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Acting Qur Age
A Film About Gowng AQd

a Filmby Mchal Aviad

This conpel ling docunentary presents an unprecedented
contenporary | ook at wonmen and aging in Anerica. “Acting
Qur Age” introduces six wonen, aged 65 to 75, who conme from
di verse backgrounds: Finnish-Anmerican, Black, Lesbian,
Latina Jew sh and White Angl o- Saxon. Through their stories
of personal struggle and triunph, the filmdispels the
myt hs and chal | enges the stereotypes that have defined the
i mage of old wonen in Anerican culture. “Acting Qur Age”
allows the wonen to speak for thenselves, and, with
unparal | el ed candor, their interviews tackle subjects that
are usually considered taboo for ol der wonen. As they
speak openly about sexuality, being al one, financial
difficulties and dealing with death, their straightforward
responses reconstruct our expectations about aging and
provi ded insight into the concerns and |ives of today’s
“real” ol der wonen.

“Acting Qur Age” exam nes the effects of aging on wonen’'s
self-image, their roles in their famly and rel ati onshi ps
and the place they hold in their communities. The film
begi ns by focusing on the sonetinmes-sensitive connections
bet ween appearance and sel f-imge. The wonen di scuss how
changes in their | ooks have influenced their sense of self
and one wonman confesses that she recently cancelled a
facelift appointnent.

Wi | e expl oring changes in the relationshi ps of ol der
wonen, “Acting Qur Age” conveys the |oneliness and

i sol ation faced by sone wonen as children grow up and as
some spouses and friends begin to die; it also establishes
the possibility of rich and intimte rel ationships

di scovered later in life. One of the wonen is the divorced
matriarch of a |large extended famly while another is the
sol e caretaker of her bedridden husband; a third describes
a fulfilling relationship with her | over of many years and
a special friendship with her “New Wave” granddaughter.

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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“Acting Qur Age” realistically captures the daily struggle
for survival that many ol der wonen nust face. Financial
hardshi p and health problens are common and soneti nes
debilitating. Interviews are juxtaposed w th poi gnant

f oot age docunenting the ways in which wonen deal with the
serious realities of old age; severely arthritic, Phyllis
stretches for two hours daily before | eaving her hone;
recently wi dowed, Lucille is forced to | eave her upper-

cl ass nei ghborhood for senior citizen housing.

Finally, this thoughtful docunentary |ooks at the creative
ways in which these ol der wonen have renmi ned integral
participants in their communities. The filmreveals their
active roles as the executive director of a conmunity
center, a suicide hotline counselor, a candidate for a
master’ s degree and a nenber of the Gray Panthers. There
are 16 mllion wonen in the U S. over the age of 64, yet
the lives of “real” older wonen are largely ignored by the
mai nstream nedi a and are al nost invisible to the general
public. The nost conmon images in our culture are the
ancient wicked hags in fairy tales, the hel pl ess

grandnot hers in aspirin commercials or the comc old | adies
in television shows.

The wonen in “Acting Qur Age” conbat medi a stereotypes;
they conme fromdiverse racial, ethnic and class backgrounds
and their full and sometines difficult relationships with
mates, famly, friends and community cover the entire
spectrum These wonen share a passion to continue |earning

and the need to live in active neani ngful ways. “Acting
Qur Age” draws attention to the needs and rights of ol der
wonen as it docunents the full, productive lives they I ead.

A source of enpowernent for all wonen and senior citizens,
this group of ordinary ol der wonen denonstrates strength of
spirit and dedication to |life, which serves as an inspiring
exanple for all ages. “Acting Qur Age” is an exceptional
addition to all school and public library collections, and
is perfect for community and wonmen’ s groups, senior citizen
organi zati ons and courses in Aging, Wnen Studies,

Ant hr opol ogy, Soci ol ogy and Psychol ogy.
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Response to “Acting Qur Age”

“Realistic and honest, provocative and sensual —an hour
package of role nodels and friends who can both inspire and

warn us about the future.” doria Steinem

“A noving filmabout aging (and life!) that touches all of
us. Its wonen share insights, optimsmand courage.”
Al'i ce Wal ker

“*Acting Qur Age’ vigorously denonstrates that it is

possi ble for many wonen to overcone the limtations this
society—and |life—+o0 often inposes on our senior citizens.”
Judy Stone, San Francisco Chronicle

“*Acting Qur Age’ is a noving exam nation of society’s
attitudes toward aging and the efforts of older wonmen to
retain their sense of self, their sense of sexuality, and
perhaps nore inportantly, their sense of independence.”
Dani el Ruth, Chicago Sun-Ti nes

“Anerica’s first docunentary to |look at aging strictly from
a woman’ s perspective, the bittersweet film conpares our
expectations of what it neans to be old with the

experi ences of six wonmen whose |ives contrast sharply with
the way they lived in their 40s and 50s.” Kathryn d ney,
San Franci sco Exam ner

“Not as nuch about aging as it is about |ive..enough drama
and surprise for everyone.” Sheila Benson, Los Angel es
Ti nes

“Rich and wi se..exenpl ary docunentary neki ng, putting a
human face on a group situation.” Laurie Stone, Ms.
Magazi ne

Fact s to Consi der

*Sixteen mllion wonen in the United States are over the
age of 64. By the year 2005, there will be 25 mllion.

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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*85% of all surviving spouses over 65 and 80% of the
el derly who |Iive al one are wonen.

*Over 70%of the nearly 4 million persons over 65 living in
poverty are wonen. 35% of ol der bl ack wonen, 25% of

Hi spani ¢ wonen and 13% of white wonen over 65 live in
poverty. Over half of all wonen over the age of 65 |live on
$550 a nonth or |ess.

*Less than one-in-five older wonen currently receive any
pensi on income. Mst wonen over 65 depend on Soci al
Security as their only significant incone.

*Over two mllion people are providing unpaid care for
frail elderly at hone; 75% of these caretakers are wonen.

*MIlions of md-life wonen have no health i nsurance at
all.

(Sources: Census Bureau and The O der Wonen’s League)

The study gui de covers the main topics addressed in the
film

1) Appearance and Sel f -1 nage
2) dd Wnen & Sexuality

3) Isolation & Age Segregation
4) Wonen as Caregivers

5) Dying a Good Death

6) O d Age & Poverty

7) Working Toward Change

Openi ng Questions for D scussion

Was there a woman in the filmwho rem nded you of soneone
you know (perhaps yourself)? Did the filmhelp you to see
some of the aspects of her |ife nore clearly? Wre there
probl ens raised by the filmthat you ve experienced
yoursel f—er expect to encounter later in |life? Wre there

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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i ssues raised by the wonen that perhaps you never thought
about before?

Do the wonen in the filmrepresent the average ol der woman
today? Wiy or why not?

Appearance and Self-1nmage: A d and Ugly?

Several of the wonen in “Acting Qur Age” express a fear
about becom ng old: they woul d be considered unattractive
and therefore would be undesirable and unloved. The film
points out that particularly in Western culture a wonen’s
worth, or sense of worth is tied to her appearance.

Tradi tional standards of beauty include being young and
white and these standards are constantly reinforced in
advertising and the nedia. There are few positive nedia

i mges of old wonen to conbat the fairy-tale of old woman
as “w cked witch” or “ugly hag”.

1) In sone cultures old wonen are greatly admred. For
exanpl e, many Native Anmerican cultures, in both North and
South Anerica, reserve central social roles and high
status for male and female Elders. Also, in nmany African
societies (especially in pre-colonial tinmes), nmen and
wonen bel onged to “age-sets,” organi zed groups of all the
wonen or nen of about the sanme age. Wen a group of
wonen makes the transition to the ol der age-set, they
collectively take over inportant political and ritual
positions for the whole community, and gain influence and
respect. Discuss how these exanples differ fromthe
position and i mage of old wormen in Anerican culture.

2) Recall the imges of the wtch from Hansel and G etel
t hat appear at the beginning of the film \Wat are sone
ot her negative imges that our culture attaches to being
old and fenmal e? How do you think it feels to be
represented this way?

3) In the Judeo-Christian religious tradition, the primry
deity is represented as an old man with a white beard.
How do you think this portrayal affects wonen's self-
imge? What if the deity was represented as an ol d woman

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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with white hair? List sone of the positive inmages that
ol der wonen can identify with our culture.

4) Does agi ng nean | oss of sexual attractiveness for nen?
Men are perceived as gai ni ng conpetence or power as they
grow ol der and this can be considered a certain kind of
attractiveness. Can you inmagine a woman’s attractiveness
increasing with age? As American wonmen gain nore
econonm ¢ and social/political power, will this influence
their own sense of attractiveness? WII it influence how
t hey appear to others?

5) Have you ever tried to “pass” for younger than you are?
How does it feel to be “conplinented” that you | ook young
for your age? Do you think mddl e-aged wonmen who try to
| ook younger are in a sense rejecting or show ng contenpt
for old wonen?

6) How can individuals and society as a whol e provide
support to old wonen on the issue of appearance?

ad Wnen and Sexuality

The sexual life of old wonen is generally a taboo subject.
It is atopic that is avoided or ignored until it has
becone invisible. One of the nost preval ent nyths about

ol der wonmen is that they “dry up” sexually after nenopause.
Actual ly, wormen of all cultures can and do enjoy sex and
orgasns throughout life. Acting Qur Age explores the
sexual ity of wonmen from several perspectives.

-Many ol der wonen like Phyllis Metal feel that their sex
life is better than when they were younger. This may be
due in part to a better understanding of their own
sexuality. However, ol der heterosexual wonmen who wish to
be sexually active may find thensel ves w thout partners.
The |ife expectancy for men is shorter than for wonen and
while the relationshi ps of older nen and younger wonen is
soci ally sanctioned, old wonen and young nen as coupl ed are
traditionally not acceptable. The conbination of these and
other factors | eaves wonen without male partners later in
life.

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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- For Shevy Healy, |esbhianismand |oving wonen is “a

wonder ful choi ce” for expressing her sexuality. Many

| esbi ans feel that growi ng old does not have the sane
stigma in the | esbian community as it does in the

het erosexual world and so sexual attractiveness doesn’t

di m nish with age.

-Some ol der wonen find that celibacy is a positive option.
For many wonen of all ages, freedom from nmaintaining a
sexual relationship can offer the opportunity to nore fully
expl ore other friendships and rel ati onshi ps.

1) Before viewing the film what ideas did you have
regardi ng the sexuality of ol der wonen? Have you ever
spoken to an ol der woman about her sexuality? Wy is the
sexual ity of ol der wonen not tal ked about? How do you
feel about the comments made by the wonen in the firm
regarding their sexuality?

2) How can a wonman overcone sone of the social “rules”
regardi ng her sexuality? Do wonmen need to talk with each
ot her or organi ze regarding this issue?

3) Do you think society should be changing its attitudes
toward ol d wonen and sexuality? What can be done to
pronot e change? Discuss attitudes that are currently
changi ng.

| sol ati on and Age Segregation

For diverse reasons, many ol der wonen find thensel ves
living alone at the end of their lives. One nmjor reason
is life expectancy: wonen |live |long after the deaths of
husbands, friends and intimates. O people over the age of
65, there are 5 tines as nany wi dows as w dowers. And
while widowers tend to remarry younger wonen, nost w dows
do not remarry at all. Finally, an increasingly nobile
society makes it difficult for a wonan to be near her
famly. An older woman who cannot |ive with her extended
famly, or chooses not to, may find herself isolated and
wi t hout community support. One alternative to being al one
is to nove into a retirement community of seniors-only
housi ng. Bus as Enola Maxwell points out, this sort of
age- segregat ed housing can nean a different type of
isolation: “We are noving into these hones that only
seniors can live in and sonme of your grandchildren can’'t

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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even visit you. You really can’'t know what’s happening in
the world, you can’t be part of anything. You can’t grow'.

1) How well do you think a lifetime as a wife and not her
prepares a worman for being on her own at age sixty?

2) What social, famly of personal pressures may nmake an
ol der woman “choose” living alone, sonetines in a city
far fromher famly? What pressures nay separate younger
wonen fromtheir nothers, grandnothers or just ol der
wonen in general? Do younger wonen have anything to gain
fromtrying to bridge this gap?

3) Discuss the pros and cons of age segregation in housing,
nei ghbor hoods, senior centers and conval escent hones.
Consi der class and famly differences in this discussion.
For exanple, retirement conmunities are available only to
the affluent, yet they offer inportant anenities, which
are not found in seniors-only public housing. Wnen |ike
Enol a Maxwel | have fam |y to support and so have no
trouble integrating with people of all ages. What about
wonen w t hout ni eces, nephews or grandchil dren—how do
they find alternative age-integrating experiences? How
many generations of famly are available to you in your
daily life?

Wonen as Caregivers

Ei ghty to ninety percent of the 5 mllion disabled people
who |ive at honme are cared for by famly nmenbers. The vast
majority of the caretakers are wonen; nost of these, ol der
wonen. The average age of a wife caring for a husband is
65; thirty percent are over 74. About 1/3 of these
caregivers are living in poverty and close to Y20of themare
in poor health thenselves. Like Carnen Morales in the film
there are many wonen who, after they raise their children
spend their later years caring for husbands, siblings,
parents.

1) Do you think it’s true that women have the primary
responsibility for caring for disabled famly nenbers? |If
true, why do you think wonen fill this role? W0 perforns
this function in your famly?

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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2) 1t’s been suggested that the nedical profession expects
wonen to performthe function of primary care—that in

ef fect wonmen have becone unpaid health care workers and a
necessary part of the health care system Discuss changes
inthe U S health care systemwhich could help alleviate
the financial/enotional burden of wonen caring for sick
fam |y nenbers. What changes can be made i n governnent
policy, insurance systenms, or corporate “conpassionate

| eaves?”

3) Most people in the U S. would find extended care in
nursi ng hones financially inpossible and psychol ogically
devastating. |If there were adequate public support for
these institutions, would that be the best option for you
or your elderly famly menbers? Wy or why not?

4) As full-tinme careers becone the normfor wonen, who wll
take on the primary role of caretaker for the elderly?

Dying a Good Death

Ei ghty percent of the elderly living al one are wonen and
there are four tinmes as nmany wonen i n nursing honmes as nen.
Shevy Healy conmments that her nother died “a terrible
death” in a conval escent honme. She was cared for by
strangers and had no control over her environment. Heal ey
says, “I will work the best | know how to provide for
mysel f a support system a way of |iving that gives ne
sonet hing that sustains nme inwardly so that when | becone
frail | don't have to die the way ny nother did.”

1) Way do you think there are nore wonen in nursing honmes
t han nmen?

2) In many cultures death and dying are integrated with
daily life—death is expected and accepted. Comunity
networ ks, including children, take part in support of the
dyi ng, preparations for death and nmourning. Wy is death
and dying in our culture an isolating, “hidden” experience?
How can we change our society to make the process of death
and dying a nore neaningful and positive part of our lives?

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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How woul d you change the dying process for one of your
close friends or relatives?

3) “Living wills” are one nethod used to help ensure that
t he dyi ng have sone control over their death. Through a
living will, an individual may | eave instructions regarding
how they would Iike to be cared for if they are close to
death and are unable to make deci sions regarding their
care. For exanple, a living will nmay indicate the desire
to die a natural death, with no effort to prolong life

t hrough technol ogy. Discuss howinstituting things |ike
hospice care and living wills can offer the dying better
control over their own deaths? Do you know anyone who has
utilized a hospice as an alternative to hospitalization or
hone care?

A d Age and Poverty

An estimated 30%of all elders live in poverty or are
“econom cal |l y vul nerabl e”—iving within $5000 of the

of ficial poverty line and having no assets. However, old
peopl e nost often living in poverty are wonen and peopl e of
color. Actually, the nedian income for wonen over 65 is
only 60% of that for nmen of the same age and that of bl acks
is just 60% of white elders. Eighty percent of old black
men and 90% of ol d black wonen living alone are living in
poverty or are econom cally vul nerable. There are nmany
factors that contribute to these statistics. For exanple,
wonen still earn only 63% of the wages nen earn. Later,
this disparity in income affects the total social security
benefits available to the ol der woman. Al so, many wonen
interrupt their careers to raise children. Sonme wonen
spend years out of the work force, which can nean | oss of
tenure at their jobs and reduced pension benefits.

Finally, wonen—particularly wonmen of color—are nore likely
than men to work in | owwage jobs (i.e. domestic work)

whi ch have no pension plans or health insurance at all.

1) Do you think ol der people need nore or |ess noney to
survi ve than young people? Have you thought about what
your incone would be if you retire at 65? Do you have a
plan for adjusting your lifestyle to fit that inconme?
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2) What are sone social policy changes that need to be made
to address the economic difficulties of ol der wonen and
peopl e of col or?

Wor ki ng Towar d Change

“I don't think I'lIl ever retire from seeking justice and
equality as long as | live and can get one foot before the
other and can raise ny voice. | wll never retire from
that.” Enola Maxwel |

“Most of all | want to be out there. | want to be
participating in the world. | want to have ny say.” Shevy
Heal y

Acting Qur Age points out that the problens of ol der wonen
differ fromthose of older nmen and it explores particul ar
ways in which old wonen are victimzed in terns of self-
esteem age segregation, econom c hardship, |ack of
appropriate health care and isolation. The six wonen in
Acting Qur Age are eager to change their lives for the
better and are active in organizations which address the
probl ens faced by old wonen in our society.

1) Do you think that the efforts made by the wonmen in the
filmactually inprove their lives? Do you think change
is nore likely to take place if the problens of ol der
wonen are addressed by society as a whole? Should
soci ety be responsi ble for the concerns of ol der wonen?

2) O all the issues raised in Acting Qur Age, which would
you nost |like to see addressed in sonme public action?
Can you imgine or create a plan for public action or
| egi sl ati on which woul d:

- Change the inmagery of old wonen in a positive direction?
- Make social isolation of old wonen a conmunity concern?
-End job discrimnation against old people, people of

col or, the disabled and wonen?

-Provi de adequate health care for old wonmen? Long-term
care?

- Make sure that death with dignity is assured for all?

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
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-Elimnate poverty as a threat and as a reality in the
lives of old wonen?

Foot not es:

1. David I. Kertzer and Oker B.B. Madison, “Wnen’ s Age- Set
Systens in Africa: The Latuka of Southern Sudan”

2. Tish Somrers and Laurie Shields, “Wo Are the

Caregi vers?”, in Wnen Take Care, ed. Tish Sommers and
Lauri e Shields

3. Figures are based on 1985 census. Source: Patricia

Horn, “Elders on the Edge,” in Dollars and Sense, Jan/Feb,
1988.
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The Fundi ng Exchange The L.J. and
M C. Skaggs Foundati on

The Koret Foundation The
Vanguar d Foundati on

The Wal | ace Al exander Gerbode Foundation The Villers Foundation

The Richard and Rhoda Gol dman Foundati on The Wonen' s Foundati on
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Proj ect of the Fundi ng Exchange
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Funding for this study guide was provided by The Retirenent
Research Foundation. This study guide was witten by M na
Caul field, Ph. D. and edited by Mary Hel en Berg.

Consultants: Deborah Rosenfelt, Ph.D. and Debra Chasnoff.

Resour ces
Suggest ed Readi ng

Adel man, Marcy (ed.) Long Tinme Passing: Lives of dder
Lesbi ans. Boston: Alyson Publ. 1986

Al exander, Jo, Debi Barrow, Lisa Dimtrovich, Mrgareta
Donnel Iy, Cheryl MlLean (eds.) Wnen and Agi ng: An
Ant hol ogy by Whnen. Corvallis, Oegon: Cal yx Books. 1986

Brown, Judith K (ed.), In Her Prinme: A New View of M ddle-
Aged Worren. Sout h Hadl ey, Mass.: Bergin & Garvey. 1985.
Cross-cul tural studies of md-life wonen.

Dor ess, Paul a Brown, Di ana Laskin Siegal and the Mdlife
and O der Whnen Book Project, Qurselves, Gow ng d der:
Wnen Aging with Knowl edge and Power. New York:

Touchst one/ Si nron & Schuster. 1987

Lai rd, Carobeth. Linbo.

MacDonal d, Barbara and Cynthia Rich, Look Me in the Eye.
San Franci sco: Spinster’s Ink. 1983

Myer hof f, Barbara. Nunmber CQur Days. New York:
Touchst one/ Si non & Schuster. 1978
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Sommers, Tish and Laurie Shields, Wnen Take Cate: The
Consequences of Caregiving in Today’s Society.
Gai nesville, Florida: Triad Publ. 1987

Wal ker, Barbara G The Crone: Wman of Age, W sdom and
Power. San Franci sco: Harper & Row. 1985

Wl son, Emly Herring. Oder Black Wnen of the South.
Phi | adel phia: Tenple Univ. Press. 1983

Fi | nrography of related titles available from D rect G nena:

Dorothy Molter: Living in the Boundary Waters
Nunmber Qur Days

There Were Tines, Dear

In Her Om Tine

Contrary VWarriors

Direct Cnema Limted

P. O Box 69799

Los Angel es, California 90069
213- 652-8000 1- 800-FI LM5 4- U
www. di rect ci nena. com

Resource Organi zations

For information on wonen and aging or the issues
confronting ol der wonen contact:

The Gray Panthers, 311 S. Juniper St., Suite 601,

Phi | adel phia, PA 19107 (215) 545-6555. A national

organi zation dedicated to uniting the efforts of young and
old in political work on the issues of poverty,

di scrimnation and social welfare.

WWw. gr aypant hers. org

Nat i onal Coalition on Aging (NCOA), 600 Maryl and Ave. SW
West Wng 100, Washington, D.C. 20024. Advocacy

organi zation working in the areas of senior housing, adult
day care, rural elders and ol der workers.
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WWW, NCoa. or g

Nati onal Organi zation for Wnen (NOW Task Force on Od der
Wonren, 1401 New York Ave. NW Suite 800, Washington, D.C.
20005. Provides information and advocacy on
political/econonic issues of aging.

WWW. NOW. Or g

The O der Wren's League(OW), 730 11'" St. NW Suite 300,
Washi ngton, D.C. 20001. A | obbying organi zati on whose
efforts include fighting for a national health plan and
agai nst age discrimnation and Social Security budget cuts.
http://ww. soci al . coni heal t h/ nhi ¢/ dat a/ hr 1700/ hr 1789. ht ni

Senior Action in a Gay Environnent (SAGE), 206 W 14'" st.,
New Yor k, NY 10011. Publishes a resource list of |eshian
and gay agi hg groups.

WWW. sageusa. or g

Wnen' s Studies Prograns at nost |ocal colleges or
uni versities have courses on Wonen and Agi ng and resource
centers.

For more information or to order films, visit our website at www.wmm.com
Women Make Movies 462 Broadway #500 New York, NY 10013 Phone: (212) 925- 0606
Fax: (212) 925-2052 orders@wmm.com



