Empowered Women

For Women--and Revolution!

nternational Women’s Day was
I formalised as an annual event
by the United Nations General
Assembly, which fixed 8th March as
the date during its 1977 session. Since
then the idea has been taken up by
women’s organisations, trade unions
and local authorities in Britian as an
event around which women’s activi-
ties can focus. It can easily go beyond
the idea of asingle day, and sometimes
lasts for a week or even a fortnight.

The idea of an annual day for
women has been around long before
1977. International Women’s Day has
had its moments of glory both in sup-
port of women’s rights and in the
peace movement. The most dramatic
was a 1917 Women’s Day march in
Petersburg which sparked the revolu-
tion overthrowing the Russian Em-
pire’s semi-feudal and autocraticmon-
archy.

InBritian asinmany other coun-
tries, International Women’s Day was
long associated with the trade unions
and the left in general - and it in fact
originates in trade union organising by
working women, especially those in
the sweatshops of the clothing indus-
try, who were doing extremely long
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hoursin dangerous and unhealthy con-
ditions. March 8th was proposed as
the landmark when a march was held
in New York on that day in 1908 to
commemorate the struggle for im-
proved conditions by a group of cloth-
ing workers - and their hunger march
the previous year calling for better
wages and a ten-hour day, which had
been attacked by the city police.
Two years later the Second
Socialist Women’s International Con-
ference, held in Copenhagen with del-
egates from 17 countries, adopted a
resolution calling for ‘‘an annual
Women’s Day - a unified interna-
tional demonstration’’ tobe celebrated
by women all over the world in the
movement for women’s rights, peace
and freedom. This was celebrated for
the first time in 1911 in Germany,
Denmark, Switzerland and Austria -
with another in the US amonth earlier.
Rallies and demonstrations involving
an estimated one million women and
men demanded the right to vote and to
hold public office, and an end to sex
discrimination in employment and
training.
Two years later, with more
countries joining in the event, the first

Women’s Day rally was held in Rus-
sia’s main industrial city, Petersburg.
The marchers, also comprising mainly
women from the clothing industry,
faced severe police brutality. The event
established International Women’s
Day as the Russian ‘‘working wom-
en’s day of militancy’’ and the event
has become a standard part of the
Soviet Union’s official secular calen-
dar - although now sentimentalised
into a kind of Soviet Mother’s Day
complete with soppy cards, bunches of
flowers (at inflated freemarket prices)
and acouple of hours off forall women
on that day. A few hours to compen-
sate for a double or triple shift and the
ravages of a long, cold winter. Big
deal.

As the First World War loomed
in 1914 International Women’s Day
became an anti-war event. Peace be-
came a major theme of the day in the
US for the duration of the war. Mean-
while back in Petrograd, on 23 Febru-
ary (the equivalent of 8th March in the
old Julian calendar, later abandoned
for the western or Georgian one) it was
the large demonstration celebrating
Women’s Day that led toariot - and to
the February Revolution which estab-
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lished the Provisional Government
under Kerensky. This lasted only a few
months, trying to continue fighting the
war against the Germans against all
odds, until the Bolshevik coup d’etat
in October.

In Britain it was only in 1926 -
the year of the General Strike - that
International Women’s Day was taken
up. This was done by an interesting
alliance of the (then) very important
Co-operative Women’s Guild and the
Communist Party. From then on until
the end of the Second World War, 8th
March was aregular event for express-
ing opposition to fascism in Britain
and Europe.

Perhaps because of this anti-
fascist (and left-wing) association, the
event was dropped at the end of the war
in Britain and many other countries. It
was revived in the late 1960s by the
new women’s liberation movement.
In 1971 a demonstration of 5,000
women in London demanded equal
pay, equal opportunity, free 24-hour
childcare, free contraception and abor-
tion on demand. The event has grown
since then in a completely unstruc-
tured kind of way - there is no co-
ordinating body, for instance - because
it provides a convenient date around
which women can organise if we want
to. This is why some parts of the coun-
try have well-organised and very lively
events, while others may not have
anything. Most trade unions organise
something, and the Women'’s Trade
Union Congress takes place around
this time. Local authorities are the
other source of events.

International Women’s Day has
taken its place, along with Feminist
Book Fortnight in June, as one of the
twokey dates for women’s events. Itis
Women’s Day which offers perhaps
the widest range of activities, and the
possibility of reflecting on the original
- and not yet achieved - goals of the
women who started it all: women’s
rights, and peace and freedom for all.

Source: Everywoman
March 1991. 34 Islington Green, Lon-
don, N1 8DU United Kingdom.
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Women in Development

Europe Working Group prepares for
1995 UN Conference on Women

P reparations are now beginning
foraUN conference on women
to be held in 1995. Women in
Development Europe (WIDE) has de-
cided to begin preparing for this event
by assessing the achievements/failures
of the Nairobi Forward Looking Strat-
egies. WIDE is also planning to be
involved in the early discussions about
the agenda of the Conference by ap-
plying for official UN observer status.
Pauline Eccles, Mieke van der
Veken and Anna Foca will make up
the core working group which will
prepare a discussion paper assessing
the Forward Looking Strategies (FLS)
for broader discussion among WIDE
network.
At present the group is collect-
ing information and responding to a
paper sentto the group by Erika Maerke
on the FLS.

Possible themes

The UN division for the Ad-
vancement of Women in Vienna re-
ports that the priority themes for the
meeting are: equality, increased aware-
ness by women of their rights includ-
ing legal literacy, equal pay for equal
value, equality in economic decision-
making, elimination of stereotyping
of women, development, women in
extreme poverty, integration of wom-
en’sconcerns innational development

planning, women in urban areas,
population, and nutrition, health fac-
tors, migration, drug consumption
and AIDS, peace, women and the
peace process, measures to eradicate
violence against women, women in
international decision-making, and
education for peace.

Contact addresses

Focal points for United Na-
tions agencies who are preparing the
meeting are:

e Division for the Advancement
of Women, Vienna
International Centre

P.O. Box 500 A-1400

Vienna, Austria

o International Research Training
Institute for the Advancement

of Women (Instraw)

Avenida Cesar Nicolas

Penson 102-A

P.O. Box 21747

Santo Domingo,

Dominican Republic

Source: WIDE Bulletin, August
1991:2. c¢/o SID, Palazzo Civilta del
Lavaro 00144 EUR Rome, Italy.
Fax: 39/6/5919836.
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