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Women around the world are now celebrating 108 years of International Women’s Day.  

Here in Surrey, we are getting together for our 25th celebration.  I am glad you are here. 

Our theme is “Time’s up! Women make it happen!”  As we can see, some of the thrones 

of patriarchy are shaking, and some have actually fallen over.  But that is not enough.  

How much longer will it take till the patriarchy is flat and gone?  Ten months?  Ten years 

or another 100?  Women have always made it happen.  We have never been given 

anything; not the right to self-determination, nor safety, nor social, economic and 

political equality.  Women have always made it happen, for themselves and for each 

other. 

Instead of reading to you the Herstory of International Women’s Day, I will tell you a bit 

about the woman who initiated International Women’s Day in 1910.  It happened during 

the second International Conference of Socialist Women in Copenhagen.  If you have 

attended our celebrations before, you may have heard her name.  Her name is Clara 

Zetkin.  She was a very brave and determined woman, a woman who made it happen. 

Clara Zetkin was born in 1857, in the small village of Wiederau in Germany, close to the 

border of the former Tshechoslowakia, that has become the two countries of the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia.  Her father was the son of a day labourer, who, thanks to the 

help of the pastor at the local church, became a teacher.  With 16 years, he started his 

career by teaching about 100 students, crammed into a small room.  Clara’s mother 

was a well educated, open minded woman.  She was very active in her community.  

Clara’s mother was also friends with two pioneers of the German women’s movement. 

Many people in the Village of Wiederau, derived their meager incomes from weaving, 

working out of their homes.  Like many of the workers all over Europe, they worried that 

industrialization with its labour-saving machinery, would deprive them of their meager 

incomes, leave them unemployed and drive them deeper into poverty.  In England, 

desperate, unemployed workers smashed the machinery in some of the factories.  They 

were called Luddites and accused of opposing progress.  But the truth was that they 

clearly understood the connection between the new factories and their increased 

poverty. 

As she grew up and went to school, Clara Zetkin saw on a daily basis the misery of the 

sons and daughters of the weavers and knew of their parents’ fears of losing their work 

to the factories.  When Clara was 15, her family moved to Leipzig to make it possible for 

her and her brother to continue their education.  It was easy for her brother to get into 

higher education.  But for Clara, the same route was closed.  Only with the help of one 

of her mother’s feminist friends, who had opened a private school for girls, was Clara 

able to continue her education. 



These early experiences led Clara Zetkin on the path to deeply care about the fate of 

women and the working class.  She dedicated her life to the emancipation of women 

and to the rights of working people.  She opposed racism and was a life-long pacifist.  

She wrote prolifically about these issues. 

In 1882, she moved with her partner to Paris.  In Paris, their two sons were born.  The 

relationship with her partner lasted for 12 years, but ended tragically, when her partner 

died of a serious illness.  Clara Zetkin continued the work they had done together.  

Clara wrote reports to German and Austrian newspapers, about the parliamentary 

elections, which were then taking place in France.  She reported about the demands of 

working people for healthy and affordable housing, better education and shorter working 

days. 

In 1891, Clara Zetkin returned to Germany and settled in Stuttgart, the city where I was 

born.  She was a member of the Social Democratic Party.  Later she became a member 

of the Communist Party.  As it had been feared, industrialization had taken over the 

work of the weavers.  In the USA, young immigrant women were pressed into that work, 

as cheap labour and in dangerous working conditions.  As everywhere in Europe, 

people were rising up against their exploitation and went on strike and formed unions. 

By 1910, Clara Zetkin was well known.  That was the year she attended the second 

International Women’s Conference in Copenhagen.  There, in solidarity with the women 

workers in the garment and textile industry in the USA, she initiated the celebration of 

International Women’s Day. 

From 1914 to 1918, WWI was raging through Europe.  As a pacifist, Clara Zetkin 

opposed the war, which in her opinion was an imperialistic, colonizing abomination.  

WWI was followed by great upheaval and political unrest among working people all over 

Germany.  In 1920, Clara Zetkin was elected to the Reichstag or Parliament.  She also 

travelled extensively in eastern Europe and Russia.  She was interested in the lives of 

the people, particularly of women.  She visited factories and farming villages and 

attended meetings and wrote reports.  One time she attended a large meeting in Baku 

in Azebeidchan at the Black Sea.  This was an area where Muslim people lived.  Many 

women attended the meeting.  Many had their faces covered by a veil.  The speakers 

were men.  But finally, a brave woman went up to the speakers podium.  She spoke a 

few words and then she pulled off her veil.  A commotion of surprise, indignation and 

approval went through the audience.  But for the women, the effect was electrifying and 

many tore off their veils, the symbols of their oppression. 

Already in 1923, Clara Zetkin spoke out and warned against the rising tide of fascism.  

By 1932, fascism had become a flood.  In the election of that year, the Nazis had more 

than doubled their seats in the Reichstag in Berlin.  Though Clara was too ill to 

participate in the election campaign, she was again elected to the Reichstag.  At 75, she 

was the oldest member of the Reichstag.  And so it fell to her to open its first sitting.  

Though she faced death threats, she managed with the help of friends and one of her 



sons to get to the Reichstag.  She faced the Nazis, who were dressed in their uniforms.  

In her speech she warned of the terrors of fascism.  She exhorted the working people to 

come together beyond the divisions of politics, religion and world views to defeat 

fascism.  She implored the millions of women in Germany to take part in the defeat of 

the Nazis.   

But as we know, the people did not understand or care about the threat Germany was 

facing.  On January 30, 1933, Adolf Hitler became the chancellor of Germany.  Europe 

and its people had to face the horrors of WWII and the holocaust unleashed by Hitler 

and his Nazi hordes. 

Clara Zetkin left Germany.  On March 8, 1933, she gave her last speech, at an 

International Women’s Day event.  On June 20, 1933, she dies in Archangeiskoje near 

Moskau.  But the legacy she left for women lives on in our celebrations of International 

Women’s Day and in the solidarity we share with women around this earth. 

In 1912, during a strike in the textile industry in Lawrence, Massachusetts, the women 

carried banners with the slogan “Bread and Roses”.  Bread is the symbol for the longing 

for economic security, and roses symbolize our yearning for quality of life.  These 

banners inspired a man named James Oppenheim to write the poem “Bread and 

Roses”.  It was set to music by either Martha Cole or Caroline Kohlsaat.  In the 

meantime, this poem has become the theme song for International Women’s Day, to 

celebrate our determination to never, ever give up. 
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