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Friends, I invite you to close your eyes, stop a minute and look at your lives. Let's go back in time to the days of childhood when we first realized that our bodies were changing, when we noticed with both surprise and horror, that our breasts were starting to grow, that hair was appearing on our pubic zone and that something weird was happening when we got together with the guys in the neighborhood—suddenly they didn't want to play ball with us any more or shove us around.  Indeed we found ourselves paying attention to how we dressed around them in the hopes that they would now find us attractive. One day we discovered red stains on our panties—no one had told us about menstruation and so we didn't know if we were deathly sick and yet were scared to death to ask someone.  For many of us—perhaps the majority—this episode in our lives was traumatic.  When we could no longer hide the fact that we were menstruating, we were abruptly told that now we needed to be careful because we were experiencing one of the "dangers" of being a woman.  "Something" could happen to us now, so we needed to be careful—but to be careful of what? No one was too sure.  What we did know was that now we were "a woman." A little blood each month turned us into women on the spot. 

Our ideas about sexuality 
Let's take a quick look about how we older women have lived our sexual development: menstruation was largely seen as "being sick" (even today, when a woman gets her period, she says she is "sick"); pregnancies and giving birth were also seen as a kind of sickness and it is common for women who have just given birth to describe the process as "getting better."  In the many workshops in which I have participated over the years, when women start to talk about their first sexual experience, the majority confesses to having a very bad experience. In some cases, a partner was understanding about her fears and helped her overcome them.  In other cases, she herself sought information about sexual intercourse.  But for a large number of older women, sexual relations were a burden that had to be shouldered because they felt this was part of their destiny as women.

Most older women did not have the space to enjoy their own sexuality.  In the workshops I facilitate, when I ask the women if they have taken the time to look at themselves naked, they look at me as if I were some sort of heretic.  Why would we want to engage in such foolishness, they say, pointing out that their bodies are fat, flabby, wrinkled and ugly. Who wants to look at such bodies!  What they forget is that they never looked at their bodies when they were young women either.  And if we think about it, we realize that for many women, pleasure had no place in their lives; they didn't allow themselves to conjugate the verb "to enjoy." And what is even worse, they lived their entire lives convinced that this was their lot. 

The weight of this mentality with regard to sexuality becomes significant when couples arrive at the stage in their lives called "seniors."  If women have lived their sexual relations as an obligation or a burden, when they reach this stage they feel a kind of freedom.  But if they have lived their sexuality as something beautiful, healthy and pleasurable, they will have to accept those changes that come with being a senior as something natural and make the necessary adjustments in their sexual relations. 

Sex is not just for the young

Traditionally, we have understood sexual relations as the penetration of the vagina by the penis. However, when couples have been together for years they discover other forms of sexual encounter.  Much has been said about our body's erotic zones: ears, breasts, genitals, neck, etc.  But I think it is much richer for each couple to explore their bodies, discovering together what gives greater pleasure. This is especially important for seniors: as we get older, it is more difficult for the man to have a hard erection capable of penetrating.  And while not necessary for pleasurable sexual relations, the myth that says a man "is always a ready and willing macho" can lead many older men to abstain from intercourse for fear of not performing adequately. 

Becoming older and enjoying it is no easy task.  Our society has always portrayed youth as both the symbol and the time for demonstrations of affection. The media is largely responsible for showing only young, slim, unwrinkled bodies making love.  How then can seniors feel they have the right to enjoy their bodies without being thought of as ridiculous or feeling like they are breaking some unwritten taboo?

Let me share with you an experience from one of my workshops on sexuality for older women.  One participant, Nena, shared that she always talked over with her partner Juan what she was learning in the workshop.  At one point, Juan suggested that they put into practice what she was learning. Nena agreed.  They arranged to have a weekend only for themselves, but unfortunately their daughter called to say that she and her partner were going to the movies and would be dropping off their granddaughter.  Nena, like a good grandmother, loved being with her granddaughter and didn't know what to do.  Juan then got on the phone and told his daughter that he and Nena had planned this night for just the two of them.  The daughter angrily told them that they were both out of line. "Mother—at your age, really! You are too old for those kinds of things." A good example of the obstacles confronting seniors in exploring their right to live their sexuality! 

Sexuality and menopause

Women's sexuality is usually associated with procreation.  If a woman links her very existence to the lives of her children, it is easy to understand her dismay when they grow up, leave home and begin to have families of their own.  When a mother realizes that she is no longer necessary, her world often collapses.

Around this time, a woman's last menstruation usually occurs, followed by menopause.  She stops menstruating and in some cases experiences symptoms of fatigue, etc. which in general have more to do with prejudices and fears than with actual fact.  As all processes having to do with women's sexuality, menopause in our culture is seen as an infirmity and not as a natural part of our sexual development.

Yet for many women this is an opportunity to be free from the obligations of "bothersome" sexual relations. For others, it gives a chance to enjoy them without fear of becoming pregnant. However, for the great majority of women, this is a time of much questioning and few answers: they don't understand what is happening to them, nor the changes taking place in their bodies.  Just as when they were children, in this stage as well no one is willing to speak openly about the changes. The only thing they know about being menopausal is that they will have lots of  "hot flashes" and that they will no longer be "vital" women.

While it is true that women experience significant physical and psychological changes during menopause, it is also true that nature provides women with the elements to adjust to this new stage.  Problems arise not because of the onslaught of menopause itself, but because of the way women have developed: if they have always been at the service of others, without taking time to develop their own interests, without an awareness of their own rights as a woman or of the possibility to enjoy their bodies and their sexuality, then they can experience a real crisis. 

In many cases, the arrival of menopause coincides with retirement of one's partner.  Often a woman must not only assume the changes in her own life, but also understand and accompany a husband who after years in the workforce now feels useless. For men, retirement often brings about a feeling that they can no longer respond to the social roles assigned the "always ready macho" in our culture. As a result they feel diminished in their virility. 

This is a stage of accommodation and search for new ways of sexual relationship that can include, for example, change in posture, exploring what parts of the body need to be taken into consideration in order to have pleasure, seeking new ways of erotic stimulation. We shouldn't forget that if both agree, anything is allowed during a couple's lovemaking. We should take advantage of all the experience gathered over the years as a couple to ensure satisfying sexual encounters. 

I want to underline as well that satisfaction does not simply reside in traditional lovemaking, but in the knowledge that one loves and is loved, that one matters to the other, which is shown in signs of affection, caresses and creativity in sexual expression.

So far, I have dwelt on sexuality within the couple relationship.  But what happens with women living alone? What about those widows, divorced or single women who either do not have a partner or do not want one? After having worked for so many years with menopausal women, I feel I have the authority to tell women that they are capable of finding ways to pleasure themselves, using their imagination, entertaining erotic dreams. With the freedom that one gives one's own body, take time to develop creative ways of satisfying yourself.  I am quite aware that this is a taboo subject.  Nevertheless, we all know that self-pleasuring is commonly practiced.  As women become more in charge of their own bodies, this theme will come more to the fore. 

In conclusion, I offer a challenge to older women: be emboldened to experiment with new sensations, with your partner or alone.  
*Alicia Sanhueza, a longtime activist in grassroots groups in Santiago, Chile, is a leading expert on the sexuality of older women. 

Source:  Con-spirando, #29: Tiempos de envejecer (septiembre, 1999), pp. 8-13. 
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