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Aging Might Not Be Inevitable

There are biological underpinnings to aging—and so
researchers are investigating cell manipulations,
transfusions of young blood, and chemical
compounds that can mimic low-calorie diets.
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IN 1997, A French woman named Jeanne Calment died at the age of 122. She was the
world’s oldest verified person, according to the Gerontology Research Group. Her daily

habits included drinking a glass of port wine and smoking a cigarette after meals (she




also ate 2.5 pounds of chocolate every week). “Nobody else has lived past 120 since
she died,” says Venki Ramakrishnan, the Nobel Prize—winning biologist and author of

Why We Die. Indeed, while the number of centenarians is increasing every year, the
number of people living past 110 is not. “This suggests that maybe there’s a natural limit
to human lifespan.”

If such a limit exists, it's one imposed by biological evolution. “Evolution wants to make
sure that your genes have the maximum likelihood of being passed on,” Ramakrishnan
says. “It doesn't care about how long you live.” This explains, for instance, why there
seems to be a correlation between the size of animals and their life expectancy—in
general, the larger the species, the longer it will live. Most mayflies live between one
and two days. Monarch butterflies can live for months. Bowhead whales live more
than 200 years. Greenland sharks may live more than 500 years. “If you're a smaller
species, there’s no point spending a lot of resources maintaining and repairing the body
because the likelihood of being eaten or starved to death are high,” says
Ramakrishnan. “Larger species, on the other hand, will have the advantage of more
time finding mates and producing offspring.”

A few species, however, seem to be exempt from this rule. The hydra, a small
freshwater animal with 12 tentacles, doesn’t seem to age at all. The immortal jellyfish
can even age backward. “It suggests that aging is not inevitable and that we might be
able to circumvent our natural limits if we alter our biology,” Ramakrishnan says.

That is why understanding the biological underpinnings of why we age and die is such
a hot topic of research today. Scientists are trying to find out how to manipulate
cellular aging processes—for instance, how to destroy senescent cells (aged cells that

cause inflammation), or how to reprogram cells to revert them to an earlier state of

development. Over the past decade, more than 300,000 scientific papers about aging
have been published, while billions of dollars have been funneled into more than 700
longevity startups, including Altos Labs, Human Longevity, Elysium Health, and Calico.

One of the most promising avenues of research involves the discovery of chemical
compounds that can mimic the effects of a low-calorie diet, which is recognized as one
of most well-established ways to slow down aging. One such compound is rapamycin,
first discovered on the soil of Easter Island, due to its antifungal properties. “Later they
found out that it was also a potent antitumor and anti-inflammatory,” Ramakrishnan
says. “It’s also immunosuppressant, so it can also make people prone to infection and
slow down wound healing. We need to find that sweet spot between not having the
side effects and having just the [anti-aging] benefits.”
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Longevity researchers are also familiar with a body of research that shows that young
blood can rejuvenate old bodies—in mice, at least. This discovery came about when
researchers first surgically connected the circulatory system of a young and old mouse
—a technique called parabiosis—and observed that this procedure slowed down the
symptoms of aging, lengthening the lifespan of the older animal by 10 percent.
Ramakrishnan notes that while scientists are still trying to identify the factors in young
blood that cause this effect, “there are companies that jumped the gun and started
offering young plasma to billionaires.”

“While we’re waiting for all these things to happen there are things we can do.”
Ramakrishnan notes. “This is likely similar to the advice your grandparents gave you.
Eat moderately, eat healthy diets, get enough sleep and exercise. It turns out that each
of those affects the other two so it’s really a virtuous cycle. If you do all of them at
once, it works better than any medicine on the market, it has no side effects, and it’s
free”

This article appears in the July/August 2024 issue of WIRED UK magazine.
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READ MORE

The Titan Submersible Disaster Shocked the World. The Inside Story Is More
Disturbing Than Anyone Imagined

A year after OceanGate’s sub imploded, thousands of exclusive leaked documents and interviews with
ex-employees reveal how the company’s CEO cut corners, ignored warnings, and lied in his fatal quest
to reach the Titanic.

MARK HARRIS
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The tricky physics of taking the perfect World Cup penalty

To understand how to take a match-winning penalty you've got to understand the physics behind the
perfect kick

JAMES TEMPERTON

The End of El Nino Might Make the Weather Even More Extreme
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The shift from El Nifio to La Nifia will see temperatures drop, but when one weather system swings to
the other, summers tend to be hotter than average—meaning 2024 could be even warmer and wilder
than last year.
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The World’s Largest Fungus Collection May Unlock the Mysteries of Carbon
Capture

Research is uncovering the key role that fungi play in getting soils to absorb carbon, and how
humanity’s actions aboveground are wreaking havoc in the mysterious fungal world below.
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The Hunt for Ultralight Dark Matter

Perhaps dark matter is made of an entirely different kind of particle than the ones physicists have been
searching for. New experiments are springing up to look for these ultra-lightweight phantoms.
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The Science of Having a Great Conversation
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Forming meaningful bonds with others can improve your health, make you mentally sharper, and fuel
creativity. Making friends can feel daunting, but research shows there are many ways to build better
connections.
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Zombie Fire Season Is Here in the Arctic

Every year, peatlands in the Arctic suddenly ignite. Smoldering subterranean fires from the previous
summer were thought to be to blame, but now modeling suggests a worrying new cause.
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The Case for MDMA's Approval Is Riddled With Problems

The FDA is considering approving MDMA alongside psychotherapy as a treatment for PTSD. But
evidence of the drug’s effectiveness isn'’t clear cut.
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