€Y Routledge

g Taylor &Francis Group

The International History Review

ISSN: 0707-5332 (Print) 1949-6540 (Online) Journal homepage: http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rinh20

Equality of Women's Economic Status? A Major
Bone of Contention in the International Gender
Politics Emerging During the Interwar Period

Susan Zimmermann

To cite this article: Susan Zimmermann (2017): Equality of Women's Economic Status? A Major
Bone of Contention in the International Gender Politics Emerging During the Interwar Period, The
International History Review

To link to this article: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761

8 © 2017 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

@ Published online: 15 Nov 2017.

N
CJ/ Submit your article to this journal &

A
& View related articles '

PN

(&) View Crossmark data &'

CrossMark

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=rinh20

(Download by: [CEU Library] Date: 16 November 2017, At: 00:17)



http://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rinh20
http://www.tandfonline.com/loi/rinh20
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rinh20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rinh20&show=instructions
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-11-15
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2017-11-15

Downloaded by [CEU Library] at 00:17 16 November 2017

Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group

THE INTERNATIONAL HISTORY REVIEW, 2017
https://doi.org/10.1080/07075332.2017.1395761

39031Ln0Y

8 OPEN ACCESS [ it

Equality of Women'’s Economic Status? A Major Bone of
Contention in the International Gender Politics Emerging
During the Interwar Period

Susan Zimmermann

ABSTRACT KEYWORDS

This study brings together the often disparate scholarship on the International gender politics;
League of Nations and the ILO. It follows the interactions between women's equal status; class
the League, women internationalists, and the ILO, which evolved  Politics; League of Nations;
around the question of woman-specific labor legislation and the ILO

equality of women’s status. These interactions resulted in a

broadening mandate of international gender policies while

deepening the institutional and legal distinction between women'’s

‘political and civil' as opposed to their ‘economic’ status. The ILO

insisted on certain forms of women-specific labor regulation as a

means of conjoining progressive gender and class politics, and was

anxious to ensure its competence in all matters concerning

women'’s economic status. The gender equality doctrine gaining

ground in the League was rooted in a liberal-feminist paradigm

which rejected the association of gender politics with such class

concerns, and indeed aimed to force back the ILO’s politics of

gender-specific international labor standards. As a result of the

widening divide between the women'’s policies of the League and

the ILO, the international networks of labor women reduced their

engagement with women’s activism at the League. The

developments of the 1930s deepened the tension between liberal

feminism and feminisms engaging with class inequalities, and

would have problematic long-term consequences for international

gender politics.

This study’ focuses on one particular element of the cooperation and competition
between the International Labour Organization (ILO), the League of Nations, and socialist
and non-socialist international networks and organizations of women - the women inter-
nationalists — during the 1920s and 1930s. These actors were at the core of the dispute
that evolved around the question of woman-specific labor legislation and the ‘Equal
Rights’ or ‘Equality of Status’ of men and women? in international law between the late
1920s and late 1930s. The steps taken in the 1930s to rework this conflict deepened the
rift between international women's politics based on the equality doctrine and the ILO’s
politics of women’s work. This development can be considered a milestone in the histori-
cal process of the ‘global construction of gender” through international gender politics.
These gender politics would be orchestrated by the dominant, large-scale international
institutions of the twentieth century - such as the League of Nations, and, after 1945, the
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United Nations and the European Union - and, in the longer term, would generate over-
arching global gender norms. Towards the end of the twentieth century, the construction
of international gender norms would culminate in the adoption and widespread ratifica-
tion of overarching instruments such as the UN Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW, 1979), and widely adopted principles
and policies such as Gender Mainstreaming.*

Women and their organizations had, of course, been attempting to shape international
politics under their own steam, and had aimed to influence international policy-making
and male-dominated international organizations well before 1919 (and continued to do so
during the interwar years). International policies began to take on gendered subjects well
before World War 1. In this period, special labor protection for women constituted one key
arena of international treaty writing, and international policy-making in this subject area
gave rise to intense encounters and conflicts involving statesmen as well as both male-
dominated and women’s international organizations and networks.® When the League of
Nations system was established in 1919 as an institutionalized forum of international and
inter-state cooperation, both the League and the tripartite ILO established ‘as part’ of the
League’ came into being as gendered institutions that would pursue a variety of gendered
policies. Established as ‘a permanent organisation for international labour legislation’? the
ILO embodied the idea of ensuring social peace by representing labor in decision-making
and promoting labor standards that guaranteed workers’ rights. The leadership, and much
of the personnel of its permanent apparatus (the International Labour Office in Geneva),
would be recruited from the ranks of the socialist trade union and labor movements, as
well as their allies. With labor thereby included - and also contained - within the Geneva
institutions, the Permanent Secretariat of the League of Nations and the various commis-
sions and committees of the League attracted a much larger variety of experts, many of
whom felt indebted to the spirit of liberal internationalism, an attitude that strongly shaped
the vision and, to a certain extent, the politics of the League. This overall arrangement gen-
erated a permanent yet also dynamically developing and repeatedly contested division of
labor between the ILO and the League, and (later on) the United Nations.’

Women tried hard to imbue the emerging League system with a progressive and pro-
active approach to a range of ‘women’s issues’. Representatives of the International Coun-
cil of Women (ICW), the International Woman Suffrage Alliance (later International Alliance
of Women for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship, IAW), and the emerging Women's Interna-
tional League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF), as well as labor women from many coun-
tries, came together in Bern, Paris, and Zurich in February and May 1919 to lobby the Paris
peacemakers. The WILPF women drew up a ‘Women'’s Charter’ to be inserted together
with the ‘Labour Charter’ - devising the future ILO - into the Paris peace settlement.'® The
meeting of the Inter-Allied Women Suffragists in February 1919 in Paris similarly adopted
an International Charter of Women’s Rights and Liberties."" These ideas of enshrining a
general document on women'’s status in the Paris peace treaties may certainly be consid-
ered a precursor to the 1930s’ politics of women'’s status. In March 1919, the Paris Labour
Commission formally received a diverse group of women internationalists, some of whom
had devised, and now presented, their own Charte Internationale du Travail."?

The varied demands the women put forward left a certain imprint on the mandate of
the ILO. Yet, taken together, the women internationalists achieved much less in 1919 than
many of them had hoped. In particular, their ideas pertaining to the inclusion of a
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Women'’s Charter, i.e. a declaration of women's rights and status, into the Covenant of the
League of Nations came to nothing. Still, the League of Nations constituted a historically
new platform embodying the potential for these new types of strategy to internationalize
gender politics. Moreover, the labor provisions of the Paris peace treaties, which provided
for the establishment of the ILO, included important references to the politics of women'’s
work, approving of the principles of ‘equal remuneration’ for women and men, and refer-
ring to special labor protection for women."® Upon constitution, the ILO, which was dedi-
cated to the ‘international regulation of labor conditions’, indeed pro-actively embarked
on a politics of the systematic (further) internationalization of woman-specific regulations
in labor law. At its first meeting held in autumn 1919, the International Labour Conference
adopted two woman-specific international conventions on maternity protection and night
work, and added other stipulations that were relevant to the politics of women’s work."*
The women internationalists were once again present and successful in pushing through
some of their demands.'®

In 1919, the ILO was therefore well ahead of the League in terms of addressing and
internationalizing women'’s issues within the institutional framework of international poli-
tics driven from Geneva - even though it did not engage with those visions of a more
overarching international women'’s politics that had informed the propositions for an
international Women's Charter. As it internationalized woman-specific labor legislation,
the ILO took a definitive position in a quarrel between and within socialist and non-social-
ist politics and internationalisms on the pros and cons of such legislation originating in
the nineteenth century.'® In this study, | argue that the conflict on the ‘equality of wom-
en’s status’ in Geneva was strongly driven by this conflict. The ILO insisted on certain
forms of women-specific labor regulation as a means of conjoining progressive gender
and class politics, and was thus anxious to ensure its competence for all matters concern-
ing women's economic status. The gender equality doctrine gaining ground in the League
of Nations was rooted in a liberal-feminist paradigm that rejected the association of gen-
der politics with such class concerns, and indeed aimed to force back the ILO’s politics of
gender-specific international labor standards. As a result of the deepening rift between
the women'’s politics being pursued by both the League and the ILO, in the later 1930s,
the international labor women networks became (even) less interested in engaging with
women'’s activism at the League. At the same time, the conflict of the 1930s greatly con-
tributed to the (further) internationalization of gender politics and the broadening of its
overall mandate. The related chain of events thus laid the foundations for the intertwined
establishment of overarching or generalized women'’s equality politics at the international
level and its liberal framing, as well as the separation of the politics of women'’s work. This
development would be of lasting importance for international gender policies.

In developing this argument, | build and expand on several clusters of scholarship. My
study brings together the new scholarship on the gendered history of the League of
Nations'” and the ILO,'® which has often kept separate the developments in both institu-
tions and the related international activities of women, even though some scholars dis-
cuss them in parallel. The literature on advocacy work for an envisioned League of
Nations instrument on women'’s status that took place during the 1930s has regularly
referred to the dispute surrounding the ILO’s politics of women’s work as an important
point of reference that triggered the subsequent chain of events.'® Yet, how this dispute
shaped the results of the conflict concerning the politics of women's status in the 1930s,
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as well as the centrality of the conflict for the longer term evolvement of the relationship
between the politics of the ILO, the League of Nations, and the women internationalists,
has not been systematically unearthed thus far.”® Equally, the broader scholarship on the
history of women's internationalisms and international women'’s politics during the inter-
war period and beyond has tended to either obliterate the ILO or treat it either separately
or as a footnote.?" In turn, the literature on the ILO and women during the interwar period
has sidelined the relevance of the relationship with the League for developments in the
ILO.?* Few studies have substantively discussed the question of continuity or change with
regard to the combined question of special labor protection for women and the larger
scale politics of women'’s equal rights from a long-term perspective.?®

My discussion of the interwar contention surrounding the international politics of
women’s work and the equality of women's status contributes to the scholarship that has
led beyond what Dorothy Sue Cobble has labeled the ‘equal rights teleology’,** and the
simple juxtaposition of gender equality versus women'’s difference in labor law,?®> which
has colored much of the scholarship in the field.?® Marilyn Lake describes the opposition
between ‘protection’ and ‘equality’ as a historical construct and an ‘impossible choice’
that deeply shaped the international feminist struggles of the interwar period.”” By con-
trast, Cobble has argued that labor women's feminism throughout and beyond this period
sought to combine a vision of ‘women’s rights and economic justice’, rather than prioritiz-
ing one over the other.?® Building on this scholarship, | aim to advance the discussion on
the complex relationship between gender and class in the history of socialist and non-
socialist women’s activism and gender politics.?® | argue that the historical contention on
labor politics was informed by three - rather than two - foundational positions on how
class and gender difference, as well as discrimination, should be addressed in the struggle
for women'’s rights.>° This allows me to explore from a new perspective the connections
between the ILO politics of women'’s work and the broader activism aimed at anchoring
the equality of women's status in international law during the interwar period.

Finally, my study builds on the scholarship concerning the expansion of international
politics and governance during the twentieth century. The emergence of international
gender politics with a more overarching and comprehensive mandate formed a part of
this process.>' The quarrel surrounding women-specific labor law was neither resolved
nor were its framings in terms of gender and class fundamentally altered during the
course of the international contention over women’s equal status in the 1930s. Yet the
changing definition and enlargement of the ILO’s and the League’s mandate with regard
to women'’s status, which were generated throughout the course of these events, consti-
tuted an important step in the evolvement of international gender politics and the global
construction of gender.

In the following section, | shall first discuss how issues of gender and class shaped the
conflict surrounding special labor ‘protection’ or, put differently, working women'’s ‘dis-
crimination’ in international labor politics, and how this contention began to shape the
evolving international gender politics of the interwar period. The second section explores
how the related tensions translated into an encounter over, and a particular political
settlement of, the institutional division of labor with regard to gender politics between
the League of Nations and the ILO. The third section discusses some of the ensuing
encounters between the League, the ILO, and the women internationalists, and provides
a few glimpses into the relevance of the events of the 1930s with regard to the
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development of international gender politics after 1945. It also sheds light on the key
implications of the political settlement reached in Geneva during the 1930s.

1. Labor internationalism and women'’s rights: the ILO and the rise of a
liberal vision for gender equality in international law, 1920s-1932

The international struggle surrounding the politics of women’s work was driven by three
different policy visions that become discernible if we consider the class and gender impli-
cations of each of these visions within the given historical context.>? Opponents and sup-
porters of woman-specific labor law strongly disagreed about the impact class had in the
world of work in terms of legal gender difference. Those who supported woman-specific
labor law sought to curb class exploitation in the world of work, including the specific
exploitation of women workers, by introducing or maintaining gender difference in labor
law. Inspired by the aim to achieve gains for the working class, or else to reduce class dis-
tance in the world of work, they were ready to tolerate or advocate gender distance in
labor law if this would benefit such progressive class policies. By contrast, those who advo-
cated gender equality in labor law argued that only equality could curb class exploitation
in the world of work. This was because equal legal conditions for female and male mem-
bers of the working class as a whole would, in the longer term, contribute to the strength-
ening of the workers’ position, whereas gender difference in labor law resulted in both
women'’s gendered disadvantage and gender-specific exploitation in the world of work.
As ‘long as restrictions placed on the woman as a worker make certain processes monopo-
lies for men and so limit her choice of employment’, women workers were inevitably
driven ‘into ... the low-grade, unskilled and less well-paid employments. ... [T]he regula-
tion of conditions of work equally applied to both sexes may be true protection of the
worker’.>*> Opponents of woman-specific labor regulations thus opposed gender distance
in labor law, arguing that such distance weakened women's position in the world of work
compared to men (not just in terms of class), and was detrimental to the position of the
working class as a whole.

Against the background of these contradictory overall approaches, the actors involved
in the conflict on special labor protection pursued three types of strategy with regard to
reforming labor law. One group of actors and organizations prioritized legal equality
between women and men over policy goals related to class. Internationally, the Open
Door International (ODI) emerged as a key proponent of unconditional legal equality in
labor law. When referring to reforms or amendments of pre-existing labor laws, and to
pre-given gender in/equality in labor law, legal equality feminists opposed both the reten-
tion and the introduction of legal inequality between men and women in labor law. They
were thus willing to accept that pre-existing legal inequality between women and men in
labor law would be abolished by revoking existing sex-specific labor standards, or by
introducing gender-neutral measures that came with a lower level of protection. In other
words, they accepted an overall curbing of legal labor protection standards, implying a
widening of class distance in labor law, in order to avoid the emergence, or achieve the
abolition of, gender distance within labor law. Such an approach was untenable for a sec-
ond group of actors, who refused to prioritize gender over class concerns and vice versa,
and a third group who prioritized class over gender concerns and/or advocated woman-
specific standards for reasons which cannot be determined through analysis of the
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relationship between gender and class in labor law.>* The principal aim of the second
group was to achieve high standards of labor protection, i.e. to narrow class distance and
arrive at gender equality in labor law. When confronted with pre-existing special labor
protection for women, these actors would demand the inclusion of men in such protective
standards, a move combining the promotion of gender equality with class gain. Some of
these actors also advocated the introduction or strengthening of woman-specific labor
law - even though this implied a narrowing of class distance in labor law at the expense
of gender equality — as a strategic first or intermediate step towards better labor protec-
tion for all. In addition, in reference to the world of work, they would argue that in times
of pronounced capital pressure on labor, any questioning of pre-existing women-specific
standards was likely to indeed result in an overall weakening or abolition of labor protec-
tion measures, and thus to a widening of class distance in labor law. The International
Labour Office®® and its close allies among the women internationalists certainly belonged
to or tended towards the second group of actors when advocating woman-specific labor
law. In his report laid before the 1927 session of the International Labour Conference, ILO
Director Albert Thomas responded directly to what he perceived of as a ‘cry of “equality
first” by ‘extremists in feminist organisations’ who were ‘preparing to carry on a strong
campaign against any legislation which differentiates between the sexes’. Thomas argued
that ‘historically special measures for the protection of women have never constituted a
serious obstacle to their employment, but have rather paved the way for the protection of
workers in general’*® For legal equality feminists, who posited legal gender equality as
the singular most important goal, this type of world view, which invoked class issues as a
motivating factor behind a politics of temporary gendered legal difference, was
untenable.

Considering the complexities of how the approach to the relationship between gender
distance and class distance shaped the thinking and strategies of the protagonists in the
struggle over labor protection allows us to refine our understanding of the historical con-
tention concerning special labor protection. The simple juxtaposition between protection-
ists who purportedly prioritized the question of class — or ‘social justice’ — vs. egalitarians
prioritizing equality, which continues to characterize much of the scholarship on this his-
tory,?” is misleading. The interaction between gender and class concerns, as well as poli-
tics related to race and global inequality,*® which informed the evolving international
gender politics of the 1920s and 1930s, was more complex. In addition, the world eco-
nomic crisis and the rise of authoritarianism in the 1930s heightened the internationalists’
sense of urgency as they endeavored to ensure and protect women'’s rights with the help
of the international organizations seated in Geneva.*

The chain of events that would culminate in the dispute over women'’s status in interna-
tional law was set in motion in the middle of the 1920s. By this time, legal equality feminists
were increasingly exerting pressure on international actors and organizations to do away
with their commitment to, or tolerance for, special labor protection. This was primarily in
response to the (perceived) power of the ILO and its politics of internationalizing and
expanding woman-specific labor law. None of the ILO’s Conventions could overrule the law
of nations and empires — they were binding only if ratified - yet they certainly influenced
legal development around the world. Legal equality feminists were also concerned about
the politics pursued by the more traditional networks of women internationalists that
continued to support (some) woman-specific labor legislation. Important socialist or social-
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democratic networks of women internationalists supported the ILO in principle (internal
disagreement on special labor protection for women notwithstanding). This was the case
with the International Committee of Trade Union Women of the International Federation of
Trade Unions (IFTU) — with Hélene Burniaux, Jeanne Chevenard, Gertrud Hanna and others
as prominent representatives — and the International Women's Committee of the Labour
and Socialist International (LSI), in which Marie Juchacz, Doroty Kluszynska, Alice Pels,
Adelheid Popp, Martha Tausk and others played an important role.*’

Between 1928 and 1931, legal equality feminists set up, or were instrumental in setting
up, new international organizations, among them the Inter-American Commission of
Women (CIM), the Equal Rights International (ERI), and the aforementioned Open Door
International (ODI) with Chrystal Macmillan, Elizabeth Abbott, Rosa Welt Strauss and
others as prominent representatives. The foundation of the Liaison Committee of
Women'’s International Organisations (LC), and the composition of this Committee, were
influenced by these changes.*' The establishment of the ODI, whose focus was exclusively
on labor legislation, was a response to the politics of the ILO and the decisions taken by
the IAW in the 1920s,** which had ‘left us without an International body equipped for
dealing with the various attacks on women'’s right to work made by the International
Labour Organisation’.*?

The idea of an overarching international treaty or convention on women'’s status to be
devised and adopted by the League of Nations — now envisioned as prescribing strict legal
equality between women and men — was born in this context. Such a treaty was designed
to both delegitimize, or prohibit, the enshrining of legal difference between women and
men in international law, and to invite and push states to commit themselves to legal
equality between the sexes in their national legislature.** The intention to delegitimize
and reverse the international gender politics of the ILO was a key motivating factor behind
the international campaign for such a treaty. The ‘International Discriminations’ enacted
by the ILO were to be replaced by ‘International Rights’,**> and the ILO was to be pressured
into committing itself to a politics of legal equality in international labor law. The propo-
nents of the equal rights treaty argued ‘that ... it would be perfectly possible for the same
League, which passes Conventions placing legal disabilities on women’s work, to pass a
Convention prohibiting the placing of legal disabilities on women’s work’.*® In other
words, the idea was to press for an international commitment to full legal equality
between women and men, an idea which contradicted the ‘long-held international princi-
ple that the status of women was a matter of domestic jurisdiction alone’.*’ The League of
Nations was to present itself as the designer and guardian of such an overarching concept
of international gender politics, and to invite empires and states to adopt it. The question
of what, in terms of labor law, would replace special protection for women was not
addressed in the treaty, leaving the relevant prospective decision-making at the discretion
of the ILO and the ratifying states. The approach legal equality feminists had long been
pursuing in national contexts was thus enlarged so as to include international law and its
relationship to domestic law. On countless occasions, legal equality feminists voiced their
basic sympathy for gender-neutral labor protection. Yet they always refrained from
demanding any concrete measures enacting such forms of labor protection since this
would compromise their legal equality and gender-first or solely gender-based stance -
and now the same approach was being taken to the treaty and their international cam-
paign. In contradistinction to the international gender policies pursued by the ILO, the
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treaty concept was void of any reference to progressive class policies and thus amenable
to involvement with retrograde class policies. In 1931, the ODI declared that it was ‘imper-
ative’ that the ILO’s Night Work (Women) Convention ‘shall be either abrogated or so
altered that it applies to men and women equally’.*® In 1933, the ERI requested that the
Governing Body of the ILO consider the ‘denunciation’ of the Convention.*®

The International Labour Office — not least in response to the mounting tide of legal
equality feminism — in the meantime condensed its politics of women'’s work, which was
conceived of as progressive class and gender policies, into a clear-cut double doctrine. It
was possible and necessary, argued Director Albert Thomas in his report laid before the
1930 session of the International Labour Conference, ‘to define separate fields of opera-
tion for the principle of the protection of the working women in industry, as such, and the

principle of equal rights for women’.>®

2. The ‘status of women’ and the relationship between the League of
Nations and the ILO, 1933-1935

From 1933 onwards, endeavors to induce the League of Nations into a more extensive
engagement with women'’s issues entered a new stage. A Resolution adopted by the
Seventh International Conference of American States in Montevideo in 1933 and a related
draft international treaty formed an important springboard for this development.
Together the two documents can be considered to be of particular relevance to the rela-
tionship between gender and class in international gender politics. The draft treaty —
which was a sideline initiative signed independently by just four states, and never came
into force — was inspired by the overarching equal rights treaty promoted by legal equality
feminists. Ratifying states were to ensure that ‘men and women shall have equal rights
throughout the territory subject to their respective jurisdictions’. The Resolution on Civil
and Political Rights of Women, which, by contrast, was supported by the Conference itself,
eclipsed the question of labor law and represented a partial and gradualist alternative. It
invited the governments of the American states, insofar as ‘their own constitution and cus-
tom would permit, to establish the maximum of equality between men and women in all
matters pertaining to the possession, enjoyment and exercise of civil and political rights.”’
A few months after the Montevideo Conference, on 26 September 1934, delegations rep-
resenting 10 Central and South American states requested the President of the League of
Nations to include on the Assembly’s agenda ‘the entire status of women, giving particular
attention’ to the Montevideo treaty, describing it as designed ‘to remove all legal distinc-
tions based on sex’. On 15 May 1935, the Secretary-General communicated the letter and
the text of both the treaty and the Resolution of Montevideo to the Assembly, the Council,
and the Members of the League.*”

This sequence of events triggered a wave of interaction between the ILO, the women
internationalists, and the League of Nations with regard to the question of a possible
League action on the equal legal status of women. The fact that the League was under
pressure to address this question was a historical novelty signaling two political changes.
On the one hand, the treaty of Montevideo gave evidence that it might be possible for a
group of real-existing states to agree upon a real-existing, comprehensively phrased equal
rights treaty. The vision of a League of Nations Convention on the subject, and thus the
idea of a more overarching international gender