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TO MY AMAZING DAUGHTERS, LOTUS AND JAZMIN, AND TO ALL THE OTHER INCREDIBLE GIRLS AROUND THE WORLD:

MAY YOU DARE TO BE ALL YOU CAN BE.
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In my career as a journalist and author, I have been fortunate to interview some of the most renowned thought leaders, celebrities, political figures, artists, and activists of our time, particularly on the topic of how we can empower women and girls to be leaders and forces of change. While those interviews were meant to serve the public function of having these inspiring figures share their wise insights and life lessons with the world, the experience of doing those interviews had a huge personal effect on me as well. They have been a pivotal part of my own leadership journey and evolving sense of self.

When I was a young woman, I, like so many of my peers, was thoroughly indoctrinated by the messages I received from society and the media, which whittled away at my self-esteem every step of the way. I thought my most important role was to be popular, fit in, be a perfect “good girl,” and look thin, stylish, and beautiful while doing it. That resulted in not only very low self-worth and an eating disorder (the majority of girls in my friend group had them, too) but also ultimately losing touch with my true self. It would take me many years, into my late twenties, to even begin to realize this. But through my work and writing, I slowly gained insight into my own voice and power.

I had an “Aha!” moment while I was interviewing actress Jane Fonda about her book My Life So Far and she confessed to me that it wasn’t until shortly after her sixty-second birthday, after the breakup of her last marriage, that she felt she came into her true voice and power. I related to that feeling! My first thought was: Thank God we are both feeling centered in our power! And then: At thirty? At sixty? That seems much too late! How can we avoid that loss of touch with our authentic selves happening in the first place? Those types of realizations and questions have fueled my work to inspire women and girls—so that hopefully it won’t take them as long as it took me (and Jane) to find their voice and own their power.

As I have conducted countless interviews about what it will take to get more women to step into positions of leadership, one point always gets repeated: It starts with making sure girls see themselves as leaders in the first place. Our sense of self, our sense of purpose, and our voice develop when we’re very young, so it is crucial for all girls to learn early on that their voice matters, that they should embrace the uniqueness of who they are and believe in their dreams and the important contributions they can offer to the world.

I have seen what is possible firsthand through raising my two amazing daughters, Jazmin and Lotus. Having grown up learning about the challenges I faced as a young woman—combined with having the voices of incredible women like Gloria Steinem, Maya Angelou, Oprah Winfrey, Jane Goodall, Eve Ensler, and many other change makers piped through the airwaves in our house—my daughters have developed such a sturdy and centered sense of themselves. They embrace who they are, and they know they can accomplish anything they set their mind to. I am so proud of them and their desire to make a difference in the world.

That is why I created this book. Through sharing some of my favorite quotes, insights, and valuable lessons from my interviews with dozens of influential women, I want to reaffirm for girls like you that you are powerful and capable and, most important, that your voice is needed. Your dreams, your visions, your ideas, your solutions, your art, your writing, your leadership—whatever it is you feel called to bring into the world—are valued and can make a positive impact. Dare to Be You is a reminder to resist the negative, disempowering messages you will no doubt receive from society and the media, and to listen to and value your own voice and inner compass. Instead of being driven to fit in or conform, to be liked or be popular, or to be just like everyone else, I encourage you to embrace and celebrate the uniqueness and specialness of who you are.

When I asked activist Gloria Steinem what message she wanted to instill in girls, she answered: “That each of them is already a unique and valuable person when she’s born; every human being is.” Despite all the pressures that try to make girls and women measure their worth based on their looks or appearance (if only I could get back all those hours I spent feeling insecure, knowing I would never measure up to the perfect pictures I saw in magazines), what matters most is the beauty of who you are inside: your spirit, your smarts, and the unique gifts and insights that only you can bring to the world. You are perfect just as you are.

Ultimately, my hope is that this book will embolden you with the confidence and courage to be your full, unapologetic, fierce self—and to live a life that brings you fulfillment, meaning, and joy while also positively impacting the community and world you live in.
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Believe in yourself. No one is going to give you the tools to make you the success that you want to be, so you’ve got to find it inside you.

—DONNA BRAZILE

You already have everything you need to be successful. Though I remember spending a lot of time trying to reach outside of myself in order to acquire things that I thought I needed, now in hindsight, the things that made me most successful … the things that are my highest values are things that I had all along. And it’s so ironic, but you’ve already got it. You are everything that you need, as opposed to operating from this feeling of inadequacy, as if we’re not enough.

—TIFFANY DUFU

The way to get back to yourself is to literally get still and be alone and to drown out the voices of the world so that you can find your own way, because your own way is always right here. Glinda the Good Witch [from The Wizard of Oz] is really one of my greatest spiritual teachers, because Glinda says to Dorothy, “You always had it.” That really is the way. You can spend all the years of your life looking outside of yourself for the answers to “Why am I here?” and “What am I really supposed to do?” but only when you are conscious enough to connect to the stillness can you really find the answers.

Open your heart, get still, ask the question for yourself, and the answer will reveal itself. There’s no question you can ask for which there isn’t an answer.

—OPRAH WINFREY

We worry so much about what other people think about us, and at the end of the day I just don’t see how that matters so much. And obviously that’s a hard conclusion to come to for most people my age, but it’s just something that’s always been there in me. I just really don’t care what other people think.

—JULIE ZEILINGER

What is important is that at an early age, young girls have an educational environment and the family support systems in place where everything is equal to boys and that they’re told early on that there is no difference in terms of their abilities and their intellectual capabilities and their opportunities. This has to be taught early. And then we have to make sure that the opportunities are there and that we don’t discriminate against those girls and that we do have what it takes for girls to succeed in school.

The support that was there for me as a young girl and as a young teenager and a young mom and all, it was just always, “You’re no different from this guy in terms of your ability or capacity. Just work hard and know that you’re going to hit some ceilings that you’ve got to shatter.”

—BARBARA LEE
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[My message for girls is] don’t doubt—don’t doubt what you know. Really to connect with what we know. Because that’s what started happening to me around ten or eleven. Coming from all these different directions, I started to go, “Oh, maybe I’m not right. Maybe I can’t. Maybe I shouldn’t.” You know, that thing starts to happen, and then you forget that you know! And then when the voice that knows begins to speak, you start to silence it.

—KERRY WASHINGTON

I call that harsh inner voice the obnoxious roommate living in our head. It feeds on putting us down and strengthening our insecurities and doubts. Educating our obnoxious roommate requires redefining what it means to live a life that matters, which will be different for each of us, according to our own values and goals and not those imposed upon us by society. Humor helps. What also worked was sending myself a consistent and coherent alternative message.

—ARIANNA HUFFINGTON
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Courage and grace and dignity are the three words I live by. As a child, it took courage to survive the war that I was in. As a young girl, it took courage to be true to my brown skin in a sea of white children. As a woman, it takes courage to live in a world where we are so infused with this sense of fear. It takes courage for all of us to be a woman, a mother, a sister; to be together in a society that is breeding so much fear. Fear for our freedom, safety, economy, and world. It seems to me we are living in a time in which fear is used as a tool in the media, entertainment, culture, and politics. I think right now it takes courage to live a life of hope, a life of insights, a life of family—and to not buy into this fear that we’re being sold.

I believe courage is innate in all of us—all we have to do is tap it. If we just slow ourselves down enough to recognize it and tap into it. My one message is that we have more courage, more worth, and more strength than we realize.

—LOUNG UNG

It’s okay to be afraid. Fear is normal and real and, in its own way, healthy. It’s disingenuous for anyone to tell us that we shouldn’t be afraid of racism or sexism or bigotry or homophobia or xenophobia—you know, add the “ism” that you want. This notion that you should reject fear or reject that the outsider sensation you have isn’t real is untrue. It is real, but you can tackle it. And so for me the tackling of fear, the confrontation of fear—fear of shame, fear of disappointment, fear of success—is okay.

—STACEY ABRAMS

If we’re waiting for our fear to abate, if we’re waiting for the fear to go away for us to do the stuff that’s important, we’re never going to step up. We’re never going to stand up. We cannot wait for fear to go away because it’s like waiting for breathing to go away. It’s like waiting for thinking to go away. These are core human parts of us. So courage is not the absence of fear. It’s not about not feeling fear. It’s not about conquering fear. It’s about having the capacity to notice your fear, to notice it with compassion because you’re feeling fearful about something—and something that matters to you.… Courage is about being able to notice our fear with curiosity and with compassion and still choose to take steps in the direction of our values.

—SUSAN DAVID
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Think about your potential—what you’ve been given. Practice your strengths. Know your strengths because, just like in sports, we practice our strengths every single day, and we make our weaknesses adequate. If you have a strength, go for it. Zone in on that, and that will help you decide where you are going to go.

—BILLIE JEAN KING

Find out your own potentiality. Don’t look to other people and put them on a pedestal; it’s pointless. Find your own strength. Look to your own strengths and weaknesses, and be your own self.

—ANNIE LENNOX

In response to the sentence that begins “I can’t do this because … ,” just think about the answer. “I can’t do this because I’m a woman” or “I can’t do this because I’m a kid” or “I can’t do this because I’m too tall or I’m too short or I’m too old or I’m too young or I’m from this country or that country.” I just have to say get over it. Come on—use what you’ve got!

—SYLVIA EARLE



[image: Image] KNOW WHO YOU ARE


You have to know yourself. Sometimes we are bound by other people’s thoughts because we are not sure about ourselves. But once you know yourself, it is really an expression of the biblical statement “The truth will set you free.” When you know, then you are free, your mind is free.

—WANGARI MAATHAI

One of the things that is really important is getting clear about what matters most to you.… Most of us, unless we’ve taken the time to intentionally take ourselves through some kind of process of figuring out what matters most to us, we’re executing based on what matters most to other people.

—TIFFANY DUFU

It doesn’t work to try to be someone other than who you really are.

—ELIZABETH LESSER

Being exactly yourself is really important. And I think you should own your ambition and be who you are and not be afraid of that. Women need to have the confidence to be who they want to be and know that they’re different and that’s a good thing.

—KIRSTEN GILLIBRAND
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I just think you really have to know who you are—come to terms with that, accept that, and love that, and understand your talents, what your gifts may be, and how to develop them.

If you’re comfortable with yourself and know yourself, you’re going to shine and radiate, and other people are going to be drawn to you.

—DOLLY PARTON
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I’ve been traveling all these years in the world and witnessing girls and seeing their struggles and their obstacles, but also seeing their enormous resilience and brilliance and energy and realizing: What if these girls were free? What if they could be themselves? What if they weren’t spending their days pleasing but were actually in their authentic beings, listening and following their own desires and voices? What would the world look like?

—EVE ENSLER

Each [girl] is already a unique and valuable person when she’s born; every human being is. Inside each of us is a unique person resulting from millennia of environment and heredity combined in a way that could never happen again and could never have happened before. We aren’t blank slates, but we are also communal creatures who are born before our brains are fully developed, so we’re very sensitive to our environment. The question is: How to find the support and the circumstances that allow you to express what’s inside you?

—GLORIA STEINEM

The message I would most want to instill in girls is: You are more powerful than you know; you are beautiful just as you are.

—MELISSA ETHERIDGE
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We need [girls] to really internalize the message that good enough is good enough. You don’t need to be perfect. We’re not supposed to be perfect; we’re supposed to be complete. And you can’t be complete if you’re trying to be perfect.

—JANE FONDA

We have to stop beating ourselves up for not doing everything perfectly.

—SHERYL SANDBERG
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I always thought that people told you that you’re beautiful—that this was a title that was bestowed upon you, that it was other people’s responsibility to give you this title. And I’m sick of waiting, people! The world is pretty cruel to women, in what it considers beautiful and what it celebrates as beauty. And I think that it’s time to take this power into our own hands and to say, “You know what? I’m beautiful. I just am. And that’s my light—I’m just a beautiful woman.”

I’ve done this, and it has changed the way that I carry myself, changed the way that people respond to me, and changed the way that I feel. It really improves everything! Because your psyche responds to it, like this is truthful.

I think that [beauty] is just a feeling of goodness and happiness and that you don’t have to change anything. It’s about being content and not having to fix anything or change anything or do anything—that we are perfect as we are. It’s just being as you are.

—MARGARET CHO
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We grow up being told, “Be a good girl.” When you’re told to be a good girl, that assumes that we’re not inherently good and that we have to get rid of whatever is bad, so that we will become something that we’re not inherently. And for girls it becomes attached to their bodies.…
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