School of education, culture
and communication

LADY TALK

A critical discourse analysis of the representation of women over 50
in fashion and lifestyle magazines

Degree project in English studies
ENA309

Niquita Karlsson
Supervisor: Olcay Sert
Spring 2018

Abstract
The complex concept of the ageing woman must be viewed in relation to both what it means
to be a woman and what it means to age. Both women and the elderly are discriminated
against in different respects; therefore it could be argued that the ageing woman is
discriminated against in a double sense. This study investigates how women over the age of
50 are portrayed linguistically in fashion and lifestyle magazines with the aim to reveal the
underlying attitudes as well as social and cultural ideologies regarding the topic today. Based
on Wodak (2001), I employed critical discourse analysis (CDA) methodology, with a
particular focus on terms of address and attributes identified in selected fashion and lifestyle
magazines. The findings revealed that although the women were addressed mainly in terms of
their professional titles, the emphasis was put on them as ageing women by a continuous
mentioning of their age, their past and physical consequences from the process of ageing.
Further, personality traits and emotional and physical attributes were evaluated in terms of
negative and positive associations, revealing positive attitudes (e.g. happy, curious,
experienced) regarding emotions and personality traits, but negative associations (e.g. weight
gain, grey hair, old) in relation to their ageing bodies and their appearances.
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1. Introduction
The ageing woman is a complex concept. What it means to be a woman in itself has a long
history of different ideas, politics, and struggles. The fight for equal rights between the sexes
goes way back and we are currently in what some would describe as the fourth wave of
feminism (Munro, 2013). Women fought for their right to vote and won, they became their
own guardians and they now have the chance to become bosses of big companies. Further, an
intersectional perspective on the matter has increasingly been applied and we have now
realized that equal rights should not only concern white, middle class, able-bodied
heterosexual women, but everyone who faces discrimination (“What does intersectional,”
2018). Women today post stories on social media raising their voices on abuse and many men
are not afraid to call themselves feminists and openly join the fight. However, our society is
not yet equal and women of all groups do experience discrimination in many aspects of
everyday life. So where does this leave the ageing woman?
Firstly, the component of ageing must be addressed, as age is also a factor that is
associated with discrimination. As will be further discussed in this paper, age is often linked
to the idea of loss (Anderson, 2016, p.39): the loss of mental and physical ability, sexuality
and beauty. It is difficult to determine when exactly one should be considered old, but studies
show that when it comes to women, the line is often drawn somewhere around menopause
(Anderson, 2016, p.38).
Furthermore, the discourse of gender and age can be viewed politically. Gender roles and
ideas of the elderly’s place in society are constructed by society and can therefore also be
reconstructed (Wilinska, 2010, p.881). Thus, it is important to understand the present
discourse on ageing women to be able to know how it could or, perhaps, should be changed in
order to reduce and ultimately avoid further discrimination against this group of people.
Against this background, the aim of this paper is to raise awareness on fashion and
lifestyle magazines’ discourse on ageing women. For the investigation, I have chosen four
popular magazines: Cosmopolitan, Harper’s Bazaar, Marie Claire and Oprah Magazine. The
study includes two steps: first, a textual analysis based on Wodak’s (2001) approach to the
representation of social actors in texts, viewing the matter of terms of address and assigned
attributes (Wodak, 2001, p.72); and second, an analysis of patterns and attitudes of the
different discourses found in each magazine. The following research questions will be
addressed:
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1. What terms of address are used to portray women over the age of 50?
2. What personality traits, emotional qualities and physical qualities are attributed to
women?
3. What patterns and attitudes can be found in the representation of these women in
regard to terms of address and attributes?

The following section of this paper will include background information on the issue of
language and discourse in relation to age, gender and media. In the section after that, the
method of analysis, critical discourse analysis, and the data will be presented, followed by a
section detailing the findings on the discourse on women over the age of 50, portrayed in the
selected magazines. Finally, a discussion of the findings and thoughts on further research will
conclude the paper.

2. Background
This section will introduce previous theories and research within the field of language, age
and gender, particularly in connection to older women. The background for this study has
been informed by and built on Anderson (2016), Coates (2015), Coulmas (2014), Coupland
(1997), Lakoff (2004) and Wilinska (2010). Although there is a growing body of research on
gender and language in general, research regarding older women and language, which is the
main focus of this study, is scarce. Therefore, research and theories from fields of sociology
and gender studies will also be incorporated to provide a broader perspective.
The background will be divided into four sections dealing with different aspects of the
matter of gender and ageing. These are: 2.1 Language and gender, dealing with previous
research in regard to women’s use of language and the way women are spoken of, 2.2 Ageing
and language, providing information on views on ageing and ageism in relation to linguistics
and language use, and 2.3 The ageing woman, dealing with the concept of the ageing woman
through a linguistic perspective.

2.1 Language and gender
Research shows that there are strong links between language and gender, both regarding the
type of language being used by men versus women as well as the language being used to
speak of women. Women are said to be more prone to using standard varieties and avoid
language that could occur as aggressive, insulting or too forward (Coates, 2015, p.110).
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Therefore, many linguistic features that actually or supposedly tend to be used by women
indicate a submissive position in relation to men and society.
Furthermore, there is a social and cultural relationship between gender and language.
Depending on which gender (society thinks) one belongs to, there are certain expectations on
how one should speak and act. Society relates certain qualities to different groups of people.
For instance, an older woman becoming a grandmother is not only socially acceptable, but
grandmother can also be viewed as the only acceptable label and social position for an older
woman (Wilinska, 2010). As stated above, there are particular features and varieties more
commonly used among women, and these are, according to Lakoff (2004, p.8) a result of
one’s place in society. Gender identities are shaped and upheld by culture and society. She
further writes, “If it is indeed true that our feelings about the world colour our expression of
thought, then we can use our linguistic behaviour as diagnostic of our hidden feelings about
things” (p.39). This suggests that our use of language can reveal expectations, ideas and
prejudices concerning the people and things around us, something that could definitely be
applied when discussing women’s language as well as the language used when speaking of
women.
One issue when it comes to these expectations and ideas in relation to women’s language
is that these can result in social constraints. A woman can either speak in accordance with
society’s expectations and be seen as, simply, a woman. She could also defy these
expectations and be seen as less than a woman, as an outcast or as faulty. “To be less than a
woman or less than a person” (Lakoff, 2004, p.41) means that in today’s society, a woman is
less than a person in the sense of her being socially and culturally valued less than men;
whereas men are viewed as the norm of a “person”. Whatever a woman chooses to do, she is
less and therefore discriminated.
The discrimination against girls and women can be seen in many aspects of language, and
one reason behind this issue is the fact that women and girls tend to use more polite language,
not only in relation to vocabulary but also in terms of how and when they speak. Firstly,
women tend to use mitigated directives (e.g. “We could do this”) in contrast to men who tend
to use more aggressive directives (e.g. “Do it!”) reflecting a position of power and status.
Furthermore, women also show more politeness in turn taking, leading them to talk less
(Coates 2015, p.190). This can be seen in schools where it has been shown that boys dominate
the classroom space linguistically, forcing girls into a more passive role (Coates, 2015 p.191).
Another problematic aspect of this matter is the sexualisation of women. The issue lies in
the fact that women are often seen as sexual objects, not only in contexts where sex is
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relevant, but also in general. This matter is not the same for men who are generally defined by
what they accomplish whereas women are defined by their sexual character and their
appearance (Lakoff, 2004, p.61).

2.2 Language and ageing
In sociology, age is viewed as a biological, psychological and social process in which these
three aspects, together, make out what we as a society think of age and how we ourselves
view our own ageing (Foner, 1975). Ageing is, by its definition, related to the biological
matter of becoming old, i.e. “relating to getting older”, as defined by the Cambridge
Dictionary (Ageing, n.d). Nevertheless, there are, as stated, more factors that contribute to
how (well) one ages. There are stereotypes and prejudices against ageing and the elderly,
regarding physical ability, mental health and social life, to name a few. Whether or not these
ideas are true, it has been shown that negative stereotypes on ageing, especially one’s own,
could lead to health consequences (Roberts, 2016, p.214).
Language has, like everything else, a norm when it comes to using it. In relation to age, it
has been shown that what society considers the norm is the way adults speak. There are other
relevant factors when trying to distinguish a linguistic norm, however, such as class and
ethnicity to name a few, but when it comes to age it has been revealed that adults are
considered to speak the most standard variant of English (Coulmas, 2014, p.71). For instance,
it would not be as noticeable if an adolescent spoke in a, what is considered, adult way, e.g.
more formal/proper, than it would if a middle-aged woman used a lot of slang and informal
language, i.e. typical adolescent variants of language (p.71). This also affects the older person
and, as the adolescents, the older person’s language is not considered norm either. However,
what has been shown is that older people have less pressure on them to adhere to the societal
norms in this regard than do other age groups (Coulmas, 2014, p.72). Perhaps, this is a result
of the previously mentioned stereotypes of the ageing person’s declining mental and social
ability, or maybe it is simply related to the common idea of respecting our elderly.
Further, sociolinguistic studies on age and language have arguably been based on selective
approaches. Initially, they mainly focused on how varieties of the language were changing,
comparing the new generation with the old. Elderly people were not studied linguistically in
their own right but as a source to determine previous linguistic norms and how they were
changing (Coupland, 1997, p.30). This approach, though less practised today than previously,
suggests that old age is discriminated against in the sense that it is not viewed as a state on its
own, but as something less or separated from the norm. This corresponds to Anderson’s
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(2016) statement that our society possesses a general cultural idea that ageing is a process of
loss (p.52). However, this attitude against older people is in a process of change, especially
with the media becoming more open to including different groups of people. In fact, older
women are now more commonly presented as role models and are allowed more space in the
media industry than before (Anderson, 2016, p.52).

2.3 The ageing woman
Women and the elderly are both, as previously stated, viewed as passive groups in society,
and their language use are not what we consider the norm. So what can be said about the older
woman, who is, according to this suggestion, discriminated against, and even, as Lakoff
(2004) proposed, “less of a person” in a double sense? There have not been many studies on
the subject of older women and language use, and therefore there is not a lot of data to take
into account. However, a recent study (Anderson, 2016) investigates the relation between
discourse on gender and age, and their impact on self-identity.
Although ageing affects everyone, there are certain features that apply to women in
particular. Women are often desexualized as they become older, and as Anderson (2016)
argues, less attractive to the “male gaze” (p.38). This suggestion is in line with Lakoff’s
(2004) statement that women are defined in relation to the men in their lives and these men’s
view of them as women (p.60). Further, with regard to the linguistic perspective of
Anderson’s (2016) study, it is revealed that this phenomenon of viewing oneself as less
(sexually, physically and socially) is represented in how older women speak of themselves
(p.79). Her study, which includes analyses of interviews with 19 participants, shows a
negative attitude towards ageing, viewing it as something declining, expressed in terms
comparisons to when they were younger. As one of the participants said, “I liked myself best
at…27…I would say that was the sort of optimum year physically” (p.77) and negatively
charged words such as “downhill” (p.77) and “drying up” (p.79) are used.
Furthermore, a number of the participants expressed negative attitudes against menopause,
stating its association with loss of fertility, sexuality and physical energy. This association can
be linked to media’s and society’s negative discourse on menopause and although this is
changing, it has not yet come as far as changing the associations among the participants of her
study, nor, perhaps, women in general (Anderson, 2016, p.80).
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3. Method and data
This study employs critical discourse analysis (CDA) methodology including a qualitative
textual analysis of six different articles from four different popular fashion and lifestyle
magazines. Critical discourse analysis allows one to look into the connection between
language use and the context in which it is applied. It emerges from the idea that language
reflects social and cultural constructions of our society. An investigation into discourse can
show power and social relations and construct and reflect upon political issues and ideologies
(Paltridge, 2008, p. 178-179). This study, investigating the representation of older women in
fashion and lifestyle magazines, therefore applies CDA in order to identify any forms of such
social and cultural constructions.
The analytic framework used for the analysis draws upon Wodak’s (2001, p.71) questions
in regard to the representation of social actors in texts: (a) How are persons named and
referred to linguistically? and (b) What traits, characteristics, qualities and features are
attributed to them? On the basis of these questions, I first analysed each text separately to
identify terms of reference and assigned attributes. The second step of the analysis included
distinguishing patterns and attitudes among the identified items. By following this framework
for analysis, I was able to perform an in-depth analysis of each text, taking into account the
discourse in which the terms were applied.
In what follows, I will elaborate on the data selected for analysis, criteria for text selection,
criteria for the method of categorization and inter-coder reliability.

3.1 Data
The magazines selected for close analysis were four popular fashion and-lifestyle magazines
from the US and the UK, namely: Cosmopolitan (May, 2018 issue), Harper’s Bazaar (spring,
2018 issue), Marie Claire (May, 2018 issue) and Oprah Magazine (April, 2018 issue). The
selected magazines were chosen based of the following criteria:


Popular fashion and lifestyle magazines



Targeting women



Recently published

The reason behind selecting one issue of each magazine was to have a more diverse and
representative sample. The different magazines all target women, but to some extent women
of different age groups, as seen in Table 1 below.
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Table 1.
Number of articles in the magazines and who/what they feature:
Cosmopolitan

Harper’s
Bazaar

Marie Claire

Oprah
Magazine

Women
over 50

0

4

1

1

Women
under 50

8

8

10

6

Men

4

0

0

2

Beauty/
fashion/
lifestyle

10

4

7

4

Each magazine features fewer articles on women over 50 years of age than about women
under the age of 50. In addition, the majority of the magazines include more articles featuring
men than they do older women. Furthermore, one can see clear differences between the
different magazines in their general representation of women over 50. Harper’s Bazaar,
although having more articles featuring younger women as well, include older women to a
larger extent than all the other magazines combined. Cosmopolitan, however, do not feature
any woman over 50 in any articles in this issue.
The selected texts, following the criteria mentioned under 3.2 Text selection criteria, were
titled “A self-made woman”, “Alberta Feretti”, “Who, me irrelevant?”, “Carmen, fabulous at
any age”, “Iman” and lastly “Be more Iris”.

3.2 Text selection criteria
With the aim of documenting the discourse on older women, with focus on lexical
representations in the form of address terms and assigned attributes, the texts had to include
the following criteria:
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Text genre: article (i.e. no adverts, letters to editor etc. were included in the analysis).



The main featured person of the article being a woman over the age of 50.

To determine whether or not a featured woman was above the targeted age limit, I firstly
looked at pictures, disregarding women who were visibly adolescents or young adults. In
regard to articles where a featured woman could not be visibly categorized as younger than
50, I looked up their age, which was explicitly presented in each article.

3.3 Categorization system
The first part of the analysis builds on a categorization system of the address terms and
attributes and is presented in section 4.1. The second part of the analysis, presented in 4.2,
also includes a compilation of the results of the textual analyses, as well as a categorization of
the dichotomy positive/negative in regard to attributes. The address terms are categorized as
follows:


Professional titles



Gender related expressions



Other

The first category includes, as the name suggests, professional/work titles. The second
category contains references to gender related aspects. They stand in relation to femininity,
womanhood or other gender related expressions, and lastly, “other” includes naming and
references that do not fit the criteria of the other categories. For instance, the term “animal” is
used to reference Dixie Laite, the woman featured in the article “A self-made woman” as seen
in 4.2. This term, which does not fit into the aforementioned criteria, was placed under the
category of “other”.
Furthermore, the categorization of the attributes assigned to the featured women is based
on three different types of qualities:


Personality traits



Emotional qualities



Physical qualities
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Personality traits are ones that describe how the women are as persons which is related to
their behavior and thoughts. The emotional qualities concern feelings and moods and the
physical qualities stand in relation to appearance, age and other biological factors.
The compilations of terms of address and attributes in 4.2 are presented in the same way as
mentioned above, and additionally, they include the number of different terms each category
contains. The total number of items each category contains, functions as an indicator of how
frequently the women are being associated with that specific category. For example, a greater
number of items within the category of professional titles compared to fewer items relating to
the women’s appearance, may indicate that the women’s portrayals focus more on their
careers than their looks.
Furthermore, the categorization in regard to the dichotomy positive/negative attributes was
structured as Table 2, below, suggests:

Table 2.
Categorization structure in regard to positive/negative attributes:

Personality
traits

Positive
attributes

Total:

Example 1

1

Emotional
qualities

Negative
attributes

Total:

Example 2

1

Physical
qualities

This system of categorization allowed placing the findings on attributes in a second context of
positive and negative associations.

3.4 Inter-coder reliability
To improve the reliability of the method of categorization, which the analysis is based on, a
sample table was sent to a fellow third-year student at Mälardalen University. The student,
read through the sample with the instructions to mark which words she thought fit the criteria
of the chosen category in which I had placed them, and to mark which words she thought did
not.
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The outcome was 100% agreement with my categorization. This indicates that the
categorization system for this analysis is reliable, at least to the extent that it can be
understood and agreed upon by a fellow student within the language and communication
field.

4. Results
This section presents the findings on representation of women over 50 in the selected fashion
and lifestyle magazines. The results are presented in two steps, following the method of
analysis described above. First an in-depth analysis of each text will be presented in 4.1, in
relation to research questions 1 and 2: What terms of address are used to portray women over
the age of 50? and What personality traits, emotional qualities and physical qualities are
attributed to women? These findings will be viewed using the categorization system regarding
terms of address and attributes as introduced in 3.3, in relation to the discourse in which the
terms of address and attributes were assigned.
In the second section, 4.2, the findings will be presented by taking into account patterns of
representations that were found in the different texts. This section stands in relation to
research question 3: What patterns and attitudes can be found in the representation of these
women in regard to terms of address and attributes? In 4.2.3, the dichotomy negative/positive
of the findings will be presented, revealing the underlying attitude towards the featured
women.

4.1 Representation of women over 50 in fashion and lifestyle magazines
This section relates to research questions 1 and 2. Each article is analyzed separately on its
terms of references and attributes assigned to the different women. The following subsections represent each magazine in which the featured women appeared. However, as Table
1 reveals in 3.1 Data, not all magazines feature women over the age of 50. Below, the article
“A self-made woman” from Oprah Magazine is presented.
4.1.1 Oprah Magazine
Oprah Magazine’s interview “A self-made woman” features freelance writer Dixie Laite (55)
who is having her last session with the magazine’s life coach. The interview is from their last
session together, where they discuss Ms. Laite’s progress in terms of how well she has
responded to the motivation and tips the life coach has given her throughout their sessions.
Table 3, as seen below, presents items that are used to address the interviewee.
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Table 3.
Terms of reference in “A self-made woman”
freelance writer

Professional titles
Gender related expressions

woman

Other

animal

In the beginning of the text, she is presented with her professional title, i.e. “freelance writer”
and with her name. The first sentence of the article is, “Four months ago, freelance writer
Dixie Laite, 55, longed for a higher purpose than binge-watching Law & Order.” Further, the
writer continues by referring to her by her first name, Dixie, and then by her initials, not
focusing on her as a writer, but rather as a client of the life coach. For instance, “Over a few
sessions with our resident life coach, Dixie has made great strides. She’s worked on thinking
less and focusing more on her physical sensations, cultivating self-compassion, and paying
attention to what brings her joy.” However, the term “animal”, as a reference, is perhaps the
form of naming that stands out the most. It is used by the life coach to help Ms. Laite with her
focus and motivation, “You’re an animal, and your motivational system works the way an
animal’s system works’ she said, advising Dixie to train herself just like you’d train a killer
whale, setting tiny goals and giving plenty of treats.”
Table 4 presents words and phrases that are used to describe the woman.

Table 4.
Attributes in “A self-made woman”
insecure, emphatic, interesting, not crazy, valuable, supporting,

Personality traits

politically opinioned, having confidence issues, sleepy, intelligent,
loving

Emotional attributes

joyful, depressed (2), happy, unhappy, upset

beautiful (5), older, experiencing weight gain (2), going through

Physical attributes

menopause, 55 years old

Throughout the text, Ms. Laite is attributed personality traits, emotional qualities and physical
qualities. She is portrayed as someone with many characteristics, many of which have to do
with her view of herself. For instance she is attributed qualities such as insecure, having
confidence issues and as someone struggling with her weight and feeling beautiful. As seen in
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Table 4, “beautiful” in different forms is mentioned five times. The topic of beauty is addressed
in different ways, one of them being struggling to feel beautiful. For instance, Ms. Laite states,
“I don’t feel beautiful, but I also think, why can’t everyone just wise up and love me the way
they should?”
Further, she gives another meaning to beauty, namely that beauty is connected to a beautiful
inside, saying, “If you stop caring about the way you look all the time and focus instead on
supporting others, you become more interested and interesting. And more valuable and
beautiful to other people.”
As for the emotional attributes, they can appear contradictive. However, looking at the
discourse in which they are placed, it becomes clearer. As stated, Ms. Laite is a woman who
struggles with her self-image and view of herself, and this is part of the context throughout
the whole text. Further, the article brings up many topics since it focuses on the interviewee’s
progress in life in general, including self-image, career and personal issues. In the case of
emotional attributes, they represent a woman who has different views on different aspects of
her life. For instance, she is, “(…) unhappy about the weight I gained since menopause” but
she was “happy” in relation to her blog progressing and getting shares on Facebook.
A major theme of the text is age. It is mentioned in different ways, as seen in Table 4
under physical qualities. In the beginning of the text, the writer introduces Ms. Laite including
her age, “55”. Later in the interview, the issue of age comes up again, both times in relation to
the loss of something. First, the loss of beauty in the form of struggling with weight since
menopause, as cited in the previous paragraph, and then again in a more general statement by
Ms. Laite: “I do believe that as I get older, I lose some assets but gain new ones.” The second
example thus ends on a positive note: that ageing also provides new qualities.
In conclusion, the featured woman is explicitly addressed with her professional title as a
freelance writer. However, as the discourse revealed, she is mainly portrayed as a client in
need of motivation and tips from the life coach. Furthermore, the attributes assigned show that
she is a woman of many different characteristics, many of which have to do with her selfimage. She also possesses seemingly contradictory emotional attributes regarding different
aspects of her life. These feelings relate to the issue of beauty and her thoughts on her own
ageing.
4.1.2 Harper’s Bazaar
The investigated Harper’s Bazaar issue included 4 articles featuring women over the age of
50. They are: “Alberta Feretti”, “Who, me irrelevant?”, “Carmen, fabulous at any age” and
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“Iman”. The texts will be analyzed separately in relation to terms of reference and attributes,
starting with “Alberta Feretti”.
The article “Alberta Feretti”
Alberta Feretti, an Italian fashion designer over 50. The article focuses on her style and
thoughts on fashion. Table 5 addresses terms of reference.

Table 5.
Terms of reference in “Alberta Feretti”
fashion designer

Professional titles
Gender related expressions
Other

In the introduction, Ms. Feretti is presented with her name and by her professional title as a
fashion designer: “Alberta Feretti, the 60-something Italian fashion designer balances
eclecticism and elegance”. Throughout the text, the portrayal of her as a designer continues as
the article focuses on her work: “Alitalia recently announced that I will be designing their
new uniforms. The Italian airline is an important symbol for our country, so I’m excited to fly
Italian beauty around the world” Alberta says.
Table 6 reveals qualities that are assigned to Alberta throughout the text.

Table 6.
Attributes in “Alberta Feretti”
Personality traits
Emotional attributes
Physical attributes

loving, admiring, elegant (2), romantic, simple,
excited, hopeful
petite, 60-something, Italian, timeless

The personality traits, as seen in Table 6, are mainly related to her sense of style and image,
again connecting to her expertize as a fashion designer. She states, “In the evening, it’s
elegant, romantic and timeless: a long colorful chiffon gown”, explaining her evening style.
Elegant and simple are used in the same sense. However, the attributes of age: “60something” and physical appearance: “petite”, are attributed to her physical person. She
writes, “I always wear high heels (I’m petite!)” and the mentioning of her age comes in the
article’s subtitle, “The 60-something Italian fashion designer (…)”.
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The emotional qualities help to portray Ms. Feretti as a positive person. She is “excited”,
and “hopeful” about things. For instance, she says, “My favorite place to shop is Chor Bazaar
in Mumbai. I’m also very fond of the Mediterranean. I love all the islands, from the Cyclades
to the Aeolians, and, of course, Capri, Ibiza, and Formentera.” These attributes all contain
positive associations and in addition, the mentioning of different places she has visited and
now loves further indicates that she is adventurous and well-travelled, contributing to the
positive and happy image.
Furthermore, the emotional qualities also connect to her thoughts on style and fashion: “I
truly love a woman’s attitude when she wears flats, like my Mia mules” and “I admire not
only celebrities, models, and influencers but also women from all walks of life who I meet in
the course of my day”.
To summarize, the article focuses mostly on fashion and on Ms. Feretti as a fashion
designer. Ms. Feretti is mainly portrayed as a positive person who enjoys life. Also, much
emphasis is put on materialistic items as well such as clothes and jewelry. In addition, it is
evident that Alberta is the main feature partly because of her age, since the article is subtitled,
“Fashion over 60”.
The article “Who, me irrelevant?”
The second article that features a woman over 50 in Harper’s Bazaar is “Who, me
irrelevant”. It is about Ali Wentworth. She tells of her career as a comedian, actor; writer and
producer, and about ageing in the industry. Table 7, presents terms of reference.

Table 7.
Terms of reference in “Who, me irrelevant?”
Professional titles
Gender related expressions

comedian, actor, director, writer
woman, white middle-aged woman

Other

In the introduction, Ms. Wentworth is presented by referring to one of her professional titles:
comedian. Further, she adds more titles to her name, specifically: actor, director and writer.
Besides the explicit mentioning of her professional titles, the text continuously emphasizes
her as a professional.
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So maybe there aren’t any roles for ‘white middle-aged women’ like me, which is why
I created my own show, following the trail blazed by my friends Pam Adlon (Better
Things) and Jill Kargman (Odd Mom Out). When you’re older you have the audacity to
make your own dreams a reality (2018, para. 5).

She says, explaining how she solved her struggle to get a job as an ageing female actor. She
also refers to herself as a white middle-aged woman, twice within the context of her
experience as an ageing actor. Apart from the quote above, she states “’During the meeting I
was told, quite bluntly, that there were “no roles for white middle-aged women.’”
Furthermore, Ms. Wentworth is assigned attributes throughout the text. These are presented in
Table 8 below.

Table 8.
Attributes in “Who, me irrelevant?”
Personality traits

irrelevant (2), relevant, valuable, experienced, knowing of consequences

Emotional attributes
older, old, pitfalls of age, slackening skin, eyelids fallen to half-mast,

Physical attributes

gray hair, ageing, early 50’s, bags under her eyes, memory loss, vagina
on the brink to atrophy

Ms. Wentworth is attributed many personality traits and physical qualities, but no emotional
ones. As the title suggests, there is an ongoing theme of who is relevant and who is not. This
is connected to age and is expressed many times throughout the text. Ms. Wentworth states:
“In their eyes I had become irrelevant” after having been turned down an acting job because
of her age and continues by stating, “I know I’m old by today’s standards “ but adds that she
possesses other qualities such as being experienced and knowing of consequences. To further
strengthen the portrayal of Ms. Wentworth as someone who is older, and at the same time
experienced, she says,
I’ve witnessed friends walk down the aisle, regretful; I’ve seen women destroyed by
extramarital affairs. I’ve held the hand of a friend who was told she could never have
children. I’ve had passionate flings with a French director, a British movie star, and an
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Italian carpenter, so I know what those relationships feel like – and end like (2018,
para. 4).

Throughout the text, the issue of becoming older compared to what ageing gives you is
addressed multiple times. For instance, she says, “I am not, thank god, the woman I was when
I was 20. I like to think of that age as plain yoghurt, a good base. In the three decades since,
I’ve added walnuts, berries, flaxseeds and assorted gummies”. The article continuously
returns to the question of relevance, which she finally ends by stating that, “I, for one, have
never felt more relevant.”
As far as the physical qualities go, they are all connected to ageing. She gives many
examples of what ageing does to a woman, and which she, herself, experiences. She tells of
how skin starts to slacken and how the “eyelids fall to half-mast”. She also writes about
forgetting friends’ names and about having a “vagina on the brink to atrophy”. However, she
uses humor and sarcasm throughout the whole text: for instance she says, “Your hair will turn
gray, as will your pubes (insert blood-curdling scream)”, when addressing the stressful issue
of one’s appearance changing.
Furthermore, ageing is brought up from different perspectives in the article. First, there is
Ms. Wentworth’s idea of her own ageing, and then she compares herself to millennials. She
describes their appearance and lifestyle and states, “Millennials can have their supple skin,
rock-hard abs, and Instagram likes”, admitting that the generation lives up to today’s beauty
standards while at the same time including a condescending undertone in the statement,
suggesting that they not only look good, they also generously display it on social media.
To continue, she also compares her own ageing to even older people. She writes, “I know
I’m old by today’s standards. Not a senior citizen like my mother, who cruises around Maine
in her Prius at 100 miles per hour eating deviled eggs.” By stating this, she distances herself
from even older people: the senior citizens. By using humor, however, she does not
necessarily mean to do so in a negative manner, but with a rather optimistic and admiring
approach.
In conclusion, Ms. Wentworth is portrayed as a working woman within the movie and
entertainment industry. She is presented as someone struggling because of her age, both in a
professional sense and socially. She is trying to find her place in society, comparing herself to
both millennials and senior citizens. However, great emphasis is put on her gains from ageing,
such as becoming more experienced and knowing what she wants with her life.
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The article “Carmen, fabulous at any age”
The third article that features an older woman in Harper’s Bazaar is “Carmen, fabulous at
any age”. Carmen Dell’Orefice (86) is the oldest working model in the world and tells about
her career as a model and what she is up to today. Table 9, below, presents the terms of
reference regarding Ms. Dell’Orefice in this text.

Table 9.
Terms of reference in “Carmen, fabulous at any age”
Professional titles

model

Gender related expressions
Other

legend

Ms. Dell’Orefice is introduced as the oldest working model. The beginning of the article
states, “The world’s oldest working model looks back on more than 60 years of photographs
in Harper’s Bazaar” presenting her using her professional title, however putting immediate
emphasis on her age. By focusing on her career that has been, as indicated by the phrase
“looking back”, it is implied that attention is put on the past and not on who Ms. Dell’Orefice
is, or what she does, today.
She is also named a “legend” in reference to a documentary about her career and her life,
called “Carmen Dell’Orefice: The legend down the hall”.
Ms. Dell’Orefice is also attributed different qualities as seen in the table below:

Table 10.
Attributes in “Carmen, fabulous at any age”
Personality traits

the sweetest, not a diva, fabulous

Emotional attributes
strikingly beautiful, having brittle bones, 86 years old, five foot-nine-inch

Physical attributes

body

A close look at Table 10 shows that she is portrayed as a very sweet person. The writer states,
“There’s not a diva’s bone in her five foot-nine-inch body” while also describing her physical
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appearance in form of how tall she is. Additionally, being described as “strikingly beautiful”
emphasizes the focus on her physical appearance and beauty even further.
Her age is addressed, not only by naming and reference, but also by attributes. The
beginning paragraph focuses on the fact that she is 86 years-old, but also mentions younger
years of hers, “Carmen Dell’Orefice was just 13 years old when she was discovered on a
crosstown bus on New York’s 57th street, some 73 years ago. Now, at 86, she’s still at it”
highlighting exactly how old she is and how long she has been in the industry. In a more
humorous spirit, her ageing body is described, “There’s not a diva’s bone in her five footnine-inch body – though she’d be the first to admit that her bones are a bit more brittle these
days.”
The article presents incidents from Ms. Dell’Orefice’s life throughout her whole career.
She is attributed further qualities in this respect: for instance, she states, “I had only my wellexercised thighs and Cleopatra’s Clutch muscles to keep me balanced” while describing a
challenging photo shoot from her earlier years. This constant comparison of her as a young
model compared to her as the oldest model (for instance, having strong clutch muscles
compared to having brittle bones) all contribute to the theme of ageing and what it does to a
person and to a body.
To summarize, Ms. Dell’Orefice is portrayed as a working model; however, emphasis is
put on her age and her past. Further, she is presented as very sweet and beautiful and as the
title suggests, the underlying attitude of the article is that Ms. Dell’Orefice is still as fabulous
today as she was 73 years ago when she was discovered as a model.
The article “Iman”
The next article features Iman Mohamed Abdulmajid, a model who was recently declared an
official fashion icon. In the article, she talks about her career and her strive for diversity
within the fashion industry. Table 11 provides terms of reference regarding Iman.

Table 11.
Terms of reference in “Iman”
Professional titles

model, beauty mogul, fashion icon, icon

Gender related expressions
Other

18

Iman is presented by her professional title: “model”. Later on, she also addresses herself as a
“black model”, which relates to pride of ethnicity and her work towards diversity in the
fashion industry. She is also named an “icon”, both in the introduction and later when it is
revealed that she was declared an official “fashion icon”. Further, she is also presented as a
“beauty mogul” and except for her name, all references about Iman are connected to beauty
and her career as a model.
The qualities attributed to the model are personality traits and of physical character, as
seen in Table 12 below:

Table 12.
Attributes in “Iman”
Personality traits

standing up for diversity, not giving a damn

Emotional attributes
beautiful, beautiful legs, ageing gracefully, a classic, 62 years old,

Physical attributes

black

As stated, she is portrayed as beautiful and this also applies to her as an ageing female. She
talks about ageing gracefully, both physically and philosophically: “Philosophically? Not
giving a damn. Physically? Taking care of your skin”, she states when asked about how one
can age gracefully, and gives advice on how to do both. Furthermore, her age of 62 is
declared early in the article and follows the text till the end. She is asked question such as
“how has your style changed over time?” and “as someone who’s witnessed it all, which
trends do you think should come back and which ones should die?” all contributing to the idea
that she is old.
Moreover, she is continuously complimented on her beauty and her idea of beauty. The
interviewer asks about her favorite silhouettes, to which Iman answers, “I’m not a great fan of
my legs, so anything long pants is my friend.” The interviewer immediately replies with,
“Really you have beautiful legs!” Further, emphasis is put on Iman as a model of diversity. As
mentioned, she refers to herself as a “black” model. This is also relevant in the personality
traits assigned to her. She states that she is standing up for diversity and says, “So Bethann
Hardison, Naomi Campbell and I got together a couple of years ago to raise awareness about
the need for diversity in fashion” and later in the text she adds, “If a designer boycotts me, I
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should boycott him. I’m not going to buy a bag from someone who doesn’t use black
models.”
Although the article focuses on Iman as a model, it also provides information about other
aspects of her life. For instance, she tells of her years before becoming a model and says, “I
was majoring in political science in Kenya and had never even looked at a fashion magazine
when I was scouted a model.”
In conclusion, Iman is portrayed as a successful model who stands up for diversity. The
article’s central themes, fashion and her celebrity career, are both much related to ageing,
constantly connecting to the fact that Iman is an old model compared to today’s norm.
4.1.3 Marie Claire
The investigated issue of Marie Claire contains one relevant article with the title “Be more
Iris”, featuring Iris Apfel, a 96-year-old designer. Ms. Apfel is interviewed about her career,
her view on feminism and what she thinks has changed in society from when she was
younger. Below is a representation of how Iris is named and referenced throughout the text:

Table 13.
Terms of reference in “Be more Iris”
Professional titles

founder, businesswoman

Gender related expressions
Other

overnight sensation

Ms. Apfel is referred to professionally as “the founder of the Old-World Weavers”, the name
of her company. She is further presented with less formal titles, “Businesswoman and selfproclaimed geriatric teenager. The latter contains humor and self-distance while the title
“businesswoman” focuses more on her career as well as the fact that she is a woman.
She is also named an “overnight sensation”, which she herself comments on by stating,
“People say I was an overnight sensation, and I retaliate with, ‘that’s true, but my overnight
took 70 years’”. This statement, relates to the fact that she is an old woman, like the previous
statement of being a “self-proclaimed geriatric teenager”. Apart from old age, Ms. Apfel is
assigned other attributes, as seen in Table 14 below:
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Table 14.
Attributes in “Be more Iris”
curious, violently opposed to social media, having a sense of humor

Personality traits
Emotional attributes

happy, amused
nonagenarian style icon, 96-year-old, self-proclaimed ‘geriatric

Physical attributes

teenager’

She is portrayed as a person with humor, both in the humorous undertone of some
descriptions, as in already cited “self-proclaimed geriatric teenager”, and with her own words
on the topic of humor. During the interview she says, “You must also have a sense of humor.
If you take yourself too seriously and you’re too rigid about things, you’re doomed as far as
I’m concerned” when asked about what the secret behind a happy marriage is.
Iris is also presented as a woman opposed to new technology and social media. She says,
“Maybe there are medical and technological advances, but the latter has had many serious
humanistic effects.” And when asked about her follow count on Instagram (500k) she replies,
“I’m violently opposed to social media. That Instagram account of mine is run by a lady in
Vienna, Austria, but it has nothing to do with me.”
Emotionally, Iris is presented as a happy person with the adjectives “happy” and
“amused”. She also states that she finds the feminist movement silly and that, “once you issue
manifestos, it takes the joy out of being alive”, suggesting that she is a happier person without
being involved in the movement, highlighting the portrayal of her as person who values
happiness.
Age is a central theme that governs the whole article, from the introductory “Charlotte
Philby speaks to 96-year-old Iris Apfel” to the age-themed questions, such as, “What words of
wisdom would you share with the next generation?”
In conclusion, Iris is portrayed as an elderly, happy woman who has experience in many
fields of life, from career to marriage and a general wisdom from having lived a long life.

4.2 Patterns of representation
This section compares and analyses patterns and differences regarding the featured women in
the articles analyzed. It relates to the third research question: What patterns and attitudes can
be found in the representation of these women in regard to terms of address and attributes?
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4.2.1 Terms of reference
Below is a compilation of the terms of references, as evaluated in 4.1. Table 15 represents the
different types of references occurring within the contexts of analysis, indicating which
contexts were applied the most (and least) when referring to the women. The numbers in
parentheses signifies the number of articles in which the term was used, and are viewed as
separate occurrences.
Table 15.
Compilation of the different terms of references:
freelance writer, fashion designer, comedian, actor, director,

Professional titles

writer, model (2), beauty mogul, fashion icon, icon, founder,
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businesswoman

Gender- related expressions

Other

woman (2), white middle-aged woman

3

animal, legend, overnight sensation

3

As seen above, the most commonly occurring types of references are the ones of professional
titles. In all articles, the women were introduced with their respective titles within their
profession. However, as revealed in 4.1, the explicit mentioning of professional titles does not
necessarily mean that focus was put on them as working women, but also on their
appearances and physical qualities, as elaborated further in 4.2.3 Attributes. Furthermore,
gender-related references and references within the category “other”, were not used as
frequently as professional titles, thus indicating a greater emphasis on them as professionals
rather than anything else, in relation to references, at least.
4.2.2 Attributes
Each article included attributes that were assigned to the featured women. Below, a
compilation of these attributes is presented. The numbers in parentheses signifies the number
of articles in which the term was used, and are viewed as separate occurrences.
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Table 16
Compilation of attributes:
insecure, empathetic, interesting, not crazy, valuable (2), supporting,
politically opinioned, having confidence issues, sleepy, intelligent,
loving (2), admiring, elegant, romantic, simple, irrelevant, relevant,

Personality traits

experienced, knowing of consequences, the sweetest, not a diva,

29

fabulous,
standing up for diversity, not giving a damn, curious, violently opposed
to social media, having a sense of humor

Emotional qualities

joyful, depressed, happy (2), unhappy, upset, excited, hopeful, amused

9

beautiful (2), strikingly beautiful, beautiful legs, having brittle bones,
older (2), old, ageing, petite, a classic, Italian, timeless, black, five footnine-inch body, weight gain, going through menopause, pitfalls of age,
slackening skin, eyelids fallen to half-mast, gray hair, bags under her

Physical qualities

33

eyes, memory loss, vagina on the brink to atrophy, self-proclaimed
‘geriatric teenager, nonagenarian style icon, ageing gracefully, 55 years
old, 60-something, early 50’s, 86 years old, , 96-year-old, , 62 years
old,

As seen above, the most occurring type of attributes assigned to the women are the ones
related to physical qualities, both biological ones such as their age and experiencing
“menopause” or “memory loss”, but also ones relating to their appearances. In all articles, the
women’s ages were explicitly expressed, indicating that the mentioning of age is relevant
when portraying women over 50. Furthermore, some of the attributes appeared in related
forms. For instance, the attribute “beautiful” appeared a couple of times, but also the related
forms “strikingly beautiful” and the more specific “beautiful legs”. The number of items
within this category indicates that the physical aspects of these women were included more in
the women’s portrayal than their personality traits and emotional qualities. The focus was
mainly on their looks and physical bodies as women, than on their inner qualities.
However, the attributes relating to personality traits were not dramatically fewer than the
physical ones. This category included 29 items. These were mainly related to how the women
themselves feel that they are, connecting to self-image such as being “empathetic”, “insecure”
or “curious”. There were also qualities that are more related to values and opinions, such as
being “politically opinioned”, “opposed to social media”, or “standing up for diversity”.
The emotional qualities are few in comparison to the two categories already mentioned,
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with regard to both variation and absolute numbers. To begin with, only half the articles
included emotional attributes assigned to the women featured. The attributes relating to
emotions were mostly positive, expressing the women’s positive feeling towards their
environment whereas only 3 out of 9 items were negative in tone, namely “unhappy”,
“depressed” and “upset”. The three negative emotional attributes were all presented in the
same article, “A self-made woman” featuring Dixie Laite.
To summarize, the women were generally assigned attributes related to physical aspects
and personality traits rather than emotional ones. The physical aspects focus mostly on
consequences of ageing, whereas the other attributes varied between different contexts.
The following section will elaborate on the notion of negative and positive associations
regarding all the different categories of attributes.
4.2.3 Negative and positive associations of attributes
The compilation of attributes assigned to the featured women produce either negative or
positive associations. These are presented below, with the exception of the attributes
explicitly mentioning age, since it would be too subjective to determine whether or not a
specific age is positive or negative.

Table 17
Attributes divided into positive or negative associations
Attributes
Positive
total: Negative

Personality
traits

empathetic, interesting, not
crazy, valuable (2), supporting,
politically opinioned,
intelligent, loving (2),
admiring, elegant, romantic,
simple, relevant, experienced,
knowing of consequences, the
sweetest, not a diva, fabulous,
standing up for diversity, not
giving a damn, curious, having
a sense of humor

Emotional
qualities

joyful, happy (2), excited,
hopeful, amused

Physical
qualities

beautiful (2), strikingly
beautiful, beautiful legs, petite,
a classic, black, Italian,
timeless, self-proclaimed
‘geriatric teenager,
nonagenarian style icon,
ageing gracefully, five footnine-inch body,

total:

insecure, having confidence
issues, sleepy, irrelevant,
violently opposed to social
media,
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6

13

5

depressed, upset, unhappy,
having brittle bones, older (2),
old, ageing, weight gain, going
through menopause, pitfalls of
age, slackening skin, eyelids
fallen to half-mast, gray hair,
bags under her eyes, memory
loss, vagina on the brink to
atrophy

3

14

24

It is evident that the attributed personality traits are mainly positive, with 24 positive ones
compared to 5 negatively associated attributes. This indicates that the women’s portrayals of
personality traits, too, are positive. The emotional attributes, as mentioned, are also mostly
positive in nature, though few compared to the other categories of attributes. This portrays the
women as happy and as people who enjoy their lives and environment.
In contrast to the personality traits and emotional attributes, the physical attributes reveal
that the women’s physical portrayals focus almost equally on the negative associations as on
positive ones (13 positive and 14 negative). It is also clear that the negatively associated
attributes regarding the physical bodies of the women are all related to age and ageing, for
instance, “menopause”, “grey hair” and “slackening skin”. Some of these attributes does not
necessarily have to be negative, though the discourse in which they were placed indicate this
further, as with the instance of “menopause”, as Ms. Laite states that she was “(…) unhappy
about the weight I gained since menopause”. This statement triggers negative associations
with both “menopause” and “weight gain” as something negative through the descriptive
adjective “unhappy”.
In conclusion, the attributes were mainly positive in character regarding emotions and
personality traits (e.g. curious, elegant and intelligent). However, the physical qualities were
evident to be more negative in manner, indicating a negative attitude (e.g. weight gain, gray
hair) towards one’s ageing, and, perhaps, ageing in general.

5. Discussion
The findings reveal that the women featured in the selected fashion and lifestyle magazines
were all portrayed as ageing women, having their ages explicitly mentioned and commented
on throughout the texts. Further, their physical bodies and appearances were also addressed
multiple times in each article, indicating a stance that physical aspects in relation to age are
relevant when portraying older women in fashion magazines. The physical qualities held both
positive and negative associations, the negative ones predominantly standing in relation to
ageing. However, attributes concerning personality traits were also common, and these varied
in nature, as well as being mainly positive. Further, half of the women were assigned
emotional attributes, which were also mainly positive. However, the emotional attributes were
found to be used to a much lower extent than the two other categories of attributes.
Furthermore, in relation to attitudes on old age and the process of ageing being present in
all analyzed articles, the stances differ. The idea that age is a process of loss (Anderson,
2016), exists in the majority of the articles. Ms. Wentworth in “Who, me irrelevant?”
25

discusses physical losses such as “gray hair” and “slackening skin”, as does Ms. Laite in “A
self-made woman” commenting on feeling less beautiful and struggling with “weight gain”
since “menopause”. However, it is also apparent in many of the texts that the women also
believe that ageing gives something. Ms. Laite’s statement, “If you stop caring about the way
you look all the time and focus instead on supporting others, you become more interested and
interesting. And more valuable and beautiful to other people” indicates that she believes that
beauty can be connected to other qualities, perhaps qualities she can easier associate with.
This way she can still feel beautiful although she might not fit society’s criteria of what
beautiful means. This can also be seen in Iman’s statement on how to age gracefully,
“Philosophically? Not giving a damn” indication that what is important, is to do what you feel
is best. These examples indicate that the featured women share a belief that what really makes
you valuable, and even beautiful, does not have anything to do with appearance.
In regard to the terms of address, the findings revealed that the women were mainly
referenced to by their professional titles. This contradicts Lakoff’s (2004) suggestion that men
are defined by what they accomplish and women are defined by their sexual character and
their appearance (p.61). However, it could be argued that this statement of hers does not apply
to older women to the same extent since they are already de-sexualized because of their age
(Anderson, 2016, p.38). As the analysis further illustrated, the women’s careers were not
necessarily in focus just because their titles were addressed. For instance, Ms. Dell’Orefice, in
“Carmen, fabulous at any age” was mainly addressed in terms of her past, and Ms. Laite in “A
self-made woman” was portrayed as a client of the life coach, rather than as a “freelance
writer”.
Furthermore, the representation in terms of positive and negative attributes showed that
there were mostly positive associations portraying the women as happy, adventurous and
social. This challenges the general stereotypes and prejudice against ageing and the elderly
regarding their mental health and social life, as described by Roberts (2016, p.214). However,
the physical factors were, as mentioned, more negative compared to the personality traits and
emotional qualities. Perhaps this could be related to the fact that the persons portrayed are
women. As stated, the ageing female is discriminated against in a double sense and perhaps
the female body is so socially and culturally restrained (Wilinska, 2010) that the physical
aspect of the ageing woman will need a little more time to be set free from social and cultural
restrictions.
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6. Conclusion and further research
In conclusion, the ageing woman is a complex concept. The women featured in the selected
magazines shared certain features of representation, such as emphasis on age, on comparisons
between their past and their present as well as on their appearances. The findings revealed that
the women were addressed mainly in terms of their professional titles, although this did not
necessarily reflect on their general portrayal, where the main emphasis was put on them as
ageing women by continuously mentioning their age, their past and physical consequences of
the ageing process. Further, personality traits, emotional qualities and physical qualities were
evaluated in terms of negative and positive associations, revealing positive attitudes (e.g.
happy, curious, experienced) regarding emotions and personality traits, but negative
associations (e.g. weight gain, grey hair, old) in relation to their ageing bodies and their
appearances. A possible conclusion could be that the physical aspects of the ageing woman, is
still very bound by social and cultural ideas and expectations.
However, this being a relatively small study, no general conclusions can be drawn and the
insight gained should only be viewed as a starting point for further investigations regarding
the representation of older women, perhaps in comparison to younger women, or men, to
provide wider and more specific findings on the matter. Other researchers interested in this
phenomenon can also use different methodologies to handle larger electronic texts. For
example, future research on this topic can benefit from a corpus linguistic methodology with a
focus on other aspects of language in context. Furthermore, the representation of older women
can also be investigated in the context of audio-visual and social media or other forms of
discourse, for instance spoken interaction, to reveal how this group of people is represented
and to inform future social policies.
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