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Peasant women are at the forefront of building food sovereignty, linking the
demands for a life free of violence with the practices and knowledge of
agroecology. On March 8, a day of struggle for women all over the world,
peasant women, especially in the Global South, affirm peasant and popular
feminism as a strategy for equality and sovereignty. By sharing this text on the
internationalist origins of the international day of women's struggle, ROOTS
weaves connections between the past and the present, looking towards a future
of equality.

It is generally accepted that International Women’s Day was created in honor
of textile workers killed in a fire in 1857 in New York. Or maybe in 1908 or 1910.
Or even that the celebration, decided in 1910 at the Socialist Women’s



Conference, chose March 8 to commemorate the fire. However, the creation of
International Women’s Day is not linked to the fire that occurred in the United
States: on March 25, 1911, a fire broke out at the Triangle Shirtwaist factory in
New York, in which more than a hundred textile workers, the vast majority of
them women, died. It was a tragic event in the history of working people in the
United States. By that date, however, socialist activists had already approved
the annual International Women’s Day.

In this article, the authors dig into the origins of International Women’s Day,
based on the historical evidence of women’s conferences and reunions around
the world.

Petrograd, 1917. Fototeca Storica Nazionale. Source: Capire.

The main historical reference to the origins of International Women’s Day is
the 2nd International Socialist Women’s Conference held in 1910 in
Copenhagen, Denmark. There, the German socialist leader Clara Zetkin and
other activists presented a resolution with the proposal to officially institute
an International Women’s Day, following the example of the socialists in the
United States.
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From then on, the commemorations went on to have an international
character, expanding across Europe, from the organization and initiative of
socialist women. This resolution and other historical sources prompted
researcher Renée Côté to look for the missing links in the history of
International Women’s Day. Other researchers have also dedicated themselves
to unraveling this story.

Research on the historical sources of the period (newspapers of the time, the
socialist press, and documents of the women’s movement) shows that the
creation of the International Day of Women’s Struggle is the result of
international socialist articulation and that the subsequent definition of the
8th of March for that day of struggle was motivated by the mobilization of
women that triggered the Russian Revolution. In the historical sources, no
record was found that made reference to a fire that took the lives of many
women, and that would have been the motivation for the creation of a day of
women.

Socialists organize in the United States

It is a fact that there were strikes and repression of workers in the period from
the end of the 19th century to the first decade of the 20th century. But none of
these events, so far, had to do with the origin of a women’s day of struggle. For
Renée Côté, the investigations reveal that there was not a heroic strike,
whether in 1857 or 1908, specifically linked to the proposal of a women’s day of
struggle, but a heroic feminism that fought to establish itself among American
workers. American socialist women mobilized, and began to celebrate a
women’s day of struggle, starting in 1908.

The historical sources found reveal the following: the first Woman’s Day was
celebrated on May 3, 1908, in Chicago, in the United States, presided over by
Corinne S. Brown, at the Garrick Theater, with the participation of 1500 women
who “applauded women’s demands for economic and political equality on the
day dedicated to the cause of working women,” as documented by the monthly
newspaper The Socialist Woman. Finally, the day was dedicated to the cause of
working women, denouncing the exploitation and oppression of women, and,
prominently, defending women’s right to vote. They defended the equality of
the sexes, the autonomy of women, and the right to vote for women, inside and
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outside the party. In 1909, Woman’s Day was an official activity of the
American socialist party and organized by the National Women’s Committee,
celebrated on February 28, 1909. Publicity material at the time called for the
Woman suffrage meeting, that is, a meeting in defense of women’s right to
vote in New York.

Renée Côté found that American socialists suggested a day of celebration on
the last Sunday in February. Thus, Woman’s Day in the United States could be
held on different dates, and it gained the support of working women, including
strikers, with increasing participation.

In 1910, the newspapers reported the celebration of Woman's Day in New York
on February 27, with three thousand women at Carnegie Hall, where the main
associations in favor of suffrage gathered. The meeting was convened by
socialist militants, but non-socialist women were also present. Several
workers from the textile sector participated in this celebration. They had
carried out a long strike, which lasted from November 1909 to February 1910,
ending twelve days before Woman’s Day.

This was the first large-scale women’s strike in the United States: it
denounced living and working conditions, demonstrated the courage of
women seamstresses, and received massive support from the trade union
movement and the socialist movement. Many of these workers participated in
Woman’s Day and joined the struggle for women’s right to vote – won in 1920
in the United States – but, as can be seen, it was not the strike that motivated
the creation of Woman’s Day.

An international day of struggle: a proposal from socialist women

In August of the same year, during the 2nd Socialist Women’s Conference,
Clara Zetkin proposed, together with other activists, that Woman’s Day or
Women’s Day should become “a special day, an annual celebration of women,
following the example of the sisters from the United States,” without
suggestion for a specific date. Thus, an International Women’s Day is
approved, to be organized in all countries, with the central claim of women’s
right to vote.
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The proposal was published in the German newspaper A igualdade, on August
28, 1910. European socialists coordinated the celebrations of International
Women’s Day around the right to vote, linking it to the political emancipation
of women, but the specific date was decided in each country.

In 1911, International Women’s Day was celebrated on different dates: in
Germany on March 19, and in Sweden together with May 1. In Russia, under the
tsarist regime, the first International Women’s Day for Suffrage was held in
1913. Russian workers and socialists participated in International Women’s
Day in Petrograd and were repressed. In 1914, the main organizers of
International Women’s Day in Russia were in prison, which made a public
demonstration impossible.

In Germany, in 1914, International Women’s Day was dedicated to women’s
right to vote and was celebrated on March 8. This was a more practical date
that year. In times of war, International Women’s Day celebrations were
weaker and sparser across Europe and the fight against war gained space on
women’s agenda.

The Russian Revolution andMarch 8 as a day of struggle

In February 1917, in Russia, women’s mobilizations took to the streets of
Petrograd. They were demonstrations against war, hunger, and food scarcity.
At the same time, textile workers went on strike. It was February 23rd in the
Old Orthodox calendar (which corresponds to March 8th in the Gregorian
calendar) when they celebrated International Women’s Day in Russia that year.
These demonstrations grew, involved other groups, and lasted several days.
Women’s mobilization precipitated the mobilizations that made the Russian
Revolution victorious.

Alexandra Kollontai, a feminist socialist leader of the Russian Revolution,
wrote about the event and the 8th of March. She says: “Women Workers’ Day
on March 8, 1917 (February 23, in the old calendar) was a memorable date in
history (…). The February revolution began on that day.”

This fact is also mentioned by Leon Trotsky, leader of the revolution, in
History of the Russian Revolution. Trotsky says that demonstrations and
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meetings were scheduled for International Women’s Day. But one could not
imagine “that Women’s Day could bring forth the revolution.” Revolutionary
actions were being planned, with no scheduled date. But in the morning,
despite the directives, the textile workers left work in several factories and sent
delegates to ask for support for the strike, “which turned into a mass strike…
All went down to the streets.”

In these narratives, it is evident that women triggered the mobilizations and
the general strike, courageously taking to the streets of Petrograd on
International Women’s Day against hunger, war, and tsarism. The revolution
was sparked by grassroots militants who overcame the fears of the leadership.
The initiative fell, in particular, to the textile workers, the most exploited and
oppressed. The number of strikers was around 90 thousand, most of them
women.

In the end, Renée Côté mentions documents from the 1921 Socialist Women’s
Conference, where “a Bulgarian comrade proposes March 8 as the official date
of International Women’s Day, remembering the initiative of Russian women.”
Thus, from 1922 onwards, International Women’s Day was officially celebrated
onMarch 8 all over the world.

This history of working women was lost in the great historical records,
whether of the socialist movement or the historians of the period. It is part of
the historical and political past of women and the feminist movement of
socialist origin at the beginning of the 20th century.

To recover, reclaim, and retell the history of International Women’s Day is also
to reaffirm the history of women’s struggles as part of the struggle for the
transformation of society as a whole.

This text is a version of the article published by SOF Sempreviva Organização Feminista on the
occasion of the 100th anniversary of the International Day of Women’s Struggle. The article
was written by Maria Lúcia da Silveira and the SOF team.
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