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Dedication

In heavenly honor of my soul sister, Nicole.

With deepest gratitude for every divine mother, for my own mother, and for every woman across my life whose journey has helped light my way home to myself.

And to You, beloved new friend. Every part of who you have been, and who you have waited to become, is so very welcome here.

This is the time you came for: to be well and to rise.
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Foreword by Richard Carmona,

the seventeenth Surgeon General of the United States

In my decades of service—in the military as an Army Special Forces soldier, as a police officer SWAT team leader, as a paramedic and registered nurse, and as a trauma surgeon, public health leader, and the seventeenth Surgeon General of the United States—I’ve come to understand that the most profound health crises are not always visible on a scan or measurable in a lab. They often reside in the quiet corners of our lives, shaped by culture, identity, and the stories we’re told about who we’re supposed to be.

Sara Hirsh Bordo’s Autoimmunity and the Good Girls is a brave and necessary work that brings those hidden battles into the light. It is a book about illness, yes—but more importantly, it is a book about voice. About the cost of silence. About the toll that societal expectations can take on the body, especially for women who have been conditioned to be accommodating, agreeable, and invisible in their own pain.

Autoimmune diseases are among the most complex and least understood conditions in medicine. They disproportionately affect women, often manifesting in ways that defy easy diagnosis and challenge conventional treatment. But what Sara does so powerfully here is connect the dots between biology and biography—between the immune system and the emotional system, between the clinical and the cultural.

She asks us to consider: What happens when a woman’s body begins to attack itself? And what if that attack is not just physiological, but symbolic of years spent suppressing anger, swallowing grief, and performing perfection?

This book is not just a memoir. It is a manifesto. It is a call to clinicians to listen more deeply, to researchers to investigate more boldly, and to society to reflect more honestly on the ways we shape—and sometimes distort—women’s health narratives.

Sara’s storytelling is intimate and expansive. She weaves together science, soul, and social commentary with a clarity that is both urgent and compassionate. Her voice is one that demands to be heard—not just for her own healing, but for the millions of others whose stories remain untold.

As Surgeon General, I have long advocated for a health system that sees the whole person—not just the symptoms. This book is a vital contribution to that vision. It reminds us that healing is not just about medicine. It’s about meaning. It’s about reclaiming agency. It’s about rewriting the script.

When Sara contacted me about writing this book—which is about much more than autoimmunity—I introduced her to Lucy, my now-deceased mom. Lucy was the mother of four children, raising them in a tenement apartment in Harlem with no cooling and sometimes no heat. My Pop, a nice man, was often absent or disengaged. While mom scoured the news to learn about global events and leaders, Pop only looked at the sports page. A mismatch made in heaven! Lucy was also an artist and a global citizen. Sara’s book resonated with me because I knew the power of a woman nurturing her kids through tough times. Mom worked nights and was the embodiment of a woman, mom, and leader.

Mom never finished high school, nor did my pop. But Mom read voraciously about many issues. She studied the classics and mythology, and taught herself five languages. Her connection to the outside world was her library card. She knew we as humans have much in common, despite the differences leaders use to divide us. She was passionate about what we today call equity and equality. Sara and Lucy seemed to have a lot in common, and Lucy became our metaphorical thread to women’s leadership as Sara unveiled her ideas.

Nobody in our family had graduated from high school. But because of the unwavering dedication and leadership of Lucy, all the kids eventually did okay—with me, the oldest, becoming a combat veteran and eventually Surgeon General of the United States.

What I learned growing up—and what Sara alludes to—is the unique strength and abilities of women and, therefore, moms. Unique characteristics often taken for granted or not understood.

Also embedded in Sara’s book is the fact that all the environmental variables that Sara looked at regarding women’s health and wellness, including immunity, are actually epigenetic inputs. These inputs can optimize or harm your genes’ expression. Genes are your cells’ software packages that code who you are and all your characteristics, from hair and eye color to your immune status. Growing up in a safe environment with access to wholesome food and loving, caring parents are very positive epigenetic factors.

As our discussions progressed, Sara said she felt that Lucy brought us together for this common purpose.

Through my mom, I realized how women and moms were often taken for granted—even though being a mom may be the most important job in our lives.

Sara and I believe that Lucy lives on in this book.

This book is a testament to all women and moms—from their unique biology to their multitude of diverse contributions across our lives.

My profound thanks and gratitude to Sara for taking on this necessary dissection of the mind, body, and spirit of women. An ancient Yiddish word probably sums up Sara and I connecting: beschert, meaning it was meant to be!






Introduction

Welcome

“Do not lose heart, we were made for these times,” writes Clarissa Pinkola Estés, author of Women Who Run with the Wolves, in “Letter to a Young Activist During Troubled Times.”1

In autoimmunity, the body goes to war with itself because it cannot recognize or distinguish its own healthy cells from its unhealthy ones. I believe we are living in a time where our world may be suffering from a similar condition—where we as people, as a planet, and especially as women are at war with ourselves. I also believe this time holds a great invitation: to learn how to live in, with, and for your Self despite that, maybe for the very first time. To radically give yourself the complete permission to be true to who you are and what you need. To live from your sovereignty, your birthright. To be audacious enough to reclaim your wellness in unhealthy times and finally befriend your own precious sense of self from within, despite what may be happening all around.

What I have learned over the course of fifteen years in documentary storytelling, while living in a body that was screaming as it couldn’t keep pace with my productivity for others, is that true self-prioritization and health can never be found in a constant march against an external system, but only through a quiet, personal revolution. If I am correct in believing that being trapped in self-abandoning “good girl” and caretaking roles has set the stage for a false-identity epidemic of autoimmunity—and I will share that my experience and research both bear this out—then only an inner reclamation of authenticity can set us free and get us well.

Most of us were raised to wait for some level of permission to speak up. Our sense of self was tied to our value or care for others early on, so we strove to be seen as “good” instead of real. Now we must break those chains first placed on us by our family members or culture. I have studied my own health and the health of a thousand other women diagnosed with an autoimmune disease, and the evidence is clear: Self-silencing is making us sick, over-giving is keeping us that way, and abandoning our own wants and needs for a lifetime can create an immune system in identity crisis. We have to stop punishing ourselves in order to please. Only when we become our own ultimate advocates can our bodies evolve from asking, “Why are you still ignoring me?” to “Thank you for finally listening!”

The kind of healing experience I hope to ignite for you in this book is one that invites you to welcome a new responsibility for your health by giving you full and urgent permission to self-prioritize. Listening to your body and your intuition in a new way can help you reclaim your relationship with your own authentic identity and reeducate your immunity. Because what I have seen in myself and now studied for years is this: When women are in alignment with the truth of themselves, they are more likely to be and stay well.

We won’t just do this to compassionately caretake and reclaim a truer way of living for ourselves—we do it in the hopes of inspiring other women and girls as well as the male allies in our lives.


Health from the Inside Out

I will share my personal stories and my national research on the ways our conditioning during girlhood and womanhood shapes our behavioral patterns of disempowerment, and support it with outside science and the wisdom of an inspirational tribe of experts, alongside ancient feminine myths and teachings. Whether from my interviews with a medical doctor, specialized trauma therapist, psychologist, neuroscientist, naturopath, anthropologist, clinical social worker, reiki master, shaman, master astrologer, or one of over a thousand women whose experiences shape these pages, I promise you will hear a voice like yours and receive guidance that will resonate with your lived experience.

You’ll recognize behaviors, aspects, and patterns such as:




	being the firstborn daughter;

	being conditioned to be the caretaker and/or the good girl;

	deep-seated fear of disappointing others (especially those we see as having more power);

	habitual self-deprioritization and self-compromise;

	not understanding boundaries around our own needs (let alone knowing how to enforce them);

	and the inability to receive goodness, only to give it.



I will also guide you through the immunity-boosting aspects and patterns of empowerment. Including:


	having the self-worth to speak up and be listened to;

	giving yourself permission to graduate from and live outside familial and cultural norms;

	understanding your intuition and how to listen to it;

	having the strength to disappoint others in exchange for living as the individual you are rather than in codependency;

	and being comfortable enough with receiving and giving goodness in equal parts.



All I ask is that you be willing to bring the authenticity of who you’ve been, who you’re ready to leave behind, and who you hope to become. Nervous because you don’t have all the answers but know you are ready for a rebirth? You’re right on time. As author and poet Tanya Markul writes, “Sometimes the scariest bridge to burn is the one between you and the person you thought you were.”2 I took up residence on that rickety, shitty bridge for decades. It’s my mission now to help you safely reach the other side far faster than I did.

If I have learned one thing through recovering from my own good-girl addiction, it is that inauthentic patterns, suppressed traumatic energy, and repressed, painful emotions need to be released from our bodies as quickly as humanly possible. If they stay hidden and stored away, they can evolve into something far more dangerous.

But in order to process these feelings, you must allow them space to rise up.

In order to release the feelings that have risen, you must first face them and feel them.

And in order to face them and feel them, you must acknowledge that you did nothing wrong to have them in the first place.

I learned these truths the hard way. I definitely wasn’t raised with these types of permission slips, and neither were generations of women in my family before me. I learned them only when I was flattened by illness and had to find my way up off the floor on my own.



Permission to Rise

My best friend Delia once sent me a meme that said, “Who knows why we were taught to fear witches and not those who burned them alive.” Without blinking, I wrote back, “Because it was the same people who created the fear that lit the match.”

For generations, we have lived in a world where power is held over us rather than shared among us. We all know how that feels, especially when we’ve enabled it. That keeps power looking a certain way, anchored outside and with an oppressive weight. In our homes, this translates into the experience many of us had of being raised to equate feeling loved with being praised that we were good, or nice, or helpful. That’s how many of our parents were raised themselves and also what they needed from us.

When you are told to be a “good girl” or mommy and daddy’s helper, you are conditioned to play out a role, one that ties your power to your ability to please. And if the outside world controls what makes you feel loved and safe before your own sense of self has had a chance to develop authentically, a personal disconnect is born. I invite you to consider that this dynamic is what is keeping well-behaved women dutiful, self-abandoned, and sick.

But when power and identity are explored and embraced by little girls—say, for example, youngest daughters raised with less duty and more freedom and autonomy—they stay well in womanhood! And we need much more of what they’re having.

I am here to sit with you and share the hard truth that the good girls and consummate caretakers are getting sick first. They are staying sick the longest. And they have the hardest time getting well. As a recovering good girl myself, what I discovered in healing my own autoimmune disease is that the factor missing in my illness was found in my wellness. Reclaiming my self and my empowerment reclaimed my health. Granting myself the absolute permission to finally be my most real is what led me to be my most well.





New friend, your power matters to me.

Your readiness to be the individual you came here to be matters to me.

Your ability to recognize what you need matters to me.

Your courage to speak what you want matters to me.

Your dreams for your wellness matter to me.

Your journey to reach them matters to me.



It also matters to the girls behind you and around you who are waiting for you to figure it out so you can teach it to them. (A shaman in Bali once told me that—but that’s for a later chapter!)

They say you can’t heal in the place that broke you. Through my own health and disempowerment-turned-empowerment journey, I know that to be true. I also say you can’t heal from within a broken system. With more women being diagnosed with incurable autoimmune conditions than breast cancer and heart disease combined, I think we can all agree that a system of disempowering us as girls is subconsciously making us sicker and sicker as women.

We were not put here on Earth during this time to remain unchanged. We are here to transform. To be reborn from the inside out. And to rise.

So, what do you say? Let’s get started.









Part One








Chapter One Memories of a Butterfly

A few years ago, on a river cruise through Germany with my mother to celebrate her seventy-seventh birthday, I took a morning off from joining her and her fellow “gentle walkers” (those golden-year beauties who needed a little extra time getting to the next cathedral or overpriced Christmas shop) and bolted at full speed to the nearest museum. I had two hours before I had to be back to have enough time to get dolled up for the extremely attractive Romanian waiter who was making my heart skip a beat. I stepped lively through the Museum Ludwig in Cologne—until a small room on the second floor stopped me in my tracks. It contained just four paintings by the twentieth-century German artist Ursula Schultze-Bluhm. Known simply as Ursula, she was an emotional, intuitive painter whose work explored surreal and mythic dimensions. As I turned to face the west wall, I was overcome with so much emotion that my knees buckled.

What I saw through the bright blur of my perimenopausal tears was an abstract painting of a butterfly that somehow was perfectly representational to me. Her wings were not perfect or aligned. Her colors and patterns were not symmetrical. She looked wounded. Bruised. Almost beaten. Within her wings, the art mapped an odyssey of what it took this butterfly to break free of her chrysalis and fly.

To me the painting was an exploration of the fortitude required for rebirth. Its depictions of the dark night of the chrysalis soul taunted me.

You think finally flying was easy? You think if I knew how hard it was going to be to even grow wings, I would have signed up for that pain? My nature made me do it.

It would take me another ten minutes of sitting in the small museum room before I even got up close enough to see the English translation of the title: “Memories of a Butterfly.”


Killing Myself One Choice at a Time

For the past fifteen years, I have loved creating stages and screens for millions of women and girls worldwide through my production company, Women Rising®. I’m lucky enough to have directed documentary films that have won awards and been played in more than forty countries, directed the largest gathering of women in Texas history with the 2017 Women’s March and the Women in Football Party for Super Bowl LIII, directed the United State of Women Summit keynoted by former First Lady Michelle Obama, consulted as an empowerment marketing strategist for movies like the Wonder Woman franchise, written and directed short films on inspirational everyday American heroes for Toyota and ESPN, served as consulting director for up-and-coming young international female filmmakers for projects with ConnectHER Film Festival and the Gates Foundation, and had the honor of mentoring many incredible women along the way, all in the hopes of impacting women’s and girls’ lives for just the little bit better.

Even though our tiny team’s humble fingerprints have been on a few of the biggest moments for women and girls across the last two decades, I have remained very comfortably offstage. As what the author Susan Cain calls a “non-shy introvert,” I can welcome a hundred thousand people from the stage with no problem, but I’d rather sit in a gynecologist’s frigid stirrups for a day than mingle at a packed cocktail party where I have to make small talk for an evening. Now, though, I am breaking my silence with my own butterfly story because I believe I can prove that true empowerment may be the missing modality in women’s wellness.

Growing up the oldest and only daughter from our side of a big Texan and Lebanese family, I was raised in the traditional manner: to be the ultimate good girl. But within eighteen months of my forty-second birthday I was diagnosed with melanoma, multiple breast and ovarian tumors, active Epstein-Barr, heavy metal poisoning, and mold poisoning, in addition to debilitating flare-ups of the autoimmune disease Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, which I was diagnosed with at age thirty.

Symptom comes from an old Greek word that refers to something that “falls upon us or strikes us” in a way that wounds us or divides us against ourselves. But whenever I questioned why I was getting so sick, I would hear the same refrain from my doctors: “I’m not sure what to tell you.”

Only one integrative doctor in Los Angeles was not shy about sharing his thoughts as I ran my forty-something illness gauntlet.

“Beloved,” Dr. Habib Sadeghi said. “Why are you killing yourself, one wrong choice for your life at a time?”

“Fuck you!” I replied. (By replied, I mean that’s what I screamed on the inside, followed by “How dare you tell me I’m doing this to myself?” As someone with a lifelong terror of disappointing others, there was no way I voiced that challenge aloud.) But I loathed the implication that I was responsible for making any choices that led to my body shutting down. Hell hath no fury like a good girl who worries she may have done something bad.

Still, in the weeks after that appointment, I began questioning whether any empowerment I thought I had achieved for myself while also helping others claim their own may have been an illusion all along. If I have brought this on myself, am I a complete fraud?

I didn’t understand how to draw the crucial distinction between blaming myself for my failing health and understanding the mind–body connection to healing, one of the many incisive points explored by physician Dr. Gabor Maté and his son Daniel Maté in their New York Times bestseller, The Myth of Normal. “Repression disarms one’s ability to protect oneself from stress,” they write. “Time after time it was the ‘nice’ people, the ones who compulsively put others’ expectations and needs ahead of their own and who repressed their so-called negative emotions, who showed up with chronic illness.”1

In an interview for this book, Nicole Sachs, LCSW, powerhouse coach and author of Mind Your Body, told me in response to my story, “First of all, you’re forgiven, because that’s what we all do.” Sigh. “You’ve just been operating with the wrong instruction manual.” Later, she added, “We are programmed, as women, but also just as members of the human race, to give away our power.”

For those of us who suffer with chronic or autoimmune issues, Nicole explained, “Your autoimmune flare is just your nervous system saying, ‘It feels like that big bad world out there, with all of its many triggers that make so much sense, is too dangerous—so may I offer you a respite?’”

And that respite from the overstimulating, difficult environments we find ourselves in comes in the form of pain that, in essence, takes us out.

“There’s no shame in something that’s automatic. And once people start to understand, A, that it’s not their fault, and they’re not doing anything wrong, and B, that their systems are actually on point, because the predator is in the room, and what else would you have your system do? It’s the same as pulling your hand off a hot stove, or jumping out of the way of something coming that could hurt you.”

Ultimately, Nicole said, it becomes “a conversation around empowerment.” And then made a mic-drop statement that I wish I had heard years earlier, because it would have become my new mantra. Like, learn-to-embroider-just-so-I-could-put-it-on-a-pillow mantra: “Life is a choice between what hurts, and what hurts worse.”

For me, this would have meant asking myself, “What hurts worse?” Disappointing everyone around me, failing at their “good” expectations of me, upsetting their understanding of my needing nothing so I could handle more? Or living more days in a chronically diagnosed pain cave?

A few months after Dr. Sadeghi’s challenge, I set out to understand my own health in the way I knew best: I mapped out a literary documentary of my life, featuring every up, down, and sideways tale of my personal power and my health. With the help of my mother’s incredible archival “Kid’s Health Calendars” from the 1970s, 80s, and 90s, I started to investigate spans of my girlhood when I began to systematically repress my voice and compromise my needs, and map out the possible effects on my health.

Along the way I searched for other sources of validation and confirmation, from scientists and experts to best friends and focus groups. What I observed over and over again, in myself and in the women I spoke with, was that we had all been raised as good girls, empowered to caretake but disempowered to safely have and express our own needs. I observed that it was when I was living unconsciously from my conditioned nice girl and oldest daughter identity that I became sick or newly diagnosed. When I was sovereign in my voice, my needs, and my worth, I stayed well. The correlation was undeniable, but I wanted to know why.

After connecting these upsetting dots, I vowed to put my own needs first, both emotionally and physically. If disempowerment got me sick, could empowerment help get me well? I would try to no longer self-surrender to be the good girl everyone expected of me. I slowly began to awaken and break the unconscious, disempowering patterns, like my chronic self-betrayal and the steady deprioritization of my own needs. In their place, I started to set boundaries (I will fully confess I Googled “how to set boundaries”). I began to introduce myself to my own intuition (“Hi, I’m Sara, are you still in there somewhere? I think I owe you a massive apology.”). And I began to replace the fear of disappointing others with responsibility for my own health. As a former mentor, Kristen Csuhran, said to me in a coaching session, “It’s the people who have no fear of disappointing others who are the most powerful on the planet.”

When I saw my doctors the following year, I learned that my diagnoses had been reversed or were in remission. Every single one of them. Which is not to say the process was, in any way, easy, or natural, or graceful.



After seeing the positive results on my health from rewiring my good girl and caretaker identity, I knew I would need to study how these factors affected the immune system at scale if I were to help other women like me. But that kind of research is expensive. Like, rent for a year expensive. After COVID, Women Rising had become more of a solo act for me with freelancers instead of the vibrant company it had been. I hoped at some point there would be the right time and the right amount of savings to make that more formal step a reality.



If Butterflies Could Talk

Ursula Schultze-Bluhm was an Outsider artist, and a female one at that, so there is very little available about why and how she painted, and from what state of mind. But looking at the painting as if it were a map of the butterfly’s journey and its memories of fighting from legs to ooze and ooze to nubs and nubs to winglets and winglets to broken wings and broken wings to wings strong enough to break free, I like to think the butterfly might have had this to say if given a microphone:

Listen. Transformation sucks.

The whole business of dying as what you know how to be, even if it was uninspired and routine, a little sad, and probably not what you were meant to be . . . at least it was familiar. And deceptively safe. I knew how to do that. Then the whole business of the unbecoming to becoming something you don’t yet understand, without knowing how long it’s going to take, or what it’s going to ask of you. To wait in the in-between while something happens, to go somewhere unknown, and to do it alone, in the dark. Like I said, it’s fucking hard.

Then you start to change, and that’s uncomfortable! It’s itchy, it’s foreign, and you have to stay living in that itch until it’s over. What am I supposed to do with these nubs and why do I even have them if they can’t get me out of this darkness? And on, and on, and on . . . until the promise of the light arrives.

As I stared at the painting, the voice of the butterfly in the chrysalis started to get quiet, and my own voice began to speak:

This stage to get ready to fly has been so, so hard.

I feel like I have been happy and clueless, sad and clueless, sick and sad and clueless, sick and sad and clueless and silenced.

And then I had to start at the beginning.

I feel like I have been sad and conscious. Sad, conscious, and sick.

And then I had to start over again.

I feel like I have been empowered and conscious and well.

And then life started me over.

I feel like I have been numb and unconscious and sick.

And then life forced me to start over.

I feel like I have fought with every part of me and other times I have just been too tired to fight at all.

And then life invited me to start over again. But this time, with faith that butterflies have done this for all of time. And there must be something at play, I just can’t see it yet.



And so I start over. But this time, with trust that I don’t have to do it alone. Nature has me.

Whether you call it Transformation. Or Rebirth. Or a Dark Night of the Soul.

Or the Heroine’s Journey.



Immunity at War with Itself

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) defines autoimmunity as the immune system attacking itself because it is not able to distinguish between “good” and “bad” cells. The body goes to war against itself. What I saw in myself, I would later see echoed in hundreds of others: Why are we surprised that adult women’s bodies and immune systems don’t recognize themselves? Their bodies, like mine, were never taught to be acknowledged and prioritized, only to be abandoned.

I learned recently that the caterpillar and the butterfly have two distinct genomes,2 meaning that the adult creature grows up to be an entirely different animal from the child. Take that in for a second! The journey from caterpillar to butterfly is anything but gentle. In the chrysalis, the caterpillar essentially digests everything about itself except for the dormant cells that will become the butterfly. These dormant butterfly cells—poetically called the “imaginal” cells—feed on caterpillar soup as they join together to form the adult butterfly.3 Despite dissolving into caterpillar soup and reemerging fully re-formed, the butterfly still remembers its caterpillar experiences. Reborn but with the wisdom of where and who it’s been.

To prepare for this massive transition, the chrysalis serves not only as captor but also as accomplice. Born into a dark solitary womb, the butterfly is trapped with no option but to fight her way to freedom by becoming something new. With a new body. A body that does not feel right, or familiar. A body that now has two wings instead of many petite feet. Wings that come from a hard-won, hard-fought evolution. And in order to give her wings strength enough to break free and fly away, the chrysalis provides resistance.

One wing might become a nub strong enough to push against the chrysalis, but not bend it.

Then the other wing might become strong enough to bend the chrysalis, but not break it.

Then one wing might have gotten close, but the wing broke off. It just wasn’t strong enough. So it had to start again. At the beginning.

Then with time, one wing might be strong enough to weaken the chrysalis to the point of a puncture. But not a big enough puncture to fit through.



And on.

And on.

And on.



Until enough time has passed, enough struggles and defeats have passed, wings have regrown. Until both wings have been battle-tested with the strength needed to survive life on the outside anew and be ready for flight. To survive wind and gravity sure to come.

Maybe that’s why our resistance to change in life can feel so insurmountable. We are being asked, being called, to become something so much grander than what we are, something far more vast than our former selves can even imagine.

I am now a born-again believer that life itself puts us to the test. Factors and teachers, trauma and inspirations alike, that all somehow catalyze choices we wouldn’t have made without them, like the barriers of the chrysalis.



The Empowerment Pivot

During a particularly difficult period of my life, I was facing a legal challenge. As we know all too well, no scenario triggers a born-and-raised good girl more painfully than the intimation that she has been bad, even if it was all untrue, even if the lawyers promised it would be dismissed. When the road that brought you there was paved with the same self-compromising, over-giving behavior that contributed to your company’s fade down and your health’s breakdown, you’re going to feel like epic shit.

“Don’t be distracted by this,” my steadfast attorney and champion Michael kept saying. “You keep trying to make the world a little better for my daughter and let me deal with this.”

Four months and thousands upon thousands of my saved dollars later, I did the only thing I could think of that might make me feel in my own power again. If I was forced to use half of my savings for something futile and wasteful, I decided to spend the other half on something that could
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