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in the League of Nations and the International Labor Organization 
 

Marion Röwekamp 
(El Colegio de México) 

 

Isabel de Palencia1 was not only an important figure in the literary circles and in journalism of 

the Spanish exile but next to it she was also one the most important spokespersons for the young 

Spanish Republic internationally as she was one of the few leading figures of the Republic who 

was fluent in English. Part of her work for the Spanish Republic was her incorporation as a 

delegate, sub-delegate, or adviser at the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the League 

of Nations. She was an ideal candidate for this international job because next to her linguistic 

abilities she was also a feminist and an ardent citizen of the Second Republic. The government 

of the latter had to find new staff for many leading positions quickly and did not have a broad 

selection to choose from. In that sense Palencia proved to be a lucky strike for the Republic 

because everything she had done before made her the perfect candidate for everything related 

to women and children to send her as a representative of Spain to Geneva. Her earlier work as 

a feminist qualified her for this task; not only her work in Spain for the women's movement but 

also for the international women's movement. 

Palencia had founded, together with her sister, the first women's journal in Spain, La Dama 

y la Vida Ilustrada. She published on women's questions such as voting rights, women's rights 

to education as well as social and health questions.2 In 1923 she was leading a deputation of 

women from the Consejo Supremo Feminista, whose president she was, to Miguel Primo de 

Rivera asking for women's suffrage rights. Since then, a Bill had been introduced to reform 

municipal government, which among other reforms, conferred municipal votes for women and 

made them eligible as candidates. But the vote was practically useless as the constitution was 

suppressed. Palencia was among others a co-founder and vice-president of the famous Lyceum-

Club and of the National Council of Spanish Women (Asociación Nacional de Mujeres 

Españolas, ANME) as well as the Spanish branch of the Women's International League for 

 
1 She is often also cited as Oyarzábal Smith, the name of the Spanish father, and the last name of her mother, 

but was married to the painter Ceferino Palencia. I will call her like in this article as she signed her books, 
Isabel de Palencia. In official papers she signed Oyarzábal Palencia or Oyarzábal de Palencia. 

2 Cf. Eiroa San Francisco (2014); Paz Torres (2010); Quiles Faz (2013). 
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Peace & Freedom (WILPF) (Liga Femenina Española por la Paz y la Libertad).3 Her work for 

women's and children's rights in Spain was the basis from which she started to work. 

This article will stress only her international work because here she met the women she 

worked with at the ILO and the League. In this sense this article contributes to the area of 

Spanish women's participation in the international women's movement and in the new 

international organizations such as the League of Nations and the ILO; an area which has not 

been researched intensively.4 In addition to Palencia's autobiography I must have liberty, 

published in 1940 in English, it mainly uses sources outside of the Spanish archives, on which 

most of the work in Palencia so far is based, and thus does provide a new context. 

The aim of this article is to show how Palencia's work for feminism and internationalism 

was intertwined with the Republican case. None could have worked without the other. It shows 

that qualifications which were not meant originally to be for the international diplomatic scene 

might be more valuable than the ones of trained diplomats. It also proves how important only 

the ability to speak English was for the difficult public relations of the young Republic in 

particular towards the Anglo-American world. And it demonstrates in a further step how 

important the participation of women was for the formation of the international institutions and 

international law. They were the basis for a process of pacification and democratization on an 

international level. Thus, the approach contextualizes this work within the general work on 

Palencia in the context of the Spanish exile which so far has concentrated more on her literary 

oeuvre as well as her general biographical research. But beyond that it places it within the 

history of the international women's movement as well as women and international law. 

International Women's Suffrage Alliance 

Before Palencia started her career in Geneva as a delegate or adviser of the Spanish 

Government, she participated as the Vice-President of the ANME in the 8th Conference of the 

International Woman Suffrage Alliance (IWSA) in June 1920 in Geneva. It was the first 

congress since the outbreak of World War I and the 1913 meeting in Budapest and Women and 

the League of Nations was on the agenda. It was discussed whether it would make sense to set 

up a permanent organization in the shape of a Bureau of Women at the League. The motion 

was defeated when put to vote as the women were too afraid to lose an independent status.5 

 
3 Cf. Aguilera Sastre (2011); Fagoaga (1985); Kirkpatrick (2003); Mangini (2001, 2006). 
4 Cf. Blasco (2023); Blasco / Magallón (2020); Nash (2004). 
5 Cf. File G. 
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At the conference Palencia met several leading feminists from all over the world she was to 

encounter again later in Geneva in her work for the Republic. "I met all the women prominent 

in the world-suffrage movement," she wrote: 

Mrs. Corbett Ashby, Chrystal Macmillan and Kathleen Courtney from Great Britain. Dr. 
Jacob from Holland, Madame Malaterre Sellier for France, Frau Adele Schreiber from 
Germany, Froeken Kerstin Hesselgren from Sweden, Emilie Gourd from Switzerland, Rosa 
Magnus from Belgium and ever so many others from all Europe, from China, Japan, British 
India, and South America (Palencia 1940: 155). 

In fact, as it was broadly advertised, it was the first conference in which women outside of the 

Global North participated. According to Palencia, the "main objective at the conference was 

the maintenance of peace" (Palencia 1940: 155). After the last international conference of 1915 

in The Hague, which was dedicated to peace, the conference in Geneva in fact celebrated the 

end of the war and the possibilities for peace through the foundation of the League. The peace 

question must have gained such a prevalence for Palencia as all her later work was dedicated 

to peace in Spain. In fact, it pushed aside all the other topics the congress dealt with, aside of 

course suffrage, women and party politics, the legal status of women, equal pay for equal work, 

protection of childhood, white slavery, and several other questions. Women were jubilant and 

full of hope as Palencia described: 

We were registering so many victories in the movement that we felt sure it would be 
possible. The women of the United States, Great Britain, the Scandinavian countries, 
Germany, and Holland had not only been granted the right to vote but were being elected 
to their respective parliaments and occupying high posts in the administration. We were 
sure the other countries would soon follow suit and with those arms in our hands we thought 
we were invincible (Palencia 1940: 156). 

Not only were women to learn that voting rights and constitutional rights were not as purposeful 

as they believed it would be in their struggle for equal rights.6 Fascism was already raising its 

ugly head promoting the idea of women as childbearing housekeepers. 

Unfortunately, at the next congress, held in Rome two years later," Palencia wrote, "we 
realized that many of our hopes already had been dashed to the ground. Germany and 
Austria were facing problems impossible to solve without the aid of the other European 
powers and that aid, much to the surprise of true democrats, was being withheld. In Italy, 
Benito Mussolini was making life unbearable for all liberty-loving Italians (Palencia 1940: 
157; International Woman Suffrage Alliance 1923). 

Of course, that did not keep the IWSA from inviting Mussolini to give the opening speech in 

Rome 1923 after presenting Carrie Chapman Catt with a huge photograph of himself. Especially 

the Italian delegates were full of admiration for Mussolini. Palencia and the overwhelming part 

 
6 Cf. Röwekamp (2024). 
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of the IWSA were shocked though: "When the Rome conference came to an end we all felt 

rather depressed. The elation of two years before had evaporated" (Palencia 1940: 157). 

In Spain, however, the establishment of the Second Republic in 1931 signified a positive 

change for Women's rights. Isabel de Palencia, as a feminist and a democrat, strongly supported 

the new Republic, where women quickly gained voting rights, along with new divorce laws and 

equal rights in various other areas.7 

International Labor Organization 

The new Republic was led by close friends of the Palencia family who saw the potential of 

Isabel de Palencia. She was asked to represent Spain at the ILO in all matters relating to women 

and children. "The republic could not have offered me no post that I could have accepted with 

more pleasure than this one", she remembered.  

The League of Nations was still the hope of all pacifists. Its need as a means of bringing 
about a better understanding between the nations had been foreseen and felt as long ago as 
the first half of the sixteenth century by […] Francisco de Vitória, […] the founder of 
International Right, whose teachings are considered as the most progressive and uplifting 
of the time (Palencia 1940: 204). 

Palencia felt awed to be part of this new international institution but had a clear preference for 

the ILO before the League.  

Although there were a few signs of the final crumbling away of the institution, the league 
was still strong enough to make people hold on to the idea that it was going to create a new 
international order […] but little cracks were beginning to appear which one felt might 
easily develop into a sundering of the whole structure. The International Labour Office was 
the most vital and therefore the most interesting part of the league; the conflicts between 
capital and labor are world conflicts. It was like a huge laboratory in which experts of every 
nation tried, and tried with good results at Geneva, to find a way of solution of all the 
difficulties and the abuses which the economic systems that governs the world brings in its 
wake. (Palencia 1940: 205). 

In Palencia’s opinion the problem of the League was that the personnel adopted the attitudes of 

diplomacy which prevented the same serious and concrete work as the ILO did. Like the 

League, the ILO was established in 1919 as a direct result of the Treaties of Versailles with the 

aim of promoting worker welfare and sustaining peace. The ILO's organizational structure was 

very different from the League's. Together with the assistance of the ILO's regular staff, 

representatives of governments, employers' associations, and trade unions made decisions for 

it. Albert Thomas, the ILO's first director general, and his staff wanted to seriously establish 

labor laws that would be applicable throughout the globe. "The first real World Parliament 

impressed me considerably", Palencia opinionated. "It was sincere. At least two groups were. 

 
7 Cf. Anonymous (1931); Aguado (2014). 
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Employers and workers defended their mutual interest in the open. If the government were not 

always at the level of their high mission it was not the fault of the office" (Palencia 1940: 206). 

Besides, the ILO granted more chances for women’s participation than the League did.8 

The first ILO session in which Palencia took part was the conference in May 1931. The 

appearance of the small Spanish delegation raised a small sensation: "The democratic 

representatives hailed us with sympathy, the others with ill-disguised irritation" (Palencia 1940: 

205). Besides Palencia, Spain also brought Isabel García Mauri from the Social and Economic 

Studies Association as an adviser in the employer's delegation as well as a female adviser to the 

workers delegation, Regina García y García. Thus, it had the highest number of women in its 

delegation among all present member nations. 

Spain had not participated in the ILO under Primo de Rivera, but since her first Republican 

government it participated actively in the work of the ILO. "Spain, which from the very first 

moment adhered with enthusiasm and a full sense of responsibility to the work initiated by the 

International Labour Office, has not for one instance lost her faith in this institution," Palencia 

reported in the ILO. "There may be many countries that have as much attention as she has to 

the common effort and have supported it with the same strength, but none have gone beyond 

what she has done, not only in the formation of a new right, but also in its establishment and its 

defense" (International Labour Organisation 1931: 441s.). Since 1931 the Republic had ratified 

20 conventions of the ILO and incorporated them into the new laws. 

The Agenda of the Session of the International Labour Conference in 1931 was the age of 

admission of children to employment in non-industrial occupations, hours of work in coal mines 

as well as a partial revision of the Convention concerning employment of women during the 

night. Palencia presented a proposal by the Spanish delegation that prohibited the work of 

children under 14 in churches, as choir boys and acolytes. Palencia herself was "afraid I rather 

scandalized my colleagues by bringing up a proposal to limit the hours of acolytes under a 

certain age" (Palencia 1940: 206; International Labour Conference 1931: 441s.). Whether it 

was scandalizing, or the matter was just not considered to be important enough in comparison 

with child work in other non-industrial areas, it was not accepted without any discussion. In 

any case, the Spanish government ratified the convention on children working in agriculture of 

1921 of the ILO on April 18, 1932. 

Besides Palencia, several other European women participated including factory inspectors 

in their respective countries. This must have impressed Palencia, as upon her return to Spain, 

 
8 Cf. Boris et al. (2018); Dahlén (2007); Riegelman Lubin / Winslow (1990); Wikander et al. (1995); Woloch 

(2015). 
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she intensively studied international law and labor legislation as well as trained to be Spain's 

first female factory inspector. After passing the exam, she was put in charge of everything 

connected with women and children, again an ideal condition for her further work in ILO and 

League.9 

One year later, in the 18th sitting of the International Labour Conference in 1932, Palencia 

was part of the drafting Sub-Committee of the group. She spoke again on the age of admission 

of children to non-industrial occupations, and set the limit for children at 14 years or still being 

in school. Non-industrial occupations were carried out under various conditions which were 

often open to abuse, mainly for girls, as the IWSA-member and adviser to the Polish worker's 

delegation Eugenia Wasniewska, representing the Central Organisation of Professional 

Workers' Union, pointed out.10 The draft contained protection of children at school-times and 

considered only light work in hours outside of school time. In an important debate it was 

decided to include the service in family undertakings and private domestic service. Palencia 

stressed that her government was for a total prohibition of children's work instead of restricting 

it and granting exceptions as the draft did.  

There is also the moral reason of health of children. There was an idea at one time that 
"non-industrial occupations" meant light work; but we women in particular know what 
"light work" can cover, and that it may be extremely dangerous for health because it is not 
usually subject to supervision (International Labour Conference 1932: 375). 

Palencia suggested various amendments. She wanted to prohibit domestic work outside of the 

home for children under 14 as they were practically made servants without the supervision of 

the own parents and because of the danger of prostitution. She was contested by the Swiss 

adviser to the worker's delegation, Dora Schmidt, herself assistant in the Federal Office of 

Industry, Arts and Crafts, and Labour. The latter claimed that domestic work was less 

exhausting and less dangerous than working in mines, industry, or agriculture and there was no 

real inspection possible as compared to factory inspection. Palencia was supported by Agnes 

Möhrke, workers' adviser from the German delegation of the Executive Committee of the 

Women Clerks' and Shop Assistants' Association. 

The next day the discussion addressed the introduction of a new Article which would provide 

an exception for India as otherwise India would not be able to ratify the draft. Palencia 

admonished:  

We fully understand the difficulties of making international regulations and applying them 
in a country whose problems are so complex, but we must bear in mind that here we are 
protecting something which is more than international – something which is universal – 

 
9 Cf. Paz Torres (2010). 
10 Cf. Anonymous (1932); International Labour Conference (1932: 374). 
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and that is the health, the welfare, the very life of children. Let us help India to do her work 
as easily as possible by national legislation. Let us help her also to adopt a humanitarian a 
point of view as possible (International Labour Conference 1932: 415). 

In the end, a compromise was found with an exception for India which prevented children's 

work only under 10 instead of 14 years so the commission could recommend the draft 

Convention in the Assembly. 

While the invitation for the session of 1933 reiterating the ILO's 1919 Constitution asked to 

provide that, "when questions specially affecting women are to be considered by the 

Conference, one at least of the advisers who may accompany each Delegate should be a 

woman," a decrease of women participating was felt (International Labour Conference 1933: 

VIII). Many of the countries that had brought women as advisers reduced women's 

participation. Besides that, the Government adviser of Denmark, Julie Arenholt, pointed out 

that women suffered a new economic depression in their employment as also stressed by 

Marguerite Thibert from the Research Division and responsible for issues related to women's 

work within the ILO.11 Many countries started to specifically exclude  married women from the 

job market as a means of fighting unemployment.12 Maybe it was the fact that the agenda of 

1933 had little questions  concerning women, that few women were part of the delegations and 

why Palencia also did not participate in a form obvious in the report of the proceedings. 

In 1934 the attorney Clara Campoamor assisted at the ILO instead of Palencia.13 In 1935 

Palencia did not accept the position of a government adviser to the Catholic conservative CEDA 

government. Though a "woman’s topic", the convention of women on underground work was 

discussed and Spain usually sent according to the convention of the ILO in 1919 a woman, 

when their interests were concerned, it was the first time Spain had not sent a woman. The 

session was headed by the adviser to the Government delegate of the Netherlands, Gertrude 

Stemberg. In the Point of the Agenda "Unemployment among young persons" the problem of 

unemployment of women was raised again by several international women's organizations as a 

draft recommendation was presented by the ILO. According to the women's organizations 

women had a right to earn as one petition of the IWSA, Égalité, Open Door International, Equal 

Rights International, and others, stressed: 

1. That the right to earn is one of the essential rights of human personality, 2. That the right 
to earn should not be denied because of either sex or marriage, 3. That in all its 
consequences, physical, social, economic and moral, unemployment is as serious among 
women as among men (International Labour Organisation 1935: 847). 

 
11 Cf. International Labour Conference (1933: 291). 
12 Cf. Anonymous (1933). 
13 Cf. Fagoaga (1985: 128). 
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In 1936 Isabel de Palencia was participating again, this time as an adviser to the workers' 

delegation as she still did not want to be a government adviser to the CEDA (Confederación 

Española de Derechas Autónomas) government. This time, several nations sent women as 

government delegates such as Frieda S. Miller from the United States of America and Helga 

Karlsen and Kerstin Hesselgren from Norway and Sweden as well as women from Australia, 

South Africa besides the European nations. Palencia participated as the only woman on the 

Committee of the Recruitment of Workers as well on the Committee on the Migration of 

Workers a worker member. On the Committee on Hours of Work in the Textile Industry she 

worked together with Miller and some more women as substitute delegates. She only spoke in 

the Committee on the Recruitment of workers and stressed again the necessity of the 

international and humanitarian work of the ILO. In her participations we can see how easily she 

changed into her function as worker's adviser instead of government adviser finding her new 

role without any effort but somehow also keeping her participation with a strong civilizing 

impetus and a trust in the possibilities of the ILO: 

The Report of this Conference which is before us shows in the first place how the Labour 
Office is caring for and keeping continual watch over the interests of all people; how it is 
trying to extend the interest of Members of the International Labour Organisation into the 
furthest corners of the earth, in such a way that no fellow- workers should be. Left without 
due protection and care. […] If we feel that we wish to be a civilising force that will reach 
every country under the sun, if we feel that we really wish to be a civilizing factor in the 
world, surely we must all be ready to fall in which the intentions of the International Labour 
Office and the scope of this Convention which is before you know (International Labour 
Conference 1936: 284). 

Then she spoke about the difficulties of the convention from the view of workers suggesting 

that workers protection had to include the entire family when the head of the family has been 

recruited to work. She made a similar point in the Committee on the migration of workers, 

where she insisted on the necessity of a study being made of proper measures to remedy the 

situation of wives and families separated from the head of the family who was emigrated.14 The 

Spanish worker delegation in general spoke out also against working-recruiters which was 

repulsive to them to think of when work is not conducted along humane lines. Palencia was 

especially critical with Art. 20 which was debated mainly by South Africa which suggested an 

amendment from employers side that workers should pay their traveling costs to work and that 

maybe they would raise the salary to make it easier on them15 Palencia was upset: "Anyone who 

has read the Report of the Native Economic Commission knows that the Natives are earning 

such very low wages that the payment of their traveling expense is really a terrible burden to 

 
14 Cf. International Labour Conference 1936: 729. 
15 Cf. ibid.: 285. 
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them" (International Labour Conference 1936: 298). How political the haggling about these 

questions was often in the ILO became clear when South Africa threatened not to ratify the 

convention if it would not have its way. Different than before with India, when Palencia had 

found a solution to make the country's representatives vote to adopt the convention, in this point 

she was against making compromises and insisted that the convention could not be hollowed 

in its content: 

Ratification is really necessary. We do not want Conventions that are not going to be 
ratified; but surely, also, our intentions is to have Conventions that are worth while that are 
not empty of substance; and this this loophole which they now wish to introduce into the 
Convention, like other loopholes which have crept into Conventions previous to this one, 
will simply allow the substance of the Convention as it now stand in the Report slowly and 
little by little to disappear. It would be a very dangerous argument to be able to threaten 
non-ratification as a means of emptying Conventions of their meaning (International 
Labour Conference 1936: 298s.). 

In the 23rdsession 1937 Palencia was back in her former function as a government adviser. She 

was accompanied by the writer, teacher, feminist, and former PSOE member of the Cortes, 

María Lejárraga, former deputy as secretary of the delegation, and former English teacher at 

the Escuela de La Institutrices y Comercio. Lejárraga was a member of the Unión de Mujeres 

de España, the Lyceum Club, and of the IWSA.16 Palencia was a member of the Committee on 

Minimum Age as a representative of the Spanish Government, but her first speech was in 

reaction to the discussion of the Director's Report, again trying to defend the waning 

international and humanitarian spirit of the 1930s as had done the original report which talked 

about the social and economic problems rising in the world. "Still under the torturing memory 

of the past crisis," Palencia declared, 

we are now able to see the dawn of a promise which we hope will not be destroyed. The 
Report begins by saying the strongest defense of the future lies in the vitality and tenacity 
of the human spirit. It advises us against the dangers of excessive confidence, and points 
out which a sure hand the ways to follow if the world is not to be once more submerged in 
horrors of a new crisis. […] And who, on reading this Report, can fail to observe that from 
every page and from every sad experience noted therein there comes forth the conviction 
that liberty, in every order of life, is indispensable for harmonization and concerting all 
wills in a great effort for the common good? (International Labour Organisation 1937: 
131s.). 

Palencia warned that the arms race was not a solution to economic growth as it appeared to be 

and as the director's report claimed. "This production, which is acquiring frightening 

proportions, provokes in our minds, and above all in the minds of those of us who are suffering 

from its consequences, the image of desolation and destruction very far from the civilising 

 
16 Exiled in Argentina, Lejárraga also published an early autobiography, called Una mujer por caminos de 

España. Recuerdos de propagandista (1952). 
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hopes that we defend and that we wish to see realized." (International Labour Organisation 

1937: 132) Then she turned to the more concrete point that the Government of Spain supported 

strongly the 40 hours week Convention and the protection of women and children:  

Spain follows with deep, not to say passionate, interest what is being achieved for the 
protection of women and children. […] To-day the new labour legislation of the Republic 
has considerably extended the protection of women workers – above all of mothers – and 
juveniles, forbidding all dangerous and unhealthy work as well as night work (International 
Labour Conference 1937: 132s.). 

In the Committee of Minimum Age (Industry) Convention Palencia spoke up again for raising 

the age of the admission of children to employment in industrial and non-industrial enterprises. 

She suggested raising the school-leaving age to 15 as discussed in the convention. 

I find there is a great desire here among many people for the parents to be free to put their 
children to work at the age they think is best, but what about the freedom of the child? What 
about the liberty that that child requires for his physical development, for his mental 
development and for the proper development of his own personality? The school-leaving 
age is a difficulty, I agree, but I feel sure that by the pressure of public opinion it would be 
easy to remedy it. So much money is spent on other things; why should not some money 
be spent in giving one or two years' more education to the child? (International Labour 
Conference 1937: 336). 

Palencia did not participate in the 1938 session of the ILO. Spain sent instead the attorney and 

feminist Matilde Huici, at that time Secretary of the Embassy in Switzerland, as adviser for the 

Committee on Indigenous Workers' Contracts and the Committee of Migrants workers.17 It was 

the first time that several women from Latin American countries participated, for Argentina 

Marjorie Boaden, for Colombia Leonor Céspedes, Assistant Secretary of the Permanent 

Delegation of Colombia to the League of Nations, for Mexico Palma Guillén, adviser to the 

Permanent Delegation of Mexico to the League of Nations and since 1937 Mexico's minister in 

Denmark.18 In Geneva the latter became a close colleague to the newly appointed Spanish 

ambassador, Isabel de Palencia. 

Palencia's nomination as an ambassador to Sweden was noted in the international women's 

landscape.19 Spain had opened the diplomatic service for women in 1933.20 But women 

remained usually one among many male colleagues, while in the small pocket of the Nordic 

countries the history of women in diplomacy started when several women besides Guillén and 

Palencia were sent there at the time as ministers. 

The Scandinavian countries, probably because of their real and well-defined democratic 
tendencies and their pacifism, perhaps because, being small countries, it is believed that 

 
17 Cf. International Labour Conference (1938). 
18 Cf. Anonymous (1938). 
19 Cf. Anonymous (1937, 1938). 
20 Cf. Anonymous (1934 a, b). 



[46] iMex. México Interdisciplinario / Interdisciplinary México, Año 13, n° 25, 1/2024 
 

 

women will feel more at their ease in them, have been chosen by one nation after another 
as the proving ground for what has been called the "budding feminine diplomacy" (Palencia 
1940: 213). 

The most known woman in this circle was Alexandra Kollontai as the ambassador of Russia to 

Sweden and Finland, also a close friend of Palencia about whom she even wrote a biography.21 

The USA had sent Ruth Bryan Owen Rhode as a feminine Chief of Mission to Denmark and J. 

Borden Harriman to Norway.22 This story of a "budding feminine diplomacy" remains to be 

written. 

League of Nations 

As was already hinted, Isabel de Palencia had a much better impression of the ILO than of the 

League. When she was called again in 1932 to go to Geneva, it was to go as well to the League. 

"It was an interesting meeting", she wrote in her memoirs, 

but I was disappointed in the way business was carried on. On the surface, everything was 
admirable. There were some excellent speeches, a great deal of talk of good-will and 
neighborly feelings and faith in democracy, loud clapping of hands and then a rush for the 
refreshment hall. But the real work consisted in lobbying or intriguing – the old political 
methods on a world scale.  
Still there were moments that year and for several others in which the spirit of the league, 
the spirit with which it had been founded, would flare up unexpectedly (Palencia 1940: 
208). 

In October 1932 Palencia participated in the debates around married women's nationality in the 

first committee of the assembly in Geneva, the central theme of the international women's 

movements in the interwar time. This important question for the international women's 

movement had led from the big events around the Hague Conference from 1930, over the poor 

performance within the international women's movements at the twelfth assembly in 1931 to a 

standstill in 1932. The Information Section of the League prepared Palencia and all other 

women for the session in the assembly and wanted them to keep their feet still until a better 

moment would arrive to treat the question again and avoid further problems with the US-lawyer 

Alice Paul, the Chilean and Dutch feminists Marta Vergara and Louise van Eeghen and others 

who followed their own agenda without trying to find common ground among the women's 

organizations. The governments in turn had stated their views that they did not wish for foreign 

women to keep their nationality upon marrying one of their nationals. So clearly tactically it 

was not a good moment to raise the question again before the Hague convention entering in 

force in the beginning of 1936 when every party of the convention could ask for a revision. 

 
21 Cf. Palencia (1947). 
22 Cf. Anonymous (1938). 
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Accordingly, Palencia had to express in the Assembly that Spain could not support the proposal 

of the Chilean and Colombian delegation for an immediate revision of the convention and at 

the same time she formulated her personal disappointment for any disillusionment Spain's 

stance caused within the women's organizations.23 

In 1933 Palencia was appointed as the only female member to the newly founded Slavery 

Committee of Experts of the League. This participation is the most visible one of her 

participations in the League and the women's movement celebrated it after a long fight of 

getting a woman nominated for the committee. "Mme. Isabel de Palencia has been appointed a 

member of the Slavery Committee, surely a good augury for the most oppressed women of all" 

(Anonymous 1934a). But as she was neither a specialist in the field nor dealt with questions of 

representation of Spain (Spain had no colonies involved in the debates of this committee 

anymore, it dealt with slavery mainly in Africa and parts of Asia) besides being formally its 

representative, it is perhaps more interesting to focus on her participation in other committees 

where Spain's interests were primarily at stake. 

In the Child Welfare Committee, she was more at home with her experience. As early as 1919 

child welfare had moved on the top of the international agenda. Part of it were the consequences 

of the war, orphans, refugee families and neglected children. Children and families became a 

priority for the construction of the nations at one hand, but politicians also believed that young 

people in particular were the bridge to build peaceful relationships with former enemies. 

Participation in international affairs and peace education seemed to be crucial. The League 

Assembly and Council decided to endorse children welfare in 1923 by creating the Child 

Welfare Committee in 1924. It was modelled after the Advisory Committee on Traffic in 

Women and Children, created one year earlier, a consultant body, counselling the League and 

its member states on measures to be taken. Both committees were part of the Social Commission 

and its secretariat, both were composed out of state delegates and advisers or assessors. NGOs 

dedicated to child welfare were rather unhappy with the set up for several reasons. For example, 

the Declaration of Children's Rights drafted by Save the Children Fund International in 

September 1924 were influenced by British and elitist considerations which angered principally 

the French speaking world and its idea of child protection.24 

Palencia participated in the eighth meeting of the Fifth Committee in October 1933 on the 

question of desertion of the family as a criminal offense as it was suggested by Florence 

Horsbrugh of the UK. The Polish senator Hanna Hubicka was rapporteur. In this committee the 

 
23 Cf. File I: 318; Miller (2006); Röwekamp (2023). 
24 Cf. Marshall (1999); Droux (2016). 
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connection between Palencia being a member of the international women's movement and a 

speaker of the Republic became clear as she hinted that the IWSA had passed a resolution 

already in the Rome meeting in 1923, urging all its members to make every effort to secure 

adoption in their countries of severe measures against persons found guilty of desertion of 

family. She also pointed out that the Spanish Constitution stipulated in the case of illegitimate 

children that parents had the same duties to their illegitimate as to their legitimate children. It 

authorized proceedings for the acknowledgment of paternity and provided that no mention of 

affiliation should be made in official documents.25 

The question of compulsory school age which the commission wanted to raise, met difficult 

terms in Spain. Although the government had built 7,000 schools since the establishment of the 

Republic, there were still many children who had no prospect of education owing to the shortage 

of schools. It was hardly possible in these circumstances to decree any extension of the 

compulsory school age. Palencia thought, however, that the idea of special courses for young 

unemployed deserved consideration.26 

During the same visit in Geneva Palencia also participated in the Committee on Penal and 

Penitentiary Question, chaired by Kerstin Hesselgren from Sweden. The League Council first 

investigated it in 1929, in 1930 the Assembly considered it and asked the Howard League and 

other associations to offer plans for getting all nations in a co-operation for preventing crime 

and making the same sort of just laws of punishment everywhere. Penal Reform became part 

of the study of the Fifth and Six Committee of the Assembly which since its first meeting in 

1932 talked about Standard Minimum Rules for the treatment of prisoners submitted by the 

International Penal Penitentiary Commission and the draft report of the Fifth Committee to the 

Assembly. Hesselgren read a communication from the Prisoner's Friends, a group affiliated to 

the Howard League for Penal Reform, suggesting that a permanent committee should be 

established under the auspices of the League of Nations to ensure the observation in all member 

countries of the League. Palencia reported that the prison reform in Spain dated from a hundred 

years ago. The principles contained in the Minimum Rules now found expression in a new 

Spanish legislation, which provided for the separation of prisoners by category and sex, 

abolished corporal punishment and provided work for prisoners under the same conditions as 

those obtained for free labor. In fact, in 1931 due to the work of the attorney Victoria Kent 

following the suggestions of the lawyer Concepción Arenal of the 19th century provision was 

made for special staffs for women prisoners, and new women's model prisons such as Las 

 
25 Cf. File H. 
26 Cf. ibid. 
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Ventas were instituted. There was yet no organization which took care of discharged prisoners, 

but the need was realized, and such organizations would doubtless soon arise, Palencia assured. 

The Spanish Government accepted the Minimum Rules.27 In 1936 the committee met again in 

the presence of several women, inclusive the first-time a female delegate from Iran, the 

university professor Fatemeh Sayyah, as well as Kollontai. 

Palencia's last act in her stay of October 1933 in Geneva was the participation in the 

Diplomatic Conference concerning the Suppression of Traffic in Women of Full Age. The 

Advisory Committee on Trafficking Women was part of the Opium, Traffic and Social 

Questions section of the League and consisted out of a liaison officer of the ILO, two unofficial 

members, Rachel Crowdy, former Chief of Section. Official members were twelve government 

members, among them Spain, and six assessors who had all the rights and duties of the other 

except voting power and these were the Women's international organizations.28 Belgium 

declared that in its colonies no trafficking of women existed. Italy which had the licensed house 

system was against the convention and refused to sign. France claimed it would sign but was 

not certain to which extent everything would have to be changed to make the country sign. In 

Spain itself a new legislation was in preparation which was supposed to make the licensed 

houses of prostitution illegal. Early in 1931, 31 countries had closed all their licensed houses.29 

Spain intentionally chose Palencia to sign the convention on behalf of the Republic, 

encompassing all Spanish overseas territories. By having a woman represent them, the Republic 

aimed to publicly demonstrate its democratic values and modernity. On October 11, 1933, 

Palencia became the first woman to sign an international convention for her government, 

fulfilling this symbolic role.30 

When Palencia returned to Geneva to participate at the League Assembly in 1936, the 

Republic was already entangled in a Civil War and the delegation was supposed to make the 

League aware of the precarious situation of Democracy in Spain. The government decreed Julio 

Álvarez del Vayo, Foreign Minister, Fernando de los Ríos, and Ángel Ossorio y Gallardo as 

delegates to the League. Isabel de Palencia was a sub-delegate.31 "To come from Spain to 

Geneva at that time was like falling into a strange planet", she remembered.  

From the exaltation we all had in Spain, born from a conviction that we were doing the 
right thing not only toward Spain but toward the whole world at the cost of incalculable 
sacrifices, we plunged into an atmosphere of indifference not to say hostility. The hostility, 
I think now, was chiefly the outcome of a feeling of inferiority. We were doing what they 

 
27 Cf. File A. 
28 Cf. Limoncelli (2010); File C. 
29 Cf. File K. 
30 Cf. File F. 
31 Cf. File B. 
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knew they ought to do but did not want to do when their turn came along (Palencia 1940: 
242). 

Álvarez del Vayo addressed the Assembly of the League with an impressive speech and tried 

to convince it that Spain was not fighting a civil war but that she was laboring to free herself 

from a foreign invasion. He brought enough evidence for his point of view but received no 

response from the League. Except for Mexico,32 nobody wanted to get involved into the Spanish 

problem. Palencia wrote: 

We were very soon given to understand that the Spanish question could not be mentioned 
because it made other countries uncomfortable. Of course, everyone knew that the thing 
was there, just as sickness and death are in one's household at time, but it is considered 
indiscreet to speak about them (Palencia 1940: 243). 

The League did not even agree to build a fact-finding commission but decided to only grant 

humanitarian help, despite the proofs that Germany and Italy were foreign aggressors in a 

member country of the League, which was a breach of Art. 10 of the League Convent, and of 

course it decided on the installation of the infamous Non-Intervention-Committee.33 

Palencia reached her limit when in the end of the session of the Assembly the murals of one 

of Spain's best-known artists, José Maria Sert, in the council-chamber were inaugurated. They 

were a present of the Spanish Republic to the League of Nations and were to be presented in a 

special event on the evening of one of the last days of the assembly. The murals were – 

ironically – dedicated to war and peace. Even in this surrounding Palencia was hurt by the 

indifference of the member states towards the Spanish fate. One delegate of a great European 

power came to her and asked why she was so pale and whether she was tired. 

"Tired? Not a bit. Do you know how I feel?" I turned round to include the other delegates 
who had joined our group. "I feel more proud than I have ever been before, proud of the 
enormous superiority of the Spanish people. Here we are in the League of Nations in which 
we say we lay such faith. Well, such an organization for world peace was first thought of 
by the Dominican friar, Francisco de Vitória from Salamanca", whom Sert had actually 
painted in the council chamber as an allegory to international law. "Its sanctum sanctorum 
– the chamber of the council – has been embellished by a Spaniard and its principles are 
being defended, at the cost of their lives, by Spaniards, while all the other countries just 
look on and wait [...] Don't you think I have every reason to feel proud?" With polite bows 
and a mumbled, "Of course, of course," they melted away, and like Spain I remained alone 
on the field (Palencia 1940: 270s.). 

Not entirely alone though because parts of the international women's world stood on Spain's 

and Palencia's side. As every year, the women's international organizations represented in 

Geneva gave a reception in honor of the women delegates to the assembly. Palencia 

 
32 Cf. File J. 
33 Cf. Graham (2003); Jorge (2022); Preston (2006); Thomas (2001). 
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remembered this reception: "The day before, one of its promoters said to me, 'We should love 

to ask you to be one of speakers, señora, but is has been decided that this year only women who 

are here for the first time are to speak.' I instinctively felt that they were afraid a speech by me 

might create trouble". (Palencia 1940: 244). But when the new Portuguese member – Palencia 

does not mention her by name, it was probably Virgínia de Castro e Almeida34 – gave her talk, 

Palencia and everybody else present were stunned. "To everyone's amazement she took 

advantage of the situation to make a violent attack upon Spain, and also upon Russia. It was so 

unprecedented and ill-bred that it provoked immediate reaction. People hissed and there were 

cries of 'shame'". (Palencia 1940: 244). Emilie Gourd requested the Portuguese member to keep 

within the limits of her agreed-on topic or to leave. All women present, Kerstin Hasselgren, 

Kathleen Courtney, Alexandra Kollontai, except a delegate from Hungary, came up to Palencia 

and expressed their indignation (Palencia 1940: 244s.). It appears as if the female delegates or 

specialists to the League present at this meeting had a clearer view on the failure of their 

governments and the League to support the Spanish government than the male members did. 

They at least expressed their sympathy with the Spanish cause. 

In fact, a first impression on the reaction of Women's National International Organizations 

shows that they did not only protest the humanitarian disaster which the League also 

acknowledged, but they in particular condemned the bombardment of towns and civil 

population and claimed more initiative of the League for the sake of the Spanish population.35 

The Danish National Council of Women, part of the ICW, for example protested in May 1937:  

Women cannot fail to express their horror at the appalling loss of life in Spain, culminating 
in the massacre of the civil population of open towns like Guernica. […] We believe that 
such acts demand instant condemnation by the civilized world. Remembering that the 
General Conference on the Reduction and Limitations of Armaments condemned in 
principle the bombing from the air of open towns, and the indiscriminate slaughter of 
noncombatant population, we urge further that the entire problem be put on the agenda of 
the approaching session of the Council of the League of Nation (File E). 

The international Co-operative Women's Guild demanded:  

The League is the recognized guardian of international collaboration and must, therefore, 
make its voice heard and exert all its influence in order to ensure that in future no combatant 
shall dare to use such barbarous methods of welfare against innocent women and children. 
[…] (we) protest with the greatest energy against the employment of such methods and 
urge the League of Nations to act as keeper of the conscience of the world and publicly 
condemn the bombing of open town in order that the moral force of a common humanity 
may put an end to the barbarities of air warfare (File D). 

 
34 Cf. Bermejo Roldán (2024). 
35 This builds another research lagoon. For the reaction of women's organizations about the Holocaust see Kimble 

(2023). 
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The WILPF became even more specific and affirmed a flagrant violation of Art. 10 of the 

League of Nations Convent and condemned the non-intervention-agreement: "Regrets that the 

League of Nations Council has not yet taken any measures to put an end to an aggression from 

outside, threatening the territorial integrity and the political independence" of a State Member 

of the League (File L). It urged the League to oblige the foreign governments to withdraw its 

troops and re-install peace as quick as possible. While these claims appear for the time being to 

be single acts, there was more understanding of the world situation behind these claims than 

the men's world besides Mexico acted on when leaving the Republic to its fate. These women 

in turn claimed for an intervention on the side of the League and a dismissal of the non-

intervention-pact, which didn't avoid any the Italian-German intervention in Spain and robbed 

the Republic all chances to buy arms to defend itself. Churchill called the non-intervention-

agreement after initial support "an elaborate system of official humbug" (Beevor 2006: 338). 

Isabel de Palencia returned to Geneva a last time for the 1937 ILO conference. The Spanish 

government had just changed and Juan Negrín took over as Prime Minister. The latter also 

spoke English fluently and moved more secure on the international parquet than the former 

prime minister Largo Caballero. Palencia's presence in Geneva was this time specifically 

important for the government as the Governing Body of the ILO was voting for new seats on 

the executive board on which most industrial countries such as Great Britain, Germany, the 

United States, the Soviet Republic, Italy, and Japan had permanent posts. The remaining seats 

were divided among the other nations by means of elections. The Scandinavian countries and 

the South American Republics usually secured one post each so one seat remained open. Spain 

so far had been on the board as an elected member. Spain wanted one of the seats up for election. 

Palencia was necessary to work with the rest of the Spanish delegation to lobby for the votes 

for the last seat which Belgium also wanted. The Spanish delegation knew some countries were 

unconditionally on their side or against Spain. They tried to swing the undecided states. 

Permanent members could not vote but they could influence the other nations although they 

were supposed not to do so. After weeks of "anxious sounding, trying to find out what 

everybody, particularly the South American Republics, intended doing," Spain in the end won 

the last seat (Palencia 1940: 355). Part of the movement in favor was that Germany meanwhile 

had attacked Almería where women and children and elder people had searched refuge. This 

war crime helped to swing the votes in favor of Spain as the attack had a tremendous impact at 

the conference. In all these negotiations Palencia was an important figure in the Spanish 

diplomatic efforts to convince the delegates who held her in high regard.36 

 
36 Cf. Palencia (1940: 349-355). 
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In 1939, Palencia and her entire family went into exile in Mexico. Despite this displacement, 

her dedication to international women's rights and the Spanish cause persisted, though it 

inevitably diminished over time as Palencia was no official part of the political and diplomatic 

corps anymore. 

Conclusion 

This article offers a new female face to the evolving history of women's 'invisibility' in 

international law.37 Palencia spoke up for the rights of women and children in international law 

and against the race of arms production in the 1930s and thus for peace. Her work on the 

international level manifested itself – like in the case of most women of the national and 

international women's movement – in her concern for equal rights, social justice, and poverty. 

She was one of the persons who put all these concerns onto the international agenda long before 

they emerged to be central to international law. While Palencia worked for women and children, 

she also worked centrally for the young Spanish Republic which proved her compromise to 

women's equal rights, modernity, and progress to the world by not only sending Palencia as a 

delegate to the ILO and the League but several other Spanish women. As we have seen, Spain 

was very serious about its participation in these international organizations and eager to 

participate in an idea of forming international organizations and international law which could 

improve peace, security, and welfare of all member states. It is almost tragic to see how the 

eagerness for internationalism met disillusion when Spain as a member state of the League was 

not protected by the League. Spain had been from the beginning one of the strongest supporters 

of the League. In Article 6 of her constitution the Republic endorsed the Paris Peace Pact by 

renouncing war "as an instrument of national policy". Article 77 prohibited the President the 

declaration of war "except subject to the conditions prescribed in the Covenant of the League 

of Nations" and after the exhaustion of all peaceful means. Constrained by the idea of finding 

another solution Spain did not place her claim on the agenda of the 1936 Assembly but hoped 

for another solution. But Spain did not only not manage to obtain either effective enforcement 

of the non-intervention policy or alternatively its abandonment or getting a formal recognition 

of gross violations of non-intervention by Germany and Italy. A policy as earlier in the case of 

Ethiopia instead of the non-intervention policy might have proved helpful in the aggressions of 

Germany and Italy within Spain as well giving Spain the chance to arm itself as was her right 

in international law.38 The international community also turned a blind eye when Adolf Hitler 

occupied Czechoslovakia, and finally the world tumbled into another world war with Germany's 

 
37 Cf. Tallgren (2020: 381); Tallgren (2023). 
38 Cf. Jorge (2022); Veatch (1990); Wilcox (1938). 
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attack on Poland. This process of losing faith into the international community is clearly shown 

in Isabel de Palencia's experiences in Geneva. In her autobiography she weaves her own 

experiences together with the fate of the Spanish Republic. We usually find this kind of 

narrative in the memoirs of male leading figures of the Spanish government but to find it in a 

woman who was present in the moments of Spain's struggle in the arena of the League is rather 

uncommon. Palencia was particularly important for the Republic because she was one of the 

few leading figures of the Republic able to converse in English. She took up the entire public 

relation for the Republic in terms of the Anglo-speaking world. This is already hinted at in her 

work in Geneve but gets even more obvious in the lecturing tours to England and the US she 

undertook not only in the 1930s to gain support for the Republic, but also in the 1940s to gain 

the support for the exiled community. We can clearly observe the combination of all her 

strengths and abilities in Palencia’s work on the international stage, from acting, language and 

writing skills, her engagement in national and international feminism to come together to take 

the stance she did on the international stage: for more social justice, against poverty, for 

women's equal rights and for peace, against fascism, and especially for the democratic Spain. 
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