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Dear Reader,

As the days get longer and the sun
shines warmer, we begin to pull the
shorts and t-shirts out and check over
what's left from last summer's
wardrobe. There' sthe smell of flowers
in the air, and the parking lots at the
nurseries are overflowing as we load
our tomatoes, flowers and herbs into
the back of the car. Unfortunately, for
far too many of usit’s also the time of
year for the annual anxiety attack as
we contemplate buying a new bathing
suit and baring our bodies to the sun
and to the gaze of others.

| know that | am not the only one who
wrestles with learning how to accept,
and even love the imperfect body |
inhabit. | get angry at myself for
falling prey to the societal pressuresto
look a particular way. As | and the
people | love get older, our bodies
change in a variety of ways, some
good, some not so good, and it's
difficult to accept the fact that so much
of it is beyond our control. Yet |
believe that much is within our
control, not only how we treat our
bodies, but also how we feel about
them, if we can only learn to take
pleasure in what they offer us.

Just the facts...

¢ 1n 1999, plastic surgeons performed
amost 25,000 elective procedures
on adolescents.

e Studies indicate a high level of
concern about appearance interferes
with cognitive abilities.

Reclaiming Our Bodies

Grudgingly or not, most of us bow to the dictates of fashion. By day, week,
season and year, we modify our clothes, our hair, our makeup according to
society’ snotions of what’ s professional, beautiful, practical. Our bodiesthough,
always seem to have minds of their own. Too short, too tall, curving where they
should flatten, growing wrinkles, losing hair, they defy our best efforts to mold
them to the current look. Maintaining a positive body image under these
conditions is a constant struggle. Y et, the degree to which we're able to do so,
to actually enjoy with each passing moment the physical experience of living in
our imperfect bodies, is asignificant determinant of our emotional well-being.

I’ velong been interested in the importance of body image: how it devel ops, how
it’ simpacted by our environment, how it affectsthe way we carry and ultimately
feel about ourselves. We're continually bombarded with messages pointing out
al our physical imperfections, messages that equate how we look with who we
are and then tell us where and how to spend our money to fix ourselves. Our
worship of physical attractiveness even corrupts our notions of physical health.
Anorexiaand bulimiaarereally just extreme forms of attitudes many of uscarry
about exercise and eating that have more to do with changing the way we look
than maintaining and enhancing our physical and emotiona health.

Of course, we all know how to conjure the right words, seeming platitudes like
“beauty isonly skin deep”, or “real beauty liesin the heart”, but how do we get
ourselves to truly believe them and, more importantly, act upon them?
Somehow, we have to create a sense of acceptance and comfort in our own
bodies so that we can shrug off, rather than become enslaved by, our society’s
notions of what we “should” look like. We need to find a way to create an
enduring commitment to maintaining a healthy life-style, one that recognizes
and embraces its most fundamental benefits to our long-term physical and
emotional well-being, benefits that we can experience every day.

| believe that agood place to start is by exploring our own body image, and how
we came to it. How were we handled as children? How much attention did we
receive for looks? for cleverness? for athletic prowess? How much freedom or
encouragement did we get for taking physical risks, and how much emphasis
was placed on physical activity, particularly for its intrinsic enjoyment? By
taking conscious stock of how we came to our present image, we can begin to
take control of that image and perhaps point it in a more positive direction.

One of the most commonly cited qualities of people with positive body image
is, paradoxically, that they tend to place relatively lessimportance on how they
look. They seem to have a sense of physical comfort in their bodies that arises
from their ability to enjoy the acts and feelingstheir bodies are capable of . Body
image thus lies much more at the core of their being, and has relatively little to
dowith “attractiveness’. For many of us, thisisaradical shiftin perspective, but
| believeit hasthe potential not only to create amuch more positive body image,

but give us back the pleasure that each of us can, and should, take in our bodies.
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My Grandma’ s Smile

| remember seeing pictures of my grandmother when she
was in her 40's and 50's. One in particular stays with me:
my grandma standing outside a small house, her summer
dress gently blowing in the breeze, abig smile on her face.
She was by no measure a glamorous or sophisticated
woman, but in thisimage she is beautiful. She was strong,
physically robust, ready for life's challenges. | think this
picture has stayed with me for so long, because my
memories of her during the years | knew her are of atiny,
fragile old woman. Health problems had whittled her away
to amere shadow of the confident, beaming woman | recall
from the photograph.

Now, as | approach the age of my grandma in that
memorable photo, | am re-examining how | look at myself.
| am strong. | am healthy. | can go out and run four miles
and still have energy to work in the garden for hours. Y et,
thisisanew, and not entirely stableimage of my body. | can
still go into a mall to buy new clothes and leave in tears
because of what is reflected in the fitting room mirrors. In
line at the grocery store, | see the women on the magazine
covers looking out at me, and am flooded by deeply
conflicting thoughts and emotions. At the same moment
that | am repelled by the media’ s portrayal of women, | feel
| am unattractive because | will never look like that. My

body is so far from the tall, skinny, perky-breasted women
defined by our culture as beautiful that | am almost tempted
to buy the magsto learn how | too can have aflat stomachin
three easy weeks and still eat all my favorite foods.

I’d love to think my experiences were unusual, but almost
every female over the age of 13 that | know struggles with the
same body image issues. So much of our value as women has
been traditionally defined by our appearance. | know of very
few women who really like their bodies, are proud of them,
and aren’t trying to change them in some way. | am saddened
by how much energy we devote to fretting over the way we
look, and wonder how much we could accomplish if we spent
all that time, energy and money on our social, emotional, and
intellectual selves.

Now, when | find myself scowling at my flesh in the mirror, |
think about what 1’1l look likein 20 or 30 years, and know that
I'll bewishing | had the strength, flexibility and staminathat
| have at thistimein my life. Thisis not an easy shift for me,
but I am learning | can feel beautiful in the body | do have. |
don’t need to have a Barbie-doll body to feel good about who
| am. | am a real-live woman, with a real woman’s body,
complete with flaws and imperfections, but those are part of
what makes me me, and | am learning to appreciate, not
despair at, how far my body isfrom the ‘ideal’. Recalling my
grandma’s smile, | know she would agree.
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At every moment, our bodies are continually responding
to the messages from our minds. So what messages is
your mind giving your body?
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