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Abstract: This article explores how the concept of civilization shaped the 
global struggle for women’s rights in the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies. Feminists from both the Global North and South employed the lan-
guage of civilization strategically to argue for legal and political reform, link-
ing gender equality to the progress of nations. At the same time, women 
themselves were often excluded from the very notion of civilization, a para-
dox reflected in their deteriorating legal status during this period. The inter-
national women’s movement responded through transnational activism, le-
gal comparisons, and global congresses, fostering networks that challenged 
patriarchal legal systems worldwide. While initially dominated by Western 
feminists, women from Latin America, Asia, Australia, and Africa increas-
ingly contributed to and reshaped these debates, demonstrating that wom-
en’s rights were not merely a Western concern but a global imperative. By 
examining legal discourse, feminist writings, and international congress-
es, this article reveals how the notion of civilization became both a tool of 
exclusion and a means of empowerment in the fight for gender equality. 

Keywords: civilization, women’s equal rights, transnational women’s move-
ment/feminism, global history, international law

The Greeks famously made a dichotomous distinction between civilization and bar-
barism, as well as between man and woman. In his The Statesman, Plato contrasted 
the distinction between men and women with the divide between Greeks and bar-
barians. At the beginning of Politics, Aristotle referred to the distinction between 
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men and women, emphasizing the superiority of the one over the other, to intro-
duce – by analogy – the distinction between masters and slaves, that is, between 
“natural ruler and natural subject”.1 For Aristotle, slavery was a natural condition – 
just like being a woman. He cited a line from Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis: “’Tis 
meet that Greeks should rule barbarians.”2 And – we might add –“’Tis meet that 
men should rule women.” The idea that civilized communities should rule barbarous 
ones, as men should rule women, has come a long way in our thinking, but it still lin-
gers today, especially in our legal norms and ideas.

However, the concepts of civilization and women’s rights evolved over time. In 
this article, I pursue four objectives: first, to explore how women from the nine-
teenth century to World War I employed the notion of civilization as a means to 
advocate for equal rights. Second, to demonstrate that the use of civilization as an 
argument was not exclusive to women from the Global North, but was part of a 
broader global network that included women from the Global South, united by their 
shared legal exclusion from civilization. Third, to examine how the legal status of 
women was intrinsically tied to the concept of civilization and how women both cri-
tiqued and reshaped it to serve their needs. Finally, to analyse how feminist identi-
ties have emerged around the dichotomy of the civilized and the uncivilized ‘other’ 
in both the Global North and the Global South.

The article is structured to first define how civilization as a concept was under-
stood in international law (chapter 1). It then explores how women all over the 
globe sought to convince men that true civilization depended on them – not only 
as civilizers of society but also as civilizers of men (chapter 2). They argued that a 
truly civilized state required legal recognition of women’s rights. Using compara-
tive analysis, feminists highlighted legal discrimination and framed women’s rights 
as a marker of civilization (chapter 3). Chapters 4 and 5 examine how women from 
the Global North and the Global South dealt with the hierarchies of the term civi-
lization and reframed it for their own use. Civilization may have meant something 
entirely different to women from the Global South than it did to the women from the 
Global North, who themselves did not share a singular definition of what it meant to 
be civilized. The sixth chapter discusses how the international women’s movement 
strategically leveraged the concept of civilization and international law to advocate 
for legal reform and gender equality. Women across different regions recognized 
the limitations of national efforts and sought international solidarity to challenge 
legal discrimination. Through comparative legal analysis, international congresses, 
and feminist organizations, they documented inequalities and pushed for reforms, 

1	 Carlo Ginzburg, Civilization and Barbarism, in: Sign System Studies 45/3–4 (2017), 249–262.
2	 Ibid., 252.
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forming transnational networks. While initially dominated by Western feminists, 
the movement increasingly included women from the Global South, whose perspec-
tives and activism shaped feminist discourse. The contribution highlights the evolv-
ing nature of international feminism, its regional tensions, and its role in influenc-
ing global legal frameworks for women’s rights. As early non-state actors, feminists 
framed women’s rights as human rights, aligning their fight with broader debates on 
civilization and legal prestige.

The article builds conceptionally on the works of Ann Towns and Sara Kimble. 
In two very interesting essays, they have shown how the status of women was estab-
lished as a benchmark of civilization in the nineteenth century – a factor that helped 
define and rank nations.3 Towns’s article focuses almost exclusively on men’s writ-
ings and concludes that by the end of the nineteenth century the political exclusion 
of women – rather than their inclusion – had become a defining standard of civi-
lized societies. Kimble, on the other hand, argues that women’s rights, as a marker 
of civilization, functioned simultaneously as both inclusive and exclusive. Feminist 
and antifeminist thought coexisted strongly at the end of the nineteenth century and 
continues to do so. In fact, the exclusion from political life that Towns observes at 
the turn of the century was in many ways a reaction to the rise of feminist ideas and 
demands. Of course, these perspectives are not mutually exclusive – they are inter-
twined.

While research on women’s inter- or transnational movements in the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries is well established,4 and women’s international legal 
history is also becoming a more flourishing research area,5 they do not focus on 
the term of civilization as a tool, much less as a legal one. This is what makes this 
approach, like that of Kimble and Towns, so unique.

I draw on Chandra Mohanty’s distinction between two analytical frameworks: one 
shaped by the hegemonic discourse of the singular “woman” and the other grounded 

3	 Sara Kimble, Women’s Rights and The Rights of Man. Women’s Status Under Law as the Measure 
of ‘Civilization’ in French Political and Legal Discourse, 1869–1914, in: Raphaël Cahen/Sara Kim-
ble et al. (eds.), Laws and International Relations. Actors, Institutions, and Comparative Legislations, 
Paris 2024, 59–87; Ann Towns, The Status of Women as a Standard of ‘Civilization’, in: European 
Journal of International Relations 15/4 (2009), 681–706.

4	 Bonnie S. Anderson, Joyous Greetings. The First International Women’s Movement, 1830–1860, 
Oxford 2000; Nina Berkovitch, From Motherhood to Citizenship. Women’s Rights and International 
Organizations, Baltimore 1999; Lucy Delap, Feminisms. A Global History, Chicago 2020; Margaret  
McFadden, Golden Cables of Sympathy. The Transatlantic Sources of Nineteenth-Century Fem-
inism, Lexington 2009; Leila Rupp, Worlds of Women. The Making of an International Women’s 
Movement, Princeton 1997; Mrinalini Sinha/Donna Guy/Angela Woollacott (eds.), Feminisms and 
Internationalism, Oxford 1999.

5	 See, most recently, Immi Tallgren, Portraits of Women in International Law. New Names and Forgot-
ten Faces, Oxford 2023.
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in the diverse historical realities of “women”.6 By extending this framework beyond its 
original focus on the woman from the Global South, I apply it universally as it offers 
a valuable methodological approach. Legally, women everywhere have been defined 
as ‘woman’ in ways that denied them their rights – whether in the Global North or 
South – yet their strategies of resistance have been both distinct and interconnected. 
This article seeks to deconstruct and reconstruct narratives of women’s struggles, rec-
ognizing that these two discourses on ‘woman’ and ‘women’ are inseparable.

In this effort to connect women across different geographical and cultural con-
texts, I acknowledge my own linguistic, spatial, and temporal limitations. Some gen-
eralizations and oversimplifications are inevitable, and not all women may feel fully 
represented. As a historian and lawyer of European origin specializing in European 
and Latin American women’s history, I can more easily engage with sources I am 
able to read. Consequently, this article draws mainly on primary historical sources 
in these languages, while references to other linguistic traditions are based on sec-
ondary literature – an unavoidable limitation. Nevertheless, I see great value in forg-
ing connections beyond my own and others’ linguistic boundaries, bringing together 
diverse female actors and arguments to highlight the deeply interconnected nature 
of women’s and human history. Comparative analysis is essential; without context, 
historical narratives risk becoming mere assertions. Only through comparison can 
we make meaningful claims about our own histories.

1.	 Defining civilization in international law

Prior to the nineteenth century, many peoples in various regions of the world had 
their own universalistic normative ideas based on the religions or cosmologies 
prevalent in these regions. Political entities generally sought to regulate relation-
ships with other people belonging to different civilizations by unilaterally apply-
ing their own rules, such as European international law, the Islamo-centric siyar, 
or the Sino-centric rules embodied in the tributary system.7 Antony Anghie and 
Onuma Yaskuaki, among others, argue that international law was created because of 
the Spanish conquest in the Americas and the rise of the idea of the sovereignty of 
nations.8 “It was only because of colonialism that international law became univer-

6	 Chandra Talpade Mohanty, Under Western Eyes. Feminist Scholarship and Colonial Discourses, in: 
boundary 2 12/3 (1984), 333–358.

7	 Prasenjit Duara, The Discourse of Civilization and Pan-Asianism, in: Journal of World History 12/1 
(2001), 99–130. 

8	 Antony Anghie, The Evolution of International Law. Colonial and Postcolonial Realities, in: Third 
World Quarterly 27/5 (2006), 739–753; Ginzburg, Civilization, 2017, 249–262; Liliana Obregón, The 
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sal; and the dynamic of difference, the civilising mission, that produced this result, 
continues into the present.”9 The basic justification for such behaviour gradually 
shifted from the propagation of Christianity to more secular ideas such as bringing 
progress or civilization to backward lands. International law at the time was defined 
as the ‘law of (or between) civilized nations’.

The Scottish jurist James Lorimer introduced the concept of civilization into 
international law in 1884. For him, humanity was divided into three categories: civ-
ilized, barbarian (semi-civilized), and savage (uncivilized), each representing a dif-
ferent stage of development. Only the first category enjoyed full political rights.10 It 
quickly became clear what was considered civilized: the characteristics of a civilized 
state revolved around the legalization of social affairs, the establishment of a legal 
system based on the principles of individualism, private property, and judicial inde-
pendence, as well as the bureaucratization and territorialization of state power. By 
the end of the nineteenth century, a clear belief in the supremacy of Western civili-
zation had emerged, reinforced by the social sciences.11

As time went on, the modernity and progress of a nation was increasingly mea-
sured by the rights of its women. In contrast, societies without women’s rights were 
labelled barbaric. One of the early voices to connect women’s status to civilization 
was the philosopher Charles Fourier, who argued in 1808: 

“We have seen that the best nations are always those that accord women the 
greatest liberty; this can be seen as much under the Barbarians and Savages as 
among the Civilized. […] Likewise it can be seen that the most corrupt nations 
have always been those in which women were most completely subjugated.”12

Since then, the idea of progress and modernity was closely linked to the concept 
of civilization.13 A key aspect of the civilization argument was the status of women. 

Civilized and the Uncivilized, in: Bardo Fassbender/Anne Peters (eds.), Oxford Handbook of the 
History of Public International Law, Oxford 2012, 917–939.

9	 Anghie, Evolution, 2006, 742.
10	 James Lorimer, La Doctrine de la Reconnaissance. Fondement du Droit International, in: Revue de 

Droit International et de Législation Comparée 16 (1884), 333–359, 335.
11	 Brett Bowden, The Colonial Origins of International Law, in: Journal of the History of Interna-

tional Law 7 (2005), 1–23; Gerrit W. Gong, The Standard of “Civilization” in International Society, 
New York/Oxford 1984; Martin Hall/Patrick T. Jackson, Civilizational Identity. The Production and 
Reproduction of ‘Civilizations’ in International Relations, New York 2007; Bruce Mazlish, Civiliza-
tion and Its Contents, Stanford 2004.

12	 Charles Fourier, Theorie des Quatre Mouvements et des Destinées Générales (1808), cited in: Susan 
Groag Bell/Karen Offen (eds.), Women, the Family, and Freedom. The Debate in Documents, vol. 1: 
1750–1880, Palo Alto 1983, 41.

13	 Gurminder K. Bhambra, Rethinking Modernity, Postcolonialism and the Sociological Imagination, 
New York 2007; Paul Gillen/Devleena Ghosh, Colonialism and Modernity, Sydney 2007; Niels P. 
Petersson, Imperialismus und Modernisierung. Siam, China und die europäischen Mächte 1895–1914, 
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The lack of autonomy for women in marriage, their property or income, their chil-
dren, and their exclusion from political citizenship were central points of criticism 
raised by organized women’s rights groups as well as by some influential thinkers 
who challenged the claim that European societies represented the pinnacle of civi
lization based on the lack of rights for women in their societies.14

2.	 Women as ‘civilizers’ of men and society

The relationship between women and civilization was also a central theme in femi-
nist discourse. Gertrud Bäumer, a leading German feminist, defined civilization as:

“What is called civilization, […] namely the perfection of our external living 
conditions, the mastery of nature, the overcoming of the limitations of time, 
space, and human strength through technical inventions, the subjugation of 
all these external conditions as means for human purposes – all this has come 
to be regarded as the specific achievement, the grand accomplishment of the 
nineteenth century.”15

According to Bäumer, for civilization to function as a whole, women had to infuse it 
with personal culture, shaping its moral and social dimensions. In German-speak-
ing contexts, following the ideas of Herder, Spengler, and Elias, the term Kultursta-
aten – equivalent in English to ‘civilized countries’ – was used to refer to Western 
nations, and especially to the German one. However, while Bäumer made a clear and 
gendered distinction, many thinkers used the terms culture, progress, modernity, and 
civilization almost interchangeably.

A key argument for feminists was that women were the true civilizers of men and 
society. As the dominant force in family and civic life, women were seen as instru-
mental in shaping social structures, just as they had always been: “Out of the inter-
relation of men and women has grown all that we know as civilization. Out of the 
man’s protection of the family and the woman’s care of the family have grown all gov-
ernment, all arts and all sciences.”16

Munich 2000; Jürgen Osterhammel/Niels P. Petersson, Geschichte der Globalisierung. Dimensionen, 
Prozesse, Epochen, Munich 2003; Ann L. Stoler/Frederick Cooper (eds.), Tensions of Empire. Colonial 
Cultures in a Bourgeois World, Berkeley 1997.

14	 Gisela Bock, Frauen in der europäischen Geschichte. Vom Mittelalter bis zur Gegenwart, Munich 
2000; Karen Offen, European Feminisms 1700–1950. A Political History, Stanford 2000.

15	 Gertrud Bäumer, Die Frauenbewegung und die Zukunft unserer Kultur, in: Die Frau 16/9 (1909), 
513–525, 513. All translations of non-English sources in this article by the author.

16	 Bertha Lane Scott, The Basis of Civilization, in: Ida M. Tarbell (ed.), The Book of Woman’s Power, 
New York 1911, 149–150, 150.
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Women’s role in the home was perceived as the foundation of their influence in 
public life. Their moral and nurturing qualities were increasingly recognized as vital 
for literary, political, and social reform, “the supreme hope of improving the future 
generations of mankind”.17

Some feminists went further, arguing not only that women were different from 
men, but that they were in fact the stronger sex. The contributors to La Camelia, an 
Argentine women’s journal, demanded legal equality in 1852 while simultaneously 
emphasizing women’s distinctiveness. Rejecting the idea of being the “weaker sex” 
in the social hierarchy, they claimed that women’s unique ways of perceiving and 
understanding the world made them superior in many respects.18 As the Argentin-
ian writer, educator, and feminist Juana Manso de Noronha argued:

“Moreover, by locking woman within the confines of her own family, cut off 
from all the vital questions of humanity by her status as the weaker half, she 
is nevertheless obliged to be the strong one, while man, always on the verge of 
temptation, is fragility incarnate.”19

Frustrated by men’s failure to resolve society’s pressing problems, many women 
asserted that it was their turn to take the lead in improving civilization – an argu-
ment that gained momentum particularly after the devastation of World Wars I and 
II. But the idea was not new. As early as 1864, the French writer Jenny P. d’Héricourt 
argued in her work Woman’s Philosophy of Woman: “We demand our right, lastly, 
because we are convinced that the general questions and the lack of their solution 
threaten to ruin our modern civilization, can only be resolved by the cooperation of 
woman, freed from her fetters and left free in her genius.”20

Motherhood, seen as an ancient emotional force of women, evolved into a moral 
and cultural power in public life, according to many feminists.21 The French writer 
Louis Aimé Martin emphasized this idea, stating: “On the maternal bosom the mind 
of nations reposes; their manners, prejudices, and virtues – in a word, the civiliza-

17	 Joseph Simms, The Past, Present and Future of Woman, San Francisco 1889, 5.
18	 [No author], Debilidad de la mujer. Falsa teoría [Women’s Weakness. False Theory], in: La Camelia 

1/13 (1852), 1.
19	 Juana Manso de Noronha, Emancipación moral de la mujer [Moral Emancipation of Women], in: 

Album de Señoritas 1/1 (1854), 3. Emphasis in the original.
20	 Jenny P. d’Héricourt, Woman’s Philosophy of Woman or Woman Affranchised, New York 1864, cited 

in: Bell/Offen (eds.), Women, the Family, and Freedom, vol. 1, 1983, 346.
21	 Louis Aimé Martin, The Education of Mothers: or the Civilization of Mankind by Women, Philadel-

phia 1834; Harriet B. Bradburg, Civilization and Womanhood, Boston 1916; Adele Schreiber (ed.), 
Mutterschaft. Ein Sammelwerk für die Probleme des Weibes als Mutter, Munich 1911; Ann Taylor 
Allen, Feminism and Motherhood in Western Europe, 1890–1970. The Maternal Dilemma, New 
York 2005; Gisela Bock/Pat Thane (eds.), Maternity and Gender Policies. Women and the Rise of the 
European Welfare States, 1880s–1950s, London 1991.
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tion of the human race all depend on maternal influence.”22 The idea of women as 
mothers and saviours of humanity was not confined to the Western feminist move-
ment. In Japan, women were expected to prioritize their family role and embody 
the ideal of ryōsai kenbo – the “good wife and wise mother”.23 Similarly, in her book 
Chinese Womanhood (1913), Lucinda Pearl Boggs argued: “We are saying that the 
improvement of human race is the goal of our teaching and training, rather than 
objective achievement to be measured by material progress. We believe that this new 
idea will find as ready acceptance in the Orient as in the West.”24

The idea of maternal power as central to national progress was also embraced in 
India. The Maharani of Baroda opened her book The Position of Women in Indian 
Life with a quote from Henrik Ibsen: “Women must solve the problems of human-
ity.”25 Feminists such as Bhikaiji Cama and Sarojini Naidu, as well as Mahatma 
Gandhi, called for the recognition of maternal strength as a force for change. Speak-
ing at the Indian Social Conference in Calcutta in 1906, Naidu declared:

“Therefore, I charge you, restore to your women their ancient rights, for, as I 
have said, it is we, and not you, who are the real nation-builders, and without 
our active co-operation at all points of progress all your Congresses and Con-
ferences are in vain. Educate your women and the national will take care of 
itself, for it is a true today as it was yesterday and will be to the end of human 
life that the hand that rocks the cradles rules the world.”26

Similar transformations in the meaning of motherhood took place in Egypt and 
Persia, where the figure of the mother was redefined – both as the perfect wife and 
mother who required education and rights to fulfil her duty, and as a symbol deeply 
tied to emerging nationalist discourses.27 Louisa Lawson, Australian writer and suf-
fragist, said in 1891 in the first public speech by a woman in New South Wales: “If we 
are responsible for our children, give us the power and sacredness of the ballot, and 

22	 Aimé-Martin, The Education of Mothers, 1834, 19.
23	 [No author], Looking from West to East. Thoughts about Japan and Her Women, in: Jus Suffragii 

14/8 (1920), 121–122; Taeko Shibahara, Japanese Women and the Transnational Feminist Movement 
before World War II, Philadelphia 2015, 12.

24	 Lucinda Pearl Boggs, Chinese Womanhood, Cincinnati/New York 1913, 123.
25	 The Maharani of Baroda/Siddha Mohan Mitra, The Position of Women in Indian Life, London 1911, 

editorial, unpaginated.
26	 Sarojini Naidu, Speeches and Writings, Madras 1904, 111; cf. Radha Kumar, History of Doing an 

Illustrated Account of Movement for Women’s Rights and Feminism in India, 1800–1990, New Delhi 
1993, 50.

27	 Afsaneh Najmabadi, Crafting an Educated Housewife in Iran, in: Lila Abu-Lughod (ed.), Remak-
ing Women. Feminism and Modernity in the Middle East, Princeton 1998, 91–125; Omnia Shakry, 
Schooled Mothers and Structured Play. Child Rearing in Turn-of-the-Century Egypt, in: ibid., 126–170.
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we will lift ourselves and our brothers to an higher civilization.”28 British feminist 
Emilie Venturi predicted that once women’s basic humanity was fully recognized by 
law, the world itself would be transformed.29 Frenchwoman Léonie Rouzade envi-
sioned the culmination of this process as a “nouvelle civilisation supérieure” – a supe-
rior new civilization in which all nations would be included.30

From the idea of motherhood arose the idea of social consciousness:

“From motherhood emerged the greatest emotional event of the nineteenth cen-
tury: the awakening of social consciousness. […] Social consciousness awoke! 
People recognized that we live in a world where there is little to know but much 
to do. A greater sense of responsibility for social destiny arose, along with an 
obligation to heal the wounds inflicted by economic and social developments, 
and to give even the poor and the disenfranchised access to the noblest cul-
tural goods. Our still all too external, formal, and one-sided culture is in need 
of enrichment, in need of warmth through the heart – and here, all eyes turn 
to the outpouring of the sacred spirit of femininity upon today’s cultural life.”31

Women’s sense of responsibility for social progress often coincided with the ideas 
of male supporters. Fourier, for example, argued in 1808 that “[s]ocial progress and 
historic changes occur by virtue of the progress of women toward liberty, and deca-
dence of the social order occurs as the result of a decrease in the liberty of women”.32 
Similarly, Swiss law professor Louis Bridel defined feminism not only as a movement 
for the emancipation of women but also as a cause “for the greater good of the fam-
ily and of humanity”.33

3.	 Women’s legal status as a measure of civilization

In this chapter, we will explore how feminists linked the concept of civilization to their 
legal status. They framed their legal discrimination as barbaric and argued that only 
nations that granted women equal rights could be considered civilized. Thus, civili-
zation was not only a measure of status in international law, as seen in chapter one, 

28	 Louisa Lawson, First Public Speech, 13 June 1891, Lawson family papers, Mitchell Library, Sydney, 
MS A1898, cited in: Marilyn Lake, Australian Frontier Feminism and the Marauding White Man, in: 
Clare Midgley (ed.), Gender and Imperialism, Manchester 2017, 123–136, 129.

29	 Discours de Madame Venturi, in: Congrès international du droit des femmes ouvert à Paris le 25 juil-
let 1878, clos le 9 août suivant, Paris 1878, 202 f.

30	 Léonie Rouzade, La Femme dans l’Histoire, in: Congrès Français et International du droit des 
femmes 1889, Paris 1889, 67–72, 72.

31	 Else Hasse, Der Kulturwert der Frau einst und jetzt, Dresden 1902, 26–29.
32	 Fourier, Theorie des Quatre Mouvements (1808), cited in: Bell/Offen (eds.), Women, the Family, and 

Freedom, vol. 1, 1983, 41.
33	 Louis Bridel, Trois études sociales et juridiques, Tokyo 1905, 1.
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where it was used to justify imperialism, but it also became a powerful tool for wom-
en’s fight for equality at home. This means that references to barbarism and civiliza-
tion in legal discourse were not incidental – they became central to legal reasoning.

The role of law in perpetuating women’s subjugation was also explored by promi
nent legal thinkers. Moisie Ostrogorski, in his 1893 essay Rights of Women, argued 
that throughout history, women had been subjected to complete subordination, a 
condition reinforced by the law. The Russian political scientist and lawyer asserted 
that law, which regulates societal relations, had always sanctioned women’s subjuga-
tion, treating it as a fixed reality.34 Similarly, French lawyer Jeanne Chauvin explained 
that women’s systematic exclusion from legal rights could be traced back to historical 
and religious traditions. She noted that these traditions, rooted in the belief of wom-
en’s physical inferiority and intellectual incapacity, had justified their subordination 
and the patriarchal control over women in exchange for protection.35 Critics further 
argued that the legal condition of women was a direct reflection of their social status. 
Laws, they contended, were designed to match the prevailing social environment, 
and when the laws failed to evolve with society, they maintained unjust inequali-
ties.36 As Argentinian writer Juana Manso de Noronha aptly stated in 1854, “society 
is man”, underscoring how men, as the architects of laws, had reserved supremacy 
for themselves, creating legal boundaries that restricted women’s roles.37

Feminist legal thinkers dismantled the long-standing supernatural justifications 
used to deny women equal rights. They pointed out that the exclusion of women was 
not a matter of inherent natural rights but a conscious legislative choice made by 
men to suppress women’s potential. Despite the widespread belief that women were 
inherently subordinate, feminists argued that this was a social construct, not a nat-
ural or divine law.

This critique of women’s legal status was not confined to Europe. Women across 
various continents, including Asia, the Arabian Peninsula, the Americas, Africa, and 
Europe, began to challenge their legal and social treatment. They highlighted the simi-
lar legal patterns that existed across different legal traditions and empires. For instance, 
the legal systems of French-, Spanish-, English-, and German-speaking countries 
influenced the colonial laws in regions such as the Americas, Asia, Africa, and the 
Arab world. These colonial legal frameworks often diminished the status of women by 

34	 Moisie Ostrogorski, The Rights of Women. A Comparative Study in History and Legislation, Lon-
don/New York 1893, vi.

35	 Jeanne Chauvin, Étude historique sur les professions accessibles aux femmes, Paris 1892, 11.
36	 Mary A. Greene, Legal Condition of Woman in 1492–1892, in: Mary Kavanaugh Oldham Eagle (ed.), 

The Congress of Women. Held in the Woman’s Building, World’s Columbian Exposition, Chicago 
1893, Chicago 1895, 41.

37	 Manso de Noronha, Emancipacíon moral de la mujer, 1854, 3.
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imposing Western gender norms. Despite national variations in legal systems, most 
legal traditions were remarkably uniform in their treatment of women’s rights. Even in 
regions where guardianship laws had been abolished, married women continued to be 
subject to some form of male guardianship, especially within the framework imposed 
during the colonial period. At the same time, women began their struggles for equal-
ity from different backgrounds – some within pre-democratic parliamentary systems, 
others under monarchies, dictatorial regimes, or colonial rule. These different political 
contexts inevitably shaped the arenas in which they could act.38

Across various legal families worldwide, women were largely discriminated 
against by the law. As Brazilian feminist Francisca de Motta Diniz pointed out: “We 
do not know in which great or small republic woman has ceased to be a slave and has 
political rights, such as the power to vote and to be elected. […] It is undeniable that 
in all the world, barbaric or civilized, woman is a slave, whether she lives in a monar
chy or under unrestrained despotism.”39

Married women in particular were bound by laws that left them with little or no 
rights. While other marginalized groups, such as slaves, Jews, criminals, or the poor, 
slowly saw their legal status improve, married women were often treated as lawless 
beings, deprived of legal agency. As one feminist critic highlighted at the end of the 
nineteenth century:

“Why should women be classed with lunatics, criminals, and minors? The 
lunatic may become sane, the criminal pardoned, the pauper independent, 
the minor attain majority, […] but woman, no matter her intellectual powers, 
[…] is doomed to perpetual minority.”40

This legal situation condemned women to remain voiceless and powerless, unable to 
influence the laws that governed them. The laws surrounding women in many coun-
tries, the critic argued, were “relics of barbarism without the excuse of ignorance”.41

Even after achieving independence, many nations continued to adopt imperial legal 
codes that enshrined similar inequities. Latin American countries, for example, bor-
rowed European legal frameworks but adapted them to meet different societal needs, 
often granting women more rights than they had in the mother countries. These legal 
reforms were aimed at providing better protection for women, an economic neces-
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sity in young societies.42 In 1873, Brazilian feminist Motta Diniz, writing in a women’s 
magazine, claimed: “It will be seen that America will give the cry of independence for 
women, showing the Old World what it means to be civilized.”43 Despite Diniz’s confi-
dence, Latin American nations took as long as others to do so, even though, as emerg-
ing nations, they were keen to prove that they had achieved the same level of moder-
nity and civilization as the Old World. This was crucial to their standing in the global 
community of nations. Similarly, the expansion of colonialism and the introduction of 
Western ideas into Asia and Islamic states led to new discussions about women’s status, 
influenced by these evolving ideas of modernity and civilization.

Thus, the call for women’s rights was by no means limited to the Global North. 
Women around the world began to awaken to the injustice of their legal status 
within their communities. The critiques that emerged in Europe’s urban centres 
spread rapidly around the world. Works by thinkers such as Marquis de Condorcet, 
Mary Wollstonecraft, and John Stuart Mill were translated into various languages, 
often by women, and became a focal point for debate across continents. As Karen 
Offen and Susan Croag noted, “it would not be amiss to state that the international 
intellectual ferment surrounding the cause of women has, until recently, been one of 
Western civilization’s best-kept secrets”.44

A Korean editorial from April 1896 highlighted the link between women’s rights 
within the family and civilization:

“The most pitiful being in this world is the Korean woman. Today we address 
the Korean public on behalf of these unfortunate women. Woman’s status is 
by no means lower than man’s, but he debases her. When he is not civilized, 
he does not think with rationality or humanity; instead, he uses his phys-
ical power to suppress woman. Is this any different from barbarity? What 
distinguishes a human (saram) from a barbarian (yaman) is that the former 
behaves with respect, etiquette, and loyalty.”45

Chinese feminist He-Yin Zhen, in her writings On the Question of Women’s Liber-
ation and On the Revenge of Women, argued that men treated women as property 
and viewed them as “subhuman”. She called for an end to gender inequality and the 
liberation of women.46 Similarly, Japanese feminist Kishida Toshiko was arrested in 
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1883 after criticizing how parents raised their daughters in “boxes” that stifled their 
independent development.

“In our country, there have long been harmful teachings, customs, and tra-
ditions, some of which are shameful in the eyes of civilized, free nations. The 
worst of these is the practice of venerating men while despising women. Ulti-
mately, this is an East Asian vice that is completely unfounded and irratio-
nal. […] Is it not deeply regrettable that, according to our country’s customs, 
men are revered as lords, masters, and rulers, while women are degraded to 
the status of maids and servants, never treated as equals?”47

In 1907, Fukuda Hideko began publishing Sekai Fujin (Women of the World), a 
socialist women’s newspaper that ran until 1909. Hideko called for the abolition of 
all restrictions on Japanese women, including laws, customs, and ethics, in order 
to achieve their complete freedom. The very title of her paper connected Japanese 
women’s liberation to the broader global movement for women’s rights. Fukuda’s 
paper covered both domestic and international issues, including the Western wom-
en’s suffrage movement.48 Like Kusunose Kita and Kishida Toshiko, Hideko incor-
porated the works of prominent Western feminists into her advocacy. These works, 
available in Japanese translation, were combined with Japanese and Chinese tradi-
tions to support the cause of women’s rights.

The poets and feminists A’isha Taymur and Zaynab Fawwaz were notable advo-
cates of women’s rights in Egypt. In 1891, Fawwaz wrote: 

“We have not seen any of the divinely ordered systems of law, or any law from 
among the corpus of religious law (in Islam), ruling that woman is to be pro-
hibited from involvement in the occupations of men. Nature has nothing to 
do with this […], woman is a human being as a man is, with complete mental 
faculties and acumen, […] capable of performing according to her abilities.”49
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In Persia, between 1890 and World War I, an urban, educated middle-class wom-
en’s movement emerged that demanded equal rights within the family and the state, 
establishing schools and participating in politics. A key figure in this movement, Bibi 
Khanum Astarabadi, founded the first non-missionary girls’ school in Tehran and 
wrote The Vices of Men in 1894. In this work, she called for greater alignment with 
Western customs and education for women, criticizing the lifestyle of high-rank-
ing men and their treatment of women.50 In the Ottoman Empire, the writer Fatma 
Aliye Hanim defended the values and origins of Islamic gender roles and traditions 
in a series of articles later collected in her book The Women of Islam (1892). In the 
conclusion of her book, Hanim proposed the creation of a new tradition of more 
independent women, a call later echoed by the Egyptian judge Qasim Amin in his 
1899 work The Liberation of Women. Amin, like Hanim, linked the status of women 
to the progress of the nation, stating: “The status of women is inseparably tied to the 
status of the nation. When the status of the nation is low, reflecting an uncivilized 
condition for that nation, the status of women is also low.”51

Amin was not the only one to claim that the status of women was an indicator 
of a nation’s level of civilization. In his historical study La femme et le droit, Louis 
Bridel argued in 1884 that the “inequality of rights between the sexes, the oppres-
sion of women, and their erasure tend to disappear with the development of civili-
zation”.52 He contended that countries where law and society were organized around 
gender inequality were backward in terms of their general level of civilization. Sim-
ilarly, lawyer Léon Giraud observed in his study of women’s status in Europe and 
the Americas that less advanced civilizations devalued women’s work and rendered 
wives subordinate to their husbands.53
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Women themselves made similar arguments. French salonnière Juliette Adam 
wrote in 1858: “The civilization of a people is proportional to the role of woman 
among this people, to her influence, to her moral dignity; the more civilized a soci-
ety becomes, the more valuable and respected women will be.”54 Half a century later, 
French feminist Jeanne Schmahl echoed this sentiment, stating: “The degree of free-
dom granted to women is the recognized criterion of a people’s civilization.”55

Both female and male voices from across the globe, from the Global North 
and South, described the unequal treatment of women as barbaric or uncivilized. 
They criticized the patriarchal social order that denied women fundamental rights 
and human dignity. Concepts such as civilization, modernization, and justice were 
employed by women worldwide to highlight the stark contrast between their legal 
discrimination and the equality they demanded as part of a modern, civilized nation.

4.	 Comparison of the level of civilization as seen from the West

By the 1860s, the question of national progress on the ladder of civilization was 
increasingly measured comparatively and became a fuel for nationalism. Compari-
son seemed essential to determine where one’s own nation stood in relation to oth-
ers. Women’s media output often used this comparative tool, contrasting contem-
porary European ideas of women’s status with those of past eras and non-Western 
cultures.56 A typical example of this approach can be seen in an article from a Swiss 
newspaper entitled “The Treatment of Women as a Measure of Culture” from 1893:

“The Germans of the third and fourth centuries, labelled as barbarians by the 
refined Romans and Greeks due to their primitive culture, nevertheless held 
their women in high esteem. Apart from Christianity, no other factor con
tributed so much to the civilization of these so-called ‘barbarians’ as the moral 
influence of the German woman. From these so-called barbarians emerged 
nations of the highest intellectual culture: the Germans and the English. Let 
us now turn our gaze southward. In Montenegro, the man rides while his 
heavily burdened wife walks beside him. The men dine together, while the 
woman sits apart, subsisting on the leftovers of the meal. When a man speaks 
of his wife, he usually introduces his remark with a dismissive phrase: ‘with 
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all due respect, my wife’. The same disregard for women prevails among their 
neighbours, the Albanians. Just as it is today, so it was a thousand or more 
years ago in these uncivilized regions, where literacy is still a rare skill. What 
good did it do the inhabitants of these barbarian lands that they were once 
part of the Greek cultural empire of Alexander the Great? What did it matter 
that their land was once governed by the Romans, who brought their customs 
and culture with them wherever they went? A people that does not respect its 
women will remain barbaric – just as a family in a civilized nation will decline 
if the woman does not hold the position she rightfully deserves.”57

This article is representative of its kind, offering a comparison of women’s legal sta-
tus in the past and present, and across both civilized and barbarian nations. It also 
references Christianity as a central pillar of civilization, contrasting this with the 
treatment of women in regions such as Montenegro and Albania, where notably the 
majority of the population practised Islam. Such comparisons were often used to 
advocate for better treatment of women, positioning women’s societal work as part 
of the larger civilizing mission of their nations.

European and North American women, by contrast, saw themselves as equally 
civilized. References to the barbaric status of women in non-Western societies served 
several purposes. They aimed to extend the reach of women’s rights movements beyond 
national boundaries, arguing for the protection of women in the non-Western world. 
Simultaneously, however, these comparisons often justified imperialism and colo-
nialism. The relationship between feminism and imperialism has been widely studied 
in recent years.58 As theorist Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak puts it, one justification for 
colonialism took the form of “white men saving brown women from brown men”.59

Certainly, many books and articles addressing women’s status in civilization 
expressed overtly racist attitudes, particularly regarding Muslim women in the con-
text of the harem or the veil. One such example reads:
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“Undoubtedly the darkest cloud in the woman’s horizon spreads like a pall 
over the Eastern portion of Europe, the land of the Grand Turk. There, alas! 
the dawn is not yet breaking, as a herald of a new and brighter day. The dark-
ness only is being made visible; the depth of the night’s bladness and horror 
only now being dimly realised.”60

Similarly, the practices of sati in India and footbinding in China were presented as 
conditions that “mock any notion of civilization”, with hopes that European powers 
would soon civilize these regions and elevate the status of women.61

While much of this literature points to inherent racism, there were also efforts to 
understand and communicate more empathetically. Early prejudices, though often 
generalized, were sometimes later revised in the same texts. Some contemporary 
authors, for example, acknowledged that the legal status of women in these countries 
might not be as disadvantageous as initially portrayed, and recognized that women 
in these regions were already beginning to form their own movements to fight for 
freedom. While many Western women could not fully escape the inherent racism of 
their times, there was nonetheless a genuine willingness to help – although this help 
was often framed according to Western feminist ideals and the path they deemed 
most suitable for women in these societies.

Women not only set the stage for those in barbaric or semi-barbaric societies to 
measure their status in relation to civilization but also for their own:

“Woman qua woman is still governed in the West as she is in the East, with-
out her consent – the very definition of slavery. […] Man alone makes the 
laws that rule her, takes her money without her permission, and uses it with-
out her advice (a state of affairs – taxation without representation – termed 
‘robbery’ and ‘tyranny’ when practised by men on men), and decides what 
her work shall be.”62

Women of European descent implicitly accused Western men of embodying East-
ern oppression if they persisted in denying women’s rights at home. The dominant 
rhetorical strategy in feminist advocacy was to shame men into action by compar-
ing the legal discrimination against women in non-civilized countries with the simi-
lar situation faced by women in Western nations. When women in the Global North 
assessed their legal status through a purely legal lens and in accordance with Lortim-
er’s definitions of civilized peoples, they rightly described themselves as uncivilized 
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and characterized their lack of rights as barbaric. But the men of their nations did 
not see their own women as uncivilized, as an English jurist stated:

“Let no indignant suffragist suppose that we are so dull as to suggest, what 
any man of sense knows to be strictly false, that English women occupy any-
thing like the position of ignorant and hardly civilized n[…]s. The suggestion 
that English women are slaves, patent as is its absurdity, comes, if at all, from 
the more heated and less wise advocates of woman suffrage.”63

In fact, rather than seeing themselves as lacking in civilization, English women 
viewed themselves as pioneers of the women’s movement – as embodying the very 
essence of civilization. As one statement put it: “The claim for equality – legal, social, 
civil  – between man and woman is a great phase of the struggle for justice and 
freedom which has been marking the progress of civilization down the centuries. 
Englishwomen are proud to be in the forefront of a noble warfare.”64 In the words 
of historian Jane Rendall, English women placed themselves and European cultures 
at the top of the so-called ladder of civilization.65 However, this perspective contrib-
uted to the ongoing divide between the so-called civilized world and the rest, rein-
forcing existing privileges and inequalities in rights and power.

Western feminists thus occupied a paradoxical position – they were disenfran-
chised as women, but as members of imperial nations they also benefited from the 
privileges of colonial domination. Frances Gouda famously described white women 
in colonial contexts as “the subordinate sex of the dominant race”, succinctly cap-
turing this dual role.66 Similarly, women from the Global South – again with all the 
differences of their specific situations – occupied a dual position according to the 
concept of intersectionality: they were doubly marginalized – both as women and  
as those placed outside the boundaries of so-called civilization.67 They bore a dou-
ble legal disadvantage.
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5.	 Comparison of the level of civilization as seen from the Global South

Many women in non-Western societies believed in the ideas of science, progress, 
and modernity, and they read literature from the West. But many instances also show 
that they did not consume it uncritically, but read it to see what could be adapted to 
the ways of their countries, as we can see in many different cultures.

Kishida Toshiko formulated a critique of civilization as a concept relative to the 
analytical framework chosen for comparison:

“Even in the so-called civilized West, there is not complete equality between 
men and women. […] There are numerous examples of inequality there. 
However, to claim that this justifies the difficulty – or even the harm – of 
implementing equality in a country that has not yet reached ‘civilization’ is 
completely misguided. The West is only considered ‘civilized’ in comparison 
to other less developed nations, but it has certainly not reached the high-
est level of civilization. Even in Western societies, immoral, irrational, ugly, 
and unjust things continue to happen. In terms of morality, some aspects of 
Western conduct may even be inferior to those in our own country. There-
fore, neither should all Western practices be blindly adopted, nor should 
they be rejected outright as harmful. The true task of patriots who care about 
their country is to embrace the strengths, correct the weaknesses, and thus 
advance the civilization of our nation.”68

Toshiko’s compatriot, Shimoda Utako, took a different approach to challenging the 
master narrative of the discourse of civilization. According to her, Japanese women’s 
public roles were fulfilled by remaining in the domestic sphere. “Who, then, can say 
that the typical Japanese woman’s sphere of activity was confined in being a virtuous 
wife and a good mother, or that she is not fit to be a great social factor?”69 In defending 
Japanese womanhood and its unique qualities, Shimoda argued that cultural differ-
ences were not ranked hierarchically.70

Xue Shaohui, one of China’s earliest feminists, campaigned against footbinding 
and for women’s education. She founded China’s first women’s association (Nüxue 
Hui, Women’s Learning Society, 1897), published its first women’s journal (Nüxue 
Bao, Women’s Education Journal, 1898), and opened the first Chinese-run girls’ 
school (1898). Neither advocating full Westernization nor a simple fusion of Chi-
nese and Western ideas, she envisioned a xinmin (new human), shaped by expand-
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ing women’s nurturing role (fudao) beyond the family to society and the world, 
striving for a just and harmonious future.71

An unknown woman from the Gold Coast, today Sierra Leone, wrote in 1886 in 
a local newspaper:

“We ladies of Africa in general are not only sadly misrepresented but are 
made the football of every white seal that comes to our Coast […]. It is true 
had we the advantages of European ladies we should not be a whit behind and 
although we have not white or angelic faces we are capable of as high a degree 
of culture as any white lady.”72

Adelaide Casely-Hayford was a feminist and an advocate of girl’s education at the 
Gold Coast, as well as being outspoken about Pan-Africanism and cultural national-
ism.73 Both Sub-Saharan women expressed resentment of colonial rule and stressed 
the value of their own culture, customs, and traditions.74

In the Ottoman Empire, women’s journals had existed from 1868, giving women 
the opportunity to speak in public and a space to define gender roles.75 Early voices 
included the Turkish princess Haïrié Ben-Aïad, Turkish journalist Selma Riza, and 
activist Fatma Aliye Hanim. The journal Kadınlar Dünyası [Women’s World], launched 
in 1913 as an international women’s publication, was created by and for women. It 
championed a distinctly feminist perspective while simultaneously setting itself apart 
from the broader Western women’s movement. “We, the Ottoman women, would like 
to join these efforts within the traditions, rules, and norms of our own upbringing.”76 
Rather than blindly embracing Western feminist ideals, the contributors to Kadınlar 
Dünyası framed their activism within an Islamic context. They drew on religious texts 
and historical traditions to advocate for women’s rights, directly challenging the patri-
archal structures that had used Islam to justify gender inequality. They also pushed 
back against Western portrayals of Muslim women as passive or oppressed, and rede-
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fined Muslim womanhood in a way that integrated faith and empowerment. While 
recognizing common struggles with women around the world, they maintained that 
solutions had to be rooted in the unique cultural and historical experiences of Otto-
man women.77

Under British rule, India’s middle class pursued social reforms that addressed 
caste, polytheism, purdah, child marriage, and sati. Women played a key role in this 
movement. Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, a Muslim activist, founded a non-mission-
ary girls’ school and the Bengali Islamic Women’s Association in 1916. She cam-
paigned for women’s education and rights, imagining female empowerment in Sul-
tana’s Dream (1905) and criticizing gender oppression in Nari-Puja (1906). While 
inspired by Western ideas, she insisted on progress that respected cultural and reli-
gious identities. Similarly, Pandita Ramabai, a Brahmin Hindu educated in Britain, 
strongly criticized Hindu patriarchy in The High-Caste Hindu Woman. However, she 
reserved her harshest criticism for British rule, arguing that colonial law failed to 
improve women’s lives and often made conditions worse, exposing the contradic-
tions of imperialist rhetoric of civilization.78

Latin American women occupied an intermediary position between their coun-
terparts, defining themselves strongly in terms of the West. Most of the region’s early 
feminists were of European descent and came from the middle and upper classes. 
Louis Bridel, Louis Frank, and John Stuart Mill were widely read, with the latter’s 
works translated into Spanish by Chilean lawyer Matilde Brandau Galindo. Advo-
cates of women’s legal equality drew on these thinkers, but the exchange of legal 
ideas was not a one-way street. Belgian lawyer Marie Popelin, in her fight for admis-
sion to the bar, pointed out that even distant and less civilized places like Chile and 
Uruguay had female lawyers, while civilized Belgium continued to exclude them 
from the profession.79 Unlike the women’s movements in the East, Latin Ameri-
can feminists had organized just as early as those in the United States and Europe, 
with women from the Southern Cone particularly well represented in international 
feminist networks. Rather than placing themselves at the bottom of the civilization 
hierarchy, they confidently positioned themselves in the middle, viewing their soci-
eties as progressing upwards. Many Latin American feminists embraced the idea 
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that each country should advance at its own pace and with its own priorities, rather 
than simply adopting the principles of Western feminism wholesale.80 Yet, they also 
had their own prejudices regarding women’s rights in other parts of the world. This 
was evident in the closing statement of a speech at a congress in Argentina, which 
declared: “Where women are most enslaved and ignorant, civilization and progress 
stagnate. Examples: China, India, etc.”81 This remark highlights how, even as they 
resisted full alignment with Western feminist ideals, Latin American feminists rein-
forced their own prejudices about other regions.

Feminists from non-Western countries were active in their own ways, shaped by 
their specific social and political contexts, and formulated transnational critiques 
of women’s lack of rights. They engaged with ideas from Western women’s move-
ments – where accessible – participating in an early international exchange of knowl-
edge. However, rather than simply adopting these concepts, they adapted and mixed 
them with their own perspectives, creating unique and localized forms of feminism. 
We can see how certain approaches were integrated into regional or national frame-
works, resulting in new ideas and practices tailored to their lived experiences. In the 
process, many Western and non-Western women alike defined their own identities 
through differentiation and comparison with one another.

6.	 Civilization, international law, and the international women’s 
	 movement

Women recognized early on that national efforts alone were insufficient in their fight 
for equal rights. Feminist ideas and their connection to civilization spread through 
books, journals, and personal letters, as well as through lecture tours that inspired 
and connected women across borders. Ultimately, international congresses became 
key spaces for networking, exchanging knowledge, and promoting their shared 
cause.

At the 1896 International Women’s Congress in Berlin, German jurist Marie 
Raschke declared: “Due to the one-sided legislation, we feel that we have remained 
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mere protégées of the state and, as such, do not share in all the benefits of the nation.” 
Recognizing the need for international solidarity, she and others added: “We have 
gathered here to gain clarity on what our sisters in different nations have already 
achieved in terms of legal rights, and to determine what still needs to be done to 
eliminate the remnants of barbarism from civilized states.”82 Similarly, US femi-
nist May Wright-Sewall asserted at the 1900 ICW Congress in Paris: “Is it possible 
that women belonging to different countries should meet in a universal and general 
cause? I should answer: It is not only possible, it is the final and eternal cause for 
which women exist.”83

By the late nineteenth century, feminists had built a powerful international 
movement, facilitated by conferences such as the 1878 Congrès international sur les 
droits de la femme in Paris, followed by subsequent gatherings in Chicago (1893), 
Berlin (1896), and The Hague (1898). Organizations such as the International Coun-
cil of Women (ICW, founded in 1888) and the International Woman Suffrage Alli-
ance (Alliance, established in 1904) provided a platform for women, at first pri-
marily from the West, to collaborate on legal reforms and build transnational net-
works.84 The congresses of the ICW took place every four years, and the ones of the 
Alliance every two years, as with other international organizations.

A key strategy was to conduct comparative legal analyses to highlight injustices 
and push for reform. In 1885, the author of The Rights of Women, who remained 
anonymous, called for legal comparisons across countries.85 Similar efforts 
emerged in the Netherlands, where Een vrouw (A Woman, 1870) examined wom-
en’s rights, and Elise Haighton’s annotated Civil Code (1894) helped women under-
stand their legal status. In Great Britain, Barbara Leigh Smith Bodichon’s work 
influenced the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870. In Germany, Louise Otto’s 
Einige deutsche Gesetzes-Paragraphen über die Stellung der Frau (On Some Ger-
man Legal Provisions about Women’s Legal Status) from 1876 detailed the legal 
consequences of marriage for women. In the US, Sarah Severance compiled a list 
of legal rights for women in California (1895–96), and Alice Paul analysed wom-
en’s rights in Pennsylvania.86
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Women’s organizations documented and compared women’s legal status across 
nations. Collective publications such as Theodore Stanton’s The Woman Question in 
Europe and the works of Adele Schreiber, Käthe Schirmacher, Gertrud Bäumer, and 
Helene Lange, served as both records of women’s movements and legal reference 
works. These studies sought to expand beyond the Western world, incorporating the 
legal conditions of women in non-Western countries to broaden the scope of com-
parative analysis.87 In 1902, Carrie Chapman Catt, president of the National Ameri-
can Woman Suffrage Association, compiled data on women’s legal status worldwide. 
This was published in the proceedings of the first International Woman Suffrage 
Conference in Washington, covering also non-Western regions including China, 
Japan, Persia, Turkey, and Latin America.88 A decade later, the ICW’s publication 
Women’s Position in the Laws of the Nations (1912) provided a comparative legal 
study revealing persistent gender biases. It highlighted that, despite their reputa-
tion for modernity, all countries reinforced gender discrimination under the guise of 
protecting women.89 One year later, the Alliance’s survey Woman Suffrage in Practice 
took a similar approach, examining women’s suffrage rights across various regions, 
including Western countries as well as Burma, India, Java, China, and the Union of 
South Africa.90

Early female lawyers contributed to these efforts, using their dissertations to 
expose legal discrimination. In 1892, Matilde Brandau Galindo, who would later 
become Chile’s second female lawyer, examined women’s civil rights across different 
legal systems. Meanwhile, French lawyer Jeanne Chauvin argued for absolute gender 
equality in professions through a historical legal study. Romanian feminist Sarmiza 
Bilcescu produced a 580-page dissertation at the University of Paris about the legal 
status of mothers in French and Romanian law.91 Through legal scholarship, activ-
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ism, and international collaboration, these women sought to document inequality 
and drive legal reform on a global scale.

However, many of these women sought to transcend these imposed divisions, 
emphasizing the importance of solidarity within an international female com-
munity. Sarojini Naidu affirmed that “women may form a sisterhood more easily 
because they are bound to every woman in the world by the common divine quality 
of motherhood”.92 Similarly, Maharani Chimnabai, in her 1911 book on the status of 
women in Indian life, proposed the formation of a National Council of Women of 
India, affiliated with the ICW. She envisioned this connection as a means to foster 
“universal friendliness” and bridge the gap between East and West.93 Although this 
took 15 years, she became the first president of the National Council of Women in 
India (in 1925) and the All India Women’s Conference (in 1927).94 Ottoman feminist 
Haïrié Ben-Aïad, alongside Selma Riza, participated in the international women’s 
congresses in Berlin in 1904. Riza also attended the international conference in Paris 
in 1900 and was Honorary Vice-President of the ICW from 1909 to 1924. Although 
Turkey did not establish an official National Council of Turkish Women until 1959, 
it was more involved in the Alliance in the 1920s and even organized a meeting of 
the Alliance in 1935 in Istanbul.95

The first international women’s conference held outside Europe, Canada, and the 
USA took place in Buenos Aires in 1910, marking a significant step towards a truly 
global feminist movement.96 Latin American women made a strong claim for inter-
nationalism, both in shaping the discourse on legal rights and in managing transna-
tional participation. A key challenge at most international congresses was represen-
tation. While these gatherings aimed to foster global collaboration, most attendees 
came from the host countries as few women had the financial means to travel long 
distances. Unlike male diplomats or politicians, feminist activists rarely received gov-
ernment support for their participation. Until then, the Argentine women’s umbrella 
organization – the first in Latin America to join the ICW – had been represented in 
the federation by the German Olga von Beschwitz. The Buenos Aires congress, how-
ever, marked a turning point. Women who had previously been underrepresented 
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on the global stage – primarily from Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, and Peru – gathered 
to debate legal reforms and assert their collective voice.97

Among the honorary members of the congress – although not physically present – 
were prominent jurists such as Marie Popelin from Belgium and Teresa Labriola 
from Italy. The legal discussions at the conference centred on family law, social 
rights, and labour protections for women. However, the Latin American feminist 
approach diverged significantly from the dominant Anglo-American model. While 
many feminists in the United States and Britain emphasized individual rights, the 
Latin American discourse focused on women’s collective rights within society, tak-
ing a more community- and family-oriented approach. This framework saw the 
family as the stronghold of social stability, considering legal reforms through the 
lens of social cohesion rather than individual autonomy alone. Furthermore, Latin 
American feminists developed their ideas in opposition to US imperialism and the 
racial and class biases present in parts of the Western feminist movement. As inter-
national feminism expanded, these tensions became more pronounced, particularly 
during the 1930s and 1940s, when Latin American women’s activism confronted not 
only colonial legacies but also the growing threats of fascism and authoritarianism.98

The Buenos Aires Congress of 1910 aimed to strengthen international connec-
tions among women, improve social conditions, and consolidate feminist activism. 
However, in practice, its emphasis was primarily on Pan-Americanism rather than 
on truly global outreach. As the congress report indicates, all of the major propos-
als at the congress focused exclusively on Latin America, addressing regional con-
cerns rather than engaging directly with feminist movements in other parts of the 
world. A notable exception was the closing remarks of Matilde Throup, a jurist who 
proposed that the congress’ legal section take steps toward founding an interna-
tional organization akin to the League of Nations, but dedicated specifically to advo-
cating for women’s equal rights worldwide.99 However, the idea of such an organiza-
tion was not adopted. Instead, Latin American women prioritized the creation of a 
Pan-American women’s organization, reflecting their desire for a regional approach 
to feminist activism. This vision was realized with the establishment of a couple of 
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Pan-American women’s organizations, but especially in 1928 with the establishment 
of the Inter-American Commission of Women (IACW), the first official intergov-
ernmental women’s organization, at the Havana Conference. Operating within the 
Pan-American Union, the IACW became a key institutional mechanism for advanc-
ing women’s rights internationally within the existing framework of Pan-American 
diplomacy. This achievement marked a crucial step in feminist history, demonstrat-
ing how American women worked strategically within intergovernmental structures 
to push for legal and social reforms across the region.

These early efforts signalled the growing presence of non-Western women in 
international feminist movements. While Western feminists initially dominated 
these networks, it became clear that women from diverse regions were also mak-
ing significant contributions to, and helping to shape, the global struggle for gen-
der equality.

7.	 Conclusion

By the end of the nineteenth century, feminists were acutely aware that they were liv-
ing in an era of profound transformation, recognizing the historical turning point of 
their time. As Harriet B. Bradbury highlighted in her book Civilization and Woman-
hood (1916), women were not merely passive observers of change, but active partici-
pants in shaping the course of history. “We are living in a transition age. The civilized 
world is accomplishing a change in its point of view concerning woman, her capac-
ities and her proper sphere of activity. This is one of the most far-reaching changes 
that have ever taken place since history began.”100 Their engagement with legal and 
social reforms reflected a deep understanding that women were actively redefining 
the very concept of civilization – often in diverse ways – while positioning women’s 
rights at the core of this transformation.

The awakening of women across the globe in the nineteenth century stemmed 
from their realization of inequality. Western feminists, recognizing the flaws and 
injustices within legal systems, championed women’s rights with a vision that tran-
scended national borders. They asserted that women had a unique role in shaping 
a humanitarian civilization. To justify their claims for equal rights, they employed 
the language of civilization, often using legal comparisons. First, they defined them-
selves as the truly civilized in contrast to men; then as the civilizers of men; and 
finally as indispensable contributors to civilization based on their maternal, fem-
inine nature  – past, present, and future. Increasingly, women framed civilization 
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itself as a discourse on the distribution of rights and duties, almost in a legalistic 
sense, arguing that nations could only be truly civilized if they granted equal rights 
to women, whether in the West or the East.

The struggle for women’s equal rights was international from the outset. Women 
recognized that only by working together could they achieve their goals. Early on, 
they engaged in cross-border exchanges – communicating, sharing legal knowledge, 
debating, comparing their status, and recognizing one another as political actors 
despite unequal power dynamics, often by defining and redefining the terms civi-
lization and barbarism as a measure of different hierarchies and stages of progress 
towards modernity. These interactions played a crucial role in challenging global 
legal discrimination. The women who participated in this activism chose collabo-
ration and, to some extent, transcended the barriers of Otherness. The belief that 
international contact was mutually beneficial was not limited to Western feminists; 
women from different regions shared this conviction, though often with reserva-
tions. For European and US feminists, engagement with women from diverse cul-
tures exposed the contradictions and double standards within their own supposedly 
civilized societies. Meanwhile, women from the Global South, based on the notion 
of civilization, used these exchanges to critique their own legal and social status, 
navigating the complexities of modernization  – often seen as a Western imposi-
tion – while striving to preserve local traditions and values. Recognizing these early 
transnational feminist networks offers a more nuanced and inclusive understanding 
of the history of global women’s rights activism, challenging the conventional narra-
tive that the movement was led solely by European and American women.

The Latin American international conference of 1910, the first international con-
ference outside Europe or North America, foreshadowed the future development of 
the international women’s movement. On the one hand, regional meetings became 
essential as travel remained costly and time-consuming, and certain regions shared 
cultural backgrounds and common interests. On the other hand, international orga-
nizations such as the ICW and the Alliance gradually included women from the 
Global South, expanding the scope of feminist activism. The 1975 International 
Women’s Year, described by organizers and journalists as the “greatest conscious-
ness-raising event in history”, was not the birth of global feminism because “first 
World women finally did listen closely to Third World women”,101 but rather a pivotal 
moment in its long common and still under-researched trajectory.

By the time World War I began, women had already spent fifty years fostering 
transnational dialogue, forming what could be seen as early global parliaments of 
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women. Their efforts were not limited to advocacy alone; they systematically com-
piled legal frameworks, analysed them through a gendered lens, and proposed inter-
national solutions that included women in the very definition of civilization. By con-
sistently using the concept of civilizational comparison, they succeeded in embed-
ding the principle of equal rights for women in international law and securing their 
place within the “family of civilized nations”.102

The idea of establishing an international body to set fair and equitable legal 
standards, such as the later League of Nations, was not unique to Latin Ameri-
can women. Rather, it emerged in various parts of the world as feminists sought to 
address global injustices collectively. Their vision for future international institu-
tions was both utopian and pragmatic – rooted in the fight for women’s self-deter-
mination while extending to wider struggles for justice and equality. They viewed 
the creation of such an international institution as a grand experiment in building a 
global, humanitarian civilization – one that embodied the very principles their own 
organizations had long championed. For these women activists, international coop-
eration was not just a diplomatic necessity but a moral imperative, aligned with their 
vision of a world governed by justice, equality, and peace through common action.
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