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Although aging is a human universal, the pace and intensity of age-related 
biological and cultural changes that occur throughout the life course are 
variable around the world. Older adulthood is often defined as commenc-
ing around age 60, resulting in many people spending nearly four decades 
of their lives in this stage. In fact, age-related changes are so heavily in-
fluenced by environmental, genetic, sociocultural, and political-economic 
variables that older adulthood is the most heterogeneous phase in one’s life 
span. The chapters in this volume will provide some key examples of these 
variations that exist for older adults around the world.
 In this book, we suggest that anthropological perspectives provide a lens 
through which we can view the process of advancing age as a biological 
and cultural experience that varies by time and place. In this way, aging 
is viewed as more than a series of physiological declines with increasing 
years; it is also a complicated process of change and adaptation throughout 
the life course (Rose et al. 2012). In contrast, senescence involves changes 
at the cellular level (Bribiescas 2020; Crews 2007, 2003), a concept first 
demonstrated by Hayflick and Moorhead (1961). Senescence is the process 
by which cells no longer proliferate, but this definition is not sufficient to 
explain the reasons for this phenomenon to occur (von Zglinicki, Wan, 
and Miwa 2020). Although there are still gaps in our knowledge regard-
ing the science of aging, integrating our biological understanding of physi-
cal changes with the lived experiences of growing older can help anthro-
pologists understand more deeply the variation in aging outcomes and 
experiences.
 For example, one common myth that continues to be perpetuated, but 
could easily be dispelled with a biocultural anthropological perspective on 
aging that utilizes cross-cultural and archaeological case studies, is that in 
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the ancient past humans rarely lived past age 30. In reality, high infant 
mortality rates tend bring down the average age at death, while some in-
dividuals lived well into their seventies or eighties (Cave and Oxenham 
2016). Additionally, skeletal aging estimates are just that, estimates, often 
based on signs of deterioration like tooth and skeletal wear patterns (Uhl 
2012). Because humans are so variable, especially throughout human pre-
history, many skeletal remains demonstrating such signs of wear will be 
given broad age estimates, such as “40+” or “50+” years of age, rather than 
more specific ranges such as 40–49 and 50–59 years of age. Such miscon-
ceptions of the anthropological data render the full life span of older adults 
in the past “invisible” (Cave and Oxenham 2016), as if it were rare for an 
individual to live past age 30, thus demonstrating the need for a more ho-
listic anthropology of aging to realize that old age has likely always existed.
 The anthropology of aging is a relatively new subfield of anthropol-
ogy, arising in its own right in the 1960s. Since that time, anthropologists 
around the globe have contributed much to the ethnographic literature on 
the process and experience of aging. Likewise, several significant reviews 
have been written about the history of the cultural anthropology of aging 
(see, for example, Cohen 1994; Fry 1981; Nydegger 1981; Perkinson and So-
limeo 2014; Sokolovsky 2020). However, the unique positionality of anthro-
pology as a holistic social science, including biological variation spanning 
the human past and present, is often neglected in such literature reviews 
that tend to focus on the medical or cultural aspects of aging in the present, 
rather than including anthropology’s biological and archaeological contri-
butions. A truly holistic anthropology of aging should include biological, 
archaeological, medical, and cultural perspectives of aging, for humans and 
our closest primate relatives. This is the beauty of anthropology; it is a field 
that allows us to “tack” across related disciplines (Park and Littleton 2013), 
such as evolutionary biology, primatology, history, and public health, to 
create a deeper intellectual framework for understanding human aging.

Theories of Aging

To appreciate a holistic anthropology of aging, let us look at some theories 
of the aging process. This section of the chapter is not meant to provide 
an exhaustive overview of the numerous theories that have been proposed 
to explain the process of aging. Instead, we examine a few key pieces of 
literature, including the work of several anthropologists in this area. 
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Chmielewski (2017, 259) and da Costa and colleagues (2016, 91) highlight 
a review conducted nearly two decades before their own reviews, where 
Medvedev (1990) considered over three hundred different theories de-
veloped to explain aging. With so many theories, researchers have had to 
create categories that cluster them under larger topics. For example, da 
Costa and colleagues (2016) have developed three categories of aging (pro-
gram, damage, and combined); Pandit and colleagues (2016) describe four 
main categories (evolutionary, molecular, cellular, systemic, and multi-
approach); while anthropologist Chmielewski (2017) has created three cat-
egories (programmed, quasi-programmed, and non-programmed); and 
anthropologist Bribiescas (2020) combines evolutionary and life-history 
approaches to consider three main theories (pleiotropy, rate of living, and 
disposable soma).
 Despite these different classification schemas, many theories of aging 
suggest that senescence is adaptive for human populations by eliminat-
ing post-productive aged individuals who would compete for resources. 
Anthropologists Bribiescas (2020) and Chmielewski (2017) discuss several 
theories of aging, including the “rate of living hypothesis,” which is focused 
on body size and basal metabolic rate (BMR) as factors in aging outcomes. 
Such cellular and molecular theories of aging focus on specific processes 
like mutations, epigenetic and genetic changes, degeneration of cells, free 
radicals, or caloric changes throughout the life course. These theories of 
aging also tend to focus on cellular damage and the gradual degeneration 
of the organism as the result of decreasing selective pressures on post-re-
productive individuals (da Costa et al. 2016). However, these theories do 
not shed light on why humans have such prolonged post-reproductive life 
spans in the first place, or why aging looks so different across the animal 
kingdom.
 We highlight these reviews of different theories of aging published 
within the last five years to emphasize how little the scientific community 
still knows about the process of human and non-human primate aging, 
despite our understanding of biochemistry, cellular biology, genetics, and 
zoology. As da Costa and colleagues (2016, 91) note, the reality is that “ger-
ontologists may have to face the possibility that there may not be a univer-
sal cause of aging valid for all living organisms.” Despite our inability to 
identify and explain the exact mechanisms that cause aging, we can still 
clearly recognize that there are great disparities in aging outcomes across 
the globe and over time.
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 Life course theory is arguably the most commonly used conceptual 
framework in the social and behavioral analysis of aging (Elder, Johnson, 
and Crosnoe 2003). This framework takes a longitudinal approach to life 
histories, utilizing ethnographic and other life record data, to investigate the 
variation that exists between individuals and groups of people in the past 
and present. The life course perspective is especially well-suited to anthro-
pological analysis because it (1) assumes that aging is a process that occurs 
from birth to death, rather than simply focusing on the lives of older adults; 
(2) includes the analysis of cross-cultural age-norms of the past and present; 
and (3) incorporates the study of older adults’ perceptions of, and experi-
ences with, the aging process (Climo 1992; Passuth and Bengston 1988). Al-
though anthropologists have long been interested in the life course, much 
early anthropological research has focused on childhood, adolescence, and 
rites of adulthood. Older adults in these early ethnographies served mainly 
as informants and culture-bearers rather than the focus of investigations 
into the lived experiences of older adults and the processes of aging. Life 
course theory, in which researchers document how life pathways and social 
experiences influence the course of development and aging in historical and 
geographic contexts, provides just one possible pathway by which anthro-
pologists can contribute to the conversation on aging.
 Another fruitful theory on an anthropology of aging is political-econ-
omy. Political-economic theories on aging, pioneered by Carroll Estes 
(1982; Estes et al. 1982), argue that aging experiences can only be under-
stood in terms of the social conditions provided by society at large (Porta-
colone and Herd 2018). Political and economic conditions often limit ac-
cess to resources, creating unequal labor distributions and other structural 
inequalities that cause premature aging as well as other adverse outcomes 
(Estes and Associates 2001). The importance of this theoretical approach 
is that it acknowledges that aging is more than a biological process that 
happens in a vacuum, and that each individual’s experience with growing 
older will be based on their place and role in their society. In the following 
chapters, biological, life course, and political-economy frameworks, as well 
as other theories, contribute to anthropological perspectives on aging.

Themes in the Book

This text constitutes a holistic look at aging from multiple anthropological 
lenses. A mixture of review articles, conceptual pieces, and original research, 



5Introduction

this book aims to elucidate the pathways through which human culture, be-
havior, and belief come to affect the aging process. Because the theoretical 
framework for this manuscript takes a holistic approach to the anthropol-
ogy of aging, these chapters likewise take a global perspective. Rather than 
focusing too heavily on U.S. content, the locale of these chapters ranges 
from Alaska to Tibet and aims to introduce the reader to the wide range 
of aging experiences and frameworks for studying such experiences. The 
book begins by considering the evolutionary and biological perspectives 
on aging through an anthropological lens (Part I), followed by the medical 
and cultural perspectives on aging (Part II), and finally anthropological 
theory and methods for researching aging (Part III). In chapter 2, Joyce 
Parga reviews the vast literature on non-human primates, focusing on the 
reproductive and social changes that occur as a result of aging. A glimpse 
into the aging of our closest animal relatives helps to frame one of science’s 
biggest questions regarding aging: Why do humans experience prolonged 
post-reproductive life spans? Parga addresses this question, as well as the 
grandmother hypothesis, in terms of decreased fertility and other social 
changes that both male and female non-human primates experience as they 
age. This concept suggests that post-reproductive females (and males) play 
an important role in the caregiving and knowledge transmission necessary 
for a productive younger generation, a concept that also appears in Sofiya 
Shreyer and Julie Hemment’s biocultural approach to grandmothering in 
Ukraine (chapter 5) and Peteneinuo Rulu and Lynnette Leidy Sievert’s life 
span perspective on menopause (chapter 6). Likewise, Britteny Howell et 
al. (chapter 9) and Ojo Melvin Agunbiade (chapter 13) provide a deeper 
look at the role of such intergenerational teaching and learning (generativ-
ity) among Alaska Native and Yoruba Elders, respectively.
 A biocultural perspective appears throughout several chapters in this 
text, tying together such concepts as human adaptability to age-related 
changes (chapter 3), the importance of the human microbiome for healthy 
aging (chapter 4), the role of childcare for grandmothers in Ukraine (chap-
ter 5), the effects of stress on menopause (chapter 6), and how skin aging 
affects health and perceptions of attractiveness (chapter 7). These chapters 
demonstrate important linkages between biological age-related changes 
and their effects on the health of human populations. These chapters re-
view the literature and provide important ethnographic examples of how 
to utilize a biocultural anthropological perspective on aging.
 Chapters 9–14 all address the complicating factors surrounding how 
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different populations of people define healthy aging. In fact, chapter 8 takes 
a step back to ask the question: Do we know our participants’ chronologi-
cal age, and does it truly matter? Suzan Yazıcı and Nilüfur Korkmaz Yay-
lagül situate the current medical practice in Turkey within a tumultuous 
history that affected accurate birth record-keeping, resulting in incorrect 
age estimations that can have implications for medical care and treatment 
recommendations. This raises the question: How can we define healthy 
aging in locations where “age” itself may hold different meanings? Such a 
question takes us from Turkey (chapter 8), the United States (chapters 9 
and 11), Tibet (chapter 10), China (chapter 12), Nigeria (chapter 13), and 
Mexico (chapter 16) to seek understanding of how older adults concep-
tualize the aging process. While Howell et al. (chapter 9) demonstrate 
the importance of generativity and engaging in subsistence activities and 
food procurement for defining healthy aging among Alaska Natives in 
the face of Westernizing influences, the same question produces differ-
ent results in Jing Wang’s study in Tibet (chapter 10), where a good old 
age is defined as increasing (inter)dependence between generations and 
renewed interest in religious devotion. In fact, increasing religiosity ex-
pressed among older adults links chapters 10, 11, and 13 in a common 
thread. While older Tibetans are trying hard to increase their chances 
for a positive rebirth, older Muslims are reinterpreting how they view 
religion and aging in terms of the neoliberal values they must negotiate 
in the United States, and older adults in Nigeria are focusing their spiri-
tuality in terms of “avoiding wickedness” and increasing engagement in 
generative teaching experiences (chapter 13).
 Meanwhile, Yan Zhang (chapter 12), Douglas Crews and Kathryn Mar-
klein (chapter 14), and Eric Griffith (chapter 16) utilize an anthropological 
lens in looking at some of the less desirable aspects of aging, such as cogni-
tive changes and increasing frailty. Zhang suggests that in China the con-
cept of dementia is so highly stigmatized that older adults may lose their 
“personhood,” and Griffith demonstrates that in Mexico older adults with 
dementia are virtually impossible to locate, since individuals and medi-
cal providers alike avoid using this unfavorable term. Avoiding cognitive 
decline and frailty is a common component of how most older adults de-
fine healthy aging, from Nigeria to Alaska and everywhere in between, but 
Crews and Marklein situate our understanding of frailty in the archaeologi-
cal record. They point out that indicators of frailty vary greatly between liv-
ing populations and skeletonized samples, and they put forth a methodol-


