
Chapter 4: Socialization      97

Frisbees, and the Pill. . . . We never heard of artifi-
cial hearts, word processors, yogurt, and guys 
wearing earrings. For us time sharing means 
togetherness—not computers and condominiums. 
(Grandpa Junior 2006)

The elderly are vitally important to the ongoing 
group in more settled agricultural societies. They are the 
founts of wisdom and carry group knowledge, experi-
ences, and traditions valued in societies where little 
change takes place. In industrial and postindustrial 
countries that continually undergo rapid changes, the 
wisdom is not as relevant. Yet the number of elderly peo-
ple is growing rapidly as medical science keeps people 
alive longer, diets improve, and diseases are brought 
under control. Average life expectancy in all of Europe’s 
28 countries was 80.6 years in 2013—83.3 for women 
and 77.8 for men, with the highest for men in Italy at 
80.3 years and for women in Spain at 86.1 years (Eurostat 
2015). In 2013, the average life expectancy in the United 
States was 78.8 years, 76 for men and 81 for women 
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 2015d; “U.S. 
Life Expectancy” 2013).

In modern systems, social participation by the elderly 
often drops after retirement. Retirement is a rite of pas-
sage to a new status, like that of marriage or parenthood, 
for which there is little preparation. As a result, retired 
people sometimes feel a sense of uselessness when they 
abruptly lose their occupational status. Retirees in 
Western societies generally have many years of life yet to 
live. The most socially satisfied retirees tend to develop 
hobbies, enjoy sports, volunteer their time, travel, or have 
new jobs they can pursue after they retire.

Dying is the final stage of life (Kübler-Ross 1997). 
Death holds different meanings in different cultures: pass-
ing into another life, a time of judgment, a waiting for 
rebirth, or a void and nothingness. In some religious 
groups, people work hard or do good deeds because they 
believe that they will be rewarded in an afterlife or with 
rebirth to a better status in the next life on Earth. Thus, 
beliefs about the meaning of death can affect how people 
live their lives and how they cope with dying and death.

Each stage of the life cycle involves socialization into 
new roles in the social world. Many social scientists have 
studied these developmental stages and contributed 
insights into what happens at each stage (Clausen 1986; 
Gilleard and Higgs 2015; Handel et al. 2007; Papalia, 
Feldman, and Martorell 2015; Piaget 1989; Putt 2014). For 
example, some sociologists focus their research on the 
study of old age (gerontology) and death and dying.

Death ends the lifelong process of socialization, a pro-
cess of learning social rules and roles and adjusting to them. 
When an individual has passed on, society continues. New 
members are born, are socialized into the social world, pass 
through roles once held by others, and eventually give up 
those roles to younger members. Cultures provide guide-
lines for each new generation to follow. The social world per-
petuates itself and outlives the individuals who populate it.

Thinking Sociologically
How were you socialized to view death and dying? 
What have you learned in your family about how to 
cope with death? Is death a taboo topic?

The Process of Resocialization
If you have experienced life in the military, a boarding school, a 
convent, a mental facility, or a prison or had a major transition 
in your life such as divorce or the death of a spouse or child, 
you have experienced resocialization. Resocialization is the 
process of shedding one or more social positions and taking 
on others, which involves learning new norms, behaviors, and 
values suitable to the newly acquired status (Goffman 1961). 
Resocialization may take place in a total institution—a place 
that cuts people off from the rest of society and totally controls 
their lives in the process of resocialization. These include pris-
ons, mental hospitals, monasteries, concentration camps, 
boarding schools, and military barracks. Bureaucratic regi-
mentation and the manipulation of residents for the conve-
nience of the staff is part of the routine (Goffman 1961).

Some retirees, rather than taking up hobbies, decide on a part-time 
job, like this man, who enjoys people and is now a “greeter” at 
Walmart. Others take on a postretirement job because they need the 
income.
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