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Introduction
 
 
 
               This year on March 8, 2020, we mark 110
years of International Working Women’s Day. The
rising protests against neoliberal policies as well as
right-wing authoritarianism, the socialist women’s
movement has been at the forefront in the struggle
for liberation of women across the world against
all kind of oppression, exploitation and
humiliation.Though conservative forces have been
attempting to reverse the gains made by the
centuries-long struggle of women, along with
structural economic reforms that have
compounded the misery of the working poor, it is
important for women belonging to various
marginalised sections of the society to come
forward and struggle together - a united resistance
for complete liberation. The struggle for gender
justice cannot be divorced from the struggle for
social and economic justice.  In our times when
history is being contorted to suit the agenda of the
ruling class, it is important to remember and
reassert this very historical legacy - for it paves
the way for the future. In this booklet, we have
attempted to document the history and the need of
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International Working Women’s Day, which serves as
an inspiration to all of us, who were actively involved
in the struggle for realising a just and egalitarian
world.  In India, as we are seeing an ideological assault
against critical thinking as well as physical assault
against students, we have compiled the statements of a
few of the bravest voices from across the Universities
of India  who are at the vanguard  in the fight for social
justice. The last part of the booklet has a collection of
poster and photographs that speak of the harsh
realities of the world and how women across the globe
have been standing in unison by asserting their rights
against the oppressive forces.
 
On the International Day of Solidarity let us pledge
for:  Right to Life, Equality, and Liberty - Against
Citizenship Amendment Act, 2019! Right to Free
Education - Against Saffronisation and Privatisation of
Education! Right to Employment - Against
Privatisation of Public Sector Undertakings! Right to
Freedom of Expression – And against Curbing of
Dissent!
Long Live March 8!
Long Live Gender Justice!
Long Live Social Justice!
 
Anuvratty Saxena
President, 
Progressive Students' Forum TISS
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Part - 1
 

History  and Need of Women's Day
The history behind the conceptualisation of the day and it ’s

need in this hour

Background  Picture: From  the 400 km ‘Long March’ in Tamil Nadu against increasing violence
against women  organised by All India Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA), November, 2020
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             It is important to understand the history, need and
importance of International Working Women's Day and we are
trying to understand it from the piece written by Alexandra
Kollontai.   

 
International Women’s Day;

A Militant Celebration
-Alexandra Kollontai,1920

 
Women’s Day or Working Women’s Day is a day of
international solidarity, and a day for reviewing the
strength and organization of proletarian women.
 
But this is not a special day for women alone. The 8th
of March is a historic and memorable day for the
workers and peasants, for all the Russian workers
and for the workers of the whole world. In 1917, on
this day, the great February revolution broke out. It
was the working women of Petersburg who began
this revolution; it was they who first decided to raise
the banner of opposition to the Tsar and his
associates. And so, working women’s day is a double
celebration for us.
 
But if this is a general holiday for all the proletariat,
why do we call it “Women’s Day"? Why then do we
hold special celebrations and meetings aimed above
all at the women workers and the peasant women?
Doesn’t this jeopardize the unity and solidarity of the
working class? To answer these questions, we have to
look back and see how Women’s Day came about and
for what purpose it was organized.
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How and Why was Women’s Day Organised?
 
Not very long ago, in fact about ten years ago, the
question of women’s equality, and the question of
whether women could take part in government
alongside men was being hotly debated. The working
class in all capitalist countries struggled for the rights
of working women: the bourgeoisie did not want to
accept these rights. It was not in the interest of the
bourgeoisie to strengthen the vote of the working class
in parliament; and in every country they hindered the
passing of laws that gave the right to working women.
 
Socialists in North America insisted upon their
demands for the vote with particular persistence. On
the 28th of February, 1909, the women socialists of the
U.S.A. organized huge demonstrations and meetings all
over the country demanding political rights for
working women. This was the first “Woman’s Day".
The initiative on organizing a woman’s day thus
belongs to the working women of America.
 
n 1910, at the Second International Conference of
Working Women, Clara Zetkin brought forward the
question of organizing an International Working
Women’s Day. The conference decided that every year,
in every country, they should celebrate on the same
day a “Women’s Day” under the slogan “The vote for
women will unite our strength in the struggle for
socialism".
 
During these years, the question of making parliament
more democratic, i.e., of widening the franchise and
extending the vote to women, was a vital issue. Even 
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before the first world war, the workers had the right
to vote in all bourgeois countries except Russia. Only
women, along with the insane, remained without these
rights. Yet, at the same time, the harsh reality of
capitalism demanded the participation of women in
the country’s economy. Every year there was an
increase in the number of women who had to work in
the factories and workshops, or as servants and
charwomen. Women worked alongside men and the
wealth of the country was created by their hands. But
women remained without the vote.
 
But in the last years before the war the rise in prices
forced even the most peaceful housewife to take an
interest in questions of politics and to protest loudly
against the bourgeoisie’s economy of plunder.
“Housewives uprisings” became increasingly frequent,
flaring up at different times in Austria, England,
France and Germany.
 
The working women understood that it wasn’t enough
to break up the stalls at the market or threaten the odd
merchant: They understood that such action doesn’t
bring down the cost of living. You have to  change the
politics  of the government. And to achieve this, the
working class has to see that the franchise is widened.
 
It was decided to have a Woman’s Day in every
country as a form of struggle in getting working
women to vote. This day was to be a day of
international solidarity in the fight for common
objectives and a day for reviewing the organized
strength of working women under the banner of
socialism.
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The First International Women’s Day
 
The decision taken at the Second International Congress
of Socialist Women was not left on paper. It was decided
to hold the first International Women's Day on the 19th
of March, 1911.
 
This date was not chosen at random. Our German
comrades picked the day because of its historic
importance for the German proletariat. On the 19th of
March in the year of 1848 revolution, the Prussian king
recognized for the first time the strength of the armed
people and gave way before the threat of a proletarian
uprising. Among the many promise he made, which he
later failed to keep, was the introduction of votes for
women.
 
After January 11, efforts were made in Germany and
Austria to prepare for Women's Day. They made known
the plans for a demonstration both by word of mouth
and in the press. During the week before Women's Day
two journals appeared: The Vote for Women in Germany
and  Women's Day  in Austria. The various articles
devoted to Women's Day – “Women and Parliament,”
“The Working Women and Municipal Affairs,” “What
Has the Housewife got to do with Politics?", etc. –
analyzed thoroughly the question of the equality of
women in the government and in society. All the articles
emphasized the same point: that it was absolutely
necessary to make parliament more democratic by
extending the franchise to women.
 
The first International Women's Day took place in 1911.
Its success succeeded all expectation. Germany and
Austria on Working Women's Day was one seething, 
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trembling sea of women. Meetings were organized
everywhere – in the small towns and even in the
villages halls were packed so full that they had to ask
male workers to give up their places for the women.
 
This was certainly the first show of militancy by the
working woman. Men stayed at home with their
children for a change, and their wives, the captive
housewives, went to meetings. During the largest street
demonstrations, in which 30,000 were taking part, the
police decided to remove the demonstrators' banners:
the women workers made a stand. In the scuffle that
followed, bloodshed was averted only with the help of
the socialist deputies in Parliament.
 
In 1913 International Women's Day was transferred to
the 8th of March. This day has remained the working
women's day of militancy.
 
Is Women's Day Necessary?
 
Women's Day in America and Europe had amazing
results. It's true that not a single bourgeois parliament
thought of making concessions to the workers or of
responding to the women's demands. For at that time,
the bourgeoisie was not threatened by a socialist
revolution.
 
But Women's Day did achieve something. It turned out
above all to be an excellent method of agitation among
the less political of our proletarian sisters. They could
not help but turn their attention to the meetings,
demonstrations, posters, pamphlets and newspapers
that were devoted to Women's Day. Even the politically
backward working woman thought to herself: “This is 
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our day, the festival for working women,” and she
hurried to the meetings and demonstrations. After each
Working Women's Day, more women joined the socialist
parties and the trade unions grew. Organizations
improved and political consciousness developed.
 
Women's Day served yet another function; it
strengthened the international solidarity of the workers.
The parties in different countries usually exchange
speakers for this occasion: German comrades go to
England, English comrades go to Holland, etc. The
international cohesion of the working class has become
strong and firm and this means that the fighting strength
of the proletariat as a whole has grown.
 
These are the results of working women's day of
militancy. The day of working women's militancy helps
increase the consciousness and organization of
proletarian women. And this means that its contribution
is essential to the success of those fighting for a better
future for the working class.
 
 
 
 
 
Complete article can be read at:
https://www.marxists.org/archive/kollonta/1920/womens-
day.htm
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Part - 2
 

Voices from Indian Universities
Women’s cal l  from University is  Loud and clear:  Resistance

Background  Picture: Anti CAA protest, Mumbai bagh , 2020
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"With our movement to ensure education for all, we can
see the student unity being built, and that is very
important. The movement is getting stronger and
university spaces are being saved. This is not happening in
isolation – look at Jamia Millia Islamia, Aligarh Muslim
University, Shaheen Bagh protests – there are so many
solidarities being built.
 
At this moment, the positions and privileges that we have…
We can talk about those who are not heard, like the AMU
students. Students there faced an attack on their freedom
of expression. From this position we voice the concerns of
those who are not heard."
 

Aishe Ghosh
President,  Jawaharlal Nehru University Students' Union
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"When I became the President of UoH Students'Union in
2013, the scenario was completely different from what you
see today.  But that didn't become a hindrance. We have
fought the administration with tooth and nail. Now, we are
witnessing how women are building resistence against the
anti-constitutional CAA and other anti-people policies of
the central government and other  autocratic bodies across
the country. As a long-term serving committee member of
SFI, I have been, proudly, seeing how our women cadres
are fighting against injustices and discriminations against
oll odds. We have to sustain this movement. We need to
prolong the fights against capitalism, patriarchy and other
evils in the society.  On this international working women's
day, I wish the resistence being build by women across the
country will become successful and pave way for a more
strong and organised movement which will have the
potential to tear capitalism, patriarchy and other social
evils apart."

Sirisha Vepoor
First ever woman president of HCUSU (elected in 2013)

Research Scholar at University of Hyderabad



March 8, 2020
International

Working Women's Day 15

PSF -TISS

"I have always tried to go beyond my gender identity. By
shedding away the ornamental burden of   femininity, and
by being around more with the company of men. But I see
huge gaps between us. Be it with finding restrooms or
worrying about the curfew time.  The   women of Shaheen
bagh came out at midnight of December 15, when Jamia was
attacked brutally. Their coming too was never planned.
With their 24 hours sitting in protest, with a road blockade,
this protest then became a women leading protest in the
truest sense. But there were men mumbling about the
unsung heroes of Shaheen bagh. True, there were men who
sat at the outskirts of the protest. Men serving tea and food.
Men clean daily. But the sacrifices of these women were
innumerable. The washrooms available for them in a
nearby hospital were mostly engaged. Women stood in
lines waiting, to use an unclean washroom which never had
enough time to be frequently cleaned. I remember seeing
different generations of women waiting to pee. They talked,
laughed and complained. There were tri-colour bangles
giggling when they rolled their shawls on their head. I met
many women, some housewives and some working. I
remember  walking back home, amidst the traffic of visiting
protesters, in the narrow roads of Shaheen Bagh, I
wondered about my childhood. It was my father who used
to introduce me, different languages and different people, it
was through him, I had the world view. But this woman of
Shaheen Bagh, opened up a new possibility."

Afrah Abubacker
Jamia Coordination Committee

 Jamia Millia Islamia University, Delhi
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"It is notable that campuses across the country are highly
political now. The need for resistance against a fascist
regime is crucial. Women becoming faces of major
protests is rather inspiring. Students Federation of India
for that matter is highly inclusive and most of the
Universities have women in key positions of SFI led
students unions. The resistance of women protesters
nationwide is remarkable even in the midst of the
academic threats, family pressure and norms of
constructed morality. The ongoing struggle in
Pondicherry University is notable with the huge
representation of girl students. Among the 5 students who
started an indefinite hunger strike, 3 were girls students
from three different states. Despite the denial of basic vital
check-up, by the direct moves from the administration,
we served 5 continuous days with an empty stomach. We
attended classes, wrote exams and engaged in other
curricular activities during these days. The determination
was nothing but to roll back the massive fee hike.
Fortunately cultural diaspora of our university upholds
equal participation of women in all academic and non-
academic activities."

Mamatha Girija
Vice President, Pondicherry University Students' Council
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"The central roles in politics, are always somehow thought
to be reserved for male individuals. And yes, Women are
born to break such freaking barriers. Be her, Pritilata
Waddedar Kalpana Dutta or Matangini Hazra, women
know how to clear their throats and raise their voices in its
highest pitch.
 
Struggle is not a game, and it never was. Now-a-days,
when our country is in such distress, we, women are
basically treated as objects, derogatory comments and
behaviors towards us are increasing day-by-day. Then,
who? who will occupy the road, except us?
 
We were in the streets, we are and will be. We will be there
untill they bow down. Bow down with their malpractices
and petty political issues. Bow down to my country, Bow
down to my mother.
 
Fight knows it's route. Inquilab Zindabad."

Teerna Bhattacharya
AFSU Chairperson,  Jadavpur University.
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"At this juncture, when we witness International Working
Women's Day, we are surrounded by a thought which is
very retrogressive, negates the law of nature and therefore
draws women backwards. As for instance, menstruation
has been challenged, 12%GST was imposed on sanitary pads
which is the most essential commodity. But widespread
resistance and movement throughout India under the
banner of SFI, government had to withdraw the tax. In
educational institutes, the fight is on for constitution of
GSCASH because attack is on to put an end to the
democratic and gender sensitive space. The time has come
to fight together this manuvati power. For half the world
and half the sky we shall fight we shall win."

Sangeeta Das
Research Scholar, Gauhati University



March 8, 2020
International

Working Women's Day 19

PSF -TISS

"Much has changed over the years since the women’s
suffrage movement, however despite of achieving
protection by laws, women are discriminated in terms of
access to resources and subjected to violence. This
condition is further aggravated by globalisation and neo
liberalization. Today, women of our country, who are
adversely affected by the class, caste and religious
hierarchical structural arrangements in the society are
leading powerful movements on streets. Crossing all
barriers, they have become the strongest voice against the
exploitative policies and communal agenda of the Hindutva
ruled state. On Women’s Day 2020, I assure my constant
support and solidarity to those bravest people for
confronting and resisting violence and injustice in every
possible way. Their struggle would be marked in history."

Anagha. E
Research Scholar, Centre for Diaspora Studies,

Central University of Gujarat



"For us, it’s a struggle every living second of our lives. The
women before me have fought for education and now,
though many can access university spaces, all is not roses.
We’re still fighting and we’ve a long way to go. University
spaces are not devoid of patriarchy and the sexism that our
society is rooted in and it’s constant exertion of mental
energy to recognise, struggle with and fight against. We are
here and we will keep intensifying our voices till it
becomes impossible to not listen to us. Demanding for an
inclusive campus is our right and if there’s anything we’ve
learnt from history, then it’s keep fighting till the very end
and we will! Sisterhood is not just solidarities, it is a
revolution and it will be sisterhood, women leading the
revolution that will lead our way to true emancipation."
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Mounica Sreesai
MA Sociology, Delhi School of Economics

University of Delhi
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"Today, as we move towards an equal and humanist world,
we should realize and recognize leadership and
competence has no gender. Our mothers and
grandmothers have put us in a very strong platform as they
might have struggled really hard for issues that we take for
granted today - like right to study, right to work, right to
marry a man of one's own choice and even the right to take
decisions about our children whom we gave birth to.
Today, its our responsibility to internalize the revolution
and take the right step forward. The world is ready to
accept. The only question is, are we ready? 
 
On this significant day of International women’s day which
is a sign of appreciation, respect, love and care toward the
women in our lives, I express my sincere wishes to all the
strong, vibrant, resilient and powerful women across the
world. This day belongs to you. May you prosper and stand
affirm in the course of life.
 
Happy Women’s Day!"

Anju Krishna G.T
General Secretary, University of Kerala Students Union
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"Women are a section who have been oppressed since time
immemorial, hence unity amongst all women is the biggest
strength. But today’s ruling party divides them along the
lines religion and caste. 
 
We must unite and fight against this institutional
discrimination and harassment."

Kavita Ware
Research Scholar, University of Mumbai.



March 8, 2020
International

Working Women's Day 23

PSF -TISS

"Women constitute the first line of defence in combating
poverty and malnutrition in rural Maharashtra. The
conception of Empowerment therefore  cannot be
separated from the material realities which they face.
Thus, freedom from hunger and violence, this is women's
real empowerment."

Monali Meshram
Savitribai Phule Pune University
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"Many women who have been in a relationship have
experienced physical and/or sexual violence by their
intimate partner. Violence can negatively affect women’s
physical, mental, sexual, and reproductive health. At least
one out of every three women around the world has been
beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her
lifetime with the abuser usually someone known to her.
Hence we demand a violence free life within and outside
the homes."

Manisha B. Ghaywat
Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar Marathwada University,

Aurangabad.
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"Woman - an adult human female, a female person
associated with a particular place, activity or occupation; a
man's wife, girlfriend or lover - the list of definitions we
get when we search for the word 'woman' in search
engines. Even the origin of the word 'woman' comes from
the Old English word 'wifman' equivalent to wife - female
and man regarded as human being. The word that we are
using to term ourselves in this gender category also has its
patriarchal roots; associated with another gender to
identify ourselves. The man word being normalised as
human being is already problematized and it is not
accepted to be used interchangeably in this 'contemporary'
world. So why the word called 'woman' should not be
problematized as well. I believe it is high time that we
create a 'language' which is not based on domination or
dominance over one group over another and paving the
way for a better world based on both equality and equity
respectively."

Sukanya Devi
Student, M.A in Peace and Conflict Studies

TISS Guwahati
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"Women's movement actually liberated the women and
created a platform for  them to understand and realise their
actual position in the society and claim for a citizen rights. 
 The first waves of this movement brought in the basic
citizen right,  i.e the right to vote, then the second wave
touched every area of women's experience,  i. e politics, 
 works,  family and sexuality.  Then the third and forth
waves of this movement rooted the idea of feminism.  
 
The silencing of women when they ask for equal rights and
equality is rooted in patriarchal structure of society.  The
women's movement has to face a decline in the past years, 
 because of the right wing attack on feminism. 
 
But the awareness and the resilience these movements has
created on women and their ability to bounce back after
each hits is the actual victory of a movement.  In that regard
I find this movement is still in the phase of progression.  A
society where women is liberated is always a society where
men is also liberated,  as there is co-exist relationship. 
 Women's movement in that regard has to be discussed
from wider perspective of societal liberation too."

Ajisha K V
Vice President, Student Council

TISS Tuljapur
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"It is not the time or up to anyone to ‘empower’ our
women. Our women have constantly been showing to the
world that they are equally powerful in the social and
political spheres of life as their counterparts. The women
of our time have, more or less, escaped the myth of being
handicapped due to their child-bearing potential, or
broadly the biological differences. Hence, I believe, the
focus should now be on ensuring that women are equally
accessing our so-called common spaces. It was in 1918
Soviet Russia that Lenin stressed on the significance of
women’s participation in the progress of a society, about
the role of state in ensuring that women take part in
administration of public enterprises and that of the state on
equal terms. A century later, looking at the falling rate of
women in labour force of India and men taking up 90% of
the additional jobs created in the last decade, it is necessary
that the state should come up with vivid mechanisms to
ensure our women are out of the kitchen."

Parvathy P
General Secretary, Progressive Students' Organization -

TISS Hyderabad
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"In India today, we see a lot of people coming up to uphold
progressive and secular values, especially during the
recent protests. All those protesters, especially the women
of Shaheen Bagh, I’m sure will have an everlasting effect
on me. Slogans of progressiveness, secularism and
constitutional values stand close to my ideology and I feel
very comforted at the fact that these have become the
hallmarks of the recent protests within the country. This
only makes me even more certain to what is the way
forward for me and my politics."

Aisha Abdulkader
General Secretary, TISS Students' Union
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Part - 3
 

Inspiring Stories
Remembering the inspir ing women from the past who

led the path before us

Background  Picture: Portrait of Nangeli, the women from untouchable caste
who cut off her breast to protest against breast tax in travancore, kerala
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Marxist revolutionary, writer and diplomat, Alexandra
Kollontai (1872-1952) was one of the most influential
Bolsheviks who became the most prominent woman in
the Soviet administration after the Revolution. Kollontai
was born into nobility, but chose to immerse herself in
revolutionary politics after witnessing the miserable
plight of working women in textile factories. She then
turned to studying the labour movement and actively
participated in organising women workers which was
ignored by male-dominated organisations.
 
Kollontai questioned the existing norms of marriage and
family under capitalism where gender equality can never
be achieved, and also pointed out how important it is to
change attitudes towards sexuality. Kollontai, with other
Bolsheviks like Nadezhda Krupskaya and Inessa Armand,
upheld the view that the socialist movement should be
intimately connected to the emancipation of women. 
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Kollontai was one of the founding members of  the
Zhenotdel in 1918 – which was the women’s
department of the central committee of the Communist
Party of Soviet Union.  The Zhenotdel campaigned to
bring awareness about the progressive laws marriage,
education and work laws that were put in place, and
worked to improve the conditions of women as well as
fight illiteracy. Kollontai also served as ambassador to
various countries, being one of the first women to do
so around the world.
 
Alexandra Kollontai is one of the many revolutionaries
who impressively handled the complexities of
addressing the injustices of capitalism and patriarchy.
By breaking new grounds, Kollontai and her comrades
provides an example of how the socialist movement
can address identity based concerns.
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Socialist,  anti-imperialist and freedom-fighter, 
 Lakshmi Sahgal (1914-2012) was one of the towering
figures of the freedom movement.  At a young age,
she campaigned for temple entry for dalits, and
against child marriage and dowry and also fought
against caste discrimination. She strongly opposed
the abdication practices of widowhood that require
a woman to shave her hair and break their bangles
after death of their husbands.
 
She completed her studies in medicine from Madras
and at a time when doctors were serving the British,
Sahgal moved to Singapore where she set up a clinic
to serve underprivileged migrant Indian labourers.
Sahgal later joined the Indian Independence League,
and later the Indian National Army which was
under the leadership of Subhash Chandra Bose. She
formed an all-woman infantry – the 'Rani of Jhansi'
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regiment in the INA, which was the first of its kind
in Asia in modern times.
 
After independence, Sahgal returned to medical
practice and served the refugees post-partition. She
set up a clinic in Kanpur for the working poor. She
was critical of how oppression and exploitation
against Dalits, women and the working the class
continued unabated after independence. She joined
the CPI(M) in 1972 and was one of the founding
members and vice-president of All India
Democratic Women’s Association (AIDWA).  She was
at the forefront to maintain peace and communal
harmony during the anti-Sikh riots in the 1980s.
 
Comrade Lakshmi Sahgal’s commitment to
socialism, anti-imperialism, secularism, equality
and freedom were visible in her professional and
personal life.  Her politics of social justice and
commitment to progressive values are truly
inspirational to all those who hope for a just and
egalitarian world.
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Although, officially we started celebrating the International
Working Women’s day from 1911, its real inspiration and
roots are in the march of New York. Historically, the first
International Women's Day was celebrated in 1909 when,
according to the International Women's Day website, an
estimated 15,000 working women marched in New York
City demanding fair wages, labor standards and guaranteed
voting rights.
 
Two years later, socialist-feminist and women's rights
activist Clara Zetkin came up with the idea of making the
day universal. At an International Conference of Working
Women in Copenhagen, in 1910, she proposed the proposal.
There were 100 women, from 17 nations, all of whom
agreed on her proposal. It was first celebrated in Austria,
Denmark, Germany and Switzerland then in 1911.
 
Zetkin had been known for her passionate oratory skills
throughout her career. From 1920 until 1933, she
represented the German Communist Party in the Reichstag
(when Hitler outlawed the party). Her election to the 
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Reichstag in 1932 made her its oldest member, she opened
the session of Parliament and this became the custom. In
her opening speech she attacked Hitler and the Nazi party
for 40 minutes.
 
She strongly believed that the driving forces of capitalism
have burst the bounds of peaceful development. She
delivered a fiery in London on ‘Organising Working
Women’ which still could be the yardstick to measure
working women’s movement all over the world. She also
wrote extensively on the various topics right from working
women’s conditions to Fascism. Her popular books include
— ‘Social Democracy and Women Suffrage’, ‘A Duty of
Women in War-Time’, ‘In Defence of Rosa Luxemburg’, and
‘Fascism’.
 
She has written in her ‘A Duty of Women in War-Time’—
“The twin-sister of war is hunger. Its shrivelled, merciless
hand knocks at the door of each family whose breadwinner
is in the field .... Unemployment, too, spreads more quickly
than any pestilence; anxiety, hunger, sickness, child-
mortality follow in its wake. What will the winter bring?
That, question is on millions of lips ....
Here we have the wide field where the Socialist women can
fight battles, which are at the same time battles for their
rights as human beings. The moment demands their whole
strength. And so the Socialist women are working
peacefully alongside of the bourgeois nationalist “Women’s
Service,” and. also with its representatives on communal
bodies, without however joining its organisation, which
would be a drag upon them in their work.”
 
Clara Zetkin died in 1933. In her obituary, the Manchester
Guardian referred to her as the 'grandmother of
communism,' yet the legacy of International Women's Day,
and her contribution to it, should also be recognised, and
celebrated.
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Popularly known as Communist Ramulamma, hailed
from Cherkupalli (Nalgonda) in Telengana. She was
a mass mobiliser in Telengana People’s Revolt and
was active in the struggles against bonded labour,
agrarian struggles, guerrilla squad strikes against
razakars and deshmukh landlords. She had also
undergone military training. She played a major
role in the struggle, participating in land seizures,
participating in and even leading political and
military squads along with other women comrades
like Swarajyam, Rangamma, Savitramma,
Venkatamma Lachhakka and others, and acting as
agitators and organisers. They faced repression,
molestation, rape, beatings and jails, while many
lost their lives. A group of people in Talapalli
village as an handed her over to the police by
deception. Ramulamma was jailed for three years
and was released in 1951. The news of her arrest 
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mobilized hundreds of women whom she had
influenced. Later, when she married Mantrala Ali
Reddy, a squad leader, the police kept arresting
both of them alternatively so as to prevent them
from having a family life. Her struggle has served
and continues to serve as an inspiration to people
especially in the agrarian sectors.
 
The Hindutva divisive politics intends to entrench
the feudal hierarchy in the agricultural sector.
Ramulamma is a figure of inspiration and resistance
to fight the battle of equity against the neoliberal
economic policies crippling the agricultural
economy, denying peasants and farmers their right.
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Fatima Sheikh is regarded as the first Muslim woman
teacher in India. Little is known about this fierce
social reformer who fought for the idea of universal
access to education in the 1850s.  She worked with
Savitribai Phule to set up the first girls’ school in Pune
called the “Indigenous Library”. It was set up in
Fatima's own house where she gave place to Savtribai
Phule and Mahatma Phule after they were threatened
by the locals to leave their house. She stood in
solidarity with them and went against both, the upper
caste Hindus as well the orthodox Muslims.
 
Fatima Sheikh sends a strong example that Muslim
women need no saving. Fatima Sheikh’s legacy is
being carried on in the numerous sit-in protests
against CAA-NRC at Shaheen Bagh and Mumbai Bagh
to name a few where libraries have been set up in her
name.  
 
She is an inspiration to us and we see a refelection of
her ideas in the struggles of Muslim women who resist
the opression of the facsist Hinduvta state everyday. 
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Godavari Parulekar spent more than 50 years of her
life working for the cause of the people – peasants,
adivasis, workers – and fighting against their
exploitation and oppression. She was the first
female law graduate from Maharashtra. She
participated in the freedom struggle, organised
adult literacy campaigns among the working-class
populations of Mumbai and led a demonstration
involving around 10,000 domestic workers in
Mumbai. She was detained under the British rule for
two years.
 
After her release, Parulekar started organising the
peasant and adivasi communities of Maharashtra in
the 1940s. Her work with the Warli Community in
Maharashtra calls for particular attention. Between
1945 and 1947, Godavari mobilized the Warli
community and led the historic Warli Adivasi revolt
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against the landlords and moneylenders who were
backed by the British. The uprising helped in ending
forced labour and in establishing fixed wages for
the workers. This struggle played an important role
in the freedom movement as well.  Parulekar was
also a founding member of the Maharashtra Rajya
Kisan Sabha. Godavari led the armed struggle for
the liberation of Dadra and Nagar Haveli from
Portuguese rule in 1954, under the Communist
Party, and the Samyukta Maharashtra struggle for
the formation of Maharashtra state from the late
1950s until 1960.
 
Godavari Parulekar is a source of inspiration for all
those who believe in the idea of progressive politics
and organised resistance. In the current times when
the neoliberal and Hindutva-led state is exploiting
the working class, women, adivasis and dalits, it is
important that we remember Godavari Parulekar’s
work and bring her ideas into reality. 
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One of Urdu’s most accomplished writers, Ismat
Chughtai had progressive views that were way
ahead of her time. Born in Badayun, Uttar Pradesh
in 1915, Chughtai fought with her family for her
right to education and went on to become the first
Indian Muslim woman to hold two degrees – a BA
and a B.Ed.  Chughtai was an ardent feminist who
dared to question the regressive social norms that
invited a lot of scorn from the conservative society
she was part of. Her association with the
Progressive Writers’ Associations sharpened her
political views that were strongly Leftist in nature.
 
Chughtai’s novels explored themes like female
sexuality, class conflict and middle class morality.
Her short story ‘Lihaaf’ (The Quilt),  published in
1942, gained  her notoriety as well as epithet of
being a radical feminist author. A huge controversy
was created as the veiled reference of Lihaf and 
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Zanana explored the sexual desires and needs of a
woman by resorting to 'deviant' ways of sexual
relationships. The controversy only exposed the
patriarchal mindset that Chughtai was critiquing.
She had to appear before the Lahore High Court in
1945 for charges of obscenity just because she was a
woman writing about women’s issues. Chughtai,
thus, was primarily concerned about the oppression
faced by women and by writing about their desires
she aimed to question existing conventions. The
realities in her story provocatively lays bare the
hypocrisy of the male champions of women's rights.
 
At a time when art is strangled and dissent is
suppressed, Ismat Chughtai’s life and work stands
out for successfully integrating both. Her work is
what regressive forces dread. Bold in her writing
and progressive in her outlook, Ismat Chughtai is a
true source of inspiration for facing the troubles of
our times.
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Kalpana Datta was an anti-colonial activist and
revolutionary. Kalpana’s story is one of resilience,
strength and survival. She was heavily involved in a
revolutionary student organisation called the
Chhatri Sangha. Kalpana was strong-willed and
extremely passionate about her country and people,
and signed up to be part of the Chittagong raid led
by Surya Sen in 1930. Kalpana was given the
responsibility of transporting explosives and other
supplies, but she particularly excelled in preparing
gun cotton, a certain type of explosive agent. In a
way, she was able to use her scientific knowledge to
help the cause.
 
Kalpana also assisted Pritilata in planning the raid
itself.  However, she was captured by the British a
week before the raid was carried out. When she was
released on bail,  she went underground to aid in 
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Pritilata’s plans for torching the European Club.
Unfortunately, she was caught together with the
rest of the rebels. Even after being arrested twice,
Kalpana had not lost her sense of resilience. She
successfully escaped from prison and was on the
run from the British until they caught her months
later. She was sentenced to prison for life, but was
released six years later when the British were losing
control over India.
 
Later She joined the Communist Party of India and
married Puran Chand Joshi, then General Secretary
of the Communist Party of India in 1943. Kalpana
Datta had narrated every minute detail of
Chittagong Uprising to her daughter-in-law Manini
Chatterjee. This narration became an inspiration for
Manini to write a non-fiction novel – Do and Die:
The Chittagong Uprising (1930-34).
 
Though Kalpana Datta is no more, her valor,
indomitable spirit and commitment towards the
fight against exploitation are inspiring for the
progressive movement.
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Commemorate Lepa Radić ,  a young Bosnian Serb
partisan anti-fascist and communist who was
executed at the age of 17 for shooting at the Nazis
during World War II.
 
In her last moments, as her captors tied the noose
around her neck, they offered to spare her life if
she would give up her comrades. She responded
with “I am not a traitor of my people. My comrades
will reveal themselves when they avenge my death
by wiping out all you evildoers, to the last man!”
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Niruben Patel also known as the ‘Lioness of
Saurashtra’ was the leader of the movement against
the raise in sale by the Saurashtra Government as
well as against the ‘betterment levy’ which
infuriated the peasantry.
 
Born in 1926, Niruben abandoned her school at the
call of Gandhiji to later rejoin. She completed her
MA from Elphineton College, Bombay and also
became a member of the Communist party. In 1968
she became Gujarat’s first elected woman mayor, in
Bhavnagar.
 
She would appear at mass meetings address them
and disappear right under the nose of the police.
The Saurashta government despite of issuing a
permanent arrest warrant against her could not
arrest her.
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Niruben took part in the movement for linguistic
states and liberation of Goa, Diu and Daman from
Portugese rule for which she was arrested. She was
also arrested under MISA during the Railway
Worker’s Strike of 1974.
 
In the times when women’s stories of resistence are
constantly pushed to corners by the fascist forces
and appropriated by others, it is extremely
important to bring to the fore the women who not
only struggled but led the fight against oppressive
power, from the front. The Lioness of Saurashtra,
Niruben Patel, who struggled relentlessly for social
justice continues to serve as a reminder of the
strength and courage of working women fighting
against exploitation and oppression.
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Rosa Luxemburg also Known as Red Rosa was a Marxist
revolutionary and iconic leader of the German labour
movement – who was murdered brutally along with her
comrade Karl Liebknecht, by the right-wing troops who
were suppressing the working class movement under the
orders of the German Social Democratic Party and the
generals of the old Kaiser. Born on 5th March, 1871 in
Poland, Rosa joined the socialist movement at a young
age and later escaped to Switzerland to avoid being
detained, where she eventually completed her doctorate,
being one of the few women to do so. She was quickly
recognised for her sharp intellect, and her works like
“Social Reform or Revolution?” (1899) where she
criticised the reformist tendencies of social democracy
and “Accumulation of Capital” (1913) where she explored
the dynamics of imperialism are considered to be classic
works in political economy. Her death had dealt a
setback to the left-wing resistance in Germany, which
eventually fell to fascist forces.
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Savitribai Phule, a staunch feminist, social reformer
and arguably India’s first female teacher, was born
on January 3, 1831, in Naigaon village of
Maharashtra. At the age of 9, she was married to
Jyotirao Phule, who was 13 at the time. Together,
they led one of the most significant struggles against
caste and gender oppression. Savitribai Phule started
schools for girls and Dalit children in Pune, facing
backlash from the upper caste communities and
fiercely fighting against them. Her legacy is highly
inspirational for the progressive social movement.
 
Savitribai started working to bring about social
change in Pune at the age of 17. At a time when
education was monopolised by the Brahmins and no
woman was allowed to attend schools, she started
the first school to be run by Indians and exclusively
for girls. In 1849, she started a school for children
from Dalit and backward communities along with 
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Fatima Sheikh, who is considered to be the first Muslim
woman teacher. It is noteworthy that they taught
mathematics, social studies, and science instead of the
Brahmanical curriculum of Vedas and Shastras. Outraged by
the challenge against Brahmanism, the upper caste
community resorted to publicly humiliating Savitribai. It is
said that she always carried an extra sari, as the one she wore
on her way to school would be damaged by the stones and
dung thrown at her.
 
Savitribai also fiercely campaigned against child marriage
and for widow remarriage. In 1852, she led a strike urging the
barbers in Pune to not shave the heads of the widows. She
started shelter homes for them. Savitribai also headed and
led the Satyashodhak Samaj (The Truth-seekers Society)
which was established by Jyotiba and his colleagues in 1873
to uphold the cause of the non-Brahmin communities. She
had performed the last rites for her husband, which was
unheard of in her times, and it earned her the reverential title
of ‘Krantijyoti’. She also started a clinic to help those affected
by the bubonic plague. Savitrabai succumbed to the same,
while caring for a patient, in 1897.
 
In the current times when the Hindutva forces, afraid of an
educated population, are resorting to all kinds of attacks on
education, Savitribai’s work and fight remain highly relevant.
We see undemocratic fee hikes and privatization of
educational institutions across the country, rendering
education inaccessible to the dalit and other vulnerable
sections of the society. We see brutal attacks on campuses,
sexual assaults of female students and cases filed against
student leaders. We see the school and university curricula
being tweaked to include unscientific and historically wrong
ideas. In these times, we should read, remember and honour
Savitrabai Phule’s legacy and uphold the values she stood for.
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Sophia Magdalena Scholl was a student of biology
and philosophy at University of Munich in 1942.
Scholl along with her brother Hans and a group of
friends began to question and resist the policies of
Nazi regime. The group called themselves the White
Rose and began distributing pamphlets on
democracy and social justice, as a form of non–
violent resistance. Sophie purchased an illegal
typewriter and helped to craft intellectual and
philosophical arguments, urging fellow Germans to
resist Nazi regime. As a woman she played an
important role in distributing the pamphlets as she
realised that she was less likely to be searched than
her male counterparts.
 
Caught by the Gestapo at the University while
distributing pamphlets, Sophie and her comrades,
on February 22, 1943, were charged with treason 
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and sentenced to be executed by guillotine at the age
of 21. Her last words were “How can we expect
righteousness to prevail when there is hardly
anyone willing to give himself up individually to a
righteous cause? Such a fine, sunny day and I have
to go, but what does my death matter, if through us,
thousands of people are awakened and stirred to
action?”
 
We are witnessing brutal attacks on students and
minorities by an oppressive and communal regime,
whose parent organisation draws influence from the
same Nazi regime that Scoll tried to overthrow. In
our present struggle to resist a divisive and anti-
secular citizenship law, Sophie remains an icon as a
woman and as a student who refused to let despotic
laws defeat her resistance or break her spirit.
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Susheela Gopalan was a staunch feminist, trade
unionist, organizer, orator, writer and an
administrator for women’s rights in Independent
India. She was exceptionally successful in organizing
workers, particularly women workers across the
country, in the fight against discirmation based on
caste and region.
 
As a teenager, she was deeply influenced by the
freedom struggle and anti imperialist values that
continued to determine her work throughout her life.
Later, through the struggles and leadership of the
coir workers, she gained deep insights into the
interlinked exploitation of class and gender. Susheela
Gopalan believed in the need for women to assert
their ideas and beliefs in all spheres, including within
the family.
 
She became very active in the communist movement
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by the age of 18, as a young college student, faced
the wrath of the authorities for her political work,
for which she was jailed several times during her
life.
 
Susheela Gopalan was the founder president of the
All India Democratic Women’s Association and a
National Leader of the Centre of Indian Trade
Unions. Believing strongly in united struggles, she
played an extremely active role in bringing together
national women’s organizations on a common set of
demands on a wide range of issues that helped their
struggles to become dynamic and visible.
 
Susheela Gopalan was also able to strengthen the co-
operative sector and formulate schemes to help
women attain financial independence through her
works as a Minister of the Kerala Government and a
member of the Communist Party. As the member of
Parliament and Legislative assembly, she used these
forums in an extremely effective way to advance
important reforms in laws concerning women,
particularly those working in the unorganized
sector.
 
Remembering Susheela Gopalan is an act of unity
and resistance in a Neo liberal state regime.
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Born in Mumbai in 1919, Vidya Munshi, who is
considered as the first working woman journalist in
India was been at the forefront of resistance for most
of her life.
 
Being one of the first women to write the school-
leaving examination, she left for England to study
medicine. In Europe, she actively participated in the
anti-fascist resistance and was part of the
Communist Party of Great Britain. Later, she was
involved with the Communist Party of India and
headed the board that publishes ‘Kalantar’, the
party’s mouthpiece and was part of the West Bengal
State Women’s Commission.
 
Her work as the Kolkata correspondent of Blitz
weekly, known for its investigative journalism was
particularly noteable. She reported on the gold 
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smuggling in airplanes and on the Chinakuri mine
disaster in Asansol where hundreds of miners were
killed.
 
Her commitment to women’s issues was primary and
she famously said,  “…  if women do not take on the
responsibility of giving priority to women’s issues,
believe me the men never will.  If we depend on men
we will still  be waiting for things to change.”
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Part - 4
 

Saga of Women Struggles
Gallery of Women’s struggle from 19th Century onwards

Background picture:  From the DYFI Youth march 
against Implementation of CAA-NPR in Maharashtra, February 2020
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International Working Women's Day
March, Petrograd - March 8, 1917

(Photo courtesy: peoplesworld.org)

Women suffrage movement, 19th century
(Photo courtesy: britanica.com)
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Second wave feminism movement, 1960s
(Photo courtesy: feminismindia.com)

Women protesting for abortion rights,
second wave feminism.

(Photo courtesy: feminismindia.com)
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Armed Cuban revolutionaries fill the lobby
of the Hilton Hotel. Havana, Cuba. 1959

(Photo courtesy: redfish)

The case of Bhanwari Devi which resulted in the formulation of
Vishakha Guidelines against sexual harrassment at workplace

(Photo courtesy: vividha)



March 8, 2020
International

Working Women's Day 61

PSF -TISS

Asha workers  continuing protest on various parts of
India, 21st century

(Photo courtesy: AIFAWH)

Mothers of Manipur - Meira Paibis protesting against
AFSPA in Imphal, the naked protest with a banner that

read 'Indian Army Rape Us, Eat our Flesh', 2004
(Photo courtesy: Reuters)
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A march of women during the woman suffrage movement.

Around two thousand women from a coalition of 50
womens’ groups marched down in New York to

commemorate the International Women’s Year 1975.
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South American feminist collective's song, Un Violador en Tu
Camino (The Rapist is You), has been performed by women from

Washington to Kolkata and has caught people's attention. Protesters
are singing the song outside Chile’s national stadium, where some

of Pinochet’s victims were held and assaulted. 
Photograph: Martin Bernetti/AFP via Getty Images

The strike by women pressers for higher wages.
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Indigenous Women March in Brazil, 2019
(Photo courtesy: landportal.org)

Women Protestors in Lebanon, 2019
(Photo courtesy: Middle East Institute)
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Protesters of Shaheen bagh, Delhi against Citizenship
Amendment Act, 2019
(Photo courtesy: PTI)

Students across India protesting against fee hike and
Police-Hindutva goons attacks in campuses
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Part - 5
 

Women unbound: In Posters
Powerful  poster art advancing working women’s r ight across

the globe (Content courtesy:  TeleSur and Redfish)

Background  Picture: All India Kisan Sabha protest, Sikar 2018
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Capitalism also depends
on domestic labour,
United Kingdom, 1975

French Communist Poster
for International

Women's Day
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Poster by General Union of
Palestinian Woman, 1980

Poster advancing the indigenous
woman candidate of the
National Indigenous Council in
Mexico's 2018 election.
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Early Soviet Revolutionary
poster showing worker and
peasant women marching
against capitalism on
International Women's day.

Indigenous Women
defending land & life since

the beginning of time, 2000s
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Alone we are powerless,
Together we are strong.
United Kingdom, 1976

For a liberatory international
women's day! Forward

Gabriela, Forward women,
for militancy 
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Poster by Revolutionary Youth
movement in Atlanta, Georgia

produced at Baltimore's
Liberation House Press

A single spark can light a
prairie alight,1972, China
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Poster for IWD
released by Iranian

expat student
shortly after the

toppling of Shah in
the Iranian

Revolution,  1979

Cuban poster art marking
International Women's Day
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Poster of the German
Communist Party, 1932

"Down with kitchen
slavery! Let there be new
household life!"
 
Soviet poster circa 1930
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"March 8 : A day of
rebellion by working

women against slavery.
Say no to the oppression

and vacuity of household
work!"

 
Soviet poster from 1932

"March 8 – International Women’s Day"
Soviet postcard, early 1960s



The booklet attempts to unfold the unsung tales of courage, valour,
strength and the fighting spirit which gives hope and courage to
our generation. Many such stories have been left uncovered but

'Herstory' remembers them and we shall strive to read and
remember them and keep the fighting spirit alive.

Hence this booklet is INCOMPLETE. 
 

The fight shall continue - The fight in which we all are
together. The stories of Resistance, sung or unsung, shall

continue to fight for a just world! 
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