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Elders Within Media

As humans we engage in a number of things that are meant for
entertaining ourselves. Before technology advancements entertainment was
much more hands on or live action. In 1927, Philo Farnsworth created electronic
television, which uses electronic signals to produce images on a video screen.
This invention has taken over as the number one form of entertainment today.
Movies and TV shows can be the same as books, for example there are written
scripted television and reality television. Within both, it has been argued that the
65+ age group has a limited amount of relevance and/or screen time compared
to 50 and under, age groups. Studies show older people were about 3% of the
television population but almost 15% of the real population (Harwood 2007.) Jake
Harwood writes a wonderful explanation that gives readers an insight to how
older people are portrayed within media. Harwood shows the three themes that
emerge suggesting that older people within media are portrayed negatively, and
only sometimes positive.

While studying television classics The Golden Girls, Everybody Loves
Raymond, and That’s 70’s Show, there were some interesting findings that
support some of Harwoods study. The Golden Girls shows four older women
living together in Miami experiencing their Golden Years together. All of the
characters are very different within their lifestyles and personalities, Blanche
especially, who is known for being “too sexual for her age.” Sophia is the oldest
who is known for sarcasm, clap backs, and the most humorous. Rose, played by

America’s favorite Golden Woman, Betty White is known for being air headed,



extremely positive, and Dorothy would say she can be annoying at times.
Everybody Loves Raymond shows a family of two sons, one being much more
successful than the other, and a set of parents who can be used as a great
example of older people within media. Marie could best be described as a
helicopter mother. She loves to know everyone’s business, very ditsy, nurturing,
commits acts that she thinks are beneficial but are really not. Frank is best
described as the grumpy old man. The description of his role states exactly “just
raids the fridge and makes comments.” Frank is never taken seriously due to his
constant sarcasm and joking no matter how serious the subject, he keeps its
real. Although That 70’s Show is about the life of six teenagers mostly hanging
out at Eric’s parents' house, any viewer would say that Eric’s parents play a role
just as important as the teenagers. Kitty is always very positive, usually clueless,
always wanting to help someone whereas her husband Red, like Frank is best
described as the “grumpy old man” role. He makes jokes or shows no reaction at
all and that is the main point of his role.

Within Harwood’s reading, underrepensentation is the most frequent
termed used when describing older people within media. Most television focuses
on a younger cast and usually if there are elder cast members, they usually play
a specific type of role. The fact that older adults are often present in peripheral
roles enhances the likelihood that they will be portrayed in a stereotypical fashion
(Harwood 2007.) The examples and number of similarities within the elder
characters in all three of the shows may have proven Hardwoods explanation.
For example, although Rose does not have children she falls in the same role as
Kitty and Marie. All three are known for similar personalities/traits that
stereotypical old women/grandmas have. Such as hovering, doing too much, and
sometimes being too ditsy/clueless. Kitty records her seventeen-year-old son a
set of tapes describing her days while he is gone on a trip, so he does not miss
out. Marie faxed a letter to an FBI agent that her forty-year-old son was
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during the interview, but he would be a perfect fit. The Goldies planned a resort
vacation which when they arrived, realized the resort was a dump. The girls plan
to leave immediately when Rose admits she paid for the trip in advance, so they
are stuck sharing a bathroom with three young men who happen to make insults
about their ages the whole time. Erics friends made fun of the tapes his mom
made, Robert did not get the job obviously, and the girls got in a huge fight once
the trip failed. These examples show all three women committing acts that they
truly believe will bring positive to a situation but end up making it worse. Their
ditziness and nurturing sides that bring them to do these things are meant for the
shows humor aspect of witty old women stereotypes.

The complete opposite of these women would be Sophia, Red, and Frank.
Although Sophia is a woman most would say that she is known for having all of
the similar character traits that come with the grumpy old man role in film. The
humorous gas-lighting, careless attitude, and grumpiness are all what create this
role. The saying “get off my lawn” is the best way to correlate older mens
humor/role in media. That 70’s Show opens with a song that switches between
the characters and them singing the lyrics, when Red appears he is not singing
and has an annoyed look on his face. In the episode “Garage Sale” the
family/friends have a garage sale, and a woman stops by and gets
overwhelmingly excited when she purchases a few items. The camera switches
to Red as he says to the woman “buy whatever you want, it isn’t going to fill the
hole in your life.” The audience laughs as the woman walks away confused and
thrown off. A scene in Everybody Loves Raymond shows Robert and his father
Frank having breakfast in their kitchen, and Frank asks Robert if he was going to
have any juice. When Robert asked why, an argument sparked which boiled
down to Frank only asking Robert if he wanted juice, simply due to Frank being
lazy and wanting a glass as well. An episode of The Golden Girls shows Rose
and Dorothy both going through a tough time. Dorothy crawls into bed with her
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problems while giving harsh sarcastic jokes back for a total of four minutes then
proceeded to say it was time for bed and kicked Dorothy out of her bedroom. All
of these characters being known for the butt end of jokes and grumpiness shows
a sort of negative view on aging.

Throughout both shows there were moments where an elder character
would make a comment or do something, and the younger audience/characters
would portray that they were too old to be partaking. Blanche is known for being
very sexual and says comments like “oh | did that to my ex-boyfriend last year,
only because it was his birthday” while watching a sex scene in a movie with the
girls. The other girls always say its gross and she’s too old to be sexual. Kitty
caught Eric and his friends partaking in THC infused brownies and took them
away. Later, Kitty was mistaken at which brownies were which and ended up as
she described as “stoned.” Her husband was furious, while the younger crowd
thought it was hilarious seeing an old woman partaking in such young activities.
Marie makes a comment that although Frank is grouchy and mean, he is great in
bed. Robert and Ray reacted as if this comment was the end of the world and
said their parents are too old for engaging in such.

Older people and aging are used a lot for comic affect often in less than
flattering ways comedy can be achieved by having a stereotypical older character
who is the bunch of other characters jokes. For example, the dirty old man or the
forgetful agent parent. Certain messages obviously rely on shared knowledge of
the stereotype for their humor and almost certainly serve to reinforce that
stereotype (Harwood 2007.) This suggestion seemed to be the largest frequency
and theme shown. Although not all the jokes were made by the funny old grumpy
characters, the jokes sometimes were simply just the older characters being
themselves, old. All of the characters mentioned were portrayed in a way that
with age you may become ill-tempered, misunderstood, and be given constant
reminders that you are aging. The elder women were portrayed in a much more

problematic way than the men throughout these three shows. The men served



more of a simply for joking role as the women had scenes created that would
give the men the reasons to joke usually. Secondly, a theme of disrespect
towards older characters was shown often. For example, when the girls were on
their trip Dorothy stated that she needed to call her mother, Sophia, back home
to check in and a mid twenty year old replied “woah your mom is still living.”

In conclusion, Harwoods evolutionary explanation suggesting the negative
portraying of the 65+ age group within media, most certainly can be considered
true. Although the suggestions are proven with evidence, there are still positive
moments in media for older people. For example, although the sexual jokes were
canceled every time by the younger crowd it still gives the audience confirmation
that gaining does not always mean losing that part of our lives. The witty old
women that were being made fun of most of the show, were also the women the
younger crowd came to for advice. Fast forward to today, the technology
advances and amount of media platforms that have been created give a sense of
hope for the portraying of older people. Apps such as Instagram, Tik-Tok, and
YouTube have allowed us as individuals to create our own reality TV by
uploading our lives in pictures and videos to these platforms. There are many
categories of the internet and one that has been trending for years now is elder
people partaking in younger activities to keep them young-hearted. An old couple
has millions of followers simply for recording all of their hikes around the world. A
luxury senior living house that is now famous for their humorous videos of them
singing, dancing, and making the same trendy videos the young generation. A
grandma has millions of views for dressing in “younger” fashion and showing her
daily outfits. With the access to such quick media, we as individuals now get to
see all of the angles of the world in one click. This has allowed seniors to show a
more realistic view of their daily lives and sort of prove that all of the stereotypes
are not always accurate. With these advances and the support of channels like
mentioned above, there is a generous amount of hope for the elders and their

positive role within media.



Characteristics

Characteristics

Characteristics

Similarities

Golden Girls

Sophia: The oldest,
cranky, sarcastic,
stubborn, funny,
joking, will say
anything she wants
and nobody really
takes it serious.

Blanche: Sporadic,
young soul, always
makes sexual
references, sexually
active, and funny.

Rose: Sensitive,
nurturing, always a
helping hand,
positive, ditsy, kind of
clueless.

Dorothy: Funny,
Sarcastic, Stern,
annoyed by others
easily.

Everybody Loves
Raymond

Frank: Dad: Funny,
grumpy, stubborn,
jokes a lot, nobody
takes him seriously.

Marie: Mom: Ditsy,
kind of clueless,
helicopter mother,
cooking, knows
everyone’s business,
positive.

That 70’s Show

Red: Dad: Grumpy,
funny, sarcastic, gets
annoyed by others.

Kitty: Mom: Always
cooking, hosting,
ditsy, clueless,
helicopter mother,
knows everyone’s
business, positive.

Grumpy old man
jokes:
LTI

Sexual References:
1

Sarcastic Annoyed
Responses:
i

References Made
About Aging:
i

Young People
Making

Insults About Ages:
1]l

Older Characters
Giving Advice:
i

Older Characters
Doing Young
Activities:

i




The Golden Girls

Everybody Loves Raymond

That 70’s Show

Season 2: Episode 5
“Isn’t it Romantic”

November 8th, 1986

Season 6: Episode 16
“Lucky Suit”

February 4th, 2002

Season 2: Episode 1
“Garage Sale”

September 28th, 1999

Season 2: Episode 8
“Vacation”

November 29th, 1986

Season 6: Episode 1
“The Angry Family”

September 24th, 2001

Season 8: Episode 1
“‘Bohemian Rhapsody”

November 2nd, 2005




