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ROUNDTABLE: OLD AGE AND THE VICTORIANS
Introduction
Helen Small

Karen Chase, The Victorians and Old Age. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009. pp. xii + 284.
Devoney Looser, Women Writers and Old Age in Great Britain, 1750-1850. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008. pp.  xviii + 234.

Deep down in the great shifting mass of the people, their own histories and names have for them nothing private or sacred. … They are accustomed to be close questioned about themselves by mistresses and to be called ‘Anne’ or ‘May’ by anyone who chooses to address them. To be asked bluntly ‘What is your name?’ or ‘How old are you’ by a stranger, does not seem to them at all offensive or impertinent. (Arthur Munby, Diary for 1860[footnoteRef:-1]) [-1:  Arthur J. Munby, Diaries 1859-1898 (MS, Trinity College, Cambridge), Diary for 1860; as quoted in Leonore Davidoff, ‘Class and Gender in Victorian England: The Diaries of Arthur J. Munby and Hannah Cullwick’, Feminist Studies 5.1 (1987), 86-141 (105).] 



To ask ‘How old are you?’ is, even in 2011, to claim a degree of license: the license of familiarity or social superiority, of having a right, or a reason, to want to know. Munby’s assumption that there can be ‘nothing sacred’ about the question of a servant’s age, or the ‘personal history’ for which it stands synecdochically, seems now shot through with unexamined privilege. That the ground he was examining remains sensitive ground today, when distinctions of class are so much less marked, is a result of ageing’s complex status as an inevitable biological eventuality that is nevertheless deeply sensitive to cultural and historical situation. ‘How old are you?’ invites a quantified response (or, even by the late Victorian period, a confession of ignorance) but ageing is, at the same time, a matter of deeply subjective and inter-subjective experience—how we perceive ourselves, how others perceive us, how we perceive that others perceive us.
	Karen Chase’s The Victorians and Old Age (2009) and Devoney Looser’s Women Writers and Old Age in Great Britain, 1750-1850 (2008) are the first major expressions within Victorian studies of the scholarly interest in old age that began with Simone de Beauvoir’s La Vieillesse (1970) and has greatly increased in prominence over the past two decades, thanks to the growth of cross-disciplinary interest in all life stages. The responses to these two books in the following roundtable discussion recognize the importance of age studies as a context for Chase and Looser’s work, but they also foreground many of the wider questions raised by their examinations of what it meant to be old in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: Is the category of age of a kind with those other types of social distinction and discrimination that we have, for some decades now, been collectively alert to: class, race, gender? How should we weigh old age’s effects (its power to confer authority, but also its liability to weaken it) against the comparable effects of economic and educational privilege? And if the question of age can be, as in Munby’s scenario, the first question of a social as well as ‘personal history’, then to what extent will the procedures of the historian be competent to explain that history? What else (what more?) might the techniques of the literary critic have to offer? Not least: does the appearance of these two books indicate, as Beauvoir’s translated title runs, a ‘coming of age’ for Victorian age studies? or are more modest claims requisite for a field where so much practical and conceptual work has still to be done?
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