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‘I have lived to see my lost causes found.’


Pauli Murray


‘I myself have never been able to find out precisely what feminism is: I only know that people call me a feminist whenever I express sentiments that differentiate me from a doormat . . .’


Rebecca West


‘Women belong in all places where decisions are being made. It shouldn’t be that women are the exception.’


Ruth Bader Ginsburg













Introduction



When you take a look in the mirror, what do you see? I don’t mean the colour of your hair or eyes or skin, nor how tall you are or your clothes size. Beyond those things, what do you see? An astronaut or a doctor? A biologist or architect? An environmental activist or a headliner at Glastonbury? Perhaps a tech wizard or a Paralympian, a teacher or a police officer?


There should be no barriers to what a girl or woman can achieve, no obstacles put in her way. There should be no barriers for trans or non-binary people either, nor for boys or men. For anybody. And even though there are no individual entries for men or boys in this book – since it was inspired by the idea of putting missing women and girls back into history – there is a chapter celebrating amazing male feminist allies and how feminism is as much about an attitude, a state of mind, as gender. For things to be fairer, better, we’ve all got to be in this together.


But the simple truth is that, for most of history, society has tried to put limits on what women and girls are allowed to do. And it’s not just the distant past. Did you know that women in Switzerland couldn’t vote or stand for election until 1971? Or that until 1975 women in the UK couldn’t open a bank account in their own name? Or that girls in Afghanistan in 2025 are not allowed to go to school after the age of eleven?


When people try to take away our freedoms, we have to speak up.


This book is a celebration of some of the trailblazers who refused to accept the limitations put on them, who campaigned and marched, battled and challenged the status quo to change the world for the better. There are stories of resilience and hope, loss and triumph, sexism and liberation, joy and brilliance. You’ll meet hundreds of inspirational women, girls and non-binary people who deserve to be household names, some from the distant or recent past, others who are making history today.


[image: Black women march down a street with signs that read ‘Women do not want passes’ and ‘With passes we are slaves.’]

Pretoria Women’s March of 1956



They could be you. They are you.


This book will take you through time and space, to every corner of the world and to the stars above. From Ancient Egypt to modern-day Britain and everything in between. At its heart is the idea that everyone – wherever they come from, whatever they look like, tall or short, whatever the colour of their skin, whatever their gender or sexuality, whatever their nationality, whenever they lived – should be free to be who they want to be.


That’s what feminism means – fairness.


Because I’m a writer – and passionately believe in the importance of women and girls telling their own stories – there are lots of writers in this book. If you were making your own list of trailblazers, you might choose some of the same women, or maybe come up with a completely different line-up. That doesn’t matter. Since 190,000 BCE some 117 billion people have been born on Earth, and 8.2 billion are alive today. That’s a lot of women jostling to be heard. Feminist History for Every Day of the Year is just the beginning of a conversation to put back into the history books all the women and girls whose achievements have gone unrecorded or overlooked. By saying their names loudly and proudly, we can tell the whole story of all the people who made history.


Together.


A couple of things to bear in mind before you start reading.


First, quite a lot of our feminist heroines are the first to do something. But these ‘firsts’ only count if they are the beginning of changing opportunities for other women and girls, too. After the first, there must be a second, a tenth, a hundredth, until it is no longer unusual to see a woman in a position once only occupied by a man.


[image: Text on a ticket reads, ‘Votes for Women 9. 726743. Votes for Women. Procession from Paddington to Hyde Park. Assembles 1 p.m., Starts 2 p.m. Sunday, June Twenty-First.’]

Ticket to WSPU procession on Sunday 21 June 1908



Second, you can read this book any way you want. You might begin at the beginning on 1 January, or sneak a peek at your birthday, or find another date that is special to you. You could look up women you already know in the index or start with those who you’ve never heard of. You might be drawn to particular periods of history or parts of the world, and there’s a useful glossary of abbreviations and organizations listed at the back. Again, that doesn’t matter. This is your book. Being interested in history is like being a detective: following clues. You never know what you might find or what might spark your interest. Each of the entries is just a brief snapshot of the lives of an amazing woman or girl, intended to start you on your own journey of discovery. Look them up, research, find out more.


Third, although this book is a celebration of women who’ve done extraordinary things, we mustn’t fall into the trap of only paying attention to those we like. Pirate commanders and military leaders, women of faith and women of science, climate campaigners or politicians – you don’t have to agree with every single thing someone says or does to acknowledge their achievements and admire them. Some of the women in this book were complicit in dreadful things, but it’s still important that we don’t scrub them from history. Knowing everything is how we learn and make things fairer.


Finally, without knowing our feminist past we don’t know how far we’ve come and who we are today. Rights are never given. They are fought for and can be taken away again. They need to be protected. History matters. Women listening to other women matters, women standing shoulder to shoulder matters.


Sisterhood works.


Now go back to the mirror. Look at yourself again and tell yourself again that you have the right to be anyone you want, to use your talent and your passion, to lead a life unlimited.


These are complicated and challenging times, but they are also beautiful and full of wonder. Spend time in the company of these extraordinary women and girls, be inspired by them, argue with them, laugh with them, remember them. Then, roll up your sleeves and take the world by storm.
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January


1   Mary Shelley


2   Florence Bridgwood


3   Velu Nachiyar


4   Ellie Simmonds


5   K. V. Switzer


6   Roza Robota


7   Caster Semenya


8   Elizabeth Hooton


9   Simone de Beauvoir


10	Ella Baker


11	Nora Heysen


12	Marie Colvin


13	Maria Sibylla Merian


14	Queen Margrethe II of Denmark


15	Anne Locke


16	Dian Fossey


17	Michelle Obama


18	Zivia Lubetkin


19	Dolly Parton


20	Toyo Shibata


21	Jacinda Ardern


22	Mariam Issoufou


23	Elizabeth Blackwell


24	Vanessa Nakate


25	Cory Aquino


26	Libby Lane


27	Beatrice Tinsley


28	Dorothée Pullinger


29	Germaine Greer


30	Amrita Sher-Gil


31	Melitta Bentz










1 January ➸ Mary Shelley



The Gothic masterpiece Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus was published anonymously – as most books written by women were at this time – on New Year’s Day 1818.


Shelley had the idea for the novel two years earlier when she was only eighteen. She’d already suffered a great deal of trauma in her life – her mother had died shortly after giving birth to her, she had fallen in love, eloped and later married the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, her first child had died and they were frequently in debt and homeless.


In 1816, they were staying with their four-month-old baby and friends at Lake Geneva in Switzerland. It was a summer of black skies and endless rain. Trapped indoors, the friends challenged one another to come up with a ghost story to pass the dark evenings. One night, as thunder and lightning echoed off the lake, Shelley had a vision: ‘I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life.’


The monster was born, the invention of scientist Dr Frankenstein.


Often described as the first science fiction novel (though this was actually Margaret Cavendish’s 1666 novel The Blazing World), Frankenstein was a runaway bestseller. Though critics condemned it as too sensationalist and gruesome – one even questioned the author’s sanity – readers loved it.


It was not until a second edition, printed in Paris in 1821, that Mary Shelley’s name appeared on the title page.










2 January ➸ Florence Bridgwood



The child star Florence Bridgwood was born in Ontario on 2 January 1886. Her mother was a music hall performer who had emigrated from Ireland to Canada during the Great Famine. Bridgwood made her stage debut at the age of three – singing, dancing, reciting poems – and, by the time she was six, she was known as ‘Baby Flo, the Child Wonder’.


When her mother’s theatre troupe split up, Bridgwood went to America. During her long career, she appeared in almost 300 films and, at the height of her fame, she was known as the ‘Biograph Girl’, one of the leading ladies in silent movies produced by the film company – Biograph – she worked for. She is considered by many as the world’s first movie star.










3 January ➸ Velu Nachiyar



Meet the first of our warrior queens: courageous women who took up arms to protect their land or those they loved.


Born in the southern Indian state of Tamil Nadu on 3 January 1730, Velu Nachiyar was trained in martial arts, horse riding and archery, and spoke several languages, including Urdu, French and English. At the age of sixteen, she was married to the king of Sivaganga. When he was killed in battle, Nachiyar escaped with their daughter, raised an army of 5,000 soldiers and fought against the British East India Company in 1780, who were trying to seize her lands. Victorious, she established her own women’s army and ruled until her death on Christmas Day 1796.


[image: An illustration of Velu Nachiyar in traditional regal attire, holding a sword and standing next to a rearing horse.]










4 January ➸ Ellie Simmonds



When British Paralympian Ellie Simmonds was appointed MBE in the New Year Honours List 2009, at the age of just fourteen, the newspapers made much of the fact that she was the youngest MBE ever.


In her swimming career, Simmonds broke every record going and won a cabinet’s worth of gold, silver and bronze medals at the Paralympic Games, the World and the European championships. She’s now an ambassador for the Scout Association, a Girlguiding leader and a patron of the Dwarf Sports Association UK (DSAuk).
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5 January ➸ K. V. Switzer



The American long-distance runner Kathrine Switzer was born on 5 January 1947.


On a cold morning in 1967, K. V. was standing on the start line of the 71st Boston Marathon. She and her coach had studied the rules and nowhere did it say that women were not allowed to compete, so she signed the form with her initials – as she always did – and posted it in. This made her the first woman to run the race wearing an official bib – number 261.


It was not until the race had started that the director realized there was a woman running alongside the men. He tried to drag Switzer off the road and pull the bib from her back. The attempt was caught on camera and broadcast around the world. Switzer remembers a man at the roadside yelling: ‘Go home to your husband and make him dinner,’ but also a woman shouting: ‘Come on, honey, do it for all of us.’


[image: Three photos of Kathrine Switzer being attacked by Jock Semple while running in the Boston Marathon.]

Runner Kathrine Switzer attacked by race official Jock Semple while running in the 1967 Boston Marathon



As a result, the American Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) banned women from competing in races against men, but female (and some male) athletes and coaches campaigned until the ban was finally lifted. In 1972, Boston established a women’s race. Switzer won the 1974 New York City Marathon in three hours, seven minutes and twenty-nine seconds – she fell short of her goal to run the marathon in under three hours, but got her personal best in the Boston Marathon the year after with 2:51:37, where she came second.


In 2017, fifty years after her first run – and wearing the same bib number, 261 – she ran Boston again, this time with more than 13,000 other women racing alongside her.


It just goes to show how one woman with determination can change the world.










6 January ➸ Roza Robota



On this day in 1945, the Polish-Jewish resistance fighter Roza Robota was executed at Auschwitz.


Robota grew up in Ciechanów in Poland. When the Nazis took control, she was forced into a ghetto, an area of the city where Jewish families were forced to live against their will in terrible conditions and kept apart from the rest of the population. During the Second World War, more than a thousand ghettos were established by the Nazis to segregate and imprison European Jewish people.


In 1942, Robota was deported from Ciechanów to a concentration camp. The rest of her family were murdered in the gas chambers, but she was assigned to one of the Sonderkommando units in Auschwitz II – Birkenau, where prisoners were forced to work for the Nazi regime. Put to work in the munitions factory, Robota and three other women smuggled gunpowder to the underground resistance in the camp, who were planning a revolt.


By 7 October 1944, everything was ready. They succeeded in blowing up one of the gas chambers and putting the other out of action. Hundreds of SS officers were injured and some killed. Robota managed to escape, but was quickly caught. Although she was tortured, she did not reveal the names of the men who had organized the revolt.


On Saturday, 6 January 1945, in the cold and the mist, the four women were hanged. It was the last public execution at Auschwitz. Two weeks later, the camp was evacuated. Three weeks after their deaths, the camp was liberated. Now 27 January each year is commemorated as Holocaust Memorial Day (HMD).


[image: Text reads, ‘Be Strong and Have Courage. Roza Robota.’]










7 January ➸ Caster Semenya



Caster Semenya, one of the most successful female South African middle-distance runners of all time, was born on 7 January 1991.


She has won two Olympic gold medals, three World Championship golds and two from the Commonwealth Games, but despite this, Semenya has had to fight just as hard off the track as on it for her achievements to be accepted and honoured.


Semenya was born female and was raised as a girl, but because she has elevated testosterone levels she has some physical characteristics that differ from those associated with a specific gender. Some call this ‘intersex’, but in her autobiography Semenya rejects that term and simply describes herself as a ‘different sort of woman’.


Just before competing in the 2009 World Championships, Semenya was forced to undergo tests to prove she was a woman. She won the 800 metres all the same – and World Athletics allowed her to keep her title – but after that, she was forced to take medication to reduce her naturally high testosterone levels, medication that made her ill. These matters are complicated, but victimizing a woman born differently is not the way to make things fairer. When the permitted testosterone levels were lowered again in 2018, Semenya challenged the rules in the European Court of Human Rights. Five years later, in July 2023, the Court ruled in her favour.










8 January ➸ Elizabeth Hooton



Elizabeth Hooton was a 17th-century preacher from Nottingham. She was the first female Quaker minister. The Society of Friends – known as the Quakers – was founded in England in 1652, based on principles of simplicity, peace, integrity, community, equality and stewardship. Good principles, you’d have thought, except that the ruling Protestants of the time – known as Puritans – did not allow any other forms of worship, so they persecuted the Quakers. Hooton was one of a group of maybe sixty travelling preachers in the north of England known as the ‘Valiant Sixty’ for their courage in speaking out against the official Church of England.


Imprisoned and tortured for her beliefs, Hooton travelled to the West Indies, Boston and Massachusetts, where Quaker communities were also under attack. Despite hardship, Hooton never stopped proclaiming what she believed in. She died in Jamaica on 8 January 1672.










9 January ➸ Simone de Beauvoir



The French philosopher, novelist, travel writer, political thinker and feminist activist Simone de Beauvoir was born in Paris on 9 January 1908. One of the towering figures of 20th-century literature, she is best known for her groundbreaking 1949 book The Second Sex, one of the building blocks of Western feminism.


With her famous phrase


[image: Text reads, ‘One is not born but becomes a woman.’]


de Beauvoir was the first to try to explain what we now call sex–gender distinction: that’s to say the difference between biological sex and the concept of gender, which is socially constructed. She opposed marriage – though she was in a relationship with French writer Jean-Paul Sartre for most of her life – and believed in sexual freedom for women as well as men. In 1954, she was the third woman to be awarded the Prix Goncourt, the most important literary award in France.


Parisian to her bones, she died there in 1986.










10 January ➸ Ella Baker



On 10 January 1957, the Black civil rights leader Martin Luther King invited sixty Black ministers and community leaders to Ebenezer Church in Atlanta, Georgia, to debate how to make American society fairer for Black Americans. Out of that meeting came the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), a group that became very important in the fight for racial equality.


Ella Baker was one of those advising him that day. A civil rights and human rights activist, she was the first staff member hired by the SCLC and is one of the unsung heroines of the civil rights movement.


Baker was a teacher and journalist who encouraged grassroots activism, believing that women and men should advocate for themselves and change their communities from within. She spoke out against sexism in the civil rights movement and worked for the NAACP (the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People), as well as helping to found the SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee).


Baker died in 1986 and was inducted into the American Women’s Hall of Fame in 1994. In 2009, she was remembered by the issue of an American postage stamp with her picture on it.










11 January ➸ Nora Heysen



Born on 11 January 1911 in a small town in the Adelaide Hills in southern Australia, Nora Heysen is one of Australia’s most celebrated painters. She was the first woman to win the prestigious Archibald Prize in 1938 for portraiture. Portraiture is one of the oldest forms of painting, going back at least five thousand years to Ancient Egypt – before the invention of photography, a portrait (sculpted, drawn or painted) was the only way of showing what someone looked like.


But despite Heysen’s success and skill, an article published in The Australian Women’s Weekly the following year focused on her domestic abilities rather than her artistic achievements. The headline read: ‘Girl Painter Who Won Art Prize is Also Good Cook’.


In October 1943, Heysen was the first woman to be appointed as an official Australian war artist and given the rank of captain. Her job was to show the women’s war effort in her paintings. Although there were limitations to where she was allowed to go, and what she was allowed to paint, she produced more than 170 works of art in three years.










12 January ➸ Marie Colvin



The award-winning and fearless American war reporter Marie Colvin was born in New York on 12 January 1956.


Colvin began her career as a journalist with United Press International (UPI) a year after graduating from university in 1978 with a degree in anthropology. Six years later, she was put in charge of the Paris bureau for UPI, then moved to The Sunday Times as their foreign correspondent in 1985.


With her distinctive black eye patch (from an injury she got in 2001 covering the Sri Lankan Civil War), Colvin was one of the most prominent war correspondents of her generation. She was fearless and principled, reporting from Libya, Chechnya, Serbia, Sierra Leone, Zimbabwe and East Timor.


But in the end, her luck ran out. While covering the siege of Homs during the Syrian Civil War in February 2012, Colvin was assassinated in an attack organized by Syrian government forces. The people of Homs, at great risk to themselves, came out into the street to mourn her death.










13 January ➸ Maria Sibylla Merian



Meet the German bug lady!


The 17th-century scientist Maria Sibylla Merian changed how people thought about insects. A trailblazing entomologist, naturalist, scientific illustrator and botanical artist, Merian was one of the first scientists, male or female, to breed, study and illustrate insects in order to discover how their life cycles worked.


Born in Frankfurt in 1647, she had to sell her paintings in order to raise money to fund a scientific expedition to the West and East Indies. She was the first European woman to travel independently on such a scientific voyage.


From 1699, she spent two years travelling around the Dutch colony of Suriname, sketching local animals and plants, and recording indigenous names and local uses. The resulting book – Metamorphosis of the Insects of Suriname – is still considered a masterpiece today. She and her daughters produced 200 copies, some with colour illustrations.


Attempts were made to discredit her work but, as time passed, her findings have been confirmed. A number of butterflies have been named after her, as well as the orchid bee, a bird-eating spider, an Argentinian tegu lizard, a toad and a snail.


Merian died in Amsterdam on 13 January 1717.










14 January ➸ Queen Margrethe II 			of Denmark



On 14 January 1972, Margrethe Alexandrine Thórhildur Ingrid became Queen Margrethe II of Denmark. She was the first queen in her own right since 1412, as opposed to being the wife of the king, and the first Danish monarch since 1513 not named either Frederik or Christian. A popular ruler – who had worked as a costume designer and illustrator before becoming queen – exactly fifty-two years to the day after her coronation she abdicated in favour of her eldest son who was called . . . yes, you got it – Frederik!
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15 January ➸ Anne Locke



Anne Locke, who was born around 1533, was an English poet and translator, and the author of the first sonnet cycle to be written in English by a woman or a man. A sonnet cycle is a group of poems, often written to a particular theme, that are intended to be read as a series.


A devout Protestant, Locke was exiled during the reign of Mary I of England, who was Catholic. She returned to England when Elizabeth I was crowned queen in 1559 and became one of the most admired translators and religious commentators of her time. Her sonnet cycle A Meditation of a Penitent Sinner was published in book form and registered on 15 January 1560. Registering was like an early form of copyright, meaning no other publisher could reproduce a copy of it. Because Locke only signed her work with her initials A. L., she was only recently revealed as the author.










16 January ➸ Dian Fossey



In the 20th and 21st centuries, the conflict between environmental sustainability, land rights, deforestation, corporate greed and poaching has made conservation a very dangerous business.


Dian Fossey, who was born on 16 January 1932, was an American primatologist and conservationist. She spent nearly twenty years studying the mountain gorillas of Rwanda, identifying and cataloguing their behaviour. She also witnessed the violence of poaching first hand. She founded the Digit Fund to help fight the poachers, she destroyed traps and encouraged the local authorities to enforce anti-poaching laws.


Fossey was found murdered in her cabin in the Virginia Mountains in December 1985. Forty years later, still no one has been charged for her murder.










17 January ➸ Michelle Obama



On 17 January 1964, a little girl with big dreams was born.


Michelle Obama is an American lawyer and motivational speaker. In 2009, she became the first Black-American ‘First Lady’. The term First Lady – often written as FLOTUS – is a title given to the wife of the President of the United States.


Alongside her successful legal career, Obama found time to campaign for her husband in his 2008 and 2012 presidential bids. Once she was in the White House, the official residence of the President of the United States in Washington, DC, she worked on initiatives to end poverty, to promote healthy eating and to support women’s and girls’ rights.


Obama’s memoir Becoming (written with the help of a ghostwriter) sold more than 1.4 million copies in the US in its first week alone and topped the charts all over the world.










18 January ➸ Zivia Lubetkin



Lubetkin was a Jewish-Polish hero of the Warsaw Ghetto and one of the few who made it through the horrors of the Holocaust.


Born in 1914, Lubetkin was one of 400,000 Jews forced into the ghetto in Poland’s capital city in 1939 when the Nazis invaded her country. She was a member of the Zionist Youth Movement, a co-founder of the Jewish Combat Organization (ŻOB), who fought against the Nazi occupation of her country – and the only woman on their high command.


When the Nazis began another deportation of Jewish people to concentration camps on 18 January 1943, Lubetkin and other members of the Resistance fought back. They used anything they could lay their hands on – guns, bricks, hand grenades, explosives. Three months later, she took part in the largest rebellion in the ghetto – the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising. Lubetkin was one of only thirty-four fighters to survive. Some 13,000 people were killed in the uprising.


After the Second World War was over, she emigrated to Palestine. In 1949, she helped found the Ghetto Fighters’ House in northern Israel, the world’s first museum commemorating the Holocaust and Jewish resistance.


Lubetkin died in 1978 in Israel.










19 January ➸ Dolly Parton



The American country music superstar, businesswoman, philanthropist, singer-songwriter and actress Dolly Parton was born in a tiny town in East Tennessee on 19 January 1946.


In a glittering career lasting more than sixty years – and still going strong – Parton has sold more than 100 million records worldwide, making her one of the bestselling music artists of all time. She has composed more than 3,000 songs, including classic hits such as ‘I Will Always Love You’, ‘Jolene’ and ‘9 to 5’. She was inducted into the Country Music Hall of Fame in 1999, she performed at Glastonbury for the first time in 2014 and, in 2022, she was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame.


Parton has founded several charitable and philanthropic organizations too, including a theme park called Dollywood and the Dollywood Foundation, and is an LGBTQIA+ icon for her support of same-sex marriage and inclusivity. On top of that, Parton has donated over 200 million books to children via her Imagination Library and funded Covid research.


A living legend.










20 January ➸ Toyo Shibata



It is never too late to reinvent yourself and start again.


The Japanese poet Toyo Shibata was born in 1911 and only turned to writing at the age of ninety-two. She self-published her first poetry anthology, Kujikenaide, when she was ninety-eight. It sold more than 1.5 million copies, making her one of the most successful writers in modern-day Japan. After that, a publisher decided to bring out an illustrated edition of the poems and then published her second collection, Hyakusai, in June 2011, when Shibata was one hundred years old.


She died on 20 January 2013.
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21 January ➸ Jacinda Ardern



On 21 January 2017, millions of women took part in the 2017 Women’s March, a worldwide protest in opposition to Donald Trump and his attacks on the rights of women and girls. One of those was the Aotearoa New Zealand politician Jacinda Ardern.


Six weeks later, Ardern was unanimously elected Deputy Leader of the Labour Party, then Leader. After the September 2017 election, she formed a coalition government with the support of the NZ Green Party and became prime minister. Ardern was only thirty-seven years old, which made her the world’s youngest female head of government. More records followed. When she gave birth to her daughter in June 2018, she became only the second elected head of government ever to give birth while in office (the first was Pakistan’s Benazir Bhutto).


Ardern introduced lots of measures to improve the lives of women, children and families, including increasing paid parental leave to twenty-six weeks and providing free period products in schools.


Having led her party to a landslide victory in the 2020 general election, Ardern stood down as prime minister in January 2023, citing ‘occupational burnout’ as the main reason for her decision.










22 January ➸ Mariam Issoufou



Have you ever pictured your face on the cover of a magazine?


In January 2024, readers were gripped by an article in African Magazine celebrating the one hundred most influential Africans of the previous year. One of the stars featured was the award-winning architect from Niger, Mariam Issoufou.


Born in Saint-Étienne in eastern France in 1979, Issoufou grew up in Niger, then trained in the United States as a software engineer, before going back to university to become an architect. What makes her work special is that she uses local building materials and building methods that are suited to the climate – and the history – of the African countries where she works rather than importing European or American methods and ideas.


Issoufou set up her own architecture and research practice in Niger’s capital Niamey in 2014, with offices in Zurich and New York. So far, she has built a prize-winning library and market in Dandaji and a breathtaking earth-walled housing complex in Niamey, which was shortlisted for the Aga Khan Award for Architecture. Issoufou is currently working on a museum in Senegal and a presidential centre in Liberia.










23 January ➸ Elizabeth Blackwell



Meet the founding mother of modern medicine, Elizabeth Blackwell. On 23 January 1849, she became the first American woman to receive her medical degree at a time when there was massive opposition to the idea of female doctors.


Blackwell was born in Bristol, UK in 1821, but her family emigrated and settled in Ohio. She knew she wanted to be a physician, so gave music lessons in order to raise the money to pay for her training. Since women were not accepted to medical school, one of her teachers suggested she should disguise herself as a man in order to bluff her way in. Blackwell refused and was turned down by ten different colleges.


But in the end, her persistence paid off. She was offered a place at Geneva Medical College in rural New York, but only because the male professors assumed the male students would reject a woman joining their ranks, so allowed them to vote on her admission. As a joke, they voted ‘yes’.


Once there, although Blackwell faced obstacles and discrimination – she was forced to sit on her own at lectures and often excluded from the labs – she slowly earned the respect of professors and classmates and graduated top of her class.


On New Year’s Day 1859, Blackwell was the first woman in the UK to have her name entered in the General Medical Council’s medical register; in 1871 she co-founded the London School of Medicine for Women; and in 1895, she published her autobiography to inspire women and girls coming after her, writing: ‘My whole life is devoted unreservedly to the service of my sex.’


Blackwell died in 1910 in Hastings, East Sussex.










24 January ➸ Vanessa Nakate



Ugandan campaigner Vanessa Nakate was one of several young climate activists who were invited for a weekend of workshops and panels at the annual World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos, Switzerland, which ran from 21 to 24 January 2020.


Born in Kampala in 1996, Nakate got involved in climate activism at school. In 2019 she led a strike outside the Ugandan parliament to protest against climate inaction and rising temperatures. She is the founder of the climate action groups Youth for Future Africa and the Rise Up Movement, and also campaigns for climate initiatives across Africa, including protecting rainforests in Congo.


But there was an unpleasant twist to the Davos story. A photograph showing Nakate with four fellow climate activists – Luisa Neubauer from Germany, Greta Thunberg and Loukina Tille from Sweden, and Isabelle Axelsson from Switzerland – was cropped so that Nakate was missing. When she tweeted Associated Press news agency asking why she – the only Black delegate – had been cut out of the picture, it unleashed a storm of comments on social media about racism within the environmental movement. Nakate said it only made her more determined to ensure that the voices of Black activists and other activists of colour were heard.










25 January ➸ Cory Aquino



Known as the ‘Mother of Democracy’, María Corazón ‘Cory’ Aquino was born on 25 January 1933. After her husband was assassinated, she became a leading figure in the People Power Revolution in the Philippines. In 1986, this revolution brought to an end the dictatorship of President Marcos, who had put the country under martial law in 1972.


Aquino was the first female president of the Philippines. She faced plenty of challenges during her time in office, including the Luzon earthquake in 1990, the eruption of Mount Pinatubo the following year and tropical storm Thelma. Several coup attempts were made against her government, but she survived to retire in 1992.










26 January ➸ Libby Lane



Libby Lane was consecrated Bishop of Stockport at York Minster on 26 January 2015, making her the first female bishop in the Church of England.


Discussions about whether or not women should be allowed to be priests in the Church of England had become more determined in the second half of the 20th century. Women were already serving in other Christian denominations, such as the Methodists and Episcopalians, but the Anglican church was stuck in the past.


In order to break the deadlock, in 1979 the Movement for the Ordination of Women (MOW) was founded. Finally, after years of campaigning, in 1992 the General Synod – the governing body of the Church of England – voted to allow female priests. Two years later, the first thirty-two women were ordained as priests at Bristol Cathedral.


But the fight for women to be bishops was not yet over.


Libby Lane was born in Glossop, Derbyshire. After twenty years of service to the church, in December 2014 it was announced she was to be the next Bishop of Stockport. She was consecrated the following month.


At time of writing, there are eight female bishops in the Church of England out of forty-two dioceses. The first Black woman consecrated Bishop was Rose Hudson-Wilkin, who became Bishop of Dover in 2019.










27 January ➸ Beatrice Tinsley



Known as ‘Queen of the Cosmos’, the British-born New Zealander astronomer and cosmologist Beatrice Tinsley was born on this day in 1941.


Nicknamed ‘Beetle’ by her family and friends, Tinsley was determined to be an astronomer from the age of fourteen. She completed her Master of Science in 1962, then moved to the United States, where she completed her PhD in record time. In July 1978, she was appointed as the first female Professor of Astronomy at Yale University.


Tinsley was a pioneer of understanding how galaxies evolve, grow and die, and was brave enough to challenge the older, established male astronomers who disagreed with her. History proved her right. She changed the way distances were measured to distant galaxies and proved that the universe is still evolving.


She died from cancer in 1981 at the age of only forty. Shortly after her death, a main-belt asteroid was named after her and in 1986, the American Astronomical Society established the Beatrice M. Tinsley Prize. It is the only major award created by an American scientific society that commemorates a female scientist.










28 January ➸ Dorothée Pullinger



Move over, Lewis Hamilton, it’s time to meet champion racing driver Dorothée Pullinger, who died in Saint-Peter-Port in Guernsey on 28 January 1986.


Pullinger was a brilliant engineer and car designer. She was denied membership of the Institution of Automobile Engineers on the grounds that in their rules a ‘person’ meant a ‘man’, but she was not put off. In 1919, she co-founded the Women’s Engineering Society and helped set up an engineering college for women. In 1924, at the age of thirty, driving a Galloway she had helped design, she won the Scottish Six Day car trial. It is one of the most popular and respected road races, which tests not only speed but reliability, too.


During the Second World War, Pullinger set up the women’s industrial war work programme and ran thirteen factories. She was the only woman on a post-war government committee formed to recruit women into factories.


[image: Dorothée Pullinger and two other women stand next to a Galloway car.]

Dorothée Pullinger pictured with a Galloway car



After the war was over, the Institution of Automobile Engineers finally accepted her as their first female member. In 2012, twenty-six years after her death, she was the first woman to be inducted into the Scottish Engineering Hall of Fame.










29 January ➸ Germaine Greer



The feminist author, cultural critic and public thinker Germaine Greer was born in Melbourne on 29 January 1939.


Outspoken and forceful, Greer went to Cambridge University in the 1960s to read for a PhD on Shakespeare – it was this that formed the basis of her landmark feminist text The Female Eunuch. In it, Greer criticized marriage and patriarchy, and suggested women were bullied into being quiet and submissive simply to fulfil male stereotypes of what men thought women should be. Published in 1970, its British cover is one of the most iconic book jackets of all time.


1970 was an important year in feminism – many other landmark books were being published, such as Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics; women and girls were marching for rights to equal pay and for rights over their own bodies; and the first British Women’s Liberation Conference was held at Ruskin College in Oxford.


Some of Greer’s views – especially on trans rights and pornography – do not always chime with a younger modern audience. But the core message of The Female Eunuch – that sexist stereotypes undermine women – remains as powerful today as when the book came out.










30 January ➸ Amrita Sher-Gil



The pioneering Indian avant-garde painter Amrita Sher-Gil was born in Budapest on 30 January 1913.


Her father was a Punjabi Sikh scholar and her mother a Hungarian-Jewish opera singer. Sher-Gil began formal art lessons when she was eight, once the family had moved to India, and later studied in France and Italy. She was always outspoken, had love affairs with women as well as men – this was especially controversial within conservative and traditional Indian society – and her paintings are glorious and richly coloured, usually of strong women captured in a moment of solitude or reflection. In other words, in both


[image: A self-portrait of Amrita Sher-Gil sitting at a table with a bowl on it.]

Amrita Sher-Gil, Self-portrait (1931)



her life and her work Sher-Gil challenged the conventions of the time. It was her 1932 oil painting Young Girls – which won a gold medal at the Paris Salon the following year – that brought her to widespread public attention.


She died in December 1941, a few days before the opening of her first solo show in Lahore. Her mother accused Sher-Gil’s husband of murder, but it’s possible she died as the result of a botched abortion.


Many of her works, including Young Girls, have since been designated national art treasures by the Indian government, which means that they are not allowed to leave the country. So, if you want to see the painting in person, you’ll have to pack your suitcase and jump on a plane to India.










31 January ➸ Melitta Bentz



Some of our most important inventions come from day-to-day accidents rather than experiments in the science lab.


Melitta Bentz was born in Dresden, Germany, on 31 January 1873. One day, while helping her son with his schoolwork, she spilled her coffee and noticed how his blotting paper soaked up the dregs. She took another piece, rolled into a funnel, balanced it inside a tin and poured hot water over the coffee grounds. The same thing happened.


The coffee filter was born . . .


On 20 June 1908, Bentz patented her filter and, at Christmas of that same year, she set up a company to sell her invention to the public. More than one hundred years later, the Melitta company is still going strong. So, the next time you need a caffeine hit, think of the busy mum helping with homework whose ingenuity made your daily coffee possible.


[image: An illustration of Melitta Bentz surrounded by coffee beans. Hot water from a flask is poured into a filter.]












What’s in a Name?



‘I would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.’


Virginia Woolf


The writing of history, for much of human history, was carried out by men in monasteries or universities where women were not allowed. This meant that women’s achievements were often erased or simply ignored. That’s why it’s so important that women and girls are free to write and to express their own truths. Otherwise, from Ancient China to 20th-century Russia to modern-day Afghanistan – anywhere where women and girls are prevented from sharing their stories – half the human population will be missing from the historical record.


Did you know that the first named writer was a woman? She was called Enheduanna and lived more than 4,000 years ago in southern Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq). She was a high priestess at the temple of one of the most powerful goddesses, and Enheduanna’s job was to write hymns of praise. What we don’t understand is why she signed her name on her work. Before her, all poems dedicated to gods and goddesses were anonymous.


The preservation of ancient documents is a problem the further back in time we go. One of the most important poets in Ancient Greece was Sappho, who lived sometime between 630 and 570 BCE. Known as ‘The Tenth Muse’, she wrote an eye-watering 10,000 lines of poetry, though only about 650 of those have survived. We don’t know much about her life, either. She is associated with the Greek Island of Lesbos (from which we get the word ‘lesbian’), and we know she was exiled to Sicily around 600 BCE, but beyond that Sappho is a mystery.


Another mystery is the identity of the most famous of all Tamil poets, Avvaiyar. In fact, Avvaiyar is not a name but a title meaning ‘Respectable Good Woman’ and historians are pretty sure that Avvaiyar is not one woman, but at least three. A symbol of Tamil culture and wisdom, the first Avvaiyar lived during the 3rd century BCE and wrote nearly sixty poems. The second was writing during the 10th century CE. The third is the best known for writing a devotional hymn to the Hindu god Ganesh and a collection of inspirational sayings about how to live, one of which was included in NASA’s Cosmic Questions exhibition: ‘What you have learned is a mere handful; What you haven’t learned is the size of the world.’


[image: A painting of Sappho standing on the rocks of a cliff overlooking the sea.]

Painting of Sappho by Julius Johann Kronberg, 1913



[image: A painting of Murasaki Shikibu wearing a flowing kimono with her hair let loose.]

Illustration of Murasaki Shikibu



The invention of paper – in China around 200 BCE – revolutionized things and made it possible for more women to write and their words to endure. Before that people wrote on clay tiles or on papyrus, but these things were expensive so only the very wealthy could afford them. Murasaki Shikibu was born into an important family in present-day Kyoto, Japan, around 973 CE. She learned to write Chinese, the official language of the Japanese court and government at that time, by eavesdropping on her brother’s lessons. Shikibu published The Diary of Lady Murasaki and then became a literary sensation with her epic The Tale of Genji, which tells the story of an emperor’s son, his love affairs and the politics of court life. Coming in at more than 1,000 pages, and written in Japanese, it’s considered to be the world’s first novel.


But what can women and girls do if they live under regimes that forbid women to write? Some will struggle to be heard at all or face imprisonment. PEN International, an organization that champions freedom of expression, reports that at least 375 writers from 33 countries were imprisoned in 2024: China locked up more writers than any other country, followed by Iran, Saudi Arabia, Vietnam and Israel.


It’s one reason why so many women – then as now – might decide to publish anonymously, or under a pen name. But there are plenty of other reasons, too. Some choose names that could be female, male or unisex to disguise their identities. Others take male names because they think that will attract more readers or get their work taken seriously. There are some writers who want to keep their private and public selves separate, or prefer different writing names for different kinds of writing.


In England in 1850, three years after Jane Eyre, Wuthering Heights and Agnes Grey had been published anonymously, Charlotte Brontë – the eldest of the three Brontë sisters – explained why she, Emily and Anne had originally decided to disguise themselves as Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell: ‘We did not like to declare ourselves women, because – without at that time suspecting that our mode of writing and thinking was not what is called “feminine” – we had a vague impression that authoresses are liable to be looked on with prejudice.’


During the 19th century, the novel became one of the most popular forms of writing in England, Europe and North America. This book begins on 1 January with Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published anonymously in 1818. Jane Austen did not use a pseudonym, but the first editions of her novels only had ‘By a Lady’ printed on the title page. Mary Ann Evans, author of Middlemarch and The Mill on the Floss, published as George Eliot. In Scotland, popular romance novelist and journalist Annie Shepherd Swan wrote as David Lyall. In France, the brilliant thinker and social disrupter Amantine Dupin wrote under the name George Sand, attacking the institution of marriage, and causing a scandal in the 1830s by walking around Paris in men’s clothing and smoking cigars! And in Spain, campaigner Rosario de Acuña also published plays, essays and poetry under the male pen name Remigio Andrés Delafón.


Over a hundred years later, in America, Ann Petry published The Street in 1946 under the pseudonym Arnold Petri. The powerful story of a young Black single mother struggling against discrimination and harassment in New York during the Second World War, it was the first novel by an African American woman to sell more than a million copies.


One of the biggest-selling writers today is children’s author and philanthropist J. K. Rowling, whose publisher suggested she used her initials to encourage more boys to read her books (in fact, the ‘K’ is a nod to her grandmother, rather than being her own initial). The Chinese-American superstar Rebecca Kuang also publishes as R. F. Kuang. And global bestselling Italian novelist Elena Ferrante has worked hard to keep her identity hidden. Others – me included – like to see our real names on the front cover of our books. There is no right or wrong decision. Every writer should have the right to decide what is best for them.


Whatever name appears on the book jacket, writing is about skill, talent, determination and hard work. No one should be prevented from doing that because of their gender. As Maya Angelou said: ‘There is no greater agony than bearing an untold story inside you.’


Books foster empathy, imagination and understanding. They make sense of our deepest, most complicated emotions and encourage us to see the world through different eyes. Fiction and non-fiction, plays and poetry, journalism and comic books, every form of writing can be life-changing.


What about you? What might you write?












[image: Illustrations of an anchor, a physical balance, musical notes, the Oscar award, a video camera, leaves on branches, the Sun behind the mountains, a string of flags, a flower in a hand, the DNA, blaring speakers, a harp, an arrow-pierced heart and a tick mark on a paper strip around the word ‘February.’]









February


1   Beulah Henry


2   Ani Pachen


3   Amal Clooney


4   Constance Markievicz


5   Mary Pickford


6   Ellen Wilkinson


7   Ann Radcliffe


8   Empress Matilda


9   Zhang Ziyi


10	Adella Hunt Logan


11	Khawar Mumtaz


12	Caresse Crosby


13	Sarojini Naidu


14	The First Valentine’s Letter, 1477


15	Susan B. Anthony


16	Muriel Matters


17	Wu Zetian


18	Audre Lorde


19	Doria Shafik


20	Mary Barbour


21	Nina Simone


22	Sophie Scholl


23	Edith Morley


24	Boudica


25	Eliza Haywood


26	Sue Dauser


27	Nan Shepherd


28	Rosalind Franklin


29	Hattie McDaniel










1 February ➸ Beulah Henry



When you look around your bedroom, do you ever wonder about the tiny seeds of inspiration that led to the things we take for granted? From alarm clocks to phones, sliding drawers to your duvet cover, everything was invented by someone.


Often called ‘Lady Edison’ – after Thomas Edison, the inventor of the light bulb – Beulah Henry was born in North Carolina in 1887. She is one of the most prolific American inventors, registering forty-nine patents, and she worked on more than 110 inventions, most of which were intended to make day-to-day life easier.


Her first invention, patented in 1912, was a vacuum-sealed ice-cream freezer. She also invented an umbrella with interchangeable covers (to match a person’s outfit) and the ‘Kiddie Clock’ to help children learn to tell the time.


Henry died on 1 February 1973 and was inducted into the American National Inventors Hall of Fame in 2006.










2 February ➸ Ani Pachen



In 1958, the Tibetan Buddhist nun Ani Pachen led a force of around 600 fighters against the Chinese invasion of her homeland of Tibet and the genocide of her people. The following year, Pachen took part in the Tibetan Uprising in the capital city of Lhasa.


On or around 2 February 1960, Pachen was captured by Chinese forces. For the next twenty years, she was held in some of the harshest prisons in China. For nine months of her imprisonment, she was kept in chains in solitary confinement, but she never lost her Buddhist faith.


Pachen was finally released in a thawing of relations between China and Tibet in 1981, physically broken but still strong in spirit. Knowing she might be arrested at any time, she fled on foot through the Himalayas to Nepal. She died in exile in India in 2000, a warrior nun to the last.










3 February ➸ Amal Clooney



British-Lebanese human rights lawyer Amal Clooney was born in Beirut, Lebanon, on 3 February 1978.


Clooney could live a very different kind of a life – she is married to one of Hollywood’s most famous movie stars, after all – but instead she works incredibly hard on behalf of victims of human rights abuses, victims of mass atrocities, sexual violence and genocide. She led a task force investigating crimes committed by Russian forces in Ukraine, and represents political prisoners and jailed journalists around the world.


Clooney is also the co-founder of the Clooney Foundation for Justice, which provides free legal support to victims of human rights abuses in over forty countries.










4 February ➸ Constance Markievicz



As the daughter of Lord and Lady Gore-Booth, Constance Markievicz could also have chosen to live a different life, one of comfort and privilege. Instead, she became a revolutionary and freedom fighter.


Born on 4 February 1868 in London, the Irish politician, suffragist and socialist took part in the Easter Rising in 1916, when Republicans tried to drive the British out of Ireland and establish an Irish Republic. When the uprising was defeated, she was sentenced to death. This was later changed to life imprisonment because she was a woman. In other words, being a woman saved her life!


Released by the British government in a prisoners’ amnesty after the end of the First World War, in 1918, Markievicz stood as the Sinn Féin candidate for the Dublin St Patrick’s parliamentary seat. She won, making her the first woman to be elected to the British parliament. She was being held in Holloway Prison at the time – for plotting against the government – and she never took up her seat. She refused to swear an oath of allegiance to the king, which all MPs have to do, and it was against her party’s policy to go to Westminster. Instead, Markievicz and other Sinn Féin MPs formed the First Dáil in 1919, the government of the Revolutionary Irish Republic, making her one of the first female cabinet ministers in Europe.


When asked for campaigning advice by other women, she replied: ‘Dress suitably in short skirts and strong boots, leave your jewels in the bank and buy a revolver.’










5 February ➸ Mary Pickford



On 5 February 1919 the silent movie star and businesswoman Mary Pickford launched United Artists Corporation with her husband Douglas Fairbanks, actor Charlie Chaplin and director D. W. Griffith. It was the first major production company to be controlled by its artists rather than by the money men.


Pickford was born in Toronto, Canada, in 1892, and became one of the most powerful stars of the silent movie era. Known as ‘America’s Sweetheart’, she was one of the first women to appear on posters under her own name. Like Dolly Parton decades later, Pickford showed the world that a brilliant and glamorous actress could also be an astute and clever businesswoman.










6 February ➸ Ellen Wilkinson



One of the great Labour politicians of the 20th century, Ellen Wilkinson died on this day in 1947 at the age of fifty-five.


Born in Manchester in 1891, Wilkinson – often described as ‘Red Ellen’ in the newspapers because of her socialist principles – was elected as the Labour MP for Middlesbrough East in 1924. She supported the 1926 General Strike, which was a historic walkout by British workers expressing their dissatisfaction with their working conditions and demanding fairness and change.


In 1935, Wilkinson was elected MP for Jarrow and became a national figure as one of the leaders of the 1936 Jarrow March to London, where the marchers were protesting about unemployment and widespread poverty in their town. Passionately committed to improving living and health conditions for working-class people, Wilkinson was part of Winston Churchill’s wartime coalition government. When the Second World War was over, she became Minister of Education after Labour’s landslide victory in the 1945 General Election.


But years of poor health and overwork took its toll. During the freezing winter of 1947, Wilkinson died from an overdose of medication for a chest infection. Though there was gossip that she had intended to kill herself, the coroner declared her death to be accidental, not deliberate.










7 February ➸ Ann Radcliffe



In the 1790s, readers all over Europe were going wild for Gothic fiction. It’s a kind of writing, like Frankenstein, that is full of mystery, often set in castles or monasteries with hidden passages, fierce storms and landscapes, violence, supernatural elements and hints of horror.


In Britain, the queen of Gothic Fiction was Ann Radcliffe. Her romance The Mysteries of Udolpho was published in 1794. Telling the story of young heiress Emily St Aubert, who is forced to live with her aunt and evil stepfather in an isolated castle before being reunited with her true love, the novel was a classic of the Gothic genre and became a mega bestseller. Its success allowed her to travel, a journey she wrote about in her travelogue A Journey Made in the Summer of 1794. Three years later, Radcliffe published The Italian, the last of her five novels published in her lifetime. The money she earned made her the highest-paid professional writer of the 1790s.
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