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CHAPTER 1

[INTRODUCTION

The similarity of the measuves women in different countries arve

working for is evidence that the interests of women everywheve ave
|

fundamentally the same.

This was the message delivered by Maud Wood Park, president of che
National League of Women Voters in the United Srates, to che
members of the International Alliance of Women (IAW) in the run-
up to its 1923 conference in Rome. In her presidential address to chis
same conference, Carrie Chapman Catt declared that ‘'women of all
nations, races and religions are united together in the demand for
individual freedom'.” Similarly, Professor Caroline Spurgeon,
president of the International Federation of University Women
(IFUW), proclaimed at its 1924 conference in Kristiania (now Oslo):

Our {. ..} asser is that we are a body of wamen. This, 1 believe, in
the present state of evolution with regard to the position of
women, is a great bond and a greac power [.. .} Tt is clear that
women have a certain community of interest, and | believe they
do, as a whole, tend to view things slightly differently from men,
at a slightly different angle; and to place their values differently.”

Alchough striving for equality with men, members of
international women's organisations in the interwar period often
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emphasised what they perceived as the unique qualities of
‘womanhood’, referring to their ‘special power as women, as mothers,
teachers, [and] heads of households'.' Notions of gender difference
and shared female characteristics lay firmly at the hearr of che broader
women's movement that had begun to take shape towards the end of
the nineteenth century. The struggle for temale suffrage, as well as
campaigns to obtain better educational and employment opportu-
nities for girls and women and improved legal rights for married
women, drew upon the co-ordinated efforts of women operating art
local, national and incernational levels, and so a fundamental role
came to be played by the transnacional bodies that grew out of
narional organisations in North America and Europe committed to
female emancipation. The relationship berween teminism and
internationalism during chis period has underlined that, while
transnational feminist networks developed out of initiatives coming
from national feminist organisations, the development of transna-
tional necworks also helped ro seimulate feminist organisations ar the
local, national and regional levels.” Just as in countries such as
Britain, where women's movements racher than declining after
securing the vote in fact broadened their agendas, so too international
groups became more determined to reach a wider collection of
women following World War I, raising all sorts of challenges abourt
how to bring about the new kind of ‘sisterhood™ that this
internationalism demanded.”

By the time that World War 1 had ended, three major
international women’s organisations had been formed: che
International Council of Women or ICW (1888), the TAW (1904),
and the Women's International League for Peace and Freedom or
WILPF (1915). Thar they were closely related is reflected in Rupp’s
suggestion that they should be viewed as "grandmother, mother and
daughter’, as one in effect gave birth to anocher.” All three were
secular, had no particular political affiliation, and, from the outset,
welcomed female members from around the world. Integral to all
their activities was the belief, something that they shared with other
women's organisations of the same vintage, that women could, and
should, organise across national borders and racial and language

&
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differences since women in all societies were subordinated to men and
being denied their rights.” Hence, Lady Aberdeen felt moved to
proclaim in her presidential address to the 1925 ICW conference in
Washington that {Wle impose no restrictions on those who join us
[...} because we welcome all to our sisterhood, of whatever creed,
party, section, or class they may belong'.” In fact, terms such as
sister’, ‘comrade’, ‘unity’, ‘bond’, ‘spirit’, ‘like-minded’ and ‘friend-
ship” were all commonly used during the interwar period to describe
what were regarded as the special connections that existed between
the members of women's organisations. "

My purpose in the chapters that follow is to focus on the growth of
international women's organisarions in the interwar period, which
involved expanding cheir membership into countries beyond Europe
and North America.'' Building on Rupp’s groundbreaking and
inspiring work World of Women: The Making of an International Women's
Movement,'” this book focuses on what remains a relatively
understudied aspect of interwar world history, exploring the realities
of the expanding international women’s organisations of the interwar
period, and how they were experienced by women belonging to the
different nationalities involved. It examines the experiences of
women (both Western and non-Western) involved in chese
organisations, what 'international sisterhood” meant to them, and,
importantly, how notions of ‘sisterhood’ were played ouc, and
contested, in various international women's organisacions at this
time. By interrogating more closely than has been the case in earlier
literature the range of different kinds of transnational gacherings and
conferences that took place, this book seeks to identify the nature of
the interaction between women from the ‘non-West™ and the West,
how women from the ‘non-West" were perceived by their Western
counterparts (not only by Americans and British but also by Nordic
and other Western women), and vice versa. Importantly my analysis
also incorporates the IFUW, an international women's organisation
that has been more or less completely overlooked during chis period,
despite its very interesting and clear connections with the other
better-known organisations, in terms of agenda, membership and
achievement. Higher education, the key issue for the IFUW, was also
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of great significance to other international women's organisations in
the interwar period. Not only were their memberships largely made
up of educaced upper and middle-class women, but their expansion
into the non-West was also aided by non-Western students in che
West, as they were often behind the development of national
branches in their home countries.

Transnational or international?

The terms ‘transnational’ and “international’ have sometimes been
used interchangeably by historians and are often loosely defined.
However, there has been a marked increase in che use of the former
and there is now much interest in transnational interpretations of
history, which, broadly defined, examine movements and interactions
of peoples and ideas that go beyond and cross the borders of nation-
states. ” Transnational tends to emphasise and refer to che roles of
non-state actors in these processes, while the term snternational deals
with the interaction between nation-states and those representing
chese. In this way, a transnational organisation emphasises its members’
goals, methods for achieving these, and their identities, regardless of
the nationalities of their members, while an international organisation
operates with the nation-state as a primary political unit and stresses
co-operation between similar associations in different countries,'' This
book has, thus, consciously chosen to include transnational both in the
title and when describing the cross-border interactions of female
activists of various nationalities representing their non-state networks
in the interwar period under scrutiny here. Some of these organisations
are more easily defined as transnational, for example WILPE, as it
operated above national structures using peace as its unifying goal.
Others, such as the ICW and the IFUW, display both transnational and
international characteristics in that they engaged in transnational
activism, yet are made up of a network of autonomous national
associations.'’ The use of terms is furcher complicated by the fact thar
iternational is incorporated in all these organisations’ names, and the
fact char these associations themselves often employed chis term when
describing their co-operation, congresses and goals of becoming, for

4
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example, ‘truly’ international — that is, extending their memberships
around the world. This book will therefore also use the term
international when appropriate, especially when describing these
organisations’ memberships and activities.

Feminism

Like any historical assessment of women's experiences, this scudy
of international women's organisations has encountered dithculties
over the definitions of, and how to use, the contested terms
‘femninism’, ‘feminist’,'” and ‘international sisterhood’, with all their
multiple meanings: for, as Tong has pointed out, ‘feminism is not a
monolithic ideology, {.. .1 all feminists do not think alike, and [. ..},
like other time-honoured modes of thinking, teminist thoughrt has a
past as well as a present and a fucure’.' Indeed, while some members
of the various international women's organisations certainly
described themselves as ‘feminist’, others deliberately rejected the
label. Yet, all these organisations at different times still often used it
when referring to those women who were committed to women's
rights. The IAW was the organisation that most readily embraced the
term and referred to its affiliations around the world as ‘feminist’;'®
the IFUW, on the ocher hand, was the association most
uncomfortable with any explicic mention of feminism. However,
whereas some of the IFUW's members announced in no uncertain
terms in 1923 that it was not a ‘feminist’ organisation, others within
the same organisation just a few years later in 1929 argued thar it
dealt with whar they referred ro as ‘feminist’ questions.'”

It is important to place discussion of the concept of teminism in its
historical context. For instance, firstly, while the winning of the vore
for women in many European countries following World War I,
together with the rise of anti-feminist sentiments and pressure on
women to return to the domestic sphere in the interwar period,
influenced the direction of feminist movements there, feminist
movements elsewhere in the world were actually developing and
growing stronger alongside nationalist movements during chis same
period. And, secondly, although the argument cthat the Bricish
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