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The article takes a feminist approach to gerontology. It examines
the stereotypes of ageism that derive from the relationship between
culture and old age. It establishes the requirements for a type of
research that reflects women’s own experience of growing older, as
well as the social construction of values related to women’s old age.
It focuses on the sociocultural features of this population, which
faces old age with certain limitations, but also with unparalleled
assets.
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INTRODUCTION

This article sets out to explore the central nuclei of reflections on feminist
gerontological research from a critical perspective and to analyze the con-
ditions under which women age in our society. Feminist research brings
to aging certain aspects of the common principles of feminist epistemol-
ogy. Their objectives include revealing the socially constructed character of
the meanings and values that encircle the lives of elderly women, analyz-
ing the cultural norms that limit their free existence in old age, examining
the antecedents and conditions of life that derive from sexual differences,
and reporting on their consequences for the lives of elderly women. Critical
gerontology analyzes the extent to which political and socioeconomic factors
interact to shape the experience of aging, and it regards gender, ethnic back-
ground, and social class as variables on which the life course of individuals
pivot, insofar as it predetermines their position in the social order; aging
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is also a component of the class struggle, as Simone de Beauvoir would
have put it (Beauvoir, 1970/1977; Cole, Achenbaum, Jakobi, & Kastenbaum,
1993). A theory possesses generative capacity when it questions the implicit
beliefs of a culture, generates fundamental questions about social life, or
reconsiders “the given” (Gergen, 1978). Generative theories are those that
provoke debate, offer new alternatives to those already established, and
may help to transform social reality. Feminist research is thus a rich source
of generative theory insofar as it is committed, transformative, and reflective.

The study of old age and of aging has been constrained by the existence
of a large number of stereotypes. Critical gerontology, although it does not
deny the reality of the loss of function, attempts to counteract reductionist
images that present old age as an inexorable pathway to decay and depen-
dence, interpreting the value of human experience in the light of cultural
tendencies that underlie various contexts of development (Cole et al., 1993;
Gullette, 2000). Such potent negative beliefs set limits on research design
and hinder the creation of a potentiating reality for a steadily growing seg-
ment of the population that is also gradually finding itself in better physical
and mental condition. Gerontological language is deeply contaminated by
the stigma of old age. The mere words “old woman” are shocking because
of the negative ideas with which they are associated. We say “elderly” rather
than “old,” and we prefer to use “middle aged” in place of “old woman” in
order to avoid the negativism implied by these terms. Such linguistic skir-
mishes offer a mental moratorium but do not question the stigma applied
to old age. In our Western society the cultural association between old age
and illness has led to the biomedicalization of our senior citizens and has
obscured positive images of old age in favor of models that give preference
to an image of aging as an unavoidable path to sickness and deterioration.
Critical gerontology values the close relationship between physical and psy-
chological well-being and underlines the importance of health as a basic
predictive element of well-being in elderly people, as does the role played
by positive ideals in the final third of our adult lives, as factors of spiritual
and vital sustenance (Gannon, 1999).

FEMINIST GERONTOLOGY

Historically, academic feminism has paid scant attention to ageism, to age
relationships, or to old age itself. Most studies, in fact, have centered on
middle age and the process of aging, while studies that deal with elderly
women and the conditions under which they live have been few and far
between. It is true that it is during middle age that the first signs of aging
emerge, and the life-cycle alarms begin to be triggered: Menopause, wrin-
kles, gray hair, the body, beauty, and sexuality appear as the major topics
to which personal and academic attention must be paid, though not to the
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relationships of age and aging that are not perceived as being so urgent.
These are among the great complaints of groups of older women who have
not found answers in feminist studies to the major topics of the many ways
of female aging in our society (Cruikshank, 2003; Macdonald & Rich, 1983).
So-called “women’s studies” have not focused their efforts on the experi-
ences of older women; they have not theorized on the hierarchical system
of age, and, at most, have included aging in a long “et cetera” that hides the
true dimensions of old age (Calasanti & Slevin, 2006). The high price that
is paid in academic terms for dedicating research to topics with a double
standard of lack of prestige—women and old age—is to be at the bottom of
the lack of interest of female scholars in these topics.

Feminist gerontological research attempts to document the experiences
of elderly women and to promote new interpretations of female aging.
Among its basic goals is that of enabling and empowering this popula-
tion, revealing the unequal social regulations that mark the lives of elderly
women. It attempts to identify the potential for emancipatory social change.
Critical feminist gerontology has documented the experience of elderly
women, encouraging the development of more complete and more complex
interpretations of their lives, and has discussed the necessity of studying and
understanding the life trajectories in greater detail, revising the lacunae and
inconsistencies that a large proportion of current gerontological studies offer,
as a victim of the “ideology of age” (Fine, 1992).

IN THE BACK ROOM OF RESEARCH

In current society, the process of aging is not the same for a woman as for a
man, particularly when we bear in mind the numerous personal, social, and
professional aspects that, in the course of life, have made the lives of women
and men significantly different—both those that concern personal, emo-
tional, and professional trajectories, and the different implications for older
men and women in tasks concerning care and sustaining life. In spite of
this evidence, very few studies have paused to consider the significance and
consequences of such differences in socialization and professional and life
options for the old age of women and men (Freixas, 1997). In order to per-
form critical, feminist gerontological research, it is necessary for researchers
to engage in certain personal processes that will bring them to question their
implicit cultural beliefs. Only through an individual revision of ageist stereo-
types will it be possible to carry out high-quality research that empowers.
Particular cultural narratives concerning old age shape us; our culture, rather
than our age, turns us into old women or old men—aged by culture, claims
Margaret Gullette (2004)—which is why, if we are to be capable of decon-
structing such mental images, it is essential to intervene from the point of
departure of our self-reflection, revising the symbolic aspects of aging that
reside in our personal identity and our professional work. Only in such a
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way will it be possible to oppose oneself, to resist, as it were, the cultural
narratives of deterioration, while remaining fully conscious of the weight of
the relationships of age, particularly in the lives of elderly persons (Gullette,
2004; Ray, 1999, 2004). A well-meaning desire to include women in a study
in order to find ourselves with an enabling gender research is not sufficient.
What is crucial to the development of such research are the methodologi-
cal focus and the underlying theory that tells us how to proceed (Harding,
1987). It is essential to acquire a solid training in feminism that can guide
the process of research. A study in which sexual difference is a central ana-
lytical category and, as such, an explanation, requires much more than the
simple task of “adding” women to the data, as a simple item of statistical
information. We need to understand, to study, to illuminate the intervening
processes that give shape to the facts under study. We have to realize the
significance of being a woman or a man in what we are studying.

We need, therefore, to ask new questions about the range of conceiv-
able ideas that will enable us to carry out a transformational research, which
will go further than the limiting questions and answers that we habitually
encounter when we deal with elderly people and which tend to empha-
size the study of losses. Adrienne Rich said that to conventional problems
we offer conventional solutions, i.e., solutions to problems that have arisen
before (Rich, 2001). Women and aging research focuses all too often on top-
ics that circumscribe and restrict the fact of being a woman and being old to
the most profoundly patriarchal assignations of social role, forgetting in the
process other arenas of activity and bonds that may enable them to iden-
tify internal keys of significance and reconciliation. This research will have
to try to avoid developing simplified typologies, because when people are
homogenized as a function of age, we ignore the enormous diversity that is
to be found among elderly persons. The recognition of diversity and plural-
ity reflects the truth that elderly women have enjoyed vital and professional
experiences that are both different and enriching, experiences that offer a
noteworthy range of models for women of all ages; while equating persons
merely on the basis of their being old is suggestive of an unwillingness to
acknowledge the fact that different life trajectories signify radical differences
in the process of aging. Adopting a looser focus permits us to counteract
what is a powerful tendency to reinforce negative attitudes to aging, which,
furthermore in the case of women, adds to the fear with which we glimpse
aging: the panic about undergoing the process while belonging to a part of
the population that is particularly punished by factors such as poverty and
emotional marginalization (Sontag, 1972). The heterogeneity of personal,
professional, and emotional situations among elderly women ought to invite
us to start to study other related silences: Where are the elderly lesbians,
for example, and the women of other ethnic groups and cultures? What are
the conditions of life and the experiences of women in poverty? What range
of resources do these groups have to enable them to age with dignity and
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respect, rather than under the double stigma that they bear? A study of this
topic would need to bear in mind the wide range of critical moments in the
lives of elderly women, with their weak points—essential understandings,
as we would call them—and exclusive resources.

THE LIFE OF ELDERLY WOMEN—ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDINGS

Certain elements have characterized the lives of elderly women and, as such,
have marked their lives as old women. These life circumstances possess a
common denominator that is concretized in giving up part of her private
time for free—in the form of the tasks involved in bringing up and caring
for children—that are the origin of the weak economic position in which
many women find themselves in old age. Nevertheless, it is also clear that
the most important deprivations suffered by women as they age originate
in the age-related social stereotypes that both restrict them and render them
invisible and in the thinking and ideas that they themselves have about old
age that lead to their demoralization.

Few studies have focused on the multiple roles habitually played by
women, or on the toxic effects of the accumulation of a range of simulta-
neous tasks on those who are compelled throughout their lives, especially
the middle segment, to add to the care of their children that of their already
elderly parents, the running of a home, and efficient activity in the pub-
lic world. The lack of systematic and effective support leads to a high
degree of stress among women (Amoroso Miranda, Bosch Pareras, Carrasco
Bengoa, Fernández Medrano & Moreo Saenz, 2003; Barrett, 2005; Long &
Porter, 1984).

Women are regarded as the fundamental carers of the human species;
however, they are carers without compensation. All women do work of this
sort at some point in their lives, and this affects them in ways that are both
decisive and permanent. Only with difficulty can they liberate themselves
from this destiny, given the weight of social and cultural pressure that assigns
these duties to them, and the social imperative of bringing up and caring
for others. Women are the welfare state of the persons in their milieu, and
this role persists in our culture. The function of providing care throughout
one’s life involves a high cost in terms of time and loss of opportunities.
This is time that they do not dedicate to themselves, to their own personal,
professional, or intellectual education. The money that women do not earn
for themselves is an important part of the opportunity cost of their unpaid
work and of the discriminations that are mutually reinforced by themselves
in the labor market (Agulló Tomás, 2001; Altschuler, 2001; Killian, Turner &
Cain, 2005; Ziemba & Lynch-Sauer, 2005).

For years, we feminist researchers have been advocating a con-
ceptualization of women’s health that goes beyond what concerns their
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reproductive capacity and the consideration of menopause as an event that
involves important psychological, social, and cultural variables that configure
and explain women’s experience (Freixas, 1992). We argue for the absolute
necessity of a research that listens to a wide range of women’s voices on
this transition. The conjunction of a series of factors, among which we might
cite social pressure, the commercial interests of the laboratories, and the
lack of good-quality medical research, has produced a degrading and stig-
matizing explanation of menopause. The physical changes that characterize
menopause have been medicalized, psychologized, and psychiatrized to the
extent that women themselves, the medical class, and society as a whole all
regard it as an illness (Arnedo, 2003; Northrup, 2001/2002; Boston Women’s
Health Book Collective, 2006). It is essential to understand the effect of the
stereotypes that are held by health professionals of both sexes on their pro-
vision of care during menopause. The new discussion about menopause has
the aim of offering less catastrophic visions to women who find themselves
at this stage of life (Freixas, 2007).

The financial dependence of women, which originated in their early
emotional choices and has been perpetuated through the subsequent depen-
dence of other people on them, is the main cause of their poverty in old age.
It is the price they pay for this responsibility: an “inverse dependence” that
is at once invisible and highly negative where their old age is concerned.
Are they the maintained or the maintainers? It is the free labor provided
at home by women that enables the rest of the family to perform salaried
work. The professional and economic pattern that these women have his-
torically woven around their lives—which is forged in adolescence and is
consolidated in marriage—becomes the major obstacle to a high-quality old
age. The obvious economic inferiority of women vis-à-vis men tends to pass
unnoticed in the majority of studies. This financial disadvantage is based on
their exclusive orientation to their families during the best years of their life,
which leaves them open to a gradually worsening state of poverty. They
concentrate in poorly paid occupations and part-time jobs, enter and leave
the labor market, and regard their contribution to the family finances as sup-
plementary, in that the payment they receive for their work helps to relieve
the poverty of their family but not their own (Carrasco, 1999; Ovrebo &
Minkler, 1993). In short, we may join Adrienne Rich (1980) in claiming that
young women “do not take themselves seriously” at the times when the
pattern of the rest of their life is at risk.

THE LIFE OF ELDERLY WOMEN: EXCLUSIVE RESOURCES

Today older women do possess particular resources that limit their vulnera-
bility and that turn them into productive, active persons, to a greater extent
than is generally thought. The greater longevity of women does not mean
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that they enjoy a better state of health in old age. On the contrary, their
health, as they experience it, is clearly poorer than that of men of the same
age. However, their active attitude vis-à-vis their own health is a fundamen-
tal element for them in later life. In spite of having experienced a lifetime
of alienation from their bodies, which in most cases has negatively affected
their health, and also in spite of the lack of real attention that the medi-
cal profession displays toward them, elderly women try to stay active and
healthy. They take physical exercise, pay attention to their diet, exchange
information, pass on warnings about the deceptions of the cosmetics and
pharmaceutical industries, and set up networks of doctors who will listen
to them and take care of them (Cruikshank, 2003; Tannenbaum, Nasmith, &
Mayo, 2003).

Older women create powerful networks of friendship, neighborliness,
and community that involve spaces of support and solidarity that give sense
to their design of life at a time at which it is essential to revise their scales
of values (Coria, Freixas, & Covas, 2005)—networks that provide an invalu-
able framework of support both in difficult situations and when they face
the losses that tend to come with the passage of years. These bonds also
facilitate a high level of activity and involvement, both in their own pri-
vate lives and in the care of the community that they create together with
other women. Furthermore, elderly women benefit from what we might
call “reverse socialization,” via their relationships with younger generations:
They learn from younger people, discover new perspectives and tendencies,
and adopt these without fear, incorporating new ideas, tastes, and values
into their lives. In short, they make themselves more flexible, tolerant, and
diverse, in this way enriching their personal bonds and contacts and encour-
aging their disposition to accept the important social and family changes that
they so often encounter. At the same time, elderly women are the main con-
sumers of culture: They buy and read books, go to the cinema and the
theater, attend conferences, debates, and courses for elderly people, and so
on. They make up the audience at a wide range of cultural activities in the
community, which for them are an important source of involvement, con-
versation, and communication. This silent and unstoppable access of elderly
women to a public and cultural life, albeit as participants rather than actors,
implies a break with the limits previously imposed by the private and solitary
world of the home.

In Praise of Intimacy

Betty Friedan asked why women live longer than men and came to the
conclusion that it is precisely the capacity to create and maintain bonds,
and above all to maintain intimate relationships, that determines the relative
degrees of longevity between them and men. Intimacy enables them to
feel that they form part of a community and offers an inestimable sense of
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belonging that also turns out to be a fundamental element in old age. This
is not a matter of women being born with an innate capacity for intimacy,
but rather that the gender socialization that has encouraged the behaviors
involved in providing care and attention to and the bringing up of children,
turns, in old age, into a positive skill for the experience of that stage of life
(Chodorow, 1984; Friedan, 1993).

In Praise of Solitude

None of the foregoing prevents women from claiming solitude as a necessity
and a pleasure, which they value as a successful achievement of old age.
It manifests itself then as the combination of the art of enjoying solitude as
a time of silence and reflection—a space and time hitherto never enjoyed as
one’s own—and the art of “company at a distance” with family and friends.
Solitude permits them to take the reins of life from day to day, to put life
in order. This is tempting for those persons who have lived too much in
the company of others and have hardly ever enjoyed a time and space
of their own. Carolyn Heilbrun describes this as a “placenteral” experience
for people who, as well as having “time,” have a “world” (Freixas, 2006;
Heilbrun, 1997).

One of the mandates that mark the life of women is that of displaying a
feminine identity above all, concretized in three imperatives: beauty, submis-
sion, and heterosexuality. This definition of femininity, as an attribute that
can be fulfilled only in youth, refuses older women the right to be defined as
“women” after they pass menopause. Among the greatest liberties achieved
by them, precisely from middle age and onwards, is that they do not have
to “pass for young women,” and can finally deconstruct the social model
of femininity and show themselves to be individual free human beings. The
humor with which they observe their lives, their bodies, and their relation-
ships in old age is an element that has escaped traditional gerontological
research. According to Carolyn Heilbrun, older women laugh at the recog-
nition of two elements that form the basis of their current happiness:
independence (the liberty achieved from overcoming the narrow limits of
femininity set out by the patriarchy) and feminine ties (the security derived
from links with other women, precisely since achievement of such liberty).
Humor changes in the course of the life cycle and assumes the existence of a
portion of wisdom: They have learned to respond with humor to inequality
and injustice via compassion rather than anger (Heilbrun, 1988; Ray, 2004).

In the course of years, women have developed a number of survival
strategies that have their origin in their situation as persons deprived of per-
sonal, social, political, and economic power, which we define as “strategies
of the oppressed.” Their vulnerability has forced them to sharpen their nat-
ural gifts—often defined as “intuition” or “sixth sense” and which almost
always refer to interpersonal relations, but also imply a questioning of the
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social order that marginalizes them and often enables them to improve their
personal and social position (Sáez-Buenaventura, 1988). Dolores Juliano
calls such strategies “invisible questionings,” because their efficacy is based
precisely on this state of invisibility and through which women formally
respect certain social norms that they subsequently break in favor of achiev-
ing objectives that, from the ethics of care, they regard as both just and
necessary (Gilligan, 1982; Juliano, 1992, 1998).

CHALLENGES FOR FEMINIST GERONTOLOGICAL RESEARCH

If we are to take into account the complexity of the aging process, psy-
chogerontological theory and research involve a number of challenges,
largely because many of the factors that hitherto have characterized the
lives of the elderly will be considerably modified in the course of a few
generations, who will enjoy a long life expectancy with a better standard of
health than previous generations. Women will enjoy different experiences of
work, financial and family management, of power and status than their pre-
decessors, and will also possess improved economic, social, and intellectual
resources. These have all probably led to a redefinition of their traditional
roles vis-à-vis their families, partners, paid work, money, and power.

Age Counts

Age marks a difference that itself is a cultural construction. Age is a prin-
ciple of social organization whereby different groups acquire power and
identity via intersecting relationships. Age assumes a hierarchy that defines
persons and which, in old age, withdraws power, authority, and status from
all “old people.” In contemporary society, people who are regarded as old
are marginalized; they are subjected to violence and exploitation, and they
suffer from inequalities that are regarded as natural and beyond discussion
(Calasanti, Slevin, & King, 2006). Age is a key element in the experience of
old age, not only as a counter of actual years, but also the subjective experi-
ence of time. Critical feminist gerontology envisages the necessity of making
a distinction between aging and old age, understood as two processes with
different meanings and consequences, both in terms of experience and sub-
jective living and in the significance of the body in this process. Middle
age—a stage of life during which what count are the processes and expe-
riences of growing old in a changing body with which it is still possible to
identify oneself—is not the same as old age, in which the most important
things are experience and the real significance of an old body whose image
reminds us of dependence and death. Being 60 is not the same as being 90;
nor are the vital circumstances of people at these two ages the same, as they
differ as a function of the various arrangements for life that they had made in
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youth. The fourth age involves a qualitative change, not merely a chronolog-
ical one (Twigg, 2004). Now the body is the key, though no longer in terms
of beauty but of survival, of its daily necessary efficiency. The body acquires
radical importance insofar as it challenges the individual with her fragility
and dependence. This offers a challenge to social gerontology, which needs
to develop explanations that go beyond the predominant biomedical dis-
course and take into account the complex significances of the person and
the situations that she or he may encounter. This makes it necessary to
explore how we negotiate identities in old age, identities that are structured
by age and gender relationships, how the fundamental “I” is negotiated, and
to understand the meaning of the structural changes brought by the passage
of time (Covan, 2005). One of the main concerns of old age is the search for
the significance of the time left. The first prerequisite for living a meaningful
life is to experience a sense of dignity as a human being, but how can we
age with dignity in a society in which people are valued as a function of their
instrumental and physical value? How do elderly women construct the mean-
ing of their lives, giving it value, beyond the cultural requirement of beauty?

Women’s Bodies at the Center of the Aging Process

To speak of aging in our culture is to speak of the body; to speak of aging
in women is to speak of beauty. Growing old involves entering a process
of becoming progressively invisible that is particularly applicable to women,
resulting in the paradox that even though older women’s bodies are invisible
(one no longer “sees” them), they are still “hypervisible” (their old bod-
ies are “all” that are seen) (Woodward, 1999). The social rejection of older
bodies takes on surprising characteristics when what are at stake are the
bodies of women whose market value resides in a model of beauty—youth
and slimness—that is unachievable in old age, making it almost impossible
for them to escape from the judgment that the bodies of old women are
unattractive (Cruikshank, 2003). From this perspective, aging undermines
one of the traditional sources of feminine power: beauty. The double stan-
dard of aging appears in all its “splendour” in this aspect (Sontag, 1972).
Feminist gerontology concerns the recognition of the subjective experience
of aging and the significance of the body in this process, the problems and
paradoxes of cultural resistance (Twigg, 2004). Our culture teaches us to feel
bad about aging and to begin to feel this at an early stage, as we anxiously
scrutinize our bodies for signs of decadence and decline. The strategies of
masking and hiding age reinforce social ageism by suggesting that there is
something in the bodies and lives of elderly women that ought to be hidden,
confirming that growing old is somehow shameful (Calasanti, 2004). In a
youth-obsessed culture, the physical signs of aging are a sign of personal
failure.
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The feminist response has been to face up to the social devaluation of
being old, avoiding the denial of age as such, but it is not easy to successfully
resist the reification and the oppressive norms of femininity: The road to
aging “naturally” is extremely problematic (Twigg, 2004). Margaret Gullette
discusses the necessity of opposing and resisting the negative narratives of
aging, reactions that involve different readings and discourses concerning
the body, age, and beauty, but is it really possible to construct differ-
ent elaborations on the bodies of the old (Gullette, 1997, 2004)? In terms
of appearance, when do we meet resistance and when do we capitulate?
Otherwise, although we don’t know how to do so, we need to launch a
thorough discussion of older bodies. In the past few years, the narratives of
decadence have prevented any other form of significance and interpretation
of the body, making it impossible to form other, more humanistic and plural-
istic, readings (Laz, 2003). It is essential to redefine standards of beauty and
to combat the narrow limits of what is regarded as attractive, to move on
from an “anti-age” culture to a “pro-age” one. The antiaging industry, with
its proliferation of creams, vitamin supplements, exercise programs and hair
dyes, all designed to mask the signs of age, is not a pattern of cultural
resistance.

Comfortable Aging

We believe that some of the mandates of the gerontological culture that have
been enjoying a great deal of success in recent years, such as “active aging”
and “satisfactory aging” need a certain degree of nuancing, since they imply
the assumption that we need to keep ourselves active in order to avoid
growing old—to do things: to travel, go to university, take exercise—as
well as to maintain the physical appearance of, at least, a middle-aged per-
son: suggestions that prize “doing” over “being.” Satisfactory aging revolves
around the concept that the aim of good aging is precisely not to age, to be
“old,” or, at least, not to look old. Keeping active is not to be old; inactive or
sedentary people are regarded as old, and as such are less valued. We grow
old when we can no longer maintain such levels of activity. From this per-
spective, old people ought to submit to the “discipline of activity,” without
respect for their desire to be allowed to do nothing (Calasanti & Slevin, 2006;
Friedan, 1993; Holstein, 2006). What is more, the philosophy of satisfactory
aging in women includes adherence to many of the ideals of femininity: to
be healthy, slim, discreetly sexy, and independent (Ruddick, 2000), i.e., to
maintain the active style of the group of “the select” who try not to be per-
ceived as “old.” Such measures include the denial of age, the assumption of
the myth of beauty, and self-alienation. None of this questions the negative
evaluation of old age, only its delay, because from such perspectives, old
age does not begin at 65, but at 85. In the face of such stressful suggestions,
the idea of comfortable aging emphasizes the advantages of aging offered
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by the acceptance of old age as a gift that enables us to enjoy the long
period ahead and the incorporation of lifestyles that combine participation
and the internal life.

CONCLUSION

Critical feminist gerontology deals with the transformation of the signifi-
cances that have dominated gerontological theory and research, introducing
questions that enable us to comprehend the complexity of the process.
One of its objectives is to seek out and display affirmative images of older
women, without denying the reality of the losses and changes that accom-
pany the aging process. It is important to draw up conceptualizations that
oppose the notion that old age is purely a matter of loss, but certain posi-
tions of complete denial of this make it difficult to understand and analyze
the complexity of old age. What must we do to recognize loss as an inher-
ent reality in the process of becoming older, confirming the possibilities of
growth and prosperity in old age? Martha Holstein has claimed that denying
physical fragility and incapacity in old age and praising only its strengths
would not appear to be the best way of learning to live one’s life fully
and proudly, in spite of such limitations (Holstein, 2006). The social images
of old women that we have do not illustrate the diversity of experiences,
tastes, and options that they have developed in the course of their lives: We
do not hear the voices of the incapacitated, of women who are inadequate,
who think in different ways. We claim to display models of aging in women
that do not include piety, commiseration, ridicule, to know their day-to-day
experiences and the complexity of their lives.

The exclusion of elderly women from academic research, from the
media and cultural spaces of visibility and power, is illustrative of the geron-
tophobia of our culture. One goal of critical gerontology would be to draw
up feminist alternatives to the patriarchal invalidation of older women, offer-
ing them recognition, authority, and power, giving them space and voice,
encouraging a research appropriate to feminine reality that would permit the
construction of positive enabling rituals of representation of old age. It is also
necessary to bear in mind the economic inequality of the sexes. We cannot
look at old age in women without bearing in mind their working and crazy
professional histories in which occasional and part-time employment, clan-
destine employment without Social Security coverage, and other contractual
relationships in the labor market have been the norm. The impossibility of
gaining access to resources, experienced by women throughout their lives,
but especially in old age, enables us to understand the phenomenon of their
poverty. It is also essential to recognize, therefore, the effects of their ear-
lier economic dependence and discrimination in the labor market, and the
value of affective labor and of supporting life performed by women, and the
opportunity costs of these efforts in their old age.
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One of the major as yet unresolved topics as far as our understanding of
the lives of elderly women is the study of their sexuality in the light of their
affective-sexual, religious, and cultural education, or lack of it, which has
encouraged the disappearance of the limitations on their desires, recognizing
the changes that take place in old age, and analyzing, in studies of women’s
sexuality, the role of love, affection, and tenderness, providing social and
cultural space for the validation of new forms of sexual intimacy for elderly
women. The complex and subtle life of elderly women would appear to be
a wide field, open to thinking and critical and reflective research, in which
their voices and experience are revealed to be essential tools. The objective
of such studies of the age of women should be to encourage the freedom
of elderly women to choose their own lifestyle and the manner of aging
that they prefer. All transitions to higher levels of thinking and functioning
are difficult and threatening, particularly when they question older models,
but, as Michelle Fine has pointed out, there is no task more appropriate for
feminist researchers: We need to provoke a deep-reaching curiosity about,
even intolerance to, what is described as inevitable, immutable, and natural
(Fine, 1992)—a claim that is of maximum applicability when we refer to
feminist gerontological research.
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