
Living in the Margins: 
By Jeanette A. Auger 

S a feminist, lesbian and a 
gerontologist I have a per- 
sonal, political and educa- 
tional interest in the process 

of growing old within a predominantly 
heterosexist, mysogynist and agist cul- 
ture. Unlike some of my sisters I have 
been provided with a structured feminist 
analysis of patriarchal control of my sexu- 
ality. As well, as a (recently) tenured 
academic I can feel fairly secure in my 
current employment. Many older lesbians 
are not as fortunate. For some, the wom- 
en's movement and feminists are seen as 
just one more set of gatekeepers making 
judgments on their lives. For others, being 
"found out" meant (and still means) the 
loss of jobs, ostracization by co-workers, 
family and friends. This is especially prob- 
lematic for women who live in small, 
rural communities. 

The material for this paper is informed 
by field note experiences, literature and 
research interviews conducted from 1982 
to the present with care providers and 
older lesbians in institutions and commu- 
nity-based workshops. In it, I describe 
and analyze the experiences of older les- 
bians as they speakof their isolation within 
lesbian and heterosexual culture. They 
also speak of the many pleasures and 
benelits ofgrowing old without the societal 
expectations and pressures placed on het- 
erosexual women. 

Introduction 

In Canadian culture old lesbians are 
thought not to exist, not only by the media 
but often by the lesbian community itself. 
In the feminist academic press there is 
little or no mention of lesbian elders and 
the gerontological world seems oblivious 
to the sexuality of older persons in gen- 
eral, let alone that of older lesbians. [Two 
notable exceptions are Adelman (1986) 
and Ashfield and Sharnai (1987)l. When 
articles on sexuality do appear in noted 

journals they are about heterosexual prac- 
tices or, and these are rare occurrences, 
they deal with homosexual men. [See for 
example,Lee (1987), Berger (1982), Kelly 
(1977) and Weeks (1983)l. Lesbians who 
are old are thus in triple jeopardy as they 
represent at least three oppressed groups 
in North American culture: they are not 
young, they do not enjoy the privilege of 
patriarchal masculinity and they do not 
receive the social rewards for heterosexu- 
ality. In these ways they are placed within 
the margins of work on aging and of 
women. Those who are not white suffer 
yet another stigma, as do those defined as 
disabled. 

Looking at aging demographics, ac- 
cording to the 1986 census there were 
1,564,240 women aged sixty-five or more 
living in Canada. If we apply the Masters 
and Johnson (1966)andtheKinsey (1948) 
reports on sexuality, we can conserva- 
tively assume that at least one in ten of 
these women are lesbian. Theoretically 
we are speaking of some 156,000 women 
aged over sixty-five. In the census, how- 
ever, there is no category "lesbian" under 
the marital status section. Presumably 
many will fall under the "single" category 
while others are subsumed under the cat- 
egories of "married," "widowed" or "di- 
vorced." Many lesbians say they "come 
out" after age fifty, often from hetero- 
sexual marriages of long duration, or in 
later life after they have been widowed. 
Lesbian women are thus hidden within 
the official demographics of Canadian 
culture. 

Lesbians who are old are also hidden or 
invisible because there is a lack of re- 
search on them. It is often difficult to 
identify older "lesbians" in the first place. 
For example, in working with and for 
seniors, I have heard about "possible" 
older lesbians mostly by accident. 

I conducted interviews with women 
who were never married. The following is 
from a discussion with a seventy-four 

year old woman living in Vancouver: 

Me: When you lived for twenty-three 
years with your friend did you ever 
speak of yourselves as lesbians? 

J: Oh we were not lesbians truly. We 
were intimate in every sense of the word 
but we were certainly not lesbians. 

Me: I assumed that when you said 
that you were gay that you meant that 
you were lesbians. 

J: No I said that we were gay, happy 
and gay. Lesbians dress like men; they 
do men's work and act like men. We 
were just women who loved each other 
and were happy with that. Now you'd 
call us lesbians maybe, but we never 
would then - it was a bad word. 

The co-ordinator of a support network 
for women who are divorced or widowed 
in Vancouver reminded me of the follow- 
ing telephoneconversation which she had 
with an eighty year old woman: 

Caller: I want to know where I can 
get a nice clean girl to replace my P. 
who has died. 

Friend: Have you tried some of the 
lesbian resources in the community? 
Orperhaps the feminist bookstore would 
know who you could contact about 
meeting other lesbian women? 

Caller: I don't want nothing to do 
with them libbers or lesbian types. Ijust 
want a nice clean girl to replace my P. 
None of these club types or '~eminists" 
who say we should all act like women as 
i fwe didn't know that we was women. 
We just like to have short hair and wear 
men's clothes. 

Research, as well as everyday life, sug- 
gests that some older lesbians, believing 
in rigid sex roles (the so-called "butch" 
and"femmeW), identify more with hetero- 
sexual men than with feminist lesbians. 
Some older lesbians feel themselves 
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judged by their feminist .sisters on this 
issue. In thelast cited examples the women 
did not identify themselves as lesbian for 
different reasons. The first woman ob- 
jected to those lesbians who "look and act 
like men;" the second objected to those 
who did not look and act like men. 

I conducted research in care facilities in 
British Columbia. Ononevisit toan eighty- 
four year old friend, we were in the dining 
room of a multi-level care facility. The 
seniors sat at tables for four, while newer 
residents sat alone until a regular group 
was formed for them by the staff. The 
following conversation occurred: 

G: See that woman over there, she's 
one of "them," you know. 

J: One of what? 
G: You know them queers. People 

who like bread on bread with the same 
filling in the middle. 

J:  Do you mean that she is a lesbian? 
How do you know that? 
G: Yeah, that's right. The orderly 

told me who cleans up the rooms. She 
said she lived with another one for a 
real long time. The other one up and 
dies and now she's in here. 

J: It must be terrible to lose someone 
you are so close to after so long. 
G: Well I don't think that sort should 

be allowed to live in places like this. It's 
one thing to lose a husband, that's - 
proper - but that sort of thing is not. 

I later talked with the orderly who had 
passed on the information about the resi- 
dent. She informed me that "Nowadays 
two women don't live together that long 
unless they are up to something." S he said 
that she had told some of the other resi- 
dents to "be careful" around this woman 
because you "never know about them 
queers." When I pointed out that lesbian 
women are as selective about who they 
want to be involved with as anyone else, 
the orderly still felt it her "duty" to let 
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people know "what was going on" (even 
though she clearly did not know!). 

These illustrations make visible some 
of the experiences of women who are 
reluctant to identify themselves as lesbi- 
ans because of the myths and assumptions 
of others about whom they think lesbians 
might be. 

The Issues 

When dealing with a topic as complex 
as lesbianism, it is important to recognize 
that there is no such thing as a "typical 
lesbian." Lesbianism is not merely a set of 
behaviors based on the preference of one 
sex over another, whether one acts on this 
preference or not. For many, lesbianism is 
also apolitical and emotional stance in the 
world, which creates an ideological base 
by allowing lesbians to define ourselves 
and each other, regardless of age. By 
identifying some of the issues involved 
with lesbians and aging, we can recognize 
the diversity in lesbian experience. 

We are all growing older, and have 
been since the day we were born. Aging 
affects every one of us whether twenty- 
five or sixty-five. In our culture old age is 
seen as a negative experience, as some- 
thing to be dreaded. They media bom- 
bards us with images of women who look 
to be at most forty, yet they "hide wrin- 
kles" with Oil of Olay, remove "age spots" 
on their hands with Porcelana and hide 
"that ugly grey" with Lady Grecian for- 
mula. Old age is not presented as some- 
thing to celebrate or to look forward to. A 
thirty year old lesbian at a workshop on 
aging remarked: 

It's neat that you sort of sell this old 
age thing as good but1 don' t want to get 
old. I would hate to have wrinkles and 
withered skin. I couldn't bear the 

thought of being with an old woman. 
She would feel so flabby to me. 

Not only do some older lesbians fear 
their own aging, but they receive little 
support from their community in seeing 
old age as a positive experience. In her 
article "Friends or Foes: Gerontological 
and Feminist Theory" (1989) Reinharz 
tries topresent what she calls "conceptual 
linkages" (p. 223) between the lives of 
older women and feminist women. She 
fails to recognize, however, that many 
older women are feminist women, and 
that even feminists suffer from age denial. 
Although Reinhan is to be commended 
on the attempts to bridge the gerontologi- 
callfeminist gap, she too ignores the real- 
ity of lesbian lives. 

The experiences of women who are old 
today are probably different than they will 
be for teenagers, or those approaching 
middle-age. At a lesbian workshop on 
aging in Nova Scotia the group members 
were asked when they first thought of 
themselves as "old." Some said "forty," 
some "fifty." Others related a sense of 
growing old based on particular life expe- 
riences, such as this fifty-eight year old: 

My lover and1 split up and suddenly 
I realized that no one in the world knew 
about us. I was alone on the farm and I 
had really bad arthritis and probably 
couldn't manage without her. Then I 
realized, Shit, I 'm old. 

It becomes apparent that old age is 
relative - a state of mind that is seldom 
invoked unless life happenings cause us 
to take stock of ourselves. 

Lesbians who are "out of the closet" 
experience aging differently from those 
who are still "in." The informant last 
quoted stated that her rural community 
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did not know about her sexuality. There- 
fore neighbors, family and friends could 
not be relied upon for support. This expe- 
rience was shared by many older lesbians 
I spoke with. They were concerned not 
only with coming out to friends, family, 
colleagues and medical and service pro- 
viders, but also to their children andgrand- 
children, and sometimes to spouses. 

Related to this is the issue of when one 
recognizesone's own lesbianism and what 
that individual chooses to do with the 
knowledge. Many reject their feelings for 
other women because of the negative stere- 
otypes associated with being gay; others 
because of the social stigma attached to 
those who choose to be open about their 
sexual preference. Some wornen are al- 
ready in heterosexual marriages when they 
recognize their sexuality, and do not want 
to lose the rewards that heterosexual privi- 
lege provides, or risk losing their children 
if their husband is not supportive of their 
sexuality. Some older women have been 
lesbians as long as they can remember, 
while others came out in later life. Some, 
such asGwen, themother of afifty yearold 
daughter, came out in her late seventies: 

I kept going to these AA. meetings 
and there were some wonderful women 
there. When Louise [her daughter] told 
me that she was gay I thought about it 
quite a lot. I have also loved women, 
liked them better than men. Now I just 
wish that there was someone I could 
meet so that I could have a lesbian 
relationship. I have given it a lot of 
thought and I am ready for that thrill. 
No one cares about little old ladies of 
seventy anyway so I should be able to 
get away with it until I die. 

Many of the older lesbians I spoke with 
came out when there was no gay libera- 
tion, no political lesbian literature or mov- 
ies to speak of, and no women's move- 
ment to raise awareness of sexual issues. 
Some of them talked about how hard it 
was to come out to family members, espe- 
cially to children and grandchildren, as 
well as to their own parents, without any 
support systems in place. Often many 
reported having very few kinship net- 
works left, because family members just 
could not accept their sexuality. Older 
lesbians said that they had never heard the 
word "lesbian," and believed that they 
were the only women in the world who 
love women. 

There are obvious reasons, then, why 
some older women prefer not to identify 
with younger lesbians. Why would they 
want to, when being old or lesbian is seen 
only in negative terms? In this sense they 
choose to remain in the margins of social 
life. 

Rural and urban settings also affect the 
lives of older lesbians. In most urban 
settings in Canada there are lesbian net- 
works where women can socialize and get 
together for meals, dances, conferences, 
and so on. In addition to networks for 
emotional support, urban environments 
usually offer some services geared espe- 
cially to lesbian women. In large metro- 
politan areas we are more likely to be able 
to find lesbian or lesbian positive doctors, 
lawyers, and dentists. As a seventy-three 
year old lesbian noted: 

When Ifound out that I had cancer I 
made sure to phone my friend who is a 
nurse at the cancer clinic. Iasked her to 
put me in touch with a lesbian doctor so 
that I could be honest about my life- 
style. She was just great. My lover was 
allowed to be in my room anytime and 
the doctor discussed everything with 
her. It wasn't like when we lived in that 
village in Quebec-there wasnowhere 
to turn ifyou were sickandthe neighbors 
would have died if they knew we were 
say. 

Regarding institutionalization, older 
lesbians from small rural areas have very 
little choice about where they may spend 
the rest of their lives. Likely, they will be 
relocated to another town or village which 
has an appropriate care facility. Even when 
one exists locally, staff members are un- 
likely to be sympathetic or knowledge- 
able about lesbian lifestyles. When a 
woman has lived for most of her life in the 
same community, this relocation can be 
traumatic and severe. If she has a partner, 
separation can place an additional burden 
on both women. 

Several lesbian groups across Canada 
have discussed the idea of setting up ei- 
ther lesbian homes for the aged, or com- 
munities where lesbians can grow old in a 
co-operative project where women of all 
ages live together - some with their 
children of both sexes, others without 
children or with daughters only. In this 

vision, articulated forcefully by a group 
of older lesbian women at the "Coming 
Together" conference in Halifax, Nova 
Scotia, lesbian doctors, nurses and other 
caregivers would also live in, or be avail- 
able to these communities so that they 
would be fairly self-sufficient in terms of 
providing health care for the older group 
members. To my knowledge no such com- 
munity yet exists. 

Older lesbians are concerned about be- 
ing in or out of relationships, and how that 
is different as one grows older. Those who 
havebeen in long-term relationships which 
suddenly come to an end, often say that 
the feeling of loss is far greater than what 
they experienced in their younger years. 
A sixty-two year old said: 

When D. said she wanted out of the 
relationship, to be with a younger 
woman, I was really devastated. I knew 
that things hadn't been going all that 
wellfor a while but1 really thought that 
after twenty-two years we would stay 
togetherforever. When I was younger I 
thought I was pretty cute and other 
women liked me a lot. I can't imagine 
who would want me now or where the 
hell I would ever meet anyone in this 
place. Everyone I know has been the 
lover of someone else. That's the trou- 
ble with living in a small community. 

Women are thought to be asexual as 
they grow older. The double standard 
dictates that men are sexy and more ma- 
ture in old age. Their facial lines are said 
to express attractiveness and experience; 
ours are "wrinkles" we are supposed to 
hide with cosmetics. Therefore old women 
aresexless andugly. This stereotype flows 
into the lesbian community - we are all 
socialized by the same system to be fe- 
male regardless of our sexuality. Reboin 
(1986) reiterates this idea in the following 
way: "our culture defines lesbians as sexual 
beings, which implies youth and activity" 
(p. 178). And yet she also speaks of her 
"four decades of messages from the out- 
side world that old women and lesbian 
women are not desirable, normal, inter- 
esting, active and acceptable human be- 
ings.. ." (p. 182). 

Monogamy is also invoked frequently 
by older lesbians who seem to prefer this 
over open relationships, whether they are 
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currently in a relationship, or attempting 
to find a partner. A fifty-eight year old 
lesbian succinctly stated the most fre- 
quently provided reason: 

We went to one of those feminist do's 
and this psychologist who was a les- 
bian was saying that open relationships 
were the new trend among gay women 
she sees. F. and I have been together 
eighteen years now and we like each 
other better than anyone else we know. 
We don't want or need to be with any- 
one else. When you get older you need 
more stability in your life. I've had my 
flings - I know what it is like to love 
other women but I want to be settled 
down and get on with what's left of our 
lives together, so that when either one 
of us is gone the other will have won- 
derful memories to look back on with- 
out the worry of whether or not we need 
to have an open relationship. 

Lesbians who become sexually dissat- 
isfied or bored with their partners, espe- 
cially those in long-term monogamous 
relationships, sometimes used menopause 
as an "excuse" for not wanting to have sex 
anymore. The older women in a work- 
shop on lesbian issues explained the situ- 
ation as follows: 

When I started menopause it was 
somewhat of a relief because then I 
could say that was why I didn't want to 
have sex anymore. I guess we just got 
too usedto each other or something. We 
are still together and are very intimate. 
Maybe sex just isn't as important when 
you are older. 

Another explained: 

Sex never really wasa big deal for us. 
I didn't like it all that much in the 
beginning but M. did. With menopause 
I had some pain. I was sort of itchy all 
the time and so that seemed like a good 
time to stop having sex. Other than that 
our relationship is perfect for me al- 
though I do think that M. wouldstill like 
to have sex more often. 

This rationale has also been cited by 
many heterosexual women in various stud- 
ies on menopause. Lesbian and hetero- 
sexual women alike are vulnerable to the 
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myth that after menopause they are no 
longer sexual or attractive. There is no 
bio-medical evidence to support the idea 
that hormonal changes which occur dur- 
ing menopause effect sexual desire, at- 
tractiveness or sexual capacity. Women 
can be as sexually active, or not, during 
and after menopause as they were before. 
Another myth is that we need to be sexual 
toremain in relationships, but this isclearly 
not so. There are many ways to be close 
and intimate with others. 

The demographics of aging are based 
primarily on chronology. Medical research 
and common sense experiences tell us 
that certain physiological and social 
changes do occur as we grow older. What 
mattersis how wedeal with thesechanges. 
Many in our society view menopause as 
the end of female desire, attractiveness 
and sexual activity. Biologically, it is sim- 
ply the end of childbearing possibilities. 

The assumption is sometimes made that 
lesbian women are less affected by meno- 
pause than heterosexual women, due to 
the notion that the latter are not interested 
in reproduction. This assumption ignores 
the reality that many lesbians are mothers, 
and that many wanted to conceive but 
could not for medical, economic, political 
or logistical reasons. 

Another assumption about lesbians, is 
that due to their "deviant" lifestyle and 
thus experiences of discrimination, we 
are morereflective, thoughtful,open, sen- 
sitive and aware. Because of these posi- 
tive attributes, we are not expected to 
have the same problems with retirement 
and menopause as heterosexual women. 
However we are socialized first to be 
women-not lesbians, so we carry around 
much of the same cultural self-expecta- 
tions and values about what we are "sup- 
posed to do." 

Many women identify as heterosexual 
prior to becoming lesbians. The notion of 
women reaching their fullest potential 
only through childbirth and childbearing 
may still be subtly at work. Choosing to 
relate to other women sexually does not 
necessarily preclude the desire to bear a 
child. Just as for heterosexual women, 
menopause may mark the regretted end of 
that possibility. 

The Aging Experience 
Personalized 

We age all of our lives, not just on our 
sixty-fifth birthday when we are magi- 
cally eligible for government assistance 
based on chronology. How we experience 

Deidre Scherer, The Sisters, 1991, fabric and thread, 31" X 33" 
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our aging and how we learn to deal with 
our issues throughout the life cycle affects 
how we cope with aging. If we have 
unfinished business, unresolved conflicts, 
unspoken fears, resentments and angers 
while young, and do not deal with them, 
we will cany them on to our old age. It is 
helpful if wecan resolve them while young, 
through therapy, dreams, fantasy, jour- 
nals, or - if possible - in real life. Who 
we are now can be who we will become as 
older selves. One of the saddest thoughts 
I am often left with by older lesbians is the 
notion of unfinished business or unre- 
solved issues - what I call the "if only's." 

On the other hand, if we do not, when 
we are old, focus on what might have 
been, we could have the same attitude as 
an informant who was celebrating her 
seventieth birthday. She marvelled at how 
lucky she was to be in good health, in a 
relationship in which she could grow and 
flourish, and among lesbian friends whom 
she loved and admired. Someone asked 
her what it was like to be an aging lesbian, 
and whether or not she experienced it as a 
triple problem. She replied: 

Never, I am as happy now as I ever 
was in my life. This is a tremendous 
thrill. To love and be loved by women is 
well worth living for. I just wish that all 
lesbians could learn from their loving 
as I have done. 

References 

Adelman, Marcy. Long Time Passing..Bos- 
ton: Alyson, 1986. 

Alvig, C. The Invisible Minority: Aging and 
Lesbianism. New York: Utica College Insti- 
tute of Gerontology, 1983. 

Ashfield, Maureen and Sarah Sharnai. Les- 
bians and Aging: An Exploration of The Is- 
sues. Unpublished paper, Simon Fraser Uni- 
versity, Bumaby, B.C, 1987. 

Berger, R.M. "The UnseenMinority: Older 
Gays andLesbians," Social Work, May, 1982, 
236-241. 

Berger, Raymond. Gay and Gray. Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1982. 

Blackwood, Evelyn. The .Many Faces of 
Homosexuality. New York: Harrington Park 
Press, 1986. 

Kehoe, Monika. "Lesbians Over 65: ATri- 
ple Invisible Minority," Journal of Homo- 
sexuality, 12, 2-4, May 1986,193-98. 

Kelly, J. '"The Aging Male Homosexual: 
Myth and Reality." The Gerontologist, 1977, 
17(4), 328-332. 

Kiey ,  A.C., Pomeroy, W.B., and Martin, 
C.E. Sexual Behaviour In The Human Male. 
Philadelphia: Saunders, 1948. 

Lee, John Allan. "The Invisible Lives of 
Canada's Gray Gays." Aging in Canada, Vic- 
tor Marshal1 (ed.), Toronto: Fitzhenry and 
Whiteside, 1987. 138-155. 

Lockard, Denyse. "The Lesbian Comrnu- 
nity: An Anthropological Approach," The 
Many Faces of Homosexuality. Evelyn 
Blackwood (ed.), New York: Harrington Park 
Press, 1986, 83-95. 

Masters, W.H. and Johnson, V.E. Human 
SexualResponse. Boston: Little Brown. 1966. 

Reboin, Faith. "Lesbian Grandmother," in 
Long Time Passing (March 1986). 177-83. 

Reinharz, Shulamit. "Friends or Foes: Ger- 
ontological and Feminist Theory." Radical 
Voices, Klein and Steinberg (eds.). Toronto: 
Pergarnon, 1989,222-244. 

Weeks, Jeffrey. 'The Problem of Older 
Homosexuals," Hart and Richardson, The 
Theory and Practice of Homosexuality. Lon- 
don: Routledge Kegan Paul. 1983,177-185. 

Thanks to Sharon D. Stone at York 
University for editing the original rnanu- 
script from which this article is taken. 

Healthsharing 
is Canada's only feminist magazine addressing 
women's health issues. Healthsharing i s  ahead of 
the headlines, covering a wide range of health 
concerns affecting women. Four times a year, we 
offer you current information, practical advice and 
feminist analysis. 

Subscribe to-day! 
Individual 

1 YR $1 5 (includes CST) 
2 YR $30 (includes CST) 

Group/lnstitutional/Library 
1 YR $28 (includes CST) 

USA add $3;  Other add $4 
(International Money Orders on1 

Make cheque payable to: 
Women Healthsharing 
14 Skey Lane, Toronto, ON, M6J 

Vofre meilleur con fac? 
avec la condition 
f6minine au  sein d e  la 
francophonie ... d'une 
couverture 6 I'aufre! 

Un magazine enga 6! 
Une information diarente, porce que vue de I'intkrieur! 
Femrnes d'actiin : une lectwe de choix! 

84 CANADIAN WOMAN STUDIESLES CAHIERS DE LA FEMME 


