
AGE, STIGMA, GENDER 

 

 

What does it mean to grow old? One can speak of old age as an inevitable physiological 

process for all people, but there is also old age as a cultural construct. Society 

promotes its stigmatization through negative clichés and stereotypes related to decline 

and unproductiveness that the gerontologist Robert Butler calls "ageism" (1). This 

symptom directly affects a probable negative experience about a group considered 

"passive", which is related to the unfair notion that an older person no longer has 

anything to offer. 

However, ageing is also a differential process. Socially, men do not age in the same 

way as women.  Based on this premise, the artist Susan Hensel, together with the 

photographer John Hensel, is carrying out the project "I Dwell in Impossibility" with the 

objective of exploring the concept of old age from a gender perspective. Through a 

series of performative photographs, the artist reflects on and makes visible an unseen 

problem. She questions concepts such as the representation of power, gender, and 

age.  

Being a woman and older constitutes two sources of inequality. To speak of gender is 

to speak of power relations. Judith Butler, in her studies on gender, exposes that it 

goes beyond genetics. Being a man or woman implies certain roles that society assigns 

to them, including economic, sexual, and social inequalities (2). This belief system also 

presupposes a series of systematic stereotypes that extend to a person's biological 

age. The ageing process is traversed by biased and sexist views in which women are 

assigned greater fragility and vulnerability. While women's old age is related to their 

role in the domestic sphere, men's old age is based on their social roles, such as their 

work experiences or public participation. This not only shapes the social view of "old 

age" but also affects the self-perception of it. Implicit rules are imposed on them on 

how to live and how to assume old age.   

"Men mature, but women age." This sentence by the writer Susan Sontag concisely 

portrays the double standard of aging (3). Susan Hensel uses her body as a means of 

manifesting and challenging power discourses about gender and age. In the 

photographs, stripped of all visual ornamentation, we see only her.  The artist imposes 

her presence as the sole protagonist of a mise en scène in which she transgresses the 

dominant narratives with her costumes and the objects she manipulates through 

performative operations. The images expose the duality of a 67-year-old woman 

dressed in a male suit and prosthesis of a pregnant womb. She also constructs a 

narrative with a Mexican mask and a uterus in her hand. All these symbols represent 



the culturally established male and female binary. Their juxtaposition challenges 

cultural expectations and motivates us to ask, what is the perception of the female 

body in old age? 

Speaking of aging in women is speaking of the aging of their bodies, which is 

conditioned by patriarchal demands based on the culture of eternal youth and the 

canons of beauty. The fetishism and objectification of the female body has crossed all 

spheres over the centuries. In the history of art, the role of women was reduced to 

being the muse of the "genius" artist and man or simply the model for his paintings 

which often meant also being exploited economically and sexually. However, when 

women reach longevity they are stigmatized. Wrinkles, gray hair, sagging breasts, 

varicose veins, physical deterioration and other physical qualities not considered 

"attractive". Old age is associated with ugliness. In such a way that strategies of 

masking and concealing age are generated. Society teaches us to reject old age and to 

hide it as if it were something to be ashamed of. Although this happens in general, it is 

more difficult for women to oppose and resist. 

The patriarchal culture has a restrictive view of women's bodies and takes control of 

them. This is related to a woman's traditional role of being a wife, mother and 

housewife. So menopause is identified as the end of their cycle of "productivity" and 

“femininity”. The inability to procreate means uselessness, therefore, the person is 

discarded. Susan Hensel takes up this concept again by exposing herself with a false 

pregnant womb that represents the imprint of a young woman capable of procreation 

in contrast to a woman who is not. But what about that unproductive body in 

patriarchal terms, why should the woman define herself from its biological aspects? 

Not only does procreation impose itself as a vital function in a woman's life, but also 

the concept of motherhood that has an impact on all its stages. During female aging, 

homogenizing clichés such as the ability to give and care for others come into play. 

Women must be carers and reproducers. As well as this, the notion of reproduction 

leaves aside issues related to sexuality which are then practically non-existent in older 

women. There is a false popular belief that sexual desire is lost at this stage. Both 

sexuality and affection are elements that should disappear over time (4). Thinking 

about sex in old age is inappropriate and reprehensible. They are not owners of either 

their bodies or their sexuality. 

The deconstruction of the stereotypes of old age and gender also means breaking 

down the matriarchal image of older women as "grandmothers" (even if they have no 

grandchildren). This generalization suggests conceptions ranging from very negative 

(such as discrimination) to less invasive ones such as assigning certain household 

activities such as weaving, embroidery, love of cooking and sweet things, clothing, 

haircut, passive personality, among others. 



"I Dwell in Impossibility" is a project that through the body of the artist Susan Hensel 

questions the power structures that influence and restrict the experience of women in 

their different life cycles. To this end, it proposes to deconstruct the naturalized roles 

and practices (as the un-fetishing of the female body) that perpetuate gender 

stereotypes that, in turn, generate inequalities between women and men. These 

generalities operate with great influence over household tasks, work, intimacy and 

society as a whole. Susan, with her fake belly, her executive suit and her uterus, 

confronts cultural expectations of how individuals should behave according to gender 

and age. 

The artwork also exposes the relationship between the body and the woman artist. Art 

historian Amelia Jones expressed the importance of this link that has been developing 

since the origins of performance art in the 1960s (5). They perceived the expressive 

potential of their own bodies and investigated their artistic possibilities. To this day, 

the language of performance is presented as a propitious environment for women to 

raise their voices and denounce the hetero-normativity in art, which has been 

dominated by white men for centuries. 

The artists explore the performative dimension of photography. They enter into 

dialogue, its quality as a documentary medium and as a compositional element of 

artistic action. The almost choreographic character and the staging that is constructed 

in each photograph enhance the impact of the visual and conceptual message 

transmitted by the artist's body. The performatic elements that revolve around these 

productions include body language, costumes and accessories with a strong symbolic 

charge.  

The use of shamanistic masks also involves the performatic conception of ritual and 

catharsis. It is through this idea of ritual that the images are transformed through a 

process of spiritual purification of emotional and social suffering. This analogy with 

shamanism points to the existence of an illness that needs to be diagnosed 

(visibilization) and cured (deconstruction), as it also exclaims the empowerment of 

Susan's body. 

Do Women Have to Be Naked to Get into the Met. Museum?" (1989), the emblematic 

work of the feminist and anti-racist collective Guerrilla Girls, claimed the absence of 

women artists in modern art museums while most of the artworks were nudes of 

women, exposing the reification and inequality of opportunities. In these terms, we 

know that women entered art museums with their bodies but it is also through their 

bodies that they face the dominant discourses in both art and society. The female 

artist uses the performativity of her figure to become both subject and object. 

 

Nadia Evangelina Carrizo, curator and critic of contemporary art. 
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