When All the Women of the World…

by Simone de Beauvoir


From March 4 through March 8, 1976, the International Tribunal on Crimes Against Women will be held in Brussels. It is not by accident that this Tribunal opens just after the close of the laughable “Year of the Woman,” organized by male society for the mystification of women. The feminists gathered in Brussels mean to take their destiny into their own hands. Contrary to what happened in Mexico,
 they are mandated by neither political parties, nor by nations, nor by any political or economic group. They will express themselves as women. Indeed, whatever the regimes, laws, morality, and social environment happen to be, all women are subjected to a specific oppression. They are meeting in Brussels to denounce it. They rightly declare it to be criminal. Indeed, in institutionalized forms or not, it results in true violations against the human person. 


A woman’s freedom is violated when unwanted pregnancies are imposed upon her; her body is hideously mutilated when she is sterilized without her consent, when certain medical or psychiatric treatments are inflicted upon her, when she is made to undergo that cruel operation that a great number of Islamic people practice: excision. Economically speaking, women are the victims of a discrimination as unacceptable as the racial discrimination which is condemned by society in the name of human rights. Unpaid domestic work is extorted from women, they are doomed to perform the least appreciated tasks, and their salaries are less than that of their male counterparts. 


In spite of the inferior status to which males have reduced them, women are the favored object of their aggressiveness. Nearly everywhere—including in the United States and in France—the number of rapes is increasing; physical cruelty is considered normal, even the psychological or frankly brutal attacks that women are faced with, for example, when walking alone in the street.  


This widespread violence is unanimously ignored and passed over in silence. Even against blatant violence—rapes, grievous bodily harm—there is no legal recourse in the immense majority of cases. It seems that the lot of women is to suffer and remain silent.  


The women who are going to gather together in Brussels boldly refuse this lot. In order to lead this struggle, they have been forming groups in many countries for a long time already. But separated by distance and by difficulties in communication, these groups are more or less unaware of each other. For the first time, they are going to come together, and women coming from all over the world will realize the common core of oppression that underlies the diversity of their problems. They will develop defense tactics, the first being precisely what they are preparing to put into practice: to speak to each other, to speak out, to shed light on the scandalous truths that half of humanity tries so hard to cover up. In itself, the Tribunal of Brussels is one act. By the international solidarity that it is going to create among women, it heralds many others. Given the impact that this Tribunal will have on the process of women’s decolonization, I think it must be considered as a great historic event. 

<NOTE ON THE TITLE>

“Quand toutes les femmes du monde....” (Le nouvel observateur, March 1st, 1976: 52) is an expanded version of a letter published in The Proceedings of the International Tribunal on Crimes Against Women, ed. Diana E. H. Russell and Nicole Van de Ven (Millbrae, Calif.: Les Femmes, 1976); reprinted in Les écrits de Simone de Beauvoir, ed. Claude Francis and Fernande Gontier (Paris: Gallimard, 1979), 566-67; ©Éditions Gallimard, 1979.
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	 The first World Conference on Women was held in Mexico City, Mexico from June 19 to July 2, 1975. Over 100 nations were represented and 22 governments adopted the “World Plan of Action” that was later adopted as a UN resolution. The Conference kicked off the UN’s “Decade for Women” (1976-85) and was followed by three more UN World Conferences on Women (in Copenhagen, 1980; in Nairobi, 1985; and in Beijing, 1995).








