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			Dedicated to all the girls and women who have ever questioned using their voices and the ones who have inspired me to find my own. This book is for you. 
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			I had to be brave. Sometimes you have to be brave to have fun.

			Abby age 10
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Introduction

			I first picked up a camera not long after my oldest daughter was born, eighteen years ago. It felt as if something clicked in me (almost literally). I loved making images and sharing stories of what it was like to be young, confident, and free. I found my calling and means of expression in celebrating kids, especially girls, authentically. My first book, Strong Is the New Pretty, started as a project to encourage my own two girls to know that they are enough just as they are and that being who they are is enough. I’ve been photographing with that in mind ever since. My hobby soon turned into a passion and then into a career. Yes, it took me until I was in my thirties to find my “thing,” but I am so grateful. This is my fifth book that celebrates the voices and stories of my subjects alongside images of them being themselves. I love helping to amplify their stories, told in their own words. It’s the best part of what I do, and it is how I use my own voice.

			As a woman and a mother to two girls, I have seen how the world tries to fit us into narrow categories with low expectations. I grew up hearing that girls are “made of sugar and spice and everything nice.” I grew up in a world that suggested that girls and women be complacent and agreeable. “Don’t be too loud or make a spectacle of yourself, please,” society seems to say. I did not want this for myself or my girls. In fact, I wanted the opposite—I wanted to hear girls’ and women’s voices shouting from the rooftops! I didn’t want my daughters (or any other girls, for that matter) to think they needed to stifle their thoughts, opinions, or expressions to be accepted.

			The power of the female voice inspired this book. After photographing, interviewing, and showcasing thousands of people over my career, I saw firsthand how one voice can effect change. Our girls have the power to change their world and the world. They just need to fully realize it. 

			And yet, the phrase “If you can’t see it, you can’t be it” lingers in my mind. Representation matters. I want anyone reading this book to be inspired by the courage and strength of the girls and women featured in these pages and know that you, too, can advocate for yourself and others. These are just some of the girls and women who are speaking up, speaking out, and making change for themselves and the world around them. My hope is that you recognize yourself in their words and are able to acknowledge your own power and agency to create change.

			Why celebrate girls’ and women’s voices, specifically? Dissenters might argue that we are all humans and should celebrate all voices. Of course we are and we should, but context is everything, and this is about equity. And when women’s voices are heard and considered, society as a whole improves. United Nations research on panchayats (local councils) in India discovered that the number of drinking water projects in areas with women-led councils was 62 percent higher than in those with men-led councils. In Norway, a direct causal relationship between the presence of women in municipal councils and childcare coverage was found. Women routinely demonstrate political leadership by working across party lines—even in the most politically combative environments—by championing issues such as the elimination of gender-based violence, parental leave and childcare, pensions, gender-equality laws, and electoral reform.

			Our voices matter. We, as women, need to remember that. Force of Nature is about celebrating that expression of self. It is not my place to define what female means. But it is my supreme honor to document, share, and amplify what it means to those I photograph, and how it feels for them to express it. In the moments we speak up for the first time; the moments we go against the crowd; the moments we find ourselves leading or otherwise commanding the room; the moments we put our true selves out there for criticism and praise, or shed light on injustice, or decide that the status quo isn’t working for us anymore. The moments we decide that enough is enough.

			This is a book about inspiration. About taking that breath, full of uncertainty, and then, despite the doubt and despite the discomfort, letting go and making ourselves heard, whether through writing, song, movement, images—or simply by speaking out loud. The portraits in this collection are about the sometimes indescribable moments when girls and women make change, however small or large, in an instant, in their own bodies, and in the world. I’d like to say that it’s courage that is needed to become a force of nature. But truly, it’s power and freedom—and when that combination and balance is achieved, we roar. We can be stronger than we ever imagined. We can be more than just a force to be considered; we can be one to be reckoned with. We are a force of nature.

		

	



			
chapter 1

			
Find Your Voice


			There is a moment when we all find ourselves. We see, overhear, or are a part of something that just doesn’t feel right. We can feel that sense of “not right-ness” all around and deep in our gut, and what we choose to do next is everything. We choose to remain silent, or we choose to speak up.

			This book is about celebrating the courage it takes to find that voice. It can be hard to hear and even harder to use—which is why it is so worth celebrating the act of speaking up. The girls and women in this chapter are doing just that. Whether it’s the very first time they summoned the courage to speak up or the hundredth, they acknowledged the voice in their head that told them, “This isn’t okay” or “You should say something” or “You can make a difference here”—and each time they honored that voice, it got stronger and more powerful. And so did they.

			The girls and women in this chapter found their voice in individual ways, but that is not to say it was ever lost. At age seven, Amelia has already discovered the power of her voice to turn up the volume for those who haven’t found the volume knob yet. The path that Adrianne has taken led her to awaken her most authentic self. Finding one’s voice isn’t about just listening to an inner monologue, it’s about acting on it as well. It’s about understanding that there may be consequences to voicing an opinion and speaking up anyway.

			Being a force of nature goes beyond the initial discovery of your voice—it’s the momentum that follows too. Like a storm, we are capable of gathering strength and changing course. We can grow and wane in intensity. Our voices can be as loud as a roar or as quiet as a whisper. Our voices can even take the form of a look of kindness or understanding aimed in the direction of someone in need. It’s our ability to infuse that communication with a sense of urgency that wields power. Like gravity, we are a force.
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							Growing up Black in a predominately white area, I developed many insecurities and experienced feelings of isolation. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve found that my voice and presence can be powerful in helping others feel included in the communities I’m a part of.

					Kami age 15
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			It’s not just about physical ability. It is part physical, part mental, and a lot of determination. If we don’t speak up now, imagine what will happen in the future. We must change the world.

			Olivia age 8
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			It was a dream of mine to play lacrosse for my school, but we didn’t have a girls’ team. I decided that if a boy can do it, a girl should be able to too. I just went for it. 

			Izzy age 13
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			When people around me are sad, I use my voice to be silly and make them laugh to try to cheer them up. I care about my friends.

			Callie age 8
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			My brother lost his ability to talk after a high fever when he was little. I felt like I lost him, but during the pandemic, I learned how to connect with him through nature.

			Salena age 10 (with her brother, Sohan, age 6)
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			Adventure sports have transformed my life in a magical way; they have helped me unleash my true potential. And now, through camp, I introduce sports as a powerful form of expression to little girls and women in Pakistan so that those who might be living my previous version of life can take charge of their own lives and realize what they are capable of.

			Samar age 33
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			My sister and I both have dyslexia, which makes school harder for us. One time at the school library, they wouldn’t allow me to get books at my reading level. So when I went back to class, I opened up a book and just stared at the pages because I couldn’t read them. The next time, I told the librarian, and they allowed me to get the right books. My mom says I need to be the squeaky wheel all the time. But it got fixed. It makes me happy and angry.

			ABBY age 10 (with her sister, Braelyn, age 12)
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			How I feel comes through when I am dancing. I choose the style of dance based on my emotion: When I am calm, I practice ballet or contemporary. But when I’m really happy or excited for something, I’ll choose jazz. 

			Hana age 10

	

	
		[image: ]

			Learning to use my voice is knowing who I am and what I stand for, pursuing my most authentic self, and believing that I have worth and value exactly as I am. When I show up in these truths, using my voice is an act of honesty. And that’s what I want: to be the constant creator of an honest life, which means the voice I offer to the world is magnificently as simple as that—my truth.

			Adrianne age 37
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			I’ve used my voice by going to protests to end gun violence. The first March for Our Lives protest that I attended was on my fourteenth birthday, and I remember it vividly. Being surrounded by so many passionate people was incredible, and I carry that experience with me today. It taught me the importance of my voice—and that silence is part of the problem. My voice on its own might be small, but its impact is part of something much bigger. I believe in the saying “Slow progress is still progress.” Change doesn’t happen all at once. It’s made up of tiny actions, and tiny moments every day.

			Mariana age 18
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			When I was younger I had a hard time finding my voice. I was a people pleaser, afraid to disagree with people and “rock the boat.” I always found it easier to speak up on other people’s behalf than to speak up for me. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve found my voice and know the importance to use it not only for myself, but for those who haven’t found theirs yet. It’s never wrong to speak up for what’s right.

			Jennifer age 27

	

	
		[image: ]

			A lot of my friends are nonbinary or gender fluid. Some people are not open-minded about these things, so I’ve taken time to educate myself because I really care about my friends and want to be there for them. If someone is being disrespectful toward a friend, I try to help that person toward understanding, and if they seem like they can’t or won’t, I just tell them that it shouldn’t affect them because it’s not really their business.

			Chelsy age 17
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			When I was younger, I was pretty shy about using my voice in school. But I gained confidence through debate and public speaking. Now through my nonprofit I work with youth, ages eight to eighteen, to help them advocate for issues that they care about and use their voices more confidently. My favorite part about someone “finding” their voice is the discovery that it was there the whole time—and the weirder and stranger and more unexpected and surprising their voice is, the more exciting it is to everyone else.

			AnnMarie age 38
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			I strongly believe that people should be treated equally and nicely no matter what, so I always stand up for someone if they are being mistreated. Having to shave my head for an acting job taught me that I don’t have to look like everyone else to be beautiful or feel good about myself. Being different is cool. I hope I’m always different!

			Hendrix age 11
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			My friends like me for who I am on the inside, not for my hair and toys and stuff.

			Sky age 9
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			I never even knew I had curly hair. My hair was just always relaxed and straight. My sister went natural first, so she did most of the research. Because I’m younger, I copied whatever she did, so of course, I copied her hair. After my sister and I went natural, my mom was like, “What?” I think she really liked it though, because then she also went natural.
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