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To that longtime friend who, as he laughingly and unwittingly suggested that he is growing old disgracefully, spoke the heart of my book.
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Preface

 

 

 

Old women are mostly invisible in our country. If not ignored, they are pitied, derided, discounted, or feared, unless they are in the socially-acceptable roles of caretaking, that of grandparent or dutiful daughter, or have managed to be considered wise, often because they are rich and/or famous.

We are afraid of aging, because of its powerlessness, its increasing body disabilities and malfunctions, its smells, its oddness, its inability to race around, be important, and to take care of itself. Such characteristics are present at any age, but especially scorned in the old. Our society fears old women because they represent death and disdains them because they are no longer useful, sexually or as caretakers.

In past ages, old women were looked on as wise, powerful, guardians of life’s entrances and exits, healers, seers, and truth-speakers. Women’s power was taken from them by church fathers, businessmen, university intellectuals, medical doctors, male undertakers, by a gradual, specific, purposeful decision and act of taking unto the male gender those occupations and activities done for ages by women. Inquisitions and witch-burnings are two of the most visible examples of a centuries-long process of taking from women, especially old women, their work, their power, any authority in life.

“There’s an aging mystique in this country that is just as serious, and even more pernicious, than the feminine mystique,” says Betty Friedan. “It denies reality, and distorts it. It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy that keeps us from confronting the real possibilities and problems of the new third of life that is now open to people” (Svitil 1990, p. 74).

Pitiful and powerless as we are, is it not strange that old women are still hated and feared?

Who wants to read further?

We do, those of us who are sick and tired of being patronized, who want to add our collective weight and energy to redressing the balance, who refuse to accept our culture’s lie that old is ugly. We want to reclaim for ourselves that last third of our lives, supported and affirmed by one another and the society we live in.

This is not a gerontological study, bolstered by statistics and footnotes, although many of the experiences related here can be found in the listed at the end of the book.

I tell the story of how some aging and old women are carving out a way of life, hacking their way through the nearly impenetrable undergrowth of our culture’s revulsion against us, finding in each other’s stories and shared experiences the courage to reclaim our equality not only with aging men, but with the youth so worshipped in this country. At first I wrote of “we” and “us.” Reminded that I do not speak for all others, I have tried to avoid the editorial, inclusive and/or bombastic “we,” which often results in awkward phrasing.

In the midst of my own aging process, a friend and I designed an hour’s presentation to help participants get in touch with their aging concerns and find ways to face them. Later I expanded the work into an eight-week class, laced with the concepts and strategies I have studied and taught in Values Clarification/Realization work for a long time. Since then, I have led groups in churches, renewal centers, religious coalitions, and a community college so women can become conscious of their own aging process and that of the culture in which they live.

I am a white, middle-class woman, living and working in Lincoln, Nebraska, where people of color are less than three percent of the population. Even so, I can remember in the groups, a Native American woman, a woman of Spanish heritage, a differently-abled woman, a friend who is lesbian, and a young woman dentist who is Jewish. That is not much diversity; sometimes ethnocentrism is a reality. However, becoming aware of the oppression of old women has made me more aware of other oppressions, those of poor, lesbian, differently-abled women, and women of color. The work of social justice and peace has taken up much of my energy for the past 10 years, a special consciousness of my own aging years.

Nebraska authors Willa Cather, Mari Sandoz, and another favorite woman writer, Elizabeth O’Connor, all tell us to write of what we know, of our own experience. I have done that, trying not to be insensitive to the concerns of women of different births, backgrounds, lifestyles, and circumstances.
Every page of this book was written intuitively, from my life, my experiences, my feelings. Thus the pattern may not be clear, nor each chapter perfectly organized nor of the same emotional intensity or clarity. It is simply the reflection of one woman’s aging, made stronger and braver by reflections and life experiences of other women, both read and heard. The idea is to read and think, remembering and knowing your own story, seeing your own journey as worthwhile, making those choices appropriate to your own situation.

Many women have taken this journey before me, perhaps with less anger and concern about what one’s culture says is appropriate. My focus is on the reasons we need and the ways we practice daily affirmative action in the face of subtle, deep, pervasive, unspoken distaste and derision for old people in general and old women in particular in the United States. If you think I exaggerate, please watch television carefully for several days and read some popular magazines.

This is a suggested pathway—books to read, things to do, matters to clear up, our lives to reflect upon and change — for living to old age and affirming ourselves every step of the way.

I understand that not all women have the choices available to me and the women I have worked with. Nor does celebration seem appropriate to women sick, poor, alone, mentally or emotionally disturbed, disabled, or helpless. These conditions can describe people at any age, yet are also often part of the life situation of old women. I’m convinced that as we work to change society’s attitudes towards old women, we enlarge the possibilities and improve conditions for all women. It sounds trite to say that we must both respect the diversity of women and live in solidarity with each other, yet I think that is the truth of our lives—all women, whether they are of color, lesbian, poor, differently-abled, or white, middle-class, honoring our differences and hearing and respecting each other’s stories and experiences.

The chapters in this living will are based on the areas of our lives I have found we need to concentrate on, based on the life experiences of many women gathered in groups to reflect and work on their own aging. They are also based on the written work I have found that speaks directly to old women and their status today. Some of the best writing, I think, is by lesbian women, who, surely because of the oppression they know so well, see more directly and face more honestly the ageism in our culture and the very real aging concerns of all women.

I try to avoid giving advice — saying there is one way to feel or think or act — or age! We all have our deep-seated reasons for what we do. I especially try to avoid that shoal of advice that tells us to deny that there is anything wrong in our lives, to deny our feelings of sadness or grief or inadequacy, to smile, because our culture demands cheerfulness, extroversion, activity, or positive thinking.

The work comes directly from my need to record my own aging and the journey of hundreds of sisters through their aging years. It is offered to women wondering how to feel good about themselves, surrounded by all types of media that show images of thin, happy, well-coiffed and dressed, financially-secure, heterosexual-coupled, active, self-confident women.

Where are the real old women? They are everywhere if we would only look and care. We learn to care about ourselves as we age, not to wait until we are old-old, but to begin the journey now. This record is hardly complete; it is a starting place, a reminder to women of reflections and actions that will lead to affirming and celebrating ourselves now and whenever it is we think we are old.

Adrienne Rich (1985, p. 65.) says “The most important thing one woman can do for another is to illuminate and expand her sense of actual possibilities….” This work is offered in that spirit.




I. UNMASKING OUR OWN TRUTH AS AGING WOMEN





Chapter 1

“Just Fine, Thank You.”


 

 


Some women have spent their lives working hard, at a paid job, keeping up the home front, or both; caring for children, tending to life’s details, loose ends, and unfinished business, managing to look good at the same time. Adrienne Rich (1977, p. xvi) calls it “this activity of world protection, world preservation, world repair….” Looking good means that a woman should be clean, tidy, reasonably fashionable, pleasant, optimistic, and kempt. Certainly this generalization has its flaws; it is my observation and reflection, however, that across occupations, races, lifestyles and classes, women in the United States are the peacemakers, the face-savers, the solution-finders, all of which is reflected in our female demeanor.

Unfortunately, this is all too easily translated into a false, mechanistic, culturally-affirmed, life-denying attempt to keep all problems under the surface, under control, and stuffed inside tightly-regulated exteriors. Little girls and grown women are told to smile. We reply “Just fine, thank you,” or at least pleasantly, to the occasionally sincere, more often routine, “How are you?” Of course, “How are you?” is often a greeting, not a question, and does not require a litany of one’s life and complaints in return.

Visiting my mother late one winter, I proudly showed her a picture of myself in my town’s newspaper, a picture taken at a legislative hearing. She took one quick look at this photograph of her youngest daughter, age 57, and retorted: “You look like you’re a thousand years old.” (Much later I realized she felt very old that day.) My mother did not know that my solemn face was in response to a hearing on the death penalty. Yet even as I expressed disagreement to her strong reaction, she countered, “But you look so serious, dear.” Then I remembered—oh, how I remembered — that one is supposed to smile in public — public meaning any time another is around — and to look pleasant at all costs.

Do we learn that iron rule so as to attract the attention and approval of men? Is much of women’s behavior drilled into them by hierarchical systems? Is appearing pleasant a social convention used in order not to burden each other with our problems? Does our society need a collective positivism in order not to break down under the weight of individual and collective anxieties and depressions? Do we make our companions think we are “just fine” so that they will trust us in friendship and business? Or is it just one of the ways we manage social interactions in order to glide by one another with the least amount of friction?

For girl-children, and for adult women, the idea is to be pleasant, especially to another. Boys and men have their own set of disabling messages to struggle with. This is not to discount their journey but to understand that for women, the cultural messages say: conform, be pleasant, adorn, do not show strong feelings or exhibit thoughts of substance. This is not as true as it used to be, but it is still the stereotype against which many women struggle.

One spin-off from the “I’m just fine, thank you” school is the gigantic “cosmetic” industry in this country, which encourages women to diet (itself an 11-billion dollar industry), to dye their hair, to have surgery on thighs, stomachs, breasts, and faces, to make up faces in order to be beautiful and desirable, to be ashamed of natural body odor, to wear high heels to make legs “look attractive,” i.e., thin, and to have the buttocks wiggle, and to dress in a manner that reflects outside approval, not inner comfort.

Another spin-off is the ascendance of the positive thinkers; the New Age “everything is just fine if you think it is,” plus the Christian emphasis on the sun, the western emphasis on extroversion, on coping and producing, and relegating the dark, quiet, mournful, angry, wild side of ourselves to a realm of shame. It is as if the restful, healing nighttime of the moon and our depressions and sorrows can only be shown in private, by women revealing this side of their real selves in moments of solitary candor.

I understand the power and wisdom of affirmations and that we project onto the world our inner realities, created from the inside out and getting back the evidence of what we believe. Yet we must find the courage to be ourselves, expecially in the face of these spiritual truths and to offer that acceptance to one another. To say that everything is operating “just as it should,” or that “everything is going to turn out all right,” reflects, at a profound level, the actual fact of things. However, women need to include in that “all rightness” their own darkness, and claim to what has been driven underground—the restoring power of darkness, the power of seeds growing in dark soil away from the sunlight, babies growing in the dark of mothers’ wombs, the powerful regenerative force of the moon.

I caught myself today projecting my fear of my own inner demons on another. My husband came home tired, uncommunicative, silent, heavy, isolated from me by low energy and lethargy. I became restless and irritated, as if he had no right to be that way around me. Frightened and dismayed by my denial behavior in order to avoid my own depression, I fought against the evidence of such feelings in him. Thus I understand my strong reaction against people who insist that “Just fine, thank you” is the best and most appropriate response to life.

The next three chapters focus on the effects of the “just fine” rule: the first a working out of my feelings when I noticed a group of “feel no regret” women taking over a roomful of women reflecting on regret. The second is a telling experience about “aging gracefully,” and the third a concentration on the “cosmetics” of aging, hardly cosmetic in one sense of that word. Dignified speech to the contrary, I call this significant subject “LOOKS.” Joining the long list of “isms” to which we are being made conscious, it is called “Looks-ism.”

Being clear inside ourselves and choosing whether and how to communicate that clarity to others, resisting the blame-the-victim trap of some forms of thought with its fierce insistence on peace and positivism, aging any way we want to and can, and becoming free of the insidious power of judgement of our appearances—these are the issues that came alive for me when I awakened in my middle-class middle age.







Chapter 2

 Beware the Positivists!


 

 


The pretty white-haired woman, full of energy and not at all timid about speaking her mind, clenched her fist in the air as she exhorted her classmates to ignore regret and push on with their lives.

Other women in the class joined her cause, murmuring assent, as they leaned forward in their chairs to get in on the idea of not giving regret power in their lives. Only later did I notice that not everyone joined in the regret-bashing. One articulate extroverted woman said to me at the end of the class, “Oh, I regret everything,” naming things she regretted that very day.

I’d fallen into the trap of applauding the women who said they spent no time regretting anything and who told the rest of us we shouldn’t either. Positive thinking, with its New Age relatives of “creating your own world” and “feeling only love,” can be a trap for me and can make me think that how I feel is somehow wrong.

Growing up in a religion that emphasized the good, and taught that “sin, sickness and death are unreal,” has left me with a deep need to recognize the world’s and my own darkness. I do not go around in a slough of despair, even though I know depression and see the effects of violence and structural and personal injustice. What I take issue with is the marching philosophy that we create reality by our thinking and that we can love our way through problems of war and starvation, hatred and domination. I believe that if we are resentful and bitter, we will draw experiences to us that reinforce that attitude. Yet 1 do not agree that justice and peace will come to the world if we all just sit in our corners and get our own thinking straight. Such personalism goes against the fact that billions of us inhabit this planet, creating the need to live in community.

Performer Ronnie Gilbert says it well:

Looking back, what terrifies me is seeing that there have been years and years where the major thrust in personal growth and politics is taking care of oneself, finding the “inner self.” This is all very important, but what about our nature as human beings in the community? We are in this world together, and we are either going to make it together or we’re not going to make it. (Mitchell 1990, p. 34)

There are things to be sad about, not only in our own remembered pasts but in the world today. We don’t make such things more or less real by our attitudes toward them, nor do we want to live weighed down with wrongs and regrets. Not to face and recognize our own sadness and the pain of others seems to me to exhaust us with denying it, and lets it fester inside ourselves. Keeping such darkness at bay gives it greater power over us than does admitting and confronting it.

We say to one another “think positively,” “be done with the past,” and — in our class of aging women—”damn regret, full speed ahead.”

Those of us not exhorting our companions to look on the bright side are the bad guys these days. During meetings, we are the ones who try to voice what we see going on in the group’s collective mind and speak the unspoken when the group begins racing on a course of “niceness.” Like those of us in the class who kept quiet, thinking we were wrong or should not speak when the positive thinkers took over, and later expressed how we really felt, contrary to the others’ evangelism. When I feel or know the pain of a situation, or feel differently than the person expressing the official story, I need to say so, without labeling myself the group grump or depressive. My heart leapt when I heard psychiatrist, author and feminist Jean Shimoda Bolen (1990) say, at a retreat, “The group always needs the voice of what is not being said. It is always a relief when it is said.”

To demonstrate that we seekers are not always cheerful and smiling, I show people in my Values Clarification groups two photo-graphs—one of an aging activist now dead, Abbie Hoffman, and the other of his former partner, Jerry Rubin. Rubin is well-dressed, probably makes a considerable salary, and no longer acts out the radical politics of his youth. Hoffman, as we know, was still at it to the end, leading strikes, sit-ins, and rallies, and was deeply involved in social justice work. In the picture, he looks raggedy in a T-shirt and graying beard.

I could also show my groups the full-page picture of myself that appeared in a Women’s Campaign Fund promotional brochure years ago.
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