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  ‘Oh God! May I be alive when I die’




  – Donald Winnicott
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  Introduction




  It’s the morning of Gina’s thirtieth birthday, as her follicles helpfully remind her: she finds her second grey hair. At work, two birthday cards are propped up on

  her desk. The first says ‘There’s no need to torture yourself just because you’re turning 30 . . . life will do that for you!’ The second has no words, simply a reproduction

  of Edvard Munch’s The Scream with the number 30 superimposed.




  Gina’s boyfriend, Jack, is of little comfort. On his fortieth birthday a month earlier, the card from his best mate read ‘You’re 40?! Well, you’re still young enough to

  live a little . . . but hurry!’, while his brother’s bore the message ‘Happy Birthday . . . and cheer up! In time you’ll learn to love being 40 . . . like in ten years when

  you’re turning 50!’




  Neither Gina nor Jack have told their friends or family how uncomfortable these cards make them feel: they know it would only provoke those mantras of the passive-aggressive:

  ‘Where’s your sense of humour?’ and ‘Can’t you take a joke?’ But you don’t need to have read Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the

  Unconscious (though if you haven’t, do – it’s packed with good jokes) to know that humour is a way that we articulate and manage anxiety.




  Gina’s parents are no help either. Her 56-year-old mother, Sara, in between her Pilates class and collagen-implant appointment, is packing for a weekend at a spa, while her 62-year-old

  father, Clive, is going off on a jet-skiing trip, after attending a public lecture by the author of ‘Generation Ageless’.




  Though Gina’s parents might seem to have vaporized any anxieties about ageing – having lasered them away, along with their forehead furrows – in fact both Gina and Jack and her

  parents are suffering from the same, painful condition: a deep fear of ageing.




  If the demographic predictions are correct, Gina and Jack may well live until they’re 100: this means that they’re going to be worried for an awfully long time. Gina’s parents,

  however, are convinced that, as baby boomers, they have extirpated ageing, her dad insisting – like Mick Jagger – that his crow’s feet are simply laughter lines. (He clearly never

  heard the writer and musician George Melly’s riposte to Jagger: ‘Nothing’s that funny’.)




  Both generations of this family monitor their body for any signs of ageing: Gina’s mother compares herself favourably to those people shamed on a website listing Which Celebrities

  Haven’t Aged Well, while Gina is nervous that her birthday marks the start of an inexorable process of decline. The parents deny the fact that they’re getting older; the daughter dreads

  it.




  A third approach to ageing




  But this family hasn’t dreamed up these punitive narratives all by itself: they are historically determined and culturally shaped. And even in Western cultures today there

  is a third way of viewing the ageing process, one which starts by questioning the very idea of old age as a homogenous entity – a planet Old, of which one automatically becomes a citizen on

  one’s fiftieth or sixtieth birthday, or, if you’re a pessimist, a decade or two earlier.




  How absurd of us to envisage 40- or 50- or 60- to 100-year-olds as a single cohort – no less ridiculous than conceiving of the ages of 0 to 40 in such a way! Ah, you might protest, but

  those first four decades are ones of immense change. And here we smoke out one of the most entrenched prejudices about ageing – that it’s a time of stagnation. Or, if not stagnation,

  then the change is all in one direction: that of decline. In fact, as we’ll see, ageing can be actively enriching, a time of immense growth. Perhaps that’s why it’s called

  ‘growing old’.




  What’s more, on one thing all the leading researchers concur: that we become more, and not less, diverse as we age. Age doesn’t obliterate our individual traits and identities

  – on the contrary, it heightens them. In truth there are far more differences among individuals within the same age-group than there are between age-groups: a middle-class,

  white, healthy, male 72-year-old Londoner probably has more in common with a middle-class, white, healthy, male 32-year-old Londoner than with a black, undernourished, female, rural 72-year-old

  Ecuadorian with eight children and who cares for four grandchildren. And neither of them may see their age as their most significant characteristic. (Indeed income, race and social class are

  probably far more formative.)




  This might surprise Gina, who thinks that, on receipt of her free bus pass, she’ll become nothing but old – all her other characteristics, idiosyncrasies and personal history erased

  or subsumed beneath that asphyxiating carapace of OLD, which has already begun to cast its shadow over her 30-year-old life. Who wouldn’t be scared?




  If age is everything for Gina, it’s nothing for her mother, who refuses to make any concessions to her age, as though the merest whiff of recognition of the process might somehow,

  magically, accelerate it. She therefore condemns herself to expending vast amounts of energy in fighting ageing, energy that she might have devoted to living more richly.




  But the third approach to age, mapped out in this book, is far more affirming and engaging. It sees ageing as a lifelong process, not something confined to its latter stages, and an opportunity

  to develop – indeed an intrinsic part of life itself. In order to start down this path we have to break the taboo against ageing, and acknowledge that growing older is inevitable – if

  we’re lucky. A long life signals that we’re privileged, either through genetic serendipity, affluence or sheer luck. Woody Allen insisted that he had nothing against growing older

  ‘since nobody had found a better way of not dying young.’




  This acknowledgement of ageing involves mourning, because there are inevitable losses associated with getting older, whether in function (no 50-year-old is ever going to win Wimbledon, and even

  turning 35 probably puts you out of contention), or the death of friends and family, or the recognition of one’s own mortality. But while mourning is painful – it means tolerating

  sadness – the idea that ageing is nothing but a trajectory of decline is bewilderingly misleading.
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      Frank Lloyd Wright completed the design of his masterpiece, the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum in New York, when he was 80.


    


  




  The gains of age




  Indeed, once we rid ourselves of the ‘deficit’ model of ageing, it becomes apparent that nature is often more even-handed than we’ve supposed: recent

  neurological research shows that the brain in midlife – roughly 35 to 65 and even beyond – is far more elastic than most of us had realized. Short-term memory may decline but we make

  better connections between what we retain. Winston Churchill became prime minister at 66, and architect Frank Lloyd Wright completed the design of his masterpiece, the Solomon Guggenheim Museum in

  New York, when he was 80.




  World history is full of late developers – not necessarily exceptional individuals notching up record-breaking achievements, but ordinary ones who’ve found fresh ways of developing

  new capacities and relationships, who understand that we can continue to grow so long as we continue to breathe, and that some aspects of the self, like spiritual growth, take time. Indeed for many

  of us this kind of growth is one of the unexpected rewards of ageing, and it can start to develop even when we’re young adults. In the research for this book I’ve interviewed people of

  all ages. What’s striking is how almost all of them felt enlarged and not diminished by ageing.




  Ageing, if we allow it to, supplies us with a constantly shifting panorama, something that the caricatures of age obscure or simplify. For example we aren’t simply children and then

  adults: relations with parents and the struggle to separate can continue to be fraught into one’s twenties and well beyond. And yet English has no ungendered word for the adult offspring.

  It’s as if we have no conception of the parent–child bond enduring beyond childhood, and so no need for a word beyond ‘adult children’, a term that sounds like an

  oxymoron.




  Despite this book’s title, which is intended to challenge the notion that the only good way of ageing is not to, it can’t supply a recipe or prescription; on the contrary, this book

  develops from the belief that we need to free ourselves from prescriptive ideas of how an older, or indeed a younger, person should look, sound or live. The psychoanalyst Donald Winnicott said that

  living creatively involves retaining something personal that is unmistakably yourself. The view of ageing that this book encourages and reflects, while never pretending away some of the indignities

  and challenges of old age, sees the continuities between our younger and older selves: we remain ourselves throughout the life cycle, only older. Even more importantly, ageing offers us the

  opportunity – one identified by the writer May Sarton in her luminous journal At Seventy, which chronicled the year that began on her seventieth birthday – of becoming more

  fully ourselves: more, and not less, individual. Ageing, at each stage of life, can be actively enriching.




  If Gina moves beyond her fear, she’ll realize that this has already started to happen to her: that she is, in fact, more satisfied with her life at 30 than she was at 20 – she

  understands herself better, her relationships are more solid. Gina’s fear of ageing is directed at some amorphous, creeping, malign change, which prevents her from appreciating the benefits

  that she has already derived from the ageing process. It’s as if there’s a cognitive dissonance at work, leading Gina to hold two contradictory attitudes simultaneously: she’s

  scared of what has already, quite benignly, begun to take place. She’s ageing with vitality, even while she fears getting older.




  Winnicott also maintained that creative living resulted in surprising oneself. The capacity to be surprised, curious and engaged isn’t the prerogative of young people (we should refuse the

  term ‘the young’ just as forcefully as we refuse to speak of ‘the old’ – it’s part of resisting the homogenizing tendency), and indeed it can intensify as we

  age.




  Greeting the ageing self




  In trying to depathologize age, we need to make an important distinction, between resisting ageism (stereotyping or discriminating on the basis of age) and resisting age itself.

  The first opens the door to a path of rich potential, freeing us to keep on developing and changing, while the second closes it, condemning us to an endless attempt to recover the

  irretrievable.




  We need also to understand how, as the writer Margaret Morganroth Gullette put it, we are ‘aged by culture’. In Western societies we tend to think of ageing in biomedical terms, as a

  physiological condition. And of course we are embodied creatures, the state of our bodies as we age making certain activities possible and closing off others. But an equally, if not more, crucial

  factor shaping the way that we age is the culture in which we live: not only its attitude towards ageing, but also its policies. For swathes of people, getting older means getting poorer, which in

  turn leads to them being marginalized from the pleasures and plenitude of life. The more noisily we promote the third approach to ageing, one which embraces ageing and sees it as a lifelong

  process, the more apparent it will become that poverty isn’t intrinsic to ageing but results from policies and practices expressing contempt and indifference to older people and to the ageing

  process itself – and that can be resisted by all of us, whatever our age.




  In the chapters that follow, I introduce the idea of ageing as a lifelong process, one to be celebrated, and then spell out the fear of ageing, embodied by Gina and her parents, that so

  saturates our thinking. Having explored this, I offer revivifying examples of people embracing ageing, and consider how we might follow in their footsteps. Next, I chart historical and cultural

  changes in attitudes to ageing, and show how age-apartheid is being challenged. I dedicate a separate chapter to exploring the ways in which our experiences of ageing are gendered, and the recent

  extension of self-scrutiny to men. This is followed by a chapter that argues, in the words of Rabbi Zalman Schachter-Shalomi, that ‘death is not a cosmic mistake’ and that, if we work

  towards integrating it into our understanding of life from a very early age, it can paradoxically reduce the fear of ageing. Death then becomes part of what I call in the final chapter ‘the

  arc of life’, which allows us to connect our life experiences into a meaningful chain.




  ‘Age takes hold of us by surprise,’ remarked Goethe. Simone de Beauvoir couldn’t believe it when she first stood in front of her mirror and said ‘I am forty’.

  Gloria Steinem noted that ‘One day I woke up and there was a 70-year-old woman in my bed.’ (Interesting how much less quoted this is than her retort, upon being told by a reporter that

  she didn’t look 40, ‘This is what 40 looks like.’) So caricatured and disavowed is the ageing process that older people regularly say, in amazement, ‘I don’t feel old

  – I still feel 18 inside.’ They are still 18 inside – and 8, and 28, 38, 48 and 58: all those former ages aren’t eviscerated by age but are enfolded inside them,

  like the rings in a tree trunk. The realization that, as we age, we don’t have to be evicted from our predilections and passions, interests and senses – indeed from our bodies, whatever

  physical limitations we might experience; that we aren’t catapulted into a homogenous category called old from which all traces of our prior identity have been expunged; that the zest for

  life can survive the inevitable curtailments and bereavements we suffer along the way – all this, surely, makes ageing a much less terrifying business.




  Maggie Kuhn, founder of the American Gray Panther movement, an intergenerational, anti-ageist campaigning group, sympathized with Gina’s unhappiness over leaving behind her twenties.

  Kuhn’s thirtieth birthday had been her worst, she recalled – when she was 85.
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        1. What is Age?


      


    


  




  Wrinkles, sensible shoes and Alzheimer’s – these, or something like them, are what most of us would come up with if we were asked to free-associate on the subject

  of age. But they’re utterly misleading because they elide ageing with old age or sickness. In fact we’re all ageing from the moment we’re born: you could say that birth causes age

  – ageing certainly isn’t possible without it. As soon as you understand ageing as something that happens throughout the life cycle – taking place right now to us all, whatever our

  age – you begin to see it in a different perspective from the standard one in which we’re young and then, hey presto, once we reach a certain threshold (25, 30, 40, 50 – take your

  pick), we cross over into ‘ageing’.




  That view, so culturally entrenched, is hard to shake off. It’s certainly the case that most young people long to grow older – they associate ageing with the freedom to do things

  hitherto forbidden them. When can I stay up till ten? When am I allowed to go to a music festival on my own? I can’t wait to turn 18 and buy alcohol legally. When you’re young, ageing

  means freeing yourself from the tyranny of parents, making choices for yourself and gaining more control over your own life. Ageing, when you’re a child, is viewed entirely as the medium

  through which your capabilities (to walk and talk, write and reason) develop and is toasted as the route to independence. It used to be your twenty-first but now it’s your eighteenth, a

  birthday that shouts ‘At last!’




  But then, almost imperceptibly, this view of ageing begins to change: for most of us, probably in our twenties, anticipation and optimism come to be joined, sometimes replaced, by anxiety and

  even dread. The brief interlude of freedom without responsibilities ends, and the demands of adulthood, such as having to earn a living, hove into view. The prospect of life without six-week-long

  summer holidays is a truly shocking rite of passage. People now expect you to behave in ways that accord with their idea of an adult, with a seeming disregard for the fact that you may not feel

  like an adult, or even know what feeling like an adult might feel like. Growing older begins to seem more loss than gain, something to be resisted. By 25 one has the right to do pretty much

  everything one longed for earlier, and now the rest of life starts to roll out terrifyingly ahead. Alexa, 16, a London schoolgirl, told her aunt that she woke up in the middle of the night,

  worrying about how she’d know how to fill in a tax return when the time came.




  Indeed many young people plump for 25 as the age that adulthood really begins. It isn’t an entirely arbitrary age, for only at 25 are our frontal lobes fully developed, and the need for

  instant gratification modified by cognitive maturity, a greater capacity for empathy and a longer-term perspective. Twenty-five, as 24-year-old Becky put it with just a hint of alarm, is a quarter

  of a century old. It’s when she plans to give up smoking, as if she’ll become suddenly more susceptible to mortality on the morning of her twenty-fifth birthday. Or perhaps on that day

  it will have become finally undeniable.




  How completely our attitudes change, within the space of a decade or two: from looking down on those younger (in the family, at school), to looking down on those older . . .




  Ageing today




  Ageing in the twenty-first century is a particularly confusing business. Today, 34 often looks like 24 a mere fifty years ago, and 44 like 34. But just because you look this way

  doesn’t mean you are.




  Traditionally, growing up meant leaving home: you had to separate from adults before you could become one. This, though, has become an increasingly extended process. We can salute the fact that

  some ideas about ageing have become less rigid, and that most of us feel less programmed to get a job, get married, buy a flat and have a child – all of these, in this order, at a prescribed

  age.




  But tuition fees, high unemployment, the exorbitant cost of housing – all these mean that young people are financially reliant on their parents for far longer. ‘Youth’ used to

  be a short transitional phase between childhood and adulthood: today it can extend to your thirties. Parents are having to plough so much money into their kids that some expect a return for their

  investment. They also consider themselves entitled to a greater degree of involvement in their children’s decisions – after all, they’re paying for them – even though they

  may be ill-equipped to give advice about the new and unprecedented social realities that their kids are facing.




  (In Ford cars there’s now a feature which allows parents to control in advance the speed at which their children drive, along with programming insistent seat belt reminders and low-fuel

  warnings. It’s like having your parent in the car along with you – a kind of Satnag. To the refrain ‘get out of my life’, adolescents will now be able to add ‘get out

  of my car’.)




  Increasing numbers of those in their twenties and thirties now fear growing up. The man-child holds on tightly to his video games and comics, and refuses to change. He equates being grown up

  with joylessness. But perhaps it’s less about having a mortgage or a pension and more about learning to take responsibility for your spending; about being able to defer gratification instead

  of insisting ‘I want it now’; about not saying the first thing that comes into your head and thinking about other people as well as yourself? Perhaps growing up is another way of saying

  that your perspective widens and lengthens. We need to rethink our ideas about what ageing means at every age, and not just old age.




  Reversing age?




  And yet even the perpetual adolescent, offered the chance to relive his teenage years, would probably refuse. All right, mutter those who decry the ageing process: perhaps there

  are some pleasures brought about by ageing, maybe being 15 wasn’t the utopia we nostalgically re-imagine it to be. But wouldn’t it be wonderful to go back to that earlier age with the

  knowledge accrued from this later one? To be younger but wiser – can there be a more common fantasy? Or a more preposterous one? It’s like wanting your child to be born with the ability

  to walk, or able to recite Homer’s Odyssey in Latin at the age of 3 – a petulant, infantile, if altogether understandable, desire to obliterate time.
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