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In Defense of Aging

What if aging isn’t viewed as a decline but as the moment we finally take space in the

life we built and really wield our purpose?

BY JULIE BONASSO

I've been thinking a lot about aging lately.
Maybe it’s because I've been front and center
caring for my 94-year-old mother for the past five

years and, in recent months, under hospice care.
Maybe it’s because I'm seeing the seemingly
smooth faces of my Gen-X Hollywood peers
like Demi Moore and Rob Lowe, yet upon closer
examination, there’s a tension beneath the
surface (both physically visible and emotionally
felt) — the silent struggle to stave off time.
Maybe it’s because it’s a challenge for me to
look in the mirror each day and not recognize
the face staring back at me.

Facing the Mirror
Aging is hard. Especially for women. And some
men.

While it’s true we are discussing this more
openly as a society, culturally, aging (for women
in particular) is still not acceptable. A case in
point is the movie The Substance. The movie is
a “body horror” film and explores the disturb-
ing consequences of a revolutionary product
that allows women to create younger, “better”
versions of themselves — only to reveal the psy-
chological and physical costs of severing from
their aging identities.'

This film created a cognitive dissonance for
me. In real life, Moore, who played the leading
role, was living out what the movie portrayed.
When I saw her accept the Golden Globe Award,
I'was, on the one hand, inspired by her speech.
And yet, on the other hand, I had a visceral
reaction as I watched someone, almost in slow
motion, whose face wasn’'t moving, having just
made a movie about the gruesome slippery
slope of anti-aging efforts. At that podium, I saw
echoes of Ghost-era Demi — still reaching for
the 1980s version of herself and still clearly a
woman older than 50.

Iam not judging people for taking steps to
feel their very best. Rather, my intention is
to share my observations, which reflect my
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internal conflict of trying to prevent the tsu-
nami from arriving when the water is already at
the shoreline.

AsI've grown older, I can feel my previously
healthy self-esteem about my physical appear-
ance starting to splinter.

I'm more critical of my features; I don't like
taking photos anymore and when I look in the
mirror, [ see someone I don'’t recognize. And
it's not just the mirror. It’s the hesitancy to be
photographed, the slight shame when someone
tags you unexpectedly, the inner wince at your
reflection on Zoom.

Canyou relate?

These feelings aren't just mine. They're show-
ing up across generations. Research from BMC
Psychology links photo-editing habits to lower
self-esteem and increased self-objectification,
particularly among adolescents.? It’s no wonder
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S0 many young women are turning to
Botox and fillers — procedures once
reserved for midlife are now increasingly
popular among women under 30. Case in
point: approximately 40% of “cosmetic
procedures in the U.S. in 2019 were car-
ried out on those between the ages of 38
and 40.” A survey by the International
Society of Aesthetic Plastic Surgery also
found that “non-surgical cosmetic proce-
dures performed by plastic surgeons had
increased by 57.8% from 2018 to 2022.™
The danger with trying to halt the
inevitable aging process is real. As the
normalization of plastic surgery and
cosmetic enhancement continues to
rise — especially through the lens of
social media — so does the psychological
fallout. Experts warn that the constant
exposure to filtered, surgically altered
faces has made it increasingly difficult
to distinguish between natural aging
and curated perfection. This tectonic so-
cietal shift for the relentless pursuit of

youth can fuel appearance-based anxi-
ety, body dysmorphia, and an increase
in depression.®

What might have once been a personal
choice — something a woman did for
herself — has, over time, started to feel
like an expectation, like something we're
supposed to do. And when the pressure
to look younger becomes the norm,
aging stops being a private experience
and turns into something we perform.
The more we try to keep up, the more we
risk losing our footing — our clarity, our
confidence, our sense of self.

Is this really what we want to model
for younger generations?

Unlearning the Lie

Maybe that’s why I've found myself

craving counterexamples: moments of

clarity, resistance, and women and men

choosing a different way forward.
Earlier in the year, | was thinking

about a photo shoot that Jamie Lee

Curtis did 23 years ago. She showed up
in More magazine without makeup or
touch-ups — in boy shorts and a sports
bra. She was 43 years old and wanted
to show women what was behind the
“idealized” version of celebrities.®

What was interesting to me about this
recent memory is that back then, this
article and these photos made such a
deep imprint on my psyche even though
I wasn't consciously thinking about
aging at 34 years old. The fact that I still
remembered it two decades later blows
my mind about the power of Jamie Lee’s
naked honesty and vulnerability.

Today, the pressure is even more pro-
nounced with the invasive and pervasive
social media onslaught. However, I am
seeing moments of protest and healing.

Mel Robbins showing up on Instagram
in bed and without makeup.

Andie McDowell brave enough to walk
the red carpet, with, wait for it ... gray
hair!
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Linda Evangelista openly discuss-
ing the harm and disfigurement that
occurred when she had a cosmetic proce-
dure.” The impact of this procedure “not
only destroyed [her] livelihood, it [sic]
sent [her] into a cycle of deep depression,
profound sadness, and the lowest depths
of self-loathing.”

And every day, people, including yours
truly, are stepping out without the mask
and talking about it more openly.

I've been lucky to have two parents
who modeled aging as a strength. After
raising 12 children and sending all of
us on to higher education, my father
returned to school and graduated from
college at age 70.

Nicknamed “The Flying Nun,” Sister
Marion Irvine began running at 48
and, at 54, became the oldest person to
participate in the U.S. Olympic Trials for
track and field."

Ray Kroc joined McDonald’s at 52 and
transformed it into the behemoth it is
today."

At age 65, Laura Ingalls Wilder
published her first “Little House” book,
launching a beloved and enduring series
of books and a TV show."?

In her late 70s, Grandma Moses (Anna
Mary Robertson Moses) began paint-
ing and became one of America’s most
celebrated folk artists."

At 97, Iris Apfel signed a modeling
contract with IMG."
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What if aging isn't viewed as a decline
but as the moment we finally take space
in the life we built and really wield our
purpose?

What brilliance are you still shielding
because you've been taught it has an
expiration date?

What would it look like to stop hiding
and start leading with the power only
age can provide?

For me, the answer has been right in
front of me, in the woman I have been
caring for these past five years.

One of the things I've been noticing
about my mom, who is now in her final
days, is that although she is tired and
weak and can no longer ambulate, she

At 89, my mother moved across the
country after living her entire life in the
small town where she was born. Even at
this late stage of life and in a few short
years, she built community, nurtured
friendships and became family to those
around her. People fell in love with her
spirit of generosity, wit, and charm.

Need more examples?

Samuel L. Jackson landed his first
movie role at age 46 and is still going
strong in his mid-70s.°

If they can do it, so can we.

Coming Home to Ourselves
The real work isn't just in admiring others;  retained her joy, positivity, and peace,
it’s in how we choose to show up in our
own lives, how we quiet the inner critic,
and what we model for those watchingus.  of 94 years of life, love, and loss, and yet
One way I'm doing this is to pivot my
mental chatter by changing the messag-
ing, practicing mindfulness, and living
laser-focused on my life’s mission.

still cares about her appearance, yet
without an attachment to what once
was. She maintains her daily beauty
routine, but more importantly, she has

from which her beauty radiates.
Her face and body carry the imprint

she doesn'’t turn away when she looks in
the mirror. wi
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