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INTRODUCTION 

History    

The earliest authenticated human remains in South Asia 

date to about 30,000 years ago.
1
 With the progress of 

time gradually the Indus Valley Civilization developed, 

the first urban culture in South Asia, which was 

flourished during 2500–1900 BCE in present Pakistan 

and western India.
2,3

 During the period 2000–500 BCE, 

The Vedas, the oldest scriptures associated with 

Hinduism, were composed and historians have analyzed 

that the development of a Vedic culture in the Punjab 

region and the upper Gangetic Plain took place.
3
 Some 

historians also consider this period to have encompassed 

several waves of Indo-Aryan migration into this country.
2
 

The caste system arose during this period, creating a 

hierarchy of priests, warriors, traders, and lastly the 

indigenous peoples who were regarded as impure, and 

small tribal units gradually coalesced into them.
3
 After 

that, as a result of non-Vedic religious movements, 

Jainism and Buddhism emerged as other main streams of 

religion. 

Indigenous emperors like Mauryan, Gupta, Chalukya etc. 

ruled their territory in different time periods. Later on, 

this country was attacked by Roman emperor Alexander 

and in subsequent times by different Muslim emperors. In 

the early 16th century, northern India was mainly under 

Muslim rulers.
4
 By the middle of 18th century, this 

country was under British rulers, first East India 

Company and then British government. India became 

independent in 1947. Since then India is passing through 

a phase of transition in almost all sectors.  

Geography    

India is the seventh-largest country by area.
5
 It has a 

variety of geographic locations, ranging from high 

mountains in north (The Himalayas), long coast-line in 

south and part of west and east. The Indian climate is 

strongly influenced by The Himalayas and The Thar 
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Desert. There is tropical rain forest and savanna, as well 

as subtropical humid and also mountain climate. One 

region experiences world‘s highest rainfall, one region 

experiences hot desert climate while another region 

experiences profuse snowfall in winter. River flowing in 

this country (like The Ganges, Brahmaputra, Godavari 

etc.) having great impact on climate, as well as on 

biodiversity. 

Culture and tradition    

According to the great poet Rabindranath Tagore, India is 

a place of pilgrimage for nations to mingle in a 

confluence of humanity. As a federal union, it consists of 

29 States and 7 Union Territories (UT). Each State and 

UT has one or more official languages, and the 

constitution of India recognizes 22 ―scheduled 

languages‖. India has no national language.
6
 Hindi, 

presently with the largest number of speakers in this 

country, is the official language of the government.
7
 

English is used extensively in business and 

administration purposes and has gained the status of 

"subsidiary official language".
8
  

According to the census report 2011, the religion in India 

with the largest number of followers was Hinduism 

(79.8% of the population), followed by Islam (14.23%) 

and the remaining were Christianity (2.30%), Sikhism 

(1.72%), Buddhism (0.70%), Jainism (0.36%) and others 

(0.9%).
9 

The Indian caste system influence much on the 

social stratification and many of the social restrictions 

found in this country. Family values are very much 

important in the Indian tradition and multi-generational 

joint families have been the norm in India, though nuclear 

families are becoming more common in urban areas, 

now-a-days. Another important segment in the life of 

Indian people is marriage, majority of Indians, till date, 

with their consent, have their marriages arranged by their 

parents or other elders in the family.
10

 Marriage is 

thought to be for life, 
10

 and the divorce rate is extremely 

low, especially among the older generations. 

Another important factor is gene. Gene differs in 

different ethnicity, which has a great role on Indian 

perspective.
11

 All these issues have a great significance 

while discussing current demography concerning 

growing elderly population, particularly centenarians of 

India.  

DEMOGRAPHY  

India is the world's second-most populous country, with 

1,210,193,422 residents reported in the 2011 provisional 

census report.
12

 Population estimated to be more than 1.3 

billion by 2017.
13

 Though population ageing is a global 

phenomenon, but India is the home of 10.39 crore people 

ages 60 or older, which is 8.6% of total population. 

Among them 5.11 crore are male and 5.28 crore are 

female.
12

 According to the United Nations Population 

Division, the population of India, ages 60 and older is 

projected to climb from 8 percent in 2010 to 19 percent in 

2050.
14 

In India, present Crude Birth Rate is 21.8 and 

Crude Death Rate is 7.1/ 1000 population, though both 

showing a decreasing trend since last few decades.
12 

 

Figure 1: Geographical distribution of centenarians in India (census 2011). 
 

But there is some controversy regarding the exact number 

of centenarians (aged 100 years or more) in this country. 

The Indian population census reported number of 

centenarians in 2011, is 605778, with slight female 

preponderance in number.
15

 Though the state Uttar 

Pradesh has the largest number of centenarians, almost 2 

lakh or about a third of the national total, but centenarians 

are present in every States and UT (data presented in 

Figure 1). While the number of females is 3.16 lakhs, the 

males are 2.89 lakhs. Two-third of them live in rural and 

one-third in urban areas (presented in Figure 2).
15

 But, 

according to a report, world‘s centenarian population 

projected to grow eightfold by 2050, from nearly 0.45 

million (2015) to 3.7 million (2050), where the number of 
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Indian centenarians mentioned 27000 (2015).
16

 Another 

landmark UN report on "ageing in the 21st century‖, 

revealed India is at present (2012) home to between 

11,000 and 20,000 centenarians. But this number is all set 

to rocket to anywhere between 1.51 lakh and 6.2 lakh.
17

 

But these could be an under estimation of data.
18

 

Regarding number of centenarians USA, Japan, China, 

India and Italy are in top five, where China and India are 

in the list mainly because of their large populations. 

Keeping track of one's exact age and birthdays is not 

considered an important issue in most parts of India, 

particularly in rural areas, obviously the age recorded for 

many in the above 80 age group would at best be a 

guesstimate, as many of them seem to prefer giving a 

round figure like 100. Sometimes the age of the oldest 

child was thus used to estimate the age of the 

centenarians.
19

  

 

Figure 2: Rural-urban distribution of centenarians in 

India (data: census 2011) 

 

Figure 3: Sex distribution of centenarians in India 

(data: census 1971--2011). 
Data source: estimated by author from past five censuses. 

The human sex ratio, according to the 2011 census, is 940 

females per 1,000 males.
12

 But this is reversed in case of 

centenarians of India (presented in Figure 3). Life 

expectancy in India is at 68 years, with life expectancy 

for women being 69.6 years and for men being 67.3.
20

 A 

major concern relates to the increasing proportion of 

elderly women (centenarian also), especially widows in 

the population. Two reasons are given for the marked 

gender disparity in widowhood in India, firstly, longer 

life span of women compared to men and secondly, the 

general tendency for women to marry men older than 

themselves.
21

  

 

Figure 4: Number of centenarians in India. 
Data source: compiled by author from-- 1. Ranjan Irudaya 

(2006), Population Aging and Health in India, Centre for 

Enquiry into Health and Allied Themes (CEHAT), Mumbai, p. 

1, and 2. Census data 2001-11. 

Informal care giving 

Most of the centenarians need care and assistance from 

others. These support provided almost entirely by co-

resident family members (and sometimes neighbours), 

who are unpaid and not part of the formal health-care 

system. These caregivers may be of different ages (from 

teen to aged), different sex (male/female), having 

different relations with the diseased person (spouse, 

offspring, sibling, son/daughter-in-law or grand-

son/daughter), of different mentality (passion comes from 

love, responsibility, guilt or even greed), but in every 

case the responsibilities are more or less same. In India, 

though the illiteracy is high, but the works of these 

informal caregivers are comparatively easier from the 

perspective of the extended family (caregivers can work 

in a collaborative effort) and slower pace of life. 

Health and formal care giving 

Currently there are various health systems available in 

India, such as Allopath (most widely used at present), 

Ayurveda, Yoga, Siddha (all are ancient Indian culture), 

Unani (Arabic medical system introduced by Muslim 

rulers), Homeopathy (AYUSH), etc. But in any system 

health care for older adults was not categorized 

significantly and both physical and mental health care 

continued to be provided as for adults.
22

  

Growing numbers of centenarians will put new and 

increasing demands on the health care system in India. 

There are around 50 physicians per 100,000 Indians, 

which are much less than the required number. This 

clearly indicates the deficiency status regarding the 

current issue.
23

 Almost one-half (47 percent) of older 

Indians have at least one chronic disease such as asthma, 

angina, arthritis, depression, or diabetes.
24

 Recently a 
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report from Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) 

reveals on the chronic morbidity profile in the elderly 

states that hearing impairment is the most common 

morbidity followed by visual impairment.
25

 At present, 

most of the geriatric Out Patient department (OPD) 

services are available at tertiary care hospitals. Therefore 

the only response to their emergency health problem 

seems to be hospitalization. But, since two-third of the 

centenarians resides in rural areas, it is mandatory that 

geriatric health care services be made a part of the 

primary health care services, but no significant 

improvement is visible in this sector till date. 

Economical background  

According to a report from World Bank in 2006, India 

contained the largest number of people living below the 

World Bank's international poverty line of US$1.25 per 

day.
26

 India has the highest number of people living in 

conditions of slavery (18 million) and most of them are 

bonded labour.
27

 In this country both the extreme age-

groups are neglected in present social structure. India has 

the largest number of child labours under the age of 14 in 

the world with an estimated 12.6 million children 

engaged in hazardous occupations.
28

 Older age-groups 

are neglected as same. In 2015, the Indian economy was 

the world's seventh largest by nominal GDP and third 

largest by purchasing power parity.
6
 Following market-

based economic reforms in 1991, India became one of the 

fastest-growing major economies, and is considered a 

newly industrialized country.
29

 Though agriculture is the 

mainstay of Indian economy, but industrialization and 

technological advancement (notably the information 

technology sector) also play a major role in current 

economic progress of this country. However, it continues 

to face the challenges of poverty, malnutrition and 

inadequate public healthcare. All these have a major 

impact in the life of centenarians. These elderly face a 

number of problems due to the absence of an assured 

income to support themselves for their healthcare and 

other social securities. At present, there are two kinds of 

pensions schemes available here, a lifetime monthly 

retirement benefit, mainly for government workers, and a 

lump-sum consolidated ―provident funds‖ for some 

private sector retirees. But those who do not fall in either 

of these categories, there are national monthly old age 

pensions paid to the poor, widowed, or single elders aged 

more than 60, lacking family support. But these are not 

significant and sufficient for their requirement. 

LIFESTYLE IN INDIAN CONCEPT   

In the post-vedic era, life of an average Indian was 

divided harmoniously into four stages (each called an 

‗ashram‘), first, Brahmacharya (period of 

learning/studentship), second, Garhasthya (the period of 

family life), third, Banprastha (the period when one had 

to handover the household duties to one's successor and 

became free from family responsibility and luxuries) and 

lastly, Sanyas (the period when one had to lead a total 

secluded/ascetic life free of worldly things), and was 

meant to maintain the discipline, peace and harmony in 

the family and society.
30

 The last stage, ‗sanyas‘ was 

meant for achieving the ultimate goal of mankind, i.e., 

‗moksha‘ through ‗aatm gyan‘ (self-knowledge). For 

each period there were 25 years limitations. So it can be 

assumed that at that time there were many centenarians, 

who achieved up to that mark. In Rig Veda, desire for 

longevity and health (mental and eternal physical) is best 

exemplified in the much quoted Atharva Veda sukt: 

"Pashyem sharadah shatam, Jivet sharadah shatam" (let 

me see 100 autumns, let me live 100 autumns).
31

 In Yajur 

Veda, the Rishis seek blessings of the almighty to enable 

them to live for hundred years. This tradition is still very 

common when one elder person give blessings to a 

younger one. The entire literature considered details for 

male lifestyle only and it was assumed that a wife would 

follow her husband faithfully in his move through 

different stages. 

The lifestyle has an impact on longevity and health in old 

age, this often the results from faulty lifestyle like 

addiction (smoking and alcohol intake), improper diet 

and lack of exercise as well as environmental and some 

other external factors. The ‗Atharva Veda‘, believed that 

mental illness might result from divine curses and it also 

provides the description for mental illness like 

schizophrenia. In ―Ayurveda‖, Shushruta advocates for 

‗swasthya vritta‘ (positive health) recommending 

‘dincharya’ (daily routine), ‘ritucharya’ (seasonal 

routine), diet, exercise and other conduct meant for 

positive heath. In ―Upnishads‖ spiritual dimensions of 

personality are recommended. 'Buddhism' emphasized a 

well ordered life by taking a midway between self-

indulgence and extreme simplicity. ‗Jainism‘ favors for 

non-violence, vegetarianism, warmth and human 

sympathy. ‗Christianity‘ talked a lot about individual 

living style, systems and ways of salvation.
30

 All of these 

lifestyle concepts are being followed by various 

communities to their way of life towards 100 years. In 

changing structures of socio-political power and patterns 

of religious belief, lifestyle of individuals gradually 

began to change. At one time the authority of head of the 

family (in most cases the father) was unquestionable, and 

even the elder brother was given as much respect as 

father. As the time progressed, with the advent of modern 

technologies, newer job openings were created, younger 

generation became educated and rushed for those jobs, 

with urbanization traditional family life scattered and 

lastly, the knowledge and learning (which was a 

monopoly for few older persons at a time) became 

common place, and the old persons had no such utility for 

younger generations. 

DISCUSSION 

Loss of a social role and recognition made the 

centenarians helpless. Some of them feel themselves 

practically a burden to their family members in present 

socio-economic structure. They found themselves very 
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lonely from the surrounding world, due to reduction in 

their work efficiency, suffering from chronic diseases, 

memory loss, increasing number of nuclear family and as 

a consequence gradual communication problem with next 

generation. These centenarians having the opinion, ''why 

god is so cruel, he is not taking me up". While on the 

other hand, some think themselves independent, and they 

believe in will power, ''I want to live more years, so I 

self-control with....''. Advancement in modern medicine is 

not the primary factor in the secret of long life.
19

 New 

studies are showing that genes have a significant impact 

on longevity, few subjects can attain longevity because a 

lucky combination of polymorphisms which allow them 

to have an efficient metabolism or an efficient response 

to different stress. Most of the others can attain a similar 

result by targeting the same pathways with appropriate 

life style or interventions.
32

  

In eastern cultures, elders and their practical wisdom are 

respected. Their life style is a mixture of hereditary 

influence of eastern culture, familial and spiritual beliefs, 

restricted dietary habits, socializing patterns, physical and 

mental exercise. The centenarians exhibit an aura of 

optimism in their daily life.
19

 Most of them are constantly 

involved in physical (like walking, gardening, or 

cooking) or mental activity (like reading and 

memorizing). They eat nutrient rich, low calorie diet 

regularly, but in small quantities. These centenarians 

believe in ‗something beyond what we know‘. They pray 

daily at regular times and believe in divinity. Meditation, 

yoga, and cold water bathing are part of their daily 

rituals.
19

 Till date, very few studies were carried out on 

Indian centenarians, one of them is ‗Tirupati centenarian 

study‘. Though it was based on centenarians of south 

India, revealed most of the centenarians are from middle 

income group families, physically slim and active for 

their ages, they did not suffer from any major diseases in 

the past (except visual and hearing impairments), they are 

largely self-dependent, most of them were female and 

widowed, coped with many setbacks in life and have 

good social relationship, a god-fearing and positive 

outlook.
33

  

A hearty laugh and a joyous lifestyle speeds up heart rate, 

tone up nervous system and improves circulation, which 

is very important for longevity. But this optimistic 

concept is not applicable to all centenarians live in this 

country. There are several factors playing in this regard, 

for this sometimes cause of their longevity remains a 

mystery. Those factors may be genetic, regional 

(location), religious, dietary, physical/mental activity 

related and level of resilience. In case where poverty 

reaches to its extreme or in severe climatic variation all 

these factors get overlapped. Inter-caste and inter-religion 

marriage is not uncommon today. For this reason, the 

discussion on centenarians of this country is different in 

many ways than that of other countries. 

A basic issue for current and future Indian centenarians 

centers on government versus family responsibility for 

their support. India has a current trend toward nuclear 

families, instead of the traditional multigenerational 

family, so the approaches and planning should be 

motivated to that direction to help the centenarians to 

lead a healthy aging. 

Recent developments (in research, education, and 

training) 

Now in India the centenarians have drawn the attention of 

researchers. Unlike last couple of decades now scientists, 

geriatricians, social workers are showing more interests 

on centenarians. Thus the researches on this age group 

are going on from different perspectives. This output now 

falls into several major categories like medical/geriatric, 

biological, behavioral, and the social investigations.
33

  

In contrast to the development of research, the 

development in gerontology education is not significant. 

The first graduate course in gerontology was introduced 

by the Department of Psychology, S.V. University, in 

1976, as an applied branch of psychology at the master‘s 

and doctoral levels. Despite these initial developments, 

gerontology as a special course of study in higher 

education has grown very slowly. Currently there are no 

significant stand-alone gerontology courses taught in the 

country. Strategies for enhancing gerontology education 

programs include increased research funding; faculty 

development and continuing education of existing 

faculty; widespread professional education, training and 

certification; expanded graduate and undergraduate 

degree education; and practical education for elders and 

their families, especially those who live in rural areas.
34

  

Different NGOs are working on elderly people, as well as 

on centenarians. The Alzheimer‘s and Related Disorders 

Society of India (ARDSI), Centre for Gerontological 

Studies in Trivandrum, Calcutta Metropolitan Institute of 

Gerontology (CMIG) in Kolkata, The Heritage Hospitals 

and Foundation at Hyderabad, International Longevity 

Center at Pune are few names. They mainly provide 

research, training, and care services. There are also a 

large number of local NGOs serve elders by organizing 

programs on their rights, health care, and legal aid.
35

 

CONCLUSION  

Globalization has great impact in today‘s lifestyle, 

anything which was remote few years back is no more 

remote today. Food habit, addiction, caregiving, mental 

stability, mental stress, level of resilience everything is 

affected by globalization. So one day this planet will have 

record number of centenarians, but there will also be 

shortage of resources, and will be struggle for existence 

(according to Darwinism), and for natural biology 

younger people will survive and number of centenarians 

will decrease dramatically. But we should not take such 

pessimistic outlook on life at least at present; rather we 

should think how to protect centenarians and their 

wisdom in near future. Alternatively, we may speculate 
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that future older adults are healthier and more active, and 

perhaps they could help (social involvement) create 

resources for those who need them (at any age). The path 

of sustainable lifestyle shown by them may influence our 

own lives. 

The most pressing global challenges to older persons‘ 

welfare are poverty, malnutrition, unattended chronic 

disease, lack of access to safe drinking water and 

sanitation, and income security.
36

 This country is also 

facing these problems. Government has a major role to 

play in this situation. They should implement some 

policies and programs focusing the centenarians. The 

Government of India incorporated an act for the care and 

protection of the older adults by their children – ‗The 

Maintenance and Welfare of Parents and Senior Citizen 

Act, 2007‘. But they should spread more awareness by 

advertisement and campaigns with collaboration with 

NGOs, to take effective measure to train more 

professionals in this field and lastly to counsel and 

support the families having centenarians. We should 

respect the centenarians and their moral values, their 

wisdom and caregiving to these people should be an 

equal responsibility for individual, family, society and the 

government. 
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