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Key Chapters

• Childhood (1857-1876)

• A young Marxist (1878-1891)

• A ‘party soldier’ and pioneer of the International Socialist 
Women’s Movement (1891-1914)

• An opponent of war and ‘social peace’ (1914-1918)

• Trials and tribulations of a Communist MP (1920-1932); 

• A Tragedy of her own making? Zetkin and Stalinism

• One last stand: Opening Speech as Oldest Member of the 
Reichstag 

• Legacy today: controversies around feminism and 
women’s organization, Lenin and the Communist 
International, political and intellectual relationship to the 
SPD/Second International etc



Childhood (1857-
1876)
• Protestant father and a feminist mother

• Trains to become a teacher in foreign 
languages – basically no other choice –
under the tutelage of Auguste Schmidt

• Shaped by the milieu of her time … 
rapid industrialization and the 
changing role of women

• Family eventually resettles in Leipzig: 
the ‘cradle of the German workers’ 
movement’ (Engels)



A young Marxist (1878-1891)

• Influenced by the writings of Lassalle and Russian populism

• Meets Ossip Zetkin in the Leipzig workers’ movement

• Joins the Socialist Workers’ Party of Germany

• Anti-Socialist Laws and exile of Ossip.

• She joins him in France. Poverty.

• Founding of Second International (1889)

• First speech: ‘For the Liberation of Women’

• Milestone in the history of Marxism



A ‘party soldier’ and pioneer of 
the International Socialist 
Women’s Movement (1891-1914)

• Die Gleichheit [Equality] circulation: 1902: 4,000; 
1914: 124,000

• Clara Zetkin’s ‘testament’ – also included regular 
supplements from 1905 (‘For our Children’/’For our 
Mothers and Housewives’)

• Themes: women’s suffrage, working conditions and 
protection, women in the party, education, colonialism 
and war, youth organization etc

• ‘Clean break’ between bourgeois and proletarian 
women’s movements

• Leading figure of the anti-imperialist, revolutionary 
wing of the SPD

• World War I: the SPD leadership launches a campaign 
for its organisations and members to unsubscribe from 
the magazine, which was highly critical of the party 
and the policy of ‘social peace’



Pioneer of the 
International Socialist 
Women’s Movement 
(1891-1914)

Secretary of the International 

Socialist Women’s Movement

Co-founder of International 

Women’s Day (1910/1911)



An opponent of 
war and ‘social 
peace’ (1914-1918)

• ‘I thought I would have to go mad or kill myself’ –
August 1914

• War makes the production of the newspaper 
incredibly difficult: shortages and censorship. 
Zetkin manages to make the publication one of the 
few openly critical of the ‘fortress peace’ and a key 
organizer against the war (more on that in August!) 
Sometimes printed with ‘white marks’ of the censor

• Organizes the first meeting of anti-war socialists 
from both sides of the trenches: Bern, March 1915

• Joins the Spartacus League (1916) alongside 
Liebknecht and Luxemburg

• Arrested on her return to Germany for distributing 
the Bern statement

• Removed as editor of Die Gleichheit in April 1917

• Both Russian Revolutions of 1917 are a huge 
influence



Trials and 
tribulations of a 
Communist MP 
(1920-1932)

• Probably least researched period of her 
life … for good reason

• Central figure in the KPD and in the 
Communist International (‘Guidelines’ 
and their significance)

• Led the Communist Women’s Movement

• March Action (1921); ‘The Third Period’

• The Last Stand: 1932 Speech against 
fascism in a German Reichstag packed 
full of Nazis! (Death threats etc)



A Tragedy of her own 
making? Zetkin and 
Stalinism

• Funeral in Moscow

• Hugely influenced by the Russian Revolution and 
remained faithful to it

• Stalin: ‘The old witch kissed Lenin’s hands!’

• Socialism in one country and the ‘traitors or idiots’ around 
Trotsky

• Close ally of Bukharin



Coming back into 
focus? One of the most 
controversial/disputed/
instrumentalised
figures in workers’ and 
women’s history

Falsehoods, manipulations, 
censorship and neglect in 
the West and the East
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