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A Study of (Age)
<Age> in the Novels of British Modernist Women Writers

Yuko TEZUKA

Abstract

One of the most dramatic changes in the 21" century might be the huge increase of the
elderly population. Due to the development of medicine and the improvement of living
conditions, Japan and developed Western countries face a great swelling of the older population,
which is a revolution almost unprecedented in human history. Longevity is the benefit of
civilization. In other words, “age” itself is civilization. In the following paper, I would like to
investigate “age” in the novels of Katherine Mansfield and Virginia Woolf.

In the first chapter, some perspectives of gerontology will be introduced. Gerontology is the
study of aging. In 1989, David Gutmann, a psychological gerontologist, presented the hypothesis
that men acquire “feminine” qualities in later life and older women embrace aggressive
masculinity. He suggested “cross-gender trade-off in psychological contents” as a natural and
developmental process of character. (Reclaimed Powers, 24) Betty Freidan, developing Gutmann’s
hypothesis, indicated that integration of masculine and feminine qualities is a possible stage of
development in age; a new dimension of our humanity in age. (The Fountain of Age, 19)

In the second chapter, I examine Virginia Woolf’s The Years (1937) in order to prove the
“cross-gender” hypothesis. The Years is a chronicle of a Victorian upper-middle class family from
1880 to the 1930’s. Eleanor Pargiter appears as a typical Victorian “Angel in the House” in 1880.
As she grows old, Eleanor transcends gender, class-consciousness, and nationality. She embodys “a
possible stage of development in age.”

In the third chapter, I discuss short fictions of Katherine Mansfield to study conflict between
the old and the young. Most elderly women in Mansfield’s fictions are independent and they

live on their own. But they feel vulnerable when ridiculed by the youth. The narrator of “the
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Canary” was traumatized. She was ridiculed by young men as they called her “Scarecrow.” She
ignored the ridicule, but she was very lonely. She confessed how she loved her canary. She
said, “But love something one must.” This is the last message from Mansfield. One cannot live
without loving something. No matter how old they are, old people want to love something, more
than they want to be loved.

In conclusion, examining these works, I have clarified various aspects of age. We can be
encouraged by new possibilities of cross-gender, but we will be depressed by trauma caused by
the cruelty of the youth. The study of “age” has only just begun. “Age” is still an undiscovered,

unknown country for us all. We have to explore more aspects of “age” in the future.
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The hypothesis held that men acquire, in later life, “softer” qualities of affect and cognition,
which are at odds with the previous hard-edged “masculine” definition of their personalities.
In this seemingly developmental advance, the older man seems to gain a sensitivity and
tenderness previously lacking in his psychological makeup. Conversely, the inner life of
older women, as portrayed in responses to projective tests, appears to move on the opposite
tack, as they embrace the aggressive masculinity that the older men are relinquishing.
This cross-gender trade-off in psychological contents suggested a natural process, possibly

developmental in character. (24)
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Is integration of our masculine and feminine qualities a possible stage of development in

age? And finally, might a new dimension of our humanity emerge with age? (19)
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Drabble says, “And there are stories which are built on cruelty. I remember the first time that I read
Miss Brill. 1 was so horrified that I couldn’t get it out of my mind: I think it changed something in me
forever....” (185)

Showalter says, “There is something instructive and chilling in the survival tactics of this fiction. Writing
about one of Mansfield's most famous stories, ‘Miss Brill’..., Margaret Drabble recalled that she had
been horrified by its cruelty.” (247)
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