
Recreational burlesque and the ageing female body: challenging perceptions 
Abstract 

Rejecting the association between ageing and asexuality that persists in the UK's cultural representation of the female ageing body, this paper reveals the importance of sensuality and maintaining physical agency to older women. It pays attention to the phenomena of participating in recreational burlesque classes to counter and negotiate potentially negative representations. Through in-depth interviews and researcher-as-participant observation, the paper explores the transformative possibilities mediated through participating in theatrically glamorised performance classes and the processes thereby initiated. The author examines the potential of burlesque to offer improvements to wellbeing and healthier self-perceptions for ageing women experiencing marginalisation through social invisibility.  
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Introduction:
This paper details a study that considers the politics of ageing female bodies through an examination of the recreational sensuous movement practice of burlesque performance. The study explores the knowledge, experiences and attitudes of a group of older women for whom burlesque acts as a vehicle for social commentary on the female ageing body, sexuality and femininity. This paper adds to the wider body of work (see Fasullo, et al., 2016; Krekula, et al., 2017; Murcia, et al., 2010; Olsson and Heikkinen, 2019; Schwaiger, 2005; Woodward, 2006) celebrating older women actively engaging in dance for wellbeing and community.  
The study works through the experiences of the women to ascertain the benefits and drawbacks of participation in this activity and to an extent, determine whether the art form holds the capacity to offer physical agency. As a starting point, the following is an extract taken from 74 year old participant, Bloody Mary, a burlesque dancer who has been participating in weekly burlesque classes for over 3 years. The following passage is offered as a way of opening us, as readers, up to the stories that frame this enquiry. 
You’re so used to being somebody. I’m a mother, I was a wife and a teaching assistant [...] and people counted on me. Then, suddenly it all changed. My husband left me, he died you see, and I’m retired now and my kids have their own lives, families, you know? Everything carried on without me. I’m still hanging on a bit. When I started [burlesque] I was really low, you know? I didn’t feel like someone, like I did before, you know? One day I just woke up and I was invisible, a nobody, no body there, you know? (Bloody Mary 2019). 
The notion of invisibility for ageing women is defined in various ways across the fields of psychology and sociology. As such, invisibility describes the categorisation of, or stigma attached to the act of ageing. Often this arises in connection to negative representations of ageing (Van Bauwel, 2018; Brown et al., 2016; Twigg, & Martin, 2015), to experiencing stereotyping or discrimination (Levy, et al., 2016; Voss, Wolff, & Rothermund, 2017), or facing barriers to social inclusion (Corner, Brittian, & Bond., 2006; Walkner, Weare, & Tully, 2018). In her statement, Bloody Mary provides a well-articulated expression of her own diminishing identity as she transitioned through a series of "disruptive life events" (Kralik, Visentin, & Van Loon, 2006, p. 321). Yet, the sentiment embedded within her account echoes numerous similar experiences of ageing recounted by other women who took part in this study. Rooted within their individual stories was a lingering sense of detachment from who they thought they were. This is outlined later in the article with evidence collected from the participants that suggests development of a destructive separation forms between ageing women's sense of self and their bodies which society dictates as in decline (Hinchliff, & Gott, 2008). 
The article seeks to consider how taking part in burlesque classes offers women, like those featured in this study, an alternative to the unwelcome persona of the “little old lady”. With origins firmly rooted in mid-nineteenth century British working class variety performance, the form of burlesque populating and informing present day classes can be characterised by satire and mockery, originally an instrument with which to ridicule the upper classes (Jump, 2018). Burlesque of this nature often includes comedy, music, drag and the carnivalesque. An inherently inclusive community, burlesque provides a safe space (Owen, 2014), within which both amateur and professional performers celebrate "non-normative, transgressive identities", such as non-conformist, homosexual, differently abled and the unwelcome (Blanchette, 2014, p.162). Within this sphere, those measuring themselves against the double standards of ageing believe themselves too fat, too old, too ugly, unsexy, dysfunctional, unwatchable and non-ideal (Segal, 2013; Sontag, in Pearsall, 1997). Blanchette, drawing on Russo's (1995) examination of Bakhtin's work, claims burlesque as "an affirmative emancipatory tool for women, especially given its moral neutrality and non-discriminatory nature as a process" (Blanchette, 2014, p.174).

Background

Popular culture in Britain remains rife with misrepresentations and underrepresentation of older women (Chrisler, Barney, & Palatino, 2016; Lemish, & Muhlbauer, 2012; McHugh, & Interligi, 2015). Often older women find themselves portrayed as age-based, sexless stereotypes. These characters frequently defeminise and desexualise the older woman, reducing them to the subject of ridicule (Dionigi, 2015; Woodward, 2006). For the most part, popular cultural products (music, art, fashion, dance, film, cyber culture, television, radio, fiction, magazines and newspaper) are responsible for the invisibility of the ageing female body (Collier de Mendonça, & Castro, 2016) that is routinely measured against young bodies (Sandberg, 2013). Rendered non-productive, an economic and social burden, frail and undesirable, ageing women find themselves caught in a battle for the preservation of youth and relevance (Wallach, et al., 2017).
With youth a symbol of autonomy, productivity and activity, older women can experience a sense of alienation as a result of Western society’s tendency to reject un-useful bodies. To support this claim the biomedical model of ageing and sexuality focuses on dysfunction and "narratives of decline" (Marsh, 2015, p.2) which form and inform societal notions of ageing female sexuality as absent (Fileborn, et al., 2015; Hofmeier, et al., 2017). Western society criticizes the non-reproductive female body for its attempt to remain sexually active and appealing (Hinchliff, & Gott, 2008). 

With social isolation and loneliness reported as detrimental to health in older age (Courtin, & Knapp, 2017), arguments revolve around the common concern that older people can be coached in ways to maintain a good standard of health in later life (Skinner, 2013; Wakeling, & Clark, 2015). A recurrent theme within these endeavours is to promote physical activity in the daily lives of older people. This aim is based on the expectation that improved physical capacity enhances quality of life and wellbeing (Brown, McGuire, & Voelkl, 2008). As a result, there has been a surge of studies taking an interest in the health and social benefits of dance for older people (see Connor, 2000; Keogh, et al., 2009). A particular emphasis on fostering social closeness has also produced positive outcomes for older people facing challenges of isolation, exclusion and loneliness (Cooper, & Thomas, 2002; Paulson, 2005). 

Results from clinical interventions addressing the power of participation in dance  demonstrate general progress across three themes: a sense of well being, improved fitness and better health (measured factors within these themes include strength, tone, balance, agility, prevention of falls and further illness) (Brauninger, 2014; Keogh, et al., 2009; Kosmat, & Vranic, 2017). Qualitative approaches (such as those by Cooper, & Thomas, 2002; Moe, 2014; Paulson, 2005 and Robertson, 2014) provide suitable evidence of the positive effect that dancing has in terms of its social faculty. These studies demonstrate the increased sense of community, intimacy, enjoyment, self-fulfilment, creativity, and resourcefulness attributed to taking part in dance-based activities. 

However, the present literature exploring dance for older people, and in particular women, exposes a gap that illustrates a lack of interest in dances capacity to ameliorate negative feelings associated with ageing. This article identifies the following as common negative aspects of ageing for women i) social invisibility; ii) denial of femininity; iii) diminished sense of identity. As a middle-aged woman who has transitioned from dancer to dancer-researcher following injury, I am fascinated by the potential of dance to facilitate transformations in health and wellbeing. One important aspect of human wellbeing is the capacity to and maintain a sensual sense of self (Lee, et al., 2016). Since, there is limited evidence of how dance might be a contributor to this endeavour, particularly for middle to older aged women; I am interested in what dance activities exist, who accesses them and why. In partial response to this enquiry, this article explores the ways that participating in the sensual experience of the burlesque dance class contributes to increased body positivity, affirmations of femininity and enables women to counter feelings of invisibility as they age.
Method
Central to this study was the requirement to understand the participant’s reasons for choosing burlesque and how, if at all, they recognised it as a vehicle for neutralising negativity that might extend from the ageing process. Through an ethnographic researcher-as-participant approach (Denzin, 1997) I collected data via semi-structured interviews and reflective notes based on my own participation in the classes. This developed a rich understanding of both the women's and my own experiences. Associated with interpretivism, ethnography aims to explore and develop an understanding of people’s lived experiences of the world (Ritchie, & Lewis, 2013). This methodology is characterised through the research endeavour to become immersed in the everyday context that is being studied. The data collected was useful for determining the different experiences, thoughts and feelings of the women participating in regular recreational burlesque classes. 

Through a series of conversations and visits with teachers of community based burlesque themed dance classes organised by Burlesque Chair DanceTM, I was able to recruit nine participants to the study following a process of informed consent. Having little prior experience or knowledge of burlesque performance techniques, I began my investigation by visiting several groups to take part in the classes myself. It is common in ethnographic studies for the researcher to position him, or herself as an insider, someone who is known to and works alongside the participants (this approach follows Merton, 1972). I found the researcher-as-participant approach useful for building rapport with the range of women attending these classes. It was also useful for generating a lived experience of the structure and content of the classes. Having a background in performance, I was not new to the format of dance classes but I had very little experience of the techniques, movement vocabulary and manner in which these are taught. Therefore, rather than entering into the research endeavour at a disadvantage, I deemed it necessary to gain a deeper understanding of the art form and its pedagogical methods. The research-as-participant approach is not without its pitfalls, and often comes under siege for its potential to lose analytical distance required in research. However, following Reason (1994) I addressed this through a process of critical self-reflexivity in my documentary journaling and enlisting the help of an academic advisor (Rodney, 2005).  
In accordance with the small homogenous sample size required for qualitative methods, the data were obtained from women taking part in over fifties burlesque dance classes who met the following inclusion criteria 1. Participants identify as female, 2. Participants are aged 50 or over, 3. Participants will have attended six or more consecutive burlesque themed classes prior to taking part in the study, 4. participants may have experience of performing solo or ensemble as part of a performance. The exclusion criteria prohibited male participants, women aged 49 and younger and women with less than 6 weeks experience or intermittent attendance.   
Nine participants aged between 50 to 84 years old volunteered in semi-structured interviews following receipt of informed consent. Interviews were held in a participant elected venue (café, library, participant’s home), and lasted between one and a half to two hours each. During the interview participants were invited to reflect upon: 1) the reasons they took up burlesque, 2) aspects of their self which have altered since taking part, 3) any impact participation in burlesque has had upon their daily lives, 4) their experiences or perceptions of social exclusion, 5) their experiences or perceptions of the notion of invisibility. Participants consented to randomly generated stage names being attached to the verbatim transcription of the interviews, and as such, the names presented within this text can not be connected to any genuine personal or stage personas of the women.  
Analysis

The data corpus produced by the transcripts was analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (referred to from this point onwards as IPA), which aims to investigate the subjective experiences of the people being studied (Smith, Harré, & Langenhove, 1995). Grounded in phenomenological epistemology (Smith, Jarman, & Osborne, 1999; Smith, & Osborn, 2008), an IPA approach utilises a process of interpretation to delve into individual lived experience (Biggerstaff, & Thompson, 2008; Smith, Flower, & Larkin, 2009). IPA enables a stronger participant voice to emerge meaning that the issues arising during the interviews were of importance to the participants, rather than the researcher. Following Smith, Flower, & Larkin (2009), I immersed myself in the data through several readings before generating summative notes, key words or phrases to indicate significant information arising from the transcripts. These initial readings formed subordinate themes that, when clustered together based on their connections, provided superordinate themes (Biggerstaff, & Thompson, 2008). Extracts from the interviews that illustrated each theme were then gathered together ensuring enough supporting material was available to form a descriptive text. Direct quotes from the participants have been inserted into the body of the article to support the narrative. 
Findings 

The participants valued the opportunity to have a conversation about their experiences. In these conversations, patterns of experiences and thinking emerged that related to increasing feelings of agency and the reactivation of sensuality. The main themes arising from three categories: 1) representing ageing women: anti-ageing and popular media, 2) control of female bodies: experiences, thoughts and attitudes, and 3) community and emotional support. The following section presents textual anonymised data from the nine women who took part in the study. Here, they talk about their thoughts and feelings regarding their own experiences of ageing and how taking part in a recreational community burlesque class has been socially and psychologically empowering.



Miss Muffin is a cheerful and energetic 51 year old woman who has been dutifully attending weekly burlesque class at her local village hall for approximately 18 months and is considered by everyone in the group, as “part of the furniture”. When I first met Miss Muffin, she was waiting at the village hall entrance to greet me as I arrived for my first class. She was impeccably turned out in patent costume heels, a ruched bustle skirt and corset. She smiled broadly and I immediately felt at ease. We entered the main hall together where most of the class attendees were standing in small groups chatting casually. The hall hummed with gossip and giggles that, every now and again, was cut through by the sound of heels scrapping the parquet flooring. The halls high ceiling and dark wood panelling gave it a church like atmosphere, which I describe as a hollowness that requires great acts of energy to overcome. Luckily, the group was not in short supply of energy or enthusiasm and the room filled quickly with music, dynamic bodies and laughter. 

At one end of the hall there was a small, meter high stage with heavy red curtains pulled shut across the proscenium, while the other three walls had been generously covered in warm glowing fairy lights that added a certain nostalgic air to the space. I had expected the group to make use of the stage but I quickly learnt that the focus of the class is to allow the women time and space to explore their movement freely, to attend to the sensation of their body while it moves in different ways. I often heard the teacher express that attention should be on how the movement feels, rather than what it might look like to an outside audience. 

The class content itself resembled most dance class formats. The teacher called everyone to the middle of the hall and directed everyone through various warm up activities, demonstrating variations of particular movements for those who required alternatives. I took up a space in the room where I could see both the teacher and other members of the class equally. There was a continuous stream of chatter and giggles, which was not discouraged. The teacher often mentioned how much she looked forward to this particular class. She stated that the liveliness of conversation and laughter made it all the more enjoyable to teach. She put it down to the members of the group being “too old to care” about what people thought of them – that they were there to simply have fun, not to judge or be judged. Both the teacher and the members of the group would frequently express their delight at being able to say and do whatever they wanted once the village hall door was closed and they were alone together. 
The class continued to unfurl in the usual fashion of a dance class. There were opportunities to learn short pieces of choreography and then short tasks of varying difficulty to explore the choreography more fully. The women were encouraged to either break down the material and explore its execution in more depth or take time to alter the choreography themselves through a range of compositional techniques. The focus of the tasks was always to explore how to become more comfortable in the movements. Individuals were encouraged to take the pieces of chorography and develop the material further to enable them to “” the work - to allow their individuality and uniqueness to be seen through the movement. The overall sense of the group was one of strongly distinctive dancers moving together rather than a group of dancers trying to fit the same mould.   
Representing ageing women: anti-ageing and popular media

In the Western world the outward expression of one's sensuality is often critically received. There are few spaces or activities that are open to expressions of feminine sensuality. Diverse forms such as Latin American, salsa and belly dance are the go to pastimes for women to freely engage in sensual movement. All but one of the women that I interviewed spoke of their recognition of the inherent confinement or restriction in their movements during the early days of their burlesque dancing, suggesting that the negative way they feel perceived in their daily lives forces them to shy away from particular ways to move and use their bodies. “You just don’t believe in yourself at first. You say ‘I’ll never do that,’ but then you’re in this group, all having a go, and you try all these new moves, and the music too… it makes you feel very womanly” (Bloody Mary, 2019). They alluded to a disconnection that forms between their perceived sense of self and their bodies. This disconnection is described as an inability to feel the body or an absence from the body. For the participants, the desire to re-establish this lost connection between self and body comes from the need to dispel feelings of an inadequate body. 
Everywhere else, you are told you’re not allowed to be sexy… not able to be. Look at adverts on the telly. It’s drummed into you all the time that you’re not good enough, not air brushed enough, not pert enough but here [in the class] you’re as beautiful as you are (Miss Muffin, 2019).
She continues to ruminate on the notion of performing age. She remarks that, prior to attending burlesque class she had always felt compelled to "act her age". We discussed what it feels like to censor the self and perform what she understands to be an age appropriate manner. Miss Muffin informed me that burlesque affords her the opportunity to denounce the threat she recognises in the phrase – to act your age. She feels empowered enough to reject what she describes as "the usual activities” for ageing women, to “sit and knit, [attend] choirs and book clubs", by stating they do nothing to fulfil her desire to be accepted as a woman of vitality and femininity (Miss Muffin, 2019). 
The flow of conversation moves her to consider some of her favourite television programmes and in doing so, she identifies the lack of women her age and older on screen. She comments that not seeing older women on screen adds to her own feelings of embarrassment around ageing, "it’s like no one over forty should been seen, they [actresses] get locked in a cupboard so they can’t offend anyone" (Miss Muffin, 2019). Supporting this statement, another study participant, I call Roxy, admits her sensitivity to the idea that growing old equates to disappearance. 
Roxy (the eldest participant at 83 years old), speaks about regularly feeling "unseen, unnoticed, a nobody", when she walks down the street on a daily basis (Roxy, 2019). At this, she speaks of being left waiting to be served at the shop counter - ignored and avoided. When she eventually receives the attention of the shop assistant, she assumes an apologetic manner, and regrets taking up the shop assistant’s time. 
As she speaks, Roxy physically portrays the sensation of being "a nuisance" by wringing her hands together nervously in her lap (Roxy, 2019). Her whole demeanour alters as she reflects upon and enacts her usual response for me. She rolls her shoulders inwards, hunching her back, hangs her head and appears to disappear inside herself, clearly demonstrating the habitual behaviour she presumably adopts in this situation. Yet, as I watch her in the familiar and supportive setting of her London based burlesque class, Roxy's small and slight stature is energised and spirited. Dominating the space with her zest for raunchy routines, she shimmies her feather boa about her hips and joyously sings along to All That Jazz as she asserts herself in the space. Burlesque offers her respite from negative day-to-day experiences of an anti-ageing culture.
Watching Roxy command the space in this way it is hard to believe that the authority and power she asserts during these classes should shrink away to nothing beyond the walls of the community hall. For Roxy, burlesque offers the opportunity to take control and receive praise and admiration from her peers. There is something cathartic in the act of burlesque for Roxy. She confesses it gives her an opportunity to purge herself of the tension, she suppresses within her everyday instances of being ignored and underestimated. “For a woman of my age, I can express myself in ways I want without repercussion” (Roxy 2019). 
Control of female bodies: experiences, thoughts and attitudes 
The interactions between the women attending these classes creates a supportive atmosphere in which they are free to develop healthier perspectives on their bodies. This includes the development of a more positive body image that also comes with feelings of validation related to their sensuality, femininity and visibility. The women acknowledge the power of affirmation that arises in the wake of witnessing another women’s self-criticism. They tell me that they recognise how powerful self-critique can be and how it often lacks foundation, fabricated through cruel insults or insensitive taunts. The affirming voice of the group enables the women to trace self-criticism back to the idea that Western culture celebrates youthfulness. 
Some of the stuff you hear, it’s quite damaging, but we are like-minded people gathering to support each other. We are accepted here warts and all. I can’t think of anywhere else where I can go and be cheered and applauded for being me by others like me […] it’s quite an attractive proposition for a woman, an older woman (Foxy 2019). 
The conversation between the women in class is often about sharing similar experiences, thoughts and feelings that stimulate compassion for one another’s emotional struggles. This supports the women to feel that they are not alone in their difficulty to establish self-acceptance. 
The participants talk of building confidence through the mastery of physically complex technique. 61-year-old Lady Love talks with amusement and pride when she recalls how she is able to touch her toes, kick her legs up in the air and move easily between sitting, standing and kneeling, something she admits was difficult and painful before attending regular classes. Lady Love attributes her back pain and discomfort to her day job in a warehouse. The restrictive movement she experiences in her job affects her physical health and influences the way she uses her body in everyday activities. Taking place in a school hall, Lady Love's regular class involves routines that are chair based. The members learn to lean, straddle, stand and balance on the chair, which offers greater support to those with injury health conditions or suffering from frailty. The chair also offers opportunities for further interaction as it can be used as percussion accompaniment (beating out a rhythm on the floor), as scenography to provide a sense of atmosphere, or as a dance partner or object with which to explore movements with, on or against.      
Honey, who is 52 and also attends the weekly group with Lady Love, has a boisterous character but she is quick to tell me that she has not always been so full of life. Honey talks about how she has always tried to go unnoticed, since receiving negative remarks about her weight as a child. In conversation, she elaborates by talking about the way she has learnt to move and use her body in the burlesque class. She speaks of how the particular use of the body has taken her out of her comfort zone and provided her with unexpected physical and psychological challenges. 
I've always had a weight problem so, you know... I don't remember ever feeling sexy. I'm not the sort of woman who goes to clubs and shows herself up with men, but now when I go out or to weddings and parties, I'm not embarrassed. I can move my body like I've never been able to before (Honey, 2019). 
Honey now wholeheartedly embraces her body, demonstrating how happy she is in her skin by shimmying her figure and flinging her arms open to invite the gaze of others in the class. Honey’s comments indicate that cultural standards of beauty force a disconnection between people and their bodies, in Honey's case driving her away from accepting her body shape. Another participant, Prudence (aged 54), echoes this statement by revealing, 
You don’t know you’re a victim of this way of thinking till you hear other women speaking negatively about themselves. Then, you hear yourself saying exactly the same thing, and you really believe there is something wrong with you cause your thighs ripple when you walk or your boobs hang down cause you breastfed three hungry boys (Prudence, 2019). 
Prudence, still feels she has a long road ahead of her before she truly accepts her body, but she acknowledges the progress she has already made and illustrates this by talking about what she describes as an "exercise in liberation" when she posed for a charity calendar in 2018 (Prudence, 2019). 
The content of the class aids this positive transition. The teacher provides clearly executed demonstrations of the movements, which include verbal indications, via simple imagery and metaphor to invite the imaginations of participants to awaken. Incorporating imagination increases the likelihood of the women drawing upon suitable referential material. The demonstrations offered by the teacher provide a visualisation of how the movement can feel and how, as the participant explores the dance for themselves, they can begin to embody (as a means of containing or incorporating) the movements rather than merely simulating them. This process encourages the potential of individual expression and by no means insists that each participant copies or replicates the exact action of the teacher. With the invitation of self-discovery, the women are able to experience their physical capacity for power passion and playfulness. Beginning to act autonomously within the group dynamics, the women establish a psychophysical sense of embodiment as "extended agency” (Bresnehan, 2014, p.88). “The classes are designed for women, not designed for men or people watching at all. We can perform if we want but we are here to be ourselves ultimately, and she [the teacher] encourages us to stand out, to individually stand out” (Honey, 2019).
Community and emotional support 

The physical act of moving and touching one's body in a naturally gratifying and sensual manner allows the women to engaged with and connect to the strength, tone and expressiveness of their body. In exploring this full bodily commitment they each achieve a true sense of the three dimensional expressive body. This aids the development of a profound awareness of their true structure and a deep appreciation for the individuality of their bodies. The women's negativity concerning their bodies is reflected in the words they choose to describe their relationship with their body before taking up burlesque. 

Interview transcripts indicated a distinct difference between words that are used when describing their bodies prior to joining the classes. Words like clumsy, heavy, uncoordinated, slow, scrawny and weak imply a negative relationship. Yet, these words are replaced by lively, flexible, strong, elegant, nimble, dignified, curvaceous and fearless, as the women speak about their current sense of self. Interestingly, the latter are terms often aligned with youthfulness, womanliness, agency and power, signifying the development of positive infusions into the everyday lives of the women. In addition, the women also acknowledge that the words they habitually used to describe themselves were exaggerations or amplifications of their actual size, shape, weight and movement tendency, unhelpfully preventing them from appreciating the genuine potential and capacity of their bodies. Yet, the positive slant outlined in the second batch of words still echoes the ever-present need to compare ageing to youthfulness entrenched within Western culture (see Grogan, 1999).  

The domain of the burlesque class invites the participants to reflect on what causes their anxieties and grievances about their bodies. It invites them to consider their body’s story, encouraging them to read the body differently. For example, Angel and Cat Lady, both 58, speak of enjoying the aspect of their class when the teacher films them practicing routines and then plays it back to them. Primarily this method is used to encourage the dancers to critically view and evaluate the delivery of their technique, but more usefully, provides a welcome boost of confidence when they see how easily they fit in with the rest of her group. 
I can absolutely celebrate who I am and what my body is capable of […] It’s not about showing what you got, it’s not about sex, it’s about loving yourself, your body and all the bits you’ve been told are unlovable… unattractive… ugly (Cat Lady, 2019). 
Angel supports this by revealing how she had always assumed burlesque would be about taking clothes off in front of a male audience. On realising that performing in front of an audience was not a requirement of taking part in the classes, both Angel and Cat Lady became enthusiastic attendees. "We are always using comedy in routines. We have one where we start in these beautiful sexy dressing gowns but end up scrubbing our old lady knickers, them big Marks and Spencer granny knickers, in buckets" (Angel, 2019). Angel points out that it is the capacity of burlesque to allow her feel sexy one moment and then able to command laughter from her peers the next, that is liberating for her.    

At 70, Foxy describes her life as "on a downward spiral", following the loss of the roles (wife, mother, employee) she had become accustom to defining herself by (Foxy, 2019). She claims that not only did she lose her identity but also she "lost all that femininity" attached to those roles (Foxy, 2019). In the absence of the domestic roles that had consumed her for so long, she recalls feeling lonely, insecure and uncertain. Admitting she had always enjoyed the glamour associated with the 1920s Hollywood starlet, when she read an advertisement for a new burlesque class in her community, she rang the facilitator and made enquires. 
Although she remembers being hesitant and concerned her age would displace her among younger and more able bodies, she recalls her first experience fondly. Foxy evidences her improved confidence and self-esteem via the launch of her own semi-professional career, performing her routines for wider audiences at charity events, festivals and fundraisers. 
I start my shows dressed as a the archetypal little old dear with a walking frame […] by the end I’ve stripped down to my tassels and I’m perched on the walker blowing kisses to the audience […] I show them there’s more to me than meets the eye (Foxy, 2019).  
I observed many instances during the classes where the women demonstrated changes to their perceptions of self. During one class, a conversation began on body size and the sensation of awkwardness and embarrassment that comes with "taking up too much space" (Honey, 2019). The women began a process of comparison. They lined up next to one another in order of size – the slightest figure at one end, and the fullest figure at the other. At this point the teacher intervened and encouraged the women to step out of the line, one at a time, to review the place they had selected for themselves in the line-up. During this activity, the women noted how similar in size they all were. Many commented that they had perceived themselves to be much larger or unhealthier looking than the majority in the group. This formed a clear demonstration of how skewed their body image had become. 
From within the safety of the all-female community there lies the potential for finding a voice and speaking out. They are encouraged by one another to view their bodies in a more positive way. The passion and commitment of the women is underpinned by a compassion and camaraderie often referred to as sisterhood. The women define this sisterhood as a network for validation where, in the presence of other women, their sensuality, femininity, and agency are verified. The atmosphere of the all female class is characterised by its ability to sensitively embrace the lived experience of ageing, “all the ladies said, oh my god, that’s amazing, you’re absolutely amazing and I feel good” (Foxy 2019). The mood of these classes is one of reinvigoration as the women speak of feelings of nourishment and lifted spirits, laughter, joy and closeness that develops into friendship. 
There are odd days where I’ll sit here in my dressing gown and I’ll feel awful, I feel really down. But I’ll think of the girls, you know, the women in the group, my friends… so I’ll go up and get showered and get ready and it’s made me want to be feminine and I want to feel good (Roxy 2019).
I seem to have spent my whole life trying to lose weight really. I do Zumba a couple of times a week and aqua fit, and losing weight and putting a bit back on again and not being happy… and I really wanted to get out of that cycle. So the burlesque…, because you are with and watching people of different ages and abilities, different sizes, you just appreciate what they are doing, and who they are rather than what they are so… that’s what burlesque has done for me. It has made me like myself more than I have ever done before (Honey 2019).
Discussion
The findings of this study support the idea that, an anti-ageing culture denies women agency and social currency. The negative consequences of such have been described within this article as, i) the feeling of becoming invisible. ii) Loss of identity, specifically related to the absence of roles the women have used in the past to define themselves. iii) Lack of femininity, which is believed to be a consequence of societal judgement regarding sensuality and sexuality in older women. These factors are defined within the participants’ narratives as psychosocial impacts. These factors present challenges to their mental wellbeing that lead to feelings of isolation, self-criticism, introversion, depleted self-value and low confidence. They also voice their concern that ageing is undersold in popular media and an anti-ageing culture is both anxiety inducing and damaging.     

The responses clarify the detrimental effect of contemporary culture that remains fixated on the female body, yet refuses acceptance of it (Bordo, 1993). Media images of the ideal, youthful, productive female body are thought of as psychologically harmful (see Hurd Clarke, 2011 and Jefferys, 2005), with the allure of invisible ageing reflecting the “ills of our culture” (Bordo, 1993, p.139). The participant’s narratives suggest that certain aspects of their burlesque class facilitate a stronger awareness of how femininity is shaped through cultural conditioning. As they process and accept the individual effects of ageing, their dialogue outlines the ways in which an anti-ageing culture undermines the power of a woman’s physicality.
Representing ageing women: The responses outline how the women utilise the space of the burlesque class to assert themselves in ways they feel unable in their everyday lives. Where they perceive or experience judgement, or even harassment, for wishing to explore sensual ways of moving and working with the body, they find space to act out. They feel able to express with vitality and fullness in the accepting and embracing environment of the class. The participants dialogue points toward the idea that being seen by the other women in the group, being applauded, encouraged and nurtured provides a counterbalance to their experiences of “disappearing” in day-to-day life.

Iris Marion Young's essay, Throwing like a Girl, acknowledges the notion female invisibility, suggesting that it is the threat of inviting objectification that keeps women from outwardly expressing themselves and contributes to censorship of female movement (Young, in Allen, & Young, 1989). The ways in which women perform physical activities reveals their understanding of what it means to be female. The act of freely expressing one's self through movement is shrouded in the threat of being seen by others. Visibility activates a fear of punishment, criticism or rejection for inappropriate behaviour. Young argues that the ways in which women become accustomed to restricting their physical expression is rooted "in the fact that for feminine existence the body frequently is both subject and object for itself at the same time and in reference to the same act" (1989, p.148). The difficultly of both coming to terms with and negotiating this, places women at a disadvantage. 

The findings demonstrate that the burlesque class, with its emphasis on establishing sensual connection with the body, [re]establishes the participants’ awareness of the body’s capacity for movement, expression and fortification, instilling a sense of being happy in one’s skin. Feelings of disconnection are dissipated through the gentle [re]building of the participants’ sense of living within their body rather than with a body. Irigaray, provides a useful illustration 

We have a lot to take off. So many representations, so many appearances separate us from each other. They have wrapped us for so long in their desires, we have adorned ourselves so often to please them, that we have come to forget the feel of our own skin (Irigaray, 1985, p. 218). 

Control of female bodies: Responding to the features of invisibility, bodily disconnection and censorship of the body’s capacity for movement, the findings reveal that sensuality and agency can be affirmed through careful [re]inhabitation of the body as a site of kinaesthetic pleasure, power and knowledge. The movement explored within the realms of these classes arises, perhaps surprisingly to some, from a bodily (anatomical) impetus, rather than an emotional or aesthetic one. Therefore, the power of this work comes from its physicality: the human anatomical structure. The work taking place within the safety of the burlesque class encourages a respectful relationship with body that comes from the acceptance and knowledge of how, over time, the body changes and adapts developmentally.  

The exploration of the full capacity of the body to express is underpinned by approaches that seek to fully inhabit, attend to and work with the body, rather than forging a relationship based on use, ownership and control. This novel way of moving and working with the body makes bodily sense and as such, has meaning that extends beyond the choreography, into the everyday lives of the participants. Where the women admit feelings of shame linked to their bodies can happen daily, this might be better explained as the “cultural imposition of a negative self-image”, challenging their efforts for self-acceptance (Spence, 1995, p.185).
Drawing on Young once more, the female tendency to withhold or betray the full potential of the body is connected to "inhibited intentionality, which simultaneously reaches toward a projected end with an ‘I can’ and withholds its full bodily commitment to that end in a self-imposed ‘I cannot..’" (1989, p. 146). Both the supportive network of the burlesque class and the carefully conceived content of the workshops, gradually dissolves the cannot by demonstrating the potent capacity for womanly expression conveyed by the unity of individual women moving with vigour, passion and significance. 
Community and emotional support: The burlesque classes featured in this study are carefully designed sessions with the needs of the over fifties women at the forefront of the design.  The classes are tailored in order to bring about positive transformation in self-perception and managed in such a way that allows these changes to come to surface at the individuals own pace and control, but always in response to the genuine friendship and solidarity, that frames the group. The participants demonstrate awareness that they understand the ways in which they can journey towards these affirmations and gradually build confidence in the company of others on their journey. Their dialogue implies that they understand themselves to be sharing the same journey as others in the group but they also recognise that everyone’s experiences and pace will be different.
The class content and choreography is constructed in such a way as to open up the possibilities for improving kinaesthetic, proprioceptive, internal and external awareness to ensure the participants develop a sense of their multi-dimensional selves. This has the capacity to dispel notions of distorted body image where participants think they are bigger than they are, more clumsy, disproportioned or ungainly. Yet, alterations in the way they speak about themselves over time and thee way they view themselves in relation to others in the group altered subtly week to week but always improved. Echoing the results of Schwender et al.'s (2018) systematic review on the strength of dance to improve aspects of the participants' sense of self, the women experience pleasure in moving their bodies in new and expressive ways, which enables a gradual erosion of negative self-image.
Body image disturbance, as experienced by some of the participants, causes them to negatively self-compare with others and fall foul to unrealistic expectations, in which they adopt certain attitudes and behaviours based upon an false perception of themselves. The feeling of taking up too much space, for example, can force the women to respond in physically apologetic ways. They carry their body in a way that makes them feel or appear smaller - hunched shoulders, tucked in chin, low-level gaze. Blanchette (2014), following Russo's "female grotesque" and Rowe's "unruly women", argues that the power of burlesque is in its ability to offer its participants liberation and equality by providing the opportunity to present one’s self in more diversely positive ways. 

Recommendations 

A developing body of research is steadily emerging in support of creative activities for healthy and successful ageing. Yet, this study recommends further research take up the opportunity to give voice to both the participants and the practitioners contributing to the delivery of activities that aim to empower, transform and celebrate an ageing population in spite of an anti-ageing culture. Expressive arts projects addressing subjects like older women’s identity, sensuality, and social currency are rarely reported. Therefore, it is important to share insights into the ways activities outside of the typical creative opportunities for healthy and successful ageing are functioning. 

Strengths and Limitations

The strengths of this study include highlighting the importance of an arena where women feel safe supported and encouraged by one another to explore their physicality, sensuality and experiences of ageing in expressive, cathartic and liberating ways. It demonstrates how the participants have begun to associate the [re]discovery of agency and identity with the act of experiencing burlesque. It reports that the activity of engaging with this art form produces positive feelings of re-inhabiting the body and re-enlivening the pleasure found in living within that body. The participants make claims to losing their identities along with the domestic roles that they believed shaped them (wife, mother, daughter and carer); yet assert that via attending regular burlesque classes, they now have a refreshed sense of who they are and how they wish to be perceived. In addition, it noted the sensual capacity of burlesque to introduce feelings of playfulness, sexiness, pleasure and femininity back into the everyday lives of the women.  
While this is the first study to explore older women’s knowledge, experiences and beliefs regarding recreational community burlesque, there are a number of limitations: (1) This study’s findings are limited by the fact that the majority of participants were White Caucasian females of working class background, living in the suburban areas of the UK. Thus, the findings may not have generalisability. (2) Although efforts were made to reach all women over 50 attending burlesque classes, it is possible that this study does not include everyone. (3) I acknowledge that some of the participants had a pre-existing relationship and thus may have felt at ease to share their experiences in depth and this may present potential bias. (4) Finally, I acknowledge that my background and understanding of dance may play a role in constructing knowledge in this study. 
Conclusion 

The study found that women over the age of 50 regularly participating in recreational community-based burlesque dance classes, experience improvements to their sense of identity, agency and sensuality. They also report stronger connections to their bodies and a sense of countering the feeling of social invisibility and inadequacy that stems from an anti-ageing culture. These findings are important to the health, humanities and arts sectors, and warrant further exploration, particularly in relation to the expertise and intentions of the practitioners designing projects of this nature. As creative initiatives to support healthy and successful ageing continue to expand, this study provides a clear demonstration of how sensual dance movement can be useful for women navigating the less desirable experiences of ageing. Further, it validates women’s enjoyment of meaningful healthy bonds with other women, enabling them to feel relevant, visible and included.  
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