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LATER-IN-LIFE SEX

MAINSTREAM

DISCOURSE

Desexualization of older people and denial their 
sexual desire.

WHO GUIDELINES 

Sex is a lifelong process and a prerequisite for a 
healthy and happy life.

RESEARCH

Sex as a human right (Miller et al. 2015)



Asexuality and feminist critique

AGAINST successful ageing and the 
unsuccessful person

Compulsory sexuality erases asexuality

Reinforcement of feelings of loss, 
failure and frustration



LATER IN LIFE INTIMACIES 



Asexuality studies 

Distinction between Asexuality and 
Desexualisation of later lives.

Desexualization: 'a harmful process of 
barring or preventing access to sex, sexual 
fulfillment and sexual 
identity.' Ela Przybylo (2021, 181)



New thinking

Affirmative rejections 

can there be agency in 
refusing sex in a world that 

imagines later-in-life sex as a 
taboo? 

Reframing the 
“Lesbian bed 

death” 
stereotype.

death – physical, 
metaphorical or imaginative – 

as a useful tool to allow 
multiple affirmative refusals 
of sex later-in-life to emerge.



Participants

Between ages of 
49 and 86

In-depth interviews 
with a life history 

component

In this paper: 
participants that 

no longer had sex



Death of (a) partner(s)

"Practically seen, sometimes I think: I'm 
not doing this again. It could be 

someone that I have to take care of and 
I might lose someone a third time, and I 

don't feel like it." 
(Adrienne, in her seventies)



Death as metaphorical language

“[Sex] is almost like a closed chapter.”
(Adrienne, in her seventies)

“The sexual part, with the lesbian bed death 
has been almost zero.” 

(Valerie, in her fifties)

“My libido died a peaceful, satisfied death.” 
(Lore, in her fifties)



Sexuality after metaphorical death

“Everything in society is oriented 
towards sex. And now you also have to 
enjoy it when you get older. And I think, 

oh yeah, enjoy what?! […] I don’t 
believe it, the story that is presented to 

us.”
(Karin, in her seventies)



The death of sex?

Death and sex are 
intertwined and 

affirmative rejections 
have agency.

Attention to 
metaphorical death –

death of libido/no 
HRT

Liberation from libido 
does not equal 
absence of self-

pleasure

Lack of sex does not 
equal lack of arousal.

Presence of arousal 
does not mean 

actively looking for 
sex.

Death is not neutral
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