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[image: image]veryone knows a forgotten woman. I’m talking about the women that we hold dear in our hearts; the ones we raise in conversation over a drink or two. You know, the ones whose names are usually met with a look of surprise, a furrowed brow and the cry, “Oh, I’ve never heard of her before – how weird!”


The truth is, it is far more likely that women have been forgotten than men. All you need to do is look at the last two thousand years for proof: the history books are awash with dudes in togas or academic dress, pontificating on subjects like science, literature and politics. When women do make a brief appearance, they’re contextualized by their gender: here’s the female Socrates! Put it this way: you never hear about the male Joan of Arc...


As a young girl in Singapore, I read about men like Christopher Columbus and Henry VIII. As I grew older I learned that political bravery and leadership are not the sole preserve of white, Western men. But contemporary politics has not been known for its gender equality. In the UK, where I now live, only 30 per cent of Members of Parliament are women, and the country ranks a measly 48th in terms of parliamentary equality. It’s enough to make some slimeballs argue that women may simply be unsuited to the halls of power – in which case I suggest a quick glance at the life of Töregene Khatun, who usurped Genghis Khan’s son to become the Mongol Empire’s mightiest empress; or that of Eleanor of Aquitaine, whose vice-like grip on power saw her change the course of European history. I also learned that power doesn’t just consist of Tudor crowns, thrones and political might; it can also come from the so-called “unwashed” masses, who demand a better and more equal society, in which the people, of all ethnicities and gender identities, have a voice. Around the world, women have been at the front lines of these movements, leading by example – from Lillian Ngoyi in the fight to end South African apartheid to Sylvia Rivera in the continuing struggle for transgender rights in the US.


Understandably, I was extremely nervous when I began writing the Forgotten Women series. Even with the help of The New Historia, selecting women to go into The Leaders presented an exquisite, if deeply pleasurable, nightmare – I wanted the book to be as diverse and representative as possible, and I had all of history from which to choose. Who to pick and who to leave out? In the end, I had to selfishly go with the women whose stories I myself, as a precocious 12-year-old girl, would have liked to read about – women whose stories made me nod in respect or gasp with shock. Women whose stories thrilled me, even if I disagreed with their methods. (Töregene’s preferred method of execution – stuffing someone’s mouth with pebbles until they suffocated – comes to mind.)
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