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munist Jew’, a ‘slut’ (Goebbels), 
and a ‘traitor’. The KPD received 
a Nazi threat but when the party’s 
central Committee asked whether 
she could open the Reichstag ses-
sion, she responded with character-
istic defiance, “I’ll get there dead or 
alive”. 
Her biographer Gilbert Badia de-
scribed how on the 30th August 
before a Reichstag crammed with 
Nazi deputies in SA and SS uni-
forms, she spoke for 45 minutes: 
“Our most urgent task today is to 
form a united front of  all working 
people in order to turn back fas-
cism. All the differences that divide 
us and shackle us…whether found-
ed on political, trade union, reli-
gious or ideological outlooks-must 
give way before this imperialist his-
torical necessity. 
All those who are menaced, all 
those who suffer, all those who de-
sire freedom must join in Govern-
ment, working people must assert 
themselves against fascism, that is 
the urgent and indispensable pre-
condition for a united front against 

CLARA Zetkin was a Marx-
ist and revolutionary whose life-
time spanned from 1857 to 1933. 
During that time she was a central 
founding figure in the Socialist In-
ternational and the Socialist wom-
en’s movement. In Copenhagen in 
1910 she seconded the motion to 
establish a day for working wom-
en, becoming known popularly as 
International Women’s Day. She 
was active in the Communist In-
ternational and labour movement, 
corresponded with Lenin, was a 
comrade to Rosa Luxemburg and 
many others. In 1878 Bismark 
banned socialist activity and she 
went into exile. In Paris she lived 
with her partner Ossip Zetkin a 
Russian revolutionary with whom 
she had two sons, Kostja and Max-
im, they lived in poverty in Paris 
and in 1889 Ossip died of  spinal 
tuberculosis, leaving Clara a single 
mother of  two at the age of  32. 
Clara was not just a peace activist 
but anti-war, a distinction that she 
made opposing imperialist wars. 
During the First World War she 
was imprisoned for her opposition 
to the war. She joined the Commu-
nist Party of  Germany (KPD) in 
1919 and represented them in the 
Reichstag (parliament) in 1922. In 
1932 Clara was re elected to the 
Reichstag, aged 74, as its oldest 
member tradition ruled that she 
open the first parliamentary ses-
sion. The Nazi press bristled with 
vile threats against her as a ‘Com-
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economic crisis, imperialist war and 
its causes and the capitalist mode 
of  production.” Shortly after this 
the Communist Party was made il-
legal and Clara went to live in the 
Soviet Union where she died three 
months later.
More Women in Politics?
The Weimar Republic is described 
as a time when women challenged 
the lack of  rights and where radical 
women demanded an end to impe-
rialist exploitation; they got the vote 
in 1918 and were elected to the Re-
ichstag. In 1928 Nazi propaganda 
chief  Goebbels said: “We are going 
into the Reichstag to arm ourselves 
with weapons from the arsenal of  
democracy to destroy democracy”. 
Nazi Women in the Reichstag used 
the benefits of  emancipation to 
demolish democracy and do away 
with women’s rights.

References: Claudia Koonz (1987) Women 
in the Fatherland: M Taber and J Riddell 
(Eds) (2017) Clara Zetkin Fighting Fas-
cism
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TRANSFORM SOCIETY 
by Lynda Walker

TWO papers* produced recent-
ly addressed problems relating to 
gender equality and the impact of  
Brexit. The underrepresentation 
of  women in public and political 
life is one concern which exists 
worldwide but there are excep-
tions, Cuba being one. But more 
right wing women in politics does 
not ensure that women’s lives will 
be improved, though a critical 
mass might encourage women pol-
iticians to work across parties for 
the benefit of  all women. In the 
North some women politicians 
have made positive contributions 
to International a Women’s Day 
events, campaigning to improve 
reproductive rights and working 
with women in the community.
The Unionist “family” has always 
supported the neoliberal econom-
ics of  the UK Conservative Par-
ty. Just about all women MLA’s in 
Stormont support membership of  
the European Union (EU) which 
in itself  carries out neo-liberal pol-
icies including policies that created 
zero hour contracts. The Europe-
an Union Court of  Justice is cit-
ed as a body that protects human 
rights but it has been instrumental 
in attacking workers rights, some 
of  which specifically harm migrant 
workers and trade unionists. The 
ECJ also ruled in favour of  Irish 
Courts to prohibit ‘voluntary’ pub-
lications relating to abortion. 
EU or no EU we’re still fighting 
for equal pay. But it flies in the face 
of  truth to credit all advances to 
EU membership. The struggles 
that took place before member-
ship should not be ignored: 1968 

strike at Ford, Dagenham that led 
to the Equal Pay Act (1970). Oth-
er examples after EU membership 
include five women cleaners at the 
Royal Victoria Hospital Belfast in 
1983 made a claim for Equal Pay 
for Work of  Equal Value; it took 
eight years to win the case. A simi-
lar fight in Glasgow took 12 years, 
2007-2019, and included strike ac-
tion. These were historical but dif-
ficult wins.
Other priority areas that the papers 
identify include the lack of  gender 
parity, discrimination in educa-
tion, training, work, and affordable 
childcare, which has existed for 
years, before and during the years 
of  membership of  the EU. We do 
not doubt that the fight will con-
tinue against the reactionary right 
wing government in Britain, and 
it remains to be seen what hap-
pens in the Republic. The so called 
“negative impact of  Brexit” needs 
to be considered in the context 
of  a capitalist society. It requires 
the will of  women’s organisations, 
feminists, trade unionists and so 
on, to build unity to transform so-
ciety where peoples’ needs are put 

before profit.
In the 1980’s women in Northern 
Ireland could not directly access 
EU funding. As a Priority One Re-
gion the British Government had 
central control of  the money. In 
Britain women’s organisations and 
colleges were able to apply direct-
ly to the EU and established many 
education and training schemes, 
including related childcare facili-
ties. The NI MEP’s did not ques-
tion this; the NI Women’s Rights 
Movement was the only organisa-
tion to write to the EU, the press 
and politicians exposing the situa-
tion. EU money became available 
after the NOW project established 
positive action schemes for wom-
en in 1992. That women’s centres 
and training courses were built up 
over the years is down to the hard 
work and stamina of  women in the 
community. We must put pressure 
on MLA’a and MP’s, to ensure that 
the employment, training and ser-
vices provided in the women’s and 
voluntary sector is funded from 
UK taxes previously paid into the 
EU.
As communists we are committed 
to improving and defending wom-
en’s rights under capitalism, but 
our ultimate goal is a revolutionary 
change in society. This means unity 
of  the women to set the target in 
an upward spiral, not a never-end-
ing circle.

*NI Women’s Manifesto. 2019
*Brexit and the Impact on Women in 
Northern Ireland 2020 
Further information 07751951785
www.communistpartyofireland.ie
https://www.facebook.com/bettysin-
clair.branchcpi cpibelfastbranch


