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The recognition of old age: critical perspectives from
vocational training

By Haydee Chamorro Garcia' and Natali Marcela Sdnchez Chauca?

We can say that we are in an initial process of changing the paradigm
of old age, which calls us to continue rethinking old age, thus,

in plural, and to do so from critical perspectives that allow us to
deconstruct negative stereotypes and prejudices of old age that persist
and are reproduced in our daily practices, naturalizing the exclusion
of older adults. Thinking about old age from critical perspectives
implies, therefore, to problematize the various structural dynamics
that restrict people’s freedom, autonomy, functionality and social and
political participation, reproducing the conception that certain bodies
have more value than others because of their usefulness to the system

In this we discuss a topic of great relevance for our societies: old age as a field of
research and teaching in Social Work. The conversation presented here is nourished
by the reflections arising from the academic training experience at the Universidad
Nacional Mayor de San Marcos (UNMSM) in Peru, developed by the teaching team
formed by social workers Haydee Chamorro Garcia and Natali Sdnchez Chauca during
2021. This conversation reflects some of their concerns regarding the way in which the
population is aging in the context of deepening inequality gaps in Peru, which we also
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see transversally in Latin America. They also share with us their lessons learned and
proposals for thinking, from these concerns, the inclusion of a critical gerontological
perspective in the training of future generations of social workers. We thank Haydee
and Natali for sharing these discussions in our journal.

Haydee: As in other countries in the region, we know that the Peruvian population is
aging by leaps and bounds. We are living longer and longer, but under what conditions
are we doing so? There are still large inequality gaps and structural discrimination
mechanisms that affect old age and are exacerbated by multiple hierarchies of oppression
throughout the life course, such as the fact of being a woman and rural, among other
identity categories that are configured in situations of social exclusion that affect the
elderly.

Based on the most recent report of the National Institute of Statistics and Informatics
(INEI, 2022), the number of older adults amounts to 13% of the total population of
Peru, which represents approximately 5,018,485 people. It is important to note that,
as is the case worldwide, one of the characteristics of the population aging process in
Peru is its feminization: a greater proportion of older women as a result of their greater
longevity. At the national level, households with at least one member aged 60 years
or older amount to 38.9%, and this percentage will continue to increase, because even
after the Covid-19 pandemic, the evidence shows that the process of population aging
continues worldwide.

Natali: It is important to contextualize aging in Peruvian society, because in recent times
there have been significant regulatory advances for the recognition of the rights of older
adults. For example, accession to the Inter-American Convention on the Protection of
the Human Rights of Older Persons -hereinafter Convention-, came into force on March
31, 2021 and so far has meant a regulatory framework whose definitions, approaches
and rights guide and strengthen the current national regulations. We now have the
National Multisectoral Policy for Older Persons (PNMPAM), approved in June 2021,
which recognizes structural discrimination against older persons as a public problem
and contains a series of objectives and guidelines that, through differentiated services,
establish responsibilities for the different levels of government and sectors of the State.
It is also important to note that we have the Law on Older Adults, published on July
21, 2016, and its Regulations, published in 2018 and updated in July 2021, within the
framework of the contents of the Convention.
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Despite these significant advances that have allowed a first approach to the normative
recognition of the rights of older adults, for the construction of processes that allow a
paradigm shift regarding the understanding of old age and aging there are still great steps
to be taken. The recognition of the rights of older adults also implies social recognition
and, with it, changes in practices and narratives towards and with old age in everyday
life and in institutions. A change of paradigm means, among other aspects, a change in
the way of conceiving life, its course and the subjects that in the present continuum live
old age.

Haydee: Exactly. With the regulations approved in 2021, Peru has made great strides.
However, as we have mentioned above, we can say that we are still in an initial
process of paradigm shift of old age, which calls us to continue rethinking old age,
thus, in plural, and to do so from critical perspectives, which allow us to deconstruct
stereotypes and negative prejudices of old age that persist and are reproduced in our
daily practices, naturalizing the exclusion of older adults. Thinking about old age
from critical perspectives implies problematizing the various structural dynamics that
restrict people’s freedom, autonomy, functionality and social and political participation,
reproducing the conception that certain bodies have more value than others because of
their usefulness to the system.

This conception is materialized in discriminatory and exclusionary practices that, in the
case of older adults, place them in a position of subalternity with respect to hegemonic
models linked to the body, age, gender and ethnic origin and identity that translate into,
as Rita Segato (2007) states, a young, heterosexual, masculine and white male “one”
that produces and reproduces in the system.

Under this logic of exclusion, the lives of older adults develop in adverse scenarios that
limit their lives and the viability of being with others, in line with what Butler states
about some human beings not being recognized as human at all and this leads them to
another viable order of life (in Danel, 2019), an inferior one. In this sense, from critical
perspectives we can also question the impact of oppressive systems in the daily lives of
many people throughout their life course and that in old age is identified in social and
economic gaps, which in Peru are represented in much higher proportions than in other
age groups, and even more so if we are talking about women and diversities.

Natali: This is related to what Carballeda (2020) says, in the sense that Social Work
has the ability to look at the singular (individuals, collectives in their daily lives)
without losing sight of the structural and systematic, territorially located. It has the
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capacity to analyze and make visible the micro and the macro-social from a situated
and intersectional perspective. From critical positions this is particularly important, as
it retakes the agency and autonomy of the subject within the social, being even more
relevant in the Latin American territory, due to our socio-historical processes of colonial
domination and emancipatory struggles. Therefore, betting on a critical social praxis
with old age, from Social Work, makes emancipatory processes viable that take as a
central element the lives of the subjects, their voices, interests, demands and proposals
for change.

Haydee: This bet is even more crucial when we are on a path of recovery from the
Covid-19 pandemic, which exacerbated old ageism and age discrimination in old age
by appealing to protectionist discourses and practices, which limited the rights and
freedoms of older adults in a context of socio-health emergency.

In short, given that Social Work is located at the intersection between the macro
and the micro-social, it has the great power - and responsibility - to open paths of
deconstruction of imaginaries, narratives and practices that are socio-culturally rooted
and institutionally reproduced. From a critical stance, we can develop a different way
of thinking and do something else with old age.

Natali: In this sense, it is worth asking about the role that academia and schools of
Social Work have in terms of proposing critical views to address old age as a field of
intervention, contributing to meaningful social processes and public management. The
development of thinking and doing with old age from critical perspectives generates
significant impacts at the level of social processes, as it allows to dispute meanings in
the individual and collective daily life, in order to build relational processes between
the different generations that make up the social. That is, to open paths of respect and
intergenerational sharing.

This has a significant impact on the design of public policies, and through them, on the
implementation of programs and services for the elderly population. From a critical
perspective, we are committed to designing public policies that recognize older adults
as subjects of rights, thus acknowledging their diversity, their capacity for agency, as
well as the structural inequalities that have caused many people to be left behind. Based
on this recognition, the issue of the multiethnic and multilingual elderly that make up
the cultural diversity of Peru, and which, in fact, is a characteristic present in our sister
countries in Latin America, can be incorporated into the public agenda. In the same
way, it makes visible the social issue of female old age and sexual diversity within the
framework of a patriarchal and heteronormative system. Finally, it allows us to identify
the capacitism present in the aging processes that limits the full interaction between the
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subjects and their environment, thus generating greater isolation and dependence.
What does it mean that the management of programs and services should recognize
older adults as subjects of rights? It means that their planning, execution and evaluation
should be carried out within the framework of the human rights of older adults, in
order to guarantee a management free of stereotypes and negative prejudices about old
age. The management should be carried out in the country’s territories, since they are
so diverse in their historical-social processes and cultural characteristics. Finally, and
no less important, public management from critical perspectives of old age and aging
assumes interdependence and co-responsibility in care -a topic that is very relevant in
the social issue of old age-, for which the State is also responsible. This is a relevant
issue to highlight, because in Peru, as in many Latin American countries, there is still
no Public Care System.

On the other hand, through the experiences of sister countries in the region, we have been
able to learn about the impact of critical perspectives on thinking and doing with old
age within the academic environment, connecting academic-professional training with
the social issue of aging and old age from perspectives other than the hegemonic ones
that, in the Academy, are still materializing in narratives and practices that homogenize
the aging process and reduce old age to pathological situations. Based on critical views,
in countries such as Argentina, Chile and Uruguay, for example, the subject of old
age and aging has been incorporated as a course within the curricula; likewise, new
spaces for academic extension have been opened, such as areas of specialization and
interdisciplinary scientific production in the field of gerontology, and research groups
that seek to contribute to public policies in this area.

Haydee: Being the largest and oldest public university in Peru (founded in 1551, the
Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos (UNMSM), better known as San Marcos),
we have been interested in investigating the proposals of the professional schools that
have in their curricula a course related to old age and aging. Due to its trajectory and
history -and also because we belong to this university-, it is important to highlight how
San Marcos has been incorporating topics related to old age and aging in the academic-
professional training of its students.

We found that in the wide diversity of professional schools of this house of studies,
until 2018, only three incorporated within their curricular plan courses that referred to
old age: Psychology, Medicine and Nursing. As a first reference we find the course of
Intervention in Gerontology in the school of Psychology. The objective of this course
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was to develop technical-procedural competencies for intervention in the problem
of human aging. In this regard, it is striking that they spoke of “problem” and not
of situation. It should be noted that this course is no longer included in the current
curriculum. In the case of Medicine and Nursing, the aim is to train students to recognize
pathologies associated with old age and the health care of the elderly. In sum, we can
infer that in both schools, the biomedical approach associated with the implementation
of these courses prevails. This characteristic is not gratuitous, since it obeys a paradigm
of old age understood as a disease, i.e., prevalently associated with the deterioration and
decline of the body.

Natali: Let’s talk about the experience at the Professional School of Social Work at
UNMSM. The School of Social Work is part of the Faculty of Social Sciences of the
Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos. On November 18,2020, it obtained national
accreditation by the National System of Evaluation, Certification and Accreditation of
Educational Quality (SINAEACE), being the first of six schools of the Faculty of Social
Sciences to achieve this.

As part of this accreditation process, in 2018 its curricular plan was updated in order to
strengthen the competencies of students, further connecting academic training with the
complexity of social reality. It is in this process that the Social Gerontology course is
incorporated as an elective subject for the seventh cycle. This course was implemented
for the first time in 2021, still in the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, so it was
developed virtually.

The objective of this course was to analyze the approaches to old age, the aging process,
international and national standards, as well as the development agendas of older adults;
likewise, to analyze and discuss public policies, programs and public services for this
age population, reviewing the actions of Social Work in them. It is worth mentioning
that in this first cohort there was a large number of students, with more than 30 enrolled.
What topics were included in the syllabus of this first cohort of the Social Gerontology
course? First of all, the theories, approaches and concepts of old age and aging, as well
as the national reality of older adults and the international and national regulations for
their protection and promotion of rights in connection with public policies for protection,
promotion and social inclusion. It also included a unit to learn about and analyze the
institutions, programs and social services aimed at older adults in Peru. In addition, the
topic of organization and social participation of older adults was developed. Finally, the
professional actions of Social Work with this age group were addressed.
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Haydee: Something very interesting was the methodology on which the course was
based. An active teaching-learning method was used. Since it was developed virtually,
we made use of synchronous and asynchronous collaborative work tools in order to make
the exchange between all of us feasible. During the classes, expository and questioning
techniques were used, as well as the exchange of points of view and group work. One of
them consisted of conducting interviews with elderly people from social organizations,
a very significant work, both for the students and for the elderly participants.

Seminars and thematic discussions were also organized for each unit, which were open
to the community due to the interest that the School took in making the course and the
topics covered in each one of them visible.

We noticed that there were many expectations on the part of the students, a lot of
interest in knowing the regulatory framework oriented to older adults in Peru and, with
this, to recognize their rights in society. We observed a marked interest in learning
about the situation of the elderly in Peru, with emphasis on the gaps and discrimination;
this under the premise that we were in a process of social upheaval as a result of the
Covid-19 pandemic that affected, mainly, the elderly.

The participatory construction of social action routes, from Social Work, around the
existing gaps in the older adult population, was also highly valued by the students.
Natali: This process resulted in several lessons learned: first, the identification of
negative stereotypes and prejudices towards old age among the students, who emphasize
that the course has allowed them to initiate a process of deconstruction of narratives and
practices that reproduce old age and are rooted in everyday life.

On the other hand, it was also important to learn about the situation of old age through
the voice of its protagonists: organized older adults. This learning was strengthened
through the seminars and discussions organized within the framework of the course,
with the participation of representatives of various organizations, such as the National
Association of Organizations of Older Adults of Peru - ANAMPER Network, the
National Association of Older Adults - ANAM Peru, the International Network for the
Prevention of Elder Abuse - INPEA Peru, the Collective for the Rights of Older Adults
- Reflection and Action, the Coordinator of Representatives of Organizations of Older
Adults and People Committed to the Defense of their Rights of Lima and Callao -
COORDEPAM, and the District Network of Older Adults of Callao.
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Another valuable learning experience was the knowledge of the national regulations
oriented to older adults and their link with binding international normative documents,
such as the Inter-American Convention on the Protection of the Human Rights of Older
Persons, to which Peru adhered just two months before the beginning of the course.

In addition, the students suggested the inclusion of topics related to old age from a
gender perspective, continuing education as a right, care and social protection of the
elderly population, as well as age discrimination in old age and old ageism, in order to
continue deepening the field of social gerontology in subsequent cohorts of the course.
Haydee: I had the pleasure of being called by the professor in charge of the Social
Gerontology course at the Professional School of Social Work, Dr. Esther Vidal
Cérdova, to support the development of the course, focusing mainly on the organization
of seminars and discussions in each of the units. This call was very relevant for
me because the professor recognized my trajectory of specialization and militant
commitment in the gerontological field. Likewise, this first cohort allowed me and
Natali to get to know each other, and it definitely meant a turning point for both of us,
since it made it possible for us to meet and reaffirm that old age is a problematic field of
professional intervention - hence the importance of having included this course within
the curriculum of our school. However, it seems appropriate to rethink the definition
of the course in terms of its incorporation in the curriculum as an elective. Due to
the socio-demographic context we are going through at a national and Latin American
level, and the increasingly accelerated process of population aging, why not consider
this course as a mandatory one? And, since many pre-professional practice centers have
elderly people as their user population, could it be even more convenient that this course
be taken in the third year cycles (at the beginning of the specialty) and not in the fourth
year? These are questions that we ask ourselves as a starting point in this long road that
began with its implementation.

Natali: In short, the course of Social Gerontology means a way for Social Work to
problematize the social issue of old age, betting on reconfiguring the still hegemonic
perspectives regarding older adults, as well as the methodologies implemented in the
different devices of attention to this age group, in order not to continue reproducing old
age narratives and practices, which unfortunately still persist in the institutions and in
our daily life.

Haydee: We hope that this dialogue motivates reflection on how to make a critical turn
in our understanding and problematization of old age and aging.

Natali: Thank you very much.

Octubre 2022.Vol. 2, Num. 4, 196-206, ISSN 2735-6620, DOI: 10.5354/2735-6620.2022.6862 1



Propuestas Criticas en Trabajo Social - Critical Proposals in Social Work

INTERVIEW

Photographs captured on screen on August 27,2021 in the virtual event called “Dialogue
of experiences and knowledge: the organization and participation of older adults in
Peru”, with the outstanding participation of representatives of organizations of older
adults in Peru. .

“Nothing about older adults without older adults.”

Source: Natali Sdnchez’s personal archives.
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Senior Connection, social entrepreneurship that provides consultancy and develops
social projects in the gerontological field with the Central Government, local
governments, private institutions, academia, and the community. https://www.facebook.
com/ConexionAdultoMayor
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