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HALL OF GREAT WOMEN

Aisha Abdul-Rahman (1913 - 1998) was Egypt’s leading female Islamic writer and scholar. She brought a unique brand of feminism to her 60 year career in journalism and is known for strongly advocating female rights while still adhering to Islamic philosophy. Often covering her own head with a scarf, she did not encourage others to do so. Instead, she advocated ‘choice’ of the individual. This position was unusual and set her aside from other Islamic writers. who most often followed the totalitarian concept that Islam is not just a faith but a way of life. Her works include a modern reading of the Koran, exemplifying a daring challenge to the patriarchal Islamic establishment. At Abdul-Rahman’s funeral in Cairo, Egypt's great novelist and Nobel prize-winner Naguib Mahfouz recalled how he was impressed by her first novel, The Sinned Woman (1953), which touched upon social injustices and the suffering of women.

Hannah Arendt (1906 - 1975) was a German-American philosopher and political theorist.  The descendant of a secular Jewish German family, she began her scholarly career with a dissertation on Saint Augustine’s concept of love. In 1933 she went to Paris in exile after being detained and questioned by the Gestapo for research she was doing on anti-Semitism. Before fleeing for America in 1941, Arendt spent her time in France aiding and supporting Jewish refugees. During the post-war period Arendt lectured at a number of prestigious universities. Central to some of her most important work was the concept that only through the “activity of thinking” could humanity abstain from evil and thus prevent further mass atrocities like the Holocaust. She spent much of her life attempting to understand the political and moral causes of the rise of Nazi Germany and other totalitarian regimes of the 20th century.  She is best known for two works, The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951) and The Human Condition (1958).

Nadia Boulanger (1887 - 1979) was a musical conductor, composer, and legendary music teacher. She was the first woman to conduct London's Royal Philharmonic Orchestra and the first woman to conduct the Boston Symphony Orchestra.  Born in 1887 in Paris, Boulanger’s father was a composer, conductor, and professor at the Paris Conservatory, and her mother had taken voice lessons at the Conservatory. In 1904, not yet 17 years of age, Boulanger took first prize in a major musical competition in organ, piano accompaniment, fugue, and composition. With Walter Damrosch, head of the New York Symphony Orchestra, Boulanger opened the Franco-American Conservatory, known also as the Ecole de Fontainebleu, in 1921. Boulanger’s students, who included such great composers as Aaron Copland, became known as the "Boulangerie." On her third trip to the United States, in 1939, Boulanger conducted the New York Philharmonic in Carnegie Hall and the Philadelphia Orchestra.

Mary Cassatt (1844 – 1926) was an American painter and printmaker, born in Pittsburgh Pennsylvania in a well-to-do family.  She is best known for her ability to capture the lives of women, both public and private, with particular interest in expressing the bond between mother and child. Early in her career she travelled to Europe, where she would secure her status as an established artist. Despite her father’s disapproval, Cassatt forged ahead with tenacity and built her career through frequent exhibitions at The Paris Salon. Inspired by the painter Edgar Degas, Cassatt abandoned what was considered ‘fashionable’ and ‘commercial’ at the time in favour of experimentation with bright colours and sometimes unflattering portraits of her subjects.  Mary Cassatt came to be known as one of the ‘Impressionists.’ Two of her most well known paintings are “In the Loge” (1880) and “Portrait of Alexander Cassatt and his Son Robert Kelso” (1885). 

Anita Desai (1937 - ) is an Indian novelist, short fiction writer, and children’s author. Born in Mussoorie to a German mother and a Bengali father, Desai speaks German, Bengali, Urdu, Hindi, and English, but writes primarily in English. She published her first story at age 9 and her first novel, The Peacock, at age 26. Her main characters are most often strong, independent women whose journeys through the world reflect a careful attention to class and family dynamics and an exploration of identity. Using delicate and poetic language, Desai is especially skilled at creating atmosphere and at examining the inner lives of people. Perhaps her greatest novel is In Custody (1984), which describes the disintegration of Urdu and the culture surrounding it. Desai has taught at various universities in the United States. She has influenced a generation of important Indian writers, including her own daughter, Kiran Desai, and Jhumpa Lahiri.

Kek Galabru (1942 - ) is a Cambodian physician and human rights activist. One of Cambodia’s first female medical doctors, she received her medical degree in France in 1968 and practiced medicine in Phnom Penh before working in Canada, Brazil, and Angola. In 1991, she helped open negotiations between Hun Sen, then president of the Cambodian Council of Ministers, and Prince Sihanouk, leading to an end to the civil war in Cambodia. In 1992, she founded the Cambodian League for the Promotion and Defense of Human Rights, abbreviated as LICADHO, which works to protect and promote civil and political rights in Cambodia, especially children’s and women’s rights. LICADHO is also committed to improving Cambodia’s judicial system, and it monitors elections.

Bun Rany Hun Sen  (1954 - ) is a Cambodian humanitarian and social reformer. She was born in Kampong Cham Province in a farming family. In 1972, she served as a nurse with the National United Front of Kampuchea. Since 1998, she has been President of the Cambodia Red Cross, the largest humanitarian organization in Cambodia, and travels around Cambodia to promote the work of the Red Cross. She is also Honorary Chairperson of the National Committee for the Promotion of Social Morality and Cambodian Women’s Family Values. Says Bun Rany: “We still face many issues that must be settled. Priorities include poverty reduction, reducing the impact of climate change, and combating deadly diseases such as HIV/AIDS. These challenges cannot be confronted by any individual, community, or single charitable institution.” 

Edna Adan Ismail (1937 - ) is a Somali nurse, activist, and humanitarian who pioneered the crusade to abolish the practice of female genital circumcision. In the late 1980s and throughout the 1990s, she worked for the World Health Organization on issues relating to harmful traditional practices that affect the health of women and children. By 2002, many years of civil war in Somalia had led to a mass shortage of nurses and doctors, who were either killed or fled the country. This situation prompted Ismail to build the Edna Adan Hospital in Somaliland, an autonomous region of Somalia. The hospital continues to not only fill the urgent need for health care but also provide training for new generations of professionals to provide reproductive health care throughout Somaliland. Edna Adan Ismail was also the first female Minister in the Somaliland government.

                    Frida Kahlo de Rivera (1907 – 1954) was a Mexian painter born in Coyoacán. She persevered through lifelong health problems, including childhood polio and a trolley accident in 1925 that left her with serious and sustained injuries. Kahlo is best known for her self-portraits, which honestly portray the pain of physical and emotional suffering, including miscarriages and numerous operations. Her work is recognized by feminists for its uncompromising depiction of the female experience and form. During the Stalinist period in the Soviet Union, Khalo and her husband Diego Rivera offered Leon Trotsky political asylum when he came to Mexico. Kahlo’s paintings were not fully recognized until the 1980s. Since then, her work has been presented in exhibitions all over the world. In 2001, Kahlo became the first Hispanic woman to be honored with a U.S. postage stamp. In person, she was known to be rebellious, independent, passionate, proud of her heritage, and possessing of a peculiar sense of humor.

Sunitha Krishnan (1972 -   ) is an Indian human rights activist who has fought against forced prostitution. As a child in kindergarten, Krishnan took her lessons each day to a group of poor children. She studied social work and literacy in graduate school and began a career in these areas. Soon after graduate school, while promoting literacy in a poor village, she was raped by a gang of men who opposed her work. Krishnan then turned her attention to women’s rights and sex trafficking. In 1996, she founded an organization named Prajwala, which provides shelters for trafficked women and girls and pays for the education of children infected with HIV. Prajwala operates 17 schools in Hyderabad. Krishnan has also worked to prevent other countries from sex trafficking.

Fanghua Li (1932 - ) is a Chinese physicist. Born in Hong Kong, Li spent her childhood in Hong Kong, Beijing, and Guangzhou. She studied at Lingnan University and Zhongshan University in Guangzhou. Li is a specialist in electron microscopy, which uses beams of electrons, rather than light, to form photographs of matter at the atomic level. Her work has allowed clearer pictures than before and thus has helped scientists understand the way that atoms bond together and the forces between them. Li is a senior professor at the Chinese Academy’s Institute of Physics and the first Chinese woman to receive the L'Oreal-UNESCO international award for achievement in science. Li advises women who want to become scientists: "Stick to the subject you are really attracted to and interested in and do not give up easily.”

   Bene Madunagu (1947 - ) is  a Nigerian biologist and social activist. In 1982, she founded the feminist organization, Women in Nigeria, which works to empower women and bring about gender equality. In particular, Madunagu promotes the education and health of girls and women, while at the same time fighting against such sexist practices as female genital mutilation. Madunagu is also the founder and chair of Girls’ Power Initiative in Nigeria, which is an organization to promote self-esteem among girls and young women. Madunagu says that she tries to help young women “grapple around who they are, what they want to be;  ascertain goals for themselves.” She wants to “catch them at that position and give them the information that will help them make the right decision about their future. “

Wangari Maathai (1940 - ) is a Kenyan biologist and environmental activist. Matthai was born in the Nyeri District of Kenya. At the age of eleven, she enrolled in the boarding school at the Mathari Catholic Mission, became fluent in English, and converted to Catholicism. She later went to the United States and studied at Mount St. Scholastica College and the University of Pittsburgh, eventually achieving a PhD in veterinary medicine. In 1977, Professor Maathai founded the Green Belt Movement in Kenya, devoted to the planting of trees, environmental protection, and  women’s rights.  Since 1977, the Movement has planted over 30 million trees and trained over 30,000 women in forestry and other occupations to help preserve their land. In 2004, Maathai won the Nobel Peace Prize, the first African woman and the first environmentalist to win that prize.

                    Somaly Mam (1970 - ) is a Cambodian social activist and author. At twelve years   old, she was abandoned by her parents and raped, then forced to marry a man who beat her and sold her to a brothel. After years of slavery in the brothel, she escaped and, in 1996, founded AFESIP (Acting for Women in Distressing Situations), which rescues young girls from forced prostitution in Cambodia, Thailand, and Vietnam and provides shelters and rehabilitation for them. As of 2009, AFESIP has saved over 4000 girls and young women. The Somaly Mam Foundation, begun in 2007, works to raise global awareness of modern slavery and forced prostitution. In 2006, Somaly published a memoir about her life, The Road to Innocence.

Barbara McClintock (1902 – 1992) was an American biologist. Born in Connecticut, McClintock was independent from a very young age, a trait she described as her "capacity to be alone." She studied botany and genetics at Cornell University, where she received her Bachelor’s and PhD. In late 1942, she went to work at the Carnegie Institute of Washington’s laboratory at Cold Spring Harbor. For almost all of her career, her object of study was corn. Working both with the visible features of the physical plant and its chromosomes under a microscope, in 1948 she found conclusive evidence that genes can change positions on the chromosomes. This “movable” ability of genes greatly amplifies  the ways they can control the organism. Prior to this discovery, it was believed that genes were like fixed links on a chain. In 1983, McClintock received the Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine.

Golda Meir  (1898 – 1978) served as Israel’s Foreign Policy Minister for ten years until she became the first female Prime Minister in 1969. As a leading figure of the Zionist movement, which sought to create a Jewish state in Palestine, she became heralded as one of the most influential women of the modern era. Born in Russia but raised in America, Meir and her husband moved to Palestine in 1921. She was one of the signatories to the UN’s declaration of Israel’s independence in 1948. Later, as a Government Minister, she assisted with the immigration of Jewish Europeans, particularly in the areas of employment and housing. As Prime- Minister, Meir strived for improvements in education and implemented massive housing programs to further promote immigration. Mier is thus far the only female Prime-Minister of Israel.

Lise Meitner  (1878 - 1968) was an Austrian born physicist, the second woman to obtain a doctoral degree from the University of Vienna in 1905. Soon after her doctoral degree, she began to work with the chemist Otto Hahn in Berlin. Meitner and Hahn helped pioneer the new field of radioactivity and measured the disintegrations of atomic nuclei. Because she was Jewish, Meitner had to flee Germany in 1938 and settled in Holland. In 1939, Hahn split the uranium nucleus after bombarding it with subatomic particles called neutrons. Meitner and her nephew, physicist Otto Frisch, gave the definitive theoretical explanation of Hahn’s experimental result, thus providing the fundamental basis for understanding nuclear fission and atomic energy.

Toni Morrison (1931-) was the first black woman to receive the Nobel Prize for literature, in 1993.  From humble, yet proud beginnings in the Northern United States, Morrison received a Bachelor’s degree from Howard University (1953) and continued her education at Cornell University, where she completed a Master of Fine Arts degree (1955) and went on to teach at various prestigious universities. Morrison’s contribution to contemporary literature has been extraordinary. Her work focuses on the experiences of African Americans. In particular, she explores the plight of black women in an unjust society and their crucial search for a sense of cultural identity. Morrison’s prose represents an honest look at racial, gender, and class conflict. Several of her best known novels are The Bluest Eye (1970), Song of Solomon (1977), and Beloved (1987). 

Nimah Nawwab (1966 - ) is a Saudi Arabian writer, photographer, lecturer and poet who lives with her husband and children in Dhahran. She has been dubbed a ‘cultural ambassador’ and ‘a voice for Arab women.’  As the first Saudi Arabian woman to be published in the United States, Nimah’s work seeks to build bridges of understanding between the Middle East and the West. Through her writing, she demonstrates how the world of literature and poetry can play a positive role in empowering women and children in the Arab world, with her poetry addressing the issues of  women, freedom, and life in Arabia. She is most widely known for her collection of poems entitled “The Unfurling” (2004). That work appeals to the need for justice, compassion, and basic respect for dignity and human rights. 

Sandra Day O’Connor (1930 - ) was the first female member of the United States Supreme Court.  Born in El Paso, Texas, Sandra Day earned her B.A. in economics in 1950 from Stanford University. She graduated third in her class from Stanford Law School, where she served as editor of the law review. Despite these accomplishments, O’Connor was not hired by any law firms in California, almost certainly because of her gender. After settling in Phoenix, Arizona, O’Connor served as an Arizona assistant attorney general from 1965 to 1969 and then was appointed to a vacancy in the Arizona Senate. In 1974, she ran successfully for trial judge and was appointed to the Arizona Court of Appeals in 1979. On July 7, 1981 President Ronald Reagan nominated her to become the 102nd justice of the US Supreme Court. O’Connor was considered a moderate conservative in her rulings. She interpreted the law in narrow terms, wary of the long-term consequences of expansions or generalizations.

Song Qingling (1893 – 1981), also known as Madame Sun Yat-sen, was the first non-royal woman to officially become head of state of China, acting as co-chairman of the republic from 1968 until 1972. Born in Shanghai to wealthy parents, she was educated at the McTyeire School for Girls in Shanghai, then graduated from Wesleyan College for women in Macon, Georgia, USA. After the expulsion of the communists from Taiwan in 1927, Qingling exiled herself to Moscow.  In 1939, she founded the China Defense League, which later became the China Welfare Institute, an organization that now focuses on maternal and pediatric healthcare, preschool education, and other children's issues.  In the early 1950s, she founded the magazine China Reconstructs, now known as China Today. After the establishment of the People’s Republic of China, she became the Vice-President, Head of the Sino-Soviet Friendship Association, and Honorary President of the All-China Women’s Federation.

Suu Kyi Aung San (1945 - ) is Burma’s pro-democracy leader.  Her father, Aung San, founded the modern Burmese army and helped bring about Burma’s independence from the United Kingdom in 1947. In 1990, Suu Kyi was elected Prime-Minister, as the leader of the National League for Democracy party (NLD). At this time she had already been placed under house arrest by the ruling military regime. Despite her NLD party winning a staggering 82% of the seats in Parliament, the regime refused to recognize the results of the election. Suu Kyi has spent 14 of the past 20 years under house arrest.  In the years leading to her incarceration, Suu Kyi made courageous speeches calling for freedom, democracy, and respect for human rights. Her struggle is one of the most extraordinary examples of civil courage in Asia in recent years. Upon winning the Nobel Peace Prize in 1991, Suu Kyi donated the $1.3 million prize money to establish a health and education trust for the Burmese people. 

Mother Teresa (1910 – 1997), whose original name was Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu, was a Macedonian nun and social worker who lived in India most of her life. At the age of twelve, she strongly felt the “call of God,” and at the age of eighteen she joined the Sisters of Loreto, an Irish community of nuns. After a few months' training in Dublin, she was sent to India. In 1931 she took her vows as a nun. From 1931 to 1948 Mother Teresa taught at St. Mary's High School in Calcutta.  In 1948 she left the convent school to devote herself to working in the slums of Calcutta, where she started an open-air school for slum children. In 1950, she founded the Missionaries of Charity, which undertakes relief work in the wake of natural catastrophes and cares for the poor, the homeless, and people suffering from AIDS in more than 40 countries. In 1979, Mother Teresa was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize.

Virginia Woolf (1882 -1941) was an English novelist, publisher, critic, and feminist.  She was educated by her highly literate parents in Kensington. Regarded as a key figure of modern literature, Woolf was one of the first writers to employ a technique called "stream-of-consciousness," which vividly portrays the mental landscape of a character at the moment he or she is receiving sensory perceptions from the outside world and combining those impressions with memories and other thoughts. Her lyrical  novels and essays provide an invaluable insight into both her own life experiences and those of women at the beginning of the 20th Century. Her most famous works include the novels Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), The Waves (1931), and her famous essay, A Room of One's Own (1929), which describes the difficulties and challenges that women face in creating a professional life for themselves.

Yifang Wu (1893 – 1985) was a Chinese biologist and university president. While still a teenager in Hubei Province, she and her family suffered a great tragedy when her father, elder brother, and elder sister all committed suicide after the financial ruin of the family. In 1922, Wu obtained a scholarship to enroll in the University of Michigan in the U.S. for a graduate course leading to an M.A. and Ph.D. in biology. In 1927, at the age of only 34, Wu was invited to become the president of Jinling Women’s College in Nanjing, a Christian mission school. Over the next twenty years, Wu promoted the rights and well being of girls and women.  She was the first female chair of China's National Christian Council, serving from 1935 until 1947, and was one of only four women to sign the U.N. Charter in 1945.
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