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

Susan Zimmermann

ABSTRACT
This study brings together the often disparate scholarship on the
League of Nations and the ILO. It follows the interactions between
the League, women internationalists, and the ILO, which evolved
around the question of woman-specific labor legislation and the
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.
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This study1 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 women2 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’3 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.4

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).5 International policies began to take on gendered subjects well
before World War I. 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.6 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
League7 came into being as gendered institutions that would pursue a variety of gendered
policies. Established as ‘a permanent organisation for international labour legislation’,8 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.9

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.10 The
meeting of the Inter-Allied Women Suffragists in February 1919 in Paris similarly adopted
an International Charter of Women’s Rights and Liberties.11 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.12

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.13 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.14

The women internationalists were once again present and successful in pushing through
some of their demands.15

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.16 In this study, I 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, I build and expand on several clusters of scholarship. My
study brings together the new scholarship on the gendered history of the League of
Nations17 and the ILO,18 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.19 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.20 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.21 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.22 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.23

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’,24 and the
simple juxtaposition of gender equality versus women’s difference in labor law,25 which
has colored much of the scholarship in the field.26 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.27 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.28 Building on this scholarship, I 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.29 I 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.30 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.31 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, I 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.32 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’.33 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

THE INTERNATIONAL HISTORY REVIEW 5

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
E

U
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

0:
17

 1
6 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



relationship between gender and class in labor law.34 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 Office35 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’.36 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,37 is misleading. The interaction between gender and class concerns, as well as poli-
tics related to race and global inequality,38 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.39

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 H�el�ene 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.40

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.41 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,42 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’.43

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.44 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’,45 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’.46 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’.47 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’.48 In 1933, the ERI requested that the
Governing Body of the ILO consider the ‘denunciation’ of the Convention.49

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’.50

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’.51

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.52

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 politics, appeared less removed from
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reality. On the other hand, the Resolution adopted by the Conference of American States
can be read as a precedent for international action that would eclipse the contentious
issue of woman-specific labor law, or women’s work more generally, from the emerging
doctrine of legal equality between women and men in international governance. The idea
of qualifying the treaty initiative by making a clear distinction between the civil and politi-
cal rights of women, on the one hand, and social questions on the other, was not without
precedent. A Resolution adopted in 1932 by the International Federation of Business and
Professional Women (IFBPW), an organization advocating women’s equal rights and free-
dom in the world of work, as well as certain types of special labor protection, declared
that the Federation ‘is in favour of equal rights as regards the constitutional and civic
rights of women, but the social implications of the Equal Rights Bill are so involved … that
it is felt impossible at this time to take action on the Equal Rights Treaty as a whole’.53

The years 1934 and 1935 witnessed substantial interaction between the League, the
women internationalists, and the International Labour Office. Legal equality feminists
demanded, in no uncertain terms, that any possible equal rights treaty of the League of
Nations ‘should be such that ratification by a Government would involve … the denuncia-
tion of all unequal International Conventions which it has ratified’54 – an obvious refer-
ence to the ILO’s women-only Conventions. In turn, during these years, the ILO began to
reflect on the relationship between its double doctrine and strategy introduced above,
and the evolving tension between the treaty idea and women-specific labor protection.
From this point onwards, the ILO doctrine came to be of vital importance for the construc-
tion of the League’s policies on women’s status. The pre-existing legal status of the ILO,
the policies pursued by the League Secretariat in accordance with the Assembly initiative
of 1934, and the old and new strategies of women internationalists informed the related
interactions. These interactions were to bring about important innovation in the emerging
international gender politics as compared to both the earlier vision of an overarching and
comprehensive equal rights doctrine, and the earlier ideas for a Women’s Charter, which
had all specified various thematically organized policy goals.

In January 1935, the Council of the League of Nations authorized the Secretary-General
to seek and circulate ‘statements from the women’s international organizations’ on the
‘status of women’, and it was evident that this question would be put on the agenda of
the League Assembly in September 1935.55 Marguerite Thibert, the representative at the
International Labour Office responsible for matters concerning women’s work,56 engaged
intensely with the complexities of the situation early on. In a memorandum dated April
1935, she contemplated and devised a number of road maps for ILO action. In pursuance
of the Office’s strategy of claiming the ILO’s ‘exclusive prerogative’ to deal with certain
agendas, Thibert now aimed to eclipse the question of woman-specific labor protection
from any possible League action on the matter. At the same time, she developed innova-
tive thinking on how to claim ILO responsibilities within the context of the League starting
to phrase gender politics in more overarching terms.57

‘In a private capacity’, Thibert advised leaders of the women’s organizations to aim, ‘in
the spirit of political realism’, to ‘reduce’ possible League action to political rights and
some ‘clearly defined’ civil rights issues.58 Thibert argued that such a course of action
would improve the chances of achieving some form of tangible League action: in other
words, real results. Yet, Thibert knew that faced with the reality of economic depression,
even members of women’s organizations in favor of special labor protection might not
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feel comfortable with such a minimalist strategy. Since, in response to mounting unem-
ployment, many countries had already taken measures encroaching on women’s right to
work, even supporters of the ILO’s policies felt that it was important to stick to a broad
concept of equality. ‘[F]or many the essential aim of the action undertaken appears to be
opposing’ attacks against women’s right to work. Yet, any such encompassing formula-
tions entailed ‘dangers of interpretation’ with regard to special labor law, and Thibert
claimed she had even ‘been told’ that ‘certain extremist organizations’ were planning a
‘preamble that would speak about legal equality in the matter of labor legislation’. This
idea indeed prefigured what would become reality in 1945, when the Preamble of the
Charter of the United Nations would include the reaffirmation of ‘the equal rights of men
and women’ without any further qualifications. Back in 1935,Thibert, in response to the
dangers she identified and the various propositions floating around, considered an
inverted course of action, namely ‘an interpretation to the contrary, clearly excluding the
protective legislation for women workers from the field of application of the treaty’. She
expressed her hope that this idea could be put forward by the labor and socialist women
organized in the Women committees of the IFTU and the LSI. Thibert considered it ‘logical
that a treaty prepared by the Assembly of the League of Nations does not concern the leg-
islation for women workers for which the International Labour Organisation is solely
responsible’. She concluded her elaboration in an overtly optimistic tone, connecting the
ILO’s double doctrine with pre-existing and future constitutional and international law. In
a number of countries, including the Soviet Union, modern constitutions already con-
tained a proclamation of the ‘abolition of all privileges of sex’, and easily combined this
principle with special protection for women’s work. A generalized League statement
regarding the equality between women and men thus might not even ultimately endan-
ger special labor protection, and trade union women might be well advised to state this
argument before the League Assembly.

Soon thereafter, Thibert and M. J. Morellet, Chief of the Legal Service of the International
Labour Office, agreed that a convention eventually prepared by the League of Nations
‘ought not to concern the regulation of conditions of labor which falls under the compe-
tence of the ILO’. Thibert informed the Chief of the Labour Conditions Section of the Office
that in order to ‘avoid any difficulty of interpretation in the future, he [Morellet] thinks that
it would evidently be preferable’ if a statement or resolution was prepared which would
clearly indicate ‘that the protective legislation for the health of women workers is excluded
from such regulation or study’.59 At this point, Thibert continued to use language that in
concrete terms evoked labor legislation for women workers. Yet, on behalf of the ILO, she
had conceived the idea that a general statement should be sought to the effect of exclud-
ing this policy area from any new gender politics that might be devised by the League.

The leadership of the International Labour Office was slow in responding to, or even
unaware of, the ‘dangers’ built into the League Assembly’s upcoming engagement with
the status of women to which Thibert so desperately aimed to alert them. In June 1935,
ILO Director Harold Butler, while claiming to ‘realize the difficulty of the situation’ with
regard to the ‘Equal Rights Treaty’, informed the League that the ILO was not willing to
undertake an inquiry into ‘the question of protective legislation for women’, while the rest
of the legislation potentially affected by the ‘equal rights’ demands was ‘outside of our
sphere’.60 Yet, Marguerite Thibert insisted that those responsible at the International
Labour Office must seriously engage with the matter. She tried to push the Office to
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support a course of action that was ‘likely’ to be proposed by a number of large women’s
organizations, namely that the League should, as a first step, mandate a ‘study on the
existing legal situation’. The International Labour Office would participate in this work
by updating and extending its pre-existing studies on ‘labor legislation’.61 Thibert co-
operated closely with Gabrielle Radziwill, who was responsible at the League Secretariat
for liaising with women’s organizations. Both women worked to convince the leadership
of their respective institutions that in view of the increasing attacks on women’s right to
work, and because women’s organizations were eager to engage the League with their
various agendas and women’s issues more generally, it would be a mistake if the League
or the ILO simply warded off the whole ‘affair’.62 In addition, Thibert was keen to finally
see the convocation of a meeting of the IFTU Women’s committee, and to ensure that the
committee would generate its own memorandum addressed to the League, alongside
the statements already submitted by many other women’s organizations.63 At the latest
possible moment, such a memorandum was indeed submitted. It ‘urgently’ drew the
attention of the League ‘to the fact that … the examination of any social aspect, and of
labour legislation, is and should remain the exclusive domain’ of the ILO.64 This phrasing
was expansive compared to the wording Thibert had used when communicating with her
superiors and colleagues. The IFTU Women’s committee was included in the group of
representatives from several women’s organizations who were received by the Director-
General of the League of Nations in September 1935.65

The Secretariat of the League of Nations and the International Labour Office took their
formal decisions on how to handle the contentious issue of women’s special protection in
labor law and the question of the involvement of the Office and the ILO in the ‘status of
women’ only a few days before the opening of the 1935 session of the Assembly. On
5 September, Hugh McKinnon Wood, officer of the League Secretariat and Secretary of
the First Committee of the League Assembly on legal issues, which was to discuss the ‘Sta-
tus of Women’, turned to ILO Director Harold Butler. McKinnon Wood – presenting the
‘affair’ in terms similar to those earlier employed by Thibert – informed Butler that putting
the ‘subject’ of the status of women on the Assembly’s agenda ‘raises in a violently contro-
versial manner the question of special industrial protection for women’. Both McKinnon
Wood and the Secretary-General of the League therefore wanted the ILO to be closely
involved with the work of the First Committee. It seemed ‘undesirable that the First Com-
mittee, if it can be prevented, should take any course which might embarrass the Labour
Organisation, to whose competence the question of industrial protection exclusively
belongs’. McKinnon Wood wished to avoid any decision that would commit the League to
pursue an inquiry into the status of women, since such a course of action would, among
other things, ‘prima facie … seem inconvenient for the Labour Organisation unless the
industrial protection part of the subject had in some way been eliminated’.66 In the end, it
was decided that ILO Assistant Director Fernand Maurette would attend the meeting of
the First Committee. Maurette explained to the Committee the constitutional position of
the ILO. He underlined ‘that it was open to any country represented on the Governing
Body of the International Labour Office to submit the question of the status of women
under national laws relating to conditions of employment to the Governing Body at any
time’.67 This element of the status of women fell exclusively under the competence of the
ILO, and the ILO was fully prepared to reserve the right to make any related decisions.
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Maurette’s presence at and performance before the First Committee signaled that the
International Labour Office had, at this point, accepted that its politics of women’s work
effectively constituted one component of a larger politics concerning the ‘status of women’.
His action was effective and a trigger for innovation in international gender politics. The
1935 session of the Assembly of the League of Nations took its decision both building on
the inherited division of labor between the League and the ILO, and taking into consider-
ation the ILO’s response to the emerging politics of women’s status. The draft resolution
submitted by the First Committee, and adopted by the Assembly, merged the question of
woman-specific labor protection into a newly constituted third ‘economic’ pillar – which
absorbed all matters so far variously outlined, for example, as industrial legislation or protec-
tion of the working women – of the League’s emerging politics of ‘women’s status’. It
affirmed the ILO’s competence for action in the third realm. The Assembly Resolution
declared that ‘the terms of the Equal Rights Treaty should be examined in relation to the
existing political, civil and economic status of women under the laws of the countries of
the world’. It went on to add that ‘the question of conditions of employment, whether of
men or women’ fell under the competence of the ILO. Therefore, the League was to receive
information – from governments and women’s organizations – that exclusively dealt with
the ‘political and civil status of women’, while the ILO was invited ‘in accordance with its
normal procedure, [to] undertake an examination of those aspects of the problem within its
competence – namely, the question of equality under labour legislation’; it was hoped that
the ILO would ‘in the first place, examine the question of legislation which affects discrimi-
nations, some of which may be detrimental to women’s right to work’.68

The Assembly Resolution of 1935 thus established the vision of a comprehensive interna-
tional gender politics characterized by the distinction between the ‘political and civil’ status
of women – to be addressed by the League of Nations – and issues related to women’s
‘economic’ status, including women’s work, which were to be addressed by the ILO. The
term ‘economic status’ of women had been in use in Geneva in the run-up to the Assembly
session in September 1935. In its memorandum laid before the League, the IFBPW had
referred to the ‘economic status of women’ as one crucial pillar of any overall inquiry on
‘the whole status of women’. The memorandum had been shared with the ILO before the
opening of the 1935 session, together with a second document which gave extracts from
publications of the Women’s Bureau of the United States Department of Labor on the ‘eco-
nomic status’ of business and professional women.69 Soon after the Assembly had adopted
the status of women Resolution, this League statement was referred to in many quarters,
including the League Secretariat itself, as the Resolution on the ‘political, civil, and economic
status of women’,70 and reference to women’s ‘economic status’ would be a term regularly
used in relation to the ensuing ILO action in the years to come.

3. Gender, class, and women’s economic status: the international reworking
of an old conflict, 1935–1938 and beyond

The Assembly decision of 1935 marked a ‘watershed’ in the history of international gender
policies,71 and not simply in terms of advancing the women’s rights agenda on the inter-
national plane. The institutional and political distinction in international law and politics
between separate arenas of gender policies triggered by the Resolution reflected long-
standing divisions and tensions in the women’s movement which reached back into the
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nineteenth century and had become increasingly internationalized after the establish-
ment of the ILO in 1919. At the same time, the Resolution was innovative in terms of how
it captured and reworked these tensions, and because it enshrined an innovative ‘solution’
to these tensions into international law. The Resolution inscribed a political and legal dis-
tinction between policies referring to the ‘economic status’ of women, as opposed to all
other policies related to women’s status, into the relationship between the League of
Nations and the ILO, whose objective in 1919 had been defined – much more narrowly –
as the ‘improvement’ of ‘conditions of labour’ worldwide.72 The exchanges in the months
leading up to the 1935 session of the League Assembly shed light on the fluidity of the
scenarios envisioned by many actors on how the emerging politics of women’s status
might relate to this inherited institutional background.

The division of labor generated in 1935 with regard to the new international politics of
women’s status was to have ambiguous consequences. It can be argued that in the long
term it hampered the interconnection between international gender politics and progres-
sive class policies, while at the same time contributing to the recognition and advance-
ment of important women’s interests and demands internationally. These contradictory
tendencies arose against the backdrop of three distinctive implications of the 1935
Resolution.

First, the distinction between the ‘political and civil’, on the one hand, and the ‘eco-
nomic’ on the other, had important consequences in terms of the character of and differ-
entiation between gender policies to be pursued in each of the two settings. Read against
the – conflicting and overlapping – interests that had given rise to it in the first place, it is
apparent that this distinction was driven by and likely to give credence to the idea that
gender politics might only be combined with other types of (self-identified) progressive
policies in the third – the ‘economic’ – sphere. At the time, the politics of woman-specific
labor protection was the only area of women’s policy where a major international actor,
the ILO, argued systematically against (immediate) legal equality between women and
men, pointing to the potentially adverse class implications of such equality in the realm of
labor law.

In turn, broadly conceived equality between women and men became the leading
cause of the politics to be pursued within the other two League-dominated realms of
women’s status politics. This remained the case even though women internationalists con-
tinued to disagree on a number of issues pertaining to these two realms. Legal equality
politics, which had been gaining ground in the international sphere since the late 1920s,
could have political implications in the realm of ‘political and civil’ rights that were not dis-
similar to the implications of the legal equality scenario when applied to the question of
labor protection. Suffrage feminism based on the same principle had long pursued a poli-
tics of strict neutrality with regard to the possible exclusion of women and men who, for
example, did not own property or who paid less than a required minimum in taxes, within
a given electoral system, as long as this system was built on gender-neutral legal suffrage
regulations. This was the case even though leading feminists who were approving of such
an approach were fully dedicated, in principle, to the ideal of democracy, or the well-being
of the working population.73 In other words, legal equality politics had long epitomized a
type of liberal feminism with regard not only to women’s economic but also to their civil
and political legal status, which conceptually and politically was sharply detached from
progressive (or retrograde) class politics and other politics challenging (or deepening)
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inequalities other than those between women and men. After 1935, it was thus hard to
imagine any successful political intervention into the League portion of the politics of
women’s status that would be at a counter-purpose to such gender-only framings.

Accordingly, the voice of important sectors of international labor feminism, pursuing
both progressive gender and progressive class interests, was effectively stymied within
the League’s relevant activities. In 1936 and 1937, many international women’s organiza-
tions responded to the League’s call for the provision of information on the civil and polit-
ical status of women in all countries of the world.74 Neither the Women’s committee of
the IFTU nor (in all likelihood) the LSI Women’s committee contributed to this collection
of documents. This can be read as an indication of the fact that after the establishment of
a clear-cut division of labor between the League and the ILO, with regard to the politics of
women’s status, the endeavor of bringing a class perspective to women’s politics in
Geneva was effectively exiled into the realm of the ILO alone. The International conference
of the IFTU women convened in London in 1936 dealt in detail with questions related to
the League decision and inquiry, and considered submitting another memorandum, as
they had done in 1935. Yet, the Resolution adopted at the conference referred exclusively
to the ILO portion of the inquiry and the contribution of the IFTU Women’s committee to
this inquiry.75

In the longer run, the disentanglement of the League’s politics of women’s status from
progressive class policies made legal gender equality or non-discrimination by sex com-
patible with the liberal human rights and equal rights’ agenda which, after World War II,
was enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations and many subsequent documents.76

While economic well-being was regularly invoked in international documents pertaining
to this tradition, to this day the more narrowly defined agenda of women’s equal rights
makes no reference to class. The legal equality paradigm, insofar as it began to inform the
politics of women’s civil and political status in the 1930s, signaled the advancement of a
liberal paradigm of feminism within two of the three dominions constituting the new
international gender politics. This was one of the long-term legacies of the events of the
1930s which deserves more scholarly attention than it has so far attracted.

The second key problem generated by the 1935 Resolution concerned the fact that
shielding the politics of woman-specific labor protection under the label of women’s ‘eco-
nomic status’ and within a separate, third dominion of the international politics of wom-
en’s status was, in essence, a defensive strategy. The separation conveyed the message
that policies such as those outlined by the ILO concerning labor protection had no bearing
whatsoever on gender politics associated with the other two dominions. The mandate of
the League was considered broader and more general compared to the mandate of the
ILO, and the League enjoyed singular institutional status in the internationalism and
global governance of the interwar period (even though its Conventions, just as those of
the ILO, had no power to overrule national law and were binding only if ratified). This
political setting generated, or reinforced, the notion that the ILO’s policies of special labor
protection constituted an isolated particularism of limited political relevance within the
emerging international politics of women’s status. The ILO’s own argument, namely that
special labor protection for women constituted an intermediate step on the historical
road towards more and equal labor protection for all workers, and that technological and
other progress in the world of labor might make some types of special protection for
women unnecessary in the future, reinforced such a perception.
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By the late 1930s, it had already become evident that this constellation invited con-
stant attacks on the international politics of special labor protection, and, by extension,
on any possible systematic connection between a politics on women’s ‘economic’ status
and progressive class politics as devised by the ILO. Mary Anderson, Director of the Wom-
en’s Bureau at the US Department of Labor and an important supporter of the ILO’s
course of action, voiced her concern that equal rights policies, as associated with the
League of Nation’s status of women politics, already had an expansive character in 1936.
She observed that Marguerite Thibert’s judgment that should the Assembly adopt ‘a Con-
vention on equal rights’, this ‘could only concern civil and political rights’, actually might
not capture the whole picture. Anderson warned that the wording of the Montevideo
treaty was ‘so broad that … any law … that is not the same for men and women, will be
annulled’.77 While the exchange between Anderson and Thibert certainly mirrored the
fact that Anderson was less familiar with what was going on in Geneva at the time, it still
pointed to an inherent weakness of the arrangement the ILO had reached. Any status of
women convention adopted by the League certainly would be based on the concept of
women’s equal political and civil rights, and this would build up pressure on the ILO and
its allies to come up with a similarly overarching action based on the same principle
within the ‘economic’ sphere. Such pressure soon began to make itself felt. In line with
the 1935 Assembly Resolution, the League invited the governments and the women’s
organizations to submit memoranda on women’s political and civil status. In February
1936, in a letter to the Secretary-General of the League, the LC expressed its concern that
these memoranda could not ‘estimate properly the position of any class or section of the
community’ without taking into account the ‘economic status and opportunities’ of
women and men. At this point, the International Labour Office refused to consider these
concerns.78 As soon as the Office entered into the process of implementing the 1935
Assembly Resolution, insofar as it concerned the ILO, the ERI and the ODI once again, but
this time with reference to the Resolution, challenged the legitimacy of special labor pro-
tection. The organizations protested against the interpretation of the League Assembly
proceedings which the Office had communicated to the ILO’s Governing Body. The legal
equality feminists who were members of these two organizations claimed that the First
Committee of the Assembly of the League of Nations, in contradistinction to the reading
proposed by the Office, in no way had ‘implicitly recognised the necessity of special pro-
tective legislation for women’, and that any reading of the Assembly Resolution stipulat-
ing that special labor protection was not to be considered discrimination was incorrect
and mistaken.79

In April 1936, the Information Section of the League of Nations issued a communiqu�e
on ‘The Status of Women’ which rang alarm bells for Marguerite Thibert – and not for the
first time. The communiqu�e referred at length to the ‘broadly based enquiry’ the League
had ‘set on foot’. It pointed to the documents women’s organizations were soon to submit
to the League that would address ‘the common experience of the working woman, the
professional woman, the wife and the mother’, as well as the effects of the economic
depression on women’s work, among other issues.80 And this was not the only encroach-
ment on ILO territory contained in the communiqu�e.

Marguerite Thibert did not hesitate to address the issue head-on, and even abandoned
the usual diplomatic wording. The text, she instructed Mary McGeachy, senior assistant at
the Information Section of the Secretariat of the League of Nations,81 ‘gives an entirely
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wrong impression about the decisions taken’ by the International Labour Office. In certain
passages, the communiqu�e contained ‘manifest errors which can give rise to interpreta-
tions most dangerous to us’, for instance, when stating that the Assembly Resolution had
‘requested’ the ILO ‘to look again into the international labour Conventions … drawn up
… during the past fifteen years to see whether any of these may, in their endeavour to
protect the health and well-being of women engaged in industrial and other work, actu-
ally be detrimental to women’s right to work’. Neither would the Office engage in any
such examination, nor had any of the members of the First Committee of the Assembly of
the League of Nations suggested that it should do so. Marguerite Thibert rebuked her col-
league at the Secretariat of the League of Nations, stating that rather than relying on dan-
gerous misrepresentations such as those contained in the communiqu�e, the Office itself
would ‘try to give the necessary publication to the decisions’ it had taken: ‘I beg you
urgently to suspend the distribution of this communiqu�e’. It was important that ‘our two
organizations limit themselves very strictly in the distribution of information to the field of
their respective competence with regard to the question of the Women’s Statute’ and to
ensure that any receipt, exchange, and distribution of information was channeled in such
a way that it mirrored this strict division of labor.82

These and other conflicts and interventions surrounding the newly established division
of labor between the League and the LLO with regard to women’s status formed part of a
larger movement aimed at putting pressure on the ILO to do away with its special protec-
tion policies. Only a few months after the League of Nations’ 1935 decision, women’s
organizations expressed their hope that the wider ‘question of the status of women in
industry’might be put on the agenda of the 1936 session of the International Labour Con-
ference.83 This phrasing visibly built and expanded on the wording of the item ‘Women’s
Status’, which had been on the agenda of the 1935 League Assembly. Invoking the divi-
sion of tasks between the two organizations, the request aimed to induce the ILO to
broaden and deepen its engagement with issues of women’s work. Legal equality femi-
nists, for their part – outraged by the League Resolution that was ‘bad for the woman
worker’84 – pressed for the submission of a ‘resolution on the principle of equality’ to be
laid before the delegates of the International Labour Conference.85 Both Marguerite Thi-
bert and ILO Director Harold Butler worked hard to convince the proponents of these
ideas that the action they demanded was doomed to failure. The propositions, of the legal
equality feminists in particular, entailed the ‘danger… so seriously to alienate the Govern-
ing Body that it might refuse to examine even the most reasonable requests submitted to
it by women’s organisations’. The Office also sought to mobilize its own allies among the
women internationalists to support the ILO in countering such plans.86

In the end, the 1936 session of the International Labour Conference was saved from a
formal response to the initiatives mentioned above. However, when the same session of
the Conference adopted the Recruiting of Indigenous Workers Convention, 1936 (No. 50),
it omitted those highly paternalistic, gender-specific stipulations the Office had originally
planned for.87

The questioning of the legitimacy of the ILO’s women-only Conventions, as encour-
aged by the rise of an international politics of women’s equal status rooted in a liberal-
feminist paradigm, was to have repercussions throughout international gender politics
well beyond the 1930s. To be sure, the United Nations, even though committed to ‘the
equal rights of men and women’, was in its first two decades far from pursuing an

16 S. ZIMMERMANN

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

C
E

U
 L

ib
ra

ry
] 

at
 0

0:
17

 1
6 

N
ov

em
be

r 
20

17
 



expansive agenda of women’s equal rights. In the early decades of the Cold War, women
committed to official state-socialist policy doctrines, which aimed to combine the gender
equality agenda with progressive class politics, pushed hard for this double agenda within
the UN rather than the ILO.88 By the 1980s, however, in the context of the global rise of
neoliberalism, the progressive class politics of the ILO would again be challenged,89 just
as the case had been in the economic and political crisis of the 1930s. CEDAW, adopted
by the UN in 1979, provided one springboard for questioning the legality of the ILO’s
women-only Conventions.90 A key women’s rights treaty that entered international law in
the second half of the twentieth century, CEDAW was grounded in a strong commitment
to legal equality between women and men, and contained anti-discrimination measures
as well.91 Encounters related to CEDAW and involving the ILO showcased the problematic
implications with regard to the class orientation of the politics of women’s work of the
international division of labor as established between the ILO and the League of Nations
in the 1930s, and sustained between the ILO and the United Nations after 1945. After the
adoption of CEDAW, the ILO saw itself confronted with the ‘concern’ of several govern-
ments regarding the ‘possible incompatibility between the UN Convention and ILO instru-
ments’ – such as the Night Work (Women) Convention of 1948 and the Underground
Work (Women) Convention of 1935 – ‘which might result in the inability to ratify the UN
Convention without previous denunciation of conflicting ILO instruments’.92 The Interna-
tional Labour Office reacted defensively. In a note prepared in 1984, it stated that during
the negotiation of CEDAW, ‘the most radical position, i.e. the requirement that such legis-
lation should be repealed immediately, did not prevail in the final text’. The ‘Convention
does not expressly ask for such a step to be taken’.93 Still, the ILO was now forced into
negotiations between equality politics and its women-only instruments that implicitly
acknowledged the power of its opponents who mobilized the legal equality doctrine. In
line with its own view, established during the interwar years, that in the longer run tech-
nological and other developments in the world of work might render certain women-only
standards superfluous, the Office pointed out that in accordance with CEDAW, the ILO
member states were to periodically review ‘protective legislation’; following such review,
they ‘might need to denounce the relevant ILO Conventions at the appropriate time’.94 A
few years later, the ILO, with regard to its politics of restricting night work, gave in to pres-
sure to establish legal equality between women and men – without being able to ensure
that the replacement of women-specific regulations by gender-neutral rules would be
accompanied by the successful international promotion of progressive class politics. In
fact, the opposite happened. In 1990, the ILO adopted a new, gender-neutral Night Work
Convention. The Convention was ‘elastic’ in terms of the forms the restriction of night
work could take, but inclusive in terms of the labor relations it covered. It received little
ratification. In the early 2000s, an ILO Expert Committee concluded that ‘there is a risk of a
complete deregulation of night work through the removal of all protective measures for
women and the failure to replace them with a legislation offering appropriate protection
to all night workers’.95 By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the liberal legal equal-
ity paradigm had become increasingly dominant in high-level international gender
politics.

The third major implication of the 1935 Assembly Resolution, and the establishment of
the politics of women’s status with its divided responsibilities, was a broadening and
more women-friendly engagement with working women’s lives and interests
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internationally, including within the ILO. The establishment of the new paradigm at the
League of Nations, and the pressure it put on the ILO, provided labor feminists working
within and around the ILO with new opportunities to advance their agendas within the
organization. In the latter half of the 1930s, women connected to and involved in ILO poli-
tics successfully advocated for a less restrictive and more inclusive engagement on behalf
of the ILO in terms of questions concerning women’s position and gender policies. Two
developments deserve particular attention in this regard.

First, the League’s 1935 invitation that the ILO would undertake ‘in accordance with its
normal procedure’ an examination of ‘the question of equality under labour legislation’
and possible gender-specific discriminations in the world of work, was soon translated
into an expansive mandate for a new type of engagement with women’s work at the
International Labour Office. The Governing Body, as per the Director’s request made in
February 1936, entrusted the Office not only to prepare a study which, building on earlier
publications,96 was to update information about women’s (unequal) status in labor law,
but also to ‘collect information on the economic status of women’ in general.97 Interna-
tional women’s organizations had previously lobbied to bring about such an expansive
course of action. Indeed, the IFBPW urged the Office to ‘include not merely the legal situa-
tion, as defined by the [Assembly] Resolution, but the real economic status of women in
each country’, including aspects such as ‘wages, hours of work, possibilities of employ-
ment and training, etc., etc.’ A study was to be launched on ‘the whole question of eco-
nomic status in the light of modern conditions’ and with regard to ‘the actual situation …

both in law and in practice’.98 The IAW, for its part, pressed for ‘a full and objective study’
of labor legislation and conditions of work. ‘We would regard it as the loss of a probably
unique occasion if the examination were to be limited in any way, such as by the consider-
ation that some discriminations are widely held, by both men and women, to be beneficial
to women and not detrimental to their right of work’.99

As a result of the decision taken by the Governing Body, Marguerite Thibert and her
team soon launched a large-scale study on women’s work which significantly transgressed
the inherited scope of interest prevailing in the Office. The framing of this study spoke to
an elaborate understanding of the questions to be addressed by an ‘enquiry on the eco-
nomic aspects of women’s work’. Besides the development of women’s employment and
unemployment, the study was to focus on ‘vocational training open to women’, the ‘com-
parative rates of men’s and women’s wages’, and the ‘family circumstances of gainfully
employed women and their responsibility, if any, for dependents’.100 The Correspondence
Committee on Women’s Work, which included important leaders from the international
organizations of labor and trade union women,101 and relevant occupational organiza-
tions, was to assist the Office in this work; Thibert and her team also invited a long list of
women’s organizations, including the Women’s committees of the LSI and the IFTU, to
contribute to the collection of data.102 In the late 1930s, the initiative dwindled, and by
the time of the outbreak of World War II, only the parallel large-scale study on labor ‘legis-
lation applying specially to women’s work’ around the world was published.103

Second, in 1937, the ILO laid down its own principles with regard to the politics of
women’s status and women’s work, and in so doing assimilated some of the broader
vision for women’s politics that labor feminism had advocated during the interwar years.
The International Labour Conference adopted a Resolution that built on important precur-
sors at the first Labour Conference of the American States that were members of the ILO,
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which was held in January 1936 in Santiago (Chile).104 The ILO Resolution confirmed both
the reframed division of labor between the League of Nations and the ILO with regard to
international gender politics, and the vision that woman-specific circumstances in eco-
nomic life demanded a woman-specific approach in labor policy. Its wording built on the
text of the ‘Women’s Charter’, which US labor feminists – with Mary Anderson as one of
the chief proponents – had developed. The Charter was designed as a ‘laborist’ alternative
to the equal rights treaty.105 Anderson had initially aimed to rally the International Labour
Conference behind the Charter itself, her idea being ‘that it might be incorporated in our
[the ILO’s] constitution’.106 This had caused anxiety in the Office, especially given that the
text of the Charter was inclusive of civil and political rights, and thus threatening to ques-
tion the status quo achieved with the League, or even provoking its protest. It was also
feared that any ILO action on the issue would transform the upcoming Conference session
into a platform for another struggle between supporters of (some) special labor protection
and legal equality feminists.107 Yet a compromise was finally reached, and the text of a
draft resolution submitted by the US government delegates Grace Abbott and Edward
O’Grady was agreeable to the Office. The Resolution adopted was identical to this draft. It
stressed that the ILO had done good work in adopting three Conventions on the special
labor protection of women. Importantly, however, there had been ‘no recognition’ so far
‘by the Conference that much protective legislation would be unnecessary if women
enjoyed equal civil and political rights with men’. While ‘some’ of the ‘principles’ discussed
in the text ‘lie within the competence of other international bodies’, women ‘in addition to
full political and civil rights’ should be ‘protected by legislative safeguards against physi-
cally harmful conditions of employment and economic exploitation, including the safe-
guarding of motherhood’. Women were to be protected, in other words, ‘by social and
labour legislation which world experience has shown to be effective in abolishing the spe-
cial exploitation of women workers’. The Governing Body was instructed to draw the
attention of the governments to these ‘principles’.108 Marguerite Thibert proudly reported
to a public meeting, which the LC held in Geneva at the time, that ‘this resolution was
very feminist in spirit’.109 When, in 1941, the ILO condensed its interwar policies into an
International Labour Code, it released the text of its 1937 Resolution under the heading
‘Principles regarding Women Workers’ in the section ‘Selected Resolutions Embodying
Standards of Social and Economic Policy Adopted by the International Labour
Conference’.110

None of this, however, reduced the immediate pressure on the ILO in the wake of the
1935 Assembly Resolution to do away with special labor protection. In 1936, members of
five important international women’s organizations – representatives of the ICW, the
WILPF, the CIM, the ERI, and the All-Asian Conference of Women – formally addressed the
League of Nations with the demand to amend the League Covenant. They suggested two
additional provisions on suffrage and nationality to be inserted into the League’s constitu-
tion, and recommended a third one, according to which League Members were to ‘under-
take that in their respective countries men and women shall have equal rights in all other
fields’. This document was laid before the First Committee of the Assembly of the League
of Nations, which again discussed the ‘Status of Women’ in 1937.111 In the run-up to the
1937 Assembly, the LC’s newly established (sub-)committee on ‘The Status of Women’
pressed for the League to establish a committee mandated to draft an international con-
vention ‘securing for women “civil, political and legal status based on the principle of the
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equality of the sexes”’.112 Only a few months after the ILO had adopted its own 1937 Reso-
lution on the ‘principles’ of its politics regarding women workers, the Assembly of the
League of Nations declared that ‘in general the trend is for law to develop in the direction
of equality between the sexes’. A ‘comprehensive study’ on ‘the legal status of women in
the various countries of the world’ would be carried out by a committee of experts under
the direction of the League. The competencies of the ILO in terms of the 1935 Resolution,
and the fact that this body was already undertaking the relevant inquiry, were acknowl-
edged.113 No representatives of socialist labor feminism were present when the commit-
tee of experts in charge of the League study during its twelfth session in April 1938 heard
representatives from international women’s organizations.114

4. Conclusion

This study has expounded three lines of reasoning. First, it has maintained that the argu-
ment on woman-specific labor legislation was strongly driven by the contention regarding
the connection between, or disentanglement of, gender in/equality and progressive class
politics in the realm of labor law and the world of work. This argument was at the core of
the debates on women’s economic status from the middle of the 1930s onwards. The
mounting and internationalizing campaign against the ILO’s women-specific instruments
in international labor law signaled the increased acceptance of a political vision of interna-
tional gender politics which disconnected gender equality policies from (what the ILO and
its allies construed as) progressive class policies, and prioritized the pursuance of such
gender equality policies over other equality-related agendas. The campaign functioned as
a driving force for both the establishment at the international level of women’s equality
politics and its liberal framing. Labor women and, after 1945 at the UN, women from the
state-socialist world in particular challenged this framing.

Second, the political and institutional severance between women’s political and civil (as
opposed to their economic) rights and status in the politics of Geneva, which occurred
throughout the course of the argument on, and struggles surrounding, the envisioned
League instrument on women’s status in the 1930s, was not simply based on the pre-
given division of labor between the League of Nations and the ILO. Rather, it sprang from
the political contention over the question of how gender and class ought to relate to each
other in international politics and international law, a contention which had long been at
the core of the political struggle on women’s un/equal status in labor law in many coun-
tries and internationally. As the ILO was dubbed responsible for women’s economic status
and rights, and the League for their political and civil position, the institutional division of
labor between the League of Nations and the ILO was reworked within the context of the
evolving international politics of women’s status. The separation of women’s economic
rights allowed the ILO and its allies to insist on a policy for women workers that was based
on the idea that – under the prevailing circumstances at the time, and as a first step
towards better labor protection for all workers in the future – some forms of legal inequal-
ity between women and men in labor law constituted progressive class policies. In other
words, these actors insisted on connecting gender and class concerns in international
politics.

Third, it was nevertheless the ideological and institutional separation of international
gender politics connected to questions of women’s paid work and associated with (what
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its defenders deemed) progressive class politics from the emerging politics of equal status
within the orbit of the League of Nations that contributed to these labor policies being
deemed an exception. They were increasingly construed as a singular particularity of lim-
ited relevance as compared to the much more general trend towards women’s equal sta-
tus. League politics that were heading towards the latter goal were perceived as more
fundamental or overarching in character, foreshadowing post-1945 developments.

In Geneva’s politics of the second half of the 1930s, this overall constellation proved to
be conducive to both the advancement of the women’s rights agenda and the critical
interrogation of the politics of women’s difference in international labor law. At the time,
women internationalists may well have felt that the ILO’s special labor protection policies
were, at least from a longer term perspective, destined to disappear from the international
stage, regardless of whether they were to be replaced by better protection for all workers.
In the 1930s, there were undoubtedly many voices within the League of Nations and the
women’s organizations involved in the politics of women’s status within, and in the orbit
of, the League who were committed to gradualism with regard to woman-specific labor
protection, and defended some elements thereof. Yet, the act of ‘quarantining’ the ques-
tion of women’s economic status from the League’s emerging equality of status politics
certainly was conducive to the rise and the growing strength of a spectrum of gender-
only equality of status doctrines. This development prefigured trends in late twentieth-
century gender politics and beyond. As in the 1930s, gender equality doctrines made
advances in international gender politics half a century later, at a time when labor
was under enormous pressure. When labor was weak, it was likely that abrogating pre-
existing women-only standards in labor law would result in the overall diminishing of
labor protection. During the neoliberal period, some gender equality doctrines were once
again framed in such a way that they did not rule out policy scenarios which – internation-
ally and within individual states – were inimical in terms of class for many women.
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