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For everyone who has ever felt like a puffer fish













Author’s Note



The names and identifying details of people mentioned by first name only in this book have been changed to protect the innocent. Body baggage can be a dirty business, but the stories that follow—the ones these anonymous souls were graciously willing to share—have steadied me and readied me to be a crime-fighting, bullshit-bashing, comfy-cozy-wearing ninja. Named or unnamed, they will do the same for you.














“Disobedience is the true foundation of liberty.”


—Henry David Thoreau, Civil Disobedience















PART 1



BEAUTY UNHINGED













CHAPTER 1



Strange Beauty


It’s picture time, ladies! Smile pretty! Suck it in. Keep it tight. Arms on hips. Twist your body. Bend those knees. You know how we do. If you’re small enough and easy enough on the eyes and ears, you’ll blend right in.
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Nope. Not anymore. We’re in the middle of a heavy lift here, and we’re going to need our legs under us.


There is precisely zero chance we will be able to achieve equal stature while chronically apologizing for our own perfectly healthy, unconventionally beautiful bodies.


Women have made enormous progress over the last two hundred years for gender equality and human rights. The feminist activists who came before us deserve ticker tape parades and a series of provocative documentary films in their honor. Sojourner Truth, Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, Shirley Chisholm, Diane Nash, and countless others were unrepentant revolutionaries, doing the dirtiest work long before our time. They were bold and relentless—and they deserve better than what we are doing to our bodies today. They deserve us at our strongest. We’ve come a long way, but after all this time, we remain enshrined in hourglass, whisper-thin ideals perpetuated not only by the media but by our own acquiescence.


We have a mountain of work yet to do on a whole range of issues. You know the ones: equal pay, affordable health care, stronger gun laws, paid family leave, equal representation in government and business, criminal justice, financial reform, support for immigrant and refugee families, environmental conservation, preventing violence against women, minorities, and the disabled, and on and on. It’s a hell of a list.


We understand the work that needs to be done to advance human rights on a macro level. Movements are taking shape worldwide. Women of every ethnicity are running for office and standing up for disenfranchised people in all walks of life, but if we aren’t grounded in our bodies in the first place, none of it will stick. As foot soldiers, we must do the work, on a micro level, to shift the conversations in our own minds and to feed our bodies.


Women are, and will continue to be, at the heart of progressive change throughout the world. We vote in greater numbers than men. We invest tirelessly in our own educations and those of our kids, and we advocate for public health and safety policies that benefit the community as a whole. But before we can make seismic professional, economic, and sociological changes, we have to squeeze out of our Spanx and remember how it feels to breathe—with sweat in our eyes, air in our lungs, and music pouring boldly from our speakers.


This book is a manual for how to bring our activism home, into our bodies, by way of pleasurable, purposeful self-care.


Physical Disobedience is any action that feeds, strengthens, or nurtures our bodies as a direct, unapologetic act of defiance. It is fierce appreciation for what our bodies can do, how they feel, and how they look in all of their “imperfect” glory. It’s a concrete, immediately impactful way to push back that benefits each of us as individuals while simultaneously effecting positive, social change. In other words, taking care of our bodies is a form of political action.


Physical Disobedience is about refusing to acquiesce, refusing to allow our bodies to be objectified by others, and taking a hard look at how we objectify them ourselves. It is feminism via fitness. We know how to care for the people we love. We need to make sure our own bodies are cared for as well, and that requires a hefty dose of appreciation and exploration. There is too much at stake. Our bodies make our work possible. Reducing them to decorative trinkets reduces our impact and destroys our experience of being alive.
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What do beauty, health, and power look like? According to popular memes, they look like pouty lips and bony shoulders. These images are well defined for us. They are the driving force behind the contorted rituals we inflict on ourselves in the name of glamour, but chronic dieting and unrelenting feelings of failure are the furthest thing from beautiful. They are ugly and damaging, and they sap us of vital energy.


The notions imbedded in our minds about our bodies not measuring up, and all the menial tasks we must undertake to make them submit, eat away at our ability to do what needs to be done.


If we want to move on to the next phase of humanity where women have at least a 50 percent share in governance from the school board to the presidency—because duh—we need to surgically remove these notions, one at a time, learning as we go to hear the physical messages being transmitted through our body systems—of pain, anxiety, fear, and fatigue—and address them head on with endorphins and fresh air, rather than burying them in fad diets or cinnamon crumb cake.


MAKING PEACE


The summer after I graduated from college I spent sunny afternoons in a dark, one-room apartment, staring at my body in a plastic, full-length mirror that was stuck to my closet door with double-sided tape. The bottom left corner was always detaching from the door. I nudged it with my toe, and it would stick for a moment before—pop—coming loose again.


When I engaged in this charming self-analysis, I was usually wearing some incarnation of faded polyester lace underwear and no bra. I faced the mirror head on, eyes narrow, stance wide, and let my breath go, watching flesh spill out over the elastic edges of my panties.


I took stock. Boobs sagging. Belly rolls. Disgusting thighs. I can’t believe I’m wasting my life in this body.


I picked up my camera and snapped photos, front and side. I wished someone were there to take a picture of my cellu-butt, but no such luck. Probably for the best. Nobody wants to see that anyway.


I printed the pictures out and posted them on the refrigerator door. Gross. I figured if I could see for myself how revolting I was, I would find the motivation to do something about it.


I was twenty-two years old, five foot seven inches, 155 pounds. Seriously.


That boring, overworked pattern went on for years. I took on diets and “challenges” to get my appetite and “body fat” under control. I planned workouts that sometimes happened, sometimes not, and cooked a bunch of vegetables that generally ended up in the trash a week later, slimy in Tupperware.


I hovered a hair-trigger above a state of panic, like SpongeBob SquarePants having a nervous breakdown at the sight of cake or fries or food of any kind.


Even when I lost weight, the result never seemed beautiful. It never fit the image I had in my head of how I was supposed to look, how a powerful, confident woman should look—thin, graceful, cheekbones for days, narrow limbs, and a liquid stare.


That woman haunted me, a ghostly image I cobbled together from the usual suspects: billboards, movies, and fashion magazines. She hovered in my mind in every clothing store and at every buffet I attended from the age of fifteen to thirty-five, reminding me in no uncertain terms that I did not measure up. Her giant eyes, baggy sweaters, and skinny jeans beckoned: “You can be beautiful if you just control yourself. Deprive yourself a little more. Find the right boots and lipstick, the right super-cute workout gear, and you will have arrived. You’re a wreck. Lose the weight.”


It was whiplash, predictable and pointless: weight loss and gain, cleanses, makeovers, diets, and half-hearted attempts at trending fashions. The obsession with manipulating my body in one way or another monopolized my bank account, my free time, and my brain year after famished year.


My body was fine. It was more than fine. It was young and strong, but I spent two decades weakening it while shortchanging every other aspect of my life. The fight took me to my knees in front of toilets. It plagued me with stomach ulcers and depression. It prevented me from speaking my mind in social situations and asserting myself in professional ones, and it stopped me from exploring pleasures and possibilities that would otherwise have been open to me.


I’ve tried to guess how many hours a day, in the thick of those years, I spent feeling awkward in my clothes and obsessing about food or exercise, but truthfully, I don’t think there was any time at all when my body and its inadequacies weren’t at least a little bit on my mind.


I’ve tried to calculate what difference it might have made in my career, relationships, income, and mental and physical health if those years had been spent differently.


But there is no going back to those summer afternoons in my discount underwear. I can’t recapture the time that was lost. I can’t reach out to lovers I drove away by putting down my body and looking to them for reassurance. I can’t retrieve mislaid job opportunities and vanished friendships.


It has been eighteen years since that summer in front of the mirror, and I’m relieved to have spent much of that time peeling off sheets of soot and ash covering my eyes—one brittle, filmy layer at a time.


I didn’t become a personal trainer to lose weight or to get ultra fit. I have never been to a 6 a.m. boot camp, and I have never run more than a 5K. I still eat all the treats my temperamental stomach will allow in reasonable portions. I’m able to steer clear of the guilt-driven binges that used to torment me because I know that tomorrow and the day after that I’ll have the chance to enjoy food again. There is no need to stuff myself when I’m not playing a daily game of deprivation and negotiation.


I became a personal trainer because I wanted to extend an olive branch to my body, to find a way to live with it, and through it, gratefully. I couldn’t bear the thought of an entire lifetime spent hating the physical vehicle that I could not, under any circumstances, escape. So I set out to mend my body (and my opinion of it) and became a trainer for people like me, people who want to make peace with their bodies and get stronger and more powerful along the way.


Working with my personal training clients has taught me what beauty actually looks like, and it’s not at all what I thought. It is strange and mysterious. It is honest, well-worn, and radiant.


I had no idea how far removed I was from true beauty and feminine power until I could begin to see them for what they are, but I can tell you now, with eyes almost clear, that it’s mighty fine on the other side of that illusion.


A journalist asked me once how I justify being a personal trainer when I talk so much about treating bodies of all sizes as intuitive, bright resources for leadership and connection. She thought that because I’m a trainer, my job is to help people mold their bodies “into shape.” In a way, she was right. I do help people mold their bodies, but not into any particular shape. I’m not trying to make them fit any picture that has ever been printed anywhere. I’m helping them discover what their bodies feel like when they are able to stand up, know their own worth, and stop diminishing what they have to offer. And that can come at any weight.



RECOGNIZING BEAUTY


Leonard Cohen wrote, “When you call me close to tell me your body is not beautiful, I want to summon the eyes and hidden mouths of stone and light and water to testify against you.”1


When I see capable, intelligent human beings belittling themselves based on looking not fill-in-the-blank enough, I want to testify. Actually, I want to scream. Assuming they’re not cruel, self-involved people, the only ugly thing about them is their unceasing tendency to undervalue their bodies and contributions.


Every time you knock yourself down a notch because your hair isn’t straight enough or your backside isn’t small enough, you are laying waste to mental energy that could be spent doing something useful or enjoyable—or doing nothing at all but listening to the birds chirp and watching clouds float by. A lifetime spent merely enduring your body squanders your power and forfeits your capacity for contentment. But a lifetime spent living into and through your body frees you to be a whole person, with valid needs and concerns, regardless of the size you wear or the uniqueness of your individual style.


When my clients deride themselves for not measuring up to the images in their own minds, when they shrink from personal and professional growth because they believe their bodies disqualify them from advancement, I ache, again, to testify to the extraordinary strength I see in them. They are intelligent and wise and ridiculous, and I adore them.


When I ask them about the women they love—about their mothers, sisters, partners, and best friends—they testify. They tell me about perseverance, intelligence, and humor. But when dealing with their own bodies, the grace they offer their loved ones dissolves in a swamp of irrelevant criteria that they apply to no one but themselves.


Beauty has nothing to do with the pursuit of “perfection.” Beauty is found in authenticity, empathy, play, and passion. It is found in our humanity—bodies at work, limber and awake, free and unbowed.


But most of us can’t see any of that. All we can see are the numbers on the scale, the pictures on the fridge, the dieting apps on our phones, and the plastic mirrors taped to the door—pop—day after day, year after year.


We’re trying to look like something that has nothing to do with who we are, and that’s not beautiful. It’s a prison sentence for every woman who has ever been disregarded, underpaid, assaulted, or ignored.


Nip and tuck, ladies, or lose your place in line.


We have been looking for validation in the wrong places all along, and that backward search has cost us dearly, stripping us of opportunities, cold hard cash, and well-deserved confidence. Worst of all, it has led us to exploit, control, and shun our bodies—which makes us sick, body and mind. And feeling sick keeps us quiet. It keeps us distracted and dependent on somebody else for approval. It keeps us grumpy when we should be having the time of our lives while our bodies are younger than they will ever be again.


The reasons we have pursued diet and exercise have been misguided at best and destructive at worst. The big, illusive promise of achieving some kind of skin-and-bones victory over ourselves is a lie. I’ve lost the weight, and I’ve seen a lot of other people lose it, too. That alone doesn’t do the trick. Skinny doesn’t make for happy, folks.


When we find new, powerful, healthy ways to be in our bodies—large or small—we are beautiful and free, but when we throw everything we have into defeating our bodies, we find nothing but an empty void at the bottom of a bone-dry well. And we wake up skinny and parched. Or, more likely, fat and parched.


Being thin doesn’t legitimize us. Caring about something and doing something about it does. Celebrating and commiserating with friends and lovers does. Using whatever energy we can muster to make a difference for somebody who needs a boost—that’s where legitimacy comes from.
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So what does beauty look like?


It looks like Lisa, who spends her days as a social worker in underfunded public schools. Lisa goes to work every day under an avalanche of bureaucracy. Many of her students suffer on the streets or in abusive homes. She comforts them the best she can and goes home at night to two kids of her own. She ruminates on what more she can do to give her students a little bit more of a shot, to expose and heal the bigotry they face on a daily basis. She spends her weekends sponsoring birthday parties for foster kids who want to be an astronaut or a princess for the day and throwing baby showers for teenage moms she mentors. During football season, she eats brisket and tacos every chance she gets while cheering on her beloved Longhorns.


Lisa is beauty.


It looks like Janine, who runs operations for a major entertainment company in Hollywood, California, while raising a daughter and stepson. She is a former hellion who somehow found herself president of her daughter’s elementary school PTA. She has opened her arms to a family of three generations living next door in a two-bedroom house. She lets the whole neighborhood full of kids and grandkids run roughshod through her home every day, feeding them and giving them a safe place to crash when pressurized family dynamics explode. She is a fierce defender of women’s and LGBTQ rights, a hiker, and a one-woman wrecking ball against the anti-vaccine movement.


Janine is beauty.


It looks like Amber, a forty-five-year-old physician who has worked her entire career to achieve a place of professional respect that allows her to choose which committees to chair, which research projects to pursue, and which causes to support. When a colleague ignored her repeated insistence that she was not interested in doing his work for him (and giving him the credit), she wrote a scathing letter to him and his superior outlining exactly what her interests were; how she planned to spend her time in the coming months; and when she would be unavailable on vacation. They acquiesced. She had done the work. She knew her value. She recognized when she was being disrespected, and she called bullshit.


Amber is beauty.


And it looks like Janay Jumping Eagle, a Native American student at Little Wound High School on the Pine Ridge Reservation near the Badlands of South Dakota. Her Lakota tribe suffered from a rash of teen suicides in recent years, and she took matters into her own hands, by reaching out to kids who were coming up in grades behind her with an event called There Is Hope. The event featured a basketball tournament, food for the kids (many of whom can’t afford a full meal every day), suicide prevention booths, and first-person storytelling from parents who lost their children.


Janay said, “After losing so many friends and family members, I just wanted to make a positive impact on my community. I wanted other people to know that there are people who care and who will help with whatever they need. I was just thinking what can I do? What do these kids like to do the most? And I thought of basketball. I knew the kids were safe and happy playing basketball. They were smiling at the end of the day, and that’s all I wanted. The suicide rate dropped after that, so I think it worked. I like that I was a part of that. I just wanted to help.”


She appeared in a 2017 documentary called Little Wounds’ Warriors.2 She is just a seventeen-year-old kid, growing up in a tribe steeped in poverty, alcoholism, and cultural injustice, but she understands viscerally that healing can come from moving our bodies and connecting with our communities.


Janay is beauty.
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Whatever the shape of our flesh, the color of our skin, or the “imperfections” we perceive in ourselves, there is nothing that matters more than being as connected and present as we can and as astonished as we can to be alive and well. The more we live into our passions, the more we settle into our bodies and the more our bodies begin to serve our purposes.


Physical Disobedience is about defiance, but it is not about anger. Above all else, it’s a celebration of rowdy women and an exploration of how to harness our physical and emotional prowess for good. It’s a salute to smarts, goofiness, softness, and muscle.


There is power in unconventional beauty and even more power in recognizing it.


Our bodies need not comply. They belong to us. They are the greatest tools we have to enhance and reinforce every aspect of our lives, and it is long past time to write our own definitions of beauty, for ourselves.


RESPONDING TO OUTRAGE


“Mom! Run!” My son shouted, “We have to go around three times without falling!” We were standing on a concrete track that borders a field behind a school near our house. We took off and made it three-quarters of the way around before he declared breathlessly, “And we can walk whenever we need to, Ma.”


I hadn’t run in months. I don’t like running, never have, but for my little guy on the first spring afternoon of the year, for that moment, I would do anything. So we ran. We paused to walk for a minute before he took off again, leaving me with my thoughts, I can’t believe they want to slash funding for the Addiction and Recovery Act (CARA).3 I mean who the hell doesn’t want addicts in every town in America getting off opioids?! Despair washed over me—bleak and abrasive—but my son caught my eye up ahead with an impish smile, and I was off again.


Chest out, running uphill in flatfooted Converse, it dawned on me. This is it. This is the plan. When the horror show of partisanship, racism, misogyny, and class warfare descends, my reaction, every time, needs to be to run up hills, a few thousand feet until I can breathe and see the sky again; or drop for a set of impromptu park bench push-ups; or whip up a few servings of curried cauliflower with almonds and golden raisins, for the first time ever.


The balms that will heal our bodies and minds—and give us the strength to shovel the truckloads of short-sighted, asinine, toxic waste arriving daily at our doorsteps—are oxygen and vital nutrients, the building blocks of our human bodies.


Each step and every healthy bite takes us closer to well-being, closer to raw, unrepentant liberty at home, at work, in our neighborhoods, and within the confines of our own minds.


When you can’t breathe for the state of the news and your muscles ache from grief pulsing just below the surface of your skin, defy the urge to placate yourself with sugar and screens. Lash out against the people and policies causing you pain by activating your body and claiming your physical space. It doesn’t matter if you are wheelchair bound or muscle bound. Whatever the state of your body, begin each day with naked appreciation for your unkempt hair, your biceps, quadriceps, and the intercostal muscles that enable your ribs to breathe in and out. Make time to move for the sake of personal liberty. Dress in clothes that feel dynamic and easy, and practice sitting, walking, and standing in ways that feel expansive—deviant even. Disobey the rules you’ve embraced that dictate how you carry yourself through the world, and uproot your habitual responses to adversity.


With political and personal fires cropping up all over the horizon, your job is to make sure you’re hydrated, well-rested, equipped with protective gear, and ready with a pick ax to build an impenetrable fireline—knowing all along that you’ve never been more beautiful or more powerful. This book will help you suit up.


We have to stop apologizing for our bodies, and we will only be able to do that when we associate beauty with purpose. Effortlessly.


True beauty is ours for the taking. To begin reclaiming it, we must be able to stand up, tall and grounded—and for that, we will need the muscles at our core. We will need our hearts and lungs to process air as efficiently as possible; legs ready to catapult us forward; and arms robust enough to lift whatever needs lifting. We will need our strength in whatever capacity each of us can manage. And we will need each other—including and especially the compelling, brave, wholehearted, and provocative men who have our backs.


There is power in our bodies and in our numbers.


And the best part is, we can walk whenever we need to.
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Fill in the Fact


The thing I hate most about my body is


[image: image].


I have felt this way since


[image: image].


Fixating on this “problem” has made my life (circle one): 
Better     Worse


If I didn’t think about how ugly this body part is for an entire week, I would have more time and brainpower for


[image: image].


Beauty is


[image: image].


My friend [image: image] is beautiful because


[image: image].
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There is precisely zero chance we will be able to achieve equal stature while chronically apologizing for our own perfectly healthy, unconventionally beautiful bodies.
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CHAPTER 2


Holding On to Air


Standing on the sidewalk on a sunny, early-summer afternoon, the kid from next door came tumbling over to me, all long limbs and panting breath. “Did you know you can’t hold on to air??” she asked.


“I did know that!” I replied, “you try and grab it, but, DAHH!, it slips away.” We tried and failed and tried even harder, but no—we couldn’t hold on to air. Sorely disappointed though we were, we shrugged it off and parted ways until next time.


In the days following that astute observation from mini-Yoda next door, I began to catch myself—with alarming regularity—holding on to air, attempting to control the uncontrollable. I grasped and grabbed and lurched in an impossible effort to “get a handle” on various situations. But trying to hold on to air is like trying to hold on to summer or, of course, beauty. It can’t be done. As soon as you try to grab it or re-create it, it slips beyond your grasp.


This holds true for everything we cherish: love, success, freedom, money, or time. The tighter we hold on, the more we find ourselves trapped by paranoia at the thought of losing it—and, in that trap, we lose access to the very comfort we craved in the first place. It slips away like air through our fingers.


The world we live in demands that we take “control” of our circumstances, including and especially our bodies, but when we compare our spectacularly human bodies to manufactured, ephemeral, photoshopped images, we set ourselves up to fail mightily in comparison. This “failure” takes a heavy toll on our confidence and that, in turn, impacts every other aspect of our lives: personal, professional, or otherwise. When we try to emulate fabricated images, we are quite literally holding on to air. And when we punish ourselves for not achieving those impossible aims, we weaken ourselves—and delegitimize our value as intelligent beings beyond our physical appearances.


We can’t pixelate our bodies. We can’t reshape real-life saddlebags with the wave of a cursor any more than we can stop time by closing our eyes, covering our ears, and singing LALALALA at the top of our lungs.


So—as we discussed in the last chapter—if beauty isn’t what we thought it was, if, instead, it is an amorphous concept that has more to do with achieving vitality and reinforcing our power than producing sucked-in, draped-over, painted-on replicas of our better selves, how can we divorce ourselves from the toxic belief systems and behavior patterns that have held so many of us prisoner for most of our lives?


The first step is to recognize that manipulation of our bodies in service of mythical, standardized ideals is an illness. It’s a destructive infatuation that dilutes our influence.


WASTING AWAY


When I was just a few years older than my neighbor friend, barely out of high school, I spent the money I had saved continuously from eighteen birthdays and Christmases to go to Europe with a volunteer organization that offered short-term assignments around the world.


I signed up to work half the summer at an orphanage in Poland and the other half at a refugee camp in Switzerland. I loved the idea of traveling as a volunteer and wanted to break out of my isolated, teenage bubble. I understood in an oblique way that my vision of the world was limited and wanted to see what I was missing.


The reasons for my trip seemed selfless from a distance. I wanted to help some kids. That much was true, but the deeper truth was that the whole adventure was constructed around a selfish motive: to allow for a pilgrimage. I wanted to travel, yes, but specifically, I wanted to go to Auschwitz, the concentration camp.


There was no logical explanation for this. I have no Jewish blood. My family didn’t know anyone who died there. I had many Jewish friends growing up, but none of them were getting on a plane bound for Poland.


Still, I was drawn to it—the darkness of the place, the wasting away of vibrant bodies, and the destruction of life for no reason other than blind hatred. Obsessed with shrinking my own body or otherwise disguising it, I knew my fixation was unhealthy but couldn’t shake it. I was desperately trying to hold on to air, to a portrait of beauty not reflected by my unwieldy, postadolescent body. I wish there was a better word than body for the beast I was inhabiting at the time because, to me, it was a vessel, a prison cell of repugnant flesh.


I wanted to be in a place where everyone could agree that food is vital and deprivation is sick, so I went to find out what neglected bodies look like. I wanted a reason to value my body instead of despising it. I needed to find out why I should not strive to be like those emaciated people in the photos. I was ashamed to be so fascinated with Auschwitz but needed to see for myself that wasting bodies are not beautiful; they are an ugly waste of human potential.


I went looking in the darkness for the light.


I could write forever about the atrocities that took place at Auschwitz and the memorials erected there, but I will spare you the graphic details. You know most of them already. The horrors extended well beyond the gas chambers to starvation and suffocation cells, firing squads, and crematoria. The photographic evidence is haunting, and the rooms full of shoes, glasses, and human hair that were left behind are unsettling reminders of the valuable and very real lives that were extinguished.


At the entrance stands that famous gate with the words atop it “ARBEIT MACHT FREI,” Work will set you free, but, of course, weakened bodies, stripped of nutrients and self-determination can’t accomplish much at all. People weren’t brought there to work; they were brought there to disappear.


Sick as I was, disappearing seemed preferable to being chubby.


As I left Auschwitz, just outside the exit, there was a small refreshment stand selling sausages and potato chips. My stomach turned—not because they were selling food in such a place or because I had subsisted for the past two days on Snickers bars and orange soda that tasted like lollipops—I was sick because after all I’d seen that day, when I walked outside and saw that refreshment stand, I still hated myself for wanting that food.


People suffered and died there. I came to learn from their pain but walked out with the same twisted ping-pong game playing in my head. The appetites that rose up from my body were to be extinguished at all costs; I had no ability to distinguish craving from hunger; and my jean shorts still fit all wrong.


A few miles down the road at Birkenau, also known as Auschwitz II, train tracks stretch from the outside world, through the center of a long narrow building, and into the heart of a vast, open space, surrounded by barbed wire fencing and speckled with gray, squat buildings—some still standing and some reduced to rubble by fire and time. When the Nazis left the camp behind, they burned what they could and abandoned the rest. The Polish government left the camp just as they found it.


The day was beautiful, sunny, and warm, a stark, yawning landscape. It felt like an Oklahoma skyline—flat, open, and bathed in light.


I wandered around, peering out over the camp from the watchtower and exploring the bunks where adults and children carved their prayers and rememberances. I stood at the edge of the pond where they threw the ashes of the dead as trees stretched peacefully overhead and leaves rustled in a gentle, steady breeze.


My attempt at shock therapy had failed. I wasn’t okay with my body yet, far from it. I still pined to be skin and bones. I spent the rest of the summer teaching music and art classes to kids who had seen more war, loneliness, and disease in their short lives than I will probably ever see in mine. Through it all, I hid Nutella in my suitcase, binged on pasta when I could find it, and shredded photos of myself for having what I perceived as “fatty knees.” By obsessing about my own body, I lost the opportunity in front of me to focus on the kids and explore a new place with fresh eyes.


The trip wasn’t a total loss. The kids had fun for a few weeks, and, without a doubt, I was changed by the people I met and the circumstances they faced. But how much more could I have learned and contributed if I wasn’t busy hiding food from fellow volunteers and worrying about how my legs were positioned on the floor, on the futon, and under the kitchen table?


The potential we squander by picking our bodies to pieces is catastrophic.


The intellectual and psychological resources wasted during my teenage wanderings were miniscule in comparison with the millions of ways we, as women, shortchange ourselves based on whatever we perceive to be wrong with our bodies. It is reflected in our incomes, our intimate relationships, the laws and politicians that govern us, and our ability to advocate for our own rights and the rights of populations in need all over the world. vWhen we hesitate to jump or run on the beach for fear of quivering cellulite, we miss out on Frisbee. We miss out on boogie boarding. We miss out on sand sculptures of hatchling sea turtles headed for the ocean, lovingly crafted by old hippies just a little farther up the beach. And when we stand in a conference room or at a cocktail party with arms folded protectively over our midsections, we disinvite open conversation with peers and potential colleagues; we lose opportunities to connect, innovate, and organize.


We have been bamboozled into believing that our bodies are unacceptable. Beauty has been defined for us, and we have swallowed that definition whole. We are choking on it. It has cut off our airways and gagged us. We need to perform the Heimlich, fling ourselves over the nearest stiff-backed chair, grab each other by the rib cage, and tug with all our might.


Learning to appreciate the function and dignity of our bodies is a discipline.


We have a choice in the way we perceive and care for our bodies, and we can’t demand respect from others until we offer it up to ourselves. We can’t blame the media for what they’re serving up if we continue to buy in. We can’t blame the opposite sex for holding our bodies to impossible standards if we are doing the same to ourselves. We do not have to continue grasping at thin air. We can choose different idols.


We human beings have a tendency to compare ourselves to others, to how we used to be or how we would like to be. It’s a natural impulse that has been grossly distorted by the prevalence of social media. But since smartphones are here to stay, instead of trying to shut that impulse down, we can use it for good. We can shift our focus away from our own bodies, onto the bodies of women all around us who are getting things done—women we love and admire who are using their bodies, of all sizes, to accomplish ordinary and spectacular achievements in every field imaginable. We may not always be able to make sense of our own bodies, but we can see clearly when it comes to theirs. And that’s a worthy place to start.


To defy the absurd, cookie-cutter ideals that have been set out for us—and that we have willingly adopted as our own—we need to stop looking down at ourselves and look out at the people around us who exhibit strength, compassion, and leadership. Do we care that Queen Latifah isn’t a size 4? Do we care if Brene Brown puts on a few pounds? Do we snipe that Caroline Kennedy needs to eat more? No. We witness and honor them for the examples they set.


Think about the women who inspire you. What do you see when you look at Maya Angelou, Elizabeth Warren, Kamala Harris, Melissa McCarthy, Mindy Kaling, Adele, or Laila Ali? I’m guessing you don’t love your greatest teachers and mentors any less because of the shape of their waists or thighs.


Many of the women we admire have drunk the bad body image Kool-Aid as well, disparaging their bodies in private before gathering up their public faces and heading out to conquer the world. But it’s easy for us, from a distance, to see the magnificent, essential people that they are. It’s easy for us to lift them up, and the more we focus on respecting their bodies, just as they are, the easier it becomes to respect our own—daily, authentically, and without a second thought.
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My trip to Poland was the beginning of a lifelong practice of appreciating and honoring human bodies for being what they are and doing what they can do. The result of that practice over the past twenty years—to recognize the gorgeous utility of functional and disabled bodies alike—has completely transformed my relationship with my own. It has transformed the way I perceive myself visually and the ways I treat my body—with care, with support, and with a solid dose of gratitude and guts.


Our physical capabilities are incredible expressions of nature at its best, at its sharpest and most practical. Our bodies will serve our ambitions if we feed them with real food and regular movement, instead of stripping them of nutrients and depriving them of the opportunity to get stronger because we are so panicked about how they look.


There is nothing beautiful or healthy about forcing our bodies to submit.


The whole pursuit is madness. It’s a cesspool of lost potential, as futile as holding on to air. We are grasping for something that isn’t real and doesn’t matter. By doing so, we cut our professional and personal objectives off at the knees.


Give your body the tools it needs to be strong, not small. Set it free to be whatever it is at its most lively and unruly. Stand up straight: chest out, body proud. You have rich, long, powerful muscles that wrap up, down, and all the way around your abdomen. This is the core I mentioned at the end of the last chapter. It is the source of your strength, along with powerful arms and legs to carry you through the world and elevate those who need a lift.


We, as women, are the furthest thing from helpless, and writing our bodies off as repugnant because we carry more weight than a supermodel depletes us of all of our authority.


NATURAL RESOURCES


The most overt tests of female strength are, of course, pregnancy and childbirth. And having a baby is one moment in life when we lose all control, when all of the illusions we have about managing our bodies and the circumstances around us fall away. Our bodies take over, and we are abruptly, utterly incapable of holding on to air.


Whatever your personal feelings are about having kids, we can all recognize that giving birth is an incredible feat of endurance and strength. Some will tell you it is magical—not so much for me, though I have done it once myself. It’s certainly transformative. There’s no doubt about that, but you won’t find me tiptoeing through the tulips in my mind when I think of going into labor. Having a child is by no means a necessary rite of passage for womanhood, but we can learn essential lessons by recognizing this visceral and exclusively female experience.


Childbearing isn’t my favorite topic (more on that crippling fear in Chapter 9), but having coached many women through their pregnancies, I do see childbirth as a challenging experience that can show us two very important things:




1. What our bodies are capable of if we get out of the way


2. Subversive, unexpected sources of female power




To shed light on this, I spoke with Ami Burnham, a midwife who has been working in her field for over a decade. I wanted to see if I could identify the ways women move through the experience of giving birth and what qualities make for the least traumatic, most treasured birth experiences.


Ami believes that the two greatest disciplines we can take from childbirth are patience and surrender. “I learned about patience and surrender from years of watching so many women and families go through this process,” she says. “The patience piece is obvious because you don’t have control over when labor starts, how it proceeds, or when it’s going to end. You have to be patient with your body, the baby, and the whole process. The surrender piece is even more important and also more profound. Usually, there is a single moment in the labor process where you can see surrender come into the room. I used to say that I would cry twice at every birth. The first is when the baby is born, but the other is when the mom lets go and just trusts her body.”


“Trusts her body.” That phrase alone is enough to bring tears to my eyes.


Beyond childbirth, when we trust our bodies to tell us about hunger and fullness, exhaustion and energy, they communicate everything we could ever need to know about how to survive and how to thrive.


We don’t think of patience or surrender as harbingers of power, but they are at the root of a kind of power women possess that men frequently do not. These two insurgent qualities can be used to subvert the jackasses trying to keep us quiet. Stealth. We may not always be able to out-muscle brutes abusing their positions of power, but we can, without a doubt, out-maneuver them. Like pythons lying in wait for prey to cross our paths, we can watch and wait with pristine patience, preserving our energy for the moment when they get so drunk with power that they stumble. When that happens we will be ready to take them down with all of the imagination, intelligence, endurance, and organizational know-how we have marshaled in the meantime. This shift is already happening, and our status and our country will never be the same.


Patience is not a lack of action. It’s a tactical technique, employed by every woman who ever waited for the right moment to spring a weekend renovation project on her partner or a trip to the Valley of the Gods—or whatever her poison. Patience and preparation come naturally to many of us. I’m generalizing, of course, but it’s a truth I witness all around me. Women can see the long game. We can pass the ball from one expert set of hands to the next and make it to the end zone, but it does take a village. We care about our communities, so we tend to carry the wonderful but considerable weight of our families’ and friends’ needs on our backs. None of us can do it alone, but if each of us steps up when our particular set of skills is needed, we will accomplish what we set out to do.


But what about surrender? How is surrender useful? It seems passive.


Most intuitive, astute women have the gift of perspective. We understand that strong-arming situations in our lives generally brings a backlash. It creates resistance where there was none before. We know it from dieting. We know it from wrangling toddlers, teenagers, lovers, bosses, employees, and aging parents into doing what needs to be done. We know how to duck and dodge with the ebb and flow of our circumstances, and if we’re smart, we have learned how to turn around and move with the force of the wind at our backs. At our best, we are agile, flexible, and undeterred in the face of adversity.


When we talk about surrender, we are not talking about giving in to the status quo, we’re talking about allowing the current state of affairs to wash over us without exhausting us. We’re talking about being physically and psychologically prepared to dive into the obscene, oil-slicked mess of gender biases; ready to subvert condescending, power-hungry authority figures who are standing ramrod straight, defensive, with their feet sunk stubbornly in the oily, muddy water. We’re talking about having the fortitude to put on our swimsuits, step down into that water, and duck under the surface to take turns digging a sinkhole for ignorant bullies to slip quietly into the deep.


We need our strength for the moments when we will have to dig with all of our heavenly might to uproot the foundation of a system that has subjugated too many human beings for too long. We are capable of extraordinary accomplishments, but we undermine our progress every time we trash ourselves based on how we look.


We can change our status in society, but we’ll be standing in quicksand if we don’t start where it all begins—with appreciation for our bodies as trustworthy reflections of our heritage and life experiences. Surrender to that inheritance can bring incredible relief and a startling desire to take care of the living, breathing bodies that we have.


Appreciation for our physical bodies is the wildest form of disobedience and the most fundamental step we can take to break free from the chains that bind us.


When I asked Ami why she became a midwife, she told me, “I spent years trying to get out of my body, doing drugs, and doing all of these spiritual practices. I got really sick of this idea of ascension, this whole patriarchal notion that we can ‘rise above’ and ‘get out of,’ and I was like, you know what? I love the Earth. I want to celebrate the muck and the blood and the shit of life. This is who we are, and I’m not going to spend my time up there. I want to be right down here in it.”


She quoted another midwife saying, “‘Birth is supposed to be intense, and you could say it is even supposed to be painful, but it should never mean suffering.’ As soon as there is suffering, we need to change the situation. If we’ve moved into the realm of suffering, we need to make it stop.”


Ladies, we are suffering. I can tell you after fifteen years as a personal trainer who has witnessed more suffering than I care to remember that we are stuffed and starving at the same time. Weakened by poor body image, exhausted by shouldering the shit-show on the evening news and trying to solve all of the problems all at once, we sabotage our own agendas. There is a lot we can’t change about the world quickly and without a great deal of effort, but respect for our own bodies is absolutely within our power. The reverberations of that shift reach far and wide. It takes practice not to give a damn about other people’s opinions of how your body looks, but it’s not as hard as you might think. It’s sweet mischief, well worth cultivating.


We are cut off at the neck from bodies that should be sources of power and pleasure, but we can alleviate this particular form of suffering by advocating for each other and recognizing true beauty when we see it in ourselves and in others—rejoicing in unapologetic, unconventional beauty in all of its many forms.


No more diets or weight-loss schemes. No more expectations of what your body should or should not look like according to anyone but you. What matters is how it feels and what it can do. We’ll reconsider the questions we’re asking. Instead of Do these pants make me look fat?, we will ask Does my body feel stiff and weighed down, or does it feel energized and alive? Have I fed it enough fiber and water today? When was the last time I had a massage or a walk in the park or a good night’s sleep? Am I wearing the shitkickers my feet so thoroughly deserve?


When we make healthy changes, we gain mastery of so many other aspects of our lives. Things fall into place. Something else begins to feel more right: smoother, easier, and better.


None of us will ever be 100 percent clearheaded and filled with boundless vitality, but every single thing we do to contribute to our health bolsters us for the task ahead.


The more freely and honestly we live, the less energy is wasted on worthless endeavors. We cannot and will not fall in line because when we are consumed with controlling our bodies, we are leaking energy, leaching it away one stupid, idiotic weight-loss trend at a time.


There is nothing wrong with wanting to lose weight to feel better, but I can promise you from experience that if you are fully consumed with doing all the things you give a damn about with all the people you love, your body will find its balance. You will begin to crave movement and nourishing food because they stimulate not only your body but your imagination as well. The guilt cycle of starve-and-binge will cease, and the weight that plagues you will either fall away or begin to feel wholly natural.


We are trying to hold on to air, people, but we will never get a hold of it. When times are scary and we feel like we’re losing ground, the best and only thing we can do is open our lungs to the coming and going of breath, to oxygenate our muscles and bring that vital life force to our brains.
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Let’s make a choice to surrender to the present reality—right now, today—in our bodies and in the body politic. Let the insecurity of not knowing what’s coming next and the horror of a societal reality steeped in ignorance and hate swirl around us. It’s happening, and it sucks. We’re doing everything we can to help in every way we can, except taking care of our well-being. Too often, we forget that part.


Our task is clear: to liberate and empower our bodies so that we can liberate and empower our lives.


Freedom lies in the choice to take care of ourselves, moving through and beyond pain, stress, and anxiety. Crack your knuckles and lick your lips. Don’t forget to laugh, smile, eat, drink, and rage in the face of disheartening lunacy. It’s going to be a hell of a ride, but it’s time to take the wheel.


We cannot elicit respect from those in power until we genuinely respect ourselves, recognize our value, and treat our physical bodies with dignity. When we are grounded in and respectful of our own bodies, we can stand firm for what we know is right without wavering, taking blow after blow and holding strong like reeds of grass in an oil-soaked bog.


Wellness is the answer. It is the ultimate form of physical disobedience.
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Fill in the Fact


A time I wasted obsessing over my body was


[image: image].


One way I can strengthen my core every day is [image: image]. (Pssst, plank.)


I idolize [image: image] because she [image: image] even though her body isn’t traditionally “perfect.”


I am patiently preparing to change [image: image] in my life.


Controlling [image: image] isn’t working, so I’m going to let the situation unfold from here without wasting my energy.
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Appreciation for our physical bodies is the wildest form of disobedience and the most fundamental step we can take to break free from the chains that bind us.
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