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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

The crucial people in the aging problems are not 
the old, but the younger age groups, for it is 
the rest of us who determine the status and posi
tion of the old person in the social order. 1 

Aging is often seen as an illness and not a 

natural phase of life. Certain realms of experience 

common among younger people , according to this s tereo

type, stop dur ing old age: old people become sexless, 

they do not have sexual intercourse, and become neuter, 

not needing warmth, companionship and an intimate 

relationship with another person. Saul describes a 

common reaction by staff in an old age home to affection 

between eld erly. 

The next morning she winced angrily as she noticed 
two white-uniformed staff member s whispering behind 
fingers, giggling and pointing out the old couple 
holding hands. \\Thy did some people think life was 
over for the re s idents here? Why did they behave 
as if life , love and sexual desire died within the 
e lderly person who stepped inside the institution 
doorway? Why di1n 't they respect the hunger for 
life that .... 

1 
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This myth is generat~c by younger groups in 

society and often an older person adopts this belief 

to conform to the role society allows. 

These stereotypes in truth apply very little 

to the real situation. People do not change that much 

as t hey age; rather some of their characteris tics are 

intensified. Many people do not conform to societal 

expectations . We find more and more elderly remarrying 

after 65 or " just liv ing together." There are, of 

course, also a numbe . of couples who are still together 

from their youth. 

In connection with work at the California Home 

for the Aged during the past year , I became interested 

in couples who remarried after 65. I met some who had 

remarried and discussed this with my supervisor. My 

observations showed that people arc people until they 

die and we all have certain needs to be fulfilled which 

do not change. For the majority of people one such need 

that continues throughout life is for a close relation

ship with another which encompasses companionship and 

physical affection . In other words, I was questioning 

the common s t e reotypes of an aged individual that exist 

in this society. 
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I am interested in worhing with old people and 

one of the central questions to me both personally and 

as a communal worker , is how a person may achieve dignity 

and self-respect as a human being t hroughout his or her 

life t ime. Since interper sonal r elati onships play an 

important role in the development of self-respec t I 

decided to explore it. I narrowed the topic to remar

r iage late in life includ ing married people only because 

the California Home for the Aged does not allow people 

of the opposite sex tn share a room unless t hey are 

married. 

There are~ few general questions 1 started 

exploring about remarriage after 65 among Jewish couples. 

Some of the questions are: (1) What are the differences 

between first and second marriages? (2) Why do peopl e 

get married after 65? (3) What do they expect from the 

l ate marriage? (4) How do the aged express physical 

affection to each other and is it an important part of 

t he marriage? (5) What are the attitudes and feeli ngs 

among the aging about marriage and remarriage? (6) What 

values about marriage and sex did they learn in their 

yout h and how do these affect their current life? 

(7) Has the staff or institution affected their remarrying 
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and in what ways? (8) How do these people see themselves 

throughout their lives? 

Another area of interest is Jewishness. How do 

the individuals define themselves Jewishly? Do Jewish 

values about marriage, aging and sex affect their 

remarrying and their marriage and in what ways? 

There is a sparsity of literature on remarriage. 

It seems almost like a taboo subject. Few studies have 

been made about remarriage later in life and the area 

is virtual l y unexplo.ed. Perhaps , the stereotype 

described earlier is so strong that it influences what 

areas of research are not carried on. 

Many more studies have been made in the area of 

sex among the aging than on remarriage. These stud i es 

tend to dispel many stereotypes that exist about "sexless 

older years." 

When I discuss sex and sexual feelings in this 

pape r I am using the term broadly t o include physical 

affection in many ways . This includes sexual intercourse, 

kissi~g , hugg ing , holding hands, touching, teasing , and 

physical intimacies. Rubin3 emphasizes having a partner 

to s how physical affection for in all these areas is very 

i mporta nt and sexual intercourse alone is not the 



s 

essential part. Sharing phys :cally and being intimate 

with another person in this way seems to be a need most 

people have and want to fulfill. 

Since I wanted to interview people living 

independently as well as at the old age home I approached 

the senior adult worker at the Westside Jewish Community 

Center, who was able to suggest sever a l couple s who fit 

this description. 

Since so lit tle is written on this topic, this 

study is exploratory; it begins to ask questions in this 

area and begins to find out about remarriage. It is thus 

a start in researching this subject . 
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FOOTNOTES TO CHAPTER I 

1rrving Rasor quoted in Shura Saul, A~ing: An 
Album of People Growin~ Old, (New York: John1ley & 
Sons , Inc., 1974) , p. . 

2Ibid , p. 79. 

3Isadore Rubin, Sexual Life After Sixty, (New 
York: Basic Soaks , Inc . Publishers, 1965). 
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CHAPTER II 

REMARRIAGE 

"It must be remembered that aging is not an ill

ness but a phase of life." 1 Just 3.S younger people mar r y 

and remarry so do the aging. More older people are 

r emarrying in l ater life than did in previous decades. 

Marria ge and Family 

The nuclear family in t hi s society has become two 

separate families --a young couple with or without children 

and the old couple without c hi ldr en . The death of one 

spouse leaves the remain ing spouse alone and makes it 

difficult for that ind i vidual to return to the fami l y. 

If the r emaining spouse wants to live in a family envi 

ronment he or she can remarry and set up his or her own 

home . The s ti ll pr eva l ent notion that marriage is just 

for the young does not r epresent changes t hat have 

occurred . 2 

Marriage i n modern-day indus trialized society 
has changed its functions considerably . In earlier 
days i t wa s far more important as a unit of 
economic production and as a relationship of 

8 
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sheer physical necessity, as well as a child-rearing 
unit. Today the psychological and emotional compo
nents of companionship have emerged as the chi ~£ 
values that coup l es look for in a marriage.3 

Marriage is a relationship available not only to 

young people, but to the e lderly as well. Marriage and 

family develop over time: roles change, new tasks are 

completed, the family unit is reorganized, and goals 

and directions change. An elderly couple which remarries 

experiences changes from previous marriage and approaches 

remarriage at a different stage than a younger couple. 

The older widowed person encounters different problems 

than a younger person. lfuyck talks about the single 

status the widowed person finds him or herself in and 

singlehood raises issues of possible romance, dating, 

and mating. 

Dating is an adolescent activity in our culture 
and it is difficult to know how to behave as R 
middle-aged or elderly formerl y married date. 4 

Thus the older person has to decide what is acceptable 

behavior in dating later in life. 

McKain 5 describes various options that are 

available to widowed persons. These include: to live 

alone, to move into a congrega te housing situation, to 

live with children, or to remarry. Remarriage among 
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the e:derly calls for the soc~al acceptance of marriage 

later in l ife. He feels, however, it is becoming ~ore 

acceptable among the elderly because more people have 

chosen to remarry. Living with the family is often not 

a practical alternative, since the children may be 

unable or unwilling to provide a home for the widowed 

parent. 3 

Reasons 

Reasons for remarriage is another aspect of 

remarria ge found in the literature . Bernard7 and 

McKain 8 discuss remarriage in some detail . Bernard 

describes the phenomenon in te r ms of any remarriage, 

particularly remarriages after divorce. Yet, some of 

her ideas are still helpful in studying remarriages 

later in life. McKain is one of the few authors who 

has studied "retirement marriage" and a number of his 

perspectives are useful i n this study . Bernard and 

McKain state reasons for remarriage which include: wish 

for compan i onship, financial strain, desire for a mote 

healthful environment , need for a housekeeper or cook , 

need for a man around the house to do heavy work, desire 

for independence from children, loneliness, desire for 

sex, desire for security , love, need for support or care, 
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status needs, and pressure from family or friends. 

McKain9 found that three-fourths of the me~ and 

two-thirds of the women in his sample gave companionship 

as the major reason for remarriage. 

The pleasure and satisfaction of having someone 
nearby, someone to tal k to, someone to make plans 
with and someone to care for ~re included in 
companionship and not found in casual contacts. 
Companionship also included love and affection 
and wa s the euphemism denoting sex.10 

Rubin11 also emphasizes companionship as a major 

f actor in marriages of older individuals , as well as the 

most valued aspect of American marriage for young people 

too. He states that: 

there is no companion for the older years who 
compares with a~ equally aging one .... Old 
men and old women need each other for mutual 
understanding and that compa nions hip of the spir it 
which revives the drooping ego . 12 

Rubin found that a higher proportion of remarriages were 

more congenial and happy than most marriages at younge r 

periods of life. He further emphasizes that because of 

the high proportion of successful marriages in the later 

years , most experts in the field believe that older ~en 

and women should be encouraged to remarry to relieve 

their loneliness. 13 Many older men may find that t hey 

have unclear roles and ambiguous sexual identity. They 

might remarry to clarify their masculine role. 
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O~der men may use remarri~ge as proof of their 
masculinity. Availability of sexual expression 
was important to them; perhaps more important than 
the sex act itself.14 

McKain furthe r explains that remarriage gives some men 

and women a sense of accomplishment which enables them 

to return to a role that had been rewarding to them for 

years. 

Bernard describes certain factors that help in 

selecting a mate for remarriage or being a mate. These 

include: a desire to remarry, the absence of inhibiting 

influences to prevent r emarriage , the opportunity for 

meeting and courting prospective mates, community and 

fami l y pressures , and the pers onal qualities and non

personal factors that make one attractive to pr ospective 

mates.1 5 

Goldfarb16 talks about depend ency (need for 

another person) as a bas i c force in social behavior 

throughout one's lifetime. He feels dependency is a 

cohesive force in marriage and "dependenc y relationships 

are probably the most important cohesive social force in 

our c-ilture."17 Sometimes, according to Goldfarb, 

attempts by older people to alleviate feelings of 

helplessness and fear because essential emotional needs 

are not be ing met cause di sturbing behavior. People 
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who remarry are trying to " right themselves" and fill 

certain emotional needs. 

For a person to be balanced and "in a state of 

homeostasis, " he or she needs another person, and Gold

farb describes the cohesive nature of dependency. These 

two ideas together indicate reasons for remarriage among 

the elderly. 

Peck describes four stages in middle age . These 

includ e : (1) valuing wisdom versus valuing physical 

powers, (2) socializin~ versus sexualiz ing in huma n 

re l ationships, (3) cathectic flexibility versus cathectic 

impoverishment--capac ity to shift emotiona l investments 

from one activity to another, and (4) mental flexibility 

versus mental rigidity. As a person ages, Peck states, 

there are three developmental stages they grapple with. 

These include: (1) ego different iation ver sus work-role 

preoccupation--the ability to red efine one's worth and 

take satisfaction in a broader range or role activities 

than just his long-time specific work role, (2) body 

t r anscend ence versus body preoccupation, a nd (3) ego 

transcendence versus ego preoccupation. 18 
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Widowh0od 

Widowhood represents the end of a relationship. 

The remaining spouse needs to make adjustment s in regard 

to grief- work, companionship , problem sol ving, building 

competence, and help i n re-engagement. McKain describes 

the period between marriages as characterized by: 

... many hard feelings of uselessness, of being 
apart and of missing experi ences that formerly had 
meant much to them. The l oneliness did not appear 
to be self-centered. It included a desire to be 
cherished by someone , to be u seful to someone and 
to feel that anothe- person's happiness was depen
dent on yours.19 

Lewis 20 and Rubin21 talk about the double standard 

of widows and widowers . Most men, in reasonable health 

and with adequate economic resources r emarry within a 

fiw years. Women u sually remain widowed for a longer 

period of time before remarrying. Men have an advantage 

over woreen; they can marry women their own age or ~omen 

much younger than themselves and this is acceptable in 

society . The probability is greater that their wives 

will outlive them, so that they are less likely to be 

faced with widowhood. However, even if widowed again, 

they still have more options for remarriage than women. 

Women' s chances of remarrying are small. Remar

riage i s not a possible solution for very many widows, 
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since there are fewer widowers or men their age or ol~~r 

and since socie t y frowns upon women marrying men youager 

than they are. 

The Couple Plus .... 

The r emarriage of an individual is more "crowded" 

than the fir~t marriage; more people are involved, 

directly or indirectly. McKain, Bernard and Huyck 

describe previous spouses and children as having a rol e 

in the remarriage of an older couple. The first spouse 

may intrude on a remarriage. The widowed spouse tends 

to idealize the decea ~ed mate, even if the first marriage 

was not too satisfactory. The unpleasantness of earlier 

days tends to be forgotten while the good things a r e 

remembered and the deceased spouse takes on an image 

larger than life. Selection of a mate is likely to be 

influenced by the person's first spouse more than by his 

or her parents. There is the knowledge by each that the 

partner's fi r st marriage wa s not terminated voluntarily 

and the feeling of friends and relatives that the new 

spouse is an intruder. 

Children can often cause a problem to par ents 

who wish to r emarr y. They might fee l that a stranger 

is trying to r eplace their parent and they al s o may 
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feel uncomfortable at a reminder of sexual interests of 

their parent. On the other hand, they may welcome the 

remarriage and either recognize the continuous needs 

for intimacy and companionship of their aging parent or 

be relieved that someone else is car ing for their aging 

parent . 22 

Role ambiguity can occur where both the aged 

parent and the adult child find it difficult to allow 

decision-making on the part of the older individual . 

The possibility that an aged parent may r emarry is 
not often contemplated by the children and when it 
happens it comes as a shock to them. Frequently , 
they react negatively and think their aged parent 
is too old to know what he is doing . The idea of 
their parent wishing to marry again is a source of 
embarrassment. Romance i n the later years is not 
generally accepted and the young adults are revolted 
at the thought of their parents having sexual inter
ests. The r emnants of the child ' s conception of 
his parent remarrying abruptly confronts the child 
with a form of parental behavior he has previously 
masked. The child often takes on the role of a 
parent and assumes respons ibility for the marriage. 23 

Success 

Another facet of remarriage described in the 

literature is success of r emarr iages. McKain found that 

a happy previous marriage is one of the best guarantees 

for a successful remarriage. 
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Persons who remarry late in life presumably are 
well aware of the s tep they a r e taking and very 
few would ri sk a second marriage if the first 
had not been s uccessfu1. 24 

In this study, many who remarried looked for qualities 

that made the first marriage a success and tried to 

avoid those character traits that posed problems in the 

first marr iage. Success of a remarriage was related to 

the number of years the individuals had been acquainted. 

The longer the friendship the greater the chance for a 

successful marriage. 

McKain stated that remarried coupl es had higher 

scor es on the life sati sfaction index than are usually 

found in the aged population; and that elder married 

people in general receive higher ratings than the 

unmarried. The five components of the life satisfaction 

5ndex for older people are: 

1 . Distinction between a person who is enthu
siastic i n whatever he does and is full of the zest 
for living and the person who is apathetic and bo~ed 
with life. 

2. The person who accepts re sponsibility for 
his li fe and doesn't blame himsel f or others for any 
misfortunes that occur is rated higher. 

A person who passively accepts and has a tendency 
to attribute misfortune to someone else or bad luck 
receives a low score. 

3. A distinction between a person who feels that 
h is or her life is useful and important and one who 
feels life is useless. 

4 . A person who takes pride in his personal 
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appearance, who wears the mantel of old age grace
fully receive s a high rating. 

5. Mood of the person reflects a high or ]Jw 
rating. ZS 

He further emphasizes that characteristics which would 

give individuals high life sati sfaction ratings would 

make them attractive marriage partners. 

Summary 

To summariz~ i n remarriage later in life we 

find: (1) marriages occur more frequently , (2) fear of 

loneliness and a wish for companionship are tKo main 

reasons f or second marriages , (3) more people, living 

or dead, have an effect on a later marriage, and (4) there 

is a higher self-image among those elderly people who 

remarr ied than those who r emained single. 

The nex t chapter, " Sex Among the Aging," 

describe s in gr eater detail one aspect of intimate 

relationships . Tt explores myths about sex and physio-

logic changes in men and women as they age. 
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CHAPTER III 

SEX AMONG THE AGING 

"After I am waxed old shall I have pleasure. my Lord 
being old also ?"! 

Genesis 18:12 

Miss Hea l y : You shou l d see how cute Mrs. Landon 
looked, up on my floor this morning. 
She and Mr. Rosen were holding hands, 
walking up and down the hall . 

Mr . Peters: They are a·ways looking for a place 
to smooch! 

Mr. Curtis: Those two arc both "seni l e" an~ they 
don' t know what they ' re doing. 

Myths and Stereotypes 

Many myths and ster eotypes arc prevalent in 

society about sexuali t y among t he aging . Sex and affec

tion are not gener a ll y regard ed as acceptab le behavior 

for the elderly. Our society still holds the view that 

sexual activity is mainly~ procreative fu nc tion 

a r ecreative one and those beyond their rcproduc C 

not 

year s s hould practice self-denial. A corollary to this 

view is that sex, love and romance are provinces 

belonging sole l y to the young . 3 

21 
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In the absence of opportunity for direct sexual 
gr atification the need for sexual ex~ression may 
indeed take on many forms. However , socially 
acceptable expressions such as simpl e touching, 
which in the younger adult may be acceptable and 
natural , in the older person are l ooked upon with 
curiosity and often with suspicion and disapproval. 4 

Rubin5 states that some of the r easons for the 

s t e reotypes of " sexl ess older years" are: (1) a negl ect 

of emotional needs of aging persons, (2) general tradi

tion of equating sex, love, and romance solely with 

youth, (3) t he psychological difficulty which ch i ldren 

have of accepting the fact c: parental intercourse, 

(4) a tendency to think of aging as a disea se rather 

than as a normal process, (S) the focus of studies on 

hospitalized or institutionalized older peop l e r ather 

than upon a more typica l sampl e of per sons with fewer 

health , emotiona l or economic probl ems , and (6) the 

ign~rance and prejudices physicians share with society . 

Busse et a16 fee l the taboo against sex in old 

age is, in part, an extens i on of the incest taboo. 

Children find it hard to imagine their parents having 

sexual intercourse . Because the elderly r epresent the 

parent generation , discomfort exists among the younger 

gr oup. Children often feel that parents i nterested in 

sex in old age are exhibit ing unhealthy and unnatural 
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behavior. 

Butler emphasizes how the elderly become the 

butt of jokes and are not even considered as sexual 

beings . 

Old men are frequently ridiculed as impotent 
or as "dirty old men". Old women fare even worse 
in the public eye. They are the neuters of our 
culture, who have mysteriousl y metamorphosed from 
desirable sexy young things to mature and sexually 
interesting women; finally, at about 50, they 
steadily decline into sexual oblivion. This is 
the way society sees it.7 

Wha t society believes and expresses is just one 

side of the coin of myths and misconceptions; the other 

side is what the aging population believes. These 

stereotypes are prevalent in the thoughts of many 

elderly people. 

Attitudes From Youth 

Rubin points out that the elderly are placed in 

a poorly defined pos ition. Roles and statuses are taken 

away from them and they are placed in marginal positions . 

Under such circumstances , the aging individual tend~ to 

accept the stereotypes which society has created . Thi! 

stereotype includes sexlessness. They begin to feel 

uncertain about their sexual and affectional capacities 

and self-conscious about expressing these. They often 
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begin to feel guilty about h6a~thy sexual feelings 

because these a r e unacceptable to the people with whom 

they come in contact . 

The e lderly usually follow the sexual customs 

of their youth, which includes no sex outside of 

marriage. Therefore, during widowhood the individual 

i s forced into celibacy. 

I f we wish to under s tand t he sexual a ttitudes and 
behavior of older adults we should look to the 
values they acquj r ed in their youth; if they 
" learned" that wrinkles and menopause ma r ked the 
end of sexuality, it should not surprise us thafi 
as e l derly people they are uninterested in sex . 

Othe r studies indicate that if an i ndividual 

was interested i n sex in the younger year s then this 

interest and capacity rzmains. But if a person did 

no t enjoy sex , then old age becomes a rationali zation 

fo r cessation of the activity. Different r esearch and 

st~dies are trying to shatter these stereotypes , so 

those who wish can feel comfortable and r elaxed and 

enjoy sex in old age. 

Definitions of Sex 

Particularly in old age , sex i s connected with 

the feeling and ability to express love and affection 

and sex can be defined broadly to i nclude much mor e 
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tha~ ~exual intercourse. 

We can define sexuality broadly or view it as 
man' s search for pleasure by way of a relationship 
with another which arises and is impelled from 
within and find s sa tisfaction thr ough realization 
in an affectionate , loving partnership with another . 9 

Sexuality may express itsel f in the need for continued 

closenes s , affection and intimacy or some romance in 

life, as well as sexual intercourse . Sexual relations 

in ol der people a re often important as a sour ce of 

psychological reinforcement , a fee l ing of being needed 

and capable of r eceiving and g;ving l ove and affection. 

I t can be an effective source of self-reassurance and 

mental well-being. Rubin e111phasizes also that the 

cessation of sexua l i ntercourse does not mean the end 

of.either love or affection . Kastenbaum states clearly 

the connections of intimacy , aff~ction and sexuality in 

the older person. He asks: 

What does an older person lose if and when he 
no l onger has a loving sexua l partner? Is it 
possibl e that the loss of i ntimate sharing may 
prove more cd tica l than the orgasm dc-priv:ition? 
Where else is the old man or woman to receive 
immediate proof that his body can be a source of 
pleasure both to himsel f and others? I n what other 
context than the boudoir will he have the opportunity 
for the whisperings, the nonverbal communications , 
the private world of people very close to each 
other? When the identity-enhancing i ntimacy of 
l oving sex has terminated, where is the elder to 
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turn for a convincing reminder that there is more 
to him than his new and skimpy public role? 1 0 

Studies dealing with sexuality among the aging 

disprove myths that exist in society and among the 

elderly. First, general findings will be discussed 

and then specifics focusing on women and men will be 

described in greater detail. 

Findinfs on Sexuality of 
the g1ng lnd1v1dual 

Masters and Johnsor11 feel there are six factors 

which arc respons ible for the loss of sexual re sponsive

ness in later years. Tl.ese include: (1) monotony of a 

repetitious sexual relationship, (2) prPoccupation with 

career or economic pursuits, (3) mental or physical 

fatigue, (4) overindulgence in food or drink, (S) physical 

and mental infirmities of either partner, and (6) fear of 

performance as sociated with any of the former categories. 

They state that maintained regularity of sexual expression 

plus general physical we ll-being and a healthy menta l 

attitude will provide a sexually stimula ting atmosphere 

in the SO-year age level and beyond . The three main 

points they focus on !or continuing sexual relations in 

old age are reasonable good health, an interesting and 
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interested partner and regularity of sex. 

The Duke University Longitudinal Studies12 

stress the differences between men and women with regard 

to sexual behavior. Findings were that: 

1. elderly men in the sample differed markedly 
from elderly women in reported sexual behavior. 

2. intensity, presence or ab~ence of s exual 
interest and activity among t he elderly women was 
primarily a reflection of the availability of a 
socially sanctioned capable partner. 

3. with advancing age patterns of declining 
sexual activity and interest were common but patterns 
of stable, as well as of increasing sexual activity 
also occurred. 

4. when both husbaud and wife were available 
for study, a high level of congruence between the 
reports of the two partners was observed, suggesting 
that sexual behavior was being reliably reported.I~ 

Sexual Activity 

Many factors influence the extent of sexual 

activity and in terest among men in the age range studied . 

The most important includes past sexual experience, age, 

subjective and objective health factor s , and social 

class. Fewer factors determine the extent of sexual 

activity and interest among women. Primarily, marital 

statu~, age, and enjoyment from sexual experience in 

younger years i nfluence the extent of sexua l ac tivity 

in later life. For women, a socially sanctioned sexually 

capable partner is essential. Thus, it is difficult for 
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the majority of women who are widowed to satisfy any 

sexual desires. 14 Pfeiffer furthe~ emphasizes that 

those persons to whom sex was of great importance early 

in life are more likely to continue sexual activity l ate 

in life and tho se who looked back on their lives with 

satisfaction had higher levels of sexual activity than 

those who did not. 

Newman and Nichols' findings are similar to the 

studies at Duke University a nd Masters and Johnson. They 

state that: 

The analysis of these data shows little 
correlation of sexua l activity with age. The 
subjects also rated themselves on the relative 
strength of their sexual urge in youth and in 
old age and a comparison of the two ratings shows 
a remarkable constancy of the expe rience of the 
sexual drive within individual persons throughout 
life. Although older people experienced a d ec line 
in sexual activity and strength of sexual drjve, 
these data show that, given the conditions of 
reasonably good health and partners who a r e also 
physically healthy, elderly persons cont jnue to 
be sexually active into their 7th, 8th, and 9th 
decade s. 1 

Their study shows a significant difference in 

sexual activity of single per~ons as compared with 

married couples. In the abs ence of a socially sanctioned 

sexual partner, the sexual drive, although present, is 

often not strong enough to cause the elderly person to 
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seek an extramarital sexual partner. 

R b . 16 h h . . . u in says tat t e capacity to enJOY sex 1n 

later years is not lost but slows down gradually, as 

all physica l capacities do. This process begins in 

adolescence and continues s lowly over the years. There 

is not one particular point whe n sexual ability and 

interest stops. Rubin discusse s sexual activity in 

the cardiac patient. Studies indicate that the psycho

logical factors are more significant fo llowing surgery 

and many fears and misconceptions becom-- more important 

in affecting sexual activity than the surgery itself. 

The physician usually gives little or no advice to a 

patient after surgery about sexual activity, so that 

fears develop . For example , doctors emphasize moderation 

and relaxation in the type of s exual inter course engaged 

in for the heart pati ent. Different positions might 

have to be adopted for comfort if one partner has a 

chronic health condition . Drugs and various chemicals , 

for example, tranquilizers, sedatives , and narcotics , 

interfere with sexual respons~s more often than most 

people rccogni ze . 17 
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Sexuality In the Older Woman 

The Duke studies found that as women appr oach 

their 60 ' s a sma ller percentage are sexually active t han 

ar e men at t he same age . Whe n these people were studied 

for a period of ten year s there was no further change in 

t hese proport ions . Pfeiffer et al . sta te three possible 

causes for women's lower level of sexual activity and 

i nteres t. 

The occurrence of a c learl y demar cated climacteri a 
in women may have a negat ive psychological i mpact on 
their sexua l lives ; wom~n have al~ays experienced 
somewhat l ower l evels of sexual activity and inter est 
t han men; among women their lower sexual inter est 
and activity had al r r ady t aken place prior to the 
entrance of t he study . (And it is the men ~ho are 
responsible for thi s , higher death rate of males 
l eaving more women than men widowed and wi thout an 
available sexual partner; t r end of marrying older 
men who often died earl ier , become ill, lose interest 
or potency . ) 18 

The Duke studies emphas i ze that t he extent of an 

agi ng woman's sexual activity is dependent upon the 

availabilit y of a sociall y s anctioned , sexual l y capable 

partne r. Pfeiffer feels that one reason for t he decline 

in sexual interes t among women i s not physiol ogical but 

is defens ive . If l ittle opportunity ex i sts for sexua l 

fu l fill ment , then desires wil l decrease . Past behavior 

influences the present . How mucl1 a woman enjoyed sex 
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in he r youth, the frequency ot sexual activity and leve l 

of sexual interest at that time will partially determin~ 

the extent of sexual interest in her later years. 

Other studies point out that for many women 

ther e are myths and misconceptions around menopause. 

The physiological changes which occur do not necessarily 

affect sexual capacities of an older woman . Some hormone 

treatment might help maintain elasticity in her sex 

organs, as will regular sexual intercourse. It seems 

that those women who use me,,opause as an excuse to s top 

having sexua l r elat ions might have considered it an ac

tivity they never enjoyed and are only too glad to stop. 

Rubin states that women could enjoy their sex 

l ife for many years after menopause if physicians are 

abl e to help them overcome any physiological changes 

th,ough hormone treatment or other means. Further on, 

he expl ains that continuation of sexua l r e lations 

provides for older women 

a much needed psychological r einforcement, 
a feeling of being needed and of being capable of 
receiving love and affection and renewing the intimacy 
they earlier found desirable and r eassuring . 19 

Many of the older husband s arc suffering from 

physica l disabilities and cannot engage in sexual activity 
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with their wives. For most women of this age ext ra

marital sexual partners are not avai l able. 

If satisfactorv counseling of sexual content 
were made availabl~ to sexually insecur e, uneducated 
or inadequate women in the menopausal years, t here 
is r eason to believe that the unresol ved tensions 
of the later years might be reduced or to a large 
extent avoided. There is no reason why the mile
stone of the menopause s hould be expected to blunt 
t he human female's sexual capacity, performance or 
drive. The healthy ag ing woman normally has sex 
drives that demand re solution. The depths of her 
sexual capacity and the effectiveness of her sexual 
performance as well as her personal eroticism , are 
influenced indirectly by all of the psycho- and
sociophysiological problems of her aging process . 
In short, there is no tin,.: limit dra~B by the 
advancing years to female sexuality. 

Sexuality In the Older Man 

The most important factor in the maintenance of 

effective sexuality for the aging male is regularity of 

act ive sexual expression, according to Masters and 

John~"n. Physical infirmities and the general physio

l ogical condition influence a man ' s sexual response. 

However , the socio- sexua l environment of a male through

out his life has a grea t influence on his capabilities 

l ater in life . With correct information, a man can 

continue sexual activity into hi s ninth decade. 

Fears of performance are engendered by l ack of 
knowledge of the natural involutional changes in 
mal e sexual responsivity that accompany the aging 
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process. Really, the only factor that the aging 
male must understand is that loss of erective 
prowess is not a natural component of aging. 21 

Master s and Johnson emphasize that it takes an 

olde r man longer to ge t an erection, yet, he is able 

to maintain it longer and is capable of longer foreplay 

than a younger man. Instead of man wo1rying about 

ejaculating, he can enjoy lovemaking longer and continue 

to be potent. 

Rubin describes the "fear of fears" phenomenon. 

If a man has failed a couple of times, he loses his 

confidence and starts doubting his ability . After a 

while he regards himself as totally impotent and con

siders hi s situation hopeless. In the earlier years, 

a temporary failure is taken in stride. When it occurs 

in the later years , when a certain decline has already 

take 1, place, it may convince a man that the end of his 

sex life has come. 22 Often, after an operation a man 

will try sexual intercourse , fail, and convince himself 

that he should not try again. Some elderly widowers 

prefer to forego sexual activity rather than risk 

public disapproval by seeking out willing sexua l partners. 

The Duke Studies indicate that those men who 

remain in good health in old age continue to be sexually 
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interested and that this proportion does not signifi

cantly change over a ten-year period. However, the 

proportion of aged men who continue to engage in sexual 

intercourse decreases in a gradual manner with advancing 

age . 23 Another finding indicates that the rate at 

which males slow up sexually in the last decades of 

life does not exceed the rate at which they have been 

slowing up and dropping out of sexual activity in the 

previous groups. 24 

Recommendat ions 

Rubin states s uccjnctl y a view of how to improve 

the sexual situation for older people. 

The basic point of this book i s to emphasize 
the need for our entire sociPty to recognize the 
normality of sex in the older year s, to est ablish 
the right of elder persons to express their sexuality 
freel y and without guilt and to clear away the ob
=~ac l es in people's minds which prevent the f ul¼!s t 
and most creative expression of that sexuality . 

A few authors recommend (1) sex counseling for 

the aged, (2) techniques of sexua l intercourse especially 

suited for old age, (3) importance of masturbation when 

sexual partners a r e unavailable for those who do not 

find its practice personally upsetting, (4) regular 

physical examinations , (S) proper medical treatment, 
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(6) adequate diet and exercise, (7) openness about 

sexual matters, (8) living arrangements which permit 

sexual expr ess i on fo r the aged individual still 

interested in and capable of sex , (9) physic ians who 

come to terms with their own sexual attitudes and are 

aware of the extent these affect their relationships 

to their patient s, and (10) physicians who understand. 

the psychol ogical importance of sexua l expression in 

the elder ly. 

Loss of sexual vigo• with age should be no 
gr eater than the loss of other physical capabi li
ties . A man or woman of 60 is hardly capable of 
running 100 yards as quickly as he or she might 
have at 20. But the chances a r e excellent t hat 
the feat can still be accomplished by proceeding 
at a l eisurely pace and feeling no anxiety about 
running less swiftly or less often , than in the 
heyday of youth.26 

There might be a slowing do~~ of sexual capa

bj l ities but not a cessation. As mentioned above , the 

sexual drive of an older i ndividual is related to the 

intensity of hi s or her sex drive in youth . 

In institutions aging people should be able to 

decide if they want to enjoy sex and provisions should 

be made so t hey can have privacy and make sexual relations 

a part of their lives. Rubin states that : 
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. . . this failure to have a c lear unders t and ing 
of sexual needs and behaviors is a threat not onl y 
to the l egal rights of these individuals but also 
to those of society.27 

Thi s chapt e r describes various aspects of 

sexuality among the aging. These ar eas include: (1) 

myths and stereotypes , (2) general findings about 

sexuality of the older person, ( 3) sexuality of older 

women, (4) sexual ity of ol der men, and (S) recommenda

tions for improving t he situation. 

The thesis will now review the var ious att i tud es 

in the Jewish tradition towards the aging, marriage, and 

sex . 
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CHAPTER IV 

JEWISH CONCEPTS OF AG I NG 

You shall rise be fore the aged 

This c hapter describes briefly certain strains 

of thought in Jewish literature about aging. In modern 

American society the elderly are often pushed aside as 

in a used car lot. Youth and y( Jthfulness are the ideals. 

The old are often left behind by the mobile nuclear 

fami l y . This is very different from the position of 

the aging in Jewish tradition. Abraham Heschel, a 

contemporary Jewish philosopher, describes an ambivalence 

about aging in modern society. According to Heschel, we 

all war.t to become old, but once old we hide our age and 

try to look young. 

The typica l attitud e to old age is characterited 
by fear, confusion, absurdity, self-deception and 
dishonesty . It is painful and bizarre. Old age i~ 
something we are all anxious to attain. However , 
once attained, we consider i t a defeat , a form of 
capital puni shment. Enabling us to reach old age, 
medical sc ience may think it gave us a bl essing; 
however, we continue to act as if it were a disease . 
More money is spent on receiving cures and treatments 
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of old age than on heart disease or cancer . You 
find more patients in the beauty parlors than in 
the hospitals. We would rather be bald than gray. 
A white hair is an abomination . Being old is a 
defeat , something to be ashamed of. Consequently, 
the authenticity and honesty of existence are 
readily exchanged for false lustre, for camouflage , 
sham and deception . Only very few people are 
endowed with the rare and supreme courage to admit 
their t rue age without embarrassment. 

Heschel' s view is a commentary on modern society. More 

is spent on looking young than on curing diseases of 

old age. Values and attitudes have changed. 

The biblical approach to geriatrics is respect 

for old age itself, as well a s for the aged individual. 

The aged and e l derl y were hi~hl y respected and they 

were given a central position in family li fe and the 

tribal structure in ancient Israel . 

One of the Ten Commandments states : 

Honor thy fathe r and thy mother that thy days may 
be l ong upon the l3nd which the Lord thy God giveth 
thce. 2 

A core in Judaism is respect for parents. By 

honoring one's parents one also honor s the parent genera

tion. Age itself is respected. How we treat those older 

than us i s one measure of how we ourselves will be 

treated. 

Honor the hoary head and respect the faces of the 
elderly.3 
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Old age is not hidden. White hair and wrinkles, 

signs of old age, are left intact and hair is not dyed 

or faces lifted. A person receives respect in his er 

her old age. 

Cast me not off in the time of old age , forsake 
me not when my strength faileth. For mine enemies 
speak against me; and they ihat lay wait for my 
soul take counsel together. 

The old ask to be taken care of and not forgotten 

when they start losing physical capabilities . There is 

comfort within the group (family) ~nd an individual fears 

being left alone and open for attack by enemies. 

The Bible often describes leaders as old men 

still capable of leading and teaching. 

And Mos es was an hundred and twenty years old 
when he died~ his eye was not dim nor his natural 
face abated. => 

Moses is described as an old man who is still 

competent. He was the leader of the Jewish people until 

his death at 120 . The biblical l eaders and teachers 

lived long, full lives . One Jewish custom is to tell 

another that he or she should live till 120 . 

Rabbi Joshua bcn Levi said 'honor and r espect 
the aged and saintly scholar whose physical powers 
are broken, equally with the young and vigor ous one; 
for the broken tablets of stone no less than the 

6 whole ones , had a place in the Ark of the Covenant.' 
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Even if a person loses some physical abilities, she or 

he still should be honored because the per~on's knowledge 

and wisdom remain important. These quotes f r om Jewish 

sources r epr esent some thoughts in the tradition about 

the honored place old men and women had in Jewish 

culture. Aging people were r egarded as having knowledge 

and they were considered the l eaders of the community. 

White hair was a sign of experience and learning and 

indicated a person who was respected . 

Longevity is a blessing, it is cons idered a 

reward for piety and a life of moral living . 

Jewish tradition equated age with wisdom and 
youth with folly. The Jewish community sought its 
leade r ship from the old , not the young citizens.7 

One view in Jewish t r adition is the idea that age, with 

its experience, is a guarantee of wisdom and without age 

there is no understanding. Another perspective is that 

age itsel f is not a virtue; only wisdom and knowledge of 

the Torah determine its value. 

In biblical times, aging was not r egarded as a 

probl em, but as a privilege. It did not decrease 

security or usefulness, but brought with it increasing 

honor and esteem. 

-
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Rehold, the days come , that I wil l cut off 
thine arm , and the arm of the father's house, 
that there shall not be an old man in thy house . 
And thou s halt behold a rival in my habitation , 
in all the good which shall be done to Israel; and 
there8shall not be an o l d man in thy house for 
ever. 

This quo t e indicates the aged were cared for in the 

house of their children . The a ged we r e still part of 

a func tioning e conomic and social un it. Jewish fa milies 

were l a rge ex t ended families , a few gen erations J iv ing 

in one household. In this wa y , as peopl e became 

physicall y unable to work, they ~ere cared for a nd had 

other r oles to ful fj 11. They were still part of the 

famil y . Their l ea r ning , experiences and wisdom were 

shared with other members of the family anJ they ,-ere 

grant ed respect and d i gnity . Many of the a ged had 

financi a l security until they died since they Kcre part 

of a soc ~al unity that functioned and pr oduced economi 

cally . Kahn as sert s that by its very silence , the Bib le 

implies that gr owing o l d held no fin ancial burdens, a nd 

no probl ems of security for the aged i ndivi dual . 9 llence , 

the ex tend ed fnmi l y s t ructur e penni t ted the aging persons 

to live with dignity at home . 

During the eighteenth and nine teenth centuries , 

as the fami l y started t o break down in Eur ope , homes for 
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the aged were establi she d . If caring for the parents 

became imposs ible for physica l reasons o r financially 

a stress for the f ami l y , the aged wer e sent to an old 

age home . It was l e ss common for seve ral generations 

to live together in one hou sehol d a nd often the aging 

individuals we re no t able to join the home of t heir 

children . Particularly , poorer people lo s t the digni ty 

and res pect old age i s supposed to prodde . They did 

not have family who could proYid e and support them and 

they became humi lia ted in t he ir o l d age an<l often had 

to spend the ir l3st yea rs in an old age home . 

To summari ze , the Jewish concept of aging is 

one of r espec t and honor , the indi v idu3 l has a place 

in society , old age and l ongevity a re b1 essin~s and 

the elderl y a r c cons i dcred wi se anti kuowl <.'dgeahle . 

JSl b . Judah said ' Yo u shall ri se before the 
aged , a ll the a ged ' ; R. Johanan a gre<.'d , even con· 
ccrnin g gen t il e <.'ld<.' r s ; but R. '.\ahm:in and Ra,· did 
not a c t jn this manner. Accord i ng to ~laimonides 
one mus t honor the> 1.!Xcecding1y old , even if they 
are no t wise , by rising. JO 

Ol d age itself has a dignified pl ace wjthin Jewish 

tradition and the i ndividual s shou l d be accorded r espect . 

Unl ike wod<.'rn society the aged in Jewish writ ings a r c 

given honor a nd r espect and old age is no t hi dden but 
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accepted as a time of wisdom and experience. 

The next chapte r describes Jewish concepts of 

marriaJe . Particularly, those stra ins of thought that 

emphasize nonprocreativc functions of marriage are 

discussed in detail. 
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CHAPTER V 

JEWISH CONCE PTS OF MARRIAGE 

Within Jewish tradition , the r e arc a ,dde var iety 

of opinions about marr iage . Oft en one view is in con t r a

di c tion with another or a few thoughts might combine to 

r epresent a whole pic ture of a r -rticular subjec t. Some 

perspectives of ma r ria ge that arc heard frequently and 

emphas i zed within the liter ature deal with marriage as 

a sanc tioned r e l ationship that fulfill s the commandment , 

" Be fruitful and mult:iply . 111 In other word s , procreation 

i s t he main function of marriage . This vi ew implies that 

the married couple i s young and still able to reproduce . 

The s t atement, " a m:in c an find contentment only 

in h:i s fir s t wifc ,"2 expresses that marriage i s for t he 

roung and social l y sanctions sex. Jewish folklore feels 

"by 18 to the marr i age canopy ," indicating people s hould 

marry young . The othc-r fun c tions i nclude avoidance of 

s in (the notion that sex is permissible only within 
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marriage) and a requirement of the law (that marriage 

is the norm in Jewish culture) . 

However , Jewish tradition also talks about non

procreative functions in marriage, indicating an accep

tance in Jewish tradition of marriage later in l ife . 

These views imply that t he married couple may be older 

and past child-beari ng age , or young but unablr to bear 

children . These v i ews on marriage exist alongside 

opinions that s tress the procreative functions of 

marriage . 

Marriage is a basic mitzvah (commandment) in 

Judai sm and is affi r med by all the Codes of Jewish Law. 

Jewi sh sages condemned the self-abnegation of 
those who denied themselves the physic::il satisfac 
tion which marriage offers on<l denounced the sin
fulness \,hich prevented the acceptance of rna ri ta 1 
r esponsibility. Judaism regards marriage as a 
funda mLntal ~orial institution, founded upon a 
distinct religious basis; offering the fullest 
faciliti es for sexual consciousness of ultimate 
r esponsibility . ..> 

Marriage i s considered the ideal human state in Judaism. 

The two main purposes in marriage are pr ocreation (''lie 

fn.:itfu] and multiply ."4) and companionship. l t was not 

acceptabl e in Jewish tradition for a religious man or 

scholar to be celibate . Marriage is one of the mitzvot . 
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To be a responsible person within the community , an 

i ndividual had to be married . 

In Genesis , God creates Eve so man should not 

be alone . 

And the Lord God sa i d , It is not good that the 
man should be alon~; I will make an helpweet for 
h im . 5 

God creates woma n, as a companion f or ma n . At thi s 

point the Bible does not mention procreation . Eve is 

a companion of Adam . 

Man' s helpmcet is one wj th ,,·horn proc1·cation 
may be accompU shed , bu t she is of help nnd assist
a nce in al l his needs , no t only procreation 
Therefore , a man must ma rr).6 

A man and woman arc "helpmcets" to eaL11 other in many 

w~ys. Once woman is created , it seems ma n is a helpmect 

f or he r, so that she also should noi be a]onc . 

asser t s that when: 

Feldman 

Rachel says to J acob: Gj¥e me c hildren or else 
I am as de::id . 

Jacob ' s ange r, instead of the cxpectL·cl sympathy 
w::i s becau~e she s:iw lrnrscl f as a child-bearing 
instrumentality only . 7 

llis point is that companionship and whol eness as a unit , 

is as i mportant as r eproduc tion and the function of 

marrju gc is not exc lus ively to be fruitful and multipl y. 

Throughout the ages, in Jcwi sh sod ety , marr i age 
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and fa mi ly were the basis of Jewish li fe. The norm was 

marriage ; only th rough ma rriage could a per son be a 

complete human being . 

Ther efore shal l a man leave his father and h is 
mother and shall cl§ave unto his wife; and they 
shall be one fles h. 

Two people, in marriage , become like one. One function 

of parents is to find a proper mate for t heir children . 

The child i s not whole , in Jewi sh t r adition , unti l she 

or he is married . 

The Shekinah can r es t only upon a married man , 
because an unmarric<l ma n is but half a man and the 
Shckina h docs not rest upon that which is imperfect . 9 

Through marriage peopl e can try to attain perfection , 

they become whole . The Shckinah , one part cf God, on l y 

r ests on a married man . This v i ew implies that women 

as well as men become whole after marriage . 

Th t: husba1H! fi nds not only hi s happi nes~ and 
blessing in th2 marital state but his comnleteness 
as well . For a man without a wife is not·a man , 
as it is written , Male nnd Female cre:i~ed Ile then 
ancl Ile called t hei r n.::me man (Adam) .1 0 

Togethe r a ma n nntl a wom::in wil l form a unit , a whole . 

The c0mplet~ncss cloes not state anything about procrea

tional funct ion s within marriage but deals exclusively 

wi t h the married poir . ~1arriage is considered a holier 

state than bachelorhood . A " full" person is married . 
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Marriage was viewed as the means of enabling 
an individual to sntisfy his personal needs and 
strengthen the community . The social goals of 
marriage in Talmudic times, expanded from the 
Bible, discouraged a£Cl.!t.icisrn and made it incumbent 
on each person to marry at an early age and rear 
a famil y . l 1 

One reason for early marriage was to avoid the 

t emptation of sin . Sex was r ecognized as a powerful 

force but accepted 011ly ,,ithin marria ge . 

Although early marriage is encouraged to avoid 

temptation, this does not exclude rernn rriage after 

widowhood. Remarriage al so is a .:cptahlc because a 

person is complete and whole only within mar riage and 

presumably sexual needs do not disappear with the years . 

Feldman states the emphasis i n Jewish lnw of ma1riage 

per sc as an obligation in the law: 

The human benefits of companionship and 
fulfHl me11t--,,1hilc not properly the• objecl of 
l egj,;Jat:ion arc exalted :in Jc-wish tradition :-ind 
even incorpora1ed jnto the l ega l 1,nguage of the 
Codes. \\'ith proc1·e:ition as the thrust, but for 
all the ren s0ns t nkcn t oge ther , marriage per sc 
is a requirement of 1he Jn1; , ,ind even its Jcfcrral 
must be jus tified.12 

The marital state , as such, c-ncapsulates the 

good, the blessed and the joy o f life . In Ecclesiastes , 

even if all is vanity, lidng 1dth one's wife is good . 

LiVl' jorfull)' with the wi fc whom thou lovest 
all the days of the 1 i fc of thy ,·:tni ty, which lie 
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hath given thee under the s un , all the days of thy 
vanity ; for that i s thy portion i n this life , and 
in t hy labour which thou takest under the sun.13 

Aside f r om becoming a compl ete and whole person 

in marriage , J ewish t radit ion s lso talks about the joy 

one has in marriage . Jewish writings describe the 

marriage r e l ationship as good , joyful and peaccf11l . 

Rabbi Jacob sajd: He who has no wjfe remains 
wjthout. good , wjthout a helper , without joy, 
wit.hout a blessing a1;d without atonement . 

Othe r s add: Without peace and without life . 
Others a<ld : -i~e unmarried man diminishes the 

likeness of God. 

Thi s view points out the essential part of the marital 

r el at ion ship itself. The couple is essentia l ; toge ther 

they find favor in the Lord's eye and are blessed by Him. 

Feldman descrjbes the Seven Blessings of the 

marriage cer emony itself as being an affirmation in the 

tradition that the joys of marriage a r c independent of 

the reproductive function . Some of the Seven Blessings 

include: a blessing ovrr the wine, which is o symbo l of 

pleas ure wh i ch must be sanctjfied and enjoyed responsibly; 

acknowled gement of t he completeness of man when ma le 

a nd fema l e become one; an expression of hope for the 

ga the rin g of all of I srael back to Zion ; the ma r ve ls 

of procreative potential of man; a r ejoicing of the 
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union of the bride and groom; and a bless ing for the 

creation of joy, pleasure, l ove, peace, and companion 

ship.15 Ther efore , a significant part of the wedding 

ceremony emphasizes nonreproduc tjve functions of 

marriage . The Seven Blessings are said even if t he 

wife or hu sband is sterile. In the case of later 

marriages both partners are pa s t the child-bearing 

ages and can be considered sterile. The marria ge 

re l ationship itself creates something new. 

God creates new world s co1 .., tnntlr. In what 
way? By causing marriages to take place . 16 

Ducknt states that Jewi s h scholar s were well 

aware that ma rriage and romance were not the monopolr 

o{ t he young. While they ~ere not opposed to older 

persons marrying or r emarrying they fro~ned upon 

marriages where there was a wide disparity in age 

between the partncrs. 17 The expression of love and 

af f ection was accepted in Jewish thought as natural 

and it was fully sanctioned within mar ri age . 

Fr om the viewpoints presented in this chapter, 

we can see tha t alongside the strains of thoughtsnbou t 

nrnrri::ige sonctioning procreation, we finu thought about 

the companionship aspects of marriage. To be a complete 



55 

person one needs to be married. One receives God ' s 

blessing and goodness through marriage . Life is without 

joy and peace when an individual is not married. Through 

marriage a person fulfills h is or her personal needs , 

community obligation s and God's commandments. Thus, 

marriage is the preferred state within the Jewish 

culture and tradition . 

The followin g chapter describes another area of 

Jewish thought pert inent to this study . There are many 

concept s and views about sex in Jewi sh liter ature . 

Particularly, tho se per spec tives discussing nonrepro 

ductive functions of sex are r r l evan t to thi s study . 
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CHAPTER VI 

ATTITUDES TO\\"ARD SEX IN TIIE 

JEWISH TRf,OJTIO~ 

Just as there arc many perspec tives in Jewish 

though t on marriage , so ar c there different views on 

sex. One function emphasi zcJ in th~ lite rature is 

reproduction. Alongside the d c 1·: that s ex is a procre 

ati vc activity is the view that s ex i s for the pl easure 

of both husband and wife . 

The wise men of the other na t ions cl aim that 
there is d i sgr acc in t he scnr,c o f ~ouch . This is 
not the ~i cw of our Tora h and of it s Sa ges .. 
To us the sexu:il act i s ,rnrthy, good and beneficial 
even to the soul. No other huma n :1c tivjty compares 
with it; when p~r formcd wit h pure and cl ea n intention 
it is certainly holy . The r e is nothin~ i mpure or 
defective about it, rather much exa lta tion ... 
Because of its g r eat s ;1 nc rity it r c>qui r cs privacy 
and much mode sty . Thi ._ pr ed ous and awe some and 
elevated act rcouircs t1eccnc v :!ncl discr e tion . Even 
the physical ili s I mcnt io,.c~l resu lt onl y from 
overindulgence . Rut be ne fit and hea lth acc rue to 
the body . too, when the act is pC'r fo rmed in the 
prope r measure as to fr equenc y and quality . 1 

Sex i s acceptable , if i t is pe r fo r med with proper i nten

tions and und er the ri ght condit ions . Within Judai sm 
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only t hrough marriage is sexual activity sanc t ioned . 

The act of sexual union is ho l y and pure .. 
The Lor d created a l l things i n accordance with this 
wisdom, and whatever He created cannot possibly be 
shameful or ugly ... When a man is in union wi th 
his wife in a spirit of holiness and purity, the 
Div i ne Pr esence is wi t h t hem . 2 

Not onl y is sexual activity accepted , since it was 

created by God , but it is ho l y. On l y when a person 

misuses it , does it become ugly or evil . 

Hands can write a Sefcr Torah and are then 
honorable and exalted . Hands, t~o. can perform 
evil deed s and then they arc ugly. So the genitals 

Whatever ugliness there is comes from how a 
man u ses them. Al l organs of the body are neutral ; 
t he use made of_them dctcrmin~s whether they are 
hol y or unholy.-> 

Within Judaism t here is an acceptance of the body and 

i t ~ functions. The body itself is not ugly, how a 

person uses it determines whether the body is holr or 

unholy . In Jewish tradition sex is good , the sex act 

itsel f i s not evil, but is created by God . However , if 

a person uses it with an evil intention, impurity or 

overindul gence , then it is not good . For wife and 

husband to engage in sexual intercourse at the proper 

time and in "a spirit of holiness" is desirable in 

Jewish tradition. ~one of these thoughts mention 

procreation when talking about the goodness of sex . 
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The act itself is acceptable. Another view stressing 

this point says sex is permissible in moderation ; 

overindulgence is not acceptable within the tradition. 

But a man's own wife is permitted to him and 
with her , he is allowed to do as he pleases. He 
may cohabit with her whenever he pleases , kiss her 
wherever he pleases and cohabit naturally or 
unnaturally . .. Still the wa y of piety is not 
to be f rivolous about this but t o approach it with 
holiness, and not deviate from the natural ... 
Nor should one indulge ove r much a nd find himself 
always with his wife. For that i s lacking in 
decency and boorish . 4 

Not only is sexua l in tercourse accepted in 

marriage ; but since it i s a j oyous , pleasurable activity, 

it enhances the festiviU es of li? li d.1ys :111d the joy and 

peace of celebrating the Sab~ath. 

The holy person performs an ac t of holiness at 
times of ho liness , thus , marital rrlations arc 
preferred on the Sabboth a11d holic.lays except on 
Yorn Kippur . 5 

Fe1Jma n6 s t a t es three obj ec ti ves of intercourse 

found in Jewish literature a r c procrc~ ti on , r elief of 

physical tension, and s::-itisf:iction of lus t ana logous to 

animal lust. 7 lie stresses tha1 throughout the centur ies 

rabbis have permitted marria ge with wome n too young or 

too old for childbe:1ring. ,\1 thour.h barrenness may serve 

as a reason for divorce , because of procr eation not being 

fu l filled, no prohibiti on r eg~ rding marriage or sex 
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exists if a woman is barren or sterile. Thus. marriage 

(which is the only sanctioned relation ship for sexual 

activities within Jewish tradition) is permitted even 

with no procreative possibility. 

Since the Talmud and Codes not only permit bu~ 
enjoin marriage upon ever y man, including those 
situations where child-bearing is impossible, the 
permissibility of consciously nonprocreative 
intercourse is taken for gr anted. Marriage and 
ma:ita8 relations are both independent of procre· 
at1on. 

Gordis discusses similar points that Feldman 

stresses . Judaism , he feels. recognizes sex as an 

essential and l egitimate element in a l ove relationship. 

lie points out that in llebre,..- the term "ahavah" i s used 

to express phys ical and spiritual aspec t s of l ove . The 

same term is used to describe the ideal relationship of 

man to God , the l ov~ of one ' s fellow man and the love of 

man and woman . lie feels it is significant that the Song 

of Songs was included in the Bible and this indicates the 

acceptance in Judaism of sex being natural anJ holy. 

Even though in Jewish tradition the Song of Songs is 

consi<1.er ed a11 allegory between God and the people of 

I s rael, he adds , it still can be seen in its literal 

meaning. 9 
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Basically , sexua l rel ations bet ween husband an~ 
wife, while natural ly private and intimate , are held 
t o be a per fec tl y legitimate form of pleasure which 
justifjes itself as such, even, without the goal of 
procreation . IO 

Gordis stresses that man' s nature , a c r eation of 

God, is good. Onl y through misuse does it become evil 

and sinful. Sex , a nntural act , within marr iage and 

with good i 11tentions is good and acceptable. Marriage 

attempts to endow the combination of love and sex with 

re sponsibility . 

Glas ner11 a l so , discusses the nonprocreative 

function s of sex within J£o-.,1is h tradition. 

Normative Ju,lnism Hcccpted sexua li ty as a 
normal aspect of healthy life and even more as 
an endoll'ment of the- Cre:,tor , which j~ is a Yirtue 
to enjoy anti :i sin to deny 01,esclf. -

lie further :!dds th~tt Jewish tradition has a 1wa}'S 

recogni:.e,l the sexualitr of ,-:omen . The function of 

intercourse was ohliratory even after the ll'ife ' s meno

pau se or even ,,hen tl ,e '"ifc was sterile . 13 Both biblical 

and later tnlmutli c law m~ke spec i fic provisions for 

adequate satisf:1c1ion 0f a 1dfe ' s sexual needs. The 

duty t o one' s wife including he r pleasure is stil l a 

mi t :.val1 t o be pcrfor meJ with appropriate conscientious-

ncss. Feldma n states that a man may not tnkc a vow to 
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deny his wife the pleasure of marital intercourse , his 

vow is automatically null and void because hP cannot vow 

against what the Torah requires of him. On the other 

hand, such a vow to deny himself that pleasure is valid, 

but, since the wife is involved as wel l , a time limit 

i s s et. 14 The fami liarity with and application of the 

principles assuring the woman ' s sexual satisfact ion is 

the hus ba nd ' s mitzvah. The sexua l experiences indicatC" 

3 knowledge of the other person . The sexua l encounter is 

for t he purpose of mutuality, as well as procreation. 15 

The Bible uses the word "to know" to describe sexual 

intercourse . 

And Adam knew Eve his wife and ~he conceived 
and bare [:iin and sai d I have go tten a man from 
the Lord. 16 

The attitude to marital sex is affirnativc and 

joyous :ind rharactcri=ed by a considerateness to the 

wife to maintain domestic pe3ce, sholcm bavis. 

Thi s sholem bayis, grounded in considerateness , 
then pcrv~ded the totality of tbc marriage rela tion
s hip :ind into old age as we11. l 1 

One se~s that there is an attitude of acceptance 

of sex within Jewish tradition, exclusive of the procr e

.itive function . Marriage completes the man and woma n 

and sex is an activity they sha r e that envelops this 
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completeness and in which they experience joy, pleasure, 

and love. Na hman desc r ibes how a man should approach 

his wife during sex . This description ca psulizes a view 

of r espect , kindness , acceptance , love, pleasure, and 

mutuality regard i ng sex that ex i sts with i n the Jewish 

tradition. 

Therefore, engage he r first in conver sation that 
puts her heart and mind at ease and gladden s her. 
Thus, your mind and your intent will be in harmony 
with her s . Speak words which a rou se her to passion, 
union, love, desire and eros--and word s which e licit 
attitudes of r everence for God, ~iety and rnoclesty . 
Tell her of pious and good women who gave birth to 
fine and pur e child r en ... Speak with her words , 
some of love , some of erotic passion , some of piety 
and reverence . . . :-.Jever ma)' you force her, for in 
such union the Divine Presence cannot 3bidc . Your 
intent is then different from her s and her mood not 
in accord with your s . Quarrel not with her, nor 
str i ke her , in connection with thi s ac t; as our 
sages tau ght. . Ra t her win her over with 
words of graciousness and seducti~eness ... 
llurry not to :nouse passion unt i 1 her mood is 
r eady ; begin in love; l et her ' semination ' take 
place first . . . . 18 

In summary , one stream of thought in Jewish 

tradition accepts sex itself, aside from its procreative 

functions . Within ma rri age sex is good and holy. A 

couple past chi ld-beari ng age is encouraged to maintain 

sexual r elations since this is an importan t part of their 

rel ationship and t he l ove and affection they share that 

make s them complete and whole together is enhanced 
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through sexua l relations . 

The remaining chapters of the thesis deal 

specifical l y with the study of remarriage after 65 among 

a sampl e of Jewish couples . The next chapter describes 

methodology, how the study was conducted , settings , the 

sample populations and the method of analysis . 
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THE PRESENT FIELD RESEARCH STUDY 



CHAPTER VI I 

METHODS OF THE STUDY 

Introduc tion 

The researcher began with an inter est in 

remarriage after 65 among Jewish coupl es . The re is 

very little written about remarriagP l ater in li fe and 

nothing pertainin g specifica lly to Jewish coup l es . Since 

there is not much information anci it i s not ea sy to come 

by , before one does a l a r ge scale definiti¥c study the re 

is mer it in doing a small explorator y study . 

Topics of S tudy 

From studyin g the question, r eading and thinking, 

certai n area s of expl ora tion developed . These areas 

include : 

demographi c data r egarding the couples 
reason s f or and expectations of marria ge 
feelin gs and a tt i tudcs .1bout marriage 
r elationship with ch i l dren, f::im ily and 

frien ds regardi ng marriage 
re l i giousness and/or Jewishness 
community i ns t i tutions in r elation to the coup l e 
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self-image 
mourning and widowhood 
relations hi p with spouse 
sex 

From all of these subtopics general patterns among the 

e l derly were sought. 

First , it is important to know about thP popu

lat ion stud ied, who are t hey , what did t hey do for a 

l iving and what t hei r background is , particu larly in 

rel ationship t o t heir marriage . By comparing earlier 

marriage s with l ater marriages of one person, it is 

possible to see what differences occur at various stages 

in a person~ life cycl e, as well as what factors remain 

consistent for a particular person . 

The second area studied was reasons for and 

expectations of marriage . Do a person ' s expectations 

of a nd r easons for marriage stay the same or do they 

change as an individual ages? 

Does a person's a t titude about marriage change 

or r emain the same? Feelings about the first and second 

ma rriage were explored and compared. What arc the t r ends 

of tl,ou ght that exist among the aging about marriage? 

Did their children , f amily and f r iends influence 

the e lder l y in r ema rrying or during a first ma rr iage? 
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What is the relationship between all of these people and 

how does it affect t he marriage? A remarriage is more 

" crowded" than a first marr iage; does this have a 

positive or negative effect upcn the marriage? Another 

topic of exploration was the re l ationship with children, 

family and friends regarding marriage. 

Since this is a study about remar r iage among 

Jewish couples, the fol lowing questions arise: How do 

these people define themselves Jewishly? With what 

Jewish organizations are they affiliated and what Jewi sh 

practices do they observe? Do any patterns emerge about 

the Jewis hness of this study population? Does their 

Jewishness affect their decision tc r emarr y and their 

marriages? 

This study also asked questions about the 

relationship ~f the Jewish Community Center and the Old 

Age Home with the remarried couples. ~hat services can 

an institution offer and how are they helpful before 

remarriage and after marriage? Do the aging feel there 

arc more programs these institutions can offer to couples 

considering marriage? One way of planning services is to 

find out what the c lientele want by asking them about 

thci r feelings and attitudes. Thus, recommendations can 
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be made for institutions about remarriage among the aging 

with this i n mind. 

Another area explored and c ompared was the self

image a person has during the present marriage , first 

marriage and widowhood . Has this fee ling changed and 

do t he remarried individual s in thi s sample differ from 

the general aged population? 

Mourning and widowhood is another important ar ea 

to expl ore. Was an individual able to grieve for the 

first spouse? In what ways did mourn ing and widowhood 

affect r emarrying? How much i s the first spouse a part 

of the second ma rriage? 

A few questions to explore the relationship with 

the spouse and its effect on the marriage arc : What is 

the relationship with the spouse ? Wa~ the fir s t marriage 

successfu]? How is the present relationship different 

from or similar to the first? I s the second marriage 

successful? 

A final important area to l ook at i s sex among 

the aging. How is phys ical a<"fcction expressed among 

the aged? I s it as important a part of the present 

marriage as it was in the firs t marria ge ? llow do 

societal va l ues and attitudes affect the aging? What 
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were their attitudes about sex when they were young? 

Have these changed? This is the only area where sub

stantial research and literature exists . I t is not the 

focus of this study, but one topic among many which is 

significant to begin to understand remarriage after 65 

among Jewish couples. 

Methods 

One of the best ways of understanding remarriage 

among the aging is to in te r view elderly people who have 

r emarri ed . An open-ended interview and questionnaire 

and taping of interviews were the methods chosen for 

this study . (See appendix for questionnaire.) 

The questionnaire developed was used flexibly 

and open-ended. It gave the interviewer a certain 

framework for all the questions, yet allowed enough 

freedom for interviews to "flow." A general question 

was asked and only after the interviewee had talked 

freely and expressed his or her point of view, were 

certain areas probed to obtain more data . Each person 

was interviewed separately except one couple , so that 

more open and honest answers and a mo r e flowing conver

sation coulJ develop. One couple would not agree to 
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being inter viewed separatel y , and was interviewed 

together. 

Thi s study intervie,,ed remarried older people 

where both partners were still alive and the couple was 

still together. Therefore, this sample will reflect 

different attitudes, perspectives and problems r egarding 

r emarriage than a r etrospective s tudy including individual s 

whose marriages had t ermina t ed . 

In addi tion to a questionnaire, a casse tte tape 

r econ] er was used at al l in te r views . Nuances , in[]ections, 

stresses and in tonations wer e thus revealed as added and 

important dim0nsions of each interview. At the beginning 

or each interview the researcher explained that the tape 

r eco1<l0r was for her convenience and that the tape was to 

he kept confidentia l. Then each person was asked if 

ta~ing was accu?tablc to him or her . No one objected 

and no one seemed bothered or inh ibited by the use 0f a 

tape r ecorder. People appeared to be able to express 

themselves freely and comfortably . Each inter view l asted 

nhout <1n hour or an hour and a half. 

Before ffoali z ing the questionnaire , there was 

n pre-test at t he I srael Levjn Center. Only one woman 

wns interviewed because another couple who agr eed to be 
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interviewed was sick on the appointed day. Other people 

at t he I s r ael Levin Center who remarried , were not 

interested in being interviewed . The pre-test led to 

rewording of some of the questions . Thus , the sample 

is biased by volunteers versus refusers. 

Settings of Sample Population 

The researcher planned to inter view people at 

the Californ ia Horne for the Aged and the Westside Jewish 

Community Center and analy:.e whether those people l iving 

independently and those living in an institution showed 

diffcrences r egarding the questions of this study. The 

s~udy was to includ e five couples from each institution. 

It was only possib le to intervi ew seven peopl e at the 

California Home for the Aged and five at the Westside 

Jewi sh Comw,nity Center. 

Since the researcher did field work at the 

California llome this year , she knew per sonally the 

couples ,,·ho remarr i ed after 65 . She spoke wHh both 

social workers about how to approach the couples and 

set up intervi ews with them . 

The California l!ome ha s about 240 r es ident s ; it 

is a Jewish nonprofit o l d age home in the San Fernando 
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Valley. Originally, it was supported by various Jewish 

labor groups. Now, admission is open and a per son goes 

through an intake process before being admitted. The 

Home is not kosher but has a Jewish atmosphere. Holidays 

are celebrated, services are held regularly, and lectures 

and cultural activities revolve around Jewisl1 issues and 

topics. A "Yidd ish" environment exists and all but two 

of the resident s are Jewish. Most of the res idents are 

Eastern-European born, in their SO' s . A person is admitted 

only if he or she can physically take care of him or 

herself . However, if a person start~ deteriorating 

physically once admitted, there are facilitie s and staff 

to take care of the individual. From the researcher's 

observations during the past year , the staff seems very 

sensitive to the needs and wants of the r esidents. The 

social service department staff, particularly, serves as 

an advocate for the residents at many meetings and was 

constantly concerned about the welfare of the aging 

individual. Nonprofession;:il staff also seem to t r eat 

the residents well. The researcher was in contac t with 

many residents, an<l hea rd many compl a ints . Very few of 

these complaints , however, were about the staff itself. 

The C;:ilifornia Home ha s a very busy Ac tivities 
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Department and each day the schedule is filled with 

variou s programs . 

Lee Licht, one of the senior adult workers at 

Wes t s ide Jewj s h Community Cente r served as contact to 

couples living in the communi t y. She spoke wi t h re~ar

ried couples a nd then introduced the r esear cher to t hem. 

After this introduction an appointment for an interview 

was schedul ed . 

Couples who are members of the Westside Jewish 

Community Center live i ndependent l )' in apartments i n the 

area of the Ce nter. The membe r s of the Senior Adult 

Program are ver y active in Center activities ~hich are 

avai lable every work day in the morning and afternoon . 

Mos t of t he gr oup at the Kestsidc Jewish Community Center 

are Eastern-European immigrant Jews in their 80' s; there 

a rc some who are younger , some who arc older , and some 

who arc American-born. The atmosphere of the group is 

Yiddish speaking, non-Or t hodox but culturally i nvolved 

with Juda i sm . Since the r esearcher spent limited t ir.te at 

the Westside Jewish Community Center, it is not possible 

to desc r ibe the attitudes and actions of the staff i n 

r elation to t he members of the senior adult program . 
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Selection Problems 

As mentioned earlier , the actual sample size was 

small--twe l ve individuals . At the California Home there 

are five couples who have remarried. All but one couple 

agreed to be interviewed. The woman in the couple that 

refused, said she has "nothing to say on the topic." As 

we talked for a few minutes it appeard to the researcher 

that she had much to say, but did not want to share it. 

At fir st her husband agreed to be interviewed and we set 

up an appointment but when the date of the interview 

arrived he said he changed hi s mind . There are some 

suggestions that his wife helped change his mind in the 

few days before the interview. 

Another woman at the Home agreed to be inter

viewed . Since s he has many physica l problems, she asked 

that the re sea r cher come on a n afternoon ,,hen she 

expected to be feeling better . After returning a number 

of times to interview her , her response was always , "not 

tlds time, maybe next week ." It would appear that in 

addition to the common problems with interviewing the 

aging, physica l illness :rnd poor health, this woman could 

not say "no" but kept stalling. In total, there were 

seven peopl e interviewed at the California !lame for the 

Aged. 
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Five people were interviewed at the Westside 

Jewish Community Center. Not all of those to whom Lee 

Licht spoke were inter ested in being interviewed. One 

woman said her husband was not interested, he was 

European and would not under stand the quest ions and was 

not wel l. The researcher felt that she did not want her 

hus band t o be interviewed. One couple in particular tha t 

probably would have been inte rested was on vacation 

during this time. 

This study uses the interview method to expl or e 

the topic of remarriage after 65 among Jewish coupl es . 

1~o sma ll samp l es from different populations were in ter 

viewed. Though r efusal of some potenti a l subjects was 

a probl em , the r e seems to have been enough r esponse to 

give a beginning picture of attitudes of remarried 

couple s on thi s subject . 

The next chapter describes in detail the findin gs 

in this study . The la st ch3pter analy=cs the findings 

in terms of the literature and makes recommendations for 

the field of Jewish communal ser vice . 



CHAPTER VI I I 

I NTERVIEW DATA 

Demographic Data 

Mos t of the peopl e included in the study were 

forei gn born . They came to thi s country from Ru ss ia or 

Poland in t he Parly 1900 ' s . Three people wer e born in 

Am eri ca . 

The a ge range of the interv i ewees was from 65 

through 86 , mos t were in their ea rly S0 ' s . The husba nd 

and wife of each coup l e were close in age . The lar gest 

age diffe r e nce was e i gh t year s . This was the coupl e in 

which the wife was 65 yea r s old . The other couples 

differed b y one to three year s . 

Nos t o f the people in this study were ma rr ied 

for the second t ime , a few individual s were marri ed for 

the t hird time . One man was m .. rried for the first time 

ot age 80 . lie s,dd , "I wa s getting on in years and it 

w1s ohout time that r got married." 

78 
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All previous marriages ended i n the death of 

the othe r s pouse , except for one second marriage which 

ended by the husba nd leaving the wife (the woman, who 

was t he interview subject, is n0w married for the third 

time). A number of the first spou ses had been sick for 

a long time and were being cared for by the remaining 

spouse. Heart conditions , strokes and other long 

illnesses seem to be the most frequent cause of death 

of previous spouses. 

Most of the present marriages a,e less than 

seven year s old. One couple ha s been married twe nty-five 

years and anothe r fourteen years . For all except two 

couples, the longe r marriage was the first ma rriage , the 

marriage of their youth. The l ength of widowhood varied 

from one year to six years . Widowhood for women in the 

sample varied ~reatly . One woman at the Old Age Home was 

widowed for one year only, while one woman at the Cente r 

was widowed for e i ghteen. 

Most of the respondent s and thei r fir st as ~ell 

as current spou ses either were self-educated, went to 

night scl1ool or did not complete high school. Only one 

woman had two years of college and her fir st husba nd wa s 

an attorney . A few of the people emphasized t hat they 
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or t heir spouses were self-educated and they were able 

to "learn from the world." One man said, "My first wife 

didn't have much education, but she was a smart woman 

and had a good heart." 

The occupations of the sample group are t ypica l 

for this age l evel among Jewi sh immigrants. Most of the 

men either had owned small businesses or worked on their 

own in such trades as watchmaker , carpenter , builder, 

tailor. Two of the women were housewives and the rest 

had done office work, helped in the h-sband's business 

or did factory work. One woman worked in real estate 

and second mortgages. The work people had done and the 

view that one did whatever possible with whatever skil ls 

an individual had indicate striving and pushing to 

succeed and bring up a family , despite limited or no 

secu l ar education. 

In all but one case , the occupations of the 

previous spouse and the cu rrent one were similar in 

status and educational l evel. The woman whose fir s t 

husband was an attorney is now married to a man who 

owned a grocery store. 

All but three respondents had c hildren. The 

three include the man who first married at 80 years 



81 

and two people who married in their 30's for the first 

time. The majority of the respondents had at least one 

child in the greater Los Angeles area. The professional 

and educational level of the children were significantly 

higher than those of the parents. Most of the children 

completed high school, many college, and several attended 

graduate school. 

Reasons and Expectations of Marriage 

The bulk of the respondents met their first 

spouse through a friend or through family introductions, 

and then went out for a number of y~ars before getting 

married. In many of the later marriages , husband and 

wife met either at the Jewish Community Center or the 

Home, usually attending common activities or talking to 

each other j n the l obby. Other couples who married in 

later l ife met at organizations where they shared common 

interests. One woman stated that she and her husband 

went together for eight years and he wanted her to give 

up the Center. She told him , "I won ' t give up the Center 

for no man, the Center is first and you come second." 

They did get married, and he accepted these conditions 

in the marriage. One woman who was widowed for a long 
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time felt she needed to belong to organizations to 

expand her interests and give her a break from her 

hardships . 

What attracted an individual to his or her first 

spouse was very different from wha t attracted him or her 

to the current one. Some of the people had been raarried 

very young, in their late teens and early twenties and 

described themselves as either having fal len in love or 

having been attracted by the appearance of the spouse. 

Other important reasons for being attracted to an 

individual were "a good family," "similar backgrounds," 

and "feeling lonely." The last reason was the case for 

two people who married in their thirties for the first 

time. " Common intere s t s," " good character ," "intelli

gence," "loneliness ," were primary reasons for showing 

an interest in t he current spouse. One man said he was 

lonely and remarried , but rushed into the marriage and 

"didn't take enough time to get to know her." He seems 

to regret his remarrying for a third time. 

"Love" was the r eason most individuals gave for 

marriage the first time . Then the couple was young and 

"had their whol e life ahead of them to look forward to." 

The first marriage generally was viewed very differently 
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from the current one. In the earlier marriage the couple 

str uggled together to establish itself financially, t r ying 

to raise and educate children. As one woman expressed it, 

"in the early years {it was} not a struggle, but adven

ture, not like a hardship, when you see things unfolding 

through your hard work." 

As stated in an earlier chapter, an equally 

aging companion is the best companion. In later marriages, 

interviewees responded most frequently that they "married 

for companionship , " they "were lonesom ," they were 

"tired of being alone." 

A few people expressed the following thoughts 

about why they remarried. " .. spent all our time 

together" "mature love, don't marry for sex" 

''understanding, togetherness , knowing each other's needs 

before the other asks" .. "I wouldn't marry if there 

wasn ' t love" . "wanted a close relationship, wasn't 

lonel y." 

The response to the question, "What do you hope 

for out of this marriage?" reflected an acceptance of 

old age, a knowledge and feeling of what the individuals 

are facing, and an understanding of losses an individual 

faces at this time in life. Most of the people hoped 



b4 

for "health," to "be together as long as possible," 

"not to suffer too much," and to be able to "carry on . " 

As one man said , "not much to expect, not the same as 

when you are young." One woman said she wants to be a 

good wife. For a woman of her age, this was the accepted 

role taught to females i n their youth and she has success

fully adapted herself to this view. 

During the first marriage, most people were 

looking toward the f uture, they hoped to work together, 

establish themselves financially, raist a family, educate 

their children and see them married. Raising a family 

and giving the children a good education were emphasized 

by most of the interviewees as important tasks during 

their first marriage. Their views reflect the typical 

attitude among immigrant Eastern European Jews to make 

sacrifices to permit thP.ir c hildren to receive a good 

education and a good upbringing. 

Feelings and Attitudes About Marriage 

All the respondents , except one man, had been 

married at least once before. They had personal 

experiences in marriage to bring to their current 

relationships . 
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All respondents except one couple described 

being remarried in very positive terms. Other members 

of t heir families were usually happy about the remarriage 

and seemed to encourage it. Some felt they would 

encoura ge others to remarry which suggests they feel 

happy about taking this step . One woman exuberantly 

exclaimed, " I love it, love to be married , it's the only 

way to go . .. so friendly." One man felt living in 

the Home helped a lot because it reduced the likelihood 

of financial troubles and s trains that might develop if 

they lived independently . Both members of the couple 

which i s dissatisfied with the marriage feel that their 

second spouse is not as good as the first spouse . The 

husband feels he rushed into this marriage and did not 

get to know his wife well enough . He feels that living 

in the Home i~ good and that each is able to participate 

in different activities and follow his or her own 

interests . 

" Being together," " companionship , " "someone to 

talk to," were considered the best part of both the first 

and second marr iages . Having children, working hard and 

playing hard were emphasized as good parts of the first 

marriage. A few people stated that when you are young, 
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you enjoy life and are very active and it is different 

now. 

Mos t respondents felt that nothing was difficult 

in their present marriages. One woman at the Home said, 

" It's like a bed of roses here , no responsibilities." 

Those who felt there were difficulties experienced them 

around the area of health. A woman at the Center talked 

about the responsibilities she has in taking care of her 

sick husband . She said if she cannot do it she will find 

someone else to he lp, rather than send him to a home. 

Many people expressed the view that during their 

earlier marriages , financial stress and financial problems 

were t he most difficult problems. One woman said , "I had 

no time to think of difficult parts {of my first marr iagel 

J was occupied with making a l iving, raising children; 

now I have time to think over since I was a little girl. " 

About half the respondents seemed to be very 

satisfied with remarrying and the other half felt it is 

better than being alone, but are not satisfied with the 

marri3ge itself. One woman who takes care of her sick 

husband feels the marriage is okay, but only the Center 

activities keep her going. Those who are satisfied feel 

they have a bonus , that their present marriage is 
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something extra, not something they ever hoped for in 

their :ives. Those who are dissatisfied with their 

present marriage did have successful marriages in the 

past. 

At first, respondents said they could not give 

advice about remarr iage or what makes for a successful 

marriage . After further probing most gave advice which 

described what they did before remarriage or what they 

feel they should have done but did not do. Two men 

said it is important to get to know the person before 

you get married, and come to an understanding on 

different matters before the marri?ge . One woman said, 

"Don 't expect too much, whatever you get is a bonus. 

Do your job." A few people stressed the importance of 

understanding the other person and looking at the other's 

viewpoint. Others felt it was important to share 

interests and have the same ideas about life for a 

successful marriage . One man, dissatisfied with his 

present marriage, stated that it is important "to get 

to know the person well. Give it time; don't rush into 

a remarriage. It' s good to know a person a long time 

and study the character of that person." 
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Relat ionshis With Children, Family 
and Frien s Regarding Marriage 

The data suggest s that chil dren , fami l y and 

friends int er fe r ed ver y little with an individual before 

remarr ying or before the fi r s t marriage . All of the 

r espondents said that fami l y and fr iends either strongly 

approved of the remarriage or f el t t he person was capable 

of making his or her own decision and did ~ot i nter fere 

with that decis ion. "They know I ' m capable of being 

able to make decisions and figur~ out mysel f what I'm 

doing." One couple s tated that each other ' s children 

are like their own , and they are very close with t hem. 

Another man said his children approved of the second 

marri age . "As long as I can enjoy ol d age , that ' s okay 

wi th them." One woman said her son pushed her into 

gett ing married again and felt what was then her future 

husband was a fine man. She had some ~oubts, but in the 

end it worked out very well and she is very satisfied 

with the marriage . 

Religiousness and/0r Jewishness 

This group came from a Yiddish secul ar background , 

often having r ebelled against their family ' s or thodoxy . 

Many said they were Yiddishist, Sociolist, Zionist , and 
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"religious in the sense that they believed in the Ten 

Commandments." One man said he "identified with the 

tradition, but I don't bel ieve in praying." A few 

described themsel ves as "international , believing in 

the rights for all humans. " A few of the individuals 

stressed their involvement with the Jewish people, either 

preferred or having only friends who are Jews or a 

feeling tha t the Jewish people are close to their hearts. 

Even those individuals who described themselves and the ir 

spouses as internationalists, still are associated wi th 

either a Jewish ol d age home or a Jewish Community Center. 

As a group they we re involved with Jewish organi

zations and considered this an important part of their 

lives . Many belonged to Labor Zionis t organizations, 

including the Workmen ' s Circle and Labor Zionist Farband. 

One man who did not affiliate with any Jewish organiza

tion said he "gave money to I srael , like any other 

people." Even though they are not members in specific 

organizations, t hey have a feeling of identification with 

the Jewish people. A few people were involved with 

charitable organizations like Hadassah, City of Hope, 

Pioneer Women, Jewish Appeal, and Mount Sina i Hospital. 
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Many of the respondents said they and their 

spouses never attend services. Most described holidays 

as Jewish practices which they follow and feel are 

important to follow. "I believe in celebrating holidays, 

life is too dry without it." On the other hand , one 

woman said that "by me every day is a holiday!" A few 

men at the Home said they attend services more regularly 

since they have been in the Home. Even though none of 

t he interviewees are religious, a few said they have or 

have had kosher homes. 

Most respondents felt their marriage and life 

have been very different from their parents' marriage . 

"In those days they had a shadchan (matchmaker), got 

married and that's it." "Different in those days , 

mostly religious, no comparison." A few people 

emphasized that their parents were religious and they 

are very different in their own lives. One woman felt 

that she, like her parents, tries to follO\~ the "tenets 

of Judaism and provide a good education for my children, 

give charity, and visit the sick." 
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The Institution in Rela t ion to t he Couple 

None of the i nterviewees feel the Center or the 

Home helped them when they were considering remarriage 

or that the staff inhibited them from remarrying. The 

Center and the Home provide a place to meet other people. 

One woman act ive in the Center said , "{Most people come 

in for} the purpose of marrying , some are s ucc~ssful. 

Everyone wants to get married at the Center but there 

ar e ten women to one man. People come to activities to 

remarr y , but the men are very choosy and they have their 

pick." This woman fee l s the purpose of the senior adult 

activi t ies is for peopl e to meet each other and hopefully 

"matches" will come ou t of the ac t ivities. Other indi

viduals feel the Home or Center is importa nt because it 

is t he place where they met their current spouse. The 

Center or the Heme are some of the few facilities avail

ab l e wher e older poeple can meet others. In this sample 

most of the couples met at the Center or t he Home. 

Tho se individuals who live independently feel 

that their current housing situation has no effect on 

their present marriage. Most of the people in the Home 

feel there is a very positive effect on their marriage 

since they moved into the Home. Some of them feel it 
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has nothing to do with the marriage as such, but as 

individuals they are much more satisfied and fulfilled 

living in t he Home than when they were l iving indepen

dently. If members of a couple are dissatisfied with 

the marriage at the Home they are able to go to activities 

alone, talk with others and make fewer demands on the 

spouse. Two couples at the Home said they felt ver y 

comfortable there and one man states , "We fixed up the 

room and are very happy with tha t, this is our mansion." 

Another man feels, "It's wonderful here and good to live 

in the Home. Not a thing is missing here. You have 

everything you need here ; it couldn't be better!' One 

woman in the Home feels everything got worse when she 

moved the r e; she is s i cker and is ver y unhappy there. 

Self- Image 

Except for one woman, the interviewer's impression 

of the respondents ' self-image is moderately positive to 

very positive, during fi r st and second marriage. This 

is much more positive than findi ngs about the general 

aging population. Each has a partner to help him or 

her overcome probl ems; they are not lonely and joys as 

well as pains can be shar ed. One woman has had a 
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negative self-image throughout her life. She speaks as 

if everything happens to her and she has no contTol over 

her life . 

Mourning and Widowhood 

Widowhood was one of the hardest times in the 

life of many subjects. It took much longer for some 

people to work through their grief than others . Sometimes 

at this point in the interviews, as at a few other points 

at which life review was called for, somr of the respon

dents cried a bit and all seemed very moved, perhaps by 

remnants of gr ief or by a sense that past things were 

gone. 

All of the respondents felt that loneliness was 

the most difficult part of widowhood and most felt there 

was nothing gocd about that period of their lives. All 

of the respondents described life right after the death 

of their first spouse as very hard, lonely, and difficult, 

and yet they had t o carry on with work and children. 

Just the fact that they were able to continue was seen 

as a positive thing . One woman said , ''All I wanted to 

do was die . {I was} angry at my husband, because I 

wanted hi m to take me along ." Most were very lone ly 
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and wanted to remarry. A few felt that their children 

brought them some happiness. " {I} thought I came to 

the; end of the road" .. . "{It} wasn't a bed of roses; 

I had two kids to raise" ." {I} had friends but felt 

lonely, {I} made the best of it." ... "The morP pleasure, 

the more pain" . "Hard part of life is to lo£e a 

mate" . .. " { I was} lonesome and upset and hurried to 

get remarried , {I} needed somebody else. " 

Some felt their children were helpful to them 

at this time. One woman said her son ' ' became the man 

of t he house and I became the child ." Others felt their 

childr en helped i n min i mal ways. Some said no one 

helped them dur ing widowhood, and they didn't have anybody 

to ask for help. During widowhood most of the people's 

sel f-image dropped consider ably. A highly ca thected 

person was lost and an jndividual needed to redefine 

him or herself in the new situation. Widowhood is loss 

of a person who helped t he surviving spouse "right itself" 

and a period of redefinition and finding oneself cn~ues. 

Many of the respondents started joining organi

zations including the Jewish Community Center to overcome 

loneliness and to start gett ing involved with activit i es 

and often met their current spouse at such a place. 
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Relationship With Spouse 

Basically, those individuals who were happy and 

satisfied with their current marriage felt their first 

and second spouses were similar . 

particularly attractive to them. 

A certain type was 

Most respondents felt 

both spouses had the same views and outlooks, were 

cons iderate and kind and were on the same financial 

level. Differences between firs t and second spouses 

usually reflected the different backgrounds and environ

ments of that person. For example, a YJman's fi r st 

husband came from a middle class upbringing, while her 

second husband' s family struggled to find enough to eat 

and was very poor. Another difference stressed is that 

during the first marriage they were raising a family 

and working and this creat ed different relationships. 

One woman, Amt~ican-born, in parti cul ar emphasized the 

differences between an American-bor n pe rson and a 

European -born . She feels that American-born is a 

higher status. Her fi r st husband was born in America 

while her present husband is European . 

One man who is not satisfied with his current 

marriage, talked about his other two wives as being 

very good women, very smart, good housekeepers and "just 
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the opposite of his present wife ." The woman who felt 

her hu sbands were different in every wa y also is 

dissatisfied with her current marriage. Her first hus

band was kind and appreciated her, while her present 

husband criticizes her. 

In describing, generally , their first and second 

marriages most people felt it was very hard to compore 

the two; the first was during t heir youth, at a time 

when they worked, raised children, and were full of pep 

and life . Some of the people felt that the present 

marriage is enjoyable because there are not the same 

type of responsibilities as in the earlier ~~ rriage. 

One woman exuberantly said, "We have so much fun, 

remarriage is so much fun and so good." One man feels 

his marriage i s a s uccess because there is good compan

ionship and "I needed someone to take care of me . I 

get it one hundred percent and she ' s capable of doing 

it." Even when the present marriage was described as 

success ful the first is remembe r ed as something special 

and unique. There is no replacement for the first 

spouse. Both members of one couple described their 

current marriage as bad and their first marriage as 

very good and satisfying. The woman feels he r husband 
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criticizes her and she has nothing in common with him. 

The man feels he r u~hed into the marriage , did not get 

a chance to really know his wife , feels he has nothing 

in common with her and feels she is a shallow woman. 

Sex 

Most of t he respondents hesitated and were a 

little shy about expressing how they and their spouses 

relate to each other physically. They answered more 

freely when talki ng about sex on a more theoretical 

basi s than in their own pr ivate lives. Most of the 

people said they kiss, hold hands , pu t arms around each 

other, tease, and verbally express affection, and some 

said they do have sexual intercourse . 

Most felt physical affection was very important 

during their first marriage and not as important now . 

Kissing, holding hands, etc., were important now, but 

not sexual intercourse. This group of indi~iduals seem 

to accept the view that sexual relations in old age 

either does not happen or only rarely, and it i s not 

a normal part of old age. A f ew people describe physical 

changes, operations and the body becoming worn out as 

making sex difficult in old age. 
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All, except one man, feel the social surroundings 

and opinions of others do not limit them from developing 

and expressing physical affection towards their spouses. 

Two people state that at the Home there is some talk when 

you walk around holding hands but they do a3 they please 

and do not let jt affect them. In other words, what 

others say is usually not the factor that prevents an 

older couple from expressing physical affection towards 

each other, but rathtr their own attitudes and capabili

ties ar c the limitations. 

A few accept the view that after a certain age 

people cannot have sexual intercourse. One man said, 

"Oh well, we try to please each other in ever y way. 

Naturally at this age as far as sexual, it ' s v2ry hard, 

and not the way we were. {One} can't expect anything 

like that. When y~:..i come to 60 or 70, forget it." 

Another man felt he was still interested sexually_but 

his wife is not interested. One woman talking about 

sexual relations with her husband said, "Now he's a sick 

man . We had plenty. It's a djffer ent thing now, sexually . 

Since he's so sick. I don't miss it." Some people are 

glad not to relate sexually with their partner. They 

never enjoyed it in their youth and are only too happy 
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to find a reason to stop later in life . 

Some of the comments about physical affect i on 

during their first marriage were: "It was very important . 

Oh well, that was just perfect like a stor ybook . " . 

"That time it was a different t h ing. When we were 

sevent een yea r s old do you have to ask a question? We 

were so hot we didn 't need heat (coal)" . . . " I t was 

entirely different because {we were} much younger. " 

A few of the respondents feel, as one ge t s older, 

certain physical and sexual adjustments are made to make 

sexual intercourse possible. One man fe lt he had to 

adjust himself , according to his health. He fee l s that 

if he does not have sexua l relations too often that it 

is not a problem for his heart condition. One man felt 

"in a natural way, sexually we get weaker, and don 't 

require it so mud1." Another person felt people s hou l d 

control themsel ves and not overindulge. One man , who 

does not have sex because his wife does not f eel well, 

states, "In elderly people , the sex drive is stil l here , 

but not as easjly expressed as when you are younger. One 

needs the right party to express it. Sex keeps on going 

all your l ife . {It} slows down and is not in physical 

condition to express it. It is important to have the 
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right person." His view confirms the conclusions of 

research done on sexuality among the aging. 

Most of the respondents said sex was a taboo 

subject in their youth. No one ta!ked about it, it was 

very secret. "Even when married , people were ashamed to 

talk about someone being pregnant." They felt it was 

very different in their youth than today . A few feel 

it is much better today, because people are open about 

sex. They talk about and know about it. 

Most respondents said they learne6 nothing about 

sex from their parents; it was a taboo subject . One 

woman said her mother told her the day before s he was 

getting married "to do as your husband tells you." That 

was all the advice and information she was given . One 

man said that when his first wife got her period, " She 

didn't know what it was because her mother wouldn't tell 

her about things like that . " Most of the people felt 

today is very different, people talk about sex and people 

arc more open about it than when they were growing up. 

All of the respondents said they did not learn 

anything about birth control in their youth, either from 

their parents or from other sources. Yet, one man said, 

"We all had to do that. Otherwise we would have had 
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fourteen chi ldren, too , and I didn't believe in that, 

especially 1n those days." Even if this generation did 

not learn about birth control from their families, they 

learned about it once they were married. One man 

jokingly said , "There were no books on that in those 

days, neithe r did they have pill s ." Many stressed the 

differences between today ' s society and what i t was like 

when they we re young people. 

Some of the re spondents think younge r people 

f eel the e lderl y do not have s e x or do not ,eed i t. One 

man sa id, " They should tolerate it, and see that old 

people need compan i ons hip. It's okay whatever people 

can do to still enjoy l ife ." 

Modal Couple 

To summarize the findi ngs , the r esearcher will 

describe a typical successfully remarried coup l e. 

The hu sband and wi fe were born in Eastern 

Europe and immigra t ed in the beginning of this centur y . 

They are both in their 80 ' s, the husband a few year s 

older than t he wife. Each was widowed for a few years. 

The husband was se lf-educated and owned a small bu siness . 

The wife went to night school, was a housewi fe , and 
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helped her first husband in the business. Both have 

college-educated children in the Los Angeles area. The 

couple are both secular Jews. They were members of a 

Labor Zionist organization and Jewish charitable organi

zation s and supported Israel financially. Neither 

attends services but they do celebrate holidays. 

This coupl e met at activities in a Jewish 

Community Center. They were attracted to each other 

because t hey shared common interests; they desired 

compan ionship ; and each found the other h~J an appealing 

character . After meeting at the Center they spent a lot 

of time together , and developed a c lose intimate 

relationship. 

They hope to spend a long time together with 

good health. One of their major concerns is health ana 

physical well-bei~g . They tell each other experiences 

of their first marriage , its joys as well as its 

struggles . 

They enjoy being r emarried and describe it as 

f un and pleasurable. They have few major responsibili

ties and are ab l e to manage together financially . They 

have a very posit i ve attitude about marriage and feel 

they have something extra in life since they have 
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remarried. 

They feel it is important to know the other 

person a long time before getting married and share 

freely experiences of their marriages. 

No one interfered with the remarriage. The 

children of both spouses were pleased with the remarriage. 

The staff at the Center encouraged the couple and offered 

whatever services they could to the couple . 

The husband and wife have highly positive self

images. They are well-adjusted to aging a.1d have learned 

to accept losses that occur in old age. 

Each had a difficult time during widowhood. Yet 

they were ab l e to adjust to widowhood and gradual l y 

became active in the Jewish Community Center. At the 

Jewjsh Community Center , they made friends and eventua ll y 

met each other. 

The husband and wife descrjbe the first spouse 

as the same kind of person as the current one. Both have 

the same views on li fe, are kjnd and considerate , came 

from the same type of environment and had similar 

occupations. 

They have made sexual adjustments and cont inue 

to have sexual intercourse, not as frequently as in the 
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past. They prefer showing physical affection by hugging, 

holding hands, and kissing. They learned little about 

sex in their youth and think young people are lucky to 

be able to discuss these matters now. 



-------

PART THREE 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

-



CHAPTER IX 

CONCLUSIONS AND REC0~~1ENDATIONS 

What conclusions can be dra~~ from these findings 

and how do they relate to the exi s ting liter ature? What 

implicat ions do these conclusions have for further study 

and for social ser vices? 

Conclusions 

The findings of this study support statemen t s in 

the literature regarding ret irement marriage to the effect 

that peopl e remarr} because they fear loneliness or wish 

for companionship. The desire for companionship and 

avoidance of lone Jiness can be seen as two sides of the 

same co in. 

The Jewish concept of marriage also emphasizes 

the function of compan ionship in marriage: for one to be 

a whole and compl ete person one needs to be married . In 

Jewish l iter ature we see positive attitudes abou t mar r iage 

for companionship, and sex even without reproductive 

106 
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possi bilities. The respondents in t h is sample appea, to 

have internalized various Jewish values , i nc luding those 

about marriage . Since concepts of remarriage in gener al 

and Jewish concepts of marriage coincide it is not 

possible to say which of these factors pl ayed a more 

important role in the respondent s ' decision. However, 

because there is no conflict between Jewish values and 

"basic human values" in that ar ea , t he two reinforced 

each other. 

The sample group was most l y European-born 

Yiddish secularists who came to America in tneir twenties 

or at a younger age. These people broke from the 

traditions of thei r homes, yet maintained values learned 

in their youth from their families. 

The literature r efers to the wider range of 

possible marriage partners available to widowers as 

compared to widows . In this sample, marri age partners 

were very close in age, at most a few years apart. 

Since the partners of each couple a~e close in age , 

they sha r e many commonalities , such as living through 

t he depression and similar views of sex. 

The majority of the respondents r eported s uccess 

in both their first and second marriage. In the main, 

the group seems very satisfied with marriage . This 
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supports McKain1 that someone who found marriage satis

fying one time is interested in remarr iage later in life. 

He or she knows marriage can be good and is willing to 

try again. Those who were satisfied with both marriages 

described their spouses as having similar characteristics. 

This would indicate that the respondents were capable of 

finding what they needed in a second mate despite loss . 

One need indicated is having a warm intimate relationship 

with another human being. The dissatisfied responde11ts 

seem to feel that everything happens to them and they 

have no control over what occurs in their lives. 

It seems a person uho has a high self-image in 

old age has gone through Peck • s 2 s t ages of development 

successfully and has been able to overcome crises at 

each stage. In this sample most of the people had a 

good self-image and seem to cope well with the problems 

of aging , to adapt to its limitations and to take 

advantage of its opportunities . These people also had 

strong positive feelings about themse lves during their 

first marriage. Only remarried respondents were inter

viewed so we cannot compare the respondents with people 

of the same age who did not remarry regarding self-image 

or the other subjects of this paper. Someone with a 



good self-image is a likely candidate as a mate i n a 

successful second marriage. 

Jewish literature s uggests that some older 

persons have attained a sense of wisdom through their 

experiences of life. In this sample the respondents 

were allowed an opportunity to s hare their experiences 

by giving advice about marr iage and remarriage to the 

researcher. The purpose of this question was to get 

some idea abou t their marriages. Those individuals who 

were satisfied with their marriages gave ddvice that 

ref lected what actions they had taken or how they 

pr esently behave in the marriage. Those individuals 

dissatisfied with their marriages gave advice based on 

what they did not do , or in retrospect, what they should 

have done before remarrying . 

The l iterature inrlicates that children and first 

spouses can interfere in a remarriage in a number of 

ways. Children may either prevent or object to the 

second marriage, or be accepting of their parents' 

decisions. A first spouse, even a deceased one , can 

influence a relationship, if the surviving spouse 

idealizes the first spouse or if the image of the 

fir5t spouse "takes over" much of the se cond marriage. 

_J 
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In this sample, children, friends, and family were all 

positive and accepting of the couple's decision to 

remarry and did not interfere with that decision. Most 

couples felt they could talk about their firs t spouses 

freel y and that she or he did not interfere negatively 

with the second marriage. The majority of the r espondents 

described their spouses as being very similar. 

From this sample, there was no difference in 

responses between individuals at the California Home for 

the Aged and those who are members of the Westside Jewish 

Community Center; the researcher wanted to test whether 

living independentl y or in an institution affected a 

second marriage. Those in the Home feel their housing 

situation has a positive effect on their marriage since 

they have few responsibilities and few major decisions 

to make. The Home provides a support structure for its 

residents. Those living independently feel their housing 

is a continuation of how they have been living throughout 

their lives and they are stil l able to mainta in themselves 

and live independently. It wo~ld appear that a marriage 

can be satisfactory in either a residential or in an 

independent setting . The signifi cant factor may be the 

extent to which the living ar r angement is appropriate in 
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the light of the individual's or the couple's capacities 

for running a household and/or available community 

supports. 

Respondents reported that they had experienced 

no interference by staff either at the Home or the Center 

during their period of acquaintanceship and remarriage 

in old age. This would indicate that r emarriage in old 

age is acceptable behavior to the staff. Many stereo

types about the aging prevalent in society are not as 

common among staff working with aging indiviuuals in 

the two settings studied. In view of the fact that 

interference and stereotyping does occur in other 

institutions it would appear that the California Home 

for the Aged and the Westside Jewish Community Center 

"are doing something right." This could be related to 

staff selection, training and man~geable work load which 

make it possible to relate to the clients as human 

beings . Therefore , if conditions are right, it is pos

sible for these agencies to train personnel to be 

sensitive and aware of the need s of this clientele. 

The literature describes widowhood as a very 

hard and lonely time . This study also found this to 

be true. Individuals described their widowhood as 
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very hard, lonely, with no one to turn t~ and as a very 

uncertain, poorly defined time . For a person to maintain 

homeostasis he or she needs another person to share a 

close relationship . When a person is in flux, a person 

becomes imbalanced. During widowhood an individual 

loses a highly cathected object and must redefine him 

or herself. 

The literature states that usually men are 

widowed for a much shorter time than women. In this 

study, we found no significant difference bet .. een the 

l ength of widowhood between men and women. The sample 

is~all, however. 

The literature describes a decrease in sexual 

activity in old age often related to the level of 

interest and enjoyment dudng one ' s youth . Physical 

health , too, is a sig~ificant factor affecting sexual 

activity in old age. This study supports these findings . 

People described a lessening of sexual activity as they 

age, which they attributed to a number of factors 

including health and the body not needing sex as fre

quently as in youth. The physical health of the partner 

affected sexual activity. The literature s uggests that 

adjustments can be made to accommodate to certain phys ical 
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conditions. Respondents described specific adjustments 

they made sexually to accommodate t o physical limitations. 

Some indicated an interest in sex but were unable to 

engage in it since their partner was ill. Other forms 

of physical affection apart from sexual intercourse, 

such as kissing , holding hands, hugging , and touchi ng , 

become raore significant and important to the aging couple. 

Recommendations 

This exploratory study has implications for 

Jewish communal work. Old age may be a :~nel y time , 

since needs for companions hip and physical contact 

combine. Marriage may be one ~ay of meeting these 

needs but marriage is not always possible. A two-pronged 

approa ch to increase possibility of marriage and meet 

need s in ways other t han marriage should be developed 

in J ewish agencie s . Various services and activities a t 

Jewish agencies can enhance people's participation and 

ability to meet companionship needs. This study indicates 

that these peopl e did not have to r emarry for4'.inancial 

support but rather fo r emotional reasons. We will 

suggest some services for increasing the likelihood 

of marriage and/or meeting these needs by alternative 
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measures . Some of the recommendations are for the aged 

themselves , others are f or the general community and 

staff of agencies ser ving the aging, and others are 

for research . 

To maintain health and mental well -be ing, the 

li t erature shows, an individual needs a confidante. 

A confidante i s not necessar i l y a sexual partner and 

may be of either sex. Jewish communal work should try 

to facil itate older people ' s meeting t heir companionship 

needs. 

Most of t he people met at t he home or the Cen ter. 

The great numbers of lonely appear ing individual s even 

at thc~e ins titutions indicate that an incr eased pro

gramming effort with greater staff consciousness of 

t his problem coul d be of he lp to these individuals in 

enric hing their l ives. One func tion of both institutions 

could be to serve as a meeting place for people to 

become acquainted with members of the opposite sex . 

This is an underlying goal for many agencies serving 

youth. It seems from the r esp'Jndents ' answer s that 

t his is also important for the aging. Many feel this 

is one of the main r easons people participate in activi

ties. If more progr ams and activities were developed 
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to increase opportunities and enhance the quality of 

contact between men and women it might ease the process. 

However , there is a discrepancy in numbers in the over 65 

year old populations, as there are predominantly mo~e 

women. Therefore, methods must be developed to facilitate 

people meeting others of both sexes to enhance opportur.i

ties for developing a confidante relationship . 

One suggestion is that homosexuality should be 

encouraged among the elderly. It is doubtful this will 

occur or meet the need s in this group. Th•s group 

maintains certain Jewish values and general values 

from their youth which would not accept homosexua lity. 

However , there are other groups socialized with different 

values who might find this acceptable in old age where 

women far outnumber men and an interes t in sexuality 

continues. The development of friendships, without sex, 

could be encouraged and opportunities to meet companion

ship needs provided . Small discussion groups , 

consciousness-raising groups , and interest groups could 

be accessible at centers, old age homes, synagogues, 

Jewish family service , etc., to facilitate women meeting 

other women, to encourage people to open up to each 

other, t o share experiences and to provide opportunities 
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where two people can meet separately and become acquainted . 

Ofte n after widowhood a person is isolated and 

has no one to talk with. Community- hou sing might 

alleviate feelings of loneliness and increase opportuni

ties for companionship. A few directions are possible 

with the idea of community-housing. One direction for 

community-housing is that there are just aging individuals 

residing in the housing structure. Each person ha s his 

e r her own bedroom but activities and programs where 

people meet exi st. For example, a communal dining room 

might exist where people could eat together. Various 

cultural and interest activities , as well as discussion 

groups, encounter and rap sessions , may be scheduled . 

Lounges, activity rooms, quiet rooms , studies could be 

available for individuals, sma ll or large groups . Thus 

a person would have an opportunity to be with people on 

all different level s as well as maintain privacy in his 

or her own room or apartment. If activities were provided 

in the highri se complex, an individual would not have 

to go out at night for various cultural and interest 

activities. In most cities it is dangerous to go out 

at night and most elderly people will stay indoors, 

a lone, rather than venture out at night. 
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Anothe r direc tion for a communal housing project 

is that many generations could live together in a greater 

cross -section of the community . In addition to the 

activities and programs listed above , such a housing 

project could a l so have opportunities for different 

generations to offer services to each other. For 

example, a n older person might have mor e time , and could 

provide child-care and share with the children stor ies 

and experiences f r om their lives and thus provide a 

continuity with the past for the younger grnerations. 

In multi-generationa l housing people could " adop t each 

other ," and re-create ex t ended fami li es . Today the 

population is ver y mobile and often an individual does 

not see other members of his or her family for long 

period s of time . A re-created family could fill needs 

for a ll gener ations ; a feeling of be l onging could be 

increased, companionship needs could be filled, a 

continuity with the past and the f uture could be 

provided and all thi s could develop in mul ti -generational 

housing . 

Communi t y housing projects could maintain many 

alternatives for people to express themselves Jewishly 

and enhance their communal as well as individual lives . 
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Community housing is one recommendation to meet com

panionship needs of the aging population. 

Most respondents felt they had no one to turn 

to right after the death of their first spouse. 

Counseling, therapy , and practical help should be 

readily available fo r a person who entt,s widowhood. 

Perhaps a widowed person might seek out others who are 

newly widowed. A more extensive counseling program 

from the Jewish community centers, old age homes, Jewish 

family services, and other Jewish agencie~ serving the 

aging might be able to help an individual during 

bereavement. These programs shoul d in~lude outreach 

to serve individuals not usually contacted by the agency . 

This would include individuals in t he area of the 

agencies and individuals in other neighborhoods. Group 

sessions could be developed where people can talk on a 

personal feeling level with others who are widowed and 

others who are not widowed but are preparing themselves 

and trying to come to terms with widowhood. Encounter, 

discussion, and therapy groups would all ~rovide support 

systems for people to come to terms with their own 

feelings a nd own adjustment as well as helping others. 

Parti cularly if people have opportunities to discuss 
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this topic and explore their own feelings before widow

hood, they might have an easier time of adjusting to 

the loss and they will have someone to turn to for help 

during their bereavement. 

Aside from ongoing groups and opportunities to 

discuss widowhood, emergency hot-line programs should 

be available. Good public relations and public education 

should notify the community , particularly the aging , of 

what services are available at various Jewish agencies. 

If a person does not choose to use a ser- ice until he 

or she enters widowhood , at least the person will know 

about existing programs. 

Within society, an acceptance of older women 

dating younger men is essential . Women outlive men 

and aging is l a r gely a femal e phenomenon. Once it is 

accepted [or a ¼Oman to go with a younger man , women 

will have more options open to them in later life. They 

will not have to resign themsel ves to a lonely life. 

Connected with an attitude of going out with younger 

men is an acceptance of sexual need s and opportunity 

to express these. Aging individua ls should have 

education available to them to learn about the aging 

process and how it affects them sexually. They also 
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should have individual and small groups available for 

discussions about feelings and emotions ~ith sexuality. 

Alternative methods of meeting sexual needs could be 

encouraged and discussed . 

Aging individuals, the general community, staff, 

and professions working with old people , all need to 

learn about sex among the aging . 

Consciousness-raising groups could be developed 

at various agencies to help people come to terms with 

their own sexuality, companionship needs , ? Jsses and 

to provide suppor t for each other in a warm atmospher e. 

Consciousnes s-raising could help change attitudes Dnd 

stereotypes about aging that the older jndividuals have 

about themselves and he l p t hem become more awar e of 

what aging can be like. 

Re-educati~n about aging is important for the 

genera l community and staff of agencies working with 

old people. ]ntergenerational programs and activities, 

where older and younger people interact will help to 

begin to change these and other attitudes and beliefs. 

Intergenerational programming can help alleviate feelings 

of loneliness in certain segments of the population and 

can stop some of t he segregation and agism caused by 
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separating one generation from the other. Jewish com

munity centers , synagogues, Jewish famil y services, as 

well as old age homes could create various i ntergenera

tional programs. These programs could help open up 

lines of communication between old and young, help 

people li sten and understand each other, help dispel 

myths and stereotypes they have of each other and learn 

of similarities and differences that exist between 

people of different ages. Such programming could 

include discussion groups, classes , interest groups, 

exchange of services , adopt-a-family member, teaching, 

and opening up many activities that are now only for 

one age group . Intergenerational activities will help 

the old feel part of the community and not abandoned . 

They will help younger people learn more about aging 

and s hare experiences of the past. Inte r generational 

programming has many possible directions and seems 

limited only by the ideas o f the staff and clients 

served. 

Many misconceptions about aging, va rticularly 

around sex, are held by younger people. Staff including 

professional, skilled and semi -skilled workers at the 

Jewish community center, old age home and other Jewish 
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agencies serving the aging should be re-educated about 

needs of the elderly. Re-education through lectures, 

discussions, films, multi-media presentations, rap 

groups and exchanges between the elderly clientele 

and staff, a ll may help change attitudes and beliefs 

and r edi rect actions for the benefit of the aged. 

Education in synagogues, Jewish community centers, and 

other agencies may make people more aware of what 

aging can be like so that peop le can look forward to 

their own aging and und erstand the aging of their 

parents and others . Education about the aging process 

and encounters with older people could be encouraged 

with younger children as well as other age groups. 

It seems for stereotypes and myths to be dispelled , 

re-education should start at an early age to develop 

more positive attitudes about aging and the aged . 

Re-educating the general community to have a positive 

perspective on aging will include questioning various 

values, beliefs and behavior that are part of negative 

attitudes towards and treatment of old people. 

Re-education about needs of aging shou ld include 

seminars for community leaders , agency executives and 

rabbis. Synagogues should sponsor programs for the 
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aging as well as f or the congregation and general 

commun ity. 

Courses in aging should be part of rabbinic 

training, social work education , Jewish education and 

Jewish communal work stud ies. Special cour ses and 

seminars about widowhood should be availabl e fo r rabbis, 

Jewish communal workers and educators as wel l as Jewish 

funeral directors , accountants planning for widows, 

builder s , and federation leadership. 

Particularly the staffs of agencies working 

with older people need to deve l op an openness about 

sex and r emarriage among the a~ing and an openness 

about various alter native ways for a person t o meet 

these needs. For example, privacy and opportunities 

for people to meet each other and develop friend s hips 

should be provided. Sta ff training should emphas i :e 

the continual need for intimate relationships and 

should deal with ~ays in which staff can provide 

opportunities for aging people to satisfy this need. 

More studies and r esearch arc needed on this 

t opic. SomP questions were developed before the study , 

but as it progressed more questions and hypotheses 

arose. For ex;imp l e : Ho,,· can agenc i es help people during 
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widowhood? How can agencies develop more understanding 

of old people ' s sexual needs? What are alternatives to 

marriage to fulfill needs of companionship? How can we 

change stereotypes of old age? How can we develop 

programs to help aging people have a more positive 

self-image and enjoy more of t he supportive companion

ship fea tures of remarriage? Only further studies and 

experimental programming can begin to answer these 

questions . 

These are a few recommendation s +or the aging 

themselves, the general community, social service 

professionals and f urther research projects that grew 

out of this study. 
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QUEST JONNA I RE 

Hebrew Union College 
Remarriage After 65 Among Jewish Couples 
Anne Bailis 

Respondent ---------------------
1) llow many times have you been married? 

1 
2----

3 4----
Other ----

2) What is the reason for t he end of your first marriage? 
Divorce 
Death ----

Age of spouse 
Cause ------- --
If i l lness , how long was spouse sick? --------

3) What is your age? ----------
4) Length of time in year s , of : 

1st marriage___ widowhood __ _ 2nd ma rriage ---
S) What is/was your occupation during: 

l st marriage 
Widowhood ---------------------
2nd marriage ---------------------

6) What was the occupation of your: 
1st husband/wife 
2nd husband/wife-------------------

7) What was your father's occupation? -----------
127 
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8) What was your father ' s father ' s occupation? ------
9) How did you meet your: 

Intro. friends 
Dance 
Matchmaker 
Family 
Jewish Community 

Center 
Old Age llome 
Social club 
Blind date 
Other- - spe::cify 

1st husband /wife 2nd husband /wife 

10) Where is your birthpla::e? __________ _____ _ 

11) What are the sources of income for your present 
marriage? 

Social security ___ _ 
Investments 
Children 
Savings 
Pension 
Other- - specify 

1 2) Housfog during you r : 

Room 
Apartment 
Own home 
Own apartment 

house 
Live ,d th family 
Ol d Age llome 
Othe r --specify 

13) Education: 

1st marriage Widowhoo~ 2nd marr iage 

Respondent _____________ ________ _ 
1st spc;use _____________________ _ 
2nd spouse _____________________ _ 



14) Children: 

Sex 
Living 
Dead 
Age 
Education 
Occupation 
Marital status 
Spouse ' s 

occupation 
City of 

residence 

1st 
Child 

129 

----

No. of children ----

2nd 
Child 

3rd 
Child 

15) Did you and your present husband/wife sign a 
pre-marriage contract? 

Yes 
No----

Describe 

4th 
Child 

---------------------
16) What attracted you to your: 

1st husband/wife 2nd husband/wife 
Appearance 
Security 
Good family 
Peer group approval 
Character 
Int elligence 
Other--specify 

17) What were your reasons for marr i age? 
1st ma rriage 

Love 
Security 
Companionsldp 
Financial 
Raise a fnmilv 
Family pressures 
Other--spccify 

18) What was it like for you being widowed? 

2nd marriage 
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19) How do you feel about being married again? 
Strong l y positive 
Posi~ive -----
Neutral 
Negative 
Str ongly nega tive ____ _ 

20) What things are important to ycu these days? 
(What things were important to you during your firs t 
marriage?) 

Love 
Status 
Securitv 
Companionship 
Sharing 
Less financial pr oblems 
Someone tc care for 
Someone to care for you 
Social life 
Sex 
Health 
Other--specify 

1s t marr iage 2nd marr iage 

21) What do you hope for out of this marriage? 

22) Do you think you ~ill get this? 

23) Wha t things do you think your husband/wife hopes for 
in this marriag~? 

24) Do you and YOUr husband/wife discuss the hopes t hat 
he/she and iou each have? 

25) What can you not talk about with your husband/wife? 

26) What hopes did you ha¥e for you r first ma rriage? 

27) Did you attain these? 
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28) What thjngs did you think your husband/wife hoped for in 
your first marriage? 

29) Did you and your husband/wife discuss these hopes that 
you and he/she each had? 

30) Wha t things couldn 't you talk about? 

31) What kind of activities did you enjoy during your 
courtship period for your: 

Concerts 
Dances 
Religious services 
Family v i sits 
Group activities 
Outings 
Movies 
Cente r/Home activities 
Lectures 
PoUtical club 
Social club 
Other-- s pecify 

1st marTiage 2nd marriage 

32) llow has you~ present hous ing situation affected your 
present marriage? 

No effect ------Very positive ___ _ 
Positive 
Very negat i ve _ __ _ 
Negative ______ _ 

33) In what ways is your current spouse similar to your 
prev ious one? 

34) In what ways does your current spouse differ from 
your previou s one? 
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35) What is/was the best part of your: 

Status 
Security 
Sex 
Social life 
Nothing 
Independence 
Other - - specify 

1st marriage Widowhood 2nd marriage 

------
36) \\'hat is/was the most difficult part of your: 

1st marriage Kidowhood 2nd marriage 
Financial stress 
Loneliness ------
Health 
In-laws 
Family 
Social 
Sex 
Nothing 
Other- - specify -------

37) If you want to give somebody some advice, what would 
you tell them makes f or a successful marriage? 

38) What is your relationship with your children during 
your: 

Excellent 
Good 
Fair 
Neu tra 1 
Poor 
Terrible 

1st marriage Widowhood 2nd marriage 

39) \\'hat did your family and friends think of your getting 
married for the second time? 

Strongly approving 
Approving 
Neutral 
Disapproving 
Strongly disapproving ____ _ 
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40) What did your ea rlier friends and family think of your 
first marriage when you were still deciding whether or 
not to mar ry? 

Strong! • approdng 
Approving 
Neutral 
Disapproving 
Strongly disapproving -----

41) How would you desc ribe yourself/ 1st husband/wife and 
2nd husband/wife Jcwishlv? 

Respondent 1st spouse 2nd spouse 
Orthodox 
Conscrvati\·e 
Reform 
Secular 
Yiddi shist 
Sociali st 
Zionist 
Other- - specify 

42) 110\,· often, on the a\·erage , do you/ your 1st spouse/ and 
your present spouse attend religious services? 

'ever 
High Holidays 
Yiskor onlv 
Monthly , 
More 

Respondent 1st spouse 2nd spouse 

43 ) lla\·c you bePn affi liated ,,ith anv Jewish organi:ati ons? 
(1st spouse / :nd spouse?) · 

Yes 
Ko 

Respondent 1st spouse 2nd spouse 

Je,d sh Community 
Center 

O.!d Age Home 
S:,·nagoguc 
Yiddi sh groupc; 
Zioni s t groups 
Socialist/ 

Zioni st 
Workers groups 
\'olunteer groups 
Othe r-- speciiy -----
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44) What Jewish rituals and holidays do you, your first 
spouse and your present spouse observe? 

Kosher 
Shabbas 
Yarmulke 
Ser vices 
Yiskor 
lligh Holy Day 
Shiva 
Chanukah 
Pesach 
Other- - specify 

Respondent 1st spouse 2nd spouse 

45) Has your present husband/wife asked you to follow 
certain Jewish rituals and practices which you had 
not previously observed? 

Yes 
No----

46) What are they? 

47) How did you feel about doing t h is? 

48) Did your first husband/wife ask you to follow certa in 
Jewish r ituals and/or practices which you had not 
observed previously? 

Yes 
No----

49) What were they? 

50) !low did you feel about doing this? 

51) Besides religion, how do you think your idea of 
marriage is like or different from that of your 
parents? (Women' s roles, men ' s roles, childr en) 
In what wa ys? 
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52) What did you l earn from your parents i n t e r ms of 
marriage and sex? (From what they did , what they said , 
and differen t attitudes and values they taught you . ) 

53) Did you kno,\° anything about birth contr ol ? 

54) H0\,1 do You feel the Center/Home helped you when you 
were co~sidering r emar r y ing? 

55) What help do you feel the Center /Home could gjve ol der 
people a r ound remarriage? llcw about after marriage? 

56) To whom ~o/d id you generally turn for advice during: 
1st marriage 
\\idc,\°hood - -------------
2nd ma rr ia gc __________________ _ 

57) Does the staff in the Home/Cente r ;nh ibit individuals 
from thinking of r ema rrying or relating to others in a 
physicall y affectionate way? In what ways? 

58) If you had ad¥ice to give about remarri age, what would 
you sar? 

59) \\here is your fi r st spouse buried? 

60) Do rou e¥er go there? 
Yes 
Xo -----

61) How often did you go to the grave of your first husband/ 
wife during widowhood? 

62) How often do you go to the gra¥e of your first husband/ 
wife during rour current marriage? 
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63) Do you observe Yiskor for your first spouse? 
Yes No------------------

64) Did you observe Yiskor for your first spouse during 
wido\,hood? 

Yes ________________ _ 
No -------------------

65) What were things like for you right after the death of 
your fir st husband/wife? And then what? 

66) After your husband/wife died, who w~s helpful to you? 
In what way? 

67) How would you describe your present m~rriage/ your 1st 
marriage? 

Excellent 
Very good 
Good 
Neutral 
Bad 
Ver y bad 

1st marriage 2nd marriage 

68) Did you know your husband ' s/wife/s previous spouse? 
Yes No---------

69) !low are major decisions made in your: 

You 
Your spouse 
Both 
Consensus 
Other - - specify 

Present marriage 1st marriage 

70) Do you and your husband/wife have time and 
opportun i ties for complete privacy and relaxation 
together? 

Yes 
No--------
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71) How do you and your husband/wife express affection 
physically to each other? 

Cuddling 
Hugging 
Kissing 
Holding hands 
Arms around 
Petting 
Sexua l intercourse 
Touching 
Other--specify 

72) How important do you feel physical affection plays a 
part in your: 

Very important 
Important 
Neutral 
Not important 
Very negative 

Present marriage 1st marriage 

73) Do you feel that your socjal surroundings or the 
opinions of othcn limit you and your husband/wife in 
devel oping your physical affection towards each other? 

Yes 
No------

In what ways? -------------------
74) As people ge t older they make phys ical and sexua l 

adjustment s ~hich might make things different . Have 
you found that i.o be true a nd could you tell me 
something of your experiences? 

75) What we r e the ideas about sex \\'hen you were young? 

76) Wha t do you think people think about sex a~~ng the 
elde rly? 

Thank You 

(The following two ques tions concern the interviewer ' s 
i mpres~ions .) 
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77) Interviewer 's impression of respondent's self-image 
during: 

1st marriage 
Widowhood ----------------------
2nd marriage 

------------------- ----
78) Interviewer's impression of respondent ' s satisfaction 

with r emarry ing: 
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