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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Aging is one of the most significant anthropological and demographic phenomena of the 21st century.
Drawing on the perspectives of scholars such as Bourdieu, Foucault, and Habermas, it can be argued that
contemporary society is shaped by linguistic structures. Accordingly, this study aims to conduct a critical
analysis of the dominant metaphors of aging in Iran and to propose alternative metaphors for the future.

Received: 05 October 2025
Accepted: 20 December 2025

Keywords: Using Charteris-Black’s Critical Metaphor Analysis, the metaphor of aging was examined through three
Elderly, stages: identification, interpretation, and explanation. The findings reveal that the metaphors “aging as
Metaphor, treasure” and “aging as suffering” constitute the prevailing conceptualizations of aging in Iran, reinforcing

Aging as a Treasure, the ideological orientations of Gemeinschaft (extended family, deep solidarity, and the value of

Aging as a Suffering, experience). and Gesellschaft (nuclear family, individualism, calculative rationality, and secular

Smart Elderly. tendencies). The study identifies the “smart elder” as the most desirable alternative metaphor for the
future of aging in Iran, driven by supportive governance, age-friendly cities, vitality and active living,
aging-in-place, and virtual communities elements that strengthen postmodern and digital societal
discourses. The results suggest that achieving healthy and active aging requires transforming negative
metaphors and adopting the “smart elder” policy as a central strategic approach.

Introduction

Aging is recognized as one of the most significant demographic
phenomena of the 21st century, and the global elderly
population is projected to increase dramatically by 2050. In
terms of the pace of population aging, the sharpest rise will
occur in developing and less-developed countries. Within this
context, Iran’s elderly population is growing at a rate faster
than both Asia and the world overall (Samouei & Keyvan Ara,
2021). This trend should not be perceived as a crisis but rather
as a natural stage in demographic transition, one that requires
policies aimed at “healthy aging.” Proper planning necessitates
an analysis of both the surface and deeper layers of aging,
including the metaphors and myths embedded in language and
social discourse. Metaphors play a crucial role in representing
they shape our

ideology and power relations, and

understanding of aging. What distinguishes this study from

previous research is its exploration beneath the visible and
superficial signs of aging to uncover the metaphors and myths
underlying the phenomenon. Thus, examining metaphors
related to aging provides a pathway to a more precise
understanding of this social reality and to designing a desirable

future for aging in Iran.

Method and Data

This study is applied in nature and was conducted using a
descriptive-analytical method. Data were collected from the
review of 30 documents and 10 semi-structured interviews with
experts and older adults, using purposive sampling until
theoretical saturation was achieved. The inclusion criteria for
selecting expert interviewees emphasized three conditions:

academic, occupational, and research relevance, while age was
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the criterion for older participants. For thematic analysis,
MAXQDA18 software was employed. The main analytical
framework is Critical Metaphor Analysis, which, drawing on
cognitive linguistics, reveals the implicit goals and hidden
ideologies embedded in discourse. The stages of Critical
Metaphor Analysis include identification, interpretation, and
explanation (Charteris-Black, 2004: 34). The identification
stage required close reading of sample texts to detect
metaphors based on semantic tension. In the interpretation
stage, conceptual metaphors and key conceptual mappings
between source and target domains were extracted. In the
explanation stage, metaphors were examined in terms of
pragmatic, discursive, historical, and social dimensions
presumed to influence their production, and the social role of
metaphors in persuasion was determined. Finally, through the
review of research documents and expert opinions, an
appropriate and desirable alternative metaphor for the future

of aging in Iran was identified.

Findings

The findings of the study are presented in three stages:
identification, interpretation, and explanation of metaphors.
Identification of aging metaphors: In Iran, aging is represented
through two dominant metaphors: “aging as treasure”, which
highlights the wisdom, experience, blessing, and spiritual status
of older adults; and “aging as burden”, which portrays the
elderly as a vulnerable group struggling with physical, social,
and psychological difficulties. This duality provides a clear
picture of how society perceives aging and the challenges
associated with it.

Interpretation of Aging Metaphors: The interpretation of
aging metaphors is represented in two main forms: “aging as
treasure” and “aging as burden.” From religious, literary, and
cultural perspectives, older adults are viewed as symbols of
wisdom, experience, blessing, and social capital, with respect
for them considered equivalent to worship of God. In contrast,
the “burden” metaphor associates aging with physical
weakness, illness, isolation, and economic unproductivity,
while the media often reinforces negative portrayals of the
elderly. In policy documents, both perspectives are evident: on
the one hand, emphasis on honoring and utilizing the capacities
of older adults, and on the other, attention to medical,
financial, and welfare support to address their needs.

Explanation of Aging Metaphors: The explanation of aging
metaphors reveals two dominant perspectives on this
phenomenon. In traditional societies, or Gemeinschaft, aging is
perceived as a treasure, symbolizing wisdom, experience, and
familial solidarity. In modern societies, or Gesellschaft, aging is
more often represented as a burden, associated with economic
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These

metaphors reflect broader social and cultural transformations

unproductivity, weakness, and marginalization.
as well as power relations, and they are reinforced within
medical, academic, and media discourses.

Alternative Metaphor of Aging in Iran: The findings of the
study indicate that the metaphor of the “smart elder” represents
a desirable alternative for the future of aging in Iran. This
metaphor is grounded in five key drivers: supportive
governance ensuring justice and welfare for older adults; age-
friendly cities with accessible urban spaces; vitality and
dynamism through social participation and health; aging-in-
place with preservation of family values and spiritual support;
and virtual communities enabled by modern technology and
The elder”

informed, and empowered aging within modern society,

communication. “smart symbolizes active,
capable of transcending the tensions between tradition and
modernity and transforming into a valuable form of social

capital.
Discussion and Conclusion

The study shows that aging in Iran is not merely a biological
process but a discursive construct shaped through language,
metaphors, and broader social changes. The two dominant
metaphors—“aging as treasure” and “aging as suffering”—
reflect contrasting social orders: the former rooted in
traditional culture, where older adults are viewed as bearers of
wisdom, and the latter shaped by modernity and capitalist
logic, portraying old age as a dependent and non-productive
stage. Social transformations—including the shift toward
nuclear families, rising individualism, and weakened support
systems—have strengthened the “suffering” metaphor,
widening the gap between the cultural ideal of the “wise elder”
and the lived realities of aging.

In response, the study proposes the alternative metaphor of
the “smart elder,” which envisions older adults as capable,
engaged, and connected to technology and social networks.
Realizing this model requires

supportive governance,

age-friendly urban environments, stronger family and
community ties, community-based services, and improved
digital literacy. Shifting the dominant metaphor from
“suffering” to “smart elder” is not merely linguistic but
essential for transforming policy, public attitudes, and the
quality of life of older adults. This approach blends the positive
elements of the “treasure” metaphor with modern capacities,
offering a renewed vision for active and meaningful aging in

Iran.
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