Social and Cultural Identity Development in Post-modern Society

Historically speaking, age categories have been the most important variables in shaping life experiences and social relationships, although other aspects, such as class, gender and ethnicity have also been important, especially when it comes to structural inequalities (Hunt, 2005, p. 32). In contemporary Western societies age categories continue to have different access to power, status, material resources and citizenship (Pilcher, 1995, cited in Hunt, 2005, p. 34). But the construct of social identity is affected by structural changes of social institutions, consumption and globalisation as well (Hunt, 2005, p. 33). 

According to Erik Erikson (1951), role confusion is especially characteristic for adolescents while they are searching a coherent and vocational identity. Hunt (2005, pp. 103-124) suggested that youths are obliged to make readjustment to social roles and expectations and to deal with intergenerational challenges. They are adjusting their personality and identity and constructing a view about many areas of life. Biological changes accompanied by emotional upheavals caused by hormones around puberty make this readjustment even more difficult. The youth remains a relatively separate phase of life, often considered deviant and problematic by older generations. Hunt noted that as a response to challenges, they develop subcultures. Subculture might be defined as a group of interacting individuals experiencing common problems and experiences, who develop a particular expression and lifestyle. 

Hunt (2005, pp. 107-108) noted that while family ties weakened in the last few decades, consumption and lifestyle started to construct identity. Contemporary youth subcultures went through a process of commodification. As a result, the youth culture is manipulated by the corporate world that have sought to explore the 'youth market'. Adolescents are emotionally attached to brands. It is part of their identities, the same as style, music and leisure, which provide symbolic and status purposes as well. 

Education also influences identity. Hunt (2005, p. 95) suggested that there are positive changes in the education since many governments have a commitment to achieve equality and to develop meritocracy. But there are still problems in education. For example, poorer families cannot afford private education. Also, Bourdieu suggested, educational criteria adjust to the dominant culture, so working class students have difficulties to succeed, which reproduce inequality (Giddens and Sutton, 2013, p. 883). 

Education is linked to work. As Hunt (2005, p. 147) suggested, work is an important status marker of adult life. Capacity to earn, being independent, integrating to the adult world and undertaking responsibility roles come through the opportunities offered by the employment. Occupational rewards determine life chances and opportunities through the life course. Whether someone can forge an identity of one's preference also largely deepens from employment. According to Hunt (2005, pp. 147-168), the status of the person's work frequently determines how they perceive themselves and what others can tell about them. She stated that leisure, especially through consumption, dominates our lives. It is possible to suggest that nowadays leisure is replacing work to a greater extent. However, not all social groups are able to escape into more leisure and it is clear that work continues to shape leisure activities.

Rapoport and Rapoport (1975, cited in Hunt, 2005, pp. 162-163) argued that life-cycle along with the family life is largely responsible for shaping leisure, however, it is also influenced by the class. Rapoport identified four major stages in the life-cycle, where each one is having a different attitudes to work, family and leisure: Adolescence − where the major preoccupation is a quest for personal identity; Young adulthood − where the interest is creating a social identity that reflects the concerns with occupational relationships and friendship; the Establishment Phase − where people try to establish a satisfying lifestyle where home-centred leisure is more central; and the Later Years includes  a sense of social and personal integration. Rapoport argued that patterns of leisure nonetheless vary on other variables as health and income. 

Similarly to Rapaport, Erikson (1951) stated that young adults are looking for deep and long-lasting relationships and intimacy while they are developing an ability to experience love and commitment to others. Erikson pointed out that during this period they are focusing on career choice as well. Whereas people in mid-adulthood seek to be creative and productive and make a contribution to society and to future generations, while they are concerned about others in the wider sense.

Levinson et al. (1978 cited in Hunt, 2005, pp. 19-20) made a life-cycle model, which is slightly different from Eriksons's model. He stated that early adulthood includes adult transition (17-22), entering the adult world (22-28), mature adult transition (28-33) and a settling down period (28-33). For many people this meant leaving the family home, getting married, setting up a new home, moving house, becoming a parent and maintaining a household and career. However, in late- and post-modernity fixed definitions of life stages have been impacted by numerous transformations − e.g. globalisation, technology, cultural and economic trends, changes in family life etc. (Hunt, 2005, pp. 24-32).

According to Hunt (2005, pp. 126-127), family has a large influence on the experiences in adulthood. Relationships form integral and vital aspects of self and identity. She argued that in the twenty-first century sexual relationships and mate-selection patterns are changing and divorces are common. Family relations are matters of choice which is closely allied to individualism. Hunt stated that these changes 'have considerable impact on the life course in terms of risks and discontinuities, alongside increasing opportunity and challenges'.

According to Perkins and Thorns (2012, pp. 13-23), place-based experiences are also defining characteristics of everyday life for most people. The sense of place and identity is affected by local and global social, cultural and environmental influences. However, they suggested that globalisation may homogenize experiences of different places across the globe. They pointed out that the widespread use of television and the development of shopping malls also contribute to this trend. 

According to Hunt (2005, pp. 169-175), it is frequently assumed that early adulthood is a relatively stable period, following the tribulations of adolescents and that mid-life period of  the uncomfortable decline of old age which follows. She also suggested that mid-life is perceived as a juncture between physical and mental growth and decline in the life course, which is associated with crisis. Women are especially affected both physically (i.e. menopause) and emotionally. Males have some loss of vitality and there are hormonal changes as well. Hunt noted that while women's menopausal states may be perceived as a danger to themselves and others, the popularised view of men's 'crisis' is associated with a kind of 'ladish' disposition or return to adolescents. Yet, she argued that mid-life has different meanings in other cultures and people might have different experiences as well. 

Lambley (1995, Hunt, 2005, p. 180) believes that coping with mid-life involves trying to remake self-identity and to establish one's personality against social stereotypes about the ageing process. Neugarten (1971, Hunt, 2005, p. 177)  found that people distinguish middle age from other stages by the signs of bodily ageing, alterations in family structure and changes in career. The recognition of being located between the two generations is an awareness of feeling less involved with their children and identifying more with their parents. In a later research Robert Atchley (1988, Hunt, 2005, p. 177) suggested that 'middle age (ages 40-55) is the period of life when a person initially becomes aware of the fact that s/he is aging'.

According to Hunt (2005, pp. 178), one social role which some mid-life people have to deal with is being a grandparent, which is often portrayed by the media as associated with old age, however, it is increasingly the case that grandparenthood is occurring among middle-aged people. Even if a grandparent role is not part of the life of all those in mid-life, for many others this period frequently involves seeing their own children  growing up, perhaps to enter higher education or start marriage or cohabitation with someone else (Hunt, 2005, p. 179).

Hunt (2005, pp. 177-178) argued that medicalisation is especially characteristic in mid-life, due to psychological, physical and behavioural 'problems'. For example, mid-life men can start an extensive use of Viagra to stave off ageing and 'prove something to themselves'. It is believed this could be the reason of the increasing extra-marital affairs and divorce rate in mid-life. Hunt (2005, p. 181-182) pointed out that many have a fear that time is running out so they have an urgent desire to maximise experiences. But due to the media, now, it seems to be acceptable that middle-aged people will try to put the 'biological clock' back if they have the time and money to make this effort. The costumer society offers a wide range of resources that can reduce the effects of ageing, such as body creams, face lifts or spare-part surgery.  But, she argued that middle-life is still not abolished. Actually, 'in a youth-oriented society, being middle aged still means being older if not yet elderly'.

Hunt (2005, pp. 33-39) argued that societies attach different meanings to a particular time of life. For example, in pre-industrial societies older people tend to have higher status, more power than in modern societies, but nowadays, there is an emphasis on fitness and vitality of 'youth'. Moreover, younger people often dismiss the elderly, because they seem unaware of new trends and developments in the contemporary world. Infantilisation and negative generalisation of the elderly are also common. She also pointed out that as life expectancy has risen, it increased the elderly population, which generated a great demand for social forces and welfare programs and this may add to the stigma of old age. 

As youthfulness is emphasised, ageing may bring fear, frustration and self-doubt among the elderly, which shape self-perception and experiences of the old age (Hamel, 1990 cited in Hunt, 2005, p. 187). Hunt noted that the perception and the construction of the old age often lead to a loss of social role as major tasks like having a career and starting a family are accomplished. She also pointed out that older persons' responsibilities decline and they become more dependent on others because of reduced income and physical abilities. However, she pointed out that most people cope fairly with the challenges of growing old, so their self-esteem and evaluation is not necessarily negative (Hunt, 2005, p. 195). The activity theory proposes that to the extent elderly people disengage from society, they should find new roles and responsibilities to replace those left behind and they should be encouraged to be more socially active, especially if they are alone − e.g. widow/widower or divorced (Hunt, 2005, pp. 196-199). 

According to Hunt (2005, p. 199), differences of occupational reward, ethnicity and gender can affect older people as they do younger generations. Those in higher social classes have far more economic security, access to better medical care and more options for personal satisfaction which affect opportunities, lifestyles and choices. 

According to Blakie (1999, cited in Hunt, 2005, p. 202) the Western society is having a cultural problem with very old people. The elderly people near to the end of their life are especially stigmatized, infantilised and institutionalised. Hunt (2005, p. 204) suggested that they are often abused and subject to a violence. Causes of abuse are often the stress of caring.

Erikson (1951) suggested that in late adulthood, individuals evaluate what has been accomplished in life. They also try to accept death. While Hunt (2005, p. 208) noted that as other significant milestones of life (i.e. birth), old age and death are also medicalised. She pointed out, most of the dying are isolated from the rest of the society and they are not surrounded by the people they know and love. By knowing this, Hunt asserted, they have more fear and they are more distressed than the elderly in societies where people directly observe death and where dying is more discussed. 

Occupational rewards and prosperity can influence life choices and opportunities. They are linked with consumerism, leisure and lifestyle as well, which keep representing people's status and they are labelling their identity. Although life stages are slightly eroded due to medicalisation and extended life expectancy, changes in career, family structure and the physical appearance still marker self-identity. Many people deny to accept old age and death despite the fact that they remain inevitable. 

References

Atchley, R. (1988) The Sociology of Retirement, Cambridge, MA: Shenkman.

Blakie, A. (1999) Ageing and Popular Culture, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Erikson, E. (1995 [1951]) Childhood and Society. London: Vintage.

Giddens, A. and Sutton, P. W. (2013) Sociology. 7th edition. New Jersey: John Wiley & Sons Inc 

Hamel, R. (1990) 'Raging Against Aging', American Demographics, 12(3), pp. 42-45.

Hunt, S. (2005) The Life Course: A Sociological Introduction, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Lambley, P. (1995) The Middle-Aged Rebel: Responding to the Challenges of Midlife, New York: Element Books.

Levinson, D., Darrow, C., Klein, C., Levinson, M. & Braxton, B. (1978) The Seasons of a Man's Life, New York: Alfred A. Knopf.

Neugarten, B. (1965) Norms, Age Constrains, and Adult Socialisation, Glenview, IL: Scott: Foreman.

Perkins, H. C., & Thorns, D. C (2012) Place, Identity & Everyday life in a Globalizing World, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Pilcher, J. (1995) Age and Generation in the Modern Britain, Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Rapoport, R. & Rapoport, R. (1975) Leisure and the Life-Cycle, London: Routledge.

7

