WOMEN, AGING, AND
ADVERTISING

Judith Posner

La publicité reflete, et renforce,
l'attitude négative de notre société en-
vers les femmes dgées. Dans cet article
l'auteure nous montre que, lorsqu il
s'agit des femmes, la publicité porte sur
leur corps, et alors que pour les hom-
mes, elle porte sur leurs accomplisse-
ments.

Popular advertising does much to
reflect and aggravate the particular
stigma of aging for women in our
society. In fact, a majority of aging-
related products are specifically di-
rected at the female vis-a-vis the
male. Grecian-formula hair colour-
ing is one of the few aging-camou-
flage productsthatisdirectly equally
toward men and women. The follow-
ing ads are excerpts from a slide
show on the topic of women and
aging in advertising.

A major theme in the aging litera-
ture is the double standard of aging
— a phrase first coined by Susan
Sontag in 1972. She writes: “Ina
man's face lines are taken to be signs
of 'character.’ They indicate emo-
tional strength, maturity — qualities
far more esteemed in men than in
women. (They show he has ‘lived.’)
Even scars are often not felt to be
unattractive; they too can add 'char-
acter’ to a man's face. But lines of
aging, any scar, even a small birth-
mark on a woman's face, are always
regarded as unfortunate blemishes.
In effect, people take character in
men to be different from what con-
stitutes character in women. A
woman's character is thought to be
innate, static — not the product of
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tions. A woman's face is prized so
far as it remains unchanged by (or
conceals the traces of) her emotions,
her physical risk-taking. Ideally, it is
supposed to be a mask — immutable,
unmarked.” (See Ad No. 1)

In short, aging for a woman is
essentially more pejorative than for
her male counterpart. This is be-
cause women are their bodies and
men are their accomplishments. Such
adiscrepancyisreflectedinavariety
of conceptual dichotomies in femi-
nist literature, i.e., passive/active,
object/subject, being/doing, etc.

The double standard of aging is
exemplified by the theme of infan-
tilization. Ad No. 2 is a dramatic ex-
ample of this theme. Here the ideal
female is explicitly likened to an in-
fant. In Ad No. 3 the ideal female is
infantilized still further back to the
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fetus. These metaphors are clearly
reminiscent of Germaine Greer's
discussion of the female body in The
Female Eunuch: ''The rationale of
depilation is crude. . . . In the popu-
lar imagination hairiness is like fur-
riness, an index of bestiality . . .
women shave or pluck their pubic
areas, so as to seem even more sex-
less and infantile” (italics mine).

In short, all parts of a woman's
anatomy are potentially stigmatizing
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with age. Ad No. 4 suggests that
even the hands may ‘'give usaway, "’
reminiscent of the infamous Pal-
molive commercials with Madge the
beautician. And there are a variety
of ads which map out the deficient
areas in a woman's body or face that
reveal her unwanted years (Ad
No. 5).

Ad No. 6 is an especially dramatic
example of "'below thebelt'’ psychic
manipulation which explicitly dis-

parages the older mother.

Finally, Ad No. 7 shows a gro-
tesque advertising image which
makes specific symbolic connection
of aging with death and depicts, of
course, a female.

Judy Posner is chair and Associate
Professor of Sociology at Atkinson Col-
lege, York University. She does a vari-
ety of slide shows in the community on
images of women in popular culture.
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