Don’t Recognise Wu Yi? You should, She’s the World’s Second Most Powerful Woman 

The inexorable flow of economic and political strength from the west to the emerging giants of the east is underlined in a new list of the world's most powerful women, which awards no fewer than four of the top six places to women from Asia and the far east.

While the German chancellor, Angela Merkel, takes the number one spot for the second year running, the real story of the new Forbes list is the dominance of Asian women.

In second place comes Wu Yi, the vice- premier of China, a clear reflection of China's increasing hold over the global economy. Her ranking is also a recognition of her considerable forcefulness on the international stage. As Forbes notes, she stared down Henry Paulson, the US secretary to the treasury, during tough talks over the value of the Chinese currency.

The list gets more intriguing with the inclusion, at number three, above even the US secretary of state, Condoleezza Rice, of Ho Ching, chief executive of Singapore's state owned investment company Temasek (and wife of the prime minister). Not much is known about her but Forbes characterises her as a force to be reckoned with.

She has overhauled Temasek, turning it into a regional powerhouse with a portfolio worth $108bn (£54bn).

Indra Nooyi, born in Chenai (Madras), is ranked in fifth place for her work as head of PepsiCo. She cuts an unusual figure, both as one of a new breed of prominent Asian businesswomen, and as someone unafraid to speak her mind. She caused a stir in the blogosphere in 2005 when she gave a speech to Columbia Business School in New York in which she likened US foreign policy to raising the middle finger to the rest of the world. (You have to wonder what No 60 on the list thinks of that: Laura Bush).

The other leading woman at the top of the list, Sonia Gandhi, was born in Italy but is now dominant in the politics of her adopted country, India. Coming in at number six, her foreign-born status prevented her rising to the top but she is there in all but name as the president of the Indian National Congress. It was a woman, chosen by Mrs Gandhi, who is now India's first female president, Pratibha Patil.

Lists of the sort in which Forbes has become the indisputable master have a way of coming unstuck if perused too closely. How, for instance, is it possible to argue that the Queen, at 23 up from 46 last year, is more powerful in 2007 than Nancy Pelosi ( 26), the first woman speaker of the US House of Representatives who is spearheading a Democratic shakeup of American politics?

But what the list does is give a broad picture of the areas in which women are breaking through glass ceilings to reach the very pinnacle.

Of the 100, 29 are involved in politics, headed by Mrs Merkel. Having made it clear at last year's G8 summit that she is not the kind to appreciate a cutesy massage from George Bush, she has gone on, in Forbes' estimation, to grow "increasingly comfortable with using her clout".

Joining Mrs Merkel on the list as heads of government are Helen Clark, prime minister of New Zealand (38) and Luisa Diogo, prime minister of Mozambique (89). There are also five heads of state, including the Queen and the presidents of Chile and Finland.

Among the remaining seats at this high table of female strength are some of the best known characters in America: Oprah Winfrey, Melinda Gates and Hillary Clinton. Drew Faust must take quiet satisfaction that her place on the list is a result of the fall of her predecessor as president of Harvard, Larry Summers, after he said women were innately less able at sciences.

The rising forces of the east may be throwing up a plethora of powerful women, but for the time being US capitalism still holds sway across the world.

Brit(ish)
Seven women among the top 100 are classified by Forbes as of the UK. Only one - the Queen - is British-born. Two are naturalised British, the rest are merely based in the UK.

Two Britons have fallen off the list: Margaret Beckett, now former foreign secretary, was at 29 last year, and Cherie Blair who was 62nd most powerful woman in 2005 has not made an appearance since.

The Queen (at 23) aside, the six UK-listed women are:

7 Cynthia Carroll American, chief executive of the world's third-largest mining group, Anglo American

17 Marjorie Scardino American, chief executive of Pearson, owners of the Financial Times

54 Clara Furse British, born in Canada. Appointed first woman CEO of London Stock Exchange in 2001

66 Angela Ahrendts American, chief executive of the fashion house Burberry

68 Zaha Hadid British, born in Iraq. Architect of many critically acclaimed buildings

74 Christiane Amanpour International correspondent CNN. Reports world, lives in London

The Top 20
1 Angela Merkel Chancellor Germany

2 Wu Yi Vice-premier China

3 Ho Ching Chief executive, Temasek Holdings, Singapore

4 Condoleezza Rice Secretary of state US

5 Indra K Nooyi CEO PepsiCo US

6 Sonia Gandhi President Indian National Congress India

7 Cynthia Carroll Chief executive Anglo American UK

8 Patricia A Woertz Co-chairman, Archer Daniels Midland US

9 Irene Rosenfeld CEO Kraft Foods US

10 Patricia Russo Chief executive, Alcatel-Lucent US

11 Michèle Alliot-Marie Minister for the interior and overseas territories, France

12 Christine Lagarde Minister of economy, finance and employment, France

13 Anne M Mulcahy Chairman, chief executive, Xerox US

14 Anne Lauvergeon Chief executive, Areva France

15 Mary Sammons Chairman, chief executive, Rite Aid Corp US

16 Angela Braly Chief executive, President, WellPoint U.S.

17 Marjorie Scardino Chief executive, Pearson PLC UK

18 Wu Xiaoling Deputy governor, People's Bank of China China

19 Brenda Barnes Chairman, chief executive, Sara Lee Corp US

20 Ruth Bader Ginsburg Supreme court justice US

