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For Fiona, my amazing girl.
I can’t wait to see how you will rock the world.
–Michelle


To all the many girls and women who’ve inspired me throughout my life.
–Amelie




We stand at the beginning of a new epoch in the history of humankind’s thought, as we recognize that . . . woman, like man, makes and defines history.


—GERDA LERNER, PROFESSOR OF HISTORY, UNIVERSITY OF WISCONSIN
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Note from the Authors


The future belongs to those who believe in the beauty of their dreams.


—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT


What if we asked you to name some important people from history—who would you list? If you’re like most of us, you’d probably name more men than women. (If not, good for you!) But why do most people think of men when they consider influential people in history? Is it because women weren’t important? No way! Women’s strength, ingenuity, and perseverance have always been vital in defining the world’s cultures and civilizations. It’s just that many stories of women and girls have been left out of traditional history that gets recorded and taught.


Luckily, in recent years, progress has been made toward restoring women’s roles in history. Most of you have read plenty of stories about amazing grown women and their achievements—Amelia Earhart, Susan B. Anthony, Rosa Parks—and you probably thought to yourselves, Hey, when I grow up, maybe I can do something important like that! While our current history books are giving more credit to women from the past, it is equally important that you, today’s girls, know that you can make your own impact on the history books of tomorrow.


With Girls Who Rocked the World, we want to show that you don’t have to wait until you grow up. The girls in this book didn’t wait until they were adults to start rocking the world.


And rocking the world doesn’t necessarily mean you have to become famous and fabulously rich. It can mean you took a chance, made a change, inspired someone, stood up for yourself, ignored your critics, changed a person’s mind, or comforted someone. It means you didn’t just sit back and let the world rock you.


With these issues in mind, we set to work on Girls Who Rocked the World. We are proud to be a part of retelling the history of many amazing girls and hope that our work encourages you to believe in your dreams and in your power to make a difference.


With so many incredible girls out there, deciding who to include was pretty difficult. We chose girls who left their mark on history—or seriously began on their path—before the age of twenty and who reflect a diversity of countries, time periods, and achievements. Although the heroines in this book come from every corner of the globe and rocked the world in totally different ways, they do have a few important things in common. Each overcame obstacles—poverty, lack of education, family disapproval, sexist societies, oppressive governments, jealous husbands, and their own self-doubts—to realize their dreams. The road was not easy for any of them, but these girls didn’t give up.


The age qualification made it impossible to include thousands of influential women whose achievements came later in life—incredible women like Sojourner Truth, an African American slave who was a leader in the anti-slavery and women’s rights movements; and Valentina Tereshkova, a Soviet astronaut who was the first woman in space. This was especially limiting in the sciences, since many women first had to complete years of study before making contributions to their fields.


As you read the following pages, remember that the girls in this book are just a few of the millions of girls who have done and will do amazing things. We hope their lives will inspire you as they have inspired us. They are definite proof that girls like you can achieve your goals, pursue your passions, and live your dreams. So now it’s your turn to go out there and rock the world! After all, in the words of famous girl speaker Anna Elizabeth Dickinson, “The world belongs to those who take it.”
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Hatshepsut


APPROXIMATELY 1500–1460 BC [image: images] PHARAOH [image: images] EGYPT


[Hatshepsut] had no wish to be remembered merely for her sex, which she regarded as an irrelevance; she had demanded—and for a brief time won—the right to be ranked as an equal amongst the pharaohs.


—JOYCE TYLDESLEY, HATCHEPSUT: THE FEMALE PHARAOH


The Egyptians stood shoulder to shoulder, so crowded was the plaza. The sun beat down as they awaited the unveiling of the new royal monument. As the trumpets sounded and the slaves pulled the cloth away from the stone, people in the front rows strained their eyes to get a better look at the carving. What they saw shocked them, and they whispered to those farther back. Within minutes the scandal spread like a wave through the crowd, until everyone knew the surprising details.


In previous monuments, Hatshepsut was shown standing behind her husband, fulfilling her role as his queen consort; or standing beside her stepson, as his guardian and adviser. In this new carving, Hatshepsut stood completely alone. Even more shocking, Hatshepsut was boldly dressed as a man . . . in fact, she was dressed as the pharaoh! What could it mean? wondered the Egyptians. There had never been a woman pharaoh before. And what about her stepson, who was supposed to be pharaoh? The gods would not be pleased. The maat, the ideal state of the universe, would be disturbed.




Most Egyptians had six or seven children (but almost half died in childhood), and baby girls were just as welcome as baby boys. Popular names had meanings like “Riches Come,” “Welcome to You,” “Ruler of Her Father,” or even “He’s a Big Fellow.”
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The girl who would one day become pharaoh was born the eldest daughter to the pharaoh King Tuthmosis I. When her infant sister died, she was raised as his only child. Before Hatshepsut’s family came into power, Egypt had been fragmented and often ruled by foreigners. For generations, her royal family had struggled to unite a divided Egypt. Her father eventually achieved this feat, and his reign was a time of great prosperity. He was a beloved and powerful pharaoh to his people.


In order to keep the royal bloodline intact, most royal Egyptians married their siblings. Hatshepsut was no exception. When her father died, young Hatshepsut married her half-brother Tuthmosis II. She was most likely twelve at the time, as most Egyptian girls married around that age. Her brother became pharaoh, and Hatshepsut became his queen consort. She soon gave birth to a daughter, Princess Neferure. Carvings of Hatshepsut during this time show her wearing the clothes of a queen and standing behind her husband.


Many historians argue that Tuthmosis II was a weak and sickly king, and that it was Hatshepsut who secretly ruled. All we know for sure is that Tuthmosis II died when he was still a young man, and Hatshepsut wasted no time increasing her power. Tuthmosis’s son from another woman became heir to the throne, as was Egyptian custom. When Hatshepsut was possibly as young as fifteen, she was named guardian to Tuthmosis III, who was about five years old, too young to be pharaoh. In carvings of this period, Hatshepsut is pictured standing next to her stepson, as she was expected to act as co-ruler until Tuthmosis III was old enough to rule alone. But Hatshepsut had plans of her own.


Although Hatshepsut already held the highest position available to women in Egypt, she wanted more, so she named herself pharaoh—the king! There was a big difference between being queen and being pharaoh. The queen was merely the pharaoh’s companion. She was not even called by her own name, instead addressed only in relation to the men in her life—“King’s Daughter” or “King’s Great Wife.” A pharaoh, on the other hand, was the unquestionable ruler and owner of all the land and people in Egypt. At any time a pharaoh could ask his subjects to stop their regular jobs and build a giant pyramid or temple. The pharaoh was also responsible for tax collection, food storage for emergencies, construction of canals and buildings, and maintaining law and order. As head of the army, he not only planned military actions but also personally led his troops into battle.


Most important, Egyptians believed their pharaohs were divine: the messengers of the gods here on earth. A pharaoh could speak directly to the gods for his people, helping guarantee prosperity for Egypt and protecting it from disaster. The ancient Egyptians believed that without their pharaoh, they could not survive.




Unlike Hatshepsut, Egyptian girls weren’t allowed to have jobs outside the home. If they were lucky, they could work as weavers, singers, dancers, or musicians.
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Hatshepsut realized that a female pharaoh would be shocking and upsetting to her people. Egyptians believed in maat, the ideal state of the universe, and a female pharaoh was sure to upset the order of things. So, to protect her rule, Hatshepsut transformed herself into something her people would feel more comfortable with. In carvings, Hatshepsut would appear front and center, but flat-chested, dressed in male clothing, and with a fake pharaoh’s beard. Her people knew she was still a woman, but these images told them that Hatshepsut could and would serve in a man’s role. And since every pharaoh needed a queen consort in order to perform many of the ritual duties, Hatshepsut broke another tradition and named her daughter, Neferure, as queen!




EGYPTIANS LOVED CATS!


• When a cat died, its owners shaved their eyebrows and tore their clothing to show grief.


• They often mummified their cats—one Egyptian cemetery contained 300,000 cat mummies!


• If you killed a cat, you could be sentenced to death by stoning.


• When royalty hunted, the birds they shot were retrieved by specially trained cats!
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It is extraordinary that in Egypt’s male-dominated society Hatshepsut’s people accepted her as their divine ruler. Even after Tuthmosis III came of age, the Egyptian people kept Hatshepsut as their pharaoh, making her reign last over twenty years! In a time when the average Egyptian lived just thirty years, Hatshepsut’s twenty-year rule was astounding.


The territory she commanded stretched from northeastern Africa all the way across the Arabian Peninsula to present-day Syria. Her reign was marked by new and welcome peace, stability, and prosperity. She increased foreign exploration, launching several successful trade missions to lands more distant than Egyptians had ever traveled to before. Hatshepsut is probably most famous, however, for her impressive architectural advances. She worked hard to restore temples that had fallen into decay (even 3,500 years ago, some of Egypt’s buildings were already ancient!), and built hundreds of shrines, monuments, and statues. Deir el-Bahri, the mortuary temple on the Nile River she had constructed for her eventual death, is considered one of the most beautiful buildings ever created.


When Hatshepsut grew too old to rule, she finally allowed her fully-grown stepson to become pharaoh. Tuthmosis III followed in his stepmother’s well-laid footsteps and became a very popular, successful pharaoh himself. Power must have agreed with Hatshepsut; she died when she was well into her fifties, decades later than the average Egyptian. She was buried in the majestic tomb she had prepared for herself years before. Hatshepsut, a woman who broke all the rules, had a fitting end to her unique life. She was buried in the Valley of the Kings.


Hatshepsut was one of the greatest rulers of ancient Egypt. Her reign was more influential and successful than that of Cleopatra, King Tutankahman, or Queen Nefertiti, and yet little is known about her today. Why? Years after her death, someone tried to blot out all memory of Hatshepsut. Her statues were smashed to pieces; her image was hacked out of carvings; her paintings were burned; her name was erased from pharaoh lists; her mummy disappeared. A landslide even covered her glorious temple at Deir el-Bahri.


Someone wanted it to look as if Hatshepsut never existed. But who? Her jealous stepson? An angry lover? Later Egyptians who wanted to forget their female pharaoh? This is still a great mystery. In spite of these mysterious and sinister attempts to erase her reign, Hatshepsut’s legend could not be buried.


In the late 1800s, archaeologists dug her back to life, discovering her temple and tracing her name underneath newer carvings. They pieced together enough about Hatshepsut to know that she was surely the most influential woman Egypt has ever known. In 2007 her mummy was found and positively identified. Once again, she has claimed her rightful place among Egyptian kings, and the story of Hatshepsut’s unconventional life continues to fascinate the archaeologists of today.




HOW WILL YOU ROCK THE WORLD?1


I have read all the books on Egypt in the children’s library, and I’m now working on the adult library. I’m going to rock the world by becoming an Egyptologist! That’s an archaeologist who specializes in ancient Egypt. I will write about my experiences so other people learn more about Egypt and its history. I would also love to open the Sphinx and see what’s inside!


KARISSA LIGHT [image: images] AGE 13
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The Trung Sisters


APPROXIMATELY 14–43 [image: images] WARRIOR QUEENS [image: images] VIETNAM


All the male heroes bowed their heads in submission. Only the two sisters proudly stood up to avenge the country.


—FIFTEENTH-CENTURY VIETNAMESE POEM


From atop the elephants that would carry them into battle, the Trung sisters scanned the crowd below them. Tens of thousands of Vietnamese soldiers looked up at them with pride and fear in their eyes. Fear because they knew that, in the 150 years since the Chinese had invaded Vietnam, no one had risen up against them; the Chinese had more troops, better weapons, and more sophisticated training. But pride, too, because they were fighting for the freedom of their country, and they were led by the greatest heroines the East would ever know. Trung Trac, the older sister, raised her sword and vowed revenge:


Foremost, I will avenge my country,


Second, I will restore the Hung lineage,


Third, I will avenge the death of my husband,


Lastly, I vow that these goals will be accomplished.2


With those words, eighty thousand Vietnamese rushed into battle.


These unlikely warrior sisters, Trung Trac and Trung Nhi, were born in a small town in northern Vietnam around 14 AD. Both their father, a powerful Vietnamese lord, and their mother hated the Chinese rulers and weren’t afraid to say so. Ever since China had invaded Vietnam in 111 BC, the Chinese had forced the Vietnamese people to pay outrageous taxes and to give up their culture and traditions. The Trung sisters grew up witnessing the harsh and unfair domination of their people. Even though their father died while the girls were very young, they never forgot his dreams for a free Vietnam.


Their mother, Lady Man Thien, was a strong, unusual woman. In traditional Vietnamese society, women had more rights than women of Asia or Europe. They could inherit property and become political leaders, judges, traders, and warriors. But the Chinese rulers were turning back the clock for women in Vietnam, taking away their freedoms. (Have you heard of foot binding?) Lady Thien defied the Chinese when she chose not to remarry, and instead focused all her energy on training her young daughters in the arts of war: military strategy, martial arts, and sword and bow fighting. She knew the battle was coming.




When the Trung sisters defeated the Chinese in their first battle, Governor To Dinh, who had ordered Trung Trac’s husband killed, was so terrified that he disguised himself by shaving off all his hair, and he secretly fled Vietnam.
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It is most likely that Trung Trac was just a teenager when she fell in love and married Thi Sách, a young district chief. Together with Trung Nhi, they protested Chinese rule and secretly plotted to overthrow the invaders. Trung Trac was described as having “a brave and fearless disposition,” and Chinese records claim that Thi Sách followed his wife’s decisions, not the other way around. It is thought that the teen sisters were in charge of recruiting Vietnamese lords to fight. When the Chinese governor discovered their plan, he brutally executed Trung Trac’s husband, hanging his body from the city’s gate as a warning to the rebels.




The heroism of the women fighters in the Trung army is legendary. In one story, General Phung Thi Chinh led her soldiers into battle even though she was pregnant. She delivered her baby on the battlefield, strapped the infant to her back, and kept fighting.
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His plan backfired, however. Instead of being cowed, the Trung sisters were so enraged by the murder and growing Chinese injustices that they decided it was time to revolt. They urged their people to be brave and rise up with them. Eighty thousand men and women volunteered for the revolutionary army; most of them were in their twenties! Trung Trac even refused to wear the traditional mourning clothes for her husband so she wouldn’t depress the spirits of her fellow warriors.


From the volunteers, the Trung sisters chose thirty-six women, including their elderly mother, to be generals and help them lead the troops. In 40 AD, after 150 years of Chinese rule, the Trung sisters led their people in the first national rebellion against the invaders. The two sisters were a good balance—Trung Trac was a master planner and Trung Nhi a fearless warrior—and with their untrained army, they miraculously succeeded in freeing sixty-five fortresses the Chinese had captured, driving them out of Vietnam. Stories of Trung Trac and her sister spread quickly, until even the leader of China was shaking in his boots. Historical records state, “A woman proudly led a young nation; Even the Han emperor heard of it and was terrified.”


After this grand success, the Trung sisters created a new nation that stretched from southern Vietnam all the way into southern China. They were elected co-rulers and quickly reversed many of the unfair policies of the Chinese. They worked to create a simpler government that followed traditional Vietnamese values, and they abolished the hated taxes imposed by the invaders. For the next three years, the Trung sisters ruled their newly independent nation while constantly battling against angry Chinese forces.


Unfortunately, Vietnam’s freedom did not last. The Chinese army had more men, weapons, and military experience. In 43 AD, the Trung sisters fought their last battle. Near present-day Hanoi, several thousand Vietnamese soldiers were captured and beheaded by the Chinese, and more than ten thousand were taken prisoner. Rather than surrender and accept defeat, the Trung sisters chose what the Vietnamese consider a more honorable escape: suicide. Some stories say they drowned themselves in a river, while others claim they actually floated up into the clouds.


For the next 950 years, the legend of the Trung sisters encouraged the Vietnamese in their ongoing struggle against the Chinese; many of the rebellions during those dark years were led by women! Their story was passed by word of mouth from one generation to the next until the sisters were actually worshipped as goddesses.


In Vietnam today, there are still constant reminders of the Trung sisters. Stories, poems, songs, plays, posters, monuments, and even postage stamps of the sisters continue to inspire the Vietnamese. In the capital, Ho Chi Minh City, a street is named for them, and many sacred temples have been built in their honor, including the famous Hai Ba (“Two Sisters”) pagoda in Hanoi. The Vietnamese government proclaimed them national heroes, and every year, on Hai Ba Trung Day in March, the people of Vietnam celebrate the Trung sisters’ sacrifices and courage.


For 150 years, no one in Vietnam had garnered the courage to stand up to the Chinese. Not until the Trung sisters rebelled did the Vietnamese people begin to fight for their freedom. The heroic legends of these brave young women have inspired the Vietnamese people for centuries as they struggled to fight off foreign domination. Soldiers carried pictures of them into battle to give them strength. And, thanks to the Trung sisters, Vietnam now has a long history of famous female warriors. Many people believe that if the Trung sisters had not urged their people to rebel against the Chinese, there would be no Vietnam today.




HOW WILL YOU ROCK THE WORLD?


I will rock the world by being the first female, Jewish president of the United States. Some of the important issues I would take charge of are comparable pay for women and better maternity leave policies.


BASSIE SHUSTERMAN [image: images] AGE 14
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Joan of Arc


1412–1431 [image: images] WARRIOR AND SAINT [image: images] FRANCE


I was admonished to adopt feminine clothes; I refused, and still refuse. As for other avocations of women, there are plenty of other women to perform them.


—JOAN OF ARC


Arrow and crossbow in hand, young Joan of Arc stood on the fortress tower and looked down into the enemy camp. This courageous seventeen-year-old girl was about to lead the French army into war. She had already won a difficult battle, but she now focused on her final goal: to drive the English away from the French city of Orleans. Joan’s heart pounded with fear as she shot a special arrow down into the English camp. Attached to the arrow was a message telling her enemies to surrender the city or she would attack.


The English refused, and Joan once again prepared her troops for battle. The next morning she led an assault against their army. Joan was wounded in the shoulder during the bloody battle, but in the end, Joan and her men were triumphant. On May 8, 1429, the French army retained control of Orleans due to Joan’s brave, inspirational leadership.


Joan was born on a cold January morning in 1412 in the French village of Domremy, where her father worked as a farmer. She was a deeply spiritual girl and had a vision of herself becoming something very different from a traditional peasant woman of that time.


During Joan’s childhood, her country was in the midst of the Hundred Years’ War with England, and the English army had taken control of much of France. Meanwhile, the king of France, Charles VI, died in 1422. Traditionally, the heir to the throne (also called the “dauphin”) would be taken to the city of Rheims to be crowned as the new king. But because of the war, the dauphin could not safely travel to Rheims and thus could not be officially coronated.


When she was about twelve, Joan believed she heard the voice of God telling her that she’d been chosen to accomplish great things. Over the next few years, she had visions of Saint Michael, Saint Catherine, and Saint Margaret, who told her it was her fate to free the city of Orleans (which was on the way to Rheims) and to take the dauphin to be crowned king at Rheims—it was to be a most dangerous mission.


Joan set off to meet her destiny in 1429. As a seventeen-year-old peasant girl, it was quite difficult for young Joan to convince people to help her. But she was an incredibly strong-willed girl with a persuasive personality. To begin her journey, she convinced the captain of the dauphin’s forces to furnish her with a horse and a few escorts. Dressed in men’s clothing, Joan traveled across war-torn France to meet the future king.




The children in the village knew all about the war going on around them. Joan and her friends sometimes played in an abandoned castle, pretending to be soldiers in the war.
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When Joan arrived, the dauphin was skeptical about the young girl’s divine mission and military plan, so he summoned a group of clergy and biblical scholars to examine her. Joan conquered their disbelief and was granted her own troops to command in an attack on Orleans. She was even given the rank of captain! The young leader armed herself for battle. She wore a suit of light armor and carried a unique sword with five crosses etched on its blade. She also carried a silk-edged white banner, decorated with an embroidered pattern of Jesus Christ holding the globe in his hands. With her new army behind her, Joan set out for Orleans.


She led a series of successful attacks against the English. Joan’s inspirational leadership gave her troops the spirit and morale they needed to beat the English army in the battle. She is described as “most expert in war, as much in carrying the lance as in mustering a force and ordering the ranks, and in laying the guns.” The English were defeated, and the first part of Joan’s vision had come true.


After her victory in Orleans, which most French people viewed as a miracle, Joan proceeded to the next part of her vision—to take the dauphin to Rheims to be crowned. Once again she had to use her powers of persuasion to convince the dauphin to follow her plan. Joan set off for Rheims, defeating the English in many battles along the way and freeing all the French towns between Orleans and Rheims. The dauphin followed a week later, when he was sure it was safe. He was crowned Charles VII, King of France, in Rheims, uniting France under one leader. Joan stood at his side during the entire coronation.


In 1430 Joan tried to protect France from yet another threat: an attack by the Burgundians. She fought bravely but was captured. The Burgundians sold her to the still-bitter English, who were anxious to take revenge on their female foe. The English brought Joan to trial, accusing her of witchcraft and dressing as a man (which was considered a crime against the Church). The English were afraid of Joan’s power and influence over the people of France, and they sentenced her to death without a fair trial.


On May 30, 1431, nineteen-year-old Joan of Arc was burned at the stake. The executioner reportedly said afterward, “I greatly fear that I am damned, for I have burned a holy woman.”


Charles VII made no effort to save France’s brave warrior, and many believe this was because he was embarrassed that France’s victory was won by a peasant girl. Twenty years after Joan’s death, Charles VII ordered an investigation of her trial, and the original verdict was annulled. It took almost five hundred years, but finally in 1920 Joan was declared a saint by the Roman Catholic Church.


Joan of Arc’s fearless leadership had a substantial influence on the Hundred Years’ War. Her military victories demoralized the English and brought new hope to the people of France. Joan’s life has inspired countless artists, writers, musicians, and historians. She is the patron saint of France, where her feast day, May 30, is celebrated as a national holiday. Though Joan of Arc lived for only nineteen years, her legacy of heroism has survived for centuries.




ROCK ON!3


MAYRA AVELLAR NEVES


Mayra Avellar Neves has grown up in one of Brazil’s most violent shantytowns, called favelas, outside of Rio de Janeiro. The drug cartels and the police are fighting a civil war that is sometimes so extreme that teachers and doctors can’t come into the town. When Mayra was fifteen years old, she organized hundreds of children and teens for a protest march demanding that the violence stop at least during school hours. In 2007 she organized another march, and then in 2008 Mayra won the International Children’s Peace Prize, which supported her peace mission with over $100,000.
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Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz


1651–1695 [image: images] SCHOLAR AND POET [image: images] MEXICO


. . . for there seemed to me no cause for a head to be adorned with hair and naked of learning . . .


—SOR JUANA INÉS DE LA CRUZ


Fifteen-year-old Juana nervously clamped her hands together as she looked around the room filled with forty of the most intelligent, educated men in Mexico City. She felt like she’d been answering their questions forever. But still, they weren’t finished with the exam. The men continued calmly interrogating her, one after another—they asked questions about philosophy, math, history, poetry, religion, and anything else they could think of. For hours she answered their questions. Would she be able to prove her extraordinary intelligence so they would allow her to continue her studies?


Over several hours, she astounded them with her brilliant answers. The stories about her were true after all. Juana’s success at the exam was just the beginning of her accomplishments. She later became one of Mexico’s foremost intellectuals and also one of its greatest poets!




Although Juana was a better reader than her mother, she kept it a secret. She didn’t want to hurt her mother’s feelings, and she also hadn’t gotten permission to go to classes!
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On November 12, 1651, Juana Ramirez de Asbaje was born in a small hacienda (ranch house) in a Mexican village. At the age of three, Juana began following her sister to school, and she quickly learned to read. She was soon able to read better than her mother. Juana’s amazing intellect could not be held back, and she studied anything she could get her hands on, including math, philosophy, religion, literature, history, and the Aztec language. Amazingly, she also learned Latin, a very difficult language, on her own after taking just a few lessons.


When she was seven, Juana heard about the university in Mexico City. Unfortunately, like most other schools at the time, the university accepted only male students. Still, Juana begged her mother to let her dress like a boy so she could attend the school in disguise. Her mother refused, so Juana continued to study on her own from the books in her grandfather’s library. She began writing around this time, too, and composed a poem for a religious festival in a nearby town.


When she was nearly ten, Juana moved to Mexico City to live with relatives. Word of her genius spread, and after a few years she was invited to stay with the viceroy (ruler) of Mexico and his wife at their palace. There she continued her studies, entertaining the court with her poetry, songs, and plays. Juana’s intellect and abilities became widely respected. When she was fifteen, she faced the extensive oral examination from Mexico’s leading intellectuals. She passed with flying colors.




Juana was extremely dedicated to her intellectual progress. She even refused to eat cheese because she had heard that it made people stupid (which isn’t true, by the way).
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Juana passionately desired to continue learning, but she knew that, as a girl in Mexico during the 1600s, her role was to be a wife and mother. The only way she could be a scholar was to become a nun. She entered a convent in 1669 and became Sor (Sister) Juana Inés de la Cruz.




In her lifetime, Sor Juana put together a library that contained 4,000 books—the largest library in Mexico at that time.
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In the convent, she enjoyed a stimulating cultural life and often entertained the highest members of society as her guests. Best of all, she was able to pursue her studies. She studied science using the best instruments available. The Church sometimes objected to her scientific studies, though, and once she was even asked to stop experimenting for a few months. But even then, Sor Juana couldn’t give up science entirely, and she found herself making scientific observations as she performed everyday activities like cooking eggs or looking at the layout of the convent.


Sor Juana wrote poems and plays that were published in Mexico and Spain, devoting much of her writing to the discussion of women’s position in society. She argued that women should be given more power and independence.


In 1695 a terrible plague swept through Mexico, and Sor Juana became ill after nursing some of the sisters in her convent. She was unable to overcome this illness and died later that year. Today, Sor Juana lives on in her words and in her example as a brilliant scholar and writer who refused to hide her intelligence or give up her dreams.


Primero Sueño (First Dream) is considered one of Sor Juana’s most important poems. Its beautiful, symbolic language tells of the awakening of the mind:


. . . so the fantasy was calmly copying


the images of everything,


and the invisible brush was shaping


in the mind’s colors, without light


yet beautiful still, the likenesses


not just of all created things


here in this sublunary world, but those as well


that are the intellect’s bright stars,


and as far as in her power lay


the conception of things invisible,


was picturing them ingeniously in herself


and displaying them to the soul.4




HOW WILL YOU ROCK THE WORLD?


I will rock the world by writing a book that will open people’s eyes. I will interview people living through crises and give them a voice that will reach millions. Writing this book not only gives these people a voice when they never had one but also gives them a chance to be a part of an even bigger movement.


MADDY CENAC [image: images] AGE 13
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Laura Bassi


1711–1778 [image: images] PHYSICIST [image: images] ITALY


[Laura] was afraid of no one. [She] fought with clear-sighted determination to win acceptance in the patriarchal world of eighteenth-century science.


—MARTA CAVAZZA, BIOGRAPHER


Mama, Mama, may I please go now?” The embroidery on young Laura’s lap was rumpled and frayed. Her mother sighed at Laura’s lack of interest. For the hundredth time, she thought that this child should have been born a boy. Reluctantly, she nodded her head; Laura tossed the hated embroidery aside and was off, running to welcome her teacher, who had just arrived for her daily lessons.


Young Laura Maria Caterina Bassi had a thirst to learn. Born in 1711 in Bologna, Italy, at the start of the Age of Enlightenment, she lived in an exciting time, a time of booming curiosity. After centuries fearing the unknown and being terrorized by the mysteries of life, people were beginning to calm down. For the first time, they began to understand that through observing and questioning the world around them, some of the unknowable could indeed become known. Life was becoming less a terrifying mystery and more an intriguing puzzle to be sorted out.




Laura was considered to be an expert in Latin, logic, metaphysics, natural philosophy, algebra, geometry, Greek, and French.
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Unfortunately for Laura, women were not invited to the Age of Enlightenment. Upper-class girls like her were supposed to learn to sew, to manage a home and servants, and to prepare themselves for motherhood. They weren’t expected to be interested in or even to have the brains to be curious about the natural world. But Laura didn’t let this prejudice stop her. Throughout her life, Laura never settled for what other people wanted of her.


Laura’s teacher, a professor at the University of Bologna, was a good one. He was also the Bassi family physician and had agreed, at Laura’s father’s request, to teach her. He came to the Bassi villa each day. There, in her sunny garden, Laura studied mathematics, philosophy, anatomy, natural history, and languages.


When she was only twenty, her teacher declared she had learned everything he had to teach. It was time for her public examination. He took her to the university to be grilled by the best minds in Bologna. For hours, learned and unbelieving professors, all men, queried Laura about her lessons and challenged her answers.




If you were an enlightened thinker back then, you questioned authority, examined your own motives for prejudice, and relied on your own experiences as the best teacher.
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