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permeates this book.
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Introduction

I REMEMBER IN February 1997 taking my then seven-and five-year-old daughters to an exhibition of Shakespeare's "Unruly Women" at the Folger Shakespeare Library in Washington. There was Portia in The Merchant of Venice, who takes on the whole Venetian legal world and uses the law to bring new, deeper insights to it. There was Beatrice in Much Ado About Nothing, and Rosalind in As You Like It, both of them "take no prisoners" women who ruffled the feathers of those birdbrains mindlessly parroting the status quo.

Fearless women come in all shapes, forms, ages, and professions. As Shakespeare put it, "Age cannot wither her, nor custom stale her infinite variety."

I wanted to take my daughters to that exhibition because it's never too early to teach women fearlessness. But now as I watch my girls in their teenage years, I'm stunned to see all the same classic fears I was burdened with: How attractive am I? Do people like me? Should I speak up? I wonder if their fears are more intense than mine were at their age or if they just seem more intense. I had thought that with all the gains feminism has brought, my daughters would not have to suffer through the fears I did. Yet here is our younger generation, as uncertain, doubting, and desperate as we were, trying to fulfill the expectations of others. What happened to our bold little girls?

As Mary Pipher puts it in her bestselling book Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adolescent Girls, "Something dramatic happens to girls in early adolescence. Just as planes and ships disappear mysteriously into the Bermuda Triangle, so do the selves of girls go down in droves." Fears in teenage girls manifest in many ways: depression, eating disorders, drugs, casual and confusing sex. Young women, fixated on looks, thinness, and sexuality, are losing themselves in trying to gain approval from peers, grown-ups, and the overheated pop culture that surrounds them.

And yet, through the many case studies I've read, through the stories of women I admire, and, above all, through my own experience with my daughters, again and again I encounter moments of extraordinary strength, courage, and resilience, when fears are confronted, even overcome, and anything seems possible. It was my longing to somehow make these moments last that prompted me to write this book—for my contemporaries, for our mothers, for our daughters.

CLINICAL ANXIETY DISORDERS associated with fear affect more than 20 million Americans. Science has shown that fear is hard-wired deep in our lizard brain. What differentiates us from one another are the situations that activate our individual alarms of danger. An armed burglar invading our home? A boyfriend not calling? An odd comment from a friend over lunch? An upcoming wedding toast you're expected to give? Starting a new job? Having to ask your boss for a raise? Saying good-bye to a bad relationship?

Fears—such as fear of snakes, heights, and closed spaces—are not biologically specific to gender, but some do tend to be more prevalent among women than men, including anuptaphobia: fear of staying single; arrhenphobia: fear of men; atelophobia: fear of imperfection; atychiphobia: fear of failure; cacophobia: fear of ugliness; eremophobia: fear of loneliness; gerascophobia: fear of growing old; glossophobia: fear of public speaking; katagelophobia: fear of ridicule; monophobia: fear of being alone; rhytiphobia: fear of getting wrinkles.

Every fear has a name. Whatever it is that frightens you has frightened someone before you. Fear is universal. It touches everyone—but it clearly doesn't stop everyone.

MY OWN BATTLES WITH FEAR

There have been many, many moments of fear in my life, but seven of them were critical—times when the fear was overwhelming but which taught me that it was possible to break through to the other side. To fearlessness.

•      The first experience of fear I remember was a particularly strange one. I was nine years old. Over dinner one night, my mother started telling my younger sister and me about the time during the Greek civil war, in the 1940s, when she fled to the mountains with two Jewish girls. As part of the Greek Red Cross, she was taking care of wounded soldiers and hiding the girls.

She described the night when German soldiers arrived at their cabin and started to shoot, threatening to kill everyone if the group did not surrender the Jews the Germans suspected (rightly) they were hiding. My mother, who spoke fluent German, stood up and told them categorically to put down their guns, that there were no Jews in their midst. And then she watched the German soldiers lower their guns and walk away. And just hearing it, I remember the fear rising inside me, not just fear for my mother and the danger she faced but fear for myself. How would I ever live up to this standard of fearlessness?

•      It was 1967, and a group of Greek generals had just staged a coup and established a dictatorship in Athens, where I lived. There was a curfew, and soldiers were stationed at every corner. I was seventeen years old and afraid—torn between the fear that paralyzed me and the desire to ignore the curfew and walk to my economics class so I could fulfill my dream of going to Cambridge University. I ignored the curfew and walked to class.

•      When I finally got into Cambridge, I instantly fell in love with the Cambridge Union, the university's famed debating society. But, to put it mildly, the Cambridge Union did not instantly fall in love with me. Even before starting my unrequited love affair, I had to overcome the barrier of having a heavy Greek accent in a world where accents really mattered. More important, I had to overcome the fear of criticism and ridicule. If I didn't, I knew I would never be able to speak fearlessly in public.

•      In 1988, when I published my book on Picasso, I found myself in a battle with the art establishment. My sin was that I had dared criticize Picasso as a man, even while acknowledging his artistic genius. The book was called Picasso: Creator and Destroyer, and the art world would not forgive me for exploring the destroyer part—a not inconsiderable facet of Picasso's life. And this, after all, was a biography. My Picasso experience elicited two fears: the fear of being disapproved of by people I liked and respected, and the fear of being caught up in a public controversy.

•      The most heart-wrenching fear—confronting the possibility of great loss and one's own powerlessness to do anything to stop it—hit me when my younger daughter, Isabella, was not yet one year old. One night, completely unexpectedly, she had a fever-related seizure. I was alone with her. Seeing my baby turn black and blue and realizing she was unable to breathe brought me face-to-face with a chilling fear.

•      In 2003, I ran for governor in California. During the campaign I was confronted with the fear of being caricatured and misunderstood. Of course, it's in the nature of political campaigns to turn your opponent into a political caricature. But I saw firsthand how different—and how much harder—it is if you're a woman, how much more exposed and vulnerable you feel. I remember sitting at the airport, waiting for a plane to Sacramento, deep in thought about all of this, when a young woman put a note in my hand and then disappeared:

Ms. Huffington,

I didn't want to intrude, but I wanted to thank you for your statements during the September 24th debate. You helped make it clear why women in particular should not vote for Schwarzenegger. While some have complained that your behavior was inappropriate, I realize that well-behaved women rarely make history. Thanks for taking on the fight.

Janice Rocco

•      My mother, who lived with me most of my life—through my marriage, childbirth, and divorce—died in 2000. Her death forced me to confront my deepest fear: living my life without the person who had been its foundation. I did lose her, and I have had to go on without her. But the way she lived her life and faced her death have taught me so much about overcoming fear.

HOW FEAR LIMITS US

Beyond the major moments of fear in our lives, there are many other times we sacrifice our personal truth to go along, be approved of, or just plain be "nice." Because despite all our advances, there's still a huge premium on women being "accommodating" and "team players" who don't "rock the boat." As Marlo Thomas once said, "A man has to be Joe McCarthy to be called ruthless. All a woman has to do is put you on hold." Or, as a friend of mine operating in the treacherous political world of Washington's Beltway told me, "It's good to be a team player, but you also have to know the difference between all of us standing together and all of us jumping off the same cliff." If you let them, the hungry little gremlins of compromise will devour your soul bit by bit and come to dominate your life. They feed the fear of being left out, the fear that survival will be impossible outside the tribe. No wonder fear shoots through our veins, constricting our blood flow and shutting down our creative energy—we are in survival mode.

When we are in the grip of survival thinking, the dominant illusion is that once we vanquish the enemy facing us, overcome the obstacle in front of us, get over the next hill, life will be secure, free of problems, perfect. Then we will be fearless. Then we can start the life we've been planning on. But that long-awaited day never comes because there is always another enemy, another obstacle, another hill.

To live in fear is the worst form of insult to our true selves. By having such a low regard for who we are—for our instincts and abilities and worth—we build a cage around ourselves. To prevent others from shutting us down, we do it for them. Trapped by our own fears, we then pretend that we're incapable of having what we want, forever waiting for others to give us permission to start living. Pretty soon, we start to believe this is the only way.

The most common response to this crisis of self is conformity: "The individual," Erich Fromm writes in Escape from Freedom, "ceases to be himself; he adopts entirely the kind of personality offered to him by cultural patterns; and he therefore becomes exactly as all others are and as they expect him to be. . . . This mechanism can be compared with the protective coloring some animals assume."

So, ironically, the woman who appears well adapted may be the one who has simply become most comfortable being governed by her fears, while the "neurotic" one is still gamely struggling to reach fearlessness.

MASTERING FEAR

Fearlessness is not the absence of fear. Rather, it's the mastery of fear. Courage, my compatriot Socrates argues, is the knowledge of what is not to be feared. Which is to say, there are things we should be afraid of—we want to stay alive, after all. We will never completely eliminate fear from our lives, but we can definitely get to the point where our fears do not stop us from daring to think new thoughts, try new things, take risks, fail, start again, and be happy.

Fearlessness is about getting up one more time than we fall down. The more comfortable we are with the possibility of falling down, the less worried we are of what people will think if and when we do, the less judgmental of ourselves we are every time we make a mistake, the more fearless we will be, and the easier our journey will become.

I remember once talking to my eight-year-old daughter before a school performance. She kept saying she had butterflies in her stomach because she was afraid to go on the stage. What if, I asked her, the butterflies were actually there because she was excited to go on the stage? She considered the idea. In fact, it became a little joke between us. "I'm not afraid, Mommy," she would say. "I'm excited." The more she repeated it, the more she believed it and the less afraid she was. Since fear is such a primal reaction, making the choice to move forward despite fear is an evolved decision that transcends our animal nature.

IN THE CHAPTERS ahead, I will provide a road map for achieving fearlessness in every aspect of our lives, a straight-to-the-point manifesto on how to be fearless. How to be bold. How to say what we need to say and do what we need to do in a way that has us embracing, not fearing, the reactions of others. Why speaking out is almost always better than silence. How to assess what's holding us back from being our best, most honest selves and what we must do to change. Why the world will be a better place if we actively work for the things we want and believe in.

I have my own key to overcoming fear. I look for the still center in my life and in my self, the place that is not susceptible to life's constant ups and downs. It doesn't mean that I don't lose my head and that I wouldn't rather have success and praise than failure and criticism, but it does mean that I can find my way back to that center, that secure structure of inner support, so that all my negative emotions, and especially my fears, become opportunities to achieve fearlessness. If we can find that greater inner freedom and strength, then we can evolve from a fearful state of living to a state of freedom, trust, and happiness.

We have so much potential, yet we hold ourselves back. If my daughters, and women of all ages, are to take their rightful place in society, they must become fearless. This book is dedicated to them and to that goal.


Nora Ephron on fearlessness

I  THINK OF myself as a fairly brave person. When I was young, I was exceptionally brave about things other girls were wussy about, like snakes and scary movies, and I was very proud of myself.

There's no question in my mind that women tend to be more fearful than men—or else they're allowed by the culture to be more fearful—but I was never really like that: I was a tomboy and an athlete, and my parents were determined that all their children (four girls) be exceptionally brave about their opinions, et cetera. I'm a great admirer of that virtue called manliness, which is highly underrated in women, and to me it includes choosing to be brave rather than fearful.

I probably have a certain amount of impatience with fearfulness and an absolute determination not to be fearful when it's possible to overcome it. But I don't expect to be particularly brave when forced to confront my own death. I wish I were going to be, but I doubt I will.

I used to be afraid of flying, but one day my husband pointed out to me that it was narcissistic to think that my particular plane was going to crash. That amused me and made sense, so it was sort of the end of my fear of flying.

After September 11, I was full of fear about all the things people were fearful about: subway attacks, germ warfare, smallpox, et cetera. It was a terrifying time; my heart was in my throat. Like everyone I know, I got my doctor to give me a prescription for Cipro in case of an anthrax attack. The Cipro pills are useless now, it's years afterward, but I keep them in my medicine cabinet as a reminder of how frightened I was. But I wasn't a total wuss: I never bought a gas mask. I have friends who did, and I felt about them the way I felt about the girls I grew up with who were afraid of snakes and scary movies.

On the other hand, I should probably admit that now that I'm older, I tend to avoid all scary movies. If I accidentally find myself at a movie that turns scary, I cover my eyes and I don't uncover them until the scary-movie music is over.

I have not seen a snake lately, so I have no idea how I would respond. Although I recently killed a mouse with a broom, so I would probably be all right.

Nora Ephron's latest book is I Feel Bad About My Neck: And Other Thoughts on Being a Woman.


Fearless About the Body

The Perfection of Imperfection

THE MOST INTIMATE relationship we'll ever have is with our own body. It's the headquarters of our fears and anxieties. It's also the cause of many of them. Which is why we can never really be fearless until we stop judging our looks and accept them.

I've always loved Orinthia's classic, brimming-with-chutzpah speech in George Bernard Shaw's The Apple Cart. Having seen the play a number of times, I've noticed that it's actually better when Orinthia is played by an actress who is not conventionally beautiful, because then it makes the point more clearly that Orinthia's confidence in herself comes from a deeper place than her looks or her achievements. The king, with whom she's having an affair, challenges her: "It must be magnificent to have the conscience of a goddess without ever doing a thing to justify it."

She replies: "Give me a goddess's work to do; and I will do it. I will even stoop to a queen's work if you will share the throne with me. But do not pretend that people become great by doing great things. They do great things because they are great, if the great things come along. But they are great just the same when the great things do not come along. If I never did anything but sit in this room and powder my face and tell you what a clever fool you are, I should still be heavens high above the millions of common women who do their domestic duty, and sacrifice themselves, and run trade departments and all the rest of the vulgarities. . . . Thank God my self-consciousness is something nobler than vulgar conceit in having done something. It is what I am, not what I do, that you must worship in me."

Granted, it would be nicer if all this confidence were directed at something a little nobler than getting the king to marry her. But the essence of Orinthia's declaration is that fearlessness and confidence in ourselves come not from what we do, or what we accomplish, or what we wear, or how we look, but from a deep and complete acceptance of ourselves. We are who we are no matter what we look like or what we achieve.

KEEPING UP APPEARANCES

For eons, beauty has been a big measure, often the only measure, of a woman's worth. The urge to attract seems to be hardwired in us—even a biological necessity. In her book Survival of the Prettiest: The Science of Beauty, Harvard psychologist Nancy Etcoff writes that "beauty is a universal part of human experience. . . . It provokes pleasure, rivets attention, and impels actions that help ensure the survival of our genes." Across different cultures and different eras, as long as human beings have existed, beauty has been at the heart of how women have been treated. It has also been central to women's survival, since beautiful women often attract strong protectors. It's no wonder it became a paramount preoccupation for us.

Did you know that over seven thousand years ago red pigments were already being used as lip color? The beauty products industry may, in fact, be the world's second-oldest profession—if you believe the old axiom about the world's oldest. Today, according to Etcoff, between the L'Oréals and the Clairols and all the rest, some five hundred different shades of blond hair dye are manufactured to please the estimated 40 percent of women in the United States alone who add blond to their hair. Some two thousand jars of skin care products and nearly fifteen hundred tubes of lipstick are sold every minute. "More money," Etcoff writes, "is spent on beauty than on education or social services."

FEARS ABOUT PEERS

Insecurity about our looks comes into full bloom in adolescence and is now almost a rite of passage. I still cringe at how self-conscious I was as a teenager. Let's start with the fact that I was freakishly tall for a Greek girl, standing five ten at thirteen, when my classmates were five nothing. I remember the trauma of being excluded from the school parade, which included all the tallest girls at the school, because I was, yes, too tall. Add to that unruly curly hair, heavy acne, and thick glasses, and, well, you get the not-so-pretty picture. I was only happy when I was lost in my books.

The rest of the time I was consumed by fears that I would never have a boyfriend, never be attractive to boys. I kept comparing myself to all my beautiful, diminutive classmates as I towered over them in my exquisite awkwardness. I kept getting A's in school, but it didn't matter to me because all I really cared about was how I looked.

The good grades were my ticket out, but I still took a lot of these fears with me to Cambridge. I began dating, but was also constantly doubting myself. Most of my happiness at Cambridge came not from my relationships but from beginning to master public speaking, debating, and the clash of ideas. It took me many years before I would find myself as a woman.

THE CRITIC IN THE MIRROR

Imagine if someone invented a little tape recorder that we could attach to our brains to record everything we tell ourselves—a TiVo for our inner dialogue. What we'd discover is that not even our worst enemies talk about us the way we talk about ourselves. The negative self-talk starts as soon as we wake up—sometimes even before. It revs up when we take that first look in the mirror or get on a scale or put on a pair of pants that fits too snugly. "Oh, my God, I look awful . . . another wrinkle here—I hope that's just from the pillow. . . . Did I put these pants in the dryer? Can't . . . seem to . . . zip them." On and on it goes, as we fret over every blemish, every extra pound. It's like having the world's worst roommate—one who's around 24/7.

Last spring I took my teenage daughters to see Eve Ensler's play The Good Body. It was fascinating to be with them while we watched one woman's journey from fear about every flaw to fearlessness and acceptance of her body with all its imperfections.

"Why write a play about my stomach?" asks Ensler in the play's preface. "Maybe because my stomach is one thing I feel I have control over, or maybe because I have hoped that my stomach is something I could get control over. Maybe because I see how my stomach has come to occupy my attention, I see how other women's stomachs or butts or thighs or hair or skin have come to occupy their attention, so that we have very little left for the war in Iraq—or much else, for that matter."

But self-consciousness about our abs or butts or faces isn't just an individual preoccupation, it's almost a social dictate. As Naomi Wolf observes in The Beauty Myth, one side effect of the feminist revolution was that society's emphasis shifted from expecting us to maintain the perfect home as a housewife to expecting us to maintain the perfect face, hair, and body as a working woman.

And if we are momentarily diverted from thoughts about our looks, there are dozens of women's magazines to get us back on track. "Why can't you," they implicitly (and sometimes explicitly) ask, "be like the superwomen we feature—tall, thin, juggling a career and children without ever breaking a sweat, looking fearless, impeccable, properly exfoliated, moisturized, and put together?"

But where is that superwoman? I can certainly tell you she's never been seen around my house. And even if she were to show up, my inner-dialogue roommate would be sure to find some "areas of improvement" she could concern herself with.

If there's one thing all of this shows, it's how successful women have been at internalizing the notion that they've been put on this earth to please men. And every time we threaten to finally shuck this idea off, we find a way to somehow reembrace it. As Maureen Dowd writes, "It took only a few decades to create a brazen new world where the highest ideal is to acknowledge your inner slut."

THE TREADMILL OF COMPARISONS

Our fears about our looks naturally lead us to compare ourselves endlessly with others—and others are all, of course, endlessly comparing themselves to us. It's a fear-and-self-doubt perpetual-motion machine: Why can't we just be as pretty, as sexy, as athletic, as young as her or her or her, or the hundreds of women looking at us from magazines, billboards, and TV screens?

Our culture is obsessed with glamour, attractiveness, fashion, hipness, and youth. So our internal pressures to look perfect are constantly reinforced by airbrushed images of movie stars and models ministered to by a retinue of stylists, makeup artists, and plastic surgeons.

If it is your goal to compete with these immaculate images, you will never win. And even if it's not your goal, that doesn't mean you're immune to the cultural noise around you. The average woman sees four hundred to six hundred advertisements per day, and by the age of seventeen, the average person will have been exposed to about 250,000 commercial messages. Worse, according to the 2002 book Advertising to the American Woman: 1900–1999, one of every eleven commercials communicates a direct message about beauty. Add in the endless indirect messages being sent and you can see what we're up against!

The outside world barrages us with these incessant messages and images; it's not going to stop, and we can't control it. But what we can do is exert some control on the inside. We can find the strength, and the fearlessness, to refuse to be pulled onto this treadmill of comparisons.

THE PRICE ISN'T RIGHT

With so much internal and external pressure to be beautiful, it's no wonder women go to such absurd lengths to achieve the goal of perfection. Fear that we will not measure up leads to stifling conformity as we try to squeeze ourselves into the mold.

Conformity is not the only cost of our obsession with our bodies, however. There are psychological and financial price tags as well, not to mention the toll on our physical health.

More than half of American women have gone on a diet at some point in their lives. That's probably because the three-quarters of women who are of normal weight consider themselves heavy. And then there's the financial cost: We spend some $33 billion a year (yes, billion) on diet books, diet foods, diet programs, and diet accessories.

Worse, disturbing numbers of women—vastly more than ever—are basically starving themselves. National Institute of Mental Health statistics show that over 3 percent of women suffer from bulimia and over 4 percent from anorexia. This trend takes the fear of fat to a fatal extreme.

If we can't starve our way to beauty, many of us turn to costly medical interventions. In 2005 alone, according to the American Society of Plastic Surgeons, more than 10 million cosmetic surgery procedures—including liposuction, "nose jobs," breast implants, eyelid surgery, and "tummy tucks"—were performed in this country. That's more than a 10 percent increase from the previous year. And those numbers don't even include the close to 9 million relatively minor procedures, such as face-freezing Botox injections.

An especially ugly truth is that women are going under the knife at a younger and younger age. Thousands of teenagers are getting breast implants, even taking out loans if they can't afford them. According to a Texas A&M study reported by Richard Conniff in The Natural History of the Rich: "It is customary for upper-class parents in the Dallas–Fort Worth area to give their daughters breast implant surgery as a high school graduation gift. It is explicitly recognized by both parents and daughters that the young women will get more dates and be more popular in college if they have larger breasts. As one student put it: 'Among the wealthier families, the boys get hot cars for graduation, and the girls get big breasts.'"

And if changing our bodies isn't enough, we're resorting in larger and larger numbers to changing our brains, with mood-altering drugs. A 2004 Centers for Disease Control study found that one in ten women take antidepressants such as Prozac. The National Sleep Foundation (yes, there is one) found that 63 percent of women experience symptoms of insomnia several nights a week. And one health care company reported that in 2004, 58 percent more women than men took prescription drugs to sleep. Sure, there are plenty of legitimate reasons to take these medications, but can anyone doubt that part of the reason for their popularity is that women need a way to shut down and get some respite from our constant fears and anxieties?

ON BECOMING FEARLESS ABOUT HOW WE LOOK

The first step to becoming fearless about our physical appearance is knowing that our fears of inadequacy are manufactured and mass-marketed. The fear-generating messages of perfection we measure ourselves against come not from Moses on the mountaintop but from the multibillion-dollar cosmetics and fashion industries whose profits are directly tied to our levels of insecurity.

As Jean Kilbourne writes in Can't Buy My Love: How Advertising Changes the Way We Think and Feel, the reason so much is spent on market research and advertising is because it works. Marketers know that if they team up with the multibillion-dollar entertainment industry, they can not only sell us fantasies but also then sell us the products we think will help us realize them.

That's only half the story, however. We are, after all, the ones perpetuating the game of comparisons. The urge to compare, to see how we're doing relative to others, is a part of the human condition. But we can enlarge our perspective to dilute the power of our narrow, self-destructive comparisons. I know this is hard, but if we can't completely stop playing the comparison game, we can at least start changing whom we compare ourselves to. Instead of comparing ourselves to Angelina Jolie, how about comparing ourselves to a victim of Hurricane Katrina, a woman who lost her legs fighting in Iraq, or a woman diagnosed with breast cancer? They're out there, too. When we do this, we are sure to tap into our reserves of empathy and gratitude instead of our endless self-judgments, fears, and jealousies.

It was only when I began observing the critical voices inside me rather than giving in to them that I could start to take control over them. Instead of being drained by the negative self-talk, I found myself amused by it the way you are by a naughty child. We have a choice about what to do with the messages we hear. We may not be able to tune them out entirely, but we don't have to let them run the show.

For example, if the voice is saying something specific, such as "I want to slim down," "I need more exercise," or "It might be fun to get highlights," then fine, go ahead and do it. But if the voice is just mindlessly nit-picking and running us down, we have a responsibility to lower the volume. If we let these voices deplete our energies, they will. Since the comparison game is a game that no one can win, why play in the first place?

Putting our energies into a creative project can help put an end to our obsessions with ourselves. Actress Rosanna Arquette confessed to "stressing" about having a "chicken neck" as she approached forty. But the obsession to look perfect—all the more intense in her profession—no longer consumed her after she reached out to others and produced a film called Searching for Debra Winger, about balancing motherhood and art. "It set me on my path to stay positive," she told me, "to connect with other women, my tribe. We have to cut out competition, because we are all on the same path of fearlessness, to be truly who we are, and this is our birthright! It's time we support and love each other in what we want to do in life so we can look at each other and know we are safe. Let's celebrate each other's individuality, blessings—and cellulite."

SELF-CONFIDENCE IS THE ULTIMATE TURN-ON

I have many women friends in their fifties who look better now than they looked in their forties. Yes, they take care of themselves. But truly, the main change is an inner one. If power, according to Henry Kissinger, is the ultimate aphrodisiac for women, confidence is a great aphrodisiac for men. The French even have a phrase for it: jolie laide. Women described as jolie laide are not classically beautiful, but they radiate a kind of magnetism that goes beyond their specific features.

As fashion reporter Karen Burshtein writes: "The term translates literally as 'pretty ugly' but could more charitably be rendered as 'oddly beautiful.' The jolie laide represents an idea of beauty wherein a hint of imperfection enhances a woman's appearance and makes her more interesting to look at. . . . In the end, she is more alluring, more captivating, than a conventional beauty."

Think about Sarah Jessica Parker as Carrie Bradshaw on Sex and the City. Who cares about Parker's lack of a button nose when you have her character's quick wit, quirky fashion choices, and overall adorability? Or look at plus-size, multitalented Queen Latifah, whose ample curves, mischievous smile, winsome confidence, and personal warmth are all part of her commanding presence.

In a 2005 Allure magazine survey on attitudes about beauty, men and women both ranked Oprah Winfrey, Sophia Loren, and Meryl Streep among the most beautiful celebrities. In addition, two-thirds of the men surveyed said that they would rather their significant others did not have plastic surgery.
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