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The sociology of aging and the life 
course emerged as a subfield in the 
years following World War II, often with 
a strongly applied "problem-centered" ori­
entation. Issues involving health status, pov­
erty, social isolation, and vulnerability of 
elders amid irn:reasingly mobile nuclear fam­
ilies became more visible, even though the 
percentage of older adults in American soci­
ety remained small. Widely regarded as 
a deserving constituency within political dis­
course, the older population has also benefit­
ed significantly from federal and state wel­
fare policies that have been effective in 
reducing poverty and expanding access to 
basic healthcare. These policies have contrib­
uted to increased life expectancy, overall, 
for Americans, and to a perception-partly 
true-that older people collectively have 
seen greater improvements in socio-economic 
status than have other age groups. For exam­
ple, the current poverty rate for older adults, 
roughly 8 percent, is half that for children, 
according to (admittedly inadequate) federal 
standards. 

These dynamics have led to debates about 
generational equity, even as they obscure 
sharp inter-cohort differences within the 
older population based on race and etlmicity, 
social class, and gender-inequalities that are 
stark and that we can expect to widen in tl1e 
decades to come. Golden Years? Social l11eq11al­
ity in Lnter Life, by Deborah Carr, both syn­
thesizes and advances our knowledge of 
these patterns, drawing not only on sociolo­
gy but on social psychology and human 
development, which have always enriched 
the study of aging. 
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More incisive analyses regarding age and 
well-being are now urgently needed. Within 
a decade or so, fully twenty percent of the 
U.S. population will be age 65 or older­
a conunon definition of age in social policy 
and cultural discourse-a proportion that 
has tripled since 1950. Within the aged popu­
lation, tl1e fastest growtl1 is among the 
"oldest old," aged 85 and over, a segment 
that, according to U.S. Censu<: data, has 
grown nearly 300 percent since 1960. The 
velocity of demographic i:hange and the 
accompanying challenges of providing med­
ical care and meaningful social roles in lhe 
final years of life have only intensified the 
sense of alann within and beyond policy 
circles. Against the backdrop of these con­
i:erns, the large baby boomer cohorts (num­
bering some 80 million, born between 19-!6 
and 196-!) bring wholly new situations: as 
compared with earlier cohorts, their mar­
riage rates are lower, divorce rates higher, 
and non-traditional supportive networks 
more typical, thus reducing the traditional 
"supply" of care, even as the "demand" is 
and will continue to be historically unprece­
dented. Furthermore, earlier federal and 
state policy supports, centering on the pas­
sage of Medicare, lvledii:aid (the major 
funder of long-term care), and the Older 
Americans Act in the mid-1960s, have not 
been updated or funded as required, and 
a neoliberal narrative of fiscal crisis involv­
ing the viability of these policies, as well as 
of Social Security itself, has shaken long­
held expectations about the likelihood of 
growing old with a modkum of dignity 
and security. And all of th.is is true without 
considering the impact of the Great Reces­
sion of a decade ago, which forced half or 
more of those approaching retirement to 
delay tllis transition. 

This conjunction of forces lends a darkly 
ironic meaning to tl1e phrase "golden years." 
As a compendium of data and research 
about the heterogeneous older population, 
informed by the most fruitful theoretical 
frameworks, this book, which was published 
as part of tl1e American Sodolngical Associ­
ation's Rose Series, is a superb, if not tmsur­
passed, contribution to knowledge about 
"social inequality in later life." Furthermore, 






