Neoclassical economics’ commitment to utility maximization and individuality crafts a belief that social security exists to smooth the functioning of a hyper-rationalist society. This recreates the view of the individual as a dependent, subjecting entire groups to exclusion – treatment of aging populations and people of color prove.
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Formal retirement at a single retirement age is crucial in defining the elderly population. The immediate switch from full-time work to retirement has no physical justification: people do not become incapable of work at a common, unique age. Earlier retirement in recent decades has not been a reaction to worsening health among the older population. Retirement policies may have other purposes, for instance, the regulation of labour supply. Opinions on the age of retirement have changed with economic activity. The labour shortage of the 1940s and 1950s prompted calls in the UK for later retirement and increased economic activity in old age (Hopkin, 1953; Paish and Peacock, 1954). An academic literature emerged in the 1950s with the goal of showing that the elderly are capable of work after the traditional retirement ages (Dex and Phillipson, 1986). The 1960s and 1970s saw a slowing down of economic growth and a dwindling of interest in later retirement. By the 1980s the arguments had been reversed: interest was now in earlier retirement, as a palliative for unemployment (Walker, 1982). Retirement can be a regulator of labour supply with the convenient property of converting unemployment into withdrawal from the labour force. - 6 - Low state pensions tied to formal retirement cause poverty among sections of the elderly, as has long been known from empirical studies (Townsend and Wedderburn, 1965; Townsend, 1979). The upshot is a 'structured dependency' of the elderly, in which the incomes of the retired are too low to prevent hardship (Walker, 1981, 1986). Many of the elderly receive means-tested social assistance and are thus officially designated as poor. Not all the elderly are poor, however. Those with generous occupational pensions may enjoy prosperity in old age, as do a small minority who never work at any age and live from unearned incomes. The different circumstances of the retired elderly stem from their different work histories, and the ability to maintain financial independence in old age increases with earnings, job security and occupational status. Formal retirement with low state pensions may sustain, or even widen, the differential between high and low income groups. The image of state retirement pensions as benevolent social security measures offsetting the physically induced difficulties of old age may be misleading. Alongside the state, the social policy profession too has promoted the structured dependency of the elderly. The assumption has been that the elderly should be passive recipients of care administered by social policy professionals. The elderly in the residential and hospital sectors are totally institutionalised: their whole physical and social environment is structured by professional carers. A move into these sectors has come to be seen as a permanent loss of independence which is often dreaded by the elderly. Institutionalization may sometimes be necessary and desirable, but there is a danger of exaggerating the dependency of the elderly and the 'burden' they place on the rest of society. Community care has typically been organized centrally by the providers, giving the elderly little say in the extent of the care they receive. By representing elderly people as helpless and inert, this confirms their dependency. The overprovision of residential and centralized community care may be at the expense of public funding for informal or more decentralized community care, or for more generous state pensions which would allow the elderly to maintain their independence for longer. Social policy has played its part in fostering the dependency of the elderly and legitimating their humble position in society. - 7 - As with retirement policies, the elderly are being subjected to a socially created dependency that is only indirectly related to biological ageing. Notwithstanding its declared good intentions, social policy may be conducive to an increasing centralized control over the elderly and a lowering of their status in society.
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