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In this review I attempt, in rather few pages, to 

do justice to a collection of textbooks in a 

dynamic subfield of sociology, that of aging and 

the life course. The challenge is all the greater 

because of the multidisciplinary nature of this 

subfield and its history of development through a 

close dialogue between scholarly and applied/ 

policy concerns. There has long been a produc

tive tension between the integrative and 

theoretical ambitions of the field-which one of 

the founders, Matilda White Riley (1988), ele

gantly described as promising to "provide an 

analytical framework for understanding the inter

play between human lives and changing social 

structures" (p. 24)-and a more problem

centered orientation toward decline, disability, 

and dependence among people in later life. 

Certainly since Carroll Estes's (1979) critique, 

The Aging E11terprise, the point of departure for 

many sociologists, particularly those focusing on 

inequality and health, has been Estes's argument 

that "politics, economics, and social structure 

have far more to do with the role and status of the 

aged than does the aging process and its effects 

on the individual" (p. 221). 

Though important, this tension captures only a 

segment of a broader spectrum of issues sociolo

gists of aging seek to explain, which, as Bengston, 

Rice, and Johnson (1999:9-10) note, encompasses 

(1) the aged and issues specific to this subpopula

tion, (2) agi11g as a developmental a11d normative

process across the life course, and (3) the study of

age as a structural basis of social organization and

distribution, for example, in social policies




















