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			IN MEMORY OF

			Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933–2020)

			Celia Bader (1902–1950)

			Ruth Epstein (1925–2012)
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			Tzedek, Tzedek, Tirdof.

			Justice, justice you shall pursue.

			—DEUTERONOMY (16:20)
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			Sitting in her Supreme Court chambers in 2019, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg and I had a conversation about why female role models are important to people of all ages, especially young people. She was particularly interested in Jewish role models because she was deeply Jewish and keenly felt the age-old connection between social justice and Jewish tradition. The humanity and bravery of Jewish women, she said, had always sustained and encouraged her when her spirits needed lifting. This book was born out of that conversation.

			Together Justice Ginsburg and I drew up a list of some 150 women with indomitable energy who moved the world forward. It was no easy task to narrow that list down to those in this volume but we finally did. The women we chose lived in ancient times and in times nearer our own, in faraway lands and here in America, and they each had different talents and interests. Whether of Ashkenazi, Sephardi, or Middle Eastern Jewish descent or converts, they were guided or shaped by Jewish beliefs or values.

			
			
				[image: ] Some were poor and self-taught; others were rich and were fortunate to receive a better education than most women of their era.

				[image: ] Some had parents who understood and encouraged them; others had families who stood in their way.

				[image: ] Some had brothers who received preferential treatment; others had no brothers and were expected to do whatever sons might have done.

				[image: ] Some married and had children; others didn’t, some by their own choice.

				[image: ] Some had hard lives; others never personally suffered.

				[image: ] Some lived to old age; others had lives tragically cut short by illness or accident, or were killed in the Holocaust. Many faced anti-Semitism as well as gender discrimination.

				[image: ] Some never saw themselves as torchbearers for other women; others were very conscious that they were trailblazers. A few were proud to be called “troublemakers.”

			

			
			What they all have in common is that they transcended what was expected, allowed, or tolerated for a woman of their time. They chose difficult or unusual paths and stayed true to their talents and missions despite the obstacles. They achieved what was unimaginable, and the unimaginable led to the advancement of women, to breaking barriers in previously men-only fields, and to changing the world for the better.

			However you read this book—from front to back, from back to front, or randomly dipping into the stories of these smart and strong women—you’ll find at least a few women whose lives will inspire you to make a difference and maybe even to change the world!

			When we began RBGs Brave & Brilliant Women, Justice Ginsburg was eighty-six, physically frail, and had already fought off cancer several times. Even when she learned it had returned, she kept working on this book, often sending me suggestions and edits faster than I could respond to them. She was determined that this book would be part of her legacy to you. This is but one example of how this strong-willed, forward-looking person never stopped fighting for what she believed in.

			Justice Ginsburg died on September 18, 2020. The world lost a brave and brilliant woman, and I lost a friend. In the Jewish world, when someone dies, it is customary to say Baruch dayan  ha’emet, which means “Blessed be the true judge.”

			
			She was a true judge. So let us say, “Blessed be the true judge.”
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			People often ask me about my role models. In my growing up years, the term role model was not yet coined. And it wasn’t easy to learn about the many great women who had changed the world for the better—and paved the way for women like me to attend colleges and universities, and become lawyers, doctors, or violinists in orchestras. None of the women in the Book of Exodus—not even Miriam—were in the Haggadah used by my grandparents at family seders. The two biblical women young Jewish children knew about at the time were Ruth, who loyally followed her mother-in-law Naomi, became an Israelite, and eventually married a wealthy man, and Esther, who saved her people by being so beautiful that King Ahasuerus chose her in a competition to be his new No. 1 wife. In contrast, the Bible tells us many stories about men.

			In the public library I visited weekly while my mother had her hair done, biographies of women were rare. It’s still true today that men are more often the central character in storytelling books. That’s why we want to tell you the stories of brave and brilliant Jewish women, women who didn’t accept the tradition that a woman’s only place is in the home, women who wouldn’t settle for the rules prevailing in past generations and communities.

			
			Looking back to my youth, I did know of and particularly admired two Jewish women, both raised in the United States of America, women whose humanity and bravery touched me deeply. One was Emma Lazarus, a poet most famous for writing “The New Colossus,” the poem engraved on the base of the Statue of Liberty in New York Harbor. Her poem has welcomed millions of immigrants, including my father and grandparents—people who came to the United States to escape fear and persecution and longed for a safe and free place to live. Emma Lazarus’s love for humankind, for America, and for the Jewish people, is evident in all her writings. Her first book of poetry was published in 1866 when she was seventeen. She wrote constantly until she died far too soon, at the age of thirty-eight.

			The other woman who inspired me greatly was Henrietta Szold, who founded and ran Hadassah, an American Jewish volunteer women’s organization launched in 1912, long before women were considered able to lead large organizations. Szold was born in 1860, eleven years after Emma Lazarus, and she lived until 1945. My mother spoke of Henrietta Szold glowingly. What did she tell me? Henrietta Szold was determined to create a homeland for the Jewish people even before Theodor Herzl and other men took on the Zionist cause. Among her many projects, Szold started night schools to teach English and trades skills to the waves of Jewish immigrants coming from Russia and other Eastern European countries in the late 1800s and early 1900s. My father, who was born in Russia, didn’t speak English when he arrived in New York in 1909 at age thirteen. He was the beneficiary of a night school education of the kind started by Henrietta Szold.

			
			I also knew of Deborah, the only female judge mentioned in the Bible, and one of only seven female prophets in the entire Jewish tradition. She was also a military leader. I am not a general or admiral, but like Deborah, I am a judge proud to be a Jew. She made her judgments beneath a date palm tree in ancient Israel and I have the good fortune to be a Justice on the Supreme Court of the United States, the country’s highest court.

			A woman’s voice and a woman’s experience have much to contribute to the art of judging. That’s why we need more women judges—and more women on the Supreme Court. People sometimes ask me, “When will there be enough women on the Court?” I reply, “When there are nine.” For centuries there were nine men and everyone thought that was completely normal. Why should it not be similarly normal to have a court of nine women?

			
			We need not only more women judges. We need more women leaders in all fields. In this book you will find many extraordinary women you can admire, women who can inspire you to become whatever your talent permits you to be. I was fortunate enough to know some of the women in the book personally. Others I have only read about, but wish I could have met.

			Once you choose your role models (it’s good to have many!), I hope you set your mind to do great things and stay steady on your course. The world needs more brave and inspirational people. You can be one of them.

			
				—Ruth Bader Ginsburg

				WASHINGTON, DC, 2020
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