000) 
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For Helen, much of life's experience bad simply "happened," and much of popular 

culture activities bad been missed due to the busy-ness of child-rearing and work (Helen 

is a public health nurse and worked throughout her adult life and marriage). Now that she 

is retired and "relaxed," she is able to learn about the larger context of her life as it was 

lived along the way. 

Another participant, in response to Cliffs request for earliest memories, 

responded with a story that clearly perplexed her. One day, she and her siblings made up 

a nonsense sentence that sounded like Swedish to their ears and included their mother's 

name; their mother was, in fact, Swedish. They were having a great time dancing and 

singing this phrase outside in the yard when their mother, furious, stormed after them, 

demanding that they stop. Clearly, her mother had been offended, but Paula, the 

storyteller, couldn't fathom why this had been so. Helen, fluent in Swedish, informed 

Paula what it was that had upset her mother so deeply. The nonsense phrase, as it turned 

out, suggested in Swedish that her mother might love someone other than Paula's father, 

a potentially scandalous thing to be shouting through the neighborhood. This may seem a 

small or trivial event, however if one can imagine what it might be like to wonder for 

seventy years about a puzzling event in one's life and then suddenly acquire a plausible 

explanation for it. then the strength of this personal breakthrough is evident. Paula, 

through shared memory and stored knowledge (Helen's fluency), had an **Aha" moment 

and she seemed extremely relieved (Helen and Paula, 6/12/2000). 

Ruth claimed, "l feel that our perspectives, our perspective on aging comes from 

all our lives, ail the things, the people we've known and all the things we've seen" (Ruth, 
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6/12/2000). Ruth and others, as elders, as proudly old people, were crafting a notion of 

age as it made sense to them. Their understanding of old age, situated within a paradigm 

of research, was a positive one, imbued with an authority from the collective witness and 

experience of events located in time and space, a time and space that defmed their 

chronological age and fostered social cohesion within the group. Old age made them 

distinctive, different, and valuable. This construction was necessarily dependent on a 

relatively shared social memory that included both the mundane and the historical, the 

(personal and the national. 

As my conversations with the staff of Walker Place indicated, there are many 

constructions of age floating around the larger community of Walker Place Residence. 

Some of those do position old age as a negative assessment based on ability levels and ill-

health depicted in physical and cognitive terms. There are individuals thought to "not 

belong" at Walker, either by staff or by residents. Individuals and groups can express 

different ideas of old age, depending on context The self assessment of the small 

Christian community groups is evident here as well. People compare themselves to others 

and designate those with increasing assistance needs as "old." Barb claimed that residents 

often complained to her. "Why are they letting so many old people in here?" To this 

question, she was often at a loss for an answer. 

Performing Commanity at Walker Place 

What I've described as the project of the Walker Place Residence storytellers 

could be described as "performing age." much like the participants from the small 
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Christian community circles. However, in addition to performing age, these elders 

utilized the structure presented by the research protocol in order to perform community. 

This was a collective, collaborative, and ongoing element infused throughout all of their 

interactions. In fact, this was a performance that superseded the performance of age. The 

emergent social structure within these interactions was community cohesion and 

cooperation. 

In his work on prisons and asylums. Goffman suggested that institutional settings 

foster solidarity among "iimiates" (Goffman 1961). Despite the qualities that might make 

them unpleasant to live within, even these institutions produce strong social pressures to 

put on a protective and positive front when inmates are asked to present the facility to the 

public. Related to this phenomenon. Levin, in her recent public health doctoral 

dissertation, commented upon elders living in assisted living facilities. Residents, when 

approached by an outsider, will refrain from making the complaints commonly made 

with their friends and neighbors in the facility. Instead, the residence is often described in 

glowing terms. Additionally, it has been observed that when completing satisfaction 

surveys that incorporate a rating system (e.g.: one to five, with five signifying high levels 

of satisfaction), elders will often consider themselves to be involved in hearty critique 

when they rate the facility as a "four" in a given domain. They consider a "four" a 

negative rating. Often, this score is misunderstood by the researcher because of differing 

conceptual categories in regard to what a "four" might mean in the scale (for the 

researcher, "four" means a high level of satisfaction) (Levin 2CX)0). Levin's comments 

indicate that critique from elders regarding their homes and living arrangements is 
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difficult to comc by. If, as in the case of age-segregated housing or assisted living, one's 

home is quite literally defined in terms of age, one can imagine how easy it might be for a 

group such as this to erase negative notions of aging from the public record of the visiting 

researcher. 

The question of whether the performance of community was for me or for them as 

a group is interesting, but I suspect that both are true. There seemed to be a genuine and 

clear desire to form, acknowledge, and affirm the friendships that existed within the 

circle. Jean, once again, proved to be a leader in this regard by leading with the 

following; 

I was very fortunate to grow up just a couple blocks up on Aldrich 
Avenue, and so when I look out of my windows. I see the park where we 
played and 1 see the lake in the winter, and the cemetery of course. And I 
really feel like I'm back home. I have lived in many many other places. 
but this is home and I'm delighted to be here, once 1 can't be where I 
wanted to be. (Jean. 6/5/2000). 

Previous to Jean's comments, in our general introductions and exercises, several 

individuals made comments about friends and the community. Individuals were often 

acknowleged. For example, when Marilyn commented that she "just came back from a 

walk and 1 noticed ail the beautiful flowers and how lovely it was outside, " her friend and 

neighbor to the right in the circle quickly responded, "Well, that makes me think of all 

Marilyn does to make it that way." (Marilyn and Joan, 6/5/2000). Margaret, who claimed 

during every session that she was just there to listen (yet, always told a story or two), 

consistently made comments such as, "I came late and 1 was so amazed and pleased to 

see such a large group. I think its really thrilling that I get to listen to all these stories" 

(Margaret, 6/5/2000) or ""I really just came to hear you and you're doing very well 
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(Margaret, 6/12/2000). However, when Jean said what she said (above), virtually 

everyone responded. As the turn-taking continued around the circle, participants began or 

concluded their stories with positive comments about their friends at Walker Place and 

their contentment with their particular living situation. Group members supported one 

another, encouraged one another, and teased one another regularly throughout all the 

sessions held. Like Jean, participants reiterated regularly that they were glad to be living 

at Walker Place. Art commented: 

One thing I keep thinking about when I'm here is "what if." Back in the 
time, 1 was offered a job when I got out of school to teach at my old prep 
school in Georgia. Had I taken that job, I'd be down there now. eating 
grits and gravy in the South! 

1 went to Chicago instead. Another time I was offered a job to manage a 
baseball team and I went in the Navy. I always dream of those, what if I'd 
done those things, where would I be now? I'm glad I'm here. (Art. 
6/12/2000) 

The following speaker responded with: "I'm glad if I'm spending my final years, so to 

speak, that they'll be long ones and that I'm here" (Helen, 6/12/2000). With each positive 

compliment to group and place, a cascade of new commentary followed. Occasionally, 

one-sentence comparisons were made to the nursing home nearby, placing the nursing 

home, and the treatment of its residents, in a negative lighL Walker Place Residence was 

clearly an improvement on the perceived alternative. As part of their benefits as residents 

of Walker Place, having paid the appropriate investment fees, these residents were 

entitled to a fifteen days stay at the nursing home per year, if needed. As a result, the 

nursing home loomed as a potent possibility for residents of Walker Race, and a 

discussion of its merit, or lack thereof, was much more than idle conversation. 
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Performing community enhanced community solidarity and facilitated the 

storytellers' transformation of old age from what often is an ascribed status, to an 

achieved status of authority and knowledge. Rosow, a sociologist, argued (in the 1970's) 

that the United States had no adequate socialization processes for old age. Instead, aging 

was characterized by increasing role and status losses with little to replace them. One of 

the conscquences, he claimed was that aging was resisted and the aged actively 

participated in old age deprecation, in agreement with the values associated with youth 

(Rosow 1974:118). Given those distressing social facts, Rosow advocated for the 

cultivation of more age-segregated situations for old people as a way to avoid a situation 

where older people were required to adapt to new social circumstances in solitary. His 

assumption was that prevailing values would not or could not change. His hypothesis was 

that with strong friendship groups, there would be a shift from exclusive to inclusive 

social settings, facilitating an increase in group consciousness, a subculture perspective. 

and, presumably, a concept of distinction and well-being (Rosow 1974:155). 

A plethora of age-graded housing and conmiunity opportimities have arisen since 

Rosow's call for action in the 1970's. If the interactions of the Walker Place residents are 

any indication, these age-graded living arrangements may contribute, at times, to an 

enhanced sense of status and worth for old age. perhaps even the emergence of new 

notions of old age along the way. Nan suggests a link between her residence at Walker 

Place and her notions of old: 

When I came here last July, I really literally didn't k now a soul. And it 
was just so easy, you felt as if you were almost among family members 
even (she laughs) if you couldn't say their names for quite a while and, I 
just thought it was fun to come in and - the other thing I wanted to 
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comment on is, it seemed in my life, that all of a sudden I reached the 
point where I fmally recognized, I really was getting to be an old lady! 
(Nan, 6/12/2000) 

Her segue from life at Walker Place to her recognition of herself as old is smooth and 

swift. Whether or not she thought of herself as old before or after becoming a resident at 

Walker is not entirely clear, however it is possible that living at Walker assisted her in 

assessing herself as an old person. 

Rosow claims that "typically, public separation signifies success and status gain, 

while private separation indicates failure or withdrawal" (Rosow 1974:144). Choosing to 

live in an age-segregated environment is. among other things, a public declaration and 

display of old age. If Rosow is correct, then performing community in a setting like 

Walker Place is not a casual matter, but a creative act of acknowledgment for lives lived 

well. 
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CHAPTER VII 
OBSERVATIONS AND FRAGMENTS: 

WALKER PLACE AND ST. JOAN OF ARC 

Thus far, I have produced two stories of interaction and performance that emerged 

within the storytelling circles conducted with members of St. Joan of Arc Church and 

Walker Race Residence. Seldom, however, do ethnographic stories emerge with such 

clarity and grace, instead, the anthropologist is often in the awkward position of working 

with pieces to larger puzzles where outlines and images of these puzzles are not entirely 

apparent. 

This was especially true within this study, organized as an elicitation of narrative 

solely through storytelling circles. The storytelling method resulted in fleeting images 

and fragments, yielding suggestions with no easy answers. The paragraphs that follow 

describe some of these ideas and reflect the fluid and changing character of the group 

storytelling experience. Additionally, despite the distinctions drawn between the groups 

in my earlier narratives, this chapter explores some of the sinularities between the two. 

Difference and Reminiscence 

Descriptions of both individual memory and social memory often share the 

common frame of an individual life or lifespan. Hutton, describing reflections by 

Kierkegaard, notes the following; 

Kierkegaard contrasted two conceptions of memory, viewed from opposite 
ends of a lifetime: the child's memory and the old man's recollection. The 
former concerns the child's apprehension. It is imaginative in the sense of 
Vico's primordial poets: quick, spontaneous, unreflective, and happy. The 
latter concerns the old man's reminiscences.... The child's memory is 
fllled with the myriad possibilities of present imagination, but in the old 
man's reminiscences only a few signiflcant events stand out Memory 
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inspires the child's play, whereas recollection conunemorates the old 
man's most cherishcd accomplishments... (Hutton 1993: 155) 

It is curious that both these conceptions are described in terms of an individual lifespan. 

Memory, when discussed in a social or historical context, could be conceived as eternal, 

transcendent, flexible, and ongoing, limited only by our ability to imagine the great 

stretches of time humans have inhabited this planet. Yet Hutton uses notions of mortality 

and a lifetime's finitudc in order to conccptualizc differing aspects of memory in a 

"looking back, looking forward" orientation. As Rappaport indicates in her work, this 

"looking back" idea of memory is not necessarily universal. In Cumbal, the past is 

conceptualized as something that lies before the rememberers rather than something that 

exists behind them (Rappaport 1994: 76). 

The construction of old age as a time of reminiscence is inaccurate: as G. Cohen 

notes. 

The view that older people lend to "live in the past' is part of the folklore 
of ageing... It is commonly believed that people tend to reminisce more as 
they grow older and that they reminisce increasingly about their eariy lives 
rather than about more recent events. These ideas persist tenaciously in 
spite of evidence from formal studies that fails to support them. (G. Cohen 
1998: 601). 

Old men and women do not necessarily engage in increased levels of reminiscence as 

they age. For some, the perception of being "nearer" to death may, in fact, present itself 

as a new adventurous horizon. For others, especially for those who are in pain, death may 

be welcomed or sought out through prayer, as it was for my great-grandmother. 

Given my description of the elders of Walker Place and their construction of their 

own age as positive and marked by stories of their lives, these statements may seem 
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surprising. Within both of the communities I studied, St. Joan of Arc and Walker Place, 

my goal was to describe the main projects and concerns of each group as they explored a 

theme of aging. It was because the two groups constructed aging in differing ways that 

my analysis led in two separate directions, one as an analysis of motivating values and 

ideologies, the other as a quest for authority and status in old age. If I had studied only 

the residents of Walker Place, then I might have concluded that reminiscence was a 

feature specific to old age. The advantage of this study was that it included people of 

many ages and it revealed that stories of a life may be linked to chronological age and 

authority at all ages. Reminiscence is not unique to old people. Nor. as Halbwachs 

suggested, is the transmission of social memory a task restricted to old age. Rather, social 

memory is something we are steeped within at all times. Stories of individual life (or, 

one*s "life story") are used to legitimate age and authority throughout life. In old age, 

reminiscence may become a more powerful resource for resisting negative stereotypes of 

old age, but its use is not "of the past." Instead, it is used to craft and maintain a dynamic 

present and achieved status for individuals and social groups. 

All of the groups 1 studied used biography to establish chronological age. Credit 

for one's age was important, both for younger participants and for elder ones attempting 

to maintain a youthful approach to age. At issue was the question of how one knows what 

one knows about age. On a personal level, this may translate to: how did I get to where I 

am now? Cliff (Walker Place) commented that we begin at the beginning. Most people, 

within the context of this study, did just that The project was intensified for the 

uniformly eldest group quite simply because the stakes were higher. 
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Among the small Christian community participants, Cheryl's story is one example 

of structuring one's current age around one's past experiences: 

Well, I said, it would take hours and I, I really mean that. I, I'm sure that 
all of us, uh. have thought of aging and I have certainly been aware of it. 
(Jm, particularly since seven years ago when my husband left, and then the 
business was ruined, my income went, and my son was tcilled. And, um, 
my health went to heck and I looked much older, I know, because of that. I 
was just getting through everything. An. um. it was such a huge difference 
in my life. I don't know if, I don't think I've shared this with any of you, 
but I started modeling when I was eight years old.... 

Cheryl's story continued as a litany of stories that moved through various ages 

sequentially and informed her experience of middle-age. She concluded with: 

But, um, I'm sure all of you share some of those same experiences and 
feel like I do that you've lived so many different lives and. uh, 1 really, I 
really do feel that way. (Cheryl. 7/13/2000) 

Cheryl is in her mid-sixties. Carmen, also from the same small Christian community 

group, described stories of her life at differing chronological ages as it related to her 

current chronological age. In contrast. Carmen thought of herself as having "lived 

bassackwards." Married at nineteen to a man twice her age and a ntiinister within a 

Protestant denomination, she took on responsibilities she construed to be unusual for that 

age. Now in her mid-forties, divorced, and experiencing the increasing independence of 

her young adult daughter. Carmen felt as though she was exploring adolescence and a 

new dating environment. For her, her chronological age was anomalous to her 

experience, although her experience and life stories informed her notions of her own 

chronological age. Carmen, too, felt as though she had lived "many lives already," 

(Carmen, 7/28/2000), all of which needed to be told in order to better understand her as 
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someone in her mid-forties as well as establish her own authority to speak on various 

topics. 

In a third small Christian community group not analyzed extensively here, Sandra 

described how it was that she, at the age of thirty, felt distiact and different from her 

twenty-one year old roommate. Chronological age was a marker for having had life 

stories along the way that cultivated an authority and a distinction from persons of 

younger ages. In Sandra's case, she had achieved an age where she thought she had better 

ideas than did her roommate about what to do on a Friday night (Lisa 7/17/2000). 

Hank, from the first small Christian community group described, commented that 

the stories being told reminded him of his mother, whom he hadn't thought of in some 

time. This triggered a memory of being sung to by her as a young child. As Hank 

continued to tell stories of his childhood, he began to relate them to the subject of age. 

Comparison, contrast, and distinction are salient in conversations about age. 

Chronological age is a marker for which life stories provide additional explanation. The 

speaker benefits from having "been someplace," or "seen something" that others have not 

seen, a spoken practice not unlike that of the ethnographer. In a society that has little in 

the way of social ritual to mark age-graded life status, stories of life experience can 

mediate the equalizing effect of democratic chronological age, satisfy needs for 

distinction, and establish an age-ranked authority in a society that claims to have none. 

People in the United States perceive themselves as different through age. As I have 

suggested, a flexing of ideas between poles of similarity and difference can be crafted 

both negatively and positively, practices which may either deprecate or extol old age. 
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Aging and What Healing There Is 

Prior to leaving for graduate school, my friend and mentor Mischa Penn gave me 

a story. It was a story response to a question he posed to me, "Why do you want to study 

aging?" After what I imagine to have been a naive response on my part, he launched into 

this tale and evoked an image that has haunted me since. He has given me permission to 

re-tell his story. 

Mischa described his father, a devout Orthodox Jew who had immigrated to Sl 

Paul, Minnesota from Eastern Europe, worked hard, and raised a family. When he 

became old, he also became small and frail, not at resembling his robustness in youth. 

Eventuallv, he was widowed and moved to an age-segregated housing situation. Each 
^ O O O D 

morning. Mr. Penn waited outside his new home, waiting for the ride that would take him 

to his religious services. Mischa himself was the driver for whom he waited. Next to him, 

also waiting a ride to his own religious services was another gentleman, a devout 

Catholic. These two men were about the same age and had both had lived in St. Paul a 

very long time. Daily, while waiting, they struck up conversations and became good 

friends. 

This friendship would not have been as possible in eariier eras of their respective 

lives. Each was dedicated to their faith community, ethnic affiliations, job-related social 

networks and their family affiliations. It is not likely that they would have met or that the 

existing social barriers of intolerance between them would have been easily resolved. The 

distinction of age, in this case, took priority, blurring and dissolving other socially 
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constructed differences. Researchers such as Myerhoff have noted powerful movements 

toward increased ethnic affiliation in old age. These men were examples of people 

continuing these affiliations through their faith traditions. However, they were also 

reaching beyond the edges of ethnic divisions and toward friendship with others outside 

these traditions. Friendship is a powerful indicator of social change between groups and 

this is an example of what I call social healing. This case suggests that age can be an 

important mediator of class, gender, and racial tensions. 

Last sunmier, Mischa reminded me that age can confer additional social benefits, 

some of which may seem whimsical or unexpected. He pointed to an event held summer 

2001 in St. Paul, Minnesota when surviving Korean War veterans were awarded long 

overdue medals by Korea. Old men, for the most part, they were honored for their 

participation in events that occurred forty years earlier. As the Korean War had been 

largely ignored historically, this belated honor must have come as a surprise. But as the 

stories of social memory shift and turn within current contexts, the construction of age, 

and the treatment of certain elders, is transformed as well. These Icinds of changes and 

potential benefits are difficult, if not impossible, to predict. 

Storytelling themes emerged that indicated that these unanticipated benefits of 

aging were welcomed and enjoyed on an individual level. One's own aging was 

described as experience that fostered compassion for others who had aged and died. 

Aging of one's parents could also produce renewed "compassion'^ for them and build a 

new bridge across difficult relational terrain. For Jennifer, who described her youth with 

her mother as traumatic, her aged mother can now be appreciated for her life led without 
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regrets, her interesting stories, and her fashionable appearance. Now, Jennifer enjoys her 

mother and describes her new relationship to her in terms of time passing (for both of 

them) and the serendipity of her mother's longevity. For Jane, of the same group, a 

demanding and critical mother occasionally became generous, complimentary and loving 

within the cognitive decline of Alzheimer's disease, reversing the tension that bad been 

present in their relationship for fifty years. A surprise, to be sure. 

Gary, a Walker Race resident, lived long enough to be diagnosed with Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder resulting from his participation in World War 11. He describes 

the psychological counseling associated with his treatment as contributing to better 

relationships within his immediate family, specifically with his son and daughter-in-law 

(whom he prefers to call daughter). Gary does not consider himself "in decline" but "in 

recovery" and notes that his relationships at Walker Place also have been improved by his 

recovery efforts. One of the Walker Place sessions was held the day after Father's Day 

and Gary recounted his joy of receiving a card from his family at a celebration held in his 

honor. With tears in his eyes, he described his newly felt love for his family members. 

Jean, also of Walker Place, discerns social benefits conferred to her by age, social 

benefits equated with freedom of expression: 

On the positive side is that there's certain activities that you're relieved of 
and, um, I no longer have to plan all the big family things and do all the 
parties and dinners and, you know, as an old lady, I like it when the doors 
are opened for me. I think it's wonderful! 

And another thing. You can walk on the street and you can run into 
someone and you can speak to them and say hello and they don't think 
you're off your rocker, they just answer you and it's very pleasant I like 
that. And I love when I'm in the grocery store and there's a little child in 
the basket ahead of me and you can always talk to them and I remember 
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particularly one incident where this little girl had a, she was probably two 
or three, she had her dolly with her and so we were talking about her dolly 
and we had such a nice conversation and then she said to her mother, 
"Mommy, is that my grandmother?" I just loved it! (Jean, 6/12/2000) 

Ironically, age can simultaneously confer distinction and free an elder from being 

perceived as a perpetual stranger. 

I've explored this theme primarily to suggest that these transcripts are 

complicated, full of opportunities to reflect upon age in varying ways. I have teased out 

some features of the interactions of these groups that became evident to me both as I 

witnessed these groups and over a year's worth of reflection since then. 

As a writer in the social sciences, I am not much different from these storytellers 

of age, weaving an interpretation of what I saw and heard, conversing in dialogue with 

other theorists of age. The fact that notions of age and aging are crafted dialogically and 

within situations means that the multifaceted term age can scarcely be pinned down with 

any certainty. What can be assured, however, is that as life expectancy increases and the 

baby boomers swell the ranks of the elderly, conceptions of age and related social 

structures will surely change. What will remain, I suspect, is the complex tension 

between similarity and difference, health and ill-health, and ideas of success and failure. 
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CHAPTER VIII 
CONCLUSION 

This study was an exploration on two fronts. I tested the advantages and 

lirailations of storytelling circles as an elicitation method for anthropologists and 1 

conducted research on the subject of aging in the United States. Storytelling circles 

proved themselves to be valuable tools in catalyzing group interaction around a theme. 

Not only did the process elicit rich narrative, but it also produced a collaborative group 

effort that served the needs of both researcher and conrununity. The limitations of the 

method lie in its tendency to produce data that is fragmentary and suggestive rather than 

comprehensive. I would recommend that for projects of greater scope and duration than 

this one, it be combined with other forms of elicitation and analysis. 

In my analysis. I focused not only on the content of the stories I collected, on the 

community contexts from which volunteers were solicited, the group's collaborative 

projects, and the elements of their performance. It is essential to address these dimensions 

fully in order to produce a thorough analysis. Mining stories for content alone can result 

in misguided conclusions. 

As a result of this project, I have reached several conclusions about ideas of aging 

in the United States. I will briefly discuss what I have derived from both my experiences 

within the project and the audiotaped data. 

• Notions of aging m constructed and sitnatgd within specific contexts. 

The storytelling sessions resulted in collaborative efforts to construct aging in 

differing ways. For members of the small Christian community groups of the Church 
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of St. Joan of Arc, aging was a personal process that required resistance and 

vigilance. For these participants, being old was "acting old." Old age was 

characterized as disruptive and old age behavior was correlated with rigidity, 

grouchiness, and inability to progress or learn. Strategies to combat old age were 

actively sought and collectively discussed. In contrast, the resident participants from 

Walker Place constructed old age as a positive, if whimsical, achievement and sought 

to establish their age authority through discussions of their life experiences. 

* Constructing age is a dialogic process. The dialogue occurs between roHividnals 

and generations and reflects social memory. As participants grappled with their 

constructions of aging, not only did they collaborate with each other, but they also 

called upon memories of other individuals in their lives in order to create and validate 

their interpretations of age. Siblings, parents, aunts, uncles, and friends current and 

past figured in the stories that were told. As each session proceeded, participants not 

only collaboratively developed shared concepts of age, but also defmed group 

projects in relation to age and aging. For one group, the project was to develop 

appropriate strategies for aging, for another it was to define its members as "not old,'' 

regardless of chronological age, and for yet another, the group project was to claim 

authority in age and build conmiunity. 

• ideologY piavs a constitutive role in the construction of age, shaping 

ideas along certain gnntinnnms. This was particularly salient for the small Christian 
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conununity groups, whose participants actively used ideological formations common 

to the United States in describing age and identifying strategies to avoid age. In using 

these formations, these storytellers found a script for their own future aging. These 

plans provided comfort, a sense of optimism, and coherence where there was none 

easily at hand. 

• Chronological aye is importaiiL Eacperience and historical * 

in establishing one's authority in age. This observation was particularly apparent 

within the stories and interactions of Walker Place residents. Life's experiences, 

particularly those with historical relevance were drawn upon to establish 

chronological age as an achieved and good state. 

• However, reminisgence is not unique to older people as a process that establishes 

aye. Social memory was actively utilized within all of the storytelling groups. 

Experience was used to mark chronological age and to distinguished speakers from 

individuals of other ages. 

• Difference as a conceptual category with regard to age is soyjftHy 

it is giv^n a negative spin, at other fl 

differences accorded to elders are not always a stigma. Although ideas of difference 

can be derogatory, they can also confer distinction, authority, and achievemenL When 
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and how difference is used, and with what emphasis - positive or negative - depends 

upon the context of the interaction and the motivations of the speakers. 

These conclusions suggest that there is no universal social reality in regard to old 

age in the United States. Instead, the construction of age, aging, and old age is both 

situational within social groups, such as generational cohorts, and within individual lives. 

This should supply an important insight for future policy makers. Effective policy on the 

federal level must address general concerns of elders but must also be flexible enough to 

support local projects and needs. This is essential in order to meet the diverse 

requirements of our aging population. Life experience, situated within historical time, 

shapes both individual and collective expectations of old age. As different cohorts 

become aged, new needs and expectations will emerge. Policy crafted now must be as 

ready to address change and complexity as it is to address current social problems and 

dilemmas. 

One existing model to explore more thoroughly is that of the Older Americans 

Act. Passed in the 1960's, the Older Americans Act was one of several civil rights 

initiatives formulated during that decade. Of those initiatives, the Older Americans Act 

remains the most intact forty years later. Its success is linked to its unique funding 

structure, a plan which uses federal, state, and local funds and requires project 

identification cmd planning at the local level but draws down funds from funding sources 

at higher levels of government. Embedded in the structure of the Act is a commitment 

plan that requires local groups to match those funds received from the state, and states to 

match diose funds received from the federal government. This organizational structure 
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can facilitate the delivery of federal funds to locally defined and flexible service 

programming for elders. 

Unfortunately, the Older Americans Act has never been well funded. As a result, 

its large-scale vision has been reduced. Initially designed to support social programs that 

honor and serve all older Americans, its lack of resources has limited its application to a 

necessary but narrow range of programs. Congregate dining and Meals on Wheels are 

two programs implemented in many communities that traditionally receive funding from 

this Act. These are important services, but they leave few resources for other flexible and 

innovate initiatives. Despite this, however, the Older Americans Act represents a 

successful model that could be extended. 

I am encouraged by the successes of the stor\'telling method and plan to use it 

again in future research plans. The insights provided by the study's generous volunteers 

suggest that the power of informal social support throughout the aging process is crucial. 

Who one knows and when or where one knows them can powerfully shape individual 

experiences of aging. Formal support, such as social services, is important too, but its 

power to replace intentional communities such as these is limited. I believe that research 

that addresses the interaction of these two arenas, formal and informal support, will 

illuminate critical aspects of aging as it is experienced in the United States. It will also 

highlight the relationships between individual, social, and national constructions of aging 

and how policymakers might best serve the needs of this country's aging population. 
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CHAPTER IX 
EPILOGUE 

I remember the summer of 2(XX) as a summer of busy research adventures, both 

for this project and as a research assistant working in the School of Public Health at the 

University of Minnesota. Following the storytelling sessions, I often returned home 

feeling anxious, dismayed, and vaguely irritated by the images and stories that had been 

told. This was true despite the fact that I was welcomed warmly into the homes and 

hearts of strangers whom I liked and enjoyed very much. 

In questioning my angst, I concluded that my complicated responses to the stories 

were informed by my work outside of them. The long-term care research project that was 

filling my workdays infiltrated and affected my immediate reactions to the stories that 

were being told to me at night. My job as a research assistant included reading first-hand 

accounts by survey persotmel of what they had witnessed in the nursing homes under 

study. My reading of the short essays and checklists provided by these researchers 

reminded me of my own jobs held long ago in nursing homes as a nursing assistant and 

what I had witnessed there, especially the abuse and social suffering of residents. As a 

witness confined to an institutional situation whose implications for its residents were far 

outside my personal control, I had been both outraged and terrified. Re-reading texts that 

led me to believe that much had not changed, I responded with fear and anxiety. As I left 

my office each day, I walked home, marveling at the uncertainty and fragility of our 

social worlds and wondering what might happen to me as an elder, as an individual, or as 

a person in need. 
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The stones told within these sessions, sometimes ideologically saturated, often 

optimistic and consoling to the individual participants, neglected to address the 

imponderabilities of life in our modem world, instead focusing on elements of control 

and personal will. In the desire to avoid pain and dismption, pain was in fact erased. 

Suffering as it related to systemic and institutional constraints, realities often out of the 

reach of individual control and agency, were largely neglected as participants sorted 

through their options and choices. 

Kleinman has suggested that global processes and advanced capitalism have 

contributed to a change in subjectivity and a reduction in awareness of social suffering 

throughout the worid and in various milieus. We become, on the one hand, numb to 

suffering as it becomes the fodder of entertainment and media sales. On the other, 

bioethics and medicalization. organized around notions of rational choice, agency, and 

individual human rights, are unable to address adequately the experience of people living 

within their own complicated local realities. Using these models, people build systems 

and institutions that often contribute to and cause additional suffering and alienation 

(Kleinman 1999). 

These concerns of Kleinman's were the same as those of theologians, cited 

eariier, in their response to small Qiristian communities. Emphasis on the personal, 

explored collectively in groups marked by similarity of class and perhaps age. inhibits a 

larger awareness of social suffering and, as a result, places limits on one's notions of 

social justice. This is to suggest only that individuals within these storytelling circles are 
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part of a larger context, the contours of which are difficult to explore as they are full of 

gray areas, nuances, and ambiguities. 

It would be mistaken to suggest that the stories told within the storytelling circles 

of this study are the only stories the participants could have told. As these were public 

events, it is important to consider that what was explored there was not necessarily the 

same as what might be explored with intimate friends. However, as public stories, they 

are informative in regard to public discourse within mainstream communities and suggest 

that in individualizing personal pain, the discourse of suffering is limited to particular 

spaces and times of life, at the kitchen table or over our heads in the hallways of 

institutions. 

I am not simply a researcher interested in age. I am also aging, as are we all. 

Contemplating my own aging, I wonder at how I might get to old age and what may 

happen to me, to my spouse, to my friends. As I close the door on this project, I find 

myself on a threshold between the optimism and achievement I wimessed within these 

storytelling circles and a deep awareness of inequities visited on many by age - fixed 

income poverty, physical vulnerability, or abuse and indignity in nursing homes. This is a 

bittersweet threshold. But perhaps, as recent international events so poignantly remind us, 

this threshold can be a powerful place to reside so long as we hold both realities in mind 

equally, with determined and exquisite tolerance for the tensions between them. 
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APPENDIX A: CONSENT FORM 

Subnet's Consent Form 
Images and Representations of Aging Across the Life Course 

Principal Investigator Elizabeth Horton (now Pohlman) 
Institution: University of Arizona, Tucson, Arizona 
Advisor Mark Nichter. Ph.D., University of Arizona 

1 AM BEING ASKED TO READ THE FOLLOWING MATERIAL TO ENSURE 
THAT I AM INFORMED OF THE NATURE OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY AND 
OF HOW I WILL PARTiaPATE IN IT, IF I CONSENT TO DO SO. SIGNING 
THIS FORM WILL INDICATE THAT I HAVE BEEN SO INFORMED AND 
THAT I GIVE MY CONSENT. FEDERAL REGULATIONS REQUIRE 
WRFTTEN CONSENT PRIOR TO PARTICIPATION IN THIS RESEARCH 
STUDY SO THAT I CAN KNOW THE NATURE AND RISKS OF MY 
PARTICIPATION AND CAN DECIDE TO PARTICIPATE OR NOT 
PARTICIPATE IN A FREE AND INFORMED MANNER. 

Purpose: 
I am being invited to participate voluntarily in the above-titled research project The 
purpose of this project is to identify and explore images and representations that people 
within the United States have regarding aging and the aged. This effort is made in order 
to understand what people really think and feel about aging and the elderiy in our current 
social climate. 

Selection Criteria: 
I am being invited to participate because I am an adult who is willing and interested in 
participating in a group storytelling circle that will discuss aging. I understand that I am 
not required to tell stories within this setting. 

Procedure(s): 
If I agree to participate, I will be asked to attend four storytelling sessions that will be 
focused on topics related to age in our society. These groups will be composed of 12-15 
persons. If I wish, I can participate by telling stories of images and/or memories I have 
about aging in today's society. These sessions will be audio and videotaped. 
Additionally. I may be asked to participate in a one-hour interview with the principal 
investigator concerning my experience in the storytelling sessions. 
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Risk: 
My participation is completely voluntary and that I can even ask the facilitator to turn off 
the audio and video recording devices if I wish. There is a slight risk in that I may 
remember experiences that 1 don't wish to express to the group. I am under no obligation 
to share these experiences if I don't wish to share them. 

Benefits: 
While there may be no personal benefit for myself, the benefits of this study include: I) a 
better understanding of people's perceptions of aging in our society, 2) acquiring 
information about how people view health care systems and practitioners in regards to 
issues of aging in our society, and 3) a contribution to research regarding the lived 
experience of aging across the life course. 

Confidentiality: 
I understand that Elizabeth Horton, principal investigator, and Mark Nichter, her advisor, 
will have access to this data. Confidentiality will be maintained in all written works by 
using different first names for actual participants. This is a part of Elizabeth Morton's 
master's thesis and will result in a written analysis of what she has observed within the 
storytelling sessions. 

Participation Costs and Subject Compensation: 
I will not be compensated with money for this study and my participation is voluntary. 
This project may involve about 10 hours of my time. 

Contacts 
I can obtain further information from the principal investigator Elizabeth Horton at (520) 
325-3282 through May 15.2000 and (612) 721-0162 from May 15 through August 15, 
2000. If 1 have questions concerning my rights as a research subject. I may call the 
Human Subjects Committee office at (520) 626-6721. 

Authorisation: 

BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE METHODS, 
INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN EXPLAINED TO 
ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED. I MAY ASK 
QUESTIONS AT ANYTIME AND I AM FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THE 
PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT CAUSING BAD FEELINGS. MY 
PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE 
INVESTIGATOR OR SPONSOR FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE 
EXPLAINED. NEW INFORMATION DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF 
THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN 
THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES 
AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE FILED IN AN AREA 
DESIGNATED BY THE HUMAN SUBJECTS COMMITTEE WITH ACCESS 
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RESTRICTED TO THE PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, ELIZABETH HORTON, 
OR AUTHORIZED REPRESENTATIVE OF THE ANTHROPOLOGY 
DEPARTMENT. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY 
SIGNING THIS FORM. A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE 
GIVEN TO ME. 

Participant's Signature 

Date 

InvesHeator's Affidavit: 

I have carefully explained to the subject the nature of the above project I hereby certify 
that to the best of my knowledge the person who is signing this consent form understands 
clearly the nature, demands, benefits, and risks involved in his/her participation and 
his/her signature is legally valid. A medical problem or language or educational barrier 
has not precluded this understanding. 

Signature of Investigator 

Date 
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APPENDIX B. WALKER PLACE 
FEES AND SERVICES 

From Walker Methodist Website Summer 2001 
http://www.walkermeth.org/housing bodv.html 

http://www.walkermeth.org/placefees body.html 
http://www.walkenneth.org/placeamenities bodv.html 

http://www.walkermeth.org/placecares body.html 

Walker's housing communities feature activities, programs and services tailored to meet 
the individual needs of residents. Round-the-clock security, maintenance free living, 

meals, catered living packages, and transportation are a few of the many benefits found in 
Walker's senior housing conununities. 

INVEST IN YOUR FUTURE 
-Accommodation and Monthly Rental Fees-

Walker Place 

/0O% Refundable Option 90% Refundable Option 
Residents pay a 100% refundable Residents pay a 90% refundable 
accommodation fee and are entitled to accommodation fee with a benefit of 15 
priority access to Walker Methodist Health days of care per year for four years (a total 
Center on a fee-for-service basis, if and of 60 days) at a Walker owned skilled 
when long-term care is needed. nursing facility 

Accommodation Fee Monthly Fee 
Apartment Size 1 Person 2 Persons 1 Person 2 Persons 
I BR-575 sq ft $75,500 $853)0 $1,403 $1,718 
I BR-630 sq ft $78,500 $88,500 $1,502 $1,817 
2 BR-798/802 sq ft $106,500 $116,500 $1,743 $2,058 
2 BR-841/850 sq ft $112,000 $122,000 $1,814 $2,129 
2BR-1150sqft $137,000 $147,000 $2,046 $2361 
2BR-1225sqft $144,500 $154,500 $2,080 $2395 

Monthly Fees Include: 
26 meals per month (may also be used for guest meals) 
Housekeeping services (once a month) 
All utilities (except telephone) 
Scheduled transportation 
24 hour emergency trained staff 
Recreational, education and spiritual programs 
Basic Cable service 
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APPENDIX B (continued) 
SERVICES AND AMENITIES WITH FEES 

Walker Place 

Your AcconunodatMn Fee Includes: 

1 
Assures you of life residency at Walker 
Place and the level of care at Walker 
Methodist Health Center based on 
Accommodation fee options. Refer to 
Invest in Your Future. 

Includes priority access to physical, speech 
I and occupational therapy. 

Provides your independent living 
apartment including: 

! 

! • Fire sprinkler 
i • Fire alarm system 
! • Wall-to-wall carpet 
! • Refrigerator/freezer 
I • Range/oven 
I * Garbage disposal 
i • Emergency call svstem 
I * Enclosed heated parking 
I • Storage area 
! • Draperies on all windows 
i 
! Includes use of common areas: 
j 
j • Main lobby 

* Main dining room 
• Private dining room 

I • Lounges 
j • Libr^ 
j • Multi-purpose activity room 
j • Whirlpool/exercise equipment 
j • Beauty/barbershop 
{ * Deli and Sunday market place 
• Game room 
* Atrium and landscaped courtyards 
* Chapel and Sunday services 
• Postal and Cashier services 

Your Monthly Fee Includes: 

Your prorated share of actual operating 
expenses, real estate taxes and assessments. 

A wide range of services and amenities 
including: 

* 24 hour security and emergency 
medical response 

* 26 meals per month (can be used for 
guests) 

! • Housekeeping once a month 
I • Annual deep-cleaning of apartment 
j • Electricity 
! • Garbage and recycling 
i • Water 
I * Individually controlled heat 
j * Individually controlled central air 

conditioning 
* Basic cable 
* Complementary laundry facilities on 

each floor 
* Maintenance of exterior and conunon 

areas 
* Electrical/plumbing repairs to 

apartment 
• Courtesy transportation for shopping 

and scheduled events 
* A full calendar of enriching and 

interesting social, recreational, 
educational and cultural programs 

* Health and wellness programs 
* Exercise program 
* Ecumenical worship services and bible 

study 
* "Fm OK" daily resident checks 
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APPENDIX B (continued) 
A LA CARTE SERVICES 

-Catered Living and Personal Care-
Walker Place 

Walker Place's flexible and individualized programs ensure you receive the services you 
need to live a comfortable, enriching and independent lifestyle. A La Carte Services 
allow you to select from a menu of services and order only those you need at the time. 
Services include catered living options and personal home health care. All home health 
services are delivered to you in the privacy of your apartment by Walker Home Services 
or are available at the adjacent Walker Methodist Health Center. 

• Meals - additional 
• Laundry 
• Housekeeper 
• Home Health Aide 
• Senior Club (adult day care) 
• Alternative Therapies 
• Deli items 
• Bath/Shower Assistance 
• Medication Reminders 
• Nurse Medication Set-up 
• Foot Care 
• RN Asssessment and Planning 
• RN Initial Assessment 
• Nursing visits as prescribed 
• Physical Therapy 
• Occupational Therapy 
• Beauty/Barber shop 
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APPENDIX C: CHURCH OF ST. JOAN OF ARC 
MISSION STATEMENT 

St. Joan of Arc is a joyful Christian community 
which celebrates the loving Word of God 

in worship and in action. 

We transcend traditional boundaries and draw those 
who seek spiritual growth and social justice. 

We welcome diverse ideas and encourage reflection 
on the message of the Gospel. 

We are committed to the equality 
of all our members and strive to ensure 

their full participation 
through liturgy, education, and service. 

By these means we seek to empower all 
who come to grow in wisdom and bring to reality 

the promise of Christ 

(http://www.stjoan.com/sccfr.htm} 
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APPENDIX D: SMALL CHRISTIAN COMMUNITY IDEALS 
Distributed by Church of St Joan of Arc 

Definition: A permanent gathering of Christians, committed to being church on a 
small scale. 

Christians have many reasons to come together to form Small Christian Communities, 
but three things seem to be common for all: (1) a desire to deepen one's spiritual life, (2) 
a yearning for a more intimate experience of church, and (3) a call to follow the Gospel 
of Jesus. The characteristics of the SCC's formed around these desires contain the basic 
elements of the church as a whole, i.e., they are church on a small scale. These 
characteristics arc five: 

1. Koinonia; A high degree of mutuality 

Everyone in the group is committed to caring for and loving each other. This type of 
mutuality does not necessarily mean agreement. We need to be open to strangeness and 
to be able to e.xpress our differences in the context of a common faith. 

2. Diaiconia; Awareness, reflection, action, service 

Small Christian Communities seek an acute awareness of the world in which we live; this 
awareness leads to action and reflection. Action embodies the values of the gospel, to 
serve those who suffer from injustice. 

3. Leitoorgia; A network of praying communities 

The see does not live in isolation, but is connected through shared faith, prayer, and 
ritual life. 

4. Kcrvpna; A deep connection to the Christian story 

In the center of the conmiunity are the scriptures, especially the gospels. The gospels and 
the living tradition of the church form the life of the SCC's. 

5. Didachc; Growing in our knowledge of the faith 

Members of SCC's share their questions and their search. We seek to understand better 
the meaning of the faith we have received in the light of our own life experience. 
Together, we read ~the signs of the times." 
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APPENDIX E; Small Christian Community Suggested Format 
Distributed by Church of St. Joan of Arc 

Suggested Format for SCC Meetings 

The desire for spiritual growth, deeper parish connections, and a more intense Christian 
life seems best served by the following format-

• Pray: start with a solid period of prayer and ritual (e.g., 15-20 minutes). 
• Check-in: take time to share what's going on in your lives (10-15 minutes). 
• Discuss: select a topic for the meeting. The topic may come from consensus or you 

may rotate members picking the topic (60 minutes). 
• Apply: decide how to act on ideas or insights from the discussion, including action 

the group will take collectively (15 minutes). 
• Pray: close with a brief prayer or ritual. 

Thus, in the course of each meeting and over the life of the group you will experience all 
the essential elements of church: prayer and ritual, community, sharing the gospel, faith 
sharing, and action or service for charity and justice. 

More about Prayer 

SCC's at St. Joan of A.rc and elsewhere use a variety of forms of prayer, including 
spontaneous conversational prayer, silent meditation, traditional Catholic formal prayers, 
and faith sharing around the scriptures. One form that has proved particularly fruitful is 
an adaptation of the ancient tradition of "praying the scriptures" called lectio divina. 

A possible adaptation of lectio divina for your group: 

• Begin by slowly reading aloud the scripture text (e.g., the Sunday readings or gospel), 
savoring the words and images that come to mind. After a couple minutes of silence, 
the group might share what words or images initially stood out for them. 

• Read the text aloud again, this time listening more critically to the message in the 
text, its context in scripture, the ideas and values being communicated. Again, after a 
brief silence, the group might discuss the message of the text 

• Read the text aloud for a third time, slowly, and then take a longer period of silent 
time to rest with it Ask God to guide you to the meaning of this text for you. If a 
particular word or phrase speaks to you in a special way, repeat it internally, dwelling 
on it and opening yourself to God's healing or challenge. 

• This time, share aloud your prayers that are coming from this whole process: prayers 
of thanks or petition for yourself or others. 
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• Close with a simple ritual, such as joining hands to recite the Lord's Prayer, or with 
some other simple gesture. 

Some groups share this form of prayer at the beginning of their meeting, then proceed 
with the selected topic of discussion. Other groups extend the scripture sharing and it 
becomes the selected topic for the meeting, often aided by discussion guides with 
contmentaries and questions on the scripture passage (groups may obtain such guides 
from the SCC coordinator). 

Prayer and ritual in the SCC builds on daily personal prayer and weekly pariish 
worship. Both contribute to a deeper spiritual sharing in the SCC, and both extend 
beyond their boundaries to the world. The individual is the personal connecting point -
and the parish the communal connecting point - to the sufferings, hopes and joys of all 
people and creatures. 



141 

APPENDIX F: HINTS FOR SMALL GROUP LEADERS 
Distributed by Church of SL Joan of Arc 

(Taken from Resources for Small Christian Communities: A Vision of Hope) 

Positive Actions for Participants and Leaders: 

• Listening: To listen includes total attentiveness. Looking at the person who is 
speaking and not interrupting or trying to formulate your next comment helps in 
trying to understand what the other person is saying. 

• Paraphrasing: By paraphrasing, you can check to see if you did understand the other's 
comments by saying, in your own words, what you thought was said. Then ask if that 
is what the person really meant. 

• Supporting: Support and thank one another for a new insight which was shared. Often 
you can enlarge or enhance a statement after acknowledging your agreement with it. 
Others are affirmed when you acknowledge their insights or agree with their 
opinions. Enocurage one another and invite quieter individuals to share ideas. 

• Clarifying: When two people seem to misunderstand one another, paraphrasing what 
you hear sometimes helps to clarify the situation. When what youa re saying is not 
being understood, find different words to explain your meaning. 

• Focusing: You can help to focus the group when it is straying from the topic at hand. 
Ask a pertinent question when the discussion is wandering. 

• Respecting: Respect or reverence for each person is clearly evidenced by 
concentrating on each individual's positive attributes. You do not have to agree with 
everyone's opinion but each person's ideas must be respected. 

• Initiating: The freedom to initiate - to give your comments and to share your feelings 
when a topic is presented - is most important to the health of a group. Suggest new 
topics or actions to keep the group alive. 

• Relaxing: Relax in each other s company, trusting that God is present in your midst 
as you trust in the goodness of the people around you. Christian conmiunity is meant 
to be a joyful sharing with one another. 
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