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Reflections on International Women’s Day – Is it two steps forward, one 

step back? 

On the first International Women’s Day held in 1911, millions of women and men attended 

rallies calling for women’s right to vote, to hold public office, to improve training and working 

conditions for women, and to end sexual discrimination. As we have just celebrated 

International Women’s day for another year, it is timely to reflect on our history in the 

women’s movement to recognise how far we have come. It is always a valuable exercise to 

reflect on this history, and to take stock of the current state of gender equality nationally and 

globally. It was back in 1910 when Clara Zetkin proposed an International Women’s Day at 

the International Socialist Women’s Conference in Copenhagen, championing the twin 

causes of suffrage and women’s rights at work. This idea was adopted the following year in 

Sweden and Germany, and gradually spread across the globe in the years that followed 

(LeSavoy & Jordan, 2013). In 1945 the newly formed United Nations included gender equality 

as a fundamental human right in their Charter. The United Nations began celebrating the 

day in 1975, International Women’s Year, inviting all member states to follow suit (Johnman, 

Sim & Mackie, 2016). 

Much has changed for women in the 108 years since the first International Women’s Day. 

Women’s right to vote has been established in most countries, many barriers to girls and 

women accessing education have been removed and a growing number of countries have 

enacted legislation aimed at addressing sexual discrimination in the workplace, and violence 

against women in the home. However, this progress has often been sporadic and uneven and 

very much reliant upon the political climate and the strength of the women’s movement at 

any given time in countries around the world. The United Nations Sustainable Development 

Goal 5, Gender equality, identifies a number of global trends demonstrating both progress in 

the area, as well as areas in which more work is to be done. From a worldwide perspective 

some of these include: 

• 750 million women and girls were married before the age of 18 and at least 200 million 

women and girls in 30 countries have undergone FGM. 
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• The rates of girls between 15-19 who are subjected to FGM (female genital mutilation) 

in the 30 countries where the practice is concentrated have dropped from 1 in 2 girls 

in 2000 to 1 in 3 girls by 2017. 

• In 18 countries, husbands can legally prevent their wives from working; in 39 countries, 

daughters and sons do not have equal inheritance rights; and 49 countries lack laws 

protecting women from domestic violence. 

• One in five women and girls, including 19 per cent of women and girls aged 15 to 49, 

have experienced physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate partner within the 

last 12 months. Yet, 49 countries have no laws that specifically protect women from 

such violence. 

• While women have made important inroads into political office across the world, 

their representation in national parliaments at 23.7 per cent is still far from parity. 

• In 46 countries, women now hold more than 30 per cent of seats in national 

parliament in at least one chamber. 

• Only 52 per cent of women married or in a union freely make their own decisions 

about sexual relations, contraceptive use and health care. 

• Globally, women are just 13 per cent of agricultural land holders. 

• Women in Northern Africa hold less than one in five paid jobs in the non-agricultural 

sector. The proportion of women in paid employment outside the agriculture sector 

has increased from 35 per cent in 1990 to 41 per cent in 2015. 

• More than 100 countries have taken action to track budget allocations for gender 

equality. 

• In Southern Asia, a girl’s risk of marrying in childhood has dropped by over 40% since 

2000. 

(United Nations, 2019) 

Australia  

The Australian Human Rights Commission produced a snapshot of the current state of 

gender equality in Australia in 2018 and found patterns of uneven progress. Positive 

achievements include a steadily increasing number of women attending university and 
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women gaining leadership roles in boardrooms and in government. The Sex Discrimination 

Act marked a milestone in 1984, making sexual harassment and sex discrimination against 

the law in various parts of Australian public life. Despite this there are still multiple barriers 

to gender equality in Australia which result in limited choices and opportunities for girls and 

women. 

In 2006, Australia was ranked 15th on a global index measuring gender equality but eleven 

years later in 2017, it had slipped  to 35th. Some of the key sites for continuing inequality and 

discrimination are: 

• While women comprise approximately 47% of all Australian employees, on average 

they take home $250 per week less than men. The national “pay gap” is now roughly 

15%. It has remained between 15 and 19% for the last two decades. 

• 68% of primary care givers for people with a disability, or older people, are women. 

• 95% of primary parental leave (outside of the public sector) is taken by women. 

Women spend almost three times as much time caring for children than men. 

• Australian women are over-represented as part-time workers in low-paid industries, 

and under-represented in leadership roles across all sectors. 

• More than half of women aged over 18 have experienced sexual harassment.  

• One in three Australian women has experienced physical or sexual violence in her 

lifetime. 

(Australian Human Rights Commission, 2018) 

In conclusion, while many important gains have been made over the last century, and we can 

take inspiration from past campaigns promotion of equality has particular importance in the 

field of prevention of violence against women. With international research indicating that 

factors such as low support for gender equality, behaviours and beliefs reflecting disrespect 

for women, and adherence to rigid gender stereotypes consistently predict or drive higher 

levels of violence towards women (Our Watch, 2015).  It is clear there is still a long way to go 

which calls on all of us to remain focussed on equality and equity for all women. 
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