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Vn/Contested ldentílies: 
Motherhood, Sex Reform and the Modernization of 

Ciender ldentity in Early Twentíeth-Century Spain 

MaryNash 

Gender is one of the defining features of contemporary society and a key 
category in the cultural construction of human difference. In early twentieth 
century Europe and North America, gender discourse as an explanatory princi­
pie of a stratified sociopolitical order had developed cultural values with wide 
re son anee in social norms and popular collective imagery. The cultural repre­
sentation of human dífference in terrns of gender categories crystallized the 
other-male/female-through the establishment of absolute distinctions 
based on asserted natural, biological differences. Although many outmoded 
analytical frameworks have attempted' to claim Spain's integral difference 
fro1n the rest of Europe in its historical development, 1 this chapter argues, in 
line with current historiography in other fields such as politics, culture or eco­
nomics, that in modern Spanish society gender issues also followed the para­
meters of development current in many Western countries. Thus, in contrast to 
the conventional explanatory framework of Catholicism or political conser­
vatism, this chapter highlights the modemizatíon of gender discourse in Spain 
in the early twentieth century. 

In order to explore the modernization of gender discourse in Spain, this 
study focuses on cultural ideology with a specific emphasis on modem med­
ica} sources in the constructíon of gender discourse. Political conservatism, the 
weight of the Roman Catholic Church as a pervasive politícal institutíon, and 
economic underdevelopment have often been argued as the key explanatory 
factors to the situation of women in contemporary Spain.2 It is one of the main 
contentions of this study that biological essentia}ism rather than religion 
became a core feature in the construction of gender difference and the rnodern­
ization of the notion of femininity in early twentieth-century Spain, and, thus, a 
key feature in the development of women' s shared cultural identity and their 
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collective definition of identity politics and a wornan's agenda.3 In order to 
account for the paths Spanish women took either in the public arena, in a mode 
of feminism, or in their private life projects relating to motherhood or sexual­
ity, the development of gender discourse and the significance of gender íden­
tity in shaping wo1nen 's agency in society must be addressed. 4 

In line with Wieviorka's analytical framework on the development of 
the notion of race, this study contends that the "biologization of social 
thought"5 through gendered discourse was a core feature in the formulation of 
cultural norms on sexual difference in contemporary Spain. Biosocial thought 
converted gender identity and the cultural representation of women into a cul­
tural myth that justífied gender hierarchies, discriminatory values, and gen­
dered social roles. In nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Western society, 
the discourse on race proposed to transmute ethnic differences to stratified 
social categories of inferior/superior.6 In a similar way, gender discourse of 
sexual difference transposed human sexual difference to a cultural and ideo­
logical plane that legitimated a hierarchical order based on the subordinatíon 
of women and social assymetry between the sexes.7 The cultural representa­
tion of gender in Western society presented human distinction in terms of an 
irrevocable natural, sexual difference that established a hlerarchical ordering 
based on this asserted natural difference. 8 Thus, biological essentíalism func­
tioned as a cultural device that asserted the hierarchization of human differ­
ence and justífied gendered social roles.9 This chapter suggests that such a 
conceptualization of sexual difference is also decisive in accounting for the 
historical development of women in Spanish society in the early twentieth cen­
tury and is also a critica! factor in assessing the difficulties they had in contest­
ing cultural norms and established gender identities. Gender discourse and the 
foundations of its Iegitimation in contemporary society are thus explored as a 
lens to understand contestation and conformity in Spanish women' s lives. 

Verbal, visual, fictional, or hlstorical discourse ali form cultural repre­
sentations of women.10 Religion, science, medicine, politics, art, language, lit­
erature, media, or history are among the many cultural constructs used to 
develop collective imagery of women. The discourses that give rneaning to 
cultural representations of women and gender identity take many forms and 
are grounded in social and cultural sources. Their exploration can help reveal 
the complex workings of gender and women' s agency in society. The cultural 
representation of women is highly functional in the creation of gender roles 
and models. Gender identities are, to a large extent, consolidated and dissemi­
nated through images of women. These models of femininity become decisive 
manifestations of informal social control and help channel women into histori­
cally constructed gendered relationships. 1 1  It is quite clear that irnages and rep-­
resentations do not mírror the complex world of women. Gender discourse 
does not necessarily reflect reality. In fact, its normative framework may blur 
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contestation or dissonance in the historical experience of women or obscure 
their renegotiation of gender contracts and relationships. Furtherrnore, the 
prevalence of archetypes of gender identity may, in fact, eclipse the existence 
of identities that are not shared but rather act in competition, thus reinforcing 
the monolithic dominance of a set of models of femininity .12 Nonetheless, gen­
der discourse can give us a clue to the system of ideas against which women 
had to rneasure their behavior and to the meanings of their challenges or com­
pliance. 

Dornesticity and the Cultural Representation of Wornen 

The ideology of domesticity provided the foundation of traditional gen­
der discourse in late nineteenth-century Spain. As in Europe and North 
America, this model of good mothering and housewifery-the product of mal e 
thought-generated the notion that women's ambitions had to be exclusively 
limited to home and farnily .1 3 Motherhood figured as the maximum horizon for 
women' s self fulfillment and social role. Women' s cultural identity was 
shaped through marriage and rootherhood to the exclusion of any other social 
or professional undertakings. It is true that as late as 191 O the Catalan feminist 
Carme Karr still had to forcefully denounce life as a nun in a convent as an 
inadmissible option for women.1 4 I-lowever, by the turn of the century conven­
tual life no longer constituted a valid model of femininity. By then, the biolog­
ical function of reproduction had already become the key cornponent in 
structuring women' s cultural identity., 

The notion that women were inferior to men tended to prevail in the col­
lective mentality of this period. Patterns of this gender discourse are quite clear 
in this representative text by Federal Republican Pompeyo Gener, published in 
one of the major newspapers, La Vanguardia in 1889, which also openly 
viewed women through the lens of biological essentialism: 

In herself, a woman, unlike a man, is not a complete being; she is only 
the instrument of reproduction, destined to perpetua te the species; while 
man is charged with making it progress, he is the generator of intelli­
gence, at the same time creator ... of the social world.15 

Writíng later, in 1916, he also claimed psychological differences that specifi­
cally characterized Mediterranean women: "'women, and especially Greco­
Latin women, are highly sensitive, and act more on impressions and 
suggestions than on real reflection."16 This line of thought claimed that female 
psychology was at odds with rationality by linking wornen directly with 
nature, in accordance with the traditional dualism of Western thought that 
associated rationality with men and nature with woroen. In Gener's text, 
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women's natural biological distinction became transposed to a differentiating 
cultural category that effectively assigned women a specific gender role with 
an inferior social status. Through the naturalization of sexual difference and its 
transference to a sociocultural category, biosocial thought decreed that the bio­
logical destiny of reproduction and differential psychological traits deterrnined 
women' s commitment in society. 

In the late nineteenth century the Angel del Hogar, the "Angel of the 
House," a familiar trope in Western culture, became the dominant cultural rep­
resentation of Spanish women. Defined in 1877 as "an angel of !ove, consola­
tion to our afflictions, defender of our rnerits, patient sufferer of our faults, 
faithful guardian of our secrets, and jealous depository of our honor,"17 she 
was also evoked as rnother, spouse, or daughter: "as a mother she is the life and 
sweetness of the family, as a wife the vale of tears of her husband, as a daugh­
ter, an angel who keeps watch and prays for the lovingness and peace of the 
horne."18 Values and beliefs about fernininíty continucd to evoke the model of 
domesticity initially formulated in the still popular sixteenth-century tract by 
Fray Luis de León, La Peifecta Casada, the "Perfect Manied Lady," which 
assigned women the sacred mission of efficient management of the home_ 19 In 
1861 the eminent doctor and hygiene refonner, Pedro Felipe Monlau, under­
lined that household chores and home rnanagement were unquestionable 
female attributes: 

The govemment of a home naturally corresponds to women, to the 
housewife, the rnother of the family and in· many cases and due to vari­
ous circumstances, to the eldest daughter. Without a mother, daughter, 
housewife or housekeeper, a family cannot prosper, be it poor, of 
rnedium resources or opulent. Thus it has been said that wornen are those 
who make or ruin a home. 20 

The importance of women's role in the family econorny was comrnonly 
acknowledged in the nineteenth century when mothers and housewives were 
attributed an inÍportant social status and a role of significant consequence in 
the farnily.21 At the turn of the century, however, the modemization of the dis­
course of domesticity generated a less approving view of the housewife, whose 
status declined over the decades. 

Traditional gender discourse on domesticity implied that domestic 
responsibilities were women' s exclusive duty. ln this way, the cultural identity 
of women was not fonnulated through paid work but through the assumption 
of services inherent to the figure of a wife and mother. By establishing a cul­
tural identity as mothers and wives the discourse of domesticity legitirnated a 
negative attitude towards women's right to employment in the labor rnarket, 
even among the working classes.22 Another significant long tenn consequence 

Un/Contested Identities 29 

was the redefinition of housework as nonwork and services, thus leading to its 
invisibility, lack of monetary value and ultimately, its low social status. In 
addition, it was also decisive in upholding an interclass definition of feminin­
ity that denied women's identities as workers while legitimating wornen's dis­
crirnination in the labor market. Although paid work was central to many 
women' s lives and also to their sense of identity, as is illurninated in the second 
section of this volume, wornen had to contest dominant gender models of fern­
ininity to integrate a work identity into their sense of self. 23 The recognition of 
women 's work identity and their claims to the recognítion of their right to 
waged work and professíonal training were priority dernands in the agenda of 
early twentieth-century Spanish feminism.24 

The public and private divide irnplied by thís discrimination becarne a 
significant feature of gender discourse in modero Spain. The connections and 
changing boundaries of public and private are a crucial aspect of gender dis­
course and provide clues to the changing dynarnics of gender relations. The 
public/private interaction also has a crucial irnpact on key issues such as citi­
zenship, ferninism, and female identity politics.25 The ideology of domesticity 
established separate spheres assigning roen a role in the public arena of pro­
duction, politics and culture while constricting women to the private domain of 
home and family. Despite the historical realJty of wornen's ongoing presence 
in the public arena,26 the gendered distribution of space in the model of dornes­
ticity implied that women were only to occupy the domestic realm. Flora o la 
educación de una niña, a popular educational tract for girls initially published 
in 1888 by the educator Pilar de Sanj�án, reaffinned in its 1918 edition the 
canon of women's confinement to the hÜme: 

Women, especially, are destined by Providence to live secluded in the 
modest home, perfuming it with the essence of their ignored virtue, rriak­
ing it beautiful with their simple grace; so that those who have received 
from Heaven manly values, privileged talent and other gifts, have been 
the most wretched of their sex. 21 

The notion of the "natural" was constantly evoked to justify the separation of 
public and private spaces. By attributing certain "natural" traits to women, it 
determined their aptitude for motherhood in the home while contending that 
men's natural bio]ogical and psychological capacities geared them towards 
activíties in the publíc arena. Almost a decade later, in 1922, dorninant cultural 
views conceming women still espoused the notion of separate spheres as a nat­
ural divide between public and private. 

The value of man is active, that of a woman is passive .... Man is reflex­
ive, analytical; wornan, imaginative. The first is characterized princi-
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pa1ly by reason, consciousness, the second by sentiment, affection. The 
first is exceptionally apt for public life, for a life of relationships, for 
social commerce; the second is, by essence, the angel ofthe heanh.28 

Furthennore, what is at stake in these messages of domesticity is the 
notion that any woman who did not confonn to her natural or divine destiny of 
a secluded life in the home in unselfish service to her family provoked misfor­
tune by her transgression of the norms of gender behavíor. The naturalization 
of social thought meant that any challenge to gender roles implied defying 
nature. 29 The force of the discourse of domesticity as a mechanism of social 
control resided precisely in its link with nature. Any woman who contravened 
the nonns of nature by adopting transgressive gender conduct was implicitly 
threatened with disaster. The pressure of this symbolic violence can thus 
explain the practice of consent by women and the sustenance of traditional 
norms of gender conduct.30 Transgression in this symbolical vision opened up 
fearful threats of chaos, disorder, and unhappiness. As one author expressed in 
the early 1920s, any transgression by women threatened not only men but also 
the established social order: 

And, woe to Humanity! and woe to women! if one day the angel [ofthe 
Hearth] lets her fine wings be bumt by the destructive fire of pride and 
abandons the secluded and loving shelter in which she always lived, to 
launch herself madly ín the wild whirlpool of public life in which man 
has to wage the most violent and terrible báttles . .31 

The invasion of the public arena was perceived as a threat to the established 
gender order and incompatible with the ideology of respectable femininity. By 
taking on a male role in the public arena, women inevitably became "the most 
wretched of their sex. "32 

Tbrough its symbolic violence and forceful normative tone, male-domi­

?ªted gend�r discourse was effective in dissuading women from openly claim-
1ng a place 1n poli tics. The ideology of domesticity reinforced the notion of the 
lack of political subjectivity of Spanish women and the identification of the 
political sphere as male. This notion was further reinforced by the political cul­
ture of Spanish politics up to the l 930s. It is important to underscore that until 
the development of political reform under the democratic Second Republic, 
the social legitimization of individual política! rights was not central to the 
Spanish liberal and democratic tradition. Predominant political culture díd not 
associate progress with political rights. In this context, it is not surprising to 
find that Spanish feminists did not focus on political rights either. I have 
argued elsewhere that predominant political and gender culture led most 
Spanish women to legitimate their claims for women's rights on the grounds of 
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gender difference rather than in the paradigm of equality. 33 In common with 
other Mediterranean countries such as France or Italy, the Spanish women's 
movement developed a strand of social feminism oriented to civil society.34 
Thus, the agenda of Spanish and Catalan ferninists in the ear1y twentieth cen­
tury <lid not focus on political rights and suffrage but on sociocultural demands 
that entailed the defense of their social and civil rights, access to quality educa­
tion and professional training, integration into the labor rnarket and a voice on 
social issues. The combination of the political culture of Restoration Spain and 
the prevalent gender cliscourse of domesticity formed a significant sociocul­
tural apprenticeship that shaped women's political subjectivity and favored the 
development of a social rather than political definition of Spanish feminism.35 

Despite the negation of political agency to women, Spanish ferninists 
were politicized and mobilized in collective action to achieve a feminist 
agenda that challenged the core of traditional gender discourse by claiming the 
public arena for women.36 Political identities were also crucial in the formation 
of female identities through women' s mobilization and experíence of identity 
politics in nationalist, labor, and educational movements.37 Although political 
enfranchisement was not a significant feature in the definition of Spanish fem­
inism in this period, women were actively engaged in díverse forros of political 
action, as is illustrated in the third section of this book. 

The Modernization of Gender Discourse 

The growing modernization o( Spanish society in the early twentieth 
century entailed significant modifications in economic, social, and demo­
graphic structures. This brought about changes in social structures and the 
transformation of cultural modes and values which, in turn, generated modifi­
cations in the ideological discourse on women. The traditional cultural repre­
sentation of women as the Angel del Hogar was challenged by a new gender 
discourse based on the Nueva Mujer Moderna, the "New Modern Woman"­
an "ideal" woman already in vogue in many European countries and in North 
America.3s In the 1910s and 1920s, this new gender model was developed 
more systematically in highly industrialized Catalonia.39 However, the notion 
of the modern woman was prevalent in many publications of the time and 
defended enthusiastically by women such as the feminist and socialist, 
Carmen de Burgos, in her book La mujer moderna y sus derechos (The 
Modem Woman and Her Rights).40 

Although not as widely accepted as the traditional Angel del Hogar, this 
new cultural representation became incorporated into social values and collec­
tive imagery about gender norms. This redefinition of women in tenns of 
modernity was an effective symbolic device for adapting women to new 
social, political, economic, and demographic contexts. The shift from the old 
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traditiona1 model of femininity to the innovative Nueva Mujer Moderna 

allowed women to adjust to the process of modernity. It accommodated more 
restrictive gender roles toward the new needs of the labor market and society. 
This readjustment was, in fact, a very functional mechanism which allowed 
women access to specific areas of public activity such as education, culture, 
social welfare, and new sectors of the labor rnarket. It thus responded to the 
new socioeconomic needs of society and, in this way, became part of hege­
monical discourse on women. 

Nonetheless, changes in the models of femininity and gender roles also 
responded to contestation by women. In this sense, the gender rnodel of the 
"New Modern Woman" was liberating forman y Spanish women. It was inten­
tionally used by them in their struggle for emancipation to legitimate their 
claims to public spaces, to new experiences and to freedom. The importance of 
the notion of modemity in the subjective construction of a new gender identity 
by women can be seen in La Victoria, the first novel published by anarchist 
leader Federica Montseny in 1925. In the subtitle she presented her book as a 
narrative of "the problems of a moral order that are presented to women with 
modern ideas." Montseny claimed that her novel was subversive because it 
addressed the problem of the freedom and dignity of women and thus con­
fronted all "the millenarian prejudices of masculinity ...... 41 

The model of the "New Modern Woman" challenged women's restric­
tion to the home and contested discriminatory practices toward women. This 
modernized version of domesticity facilitated the adaptation of gender roles to 
the new social and labor demands of society. Nonetheless, it also enhanced 
women's personal and professional options and their subjective experience as 
women. Women used this new gender model as active social agents ín their 
claim for the recognition of a work identity for women. Despite its modemiz­
ing effect, however, it must be stressed that it also maintained the core of tradi­
tional gender identity by redefining women as essentially mothers and 
childbearers, albeit in a new way. 

Motherhood, Medica! Discourse and the Construction 
of Modem Gender Identity 

In the nineteenth century the discourse on domesticity was based on 
Ro man Catholic ideals of women and al so on scientific theories of the day. 
This article argues that one of the characteristics of the modem redefinition of 
gender discourse was the transfer from a religious Jegitimation to a medical 
and scientific foundation as had occurred in previous decades in other 
European countries.42 By the early twentieth century Spanisb society had initi­
ated an ongoing process of modernization which implied, amongst other fea-
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tures, an increasing secularization of cultural values. In this context sorne pro­
fessional groups, and especially physicians. played a significan! role in the for­
mulation of lay cultural parameters founded on a scientific authority that 
gradually replaced traditional, cultural values and their cosmovision of reli­
gious legitimation. As doctors began to supplant clergymen as male authorities 
on cultural norms, gender issues also became a crucial topic ín their emergence 
as a social group charged with the guardianship of the nation's morals. It can 
also be argued that the appropriation of gender discourse by doctors was an 
effective device in their strategy to gain political recognition of the sociocul­
tural status of the medica! profession in Spanish society.43 In any case, during 
the 1920s and 1930s medica! discourse was the most influential source in the 
forrnulation of cultural values tbat redefined women' s identity through moth­
erhood.44 

Doctors intervened significantly in the dissemination of a modemized 
gender discourse based on a reconceptualization of motherhood as women' s 
social duty.45 In the 1920s prestigious medical forums such as the Sociedad 

Ginecológica Española, the Academia Nacional de Medicina, and medical 
publications such as El Siglo Médico, systematically presented a medica! dis­
course that attempted to influence gender patterns and cultural values. As in 
Europe, the politics of motherhood was a key construct in the modemization of 
social welfare and health services in Spain.46 

'fhe outstanding authority on medical gender discourse was the presti­
gious endocrinologist, Dr. Gregorio Marañón, whose theory on the differentia­
tion and complementaríty between the_ sexes became the standard paradigm for 
gender discourse in Spain in the following decades.47 A physician of renowned 
eminence and international scientific prestige, Marañón' s theory represented a 
readjusunent of the explanatory basis of traditional Spanish gender models in 
consonance with the trends towards egalitarian, liberal, and democratic values. 
The scientific authority that underpinned Marañón' s discourse gave it a mod­
ern basis. Furtherrnore, his theory of sexual difference was significant in the 
modernizing of gender discourse because it was based on the premise that 
women were not inferior to men. His proposition openly admitted an equal 
social status between the sexes, thus challenging one of the implicit assump­
tions of the traditional ideology of domesticity. Despite his adrriission of the 
principie of equality, Marañón qualified it with the incontrovertible recogni­
tion of biological difference. Thus the individual subject was sexed and conse­
quently predetermined as a person. For women, then, motherhood was still the 
defining feature of femininity. In addition, his definition of gender identity sig­
nified the assignment of dístinct and complementary socíal commitments for 
women. 

In his famous tract Maternidad y feminismo: Tres ensayos sobre la vida 
sexual, published in 1927, Marañón rnade it quite clear, in a curious mixture of 
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scientific and religious language, that motherhood was still the inevitable des­
tiny for women. 

Here there is marked, in the deepest life of the organism, a difference 
which teaches us, with thc cold demonstrative exactitude of physical 
chernistry, which divergent paths have been traced for each sex by 
Destiny. Man's economy has been built for wear, that is, for struggle in 
the exterior environrnent. Woman is made for saving energy, for concen­
trating it in herself, not for dispersing it around her; as in her womb the 
child who prolongs his life has to be formed, and from her breast the 
food for the first period of the life of the new being has to gush forth. 

Therefore, for us, it is unquestionable that a woman rnust first of 
all be a mother, forgetting everything else if it were necessary; and that, 
by the inexcusable obligation of her sex; just as man must apply bis 
energy to creative work through the same inexcusable law of bis manly 
sexuality. Let us hear once again the voice of God, insistent and eternal: 
"You, woman will give birth; You, man, will work."48 

Explicit in Marafi.ón's proposal was the espousal of motherhood and the per­
petuation of the species through reproduction as woman' s "supreme mission" 
in life. Thus, sexual difference was established in the bio1ogical terrain and 
hencc transposed to the social realm. 'This biological definition of sexual dif­
ference also enunciated a gendered social division based on an irreducible 
divine destiny: women must give birth while men must work. Marañón's dis­
course articulated gender identities that linked masculinity to "manly" sexual­
ity and femininity to motherhood and childbearing. It converged with 
traditional nineteenth-century discourses on domesticity in that it Iegitimated a 
strict division of the spheres, the sexual di vis ion of labor and the construction 
of female identity through motherhoocL However, it also maintained biosocial 
thought as the theoretical foundation for a modero, scientific, gender dis­
course. 

By establishing the precedence of motherhood as women' s unavoidable 
destiny, Marañón subordinated any other life options to this priority. 
According to this set of ideas, any activity by women had to be subordinated to 
their defining role as mothers. Thus waged work and other activities outside 
the home could be compatible only as long as they did not interfere with 
women's primary obligation of motherhood. Full-time dedication to children 
was a woman's duty and in line with the legacy of traditionaI domesticity, her 
cultural identity was still constructed through motherhood.49 Thus, despite thc 
atternpt to modemize the discourse of domesticity, gender identity for women 
was still not defined through work. Marañón only admitted women's paid 
employment in exceptional circumstances; when they were single or widowed, 
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unattended by rnale support. In other words, they could work when life cir­
cu1nstances did not allow them to be identified as mothers. "Manly sexuality" 
was the pole of Marañón's definition of masculinity, but he also based male 
gender identity on the traditional model of the breadwinner. Des pite the crucial 
impact of women in the formal and irregular labor markets,50 he still upheld the 
traditional view that ignored work as a feature in the constn1ction of female 
gender identity. 

The scientific arguments developed by Marañón and othcr doctors to 
assert women's gender identity as mothers gave them a decisive voice of 
authority in the legitimation of modern cultural pattems concerning wo1nen 
and their role in society.5i Medica! science confinning motherhood as thc core 
of female identity appearcd to be indisputable. Moreover, it gave a scientific, 
professional tone to ideological and cultural values, thus disguising cultural 
norms as objective, scientific facts. The rnodernization of gender discourse, 
embedded in the ideology of domesticity and placed in a scientific medica! 
framework, was a very effective device of social control. Challenging the 
modern redefinition of gender roles meant contesting the scientific basis for 
modernity while also engaging with traditional religious canons. It also 
implied formulating a gendered reading of cultural norms within an alternative 
conceptual framework for modernity, a steep challenge indeed for Spanish 
women, who were long denied equal access to the universe of culture and edu­
cation. They still lacked a voice in the medica! profession because their late 
official access to higher education (1910) in1pedcd the develop1ncnt of a peer 
group of women doctors.52 In the era, of modernity, women <lid not have an 
established genealogy of doctors or sc.ientists and thus lacked legitimate "sci­
entific" or medica! authority to challengc the gender norms espoused by doc­
tors. 

The definition of the social role of women through maternalism rede­
fined motherhood as a comrnon good, thus transcending women's individual 
rights as persons. Many doctors espoused the view that women' s maternal 
duties went beyond biological motherhood to embrace "social motherhood." 
Matemalism allowed women who werc not mothers to develop their social 
nllssion of 1notherhood as a service to the community. Thus social tnotherhood 
was defined through the dedication of maternal resources and services to soci­
ety. As has been argued for other Western countries, it can also be contended 
for Spain that matemalist politics and gender discourse established the basis 
for a differential gender citizenship. 53 According to this differential, men had 
the right to exercise political citizenship based on direct involvement in the 
public world of politics. In contrast, a social citizenship founded on human 
reproduction but also on social motherhood was the grounds for women's 
political integration. This powerful political framework legitimated women' s 
access to sorne spaces within the public arena, while guaranteeing that others 
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were out of bounds.54 lt goes beyond the scope of this paper to explore the 

development of social feminism in Spain; suffice it to recall that the mobiliza­

tion of women within the canons of gender discourse accepted the proclaimed 

view of social motherhood and, thus, the idea of a gendered social citizenship 

for women. This undoubtedly legitimated their claims to be active ín the public 

arena, but at the same time, redefined the gendered boundaries of the public. 

The inauguration of the democratic regime in 1931 forced a redefinition 

of citizenship according to the paradigm of equality and political rights.ss 

Then, as is discussed in later chapters, the suffragist lawyer Clara Campoamor 

clearly espoused the defense of women' s suffrage on the grounds of equality, 

freedom and individual rights. However, as 1 have stressed elsewhere, a tradi­

tional reading of sexual difference still prevailed in the conceptualization of 

citizenship during the suffrage debate in 193 l when male politicians across a 

political divide of left and right still clairned a differential gender citizenship.56 

Sex Reform, Conscious Matemity, and Birth Control 

The practice of birth control represents a significant key to shifts in cul­

tural and religious values on intimate matters such as sexuality and mother­

hood. Attitudes to sexuality and birth control also provide insights into the 

gender dimensions of changing mentality and cultural values. Shifts in the pol­

itics of motherhood and reproduction can also jBunúnate women 's agency and 

attitudes towards collective gender identity. In Spain changes in cultural val­

ues regarding sexual conduct and procreation represented a significant break 

with traditional Roman Catholic views that associated sexuality with concep­

tion and rejected birth control as sinful. And yet, despite the rejection of the 

language of sin, it is in1portant to note that the medical discourse around sex 

reform and birth control never questioned women's primary maternal func­

tion, and thus was focused around the (rnostly rnale) management of that func­

tion rather than the liberation of female sexuality. 

Most doctors espoused motherhood as an inescapable biological man­

date for women. As late as 1934 in the Academia Nacional de Medicina, the 

official seat of rnedical authority, Dr. Vital Aza restated this point of view: 

It is the duty of any healthy woman to accept the integral capacity of her 

intimate biological nature ( with no desertions other than those imposed 

by accidental, unhealthy or passing circumstances), and with the only 

pauses which derive from the period when she is fulfilling her duties of 

nursing. l'his [dedication] rnust be required as a cornmand, whose 

strength stems from a biological mandate.57 
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Women were not allowed (by male physicians) to renounce their biological 

destiny of reproduction on a voluntary basis. As the guardians of the nation's 

morals, doctors sought to be both moral and medica! arbíters on reproductive 
rights and practice. They largely attempted to define birth control as a medica!, 

hygienic question and claimed that its regulation should be in the hands of the 
medica! profession. 

With very few exceptions, Spanish wo1nen had no public voice on birth 
control and sexual conduct. Although intimately linked to women' s life expe­
rience and personal subjectivity, women's groups rarely openly discussed 
birth control, abortion, and voluntary motherhood or identified these issues as 
part of a ferninist agenda. The strong gender divide of Spanish society led, in 
fact, to a situation where women's reproductive rights were not necessarily 
addressed in public by women, much less defended by them, not even among 

wornen activists in radical anticlerical groups such as anarchists. 
Sorne discussion of these issues occurred among progressives, such as 

anarchist sex refonners and sorne members of the reformist eugenics move­
ment, who developed a new code of sexual ethics. 58 It is significant, nonethe­

less, that even as late as the 1930s birth control was still sufficiently 
controversia! that many progressive eugenicists were reticent to defend it.59 It 
is true that conscious maternity, that is the voluntary regulation of motherhood, 
was defended by sorne members of these minority groups. However, when 
addressed within the reforrnist eugenics movement, it was couched in the mod­
ero, scientific language of eugenics, sex reforrn, and social medicine, and not 
of women's emancipation. Among the_minority who espoused birth control, 
eugenic justifications such as the protection of the health of mothers and chil­
dren were the basic arguments that rendered its practice socially acceptable.60 
Eugenic arguments legitimizing the practice of birth control were less prob­
lematical, as they framed the question in relation to high profile public con­

cems such as the diffusion of hereditary diseases (especially the "social 
plagues" of tuberculosis and venereal diseases) and race degeneration. The 
reduction of infant and maternal mortality rates was also used by eugenicists in 
their justification of birth control. Conscious matemity was thus not necessar­
íly associated with women's sexual freedom but rather with medical motives 
that prevailed quite clearly over economic, cultural, or gender arguments.6l 
Women's voices and specific concerns were not publicly presented by 
women's groups in this discussion of the politics of reproduction and mother­
hood. 

Reshaping fcmale sexuality rather than liberating it was the goal of rnost 
Spanish eugenicists. In fact, only a tiny group of radical birth controllers and 
eugenicists sanctioned an unrestricted use of birth control. The gynecologist 
Dr. Francisco Haro justified birth control on the grounds of eugenics, econom­
ics, and health. 62 He was also exceptional in bis open espousal of birth control 
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as a free, unconditioned decision of the individual, and in his defense of 
women's choice in this matter.63 Another singular figure was the adolescent 
feminist writer, Hildegart Rodriguez, a well known sex refonner and eugeni­
cist who was the Secretary of the Spanish League for Scientifically Based Sex 
Refonn.64 She openly espoused women' s freedom to practice conscious mater­
nily. However, the adoption of birth control based on free will, individual 
choice, or women' s freedom was not commonly admitted to be ethical or 
socially acceptable by most eugenicists. 

Anarchist sex reformers, on the contrary, generally tended to espouse 
birth control. In fact, it was seen as the key to a new sexual ethics that estab­
lished a powerful indictment of traditional moral and religious sexual values. 
They also proclaimed the legitimacy of an active sexual life unconditioned by 
procreation or religious puritanism.65 Since the turn of the century, their publi­
cations had played a decisive Tole in the disseminatíon of sexual education.66 
Congruent with their anarchist outlook, these sex refonners advocated self­
help in sexual education. Through nu1nerous publications and translations, 
they provided information on hygienic, sexual, and reproductive issues as a 
means to achieve the development of the full potential of the integral person, 
an old anarchist ideal. 

Despite its pathbreaking defense of a new sexual code, anarchist sex 
refonn continued to be gendered, as sexuality tended mainly to be defined in 
tenns of male sexuality. Even such an outstanding sexologist as Dr. Félix 
Martí lbáñez had an essentialist view of an abounding mal e sexual dri ve. 67 
Although he recognized women's right to sexual pleasure, he considered that 
female sexual eroticism was of less interest and that a woman's sexual drive 
disappeared at the age of 40 to 45.68 Moreover, following a tradition estab­
lished in the early anarchist sex refonn movement led by Luis Bulffi at the tum 
of the century,69 women's sexuality still tended to be link:ed to motherhood. 
Although no longer defined as ethereal unsexed angels, anarchists <lid not 
refonnulate women's identity through the notion of sexuality. Motherhood 
continued to define female identity while sexuality continued to be a key com­
ponent in mal e identity. Female emancipation was thus seen in tenns of 
women' s freedom from unwanted pregnancies, through conscious matemity. 70 

A similar logic infonned the anarchist attitude towards abortion, which 
was exemplified during the Civil War by Félix Martí Ibáñez, then Director 
General of Health and Social Assistance of the Generalitat of Catalonia.71 His 
initiative, significantly known as the "Eugenics Reform," endorsed traditional 
anarchist sex reform, including abortion. It responded to a eugenic and 
hygienic class rationale and was primarily a pragmatic measure designed to 
regulate the practice of abortion in Catalonia. 72 The eradication of clandestíne 
abortions and infanticide and the reduction of illnesses and mortality due to 
abortive practices were among its proclaimed goals. It also targeted a reduc-
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tion in overall abortion figures in Catalonia through the establishment of a par­
allel family planning service that would enable working-class mothers to avoid 
having recourse to abortion. This abortion reform was quite exceptional in the 
context of Europe at the time, where few countries had introduced such mea­
sures. 73 It was very advanced, in that it maintained quite an unrestricted policy 
of admittance to its service based on therapeutical, eugenic, neomalthusian, and 
personal grounds. It also respected women's reproductive rights, as a woman's 
choice was considered decisive in the resolution to have a voluntary abortion. 
However, despite such innovative legislation and respect for women's will, the 
regulation of abortion was a notable failure. Only one birth control clinic was 
established, and the records of the major hospitals in the Catalan health services 
show that abortion services were practically negligible.74 

Despite the development of abortion reform, then, women still remained 
aloof from reproductive politics. Moreover, with the exception of the Female 
Secretariat of the Partido Obrero de Unificación Marxista, the minority dissi­
dent marxist party, none of the women's antifascist organizations (anarchist, 
communist, socialist and unitary antifascist) defended legal abortion pub­
licly.15 What is even more significant is that the anarchíst women's organiza­
tion, Mujeres Libres, did not address the issues of abortion or birth control. 
They did not support the initiatives of their fellow anarchist, Martí lbáñez. 
Despite its revolutionary rhetoric, the "Eugenic Refonn" of abortion was still 
experienced by women as an exclusively male, medical initiative. Birth con­
trol and the legalization of abortion were still not included on the agenda of the 
women's organizations and these issubs were not seen as agents of women's 
liberation, not even in the context of war and revolution. 

Un/Contested Identities: Women's Voices and Motherhood 

Mainstream and radical feminists did not challenge the male, public 
monopoly of birth control and sex refonn, nor did they openly incorporate the 
politics of reproduction into their agenda. I contend that this choice was shaped 
by predorninant gender discourse and gender identity; i.e., gender codes made 
it extremely difficult for Spanish women to have a voice on these issues. In the 
context of a conservative socíety, the Roman Catholic Church was still perva­
sive in shaping cultural values although these were not necessarily adhered to 
ín practice. Thus, demographic data clearly shows the widespread decline in 
birthrates by the early twentieth century. 76 Furtherrnore, modem scientific 
medica! views had also firmly established motherhood as women's natural 
mandate. "fhus for women to address the problem of voluntary motherhood or 
sexual conduct represented an inadmissible transgression of gender conven­
tions and an implicit contestation to both modem and traditional cultural 
nonns. The stigma attached to any discussion of reproductive issues was thus 
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enormous, even for men. In 1934, Félix Martí Ibáñez adrnitted that only non­
conformists and rebels were interested in promoting an alternative sexual cul­
ture and developing sexual eugenics.77 

Modero female identity was shaped around motherhood. The definition 
of women' s identity through motherhood was not contested in the early twenti­
eth century, as it was still an essentially unquestioned cultural value. It can be 
argued that the theoretical glass ceiling of the Spanish women' s movement 
was the inability to challenge motherhood as the nucleus of fe mal e identity. In 
this context, it would have been very difficult for most women to articulate a 
public discourse on reproductive rights that could have dissociated them from 
the definition of their primary role and subjectivity as mothers. Dissenting 
voices among women were thus very exceptional. Few contested motherhocxi 
as the key to female identity ar defended sex reform or birth control as ways to 
achieve their emancipation. The tiny number of women who openly chal­
lenged established views were not representatíve of Spanish women as a whole 
nor even of the feminist movement. Their voices of transgression contested 
gender norms of female decorum by expressing public views on such taboo 
issues. Although unrepresentative of the collective views of Spanish women of 
the time, they are an expression of dissonance and nonconformity to estab­
lished nonns of conduct and gendered cultural values. The strength of their 
subversive convictions in such a hostile context provides an insight to a differ­
ent reality of dissent not often openly expressed by Spanish women. 

Hildegart Rodriguez, whose life biography makes her a unique1y extra­
ordinary figure, was the most outspoken defender of feminist sex reform. 78 In 
the early thirties she openly addressed the taboo tapies of sexuality and birth 
control. 79 She contested conventional gender identity by espousing a new sex­
ual ethics that embraced sexual equality for women as well as men: "Both 
sexes, whose equality feminists claim, with respect to the law, with respect to 
public opinion, must also be equal with respect to sexual conduct, with no 
other limitations than those which their conscience imposes."8º She denounced 
the traditional position of the Church that held sexuality to be sinful and 
blamed both the double sexual standard and conventional cultural values about 
sex for the deprivation and "sexual hunger" of Spanish women.8t In her view, 
the prevalent norms of the Roman Catholic Church had led women to identify 
sexual activity exclusively with procreation and thus to reject most sexual 
activity as sinful. Purity, chastity, and lack of sexuality were the key elements 
to the cultural identity of femininity based on motherhood. Traditíonal female 
identity, grounded in the cultural representation ofthe angel ofthe hearth, had 
generated the view of women as ethereal, angelical, asexual beings. In con­
trast, the gender identíty of masculinity was constructed on the basis of sexual 
virility and male honor, understood as the control of women's sexuality. 
Hildegart's questioning of gender sexual nonns led her to contest the predomi-
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nant gender discourse on women. She defended the "sexual revolution" as a 
key force of modero civilization and of women' s emancipation. She thus con­
tested motherhood as the core gender identity for women and, indeed, pro­
vided a new reading of female identity through women 's sexual identity. 

The anarchíst femínist Lucia Sánchez Saornil was another exceptional 
dissenting female voice in the I 930s in her questioning of mainstream gender 
discourse.s2 Cofounder of the anarchist organization Mujeres Libres in 1936, 
she was sílent on the issues of birth control and sex reform.83 Nonetheless, she 
was unique in her open challenge to Gregorio Marañón's gender discourse 
based on motherhood as the nucleus of female identity. In a series of articles 
published in Solidaridad Obrera in thc early 1930s, shc argued that gender 
identity could not be based on biological essentialism. In her view, the defini­
tion of women as mothers represented the subjection of wo1nen to the biologi­
cal process of reproduction: 

By the theory of differentiation a woman is no more than a tyrannical 
womb which exercises obscure influences to the utmost fo1ds of her 
brain; all the psychical life of a woman is subordinated to a biological 
process, and that biological process is no other than pregnancy . . . .  "'fo 
be born, to give birth and to die." Here are all the horizons women 
have.84 

She vindicated the human potential of a woman free of the biological condi­
tioning of motherhood. The individual rights of a woman as a person were, 
thus, paramount. Sánchez Saornil claimed that motherhood could never annul 
a woman as an individual. Women's self�fulfillment, freedom, and develop­
ment were to be achieved as individuals, not as rnothers. 

This subversive viewpoint was exceptional arnong Spanish women, 

including ferninists and working-class leaders who tended to acknowledge 

their cultural id�ntity as mothers, as was the case with anarchist leader 

Federica Monts�Íly.85 Confonnity to traditional gender identity points to the 

force of the legacy of gender discourse and its biosocial foundation. Although 

motherhood was reframed around a more political reading of social mother­

hood, which was linked with the notion of differential citizenship in the 

process of modernization of Spanish society, it stíll revolved around a tradi­

tional, biological notion of motherhood. In this, to my understanding, lies the 

strength of modern Spanish gender discourse. Uncontested in its core defini­

tion of motherhood, gender identity shaped most women's experiences, 

choices, and social itinerary, including the construction of historical Spanish 

feminism and the definition of its goals. 86 

I-Iowever, Spanish women <lid contest a significant feature of gender 
identity: the public and prívate divide. Although most feminists did not define 
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feminisrn in terms of suffragism and women' s individual political rights, they 
did claim civil and social rights in work and education and their own active 
role in these areas.87 Won1en as diverse as Carme Karr, Catalan feminist and 
director of the journal Feminal, Margarita Nelken, socialist activist, or María 
Espinosa, fe1ninist leader of the Asociación Nacional de Mujeres Espa11olas, 
demanded recognition of women's work, an improved social status and the 
right to be active in many sociocultural fields in the public arena.88 In this way 
they questioned the boundaries that limited female activity to the private 
sphere. They <lid not accept the separation of the spheres and women' s exclu­
sive confinement to the home. In their lives and activities, they staked out new 
spaces for wo1nen within the public arena. Many Spanish women attempted to 
redefine the standard norms of gender relations. They contested gender codes 
of conduct aJthough they did not challenge their gender identity as mothers. 
Motherhood as the core definition of gender discourse and female identity 
remained uncontested, even celebrated. However, women intentionally devel­
oped effective identity politics around the experience of motherhood to 
achieve female emancipation and to contest discriminatory practices. The con­
tested/uncontested nature of the category and bonds of motherhood provided a 
collective identity for Spanish women that generated complex and multifac­
eted experiences of contestation, self-empowennent, co1npliance, and social 
control. 
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