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ABSTRACT

This article focuses on the paradoxes and ‘
developaental injustices in the socialization of women's sexuality.
It traces these paradoxes to an historical concern vwith female
) sexwality which centers on the reproductive cycle; sketches the
' processes of socialization which create'a developmental injustice in
. the expression of sexuality in the older woman; and, finally,
indicates future trends which may lead to an increased frequency of
dirti 0ld women--and the emergence of the sensuous grandmother.
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introspective gerontologists have informally proposéd that as we
grow older we become more iﬁdividua1l(Eisdorfer, personal communication,
1974), that there af; ferrer social constraints oh personal decisions
(Tro11, personal coﬁmunication,“1976), and that wifh old age we can look
forward to- the death of thé superego (Siegler, personaI'commﬁnication,
1977). MNo one,ahowevér, has proposed that old age is a hedonistic paradi%e:
on the contrary, many cqntempor&fy observers have remarke& upon the con-

strictions facing the aging,'énd;_in‘particuIar, the aging woman, whom

***“*Trol1”t?11%§iies as poor, dumb, and ugly--that is, econom%caIly and

educationally disadvantaged, and a sexual castoff.

Our focus is on the paradoxes and developmental injustices in the

- socialization of women's sexuality. lle propose to trace these paradoxes

to an historich concern with fema1é sexuality which centers on the
reproductivercyCIe, to sketch the processes of socialization which create
a deveIOPmentaI injustice in the expréssion of sexuality in the 61der
vioman, and, finally, to indicate future trends which may lead to an '
increased frequency of dirty old women--and the emergence of the sensuous
grandmother,

First, Jet us distiqguish between procreative sex and sex for pIéﬁéure--
which are separable in pfincipIe, and more recently in fact. For most of |

hunan history sexuality led to pregnancy: the "double standard" could be sesn

/
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as an 2ffort to protect women against the byproducts of casual sex, and

mother and child. The socialization of female sexuality has been focused
a1ﬁost exclusively around procreative sex. Small girls have not been
rearad to anticipate the intense pleosures of sexua] contoct;pthey have
been taught to keep from "going. too far,"‘from "getting a bod_name," from
getting pregnant, and finally, in due time, "famiiy p1anp;pg."

The bureaucratization of female sexua]ity'finds expression aﬁbhg
boys, who distinguish between "good girls," potentia] mothers and wives,

and’ "bad girls”--who take candid, ‘eager delight 1n sexuality, and who,

" " therefore, are suitable partners for”pIeasure but not con@1dotes for a-

lifetime'scommitment.. Early attention to the educational contradicticn
in the rearing of girls, therefore, was expressed in terms of an in-

consistency of expectations:. "good girls" were expected to manoge the

~ brakes in a premarital ‘relationship, and to discqrd togir inhibitions on

their wedding nights. = Boys were expected to practice with “bad girls" if
they could find them and to bring their expertise, such as it was, to the

marriage bed, where it-mxght; with Tuck, relieve some of. the consequences

of the newly apparent inconsistency in _fomale socialization whici young wives

were expocted to ovartome.

_ It is.not surprising that much of the contemoorary feminist literature
is addressed, with understandable resentment, to the obvious injustices
exprassed b; these expectations for woren. These injustices, howaver, are
tiological in origin not socia]; indeed, present inaustices are simply

the residue of change in the fairly recent past, as a brief review will
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suggest. The death of women in childbirth, once comron, is now very

.

~wung§ua%:mdeethwofmtheminfantmat"birth”ar*shartTy aftérward, once commen,

is now rare. Large families, once an economic asset, are now an .

economic 11ab1!itx. Contracept1on once 1mposs1b1e, is now accessible

and common. ﬁorking wives and mothers, once unusua1, may, if -present

trends continue, become the norm. It is no 1onger rare for coupIes to
choose to remain ch11d1ess and those who do bear ch11dren tend fuutcu*5”91y

oward ‘small famﬂies. These changes couveryge around a common theme: the
: .

steadily diminishing portion of a woman's 1ife which is shaped Ly the pro-

creative function of sexuality. o ' _

As- ch11dbear1ng and-childrearing cease .to shape the life cyc1e of vomen,
what remains? ;t is this lacuna in our social consciousness which e
must explore. As Trager (1974) has put it, "the demographic vwriting iee
on the wa11:“’ that is to say, today's middie-aged woman can ekpect to
outlive the two primary roles whjeh ere‘traditionaIJy female, launching
her children into'independence when she is in her forties, and not long
afterward, losing her husband, through death--or, increasingly, divorce.

Perhaps we are seeing a cohort of surpfised, angry middle-aged women reared

unprepared for the accelerating changes in women's roles, who face

shrinking personal horizons poignantly and ironically highlighted by the
rapidly expanding possibilities now avaiIable to younger cohorts of women.
It is important to remember, however, that the "handwriting on the
wall" is demographic, not ide;Jog1ce1, descriptive, not prescriptive; and,
most important, that it is descriptive of the present -context of middle-

age--and not of any middle-age imperative which mandates decline, conflict,
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or sexual obsolescence. We would like to suggest that the current stereo-

By pe-of-the -sextess middTe=gged sid o Tder woman, while it is 1ndeed an

‘v,

1n3ust1ce, is an acc1denta1 1nJust1ce' that these viomen are yesterday s
"good girls"; now. grown older in a world which has never recogn1zed the1r
full sexual-potential. The middle-aged men who are currentIy facing
indictment by their age-mates for the devaluing of middle-aged viomen as
sexual partnérs have probabiy been devaluing them since youth. The in-

~Justice done in the socialization of the sexuality of women is, then, not
ne;, indeed, we are propos1ng that this iniustice 1s more comprehensive than
is genera]]y suggested But if this 1n3ust1ce is more comprehensive, 1t
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is less lasting: 1ndeed, 1t may be se]f—11m1t1ng ,
The legacy of human history catches today's aging womart in a paradoxicaI
and outdated trap She has been taught a morality of se1f~restraint
predicated upon pregnancy. -not to be risked through unt1me1y or 1nappropr1ate
(Qg:%casuaI sexua1 encounters to be avoided in a "serious"” premarita1 re-
C:“/-\Ia jonship; to be deferred in the early years of marriage; and, f1na11y,
to be timed appropriately. And then what? R
This lacuna in the socialization of female sexuality is high]ighted

for today's aging woman, who .is_something_of.a."lost cause’—in-tedayls —— — ——

feminism. Feminists seek greater chances for personal fulfillment by

making procreative sexuality a matter of personal choice,'and by multiplying
the social roles accessible to adult women. This‘movement has considerable
'potentiaI importance for the aging woman, since in the normal eourse of

the 1ife cycle, as we have pointed out, she can expect to see her two

traditional roles, wife and mother, diminish or even disappear--and it is

3
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this traditional circumscription which the women's movement seeks..to

v

broaden. -
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vhe vacuum in social ;;d sex role and sexual expectations for the
aging woman of today is an effect--and 1ts cayses are inaccessibly pért
of her past. The decisions which are currently being debated in the
wmen's'mevement—ﬁa}riage, chjidréﬁ, career-are already'behind_ﬁer: Ahead
of her 1ie the conéequencés of her own past decisioné: which are likely
to have been marriage, fo @ man older than herééIf (an outdatea,expectqtion
reflecting the anticipated economic dependency of women); chffa?éﬁ:‘at‘the R
.‘expenSé of a career. The conéeqdences of these deciéfons ;;e likely %o
be a combination of social and economic poverty. ‘ .

Today's aging womah is at a double disadvantage: as Trol1 (1977)
puts it, she is "cursed™ with good health énd a lengthening 1ife expectancy:
more years than ever before,.and less than ever to 'do with her time. ‘
le would suggest, hoyever, tﬁat this double inju§tice is Jikel& to have a
short future. As wé have seen,’sociaI injustices to vomen seem to have
found expression irlrbvemenfs wﬁich are nof oniy'mirrors of'sociéI change

. but also instruments of social change, The pessimistic present, we

belfpve,~wi44»soon"give Hay to an optimistic future,

‘ :Simone de Beauvoir k1970) has eloquently described the aging woman as
‘sexual castoff, unwanted and fhoughf to be incapable of desire, It seems
to us, hovever, that this woman;;though she can easily be found today--
wiiI not be with us for much Tonger. e believe this image of'women is
an historical souvenir, Teft over from the Very recent past when women's

primary role was motherhéod.« We Took forward to an increa;ihg]y optimistic

=

/

future,
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This optimism is not used on a simpIe, naive belief that Just1ce

triumphs. On the contrary: -it is entirely Mach1ave111an. The ba51s of
this optimism is threefold: first; the aging woman of tomorrow is the
feminist of today. Thus she brings to her maturity énd oid age her ‘
political se]f-awareness, her h1gh expectations for personal satisfaction,
and the professional resources and career exper1ence which are lacking
for so many of today's-aging women. And, though- the feminist movement
has had 1ittle direct effect on thé Tife of the aging voman, there is
growing sensitivity to the unmet obligations of feminists to their

"older sisters.” \ ' )

The second source of our optimism is the educational effect of the
current political activity, which affects not only sbcia1 policy but also
social conscicusness. Tomorrow's aging woman will have grown up in a
~ climate of po!itjca] activity which addressed such issues as abortion, day

care, and aff%rméiﬁVé’actionwemplgymggp pnqgrams--three ways of saying

that vomen can be more than barefoot and pregnant. T
The final source of this Machievellian optimism is the simplest:

+he unused potential of women today--their numbers, their health, their

1onger£y--is a remarkable latent force. Yhen this latent force is
mobilized by the growing political consciopsness of vomen, the aging
women of tomorrow will increasingly be able to shape society to their
needs. And it would be surprising if we did not find that power came to
suggest sexual potency for the aging woman, just as it does for the aging
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"The "new morality" is a morality of personal pléasure in a relationship of

image of a career are 1ncompat1b1e with the moraiity_of sexual self-restraint

uhich was once so necessary to the survival of women and family stability.

interpersonal intimacy. This morality is not, of course, -really new at

all; what is new, however, is the widespread differentiation between

sexuality for pleasure and sexuaiity for procreation. . ’ -
The differentiation between sexuality for pleasure and sexuality for

procreation is a necessary but not sufficient condition for the sustained

expression of sexuality over the entire adult life cycle. He must also see

the socialization of girls redirected toward a broader concept of femininity,

which includes a comfortable acceptance of the expression of female

sexuaiity for pleasure. Thus, the current transformations in our sexual

values, when translated into revised processes of sociaiization, will bring

about optimal preparation - for the sexuality of middle and later 1ife. o

e believe that this differentiated view of sexuality has important

impTications for aging women. Our heightened consciousness of sexual
d

n]easure::separable-from»procreative—seX”vaS‘a"netuvai —and universal hum“n

right does not Tead to the devaiuation of the aging woman. On the contrary,

it suggests the possibility of a 1ifetime of sexual intimacy, rather than a

“restrictive emphasis on sexuality during the years of fertility for the

purpose of producing a family. ‘ 7 ‘
te are gradually becoming aware of the sexual potential of oid women and

old men, and we are sTowly recognizing the pleasures of sexuality as natural
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“to the lifespag. Jt seems tqiys thét tﬁéﬁfocial changes which have given

rise to current dissatisfactions.in women will soon lead us to expect and to

create new satisfactions. - Furthermore,-We believe that the natural

rhythms- of the 1if¢‘cyc1e bring about expressions of sexuality and love

_ ¥hich are uniquely appropriate to each of the seasons of human life.

&




. , References

de Beauvoii, S. La Vieillesss. Paris: Gallimard, 1970.

Trager, N. P. Introduction. o Longer Young: lork Group Reports from
the 26th Annual Conferencé on Aging. Ann Arbor, Michigan: Institute
of Gerontology, 1974,

Troll, L. E. Poor, dumb, and ugly. In L. E. Trolf, J. Israel, and K.

Israel (Eds.), Looking Ahead. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: ~ Prenfice-Ha11,‘?977._




