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Women and the UN

This book provides a critical history of influential women in the United Nations and seeks
to inspire empowerment with role models from bygone eras.

The women whose voices this book presents helped shape UN conventions, declara-
tions, and policies with relevance to the international human rights of women throughout
the world today. From the founding of the UN and the Latin American feminist movements
that pushed for gender equality in the UN Charter, up until the Security Council Resolu-
tions on the role of women in peace and conflict, the volume reflects on how women
delegates from different parts of the world have negotiated and disagreed on human rights
issues related to gender within the UN throughout time. In doing so it sheds new light
on how these hidden historical narratives enrich theoretical studies in international rela-
tions and global agency today. In view of contemporary feminist and postmodern critiques
of the origin of human rights, uncovering women’s history of the United Nations from
both Southern and Western perspectives allows us to consider questions of feminism and
agency in international relations afresh.

With contributions from leading scholars and practitioners of law, diplomacy, history,
and development studies, and brought together by a theoretical commentary by the Edi-
tors, Women and the UN will appeal to anyone whose research covers human rights, gen-
der equality, international development, or the history of civil society.

Rebecca Adami is Associate Professor at the Department of Education, Stockholm Uni-
versity and Research Associate at the Centre for International Studies and Diplomacy,
SOAS University of London (School of Oriental and African Studies). She specializes in
critical human rights theory through counternarratives, and studies on intersectionality,
cosmopolitanism and childism. Author of the book Women and the Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights. In 2018 a UN photo exhibit “Women Who Shaped the Universal
Declaration” based on the book was exhibited at the United Nations in New York by Sec-
retary General Antonio Guterres and first Latin American female President of the General
Assembly Maria Fernanda Espinosa Garcés, now available online.

Dan Plesch is Professor of Diplomacy and Strategy at SOAS University of London. His
books include, The Beauty Queen's Guide to World Peace, Human Rights After Hitler and
America, Hitler and the UN. His research focuses on strategies for preventing global war
and emphasises a restorative archeology of knowledge of the effective peacemaking work
in the 1940s.
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Introductory note

Learning journey for a feminist: Making women
visible, recognizing women’s achievements, and
demanding power to women

Torild Skard

Senior Researcher, former President in the Norwegian Parliament
and Director-General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
Director of UNESCO and UNICEF

When the United Nations was created after the Second World War, my mother
Ase Gruda Skard was there as the only woman in the Norwegian delegation. The
50 states that met in San Francisco in 1945 to create a new international organi-
zation to maintain peace and security, all had male-dominated governments. Only
3 per cent of the representatives at the conference were women.

My mother was appointed, because there was an active Norwegian women’s
rights group in London, where the government of Norway was established in
exile during the War. The group demanded that at least one woman should be
included in the country’s delegation to San Francisco in addition to the 15-20
men, and my mother was exceptionally well suited for the task. First and fore-
most, she lived in the US at the time and spoke English fluently. My family fled
to America when the Germans attacked Norway in 1940, and we settled down in
Washington DC with my mother’s father, who was Norwegian Minister of For-
eign Affairs from 1935 to 1941. In addition, my mother had distinguished herself
by being the first woman in our country with a university degree in psychology.
She was active in labor and women’s rights groups and well connected with inter-
national organizations.

Feminist in male-dominated society

Mother’s participation in San Francisco was very exciting, and she had to tell me
about her experiences numerous times. [ was particularly interested in the role of
the women at the conference. Soon after the war my family went back to Norway,
and I grew up in a society with widespread male domination. Practically all the
important positions were held by men, and in school, I was harassed by boys in
my class, because girls were not supposed to be clever and active.
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Fortunately, my family supported me. Mother held a high position as associ-
ate professor at Oslo University, worked as a child psychologist, was active in
the women’s movement worldwide and participated in UNESCO’s activities. At
times, she took me and my sister with her and brought prominent women home.
I got acquainted with people from different cultures and was inspired by women
who asserted themselves in other parts of the world. In addition, my grandmother,
who stayed in Norway during the war, became an important role model. Born in
1871 she was the first farmer’s daughter in her part of the country who got higher
education, and she fought for women'’s suffrage, which we got in 1913. At home
she took time and explained our patriarchal traditions for me and how women
struggled to change them. She said I must not give up, but qualify myself the best
I could, never forget that I was a woman and claim my rights.

I joined the women’s movement as soon as I could, and worked hard to qual-
ify myself professionally in education, psychology, and sociology. I engaged in
various organizational and political activities, learned French in addition to Eng-
lish and got involved in international cooperation. And during my working life
I obtained high posts no woman had occupied earlier: as President in the Nor-
wegian Parliament, Director for the status of women in UNESCO Headquarters,
Director General for the Multilateral Department in the Norwegian Ministry of
Foreign Affairs and Regional Director for UNICEF in West-and Central Africa.

Putting women’s rights into practice was tougher than I expected. Both
nationally and internationally progress was slow. Though all UN member states
supported the equal rights for women and men in principle and confirmed this
numerous times, men in power did not often walk the talk. Instead they used
many different techniques to maintain their privileges. They denied that women
were discriminated and concealed existing inequalities. Accounts of women’s
activities and achievements in the past as well as the present were extremely rare.

San Francisco 1945

The UN was our most important organization for international collaboration.
Practically all the nation states were members. But there were few studies of how
the system worked in practice, and gender perspectives were lacking, though the
purpose of the UN was not only to maintain peace and security, but also promote
human rights and fundamental freedoms.

After I retired from UNICEF, I started a research project in 2005 about women
and the UN to gain better knowledge about how women’s rights were promoted
worldwide. I went back to the establishment of the UN in 1945, and my immer-
sion in the San Francisco proceedings revealed that the official UN accounts were
both incomplete and partly incorrect. They only had a brief statement about wom-
en’s rights, noting that faith in the equal rights of men and women was inscribed
in the Charter by four women delegates. This made me wonder. My mother told
me that the women at the conference disagreed among themselves. I had to delve
into the original documents.
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There were not many women delegates and advisers at the United Nations
Conference on International Organization (UNCIO). Only independent Allied
states were included, and as the world war was not over, many states were unable
to attend. Totally, there were 22 delegations from the Americas, 14 from Europe,
10 from Asia, and 4 from Africa. Only 12 of them had female members with
functions other than ordinary secretarial assistance.

In addition to the official government delegations a great number of nongov-
ernmental organizations were invited to send “consultants” to San Francisco to
broaden the scope of the discussions and ensure a solid basis for the negotiations.
These also included women’s organizations, and gatherings were held during the
conference so NGO representatives could meet with UNCIO participants.

Already on the first day of the conference my mother tried to get in touch with
the other women delegates and advisers to unite them in a group. Nobody else
seemed to think of this, so she invited them for tea with other prominent women,
both journalists and others, as well as the Norwegian female secretaries. She
established contact with 13 colleagues: 7 from Latin-America, 1 from Canada, 1
from the US, 2 from England, 1 from Australia, and 1 from China.

These women were far from “standardized,” mother noted. The delegates from
Latin-America were clearly the most active promoting women’s rights. They
were headed by Dr Bertha Lutz, a prominent scientist from Brazil, and both the
President and Vice-President of the Inter-American Commission of Women,
Minerva Bernardino from the Dominican Republic and Amalia C. de Castillo
Ledoén from Mexico attended the conference. They felt that they represented the
women of the world and wanted to include references to “women” as often as
possible in the Charter.

The female representatives from USA, Canada, and England had a different
view. According to their opinion, they participated in the negotiations as “dele-
gates”, not women, and saw no reason to differentiate between women and men.
Virginia Gildersleeve from the US, who was Dean of a women’s college, even
suggested deleting the word “women” from the phrase “the equal rights of men
and women” in the preamble of the Charter, because she thought it was unneces-
sary and implied a segregation of women. But this was opposed by a man from
the South: the head of the South African delegation, Field Marshall Smuts, who
drafted the text, and the amendment was rejected.

The Chinese delegate Dr. Wu Yi-fang and my mother had what she described
as an “intermediate” position. They supported women'’s rights, but not when they
thought it was unreasonable. All in all, it was a very small group of women from
Norway and China in addition to those from Latin-America who collaborated
to make sure the founding documents of the new organization were satisfactory
from women'’s point of view. But mother felt that they achieved more than they
could hope for. And at the end of the conference, Bertha Lutz proposed on behalf
of all the women that a special commission should be established to follow-up
the status of women in different countries, and this was supported by a clear
majority.
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Getting UN history right

During my research, it was fascinating to find out how a nearly completely
male-dominated assembly could proclaim the equal rights of men and women.
The active lobbying of women’s NGOs, the differing views of various female
delegates, and the supportive action of leading male politicians were particu-
larly worth noting. I published my study on “Getting Our History Right: How
Were the Equal Rights of Women and Men Included in the Charter of the United
Nations?”! and the events in such an international context led to further interest
in the status of women in different countries, particularly in Latin-America, to
understand the basis for the action of different representatives.

Inspired by my work, students and scholars at the School of Oriental and
African Studies (SOAS) at the University of London followed-up with further
research. This resulted in several scholarly publications, media coverage, and
conferences at the UN in Geneva and New York.? In 2017, the International
Studies Association (ISA) and SOAS established a Bertha Lutz Prize to honor
her, and in 2019, the UN changed the official account of the negotiations in San
Francisco in 1945, noting that two of the female representatives, Bertha Lutz
from Brazil and Minerva Bernardino from Dominican Republic, proposed to add
“women” to the Charter.?

Slow progress

Though women’s rights were confirmed in the UN Charter in 1945 and again
in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 and a special UN com-
mission dealt with the status of women, there was not much progress before the
second feminist wave in the 1960-70s. Then approaches changed, and the Inter-
national Women’s Year in 1975 became a turning point in women’s history with
the world conference in Mexico, the UN Decade for Women and the Convention
to eliminate discrimination against women. The large global women’s confer-
ences were driving forces in promotion of the status of women. The conferences
were special not only because they focused on women’s issues, but because they
were dominated by women, and prominent female advocates for women’s rights
played key roles. In addition to the government meetings, simultaneous global
meetings of women’s NGOs were also held.

The world conferences were followed up by numerous initiatives of differ-
ent kinds. But the recommendations required a rethinking and reorganization of
work in the whole UN system. The commitment of both women and men, special
knowledge, and competence as well as resources were required. And the follow-up
encountered bureaucratic problems and resistance to change as well as to gender
equality. Seven decades after the UN was established, only one of four top leaders
in the system were women. But with enough political will and resources, pro-
gress could be made. In 2017, the newly elected UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres appointed 50/50 women and men in the UN Senior Management Group
for the first time.
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Being an intergovernmental organization, the development of the UN is to a
great extent determined by the national leaders and representatives of member
states. But the progress of women in politics has generally been very slow. By
the end of 2020, women only constituted a minority of 1/4 of the members of
parliament and 1/5 of the cabinet ministers worldwide, and only 27 women were
appointed or elected presidents and prime ministers in independent states during
the year. The number of prominent women varied from one continent to the other,
as did their way to the top and the role they played in power. They generally
inspired other women as role models, but they did not always promote women’s
interests. Resistance increased if they tried to be “feminist” in one way or the
other. So, some avoided this completely. But most of the women top leaders in
practice did something positive for women, to a greater or lesser degree, though
it might not always be easy to discover.

Strengthening the position of women is more complex than is often realized.
It requires sustained long-term action by various actors to change established
traditions, social structures, and power hierarchies. A basic condition is the exist-
ence of active women working together, making women visible, approving their
rights, recognizing their achievements, and demanding power to women. Though
they are partly hidden in the history of the UN and member states, they have
made a difference and are the reason for the progress that has been made despite
the difficulties.

Notes

1 Torild Skard, “Getting Our History Right: How Were the Equal Rights of Women and
Men Included in Charter of the United Nations?,” Forum for Development Studies
June, no. 1 (2008): 37-60.

2 See preface and chapter 2 in this anthology.

3 Carolyn Hannan, Aina liyambo, and Christine Brautigam, “A Short History of the
Commission on the Status of Women” (New York: UN Women Headquarters, 2019).
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Preface

Women of the UN: Shifting the Narrative by
Revealing Forgotten Voices

Fatima Sator and Elise Dietrichson

It is difficult to claim the origins of ideas that have become universal, such as
the idea of gender equality. Still, as ideas become accepted by a majority and
become a norm, the particular life story of the individuals that first championed
them, cannot be reduced to a singular collective narrative and should as such not
be forgotten because “these unique life stories carry with them the potential to
change.””

I—Fatima Sator—grew up wishing [ was a man. Because to me, men were free.
In Algeria, men went and came as they pleased, they saw and dated whoever they
wanted, they had careers, they seemed important, their opinion mattered, they
were entitled double heritage to that of their sisters, their words weighed twice as
much as those of women’s. I found it unfair that I would live with the restrictions
of a woman. Then I realized, that this was not only my reality, but a shared one.

At 12 years old, I decided that I would contribute in creating equal rights and
opportunities for men and women. I didn’t know it then, because I didn’t know
that there was a word for it, but I had identified myself as a “feminist.” I had an
aunt who always declared herself as a feminist but she didn’t have a good repu-
tation, was portrayed as “angry” and I was told that if I acted like her “I would
never find a husband.” In my view, not “finding” a husband turned into a kind of
compliment. When I insistently raised my voice on issues related to feminism,
with the support of my parents, this wasn’t well received by my friends and fam-
ily. People told my parents that this was the result of a “Western” education. That
I was choosing the wrong battle, that feminism wasn’t “our” fight—that we had
other issues to deal with, such as unemployment or economic insecurity. Accord-
ing to them, I should leave feminism to “the others”—referring to anyone beyond
the Mediterranean Sea, not “us.”

I was confused, were they right? Was I the only one feeling that feminists
described the very injustice [ was confronted with as a woman in Algeria? It took
me several years before I could find the answer to this question. Years later, I
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studied a Masters in International Relations at the School of Oriental and African
Studies (SOAS), in London and that is when I met Elise who was also studying
women in diplomacy. Elise Dietrichson was from Norway and we engaged in
hours of conversations around feminism, the United Nations and diplomacy. For
me, she represented “the others” I had been told about.

Elise grew up being taught in school how the first UN Secretary General,
Trygve Lie, was Norwegian. She visited with excitement the Security Coun-
cil Chamber at the UN headquarters in New York furnished and decorated by
Norway, understanding that Norway was an important supporter of the UN and
its creation. She felt proud in knowing that Norway had a progressive female
Prime Minister, Gro Harlem Brundtland, when she grew up. Women in leader-
ship was typical Norwegian. I, on the other hand, had not been taught my Alge-
rian roots and how they were connected to gender equality, nor to the values
of the UN. The story of the Latin American women changed that for me: I saw
brown women, not dictated by Western imperialists, speaking out for women's
rights. There they were; my role models. What this all really shows, is that the
way history is presented to us is crucial for what values we take ownership of.
For Elise growing up, UN values were national values, and these values were
her values.

Rediscovering women in history

Elise and I wanted to find the women champions in history in our quest for under-
standing where values in the UN come from. We asked ourselves “Who do we
have to thank for having gender equality inscribed in international organizations
today?” We looked to the UN Charter because it said to represent us all and called
“the constitution of the world” when created more than 75 years ago.

It was when turning to the meeting protocols and minutes from 1945 in UN
archives that we discovered Bertha Lutz, the delegate from Brazil, one of only
four women to sign the UN Charter. Her memoirs with her machine and hand-
written letters located in a paper box? right in the heart of London—just a short
walk away from SOAS at the London School of Economics (LSE) Women's
Library—was almost untraceable in history books. The archive of the UN and
Lutz' notes were so fascinating! According to minutes from UNCIO and the jour-
nal of this Brazilian scientist, frog-lover and diplomat; Bertha Lutz was specif-
ically sent by the Brazilian Government in 1945 as a Brazilian delegate to the
UNICIO in San Francisco to advocate for the inclusion of gender equality in
the UN Charter.’ The Latin American delegates were termed “extremist”-femi-
nists, wanting the word “women” everywhere. Seventy-five years later, we were
amazed by the fight these women delegates put up for us to include women in the
founding documents of the UN.* It was then we understood that this story was
still important to unearth as it has significant implications for the future.

Explicit recognition of women’s rights is not something we should take for
granted. Remember that only 30 delegations out of 50 present at the San Fran-
cisco Conference’ in 1945, represented countries where women had the right to
vote. Remember that women diplomats were denied access to diplomatic posts in
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most countries. Remember that women were not mentioned in the original draft
of the UN Charter.®

Taking for granted our rights, and how we got there was something Bertha
Lutz critiqued already in 1945. She felt that women from countries where wom-
en’s rights were more advanced had forgotten how these rights were given to
them. In a tea meeting, the British women advisors told Bertha Lutz that as she
was in the Kings Private council, this meant women in Britain had arrived at
gender equality. Bertha Lutz was clear saying that, no, this meant only that a
few individuals had been invited but they were not representative of all women.
One of our favorite quotes by Bertha Lutz, that really made an impression on
us, was when she said after meeting the American and British delegates that: “It
is a strange psychological paradox that often those who are emancipated by the
efforts of others are loath to acknowledge the source of their freedom.”’

Why are women in history forgotten?

This volume is a collection of texts representing the journey of women before us,
women like Bertha Lutz who grew up with ideas and questions that had global
reach. These texts speak of the realization that individual ideas only have value if
they are recognized by the collective, owned and validated by the majority.

Just as women’s rights weren't included by accident in the founding documents
of the UN, neither will we claim that forgetting the contribution of women dip-
lomats like Berta Lutz is accidental. And neither will her legacy, nor the broader
legacy of the other women acknowledged in this volume be recognized if we
continue to overlook it.

During most of the press conferences or interviews on the topic of the Latin
American women who fought for gender equality in the UN Charter, a question
was often asked “how come this story has been forgotten?”

For us forgetting the contribution of Bertha Lutz is an example of how the
main narrative of history, the domination of accepted beliefs, references of what
is considered normal by dominant actors in society, sometimes overshadow other
significant events.® The idea that women will always defend women’s rights, and
that women always speak with one voice, and that the most progressive feminist
usually are from Western countries overshadows the diversity of women’s voices,
their agency, and actions.

The presentation of history is political. It is skewed and shaped in favor of the
most powerful, often men, which means that some of what we believe to be truths
should be challenged. “If good ideas are found outside the West, they are often
dismissed as imitation.” This is explained by some as why the contributions of
the global South have generally been ignored and neglected.

Neglecting the historical contributions of Bertha Lutz is also a part of a wider
tendency neglecting the contributions of women in international relations, and
particularly, neglecting the fundamental Southern contributions to global norms,
such as human rights and gender equality. The lack of recognition of the Latin
American women, not only meant silencing their voices but silencing all women’s
voices, particularly those from the South, the conscious identity as “non-Western”
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was something Bertha Lutz used to describe herself and the other Latin Ameri-
can women representing the “South.”!® These women will only be rediscovered
if there is a deliberate will to see the gaps left in history books, redefine what is
important and put new value to sources earlier dismissed. Women wrote letters,
journals, they told anecdotes, men who were actors in the public sphere wrote
their biographies, men wrote our history books. Women were only heard as a
group, while a man could make his mark as a state leader with a notable name.

Advocating for change

Before finding a research article authored by Torild Skard!! on the role of Women
and the UN Charter, neither Elise nor I had ever heard about Bertha Lutz before.
This was mind-blowing. How could it be that we had never heard of Bertha Lutz?
We who were international relations’ students, feminists, and former interns at
the UN, with a particular interest in women in diplomacy. We started asking our
former colleagues at the UN, professors in IR, diplomats who worked on wom-
en's rights “have you heard of the Brazilian Diplomat who got women's rights
into the UN Charter, Bertha Lutz?”” We asked professors at SOAS, Brazilian and
UN diplomats, UN staff, ambassadors, we looked at the UN Women website, the
UN Blue Book series!? but there was not a single mention of her and her legacy.

Our journey began with the inspiration from Torild Skard’s work and with Dan
Plesch’ visionary research on UN History for the Future, we started the project
“Women and the UN Charter.”'* Through our advocacy work we came in contact
with researchers who shared this passionate interest for the hidden women in the
history of the UN but this was a counter-narrative not recognized widely.

For Elise and I, this remarkable period in history, where it was the Latin Amer-
ican women who bore the torch for women's rights at the birth of the UN, truly
ignited a fire in us. For us, as feminists, this piece of forgotten history was not
only important in itself to understand how we got the first reference to equal
rights of men and women. The call for recognition of Bertha Lutz and the South-
ern contributions to gender equality was a fascinating game changer to prove the
global ownership, not only to the UN as such, but specifically to the idea of equal-
ity between men and women. We wanted to use Bertha Lutz impact on history to
create awareness of the true global ownership on feminism. And we insisted on
the “global” part of it.

Discovering that women from non-western countries fought for gender equal-
ity in the United Nations 75 years ago, despite opposition from delegates from
the United Kingdom and the United States, countered the idea of those who had
told us that “gender equality was a concept from the “North.” The Latin Ameri-
can women were forerunners in advocating women’s rights, and with getting this
history right, to paraphrase Torild, we could re-claim gender equality as Algerian,
as Southern, as well as it had been claimed Norwegian. This is essential because
how we present history has important and very political implications, ownership
being the most obvious.

Our first meeting with Brazilian students showed why the recognition of
women like Bertha Lutz was important. When we visited the University of Rio
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de Janeiro,' in a class of 20 students from a variety of backgrounds, we started
a debate on feminism and women in history but without calling it “feminism.”
The students were very vocal, claiming that men and women should have equal
rights. Then we asked: “who would call themselves feminist?” Silence. Nobody
spoke, nobody raised their hands. Only one student said, condescendingly, “fem-
inism - this is something for European people.” We felt we needed to change this
dominant narrative. Bertha Lutz was Brazilian, feminism was a Brazilian “thing”
and the challenge was how they did not know about her.

This volume and our story show why academic research should and must focus
on impact outside its academic journals and conferences. That historic research
changes our understanding of where ideas come from when we learn who the
drafters of key UN documents were. They were not just Western, white and male,
they were women, and women from the South.

It was because of the existence of an “impact fund” at SOAS that Elise and
I got funding as newly graduates to continue speaking about the research. In
September 2016, we went to the heart of the UN in New York to present our
findings to the UN, academics and journalists. Edith Lederer, Associated Press
(AP) United Nations Correspondent was fascinated by what we had to share.
She immediately organized a press conference at the United Nations Correspond-
ent Association (UNCA)." Our findings were making the headlines of the most
prominent newspapers: the Washington Post, the New York Times, AP, AFP, etc.
Immediately, we were on TV and on the radio. Bertha Lutz was not unknown
anymore. Writing women out of history is problematic because it contributes to
women’s subordination, as their agency is not taken seriously.

Two years later, in 2018, we were back to New York, to give a conference at the
UN Trusteeship Council’s room together with Rebecca Adami'® from Stockholm
University who spoke to the over 200 women delegates in the room of the legacy
of female UN delegates from India and Pakistan amongst others to the wording
of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. This event was highly symbolic
for us. First, it is known to be the first ever-organized conference honoring South-
ern legacy to Human Rights. And it was happening in a room full of history."’
It was organized by Southern UN delegations in collaboration with SOAS and
Stockholm University with Ambassadors from India, Pakistan, Ghana, Mexico,
Colombia and South Africa presiding. Witnessing the woman Ambassador of
India and the Ambassador of Pakistan honoring their own Human Rights legacy
to the UN, through a feminist lens, was a strong message. At the end of the con-
ference, our panel, made up of mostly women, left the room to let the next panel
start, where mostly men entered the room to discuss disarmament.

In 2019, a new road sign in front the United Nations Office building in Geneva
read “Bertha Lutz” which for us felt as a concrete proof that our advocacy work
to recognize Bertha Lutz in the history of the UN had inspired others. Then, we
saw more and more evidence that the legacy of Bertha Lutz was recognized.
HBO produced a documentary on “Bertha Lutz,”'® Elise and I gave TEDx talk
at the UN in Geneva," a painting by Leca Araujo honoring Bertha Lutz is on
the walls of the UN in Geneva, Bertha Lutz is in children’s books, International
Studies Association (ISA) established the Bertha Lutz prize to promote research
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on women in diplomacy.?® Bertha Lutz’s legacy is now included into UN Jun-
ior Professional Officer training and updated in UN trainings and many large
and small actions that proved that this story mattered today. The many women
included in the chapters of this anthology deserve the same recognition for their
role in international diplomacy and for inscribing women’s rights in the history
of main human rights documents of the UN.

Today, I would say to the 12-year-old me: no, they aren’t right: feminism is
not a “Western thing” or “the others” thing, it is as much Algerian, it is as much
“us”, as it is “theirs.” There is no such thing as “us” and “them” when it comes
to feminism, because it is a global, universal idea, that already 75 years ago was
promoted by women from Latin America to South Asia and Africa. Women’s
human rights that should be owned by all who believe in a fair, equal, sustainable,
and prosperous world for all.

This research changed our vision of the world. We hope that the historical
narratives in this book will shift and deconstruct the existing narrative. If more
women and men define themselves “feminists” we will continue the legacy of the
women represented in this book.

Stories are powerful. In digging into history, we are looking for women who
have been forgotten. This book reveals some of these forgotten names. We hope
that it will inspire, empower, and light a fire in people who will read it.
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1 From women’s rights to human rights

The influence of Pan-American feminism
on the United Nations

Katherine M. Marino

Introduction

Soon after arriving at the United Nations Conference on International Organiza-
tion (UNCIO) in San Francisco in 1945, Brazilian delegate Bertha Lutz wrote to
friends back home that “Latin American women” would be “the most helpful”
in advancing women’s rights.! Although women from the U.S. and British dele-
gations refused to promote women’s rights in the Charter, the female represent-
atives from the Dominican Republic, Mexico, and Uruguay were self-identified
feministas. For the past two decades, they had all been engaged, with Lutz, in a
Pan-American feminist movement that elevated women’s rights to international
treaties. At the UNCIO, these Latin American women collaborated to achieve
a number of key goals: incorporating women’s rights into the purposes of the
organization, asserting women’s rights as human rights, and ensuring the rep-
resentation of women in all UN bodies. Bertha Lutz also proposed what became
the UN’s Commission on the Status of Women. They accomplished these objec-
tives against the objections of U.S. and British women who believed women’s
rights goals too divisive or not important enough to include in the Charter, and of
the U.S. and British delegations that opposed human rights demands more gen-
erally. Without the work of these Latin American women, the UN Charter would
likely have contained little to nothing about women’s rights.

Their pivotal work represented a culmination of over two decades of Pan-
American feminism, a transnational movement that fuelled grassroots exchange
and inter-American diplomacy for women’s rights. This essay explores how
and why this movement drove their UNCIO contributions. Since the mid-1920s
Pan-American feminism provided a critical forum for Latin American feminist
innovations in international law, starting with an international treaty they devised
to advance women’s rights, the Equal Rights Treaty. The movement also pio-
neered the first inter-governmental organization in the world to promote women’s
rights, the Inter-American Commission of Women, or Comision Interamericana
de Mujeres (CIM) that for the next two decades, launched the Equal Rights Treaty
into Pan American Union and other international meetings. In the 1930s and 40s
inter-American feminists connected their international defense of women’s rights
to what was becoming known as international “human rights,” based on multiple
and inter-connected grassroots struggles against fascism, racism, and imperialist
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capitalism. Latin American feminists’ insistence that after the Second World War
the United Nations must enshrine rights for all regardless of race, sex, or class,
and must include women in the peace deliberations compelled both the pres-
ence and actions the Latin American feminists in San Francisco. Their work also
shaped Latin American feminists’ contributions to the 1948 UN’s Universal Dec-
laration of Human Rights. Pan-American feminism not only pushed women’s
rights into human rights but also helped formulate international human rights.

Pan-American feminism’s equal rights treaty

Pan-American feminism emerged from a broader moment of Pan-Americanism
ushered in by the First World War that shattered the notion of European cultural
superiority and opened a space for the “new” Latin American nations on the world
stage. The U.S. government sought stronger ties with Latin American countries
to protect its economic and political interests following the 1914 completion of
the Panama Canal and resulting dramatic rise in trade with Latin America. This
period saw a flourishing of new Pan-American organizations, congresses, pub-
lications, and institutions around culture, hygiene and medicine, child welfare,
and feminism. Changes in transportation, communications, and industrialization
sped these collaborations. Though a thin cover for U.S. imperialism, this new
Pan-Americanism represented an opportunity that many Latin-American dip-
lomats and lawyers seized to advance a new inter-American system promoting
multilateralism as well as their own countries’ political sovereignty and cultural
advancement.?

The Great War and the 1917 Mexican Revolution raised the stakes around
national self-determination and women’s rights in the Americas. Having organ-
ized in regional gatherings since the 1910 International Women’s Congress in
Buenos Aires, Latin American feminists found in new Pan-American collabo-
rations with U.S. women ways to gain legitimacy for their demands for wom-
en’s political, civil, social, and economic rights. After the First World War, when
many European countries had passed women’s suffrage legislation, a number of
Latin American male political leaders equated women’s rights with cultural and
civilizational advancement. At the 1923 Pan-American conference in Santiago,
Chile, male diplomats from Guatemala and Chile made such arguments when
they passed resolutions to charge the Pan American Union with the study and
promotion of women’s rights, responding as well to feminist pressure.?

Although Latin American feminists looked with high expectations to the
Pan-American realm, they were often dismayed by interactions with U.S. coun-
terparts who deemed themselves and their approaches to feminism as superior.
Anglo-American women took on the role of “teachers” at the 1922 Pan Amer-
ican Women’s Congress in Baltimore, Maryland, organized by U.S. feminist
Carrie Chapman Catt and the U.S. League of Women Voters. Latin American
activists were even more disturbed by Catt’s subsequent disparaging comments
about Latin American women lagging “forty years behind” those in the U.S. and
her doubts that they were ready for the franchise.* Catt and other U.S. feminist
leaders also routinely failed to grasp that political and civil equality under the
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law did not represent the highest priority of many Latin American feminists who
also sought women’s economic and social welfare and anti-imperialism. At a
time when U.S. military interventions in Central America and the Caribbean, and
economic imperialism in the region were cresting, U.S. feminists’ failure to con-
demn imperialism repelled many Latin American counterparts. While utilizing
Pan-American institutions, Latin American feminists also mobilized their own
south-south collaborations that almost always emphasized anti-imperialism and a
regional feminism led by Latin American women.

These dynamics helped spur the innovation that would be critical over the
next two decades: an international law to promote women’s rights. Two anti-
imperialist feminists, Clara Gonzalez (Panama), and Ofelia Dominguez Navarro
(Cuba), both young lawyers leading radical wings of the women’s movements
in their countries, announced the idea of an international law to promote wom-
en’s rights at the 1926 Congreso Inter-Americano de Mujeres in Panama City.
They were inspired by efforts of international feminists after the Great War who
were utilizing the League of Nations to make new global demands.’ But more
direct inspiration came from Latin American multi-lateral institution building and
advances in international law: the Latin American Scientific congresses that since
the nineteenth century sought uniform codes in the Americas in hygiene, health,
and sanitation; the work of diplomats at the 1923 Pan-American conference in
Santiago who had elevated women’s rights to a Pan-American concern; and
inter-American feminist ferment they saw growing. Gonzalez and Dominguez
sought social and economic justice for working women, rights of “illegitimate”
children and their often single mothers, as well as Latin American sovereignty
in the face of U.S. empire.® They proposed a “uniform and extensive action in
the effort to obtain...women’s political rights,” and “the removal from the leg-
islation of all the American countries judicial discrimination against women.””’
They believed that such an international treaty committing all signatory nations
to women’s equal political and civil rights would exert a moral weight in the
hemisphere and provide the linchpin to other rights.

The passage of Gonzalez and Dominguez’s 1926 resolution in Panama helped
galvanize new feminist activism before the 1928 Pan-American Congress of dip-
lomats in Havana, Cuba. Feminists hoped the Havana conference would make
meaningful the 1923 women’s rights resolutions from Santiago. They were even
more optimistic when the 1927 International Commission of Jurists in Rio de
Janeiro, Brazil, proposed uniform legislation to be submitted to the Havana
conference including removal of all legal incapacities of women throughout the
continent.’

When Cuban feminists learned that no Latin American country was sending
female representatives to the Havana conference, several reached out to the U.S.
National Woman'’s Party (NWP), a group they knew for its radicalism in the U.S.
suffrage movement, to enlist their help. NWP president Alice Paul was immedi-
ately interested. Paul had just obtained a degree in international law which she
believed could help advance the NWP’s key goal: the Equal Rights Amendment
(ERA) that she had co-authored. The ERA, a bold constitutional guarantee that
“men and women shall have equal rights throughout the United States and every
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place subject to its jurisdiction,” had languished in Congress since its introduc-
tion in 1923.

Grasping that an international treaty could pressure domestic change, Paul dis-
patched to the January, 1928 Havana conference a number of uninvited NWP
members, including its chair of international affairs, the outspoken and canny
organizer Doris Stevens, NWP. When Stevens wrote to Paul from Havana about
Cuban feminist and male Latin American diplomatic enthusiasm for an inter-
national women’s rights treaty, Paul sent her a draft text of what became the
Equal Rights Treaty. Drawing on the ERA’s language, it was also similar to the
resolution that Gonzalez and Dominguez had asserted in Panama in 1926. It read:
“The Contracting States agree that upon the ratification of this Treaty, men and
women shall have equal rights throughout the territory subject to their respective
jurisdictions.” Stevens inserted this treaty into the debates in Havana, where
Cuban feminists supported it with alacrity and enlisted the U.S. women to march
with them in the streets. Although Stevens faced stiff resistance to the treaty from
U.S. State Department representatives, she found the “Latin American men...
captivated by our treaty idea.”!’

The delight of Latin American diplomats stemmed in large part from their
own efforts to transform international law in the Americas at that moment. The
conference took place amidst U.S. military assaults in Nicaragua, deemed by
many as the greatest international crime of the day, and Latin American states-
men had come to the conference to defend Latin American sovereignty. They
saw the Equal Rights Treaty as part of their fight against the U.S. government,
especially when NWP representatives made known that they did not side with
the U.S. State Department. Latin American support paved the way for Cuban and
U.S. feminists to speak before the plenary, marking the first time any woman had
spoken before a Pan-American conference. In her speech, Doris Stevens under-
scored that women’s equality and sovereignty mutually reinforced Latin Ameri-
can goals for national equality and sovereignty. Although the Equal Rights Treaty
was not enshrined in the conference in Havana in 1928, this activism resulted in
the creation of the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM), the first inter-
governmental organization promoting women’s rights in the world."

CIM’s remit was to take up the charge laid out in the 1923 Santiago con-
ference—to study, report on, and help advance women’s rights in the region.
It would include one representative from each of the 21 Western Hemisphere
republics that participated in the Pan American Union. Because of her leader-
ship in Havana, Pan American Union representatives elected Stevens as its chair.
Selecting several other countries by lottery, Pan American Union leaders also
enlisted Panamanian feminist Clara Gonzalez (author of the 1926 international
women’s rights resolution) as one of its first commissioners. Gonzalez’s appoint-
ment to CIM, whose offices were located in the Pan American Union headquar-
ters in Washington, D.C., coincided with her studies in New York while on a
fellowship from the Panamanian government. Gonzalez devoted tremendous
time and legal expertise to creating a large compendium of women’s status under
law in the hemisphere. This volume, the first of its size and international scope,
would be essential to CIM’s strategy at international conferences.!? Over the next
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decade, when CIM launched the Equal Rights Treaty into Pan American Union,
League of Nations, and International Labor Organization (ILO) conferences, they
insisted the treaty was necessary to removing the many documented legal inca-
pacities women faced.

Their work crested at the 1933 Seventh International Conference of American
States in Montevideo, Uruguay, where four countries (Cuba, Ecuador, Paraguay,
and Uruguay) signed the Equal Rights Treaty. The conference also unanimously
passed CIM’s Equal Nationality Treaty, a treaty requiring all signatory nations to
grant independent nationality rights to married women. Many women in the U.S.
and other parts of the world forfeited their nationality rights when they married.
After Montevideo, even the United States, so opposed to treaty ratification that
impeded states’ rights, ratified the Equal Nationality Treaty in 1934 and, thanks to
feminist pressure, passed a legislative act granting married women equal nation-
ality rights.!® Other countries in the Americas also passed women’s nationality
rights laws upon ratifying the Equal Nationality Treaty.'

One person who noted the importance of such treaties was Brazilian feminist
Bertha Lutz who served as a technical advisor to her country’s delegation at the
Montevideo conference. Lutz had engaged in Pan-American feminism since she
was a delegate to the 1922 Baltimore Pan American Women’s Conference. Before
CIM existed, she had formulated an idea for an equal nationality treaty. Anticipat-
ing arguments for universal human rights treaties, she wrote, “I see not advantage
in putting the unjust tradition over the fairness to all citizens, regardless of sex
or marital status, nor putting the sovereignty of nations over the rights of peo-
ple.”’> After the 1933 consolidation of Hitler’s power in Germany and 1937 rise
of Getulio Vargas’s Estado Novo, Lutz had even more reason to oppose national
sovereignty in favor of supranational rights of people. Over the next decade, Lutz
and other Pan-American feminists increasingly looked to the inter-American
realm as a guarantor of rights and shield against dictatorships.

Popular front Pan-American Feminism: From equal rights
to human rights

In the mid-to-late 1930s, CIM’s international women’s rights work grew in import
and urgency following the Great Depression and rise of right-wing authoritarian
regimes throughout Europe and the Americas that threatened women’s rights.
Throughout the Americas and world, “popular fronts” emerged uniting commu-
nists, socialists, workers, intellectuals, and feminists. Pan-American feminism
entered a new stage, what I have called Popular-Front Pan-American Feminism.
This inter-American movement upheld equal rights for women at the same time
that it promoted working women’s economic and social welfare and anti-fascism.

Between the mid-1930s and mid-1940s, Latin American and Caribbean coun-
tries saw a mushrooming of explicitly anti-fascist groups that demanded women’s
rights alongside a range of other causes: Puerto Rican nationalism, nationaliza-
tion of Mexican oil, an inter-American workers’ movement, freedom of Aprista
political prisoners in Peru, the Republican cause in the Spanish Civil War, and
rights for indigenous and African-descended people. These popular-front feminist
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groups were connected to each other and included robust national organizations
like the Movimiento pro la Emancipacion de la Mujer Chilena (MEMCh) in
Chile and the Frente Unico Pro Derechos de la Mujer (FUPDM) in Mexico.
Both founded in 1935, these were mass organizations including several hundred
thousand women. !¢

Popular-Front feminist groups saw CIM’s Equal Rights Treaty as a useful tool
in their anti-fascist fight. It gained the endorsement of socialist feminists around
the world. The 1934 World Committee of Women against War and Fascism in
Paris praised the treaty as a force against fascism, and the following year, Russian
feminist and diplomat Alexandra Kollontai hailed it as “the first step in inter-
national action with regard to equality of the sexes.”!” In 1937, Latin Ameri-
can statesmen pushed the treaty into the League of Nations General Assembly.'3
These official measures as well as feminist grassroots mobilizations around the
treaty helped block “fascist” legislation, such as a law that would have reduced
women’s minimum wages in Chile and one that would have made married wom-
en’s legal status that of minors in Argentina.'® At the regional ILO conferences
in 1936 in Chile and 1939 in Cuba, popular-front feminists drew on the treaty to
demand state-sponsored maternity leave and child care, including for rural and
domestic workers.?

Because of the connections forged by the Popular Front between wom-
en’s rights and the rights of racial and religious minorities, by the late 1930s,
anti-fascist feminists utilized the term “human rights” to describe a broad array
of rights “without distinction of sex nor of race, of fortune, of class, of beliefs.”?!
African-descended Latin American feminists were central to this articulation of
what was becoming known in these years as international “derechos humanos.”
Drawing on legacies of Pan-Africanism, and on the vitality of Black commu-
nist thought and activism, Black domestic workers in Uruguay, Brazil, Cuba,
Panama, and elsewhere demanded that anti-racism be a fundamental part of the
popular front feminist struggle. Afro-Cuban women articulated the concept of
“triple aggression” against Black women that the popular front and feminism
both must confront.?

These influences were felt in the 1938 Pan-American conference in Lima,
where Mexican popular-front feminist and FUPDM leader Esperanza Balmaceda
promoted a resolution for women’s rights that encompassed maternity legislation,
and also worked in support of the Cuban and Mexican delegations that ushered
in new resolutions for “derechos humanos.”?® Because of their work, the Lima
Declaration pronounced “respect for the rights of all nations and of all individu-
als regardless of race or religion.”?* Popular-front feminism’s force was evident
in this developing language of human rights that grew even stronger during the
Second World War.

Towards the United Nations: Women’s rights and human rights

During the war, popular-front Latin American feminists kept their demands for an
inter-connected set of “human rights” that included “women’s rights™ at the fore-
front of the fight against Nazi-fascism. They paid close attention to the January,
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1942 Pan-American conference in Rio de Janeiro that upheld the Declaration of
the United Nations and committed Latin America to Allied war aims. This Dec-
laration reaffirmed the connections between individual and international security
enshrined in Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Atlantic Charter and Four Freedoms—free-
dom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from want, and freedom from fear.
These four freedoms, and especially the social rights implied in “freedom from
want,” became central to growing articulations of “human rights” throughout the
Americas and the world. Recognizing the pivotal role that women were playing
to work for the Allied cause, inter-American feminists hoped that women’s and
human rights would be enshrined in new global order to emerge after the war.?

Latin American popular-front feminists and diplomats were thus disappointed
by the 1944 Bretton Woods and Dumbarton Oaks conferences that charted post-
war plans for the United Nations. Both conferences presaged a global order
dominated by the United States, Great Britain, China, and the Soviet Union, over-
looking decades of Pan-American multi-lateral institution-setting. The Dumbar-
ton Oaks agreements also gave cursory mention to “human rights” and neglected
women’s rights entirely. Popular-front feminists pushed CIM representatives
to bring these concerns to the February, 1945 Inter-American Conference on
Problems of War and Peace, at Chapultepec Castle in Mexico City.?

At this Chapultepec conference where Latin American delegates aired griev-
ances with the Dumbarton Oaks resolutions, Minerva Bernardino from the
Dominican Republic, and Amalia de Castillo Ledon from Mexico, now CIM pres-
ident and vice president, conveyed popular-front feminist demands. Bernardino and
Castillo Ledon were not popular-front feminists. They were liberal feminists who
emphasized legal equality, social and economic rights for working women, and
cooperation with their nation states, which in Bernardino’s case was the Trujillo
dictatorship.?” Castillo Ledén, appointed as the new Mexican CIM commissioner
in the government of Manuel Avila Camacho, represented what historian Gabriela
Cano has called “state feminism.”?

Nevertheless, both women shared some women’s rights goals with popular
front feminists, and the latter viewed them as allies on whom to apply pressure.
One list of demands addressed to Castillo Ledon before Chapultepec urged her
to promote resolutions for international women’s political, civil, social, and eco-
nomic rights; a “Charter for Women and Children” that specifically recognized
the social function of maternity; measures against imperialism, racism, fascism;
and a resolution for all Allied countries to include female delegates in their dele-
gations that would chart the postwar peace.”

Although Bernardino (Dominican Republic) and Castillo Ledon (Mexico) did
not incorporate all of these goals, they did insist upon women'’s civil and political
rights as well as social and economic rights, a Women’s and Children’s Charter
that stipulated maternity legislation, and anti-racism.’* Emphasizing women’s
work during the Second World War, they anticipated the “chaotic avalanche of
unemployment” for women that would follow the war and urged proactive study
of and measures to address this problem.?! They underscored that anti-racism was
central to their women’s rights agenda, emphasizing that specific attention must
be paid to the social, economic, and political rights of “Latin American women,
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black women, and women of different indigenous races.” Drawing on the lan-
guage of many Latin American diplomats at that conference, they asserted that
“rights of all nations” were inter-dependent with women’s and human rights.*
Their resolutions particularly resonated with those of Cuban and Mexican Dele-
gations that defined human rights as “social and economic rights” for both indi-
viduals and nations, and for “equality in sovereignty of the States and of the
individual liberty [of all peoples] without religious or racial prejudices.” As one
U.S. State Department bulletin noted, commitments to individual rights under
international law “were more positively defined” at Chapultepec “than at previ-
ous inter-American meetings” that had over the “past half-century” been “leading
toward the establishment of the ideal of social justice as a cardinal objective of
international relations.” It explained how women’s rights resolutions represented
the most meaningful manifestation of individual rights and social justice under
international law.**

Also important, at Chapultepec, Bernardino and Castillo de Ledon inserted
a resolution insisting that Latin American countries must send women in their
delegations to the conference that would form the United Nations several months
later in San Francisco.’ Latin American governments responded to this reso-
lution, sending a number of women, including Castillo Ledéon and Bernardino
themselves. Their Chapultepec resolutions primed them for their activism in
San Francisco in 1945.

Pan-American feminism shapes the United Nations

At the largest diplomatic conference in history in San Francisco that began in
April, 1945, Latin American women represented a proportionately high number
of the delegates and technical advisors. Of the only six female full delegates,
three were from Latin America: Bertha Lutz from Brazil, Minerva Bernardino
from the Dominican Republic; and Isabel Pinto de Vidal, a senator and long-
time feminist from Uruguay. The other three were Virginia Gildersleeve, dean
of Barnard College, from the U.S.; Wu Yi-Fang, president of Ginling College, a
Christian women’s college, from China; and Cora Casselman, a member of Par-
liament from Canada. Amalia de Castillo Ledon was an advisor to her country’s
delegation, as were Adela Formoso de Obregén Santacilia from Mexico, Isabel
Sanchez de Urdaneta from Venezuela, and Maria Piedad Castillo de Levi from
Ecuador. All of these Latin American women were Pan-American feminists.

Bertha Lutz emerged as a key leader of this Latin American feminist bloc.
Having played a central role in Pan-American feminism since attending the 1922
Pan-American Women’s Congress in Baltimore and the 1933 Montevideo confer-
ence, Lutz had also promoted working women’s rights globally at the 1944 ILO
conference in Philadelphia. Before the Chapultepec conference, she convened
a large gathering of feminists in Rio de Janeiro that supported Bernardino and
Castillo Ledon’s work there.”’

However, like Bernardino and Castillo Ledon, Lutz was not a popular-front
feminist. Appointed to the conference by Getulio Vargas, Lutz identified proudly
as an “Anglo-Brazilian,” due to her mother’s British ancestry and her own
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connections with English-speaking feminists whom she had long deemed more
capable than Spanish-speaking feminists. Her global feminism was inextricably
bound up in her admiration for British and Anglo-American “liberalism” and
in colonialist and white supremacist politics. Although a decided opponent of
Nazi-fascism, she also decried the growth of Brazilian Communism in the mid
1940s, in part because of what she described as its “race and colour feeling.”*

However, Lutz’s work in San Francisco was only possible because of the
mobilizations of popular-front Pan-American feminists who understood wom-
en’s rights as connected with rights for all regardless of race, class, or religion.
Before the conference, Popular-Front feminists applied pressure on Latin Amer-
ican women going to the conference, insisting they include in the UN Charter an
array of “human rights” and explicit anti-fascist commitments.** Lutz realized, as
the conference went on, that the most influential voices for women’s and human
rights were not the U.S. or Great Britain delegations, but rather representatives
from a host of U.S. non-governmental organizations like the National Associa-
tion for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), League of United Latin
American Citizens (LULAC), and representatives from smaller countries—those
from Latin America, as well as Ethiopia, India, and elsewhere. She collaborated
with these representatives around human rights resolutions for all regardless of
race, class, and sex.*

Lutz also quickly realized that Virginia Gildersleeve from the US and British
advisers and MPs Ellen Wilkinson and Frances Hosbrugh objected to including
women’s rights in the Charter, believing women’s rights were either too contro-
versial or not important enough to include. She was more disappointed to learn
that most “unofficial observers” from U.S. women’s groups that gathered at the
UN with “consultant” status as believed the same.*’ The internecine debates
around U.S. feminism that had divided groups for over two decades around the
Equal Rights Amendment that many feared would eliminate protective labor leg-
islation, hamstrung U.S. women'’s ability to form a united front. A representative
from the NWP, one of the few U.S. groups that supported feminist resolutions
in San Francisco, noted the “surprising situation” that the most organized and
avid supporters of women’s “civil, political, and economic equality” were “from
South America” and Australian feminist and adviser Jessie Street. Meanwhile,
“women of the United States are so divided among themselves that there is no
effective demand at this moment.”*

This Latin American feminist vitality would not have been not surprising to
anyone paying attention to Pan-American feminism for the past two decades.
Drawing on decades of experience at Pan-American conferences, the Latin
American women worked expeditiously to form a drafting committee with Street
and several U.S. women. They drew up a number of proposed amendments to the
Dumbarton Oaks agreement to insert women’s and human rights into as many
parts of the UN Charter as possible.*

Their plodding work in committee meetings and lobbying of delegates outside
them also drew on skills they had honed in Pan-American conferences, and they
enabled signal victories that Elise Luhr Dietrichson and Fatima Sator provide
more detailed descriptions of in their chapter in this volume. On May 5, 1945,
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Lutz, Bernardino, and Castillo Ledon were the first to propose that “Chapter 1,
Purposes,” of the UN Charter should include the following sentence: “To ensure
respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms, without discrimination
against race, sex, condition, or creed.” Their proposal influenced the human rights
wording incorporated into the Charter in Chapter 1 and in Chapter 9.* Later,
based on the amendment Isabel Pinto Vidal drafted, and a long, uphill battle,
they were responsible for the wording in Article 8 of the Charter, that the UN
“shall place no restrictions on the eligibility of men and women to participate
in any capacity and under conditions of equality in the principal and subsidiary
organs.”®

Finally, with the help of Indian delegate Arcot Ramaswami Mudaliar who
chaired the commission tasked with organizing the Economic and Social Coun-
cil (ECOSOC), Lutz proposed what became the UN’s Commission on the Sta-
tus of Women. Known as the “Brazilian Declaration,” this resolution declared
ECOSOC’s promotion of “human rights and fundamental freedoms for all with-
out distinction of sex,” necessitated a commission devoted to women’s rights.
This Commission would “study and prepare reports on the political, civil, and
economic status and opportunity of women with special reference to discrimi-
nation and limitations placed upon them on account of their sex.”® In spite of
U.S. opposition, a large majority, including many Latin American diplomats, sup-
ported it. The Mexican delegate commended Lutz on “a grand slam.”’

A number of historical factors facilitated these achievements. Antifascist pro-
motion of women’s rights connected with a broader human rights agenda, and
for many, women’s contributions to the war effort justified their full citizen-
ship. But another key factor was the alliance the “smaller and medium pow-
ers,” including the Latin American bloc, forged around women’s and human
rights proposals, especially when delegations from “the Great Powers,” such
as the United States and Great Britain, worked against them. The U.S. delega-
tion actively opposed human rights because it would be held accountable for
Jim Crow and other human rights violations against African Americans in the
South.*® When the Great Powers held UN veto power, smaller and medium pow-
ers saw ECOSOC and other UN subsidiary organs that promoted human rights
as one way to expand their power within the UN. Because of Latin American
and other nations’ lobbying, ECOSOC grew from a tangential to a “principal”
organ of the UN.

By the end of the conference, UNCIO attendees and the press recognized how
instrumental Latin American feminists were to the Charter’s human rights and
women’s rights resolutions. In her report afterward to Brazil’s foreign minister,
Lutz urged him to ensure the UN Commission on the Status of Women was in fact
created, and that its leadership be “in Latin American hands since our republics...
are currently in the vanguard of feminist demands.”*

In spite of Lutz’s hopes, when the UN formally created the Commission on the
Status of Women in June 1946, U.S. women led it. Some of these U.S. women
had in fact opposed its creation as a separate body from the newly-created Com-
mission on Human Rights. US women’s continuing internal debates shaped the
perceived viability of the UN and its Commission on the Status of Women in the
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aftermath of their creation, although Latin American feminists like Bernardino
would also play critical roles in it.>

As Rebecca Adami has demonstrated, Latin American feminists and other
women from the Global South continued to make their mark on the UN, and most
notably on the UN Universal Declaration of Human Rights. Eleanor Roosevelt,
chairing the committee, opposed explicit inclusion of women'’s rights, asserting
that women were tacitly included “human rights” and “rights of man.” Hansa
Mehta (India), the other female delegate on the drafting committee, worked
closely with Bernardino, Castillo Ledon, and Jessie Street, to revise the Decla-
ration’s statements of equality for “all men” to “all human beings” and to insert
women’s rights.>! As a representative at the Lake Success meeting that finalized
the Declaration, Amalia Castillo Ledén drew on these collaborations to advance
a firmer assertion that men and women had “equal rights” under marriage in
Article 16. She also expanded the definition of “family” in that Article so it was
not defined by marriage only. The original statement, “The family deriving from
marriage is the natural and fundamental group unit of society” (that went on to
aver rights for men and women), excluded illegitimate children. The committee
accepted Castillo Ledon's suggested alternative—*‘the family is the natural and
fundamental group unit of society and shall be entitled to protection.” Her work
reflected long-standing Latin American feminist efforts for the rights of children
born out of wedlock and those of working women seeking maternity support.>
Castillo Ledén had just come from the 1948 Ninth Pan-American Conference
in Bogota, Colombia, where seven Latin American countries ratified CIM’s
Inter-American Convention to Grant Political Rights to Women, and nine its
Inter-American Convention to Grant Civil Rights to Women.

All of these international treaties were critical to women’s rights throughout
the region. In the 1940s, amidst a wave of democratization, Latin American coun-
tries passed women’s suffrage: in Guatemala and Panama in 1945; Argentina and
Venezuela in 1947; in Chile and Costa Rica in 1949; Haiti in 1950; Bolivia in
1952; Mexico in 1953; Honduras, Nicaragua, and Peru in 1955; Colombia in
1957; and Paraguay in 1961.5 As historian Eugenia Rodriguez Saenz explains,
democratization was not primarily responsible for women’s suffrage legislation
which transformed “Latin American women’s political and citizenship-based
identities.” Rather, “the international mobilization and organization of women
and the international conventions on political rights of women,” and resulting
“growing international pressure,” were critical for their approval.>*

Pan-American feminist legacies in the UN and human rights

Soon after these conferences, the Cold War and militarization of the hemisphere
diminished the viability of interlinked fights for women’s and human rights. Sharp
distinctions emerged between “civil and political rights” associated with capital-
ist democracy versus “social and economic rights,” associated with communism.
A number of CIM representatives in the 1950s and 60s who promoted women’s
civil and political rights supported dictatorships in the hemisphere. Government
repression against leftists and outlawing of communist parties throughout the
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Americas tremendously limited formerly broad and socialist-inspired feminist
movements.

The Cold War also contributed to a broader historical amnesia around
Pan-American feminism. Such amnesia was facilitated by accounts by U.S. fig-
ures like Virginia Gildersleeve who not only downplayed but erased critical work
of Latin American feminists at the UN San Francisco conference in her memoir
Many a Good Crusade. Her memoir pokes fun at Lutz and other Latin American
feminists there, and even asserts fallaciously that Lutz’s resolution for the Com-
mission on the Status of Women was rejected. This misrepresentation infuriated
Lutz who wrote in the margins of her copy of Gildersleeve’s pages “much wrong
and biased information” and “liar!”> Later in her life, Lutz believed that her work
instilling women’s and human rights into the UN Charter was one of the greatest
accomplishments of her life, and bemoaned that she received “no credit for it.”¢

Decades later, Lutz did receive credit at the 1975 UN International Wom-
en’s Year Conference in Mexico City that formally acknowledged her work in
the founding charter. More broadly, the critical groundwork that she and other
Pan-American feminists laid from the 1920s through the 40s would be taken up
again by social movement mobilizations in the 1970s and 80s when Latin Amer-
ican feminists emerged en masse to oppose violence of dictatorships and U.S.
imperialism, and to demand social justice and women’s rights. Latin American
groups were again critical to shaping the array of global feminisms that emerged
from the 1975 UN Conference in Mexico City that launched the UN Decade of
Women.”” In regional gatherings called Encuentros feministas Latinoamericanos
y del Caribe, Latin American feminists continued developing the idea of “wom-
en’s rights as human rights” years before the concept became a cause célebre
at the 1995 UN Beijing conference for women. The first encuentro in Bogota,
Colombia, in 1981 instituted an “International Day against Violence against
Women” in honor of the Maribal sisters assassinated by the dictatorship of Rafael
Trujillo in the Dominican Republic.’® In 1988, CIM, which revived around this
time after having suffered budget cuts, drafted the first international convention
that defined gender-based violence as a violation of human rights in the Conven-
tion of Belém do Para. When the Organization of American States adopted it in
1994, it became the first legally binding international treaty on violence against
women. CIM acknowledged this accomplishment as a direct legacy of its work
dating back to the 1920s and 30s Equal Rights Treaty and of its human rights
work with the 1945 UN Charter. In the years since, feminists’ use of this treaty
has intersected with grassroots mobilizations and drawn on the understandings of
personal, private violence, and state violence as interconnected phenomenon.>

Feminists who draw on these inter-American and UN treaties recognize that
they are not perfect instruments, nor do they represent the sum total of their
demands. International agreements can become empty promises in pursuit of
legitimacy, especially when countries refuse to hold themselves accountable to
international human rights law. Yet, throughout Latin America, UN, Inter-Ameri-
can, and ILO treaties have shaped constitutions, legislative reform, policy devel-
opment, and judicial decisions in ways that meaningfully affect people’s lives.®
Activists who defend a broad array of human rights deem them important levers
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in political climates that are otherwise unresponsive or hostile to their goals.
The history of Pan-American feminism and its influence on the United Nations
demonstrates the long history of these movements, and of the global power of
Latin American feminism.
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2 The Latin American women

How they shaped the UN Charter and
why Southern agency is forgotten

Elise Dietrichson and Fatima Sator

Introduction

The mantle is falling off the shoulders of the Anglo-Saxons and (...) we [the
Latin American Women] shall have to do the next stage of battle for women. —
Bertha Lutz, delegate for Brazil to the UNCIO.!

Considering the Latin American contributions to gender equality in the United
Nations (UN) Charter, is the established narrative of global gender equality valid,
if not, why not? To answer this question, this chapter will first present the ori-
gins of the hegemonic orthodoxy of global gender equality. This section will be
followed by historical presentations from Latin America which will showcase
how Southern contributions to gender equality have not been recognized. The
core argument is based on recent consideration of empirical material that sheds
light on the role of the Latin American contributions to women’s rights in the
UN Charter from 1945. The last section looks to third world feminism and ask
why Latin American contributions to women’s rights are unknown. Overall, it is
claimed that the Latin American women delegates exercised decisive agency on
behalf of women’s rights and gender equality to the UN Charter in 1945 and that
this fact challenges the modern narrative of global gender equality.

The Brazilian delegate Bertha Lutz was one of four women to sign the UN
Charter in 1945 after the United Nations Conference on International Organi-
zation (UNCIO) in San Francisco, where the UN was established through the
drafting of its Charter. Bertha Lutz, a leader of the feminists at the conference,?
stated that women at the conference “were forerunners on women’s contributions
to world affairs.”* And indeed they were. The most progressive women delegates
represented the Latin American countries. Their vocal feminist claims were instru-
mental in establishing the first international agreement to declare women’s rights
as a part of fundamental human rights.* Western delegates, such as the American
and British women delegates and advisors directly opposed several of the amend-
ments that would ensure the rights of women in the Charter.’ Despite the resist-
ance, Latin American countries were able to get several amendments on gender
equality included in the Charter and had “their share in international affairs.”

Advocates of a global view of international relations argue that contributions
of delegates from the South in the founding of the UN have generally been
neglected.” Few in the UN and diplomatic missions to the UN would today know
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about the contributions to the UN Charter by Bertha Lutz and the other Latin
American participants at the UNCIO.® In 2008, a reading of available literature
showed that the UN’s own accounts of UNCIO did not credit Latin American
women delegates for the inclusion of women’s rights in the Charter.’

After an introduction to the methodological choices made, this article will
introduce the discussion of the global hegemonic orthodoxy. Amitav Acharya
first coined the theory of Global International Relations (IR) to better understand
the impact of the Western hegemonic orthodoxy in the presentation of history in
IR.!® This chapter will build on Global IR to understand the neglect of the Latin
American contributions to women’s rights in the UN Charter. Acharya notes that
the tendency in IR to underplay the importance of Southern agency in the devel-
opment of global norms is caused by the dominance of the global orthodoxy.!"

The global hegemonic orthodoxy and its Eurocentric character often gives the
impression that global norms originate in the West, leaving non-Western coun-
tries as passive recipients of these norms.'? The origins of the UN are often sub-
ject to this narrative, a narrative used to delegitimize the global mandate of the
UN. Consequently, the UN is argued by some as a product of a Western liberal
order, a narrative that challenge multilateral cooperation today.'* The notion of
feminism is also subject to the same accusations of being a product of Western
thought, an argument used by opponents of feminism to reject its relevance.'
This chapter aims to challenge this latter claim by examining the Southern ori-
gins of global gender equality by presenting the contributions of Latin American
women at the UNCIO in 1945, and the role of Bertha Lutz in particular.

The primary research used in this presentation entails a study of the min-
utes from the UNCIO and correspondence between feminists at the time of
the UNCIO in 1945 and secondary research by Acharya that highlights how
non-Western countries have been crucial in the development of the “founda-
tional ideas of the postwar system.”!> The normative departure of this chapter
is to make what has been invisible in history books, visible again, and con-
sequently challenge the global hegemonic orthodoxy. The last section of this
chapter discusses why the women delegates from Latin America and their con-
tributions to gender equality have not been given proper recognition. Keeping
in mind the story of Bertha Lutz at the UNCIO, the chapter will address to what
extent third world feminism fails to contribute to the narrative of the South as
a producer of global norms. It will be argued, with the research presented as a
case study, that the narrative of third world feminism contributes to the silenc-
ing of Southern agency in the development of global norm. This latter claim is
based on third world feminism’s lack of engagement with Southern agency in
the development of global norms. It is argued that the narrative of the marginal-
ized South, in which third world feminist critique is based, does not account for
positive agency played out by Southern actors. Thus, Southern actors, such as
Bertha Lutz, who did indeed act to influence global norms, are not recognized
by their own scholars.

This chapter presents findings from archival research and from the original min-
utes of the United Nations Conference on International Organization (UNCIO)
in 1945, to complement existing research. The minutes from the UNCIO make
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up the legislative history of the UN and 22 volumes were published between
1945 and 1955." A second set of primary sources are based on correspondence
found in the archives belonging to Dame Margery Corbett Ashby who served as
President of the International Alliance of Women, between 1923-1946. This was
one of three major international women’s movements at the time of the UNCIO."”
The memoirs and biographies of the female delegates at the UNCIO: American
delegate Virginia Gildersleeve, Australian advisor Jessie Street, Norwegian rep-
resentative Ase Gruda Skard and the Brazilian delegate, Bertha Lutz, have also
shaped the narrative of this article.

When presenting the “Southern” Latin American contributions to the UN Char-
ter, it is often asked to what extent Latin America represents the South and the
non-Western. Firstly, there is a general perception that Latin America is located
in the global South'® and represent third world countries.!” This notion is also
used by third world feminists.? Recent scholarly contributions on the UN and
the global South refer to the 19 Latin American states that had delegations at the
UNCIO as belonging to the South.?! However, most importantly, women dele-
gates from Latin America at the UNCIO themselves used these definitions stating
they represented the “backward” South, and not the “advanced” West.?

Contesting the global hegemonic orthodoxy: Global IR and feminist
critique

An explanation for the ignorance of Southern contributions to global norms can
be found in how norms have been defined and researched.” Norms are generally
created by several actors and based on a set of ideas. A widely accepted descrip-
tion of a norm is a “standard of appropriate behavior for actors with a given iden-
tity.”?* Norms are a sense of behavioral rules where what is seen as appropriate is
judged by a community, and similarly, norm-breaking behavior is recognized as
these actions are sanctioned or penalized by that community.?

It is argued that typically more powerful states introduce global norms, and
that ideas diffuse from the North to the South.?® Consequently, the West is gener-
ally seen as the producer of norms. An unfortunate consequence of this narrative
has been a sidelining of non-Western contributions to norms, where ideas found
outside the West are simply ignored or presented as imitation.?” Further theoriz-
ing that build on this critique of norm diffusion is coined by Amitav Acharya's
Global IR which argues that traditional IR is rooted in Western history and as
such represent a global hegemonic orthodoxy, where history outside the Western
sphere is marginalized.”® Consequently, there is no non-Western IR theory and
Southern contributions to global norms are downplayed. There are two explan-
atory factors for the dominance of Western thought in IR theory: the conception
of agency and norms.

This explains why Latin American contributions to human rights and femi-
nism have wrongfully been described by historians as not sui generis.?* Academic
research recently began to challenge the privileging of Western norm-entrepre-
neurs and their contributions to universal norms over those of the global South. In
this way norm creation is not limited only to materially powerful states.*
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Agency is a central concept in the discussion on norms, as Acharya argues,
a part of the explanation for the neglect of non-Western voices in IR has to do
with the narrow definition of norm-makers. Western IR has tended to downplay
the agency of non-Western countries because of a narrow definition of agency
that rests on a standard of “civilization.” Agency was viewed only in terms of
states ability to wage war, to defend their sovereignty, dominate treaties, and
enforce a certain behavior of states through compulsory power.*! This definition
of agency is a historical and self-serving formulation that has ignored advanced
forms of non-Western agency. Acharya therefore calls for a broader understand-
ing of agency and of who can be seen as a norm-entrepreneur. Agency should
not be limited to material power, it should also include the ability to build norms
and institutions based on ideational capabilities, such as resistance and normative
action, that challenge the dominance of strong actors in establishing a global
order. “Viewed as such, agency is not the prerogative of the strong. It can man-
ifest as the weapon of the weak.”? Overall, Global IR aims to open up a space
where a broader range of agency can be recognized.

There are six main dimensions that describe a Global IR approach; it: (1) aims
to recognize diversity, and is built on a pluralistic universalism, (2) draws its
empirics from world history, (3) aims to add to existing IR, not replace it, (4)
acknowledges regionalism as central in its study, (5) diverts from exceptionalism,
and (6) recognizes multiple forms of agency.*

As a part of their project to counter the Western influence on IR theory, Acharya
and Buzan (2007) put forward possible useful non-Western sources that to a large
extent have been silenced. Historical patterns in the non-Western world should
be acknowledged as a source of IR. The following sections will present the Latin
American contributions to human rights in the UN Charter and feminism in the
spirit of the dimensions of Global IR and, in this way, challenge Western IR.

The Latin American contribution to women’s rights at the UNCIO

As explained by Marino in this volume, the transnational arena was an impor-
tant steppingstone for Latin American feminists* and Latin American women
are described as pioneers on women’s rights.* This is often accredited to the
fact that Latin American feminists were instrumental in establishing the first
regional intergovernmental body, the Inter-American Commission of Women
(CIM), tasked with specifically addressing issues related to the status of women.
As such, the contributions of Latin American representatives at the UNCIO were
a rather natural continuation of debates on human rights that had been present
in the Latin American context for decades and not simply some imitation of
Western ideas.

The United Nations Conference on International Organization (UNCIO) that
resulted in the creation of the UN Charter, took place between 25 April 1945 and
26 June 1945 in San Francisco. Fifty countries were represented.’® Only three
percent of the representatives at the UNCIO were women, and at the time women
only had voting rights in only 30 of the 50 countries present.’” Despite the low
representation of women, the UN Charter ended up being the first international
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agreement declaring women'’s rights as a part of international human rights. One
of the key factors that would explain why human rights and women’s rights in
particular, was included in the UN Charter, was the presence of the Latin Amer-
ican delegation.

Women delegates at the UNCIO

Bertha Lutz (1894-1976) was described as a “complex figure of exceptional
energy and talent™® and the “brains of the Brazilian woman’s movement.”*
Lutz developed a remarkable career for a woman living in her time. She was
a respected scientist and was the second woman in the history of Brazil to be
appointed a public job.** Lutz was also the leading figure for the women’s suf-
frage movement in Brazil*' and established Brazil’s first suffragist society, the
Federagdo Brasileira pelo Progresso Feminino (FBPF), that worked towards
women’s right to vote, legislative protection for working women, and access to
education.*” The Brazilian Government was “proud of its brilliant young femi-
nist”™ as she became an experienced diplomat representing Brazil in a number
of international conferences. Lutz was also elected to Parliament in 1934 where
she successfully advocated for women’s rights and social welfare in the drafting
of Brazil’s constitution.*

Minerva Bernardino (1907-1998) of the Dominican Republic was another
prominent delegate from Latin America. Bernardino is described as a feminist
diplomat and was said to have been “one of the most influential women at the
United Nations.”* Bernardino developed a flourishing international career and
was president of the CIM during the UNCIO, and later chair of the Commission
on the Status of Women (CSW) in 1954.46 Senator Isabel P. de Vidal representing
Uruguay, was the third official women delegate. Amelia C. de Castillo Ledon
was vice chair of the CIM and participated as advisor for the Mexican delegation
together with the founder of the women’s university in Mexico, Adela Formoso
de Obregon Santacilia. Venezuela had two female counsellors: Isabel Sanchez de
Urdaneta, active in the Pan-American Union and Lucila L. de Pérez Diaz.*” All
together there were seven women in the Latin American delegations.

Weiss and Roy point out that 65 percent of the delegations to the UNCIO
represented the global South, in which 19 independent Latin American countries
made up the largest group of delegates.*® The similar world view of many of these
delegations meant that Latin American countries represented the most powerful
voting block at the UNCIO.*

How women’s rights were included in the UN charter

The four global powers, China, the UK, the US and the Soviet Union, met in 1944
in Dumbarton Oaks in the US where they agreed on a draft that served as the main
text for discussion at the UNCIO. This first draft made no mention of women, and
no women were present when it was drafted.>

This section will present the four different sections of the Charter where wom-
en’s rights were discussed at the UNCIO: The Preamble, The working principles
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of the organization; the participation in the organs of the United Nations; and, the
establishment of commissions under the Economic and Social Council.’! These
discussions on women’s rights were initiated exclusively by female delegates
at the conference.’> The views of the female delegates and the contributions of
Latin American delegates will be presented in the following sections. Overall,
this material will contribute to the discussion on the South as a source of global
norms.

The equal rights of men and women

The Preamble reaffirms the faith in human rights, and the equal rights of men and
women.> The wording with the specific mentioning of women in the Preamble is
seen as one of the first footholds of women’s rights in the UN.>* The mention of
women is understood to have crucial importance as the UN, from its conception,
then legitimized demands for equality between men and women.>

Lutz, Bernardino, Ledoén, and Street are described as instrumental in the
movement that demanded the specific mentioning of “equal rights of men and
women”® (emphasis added). Bernardino was later given the credit for the specific
mentioning of women in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR)
from 1948.%7 Field Marshall Jan Smuts from the South African delegation orig-
inally drafted the text mentioning women in which the Preamble was based.
Smuts’ draft was based on the Covenant of the League of Nations which Smuts
had also drafted.™

In her memoirs, Virginia Gildersleeve describes how she removed the word
‘women’ from Smuts’ draft in her own proposal for the Preamble. A decision she
writes was based on a concern for better English® as she objected at the UNCIO
that the resulting text was “complicated and difficult.”®® Adami notes how Gilder-
sleeve seemed to lack a strategic vision compared to her Latin American counter-
parts in her understanding for the wording in the Charter, as could be determined
by her rejection of any feminist coalition or lobby for women's rights during
the conference.®! Gildersleeve is said to have received 65,500 letters during her
time at the UNCIO, mainly from women advocating for their rights and the men-
tioning of women in the Charter.®? It is therefore reasonable to believe, knowing
the content of the letters she received, that she would be aware of the advocacy
campaign for the specific mention of women. Lutz’ agitation for the mentioning
of women in the Charter was also supported by Jessie Street.®

Nondiscrimination based on sex

Chapter 1 in the UN Charter first mentions the promotion of human rights with-
out distinction for race, sex, language, or religion. The inclusion of the word
“sex” as part of this antidiscrimination phrase was another important point for the
feminists at the UNCIO, this principle is repeated in four Articles in the Charter.%

As the first woman to address the constitutional assembly, Bertha Lutz was
proud to announce that the inclusion of “sex” was an amendment suggested by
Brazil, Uruguay, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic “at the request of the
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women on the delegations of these republics.”® India also submitted a simi-
lar amendment.®® The sponsoring powers and Gildersleeve fully supported this
amendment presented by the Latin American states.®’

However, according to the President of the International Alliance of Women,
the British delegation was “typically not in favour of the addition of sex which it
deemed unnecessary.”%® Moreover, it was only after Lutz held a “passionate plea
for sex to be added,”® where her justification was based on the “magnificent war
work done by women of the UK”7 that the British delegation had "reluctantly
accepted the compliment to agree to the word sex being added.””! The war effort
of women remained a central argument for the claim to women’s rights at the
UNCIO.” Jessie Street had also worked energetically for the inclusion of the
wording and sent out letters before the UNCIO asking for support for amend-
ments eliminating all discrimination based on sex.”

Article 8—Equal participation in the United Nations

Article 8 ensures that women can hold the same positions as men in the UN-sys-
tem™ Bertha Lutz spoke at the UNCIO stating that Article 8 is “a Latin American
contribution to the constitution of the world.”” In her visionary speech, Lutz
continued to present the impact by women delegates in the drafting as an example
of how “women at this conference are the forerunners on women’s contributions
to world affairs.”’® This was due to the women being considered as full-fledged
citizens in their own countries.”” Article 8 was written by the women delegates
of Uruguay, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, and Mexico™ and was presented by
Vidal from Uruguay,” it was also supported by Australia. The Prime Minister and
delegate of New Zealand continued the visionary notion of Lutz. He said that the
women delegates:

[D]eserve not only the congratulations but the thanks of the Conference and
of democrats everywhere. It is owing to their efforts, and particularly to the
efforts of the women delegates from Latin America, that this clause will find
its way into the Charter.*

The passion expressed in Lutz’ speech and the delegate from New Zealand might
be a reaction to the hard fought battle as the Article “cause[d] a tremendous
amount of discussion and debate related to gender.”®' The main opponents were
the American and the British delegates®? who stated that there was no need for the
Article as “women were not to be excluded” from participating in the organiza-
tion anyway.® However, Street, from the Australian delegation, noted that “There
was nothing specific in the law which excluded women from voting and yet in
practically every country the women had to carry on a long agitation before they
were given the vote.”® Lutz also used the same arguments in her speech at the
conference noting “you would find that men have never found it unnecessary to
make a statement of their rights. Why, then, should it be unnecessary to make
a statement of the rights of women?”® With the aid of the Australian women’s
organization, Street made a noticeable impact in San Francisco.’® The delegate
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from New Zealand made a similar warning to the delegates who did not think it
was necessary to include sex equality as he noted: “They thought it was inherent
in all our discussions and in all our decisions; but experience has not lent itself
to that interpretation,”®” and the women would feel that they were “helped by
the sense that their work is recognized as the equal with that of men.”® In the
end however, the wording was not as inclusive as Jessie Street and the feminist
delegates had wished for.®

The origins of a separate commission on the status of women

The Commission on the Status of Women (CSW), formally established in 1946,
is also seen as one of the first formal recognitions of women’s rights in the
UN.” Even though it was not formally established at the UNCIO, its origins
can be traced to the work of the Latin American female delegates before and at
the UNCIO. The dispute at the UNCIO was mainly in regards to concerns that
programmes on women’s rights would not be given sufficient protection under
the structure of a commission on human rights.’' In hindsight, it is argued by
researchers that women’s issues would not have received adequate attention
under the Commission on Human Rights.*?

Lutz argued that the rights of women need to improve radically, and the part
women have played in the recent war urge a consideration of their status, and
that the UN should therefore set up a special commission on women. Such a
commission was necessary as Lutz stated that there were “nowhere in the world
where women had complete equality with men.””* Lutz, Bernardino and Ledon’s
proposal for a commission on women was inspired by their work and experience
from the Inter-American Commission of Women (CIM) which they also used as
a precedent for the UN to follow.**

As suggested by the Indian delegate, Bertha Lutz moved to secure the support
of Latin American women before she proposed the amendment, a text that was
drafted by the Uruguayan delegation.”® Lutz further described how there was a
great interest in the proposal and that it gained wide support.®®

Even though Bertha Lutz obtained wide support for the amendment, a wom-
en’s commission was not established until 1946 as it was not within decision-
making power of the UNCIO to create such a sub-commission.”” The commission
was later upgraded from a sub-commission to the Commission on the Status of
Women (CSW) due to the lobbying of Street, Bergtrup and Latin American femi-
nists.”® Several women at the UNCIO later joined the CSW: Street became its first
vice-chair and Bernadino (Dominican Republic), Ledon (Mexico), and Urdaneta
(Venezuela) also held central positions. Even though Lutz can be credited for
inspiring the creation of the CSW,” it is also said that without Bernardino, the
CSW might not have been established.!®

Southern women delegates and Western resistance

The opinions of the Latin American women at the UNCIO differed from many of
the Western representatives, this supports the claim that Latin American delegates
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represented a non-Western perspective. Secondly, the distinctive contributions of
Latin American feminists in the early 20™ century have been “shrouded in histo-
riographic assumptions.”'®! Which supports Acharya’s point that “if good ideas
are found outside the West, they are often dismissed as imitation.”'*? This section
therefore serves to strengthen the claim that Latin American feminists at UNICO
presented distinctive contributions that fundamentally departed from most West-
ern delegates present at the UNCIO. There was a clear division based on a notion
of backward versus advanced and Western versus non-Western. Finally, a careful
reading of Southern contributions reveals how the skepticism of Latin Ameri-
can feminists towards the genuine inclusiveness of the term human rights might
have been crucial in securing the strong language on gender equality in the UN
Charter.

Lutz and Bernardino were conscious of how they, as Latin American delegates,
were representing more “backward” countries in opposition to the “advanced”
Western representatives. Lutz notes that after describing how the League of
Women Voters and the American and British delegates were in opposition to
Lutz that “It is a strange psychological paradox that often those who are eman-
cipated by the efforts of others are loth [sic] to acknowledge the source of their
freedom.”!%

This frustration can also be read from her statement on the International Alli-
ance of Women as they first opposed a special commission on women, a view
Lutz termed “too European”!® and not representative.'®

At the UNCIO, Latin American women clearly saw themselves as represent-
atives of women in particular, a view that seemed to depart from the Western
delegates. The female advisor to the Norwegian Delegation, Ase Gruda Skard,
complained how the Latin American women “practically wanted the word women
in every paragraph in ‘the Charter’ and perceived themselves very much as rep-
resentatives of the women in the world.”'% The British women advisor, Florence
Horsbrugh, thought “feminism rather unladylike” according to Lutz. Gildersleeve
confronted Lutz saying that she hoped Lutz was not “going to ask for anything for
women in the Charter since that would be a very vulgar thing to do”'*” whereby
Lutz replied that “the need to defend rights of women was the main reason why
the Brazilian Government [sic] had put me on the delegation.”'®

In a letter to the President of the International Alliance of Women, written only
a couple of months after the conference, Lutz was clearly frustrated by Gilder-
sleeve whom she describes as “by nature and vocation an extreme conservative.”!%

It can be argued that Gildersleeve, the British women delegates and later Elea-
nor Roosevelt’s belief in the universality of human rights were informed by an
Anglo-American political philosophy where the individual was placed in the cen-
tre, as the free, rational actor.''® However, particularly at the time of the UNCIO,
the rational actor, represented by the individual, was very much associated with
masculinity, in the same way as the feminine represented the irrational.!!! Their
view was an articulation of the frustration over protective legislation for women
resulting in political subordination.'!?

Lutz, on the other hand, was a prominent advocate for citing the particular
needs of women!!® as can be seen in her emphasis on the “explicit inclusion of



26 Elise Dietrichson and Fatima Sator

women in positions of political power.”!'* Therefore, without the presence of
Latin American delegates such as Lutz and Bernardino, the British and American
Western delegates would not have met the same objections to their masculine
notion of human rights of man, where the rights of man would predominantly
refer to men. This Western view also made it difficult to acknowledge the spe-
cific discrimination of women, and thus might explain why both Gildersleeve and
organizations such as the International Alliance of Women first opposed a special
Sub-Commission on women.!!* And so the paradox noted by Lutz and Bernardino
plays out. Acknowledging the Western opposition to women’s rights, Lutz writes
in a letter, that it is now the responsibility of Latin American women to ensure
that women’s rights are recognized as a part of international human rights.!

Human rights and the UN Charter

Sikkink claims that it is unlikely that the UN Charter would have any refer-
ences to human rights if the Latin American countries had not advocated for
them at the UNCIO,"” as such, the proposition that human rights originates in
a Western political project is only partially right and should be scrutinized.''
The UK and Soviet Union opposed human rights in the first draft of the UN
Charter, called the Dumbarton Oaks Proposals. This draft, prepared by the
UK, the US, China, and the Soviet Union, had only one reference to human
rights.!'"® The US did not reference human rights in their own draft of the UN
Charter. More powerful states were concerned with other issues than human
rights, such as securing sovereignty, hegemony, and the reorientation of their
economy in the postwar era.!?® Still, some literature presents the human rights
agenda of Latin American delegations at the UNCIO as a result of pressure
from the United States.!?!

Locating agency in the South

In 2016, the presentation of women and the UN Charter in UN historic accounts'?
did not mention the contributions of Latin American women to language on
gender equality in the UN Charter.'?* Instead, all women at the UNCIO, which
would include the British and American representatives, are in these accounts
repeatedly given the credit for women’s rights in the Charter.'?* Furthermore, this
representation of women at the UNCIO as a coherent group speaking with one
voice contributes to women’s subordination as their agency is not taken seriously,
they remain defined by their gender and not their actions.' This presentation
also implies that the non-Western, who are not a part of the global hegemonic
orthodoxy of international relations, are not looked for by researchers, and are
consequently not noted in history books. The data presented is thus an important
corrective to the global hegemonic orthodoxy attributing feminism with a West-
ern origin.'?® Rebecca Adami ¥’ also identifies the Western hegemonic orthodoxy
to explain the silencing of non-Western contributions from women delegates
from India and Pakistan in the drafting of the Universal Declaration of Human
Rights (UDHR) in 1948.
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An explanation for the ignorance of Southern contributions to global norms
can be found in how norms have been defined and researched.'?® Norms are gen-
erally created by several actors and based on a set of ideas. A widely accepted
description of a norm is a “standard of appropriate behavior for actors with
a given identity.”'? It is argued that typically more powerful states introduce
global norms, and that ideas diffuse from the North to the South.!** Conse-
quently, the West is generally seen as the producer of norms. An unfortunate
consequence of this narrative has been a sidelining and ignorance of non-West-
ern contributions to norms. *! Further theorizing that build on this idea of norm
diffusion is coined by Amitav Acharya's Global IR which argues that traditional
IR is rooted in Western history and as such represent a global hegemonic ortho-
doxy, where history outside the Western sphere is marginalized.'* Global IR
provides a useful framework to explain why Latin American contributions to
human rights and feminism have wrongfully been described by historians as not
sui generis.'® The studies in this volume challenge the privileging of Western
norm-entrepreneurs and their contributions to human rights over those of the
global South. Women’s international human rights are not norms created by
materially powerful states.!**

Agency can be found in women from the Global South, the neglect of their
voices in the historical norm-setting of universal human rights in IR has to do
with the narrow definition of norm-makers. Western IR continues to overlook
the vital role of non-western countries because of a narrow definition of agency
in international norm-setting. Thus, agency was viewed only in terms of state
actors and not assigned women who officially represented governments but acted
in their individual capacity for gender equality.’®® In human rights history, we
need to question a self-serving formulation that has ignored advanced forms of
non-Western agency.'>® Along with Acharya we call for a broader understanding
of agency that include Bertha Lutz as a norm-entrepreneur. Agency should not be
limited to material power, and as we have seen by re-visiting the founding of the
UN with a Global IR lens, the forgotten women delegates sought to challenge the
dominance of strong actors in establishing a global order.'*” Again: “Viewed as
such, agency is not the prerogative of the strong. It can manifest as the weapon of
the weak.”'*® Overall, Global IR aims to open up a space where a broader range
of agency can be recognized as this is central to the recognized Southern contri-
butions to global norms accordingly.'*

The limitations of third world feminism in locating positive agency from the
South

Global IR aims at including world history and a diversity of voices to contest the
Western centric hegemonic orthodoxy. This aim is very much aligned with that
of postcolonial theory and third world feminism. So why have these theories not
been able to recognize the positive agency put forward in Global IR? Lutz and the
Latin American women at the UNCIO had agency as they could define women’s
rights for the UN Charter that spoke to their feminist views. They even succeeded
in playing a more positive and proactive role in relation to women’s rights than
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the Western powers did. However, when voices such as Lutz’s, that clearly depart
from the global hegemonic orthodoxy, are still able to influence the development
of global norms, this might not be recognized by third world feminists’ definition
of agency.

It is not suggested here that third world feminism is the cause of the neglected
contributions of Southern agency as academic research is predominantly influ-
enced by Western liberal theory.'* However, third world feminism conceptual-
ization of agency is based on their lack of recognition of positive agency, defined
as making active contributions to the development of norms using ideational
capabilities.'*! Positive agency is neglected because third world feminism builds
on the claim that the global South has been marginalized and excluded.!*> Even
though these observations have served as an important critique of the global
hegemonic orthodoxy, a consequence has been the lack of recognition of the pos-
itive contributions of the South to global norms, since acknowledging this would
undermine their central claim of marginalization.'*® Thus, it can be said that the
narrative of postcolonial theory “thrive[s] on this presumed marginality.”!*

Critical scholar Robert Cox (1981) focus on how social forces shape theory.
According to Cox, “theory is always for someone and for some purpose.”'* In
other words, theory will always have a perspective that is informed by its position
in time and space and theory is inevitably a political project. Theories are used
to see the world from a particular standpoint defined in terms such as “nation
or social class, of dominance or subordination, of rising or declining power.”!46
Although these perspectives do not solely define a theory, its initial perspective
is an important factor as it would taint its explication. Each perspective uncov-
ers reality and locates in it different kinds of issues that should be defined or
solved.'*’

There is a common cause that unites third world feminism, namely political
struggle and opposition against forms of dominance.'*® Third world feminist
analysis includes a critique of Western feminism for a dominance through an
‘othering” of third world women, as they are defined as powerless and/or vic-
tims by the Western humanist discourse, and seen as monolithic subjects.!* The
political project of Gayatri C. Spivak, one of the first contributors to third world
feminism together with Chandra T. Mohanty, was therefore to engage with the
knowledge and experience of disempowered groups and in this way challenge
dominant narratives about them.!®® Overall, third world feminism recognizes
agency through a logic of opposition which stems from the notion that where
there is dominance there will always be resistance. This agency is “anchored in
the history of specific struggles.”’! So, it could be argued that the theory of third
world feminism is initially informed by a perspective that looks at dominance and
subordination.'?? This explains how agency is present in the ability to resist and
oppose'> a negative form of agency according to Acharya.!'>*

Furthermore, an example of the third world feminist narrative that is influenced
by a perspective of domination and subordination can be read from Spivak’s
description of the UN conference on women as a “broad repressive ideological
apparatus.”'> According to Spivak, the UN is based on “the notion that the rest
of the world is unable to govern itself.”!>¢ In her critique of the UN fourth world
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conference on women in Beijing in 1995, Spivak asserts that these UN confer-
ences are just a theatre for the North to seemingly embrace the South, when the
fact is that “the North organizes the South.”'” Spivak's assumption builds on
the accusation that human rights as a concept is used by the “West” to “Civilize”
the non-Western.'s® Sikkink points out the paradox that plays out when postcolo-
nial writers are not able to recognize alternative Southern voices. Their critique
of how the West imposes global norms on the South is often based on existing
research largely produced and conducted in the West. The paradox then is that
the design of postcolonial research in this way “reproduces the very situation
they wish to critique.”'® “In their efforts to stress how the countries of the global
North have silenced voices in the developing world and imposed Northern values
on them, they too have silenced the past by not carefully investigating sources
from the developing world itself.”'* Adami gives the example of how non-West-
ern delegates are dismissed in critiquing the universal nature of human rights,
and as such “erodes the political force of individual women” who were amongst
the key advocates for equal rights in marriage in the UDHR from a non-Western
vantage point.'®! Similarly, the positive agency played out by Lutz and the Latin
American women at the UNCIO is not a part of the research agenda of postcolo-
nial writers such as the third world feminists.

To summarize the points above, it can be argued that the agency of Latin
American women at the UNCIO is not found by third world feminists as they
do not represent the typical “victimized” women in Western literature. The
act of finding agency is also informed by these scholars’ initial perspective as
defined by Cox, which focus on structures of dominance and subordination. As
an implicit function of the argument for the value and relevance of their work
presented by this perspective, it could be said that third world feminists make
general statements about agency in a narrative that present agency as resist-
ance against exploitation. Stereotypes that could be equated with the Orientalist
“stereotypes they are marshalled against.”'®? It is here that Acharya claims that
postcolonial writers thrive on a presumed marginality, and as a result the Latin
American women delegates at the UNCIO might be invisible to the analytical
lens of third world feminism.

Another aspect that might shed some light on where third world feminism
misses out on the positive agency of the South is the focus on the local and rejec-
tion of the “ethnocentric universal.”'> Mohanty and third world feminism are
critical of universal theories, simply put, as they are seen as Western values in
disguise that marginalize women from the South. Third world feminism’s focus
is on the particular and the local as an authentic source of agency.'®* Although this
approach has served as important critique of the Western construct of third world
women, it could also indicate that third world feminism looks at the local to chal-
lenge the universal instead of embarking on research that could reveal Southern
origins and influence of universal norms. Consequently, the Western narrative as
the builders of global norms remain unchallenged and not scrutinized as they are
rejected all together as Western. “Thinking small is not enough; agency is not to
be had so predictably.”'®* In other words, agency of Southern actors can also be
seen taking a hold in big units such as shaping global norms, as was shown with
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the Latin American women at the UNCIO. By taking an empirical route when
assessing universal norms'® one could avoid binary representation of universal
(North) vs. the particular (South). This empirical focus would recognize that
Latin America had their share of influence in international relations, as noted by
Lutz,'®” and should as such not be regarded as marginal to international politics.'®

Conclusion

This chapter has aimed to present compelling evidence to underscore the cru-
cial contributions of Latin American women delegates at the UNCIO and conse-
quently challenge UN’s presentation of this history. It systematically presented
the four different sections of the Charter where women'’s rights and gender equal-
ity were discussed. Namely in the Preamble, the Articles mentioning nondiscrim-
ination based on sex, Article 8 on equal participation in the UN, and the origins of
the Commission on the Status of Women. Bertha Lutz, on behalf of the Brazilian
delegation, presented amendments suggesting the addition of “sex” and a special
sub-commission on women and Article 8. These references to women were hard
fought battles, as the American delegate followed by the British often opposed
these amendments.

Bertha Lutz stated that “there will never be an unbreakable peace in the world
until the women help to make it.”'® Lutz’ speeches were not only visionary, her
passionate pleas for women’s rights, supported by other Latin American women
delegates, have also been crucial for how gender equality is understood by the UN
today. These findings reveal that the foundations of the norm on gender equality
which is central for global governance today can be traced back to the pioneering
visions that Latin American women had for the UN Charter.

The instrumental role of Latin American women at the UNCIO demonstrates
the significance of Southern agency in the development of global norms. These
contributions consequently challenge the global hegemonic orthodoxy, the notion
of feminism as a norm imposed on countries in the South!'” and the narrative of
the West as the only builders of global norms. It is therefore claimed that the
narrative of global gender equality, as presented in current UN accounts,'”! is not
valid.

It was argued that despite the project of third world feminism to uncover
Southern agency, the contributions of the Latin American women at the UNCIO
have not been recognized by these scholars. The Latin American women at the
UNCIO did indeed influence global norms; however, this is invisible to the ana-
Iytical lens of third world feminism as it does not support their narrative of the
marginalized South.

On a final note, an important motivation in conducting research that challenges
the global hegemonic orthodoxy of gender equality is to inspire a more global
ownership to gender equality. It is hoped that by challenging the Eurocentric
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narrative of gender equality, academics can open up a more productive space for
multilateral cooperation on such matters. This again could allow diplomats and
researchers to move beyond the dichotomized conversation defined in terms of
the North and the South, the universal versus the particular.!”
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3 Excavating hidden histories

Indian women in the early history
of the United Nations

Khushi Singh Rathore

Introduction

As part of my ongoing doctoral research, I have often encountered instances
where I have had to justify the need to study the life and experiences of Vijaya
Laksmi Pandit as the first woman diplomat of independent India. The one ques-
tion that is repeatedly asked of my work is, “why study Nehru’s sister?” Ques-
tions like this have made me realize that if a woman as powerful and prominent as
Pandit could be sidelined in historical accounts of Indian foreign policy then who
else has been forgotten? It is with this thought that I embarked upon the search
for hidden histories of women envoys of India.

While there have been recent writings that have covered the history of women
in international politics, the attention to the intellectual thoughts of women in
international relations remains a new and relatively under-explored field of
study.! These lacunae get further deepened when we shift the focus to the intel-
lectual thought of women of colour in the making of world politics. This erasure
is witnessed in the herculean task of locating women of colour in international
history. Most historical accounts of the field are written to celebrate outcomes
of deliberations and the end results. It is only when we turn our attention to the
processes that entail the making of resolutions and the declarations that we find a
clear picture of those who have been marginalized in the writings of international
history. Hence, this chapter studies the deliberations in the first few years of the
UN, where women representatives from India were amongst the main actors, to
locate the contributions of Indian women in the early history of the UN.

Patricia Owens, writing on the history of women in international thought,
succinctly argues against the usual impression in the history of IR and in disci-
plinary canons that women did not think seriously about international politics.?
She counters this exclusion of women from the field of international politics by
finding evidence against it in her study and analyses of texts of historical IR
and disciplinary history. She chalks out a new research agenda for developing
the history of women’s international thought by employing the tools of feminist
historiography and archival research work to prove that women thought deeply
about international politics. However, their thoughts and contributions have been
repeatedly left out from the disciplinary writings amounting to their erasure from
the field of study. It is because of this constant erasure that when asked “where are
the women?,” the answer is more often than not an awkward silence.3
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This chapter expands on the research agenda outlined by Owens to locate
Indian women envoys in the early history of the UN. The women figures stud-
ied here are amongst the earliest envoys of an independent India. These women
with astute political acumen were prominent nationalist leaders and were active
participants in transnational women’s and anti-colonial networks. The UN was
not their first appearance internationally. However, until 1947, when they spoke
internationally, it was against the colonizers and for the cause of Indian independ-
ence. Then they became diplomatic representatives of the first government of an
independent India.

In the following sections of the chapter, we will revisit the international thought
of Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit, Hansa Mehta, Begum Shareefah Hamid Ali, and
Lakshmi Menon by employing a close study of their inaugural appearances at the
UN. I hope to impress upon the readers that though these women were spokesper-
sons of their governments, they were nonetheless speaking their own minds. They
believed in the causes they were chosen to represent and were personally invested
in these issues. This interest was not a mere instance of chance but was a product of
years of political experience. Thus, when these women envoys represented India
at the UN, they were not merely taking orders from New Delhi. Rather, they were
actively informing and influencing the Indian government with their knowledge
and conversations at the UN. These individuals were no ordinary envoys. They
had a special role in history. While they were implementing and influencing the
making of the early Indian foreign policy, they were also significantly transform-
ing international diplomacy itself, as writes Swapna Kona Nayudu in her work on
Indian diplomatic history.* The experiences of Pandit, Mehta, Ali, and Menon are
discussed broadly around their work on issues of race, human rights, and women’s
rights. The archival study of primary sources include newspaper archives, autobi-
ographies, and private papers of these women to briefly outline their world view
and their hopes for the UN by bringing these figures of history to life.

The most remembered: Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit

We are the trustees of the future, architects of the new world. — Vijaya Lakshmi
Pandit.’

Pandit was informed that she was to lead the first delegation of an independent
India to the UN shortly after her return to India from her lecture tour in the US
and the successful advocacy of Indian independence outside the gates of the UN
conference in San Francisco, where she was leading the unofficial delegation
representing India before it had won its independence.®

The key issue to be raised by India at the General Assembly was of the Asiatic
Land Tenure and Indian Representation Act, also called the “Ghetto Act,” passed
by the Union of South Africa. The legislation divided Natal into two areas, the
controlled and the uncontrolled, disallowing the Indian residents to own prop-
erty in the controlled “white areas” of Natal. To soften the blow of these restric-
tions, the South African government offered the Indian population a superficial
appeasement in the form of “political representation.” This was a hollow promise
as the representatives to the Assembly and the Senate had to be white. The Natal
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Indian Congress took strong objection to this racially discriminatory policy and
approached both the Indian Government and also the newly constituted United
Nations.’

The Indian interim government wanted to send a strong delegation to the UN
where India was to register on the UN agenda its protest against the treatment
of Indians in South Africa. Pandit was a suitable choice to lead this mission.
Before she departed for the US, she had a private meeting with Gandhi, the Indian
nationalist leader. He told Pandit why it was important for India to take up the
South African issue at the UN. He told her that the task entrusted upon her del-
egation was not merely to come back victorious, but they had upon them the
responsibility to set an example.® Pandit too shared this vision of possibilities for
a new world order that the UN could provide. In her own writings and various
public addresses, she spoke of the hope of what the UN could be and how the
great powers had to be careful with the conduct of their business because if the
wrongs of the past are not corrected, the UN would be met with the same fate as
its predecessor, the League of Nations.’

The Indian opposition to the South African legislation had put the question of
racial discrimination right in front of the world assembly. It was a test for the great
powers to prove their talks of a more equal world were not mere hollow promises.
In Pandit’s own words, “The disposal of this issue will be watched closely by the
non-European peoples of the world who are an overwhelming majority of the
human race.”® Pandit’s close association with the African American leadership
in the past and with organizations like the National Association for the Advance-
ment of Colored People (NAACP) added to the already high levels of excite-
ment across “coloured” networks. When Pandit announced the Indian intention
to appeal against the South African legislation, she prefaced it with India’s belief
that, “the independence of all colonial peoples in the world is the vital concern of
freedom loving peoples everywhere.”!! She warned that peace and freedom are
indivisible and denial of freedom anywhere in the world undermines peace. The
most likely outcomes in such an unjust scenario would be war and conflict. She
clearly stated that India fiercely disapproved of the “Nazi doctrine of racialism
wheresoever and in whatsoever form it may be practiced.”'? She told the assem-
bly that the South African legislation was not just racially discriminatory but was
also an absolute and “continuing outrage against the principles enshrined in the
UN Charter.”!® Thus, Pandit internationalized the issue by invoking the moral
promises the Member States had made to the UN. James Reston of the New York
Times reported that as these words were spoken:

[SJome American delegates turned pale or bright red at the thought that the
UN might have the power to discuss the plight of an oppressed minority any-
where in the world, say the Negroes [sic] in the US for instance.'*

The debate on the South African issue was an important one as it was essentially
rooted in the contradictions within the UN Charter.”® The conflict arose in the
invocation of Article 1(3) by India, calling upon the members of the UN to pre-
serve the spirit of the Charter. Article 1(3) states that the purpose of the UN is to:
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[A]chieve international co-operation in solving international problems of an
economic, social, cultural, or humanitarian character, and in promoting and
encouraging respect for human rights and for fundamental freedoms for all
without distinction as to race, sex, language, or religion.'®

It was this spirit of the UN that Pandit invoked as she held South Africa and the
UN accountable to the promises made in the Charter. The escape from account-
ability sought by South Africa lay in the Charter clause pertaining to state sover-
eignty. Article 2 (7) states that:

Nothing contained in the present Charter shall authorize the United Nations
to intervene in matters which are essentially within the domestic jurisdiction
of any state or shall require the Members to submit such matters to settle-
ment under the present Charter; but this principle shall not prejudice the
application of enforcement measures under Chapter V11.7

The South African delegation selectively took shelter under the first part of the
above-mentioned clause, thus making the claim of domestic jurisdiction rather
unsatisfactory. However, both South Africa and Britain realized the powerful
impact that Pandit’s advocacy had on the audience, inside and outside the UN.
They proposed that the matter be taken to the International Court of Justice to
decide whether the South African legislation violated Article 2(7). This was unac-
ceptable to India as Pandit called on the UN to censure the South African Gov-
ernment.'® Both Nehru and Gandhi had asked Pandit to be true to the spirit of the
world assembly and the vision of a better future it stood for. Nehru had outlined
the guidelines for their conduct in the international forum and emphasized upon
India’s total acceptance of the UN Charter and its utmost determination to make
it a reality. The Charter was almost India’s pledge to the world. These were not
mere words for Pandit."” Responding to South Africa, she insisted that India's
concern on the issue raised was not on the question of legality. Rather, it was a
matter of “dignity” and “self-respect.” She fiercely articulated, “What the world
needs is not more charters, not more committees to define and courts of justice to
interpret, but a more willing implementation of the principles of the Charter by
all governments.”?

Pandit called upon the “collective conscience” of the world which she believed
was represented in the UN Assembly. She did not treat the issue as a mere bilat-
eral disagreement but reminded the Member States of the commitment to sol-
idarity on grounds of humanity and a shared responsibility to work towards a
better and more humane world; hers was “an appeal of conscience.”! In her final
response to the South African defense, Pandit spoke with passion emanating from
the hope for a new and better future:

I want to carry the Assembly with me in these matters which, I submit, are
common ground. If I do, as I must, unless the 54 nations assembled here
place on the Charter a meaning and a significance far below what its words
convey, what its spirit demands, and indeed what we have asked the world to
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accept ( ...) then the Issue (...) rests with us, the nations of the world assem-
bled, who have taken upon themselves the defense of the law of ethics and
morality (...) We are the trustees of the future, architects of the new world
(...) and it is only on the foundation of justice that we can erect a new world
order (...) Mine is an appeal to conscience, to the conscience of the world
which this Assembly is. I will say no more.?

She was received with a thunderous applause and ovations from the audience.?
It was no surprise that when the UN General Assembly went to vote at 2 a.m.,
the Indian Resolution was passed with two-third majority. This marked the
first official victory of Pandit in the world of international diplomacy and more
importantly, a victory of the spirit of the UN and of the coloured peoples across
the world. Pandit called this an “Asian Victory.” When asked by the press how
she felt, Pandit responded by expressing India’s gratefulness to its Asian and
African friends through whose help this feat was made possible. She said that
this was a success “shared by us all.”** For India, Pandit’s effective leadership
had delivered the first victory of the Indian vision and idea of internationalism,
rooted in anti-imperialism and in building a peaceful and more equal world. For
the UN, it was a litmus test that was just passed. As an American newspaper
reported, the Indian resolution would determine whether “the new organization
will, in fact defend the rights of all racial groups and dependent peoples.”? This
victory created ground for the world community to put principles to action and
expand and codify human rights, which was also the next major discussion in
the UN, where a crucial role was played by another woman envoy of India,
Hansa Mehta.?

The most remembered: Hansa Mehta

The Bill of Human Rights is the corner-stone of the United Nations, and we shall
be poor builders indeed if we set it at naught. — Hansa Mehta.”’

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) was adopted in the year
1948. The declaration was a product of prolonged discussions and debates span-
ning over multiple meetings of the UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR).
Mehta was a key voice in the conception of the declaration. She was also the
only other woman member, along with Eleanor Roosevelt, and it was she who
had nominated the latter for the chair-ship of the commission which was unan-
imously approved. After Pandit, Mehta is probably the most well-known early
Indian woman representative to the UN. In 1947, she was appointed as the Indian
delegate to the UNCHR. In her capacity as one of the drafters of the human rights
declaration, through the various sessions of the commission and discussions
and debates, Mehta worked relentlessly to make the Bill of Rights inclusive and
potent. An ardent believer of an equal access to justice, in February, 1947, Mehta
submitted a draft resolution on human rights that incorporated:

[R]ight to access the United Nations without risk of reprisal whenever there
is an actual or theoretical infringement of human rights (...) the right to
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equality without distinction of (...) nationality or political belief (...) right to
education (...) right to property.?®

She viewed the declaration of human rights not as mere lip service but as a prom-
ise that the UN would do everything at its end to live up-to. Throughout her work
in the UNCHR, Mehta insisted that the commission should not promise what
it cannot deliver and the bill of rights should not be a mere declaration with no
accountability on part of its signatories.” She wanted enforcement and not mere
supervision of maintenance of basic standards of human rights by the Member
States of the UN.*® Mehta was aware of the need to look beyond the paradigm
of state sovereignty. Not to say that she undermined it, but she was wary of the
restrictiveness of a state-centered approach when it came to addressing human
rights violations and the lack of an “implementation machinery” to enforce the
Bill of Rights.?!

Reporting to the Indian Government on the1947 meeting of the Human Rights
Commission in New York, Mehta expresses her disillusionment with the work-
ings of the commission. She writes, “the impression I received (...) was that
members evaded main issues and they talked round and round the subject without
coming to a definite point.”*? She was also concerned about equal representation
amongst the members of the commission and was wary of the representation
on the sub committees, a process that she found arbitrary, a concern she says
that was shared by some other members as well. She observed that “while some
members were on more than one subcommittee, there were others who were not
on a single committee.” It was due to a concern that the same procedure might
get duplicated in the subcommittee to draft the Bill of Rights, that Mehta and
her advisors, Dr. Lankan Sundaram and Mr. Natarajan, submitted a resolution
that proposed composition of a drafting subcommittee of 11 members to be for-
mally moved by the Indian delegation in appropriate time. These members were
to be, “US Chairman, ex-officio; China; Egypt; France; India; Iran; Lebanon;
Panama; Philippines Republic; UK; USSR and Uruguay.”** Soon after, pending
the discussion on the Bill of Rights the following day, Mehta also proposed a
draft resolution to the General Assembly which was aimed at discussing “definite
issues as raised in the draft resolution.” These were, “(1) The form the Bill of
Rights should take; (2) its contents, i.e., categorising rights; (3) its application
and most important of all (4) its implementation.”* Though Mehta had moved
the resolution as a basis for further discussion, she was disappointed that the main
points were lost in discussion on general issues, enunciating high principles and
discussing social theories.*® While the value of the aforementioned is not to be
undermined, such observations of Mehta reflect her more direct and “practical”
approach towards international negotiation. Her frustration was not so much with
the discussions on values but on the delay that prolonged discussions without tan-
gible outcomes caused in the advancement of proposed resolutions. Thus, reflect-
ing a frustration with bureaucratic procedures that even Pandit alludes to in the
recollections of her first interactions at the UN in her memoir.*’

Mehta’s main contention was concerning the effectiveness of the Bill of Rights.
When Mrs. Roosevelt suggested that the Bill should be a “resolution in the form
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of a general discussion,” Mehta disagreed stating that mere declaration would be
unsatisfactory and meaningless unless there was an obligation on the Member
States to adhere to it.*® The absence of sanctions backing the resolution would
fail to pursue the states in keeping their end of the promise even if they agreed
to the resolution.** The solution to this problem, writes Mehta, lay in two parts,
i.e., supervision and enforcement. Mehta repeatedly stressed upon the need for
a machinery that would supervise the adherence of human rights and monitor
instances of violation to hold the offending parties accountable.* Mehta saw a
moral reason for India to take a stand in this matter. She wrote back home, ask-
ing the government to consider what attitude it wished to take upon the issue of
the bill. She coaxed the Indian government further and as she acknowledged the
complications of the question of implementation and the issue of national sov-
ereignty, she signed off by subtly reminding the Indian government that it had
recently raised the South African issue in the matter and now it was time for India
to lead on this issue too.*!

Mehta’s speech at the UN Commission on Human Rights further illustrates
her vision of human rights. She impressed upon the members of the commis-
sion that the bill had to be a simple and forthright document that could be easily
understood, accompanied by an adequate machinery ensuring its enforcement in
the member countries.*? Mehta continued emphasizing on the need for a prac-
tical approach towards the issue, as was also witnessed in her insistence upon
simple language.® The bill had to be comprehensible with a “precise legal and
practical language” defining ‘minority’ and what counted as discrimination.* She
insisted the proposed bill required “a proper and unequivocal definition of the
relationships (...) to subsist inter-se the individual, the community, the state and
international organization, is not attempted” by the commission and eventually
by the UN.* She suggested the commission and the sub-commission to build a
“comprehensive list of every country in the world, of legal and administrative
measures which subtract from the right of human beings as guaranteed within the
purview of the charter.”

Mehta continued her insistence upon implementation when the Drafting com-
mittee reconvened in Geneva (1947) to discuss the form of the Bill of Rights,
whether it was to become a declaration only or convention only or both.*” She
told the committee that the form of the bill could be decided once the mechanism
of implementation was agreed upon.* The bill, she said, should be both a decla-
ration as well as a convention. It should be “an expression of faith; and also a pro-
gramme of action to be carried out. It becomes a declaration as an expression of
faith; it becomes a convention as a programme of action. Therefore, there should
be no confusion.”® Agreeing with the Australian delegate, she further brought
to the committee’s attention that the declaration should make no promises it did
not intend to implement.® It is for this purpose of clarity and to avoid giving
false hopes, the declaration would outline the general principles, whereas the
convention would precisely define the rights guaranteed. It had to speak to every
member of the public and should be comprehensible to all. At the third meeting
of the commission, she continued to press upon the above concerns and proposed
amendments to make the declaration concise and lucid while not being merely
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reduced to its skeleton form. She said that it was imperative for the declaration to
have a human appeal.’! Mehta also spoke favorably for continuing the provision
of the League of Nations that would allow the UN to receive representations from
individuals or groups in certain cases.> She said that she understood the difficul-
ties in dealing with representation from individuals as there is always the concern
of reliability with such petitions. However, she said that it would not be difficult
to weed out the unreliable pleas. The right to petition to the UN, Mehta asserted,
should not be denied to the people in individual capacity as that would protect
their basic human rights and fundamental freedoms.>

When it came to implementation, the question was not merely of giving the
declaration teeth in the form of a covenant but to also bring member countries on
board. Being true to her place as representative of a third world country, Mehta
cautioned the commission about the unsuitability of a singular covenant for the
implementation of the declaration. The rationale, she wrote, was the inability of a
single covenant to understand the ground realities and limitations of all member
countries. It was for this reason that she proposed that the first covenant should
not include economic and social rights within its ambit as for countries in dirt
of resources, it would be impossible to meet the expenditure of guaranteeing
these rights and that would keep them from signing the covenant.’* Thus, she
advised for the first covenant to be restricted to “a few important rights, i.e. rights
to equality and liberty, so that it may be possible to get the largest measure of
agreement.”’

What one finds visible in Mehta’s iterations in the course of the discussion
on the UDHR is her conception of the role of an international organization,
such as the UN and of human rights and the need for those making decisions
at the UN to look beyond the state and concerns of national sovereignty. The
latter most importantly highlights her commitment to serving the people of
the member countries and not the governments that were being representative.
Mehta understood the pitfalls of blind faith in the State as she cautioned that
sometimes it would be the State itself that would have to be fought to safe-
guard the rights of its people. It can be viewed as a result of her experience
as a nationalist leader that she was not satisfied with anything short of pre-
cise definition and robust mechanisms to uphold human rights. This spirit is
in cognizance with the idealism enshrined in the Indian vision of the UN in its
formative years.

The forgotten envoys: Begum Shareefah Hamid Ali and
Lakshmi Menon

Equal Rights for Women are Not Enough. — Begum Shareefah Hamid Ali.>

Ali and Menon are the lesser known women envoys of India. Both were prom-
inent Indian nationalist leaders. At the UN, Ali was a founding member of the
UN Commission on the Status of Women in 1947. While discussing the aim of
the commission with other members, Ali brought along her beliefs on the issue
of women’s rights that were situated in her experiences as an active leader of
the Indian suffragette movement. Ali highlighted the need to define the meaning
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of women’s rights by insisting that women should not halt at merely asking for
rights “equal” to those of men.’’ She asserted that the realization of women’s
rights as conceived within such a framework of equality would be inadequate as
“there were still countries in the world where men had negligible rights.” Ali
was supported in her injunctions by the American representative to the commis-
sion, Dorothy Kenyon. The many weaknesses of the term “equality” were dis-
cussed upon as all “enslaved men” would be perfectly equal under slavery. Thus,
making it imperative that the language of women’s rights is rooted in the idea
of human rights and not merely “equal rights.” Ali prodded women to strive for
“real rights” instead.*® This was an insightful observation by her as it was reflec-
tive of the varied realities of women across the world. What ‘equality’ would
mean for one section of women would not be applicable to another. By bringing
the question of the substance of these rights to the center of the debate, Ali built
ground for conversation between women of various backgrounds.

Ali’s advocacy of women’s rights was positioned in her prolonged association
with the Indian nationalist struggle and suffrage movement. In July 1933, along
with Rajkumari Amrit Kaur and Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, also Indian national-
ist leaders, Ali represented Indian women before the Joint Select Committee on
Indian Constitutional Reforms of the British Parliament. The memoranda sub-
mitted demanded the recognition of equality of the sexes on the Declaration of
Fundamental Rights and made alternative franchise proposals pending the intro-
duction of universal franchise in India.®® During her visit, she spoke at a meeting
convened by the London Committee of the Women’s India Association, openly
criticizing the British approach towards women’s franchise as “timid, halting and
inadequate.”! Further on, Ali said that women did not seek a competition for
power with men. That conceptualization of power and rights, in her view, was
limiting in nature. She continuously laid stress upon the idea that women instead
want “a voice in social legislation” that allows them to perform their civic duties.
She added, “Indian women would continue to agitate as long as the franchise was
not enlarged.”®

Thereafter, Ali participated in the Third International Conference for India,
in Geneva in November, 1933. The only Indian Muslim woman representative,
Ali spoke at length about the strength of the women’s movement in India. She
also emphasized upon the attention that the Indian women’s movement laid upon
social reforms and its efforts towards securing franchise for women, that would
enable them to serve the country.®® Her argument for women’s rights was situ-
ated in the language of the ability to serve the country. However, it was at the
International Women’s Conference at Istanbul in 1935 that one sees the fiery
internationalist approach of Ali where she warned the Western feminists of com-
mitting the mistake of making “arrogant assumption of superiority or patronage
on the part of Europe or America” as this would do nothing but alienate the fel-
low women in Asia and Africa.* The main points of discussion at the conference
revolved around questions of political rights, economic and legal rights, equal
moral standards and establishment of world peace.®® These are a few important
insights into Ali’s ideas of transnational solidarity that enable us to understand
what she brought to the table when she took charge as the Indian delegate at the
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UN Commission on Women. Unfortunately, despite her pioneering role in the dis-
cussions on women'’s rights and as the only Muslim woman delegate from India,
Ali remains one of the least written about women figures in Indian diplomacy;
thus amounting her erasure not just as a woman, but also as a Muslim woman. A
more detailed study of her role in the UN could make significant contributions
to understanding the place of minority representatives of India and, representa-
tives from the global South, in the making of the UN. This is imperative as the
post-colonial states like India were not homogenous blocks and while the idea of
a coloured representative at the UN is easier to work around, the exploration of
the voice of minorities within the third world countries in the making of the new
world warrants deeper consideration.

Lakshmi Menon was a teacher, lawyer, activist, politician, and an Indian envoy
to the UN. In 1948, she was appointed as a member of the alternative Indian dele-
gation to the UN. Thereafter, she headed the UN Section on the Status of Women
and Children (1949-1950) and in 1952 was appointed as a Deputy Minister in the
Ministry of External Affairs of India.

In 1948, while Pandit headed the Indian delegation to the UN General Assem-
bly meeting, Menon was appointed as a member of the alternative delegation. The
initial engagements of independent India at the UN were always characterized
with strong women envoys. Menon was amongst these important female figures
and she left an imprint at her very first appearance at the UN. In 1948, Menon
was a noticeable figure in Indian politics and women’s movement. She was also
the editor of Roshni, a quarterly journal of the All India Women’s Conference,
and her writing and oratorical skills were already established and well known.%
As already illustrated in the experiences of Mehta, India played a crucial role
within the UN in the discussions and drafting of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. Menon too was on the Third committee on the Draft Declaration
of Human Rights.®” Menon’s most remembered contribution in the early years
though is her time as the Chief of the Committee on the Status of Women at
the UN.

At her inaugural appearance at the UN, Menon was looked at by the delegates
and the press with great interest.®® While the appointment of a woman to the alter-
native Indian delegation to the UN came to many as “interesting,” the effective-
ness of Menon as a capable envoy won much praise as she spoke on the Indian
stance on the continued South African debate at the UN and in the discussions on
the human rights declaration.®® She reminded the committee that, “different coun-
tries have different beliefs and political systems. What they share though are the
same ideals of social justice and freedom” and this had to be kept in mind while
drafting the declaration, thus emphasizing upon the need for mutual understand-
ing in the landscape of international cooperation.™

As the Chief of the UN Commission on the Status of women (1949-50), Menon
was committed towards the upliftment of women and was very vocal about her
passion for the cause.”’ When asked how the status of women would be improved
in India and the world, she laid utmost attention upon the value of education in
the course of this pursuit. She said in an interview, “When women have a chance
to learn, their homes will improve. When their homes will improve, their nations
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will improve.”” This emphasis of Menon on education, though restrictive, can be
seen in the context of the nationalist struggle and political work as social uplift-
ment. While attending the UN conferences, she also participated in various public
meetings discussing advocacy of education and peace and upliftment of the status
of women.” Many of her contemporaries in these discussions were other women
envoys to the UN like, Minerva Bernardino (Dominion Republic), Ana Figueroa
(Chile), Amalia Castillo Ledon (Mexico), Dorothy Kenyon (US), and Ruth Tom-
linson (UK), amongst others.

Menon believed that if “real democracy and freedom was to be attained,” then
inequalities had to be removed from the world.” She was also an ardent advo-
cate of the correlation of peace and women’s struggle for equality. Speaking at
a public meeting in June, 1950, she said, “When women gain equal status with
men in their nations, they will use power to promote peaceful settlements (...),
women are eager promoters of peace.”” In this, she presaged the UNSCR on
women, peace, and security by half a century. She was not though, it appears,
recognized as such by the lobbiests for that resolution. However, she warned that
peace should not be the end goal envisaged for the UN. It would provide a fertile
ground where the “greater ideals of freedom, justice and love would be realized
and that is the final aim of the United Nations.”’®

Conclusion

Pandit, Mehta, Ali, and Menon are four of the many women representatives who
were part of the making of the UN.”” A quick glance at their experiences at the UN
brings to the forefront lost international thought of these women and their vision
for the most important international organization of the twenty-first century. This
is a crucial entry point into a larger exploration of the place of women actors
in international politics. It is too long overdue to bridge the gap between the
transnational women’s networks and third world internationalism in the interwar
period and its post-world war successors, allowing for a closer look at how values
of suffragette movements and anti-colonial struggle found expression through
the women of the third world in the formation of the new world of international
politics. This chapter thus, provides a teaser of what lies hidden in the archives
and how once the focus is changed from institutions to the people who build that
institution, a new history of the UN would come to surface. A history written
from the margins but which echoes the aspirations of equality, justice, and peace
that the world organization was supposed to stand for. This history will not only
reintroduce us to the possibilities of a more united world, but would also outline a
new disciplinary inquiry that does not leave the women behind while chronicling
the workings of world politics.
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4 International welfare feminism
CSW navigating cold war tensions 1949

Rebecca Adami

Introduction

Early Cold War frictions after the end of the Second World War influenced the
possibilities for advancement of an international human rights framework in the
United Nations. The joint-effort in 1949 of the only two women delegates to
the UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR), Eleanor Roosevelt (US) and
Hansa Mehta (India), to draft an international convention on human rights that
would connect political and civil rights with economic, social and cultural rights
was hampered and its adoption prolonged due to Cold War rivalry. The reduc-
tionist narrative of an incompatibility of USSR communist and US capitalist
ideological systems that shaped the first and second generation of human rights
in the United Nations has, however, neglected to place in the foreground of such
narratives the women diplomats who argued for women’s economic and social
rights based on other concerns than could be reduced into early East-West ten-
sions. What is needed is a concept on international feminist efforts in the history
of International Relations (IR) that sought to advance welfare rights in a patriar-
chal and colonial world order. Disagreements on the scope of human rights—of
whether they would apply to women and people living under colonial rule—were
also felt in the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW). How were efforts in
the CSW to advance equal pay for women coloured by political and ideological
strains in 1949—the sequent year when the UDHR had been adopted?

Based on United Nations meeting protocols from the third session of the CSW
in 1949, the alliances and conflicts within the CSW sketched in this chapter
contribute to unearthing the role of non-Western women in advancing welfare
rights in the early Cold War years. Earlier studies on the feminist internationali-
zation of economic and social rights have included women representatives in the
International Labour Organisation (ILO), the World Federation of Trade Unions
(WFTU), and the Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF); ! how-
ever, these international organizations sent representatives to the meetings of the
CSW in 1949. The debates within this all-female UN commission at its outset are
thus of great interest.

By introducing the concept of “international welfare feminism,” the post-war
frictions within the UN with regard to international law-making on human rights
in 1949 are contextualized in this chapter as international women alliances on
welfare rights that disrupted patriarchal and colonial interests relative to women’s
labour. Before turning to the debates within the CSW on the notion of equal pay
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in 1949, I will consider the resistance that Latin American women delegates in
the UN faced when trying to advance equal pay in the male-dominated ILO as
well as the opposition by American women’s organizations to the creation of an
all-female commission in the ILO. I then expand upon the initial marginalization
in the UN of the Commission on the Status of Women (CSW) and their appeal
to become a division within the UN Secretariat before examining how equal
pay was being debated within the CSW, pointing to the ways in which Western
women delegates seemed to undermine the competence of the CSW from within
by wanting to refer the debate on equal pay back to the ILO. Finally, I explore
how matters like “equal pay” were discussed within the CSW by Western women
delegates who had historically sought to advance women’s rights but now seem-
ingly retreated on the issue of gender equality in 1949. I conclude by arguing that
“international welfare feminism” can be used to initiate further critical debates
into hitherto overlooked women’s history of the UN regarding struggles against
colonialism, patriarchal structures, and capitalist exploitation of women’s labour.

“International welfare feminism” — a hidden historical
narrative in the UN?

The history of women in the UN has primarily centred on the role of Western
female delegates and has largely assumed a shared feminist interest amongst
women delegates.” This oversight has allowed for the contestations regarding
different understandings of women’s rights amongst female delegates—women
who did not share ideological, political, and cultural interests and ideas—to be
left unproblematized.?

Peter Waterman* has addressed the lack of focus on women’s movements with
internationalism in historical and contemporary feminist studies and has argued
that studies either fail to problematize the relationship amongst women glob-
ally or assume a shared outlook and commonly agreed-upon approach to wom-
en’s rights issues.’ In earlier work,® I have focused on particular value conflicts
within the CSW from 1945 during the drafting of the UN Charter to 1948 and
the drafting of the UDHR. I have thus questioned the simplified view of North-
South relations amongst the women representatives in the UN by describing the
conflicts as well as the alliances across these divisions. Female delegates in the
CSW took different positions on women’s rights during the drafting of the UDHR
in 194648 along class and ethnic lines, as well as along ideological lines of the
various women and national independence movements they belonged to, which
predicted their stances on the economic and political rights of women.

In this chapter, I explore what I conceptualize as “international welfare femi-
nism” during the Cold War years as a critical counternarrative of feminist social-
ist struggles for women’s rights within the CSW in 1949. The post-war period has
been portrayed as the “doldrum years” in American feminism,’ and the narrative
of welfare internationalism has been dominated by the conformity, conserva-
tism, and antifeminism of Stalinism and McCarthyism.® Pieper Mooney calls for
a more nuanced ‘understanding of the gendered politics of the Cold War”® and
historian Franscica de Haan notes that assumption that women’s organizations
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such as the WIDF and the WFTU’s striving for international welfarism were
Communist has invited scepticism from Western historians that these organiza-
tions were therefore not deemed feminist.!” “International welfare feminism” is
thus defined in contrast to “red feminism”! and “communist internationalism
and feminism”'? by not resting on the presumption that the women delegates to
the UN who advanced women’s economic and social rights by arguing for the
need to create welfare institutions for day-care, preschool, and social security ser-
vices necessarily adhered to a particular political perspective, nor had been act-
ing representatives of Soviet countries. “International welfare feminism” in the
early Cold War years has been mired in dichotomies that have obscured the links
between welfarism and feminism on the one hand and internationalism and fem-
inism on the other. Feminism was under Stalinism seen as a “bourgeois term that
obscured the capitalist oppression of women.”!* Thus, initiatives for women’s
rights such as rights connected to the woman worker, including equal pay, when
labelled communist in the Cold War years, were then not labelled as feminist ini-
tiatives. The perception that women could promote feminist internationalism and
not merely reflect their own national interests has especially in research on UN
diplomacy in the late 1940s been overlooked. “International welfare feminism” is
developed to question the presumed incompatibility between advancing socialist
feminist issues in the international arena during the postwar period. Southern
women delegates in the UN advancing women’s economic rights could represent
other interests than East-West ideologies.

Feminist agency seems furthermore to have been characterized as Western in
historical narratives. For example, US delegate to the CSW, Dorothy Kenyon
(1888—-1972)—a lawyer, socialist, and journalist labelled by Joseph McCarthy as
communist affiliated—has been understood to have advanced women’s economic
rights through her long-term commitment to these issues in the League of Nations
and the UN.' Her role in 1949 in the CSW was, however, complex in the debates
on equal pay for women.

In the course of my earlier work on the UN Charter and the UDHR, I found
that other prominent US and UK female figures (including the first female US
delegates to the UN, Virginia Gildersleeve and Eleanor Roosevelt) have been
given kudos for advancing women’s rights within the UN when several propos-
als were suggested initially by women delegates from India, Brazil, Mexico,
and the Dominican Republic.!® Similar conclusions have been drawn by Skard,
Marino, Dietrichson and Sator, Burke, and Rathore in this volume. It has been
assumed that Western feminist welfarism was internationalized through the UN
and the role of American women unionists’ work in the ILO has been broadly
acknowledged. However, the Southern feminists who also pushed for economic
and social rights—in the Indian National Trade Union Congress and elsewhere—
have been overshadowed in historical studies. A woman representative from the
above-mentioned congress, Indira W. Bose, would declare in the 1950 ILO Con-
ference that “Some of the representatives of so-called progressive governments,
including my own, have thought it fit to oppose a Convention for men and women
getting equal remuneration for work of equal value.”'® The wording opposed by
the ILO members in that upcoming convention was itself a step back from what
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Indian and Latin American women delegates to the CSW had proposed in 1949—
namely an international convention covering equal pay for women.

Equal pay for women and the need for a separate female
division within the ILO

The ILO meetings were comprised of internal debates containing different under-
standings of equality for women at the adoption of the Philadelphia Declaration
on women’s rights 1944.17 American women unionists had argued for a ‘same
but different” approach on women’s labour which aimed at advancing protec-
tive legislation for women workers rather than the equal opportunities that Latin
American Bertha Lutz was proposing 1944 in Philadelphia.'®

Bertha Lutz (Brazil) felt that the stipulations for protection reduced the
advancement of equal pay and equal opportunities. The ILO had formulated
“equal remuneration” for (male) workers and “rate for the work” which had been
the labour unions’ definition of fair salaries. The use of cheap female labour was
increasingly perceived as a threat to earlier labour standards. Instead of taking
on equal pay for women, trade unions did not actively encourage employers to
employ women workers. It was instead held that male workers’ salaries should be
decent and allow for the economic maintenance of a whole family.

‘Equal remuneration for work of equal value’ stood as a founding principle
of the ILO. (...) ‘remuneration without discrimination’ reflected a dominant
trade union position that sought to maintain men’s wages and discourage
employer use of cheaper female labour. In contrast, feminists cast equal pay
as essential to women’s rights."’

Bertha Lutz wanted to establish a sub-commission with only women in the ILO
in order to ensure a language in its resolutions that reflected women’s shared
global struggle for gender equality.?’ Her suggestion was poorly received in the
organization.

Resistance from US women’s organisations of all-female
UN body

Though they failed to create an all-female sub-commission within the ILO in 1944
to advance equal pay for women worldwide, Latin American women delegates
including Bertha Lutz (Brazil); Minerva Bernardino (the Dominican Republic);
and Amalia Castillo de Ledon (Mexico) sought at the United Nations Conference
on International Organization (UNCIO) 1945 in overturning US and UK women’s
resistance to an all-women commission in the UN under ECOSOC, in addition to
the CHR. The ILO had not been officially invited to participate at the conference
in San Francisco but only “allowed to send an unofficial five-person delegation”
for “informal consultation.”?' There was no woman on the delegation.

With a commission dedicated to women’s rights within the UN, there was a
renewed hope amongst Latin American women delegates of ensuring that gender
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equality became an inseparable part of an international framework of human
rights. Historian Helen Laville has shown how US women’s organizations
opposed the idea of a separate commission for women.

Members of the Women’s Bureau coalition present at San Francisco imme-
diately saw the proposal to establish a CSW as a threat to protective legisla-
tion, fearing the activism of such a commission in the hands of equalitarian
feminists.?

The resistance reflected domestic battles in the US regarding the Equal Rights
Amendment to the Constitution to which there were opponents stating that gender
equality would lead to women losing the legislative protections related to work,
bearing children, and economic privileges for women choosing domesticity.?
The stance reflected a liberal political context in which government spending on
welfare was seen as socialist and without the necessary welfare institutions fun-
damental for women to combine work and child care, furthering formal “equal-
ity” risked leading to discriminatory legislation in public arenas when ‘equal’
was interpreted as being treated on the same terms ‘as men’ without the necessary
conditions in place for women to combine work with family.

American feminist groups failed to prevent the establishment of the CSW and
instead focused their efforts on lobbying for representatives appointed who were
against the Equal Rights Amendment (ERA) in the commission.?*

The coalition group Committee on Women in World Affairs (...) lobbied the
State Department for the appointment of Kenyon to the commission. Kenyon
was a long-time opponent of the ERA and had served as a representative on
the League of Nation’s Committee of Experts.?

The national political landscape in the US at the time seemed here to have hal-
tered international feminist alliances through the CSW, as women representing
other countries in the commission saw these debates on the risks with formal
equality as US specific and were not as convinced of the supposed threat of
socialism through the advancement of welfare institutions for women’s economic
and social rights.”® Due to the conflict over the Equal Rights Amendment and
early Cold War frictions between the opposing ideologies of capitalism and com-
munism, women’s equality turned out to be a sensitive topic for the US women
representatives to the UN.

[A]s the Cold War made women’s rights an important battlefield in the early
years of the CSW, Kenyon and her allies came to support international legis-
lation on women'’s rights, less out of support for women in other nations, but
out of a keen awareness of the need for the United States to sponsor women’s
rights as a national imperative.”’

The establishment of a separate CSW was faced with opposition, not only from
American and British women delegates but from within the Secretariat itself.
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Underlying these reservations appears to have been other concerns: that a
special woman’s commission might empower women in unexpected ways,
and perhaps even challenge the mainstream approach to violations of human
rights.?

The CSW was devoted to the idea of convening in locations outside Europe and
the US as a way to connect and assist national women’s organisations and conse-
quently held its third session in Beirut, Lebanon. The Commission had been invited
there by Kenan Malik, chair of the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), who
had played a vital role in the process of advancing the UDHR from the debates
within the Council to the General Assembly vote in 1948. Minerva Bernardino
(the Dominican Republic) was chair of the CSW in 1949 who had lobbied for its
establishment and been an unrelenting advocate for gender equality in the UN.3
India was represented in the CSW by Lakshmi Menon?' and the USSR by Eliza-
vieta Alekseevna Popova. Lakshmi Menon had been one of the most outspoken
critics of colonialism when debating human rights as she represented India in the
Third Committee of the General Assembly. Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova had
been a representative of the Soviet Union to the CSW and had participated
in meetings of the CHR during the drafting of the UDHR. Mary Sutherland
represented the UK and Dorothy Kenyon represented the US in the CSW.

The third session of the CSW was also open for the international women’s
organizations with consultative status, including the WFTU, represented by
Marie Couette, and the WIDF, represented by Emelie Fares Ibrahim.

Specific conflicts concerned how different conceptions of equal pay for women
were to be classified and whether the Commission could advance women’s eco-
nomic condition relative to other international bodies like the ILO and even the
World Health Organization (WHO) but also whether the commission would gain
more impact if turned into a division of the UN Secretariat. The low number of
women appointed to higher positions in the Secretariat was of concern to the mem-
bers of the CSW in 1949.32 Bodil Begtrup (Denmark) and Minerva Bernardino
(the Dominican Republic) had in 1948 discussed the possibility of transforming
the CSW into a division in the Secretariat, and they shared the impression that
the Secretary General was positively minded towards this. This suggestion was
taken up for debate in the CSW at its third session in Beirut 1949. Minerva Ber-
nardino believed that “such a measure would extend the Commission’s possibil-
ities of action.” Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova “recalled that ECOSOC had not
approved the suggested change in the structure of the Secretariat.”** Moreover, a
division within the Secretariat would require a larger budget set aside for wom-
en’s rights measures, which the Member States might not be willing to support.
Mary Sutherland (UK) did not back the idea as she thought “the creation of a new
division in the Secretariat would be badly received in certain quarters” since the
“utility of the Commission itself was sometimes questioned.”® Amalia Castillo
de Ledon (Mexico) “warmly supported the Danish proposal” since the many res-
olutions of the Commission “had shown the necessity of having a large number
of experts™¢ to facilitate the drafting of conventions proposed to strengthen the
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economic and legal status of women. The representatives of Greece and China
also supported the proposal for transforming the Commission into a division in
the Secretariat and to “insist on this request, in spite of the fact that it had not yet
met with the approval of ECOSOC.” This suggestion did, however, not receive
support within the UN, * which may have led to the marginalization of women’s
rights issues in the organization during the 1950s.

Reverting the notion of “equal pay” for women

The UK and US women delegates to the CSW during its third session in Beirut
wanted to remove “equal pay” in a draft resolution on the rights for women work-
ers by claiming it was a communist idea proposed by the WETU. In doing so,
they overlooked the fact that the CSW had advanced this idea on gender equality
from its creation in 1946.° Mary Sutherland (UK) commented on WFTU’s word-
ing and expressed concern over “the term ‘equal pay for equal work’, for which
‘rate-for-the-job’ was a more easily understood clause.”® Elizavieta Alekseevna
Popova (USSR) responded that:

In asking for the rejection of what she had termed ‘an out-of-date’ principle —
equality with men who were raising a family — Mary Sutherland was going
backward instead of forward and leading women to poverty. Many British
women who had lost their husbands and fathers during the war were now
heads of families, and should be considered as bread-winners.*

Marie Couette (WFTU) said that “the WFTU desired the Commission to re-affirm
the principle of equal pay for equal work; and, secondly the procedure adopted
by the ILO showed that it did not attach sufficient importance to this question.”*?
The Chinese representative Cecelia Sieu-Ling Zung tried to find a middle
ground between these East-West conflicts over the issue of equal pay and agreed
to withdraw her original text in favour of a UK amendment. Lakshmi Menon
(India), however, was well aware of the consequences of this compromise:

Lakshmi Menon (India) wondered whether the Representative of China had
fully realized the implications of the United Kingdom amendment, since
her original text had requested the Economic and Social Council to make
recommendations to the Member States, which implied direct incentive to
implement the principle of equal pay. The United Kingdom amendment, on
the other hand, directed the whole of the question back to the International
Labour Organization for an enquiry, which would take considerable time; in
the meantime the Member States would not be obliged to take any action.
That was a regressive step and she preferred the original Chinese text.*

The Chinese representative said she nonetheless accepted the UK amendment to
the original proposal, which then lost its stronger support for equal pay. Elizavi-
eta Alekseevna Popova (USSR) supported the statement by India. A compromise
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was met in which the UK amendment was placed as a second paragraph to the
Chinese proposal, which was adopted.

These internal debates meant for US delegate Dorothy Kenyon that it was bet-
ter to let the ILO study the issue of equal pay for women.

Dorothy Kenyon (US) said the whole discussion (...) illustrated her view
that it was premature to make recommendations concerning matters which
obviously required lengthy study. The question of what was favourable or
unfavourable to women was an extremely debatable point, and it was pre-
cisely on such points that the help of the International Labour Organization
was required.*

Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova (USSR) “was opposed to any reference to study
by the ILO.” The USSR had re-entered as members to the ILO in 1945. At the
1947 ILO Conference in which social policy in nonmetropolitan territories was
discussed, it had been an Indian worker, Sharita Mukherjee, who had insisted
“on the inclusion of the word ‘sex’ in the definition of discrimination” related to
work.46

The CSW had, in the words of its former chair Bodil Begtrup (Denmark),
been granted its status as full commission since the ECOSOC had realized that
experts on human rights were not necessarily experts on the rights of women.*’
Nevertheless, the idea of “expert-status” was continuously placed outside the
mandate or scope of the commission in the arguments laid out by American and
British female delegates in the CSW in 1949 when the notion of equal pay was
debated—they felt the discussion should be held in the ILO instead. But it would
be thanks to the CSW that ILO finally included in its resolutions a mention of the
equal rights of women after 30 years of advancing the rights of the male worker.
The CSW had in 1948 “adopted a resolution calling for action by the ILO with
respect to equal pay for equal work.”®

Another division within the CSW was concerned with whether women’s eco-
nomic rights should be advanced through development agencies and whether
other agencies should be advised to raise the standard of living through char-
ity projects by Western NGOs. The representative of the WIDF, Emelie Fares
Ibrahim, expressed surprise during the third session in 1949 that “relations with
WHO had found a place on the agenda.” She argued that:

In considering the protection of the health of populations, the first concern of
the Commission should be measures for raising the standard of living and not
questions such as the functions of specialized agencies, distribution of food
through the Red Cross, the granting of scholarships, etc.%

This concern, raised already in 1949 by the WIDF, finds a contemporary critical
analogue in colonial discourse analyses that question whether colonial devel-
opment-projects, rationales, and structures can by any meaningful sense lead
to change as they sustain inequality? As Emilie Fares Ibrahim formulated this
concern:



International welfare feminism 63

[TThe Commission should give more careful study to the underlying condi-
tions responsible for the state of health of the peoples before considering the
function of WHO. The trouble must be attacked from the roots.’!

This position questioned the patriarchal, colonial, and capitalist structures within
which women, people living under colonial rule, and the working class suffered
from economic exploitation. It was a controversial issue to bring up in the UN as
the colonial powers were willing to debate the rights of women workers in Mem-
ber States but not its overseas territories. Both France and the UK would later
refrain from voting for the Convention on the Political Rights of Women because
of the explicit mention of Non-Self Governing Territories.> When Emilie Fares
Ibrahim drew attention at the third session to “the situation of women in Iran™%3—
members of the Iranian branch of the WIDF had been arrested and the branch dis-
solved—Lakshmi Menon (India) called it “a propaganda speech in which [Emilie
Fares Ibrahim] had violently attacked a State Member of the United Nations.”*
The UK, Syria, Australia, and US made similar comments during the meeting.5
At the following session of the CSW in New York, the WIDF was not granted
visas to attend the session by the US government.

Equal pay for women—a question for the Commission on the Status
of Women?

Dorothy Kenyon (US) and Mary Sutherland (UK) wanted the CSW to refer the
1949 draft on equal pay for equal work back to the ILO. This suggestion was
met with criticism by Lakshmi Menon (India) and Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova
(USSR) who indicated that the ILO had consistently prolonged the process by
placing the issue of women’s equal pay last on their conference agendas, and
consequently running out of time before discussing the issue until a later meet-
ing. This way the issue of equal pay travelled from meeting to meeting without
receiving due consideration.

In the early post-WWII years, the ILO focused on items that appeared gen-
derless, like ‘free association’ and collective bargaining, which dispropor-
tionately benefited male workers, who were more likely to be in unionized
occupations.>

International bodies and organizations that were all-male or predominantly male
seemed to have been advancing (intentionally or unintentionally) the ideas and
interests of its member base. An all-female commission in the UN would at least
deal exclusively with women’s rights. In 1949 Soviet and US women delegates
seemed to increasingly use the CSW as a battleground for Cold War politics.
When the Soviet delegate Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova relied on reports and
information on the status of women around the world provided by the WFTU and
the WIDF, these international feminist organizations were seen as part of a Soviet
lobby. Both organizations held consultative status in the CSW while WIDF lost
this status when listed as a communist enemy of the US. However, it was not only
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the US who felt threatened in their domestic affairs by the Soviet and supposedly
communist-led international organizations.

What may initially have united the Soviet and Indian representatives in the
CSW was the understanding that women’s rights could not be secured without
equal pay for working women, nor with a continued economic exploitation of
women’s labour. The divide between the Soviet and Indian female representa-
tives grew in 1949 as the newly independent India felt that Soviet delegates used
the UN as a forum to criticize other nations. The representative of India, Lakshmi
Menon, also raised her concerns that WFTU was used as a lobby by the Sovi-
ets. ¥ Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova (USSR) insisted in the CSW’s third session
that “The majority of international workers’ organizations, of which WFTU was
an outstanding example, had supported the principle [of equal pay]”® while the
employer’s organizations had opposed this principle. Her remark was followed
by an observation by Lakshmi Menon (India) who maintained that:

WFTU had many times distorted the facts in order to suggest that perfec-
tion only existed in the Soviet Union and that elsewhere all was confusion
and misery. Lakshmi Menon had no doubt that the data brought forward by
WFTU came from unofficial sources or from an organization working to
overthrow the Indian government.>

When the US was criticized later in the meeting by Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova
(USSR) for women’s salaries only amounting to half of those of men workers
Dorothy Kenyon (US) retorted by asking “whether the women in the Soviet slave
labour camps received equal pay for equal work?”® Elizavieta Alekseevna Pop-
ova (USSR) had argued that gender equality was pivotal for human rights in the
years following the Second World War, as British women had been laid off and
thus discriminated against in their right to work. Mary Sutherland (UK) in rebut-
ting this criticism from the Soviet Union countered that:

In citing the fact that a million women had left factories in the UK since the
end of the war, Elizavieta Alekseevna Popova had said that that had been
caused by discrimination. The truth was quite otherwise. The UK, which did
not maintain a large army on war footing, had enabled three million demo-
bilized men to take up their places in industry by freeing a large number of
women who devoted themselves to their households.®!

This statement was a stance shared by both US and UK women representatives in
the CSW in 1949, coloured of course by their commitment to national sentiments
at the time; that women’s freedom of choice included freely choosing domes-
ticity. Dorothy Kenyon had, in a speech to Women’s City Club of New York,
argued that the right to work attained by women in the Soviet Union was nothing
more than slavery.®? Despite having made such anti-communist remarks, Doro-
thy Kenyon was later accused by McCarthy of being affiliated with communist
organizations. Labelling women’s international engagement in women’s right to
work as communist seems to have led to the silencing of international welfare
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feminism backed by Nordic, Latin American, and South Asian women delegates
on women’s economic and social rights in the late 1940s. A year later in 1950,
Senator Margaret Chase Smith would hold the “Declaration of Conscience”
speech expounding that people who exercised the freedom of speech—including
the right to criticize, hold unpopular beliefs, protest, and think independently—
risked being unfairly labelled as communists in America.

International welfare feminism and its relevance today

International welfare feminism—the advancement of women’s rights with the
understanding that women’s equality and political freedom is linked with and
dependent upon their economic liberation from unpaid or forced labour under
capitalist, colonial, and patriarchal power structures—was advanced not only by
Western women active in the international labour movement and Soviet women
delegates in the UN in 1949 but also by Indian, Brazilian, Mexican, and Ira-
nian women delegates through the CSW. The greatest divide regarding wom-
en’s equal pay seemed to be between the US and UK women delegates on the
one hand—whose governments re-employed millions of male workers after
the Second World War—and Soviet and Indian women delegates on the other,
the latter argued that women had become sole breadwinners in families and who
also saw the economic upliftment of women living under colonial rule as vital
for the advancement of gender equality. The French female delegates who had
proposed non-discrimination based on sex in the UDHR abandoned their support
for non-discrimination when it would mean the inclusion of people in the French
territories.

Women’s double role of unpaid domestic worker and also exploited under-
paid and under-represented worker in international labour organizations became
apparent in the post war years. Women were not yet organized in labour unions
and their interests were not being advanced by male-dominated organizations.
The employer organizations on the other hand seem to have avoided the issue of
women’s equal salaries as this would have meant higher costs, especially from
providing social benefits for women workers with children. International welfare
feminism would require recognition by private and state actors of the need for
child welfare and social benefits for women workers to obtain and sustain paid
work. It must also incorporate the understanding that women’s unpaid labour in
the home folded into full-time salaries of men with families.

Samuel Moyn® has claimed that human rights history starts in the 1970s when
the utopian politics of communism and decolonization collapsed but he has, as
Margarite Poulos* rightly argues, overlooked women’s history. I agree here with
Poulos that what is needed in order to understand the history of human rights
through the UN are new looks at women’s perspectives and histories.

Seen within this framework the long traditions of internationalism, as well
as the challenging shift to gender analysis in human-rights definitions and
instruments at the UN, the claim of UN irrelevance to the ‘true’ story of
human rights appears thin at best.®
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Nevertheless, “women’s perspectives and histories” are complex and the role
of prominent feminists who advocated international welfare feminism from
a third perspective of democratic socialism against colonialism in the Cold
War years have been overlooked. Sondra Herman and Doris Linder have noted
how Scandinavian women diplomats like Alva Myrdal—a Swedish social-
ist appointed the highest position as director of the social division within the
UNESCO Secretariat—treated the UN as a platform to internationalize wel-
fare feminism.® “She saw a worldwide, welfare-state feminism with women’s
efforts supported by community structures.”®’

As Wendy Pojman notes, the end of the Second World War did not mark an end
or beginning of women’s internationalism, but rather a turn in which national and
international collaboration across divides was highly politicized and limited the
international dimension of feminist alliances.®® Colonial and patriarchal domina-
tion may have silenced historical narratives of southern women’s resistance and
struggles, which does not preclude their existence. Further research is needed
into the international welfare feminism of the south advanced in the late 1940s
through progressive feminist movements in African states that were still under
colonial rule in order to challenge a dominant Western feminist perspective—as
keeping with earlier findings sketched in this volume.
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S Universal human rights for women

UN engagement with traditional abuses,
1948-1965

Roland Burke

Introduction

Across the 1950s and early 1960s, while the UN became progressively more
riven by contests on the right to self-determination, racial discrimination, and the
relationship between development and political rights, there was another battle
on the proper character and bounds of universality—the personal status and bod-
ily integrity rights of women within marriage. In December 1954, shortly after
the sixth anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR),
the General Assembly proclaimed a sweeping programme against “ancient cus-
toms” which prevented the realization of the UDHR for women. Resolution 843
affirmed the supremacy of the UDHR over any custom, and demanded “elimina-
tion of such customs, ancient laws and practices,” notably in marriage and family
law, which were “inconsistent” with the precepts set down in 1948.! By 1961, the
animating spirit of Resolution 843 was set into a draft treaty, adopted a year later
as the Convention on Consent, Minimum Age, and Registration for Marriage.?
The Marriage Convention was one of the first binding treaties on human rights
protection passed by the UN, preceding its more celebrated siblings, the Inter-
national Convention on the Elimination of All-Forms of Racial Discrimination
(1965), and the two International Covenants (1966), by several years.

These campaigns have received little scholarly attention, despite the abun-
dance of academic interest on the history of human rights and the impressive
array of work on feminist internationalism.? Although the influence of women in
the United Nations, and more widely across international institutions, has been
widely recognized, the centre of gravity for most prior research has been on the
1940s, and the developments of the 1970s and beyond. By comparison, the inter-
vening period has been less thoroughly surveyed.* In her superb examination
of UN attention to corporeal abuses of African women, primarily in the 1950s,
Giusi Russo has demonstrated the importance of the 1950s and 1960s in appreci-
ating the configuration of rights, women, and colonialism.’ Yet across the cumu-
lative scholarship, the two flagship UN initiatives on traditional abuses in the
1950s and 1960s remain marginal. Resolution 843 is barely cited at all, beyond
its gazetting in UN periodicals, and the Convention on Consent to Marriage is
mostly consigned to passing reference.® Given the salience of this earlier effort
on “traditional abuses” to many of the priorities which emerged as definitive
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of the debates around the 1979 Convention on the Elimination of All-Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), the 1989 Convention on the Rights
of the Child (CRC), and the 1993 World Conference on Human Rights in Vienna,
their absence is a striking ellipsis in the interlaced narrative of human and wom-
en’s rights.’

This chapter examines the first two decades of UN human rights endeav-
ours around traditional, social, and cultural practices, principally those which
prevented the realization of the UDHR for women. It argues that the animat-
ing impulse was a profoundly hopeful vision of universality, advanced by a
small but effective cohort of women, many from the newly independent states.
The Marriage Convention, its precursors, and their associated sentiments rep-
resented an effort to translate the grand abstractions of 1948 into lived reality.
Their campaign was not conceived of as any kind of special status renovation to
universality—but a pragmatic endeavour to translate global norms to rural nup-
tials, and to extend the bold, abstract statement of human equality to some kind
of daily symmetry in interpersonal and intimate relationships. While focussed
on abuses which were experienced by women, the optic was not understood as
any kind of sectional advocacy. It was instead a reflexive attempt to advance the
enjoyment of human rights worldwide, to make universality a real, experientially
meaningful, truth.

Unlike many other forums of the UN, the human rights and humanitarian arena
was a place where women found sustained presence, and substantial influence.
In part, this was a configuration that stemmed from highly gendered assumptions
about the nature of rights, welfare, and humanitarian questions, all which had
been established as the acceptable political space for women well before 1945.
Across the Commonwealth, and the United States, arguments in the terms of stra-
tegic maternalism had been something of an over-success. Early suffragists had
claimed authority in democratic politics that rested, in part, on an essentialized
facility for caring.® Transnational organization between women had a still more
established lineage.” Human rights and humanitarianism were, therefore, a sphere
where there was some prospect for seizing opportunities, particularly given the
limited interest most foreign services had in these forums.'”

While still grossly unequal, the role and impact of women in the UN’s human
rights enterprise was much greater than in the notionally masculinist forums of
the Security Council, and the economic components of the new international
organization. The bespoke forum for women’s rights, the Commission on the
Status of Women (CSW), which shared personnel, and agenda items, with the
larger human rights apparatus, was well-regarded for its commitment. John Hum-
phrey, Director of the Human Rights Division, flatly declared in his memoir that
“there was no more independent body in the United Nations.”"! The women of the
General Assembly, often working across the CSW, the Commission on Human
Rights, and the Committee on Social, Cultural, and Humanitarian Affairs, were
amongst the first to migrate from grandiose ideals to the micro-scale practice and
conditions of daily life outside Geneva and New York. Amongst the earliest of
the UN’s travelling advisory seminars on human rights, held across the late 1950s
and early 1960s, were devoted to the pragmatic questions of women’s freedoms
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and welfare. They convened well outside the conventional circuit of international
organization, assembling, for example, in Bangkok, Bogota Addis Ababa, and
Lomé."?

Although on balance a mixture of liberal feminists, with the Western countries
represented by a range of Christian and Social Democratic, Labor, and various
reformist Conservative voices, there was also strong participation from Soviet
aligned women. As Kirsten Ghodsee has shown in her excellent analyses, their
perspective was distinct, drawn from state-managed women’s organizations
and the academy.’* As with the majority of Soviet representation, they typi-
cally avoided concession on their own national deficiencies. Nevertheless, the
alignment between Soviet international positioning as a champion of women’s
advancement, and their own experiences, did tend to place the Soviet bloc in a
less obstructionist mode in women’s human rights questions, especially when the
rights involved demanded a strong, activist role for the state. Their own experi-
ences were a demonstration of what had been possible for at least some women
in the Soviet system. Zoya V. Mironova (USSR), a proponent of women'’s rights
initiatives at the UN in the early 1960s, had been a champion ice skater—and
went on to become a pioneering surgeon in some of the most intricate reconstruc-
tive procedures in elite Soviet athletes. Zofia Dembinksa (Poland) had worked
for childhood education and welfare in the 1930s as a left-wing academic, and
pursued the same priorities under Wtadystaw Gomutka’s Soviet-backed dicta-
torship. They were far from liberal reformers, but they provided another reliable
constituency for some measures to improve women’s status, unlike the general
case obstructionism and diversion that characterized so much of Soviet activity
on other human rights questions.

Beyond the opportunities seized by women from the political West and the
Soviet bloc, the small but growing set of Asian, Arab, and African women played
aprominent role in leading debate.'* This was a cohort which generally had strong
nationalist credentials, and had fought against colonialism, traditional social
patterns of discrimination, and the repressive affinities between each system.!
India’s Hansa Mehta and Lakshmi Menon traversed the spectrum of activism,
from organization at the village, as part of the All-Indian Women’s Conference
(AIWC), through to election to the Indian parliament, all the way to the General
Assembly.' Ra’ana Liaquat Ali Khan founded the All-Women’s Association of
Pakistan (AWPA), the first major feminist assembly, and a major force in driv-
ing family law reform in the newly established state.!” Badia Afnan represented
the technocratic modernization of pre-Baathist Iraq, which had adopted sweep-
ing family and personal status law liberalization, one of the few durable reform
measures of its troubled 1950s polity.'8 Lebanon’s Angela Jurdak, serving on the
Commission on the Status of Women, had been an avowed advocate for wom-
en’s education, and family law reform, measures which required more than the
high political transformation of suffrage rights.!” Their most conspicuous early
triumph was in precipitating the most obvious shift in the 1948 Universal Decla-
ration’s language of rights compared to its Atlantic ancestors. Over the reserva-
tions of Eleanor Roosevelt, who initially viewed the measure as redundant, they
ensured the new human rights of the post-war era spoke of “all,” rather than “all
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men.”? This early cohort of women also ensured there was an expressly stated
affirmation of equal rights in marriage.?!

In the 1960s, African women joined the other newly independent represent-
atives. From the Francophone Togo, there was able representation from Marie
Madoe Sivomey. Prior to independence, Sivomey had been engaged in Togolese
social work for women and girls, and work in the civil service. As co-founder of
Togo’s first feminist organization, the Union of Togolese Women (UFEMTO),
she would bring her experience to New York, before being elected Mayor of
Lomé in 1972.22 Alongside her counterpart Jeanne Martin Cissé, a senior party
official from the radically anti-imperialist Guinea, serving the former trade union
leader, and incipient dictator, Sekou Touré, Sivomey would be a leading advo-
cate of equal marriage rights in the UN.? With an appreciation of the experience
of women in rural settings, often desperately poor, and with highly constrained
capacity for exercising rights, these delegates approached the soaring words of
the UDHR with an insistence on pragmatism. Their perspective was less juridical
and infused a practicality to often ethereal and evasive claims from Western pow-
ers on “levels of civilization” and the apparent infeasibility of advancing social
and attitudinal change through international action. In their proximity to the com-
munity, the local, this Third World cohort were somewhat closer to the balance
of interests that would become more characteristic of the 1970s and early 1980s,
across the various International Women’s Year Conferences, and their NGO Trib-
unes, in Mexico City,2* Copenhagen, and Nairobi.?

Manufacturing monolithic cultures: Colonial cynicism on human
rights for women

From 1949, as soon as work began to step beyond the exhortatory project of the
UDHR, equal treatment for women and questions of family became a pivot for
arguments about the extent and intensity of universality. Arguments which coun-
tries would not openly countenance on, for instance, signature abuses of state
power, such as extrajudicial killing and torture, were strategically advanced by
emphasizing those rights which entailed wider social and attitudinal reform, fore-
most marriage practices. The intricacy, for instance, of reconfiguring family law
and personal status code to bring into compliance with a universal human rights
standard were an endlessly useful diversionary question. Supposed deference to
local customs was a superficially plausible, and somewhat respectable, defen-
sive claim against universal application of various draft human rights measures.
These claims were encapsulated in a proposed colonial application clause, which
allowed metropolitan power to exempt their colonies from treaties. Insistence on
the inclusion of a colonial application clause in the draft human rights covenant
was amongst the highest priorities for the European powers, bolstered by Aus-
tralia, Canada, and the US, who had their own federal state provisions which they
sought to inscribe on the various texts.?

Across 1949 and into the 1950s, defences of the colonial exemption in the
covenant produced some of the most spectacular contests on the bounds of uni-
versality.?” France and Britain delivered studiously well-composed ventriloquism
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on the interests and cultural practices of colonial peoples, and a pretended respect
for tradition. Cassin, combining roles of defensive advocate for imperial France,
and a sincerely engaged jurist on human rights, was the most eloquent example.
In commending the colonial clause on the draft covenant in June 1949, he warned
that while there was a seductive logic to universal application to colonies, it risked
“a general alignment at the level of the most backward people.” ?® He identified
equality as the signature example of why a colonial exception should be permitted.
“It was certain,” he argued, “that the principle of the equality of the sexes could
not be applied immediately in all such territories in so far as family law was con-
cerned.”” Cassin claimed that “it was not possible to impose upon them progres-
sive steps” for women, given these were “not understood by the people on account
of their attachment to their own traditions.” France itself seemed attached to its
traditions, given that women’s suffrage had only been secured after the Liberation
in 1944, against a considerable reactionary campaign opposing the reform.
Nevertheless, there were easy assertions that decades under imperial custodi-
anship were the path to enlightenment. This colonial rationale against universal-
ity might have been credible—were it not for the presence of actual women from
the regions that were being so comfortably and confidently essentialized. When
raised again in 1950, Cassin met strong opposition from Lakshmi Menon, and,
more forcefully, Badia Afnan. In a sharp riposte, Afnan stated her disappoint-
ment that Cassin “had used the backwardness of the peoples of equatorial Africa
as an argument for the inclusion of the colonial clause in the covenant.”' She
explained, “differences of culture and tradition” should not foreclose “universal
application.”? Despite repeated efforts to revive it, there would be no colonial
clause in the two human rights covenants that were eventually adopted in 1966.
While the inclusion of a colonial clause in the covenant was defeated, the instru-
mental deployment of custom would continue across the 1950s, commencing
with the December 1952 Convention on the Political Rights of Women (CPW).*
Striking for its clear, parsimonious statement of electoral equality, the CPW
was amongst the most anodyne texts to emerge from the UN. It presented no nor-
mative novelty, and no extension of the precepts set down in the UDHR, instead
serving as an international legal sequel to the suffrage won nationally in much of
the world since the 1890s. With the second tranche of suffrage triumphs in the
1940s, the equal right for women to elect and to be elected had become amongst
the less fraught human rights propositions. Amongst the few independent Asian
and African states, universal suffrage was embraced as part of the national eman-
cipation project. Nevertheless, women from outside the political West were again
the terrain for testing what, precisely, was meant by universality. Against a coali-
tion that included major Western powers, who cited apparently insuperable atti-
tudes in their colonies, and the men representing Syria, Egypt, and Iran, it was the
women from Pakistan and Iraq who insisted that suffrage was essential. Begum
Rana Liaquat Ali Khan, who had faced such tests at home, spoke persuasively of
the support for equality lent by the late Mohammed Ali Jinnah, father of Pakistani
independence. Iraq’s Afnan spoke of the nationalist modernization effort under-
way across Asia, Africa, and her own Arab region, and the affirmation of equality
it presented.® For all the verbiage about the need to hasten cautiously, the CPW
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was, like the UDHR, adopted without a single opposing vote. When kept within
the austere frame of formal political institutions, translating philosophical vision
to legal verité for women was contentious, but not catastrophically so.

However, when the UN began to engage in social and customary restrictions
of women’s human rights, the difficulties were markedly greater. In late 1954, as
the first dedicated effort to contend with customs which impeded the realization
of the UDHR was taken up, the clash over “tradition” became acute. Led by the
imperial powers, and amplified by some of the Third World states, the initiative,
which sought action on “customs, ancient laws and practices,” was the arena for
a wide-ranging contest on how real the UDHR should be for women.* Its origins
were in an initiative which had emerged from the CSW, across March and April
1954.37 Compelled by their observation “that certain practices, ancient laws and
customs,” notably marriage conditions, were “impediments to the attainment by
women of their basic rights,” the CSW urged “all necessary measures to ensure
the abolition of such customs, ancient laws and practices.”®

In the General Assembly debate of the CSW proposal, women from Asia, Latin
America, and the Arab region served as the most effective advocates. Aziza Hussein,
the first woman representative from Egypt, contested essentialized ideas on tra-
dition and religious custom. In her debut intervention on 15 December 1954,
Hussein related a catalogue of errors in Western presumptions about Islam, and
the confusion between religion and an abuse that resided in social pathologies.
She pointed to the first feminist success for Egyptian women at the turn of the
century, and a national project to “recapture the original liberal spirit of Islam”
as part of “the gradual intellectual and social regeneration of Egyptian society.”
Hussein described recent developments across education, welfare, and women’s
organizational work, of “forty years of struggle,” and reforms in family law.** Her
passionate advocacy of the resolution, and the nuanced manner in which she
recounted Egypt’s course, cast the problem in terms of the abuses of tradition.

Artati Marzuki, a future Indonesian minister for education under Sukarno, pre-
pared a similarly complex account, with particular attention to the ways in which
Dutch colonialism had sought to codify what had been a dynamic and evolving
customary law. Her account was not triumphalist. There were obvious injustices
in the practice of bride price. Child marriage persisted. Yet her diagnosis was not
of immutable custom, but one that was being contested by Indonesian women,
with substantial success. Marzuki gestured to the momentum that was emerg-
ing in the Indonesian Republic, citing a long dormant effort to reform marriage
law had recently “been unanimously accepted by the women’s organizations.”*
Carmela Aguilar, the legendary Peruvian feminist, and the first woman to accede
to Ambassadorial rank in her country, was still less merciful in dispensing with
claims of tradition. Fluent in Quechua, she embraced both her Incan heritage and
a blunt human rights universalism.*! With a career devoted to advancing equality
through multiple domains—national, the regional system of the Inter-American
Commission, and the international forums of the UN—Aguilar promptly dis-
pensed with the excuses, and exalted the supremacy of the UDHR. “Women,”
she declared, “should not be deprived of fundamental rights merely because
of prejudice and tradition.”? Accordingly, while “sociologists often said that
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customary law was very difficult to change,” and others had prophesized “that
the fabric of society would disintegrate if women left their homes,” these were
hardly sufficient given the fundamental quality of the issue.* For Aguilar, “the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights unequivocally proclaimed the principle
of equal rights.”* It was straightforward, or in her phrase, “unexceptionable,”
that “practices prejudicial to the human dignity of women should therefore be
eradicated.” The proposal, which was limited to encouragement and promotion,
was adopted—the first text which explicitly identified the need to align family
law and marriage to the principles of the UDHR.

“Awaiting release from the yoke imposed on them by
custom:” Navigating custom in the convention on marriage

Over the course of the 1950s, the CSW and various other arms of the UN wan-
dered into marriage and family, and the perilous question of how rapidly, and
by what mechanism, the architecture of human rights could be infused into cus-
tomary practices. Exhortatory enterprises, such as the 1954 resolution, allowed
a degree of evasion on how far and how fast social and attitudinal change could
be achieved. A binding treaty would demand specificity, a difference which had
already left the UDHR’s sequel, the human rights covenant, foundering. Yet pro-
posals for a Convention on Marriage emerged, and advanced, even as the cove-
nant was first split into two instruments, and then trapped in endless, seemingly
hopeless, debates across the later 1950s. Positioned in between the new post-war