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Abstract
This article considers four international women’s organisa-
tions – the International Council of Women, the International
Alliance of Women for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship, the
International Federation of University Women and the Open
Door International – and their campaigns for the right of
married women to undertake paid work. It examines how
each organisation adopted and engaged with the language of
human rights in the late 1920s and 1930s. It is argued that after
1948, precisely because of its formal adoption by the UN, the
language of human rights became less usable as a way to make
the point that women still faced inequalities, and so other
framings became more significant. This article contributes
to historiographies on international women’s organisations,
offers a detailed discussion of their activism against the mar-
riage bar, and challenges the conventional chronology of the
concept and language of human rights.

This article examines how four international women’s organisations – the International Council of
Women (ICW), the International Alliance of Women for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship (IAWSEC),
the International Federation of University Women (IFUW) and the Open Door International for the
Economic Emancipation of the Woman Worker (ODI) – deployed the rhetoric of human rights in their
campaigns for married women’s right to undertake paid work in the mid-twentieth century. Whilst
framing married women’s paid work as an equality issue never disappeared, using the language of
human rights tapped into the new languages of internationalism and served as a strategic attempt to
reframe the argument away from one solely associated with feminism (which was generally perceived
negatively by wider society in this period) and towards more of an association with social justice
issues.1 Once the language of human rights was adopted and encapsulated in the UN Declaration in
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2 GENDER & HISTORY

1948, it paradoxically became less of a useable strategy against the backdrop of continuing gender
inequality, and the discourse notably shifted in other directions.

The marriage bar – that is, the requirement that women resign employment when they married
– became a significant issue for women workers in North America, Europe and Australasia from
the 1870s onwards and reached its peak in the interwar years. Examining how international women’s
organisations used the framing of human rights to argue against the marriage bar contributes to several
historiographies. There is a slowly growing historiography of the marriage bar itself but it remains
understudied as a structural employment condition affecting the working lives of women in many
occupational sectors throughout the late nineteenth and early-mid twentieth centuries. Studies of the
marriage bar tend to be centred around particular occupations, often within specific countries, and
there are still significant gaps in our understanding of the range and extent of marriage bars.2 Given
this, there has also been little work on the marriage bar in a transnational context. One exception is
the work of Ann Taylor Allen on western European nations in this period. Taylor Allen notes that
by the beginning of the 1930s, ‘progressive feminists in every country […] had coalesced around
a view of motherhood that was distinctly modern and included […] the right to combine marriage
and motherhood with paid work’.3 The organisations centred in this article were some of those led
by progressive feminists. The discussion here, then, focuses first on how the arguments for married
women’s right to employment were shaped and reformed specifically in relation to the rhetoric of
human rights; the article then examines the transformation of these arguments with the persistence of
gender inequality in the workplace after the Second World War and the abandonment of a significant
number of marriage bars.

Beyond contributing to the significant literature on international women’s organisations by scholars
such as Leila Rupp, Karen Offen and Marie Sandell, this article adds to historical understandings of
the use of human rights terminology by women’s organisations in periods earlier than the final decades
of the twentieth century. As Regula Ludi and Katherine Marino have also demonstrated, international
women’s organisations were using the rhetoric of human rights, or casting feminist struggles alongside
human rights campaigns, in the 1930s.4 Tracing such a lineage of the use of the language therefore
also helps us to challenge the conventional male-dominated and institutional-dominated chronologies
of human rights language which has tended to argue that human rights discourse emerged later in
the twentieth century. Samuel Moyn has suggested, for example, that the term ‘human rights’ did not
enter common English language usage until the 1940s.5 However, as will be shown below, women’s
organisations and their leaders were using it from the late 1920s to reframe arguments against the
marriage bar.6

International women’s organisations in the interwar years

International women’s organising stretched back to the second half of the nineteenth century. The ICW
was founded in 1888 as a means to bring together women from different nations in pursuit of suffrage;
constituent national associations followed in the intervening years.7 The International Woman Suf-
frage Alliance, which would later become the IAWSEC and later still the International Alliance of
Women (IAW), was founded in 1904 as a breakaway group from the ICW after disagreements on how
to pursue the suffrage campaign.8 As the desire for international connectedness grew during and after
the First World War, so did the number of women’s organisations. These included the IFUW which was
founded in 1919 by American, British and Canadian feminist graduates to bring together ‘university
women’ to foster international alliances, support networks and further opportunities for women with
university degrees.9 The fourth organisation to be considered here, the ODI, was formed in response
to disagreements within the IAWSEC about whether legislation specifically protecting women in the
workplace should be supported.10 Given their entangled histories, and the fact that individuals could
be, and often were, members of more than one organisation, there were considerable lasting connec-
tions between these groups. As their histories and foci suggest, these organisations were dominated by
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EMBRACING THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 3

middle-class, educated women. The marriage bar, as will be discussed, was also an issue which was
of particular interest to middle-class women, thus making these organisations an appropriate focus for
this article.11

At the same time, the extent of these organisations’ ‘internationalness’ needs to be questioned. All
of the organisations considered here were created largely by women from the Anglophone sphere
and although, by the 1920s, member nations from outside of Europe were slowly increasing in the
ICW, IAWSEC and IFUW, each remained dominated by women from Europe and North America.12

The organisations tended also to have their conferences in European nations: in the interwar period,
the IFUW, the ODI and the IAWSEC held all of their conferences in major (largely western) Euro-
pean cities, with the exception of a 1931 visit by the IFUW to Boston, Massachusetts.13 This meant
the organisations were overwhelmingly white and tended to focus on Euro/North American-centric
issues. As a result, the question of married women’s right to work was pursued from the vantage
point of global north feminists and the experiences of women from elsewhere in the world were rarely
considered.

Lacking formal representation at the League of Nations, and granted an advisory role at the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO) only in 1935 after much campaigning, the organisations essentially
acted as pressure groups.14 This meant passing resolutions to send to various international bodies
and national governments, publishing pamphlets and policy documents, generating publicity, as well
as feeding into other international initiatives and organisations where they could, either directly or
by forming alliances with like-minded organisations. It was also hoped that their status as interna-
tional organisations would allow these women’s organisations leverage for national change in much
the same way as Glenda Sluga has identified for other international organisations in the early twentieth
century.15

The context of the marriage bar

In the interwar years, the assertion of married women’s right to work became crucial as more and more
married women workers’ rights were rescinded. Married women’s right to do paid work was a complex
issue on an international level because of how it intersected with legal and employment regulations and
how it related to class, ‘race’ and gender. It emerged as a social question in Anglophone and global
north nations at the end of the nineteenth century when it was brought to the fore by the passage
of married women’s property acts and the provisions these contained for married women to control
their own earnings. Furthermore, discussions of married women’s right to work coexisted with rising
feminist movements, and organisations such as the ICW and the IAWSEC saw absolute equality with
men as the key goal (rather than, say, a reshaping of society which would make life and work better
and easier for all). This was, therefore, an example of women arguing for liberal equality and defining
men’s rights as the standard to be reached. Notably, therefore, the issue of married women’s right to
work was almost exclusively fought on these rhetorical lines rather than, say, the right of all workers
to marry. This was partly also because the issue of married women’s right to do paid employment
emerged from the fight to allow single, often middle-class, women to enter myriad occupations and
so the right of married women to stay in them was usually seen as an extension of this.16 The idea
of married women’s right to work as a human right was therefore added into the discourses of the
women’s movement which pushed to see women recognised as liberal, autonomous subjects in the
same vein as men, and which existed within a capitalist economy that, increasingly perhaps, defined
personal success as career success.

The extent of married women’s interwar labour force participation was varied across Europe. In
Britain, around 15 per cent of the female workforce was married in the years after the First World
War, whereas in France, half of the women workers were married. In 1930, the figures for married
women in paid employment were 29 per cent in Germany, 9 per cent in Sweden, around 11 per cent in
Denmark and 10 per cent in the Netherlands.17 In many nations, the marriage bar took the form of a
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4 GENDER & HISTORY

clause inserted into employment contracts stating that women had to resign when they married, though
in the 1930s some countries also passed national legislation banning married women from working,
as we will see.

Married women’s paid work of course varied by social class. On the one hand, working-class
women were often perceived as being more likely to need to work after marriage, though it was
also true that working-class wives did not necessarily aspire to do paid work given both the poor pay
and arduous nature of most working-class jobs and the gendered expectation that wives would be chief
homemakers and carers. At the same time, working-class women were somewhat less likely to be in an
employment type that required resignation on marriage and were instead more likely to be employed
in more casual work which, because of its structure and implicit precarious nature, generally also had
no such resignation requirements. Marriage bars were initially most common in white-collar public
sector employment and in teaching and so were therefore more likely to be a feature of middle-class
employment.18

Marriage bars got their perceived legitimacy from the fact that in many ‘western’ societies, and in
those colonised by ‘western’ nations, society was structured on assumptions that a married woman’s
chief role was as housewife and mother and a husband’s was as main breadwinner.19 Thus, clauses
restricting married women’s paid work in employment contracts, or even informal expectations that
married women would leave the workplace, often did not raise eyebrows because it was what society at
large had been socialised to expect. Alongside this, trade unions were often ambivalent about fighting
for the married woman worker. Again, whilst there was clearly some variance across national context
and specific industries, many trade unions saw women’s work as less important than men’s and it
therefore followed that many saw the right of married women to work as not an issue of human
rights or even as workers’ rights because it was something specific to women, about whom they were
generally less concerned. Some trade unions were actively hostile to married women because they
saw them as competing with men and/or as ensuring that more than one income went into each home,
which of course ran contrary to the male breadwinner model.20

Expectations around women’s roles in society were also encapsulated in a further set of legislative
practices or campaigns in this period. The interwar years were marked by support for protective leg-
islation among some trade unions and some women’s and/or feminist associations. The basis for this
legislation was that women were perceived as physiologically weaker than men and in need of pro-
tection particularly because of their reproductive capacity and the presumption of motherhood.21 The
implicit emphasis of this legislation was that women had to be categorised differently from men and
that women’s ‘real work’ was as wife, mother and childrearer. The assertion of married women’s right
to work, then, was a decisive argument pushing back against at least one of these assumptions – that
is that married women’s first and foremost, or only, identity was as a wife. Importantly, most women’s
organisations who were in favour of protective legislation also recognised that married women should
at least be given the freedom to choose whether or not to work; essentially, they recognised wife-
hood and motherhood as two separate states and did not automatically conflate the two. The ICW, for
example, was in support of protective legislation for pregnant women and new mothers and favoured
banning nightwork, but also campaigned against the marriage bar.22 The ODI was distinctive for its
staunchly anti-protective legislation position; it saw any restrictions that applied to women only – as
opposed to all workers – as preventing their progress in the workplace.23

Using the language of human rights: campaigns against the marriage bar in the
late 1920s and 1930s

As has been documented by a number of historians, the backlash against married women’s employ-
ment was at its strongest throughout the 1930s.24 In the context of the rapidly deepening economic
depression, married women’s paid work started to be discussed as a real problem by those hos-
tile to it and to be discussed by women’s organisations with increasing alarm at the hostility. The
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EMBRACING THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 5

rhetoric of human rights was never, of course, the only argument used to defend married women’s
right to work, and the individual organisations considered here used it to differing extents over this
period. Given how the membership and bureaucracy of these organisations worked, too, and the
wider shared cultures in which they operated, each would have been aware of what their counter-
parts were doing. It is likely, therefore, that they picked up this rhetoric from each other and also
from other campaigning organisations, though the hands of individual, direct influence are often more
difficult to trace.

The analysis here examines the minutes, resolutions, position papers and official publications of
these organisations in order to consider the deliberate public framing of the arguments for married
women’s right to work. From tracking the usage of the term ‘human rights’ and its linguistic near-
equivalents across these records, it appears that the ODI was the first adopter of this language and also
the organisation which used it most consistently. The influence of Chrystal Macmillan – a lawyer,
founder of the British organisation the Open Door Council in 1926 and later the ODI – may be
detectable here.25 In April 1927, Macmillan argued in relation to the Married Women (Employment)
Bill that was making its way through the UK Parliament that ‘the question of a married woman’s
right to work was in every way as important as her right to own property. The right to work was an
inalienable human right’.26 Thus, when the ODI was founded by Macmillan and Elizabeth Abbott (a
former suffragist and secretary of IWSA/ IAWSEC and editor of its newspaper Jus Suffragii until the
late 1920s), its charter stated that the ‘aim of feminism is that a woman should enjoy the same human
rights as a man in all spheres of life’ and asserted the ‘ordinary human right to engage in paid work’.27

Macmillan served as President of the ODI from its founding until her death in 1937.
At the ODI conference in Prague in 1933 it was reported that the preceding year’s ‘main difficulties

had been those with regard to the attacks made on the work of married women’.28 Reports of the
conference noted that Macmillan discussed the married woman’s right to work as ‘a right everywhere
recognised as one which distinguishes the freeman from the slave’, and elsewhere at the conference the
issue was referred to as ‘the tyranny of imposing celibacy on the woman wage-earner’.29 A Married
Woman Earner’s Charter was discussed and agreed to. During the discussion, Thyra von Beetzen-
Ostman from Finland, an honorary secretary of the organisation from 1931 to 1936, argued that ‘the
right of the woman earner to marry is self-evident if only she is regarded as a human being’ and
Frantiska Plaminkova of Czechoslovakia argued it was ‘inhuman, unpractical [sic] and illogical’ to
ask married women to give up work.30 The Charter itself referred to wives’ employment as ‘the pri-
vate rights of another’ and argued that forcing wives to exist ‘without the common human right of
protecting herself by selling her labour for gain’ was in fact servitude.31

In 1935, the ODI’s statement to the ILO more forcefully adopted the language of human rights. It
began by noting something that had been pointed out by women’s organisations since the nineteenth
century and which would continue to have resonance throughout the rest of the twentieth century: that
‘the status and rights of the man are taken as the human normal; the status and rights of the woman are
always lower’, though it did also concede via a footnote that in some countries, racial discrimination
also affected men’s rights. The statement went on to make the case for the need for equal rights, and
explicitly outlined what equal rights meant in practice, all while placing this firmly in the context of
human rights. For example, it pointed out that ‘there is no country in which, in her capacity as a worker
seeking to sell her labour for gain, the woman is not denied by reason of sex or marriage or childbirth
some of the normal human rights enjoyed by the male worker’.32 Later in the statement, it argued that
‘[n]othing but good can result from recognising in legislation that a woman is a human being, and
from giving her in her capacity as a worker for pay equality of status and of rights with the man’. On
marriage specifically, the ODI argued that ‘[m]arriage is not a reason for depriving a woman of any
human right. Marriage is not a reason for curtailing her right to earn. To refuse to employ a married
woman is to deny the woman earner’s right to marriage. It is, moreover, a denial of her common
humanity’.33

Similarly, at the 1935 ODI meeting in Copenhagen, there were several discussions which related
to the married woman worker and the organisation’s outrage was clear. It referred to practices of
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6 GENDER & HISTORY

‘treating women not as human beings and ends in themselves but as pawns to be moved in the interest
of others’ and declared that ‘the right to work is the right to live’.34 Its resolution specifically about
the married woman worker was, by this point, short and pointed, making reference to its previous
pronouncement on the subject: it said that the ODI ‘reiterates its demand that marriage shall not be
a ground for depriving a woman of the right to engage in paid work on the same terms as a man
or an unmarried woman’.35 Read in the context of the wider proceedings, which strongly made the
argument for women’s humanity, the wider human rights resonances were clear. The British Open
Door Council, a constituent member of the ODI, put the same statement more pithily in 1938, arguing
that ‘[w]ere the married woman considered as a person, a distinct human being, with the rights, liber-
ties, responsibilities and duties of other adult human beings, marriage would be looked on as merely
incidental’.36

By the mid-1930s, the situation with regard to married women’s paid work was grave and the
wider-spread use of the language of human rights became more evident in international women’s
organisations’ resolutions, correspondence and other printed matter. The Nazi takeover in Germany,
coupled with rising right-wing governments elsewhere in Europe, provided tangible evidence that gov-
ernments could pass – and were indeed passing - legislation that restricted married women’s paid work
(and sometimes also single women’s paid work).37 At the 1934 IFUW Council meeting in Budapest, a
special open meeting was convened under the title ‘The Anti-Feminist Reaction’. The IFUW had been
issuing statements against the marriage bar since the late 1920s and arguing for wives’ equal rights to
work.38 The 1934 meeting considered evidence from Belgium, Yugoslavia, Poland, the Netherlands,
Hungary and Sweden and passed the following resolution:

… The International Federation of University Women strongly deprecates the tendency
increasingly evident in the majority of countries by new regulations to debar women
from careers for which they are well qualified, whether on grounds of sex or marriage. It
considers that such regulations are inimical to the family which is itself the foundation
of society; and desires to affirm its profound conviction that it is only by permitting and
encouraging women to play a full and responsible part in the intellectual life of their
country that the civilisation and the prosperity of future generations may be developed
on a sound basis of general understanding and enlightenment.39

The resolution, therefore, was couched in terms of fairness and equality but also in terms of asserting
that if (married) women were deprived of the opportunity to follow the life course they desired, this
would be at the detriment of society. When they sent the resolution to the ILO, the IFUW went further.
They pointed out that restricting women’s work ‘is not the road to a more civilised world, but a return
to primitive conditions’ and urged ‘every effort’ to be made ‘[n]ot only on economic grounds, but also
and even more emphatically on the ground of the common human right to develop natural capacity to
the utmost and to use special training in directions where it can be of the fullest service’.40 Here, the
rhetoric of human rights was being used to signal not only women’s rights but the fact that if women
were allowed, through education, to become the best and fullest version of themselves, they would be
able to give back to their communities.

In 1935, an ILO report did not explicitly endorse married women’s right to do paid work which
angered the majority of international women’s organisations.41 At the April 1935 IAWSEC conference
in Istanbul, the organisation passed a resolution on the right of married women to work, couching it
in the language of equality and having the same rights as men.42 It also directed a petition to the
International Labour Conference at Geneva, which pointed out that the International Federation of
Christian Trade Unions had argued, amongst other things, for the ‘regulation of married women’s
employment which would facilitate the return of mothers to their homes’.43 The IAWSEC petition
pointed out that ‘the essential rights of human personality are the same for a woman as for a man
and are the same whether she is married or unmarried’ and ‘that to deny a woman’s right to earn
because of marriage is to deny her one of the essential rights of human personality’.44 The phrase
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EMBRACING THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 7

‘essential rights of human personality’ was clearly circling near the idea of ‘human rights’. In some
ways, it was perhaps intending to reach further, into the psychology of individuals and the make-up of
human beings. In its communications to the ILO Status of Women Committee, whilst using the word
‘equality’ liberally elsewhere in the document, the IAWSEC deplored the tendency to ‘interfere with
[the] elementary human right’ for women to earn whilst married.45 At the IAWSEC study meeting in
1937, the resolution passed regarding women’s work spoke of women’s ‘imprescriptable [sic] right’
to the same facilities and opportunities as men.46

In 1939, the IAWSEC met in Copenhagen and agreed a programme of work which included the
rights of the married woman worker. At the outset of the printed resolutions, the organisation’s princi-
ples were reaffirmed. This essentially took the form of re-explaining feminism, remarking that ‘[e]very
feminist plan of work should […] be a plan of work in defence of human values’.47 They used, again,
the idea of the ‘sacredness of human personality’ which ‘has always been the keystone of the woman’s
movement, which rebelled against an imposed standard of faith, behaviour and economic status’.48

They were continuing to adopt the language of, or adjacent to, human rights – as Offen has also
detected – although the IAWSEC rather over-reached with their stated concerns and focus of femi-
nism when they claimed that feminist organisations had also worked for ‘equality of […] race and
creed’ when there was little tangible evidence of that by the 1930s.49 The right of married women to
work cropped up in two separate resolutions – one on the legal status of women and the other, more
obliquely, in the employment of women in the public services.50 With the earlier statement of princi-
ples couched in the language of human rights, the resolution on women’s legal status talked of civil
equality. The resolution on women’s public service employment pointed out that where any woman’s
right to undertake paid work was restricted this ‘violates women’s fundamental rights as individu-
als and citizens’.51 Strikingly, at the ODI’s 1938 meeting in Cambridge, the terms ‘civil rights’ and
‘equal civil rights’ for women had been used throughout the resolutions too, suggesting the inclusion
of another lexicon in equality campaigning.52

The ICW used the language of human rights the least of organisations considered here and appears
to have been the last of these organisations to move towards it. As several scholars have noted, the
ICW and some of its constituent organisations were more cautious and less radical and it may be
that the same characteristics carried over into the organisation’s framing of their arguments on the
marriage bar issue.53 The term ‘human rights’ was not used in their main conference proceedings in
the interwar years and we perhaps see some of the hesitancy in using human rights language directly
at the Dominions Conference of the ICW in Johannesburg in 1936. Giving her opening address to
the conference, the dowager Lady Nunburnholme demonstrated how ‘[f]reedom of choice of work is
denied to the great majority of women’ and in closing, she used the language of women’s personhood
or common humanity with men: ‘[a]ll that we are asking is that women should be treated, in all parts
of the world, as adult human beings’.54 Later Bertha Solomon argued that ‘[t]he real objective of
feminism is women’s equality with men in every single sphere—political, social and economic, and it
must be followed up if there is to be a liberal, warfree world’.55 Solomon was followed by Ethel Tawse
Jollie, who argued that ‘[w]omen can only come to their own in a State which recognises the rights of
individuals’.56 Her remarks continued the oscillation between conceptualisations of equal rights, the
rights of the individual and human rights. The proceedings record her views that:

In fighting this battle it appears unnecessary to label oneself ’Feminist’. It is Humanism
and not Feminism which should inspire our claim to an equal share in deciding the future
of our race.57

Humanism was a strand of thought that had emerged in international women’s organisations in the late
1920s in part as a response to the questions of ‘old’ and ‘new’ feminism and the perennial question
of whether or not women should work with men to try to achieve their goals. The term was meant to
symbolise fighting for the whole human race rather than ‘just’ feminist aims. As Rupp notes, much
of the discussion hinged on whether humanism encompassed feminism, or subsumed it, and whether,
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8 GENDER & HISTORY

by being a humanist, one could continue to combine this with feminism. Rupp observes that whilst
the ‘redefinition of “feminism” as leading to humanism represented a response not just to the world
situation but also to the taint of antimale sentiment that clung to feminism’, nevertheless many inter-
national female campaigners still identified on some level with feminism.58 Indeed, it is clear that the
other three international women’s organisations discussed here saw humanism and human rights lan-
guage as different entities and were using human rights rhetoric strategically alongside feminism and
equal rights language. For Tawse Jollie and other members of the ICW, humanism was a less direct and
less ‘confrontational’ alternative to feminism; for the other organisations, using human rights language
in amongst equality language was another strand to their feminist campaigning.

Furthermore, we can see the deployment of human rights language to hide feminist arguments when
we look at the 1933 writings of the campaigner and researcher Marguerite Thibert. She was not making
a ‘humanist’ argument in the way that Tawse Jollie of the ICW would in 1936 but was also not using
human rights language in addition to the language of feminism. Instead, her position was clearly closer
to those of the IFUW, the IAWSEC and the ODI but she used the language of human rights without
that of feminism to disguise otherwise feminist arguments. In 1933, Thibert published a two-part
article in the International Labour Review, the journal of the International Labour Office.59 In it, she
specifically examined married women’s paid work and directly addressed the often-used contention
that it caused male unemployment. She gave this argument short shrift, building as full a picture as
possible with available data, as well as pointing out the flaws in some of the data and the instances in
which disingenuous commentators had tried to use this to support their scapegoating agenda. By the
second part of the article in particular, Thibert was making a number of feminist arguments, though
not labelling them as such. In the opening paragraphs to part two, she also argued that ‘the right to
work, to earn one’s livelihood by one’s own activity’ should be ‘recognised as a fundamental right of
every human being’.60

Thibert was a significant figure. She was a member of several international women’s organisations,
including the IFUW, and from the late 1920s she had been employed as a researcher at the ILO. Like
a number of her interwar feminist counterparts, she also supported protective legislation. By later
in 1933, she would lead the newly-appointed ILO Correspondence Committee on Women’s Work to
which the organisations considered here contributed after a long campaign to have input into the ILO’s
policy.61 Her 1933 publication was significant for its detailed outlining of feminist viewpoints without
them being presented as such, and because she too drew on the language of human rights.

The second world war and afterwards: evolving rhetoric

For a number of combatant democracies, the Second World War changed the discussions around mar-
ried women’s participation in paid work. Many wives in many nations undertook paid work as part of
the war effort and whilst this did not always change the views of individual societies or governments
for the long term, it did at least show that married women could indeed manage to combine paid work
with the other gendered expectations of being a wife – especially given the right support – and that
there did not need to be such stringent rules barring married women from paid employment. More
particularly, the experience of war also highlighted that married women’s paid work was not an issue
when governments and employers decided it did not need to be.62

The rhetoric of human rights was also evident in some of the ongoing tussles between women and
employers. In Britain, when the abolition of the marriage bar for women civil servants was being
debated by a Treasury committee in 1946, the president of the National Association of Women Civil
Servants (NAWCS), Miss M. E. Faulkner referred to the marriage bar as ‘[a]n interference with the
fundamental human right to choose one’s own mode of living and manner of earning a livelihood’.63

Given the links between the NAWCS and several of these international organisations, it is likely that
this phrasing was a conscious echo of the interwar discourse.64

 14680424, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-0424.12705 by T

est, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/06/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



EMBRACING THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 9

The abolition of formal marriage bars in a fairly considerable number of nations in the years after
the war did not mean, of course, that informal expectations of women’s resignation on marriage did
not exist and did not have an impact. In post-war debates about the future of society and women’s roles
in ‘western’ nations, questions surrounding married women’s place in the workforce were discussed
vociferously.65 The organisations under consideration here were at the forefront of this.66 Indeed,
when she retired from the Presidency of the IAW, as the IAWSEC was now known, Margery Corbett
Ashby wrote in her farewell address that

[o]ur greatest problem in the field of feminist work seems to be […] that of the mar-
ried woman. How can the community make it possible for her to give the small child
individual love and care, run the home, and still be free to take up outside work, have
leisure for citizenship, companionship and recreation?67

Although the IAW and the other organisations considered here continued to campaign against the
marriage bars still in existence, the parameters of the discussion essentially shifted from asserting
married women’s right to work to the practicalities of how married women could best balance paid
work with housewifery and often childcare too. This shift was exemplified to the greatest extent in
the work of the IFUW which began a comprehensive investigation of the issue and essentially funded
the preliminary work for what would become Alva Myrdal and Viola Klein’s Women’s Two Roles,
first published in 1956.68 For the organisations considered here, then, ‘equality’ for married women
workers in relation to men was about equal access to training and promotions, with no differentiation
in workplace practices between married women and other workers. There was much discussion of
the need to educate men and the wider community – both about the fact that married women did
in fact belong in the workplace, and to a lesser extent that men might help with household burdens.
Although they welcomed part-time work as a way for wives to negotiate the double-burden of paid
work and household/caring duties, international women’s organisations also became increasingly wary
of it as they feared it might become something used to segregate and compartmentalise married women
employees.69

The women’s associations under consideration here welcomed the UN’s Declaration of Human
Rights in 1948. The ODI minutes recorded their ‘rejoice […] at the fact that for the first time in
history an official document of world-wide significance is based on the unequivocal recognition of the
woman as a human being’ and noted, with some optimism, that this ‘should progressively bring about
full equality as between man and woman and will in time raise both the economic status of women
as well as that of the worker in general’.70 It noted further that any restrictions on women’s paid
work deprived them of ‘a foundamental [sic] human right’ and ‘of equal status with men’.71 Other
international women’s organisations similarly expressed support for the Declaration and used it as a
reference point for their resolutions and programmes of work. The IAW used this as an opportunity
to reassert the longer-standing connections between the feminist struggle and the struggle for human
rights.72

As time went on, however, references to the Declaration became more about highlighting the lack
of progress and the continuing inequalities. In 1952, the ODI passed a series of resolutions restat-
ing its long-term positions, including about the right of married women to work. It grounded these
resolutions by reference to the UN Charter and Declaration, arguing for example that restrictions on
women’s work were a contravention of article 23 of the Declaration. As a catch-all it ‘call[ed] upon
all governments, all employers and all workers to ensure that women are not debarred from what the
United Nations has agreed is a Human Right [that is to work]’.73 Similarly, at the 1951 ICW meeting,
the record of the meeting was set out in relation to the UN Charter and Declaration of Human Rights
and the minutes detail at length the ways in which the organisation welcomed both documents and all
that they promised. However, in their discussions around both women’s employment rights and rights
in marriage, the phrasing was all around the concept of ensuring equality for women.74
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10 GENDER & HISTORY

In effect, then, the limitations of the Declaration – and of now using the term ‘human rights’ itself –
were evident. The women’s organisations found themselves effectively having to point out that declar-
ing the existence of human rights did not automatically render men’s and women’s positions in society
equal and so they had to move towards using other terms to make evident the differing situations of
men and women. Terms such as ‘unequal’ and ‘inequality’ remained common, and the term ‘discrim-
ination’ became widely used to denote the ways that employers, governments and societies actively
drew a distinction between – in this case – married women and others, leaving married women in a
detrimental position.

In outlining its programme from 1949 to 1952, the IAW deployed the language of anti-
discrimination, explaining that it would ‘continue to […] support national and international measures
to remove discriminations against members of the human family’ and noting that one of their objec-
tives was ‘economic and social equality and educational opportunities without discrimination of sex
or race’.75 In 1952, it talked of the ‘need […] to make the economic position of women secure by
undertaking a thorough investigation of all circumstances which led to discrimination against women
so that […] measures could be taken to abolish these discriminations’.76 It also talked of the need to
have the Declaration ‘implemented in action’ so that it did not ‘exist exclusively on paper’.77 Such
language became increasingly common for the ODI and the IFUW, too. By 1960, the ODI, which,
as we have seen, had earlier been the most vociferous in its use of human rights terminology was
also using the term ‘discrimination’.78 In 1963, the IFUW called for further enquiries into the ‘legal
discrimination married women face’.79 This move towards the use of the term was mirrored by the
Commission on the Status of Women, formed by the UN in 1946 and on which the four organisa-
tions considered here were represented, amongst many others. The emergence of this language also
prefigures the Declaration on Discrimination against Women and eventually the Commission on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, though it is outside of the scope of this
paper to consider this fully.80

It seems very likely, then, that after the adoption and formalisation of the concept of human rights by
the UN, the framing widely adopted in the interwar years was no longer seen as sufficiently powerful
or useful to be the central rhetoric in relation to married women’s right to paid work. If human rights
as a concept was now recognised by the UN Declaration, asserting that married women’s ability to
choose whether to undertake paid work was a human right perhaps did not have the power it once had:
organisations pushing for recognition that there remained underlying issues for wives in the workplace
had to pivot to other language to make the point. In many ways, this plays out the misgivings that
a number of feminists and women’s organisations had when Eleanor Roosevelt and other Anglo-
American representatives, in particular, argued that there was no explicit need to spell out women’s
rights as part of human rights or to have a separate UN Commission on the Status of Women.81

Asserting the same-ness and equality of all via human rights language and making no reference to
gender meant there was no space to assert that women were in fact still disadvantaged by all kinds of
overt and structural discrimination.82

Conclusions

In the interwar years, international women’s organisations adopted the language of human rights to
help reframe their arguments against the marriage bar. Recognising this, alongside the work of scholars
who have identified use of human rights language by women’s organisations in other contexts, helps us
to appreciate the extent of the adoption of this rhetoric by international women’s organisations in the
interwar years and thereby what they were trying to do in their campaigns. Purposefully arguing that
something was a human right was an attempt to emphasise women’s humanity and that their desires
were not fringe, or special interests, or easily dismissed as ‘just’ feminist campaigning. When ‘human
rights’ became a default international language, though not a reality, the terms of the rhetoric had to
change.
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EMBRACING THE LANGUAGE OF HUMAN RIGHTS 11

The Second World War changed the specifics of the campaign and argument about married women’s
right to paid employment. In the post-war years, it was not so much about challenging marriage bars
– though remaining ones certainly were challenged – but about asserting the need for wives to have
equal employment conditions and opportunities. Still, with the formal adoption of human rights as a
‘standard’ by the UN, the women’s organisations studied here were among the first groups to realise
that an assertion that all humans had the same rights did not mean that that had actually happened.
Thus, assertions about the need for equality continued and the phrasing about discrimination came into
being; discrimination as a phrase highlighted that although ‘human rights’ suggested equality, certain
groups – such as married women – were prevented from having that equality.

As a whole, this article contributes further to historiography on the interconnections between the
ideas of women’s rights and human rights, arguing that new ways to articulate women’s disadvantage
– in this case in the workplace – had to be found once the concept of human rights became mainstream.
Furthermore, this article serves as a case study of how the campaigning language and rhetoric shifted
in relation to one particular issue in the middle third of the twentieth century. It highlights, therefore,
the perseverance and persistence required to continue articulating an issue, and the need to adapt as
conditions – the effects of war, the creation of new international institutions and policies – shifted.
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