The Socialist Roots of International Women'’s
Day

International Women's Day was developed as a celebration of
working-class women and their contribution to the struggle
against capitalism.

Clara Zetkin was active in the SPD and the KPD, for whom she served as an

MP between 1920 and '33.
This International Women’s Day get a full year of Tribune in print for just £8.

In 1894, Clara Zetkin took to the pages of the Social Democratic women’s
magazine Die Gleichheit (Equality), which she had founded three years earlier,
to polemicise against the mainstream of German feminism. “Bourgeois
feminism and the movement of proletarian women,” Zetkin wrote, “are two
fundamentally different social movements.”

According to Zetkin, bourgeois feminists pressed reforms, through a struggle
between the sexes and against the men of their own class, without questioning
the very existence of capitalism. By contrast, working women, through a
struggle of class against class and in a joint fight with the men of their class,
sought to transcend capitalism.

By 1900, women in the German Social Democratic Party (SPD) were holding
biannual conferences immediately before the party congresses — conferences
where all the burning issues of the proletarian women’s movement were
discussed. This ideological and organisational strength turned the German
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Socialist working women’s movement into the backbone of the International
Socialist Women Movement.

In 1907, the International Conference of Socialist Women convened in
Stuttgart, Germany for its first gathering, proclaiming as its main demand “the
right to universal female suffrage without qualifications of property, tax,
education or any other kind of barrier which may hinder members of the
working class from availing themselves of their political rights.” The struggle
for the franchise, the delegates insisted, was to be carried out “not together with
the women’s bourgeois movement, but in close co-operation with socialist
parties.”

The invitation to the next International Conference of Socialist Women — held
three years later in Copenhagen — exhibited the same adherence to the
proletarian class struggle: “We urgently call on all the socialist parties and

organisations of socialist women as well as on all the working women’s
organisations standing on the foundation of the class struggle to send their
delegates to this conference.”

They were in good company across the Atlantic. The previous year, socialist
working women in the US had designated February 28 “Women’s Day” — “an
event,” the Copenhagen conference reported the following year, “that has
awakened the attention of our enemies.”

Following the example of their American comrades, the German delegate Luise
Zietz proposed the proclamation of an “International Women’s Day,” to be
celebrated annually. Zetkin seconded the proposal, along with one hundred
female delegates from seventeen countries.

The Women’s Day resolution read:

In agreement with the class-conscious political and trade union organisations of
the proletariat of their respective countries, socialist women of all nationalities
have to organise a special Women’s Day (Frauentag), which must, above all,
promote the propaganda of female suffrage. This demand must be discussed in
connection with the whole woman’s question, according to the socialist
conception.

For the delegates, supporting the “socialist conception” meant promoting not
just female suffrage, but labour legislation for working women, social assistance
for mothers and children, equal treatment of single mothers, provision of
nurseries and kindergartens, distribution of free meals and free educational
facilities in schools, and international solidarity.

Simply put, International Women’s Day was, from the very beginning, a
Working Women’s Day. While its immediate objective was to win universal
female suffrage, its aspirations were much grander: the overthrow of capitalism
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and the triumph of socialism, abolishing both the wage slavery of workers and
the domestic slavery of women through the socialisation of education and care
work.

The First International Women’s Day

The first International Women’s Day was celebrated not on March 8 but on
March 19, 1911. The date was chosen to commemorate the 1848 Revolution in
Berlin — the day before, March 18, was dedicated every year to “the fallen
heroes of March.”

In Germany, two and a half million copies of a flyer urging participation in
Women’s Day were printed and distributed. Die Gleichheit put out its own call:
“Comrades! Working Women and Girls! March 19 is your day. It is your right.
Behind your demand stands Social Democracy, organised labour. The Socialist
women of all countries are in solidarity with you. March 19 should be your day
of glory!”

Trumpeting the battle cry “Forward to female suffrage,” more than a million
women — mostly, but not exclusively, women organised in the SPD and the
unions — took to the streets in Germany demanding social and political
equality. They organised “popular public political assemblies” — forty-two in
Berlin alone — where they discussed the issues affecting their lives.

Around the world, working women set aside a day for themselves. In 1911,
women workers in United States, Switzerland, Denmark, and Austria chose
March 8 as Women’s Day. Counterparts in France, Holland, Sweden, Bohemia,
and (crucially) Russia soon added themselves to the list of celebrants.
Celebrating International Women’s Day on March 8 took hold as a worldwide
practice in 1914. A famous sign emblazoned with the words “Women’s Day /
March 8, 1914 — Forward with Female Suffrage,” in which a woman dressed in
black waves the red flag, marked the occasion. In Germany — overcome with
hysteria in the lead-up to World War I — police prohibited the poster from
being hung or distributed publicly. The fourth International Women’s Day
turned into a mass action against the imperialist war that would erupt three
months later.

Three years later, March 8 would acquire a new significance when the February
Revolution convulsed Russia (February 23 in the Julian calendar is March 8 in
the Gregorian calendar). Russian working women played a leading role in the
upheaval. Despite the opposition of every party, including the Bolsheviks, they
turned the International Women’s Day demonstration into a mass strike that
carried away the whole working class of Petrograd and gave birth to the Russian
Revolution.
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What War Wrought

War broke out in August 1914, inaugurating a new era in the development of
the International Socialist Women’s Movement.

The entire Second International — and therefore the International Socialist
Women’s Movement as well — split along national lines, succumbing to
chauvinism. In Germany, the SPD (and its affiliate, the General Commission of
Trade Unions) adopted a “social peace” policy, making critical demonstrations
verboten. Those who flouted the proscription and publicly celebrated
International Women’s Day suffered repression at the hands of the government
and the police.

In early November 1914, Clara Zetkin issued an appeal “To the Socialist
Women of All Countries,” where she spoke out strongly against the war and in
favor of mass actions for peace. As part of this opposition to imperialism,
Zetkin convoked the third and final Socialist Women’s Conference in April
1915. (Lenin accompanied the Bolshevik delegation, which included his wife
Krupskaya and Lilina Zinoviev.)

As imperialist war waged around them, the conference issued the
internationalist battle cry “War on war.” But principled opposition to militarism
was in short supply. Upon returning to Germany, Zetkin was arrested for
distributing the manifesto as an illegal leaflet.

An Annual Reminder

After the collapse of the second German Empire and the formation of councils
(Rdite) of workers and soldiers all over Germany in November 1918, the
bourgeoisie effected a kind of democratic counter-revolution: they granted
women the right to vote, but counterpoised parliament and the constituent
assembly assembled in Weimar to the soviets of workers’ delegates.

Doing the bourgeoisie’s bidding was Social Democratic leader Friedrich Ebert,
the first president of the Weimar Republic (and “the Stalin of Social
Democracy,” in the words of historian Carl Schorske). In his hands — and those
of the union bureaucracy — the demand for universal female suffrage, adopted
by the revolutionary labour movement as a transitional demand, was turned into
a barrier to socialist revolution.

Since International Women’s Day had originated in the left wing of the
proletarian women’s movement, the SPD leadership also stopped celebrating
March 8. They argued that, following the extension of female suffrage, the
holiday’s objectives had been achieved.
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To their credit, the Communist Party continued to celebrate International
Women’s Day under the slogan “All Power to the Councils! All Power to
Socialism!” And in June 1921, Clara Zetkin helped make it official. The Second
International Conference of Communist Women, chaired by Zetkin and held in
Moscow, proclaimed that in the future, International Women’s Day would be
celebrated around the world on March 8.

Ever since, International Women’s Day celebrations have been held on March 8
in countries across the globe — serving as an annual reminder of the
revolutionary potential of working women.
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