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The international council of women in Spain during the first
third of the twentieth century: reception, influence and
exchanges
Sandra Blasco Lisa

ABSTRACT
This article explores the connections between the International
Council of Women (ICW) and some Spanish women during the
first third of the twentieth century. It proposes a broad
interpretation of historical feminisms that permits a better
understanding of the different forms of connection between
these women. On the one hand, it looks at informal networks
(affinities relations, friendships, individual contacts, etc.) and
formal networks (associations), while on the other, it includes
other examples of feminisms that developed in southern Europe.

KEYWORDS
International Council of
Women; Spain; feminism;
relational feminism

Introduction

This article will refer to the different ways in which Spanish feminists identified with the
International Council of Women (ICW). Many forms of contact based on earlier attach-
ments allowed these women to maintain ties with several organisations at the same time.
These transnational interactions created a sort of nebula with diffuse boundaries.1 This
contribution aims to shed new light on the Spanish experience utilising a flexible under-
standing of historical feminisms to highlight discourses and practices that were not
always developed within well-defined organisational frameworks and which did not
always prioritise a demand for such political rights as women’s suffrage.

A number of investigations have paid attention to the different varieties of feminism in
the context of the political cultures in which their protagonists participated,2 the transfers
between Spanish feminisms and the women of the international movements, especially in
Latin America, as well as the attempts to link Spanish feminisms formally with the inter-
national women’s organisations that developed during the first third of the twentieth
century.3

To better understand the peculiarities, discourses and forms of social participation that
feminisms developed, we must pay attention to the economic and social structures that
existed in Spain at the beginning of the twentieth century.4 At that time, Spain was on the
periphery of Europe, and was governed by the liberal and ‘turnist’ political system of the Res-
toration (1874-1923), which ensured the alternation in power of the liberal and conservative
parties through a system of electoral fraud. Spain was a mainly agricultural country, with a
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population growth rate similar to that of the ancien régime and an illiteracy rate of more than
65%, and up to 80% in some regions.5 The illiteracy rate for women in 1900 was 71%. People
had few democratic rights and freedoms, there was great inequality in the distribution of
land, and the Catholic church exerted strong moral and social control.

Spanish feminisms developed a social and civic agenda supported by women of
different ideological backgrounds (from free-thinking and secular republicanism to
Catholic reformism, as well as middle-class women who wanted to improve the lot of
all Spanish women). At the beginning of the twentieth century, feminist freethinkers
and secularists predominated, and they were particularly in favour of women’s education
and instruction and opposed to the colonial war in Morocco.6

Our main hypothesis is that some social and cultural conditions of this period, such as
the conflict between Catholicism and secularism/anticlericalism (a conflict that was
especially significant in southern countries); the importance given to Spanish national
identity when articulating feminism; and the delay in the emergence of upper middle
class professional women are decisive in explaining the non-existence of a national
section of the ICW. During the period before the First World War, the Catholic
Church condemned liberal, secular and free-thinking women, the main driving force
of feminism, to the margins. Because of the difficulty of creating feminist organisations,
individual figures spread word of the ICW at the beginning of the last century. Most of
these women were associated with freemasonry and spiritualism, and had a particular
interest in female education and instruction.7 With some exceptions, it was not until
after the First World War that clearly suffragist organisations began to appear in Spain.

After the analysis of the informal networks between the ICW and Spanish women, this
article discusses the individual contacts between some Spanish women and the ICW and
demonstrates how the ICW’s ideas were received in Spanish feminist literature. It then
explores the formal networks established between Spanish suffrage organisations and
international women’s movements, initially between 1919 and 1920 with the Inter-
national Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) and then, at the end of the decade, with
the ICW and the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (WILPF).

Informal networks between Spanish women and the ICW before the First
World War

As historian Leila J. Rupp has shown, the ICW is the oldest international women’s organ-
isation, and its ability to bring together women of various ideological tendencies enabled
different social movements to coalesce around a common political project that prioritised
women’s rights in the world.8 Rupp has noted that the wide general appeal of the ICW’s
causes (abolitionism, pacifism, social reform, socialism and free thought) helped women
with different political profiles – conservative, liberal or radical – to forge connections
around the world, thus creating a communications network that was the basis of the
Council’s international success.

As Concha Fagoaga states, from the end of the nineteenth century there was a clear
‘need and desire’ to achieve a solid organisational basis for the women’s movement.9

In republican and social-reformist cultural and political circles that were critical of the
Restoration system (1874–1923), the political work carried out by women in northern
Europe was recognised and respected. From different parts of the country– Madrid,
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Barcelona and Valencia– there were calls for a movement against the discrimination
suffered by women as a result of Spanish legislation and customs. In Spain, connections
with France, Portugal and some Latin American leaders, with whom Spanish feminists
shared a social agenda, were fundamental. Women who believed in different ideologies,
ranging from republicanism and freedom of thought and secularism to conservative
bourgeois and Catholic reformism, called for civic and social advances.

For this reason, although no organisation applied for formal ICW membership, they
shared their concerns and began to establish international connections through informal
networks.

Individual links with the ICW

From the end of the nineteenth century, some Spanish women developed individual and
informal contacts with the leaders of the ICW. These were based on previous relations of
affinity among middle- or upper-class women who were able to travel and were highly
cultured and multilingual. Feminist writers like Emilia Pardo Bazán, Belén Sárraga
and Carmen de Burgos were critical of the unequal relationship between the sexes. As
pioneers in speaking out about the discrimination and structural inequality experienced
by women in their society, they sought to develop an internationalist feminism in Spain.

The novelist and poet, Countess Emilia Pardo Bazán (1851–1921), was invited by Lady
Aberdeen to represent Spain at the ICW congress in London in 1899. She was one of the
‘women who fought alone’, according to Amalia Martín-Gamero, and the invitation can
be interpreted as an acknowledgement of her commitment to feminism.

The International Women’s Congress is held in London, surrounded by solemn apparatus,
with the support and sympathy of the highest ladies of the United Kingdom and under the
presidency of a vicereine, that of Canada, Lady Aberdeen. I have not forgotten the kind of
surprise that caused me the invitation to take part in this Congress.10

In her writings, Pardo Bazán noted that she was returning from a trip to France after
giving several lectures in Paris in April of that year, so she declined the ICW’s invitation,
despite her shared belief in the main causes to be discussed:

I would have liked to accept the invitation of the British ladies and go to London on the
appointed date […] I was tempted to do so by my repeatedly proven convictions in
favour of the cause of cultural advancement and women’s rights. The spectacle of the Con-
gress promised me pleasure, edification and teaching.11

Recognition of the ICW’s political work can be found in the writings of Pardo Bazán,
who published several articles about the ICW, the political objectives of international
feminism and the situation of feminisms in Spain in La Ilustración Artística (Artistic
Illustration).12

In 1900, she attended the International Congress on the Status and Rights of Women
(Congrès international de la condition et des droits des femmes) that led to the foundation
of the National Council of French Women (CNFF – Conseil National des Femmes Fran-
çaises) in Paris in 1901.13 At that congress, through her friend Maria Pognon, she made
contact with women from different countries as well as feminist groups and newspapers,
including La Fronde. It was founded in 1897, edited exclusively by women, and directed
by Marguerite Durand, about whom Pardo Bazán was enthusiastic, as is reflected in her
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writings.14 The congress debated many issues related to international feminisms, among
which Pardo Bazán noted women’s domestic work and marriage, equal pay for equal
work, the situation of domestic work, prostitution, protection of pregnant women,
female education and instruction, coeducation, and so on. Pardo Bazán recognised the
bravery of the movement at the international level, the strength of its arguments and
its comprehensive political objective (‘feminists have not forgotten anything’15), while
regretting she was one of few Spanish women to represent her country individually in
a movement that was making headway.

The First International Women’s Congress, held in Buenos Aires in 1910, was one of
the first international feminist meetings that took place on the American continent. The
Spanish feminist, Belén de Sárraga (Valladolid 1874 – Mexico 1951) attended this
meeting, which addressed such issues as women’s work and health, maternity, and fem-
inism. Persecuted and imprisoned on several occasions, Sárraga (who since 1897 served
as president of the General Women’s Association [AGF – Asociación General Feme-
nina]16 that had been founded in Valencia) decided to leave Spain and settle somewhere
where freedom of thought and action was respected.17 She went on to disseminate her
ideals in different Latin American countries, where she became one of the movement’s
leaders. She attended the Buenos Aires congress as the representative of Uruguay and
while there met other prominent leaders of the Latin American women’s movements,
including Paulina Luisi,18 the Chilean educator Amanda Labarca and the Argentinean
feminist leaders Cecilia Grierson and Alicia Moreau,19 both active members of the
National Council of Women of the Argentine Republic (CNMRA – Consejo Nacional
de Mujeres de la República Argentina,) which, in turn, was under the aegis of the
ICW.20 At the congress, Grierson was elected president and Sárraga honorary first
vice-president, while those endorsing them included Sárraga and her compatriot, the
scientist Concepción Aleixandre.21

This transnational exchange highlights the importance of the Latin American
women’s movements in driving Spanish feminism forward. The first organisations
from the ‘Latin world’ to join the ICW were the CNMRA in 1900, the National
Council of Portuguese Women (CNMP – Conselho Nacional das Mulheres Portuguesas)
in 1914 and the National Council of Women of Uruguay (CNMU – Consejo Nacional de
Mujeres del Uruguay) in 1916, where Cecilia Grierson, Adelaide Cabete and Paulina Luisi
featured as leaders of their respective countries.22 Contrary to what is usually thought in
Spain–that Latin America followed in the wake of Europe, and specifically of a country
related by history, language and culture such as Spain–the truth is quite the opposite. The
Latin American groups connected with the international movement before their Spanish
counterparts. And it was largely due to the personal contacts of some of these Spanish
women with their Latin American peers that first-person testimonies of what was hap-
pening in international movements reached Spain.

Luisi also had close ties with Spanish and Portuguese feminists. She was a frequent
visitor to Portugal, a country she represented at a number of international conferences
that her Portuguese colleagues were unable to attend due to a lack of funds.23 On the sug-
gestion of her good friend, Cabete, Luisi was named honorary president of the CNMP,
which had been a member of the ICW since 1914.24

The exchanges and mutual influence of Spanish and Portuguese feminisms are
confirmed by the ties of friendship between women such as Carmen de Burgos and
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Ana de Castro Osório, one of the founders of the Republican League of Portuguese
Women (LRMP – Liga Republicana das Mulheres Portuguesas,).25 Through her quest
for Europeanisation and improving women’s rights, Burgos found refuge and inspiration
in Portugal, where she was able to review and improve the situation of women in Spain.
After 1915, she kept in touch with Osório, one of the leading lights of Portuguese asso-
ciativism who inspired the foundation of the Portuguese Women’s Crusade (CMP –
Cruzada das Mulheres Portuguesas) in 1916. It is important to stress the significance
that this friendship had for Spanish feminism, as Burgos created the Spanish Women’s
Crusade (CME – Cruzada de Mujeres Españolas) in 1920.26

In the following section we look at a number of women who disseminated the ideals of
international feminisms from their respective origins and political positions and explore
how the ideas of the ICW were received in Spanish feminist literature.

The reception of the ideas of the ICW in Spanish feminist literature

The reception of the ICW in Spain can be followed in the publications of women such as
Alice Pestana, Dolors Monserdà, Concepción Gimeno de Flaquer and María Lejárraga,
who wrote about the international movement and its relevance, while arguing for the
construction of a Spanish feminism in line with the European movements.

In 1904, Alice Pestana (Santarém 1860 – Madrid 1929), a Portuguese humanist and
liberal feminist and professor at the Free Teachers’ College (Institución Libre de Ense-
ñanza) wrote one of the first references in the Madrid science and art magazine La
Lectura (Reading), in which she spoke of feminism as a growing movement that in
the late nineteenth century led to the creation of important national and international
organisations and congresses.27 Like Pardo Bazán, Pestana situated feminism within
the liberal dogma, the anchor point of which was the appeal to ‘universal and inalien-
able rights’.28 Feminism, Pestana said, ‘comes from a common law’29 and the existence
of an international organisation is ‘a large step towards mutual intelligence and a
certain standardisation of the general feminist movement’.30 She gave importance to
the 1899 London Congress, which was where ‘the International Council was in full
force and effect’.31

After describing the national councils that had been created and those countries rep-
resented in London, Pestana noted the great work of the president, Lady Aberdeen, who
used her speech to encourage women of the world to join the ICW project as a way ‘to
facilitate a common centre for working women of all races, of all beliefs, of all classes and
of all parties, who wish to associate, united by the desire to leave the world a better and
more beautiful place than they have found it’.32 She also praised Aberdeen’s commitment
to printing the seven volumes of the congress report at her own expense.33

A second example is that of Dolors Monserdà (Barcelona 1845–1919), a Catalan writer
and poet who was ideologically linked to Catholic reformism and who in 1907 wrote
about the international movement following a conference entitled ‘El feminisme a Cat-
alunya’ (Feminism in Catalonia). She claimed that feminism was a movement that was
spreading throughout the United States and Europe–a movement that is ‘at the gates’
in Catalonia and that is ‘a new state of affairs that is being imposed’.34 She then spoke
of the ICW and its ‘transcendence’ – that is, its ability to unite different ideological ten-
dencies in defence of women’s social rights.35
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The third example is that of Concepción Gimeno de Flaquer, a writer from Teruel who
settled in Mexico in the 1880s. Like Sárraga, she was aware of the activities of the inter-
national women’s movements and the national sections being created in Latin America.
In her magazine Álbum Hispano Americano (Latin American Album), she claimed
Spanish women were not yet ready to join them, insofar as ‘neither were there any fem-
inist groups nor collective work’.36 Likewise, she noted the progress of the movement in
other southern European countries, like Portugal and Italy, as well as the impetus with
which some Latin American women had embraced the international movements.37 In
1914, she published an article entitled, ‘Vida intelectual argentina. El Consejo Nacional
de Mujeres de Buenos Aires y su Presidenta’ (Argentine intellectual life. The National
Council of Women of Buenos Aires and its President), in which she accurately described
the national council as the most important women’s association in the country – an
association that, she said, had contributed towards improving ‘Argentinean social
culture’.38 One of its emphases, which it shared with many of the Latin American
women’s associations, was women’s education. CNMRA sought to make culture more
accessible to working-class women, and to this end, according to Gimeno, it created a
public library with books that were distributed at ‘workshops, factories and prisons…
fostering a marvellous solidarity among ladies and working-class women,’ and also
organised literary festivals and an annual book fair.39

Another example of Spain’s relationship with the ICW and the reception of the latter’s
ideas can be found in a book written by Lejárraga, a pioneering writer who broached the
subject of the international suffragette movement during the First World War.40 Lejár-
raga was an author who, writing under the pseudonym Gregorio Martínez Sierra (who
was her husband), offered the most detailed account of international women’s organis-
ations and their activities. As a traveller, she had lived in Paris and Brussels and spoke
English, French and German. This allowed her to keep abreast of the movement’s pro-
gress through the international press. Several articles she wrote for the magazine La
Mujer Moderna (The Modern Woman) included news on the European women’s move-
ment’s activities. In her 1917 book, Feminismo, Feminidad y Españolismo (Feminism,
Femininity and Spanishness), she makes reference to the ICW and IWSA, their
origins, main leaders and political objectives, and also mentions the 1915 International
Congress of Women at The Hague, which paved the way for the creation of the WILPF.

Although I have already referred to them on other occasions, I would like to remind you that
there are two major international groups that endorse and represent the aspirations of all
feminists (men and women, because there are also men who are interested in women
being equal to them in rights and obligations) the world over. These two global associations
are as follows: the International Council of Women and the International Woman’s Suffrage
Alliance. The International Council of Women comprises the national councils of 25
countries. Founded in Washington (the United States) in 1888, its objective is to establish
constant communication between the feminist associations in all countries and to offer
them the chance to meet and to deliberate on issues relating to the common good and
the family. It organises a major congress every five years and, in between, two conferences
in one of the capitals of Europe or the NewWorld. As to politics and religion, it is absolutely
neutral. Its president is Lady Aberdeen.41

Spanish feminism was conditioned by the political and social context of the country at
the beginning of the twentieth century; it had its own characteristics and its links with

WOMEN’S HISTORY REVIEW 233



the international women’s movements were formed by individual figures who were con-
nected with other European and Latin American women. At the same time, priority was
given to a social feminism that emphasised social and civic commitment and was sup-
ported by women from different backgrounds. It was a social feminism that identified
women’s emancipation with the improvement of material living conditions rather
than with the extension of political rights.

Spanish feminism’s formal networks with the international movements in
the 1920s

This section deals with the specific nature of Spanish feminisms after the First World
War (the political and social context and the rise of egalitarian feminisms), as well as
the formal connections established with international women’s organisations throughout
the decade. Attention will also be paid to the conditions that influenced the internatio-
nalisation of Spanish feminisms in the 1920s: the change of political system in 1923 and
the beginning of the military dictatorship of Miguel Primo de Rivera (1923–1930). The
loss of rights and freedoms for women and for society as a whole, the rise of Catholic
feminisms, represented by the foundation in 1919 of the Catholic Woman’s Action
(ACM – Acción Católica de la Mujer), and the differences among these organisations
when it came to leading Spanish suffragism at an international level will be some
major themes.

Specific features of Spanish feminisms

Spain did not take part in the First World War and unlike many of its neighbours did not
suffer the shock of the collapse of the imperial world system. However, while the Restor-
ation system was not defeated by the First World War, it was this system’s inability to
offer solutions to the colonial question in Morocco and its democratic shortcomings,
weighed down by caciquismo and the dominant oligarchies, that led to the regime’s
demise in 1923. In that year, the ‘turnist’ system was replaced by a military dictatorship
led by Miguel Primo de Rivera. The dictatorship sought to channel feminisms through
the Catholic Church, with important initiatives implemented for women’s social
action, particularly through the creation of ACM. In fact, as the suffragist movements
gained organisational weight and international alliances during the 1920s, pressure on
it increased and it was targeted by a large section of the Catholic media, which saw
the ideals of international feminisms as ‘neutral’, and therefore ‘secular’—a stance that
undermined the true Catholic and national values that Spanish feminisms were supposed
to embody.42

The process of women’s liberation and the granting of suffrage in some European
countries had an important influence on Spanish women. In fact, during the dictatorship
Spanish feminists changed their emphasis from social feminism to a feminism geared
towards obtaining political rights.43 Thus, it was the period from the First World War
to the 1930s that became the belle époque of the women’s suffrage movements in
Spain, when groups of middle-class professional women and the so-called modern
woman (in France called a garçonne) came to the fore.44 It was this new, transgressive
woman who was willing to confront male privileges in the social, political and cultural
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spheres. She created a paradigm of womanhood that challenged prevailing gender norms
and attempted to modernise gender relations in society.45

Formal networks with international women’s organisations

The rapid expansion of feminisms at the international level after the First World War
influenced changes in Spanish feminisms. During the 1920s, Spain experienced an
explosion of suffragist activism that was connected to international women’s organis-
ations. Feminist organisations shifted their main objectives from secularism, free
thought and women’s education to women’s suffrage.46 The National Association of
Spanish Women (ANME – Asociación Nacional de Mujeres Españolas) and the Union
of Spanish Women (UME – Unión de las Mujeres de España,), created in 1918 and
1919, respectively, were fundamental to the internationalisation of feminisms in Spain.
Most of their members were cultured liberal professionals (journalists, lawyers,
writers, etc.) whose politicisation translated into attempts to formally join international
feminist associations. The women who led these attempts were the vanguard of femin-
isms in Spain during the 1930s, and many were prominent political leaders during the
Second Spanish Republic (1931–1936), a democratic regime that brought improvements
to civil and educational rights for women and recognised a restricted women’s right to
vote in 1931.47

International feminisms were movements formed from multiple personal relation-
ships and based on a flexible organisational model that made it possible for some
women to join several organisations at the same time. This was also the case in Spain,
since in many cases the same women joined the ICW, IWSA and WILPF. They relied
on personal contacts and friendships with some of the leaders of international feminist
movements, and in particular with some of the Latin American women, including
Elena Landazuri from the Mexican section of the WILPF and Luisi, both of whom
attended as lecturers invited by Spanish women in the 1920s.48

Spanish feminism’s first formal international contacts was established with the IWSA,
which was interested in holding its first post-war congress in a neutral country and had
its eyes on Madrid (with Chrystal Macmillan, a Scot and one of the organisers of the 1915
International Women’s Congress, who was also secretary of the IWSA, who contacted
Lejárraga and visited Spain in 1919 with the aim of integrating Spain into the organis-
ation). However, disputes between UME and ANME over who led Spanish feminisms
at the international level prevented this congress from being held in Madrid.49

The attempts to create Spanish sections of WILPF and ICW crystallised at the end of
the 1920s. In both cases, women linked to ANME and the Feminine Lyceum Club (LCF –
Lyceum Club Femenino) played a major role.50 The LCF, which was modelled on the
International Lyceum Club for Women Artists and Writers that was established in
London in 1904, opened in Madrid in 1926. The Lyceum became a place for reflection
that sought to promote lectures and debates on current political affairs, and especially
on the social and cultural education of women, and to promote women’s aid. It was a
secular and non-denominational meeting place with no ideological attachment to any
party, and its aim was to achieve equality between men and women.

The LCF was criticised in the press and public opinion for its independence and free
thinking. One of the most forceful criticisms came from women involved in Catholic
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reformism, who perceived the international feminist movements and such associations as
the LCF to be a danger because they conformed to the styles of European suffragism.
They saw it as a movement that challenged Christian morality and feminine social par-
ticipation, until then defined by Catholicism, and aimed for a progressive secularisation
of the country.51 During the final crisis of Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship and the expan-
sion of the social basis of republicanism at the end of the 1920s, there were attempts to
formalise relations with WILPF and ICW in an attempt to create national sections of
both organisations in Spain. With the Congress Pro League of Nations in San Sebastian
at the end of 1929, an event attended by many LCF members, the Spanish Women’s
League for Peace (LFEP – Liga Femenina Española por la Paz) was established in
Madrid, with Isabel Oyarzábal its president.52 In 1930, the Catalan League for Peace
and Freedom (LLCPL – Lliga Catalana per la Pau i la Llibertat,) was created under
the leadership of Montserrat Graner.53

As for the ICW, the LCF organised a visit by several of its leaders to Spain in the
late 1920s. Františka Plamínková, ICW vice-president and president of the National
Council of Czechoslovakia, gave several lectures in April 1927. She hoped to continue
these contacts during 1928 by organising a series of international conferences in
Madrid and Barcelona (within the framework of the two world exhibitions to be
held in Barcelona and Seville), the goal of which was ‘to found a national women’s
council in Spain: something that has been hitherto impossible’. 54 By 1933, relations
with the ICW members were still active and in October that year, they organised a
lecture entitled ‘The Spirit and Work of the International Council of Women’ at
the LCF office. The talk was delivered in French by the ICW’s secretary general,
Louise van Eeghen.

During the late 1920s, meetings with members of the ICW led to disagreements
between the LCF and the Spanish Catholic movement. The ACM launched what it con-
sidered to be an ‘acceptable feminism’ that would revalue women in society without dis-
avowing Spain’s national Catholic cultural tradition. They took action on such demands
as improving home education for all women, asking for laws to improve women’s
working conditions and called for reforms to the civil code that would limit the subor-
dination of married women.

In the context of struggles for influence over the female masses, Catholic-leaning
newspapers and magazines looked askance at these women’s groups, as is evident in
the article ‘Chronicle of the Catholic women’s movement’ by ACM member María de
Echarri. In this article, the author criticises LCF activities and equates its members, as
well as those of the ANME, with European secular feminism, and after the visit to
Spain and reception by the LCF of Senator Františka Plamínková with the ICW.

In the course of the work the feminist ladies sitting on the executive board of the Women’s
Lyceum in Madrid – who are the same as those of the National Association of Spanish
Women, united with the International Council of Women – have undertaken and are
going to undertake even more intensely. 55

Despite the climate of political openness brought about by the proclamation of the
Second Republic, during the 1930s the Catholic women’s movement maintained a con-
tinuous offensive against international feminisms, fearing its loss of hegemony in Spain,
which was one of the world’s final bastions of Catholicism.
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Conclusion

This article is an initial approach to the relationships between some Spanish women and
the ICW. The experience of historical feminisms in Spain during the first third of the
twentieth century is a good example of the complexity that women’s movements
acquired during these years, both in their political objectives and in the forms of connec-
tions to international movements. This contribution reinforces the need to pay attention
to the political and social context in which each feminism developed in order to under-
stand the multiplicity of relationships internationalist feminisms represented. In relation
to this, it emphasises the need to attend to the informal networks of affinities that shaped
the links between different organisations – links that were undoubtedly a fundamental
basis for the success of the international movements.

In Spain, as in other southern countries, the Restoration system and the conflict
between Catholicism and secularism had a significant impact on the development of fem-
inisms. During the first years of the twentieth century, a free-thinking and secular femin-
ism stood out, one that had its greatest exponent in female education and instruction.
These were women who were committed to secular public education and to ensuring
the dignity of women who were politically repressed for taking a stand. With some excep-
tions, it was not until after the First World War that organisations openly demanding
women’s suffrage appeared in Spain.

Many of the approaches to the international women’s movements were made possible
both by the friendly relations with some of the movement’s leaders, particularly with
Latin American women who led the associations in their countries and by examples of
recognised prestige within the international organisations in the Latin world. It was at
the end of the 1920s, when the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera was losing strength,
that approaches were made to create a national section of the ICW, which is evidenced
by the visit of several leaders of the ICW to Spain.

As for the reasons for the delay of Spanish feminisms in campaigning for women’s
vote and in formally constituting itself as a section of the ICW, we cannot leave aside
the political and religious conditioning factors within the Iberian context mentioned
above. We have also suggested another plausible hypothesis for this delay: the late incor-
poration of women into higher education and the later appearance of a large group of
upper-middle class, liberal professional women may have retarded the progress of fem-
inisms in Spain before the First World War. These are aspects that should continue to be
studied in depth and which will provide us with a better understanding of the causes of
the complexity feminisms acquired in each country at the beginning of the last century,
as well as the many ways of belonging to the international movements.
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