
80

Gender equality policies 
in Spain 
The commitment of social democracy  

Soledad Ruiz Segu•n and Marta Plaza

This paper focuses on the evolution of gender equality policies in Spain, 

re¯ecting the ®rm commitment of social democracy to the promotion of 

e•ective equality measures. The article is divided into two parts: The ®rst one 

begins with a historical retrospective on how women mobilised themselves 

and fought for better representation from the late 19th century up to the 

mid-late 20th century. Women went from being subject to obligations to 

being holders of rights in a country which experienced both two democratic 

republics and two dictatorships. This section also deals with the Spain which 

gave rise to the 1978 democratic Constitution, still in force today, and the 

quantum leap in women's rights achieved through implementation of the 

equality policies of Felipe Gonz€lez's socialist governments (1982-1996). The 

second part performs a detailed assessment of decisive social democratic 

gender policies in Spain from 2004 onwards, under the governments of Jos• 

Luis Rodr‚guez-Zapatero, taking into consideration the measures implemented, 

socialist achievements in the ®eld of gender equality and the challenges still 

to be tackled. Lastly, to conclude, new proposals are raised with a view to 

helping foster further progress in this ®eld. 
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1     Spanish women's achievements
in the recent past (19th-20th centuries) 

Spanish society in retrospective

An account of the victories won in the fundamental and citizenship rights of Spanish women is 

intrinsically tied to the history of Spain and its social situation over the course of the events that took place.

In the 19th century, the Spanish population lived mainly in rural areas, the economy being based 

on agricultural labour. The role assigned to women was that of a wife and mother; marriage was the 

way out of the family home, and motherhood a woman's chief function. This allocation of social roles 

did, however, have di•erent consequences depending on the social class to which women belonged. 

Work in the ®elds, the factory and the tertiary sector represented the areas open to Spanish working-

class women, most of whom would leave work when they married.

It should be pointed out that the working female population at the start of the 20th century repre-

sented 18.3% of workers, providing the productive fabric with a signi®cant labour force. Levels of illiteracy 

were remarkably high. Only 25.1% of women could read and write in the year 1900 (Capel, 2003).

Employment conditions, an increase in labour and the shift from the countryside to the city in 

search of work gave rise to a workers' movement which attempted to provide a response to the 

employment demands of that period, while at the same time becoming aware of the need to get 

involved in national politics in order to achieve changes in society. In 1879 Pablo Iglesias founded 

the trade union Uni•n General de Trabajadores (UGT) and the Spanish socialist party, the Partido 

Socialista Obrero Espa!ol (PSOE). Both organisations were identi!ed with the complete 

emancipation of the working class and the realization of its aspirations, namely of achieving 

individual liberties and economic and administrative reforms to modernise the production fabric 

and improve the living and working conditions of the populace. The conclusions of the !rst 

PSOE Congress in 1886 already referred to demands for equal pay for all workers of both genders 

.

It was not long before working-class women in Madrid joined forces in the Women's Socialist 

Grouping (Agrupaci•n Femenina Socialista) founded by Virginia Gonz"lez, who in 1916 joined the 

National Committee of the UGT. As early as its 8th Congress, in 1905, the UGT had discussed the need to 

protect pregnant women, taking on board one of the most signi®cant demands of working-class women 

of the era, namely a call for a change in the law governing female and child employment to prohibit any 

work being performed in the weeks prior to and following delivery (Nash, 1981). The Congress in 1932 

approved a reduction in the a!liation rates for women in order to facilitate their access to the trade unions, 

given their lower salary levels, a measure which led to a substantial increase in trade unions recruitment. 
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The demands of the working class were progressively incorporated within the programme of the PSOE.

An elite of women from the more well-to-do social classes had the opportunity to receive schooling. 

Even if unable to practise their professions, those who had completed higher education took part in the 

Educational Congresses held in 1880 and 1892. The latter was of particular note, with 528 of the 2650 

registered participants being women. History recalls the involvement of two women who made an 

outstanding contribution as rights advocates, namely Concepci"n Arenal1 and Emilia Pardo Baz€n. The 

latter championed equality of rights in education and in her address attacked the cunning argument 

involved in allowing women to study, but not to practise their profession: ªone cannot in all conscience claim 

that the education of women is at present any such thing, but simply house-training, its aim being obedience, 

passivity and submissionº. (Pardo Baz€n, E. 1992). Emilia was in 1916 the ®rst woman to be appointed to an 

academic chair in Spain as Professor of Neo-Latin Languages at the Universidad Central, an appointment 

which aroused considerable opposition among both the academic community and students. These two 

women, Concepci"n and Emilia, were followed as standard-bearers thanks to the in¯uence achieved by 

their articles and essays in the incipient turning of the cycle.

The laws of the era were clearly discriminatory, in particular the Civil Code (1889), the Penal Code (1870) 

and the Code of Commerce (1885). Women were kept in a position of permanent submission to men. They 

were obliged to obey their husbands, and, without the permission of their spouse, could do practically 

nothing except draw up a will. They could not work, set up a company, open a current account, be issued 

a passport or a driver's licence. Without a permit they could not accept or reject an inheritance, act as an 

executor, defend themselves before the courts or sell or mortgage their property. Women did not enjoy 

the right of guardianship over their children, and could lose them if their husband chose independently to 

give them up for adoption. This laws remained in force up until 1970.

Meanwhile, until 21st March 1963, husbands and fathers were legally entitled to kill their spouses 

and daughters if they were caught in ¯agrant adultery, provided that the action was taken in order to 

preserve the honour and dignity of the man.

Women began to play a more active role at the start of the 20th century, leading to the ®rst modest 

advances in their social, working and legal status. The dictatorship of Primo de Rivera agreed to grant 

women the vote in 1924, although only in the case of single and widowed women, with married 

women being excluded in order to ensure that they could not vote against their husband's will. 

The Second Spanish Republic was proclaimed on 14 April 1931 as a Democratic and Republican 

State. The laws passed during the Republic signi!cantly improved the position of women. The 

Constitution in 1931 proclaimed the equality of men and women in Article 40, and granted equal 

rights to legitimate and illegitimate children, while establishing marriage on the basis of equal 

rights for both sexes in Article 43. However, su#rage was initially subject to many restrictions in 

1   She took part in Madrid, as a delegate at the Faculty of Law, dressed in man's clothing as women were at that time excluded from university 
education.
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spite of the modi!cations made to certain articles of the Electoral Act to reduce the voting age 

to 23 and grant women and priests the right to stand for o$ce.

Finally, on 1 October 1931 women were given the right both to vote and to be elected, a legislative 

change defended in Parliament by the Radical Party member Clara Campoamor in a controversial 

debate. Opposition to granting the vote to women, irrespective of their civil status, was based on fear 

of the in¯uence which the Catholic Church exerted over them, hence the fact that even the socialist 

member of Parliament Victoria Kent suggested that votes for women be delayed until they had 

achieved greater democratic awareness and political responsibility in order to uphold their rights. 

1933 saw the staging of the ®rst elections in which women could vote to elect the 472 political 

representatives, including 5 women. The Right won the election, with 227 seats, and women were 

blamed for their victory.

One year later, a Divorce Act was passed, and this, along with civil marriage, represented reforms 

against which the Catholic Church and conservative sectors of Spanish society fought long and hard. 

Access to education and improvements in working conditions were the priorities on the government 

agenda. The Civil and Penal Codes were also reformed. Among other issues, women were given the 

right to share marital property with their husbands, were given guardianship over their children and 

allowed to maintain their citizenship after marrying a foreign man, while the o•ence of adultery was 

abolished. Prostitution was abolished, and abortion legalised in Catalonia in 1937.

On 1 April 1939 the constitutional government lost the Civil War which broke out with the coup 

d'•tat launched by General Franco on 17 July 1936. From this point onwards all progressive laws were 

abolished and replaced with others imposing a new order based on patriarchy and a new social 

structure which institutionalised the division of labour on the basis of gender. 

The repression of dictatorship prevented any further progress towards female emancipation. In 

the ®eld of education, for example, Franco's regime based its approach to teaching on the most 

reactionary Catholicism of the 19th century, introducing a division of educational content based on 

gender (Cabrera P•rez 2005). The education of women focused on the household, how to be good 

mothers and raise children.

The government of the dictatorship is divided by numerous analysts into two periods. The ®rst 

period is from the end of the war up to the 1950s, and the second is from the 1960s up until the death 

of General Franco in 1975. The former period was marked by the suppression of women's rights 

which had been included in Republican legislation, and a return to the laws of the 19th century. The 

1889 Civil Code was reintroduced, civil marriage was abolished, and abortion and contraceptives 

criminalised. The reform of the Civil Code in 1958 granted the right of guardianship only to widows 

who remarried, along with the right to give evidence as a witness in a trial.

During the second period, as a result of the introduction of measures to promote a more open 

economic system, undoubtedly in¯uenced by the impact of tourism, restrictions on women's access 
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to the job market began to be relaxed. Labour was needed in the service sector, and women took 

the opportunity this a•orded them. Access to education also improved.

Many of the signi®cant circumstances arising during the period were similar to those which took 

place in all other neighbouring countries: a substantial increase in the population and widespread 

access to education. With regard to university students, it should be pointed out that while women 

accounted for 13% during the immediate post-Civil War period (1940-1945), this level had risen to 30% 

by the 1967-68 academic year.

The end of Franco's regime and the onset of democracy went hand-in-hand with one of the most 

profound changes in Spanish society, with consequences for the legal, social and personal reality of 

women. 

As highlighted in the study Mujer, trabajo y sociedad (1839-1983), two circumstances have de!ned 

the profound change in economic activity over the past 30 years: the mass entry of women into the 

workforce, and their leading role in the service sector, thereby making them more visible in the 

public arena. During this period the female workforce has multiplied by a factor of 4, as opposed to 

a rate of increase for men of 1.5. By the end of the 20th century, then, women made up 39% of Spain's 

active population. 

The role of the feminist movement in gender equality progress

The reforms embarked upon during the 2nd Republic assisted the involvement of women, but it 

was the Civil War which gave them a new limited role within society and acted as the catalyst for 

female mobilisation. Millions of women identi®ed with the slogan ªwomen to workº. Various organi-

sations with a socialist leaning were set up, such as the Girls' Union (Uni!n de Muchachas), made up of 

young members of the Madrid Uni®ed Socialist Youth movement, the anarchist Free Women (Mujeres 

Libres) and the Anti-fascist Women (Mujeres Antifascistas), a mobilisation fostered by trade union 

organisations and left-wing political parties.

More than 40 years later, in the mid-1970s, the death of the dictator coincided with a great upsurge 

in the feminist movement. The ®rst campaigns staged by the women's movement focused on the 

sale and advertising of contraceptives and various demands regarding rights to education, 

employment and against sexual assault. At this time feminism, which had maintained a more social 

role, became politicised, registering its demands and thoroughly permeating the social and cultural 

life of the time.

Particular attention must therefore be paid to the invaluable theoretical and research work 

performed within the university world by academic feminism, serving to give the ®rst women's 

organisations a structure and provide the necessary scienti®c foundations for the advances of 

feminism. Such pioneering associations include in particular the AEMU (Spanish Association of 

University Women), founded in 1920 and restored to active status in 1953, in exile.
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There was in parallel a resurgence of the association movement among women. The ®rst major 

women's association was the MDM (Movimiento Dem!cratico de Mujeres ± Democratic Movement of 

Women), which sowed the seeds of Spain's ®rst feminist movement and arose almost spontaneously 

among the wives of convicts (including political prisoners) who met at prisons and sought mutual 

support. In 1967, 1,518 signatures were gathered for a petition to be presented before the Vice-

President of the Government entitled ªFor the Rights of Spanish Womenº, calling for equal opportunities 

in access to the job market, nurseries, full university access, family planning information and birth 

control, divorce and a reform of the Civil Code.

The various Women's Studies Seminars which emerged during this period served to revisit the 

demands and debates of the feminist movement within the context of universities, which had 

become an open forum for gatherings and re¯ection conducted with a pluralist approach, involving 

students, faculty members and women from outside the university sphere. In 1978 the Universidad 

Aut"noma de Barcelona, on the initiative of Judith Astelarra and Marina Subirats, staged the Women's 

Studies Seminar leading on to the organisation in April 1980 of the First Patriarchy Studies Conference 

(Primeras Jornadas de Estudios sobre el Patriarcado). One year later the Universidad Aut"noma de Madrid 

began its ®rst initiatives, setting up a Women's Studies Seminar founded by Mar‚a #ngeles Dur€n.

The strength and organisational capacity of women surprised the trades unions and political 

organisations of that time, as highlighted by the market boycott of 20 February 1975, providing recognition 

of the mobilising capacity of the association movement, with 17 housewives' associations taking part. Its 

success led to a three-month suspension of their activities, in what was itself a decisive year: 1975.

That same year, designated by the United Nations as International Women's Year, gave fresh impetus 

to Spanish organisations in presenting a reality quite di•erent from the o!cial version which was at 

the time still monopolized by the so-called the Female Section (Secci!n Femenina), the controversial 

women's body which was linked to the patriarchal ideology of the dictatorship. This led to the 

emergence of the Madrid Platform of Women's Groups (Plataforma de Grupos de Mujeres de Madrid).

And two crucial events occurred: the First Women's Liberation Conference (Primeras Jornadas 

por la Liberaci•n de la Mujer) (Madrid, December 1975) and the First Catalan Women's Conference 

(Primeras Jornadas Catalanas de la Dona) (Barcelona, May 1976). These gatherings, as pointed out 

by Elena Grau, were both democratic and women's forums, giving the women's movement 

visibility and social force. 

The events staged on 8 March 1977 in Valencia, Seville, Malaga, Granada, Bilbao, Madrid and 

Barcelona under the slogan ªInternational Working Women's Day: no woman in prison or out of 

workº represented a decisive step forward in the struggle for legal victories, which began to see 

fruit in the Civil Code Reform Act of 2 May 1978, which did away with the !nal traces of marital 

authority.

At precisely the same time disputes within the feminist movement marked the onset of a process 
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of structural division and fragmentation. The core issues of the debate focused on dual/single activism 

and the dispute between the feminism of equality and the feminism of di•erence. These debates 

reached their climax at the Granada Conference organised in December 1979 by the State Feminist 

Organisation Coordination Body, in partnership with the Granada Women's Assembly, an event 

attended by more than 3000 women. Following this gathering, the women's movement saw its 

vigour subside at subsequent events, unable to accept the plurality of the movement (Gil Ruiz, 1996).

Return to democracy resumed socialist gender equality policies

The transition years

The period from the death of General Franco up to 1981 has been referred to by historians and 

analysts as ªThe Transitionº. The governing party during these years was the UCD (Democratic Centre 

Union), a coalition of Christian democrat, liberal, conservative and even social democratic parties, 

which governed Spain up until the PSOE's electoral triumph in 1982.

The beginning of equality policy in Spain is de®ned by the onset of democracy. In terms of the 

legal status of women, the Constitution in 1978 eliminated inequalities in legislation, prohibited 

gender-based discrimination, and for the ®rst time granted legal equality.

There were numerous feminist groups during the transition strongly championing equality, although 

their assembly-based structure and the fact that they were mainly quite separate from party activism, 

which was meanwhile dealing with other priorities, led most of their proposals to be left out of the text of 

the Constitution. It must in fairness, though, be acknowledged that their demands and criticisms led to the 

inclusion of a number of changes in the ®nal version of the Spanish Citizens' Charter.

Once the democratic system had been established, along with legislative reform there was a 

need to have in place public institutions in order to implement equality policies. The Sub-Directorate-

General for Women was established in 1977, belonging to the structure of the Ministry of Culture's 

Directorate-General for the Family. As its name indicates, its operations focused on the family, leading 

to ®erce criticism from the feminist movement.

Subsequently, Act 11/1981, of 13 May, served to recognise the equality of married women regarding the 

disposal and administration of property held in common and in exercising joint guardianship of the 

couple's children. Act 30/1981, of 7 July, likewise modi®ed the system governing marriage in the Civil Code 

and established the procedure to be followed in cases of nulli®cation, separation and divorce. 

First boost of equality policies: Felipe Gonz!lezÂs governments 1982-1996

The PSOE won the October 1982 election, with Felipe Gonz"lez forming a government. Five 

months after he took o$ce, the Penal Code was reformed to decriminalise voluntary abortion in 

three cases: endangerment of the life or physical or psychological health of the mother, where 

the pregnancy was the result of rape, or if it was presumed that the foetus would be born with 

serious physical or mental damage. An appeal against this law was brought before the Constitutional 
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Court by the conservatives of the Alianza Popular (as did subsequently the current Partido Popular), 

and it was not able to take e•ect until two years later, when it was declared fully constitutional.

The Penal Code was again reformed in 1989, with o•ences against the sexual liberty of individuals 

replacing those previously de®ned as o•ences against honour ªon the basis that the legal right being 

protected was sexual liberty and not honourº. A number of laws were altered that same year to extend 

maternity leave to 16 weeks, to create a right to up to 3 years' leave of absence to care for children, 

and to make it possible in reality for women to join the armed forces.

Felipe Gonz"lez's government set up the Women's Institute (Instituto de la Mujer), by means 

of Act 16/1983, of 24 October, as an autonomous public organisation, responsible for the legal 

oversight of equality between men and women, the correction of existing discrimination and 

the promotion of conditions allowing women to play a full part in political, cultural, economic 

and social life. Its ®rst Director was Carlota Bustelo, a leading activist in the feminist movement and 

the PSOE. ªFrom Bustelo's perspective, both socialism and socialist women needed to broaden their horizons 

and the aims they were striving for. Socialism had to add to its support for equality between the sexes the 

inclusion of the human and political values of feminism for two reasons. First, because, as an instrument for 

social change, it was closely tied to the women's movement, and could therefore draw global solutions from 

women's issues. Secondly, in order to be accepted by other non-activist women, who would feel a"nity only 

if the party proved itself to be open to and understanding of the problems they facedº (Capel,R. 2007:98) 

The creation of the Women's Institute is viewed as a turning point in gender equality policy, with 

a shift in focus towards gender inequalities and the empowerment of women. The law which served 

to create this institution attributed to it various functions: analysis of the legal, educational, cultural, 

health and socio-cultural position of women, as an advisor to the government and coordinator of the 

work of di•erent ministries, while also promoting the provision of services on behalf of women and 

monitoring legislation and its application. It was an example followed by a considerable number of 

Autonomous Regions in subsequent years.

The strategic approach established was the drafting of Equality Plans based on the application of 

speci®c actions derived from research and analysis of the social and economic situation of women. 

Two plans were developed during this period, and a third under a conservative government. All 

included proposals for changes in legislation which were later passed by Parliament. Employment 

legislation was also adapted in line with the Directives in force in the European Union.

Socialism and gender equality have always followed a common path, as a result no doubt of the 

large number of women joining the party's governing bodies, allowing them to participate in various 

levels of government2. The Federal Executive Commission, the PSOE's supreme body of representation 

and governance, began to give greater importance to equality policies by means of a speci®cally 

2    Certain initiatives provided input in the drafting of Organic Act 1/2004, of 28 December 2004, on Comprehensive Protection Measures against 
Gender Violence.
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created body which has over the course of the years changed name and status: from the Women and 

Socialism Committee to the Equality Secretariat, by way of the Federal Women and Socialism Group 

and the Executive and Federal Women's Participation Secretariats. Its aims included those of 

expanding the base of the party, raising social awareness about the issues facing women and the 

need to implement speci®c policies to remove discrimination, guaranteeing a presence on 

international forums, creating family planning centres within the public health system, providing 

social leadership in the discourse on equal opportunities for men and women and heightening the 

level of training of female activists allowing them to take part in governing bodies (Capel, 2007).

In 1988 the PSOE's 31st Congress approved a minimum quota of 25% of women in the party's 

positions of authority and electoral candidates. The 34th Congress held in 1997 approved 

representational parity, with gender distribution ranging between 40% and 60%. The 

contribution of feminist thought to socialism was also recognised. In order to consolidate the 

principle of parity, percentages were introduced for the breakdown of electoral candidates in 

terms both of those included in the lists and the set of positions to which candidates could be 

elected (Astelarra, 2005). 

A long road leading to the endpoint of the demands which female socialist activists had been presenting 

since the start of the century, helping to include among the manifesto content passed by the various 

congresses such issues as: equal education, creation of social and childcare services, positive discrimination 

in employment, guaranteed health care for women and the protection of the most vulnerable groups. All 

these principles were espoused by the PSOE and implemented during its terms in o!ce.

The governments headed by Felipe Gonz€lez consolidated the so-called ªpillars of the welfare 

stateº: universal right to health, education and establishment of the basis of the pensions system; 

rights which addressed all citizens, but which, given the initial position occupied by women, 

represented greater bene®ts for them.

Meanwhile, under the almost axiomatic slogan ªwhat is personal is politicalº, representing the most 

advanced aspects of feminism from the Transition, feminism gradually took shape as a philosophy of 

life and critical thought, capable of implementing a programme of action and proposing speci®c and 

also global alternatives. Feminism, which had ®rst gelled at universities, in associations and class-

based trades union organisations, had now taken on an institutional role, becoming a powerful 

engine for equality policies as the cornerstones of government action.

A gender policies impasse: Conservative governments 1996-2004

The victory of the Right in the 1996 election led to a mobilisation of feminist groups in response 

to the possible repeal of rights won through the PSOE's equality policies, since certain initiatives such 

as the ongoing status of the Women's Institute and the future drafting of Equality Plans had been 

questioned. This distinct focus took the visible form of the reconciliation of work and family life, 

focusing on improving the well-being of families in order to prevent women caring for young children 
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from leaving the world of work. ªThe conservatives of the Popular Party (PP) view the family, not the 

individual, as the core for State intervention, and their improvements during that period (Act 39/1999, of 5 

November 1999, to promote balance between the family and working life of employees) did not give priority 

to improving issues of gender equalityº (Bustelo & Lombardo, 2007: 42). The PP gives voice to the 

principles of the Catholic Church in its discourse on the family. Co-responsibility and the distribution 

and sharing of household tasks are seen as a private issue to be resolved by individuals, rather than 

being for the State to intervene in.

During the period of conservative government, those regions governed by the Socialist party 

¯ew the ¯ag of gender equality policy. A particularly prominent role was played by Andalusia, 

implementing a number of hugely signi®cant initiatives in the ®eld of gender equality: appointment 

of the ®rst parity-based government, mandatory requirement for all legislation to be accompanied by 

a gender impact assessment (including the budget), modi®cation to electoral law to introduce parity, 

and implementation of two plans to eradicate gender violence3.

However, not every aspect may be viewed as positive, since alongside the many forms of discrimination 

which still persist, whether more or less openly, Spanish society is still plagued by the cruellest form of 

inequality, violence against women. A problem which erupted in brutal form with the murder in 1997 of a 

woman, Ana Orantes, who took part in a television programme to denounce her situation: married for 40 

years and subjected to abuse by her husband, she was living in the same house as her aggressor. 14 days 

after she reported her situation, her husband burned her alive. The incident led to a considerable 

mobilisation of feminist organisations calling for a legal response to violence against women.

The conservative government presented an Action Plan against domestic violence (1998-2000) 

which feminist organisations, trade unions and left-wing political parties declared to be inadequate. 

On 11 December 2001 the PSOE presented a Bill before Congress which was voted down by the 

conservative majority of the Popular Party (PP). This Bill was supported by the feminist movement 

and included comprehensive measures intended to change the patriarchal structures of society 

(including measures for prevention, awareness-raising, education, health and the media), requiring 

the modi®cation of numerous laws in force.

2     Social democratic gender policies in Spain
from 2004 onwards

The 35th Congress of the PSOE held in July 2000 elected Jos& Luis Rodr*guez Zapatero as 

party leader, and in 2004 he went on to win the general election with a manifesto including a 

section entitled ªWomen. Living together in equalityº serving as the basis for his government's 

initiatives. A government which was the !rst in the history of Spain to achieve parity.

3   Certain initiatives provided input in the drafting of Organic Act 1/2004, of 28 December 2004, on Comprehensive Protection Measures against 
Gender Violence.
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Crucial advances in the political and legislative spheres

The governments of Rodr‚guez Zapatero (2004-present) represent a remarkable quantum leap 

forward in terms of gender equality, with a belief in parity as a central plank of a new social model 

focused on the sharing of time, space and responsibilities, fostering fully egalitarian relationships 

between men and women and placing no limits on the life options or professional interests of any 

individual.

Comprehensive Protection Measures against Gender Violence Act

As had been promised during the electoral campaign, the !rst Act brought in by the new 

government was Organic Act 1/2004, of 28 December 2004, on Comprehensive Protection 

Measures against Gender Violence (Ley "rganica de Medidas de Protecci•n Integral contra la 

Violencia de G#nero), which was unanimously passed by the Spanish Parliament. The Act lays 

down measures for awareness-raising, prevention and detection and intervention in the ®eld of 

gender violence in various spheres, including education, advertising and healthcare. It also establishes 

a series of rights enjoyed by women who are victims of violence, including in particular access to 

information and comprehensive social support. The right to free legal assistance is also recognised, 

with the aim of guaranteeing that those victims who do not have su!cient resources to bring legal 

action are provided with a lawyer throughout all processes and proceedings. Mention should likewise 

be made of the new measures introduced in the legislation to set up courts specialising in gender 

violence along with various units for the protection of women reporting abuse.

Protection measures were also introduced in the social sphere, with a modi®cation to Royal 

Legislative Decree 1/1995, of 24 March 1995, approving the revised text of the Workers' Statute Act, 

justifying absence from work in the case of victims of gender violence, permitting geographical 

mobility, suspension of an employment contract with the right to return to the same job, or termination 

of the contract. Provision was similarly made for ®nancial support measures through a modi®cation 

of Royal Legislative Decree 1/1994, of 20 June 1994, approving the revised text of the General Social 

Security Act, for those victims of gender violence subject to the right to legal unemployed status if 

terminating or voluntarily suspending their employment contract.

In the ®eld of institutional protection, two public authority bodies were set up to focus on gender 

violence. The ®rst of these, the Special Government Delegation against Violence against Women, at 

the Ministry of Employment and Social A•airs, is responsible among other functions for proposing 

government policy regarding violence against women and coordinating and supporting all initiatives 

undertaken in these ®elds. Meanwhile, the State Observatory on Violence against Women (Observatorio 

Estatal de Violencia sobre la Mujer) was established, as a collegiate body at the Ministry of Employment 

and Social A•airs. Also of particular signi®cance was the creation of Violence against Women Courts. 

Lastly, in its additional provisions, the Act introduced a profound reform of the legal system in order 

to adapt the legislation in force to the framework introduced by the new law.
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Right to Marriage between Persons of the Same Sex Act

Meanwhile, Act 13/2005, of 1 July 2005, modifying the Civil Code with regard to the right to 

marry, allows two people of the same or di#erent sex to marry, with full and equal rights and 

obligations whatever the nature of the union. This Act also ful®lled a manifesto pledge, but above 

all responded to the discrimination based on sexual orientation a•ecting many homosexual couples. 

Divorce legislation was meanwhile modi®ed to achieve greater ̄exibility in the applicable procedures.

ªPlan Conciliaº

In terms of reconciliation between work and family life, we would highlight the Plan Concilia, 

passed by the government in 2005 to help improve the balance between workplace and home 

for more than half a million civil servants. Meanwhile, in terms of the public services dedicated to 

young children, the government for the ®rst time in Spain passed a National Infants and Adolescents 

Strategy (2006-2009), including a series of measures intended to protect legal minors and improve 

the public services available to children. 

E"ective Equality between Men and Women Act

Organic Act 3/2007, of 22 March 2007, for E#ective Equality between Men and Women, is one 

of the most important steps taken in the !eld of quality anywhere in Europe. Its introduction, 

according to the then Employment Secretary, Jes+s Caldera (currently Executive Vice-President 

of the Ideas Foundation), brought about the shift from formal equality, achieved with the advent 

of democracy, to material equality. The Act serves to incorporate within Spanish law Directives 

2002/73/EC and 2004/113/EC, representing recognition of such fundamental rights as equality of 

opportunity and distribution of responsibilities, non-discrimination and the prosecution of sexual 

harassment. 

The Equality Act establishes the legal consequences of discriminatory conduct and includes 

procedural guarantees in order to strengthen judicial protection of the right to equality. It likewise lays 

down the general operational guidelines for public authorities regarding equality, and the principle 

of balanced representation among electoral candidates, leading to a reform of the Electoral Act. 

Measures to foster equality in the media were likewise introduced, along with supervisory instruments 

for cases of discriminatory advertising.

The Act also addresses the right to equal opportunities in employment, incorporating measures 

to guarantee equality between men and women in access to employment, in training and professional 

promotion and working conditions. The most innovative measure in support of the balance between 

personal, family and working life is the 13 days of paternity leave. This is an individual and exclusive 

right of the father, recognised both in cases of biological paternity and adoption and fostering. The 

plan is for the period of temporary leave of absence following paternity to be progressively and 

gradually extended up to a period of four weeks over the course of six years from the Act's introduction. 

Maternity leave and leave of absence to care for children have also been improved.
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In the corporate ®eld, the new law has introduced an obligation on companies with more than 

250 workers to draw up equality plans, to be negotiated with trades union representatives, while also 

supporting the presence of women on corporate boards of directors.

As for the action of public authorities, of particular signi®cance is the obligation to draw up gender 

impact reports which must be appended to each new regulation, programme or public initiative. For 

the ®rst time, the 2009 General State Budget was accompanied by a gender impact report.

As for the new administrative structures created following the introduction of the 2007 Act, we 

would ®rst mention the creation of the Interdepartmental Equality Committee, established on 19 

February 2009, which agreed to develop a monitoring and indicator system to track the evolution of 

the Equality Act. The law also set up Equality Units which are now operational at each government 

department and are required to oversee compliance with and e•ective application of the principle of 

equality as their main legally established task. Lastly, the Act established a Women's Participation 

Council as a collegiate body to serve as a channel for institutional participation in such matters.

Greater rights for vulnerable groups

Royal Decree 615/2007, of 11 May 2007, established the mandatory inclusion within the General 

Social Security System of non-professional carers, a group which is, according to the Dependency 

White Paper, 83% female. Their inclusion within the Social Security system gives them status equivalent 

to registered employees for the purpose of retirement pensions, permanent disability bene®t and 

survival bene®t following an accident. 

The Ministry of Equality

At the commencement of the 9th Legislature (2008) a Ministry of Equality was established for the 

®rst time in Spain, responsible for proposing and implementing government policy in the ®eld of 

equality, young people and the elimination of all forms of discrimination on the basis of gender, racial 

or ethnic origin, religion or ideology, sexual orientation, age or any other personal or social condition 

or circumstance. This Ministry covers ®rst of all the Secretariat-General for Equality Policies, responsible 

for the Government Gender Violence Delegation, which has the task of proposing government policy 

to combat violence against women and coordinating and promoting all measures implemented in 

this sphere. The Ministry also includes the State Gender Violence Watchdog. In 2009 the Ministry was 

allocated more than 113 million euro in the General State Budget, while an additional sum of more 

than one billion euro was set aside for equality policies at other government departments.

Alongside this new organisational structure focusing exclusively on equality policy, mention 

should also be made of the creation of the Delegated Government Committee for Equality Policy and 

Equality Units at all departments.

A number of Equality Watchdogs have also been set up with the aim of advising, analysing, 

assessing and disseminating information within the various ministerial departments: watchdogs for 
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gender violence, equality, the image of women, women in the Ministry of Defence, women's health 

and women in the Law Enforcement Agencies.

Action plans

The 2008-2011 Strategic Equal Opportunities Plan was approved in 2008. Its aims are: to 

rede!ne the model of citizenship, prioritising gender equality, the empowerment of women, a 

horizontal gender perspective and scienti!c and technological innovation at the service of 

equality. The Strategic Plan identi®es a number of constituent content strands (political and social 

participation, economic participation, joint responsibility, education, innovation, knowledge, health, 

image, response to diversity and social inclusion, violence, foreign and development cooperation 

policy and protection of the right to equality).

Other plans approved during the period include: the National Gender Violence Awareness and 

Prevention Plan, which operates on three levels: where con¯ict has not yet risen, when con¯ict 

emerges, and lastly arbitration in victim protection processes; the Plan Against Gender Violence in the 

Immigrant Population, serving all immigrant women irrespective of their o!cial status.

The ®ght against sexual exploitation perpetrated by international ma®as has become one of the 

Ministry of Equality's priorities in its political initiatives. Particular mention should be made in this 

regard of the Comprehensive Plan to Combat Human Tra!cking for the purposes of sexual 

exploitation, passed on 12 December 2008 and covering a period of three years (2009-2011). This plan 

tackles the problem from four angles: from the gender perspective, as a violation of fundamental 

rights, as a cross-border situation demanding international cooperation, and as a criminal o•ence 

requiring action by the police and judiciary. 

The measures included within the plan aim to o•er a comprehensive approach in exploring all 

areas of the problem: awareness-raising, prevention and investigation, education, support and 

protection for victims, alongside legislative, procedural, coordination and cooperation measures. The 

most signi®cant initiatives were started up in 2009, but will require a longer period for their 

implementation and to achieve an impact. The key aspects include legislative reforms, measures to 

strengthen police prosecution and social support for victims.

Sexual and Reproductive Health and Voluntary Termination of Pregnancy Act

One notable event in 2010 was the introduction of Organic Act 2/2010, of 3 March, on Sexual and 

Reproductive Health and Voluntary Termination of Pregnancy, intended to a•ord protection in an 

essential area of female autonomy, namely the development of sexuality and the capacity for 

reproduction. The public authorities have established the conditions allowing the decision to have 

children to be adopted freely and responsibly, providing those who so require with health care, advice 

and information services. The Act responds to the need to underpin the legal security governing the 

voluntary termination of pregnancy. The law deals with protection and guarantees for rights regarding 

sexual and reproductive health in a comprehensive manner, establishing the implementation of a raft 
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of actions and measures in both the healthcare and educational spheres. It likewise lays down new 

regulations for the voluntary termination of pregnancy outside the penal code, the aim being, in line 

with the most typically adopted approach in other countries within Spain's political and cultural milieu, 

properly to guarantee and protect the applicable rights and interests of women and unborn life.

Equality as a priority of Spain's Presidency of the EU

During the ®rst semester of 2010, the opportunity a•orded by holding the Presidency of the 

European Union allows Spain to spearhead gender equality policies in Europe, one of the government's 

priorities during its mandate. The Roadmap for Equality between Men and Women 2006-2010 and 

the European Pact for Gender Equality constitute the baseline for the initiatives of the Presidency. 

Given the primordial importance of achieving equality between men and women in the workplace, 

there is a particular focus on measures addressing gender-based salary di•erences, part-time working, 

equal opportunities in the business world and the balance between professional, family and personal 

life, for both women and men. Great attention is being paid as a priority to the issue of violence 

against women, with a proposal for the creation of a European Gender Violence Watchdog which, in 

partnership with the European Institute for Gender Equality would draw up common indicators on 

gender violence, alongside other tasks. The Spanish Presidency is meanwhile supporting the creation 

of a European protection order for victims of abuse and a European helpline for victims.

Comprehensive Equal Treatment and Non-Discrimination Bill

In the near future the government will put before Parliament its Comprehensive Equal Treatment 

and Non-Discrimination Bill (Ley Integral de Igualdad de Trato y No Discriminaci!n). The aim of this law is 

to guarantee the e•ective equality of citizens in all spheres, including employment and access to 

goods and services, on the basis of Article 21 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU, which 

prohibits all discrimination, in particular on the basis of gender, race, colour, ethnic or social origin, 

genetic characteristics, language, religion or convictions, political or any other opinions, membership 

of a national minority, property, birth, disability, age, sexual orientation or identity. This is a horizontal 

law, and it will therefore require legislation in various sectorial spheres, while promising to position 

Spain in the avant-garde of the ®ght against discrimination throughout Europe.

Socialist achievements in gender equality since 2004

According to the 2009 Human Development Report of the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), Spain is ranked 15th out of the 182 United Nations Member States on the Human 

Development Index. The same institution draws up a Development Index for gender, with Spain 

holding 9th position in the ranking of 155 countries which provided information for this indicator for the 

year 2007. Under a new indicator, meanwhile, the Gender Empowerment Measure, which gauges 

gender inequality in the key spheres of political and economic participation, decision-making powers 

and the control of economic resources, Spain is ranked 11th out of the 109 countries which provided 
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this type of information. The country has improved its position according to the last three 

indicators provided in the 2009 Human Development Index4.

One of the aspects registering the greatest improvement in terms of the 

presence of women over the past two years is that of political participation. In 

2009 an average of 31% of executive positions within the organisational 

structures of Spanish political parties were held by women. Since 2008 the 

PSOE has maintained a level of more than 50% female o$  cers, a ! gure far 

higher than the other parties. 

In the parliamentary ® eld, the position of women has improved considerably. 

Organic Act 3/2007, for the E• ective Equality of Men and Women, de® nes 

balanced participation as a percentage of each gender of no less than 40% and 

no greater than 60%. Although the percentage of women in both chambers 

increased following the results of the 2008 election compared with results of the 

previous parliamentary elections, in Congress the percentage of female members was 

3.7 percentage points below the minimum established in the aforementioned Act. In the 

Senate, meanwhile, the percentage of women was 11.8 percentage points below the 

minimum required for balanced participation. 

Female participation is more balanced in the legislative assemblies of the Autonomous Regions, 

where in 2009 they made up 42% of the total (INE 2010). In the case of the European Parliament, 

following the 2009 election women accounted for 35% of members elected to the chamber. 36% of 

Spanish Euro MPs are women, a ® gure which stands above the European average.

From a comparative perspective, the participation of women in the national parliaments of the 

EU-27 countries is 24%, an increase of 2 percentage points compared with the previous legislature. 

Spain, with its level of 36% of women sitting in the national parliament, is ranked fourth in the countries 

of the European Union as regards female participation, almost 13% above the EU-27 average. 

The government which was formed in 2004 achieved parity, with 50% of the 16 ministerial portfolios 

being held by women. At present the ® rst and second vice-presidents are both women, while the third 

is a man, thereby re ̄ecting the importance of gender in the positions closest to the head of government. 

Following the government reshu$  e in 2008, and taking into consideration the most recent 

appointments, there are now more female than male ministers, with women holding 53% of all 

government portfolios.

As for employment, particular mention should ® rst of all be made of the improvements achieved 

in Spain in the proportion of women in the active population over recent years. By the ® rst quarter of 

2008, more than half of women of working age were available for work, a landmark ® gure which has 

4   Drawn up with 2007 data with reference to 2006 figures.
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since then continued to increase. Spain has thus in a very short time drawn close to the rates seen in 

such major European powers as Germany (54%) and France (52%). This positive trend in activity rates 

has been favoured by the economic crisis, which has led many women previously declaring themselves 

inactive to seek employment. 

On the other hand, women's jobs have also withstood the economic crisis better than those of 

their male counterparts. Since the onset of the economic crisis unemployment has risen for both 

sexes, although at a slower pace among women than men. According to the INE Active Population 

Survey for the last quarter of 2009, the unemployment rate among men was 18.6%, and 19.1% for 

women, revealing the convergence of ®gures which, just a few years ago, presented a di•erence of 

almost ten per cent. It is additionally true that the sectors which have best weathered the recession 

employ a greater proportion of women. Education, health and the social services, for example, are 

sectors which have become increasingly feminised. ªThe fact that women's jobs have better withstood the 

crisis may also be explained by other factors, such as the higher levels of quali®cations among women joining 

the labour marketº(El Pais 18/01/2010).

Women have now for some time outnumbered men in higher education. 54.2% of all university 

students are women (804,514, compared with 678,667 men during the 2006-2007 academic year). 

The breakdown for female undergraduate and graduate students is 54.4% and 51.8% respectively.

At the infant education stage, in 2008, Spain provided nursery places for 27% of children aged 

from zero to three years, whereas in 2004, when the previous government was formed, the level was 

below 20%. 

In terms of the balance between work and family, one key aspect highlighted by the Evaluation 

Report published in March 2009 by the Ministry of Equality on the application of Organic Act 3/2007, 

for the E•ective Equality of Men and Women, was that, by 2009, over that two-year period, 80% of new 

fathers had made use of the newly introduced provision for a fortnight's paternity leave.

With regard to gender violence, according to the report on fatalities resulting from gender violence 

and domestic violence within the context of partners or ex-partners , the number of women who lost 

their lives at the hands of a male partner or ex-partner over the course of 2009 amounted to 55. 

Compared with the number of women killed in this way in 2008 (75), this represented a fall of 27%. The 

data on this great social problem have thus improved as a result of the public policies and legislation 

introduced over recent years.

New challenges in fostering equality

Despite the major achievements set out above, which have made Spain one of the leading 

countries for gender equality, there still remain challenges which demand that we continue to focus 

on improving the existing situation.
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These issues would include in particular the so-called glass ceiling, with reference to the 

limited representation of women in executive and decision-making roles in many aspects of the 

socio-economic sphere. Improvements can clearly still be made here. In the world of business 

there is a shortage of women in executive positions, and even at public authorities, where 

women make up the majority of staff, the effects of the glass ceiling are still in evidence. The 

limited presence of women on the bodies which take the decisions affecting the economic life 

of the country illustrates that the full inclusion of women within this field has not yet been 

achieved. According to the data published in the Active Population Survey for the final quarter 

of 2009, only 32% of all executive or senior management positions in business are held by 

women. The Equality Act lays down an obligation, with a view to the year 2015, to foster a 

balanced presence of men and women on the boards of directors of all companies required to 

file official accounts. According to the INE official statistics agency, in 2009 women made up 

9.8% of members of such bodies of governance, a considerable increase compared with the 

figure of 2004, when female representation was barely 3%. There can, however, be no doubt that 

the level is still inadequate.

The position of inferiority experienced by women in the world of work is manifested ®rst and 

foremost in activity rates (those in or seeking employment), with levels 16 percentage points higher 

among men (68%, as opposed to 52%). Unemployment rates are also higher among women, although 

the gap has shrunk considerably as a result of the e•ects of the economic crisis, which in Spain has 

had a greater impact on those sectors where men make up the majority of the workforce, such as 

construction. According to the 2009 Economic Report of the President of the Government presented 

in December, ªgender di•erences in job losses are explained by the nature of the crisis, with 

employment being eroded above all in the construction and industrial sectorsº. Against this 

background, it is a cause of regret that the reduction in the gap between men and women in terms 

of unemployment ®gures has not been achieved as one would have wished, through a reduction in 

female unemployment, but rather through plummeting employment levels among men. 

The greater strength of female employment has been illustrated on the current scenario despite the 

fact that women are generally employed in much less stable positions, with a less secure contractual 

status. One need only turn to the rate of temporary employment contracts, one of the characteristics of 

the Spanish labour market which particularly a•ects women. In 2009, 28% of women in work were on a 

temporary contract, a level four percentage points higher than that seen among men.

Meanwhile, the fact that there are fewer women becoming unemployed does not mean that 

they are better protected against unemployment. According to the Ministry of Employment, only 

42% of those unemployed and receiving bene®ts are women, leading to the conclusion that there 

are more women not receiving any form of provision or bene®t from the public authorities, despite 

the fact that there are very similar numbers of men and women registered as unemployed. Within 

this sphere of protection against unemployment, there is another ®gure which vouches for the 
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inequality which exists. If one considers the bene®ts paid to those unemployed, men on average 

receive 8.3% more. This di•erence is undoubtedly the result of one of the best known inequalities in 

the labour market: lower average salary levels among women. Women's salaries remain between 

20% and 30% lower than those of men, according to ®gures from the INE and the Women's Institute. 

This salary gap is closely tied to such variables in employment conditions as the type of contract and 

working hours. In the case of women, according to the INE (in its 2009 Q4 Active Population Survey) 

the proportion of women in part-time employment is considerably higher (78%).

An improvement in policies to balance working and family life and in childbirth support, along 

with the full development of the Dependency Act (Act 39/2006) represent further challenges for 

social democratic gender policies. In terms of the family/work balance, it is known that although the 

number of women in work has doubled over the past ten years, with six out of every ten women 

giving birth in Spain now having a paid job, according to Social Security ®gures, motherhood and 

employment remain at odds with one another. The backdrop to the fact that many women leave or 

withdraw from the world of work is provided by the lack of policies to achieve a family/work balance, 

of a•ordable care for children and the elderly, and of joint responsibility in the home. This is bringing 

down the birth rate (the average number of children per woman in Spain, 1.32, has risen thanks to 

immigration, but remains among the lowest in the EU). There is still the need in Spain to dedicate 

greater e•orts to creating 1st-cycle infant education places and greater development of the ªPlan 

Educaº, to introduce education at age 0-3.

One further gender policy challenge is to increase the e•ectiveness of policies to combat gender 

violence. Despite the various measures introduced by Organic Act 1/2004, on Gender Violence, the 

most repugnant expression of gender violence, leading to loss of life, remains a scourge of Spanish 

society (55 deaths in 2009). We must continue to intensify e•orts here, as the plague of gender 

violence has not yet adequately been brought under control. 

Lastly, despite the fact that women represent the majority of university students, there still remain 

some signi®cant di•erences in female participation in higher education in certain areas of study. The 

highest percentage of female students is thus seen in the branch of Experimental and Health Sciences 

(60.1%), with the lowest rate in the Engineering and Technology ®eld (27.7%). 

3     Conclusions and proposals for progress

The new social model required as the bedrock for all the rights recognised in the Spanish laws must be 

a model not only o•ering a critique of those functions and spaces traditionally assigned to women, but 

also questioning the model of male employment as that of a worker o•ering unrestricted availability and 

exempt from any care responsibilities. This social model demands that we value care and reproduction as 

a social investment for the present and future, and tackle the time de®cit facing women. A model which 

must have joint responsibility as one of its cornerstones, in terms of the right and duty for responsibilities, 
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household tasks and care to be equally distributed between men and women.

Properly implemented, joint responsibility will allow men and women to balance all the facets 

which make up and enrich the life of each individual and give quality to our democracy, without any 

unnecessary strain or anxiety. In order to bed in this new social model we must:

�š��Rede®ne the relationship between the private and public spheres;

�š��Redress the excess workload and responsibilities faced by women;

�š��Continue to work towards more and better jobs for all women;

�š��Guarantee equal entitlement to Welfare State provisions;

�š��Develop the principle of equal treatment and restore the strength of laws;

�š��Check the digital divide.

Feminism, socialism and equality today walk side by side. We must not, however, along the 

way lose sight of the various expressions of inequality which percolate society: the feminisation 

of poverty and of migration, restrictions on liberty and the usurpation of the right to one's own 

body and to life. We must, in short, maintain vigilance over the regressions being seen in so 

many places around the globe in terms of women's rights, must not lower our guard nor leave 

behind all those women experiencing more adverse circumstances. Many of them live in the 

towns and cities of Spain itself. Any restriction on liberty or dignity a#ecting a woman anywhere 

on our planet a#ects all citizens of our global populace. Because silence, looking the other way, 

means connivance, and ultimately undermines the value of the progress we have made. Equality 

in the 21st-century is based on legislation, but also demands that we take to the streets to make 

it an e#ective reality and respond to the needs of an increasingly diverse and global society. 

The achievement of e•ective equality as a driving force of Spanish society is the key hallmark of 

the Socialist Party. In the words of the Minister for Equality, Bibiana Aido, ªEquality is not a utopia, it is 

our goalº. In line with this maxim, the Spanish government continues its e•orts to extend citizenship 

rights in the belief that equality policies give impetus to the economic development of the nation, 

serve as an instrument underpinning democracy, and represent an essential issue of social justice. 

During its current term, the socialist government of Jos• Luis Rodr‚guez Zapatero aims to maintain 

and consolidate the measures introduced, while also devising all new public policies with a gender 

perspective and reinforcing mechanisms and structures to make e•ective equality a reality. This 

approach ties in with a clear commitment to sustainable development based on a model of economic 

growth with its foundations in the information and knowledge society, drawing on the productive 

potential of all citizens with no manner of exception. This new model of sustainable growth will go 

hand in hand with oversight and continuous reinforcement of the principle of gender equality and 

an increase in the cohesiveness of Spanish society.
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