Being older is not the problem…..

A rose by any other name may smell as sweet but, as we all know, that depends on the name. It can depend also on something as subtly powerful as the use of the definite or the indefinite article. Take ‘older woman’ for example.  Add the definite article and ‘the older woman’ becomes a disturbing force; there is a whiff of scandal and a recognition that this ‘older woman’ still has a life and, what’s more, one that attracts a younger man.  Add, on the other hand, the indefinite article and ‘an older woman’ somehow relegates her to a gray little band of respectable, anonymous females, barely worth discriminating as individuals. It is the threat of the singular power of ‘the older woman’ that haunts the media, and society in general, into stereotyping us with all those sexist/ageist labels and we become lumped together as ‘old hags’, ‘old bags’ and general ‘dags’. The role models presented are often those of weak, frail, dependent creatures, hobbling along in the late morning, picking their way through other people’s days, their shopping bag on wheels trundling along in their wake. If they happen to have managed to hold onto their larger set of wheels, they will be portrayed as crawling along in the centre of the road, oblivious to the honking of an increasingly impatient back-log of traffic as it attempts to manoeuvre around her. Thus ‘an older woman’ is often seen, at best as an obstacle, at worst as an irrelevance. That is if she is seen at all. 

The media vocabulary inhabited by an older man is different. While his hair is silver rather than gray, and signifies authority and power, his wrinkled face may be taken as evidence of a life lived fully and in pursuit of wisdom. Even older men’s application of definite and indefinite articles has a different slant. ‘An older man’ is just that: an older man. ‘The older man’, likewise, seems like any other comparative, but not pejorative, description. Any reference to ‘The Old Man’, complete with upper case, has a ring of fondness and respect. Even stereotypes of older men shopping for groceries has an indulgent sense of ‘Bless ‘im! Doing his own chores!’ But before being tempted further down the path of knocking older men in general, we would do well to remember that stereotyping of any kind, while being a useful generalizing tool, devalues the individual.  If it is no good for us then it is no good for them either. We need to challenge all of the stereotyping labels of ageing and we need to start with ourselves. We need to check out the vocabulary of our own life stage and decide how we want to present ourselves; because that is how we will be seen. 

 In the foreword to Menopause the Musical , Jeanie Linders is said to have written the show as “a celebration of a life passage that launches women into an exciting new phase of their lives.” At 58-going-on-60 (59 is just a droopy, gravity-laden number), I am a ‘younger older woman’ who is just coming to the end of this period in my life and part of the whole process has been a reassessment of my identity as an older woman and what happens next.  What this musical did was take stereotypes and use them in the best possible way. The ‘labels’ encouraged the audience to identify with and absorb into a much wider group through a common experience and the universal link was this magical, awful, frustrating rite of passage that all women go through; the menopause. It pointed up the positives in a time of possible negatives and challenged the stereotypes we have lived with for a long time that portrayed menopause as ‘abnormal’ and the beginning of ‘dis-ability’.  It challenged us to be proactive in our ageing, to plan the care of our bodies and our minds and see menopause as just one more stage on the longer journey. The laughter (in itself a good medicine) was the vehicle for the message.  

Growing older is what happens. It is a fact of life. What we do to manage that fact of life is what matters. And there are legions of women to help each other through. Be aware that much of the medical practice around is based on the needs and the experiences of the male body. Be aware that recent studies have shown that many of the medications prescribed are based on research of older males and may not react in the same way with an ageing female body. Take responsibility for your own diet and exercise and well-being. And once you have taken care of yourself get out into the community and spread the word, share the learning experience. It is an act of responsible citizenship to continue to engage with society at any age, to challenge its values and its misconceptions. We did it through the 60’s first time around. Now it’s just a different kind of 60’s and we can do it again.
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