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THE LOOKISM OF A SENIOR CITIZEN’S AGEING BODY
— UTOPIA OR REALITY? THE PERSPECTIVE OF POLISH
ELDERLY WOMEN AND ELDERLY MEN

Abstract

Widespread worship of the human body as well as new opportunities to preserve its
attractiveness, shape social expectations about human corporality regardless of age. Indi-
viduals whose appearance meets these socially promoted expectations gain social approval
unlike those whose body is far from the ideal. These second group might experience dis-
crimination on the grounds of their looks (lookism). Seniors might be an example of such
people.

Based on a research project conducted in Poland among elderly people it might be
said that, in the opinion of the respondents, lookism of an ageing body is not a utopia.
Seniors notice the risk of the worse treatment of elderly people only because their body is
different from the socially promoted model.
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Resumo

Discriminacao das pessoas idosas com base na aparéncia — utopia ou realidade? A
perspetiva de mulheres e de homens idosos polacos

O culto contemporaneo ao corpo e as novas possibilidades de preservar a sua atra-
tividade moldam as expectativas sociais em relagdo a corporeidade humana, independen-
temente da idade. Os individuos cuja aparéncia é um reflexo de padrdes socialmente pro-
movidos ganham aceita¢do social em contraste com aqueles cujo corpo estd longe do corpo
ideal. Estes tiltimos podem sofrer discrimina¢do com base na sua aparéncia.

Com base numa investigagdo realizada na Polénia junto de pessoas idosas, pode
dizer-se que, na opinido das pessoas inquiridas, a discriminacdo de um corpo envelhecido
com base na aparéncia ndo é uma utopia. As pessoas inquiridas percebem o risco de um
pior tratamento dos idosos apenas porque o seu corpo difere do modelo socialmente pro-
movido.

Palavras-chave: Atratividade, discriminagdo, aparéncia, envelhecimento do corpo,
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Résumé

Lookisme du corps vieillissant des personnes dgées — utopie ou réalité ? La perspec-
tive des femmes dgées et des hommes agés en Pologne

Lookisme, c’est-a-dire la discrimination en raison de 'apparence extérieure, pourrait
étre une expérience pour ceux dont I’apparence n’est pas le reflet de modeéles promus par la
société qui glorifient le corps attrayant, jeune et beau.

Sur la base d’une recherche menée en Pologne auprées de personnes agées, on peut
dire que, selon les répondants, lookisme d"un corps vieillissant n’est pas une utopie. Les
répondants s’apercoivent que les personnes agées risquent d’étre moins bien traitées sim-
plement parce que leur corps differe du modele préconisé par la société.

Mots-clés : Attractivité, discrimination, 1'apparence d'un corps, vieillissement du
corps, personnes agées

Introduction

There are different ways of defining the beauty of the human body. It might
be the mathematically determined proportions of the body — attractiveness was
defined in such a way by ancient philosophers and sculptors (e.g. Polykleitos). It
might also be anything considered attractive by fashion designers, the media or
plastic surgeons (Pawtowski 2009, 2). Regardless of the way that physical attrac-
tiveness is defined, it is one of the most important qualities that determines peo-
ple’s social status (Necki 1996; Kramkowska 2018). It is also a quality that passes
with time.

Widespread worship of the human body, as well as the new opportunities
to preserve its attractiveness, shape social expectations about human corpora-
lity regardless of age. A beautiful, slim body which is also fit and well-dressed is
currently promoted. Individuals whose appearance meets these socially promo-
ted expectations gain approval in society unlike those whose body is far from the
ideal. Whilst others might experience discrimination on the grounds of their looks.
This can be called lookism (Rhode 2010, 24). Lookism is proof that beauty is, nowa-
days, an aspect by which an individual might be discriminated against in our poli-
tically correct world. Contrary to common beliefs, Deborah L. Rhode explained
that it is not only a matter of taste:

appearance discrimination offends against principles of equal opportunities and indi-
vidual dignity. As with other forms of prejudice, bias based on appearance often rests
on inaccurate stereotypes. Assumptions that overweight individuals are lazy, undisci-
plined, or unfit are a case in point. Appearance-related discrimination also may stig-
matize individuals based on factors at least partly beyond their control. (Rhode 2010,
11-12)

Seniors are an example of such people.
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The latest analysis of the Central Statistical Office (GUS) in Poland states that
at the end of 2017,

the population of Poland was 38.4 million, out of which 9 million were people aged 60
or over (above 24%). The share of people aged at least 60 in the total population
increased by 10%, that is, from 14.7% in 1989 to 24.2% in 2017. In the subpopulation of
old people, the largest group (almost !/;) consists of people aged 60-66. (GUS 2018, 4)

This largest group of senior citizens are usually people born during the post-
war baby boom in the years 1946-1964. Since 2006, they have been gradually ente-
ring retirement age, thus deepening the demographic ageing of the Polish popu-
lation. The statistics also show that almost 18% of old people are aged 80 or over,
which means that it is the generation of people born in the Interwar period or
during the Second World War (GUS 2018, 40). Hence, it is clear that a double ageing
process is occurring in Poland. On the one hand, there is a continual increase in
the proportion of people aged 60 and over. On the other hand, there is an increase
in the proportion of people aged 80 and over that is faster than the whole popula-
tion of old people (Bledowski 2012, 12). This has led to considerable heterogeneity
of modern senior citizens, not only when it comes to the number of cohorts of old
people, but also in terms of socio-demographic features. Moreover, ‘with every
passing year, modern senior citizens have spent more time in the new conditions
initiated by the transformation of 1989, which are based on more democratic social
relations and on the market economy principles’ (Bledowski 2012, 19). This cer-
tainly affects their beliefs and attitude to current social problems. One of them is
the notion of the social perception of the senior citizen’s ageing body.

Even though ageing of the body is a multifaceted process, that is, occurring
on biological, psychological and social levels (Mann 2014; Katz and Gish 2015), it is
the biological changes that people mostly pay attention to as they betray their age
and classify people as senior citizens (Panek, Hayslip and Pruett 2014). This is not
new given that humanity has been always searching for an anti-ageing antidote.
It seems though that modern times are characterised by an exceptionally strong
focus on hiding old age and its signs. There are also plenty of possibilities to do so.
In the context of various behaviours that make up the phenomenon called cultural
juvenilisation (rejuvenation), practices concerning the rejuvenation of old age are
becoming more and more common. As a result, modern old people look conside-
rably younger than their peers from previous decades (Konieczna-Wozniak 2012).
Their faces seem to be less wrinkled and hairstyles more varied (Ward and Holland
2010; Twigg and Majima 2014). It is rare to see an old woman with a headscarf in
the street. Modern senior citizens wear clothes that are more fashionable, colour-
ful, or elegant (Twigg 2013). One question, however, remains. Does today’s focus
on youth and attractiveness of the body put pressure on elderly people? Are they
the victims of lookism, that is, discrimination on the grounds of their appearance?
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Are the actions taken to improve their appearance and attractiveness of an ageing
body natural and independent of social conditions? The aim of this article is to
find answers to such questions based on the results of my own research, as well as
referring to the primary sources. The issue of the attractiveness of an ageing body
was analysed, inter alia, by Susan Sontag (1972, 1979); Laura Hurd Clarke (2001,
2007); Abigail Brooks (2004), Julia Twigg (2007, 2013); Richard Ferraro with his
team (2008), Patrycja Woszczyk (2009); Dorota Niewiedziat (2014), Julia Twigg and
Shinobu Majima (2014), Paul Panek with his team (2014), Ewa Malinowska with
her team (2017); Emilia Kramkowska (2018), etc.

Material and methods

In order to find out what elderly people think about current trends concer-
ning the human ageing body and its attractiveness, and whether the ageing body
is discriminated against, I conducted a research among old people from January to
June 2018. The research was carried out using quantitative methods via a diagnos-
tic survey, with the use of a questionnaire (to be filled in individually) consisting
of 42 questions.

The respondents were chosen in a purposeful manner. People aged 60 and
over were asked to take part in the study, that was carried out in accordance with
the principles of anonymity and confidentiality. Each of the respondents volunta-
rily (informed consent) took part in the research. Some were residents of nursing
homes (NH) in Biatystok and others were members of the University of the Third
Age (U3A). Therefore, two completely different groups of seniors were chosen.

The residents of nursing homes tend to be ill and inactive, they live far away
from their families, in a «total institution» that has its rights (Goffman 1961). Their
health condition as well as problems with eyesight lead to the situation that they
needed help filling in the questionnaire. I helped some of the residents by reading
the questions and ticking the answers given by them. Others filled in the question-
naire on their own. It took from 30 to 40 minutes.

Members of U3A are usually active and in good health. They received the
questionnaires at one of the systematically organized lectures. Some of them filled
it in at the same lecture, others brought it back for the next one.

In total, 118 questionnaires were collected from NH and 120 from mem-
bers of U3A. The majority were aged 60-69 (54.2%), 37% were aged 70-79, and
people aged 80 and over constituted 8.8% of the respondents. The interviewees
were mainly women, who constituted 63.5% of all respondents. According to the
statistics at the end of 2017, the percentage of women among Polish seniors was
58%. In the studied population, the proportion of female respondents was very
similar.
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The aim of the work

In the context of the issue analysed in this article, it has been assumed that
the variable gender might differentiate senior citizens” perception of the human’s
ageing body as well as their opinions on the possibility of discrimination against
seniors on the grounds of appearance. Taking into consideration the patriar-
chal definitions of femininity and masculinity, it is assumed that women, as the
experts in the terms of determinants of beauty and attractiveness, are more likely
than men to perceive negatively the ageing body, including their own ageing cor-
porality. It is also assumed that the opinions of elderly women more often than
the opinions of elderly men indicate the possibility of the occurrence of lookism
towards the elderly in their social environment. Verification of such hypotheses
is the aim of this text. The empirical data presented in this article are preliminary
studies, undertaken to initially recognize the issue of the social perception of the
ageing body.

Ageing body — what is it?

In the primary sources we can read about the so-called double standard of
ageing — being different for men and women. In the 1970s it was described by S.
Sontag and to this day we can observe the validity of the theory of the researcher.
According to Sontag, the essence of femininity is the notion of beauty (Sontag
1972). A woman should delight others with her appearance, posture, or image.
Let’s make it more precise — her body should delight. A woman is judged by her
appearance and her ageing does not change anything in this matter (Sontag 1979;
Niewiedziat 2014). Yet, ‘changes in one’s appearance with increased age are more
salient for women than for men’ (Panek et al. 2014, 166). What is more, ‘women in
Western cultures normally gain status and value through their appearance. Thus,
the perceived loss of beauty through the normal ageing processes could increase
older women'’s susceptibility to body image disturbance’ (Ferraro et al. 2008, 380).
On the other hand, an elderly man is judged by his achievements and the amount
of money he had earned. According to Sontag, masculinity means strength, inde-
pendence, being active, self-confidence, leadership and reliability. The issues con-
nected with the appearance and physical attractiveness slightly affect the social
position of a man. Hence, they are of secondary importance for an elderly man
(Pliner, Chaiken and Flett 1990; Lamb et al. 1993; Homan and Boyatzis 2009). If
men took into consideration their corporality, it would be tied to the functionality
of their bodies, that should be fit and efficient so as to meet the expectations tradi-
tionally set for male, regardless of their age (Sontag 1972, Kaminski and Hayslip
2006; Kluczyniska 2008).
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Susan Sontag’s theory reflects the patriarchal definitions of femininity and
masculinity, which indicate that the social position of a man practically does not
depend on his appearance, but on other features, because a man is dominant in
patriarchal concepts. On the other hand, the social position of a woman — who is
dominated - largely depends on her appearance (Malinowska et al. 2017). To what
extent is the patriarchal concept of gender or S. Sontag’s concept valid? How could
it be related to the lookism?

While analysing the subject of this article it is worth to start by discussing the
answers of the respondents to two basic questions: What does the senior citizen’s
ageing body mean to you? (Figure 1) and What does your body mean for you?
(Figure 2)

Figure 1.
What does the senior citizen’s ageing body mean to you? (%)
it is indifferent to me 87
35.8
something unattractive 414
38.4
something that makes me 44.8
feel anxious about old age 43.7
51.7
home of diseases and suffering
46.4
a sign of passing time 92
and progressive ageing processes 907
. 95.4
something natural, normal
96.7
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
men  woman

On the basis of this question, it might be said that the respondents’ gender
did not differentiate (was not statistically significant) their perception of the senior
citizen’s ageing body. Both women and men most often indicated that the ageing
body is something normal/natural for them and it is also a sign of passing time as
well as the progressive ageing processes. On the other hand, men (51.7%) slightly
more often than women (46.4%) indicated that the ageing human body is the home
of diseases and suffering. The answer «the human ageing body is something unat-
tractive» was indicated by slightly more than '/; of the respondents from both
groups, and slightly more men (41.4%) than women (38.4%) answered in such a
way. It is surprising that the answer «the ageing body is something indifferent to
me» was more often given by women (35.8%) than men (28.7%). These results are
complemented by the data provided by Figure 2.
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Figure 2.
What does your body mean to you? (%)
something that I dont't like 55 ;3)8
something naturalnothing special 73 17.2%
the source of sufferin, 9.2
& 9.3
my showcase 11.5%
20.5
the subject of my care and hard work 2?5 45
a biological reality that allows me to 34.5
function in the world 35.1
*p <0,05 0 10 20 30 40
**p<0,01 men woman

More than '/; of the women and men indicated that their body is a biologi-
cal reality allowing them to function in the world. More than one fifth of men and
women said that their body is an object of care and hard work for them. Women
(20.5%) answered a lot more often than men (11.5%) that they treated their body
as their showcase (p < 0.05), but men (17.2%) more than twice as often as women
(7.3%) showed indifferent attitudes to their body and said that it is something
normal for them, nothing special (p < 0.01). Identical percentage of women (9.3%)
and men (9.2%) indicated that their body is the source of suffering and something
they dislike.

The general association of seniors with the ageing body is quite compatible
with how they perceive their own body. Most often they said that they treat their
body as a biological reality allowing them to function in the world, what seems
to be related to the fact that corporality is something normal and body ageing is
a natural process (Figure 1). Nevertheless, respondents” answers confirm the dee-
ply-rooted assumption in women’s minds that they are representatives of the fair
sex. Women almost twice as often as men answered that they treat their body as
a showcase. «Attention to appearance and the pursuit of physical attractiveness
are key aspects of the feminine gender role and identity» (Hurd Clarke 2001, 441).
Similar results were obtained by Richard Ferraro with his team, who conducted
research among 25 old men and 27 old women aged 70 and over. They conclude:
«the older women scored as significantly more concerned with their bodies than
did the older men. In addition, older women, relative to older men, reported spen-
ding significantly more time in thinking about their body shape» (Ferraro et al.
2008, 387). As was mentioned above, men slightly more often than women indi-
cated that an ageing body is something unattractive. Maybe it is an evidence that
they also pay attention to the appearance of the body in old age. Perhaps they
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had in mind the appearance of women’s bodies because, when asked about their
own body, they more than twice as often as women pointed to a rather indifferent
attitude towards their own corporality and answered that it is something normal
for them. Will it be too far-reaching to conclude that it is easier for men than for
women to behave in a manner which betrays discrimination on the grounds of
looks? Perhaps they do it unconsciously, guided by the convictions gained in the
process of socialization that a woman is a representative of the fine sex and her
body should reflect this truth? Perhaps it is an evidence that the patriarchal con-
cept of gender is still valid.

Is an ageing body attractive?

Taking into consideration the modern focus on the attractiveness of the
human corporality, it seemed interesting to ask whether senior citizens follow the
current trends. Hence, the respondents were asked how, in their opinion, modern
senior citizens care about their appearance. The research indicates that male and
female senior citizens’ opinions about this issue are quite similar. The answer most
often given by both women (50.3%) and men (41.4%) was moderate agreement
that modern seniors care about their appearance. Summing up strong and mode-
rate support of the discussed opinion shows that women more often than men
notice the behaviour of their peers, which confirms they care about their appea-
rance. Men (39.1%) more often than women (31.3%) had doubts about this issue
and answered, «It’s difficult to say». It appears that women more often than men
notice the will of modern senior citizens to meet the demands of contemporary
times, inter alia, concerning care about appearance. The subject matter of this arti-
cle requires that we pose the question about the reasons why modern senior citi-
zens care about their appearance. What are their motives? (Figure 3)

It was assumed that there would be strong support for the opinion that old
people take care of their appearance to be accepted by society and to be liked by
their environment. Since so much is being said about rejuvenating in old age, in
order to fit the surrounding ‘youthing’ reality (Brooks 2004; Hurd Clarke, Repta
and Griffin 2007), it was assumed that senior citizens might point to those issues.
And yes, they did but it was not the most frequently given reason. Respondents
believe that the modern senior citizens take care of their appearance because they
want to be accepted by society — women (73.5%) more often than men (65.5%)
gave this answer — and because they want to be liked by their environment (69.5%
of women and 66.7% of men). When looking at the results, one could conclude
that modern senior citizens cannot be indifferent to lookism, that is, discrimina-
tion on the grounds of appearance. Women seem to be more aware of this than
men. However, the physical and mental well-being of old people was the most
frequently given reason, by both women (88.1%) and men (82.8%), regarding why
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Figure 3.
In your opinion, why do modern seniors care about their appearance? (%)
others’ do like that, this is fashion 522
39.7
they want to draw others’ attention 47.1
to themselves 46.4
they want to achieve a specific goal 56.3
in their personal life 61
. . . 66.7
they want to be liked by their environment 695
they want to be accepted by the rest of 65.5
society, they wan to gain the sympathy 73.5
. healthy li 71.3
itis a way to lead a healthy lifestyle 740
they feel better, their physical 82.8
and mental well-being is better 88.1
0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100
men  woman

senior citizens care about their appearance. The next reason, given by 74.2% of
female and 71.3% of male respondents, was that caring about their appearance
was a way to lead a healthy lifestyle. Therefore, in the view of senior citizens, they

and their peers do it for themselves.

The next important issue connected with the analysed problem is the ques-
tion: what are the determinants of attractiveness of an ageing body? According
to the respondents, seniors take care of their appearance. Hence, they were asked

what the body of a senior should look like to be called attractive? (Figure 4)

Figure 4.

In your opinion, what should the senior’s body be like to be called attractive?

body with a well-kept skin condition,
without wrinkkles or with only a few

unobtrusive body (e.g. in women'’s case a
body without improper make up)

slim body of uprigth posture and not
overweigth

body in a neat and property selected outfit

bodu well kept from the personal hygiene
side (well-kept hair, nails, neat appearance)

*p < 0,05

men woman

67.8
70.9

73.6
77.5

77
78.8

80

92

94.3
96.7

100
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Looking at the answers shown in Figure 4, one might think that an attractive
body is a kind of universal. It does not matter whether it is a young or old body
that is being discussed, the characteristics defining the body as attractive seem to
be the same. We could apply it to the patriarchal model of gender in which the
attractive body is connected with youth, that is attractive in itself. Identical conclu-
sions come from the research conducted by P. Woszczyk. Based on interviews with
24 women aged 65-89, Woszczyk concludes: «the respondents while pointing out
the features of an attractive elderly woman refer to the aesthetic canon of woman'’s
body beauty, which is typical for modern societies» (Woszczyk 2009, 197-198). This
means that the common society’s paradigms are confirmed irrespective of the res-
pondents’ age.

The senior citizens in Biatystok focused, above all, on hygiene — well-kept
hair, nails and neat appearance —, which, in their opinion, is the indicator of a
senior’s attractive body. It was mentioned by more than 94% of the respondents
(men and women). The second most popular answer stated that a senior’s attrac-
tive body means a body in a neat and properly selected outfit. Women (96.7%)
more often than men (92%) selected this answer (p < 0.05). J. Twigg explains that
in every society there is a dress code, which should be followed. It also determines
which clothes seniors should wear. Elderly people should not wear eccentric, too
colourful or brave clothes. Hence, they usually have clothes in muted colours, or
even sad — grey, black or white. Twigg believes that the accepted dress code gua-
rantees seniors’ invisibility and is a proof of their marginalization (Twigg 2007).
Was this what the respondents meant by pointing to properly selected outfit?
Perhaps. But the seniors” dress code is changing. Seniors are more interested in
fashion, want to look young and are free to wear fashionable clothes, which is seen
as empowerment and rejection of the traditional invisibility of the oldest members
of societies (Twigg 2013). This is also observed in Poland.

More than % of women and men claimed that a senior’s attractive body
should be slim, of upright posture and not overweight. Body shape is a very
important indicator of body attractiveness. More and more elderly people go to
fitness clubs, research suggests (Chomiuk and Bernatek 2018). It is also a sign that
the healthy lifestyle is spreading in Poland, which brings a lot of benefits to senior
citizens, such as being more healthy and fit. However, the ongoing ageing proces-
ses change the human body and the efforts taken to keep a young-looking body
at all costs might backfire. The respondents notice such risky behaviour amongst
their peers. This will be mentioned below.

The least frequently given answer (70.9% of women and 67.8% of men) was
that the attractiveness of senior’s body is determined by its skin condition, without
wrinkles or with only a few. The 1990s and the beginning of the 21st century saw
the pharmaceutical and beauty industries widely spread the belief that old age is
a problem, but there are possibilities to fight it. As a result, the beauty industry
has focused on advertising anti-ageing cosmetics, which were to be an antidote
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for old age portrayed as embarrassing and disgraceful. This conviction is still true
nowadays, and seniors, especially elderly women, undergo various cosmetic pro-
cedures and even cosmetic surgeries. All of this is done to hide the disgraceful pro-
blem of old age (Twigg and Majima 2014). It seems that the respondents are aware
that old age has its rights and wrinkles are a sign of their activity. That is why this
determinant of the attractiveness of a senior’s body was the least popular amongst
the respondents.

A natural consequence of the question about the determinants of the attrac-
tiveness of the senior citizen’s body is the question whether, according to the res-
pondents, the ageing body of modern seniors is physically attractive. Opinions are
divided in this respect. Women (42.4%) more often than men (36.8%) expressed
support for the opinion that modern senior’s ageing body is physically attractive.
Men (41.4%) more often than women (31.2%) said that modern senior citizen’s
ageing body is far from being attractive. Hypothesis assuming that women more
often than men expressed negative perception of senior citizen’s ageing body has
not been confirmed. In this case, men were more critical than women. This is also
in line with what was mentioned earlier - men more often than women identified
the ageing body with something unattractive.

Ageing body in nowadays society

With the knowledge about the contemporary trends concerning person’s
appearance and focus on the body, the respondents were asked what they think
about the social perception of senior citizens in terms of their corporality. Are they
the victims of lookism? (Figure 5)

Figure 5.
Opinions about social perception of ageing body (%).

in modern society the elderly man migth 57.5
feel bad and migth feel discriminated on
the grounds of his ageing body 39.1

in modern society the elderly woman 598

migth feel discriminated on the ground
of her ageing body 49.7

the appearance of a man’s ageing body is 59.8

less often the subject of critical remarks
than a woman’s ageing body 57.6
0 20 40 60 80
*p < 0,05

men woman
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The data collected in Figure 5 indicates that men (59.8%) more often than
women (49.7%) believe that modern female senior citizen might feel bad and might
feel discriminated against on the grounds of their ageing body. Moreover, men
(57.5%) almost 1.5 times as often as women (39.1%) said that also modern male
senior citizens might feel bad and feel discriminated against on the grounds of
their ageing body (p < 0.05). The statement that the appearance of a man’s ageing
body is less often the subject of critical remarks than a woman’s ageing body was
almost as often pointed out by women (57.6%) as by men (59.6%). It is safe to say
that in the respondents’ opinion the ageing body and its appearance might be the
reason of discomfort felt by their peers. In the literature, one can read about simi-
lar observations of other researchers exploring this issue (Homan and Boyatzis
2009; Muhlbauer and Chrisler 2007, Kaminski and Hayslip 2006). Lookism of the
ageing body is not a utopia after all. However, the hypothesis that women more
often than men notice in their social environment discrimination on the grounds
of appearance of the ageing body was not confirmed.

Figure 6.
Opinions about seniors’ behaviour connected with their ageing body (%).

amongst contemporary elderly men are 57.5*
many who want to rejuvenate excessively
e.g. by exercising intensively in the gym 517
amongst modern female seniors there are 598
many who want too much to feel young ’
again, e.g. by choosing an outfit or make up 57.6

inappropriate to their age

i think that contemporary elderly men wear 74.7
more youthful, colourful and elegant clothes
than their peers 25 years ago 80.1

i think that contemporary elderly women 82.8**
wear more youthful, colourful and elegant
clothes than their peers 25 years ago 874

*p < 0,05
**p<0,01
men woman

In terms of clothes, an important addition to the human body, women were
also more positive than men (Figure 6). Female senior citizens more often than
men notice that contemporary elderly women as well as elderly men wear better,
more colourful and elegant clothes. On the other hand, men (57.5%) more often
than women (51.7%) indicated that amongst contemporary elderly men there are
many who want to rejuvenate excessively, e.g. by exercising intensively in the gym
(p < 0.05). Such risky behaviours might backfire (e.g. heart attack, stroke). The sta-
tement that amongst modern female seniors there are many who want too much
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to feel young again, e.g. by choosing an outfit or make-up inappropriate to their
age was supported by almost as many female respondents as male ones. Namely,
seniors believe that it does not make a female senior citizen more attractive.

The respondents’ opinions shown in Figure 5 and 6 could be interpreted in
the context of lookism to the greatest extent. Since the subject of our interest is
discrimination on the grounds of appearance, it was relevant to ask the seniors
directly about their attitudes to the probability of experiencing lookism by their
peers. In order to get to know better whether the gender of respondents differen-
tiates their opinions in this respect, a cluster analysis was carried out, taking into
account the statements presented in Figures 5 and 6. Two clusters were genera-
ted (Figure 7). Significantly, gender was a variable differently represented in each
cluster.

Figure 7.

Results of cluster analyses.

5 - Stronggly disagree

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
cluster 1 (N =127) cluster 2 (N = 111)

To what extent do responders agree with
the statments? 1 means — I strongly agree;

It seems that people from cluster 1 was definitely more positive about the
statements they evaluated than people in cluster 2. People in cluster 1 were more
likely to think that modern elderly woman/man is unlikely to feel discriminated
against because of her/his body and does not feel social pressure to hide her/
his age. The opposite opinion was expressed by people from cluster 2. Moreo-
ver, it was difficult for people from cluster 1 to state clearly that the appearance
of a man’s ageing body is less often a subject of criticism than the appearance of a
woman'’s ageing body. For this group, it was also difficult to evaluate an opinion
related with the excessive rejuvenation of seniors. Such dissonance in response
was not experienced by the respondents from cluster 2, who rather confirmed the
occurrence of this type of regularity. It is worth to mention that in cluster 1 the
vast majority were women (70.9%), people aged 60-69 (55.1%) and 70-79 (33.2%)
as well as respondents from U3A (51.2%). Cluster 1 was also made up in 58.3% by
people who thought that modern seniors take care about their appearance, and
40.2% perceived an ageing human body as attractive. On the other hand, cluster
2 was represented by 55.0% of women and by 45.0% of men, though it seems that
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Table 1.

Statistics for cluster analyses.
Evaluated statements Between SS  df Interior SS  df F p
1 - elderly women may feel 218,701 1 143,047 236 360,814 <0,001
discriminated on the grounds of
their body
2 — elderly men may feel 209,530 1 133,865 236 369,397 <0,001
discriminated on the grounds of
their body
3 - the ageing body of an elderly 50,379 1 250,281 236 47,505 <0,001

man is less often criticised than

the body of the elderly woman

4 — elderly women and men feel 155,390 1 202,900 236 180,739 <0,001
the pressure to hide their age

5 — many elderly women 58,561 1 229,578 236 60,199  <0,001
want to excessively rejuvenate

themselves

6 —many elderly men want 50,495 1 232,614 236 51,230 <0,001
to excessively rejuvenate

themselves

7 — elderly women are dressing 4,506 1 187,074 236 5,684 <0,001
better than their peers 25 years

ago

8 — elderly men are dressing 9,023 1 235,801 236 9,030 0,003
better than their peers 25 years

ago

the male voice is of great importance here. In cluster 2, 53.2% of the respondents
were aged 60-69, but there was also a large group of people aged 70-79 (39.6%). In
this group, more than half of the subjects were residents in NH (53.2%) and 10%
believed that modern seniors did not take care about their appearance. In cluster
2, more often than in cluster 1, there were people who believed that the body of a
modern seniors is not physically attractive (37.8%). Thus, it could be said that clus-
ter analysis, which is a kind of look at the analysed issues from a bird’s eye view,
confirms that the respondents” gender differentiates their perception of the ageing
body and opinions on the possibility of lookism in their social environment.

Conclusion
Based on this study research, it might be said that, in the opinion of the res-
pondents, lookism of an ageing body, which is discrimination on the grounds of

appearance, is not a utopia. The analyses of the individual notions indicate that the
respondents notice the risk of the worse treatment of elderly people only because
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their body is different from the socially promoted model. The respondents pointed
out that, in their opinion, their peers undertake various actions to adjust their body
to the model of today’s society, called contrarily by Anthony Giddens as the ‘you-
thing’ society (Giddens 2009, 166). The beliefs of the interviewed women and men
about the ageing body and current trends did differ, but a larger and rather diffe-
rent polarization of opinions had been expected. The hypothesis assuming more
negative perception among women than men of the ageing body was not confir-
med. It was also expected that women’s opinion more often than men’s would
show that they noticed the possibility of existence of discrimination against the
ageing body on the grounds of appearance. While women’s views on the motives
of senior citizens for taking care of their body confirmed this assumption, other
questions did not reveal such a relationship.

In the patriarchal concepts, the appearance of the female body is highly
important. Zbyszko Melosik put it very aptly when he said ‘the male eye estima-
tes a woman and her body and as a result men estimate and women look” (Melosik
2010, 21). Could we conclude - based on the study — that more positive opinions
of women than men show that elderly women have re-evaluated their system of
values and life wisdom hints them that appearance is not a crucial value? Perhaps
the patriarchal definitions of femininity, in their opinion, apply to a lesser extent?
Men, on the other hand, seem to confirm that the observations of the aforementio-
ned Melosik are still valid and even in old age it is difficult for men to eliminate
women’s body estimation.

On the basis of this study research, someone might say that lookism seems
not to be too common yet. In none of the questions, on the basis of which the
existence of lookism could be deduced, did the frequency of support reach 90 or
100%. Usually it was more than a half of respondents, maximum of %. Perhaps
the results obtained are the consequence of the fact that the modern generation of
senior citizens is unique in many respects including their system of values and the
peculiar attitude to different social issues. They are the witnesses of history, people
shaped by various events, often difficult and painful. The generation of people
who remember the Second World War is humble and their attitude to reality is
not too demanding. They often accept reality as it is, even if it is not convenient
for them. Perhaps the results obtained are also the consequence of the fact that
modern senior citizens with every passing year have more time to experience their
elderly age, in a world of tremendous, different possibilities (after the transforma-
tion of 1989 so transformation that followed the fall of the Berlin wall), but also in
the world that is focused on youth and its attributes. It is possible that senior citi-
zens have got used to the fact that they have taken care of themselves, even when
they are old and it requires more effort.

The empirical data presented in this article are from a preliminary study. The
issue of the ageing body is slowly being recognized in Polish science, but, accor-
ding to my best knowledge, mainly qualitative researches are carried out in Polish
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sociology of the body. My intention was to initially recognize the issue of the social
perception of the ageing body using quantitative research to plan further, quali-
tative research. With the use of in-depth interviews, it is worth to ask senior citi-
zens of different age, men and women, living in rural and urban areas, and with
different levels of education how do they feel with their ageing body in nowadays
society. Has their attitude towards own corporality been changing? It will be also
interesting to find out what do the seniors think about the use of aesthetic medi-
cine by their peers or their style of dressing. I also plan to carry out a compara-
tive study among young and middle-aged people. This scientific activity will be
undertaken in the near future.

References

Btedowski, Piotr. 2012. «Starzenie sie jako problem spoteczny. Perspektywy demograficz-
nego starzenia sie ludnosci Polski do roku 2035». In Aspekty medyczne, psychologic-
zne, socjologiczne i ekonomiczne starzenia sie ludzi w Polsce, edited by Malgorzata
Mossakowska, Andrzej Wiecek and Piotr Btedowski, 11-23. Poznan: Termedia Wyda-
wnictwa Medyczne.

Brooks, Abigail. 2004. «Under the Knife and Proud of It: An analysis of the normalization of
cosmetic surgery». Critical Sociology 30 (2): 207-239. DOI: https:/ / doi.org/10.1163/
156916304323072080

Chomiuk, Tomasz, and Paulina Bernatek. 2018. «Korzysci wynikajace z aktywnosci fizycz-
nej, czyi wptyw aktywnosci fizycznej na organizm oraz aktualne zalecenia». In
Medycyna stylu zycia, edited by Daniel Sliz and Aartur Mamcarz, 17-54. Warszawa:
Wydawnictwo Lekarskie PZWL.

Ferraro, Richard, Jennifer J. Muehlenkamp, Ashley Paintner, Kayla Wasson, Tracy Hager,
and Fallon Hoverson. 2008. «Aging, Body Image, and Body Shape». The Journal of
General Psychology 135 (4): 379-392. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.3200/ GENP.135.4.379-
392

Giddens, Anthony. 2009. Europa w epoce globalnej. Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Naukowe
PWN.

Goffman, Erving. 1961. Asylums. Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and
Other Inmates. New York: Anchor Books.

GUS - Gtéwny Urzad Statystyczny. 2018. Informacja o sytuacji oséb starszych na podstawie
badan Gléwnego Urzedu Statystycznego. Available in: https:/ /stat.gov.pl/ obszary-
tematyczne/osoby-starsze / osoby-starsze /informacja-o-sytuacji-osob-starszych-
na-podstawie-badan-glownego-urzedu-statystycznego,1,2.html [Accessed on March
13, 2019].

Homan, Kristin, and Chris Boyatzis. 2009. «Body image in older adults: Links with religion
and gender». Journal of Adult Development 16: 230-238. DOL: https:/ /doi.org/
10.1007 / s10804-009-9069-8

Hurd Clarke, Laura. 2001. «Older Women’s Bodies and the Self: The Construction of Iden-
tity in Later Life». Canadian Review of Sociology and Anthropology 38 (4): 441-464.
DOI https:/ / doi.org/10.1111/}.1755-618X.2001.tb00981

ex a&quo, n.° 40, 2019, pp. 105-122. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.22355/exaequo.2019.40.07



THE LOOKISM OF AN AGEING BODY 121

Hurd Clarke, Laura, Robin Repta, and Meridith Griffin. 2007. «Non-Surgical Cosmetic Pro-
cedures: Older Women's Perceptions and Experiences». Journal of Women & Aging 19
(3-4): 69-87. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.1300/J074v19n03_06

Kaminski, Patricia, and Bert Hayslip. 2006. «Gender differences in body esteem among
older adults». Journal of Women and Aging 18 (3): 19-35. DOL https://doi.
org/10.1300/J074v18n03_03

Katz, Stephen, and Jessica Gish. 2015. «Aging in the Biosocial Order: Repairing Time and
Cosmetic Rejuvenation in a Medical Spa Clinic». Sociological Quarterly 56: 40-61.
DOIL https:/ / doi.org/10.1111/ tsq.12080

Kluczynska, Urszula. 2008. «Redefiniowanie meskosci. Kulturowo-spoteczne konteksty
starzenia sie mezczyzn». In Pomyslne starzenie sie w perspektywie nauk spotecznych
i humanistycznych, edited by Jerzy T. Kowaleski, Piotr Szukalski, 76-88. £.6dz: Wyda-
wnictwo UL.

Konieczna-Wozniak, Renata. 2012. «Rejuvenated old age — social and subjective implica-
tions». Studia Edukacyjne 21: 249-262.

Kramkowska, Emilia. 2018. «The Aging Human Body as a Biological or Sociocultural Rea-
lity: A Study Based on the Writings of Select Christian Philosophers and Research on
the Elderly». Rocznik Teologii Katolickiej 17 (2): 137-150. DOI: https:/ / doi.org/10.
15290/ rtk.2018.17.2.10

Lamb, Sue, Lee A. Jackson, Patricia B. Cassiday, and Doris J. Priest. 1993. «Body figure pre-
ferences of men and women: A comparison of two generations». Sex Roles 28 (5-6):
345-358. DOL https:/ / doi.org/10.1007 /BF00289890

Malinowska, Ewa, Krystyna Dzwonkowska-Godula, Emilia Garncarek, Julita Czernecka,
Joanna Brzezifiska. 2017. Gender, Age and Gendered Age in Relation to Attitudes to
One’s Own Appearance and Health. Chosen Aspects. £6dz: Wydawnictwo Uniwer-
sytetu Lodzkiego.

Mann, Tamara. 2014. «Old Cells, Aging Bodies, and New Money: Scientific Solutions to the
Problem of Old Age in the United States, 1945-1955». Journal of World History 24 (4):
797-822. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.1353 /jwh.2013.0110

Melosik, Zbyszko. 2010. Tozsamo$¢, ciato i wladza w kulturze instant. Krakéw: Oficyna
Wydawnicza «Impuls».

Muhlbauer, Varda, and Joan Chrisler. 2007. Women over 50: Psychological perspectives.
New York: Springer Science and Business Media.

Necki, Zbigniew. 1996. Atrakcyjnoé¢ wzajemna. Krakéw: Wydawnictwo Profesjonalnej
Szkoty Biznesu.

Niewiedziat, Dorota. 2014. «Juz nie kobieta? Samoocena atrakcyjnosci ciata starzejacych sie
wdéw». Dyskursy Mtodych Andragogéw 15: 263-278.

Panek, Paul, Bert Hayslip, and Jessica Pruett. 2014. «<How Do You Know You're Old? Gen-
der Differences in Cues Triggering the Experience of Personal Aging». Educational
Gerontology 40: 157-171. DOL https:/ /doi.org/10.1080/03601277.2013.802183

Pawlowski, Bogustaw. 2009. «Biologia atrakcyjnosci cztowieka jako przedmiot badan nau-
kowych». In Biologia atrakcyjnosci cztowieka, edited by Bogustaw Pawtowski, 1-10.
Warszawa: Wydawnictwo Uniwersytetu Warszawskiego.

Pliner, Patricia, Shelly Chaiken, and Gordon Flett. 1990. «Gender differences in concern
with body weight and physical appearance over the life span». Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin 16 (2): 263-273. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.1177 /0146167290162007

Rhode, Deborah L. 2010. The Beauty Bias: The injustice of appearance in life and law. New
York: Oxford University Press.

ex a&quo, n.° 40, 2019, pp. 105-122. DOI: https:/ / doi.org/10.22355/exaequo.2019.40.07



122 Emilia Kramkowska

Sontag, Susan. 1972. «The double standard of aging». Saturday Review of the Society 1 (1):
29-38.

Sontag, Susan. 1979. «The double standard of aging». In Psychology of women, edited by
Juanita Williams, 462-478. New York: Academic Press.

Twigg, Julia. 2007. «Clothing, age and the body: a critical review». Ageing & Society 27: 285-
-305. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.1017 /S0144686X06005794

Twigg, Julia. 2013. Fashion and Age. Dress, the Body and Later Life. London: Bloomsbury
Academic.

Twigg Julia, and Shinobu Majima. 2014. «Consumption and the constitution of age: Expen-
diture patterns on clothing, hair and cosmetics among post-war ‘baby boomers’».
Journal of Ageing Studies 30: 23-32. DOI: 10.1016/j.jaging.2014.03.003

Ward, Richard, and Caroline Holland. 2011. «If I look old, I will be treated old’: hair and
later-life image dilemmas». Ageing & Society 31: 288-307. DOL: https:/ /doi.org/
10.1017/50144686X10000863

Woszczyk, Patrycja. 2009. «Ciato, kosmetyki, ubranie... Atrakcyjny wyglad w opiniach star-
szych kobiet». Acta Universitatis Lodziensis, Folia Sociologica 34: 185-204.

Emilia Kramkowska. Sociologist, PhD researcher in the Institute of Sociology, Depar-
tment of Sociology of Knowledge and Education at University of Biatystok (Poland);
member of a research team in international and national projects concerning geronto-
logical topics (domestic violence against older people, social activity and education of
seniors); scientific interests focus on different problems in the fields of social geronto-
logy and sociology of the body; author or co-author of more than 60 publications
about sociological and gerontological issues.

E-mail: emilka.kramkowska@wp.pl

Article received on 19th of March and accepted for publication on 1st of July, 2019.

ex a&quo, n.° 40, 2019, pp. 105-122. DOL: https:/ / doi.org/10.22355/exaequo.2019.40.07



