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VORWORT

Die demographischen Strukturen in deresteuropaischen
Gesellschaften werdeich in den néchsten Jahrzehnten
grundlegend verschieben. Der Anteil der alteren und der hoct
betagten Menschen an deGesamtbeviolkerungnimmt
kontinuierlich zu. Daraus resultieren nicht zuletzéue
Fragestellungen und Anforderungen die Sozialwissen-
schaften. Wie wird dieser Lebensabschnitt gestaltet? Welch
Rollenmodelle gibt es fur ddsben jenseits von 75 oder 80
Jahren?

Der am 17.Dezember 1996 auEinladung der Universitat
Oldenburg als 'British Councibcienceand Society Lecture'
gehaltene Vortrag von Dr. Galilson geht diesen Fragen auf
der Basisihrer empirischerForschung in England nach. Er
steht zugleich im Zusammenhang mit einem gemeinsame
Forschungsprojekt der Londd@rchool of Economicsind der
Carl von Ossietzky Universitat, dasich unter dem Titel
"Ageing, Migration, Genderand Ethnicity: Cross-Cultural
Theory Building Using ComparativEmpirical Data" neben
den geschlechtervergleichendenr allemden interkulturellen
Fragen des Alterns widmet.

Oldenburg, im Mai 1997 Hermann Havekost






GAIL WILSON

Continuity and Change in Gender Relations
in Advanced Old Age

As populations age we are movitgwards societies which
have never been knowpefore inthe history of theworld.
Nearly one in two adults will be over BMd childrerwill be a
small minority. This lecture isoncerned withvery old men
andwomenand theway they livetheir lives. Once theyvere
isolated survivors, buheir numberdave growrandthey are
rapidly becoming a recognisable age group with a life stage ¢
their own.

This new age grougmen andwomen, but mostly women,
over 75 or80) have no socially accepted models of behaviour
otherthanfrailty and dependence. If thegre active they are
living without models. Relationbetweenmen andwomen
which were appropriate in earlielife no longer make sense.
Men have lost most dfheir social rolesand much of their
personalandsocial power. Women may hatee opportunity
to expand their social liveendreducethe amount ofwomen's
work' that they do. All have to maintain, consciously or
unconsciously, a balance between contingibd change as
they chart a new life stage.

We will enterthat life stage not as explorers but still pis-
neers. What will we make of it?

Demography

We mayaskdoes itmatter. Oldpeopleandespecially very old
peopleare usually ignored except ithe discussion of the bur-
den of pensions and the burden of care. Ircérsus it idard



to find separate figures for age groups of ock@rHowever the
answer isyes it does matter. Our older populations are
growing all over Europe.

Figure 1: Altersaufbau der Bevidlkerung Deutschlands am
31.12.1910




A brief look atthe changes in population pyramistsow how
dramatic the changes have been. Fghdwsthat thenumber
of people over 75 was very loimdeed in 1910Few people
survived past 70 but therwas already asmall surplus of
women inthe older age groups. Childréfied out thebase of
the pyramid butheir mortality ratewas distressing to see. In
many ways we still think of very old age time terms of 1910 -
a very few venyld will live their lives of dependence quietly.
Big changescan happen to populationbut we, the
participants find ithard to adaptGenerations need rehearsal
time before they can see themselves as new and different.

So fig 2 shows how differerthings havebecome. By 1993
therewas ahuge increase in oldg@eople - too many to go on
ignoring we might think. Thdow birthrates which marks
periods ofwar can still beclearly seen 7@nd 45yearslater.
The massive drop inthe birthrate is accompanied by a
complete change iohild mortality and, most important of all
for our purposeshere is a huge increase in the number of
people over 75.



Figure 2: Altersausbau der Bevolkerung Deutschlands am




Figure 3: Niedersachsen 1987
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Figure 3 showshat Niedersachsen was no different from the
rest of Germany - though as | satiove, older people are
either ignored or lumped together, so no tis thought it
necessary to publish the numbers of over 80s separately.



Figure 4: Altersaufbau und Familienstandsgliederung der
Bevolkerung am 31.12.1993
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And who are these oldgreople? Figure 4 showkatthey are
mainly widowed and singlewomen.The men ardewer and
mainly married. In the future there will lsven more of both
groupsandthey may pass fromehearsal to identifiabléfe
stage. At the moment this is still a pioneering generation ir
the UK andour aimwas to ask a sampleow theymanaged
gender relations in later life.

We asked themembers of 98 households composed only of
people over 75 how they liveahd how they felt aboutheir
lives. Table 1 showsthe marital status ofthose we
interviewed.

Table 1 Household composition of people interviewed

Marital status
Sex Married Widowed Separated Single  *Total
Men 31 8 2 1 42
Women 31 37 1 14 89
Total
households 31 45 3 15

* includes two households with a married couple and single woman, two
households with two widows, one household with two nevariedwomen
and one household with a never married man and his mother.

So what arghey doingandhow aretheyliving - thesepeople
with no role models. We asked mandwomen over 75 in a
sample of 100 household®w they livedtheir lives. They
weredrawn fromtwo areas in London, one relatively prosper-
ous and one poor. Only households with no wmaer 75wvere
chosen, though omaan of 60was found to béiving with his
mother after the interviews had begun. He appears in table 1.

The first point isthat in any consideration of howpeople
describetheir lives we have to remembéhat the power of
convention is stillvery strong. Both merand women are
aware of 'proper' osocially acceptablevay to behave. When



they speak to interviewers they msgythe behove as social
convention prescribes. It isard then toknow whetherthey
genuinely do livetheir lives in wholly conventionalvays, or
whether they daot but like tosay theydo, or whetheithey
see themselves as conventioradd unconsciously ignore
departures from the@orm forced onthem by old age. It is
however certain that conventional stereotypes dproper’
gender relations areery strong in laterlife for the majority.
This was brought home to us matrcibly by two couples
where thewife describedher life in terms of being at home
while themanwas out, only to be corrected bye husbands,
who pointed outthat thingswere different since they had
retired 15 to 20years ago. In these interviews we found out
that thepresentation of life was different frothe reality. In
others we maynot have. It ispossible thereforghat we
underestimate the degree of change that occurs in later life.

However we knowthat perceptions ofsociety take time to
catch up with reality. In other words, generations need ¢
rehearsal time. In this paper we pressmme ofthe findings

of the study interms of thewaysthat new rolesand ways of
living arecreated by a new generation of humankynd here
marginalisation has some benefits. If the spotligluffissocial
controls may beelaxed. As one older woman said in a previ-
ous study:

‘whenyoureach a certain age,tlieydon't like whatyou say,
they think you're a bit batty anyway, s@u get awaywith it',
guoted in Nicholson (:228)

This relaxationover social control over those whare no
longer seen agart of mainstrearsociety offersopportunities.
Here | would like to quot¢he poem by Jenny Josephat was
voted the most popular in the UK national poetry week 1996:



Warning

When | am an old woman | shall wear purple

With a red hat which doesn't go, and doesn't suit me,

And | shall spend my pension on brandy and summer gloves
And satin sandals, and say we've got no money for butter.
| shall sit down on the pavement when I'm tired

And gobble up samples in shops alarm bells

And run my stick along the public railings

And make up for the sobriety of my youth.

| shall go out in my slippers in the rain

And pick the flowers in other people's gardens

And learn to spit

You can wear terrible shirts and grow more fat

And eat three pounds of sausages at a go

Or only bread and pickle for a week

And hoard pens and pencils and beermats and things in boxe

But now we must have clothes that keep us dry

And pay or rent and ot swear in the street

And set a good example for the children.

We will ave friends to dinner and read the papers.

But maybe | ought to practise a little now?

So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised
When suddenly | am old and start to wear purple.

(Jenny Joseph)

The popularity of thgpoem suggestthat British people are
beginning to realise that later life will be different from the old
stereotypes of death and decrepitude.

So what arghey doingandhow aretheyliving - thesepeople
with no role models

According to popularstereotypes ofjender roles, men take
paid work, (butvery rarely when theyareover 75). They have
work related social lives or hobbies, (which they often find it



hard tocontinue when theyetire). They paint anddecorate
their homes or do othesimilar work, (which theyare forced
to do less of as they age). They drthe car.Few women in
the older generation learned to drive so the casgentially
male oriented. There as®cialand medical sanctions against
older driversand men inour samplewho still drove said the
care was 'only a shopping basket'stmilar indicationsthat
they hardly usedt. Women's roles have been essentially
defined in terms ofearing childrenMany of the mothers in
our samplehad brought up grandchildrerfSome werestill
available for emergenashildcare, but no oneiasbringing up
great grandchildren as a full tinsetivity. women alsacook
andcleanandwash. These are activitiéisat continue even in
laterlife but women reportethatthey had tosome extent lost
their meaning. The other mastereotyped activity of women
is building and maintainingamily and social ties.This was
still important but many relativeand friends had died or
moved away so it was less possibly IsaBentthan atearlier
life stages.

So the mairold rolesaregone but no neways ofbehaviour
have been socially prescribedangue that théuture lies with
a greater development of women's roles and ways of living, bt
first it is important to consider men in later life. There are
fewer ofthem andheyappear less often in discussions of bur-
den of care imposed oyounger generations kye old, but
this is because they are being cared for by their wives. For me
the problem of carean be largely contained with in tioéder
generation itself so is of less concernttie young, However
what of their social lives, or the quality of their lives generally.

The roles of memutsidethe home are greathgduced in later
life. Five men had pat timgobs and one ortwo more were
able to keep up a pattern of going outlmge parts of the day
but themajority either went out witltheir wives or stayed at
home for long periods of time. Work related leisure activities
werehard to maintain in latdife. Any thatinvolved standing



rounds in pub or clulbar were prohibitively expensive for
most of the sample. Evemnning a cawas impossible on a
state pensiomandthose youngemen (under 80Wwho worked
part time did so in order tpay forthe car. Giving up the car
usually signalled asery great reduction in social activities,
whether this was helping other elders whkeir shoppingyis-
iting friendsandrelatives or simply driving telub andsocie-
ties. Single sex bowling, ex servicemealabs and freema-
sonry werethe only reported examples afingle sex social
activities. Manymen spoke ofthe need to withdravfrom
social life, which Cummingand Henry (1961) saw as a
characteristic of old age. Wasnot clearhow far they actually
felt that they were too old to hold office, or simply to tglet,

in clubsandsocietiesandhow far they gave up because they
felt that others sawthem astoo old'. Given an ageisociety,
the distinction is almosimpossible to makeobjectively.
Certainly those whdhad held office stated that they had
stepped down because it seemed to be time that they stopped
made way for younger men.

Very few married men thereforkad social livesthat did not
include theirwives. Howevemany did nofeel able to accom-
pany their wives on activities which they perceived a®o

feminine'. Give the high number of women in virtually all
activities, thiswas a majorlimiting factor for men. While

ageistviews prevented both memand women from joining
groups for older people, women were more likelys&y that

they did not like the company of ofgtoplewhile menspecifi-

cally mentioned not liking ol&vomen.

Somemen (few) avoidedthis problem by doing everything
with their wives and havingvery few other social contacts.
These couples were happythe time of interview butvere
extremely vulnerable til health or death of either partner. A
more normal patterwas formarried men twoely substantially
on theirwives fortheir social contacts but netholly. In most
cases theyhadaccess to a widegange ofactivities outside the



homethanthose who were widowerd.he exceptions to the
general social isolation of oldenen were four widowers or
divorcees whdad relationships witvomen. They reported
visits, foreign holidays, trips to visiheir friends'relatives and
cultural outings which they were able to do as a couple.

Men were much morelikely to maintainforms of traditional
gender roles within the hontean outsideit. Even so gender
divisions were weakened in advanced old age. for example or
former printer haddecided to take ovethe housework soon
after he retired (formerlthey hademployed acleaner). As he
said 'I'm the au pairSome husbandsith disabledwives also
took on fairly heavy loads of cookinghopping or washing
(mostly collecting clothes frorthe launderette). Shopping was
frequently a male activity in later life. Omeanmentioned the
company of seeingther pensioners at the supermarnetck
out.

Traditional male tasks within the hom®@omestill decorated
and did repairaboutthe house but at aery much reduced
level. This led to many regrets. As one said:

I used to do everything in the house but now of course the hot
needsrepainting. It hurts me tagive this sort of job to
someone who wouldn't do suchgaod job as | would do
myself and | would have to pay him.

The traditional working classlivide over widow cleaning
could no longer be maintained: men had cleanedutsde of
windows while womerdid the inside. Meriound theyhad to
give up firstthe upperstorey windows became too difficult or
dangerousnd thersometimes evethe groundloor windows
defeated them too.

Watching televisiorcould be seen as a gendered activity in
terms of programme choice btiiis was verymuch an area
where couples tended teport common tastes as in 'We don't
like a lot of what's on television these days'. It was dlear



men watched or listened to more newand sports
programmes. Even so life was relativeliynited for the
majority of men. Asone said at interview, addressing first his
wife and then the interviewer:

You've kept a lot of youfriends, morethan I have. Shaised

to run the guidesand hasalways helpedvith these sort of
things. I'm more inclined to sit down and watch football on the
television.

The important male domestic role of managingrtteney was
class biased. Middle class men managedribaeyuntil they
were disabled by stroke or somther catastrphy. Theame
was true of most working class women.

Gardeningwas possiblythe only role wheremen andwomen
were able to choose freelyithout reference to stereotypes.
Traditionally mengrew vegetablesnd women grew flowers
but therewas verylittle evidence othis division. AlImost all
households surveydthd a gardewhich contained a fruit tree
but only oneman still had hisallotment. Menand women
were flowergardeners andontinued to work atheir gardens
even when severely disabled.

We canconclude thereforéhat men in latedife were fre-
quently dependent otheir wives for socialactivities. It is
however onlyfair to saythat this is theesearcher's interpreta-
tion of the information. Thoseery close couples who saw
themselves as one woutdt haveperceivedtheir situation in
such terms. Rawlins reported similar relationships in old age.

Onemansaid'Because we're so close, we're just one. We dc
everything together' (1992: 267). Otheouples were con-
cerned tamaintainformer gendestereotypes astact aspos-
sible asthis doesnot easily allow for a perception ehen as
feminised or dependent.



Women in later life

A relatively high proportion of thewomen wereunmarried
(see tabld), eitherbecause thelgjadnever married obecause
thy hadbeen widowed. Athis stage it igpossible forwidows
to include thedivorced but equally divorce was relatively
uncommonbeforethe 1976 reform irdivorce law. Thesain-
gle women were in on&ay the pioneers of thaew opportu-
nities.

The interviewsshowedthat in advanced old age th&tereo-
types ofgender relations no longer appliederlarge areas of
daily life. Childcarewas oflimited relevance in determining
women's roles in advanced old age. Those wititdren had
brought them umnd hadoften made darge contribution to
bringing up their grandchildrewho were nearhall adults),
but no one recorded bringing up a third generation of childrer
This did not meanthey had no contact with great
grandchildren but rather that they were not taking
responsibility for childcare at the time of the interviews.

Women continued to take most responsibility for domestic
work for as long as theyere ableThe important change was
that some reportedhat theirattitudes to ithad changed and
they did less.This could bethroughchoice or because of dis-
ability. The betteroff married women were able temploy
cleaners. Husbandright complainbut theyhad little choice

if they did not want to do theousework themselves. Cooking
was similarly anarea of much greatethoicethan inearlier
life. Somesingle womenwho had never been interested in
cooking wereglad toreceive meals on wheel@thers who
could affordthe price bought frozen meadsd heated them
up. All ateandcooked lesshantheyhad in the pastiusband
had become used to fewer cooked meals.

The women inthe sampleconformed to stereotype in being
very much more closely involved witheir familiesthan men,
even though they were not caring @drildren.Mosthad much



wider social lives. Asimilar finding hasbeen recorded by
Matthews (1986), Jerrome (1992), and Keith (1989).

Women, evermarriedwomen, were able to go out blyem-
selves,though given the presence of husbands inhbmme
they were less able tentertain theirown friends at home.
They werenot restricted towomen only activities. As one
husband said. 'She won't have any dirty thoughtisigiage so
it doesn't matter if shemeets men'. Evening classes,
Townswomen's Guild, Pensionerlsnk and a range of
activities at local clubs weramong the activities mentioned
by women. Single womengspecially thosewith good
pensions, normally had very full social lives unless gueaith
forced them to cut back.

Continuity and change as they affect gender relations in
advanced old age

Marital status is &ey factor in any discussion of gender rela-
tions in advanced old age, particularly foren. Continuity
was the dominant characteristic of most of marriages. The
stress on continuity may be one reasshy it could be
important to both merand women to maintain life long
gender distinctions. For example ooeuple wherethe wife

had always managed the money and although nearly blind we
still firmly in charge of most aspects dhe marriage,
explained how they shopped. Tiwde still paid for everything

but her husband had took overher shoulder to make sure
she got the coingight. Changes in maritahctivities and
relations did occur, as indicatedbove, but they were more
likely to be identified by researchetisan participants. As in
closemarriages, genderdassues of powehadfaded as issues
of survival became increasingiynportant. Menwere more
likely to see co-operation as aim thanself assertion. In the
few marriages which mighthave be characterised as



inharmonious,couples appeared to have settled for separat
lifestyles rather than any form of conflict.

Thelives of single womerftherewere no oldemenwho had
never married in the samplejere alsocharacterised by a
high degree of continuity from earlier tkater life in most
cases. Manyhad never beenvery interested in domestic
activities and certainly did less as they got older. They had ha
well developednetworks of friendsand relatives whichthey
hadbuilt up without the restraints amomen's social lifehat
often came from marriage.

These networks wershrinking andlosses werehard to
replace as contemporaries died or went into distant residenti
homes. Women whbadbeen widowed earlghared many of
the characteristics of thogeho had never marriedThey had
been inpaid work and usually had relatively good pensions.
Like most ofthe singlewomen they visited aange of friends
and could afford tohire cars wherthey neededransport -
mostly to carry luggage to trains, coach stations or airports.

Therewasmuch less continuityor those who wersvidowed
later in life. Widows and widowershad tocope with major
change both in gendered rolasd relationships and in their
images of self. Often they were in pdwealth anddebilitated
by a period of caring or coping with insensitive services.

Problems of gender relations in advanced old age

Men andwomen whadid try todevelop newways ofliving or
new activities inlater life did not necessarily findhat they
were approved or encouragé&ther researchers have reported
that any aspect of sexuality is liable to attract disappriowai
other elders but morespecially fromchildren. (Hockey and
James, 1993; Rawlins, 1992). In such a climate masculinit
was hard to express. Oneman explained how hehad not



known how to behave whebeginning a friendship with a
woman:

I was in the health centend alady said'Whataboutyou get-
ting home?' and she said 'Yoanusethe phone in my house’,
and | said 'Oh no thankou'. | wasfrightened, terrified, but
anyway | did visither in the end andhere she lived's like a
corner house and the garden is down the back quite a long w:
andyou cansee fommiles. She said 'Come upstaasdhave a
look’, and | thought what amdoing upstairs fointo herbed-
room. | wasn't being dirty or anything butvias reallyafraid
of her. When 1 talkabout it now | have tdaugh about it
becausst's true, Iwasfrightened. The son igery nice, | get
on well with him and Isaid tohim 'l was terrified ofyour
mother, | thought shevastrying to get me on thbed torape
me but as old as | am | was terrifiedha&t'. To meet someone
like that after 50 or 60 years, you don't know how to #ou
don't what to do or sayind the first time | went there strange
to say, | just gavler apeck onthe cheek. She didn't like it.
She didn'tthink it wasright. So weboth were embarrassed
about one another. [my emphasis]

His newrelationship hadvorked well despite extreme frailty
on both sides. lhad also been accepted by both setslui-
dren.

The most important change from thiereotype ofheir youth
wasthat thewomen inthe samplevho hadformed new rela-
tionships with mershowed no desire tmarry. Widowedmen,
on the other handyere much morelikely to want tomarry.
As oneman said of his second marriagde married for
company and that, and its worked very well." Women were les
likely to seemarriage as avay of getting company. Irtheir
relationships with male friendbey exchanged services such
as cookng and mendindor gardening or home maintenance
andwent on trips together. Thdifference frommarriage lay
in the power relationships involved. Asinmarried friends



women were more able to choosdat to do andwhen.
Companionshipvas appreciated by bothen andwomen but
their aims in latedife were not symmetrical. Laslett (1989:
137) notesthat historically widows whohad some standing
were less likely tanarry again. This attitude appearshtave
becomemorewidespreadand to be in th@rocess of becoming
socially legitimated.

Constraints on a redefinition of gender identities

Women, in generahad more choices in gender rolasd in
ways ofexpressing gendered identities in advanced old age
while men had fewer. Both facednstraints on themctivities

if they wished tachange their genderedles in anyway (and

of course many, pokdy the majority, of the sample did not).
Men or womenwho were frail or in poor health often
explainedthat their aimwas 'Just to keep going froday to
day'. This could take upvery large amounts of time and
energy. Theyhad little of eitheravailable to experiment with
new lifestyles or emotions.

Women were especially constrained by their families. Childrer
were recorded as disapproving of nesationships andon-
stantly trying to reducéhe risksinvolved in travel to visit
friends or go on holiday. Individual women were requested no
to do theirown housework or becomeegetarian. Although
old peopleare thought to be&onservative they presented a
picture of children as still moreonservative whergarental
behaviour was concernetvhat is more childrerirequently
tried andoften succeeded irontrolling thelives of their
parents.

Conclusion

Some ofthe observations notedboveare specific tothe two
cohorts studied. In future there will bery fewwomen who



have never marriedyut the place of singlewvomen will be
taken bydivorcees wharelikely to share many of the charac-
teristics of single women. Theagpo arelikely to develop new
ways ofexpressing gendered identities in advanced old age
As the roles available to olderomenchange marriesdvomen
may also be able to develop ngender relations in latdife.
Marriage was a site of control of women byen, even in
advanced old age, but tkeudy also showethat evenwithin
marriage,women were able to reduce many tbe more
burdensome aspects thie gendered division of laboand to
achieve greater freedom in terms of their social lives.

With greater number@and a greateproportion of people
reaching advanced old age, it ssible that a socially
approved life stage may develop which older pecpleaccept

as theirown, rather than having taonstructtheir lives
without any positive models. Women's values would be likely
to be more dominanthan they are at earlier ages, nly
becausetheir numberswould be greater. On theevidence
presented in thisurvey,men will need tdbecomemore like
women if they are to improve the quality of their lives.
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