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The  2021  International  Women’s  Seminar  of  the  Fourth
International was held on 10/11 and 17/18 July. While previous
seminars were hosted in the IIRE Amsterdam, the pandemic made
it unavoidable that this should be a totally online event.

This had the very important and positive effect of allowing
many more women to participate than in previous seminars –
over 100 registered and in any one session there were over 75
active participants. They represented 35 organizations from 26
countries in the Americas, Western Europe, North Africa and
Asia.1

At our previous best-attended seminar in 2019, we had been
able to welcome just 40 participants from 20 countries (23
organizations) given our limited resources – in particular
finances for the travel of comrades from the Global South.

We noted at the time that this exceptional attendance was the
reflection of the new upsurge of the women’s movement in the
preceding years and indeed the 2019 seminar enabled us to
produce a resolution “The New Rise of the Women’s Movement”
adopted at our 2021 International Committee meeting (the 2020
meeting was cancelled because of the pandemic).

For the 2021 seminar we did not have the goal of producing any
specific resolutions or texts but rather to explore themes
that had emerged during the discussions around that previous
resolution, arising from our experiences in the movements and
struggles in our countries.
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The work of the seminar was limited to four sessions of only
three hours in order to accommodate the maximum of comrades
from different time zones. Within this time frame we included
presentation of the topic, language-based discussion groups
and a plenary discussion which, like the presentation, was
interpreted in our three working languages (Castilian/Spanish,
English, French).

A series of representative commission meetings had determined
four topics for the seminar, which were then developed by
working groups composed of 4 or 5 comrades from different
countries and language spheres.

An important part of the work of these groups was to find
reading materials that would bring different points of view to
the theme – which meant both research and translation to bring
them to the whole of the seminar.

The first theme chosen was “What do we understand by the
strategic  role  of  the  autonomous  women’s  movement  as  a
political subject, how is it expressed in its action?”

This  summarizes  an  important  programmatic  position  of  the
Fourth  International  which  we  developed  in  the  1970s  and
adopted in our 1979 Resolution “Socialist Revolution and the
Struggle for Women’s Liberation“. In the framework of the
spontaneous development of a women’s movement, this learned
from the experience of the Russian Revolution, which at that
time  was  only  60  years  away  –  almost  the  distance  that
separates us from 1968 – and the rapid reversal of gains under
the Stalinist counter-revolution on the one hand, and on the
other from the anti-colonial struggles for national liberation
as colonized peoples fought for their liberation.  The actual
experience  of  women  involved  in  the  worldwide  student
radicalization of the time was taken up and the need for a
women’s movement that would fight for the needs and interests
of women independently of any governmental, party or trade
union interests, and at the same time fight for the interests
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of  the  most  oppressed  and  exploited  women,  which  would
necessarily give it a class struggle character, was defended.
Our  discussion  confirmed  that  women  organising  in  the
interests of women and in the context of broader democratic
struggles are a powerful force for working class unity, which
is of strategic importance in the battle to change society. We
also  note  that  the  new  forms  of  struggle  of  the  women’s
movement, such as the feminist and women’s strike – asserting
women’s right to use this traditional tool and thus changing
and democratizing it – and the organization of women in the
traditional territories of the communities are a reaffirmation
of this autonomy and presence of women as a political actor.

When we speak of the women’s movement, it is, of course, an
inclusive movement that embraces all women and recognizes the
experience  of  discrimination  and  oppression  of  all  women,
while setting its sights on challenging those that hit hardest
at the most oppressed and exploited, which must especially
refer to women who suffer discrimination and marginalization
because they are black, indigenous or racialized. In this
context, we focused on one particular form of exclusion that
has  become  particularly  contentious  within  the  women’s
movement, starting in certain parts of the English-speaking
world, but which is unfortunately spreading: the exclusion of
trans women, asking “How and why are we trans inclusive?”. The
Fourth International has always been trans-inclusive in its
practice, for example in the women’s spaces within its youth
camps, and stated this position in its recent resolution.
However,  we  recognize  that  this  must  remain  a  matter  for
discussion and pedagogical explanation and that allowing it to
become  a  contentious  and  exclusionary  issue  within  the
movement can only be detrimental to our aim of building the
broadest possible women’s and feminist movement. We examined
the role of the far right in orchestrating such divisions and
began to look at the role of trans people in both the labour
market  and  in  social  reproduction  to  strengthen  the
theoretical  basis  of  our  stance.



The question of alliances in movement building was the theme
of the third day of our seminar: “Difficulties in forging
united  fronts  in  the  women’s  and  feminist  movements:
ultraleftism;  intolerance;  cross-class  alliances,  how?”  We
addressed the obstacles involved, first of all those related
to how women are differently situated in society, including
class position; racial discrimination; different world views,
priorities, and migratory statuses; and also their disparate
demands as well as sectarianism and vanguardist tactics in
political orientation.

We stressed that, despite these difficulties, alliances with
other forces both inside and outside the women’s movement,
such as trade unions, community and rural organizations, or
political  parties,  can  often  be  forged  around  a  specific
objective – encapsulated sometimes in a legislative change –
or at a specific moment in time, and that they are important
for building the movement and enabling a dialogue with women
who may enter the movement at those moments. Examples were
given  of  alliances  around  abortion  rights  legislation  in
Argentina;  the  fight  against  repression  in  Puerto  Rico,
feminicidal  violence  in  several  countries,  extractivism  in
Ecuador, and the Bolsonaro government in Brasil; and in favour
of decent housing in the Spanish State, the right to a pension
in Switzerland, or protesting Trump’s inauguration alongside
Hillary Clinton supporters.

We also pointed out that we need to explore in more detail how
to counter forces in the movement that try to exclude other
sectors of women from the struggle, for example by labelling
them as non-feminist, and small vanguardist groups who impose
violent tactics on peaceful demonstrations, thus driving away
women who might want to go with their children or older or
physically challenged women who might not be able to deal with
violent situations.

One of the crucial strategic divergences within the movement
between reformist and revolutionary feminists is of course in



relation to the state and the extent to which we can trust
state  institutions  to  act  in  the  interests  of  women.  In
today’s society we make demands on the state with the aim of
achieving  some  real  and  measurable  improvement  in  the
situation of women, but we have no illusions that this is
enough. This was the theme of our fourth day, especially in
relation to how to deal with violence against women in its
many forms: “What alternatives for combating violence against
women: institutional de-patriarchalization, self-resolution of
conflicts, preventive / punitive laws against violence?” Do we
call for increased state repression through prison sentences,
can we rely on other branches of the state apparatus even when
their role is not immediately repressive (social workers)?

This debate also raised the question of how left and labour
movement  organizations  deal  with  incidents  of  sexual  and
sexist assault within their own organizations and the need to
do so and be seen to do so in order to maintain credibility as
organizations fighting for the popular good.

These fascinating and rich debates could not develop as much
as we would have liked. The limited time available because of
the need to include many different time zones, the lack of
physical meetings over coffee and dinner, or working in the
same  kitchen  teams,  as  we  do  in  our  Institute,  obviously
reduced the interaction. In particular, many participants felt
that they were not sufficiently aware of the context from
which others were speaking. However, the need to translate all
the material into three languages had discouraged us from
asking  for  written  country  reports  without  being  able  to
guarantee their accessibility.

The  overall  assessment  is  overwhelmingly  positive  for  the
number of participants and the actual participation in the
discussion, especially in the language groups. We all regret
the limitations and hope to find ways in the future to combine
the  use  of  the  online  tool  that  allows  such  broad
participation with the physical meetings that bring a new



depth  to  the  interaction,  in  order  to  continue  our  work
elaborating these and many other issues.


