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Abstract
Contesting previous deficit-orientedmodels of ageing by focusing on the resources and potential of older people, concepts
of ‘successful’, ‘productive’, and ‘active ageing’ permeate social policy discourses and agendas in ageing societies. They not
only represent descriptive categories capturing the changing realities of later phases of life, but also involve positive visions
and prescriptive claims regarding old age. However, the evaluative and normative content of these visions and claims is
hardly ever explicitly acknowledged, let alone theoretically discussed and justified. Therefore, such conceptions of ‘ageing
well’ have been criticised for promoting biased policies that privilege or simply impose particular practices and lifestyles.
This appears problematic as it can obstruct or even effectively foreclose equal chances of leading a good life at old age.
Against this backdrop, our contribution aims to discuss current conceptions of active ageing from an ethical point of view.
Starting from an analysis of policy discourses and their critique, we first examine the moral implications of prominent
conceptions of active ageing, focusing on evaluative and normative premises. By employing philosophical approaches, we
analyse these premises in light of a eudemonistic ethics of good life at old age and detect fixations, shortcomings, and
blind spots. Finally, we discuss consequences for ethically informed active ageing research and policies, highlighting the
interrelations between one-sided ideals of ageing well and social discrimination and exclusion.

Keywords
active ageing; discourse; ethics; gerontology; good life; philosophy

Issue
This article is part of the issue “Old-Age Exclusion”, edited byWouter De Tavernier (KU Leuven, Belgium) andMarja Aartsen
(OsloMet—Oslo Metropolitan University, Norway).

© 2019 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY).

1. Introduction

On its website, the International Council on Active Aging
([ICAA], 2018) commits to “the conviction that people
can significantly improve the quality of their later years
by staying active and fully engaged in life”. The network,
withmore than 10.000members in 37 countries, has ded-
icated itself to the idea of active ageing and its public pro-
motion and economic exploitation. Itsmission statement
declares that the ICAA aims “to dispel society’s myths

about aging” and “to empower aging Baby Boomers and
older adults to improve their quality of life and maintain
their dignity” (ICAA, 2018).

The example highlights central aspects of contempo-
rary active ageing discourses. It first illustrates how the
idea of active ageing permeates media, policy, and in-
dustry reasoning and communication in ageing societies.
Furthermore, it shows that ‘active ageing’ not only rep-
resents a descriptive category capturing the changing re-
alities of later phases of life. As the quotes make clear,
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the concept challenges previous deficit-oriented models
of ageing—“society’s myths about aging”—and empha-
sises the resources and potential of older people. In do-
ing so, positive visions and prescriptive claims regard-
ing old age come into play, in this case, “quality of life”
and “dignity”.

However, the evaluative and normative content of
such visions and claims is hardly ever acknowledged, let
alone discussed and justified. They often simply seem
to mirror the value system of the respective era, politi-
cal agenda, or sociocultural context. Consequently, con-
ceptions of active ageing have been criticised for pro-
moting biased policies that privilege or impose particu-
lar practices and lifestyles (Timonen, 2016). In the con-
text of modern pluralistic societies and liberal democra-
cies, this appears problematic as it can obstruct or even
foreclose equal chances of leading a good life at old age
(e.g., for people with disabilities, chronic diseases, cog-
nitive impairments, socio-cultural minorities, or socio-
economically underprivileged groups).

Against this backdrop, our contribution aims to dis-
cuss conceptions of active ageing from an ethical point
of view. We first provide an overview of contemporary
policy discourses on active ageing. On this basis, we iden-
tify and examine the moral implications of prominent
conceptions of active ageing and its critique, focusing
on evaluative and normative premises regarding activity
and lifestyle. In the next step, we employ philosophical
approaches in order to analyse these premises in light of
a eudemonistic ethics of good life at old age and detect
fixations, shortcomings, and blind spots. Finally, we dis-
cuss consequences for ethically informed active ageing
research and policies, highlighting the interrelations be-
tween one-sided ideals of ageing well and social discrimi-
nation and exclusion from the good life. As we will argue,
introducing an ethical perspective can help strengthen
the argumentative foundations of the debate by clarify-
ing underlying values and norms.

2. Active Ageing and Its Discontents

Scientific discussions on active ageing started to boom
at the beginning of the 2000s in response to the 2002
World Health Organization (WHO) strategy. The publica-
tion figures reached double-digits in 2004. While there
were only 176 publications from 2000 to 2009, the num-
ber tripled to 481 from 2010 to 2018.1 By now, the con-
cept of active ageing has come into common usage not
only in policy (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1078), but also in geron-
tology and social science (van Dyk, 2014, p. 94).

There are various views on the concept’s origins.
Boudiny (2013, p. 1077) traces it back to the activity the-
ory of ageing in the 1960s. Contesting the contempo-
rary disengagement theory, this approach assumed that
staying active and keeping up social participation were
preconditions of sustained health, quality of life, and so-
cial utility in old age. Moulaert and Biggs (2013) focus

on the emergence of active ageing in international pol-
icy during the G7 and G8 Summits in the late 1990s but
also acknowledge an “enduring presence” (Moulaert &
Biggs, 2013, p. 26) in gerontology since the 1920s (see
also Katz, 1996). Walker (2002) describes active ageing
as a relatively new concept in politics, but sees its ori-
gins in the gerontological discourse on successful age-
ing (Rowe & Kahn, 1987), highlighting the idea of age-
ing successfully by maintaining values and activity pat-
terns of middle adulthood (Havighurst, 1961; Havighurst
& Albrecht, 1953).

There is also little agreement on the exact mean-
ing of active ageing (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1078). The term
does not stand for a discrete concept but is often in-
tertwined with ideas of healthy, productive, or success-
ful ageing (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1078; Katz, 2013; Walker,
2002, p. 122). In comparison to these related interpre-
tations of ageing well, the discussion around active age-
ing is rather young and its popularity is fuelled by polit-
ical rather than gerontological discourses (Walker, 2002,
p. 122). Boudiny distinguishes three kinds of definitions:
“unidimensional approaches” (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1079),
“multidimensional approaches” (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1082),
and approaches “transcending the behavioural level”
(Boudiny, 2013, p. 1084). Unidimensional approaches
focus on only one aspect, usually physical activity or
employment. By contrast, multidimensional approaches
also consider other dimensions of life such as social
and leisure activities. Approaches transcending the be-
havioural level further widen the scope by including fac-
tors like autonomy, social support, economic circum-
stances, and especially health and independence.

The emergence of active ageing in international pol-
icy was widely welcomed by contemporary gerontology
(Moulaert & Biggs, 2013, pp. 26–29). Thus,Walker (2002,
p. 137) applauded the “beauty of this strategy [that
is] good for everyone”. However, active ageing and re-
lated concepts have also provoked criticism from criti-
cal gerontology and sociology of ageing. Besides objec-
tions regarding theoretical and empirical shortcomings,
themost prominent line of critique focuses onmoral and
political concerns revolving around the problem of exclu-
sion at the intersection of age and social inequality (Katz
& Calasanti, 2015, p. 29). According to the critics, there
are severe structural differences in the distribution of re-
sources for successful and active ageing due to dimen-
sions of social inequality (especially gender, race, eth-
nicity, class, and sexuality). The effects of this social in-
equality unfold over the entire course of a person’s life
and culminate in old age. Moreover, with advancing age,
older people are also increasingly exposed to ageism and
age discrimination. Thus, already existing discrimination
is further aggravated (Katz & Calasanti, 2015, p. 296).

Against this backdrop, Ranzijn criticises active age-
ing as “another way to oppress marginalized and dis-
advantaged elders” (Ranzijn, 2010, p. 716) as the con-
cept devalues their life experiences. He advocates alter-

1 International Bibliography of the Social Sciences (IBSS), search: keyword in title or abstract.
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native conceptions of ageing well that are more sensi-
tive to the cultural diversity of ageing and promote so-
cial inclusion (Ranzijn, 2010, p. 716). In addition, Boudiny
(2013, p. 1081) also addresses the levels of physical and
socio-economic diversity. From this perspective, unidi-
mensional approaches are often criticised for adhering
to a reduced understanding of activity and neglecting
non-economic contributions to society. Thus, they ex-
clude those who no longer partake in paid work, who
contribute to society in other ways, but also those who
suffer from physical limitations as well as the old-old
in the fourth age (Boudiny, 2013, pp. 1080–1081). Mul-
tidimensional approaches are also conceptualised with-
out including the old-old as this group is associated with
non-active leisure patterns and therefore stigmatised.
Approaches transcending the behavioural level still ex-
clude the oldest-old and have a tendency to hyposta-
sise health. As a result, they are often not clearly dis-
tinguished from healthy ageing concepts which focus on
maintaining and improving the health of older people
(Boudiny, 2013, pp. 1084–1087).

3. Guiding Concepts: Productive Activity and Individual
Lifestyle

Using a genealogical approach, Moulaert and Biggs
(2013) reconstruct the trajectory of active ageing in in-
ternational politics and address the various players (e.g.,
G7/G8, OECD, WHO, United Nations) and the shifts in
the definition. According to them, two prominent nar-
ratives of contemporary ageing are engaged in the dis-
course, one focusing on productivity and one on health
and well-being (Moulaert & Biggs, 2013, p. 29). These
narratives are described as “economic instrumentalism”
and “holistic self-development” (Moulaert & Biggs, 2013,
p. 29) andmirror corresponding lines of conflict and their
development over time. Accordingly, two evaluative and
normative guiding concepts can be identified: one is be-
ing “able to lead a productive life” and the other be-
ing “free to make personal choices” (Moulaert & Biggs,
2013, p. 28).

A background paper entitled “Active Aging: A Shift in
the Paradigm” and introduced in the 1997 G8 Summit by
the US Department of Health and Human Services can
be traced as the first text explicitly using the term ‘active
ageing’ at an international policy level. From here, the
term found its way into the communiqué of the Summit
(Moulaert & Biggs, 2013, p. 27). Since this was the initia-
tion for the idea of active ageing in international policy,
a quote from this paper can serve as a starting point to
illustrate how notions of active ageing involve evaluative
and normative assumptions regarding activity as produc-
tive activity and lifestyle as a matter of individual choice:

We discussed the idea of ‘active aging’—the desire
and ability of many older people to continue work
or other socially productive activities well into their
later years and agreed that old stereotypes of seniors

as dependent should be abandoned. We considered
new evidence suggesting that disability rates among
seniors have declined in some countries while recog-
nizing the wide variation in the health of older people.
We discussed how our nations can promote active ag-
ing of our older citizens with due regard to their indi-
vidual choices and circumstances, including removing
disincentives to labor force participation and lowering
barriers to flexible and part-time employment that ex-
ist in some countries. In addition, we discussed the
transition from work to retirement, life-long learning
and ways to encourage volunteerism and to support
family care giving. (G8, 1997, para. 7)

The quote introduces active ageing in the context
of the state’s idea of a modern working biogra-
phy. Consequently, the concept becomes related to
“productive/work-based solutions” (Moulaert & Biggs,
2013, p. 25).Within this frame of economic instrumental-
ism, activity is defined through work and other “socially
productive” activities. Thus, active ageing is ultimately
equated with productive ageing. In this perception, re-
tirement in ageing societies is considered a “waste of hu-
man resources” (G7, 1996, p. 7). However, it usually re-
mains unclear why exactly productivity should be a good
measure for activity or—vice versa—what exactly should
be wrong with such a perspective.

In the following years, the discourse of active age-
ing was complemented by a “more holistic vision of par-
ticipation” (Moulaert & Biggs, 2013, p. 28). The WHO
and the United Nations adopted a comparatively sophis-
ticated line of thought in connection to the concept of
activity that focused on self-development. Also accord-
ing toMoulaert and Biggs (2013, p. 28), this led to amore
balanced and differentiated definition of active ageing in
the WHO’s 2002 Policy Framework:

Active ageing is the process of optimizing opportuni-
ties for health, participation and security in order to
enhance quality of life as people age. Active ageing
applies to both individuals and population groups. It
allows people to realize their potential for physical, so-
cial, and mental well being throughout the life course
and to participate in society according to their needs,
desires and capacities, while providing them with ad-
equate protection, security and care when they re-
quire assistance. The word ‘active’ refers to contin-
uing participation in social, economic, cultural, spiri-
tual and civic affairs, not just the ability to be physi-
cally active or to participate in the labour force. (WHO,
2002, p. 12)

Although these more holistic interpretations circulate
in international policy, the active ageing discourse still
shows a strong inclination towards economic productiv-
ity (Boudiny, 2013; Moulaert & Biggs, 2013; van Dyk,
2014). Research on active ageing tends to focus on
labour-market participation. In addition, national govern-
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ments also often emphasise economic aspects in their
active-ageing policies (Boudiny, 2013, p. 1079). As a re-
sult, pragmatic considerations quickly dominate the con-
crete implementation of holistic concepts; and holistic
approaches are only accepted to the extent that they do
not question the idea of productivity (Moulaert & Biggs,
2013, pp. 29–30). Thus, when presenting his seven princi-
ples of active ageing,Walker (2002, p. 124) dedicated the
first principle to a definition of activity that should “con-
sist of all meaningful pursuits which contribute to the
well-being of the individual concerned, his or her fam-
ily, the local community, or society at large”. However,
although he emphasises that activity should not be re-
duced to employment, the definition highlights a posi-
tive outcome or usefulness of actions and also immedi-
ately adds that the importance of work should not be
questioned. Against this backdrop, the idea of a holis-
tic version of active ageing is often dismissed as “empty
rhetoric” (Boudiny, 2013).

Indeed, conceptions promoting holistic self-
development also raise concerns about their evaluative
and normative foundations. In particular, they are chal-
lenged as manifestations of a shift towards neoliberal-
ism, a socio-economic paradigm focusing on individual
choice, economic competition, and freemarkets that sys-
tematically neglects the relevance of personal ties and
political communities in social life (Boa & Gans-Morse,
2009). From this perspective, ‘active ageing’ appears to
be little more than a strategic catchphrase for the pro-
motion of activating social policies and a fundamental
re-negotiation of old age in times of social welfare cuts
(van Dyk, 2014). Thus, while critical gerontology contests
economic visions of activity for reducing old age to an
exploitable resource, holistic approaches are also inter-
preted in light of an increasing responsibilization of old
age (Cardona, 2008). Moulaert and Biggs, for example,
argue that “international discourses on ‘active ageing’
may be considered as the meeting point of ‘productive
ageing’ centred on economic priority and personal re-
sponsibilization analysed as a normalizing discourse for
neoliberal subjects” (Moulaert & Biggs, 2013, p. 38). In
this interpretation, the holistic appeal to identity and
personal development is actually only aimed to claim
and control subjects in an even more pervasive and com-
prehensive way by holding them personally responsible
for the way they grow old. Indeed, Walker interprets the
WHO definition as suggesting a “general lifestyle strat-
egy for the preservation of physical andmental health as
people age, rather than just trying to make them work
longer” (Walker, 2002, p. 124). In this way, older or, more
generally, ageing people are not only addressed in terms
of their labour force. Instead, all areas of their everyday
life are comprised and reconsidered under the paradigm
of activity and personal lifestyle choice. According to
critics, however, the assumption that individual lifestyle
is ultimately decisive for ageing well ignores the influ-
ence of social inequalities and systematic disadvantages
(Holstein & Minkler, 2003, p. 787; Katz, 2013). In ad-

dition, the whole suggestion of an all-encompassing,
i.e., both individual and social benefit of active ageing
connecting the utilisation of the productive potential
of older people with their better civic participation and
thus improved quality of life (Walker, 2002, p. 137) has
provoked critique (Stückler, 2016, p. 29). In this context,
framing active ageing as a “win-win-situation” (van Dyk,
2014, p. 94) with benefits for both individuals and soci-
ety is debunked as a purely ideological move. According
to critical gerontology, the emphasis on personal respon-
sibility actually functions as a mere alibi for dismantling
the welfare state and shifting risks and costs to the single
individual. As a consequence, the attribution of respon-
sibility is not accompanied by more agency (Emirbayer
& Mische, 1998) and empowerment, but only by the
burden of negative consequences.

4. Introducing Ethical Perspectives on the Good Life to
the Active Ageing Debate

The active-ageing discourse is aimed at a positive vision
of later life. Critical gerontology criticises the program as
part of a neoliberal ideology and its biased notions of ac-
tivity and lifestyle. Although both perspectives involve
evaluative ideals and normative expectations regarding
ageing and old age, these are hardly ever spelt out or dis-
cussed. In the following, we introduce an ethical perspec-
tive to take a closer look at these evaluative and norma-
tive implications of active ageing and its critique. To this
purpose, we follow a eudemonistic approach to ethics
focusing on conditions of a good life. This perspective
has the advantage of acknowledging subjective ideas of
and preferences for ageing expressed in terms of hap-
piness and fulfilment while at the same time also com-
prising more objective aspects of accomplishment and
human flourishing (Russell, 2010). We illustrate the ap-
proach’s potential for the analysis of concepts of active
ageing and the theoretical foundation of their discussion.
In light of ethical considerations, the moral underpin-
nings regarding productive activity and self-determined
individual lifestyle come to the fore, facilitating amore ar-
ticulate critique of economic instrumentalism and holis-
tic self-development.

From the eudemonistic perspective of an ethics of
the good life, the most fundamental question regarding
active ageing has to address an aspect that is hardly ever
tackled in the debate: the central value ascribed to ac-
tivity. What exactly is so good about being active in the
first place? Why should activity as such be constitutive
of a good life in general and a good life at old age in par-
ticular? After all, in light of the philosophical tradition,
this emphasis on activity is far from self-evident. Major
strands of classical and medieval philosophy, as well as
spiritual thought, considered a life dedicated to intellec-
tual insight, perception, or meditation as superior to any
form of active life. Thus, Plato and Aristotle praised the
theoretical life as divine because of its sublime sophisti-
cation and self-sufficiency (Cooper, 1987). And for promi-
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nent lines of Christian theology, a life of contemplation
and mystic immersion rose above everyday hustle and
bustle and brought the believer closer to god (Butler,
2001). According to Buddhist thought, meditation ele-
vates the spirit from the material world and frees it from
the illusions and restlessness of practical life. Many mod-
ern spiritual teachings consider a life of mindfulness as a
pathway to higher levels of awareness, authenticity, and
self-fulfilment (Bodhi, 2011).

Interestingly, pertinent considerations frequently
draw connections to ageing and old age and thus also
provide important viewpoints for the debate on active
ageing. In the idea of wisdom, the association of superior
insight and old age had already been commonplace in
ancient thought (Robinson, 1990). Building on this tradi-
tion, Plato taught that philosophy benefits from growing
older since ageing liberates the mind from bodily drives,
sensual affects and inclinations, as well as practical in-
terests, thus opening it for true intellectual comprehen-
sion (McKee & Barber, 2001). The role of the philoso-
pher typically included withdrawal from active public life
and duties, a process that often came along with old age
(McKee & Barber, 2001). In modern ageing research, sim-
ilar ideas were incorporated in the disengagement the-
ory of ageing and related gerontological approaches. Dis-
engagement theory held that it is natural and appropri-
ate for the ageing person to withdraw from relationships
and professional obligations, look back onto her past
life and contemplate finiteness and approaching death
(Cumming & Henry, 1961). The accompanying decrease
of social interaction was frequently associated with a re-
lease from social norms and thus with a vision of “late
freedom” (Rosenmayr, 1987). Of course, the theory as
such also mirrored a specific historical state of industrial
society that only offered a limited scope of meaningful
social roles and activities for older people (Estes, Binney,
& Culbertson, 1992). Nevertheless, more recent geron-
tological theorising points in a similar direction. Thus,
in a refinement of his stage model of personal develop-
ment, psychologist Erik Erikson explained that one cru-
cial adaptive challenge in the trajectory to later life is
marked by generativity, that is, an increasing awareness
of one’s role in a larger context, be it the overarching
chain of generations or an all-encompassing cosmic or-
der (Erikson & Erikson, 1997). In a similar vein, the con-
ception of gerotranscendence rehabilitates ideas of dis-
engagement by emphasising the increasing relevance of
self-decentralisation, integration into a larger whole and
self-transcendence in old age, drawing attention to holis-
tic dimensions of spirituality and historical as well as
ecological awareness (Tornstam, 1989). Accordingly, cur-
rent gerontological studies point out the important role
of mindfulness, transcendence, and spirituality for older
people’s wellbeing and meaning in later life (Ardelt &
Ferrari, 2018; Bester, Naidoo, & Botha, 2016; Thauvoye,
Vanhooren, Vandenhoeck, & Dezutter, 2018).

But even if we are to accept that activity as such
has some value for a good life at old age, the crucial

question is: what activity in particular? From a philo-
sophical perspective, the kind of activity in question, its
specific character, context, and outcomes, is decisive
for its ethical evaluation. This is also relevant for active
ageing, for example, in view of the ‘productivistic’ con-
ception of activity involved in the debate. In her sem-
inal work The Human Condition (1958/1998), philoso-
pher Hannah Arendt distinguishes three paradigmatic
kinds of human activity and ways of life: labour, work,
and action. The concept of labour comprises instrumen-
tal activities to fulfil basic human needs, ensure sur-
vival, and afford procreation. Arendt emphasises that
these activities traditionally belonged into the private
sphere and were considered subaltern and even slavish
because they merely served the necessities of biologi-
cal self-preservation and reproduction and did not re-
flect the mastery of craftsmanship or the dignity of free
citizenship (Arendt, 1958/1998, pp. 79–135). The cate-
gory of work comprises skilful technical activities that
achieve a specific result or product, e.g., the professional
activities practised in various arts and crafts. According
to Arendt, they transcend the private life and have a
specific value since they cultivate the individual’s skills
and contribute to building an enduring common world
(Arendt, 1958/1998, pp. 136–174). The concept of ac-
tion finally refers to public activities and interactions
as citizens of a political community. For Arendt, these
are of supreme and intrinsic value since they alone al-
low and promote the public manifestation of the self as
well as collective self-government (Arendt, 1958/1998,
pp. 176–247). However, according to Arendt’s perspec-
tive, modern life is essentially constituted by technologi-
cal progress and industrialisation and therefore preoccu-
pied with industrial labour and technological manufac-
turing while the classical republican ideal of (superior)
political (inter-)action, self-manifestation, and collective
self-government has been forgotten and needs to be re-
covered (Arendt, 1958/1998, pp. 248–326).

These philosophical distinctions show important con-
nections to the social gerontological debates on active
ageing. First, many gerontological approaches confirm
the modern obsession with labour Arendt diagnoses.
Early sociological theories of ageing in the context of
structural functionalism particularly seem to mirror the
value system and priorities of modern industrial society
(Estes et al., 1992). Thus, regardless of their diametrically
opposed orientations, both disengagement theory and
activity theory focus on the trajectory from labour life
into retirement as the crucial process defining the phase
of old age and its characteristic opportunities and chal-
lenges. While the former spells out the implications of
consequential retirement, the latter promotes the “busy
ethics” (Ekerdt, 1986) of upholding previous activity lev-
els (Katz, 2000). However, both theories lack a view on
the meaning of ageing that transcends the institution-
alised life course of modern industrial society and wel-
fare state administration. Even accounts emphasising the
relevance of non-labour activities such as crafts and civic
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engagement often seem to do so in terms of an instru-
mental usefulness for psychological adaptation or eco-
nomic welfare (van Dyk, 2014). What is missing in this
utilitarian perspective is the idea that these activities not
only have a therapeutic or economic function, but also
an inherent value for a good life at old age since they
are constitutive of personal identity, meaningful prac-
tices, and human flourishing. Indeed, recent gerontolog-
ical studies highlight the importance of manual leisure
activities, volunteering, and political engagement for ful-
filment and meaning in later life (Kenning, 2015; Kruse
& Schmitt, 2015; Morrow-Howell, Hinterlong, Rozario, &
Tang, 2003).

Furthermore, even if we were to accept the eco-
nomic focus of active ageing on productivity, the philo-
sophical distinctions introduced can help spell out the
ethical problems of the underlying economic definition
of productivity. Thus, for Arendt, the genuinely produc-
tive activity is work since it results in the production of
durable artefacts and thus in the construction of a com-
mon world, a truly human institutional and cultural civil-
isation (Arendt, 1958/1998, pp. 136–139). By contrast,
Arendt does not consider labour productive in this sub-
stantial sense since it is part of the process of mere bi-
ological self-preservation and satisfaction of needs and
involves no real telos, no final aim and definite accom-
plishment. Occasionally, she even seems to join Camus in
associating modern industrial labour with the futile and
absurd activities Sisyphus and the other inhabitants of
themythological underworld are condemned to perform
ad infinitum (Arendt, 1958/1998, pp. 96–101). From this
perspective, many conceptions of active ageing not only
suffer from a reduction of activity to productive activity,
but also from a reduction of productivity to something
ultimately unproductive and meaningless: man’s partici-
pation in the endless metabolism of nature (Marx). This
line of thought thus provides an important normative ba-
sis and differentiation for a gerontological critique of eco-
nomic instrumentalism. To put it bluntly, what is prob-
lematic in this paradigm is that it ultimately levels the eth-
ically crucial distinction between the necessities of mere
survival and the intrinsic value of a good, desirable, and
fulfilled life.

As we have seen, Hannah Arendt’s philosophical ty-
pology and evaluation of different kinds of activities
prove rather instructive for spelling out and substantiat-
ing prominent lines of critique of active ageing discourses
and programs. In fact, with the appraisal of the concept
of (political) action, her approach also already hints at a
positive vision of activity in old age. At the same time,
the distinction between labour, work, and action is lo-
cated on a rather abstract and general theoretical level.
A more differentiated account of the value of various hu-
man activities could provide even more concrete clues
for gerontological debates on active ageing and espe-
cially for developing a more comprehensive positive con-
ception of ageing well. Such an account has been devel-
oped by philosopher Martha C. Nussbaum in her capa-

bility approach (Nussbaum, 2011). Similar to Arendt’s re-
flections on the vita activa, the capability approach also
starts from an ethical appreciation of human activities.
According to Nussbaum (2011, p. 18), one of the central
questions of any political ethics is: “What is each person
able to do and to be?” Consequently, she defines a set
of activities and aspects of life that constitute core ele-
ments of human wellbeing and flourishing so that any
decent political community has to secure and promote
them (Nussbaum, 2011, p. 18). Concretely, Nussbaum
identifies a number of fundamental areas of human ex-
perience and corresponding fields of activities human be-
ings must be able to perform in order to have the oppor-
tunity to live a good life.

The resulting list represents an open compilation of
central capabilities that are necessary preconditions of
human flourishing and a dignified existence (for the fol-
lowing, see Nussbaum, 2011, pp. 33–34). It first includes
elementary needs and requirements like the ability to
live to the end of a human life of normal length without
dying prematurely (life), the ability to have good health,
adequate nourishment and shelter (bodily health), and
the ability to move freely from place to place, be se-
cure against violent assault, and have reproductive au-
tonomy (bodily integrity). Further basic capabilities refer
to sensual, emotional, and intellectual dimensions of hu-
man existence, including the ability to make use of one’s
senses and to imagine, think, and reason in a truly hu-
man way (senses, imagination, and thought); the ability
to develop attachments to things and other people and
to experience love, grief, longing, gratitude, aswell as jus-
tified anger (emotions); and the ability to form a concep-
tion of the good and to engage in critical deliberations
about the planning of one’s own life. Eventually, a third
group of basic capabilities comprises abilities to take up
relations and partake in interactions that are constitutive
of a meaningful human life, especially being able to live
with and towards others and to recognise and show con-
cern for them (affiliation), to experience relations to an-
imals, plants, and the world of nature as a whole (other
species), or to enjoy playful and recreational activities
(play), as well as the ability to participate in political de-
cisions that are relevant for one’s own life (control over
one’s environment).

Although this list represents a widely recognised set
of criteria for the good life, it still remains to be specified
in view of ageing (Ehni, Kadi, Schermer, & Venkatapuram,
2018). Thus, not all capabilities are equally important
for the discussion of old age. The criteria of life and
bodily health appear too general to be informative in
view of later life. It is not clear what exactly living
through a normal lifespan and having good health mean
in this context. Do healthcare measures that are consid-
ered life-sustaining or health-preserving in younger years
also have to be provided for people at a very old age
(Kaufman, 2015)? Furthermore, some of the aspects dis-
cussed seem to be targeted at middle adulthood. Thus,
it is not clear whether reproduction should be consid-
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ered a part of a good life in later years and therefore be
supported by social systems, e.g., by coverage of repro-
ductive technologies (Rimon-Zarfaty & Schweda, 2019).
Nevertheless, other capabilities are obviously highly rel-
evant for old age. This holds true for the aspect of bod-
ily integrity including the ability to move freely, to be se-
cure against violent assault, and to find sexual satisfac-
tion, which are often compromised in the case of older
people, especially those living in institutional settings like
nursing homes (Tuominen, Leino-Kilpi, & Suhonen, 2016).
Moreover, the use of the senses, the imagination, and
intellectual capacities may rather pertain to the theo-
retical or contemplative dimension of human existence
neglected in the active ageing discourse; still, according
to a capability approach, being able to use the imagina-
tion and thought, for example in connection with experi-
encing and producing works of art, must be considered
a central dimension of good life at old age. Indeed, re-
cent gerontological studies underline the potential of cre-
ative activities for wellbeing in later life (Creech, Hallam,
Varvarigou, McQueen, & Gaunt, 2013; Reynolds, 2010).
The same holds true for capabilities related to emotions.
Being able to have attachments to things and people, to
love, grieve, experience longing, gratitude, and anger re-
mains vital in later life. Gerontological research has long
established that an emotionally rich and fulfilled life in re-
lationships with others constitutes a central prerequisite
for wellbeing at old age (Courtin & Knapp, 2017).

By contrast, the ability to form a conception of the
good and to engage in critical reflection about the plan-
ning of one’s life (practical reason) has only recently been
acknowledged as a concern of old agewhere traditionally
defeatist and nihilistic views prevailed and positive ide-
als or meaningful role models for older people are still
often missing (Moody, 1992; Riley, Kahn, Foner, Mack,
1994). Aspects of social affiliation and interaction are par-
ticularly important at old age, not only as a therapeu-
tic or economic requirement but also as an integral el-
ement of a good human life of older people. Being able
to experience other species and nature and to play are
particularly interesting points since they represent activ-
ities that clearly point beyond the economistic and pro-
ductivistic focus of active ageing but must still be consid-
ered essential parts of a good life at old age. Accordingly,
current gerontological research identifies activities such
as gardening or playing as important factors for wellbe-
ing in later life (Gerling, De Schutter, Brown, & Allaire,
2015; Scott, Masser, & Pachana, 2015). The same holds
true for the capability to participate in political choices
that govern one’s life. This perspective transcends eco-
nomically exploitable civic engagement and instead re-
quires possibilities for substantial political participation
at old age, regardless of their contribution to an overall
win-win-calculation. Recent gerontological work actually
shows an increasing awareness of the interdependencies
between wellbeing and political participation at old age
(Barnes, Gahagan, &Ward, 2018). Along these lines, a ca-
pability approach can contribute to a more comprehen-

sive and ethically more articulate perspective on human
flourishing at old age. It not only helps to detect biased
and distorted conceptualisations of active ageing focus-
ing on economic productivity and individual lifestyle, but
also makes the idea of holistic self-development in old
age more profound and differentiated.

5. Conclusions

Against the backdrop of previous deficit-oriented notions
of ageing in terms of inevitable decline and disengage-
ment, the active ageing discourse set out to promote a
more positive vision of old age. However, the question
of why exactly enduring activity should offer a promis-
ing and worthwhile perspective for later life remained
largely undiscussed, let alone answered. The frequent
references to health, social usefulness, and economic
welfare are ultimately begging the question since it is not
clear why and towhat extent health, usefulness, andwel-
fare themselves should be considered valuable. Hence,
at the heart of the active ageing discourse, there is a
largely unarticulated ideal of good life at old age.

This inarticulate ideal makes active ageing programs
an easy target for criticism. Especially critical gerontolo-
gists object that these programs propagate biased mod-
els of ageing whose political implementation discrimi-
nates against and excludes whole groups of older people.
However, unless the underlying eudemonistic question
of the good life at old age is tackled, the whole debate
takes place on shaky ground. The fact that the critics ap-
peal to a different kind of moral philosophical standard,
essentially comprising justice and equal rights, does not
help to resolve the problem. After all, being excluded
from a way of life that turns out to be ultimately worth-
less and undesirable would not necessarily constitute an
injustice (maybe actually quite the opposite). Moreover,
a system of moral norms and political regulations cen-
tred on a misguided ideal of human existence would ulti-
mately impede each and everybody in the realisation of
a good life.

As Walsh, Scharf and Keating (2016, p. 81) remind
us, research in the field of social exclusion of old age is
still under-developed. The existing empirical studies of-
ten concentrate on problems of labour market integra-
tion and consequently ignore multiple other forms of ex-
clusion in different social spheres as well as the issue of
their intersectional interaction. In this way, critical social
research on old age exclusion runs the risk of reproduc-
ing the same shortcomings that are already inherent in
the criticised conceptions of active ageing themselves.
In addition, Walsh and colleagues deplore that the ex-
isting efforts and contributions to the debate usually re-
main trapped within the confines of their respective sub-
disciplines, thus not only losing useful empirical insights
but also wasting potential for critical theory-building on
social exclusion (Walsh et al., 2016, p. 82).

Our study underlines the potential of an interdisci-
plinary approach: an ethical analysis helps clarify evalu-
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ative and normative assumptions and thus strengthens
the argumentative foundations of the discussion. It first
makes clear that the preference for activity is far from
self-evident and neglects other valuable dimensions of
human life that may be more relevant and accessible
to many older people, e.g., intellectual, aesthetic, or
spiritual experience. Furthermore, the ethical distinction
of different kinds of human activity helps explain what
is wrong with specific understandings of active ageing,
especially those promoted under the paradigm of eco-
nomic instrumentalism. An understanding of activity in
terms of economic productivity privileges an impover-
ished labour-oriented model of meaningful action and
neglects other more productive and valuable kinds of ac-
tivity contributing to a good life at old age, especially
self-care work, arts and crafts, and political participa-
tion. Finally, a capability approach can provide a starting
point for formulating a truly holistic conception of self-
development and a comprehensivematrix of aspects and
dimensions relevant for leading a good life at old age.
With its wide and inclusive anthropological scope, it can
help detect shortcomings of current ideals of ageing and
justify the relevance of different aspects of good life at
old age. Of course, further empirical research has to ex-
plore older adults’ actual subjective assessment of the
various dimensions of good life at old age as well as
the role of further individual factors, such as resilience
(e.g., Kok, Aartsen, Deeg, & Huisman, 2015; Kok, van
Nes, Deeg, Widdershoven, & Huisman, 2018). This way,
gerontological research could at the same time also con-
tribute to an expansion and elaboration of the capability
approach in view of old age.

As we have argued, the introduction of an ethical per-
spective can help to make clear what exactly is morally
wrong with biased, one-sided ideals of ageing well: by
neglecting and effectively blocking relevant dimensions
of human value experience and self-fulfilment, they de-
grade, discriminate, and ultimately exclude certain ways
of life and growing old from public recognition and polit-
ical support. At the same time, the critical analysis also
opens up constructive perspectives for a layered model
of inclusive ageing policies. Thus, a capability approach
helps define minimal preconditions and fundamental cri-
teria that must be met in order to be able to live a de-
cent human life at old age. In particular, precarious living
situations and social inequalities threatening life, bodily
integrity, and personal freedom at old age have to be de-
nounced and fought throughout the life course. At the
same time, however, an inclusive notion of the good life
at old age also has to acknowledge the increasing plu-
rality of individual lifestyles and living situations, espe-
cially in later life. Hence, beyond the fundamental level
of basic needs and capabilities, ageing policies in mod-
ern liberal democracies are well advised to allow for a
range of legitimate diversity and thus leave room for indi-
vidual interpretations and prioritisations of different as-
pects of the good life such as aesthetic experience and
production, creative activities and crafts, or active politi-

cal engagement. Only this way can the abundance of pos-
sibilities to experience value in later life be fully explored
and savoured.
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