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For our mothers and grandmothers, our sisters and our daughters . . . and for Holly.


K.H. and S.W.










INTRODUCTION
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“If people were silent, nothing would change.”


—Malala Yousafzai


There are almost four billion women and girls in the world today. Every day, millions of them carry out acts of bravery, creativity, kindness, cleverness, and hope. Most of those women and girls—and their amazing actions and achievements—remain unknown to the rest of us . . . but occasionally their acts shake up the world.


History is often just “his story”: tales of kings and conquerors, of men who fought wars and built nations. But throughout human history, countless women and girls have fought in great and small ways to make their mark on the world and change the future. Many of their stories have been lost, forgotten, or hidden. In this book we celebrate the lives of fifty incredible women and girls who refused to obey the rules society set for them, and whose lives, work, and words can inspire us all to make the world a better place. Now it is time to talk about a past and a present that are not history, but herstory.


This is the story of brave leaders who believed in doing what was right for their country and their people. Some of them faced imprisonment and even death for following their beliefs. Some of them made difficult choices that made sense to them during their time, but that we might find hard to understand now. All of them proved that women were just as capable as men in positions of power, making stronger, better leaders than many of the men who came before and after them.


This is the story of talented artists, writers, and performers who changed the world with their art and with their lives. Some of them had help along the way, and some had to fight to express their ideas. All of them created beautiful works of art-in spite of, and sometimes because of, the difficulties and rejections they faced.


This is the story of gifted healers and committed teachers who dedicated their lives to helping others. Some of them came from a place of privilege and wanted to share their good fortune with others, and some overcame unimaginable hardships themselves. All of them worked tirelessly to care for those in need, risking their health, their wealth, and even their own lives to improve the lives of others.


This is the story of gifted scientists and mathematicians who were driven by curiosity to solve the mysteries of the world around them. Some of them faced prejudice and danger. Some made great personal sacrifices, but thought that these were worthwhile in order to make discoveries that could change millions of lives. All of them had to challenge the belief that the world of science, facts, and figures was a world for men and men only.


This is the story of women and girls who followed their dreams, whatever the cost. All of them overcame challenges, faced danger, and made sacrifices, and some of them even lost their lives-but they never gave up hoping to make the world a better place.


This is the story of fifty women and girls who did extraordinary things. Some of them won prizes, while others were never appreciated during their lifetimes. Some of them died tragically young, while others lived long lives. They became leaders, artists, revolutionaries, thinkers, and idealists, because they knew that to turn their hopes and dreams into reality they had to shake up the world . . . and so they did.


What is your dream? Take inspiration from these fifty amazing women and girls and shake things up!










ELIZABETH I




One of England’s greatest rulers and the founder of an empire
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Known as the “Virgin Queen”





A TROUBLED PRINCESS


Elizabeth was born in 1533 into a time of political and royal drama. She was the daughter of King Henry VIII of England and his second wife, Anne Boleyn. Henry believed that only a man could rule a nation, and dramatically divorced his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, with whom he had a daughter but no sons, so he could marry Anne. When Anne’s baby turned out to be a girl too, Henry was disappointed.
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Elizabeth as a young woman.





Henry quickly found another new bride, Jane Seymour, and had Anne Boleyn executed as a traitor. But Jane soon died giving birth to Elizabeth’s younger brother, Edward. Elizabeth’s father next married Anne of Cleves, whom he divorced almost immediately. He then married his fifth wife, Catherine Howard, Anne Boleyn’s cousin. She too was executed by the impatient king, who finally married Katherine Parr before he died himself. Elizabeth was thirteen, and Edward just nine when he took the throne.


Young Elizabeth watched all of this from afar and clearly learned her lesson: marriage was a dangerous thing for a woman. She was determined not to be ruled by any man in case she ended up like her mother and stepmothers-set aside, forgotten, or even killed. Luckily, her last stepmother, Katherine Parr, was a kind woman who ensured that the young princess was educated just as well as if she had been a prince.


When Edward, aged only fifteen, became ill and died, Elizabeth’s older sister, Mary, took the throne. Mary was a devout Catholic and Elizabeth was a Protestant, and because of this Mary declared Elizabeth to be her enemy, locking her up in the Tower of London.
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Elizabeth’s portrait on a coin.





RULING ALONE


When Mary died, Elizabeth inherited the throne at the age of twenty-five. Being queen of England was a tough job: England was poor, and fighting between Catholics and Protestants meant it was deeply divided. Elizabeth quickly made England a Protestant nation once more, but unlike her sister before her, she allowed her subjects to practice their own faiths quietly.
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Hatfield House in England, where Elizabeth learned she was to be queen of England.





With a new queen on the throne, suitors appeared from all over Europe. But only one man came close to capturing Elizabeth’s heart: Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. However, she was determined not to marry, even for love. Although Parliament refused to give her the money she needed to rule unless she married, she resisted: she would rule England alone.


Under Elizabeth, English culture flourished and William Shakespeare’s plays started a golden age of literature. She also looked beyond English borders, sending Francis Drake to sail around the globe. In America, her knight Sir Walter Raleigh started a colony named Virginia, after the unmarried “Virgin Queen.” An empire had begun, and soon money and goods from the new colonies came pouring in to the royal treasury.


Elizabeth’s position was not always safe. There were many plots to overthrow her, including one involving her cousin, Mary Queen of Scots. After Elizabeth had Mary executed for treason, Mary’s supporter, Philip II of Spain, sent a huge fleet of ships to invade England, known as the Spanish Armada. But Elizabeth’s own fleet-helped by strong winds-pushed them back, and England was safe again.


SHAKING UP THE WORLD


Elizabeth ruled for forty-five years. Many people believe that she was the greatest monarch ever to rule England. Where there had been violence and poverty, she created peace and prosperity. She sponsored the arts and the exploration of the New World, starting an empire that would last for hundreds of years. And she did all of this on her own, resisting a marriage that might have made it harder for her to rule in her own right.
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Elizabeth’s unique signature. The “R” stands for Regina, which is the Latin word for queen.







Quotes


“You will nevertheless find me a rock that bends to no wind.”


“I would rather be a beggar and single than a queen and married.”


“I know I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too.”
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JOAN OF ARC




Army leader, martyr, and saint
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The Maid of Orléans





A DANGEROUS CHILDHOOD


Joan of Arc (or Jeanne d’Arc in her native French) was born around the year 1412 in Domrémy, France. Her parents were poor peasant farmers. Her mother was very religious, and passed on to Joan an unshakable faith in God and the saints of the Catholic church. Joan’s father taught Joan to take care of the animals on her family’s farm, while her mother taught her to sew, and Joan became an excellent seamstress.


But Joan’s childhood was short. The area around her home was a dangerous place, as French and English armies fought over who would rule France in what became known as the Hundred Years’ War.
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VISIONS AND VICTORY


When Joan was thirteen, she began having mystical visions. She believed that the saints were talking to her. Her visions made her believe that she would help the French prince, Charles, known as the Dauphin, claim back his throne from the English invaders. When Joan first approached a local military commander to ask to meet with the Dauphin, she was laughed at and turned away. But the following year, with the support of two of the commander’s soldiers, she tried again.


At this meeting, Joan told the commander that her visions had revealed the Dauphin’s army was in trouble, near the besieged town of Orléans. Days later, a messenger arrived to confirm the news. The commander was so impressed that he gave Joan a horse and soldiers to travel with her to meet the Dauphin. She cut her hair short and dressed in men’s clothes for the journey.


But how could a poor peasant girl, who couldn’t even read or write, lead the French army against the English enemy? At first the Dauphin was suspicious, but after his priests tested Joan they found that she was faithful and humble and honest, so Charles decided to give her a chance.
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Statue of Joan in Winchester Cathedral, England.





Dressed in a suit of armor and riding a huge white horse, Joan led the Dauphin’s army to Orléans, where the French, who had been losing for so long, finally managed to beat the English. Two of Joan’s brothers, Jean and Pierre, fought with their sister, who became known as the Maid of Orléans. Thanks to Joan’s bravery, the Dauphin was soon crowned King Charles VII. She was the hero of all of France.


But around a year later, Joan was captured and handed over to the English. She was put on trial and accused of many crimes, including dressing like a man and being a witch. Although Charles was angry about Joan’s capture, he was unable to save her. Joan was found guilty, and after a year in prison was burned at the stake. A crowd of ten thousand people came to watch as their hero was put to death. She was nineteen years old.


SHAKING UP THE WORLD


Twenty-two years after Joan’s death, the war ended and Charles VII kept his crown. He declared that Joan was innocent and called her a martyr. Nearly five hundred years later, Joan was made a saint by the Catholic church and is now the patron saint of France. Her feast day is May 30th, the day she died. Although some people have tried to make Joan into a patriotic symbol of France and France alone, her bravery and belief do not belong to just one group of people: she is an example to everyone, from all backgrounds and beliefs, of how the courage of one person can change the world.
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Quotes


“I am not afraid . . . I was born to do this.”


“I would rather die than do something which I know to be a sin, or to be against God’s will.”


“If I am not, may God put me there; and if I am, may God so keep me.”













INDIRA GANDHI




The first-ever woman to be elected to lead a country
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Indira Priyadarshini Nehru Gandhi





HER FATHER’S DAUGHTER


Born in 1917, Indira was the only child of the man who became the first Indian prime minister, Jawaharlal Nehru. While she was growing up, her father was helping to lead the fight for independence from the British, who had controlled India for nearly two hundred years. Her mother, Kamala, gave speeches when her husband was in prison, and was also arrested by the British because of how popular she was becoming with women’s groups around India.
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Indira as a young girl.





With her father often away and her mother often ill, Indira was a lonely child. Inspired by Joan of Arc and by Mahatma Gandhi, the man who had started the independence movement in India, she tried to help by involving school children in the campaign to free India from the British with posters and other demonstrations.


Indira was extremely intelligent, and after being taught at home, she went to many different schools in India, Switzerland, and England. Sadly, her mother died of tuberculosis when Indira was nineteen years old. Indira, who was living in England, was comforted by a friend named Feroze Gandhi (who was not related to Mahatma Gandhi). They were married a few years later in India.


WINNING AND LOSING


India was going through huge changes and, finally in 1947, it became independent from Britain. Indira’s father was chosen as the country’s first prime minister. As his wife had died, Indira helped her father, acting as his “first lady,” assistant, and hostess-and learning a lot about politics as she did so.


After he died in 1964, the next prime minister, Lal Bahadur Shastri, appointed Indira as minister of information and broadcasting. In her new job, Indira did something brave: she allowed people of all backgrounds and beliefs to speak on the television and radio, even those who didn’t agree with the government. For the first time in India, people were allowed to speak freely.


Two years later, Shastri died, and Indira became prime minister until the next election, when she became the first woman in the world to be elected as leader of a country by its people. She was elected four times in total, but not everyone was happy with her leadership. India was a divided country with many different groups fighting with one another. She was forced to give up power and even went to prison before she was reelected for the fourth time. That same year, the younger of her two sons was killed in a plane crash. She made some very tough decisions to try to bring unity and peace to India, some of which resulted in many deaths. Because of this, some people believed that she was too ruthless, but others admired her strength and determination.
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Then, in 1984, two of her own bodyguards shot and killed her, shocking the world. She had known there was danger all around her, and the night before she died she had said, “I don’t mind if my life goes in the service of the nation. If I die today, every drop of my blood will invigorate the nation.”


SHAKING UP THE WORLD


Indira made India a more modern and powerful country, leading it to victory in a war against Pakistan and helping to create the new country of Bangladesh. She helped India launch its first satellite into space, and worked hard to help the millions of poor people in her country. And she started a green revolution that aimed to create more jobs and enough food for all of the people of India.
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Although some of her decisions and actions were very harsh, she led her country during difficult times, improving the lives of many poor people in India and showing the world that women could be strong leaders.
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Indira and her father, Jawaharlal Nehru.
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Quotes


“Actions today mold our tomorrows.”


“You cannot shake hands with a clenched fist.”


“If you’re feeling helpless, help someone.”


“I would say our greatest achievement is to have survived as a free and democratic nation.”













THERESA KACHINDAMOTO




Malawi chief and children’s rights activist
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Theresa Kachindamoto





RELUCTANT LEADER


Theresa Kachindamoto was the youngest of twelve children, born in 1958 into a family of chiefs in the Dedza District near Lake Malawi. Because she was the youngest sibling, a busy working mother of five, and a daughter in a world where normally only men become chiefs, Theresa never imagined she would become a senior tribal leader.
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Theresa leading the campaign to end violence against women and girls.





But when the chiefs called her home, supposedly because she was “good with people,” she left her job at a college-one she had held for twenty-seven years-and headed home to put on the red robes, beads, and leopard-skin headdress of a senior chief. Theresa became the Inkosi of the Chidyaonga line of the Maseko or Gomani dynasty-an impressive title for a modest, mild-mannered former secretary.


CHANGING GIRLS’ LIVES


As she started visiting the homes of the people who were now suddenly under her command, Theresa decided she would use her authority over 900,000 people to change things for the better. Malawi is one of the poorest countries in the world. Poverty means that it’s easier for parents to marry their daughters off than to have another mouth to feed.


Theresa was shocked when she saw that girls as young as twelve were having babies. In fact, Malawi had one of the highest child marriage rates in the world; one out of two girls were married before eighteen. In Malawi, there are many serious problems, including violence against girls and women, early pregnancies, young mothers dying of complications in childbirth because their bodies are too small, and low numbers of girls getting into and staying in education.


Combined with a culture of silence, where abuse by fathers and husbands is accepted as normal, this means a dark future for girls in Malawi.
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Or it did until Theresa spoke out. Determined to change things for Malawian girls, she first banned traditional practices that put young girls at risk of abuse. When she discovered that people were unwilling to change old habits, she used the law to tell fifty subchiefs they had to sign an agreement to break up existing child marriages and ban any future ones, “whether you like it or not.” Four of them resisted, so she suspended them until they agreed. Over the last few years, she has dissolved over 850 child marriages in the Dedza District, freeing those children to return to education.


SHAKING UP THE WORLD


Theresa wants children, especially girls, to go to school. She has created a network of parents to watch the situation closely and ensure that children stay in school. Things are slowly changing, but it has not been easy: Theresa has even received death threats from those who do not want to abandon the old ways. She has shrugged them off in her calm, gentle manner and just quotes the law back at her opponents. When there is no public money available to send the children to school, Theresa pays for them to go out of her own pocket.


Theresa brings female Malawian MPs to the villages to inspire young girls and to show them what is possible if they stay in school. As a result, students have become very interested in learning English, which is Malawi’s official language. She also takes girls on trips to the city so that they can see there is a world beyond the traditional farming ways of life.
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Children learning English at a school in Malawi.





She is now working to raise the legal age for marriage from eighteen to twenty-one, and to improve girls’ opportunities for education even further. This, she believes, is the only way to break the cycle of poverty in Malawi. Theresa continues to dedicate her life to improving the future not just of the girls and young women in her tribe, but to making a better future for the whole country.




Quotes


“If you educate your girls, you will have everything in the future.”


“If they are educated, they can be and have whatever they want.”


“Educate a girl and you educate the whole area. You educate the world.”













EMPRESS WU ZETIAN




China’s first and only female ruler
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Also known as “Wn Zhao” and “Wu Hou”





LUCKY START


Wu Zetian was born in 624 AD in the Shanxi province of China. The Wu family was wealthy and her father, Wu Shihuo, was a chancellor for the Tang Dynasty. Unusually for the time, he encouraged his clever daughter to read, write, play music, and speak in public-skills normally taught only to boys. Her father raised her to believe that women could do anything that men could do.


Both bright and beautiful, fourteen-year-old Zetian was noticed by Emperor Taizong, who invited her to his court and gave her the important responsibility of the royal laundry. One day, she bravely spoke to the emperor, who was impressed by her intelligence, and he decided to make her his secretary instead. Even though she was young, she helped with important business of the empire, and was good at her new job.
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EMPRESS OF HEAVEN


The emperor’s oldest son noticed beautiful Zetian, too, and fell in love with her. After Taizong died, the prince became Emperor Gaozong. Even though he was already married, he loved Zetian and they had two sons together. Gaozong’s first wife, Lady Wang, was furious. After Zetian had a daughter, the poor baby was found dead in her cot. Wu Zetian believed Lady Wang had killed her. Lady Wang was accused of witchcraft, divorced by the emperor, banished, then killed.


Wu Zetian became the first wife of the emperor and China’s new empress. Soon after, there was a huge earthquake, which many people believed to be a bad omen proving that a woman should not rule. Her husband had bad eyesight and struggled to read, so Zetian took on more and more of the work of leading China.


When Gaozong started calling himself “Emperor of Heaven,” Zetian called herself “Empress of Heaven”: she knew that she was equal to any man.


When Gaozong died, the empress made first her elder and then her younger son emperor, ruling from behind the scenes, but when they did not obey her, she forced them to give up the throne, proclaiming herself Emperor of China. Ruling China with absolute power, she renamed the dynasty “Tianzhou,” or “granted by heaven,” claiming that she was a divine ruler. She created new characters for the Chinese alphabet; even the way people wrote would change under her reign.
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China was the first country to produce silk from silkworms, which it traded with the West along the Silk Road.





And many things did change, often for the better. China had long been a land where many leaders were not trustworthy, lying and cheating to keep their power. Wu Zetian decided to end all of this. She started a system of spies so that she always knew what was happening. She fired many government officials, saving money and making the kingdom run more smoothly. She created a special box where people could send suggestions directly to the emperor, and she used many of her people’s ideas, making herself very popular. She changed the education system, hiring the best possible teachers and introducing exams so that all workers in the government or military had to prove their intelligence. She reopened the Silk Road to start trade with the West, bringing money to China. She improved farming-and the lives of her people-by lowering taxes and encouraging people to grow bigger crops. And she shared out the land so that everyone had a small, equal piece to farm.
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SHAKING UP THE WORLD


Wu Zetian ruled for many years, and she was known by many names, but one thing is clear: she made China a fairer and more peaceful place. Although many historians have shown her as a ruthless, cruel politician, she proved that women were equal to men, and that they could rule just as well-or indeed better.


Her tomb marker is blank, possibly because people were uncomfortable honoring a woman who held such power. Other stories say she believed her successes were so impressive words could not describe them; while some believe she wanted her actions to be judged by later generations. Although her enemies accused her of many crimes, people now recognize the many positive changes she made to her country and to the lives of ordinary people.
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A portrait of Wu Zetian as an older woman







Quotes


“The ideal ruler is one who rules like a mother rules over her children.”


“Wu Zetian was an extraordinary woman, attractive, exceptionally gifted, politically astute, and an excellent judge of men.”


—Ann Paludan
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