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he rise of a consumer market that targets

old people and their desire to remain

young brings into sharp relief the prob-
fems that old age poses to manhood. This article
proposes an expansion of research approaches to
the lives of old men so that they may enrich our
anderstandings of masculinities at a time when
scientific breakthroughs and high-priced regi-
mens sell visions of manhood renewed. We
begin with a brief review of the (relative lack of)
research on old men, continue with a look at the
mass marketing of “successful aging,” and con-
clude with an overview of the potential rewards
that sustained scholarship on the old, and a theo-
rizing of age relations as a dimension of inequal-
ity, can offer the studies of men and masculinities.

(Young) MEN’S STUDIES

Studies of old men are common in the geronto-
logical literature, but those that theorize masculin-
ity remain rare. As in many academic endeavors,
men’s experiences have formed the basis for

much research, but this androcentric foundation
goes largely unexplored because manhood has
served as invisible norm rather than as explicit
focus of theory, Men’s lives have formed the stan-
dard for scholarship on retirement, for example,
to such an extent that even the Refirement History
Study, a longitudinal study conducted by the
Social Security Administration, excluded married
women as primary respondents (Calasanti 1993).
In recent years, feminist gerontologists have
urged that scholars examine not only women but
gender relations as well, and a handful of scholats
such as Woodward (1999), Cruikshank (2003),
and Davidson (2001) have done so. Despite the
proliferation of feminist theorizing, however, '
most mainstream gerontological studies of
woren still ignore gender (Hooyman 1999), and
research on men lags farther. Few studies exam-
ine old men as men or attend to mascuiinity as a
research topic.

At the same time, profeminist studies of mas-
culinity have studied neither old men nor the age
relations that subordinate them, Ageism, often
inadvertent, permeates this research, stemming
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like. Nevertheless, a theory of the age relations
underlying this movement must recognize their
interrelations with clags, sexual, and racial
inequalities. The relevant standards for health
and happy lifestyles have been based on leisure
activities accessible only to the more well-to-do
and middle-aged: tennis, traveling, sipping wine
in front of sunsets, and strolls on the beaches of
tony resorts that appear in the advertising cam-
paigns for such lifestyies.

The dictate to age successfully by remaining
active is both ageist and ignorant of the lives of
the working classes. Spurred by the new anti-
aging industry, the promotional images of the
“active elder” are bound by gender, race, class,
and sexuality. The sort of consumption and Jife-
styles implicated in ads for posh retirement com-
munities with their depiction of “imagineered’
landscapes of consumptions marked by ‘compul-
sively tidy lawns’ and populated by ‘tanned golf-
ers” (McHugh 2000, 110) assumes a sort of
“active” lifestyle available only to a select group:
men whose race and class make thern most likely
to be able to afford it, and their spouses.

Regimens of successful aging also encourage
consumers to define any old person in terms of
“what she or he is no longer: a mature productive
adult” (McHugh 2000, 104). One strives to
remain active to show that one is not really old.
In this sense, successful aging means not aging
and not being old because our constructions of
old age contain no positive content. Signs of old
age continue to operate as stigma, even in this
curently popular model with its many academic
adherents. The successful aging movement dis-
Approves implicitly of much about the lives of the
old, pressuring those whose bodies are changing

to work hard to preserve their “youth” so that
they will not be seen as old. As a result, the old
and their bodies have become subject to a kind of
disciplinary activity. This emphasis on produc-
tive activity means that those who are chronically-
Impaired, or whe prefer to be contemplative,
become “problem® old people, far too comfort-
able Just being “olg” (Katz 2000; Holstein 1999).
- This Underlying bias concemning successful
“8Ing and “agelessness” is analogous to what
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many white feminists have had to learn about
race relations, or indeed many men have had to
learn about gender relations. Many whites began
with the notion that nonwhites were doing fine
as long as they acted like whites (Just as women
in many workplaces were deemed OK to the
extent that they acted like men). That actual
diversity would benefit our society was news to
many, its recognition hard-won by activists of
color who championed an awareness of the
structuring effects of race relations. Only when
we can acknowledge and validate these con-
structed differences do we join the fights against
racism and sexism. The same is true of age rela-
tions and the old. We must see the old as legiti-
mately different from the niiddle-aged, separated
by a systematic inequality-—built on some set of
biological factors—that affects ali of our lives,
To theorize this complex and ever-changing
construction is to understand age relations.

The experience of ageism itgelf varies by
gender and other social inequalities {just as the
experience of manhood varies by age and the
like). Others have already pointed to the double
standard of aging whereby women are seen to
be old sooner than men (Calasanti and Slevin
2001). But the experience of ageism varies
among different social hierarchies. Women with
the appropriate class background, for instance,
can afford to use various technologies to “hide”
signs of aging bodies (such as gray hair and
wrinkles) that will postpone their experiences
of ageism. Some women of color, such as
African Americans, accept more readily the
superficial bodily signs of aging that might
bother middle-class white wornen, Within their
communities, signs of aging may confer a status
not affirmed in the wider culture (Slevin and
Wingrove 1998). By failing to reflect on our
own ageism and its sources, we have left age
relations and its intersections with such other
inequalities unquestioned and misunderstood.
We have given lip service to age relations by
placing it on a list of oppressions, but we have
only begun to'theorize them. And so we have
left unexplored one of the most important sys-
tems shaping manhood,



236 « PART T: PATTERNS

Examining age relations and its intersections
with other inequalities will allow us to address
ageism in its deepest form and address the strue-
tural inequities that deny power to subgroups of
the old, It involves breaking the ethical hold that
successtil, active aging has on our views of
aging. Just as feminists have argued for women’s
emancipation from stigmatizing pressure to
avoid the paths that they might like to take, so too
must the old be free to choose ways to be old that
suit them without having to feel like slackards or
sick people. Old age should include acceplance
of inactivity as well as acitvity, contemplation as
well as exertion, and sexual assertiveness as well
as a well-earned break, Old people will have
achieved greater equality with the young when
they feel free not to try to be young, when they
need not be “exceptional,” and when they can be
frail, or flabby, or have “age spots” without feel-
ing ugly, Old will have positive content and not
be defined mainly by disease, mortality, or the
absence of economnic vahue.

OLp MEN mv Porutar CULTURE

The study of masculinity benefits from a jook at
mass-produced images of old men, because they
suggest much about the changing definitions of
their problems and the solutions offered. Viewed
in context of the experiences of diverse old men
as well as the structural constraints on various
groups, these popular images illustrate the pres-
sures to be masculine and ways in which men
respond to accomplish old manhood. On one
hand, the goal of consumer images is to convince
others to buy products that will help them better
their lives, What is instructive about such images
is what they reveal about how people—in this
case, aging men—shounld go about improving
their lives (i.e., what it is that they should strive
for). On the other hand, images of powerfu] older
men—such as CEQs and politicians—periodically
appear in the news media, demonstrating what
old men should be striving for in the consumer
ads: money, power, and the like, We use mass-
produced images of old men, then, to explore the

ways that men and masculinities intersect_wjth
other systemns of inequality—including age
relations—to influence various experiences of
manhood,

Current Images: New Manhood in Old Age

The recent demographic shift toward an ageg
population has inspired consumer marketers g
address the old with promises of “positive” o
successful aging. A massive ad campaign sellg
anti-aging—the belief that one should deny qor
defy the signs and even the fact of aging, ang
treat the looks and recreation of middle-aged a4
the appropriate standards for beauty, health, ang
all around success. As Katz (2001-2002) recently
put it, “The ideals of positive aging and antj.
ageism have come to be used 1o promote a wide-
spread anti-aging culture, one that translateg
their radical appeal into commercia] capital”
(27). These ads present a paradox for old men,
whom ads depict as masculine but unable by
virtue of infirmity and retirement to achieve the
hegemonic ideals rooted in the lives of the
young. Thus, old masculinity is always wanting,
ever in need of strennous affirmation, Even when
blessed with the privileges of money and white-
ness, old men lack two of hegemonic masculin-
ity's fundamentals: hard-charging careers and
robust physical strength. The most current ads
promise successfil aging with mteresting impli-
cations for these forms of male privilege.

“Playing Hard”

The first image in this “new masculinity”
shows men “playing hard,” which differs from
previous ads in important ways. It emphasizes
activities modeled after the experiences of
middle-aged, white, middle-class men. Men pur-
sue leisure but not in terms of grandparenting,
reading, or other familial and relaxing pastimes.
Instead, they propel themselves into hard play as
consumers of expensive sports and travel.
Having maintained achievement ‘orientations
during their paid-work years, they now intensify
their involvement in the expanding consumerist



realm, trading production or administration for
acti\'iﬁ"bas"'d consumption. They compeie not
against other men for salaries a:}d pro‘motilons
b?lt against their own and nature’s incursions mnto
their health as they defy old age fo hobble them.

Katz (2001—2002) noted that many ads por-
he “older person as an independent, healthy,
ﬂexi-retired ‘citizen’; who bridges middle age
and old age without suffering the time-related
constraints of ‘either. In this model. .. ‘retire-
ment is 10t old age™ (29). For instance, McHugh
observed that the marketing of sunbelt retirement
communities includes the admonition to seniors
1o busy themselves in the consumption of lei-
sure, to “rush about as if their very lives depended
upon it” (McHugh 2000, 112). Similarly, Aetna
advertisements selling retirement financial plan-
ping show pictures of retired men in exotic
places, engaging in such activities as surfing or

communing with penguins. Captions offer such
invitations as

fray t

Who decided that at the age of 65 it was time to hit
the brakes, start acting your age, and smile sweetly
as the world spins by? . . . [W]hen you turm 65, the
concept of retirement will be the only thing that’s
old and tired. (Newsweek January 5, 1998, 9)

This active consumer image reinforces a con-
struction of old age that benefits elite men in two
ways. First, it favors the young in that the old
men pictured do nothing that would entitle them
to pay. Instead, they purchase expensive forms of
leisure. Readers can infer that old men neither
need meney nor deserve it. Retired, their roles
center around spending their money (implicitly
transferring it to the younger generations who do
need and deserve i), Such ads affirm younger
men’s right to a cushion from competition with
senior men for salaried positions, pOwWer, and
status. Second, this active consumes image
favors the monied classes by avoiding any men-
tion of old men’s financial struggles or {varied)
dependence on the state. Tndeed, age relations
work to heighten cconomic inequalities, such
that the greatest differences in income and
wealth appear among the old (Calasanti and
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Slevin 2001). This polarization of income and
wealth creates a demographic situation in which
only the most privileged men—white, middle-
class or better, and physically similar to middle-
aged men—can engage in the recreation
marketed.

There, we see an additional benefit to the
young of such images of men—the emphasis on
the physical abilities that the young are mote
fikely to have. Featherstone and Hepworth
(1995) noted that the consumer images of “posi-
tive aging” found in publications for those of
retirement age or planning retirement ultimately
have “serious shortcomings” because they do not
counter the ageist meanings that adhere to
“other” images of the old, that is, “decay and
dependency.” In other words, we look more
kindly on those old persons engaged in “an
extended plateau of active middle age typified in
the imagery of positive aging as 4 period of youth-
filness and active copsumer lifestyles” (46). In this
sense, the new, “positive,” and conswmner-based
view of the old is one steeped in middle-aged,
middle-class views and resources. The wide
variety of retirement and other magazines—and,
more recently, a large and expanding number of
Web sites——convey the idea that the body can be
“serviced and repaired, and ... cultivate the
hope that the period of active life can be extended
and controlled” through the use of a wide range
of advertised products (44). This image does not
recognize or impute value to those more often
viewed to be physically dependent, for example.
As a result, those men who are able to achieve
this masculine version of “successful aging”
appear acceptable within this paradigm, but this
new form of acceptance does not mitigate the
ways in which we view the old. It denies the
physical realities of aging and is thus doomed to
faijure. Not only are the majority of old men left
out of this image of new masculinity for old
men, but alse the depiction is in itself ilhusory
and transitory. Note the gender inequality in
these depictions of aging denied tirough con-
sumption. Most women participate in the life-
styles of the weil-io-do as parts of mmarried
couples, dependent on men. Oid men may lose
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from failures to study the lives of old men, to
base questions on old men's accounts of their
lives, or to theorize age the way we have theo-
rized relations of gender, race, and class.
Mentions of age inequality arise as afterthoughts,
usually at the ends of lists of oppressions, but
they remain unexamined. As a result, cur under-
standing and concepts of manhood fall short
because they assuine, as standards of normalcy,
men of middle age or younger. Aging scholars’
inattention to old sen, combined with men'’s
studies’ lack of concern with ofd men, not only
renders old men virtually invisible but also
reproduces our own present and future oppres-
sion. This article examines a range of popular
representations of old men in the context of
research about their lives to outline some ways in
which the vital work on men and masculinity
might benefit by taking age relations into account
as a form of inequality that intersects with gen-
der, race, sexuality, and class.

Denial of Aging

Our ageism—both our exclusion of the old
and our ignorance of age relations as an inequal-
ity affecting us all-—surfaces not only in our
choices of what (not) to study but also in how we
theorize men and masculinities. Listening to the
old and theorizing the inequality that subordi-
nates them require that we begin with elementary
observations. People treat signs of old age as
stigma and avoid notice of them in both personal
and professional lives. For instance, we often
write or say “older” rather than “old,” usually in
our attempls to avoid negative labeis. But rather
than accept this stigma attached to the old and
help people to pass as younger than that, we
should ask what seems so wrong with that stage
of life. In a more aggregate version of this age-
ism, one theorizes old age as social construction
and then suggests that people do not automati-
cally become old at a particular age. One contin-
ues to treat “old age” as demeaning and merely
seeks to eradicate recognition of it by granting
reprieves from inclusion in the group. As well
intended as such a theoretical move may be, it

exacts a high price. It maintains the stigma rather
than examining or temoving it. As Andrews
(1999) observed, all life cycle stages are social
constructions, but “there is not much serious
discussion about eliminating infancy, adoles-
cence, or adulthood from the developmental
landscape. It is only old age which comes under
the scalpel” (302). Emphasis on the socially con-
structed status of this age category does nothing
to eliminate its real-world consequences.

Old age has material dimensions, the conse-
quences of actors both social and biological: bod-
ies do age, even if at variable rates, just as groups
categorize and apportion resources accordingly.
Emphasizing their subjective nature makes age
categories no less real. Bodies matter; and the old
are not, in fact, just like the middle-aged but only
older. They are different, even though cultures
and people within them define the differences in
divergent ways. We need to consider the social
construction of old age in conjunction with the
aging of bodies (which, in a vexing irony, we
understand only through social constructions),

Successful Aging

A more refined form of ageism attempts to
portray old age in a positive tight but retains the
use of middle age as an implicit standard of good-
ness and health, in contrast to which the old remain
deviant, One may see this ageism in the popular
notion that men should “age successfully.” From
this “anti-aging” perspective, some of the changes
that occur with age might seem acceptable-—gray
hair and even, on occasion, wrinkies—but other
age-related changes do not, such as losses of
libido, income, or mobility. Aging successfully
requires that the old maintain the activities popular
among the middle-aged. Successful aging, i
effect, requires well-funded resistance to culturatly
designated markers of old age, including relax-
ation, Within this paradigm, those signs of senior
ity remain thoroughly stipmatized.

To be sure, a research focus on men who have
aged “successfully” flows from good intentions.
Study of successful agers heips us pegate stered”
types of the old as “yseless,” unhappys and the
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status relative to younger men but stilt maintain
privilege in relation to old women.

However hollow such promises of expensive
recreation might be for most men, the study of
men’s physical aggression and self-care suggests
that illusions drive mary indeed and that men
will often sacrifice health and even their lives to
accomplish this exaggerated sense of physical
superiority to women and resistance to the forces
of nature. Researchers of health, violence, and
manhood have already documented the harms
that men do to themselves. Whether disenfran-
chised men of color in neighborhoods of concen-
trated poverty (Franklin 1987; Lee 2000; Staples
1995), athletes desperate to perform as champi-
ons (Dworkin and Messner 1999; Klein 1995;
White, Young, and McTeer 1995), or ordinary
men expressing rage through violence (Haris
2000) and refusing to consult physicians when il
(Courtenay 2000), all mamner of men undercut
themselves and endanger their lives in the pur-
suit of their ideals. Hamis (2000, 782), for
instance, referred to the violence as part of the
“doing” of manhood, in line with the sociclogi-
cal theory of gender as accomplishment
(Fenstermaker and West 2002). Injury in the
pursuit of masculinity extends to social net-
works, which men more often than women
neglect to the point of near isolation and desola-
tion (Courtenay 2000). For those not killed out-
right, the accumulated damage results in
debilitating injury and chronic disease Jeading to
depression (White, Young, and McTeer 1995;
Charmaz 1995), fatal heart disease (Helgeson
1995), and high rates of suicide born of lonely
despair (Stack 2000). The effect of all of this on
old manhood is tremendous, with men experi-
encing higher death rates than women at every
age except after age ninety-five {Federal
Interagency Forum on Aging-Related Statistics
2000), at which point few men remain alive.

More important to this discussion, however,
than the results of such self-abuse on old age are
the effects of age relations on this doing of man-
hood. To be sure, criminal combat and bone-
crunching sports decline with age (much earhier
in life, actually) such that old men commit few

assaults and play little rugby. The increasing
fragility of their bodies leads to relatively sedate .
lifestyles. Nevertheless, the recent anti-aging
boom sells the implicit notion that relaxation
equals death or at least defeat and that, once he
retires, only high-priced recreation keeps a man
a man. Age and gender ideals to which any man
can be held accountable shiii from careerism
to consumption, from sport to milder recre-
ation, but maintain notions of performance all
the while,

The theoretical gain here lies in recognizing
the historical (and very recent) shifl to old man-
hood as a social problem solved through the
consumption of market goods. Men throughout
history and across the globe appear always to
feel defensive about manhood, in danger of los-
ing or being stripped of it (Solomon-Godeau
1995). This theme takes different forms in differ-
ent periods, however, and in our own appears as
the notion that oid men lose their hardness if they
relax but can buy it back from leisure companies
and medical experts.

“Staying Hard”

Given the importance of heterosexuality to
hegemonic masculinity, we should consider the
ways in which age and gender interact with sexu-
ality, so often equated for men with “the erect
phallfus]” (Marsiglio and Greer 1994, 126).
Although graceful acceptance by men of their
declining sexual desire had previously served as
a halimark of proper aging (Marshall and Katz
2002), current depictions of old men’s masculin-
ity focus on virility as expressed in a (hetero)
sexuality enabled by medical products. “Staying
hard” goes hand-in-hand with playing hard in the
construction of age-appropriate gender ideals i
this consumer economy.

Examples of the link among continued sexual
functioning, manhood, and resistance to aging, in
a context of individual responsibility and conirol,
appear throughout the anti-aging indusiry, which
Ias been growing as a part of our popular culture
through the proliferation of Web sites, direct-mail
brochures, journal and magazine advertisements,



blurbs in academic newsletters, appearances Ol
falk shows and infomercials, self-help paper-
backs, and pricey seminars designed to eIPOWET
ihe wealkening old. Tor instance, a few passages
from Newsweel {Cowley 1996) on the movement
roward the use of uman growth hormone (HGIH)
and festosterone draw connections among viril-
ity, aging, masculinity, individual control, and
cOnStMErIsm.

Five years ago, o the eve of his 50tk birthday, Ron
Fortner realized that time was catching up with
pim. . .. His belly was soft, his energy and libido
were lagging and his coronary arteries wers omi-
nously clogged up. After his advancing heart dis-
case forced him into 2 quintuple bypass operation,
Fortner decided he wasn't ready to get old. He...
embarked on a hormone-based regimen designed t0
restore his youthful vigor. . .. [H]e started injecting
himself with human growth hormone.. .. He
clairns the resulis Wer¢ “almost instantaneous.”
First came 2 general sense of wellbeing. Then
within weeks, his skin grew more supple, his hair
mmore lustrous and his upper body leaner and more
chiseled. . . . Awash in all these juices, he says he
discovered new Teserves of patience and energy,
and became 2 sexual iron man. “My wife would
like a word with you,” he kids his guru during on-
2ir interviews, “and that word is stop.” {Cowley
1996, 68, 70)

Significantly, a yearlong supply of HGH in
1996 ran between $10,000 and $15,000, making
it most accessible to elite men,

Another “success story”
concerns

from the article

Robert, a 56-year-old consultant who wore a8 seT0-
tal patch {for testosterone] for Hwo and a half
years. . . . Sinoe raising his testosterone level from
the bottom to the top of the normal range, Robert
has seen his beard thicken, his body odor worsen
2nd his lbido explode. “\Whether it's mental of
physical, you start feeling older when you can’tdo
physical things Jike you could,” he says- “Sexually,
1'm more comfortable because I know I'm depend-
able.” His only complaint is that he's always
covered with littie rings of ghuc that won't come
off without a heavy-duty astringent. {Cowley
1996, 71-72)

e = - . -

Finally, the story concludes by noting that

as the population of aging males grows, the virility
preservation movement is sure to grow with it.
“Basically, it’s a marleeting issue,” says epidemi-
ologist John McKinley, director of the MNew
England Research Institute. . . . “The pharmaceuti-
cal industry is going to dde this curve all the way
to the bank.” {Cowley 1996, 75}

Scientific discourse and practice equate, cspe-
cially for men, seX with “not aging,” and propose
technology to retain and restore sexual “fupction-
ality” (Katz and Marshall 2003). Indeed, as anti-
aging gurn D, Karlis Ullis, author of Age Right
and Super T (for testosterone), proclaims on his
Web site, “Good, ethical sex is the best anti-aging -
medicine we have” (2003). The appearance of
such chemical interventions as sildenafil (Viagra)
and the widespread advertising campaigns 10
promote therm have also helped to reconstruct old
manhood. A recent ad shows an old, white, finely
dressed couple dancing a tango, with the man
above and the woman teaning back over his leg.
The strenuous dance combines with the caption
to convey his virility: “Viagra: Let the dance
begin” (Good Housekeeping April 1999, 79).
Here is a man who likes to be on top and has the
(newly enhanced) strength to prove it, Stilt
another ad affirms the role of phaltic sex in mari-
tal bliss. The bold letters next {0 a black man with
visibly graying hair state, “With Viagra, she and
1 have a lot of catching up 10 do.” And, at the bot-
tom: “Love life again” (Black Enterprise March
2000, 24-5).

Such ideals of virility appeat in age-defying
ads for active leisure—such as one for Martex
towels, which features the caption, “Never, evel
throw in the rowel.” Below this line, three old
men stand, towels around their waists, in fronf of
three surfboards that stand ercet, stuck in the
peach sand. Beneath, one reads that the towels
are “for body and soul” (Oprah April 2001, 118).
An Aetna financial planning ad shows an old
white man paddling in the surf, his erect board
standing upward between nis legs. The caption
reads, A Rocking Chair Is a Piece of Furniture.
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Not a Siate of Mind” (Newsweek October 27,
1997, 15). In ihe ideal world of these ads, age is
a state of mind, one to be conquered through
public displays of a phallic, physical prowess,
One accomplishes old manhood, then, by at least
appearing to try to live up to some of the ideals
pictured in these magazines. The resulting wide-
spread deing of old manhood as consumption of
the right products and maintenance of the right
activities serves in turn to render natural the ide-
als toward which men strive.

Masculinity and sexual functioning have long
been linked to aging in our popular cultire, but
the nature of his relationship has shifted as age
relations have transformed and come under medi-
cal authority. Contemporary drug marketers build
on an ancient quest but market it in new ways.

By the 1960s, therapists blamed psychologi-
cal factors for male impotence and suggested
that “to cease having sex would hasten aging
itself” (Katz and Marshall 2003, 7). They later
redefined male impotence as a physiological
event—"erectile dysfunction”—to be addressed
through such techunologies as penile injections
and sildenafil (Viagra}—and declared inter-
course vital to successful aging (Marshall and
Katz 2002; Potts 2000}, More recently, advertis-
ers have catered to a popular notion of “male
menopause”—an umbrella label for the conse-
quences of the fears of loss that expectations of
high performance, in the context of women’s
rising status, can engender (Featherstone and
Hepworth 1985). Marketers have built their
depictions of old manhood on these links among
sex, success, and masculinity. Sexual finction-
ing now serves as a vehicle for reconstructions of
manhood as “ageless,” symbolizing the contin-
ued physical vigor and attractiveness derived
from the experiences of younger men, To the
extent that men can demonstrate their virility,
they can still be men and siave off ¢ld age and
the loss of status that accrues to that label.

To be sure, this shift in advertising imagery
toward the phallic can work to the benefit of old
men, convineing people to take them seriously as
men full of potency as weli as consumer power.
To stop our analysis there, however, leaves

unquestioned the ageism on which thege asg

tions rest, the fact that we root these idealser.
activity and virility in the experiences of t[?f
younger men. The ads avoid sexuality based ﬂe:
attributes other than hard penises and experin
ences other than heterosexual intercourse, ami
these are hegemonic sexual symbols of the
young. The little research available suggests that
orgasm and intercourse recede in importance for
some old men, who tumn to oral sex and other
expressions of love (Wiley and Bortz 1996), By
these phallic ads value men only o the eXtent
that they act like younger, heterosexual {and
wealthy) men. Their emphases on both playing
and staying hard reveal some of the ways i
which gender and other inequalities shape olg
age. Old men are disadvantaged in relation tq
younger men, no matter how elite they may be,

The renewed emphasis on sexual intercourse
among old men also reinforces the gender
inequalities embedded in phallic depictions of
bodies and sexuality. Historically, women's bog-
ies and sexualities have been of only peripheral
interest in part because they did not fit the “si-
entific” models based on men’s physiologies,
For example, rejuvenators were uncornfortable
touting sex gland surgery for women {one varia-
tion promoted grafting the ovaries of chimpan-
zees to those of female patients) partly because
they knew that they could not restore fertility in
women. Thus, when they did speak of women,
they tended to focus instead on the “mental”
fertility that might result. Part of the problem
was that women's “losses™ in terms of sexmality
{i.e., menopause) occurred much earlier in life.
Those women were often “young,” which con-
founded the equation of “loss of sexuality” with
“old” (Hirshbein 2000}.

People continue to define old women’s sexu-
ality in relation to old men’s, assessing it in
terms of penile-vaginal penetration, An old
womar, in such popular imagery, remains pas-
sive and dependent on her man’s continued erec-
tion for any pleasure of her own. Research on
old women's accounis of their experiences,
however, makes clear that these models repre-
sent little of what they want from their sex lives.



oputar definitions also ignore that many
en have 10 partners at all. BEven if old
o uaecept” and iry to live up io the burden
wal and “not old” in male-defined
shere are DO enough old men for them to
e artnered (and our age-based norms do not
Jllow ther to date younger n_Jep).
Finally, the agelsm implicit m the den;and o
gmulate the young is self-defeating and ignores
the reality that even with technology and uniim-
bodies still change. Ultimately,

ited 1ESOUFCES: nange. 4
ot control this; it is a “battle

' ‘mdividuais cann
one ca[mot Win,

THEORIZING AGE, CLASS,
AND GENDER RELATIONS

The rewards for the inclusion of a marginalized

oup into research extend beyond the satisfac-
fion of listening 0 oft-ignored voices. The study
of otd manhood stands to enrich our theories of
masculinity as social problem, as disciplinary
copsumer object, as the accomplishment of het-
erosexuality, and as the “crisis”-torm struggle to
achieve O resist the hegemonic ideals spread
throngh our popular culfure.

Studying age relations can render insights
into ways that we theorize gender, For instance,
Judith Kegan Gardiner (2002) suggested that
we clarify gender relations by making an anal-
ogy to age relations. This would help reconstruct
thinking about gender in our popular culture,
she argued, because many people already recog-
nize continuity in age categories while they still
see gender as dichotomous. People already see
themselves as performing age-appropriate behav-
ior (“acting their ages”) while continuing to take
for granted the doing of gender (Fenstermaker
and West 2002). And popular culture more fully
recognizes enduring EToUp conflicts (over divi-
sions of resources) between generations than
between sexes. Gardiner {2002) suggested that a
fuller theorizing of age relations has much to

offer the study of men, that scholars may move -

beyond their polarization of biological and
social construction, and that our popuiar culture
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may more fully appreciate the power struggles
that govern gender relations.

We recommend just this view—of age and
gender, 1ace and class, and other dimensions of
inequality—as accomplisbed by social as well as
biological actors, as accountable t© ever-changing
ideals of age- and sex-appropriate behavior; as
constructed in the context of a popular culture
shaped by consumer marketing and technologi-
cal change; and as imposing disciplinary regi-
mens in the names of good health, empowerment,
beauty, and sucCess.

Taken together, the mass media reviewed
above posit ideals of oid manhood which most
if not all men find themseives held accountable.
To the men fortunate enough to have been wealthy
or well paid for their careerisin, corporations
(often with the support of those gerontologists
who implicitly treat old age as a social problem)
sell regimens through which those old men may
Jive full lives, working, playing, and staying hard.
If careerism kept the attention of these men from
their families and leisure lives, constricting their
social networks and degrading their physical
health, then this high-priced old age serves as a
promised payoff. Once retired, those few wealthy
enough to do it can enjoy a reward: high-energy
time with a spouse and some friends, enjoyment of
tourism, surfing, and sex. Men sacrificed much,
even their lives, in their pursuits of hegemonic
masculine status. Those who survive face a
rougher time with old age as a result: few sources
of social support and bodies weakened by self-
abuse. Thus, the accomplishment of manhood
comes to Tequire some response to the invitation to
strain toward middle-age activities. Some men
reach with alt of their strength for the iifestyle ide-
als broadcast so Toudly, whereas many give up for
lack of means to compete, and still others deliber-
ately resist. na cruel irony, the ideals move alt the
farther out of reach of the men who pursued them
with such costly vigor in younger years and dam-
aged their health beyond repair. The final push for
Yegemonic masculinity involves speading money
and enjoying health that many old men do not
have to pursue the recreation and phallic sex that
the ads tell them they need.
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Certainly, the study of old men offers striking
views of a popular struggle over heterosexuality
(although the study of old gay men will surely be
as transforming, the near total lack of research on
thern prevents us from speculating how). Widely
Leld views of old men’s sexuality suggest domi-
nance over women as a form of virility. But, as
bodies change, outright predation recedes as an
issue and impotency moves to the ceater of con-
cemn, A popular (consumer) culture that fi gures old
manhoed in terms of loss hardly departs from any
trend in images of masculinity. Men have always
felt that they were losing their manhood, their
pride, and their virility, whether because their
penises actually softened or because women
gained status and so frightened them. But the study
of this transition—from the feelings of imvincibil-
ity that drive the destructiveness of youth to the
growing expectation of vulnerability—throws old
masculinity into a valuable relief. For instance,
theories that center on violence and predation cap-
ture Little of the realities of old men’s lives, just as
scholarly emphasis on coercion and harassment of
women excludes most of the experiences of old
women. For old women, the more important sex-
ual theme may be that of being cast aside (Calasanti
and Slevin 2001, 195). For old men, impotence in
its most general sense, leading to many responses
ranging from suicidal depression to more graceful
acceplance, may be a more productive theme. It
serves as both positive and negative ideal in a clas-
sic double-bind: old men should, so as not to
intrude on the rights of younger men, refreat from
the paid labor market; but they should also, so as
fo age successfully, never stop consuming oppor-
tunities to be active. They should, so as not to be
“dirty,” stop becoming evect; but they should also,
50 as fto age successfully, néver lose that erection,
Old men fear impotence to the point that many
suffer it who otherwise would not. Anxieties drain
them at just the moment when expectations of
aggressive consumption, of proving themselves
younger than they are, reach their heights.

The notion that men accomplish age just as
they do gender has much to offer, with its sen-
sitivity to relations of inequality, its moment-
to-moment accountability to unreachabie but

hegemonic ideals, and the perpetually changiy

nature of such accomplishments. Never hay
erections been so easily discussed in public, ang
never has this “dirty”/“impotent” double bing
been tighter, than since the rise of this CONSUmey
regimen. Nor have old men, before now, liveq
under such pressure to remain active furthe;
into their lengthening life spans. The ideals of
manhood that tempted so many to cripple them.
selves in younger years now loom large enough
to shame those who cannot play tennis or walz
the ballrooms of fancy resorts. The study of
manhood should take careful notice of the ways
in which men do old manhood under such tight
constraints, The popular images that we have
reviewed provide ideals of old manhood, byt
they do not necessarily describe the lives of
very many old men. Given how little we know
of the ways in which old men respond to such
ideals, the research task before us seems clear,

COoNCLUSION

Scholars tend fo ignore age relations in part
because of our own ageism. Most are not yet old,
and even if we are, we often deny it (Minichiello,
Browne, and Kendig 2000). Most people know
little about the old because we seldom talk to
them. Family and cccupational segregation by
age leave the old outside the purview of the work
that most young people do.

Resulting in part from such segregation, the
study of men, although no more than any other
social science and humanist scholarship, has
focused on the work, problems, sexuality, and
consumption patterns of the young. This neglect
of the old results in theories of masculinity that
underplay the lengths to which men go to play
and stay hard, the long-term effects of their
strenuous accomplishment of manhood, and the
variety of ways in which men remain masculine
once their appetites for self-destruction begin te
wane, Research on the old can reveal much
about the desperate struggle for hegemonic
masculinity and the varied ways in which men
begin to redefine manhood. At the same time, it



. rese

als0 ancovers the young and middle-aggd biases
fhat inher® in typical notigns of masculinity thgt
tend to center on accomplishments and power i

roductive sphere, for instance. Few
archers have considered the reality of mas-

culinities not direcily tied 10 the fact of or

otential fOF paid labor.

To leave age celations unexplored reinforces
the inequality that subordinaics the old, an
snequality that we unwittingly reproduce for
ourselves. Unlike other forms of oppression,
in which fhe privileged rarely become the
oppressed, we will all face ageism if we live iong
enough. AS ferninists, scientists, and people
growing old, we can better develop our sense of
interlocking inequalitics and the ways in which
they shape Us, young and old. Our theories and
concepts have too often assumed rather than
theorized these BEE relations. The study of men
and masculinity and the scholarship on age rela-

tions are just beginning to inform each other.
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