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Abstract:  

The purpose of this work is to perform a comparative analysis of how women’s sexuality is displayed in both 

the American TV show Grace and Frankie (2015-present) and The Golden Girls (1985-1992) using a post-

feminist optic (Genz and Brabon 2018). The post-feminist rhetoric, which surged as a result of the economic 

boom of the 1990s and 2000s, optimistically embraces consumer freedom, choice and empowerment (Genz 

and Brabon 2018) and presents women as assertive beings who enjoy their sexual freedom and financial 

agency. Analyzing two shows that feature senior women as their main characters, whose pilot episodes aired 

thirty years apart can shed some light on how media have changed the portrayal of senior women and their 

sexualities. The Golden Girls and Grace and Frankie share enough features to enable us to trace similarities: 

the leading characters are all white women, middle-upper class American, for instance. Analyzing the two 

shows can shed some light on how the television space regarding women and their lives—including sexuality—

has been altered over the years.  

 
Keywords: media, women, sexuality, gender studies, media studies 

 

 

Introduction 

The Golden Girls (1985-1992) TV show premiered in 1985, leading the way for a new type of 

American situation comedy: one whose main characters were all adult and senior women
1
. The TV 

show, which represented a breath of fresh air for the American comedy panorama, was incredibly 

successful, with millions of viewers during the seven seasons that showed the adventures of 

Dorothy, Rose, Blanche, and Sophia. Other shows have taken up the baton since 1992: probably the 

most famous one has been Sex in the City (1998-2004) which also followed the lives of four friends 

with remarkably different personalities, as it happens in The Golden Girls, and the more recent Girls 

(2012-2017).  

However, we had to wait until the production of Grace and Frankie (2015-present), created by 

and available on the platform Netflix, to watch a series entirely led by senior women—and men—. 

Thus, Grace and Frankie can be perceived as the natural follower of The Golden Girls. The show, 

which aired in 2015—exactly thirty years after the pilot of The Golden Girls was broadcasted for the 

first time—stars senior actresses Jane Fonda (currently 80) as Grace; and Lily Tomlin (currently 79) as 

Frankie. In the script, their respective husbands had been involved in a secret romantic relationship 

for years, until they decide to divorce their wives and start a new life as a married couple. Grace and 

Frankie, who did not particularly like each other, end up living together as roommates, exactly as The 

Golden Girls did.  

Both TV shows (The Golden Girls and Grace and Frankie) deal with an immense variety of topics 

during the seasons: from marriage, divorce, and kids, to the idea of ‘feeling old’. However, perhaps 

the matter that is most regarded—in terms of relevance for the storylines, for example—is their 

sexuality and sex lives—or the lack thereof—. The Golden Girls was a groundbreaking TV show, 

especially in terms of starting a conversation in prime time about senior women’s sexuality—there is 

absolutely no doubt about it; however, Grace and Frankie not only lives up to the expectations but 

                                                
1
 When the pilot aired, three of the leading characters were in their sixties, while the youngest one was fifty-

one years old.  
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expands the sexuality horizon by introducing a whole plot about designing sexual toys for women 

with arthritis. Hence, both TV shows are similar and different enough to compare and analyze in 

terms of how they represent the sex lives and sexualities of their main characters.  

 

Methodology  

Cultural products can be analyzed from a myriad of different points of view. However, I believe 

that applying a post-feminist lens to the analysis of how women sexuality is displayed in a 

different—or similar—way in both shows is key to understand the change of paradigm that has 

happened during the thirty years that separate The Golden Girls from Grace and Frankie. The 

economic boom in the Western world during the decades of the 1990s and 2000s influenced every 

sphere of human life (Genz and Brabon 2018), including philosophy and cultural studies. Post-

feminism is one of the theories that deciphers this new millennial re-articulation; therefore, its use is 

essential in order to conduct this analysis. 

The main method that I will engage with in order to conduct this research is content analysis. This 

methodology—as any other, I will dare to say—is, to an extent, limited. This means that, although 

content analysis is a well established method to research cultural products that can be understood 

as ‘texts’ (Macnamara 2005)—such as movies or TV shows—, it poses some challenges. To begin 

with, it has been argued that cultural products are “open to varied interpretations and, as such, 

analysis of them cannot be objective” (Macnamara 2). However, it has already been proved by 

numerous scholars that ‘objectivity’ is neither possible nor desirable in feminist research (Rich 

1986); that the researcher comes with a cultural and social baggage that makes risible the idea that 

we can act as a blank page. Additionally, the very idea of the existence of a ‘truth’ that is out there, 

hidden between the tangled mess of society and culture, waiting until a know-it-all researcher 

comes and exposes it, has been heavily criticized by postmodernist scholars (Smith 1996). At the 

same time, it has been claimed numerous times that content analysis “is a research method that 

uses a set of procedures to make valid inferences from text” (Weber 9, emphasis added).  

Thus, far from denying the existence of a social reality subjected to the possibility of being 

explained, what I propose is that a post-feminist interpretation and content analysis of Grace and 

Frankie and The Golden Girls is one of the possible theoretical frameworks that can be used. It is the 

one that I have chosen but there are many others: the same can be said of the chosen examples to 

illustrate my arguments; there are multiple but I have included the ones that I believe are more 

representative. Golden Girls aired from 1985 to 1992, meaning that it expanded over seven seasons 

and 180 episodes of thirty minutes. Examining every aspect that might be relevant for this paper 

proved to be virtually impossible, so I expect that the examples provided serve the purpose of 

guiding the reader through the analysis that I have conducted.  

 

Post-Feminism: The “Bubble Culture” of the Twenty-First Century   

Post-feminism is a relatively recent phenomenon and thus its definition can pose some 

challenges. According to Yvonne Tasker and Dianne Negra, post-feminism “broadly encompasses a 

set of assumptions, widely disseminated within popular media forms, having to do with the 

‘pastness’ of feminism” (1). Angela McRobbie argues that post-feminism can be understood as an 

active process that undermines the feminist goals that were obtained in the decades of the 1970s 

and 1980s in the Western world; and that it can be used as a lens to examine how “a number of 

intersecting but also conflicting currents” (255); are expressed in popular culture. In the words of 

Genz and Brabon, post-feminism is a “cultural, academic and political conundrum” (1), but also a 

fluid analysis category that is linked to the notion that feminism is somehow outdated or passé, no 

longer needed; and it is portrayed as such in mass media channels. In this sense, the fluidity and 

plasticity of the term allows its use to define a certain kind of neoliberal-plus-feminist ideology that 

permeates cultural products (e.g. media creations such as a TV show can be defined as post-

feminist), as well as a coherent theoretical framework which already counts with a vast scientific 

literature (see Tasker and Negra 2017, Gamble 2001, and McRobbie 1994, among many others).  
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One of the features that define the contemporaneous post-feminist Western culture is that the 

feminist movement is portrayed as either out of fashion, or unneeded because “we are all equal 

now” (Brodie 145)—at least, formally equal—. Therefore, although some feminist concerns or 

problems can appear in post-feminist media products—and in Grace and Frankie, they do—, they 

are never treated seriously or are disregarded as personal problems and not structural ones, 

because the prevalent idea is that now women can be anything they want, provided that they wish it 

hard enough (Goodkind 397). 

Post-feminism is also intrinsically linked to the economic boom of the late twentieth and twenty-

first centuries, which involves a neoliberal consumer logic that fosters inherent market inequality, 

focuses on the individual rather than in the group—e.g. there is no such thing as society, in the 

famous words of Margaret Thatcher—and places in him/her the responsibility for the improvement 

of structural inequalities (Giroux 2002). Goodkind describes the crisscrossing of feminist thinking 

with this contemporaneous market logic as a “commercialized version of feminism that has resulted 

from the intersection of neoliberalism with feminist ideals” (397). 

In a post-feminist society, every person is what she has made of herself. However, gender roles 

and stereotypes still apply: the celebrated subject within the post-feminist bubble is a prototypically 

Caucasian, middle/upper class woman who, while economically empowered, is nevertheless focused 

“on body management, discipline and self-surveillance under the guise of fashion, fitness and beauty 

regimes” (Genz and Brabon 9). The individual, then, becomes a perpetual consumer in search of the 

product of her choice, as the freedom—even the right—to consume is one of the core mantras of 

post-feminism (Genz and Brabon 6). In Grace and Frankie, the character portrayed by Jane Fonda, 

Grace Hanson, represents the post-feminist subject, whereas in The Golden Girls, Blanche is perhaps 

the only character that can slightly fit into the post-feminist model. This difference between the 

characters makes sense due to the different chronological broadcast of the two TV shows. 

Far from being a feminist utopia, the post-feminist culture we are contemporaneously 

experimenting—inside and outside mass media channels—establishes very strict limits regarding 

female accomplishment in life. Women’s achievements are still measured according to traditionally 

male standards: success is based on a career in ‘male working environments’ as well as including 

some female-only accomplishments such as taking part in “the celebration of surgical other 

disciplinary techniques that ‘enable’ (i.e., require) women to maintain a youthful appearance and 

attitude in later life” (Tasker and Negra 1-2). 

Post-feminist cultural products, as it has been stated, either obviate feminism, mourn previous 

times—perceived as ‘more feminist’—, or praise its apparent death (Tasker and Negra 2007). In the 

case of The Golden Girls, a TV series born in the 1980s, it can be perceived that the influence of the 

second wave of feminism was still recent in American television. If we place the birth of the second 

wave of American feminism in the 1960s, we can see that The Golden Girls may have benefited from 

feminist demands of a fair representation of women in society (Anderson and Stewart 596) and in 

media. In fact, The Golden Girls—besides the obvious feminist conquest of having an all-female 

leading cast—deals with topics which were key in the agenda of the second wave of American 

feminism, such as reproductive freedom or the inclusion of women in the labor market (Rosenfelt 

and Stacey 1987). However, the period of broadcasting of The Golden Girls coincides with the slow 

fading of the second wave of feminism and the start of post-feminism (Mann and Huffman 2005); it 

is in the friction between the unmet second wave demands and the critiques towards the movement 

of some prominent figures—such as Betty Friedan
2
—where post-feminism is born. However, the 

purpose of this work is not to judge whether the two TV shows were ‘feminist enough’ or not, but 

rather how the social demands of the time did permeate these television products to affect the 

display of the characters’ sexualities. The period of time between the broadcasting of The Golden 

                                                
2
In The Second Stage, Friedan attacks the supposedly second wave feminism outcome of women not taking 

adequate care of their families (Friedan 1981) 



Rocío Palomeque Recio,  

“Sex Toys for Women with Arthritis: From the Golden Girls to Grace and Frankie.”                                                   

 

HyperCultura, Vol 7/2018  Page 5 
 

Girls and Grace and Frankie and the pertinent differences between the shows work as a perfect 

example of how the media portrayal of senior women has changed throughout the years. 

In Grace and Frankie, feminism as a movement(s) is never mentioned; but a very particular form 

of feminism (indeed, a post-feminism) is embodied by all the female characters. The word ‘feminism’ 

is virtually absent from the characters’ vocabulary whereas an ‘empowerment’ rhetoric is widely 

used by the female ones, especially by Grace’s daughter Brianna, who represents the stereotypical 

successful business woman incapable of finding herself a man. However, post-feminism is more 

complex than just the junction of neoliberal consumer logic and a ‘have-it-all’ female persona—

albeit this constitutes its very core—. By applying a post-feminist theoretical framework to any 

contemporaneous cultural product, as it is the case of Grace and Frankie and The Golden Girls, a 

“more complex relationship between culture, politics and feminism” (Tasker and Negra 1) can be 

unveiled. 

However, post-feminist media products have been—and rightly so—accused of being a 

phenomenon created for and by the white middle/upper class (Tasker and Negra 3). Their lack of 

inclusion of women of color and of other political subjects from different backgrounds other than 

Western, Caucasian, and middle class is evident if we look at recent cultural products such as Grace 

and Frankie or other TV shows portraying ‘empowered’ women such as Girls. Nonetheless, in my 

opinion that does not invalidate the use of a post-feminist theoretical framework to analyze post-

feminist products; but rather it helps to highlight the current lack of representation of minorities and 

people from working class backgrounds in mainstream media. Following Tasker and Negra, “[p]ost-

feminism is white and middle class by default, anchored in consumption as a strategy (and leisure as 

a site) for the production of the self” (3). However, let us not forget that lack of representation is not 

a contemporaneous phenomenon; as the same critique may as well apply to The Golden Girls, whose 

entire cast is rigorously Caucasian. 

Finally, I argue, a post-feminist logic that unveils the hidden neoliberal measures disguised as 

female agency and empowerment gives us tools that other theories lack, simultaneously serving as a 

way of highlighting the inherent self-objectification and commoditization of the post-feminist 

subject and the economic empowerment of previously impoverished individuals.
3
  

 

From Blanche to Grace: Thirty Years of Senior Women on TV 

Part of the unbelievable success of The Golden Girls relies in its replication of a psychological 

pattern of completeness. According to Kaler, each of the four leading characters of the show 

represents one of the four stages in a woman’s life: virgin, spouse, mother, and wise woman (49). In 

this sense, all the characters, with their archetypical personalities, complete each other to create in 

the viewers’ mind the idea of the ‘whole woman’ (Kaler 49): a combination of the four of them. 

Grant and Hundley agree with Kaler and expand the definition of the four labels: the character of 

Dorothy—the mother, as stated by Kaler—would represent “masculine reasoning” (Grant and 

Hundley 108) as can be perceived in several features of the character such as her sensible judgment, 

as well as her taste in clothes and her profession. The respective jobs of the Golden Girls match their 

allegedly archetypical personalities and highlight their main feature, hence Dorothy works as a 

teacher; Rose, who undoubtedly performs the “metaphorical virginal innocence” (Grant and 

Hundley 108), works as a counselor. Blanche, who is the most open of the four women regarding her 

sexual life, and therefore would represent the “archetype of sensuality”, (Grant and Hundley 108) 

works as an event organizer and sometimes volunteers in a museum as a curator. According to Kaler, 

the fact that Blanche works organizing social events and parties functions to “emphasize her ‘society 

woman’ status” (53). Sophia, who is the oldest character and Dorothy’s mother, is already retired 

                                                
3
One should not mistake post-feminism for third and fourth-wave feminism: post-feminism could be 

considered as the merging of the 'third wave' claims with a neoliberal and consumer logic. While post-

feminism claims that feminism is somehow outdated, the fourth wave is doing exactly the opposite, bringing 

feminism back to the agenda using new technologies such as social media (Maclaran 2015; Munro 2003) 
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after what appears to be—as it is suggested in the TV show—a life of doing little jobs due to her 

mafia connections. She represents the “wise woman”, the archetype for the “the wisdom of 

experience” (Grant and Hundley 124).  

The division of the ‘complete woman’ in four prototypical characters helps the viewers, no 

matter their age, to identify with one or multiple of them; as well as effectively expanding the age 

spectrum of the target audience. However, the four characters’ personalities go beyond their 

archetypical core into a revolutionary terrain. Sophia, for example, who is supposed to be around 87 

years (her age varies during the series, from 87 to 85, so the audience is never sure of her real age) is 

bold and blunt since the beginning. In the pilot, when Blanche is ready to go out with a man she is 

seeing and her friends are praising her appearance, Sophia says: 

 

SOPHIA. Who are you?  

BLANCHE. It's me, Blanche.  

SOPHIA. You look like a prostitute.  

ROSE. Sophia, the things you say! She didn't mean that, Blanche.  

SOPHIA. Of course I mean it, look at her!  

 

Dorothy, who is supposed to be the ‘mother’ of all of them, is extremely sarcastic throughout the 

series: 

 

 DOROTHY. Go to sleep, sweetheart. Pray for brains. 

 

is one of her most famous quotes. The same happens with Rose and Blanche, both personalities do 

not only conform to the ‘virgin’ and ‘spouse’ label. After all, The Golden Girls is a situation comedy 

and part of the humor lies in the four women breaking the boundaries of what a respectable 

behavior for senior women was. In the case of Grace and Frankie, the characters evolve during the 

seasons—three, up to present—but they do not so much break the boundaries of what is socially 

acceptable for older women as to see themselves involved in unusual situations.  

Blanche, Dorothy, Rose, and Sophia live together out of economic necessity; they need to share 

an apartment—Blanche’s house—because three of them are working in either part time or low-paid 

jobs. In this sense, the dire economic situation that they have to face as mature women is somehow 

attenuated by the reciprocal friendship and support that they receive from each other. When the 

four Golden Girls are presented to the audience they are all already friends living together. However, 

in Grace and Frankie, both leading characters dislike each other. The action is set in motion because 

their respective husbands have been having an affair for twenty years and decide to leave their 

wives and start a new life as a gay couple. In Golden Girls, the start of the series does not depend on 

men—because in the pilot their lives together as a group have already started, it is the viewer who is 

unfamiliar with the situation, not the characters to each other—. In this sense, both Grace and 

Frankie are presented—at least at the beginning—as passive individuals, subjected to the come and 

go of their husbands. 

Grace and Frankie—both the characters and the TV show—can be analyzed using a post-feminist 

theoretical framework, as it has been already argued. Of course The Golden Girls does not fit so well 

in the post-feminist optic—because the show is located temporally prior or contemporaneous to the 

beginning of post-feminism—, but that is the reason why comparing it with Grace and Frankie can 

be so shocking, because the portrayal of senior women is radically different, yet familiar.  

In this new Netflix situational comedy where Grace is the paradigm of the post-feminist subject—

a cosmetics mogul, rich, engaged in beauty and fitness regimes—, Frankie has more in common with 

any of the Golden Girls than she does, but the character still embodies post-feminist features: Grace 

is presented as permanently anxious and neurotic, taking Ambien on a daily basis, in addition to an 

unhealthy dose of vodka. Frankie, on the other hand, represents the spirit of the ‘hippie Californian’ 

(Bucholtz et al. 328). She is a yoga-lover, vegetarian artist without a steady job who is able to enjoy a 
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superior and luxurious lifestyle because of her marriage to a successful lawyer, Sol. In this sense, 

Grace is far more financially independent than Frankie, due to the success of her long-life beauty 

company. However, Grace is perpetually worried about her appearance and her physique—which 

leads her to a severe restriction of her daily calorie intake— due to the necessity of conforming to 

the very strict rules of female hegemonic beauty (Genz and Brabon 9). Grace portrays the two main 

features of the post-feminist subject: the economic empowerment and the beauty enslavement. 

Frankie, whose personality is supposed to be opposed to that of Grace’s, is also a stereotypical 

product of this post-feminist culture that “enacts the possibility that women might choose to retreat 

from the public world of work” (Tasker and Negra 2, emphasis original). Only those that are 

privileged enough to be able to do so. However, she is the character that most resembles the 

behavior of Blanche in The Golden Girls: both had a very active romantic life without Grace’s 

extreme preoccupation with her physique—indeed, one of the favorite activities of The Golden Girls 

was to eat cheesecake together; and obtaining great pleasure from eating sweets and fast food is 

also one of the characteristics of Frankie—. 

In Grace and Frankie, the boundaries between the fictitious character of Grace and the real life 

actress Jane Fonda are somehow blurred, as in the show some people on the streets will recognize 

Grace as a beauty celebrity: just as it may happen in real life with Jane Fonda, universally known for 

her fitness videos. Grace—being the persona—of Fonda, maintains the preoccupation of the actress 

for keeping a slender body.   

 

The husbands of Grace and Frankie, Robert and Sol, have a quasi-leading role in the show. In 

addition to provoking the start of the series with the breaking of their respective marriages, Sol and 

Robert function as a way of portraying a different kind of masculinity, as they come out as gay to 

their families. Although it can be argued that they represent the prototype of the old, white, affluent 

gay couple, one feature makes them atypical: their age. I would also argue that another one is their 

bisexuality. Their sexual orientation is, however, never described as such: Sol and Robert are 

suddenly ‘gay’—despite having being married for decades and presumably having been in love with 

their wives for at least part of their marriage; in the case of Sol, also after their marriage—. The 

invisibility of men’s bisexuality is not only an old phenomenon, but rather a common one (Steinman 

400). The introduction of a same-sex couple in Grace and Frankie can hardly be considered 

revolutionary; in fact, in The Golden Girls the brother of Blanche is homosexual and the four women 

discuss during several episodes in season four his incoming wedding. Sophia, playing her part as the 

wise woman, finishes the discussion by saying:  

 

SOPHIA. Everyone wants someone to grow old with. And shouldn’t everyone have that chance? 

 

The homosexual couple does not have a recurrent role in the series but rather they are tertiary 

characters, so in this sense Grace and Frankie expands the portrayal of gay/bisexual sexuality in the 

mainstream media products, going beyond what The Golden Girls did. 

In The Golden Girls, the four women work together to complete the image of the ‘whole woman’, 

as it has been stated. However, in Grace and Frankie the two couples are necessary to create this 

idea of ‘wholeness’, as they constitute two sides of the same coin. The series starts with both 

couples in a heterosexual marriage, and the audience sees how both marriages are broken only to 

be soon rearranged: Sol and Robert leave their wives and start living together as a couple and Grace 

and Frankie move together to the beach house, as they find themselves homeless and without their 

respective husbands. The four characters are somehow stereotypical: Grace and Frankie have 

already been described; but Sol represents the stereotype of the neurotic Jew (Krieger 387) and 

Robert of the stubborn, sturdy Irish (Grant and Holmes 111). However, both break the boundaries of 

these archetypes through their bisexuality—or homosexuality—. In the case of Grace and Frankie, 

their sexuality also plays a huge role in their empowerment as women; but other factors are also 
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involved—such as an entrepreneurial spirit that culminates with the creation of their own company 

to sell vibrators—. 

It can be argued then that the distinct personalities of the four Golden Girls are mixed in the 

characters of Grace, Frankie, Saul, and Robert. 

 

Sex Toys and Arthritis: The Revolutionary Approach towards Female Pleasure 

The Golden Girls representation of women’s’ sexuality was groundbreaking at the time. In the 

series, Blanche is undoubtedly the character that performs her sexuality in a more straightforward 

manner, however the other women also participate in the conversations about sex; so sex is not only 

associated with one character but rather it is treated as a normal part of the women’s sexuality. 

Blanche’s character can be considered to be revolutionary at the moment, although we cannot 

forget that The Golden Girls is a TV show of the 1980s which means that it could have benefitted 

from the changes regarding love and sex life of the 1960s and 1970s (Allyn X). Blanche is also the one 

who cares more about her appearance and pays more attention to her beauty routines, but is not as 

obsessed as Grace is in Grace and Frankie, nor does she restrict her calorie intake. In this sense, she 

is less preoccupied with her body, or less reduced to her physical appearance.   

In The Golden Girls, topics such as safe sex appear in several episodes: in 4x05, Blanche suggests 

that she, Dorothy and Rose should buy condoms as they are going on a cruise with their respective 

lovers. Despite their age and the consequent inability to get pregnant, the four women talk about 

STDs and especially about HIV. In another episode, Blanche is not afraid of looking like ‘she wants it’: 

 

BLANCHE. Sophia, by placing this pearl necklace between my bosoms, does it make me look like I’m a 

sex starved slut who is in need of a man to bed?  

SOPHIA. Yes. 

BLANCHE. Good, then pearl it is. 

 

The use of a word such a ‘slut’ is, however, problematic. According to Armstrong et al., 

“[w]omen’s participation in slut shaming is often viewed as internalized oppression: they apply 

disadvantageous sexual double standards established by men” (100). It is pertinent to ask if a man 

displayed the same behavior towards his desire of having sex—as Blanche is doing by putting a 

necklace that highlights her cleavage—, it would mean that he looks like a ‘sex starved slut who is in 

need of a man [or woman] to bed’. Of course it can be argued that in this case Blanche is re-

appropriating the term ‘slut’ and stripping if off its negative meaning. In fact, Blanche uses the world 

to define herself in more than one episode, as well as do her peers: 

 

BLANCHE. What was your first impression of me?  

ROSE. That you wore too much make-up and were a slut. But I was wrong. You don’t wear too much 

make-up.  

 

However, the ability to re-signify words can be a matter of class, as “[h]igh-status women employ 

slut discourse to assert class advantage, defining themselves as classy rather than trashy” 

(Armstrong et al. 100); as well as can be interpreted as internalized misogyny (Saakvitne and 

Pearlman 247). On another episode, one of Blanche’s lines is “there is a fine line between having a 

good time and being a wanton slut. I know. My toe has been on that line”. Being a ‘wanton slut’ is 

still used as something undesirable in the series, despite Blanche long list of sexual partners. 

According to Armstrong et al., the use of the slut discourse “enables, rather than constrains, sexual 

experimentation for the high-status women whose definitions prevail in the dominant social scene. 

This is a form of sexual privilege” (100). So even though the portrayal of Blanche’s sexuality can be 

considered as revolutionary and may have had a positive impact in the audience by treating a senior 

woman’s sexual desire as something normal and glamorous, it still perpetuated the still-prevalent 

stigma women often have to face—and the consequent discrimination and loss of status—if they 
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defy the rigid sexual standard that establishes that women are only allowed to engage in sexual 

activity when in a committed relationship (Armstrong et al. 101). 

Despite Blanche’s open attitude towards her sexual desire, her pleasure—as well as that of the 

other Golden Girls—often revolve around their affective relationships with men. In this sense, even if 

the display of her love life is seen as groundbreaking, it still can be criticized as being male-centered. 

Although the other characters’ storylines usually involve some kind of dating, it is Blanche the one 

who has the biggest number of sexual encounters with men during the series. She is never afraid of 

showing her interest in men, usually with references about her ability to pleasure her sexual 

partners: 

 

DOROTHY. Is that all you care about? Sex and applause?  

BLANCHE. And sex. For which I usually get applause  

 

However, for a show broadcasted in the mid 1980s, Dorothy, Rose, Sophia and Blanche lead the 

way towards a society that regards women’s sexuality as a normal part of their lives. Although in the 

case of Grace and Frankie none of the characters is so explicitly passionate about intercourse, sex 

and sexuality are openly discussed, especially by Grace and Frankie themselves. In this sense, the 

show picks up the baton handed by The Golden Girls and further expands the notion of pleasure by 

including a storyline about both women creating a sexual toy for women who suffer from arthritis. 

This plot may be perceived as subversive, not only because of the age of the characters, but also 

because the reason for creating the vibrator is to heighten the pleasure of women during 

masturbation. 

Grace and Frankie bring back to the debate the sexuality of senior women, and especially of 

those who suffer from rheumatoid arthritis, as the character of Grace does—indeed, in real life 

women are around twice as likely to have this condition than men are (Symmons et al. 735)—. The 

Ménage à Moi, as the sex toy is called, is ideated by both women thinking solely about the sexual 

pleasure of fellow senior women. In this sense, the age of the possible users of the vibrator is not 

only not a handicap, but something desirable—even though part of this desire comes from the fact 

that senior women may be a niche market—. The toy is designed thinking about the aging woman as 

it glows in the dark to help the eye find it easily, has bigger buttons than regular vibrators, it is 

ergonomic, and blends easily to help with its operation. 

However, the creation of the Ménage à Moi can also be understood as a post-feminist outcome: 

it is designed for senior women as consumers that have the right and the choice to buy a sex toy that 

has been designed specifically for them. In this sense, senior women are being treated as any other 

societal group for whom products are created. However, if we take into account that post-feminism 

involves a certain pathologization of the aging body as well as rigid societal norms that define what 

is appropriate and decorous for the aging woman (Wearing 278), the creation of a vibrator for not 

only older women but also from those who suffer from a condition can be understood as a 

subversive—and even empowering—act. In this sense, the Ménage à Moi is a true post-feminist 

product within a post-feminist TV show: it involves both a certain empowerment that comes from 

buying a product and a ‘neoliberalized’ sexual empowerment, or a commercialized feminist orgasm.  

 

Conclusions 

The influence of The Golden Girls in Grace and Frankie is clear, especially in the character of 

Grace traces of Blanche can be seen. The Golden Girls portrayal of women’s sexuality was 

groundbreaking at the time, and its incredible success proved that a sitcom that revolved around the 

lives of old women was something the public craved. However, there are still some problematic acts 

if we analyze the show from a feminist perspective, such as the use of the world ‘slut’ or the lack of 

visibility of people of color. The characters of The Golden Girls can also be considered middle to 

upper class, even if economic necessity put them in the same house, they still uphold several kinds 

of capital including social and body capital (Antoninetti and Garret 364). In this sense, the series 
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already shows some post-feminist features, such as the omission of feminist concerns or of feminism 

itself in a show that clearly has benefitted from some of the demands in the agenda of the second 

wave of American feminism. 

In the case of Grace and Frankie, the TV show is clearly a post-feminist product that also revolves 

around the life of two families who are obviously upper class. However, as it has been argued, the 

storyline about the creation of a sex toy for women with arthritis can have a positive impact in a 

society that tends to forget that older women deserve to have a healthy sexual life in their senior 

years. It also brings to mind topics that are not usually treated in mainstream media products such 

as conditions that affect senior people and especially women and their related problems. The idea of 

older women engaging in masturbation—indeed, the idea of women of any age pleasuring 

themselves— is not common in mainstream products. In this sense, Grace and Frankie takes up the 

baton from The Golden Girls and expands the horizon of senior women’s sexuality, even if that 

includes the purchase of a product. 

The relationship between feminism and neoliberalism is complex and sometimes the line 

between the economic empowerment of women and the commercialization of feminism (Goodkind 

397) is blurred. While some positive aspects can be highlighted from Grace and Frankie, others are 

just as problematic of those of The Golden Girls, which proves that we still have a long way to go.  
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