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The Double Standard of Aging
by Susan Sontag

The emotional privileges this society confers upon youth stir up some
anxiety about getting older in everybody. All modern urbanized
societies—unlike tribal, rural societies—condescend to the values of
maturity and heap honors on the joys of youth. This revaluation of the life
cycle in favor of the young brilliantly serves a secular society whose idols
are ever-increasing industrial productivity and the unlimited cannibalization
of nature. Such a society must create a new sense of the rhythms of life in
order to incite people to buy more, to consume and throw away faster.
People let the direct awareness they have of their needs, of what really gives
them pleasure, be overruled by commercialized images of happiness and
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personal well-being; and, in this imagery designed to stimulate ever more
avid levels of consumption, the most popular metaphor for happiness is
“youth.” (I would insist that it is a metaphor, not a literal description. Youth
is a metaphor for energy, restless mobility, appetite: for the state of
“wanting.”) This equating of well-being with youth makes everyone
naggingly aware of exact age—one’s own and that of other people. In
primitive and premodern societies people attach much less importance to
dates. When lives are divided into long periods with stable responsibilities
and steady ideals (and hypocrisies), the exact number of years someone has
lived becomes a trivial fact; there is hardly any reason to mention, even to
know, the year in which one was born. Most people in nonindustrial
societies are not sure exactly how old they are. People in industrial societies
are haunted by numbers. They take an almost obsessional interest in keeping
the score card of aging, convinced that anything above a low total is some
kind of bad news. In an era in which people actually live longer and longer,
what now amounts to the latter two-thirds of everyone’s life is shadowed by

a poignant apprehension of unremitting loss.



