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1. Introduction 

Europe is witnessing a significant backlash against gender policies and, more broadly, 

equality. This phenomenon is closely tied to the resurgence of nationalism and the rise of 

radical-right parties, which advocate for strict political agendas that target marginalized 

groups and minorities while actively promoting anti-gender policies. 

The radical right manifests differently across national contexts; however, scholars widely 

agree that populism, nativism, and authoritarianism form its ideological core (Mudde, 

2007; de Jonge et al., 2025). It has been said that the radical-right and anti-gender 

movements connect in a "opportunistic harmony," where populist discourses are 

frequently reflected in anti-gender narratives (Reinhardt et al., 2024). The supposedly 

"natural" order upheld by anti-gender campaigns is quite similar to the totalitarian ideals 

of the radical right (Reinhardt et al., 2024). At the heart of the radical right’s discourse 

lies a commitment to binary, patriarchal gender structures, emphasizing traditional gender 

roles, where women are cast as caregivers and men as providers, as essential to 

maintaining the purity of the national community (Reinhardt et al., 2024). Furthermore, 

the radical right strategically instrumentalizes gender equality, adapting its stance based 

on national contexts while leveraging a shared strategy of exclusion and a populist "us-

versus-them" narrative (Reinhardt et al., 2024). 

The term "anti-gender" describes deliberate attempts to undermine the legal and 

legislative frameworks that protect reproductive rights, such as the access to safe and 

legal abortion, gender-affirming medical services, sex-ed, and the rights of LGBTIQ+ 

people (RESIST Project Team, 2024). According to research conducted by the EU-

funded RESIST project, cisgender men, the majority being extreme right-winged, are the 

primary promoters of anti-gender discourse (RESIST Project Team, 2024). 

The current European landscape provides fertile ground for the expansion of far-right 

movements. As de Jonge et al. highlight in a 2025 scholarly exchange titled „Is the far 

right a global phenomenon? Comparing Europe and Latin America“, the far right has 

capitalized on three primary factors to bolster its support.  

First, dissatisfaction has been exacerbated by globalization, unemployment, inequality, 

and socioeconomic shifts.  Europe has faced several crises in recent years, such as the 

COVID-19 and the conflict between Russia and Ukraine, which have caused economic 

instability, goods shortages, an energy crisis, and mass unemployment (de Jonge et al. 
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2025). Second, the far right has been able to circumvent traditional media, by using social 

media and new technologies like artificial intelligence to spread their ideas and agendas 

quickly and directly, creating an atmosphere of unity (de Jonge et al. 2025). Third, anti-

immigration discourse has been deployed by the far right, escalating common anxieties 

over the preservation of national identity and culture.  Far-right parties take advantage of 

these fears by depicting immigrants and minorities as fundamental risks to national unity, 

and migration is often presented as a driver of cultural decay. Radical-right groups' 

electoral success has been greatly aided by their pledge to protect national identity against 

these alleged social and cultural challenges, especially in light of the recent migratory 

issues brought on by the conflict in Ukraine (de Jonge et al. 2025). 

While the radical right has been gaining traction globally since the mid-1980s (de Jonge 

et al., 2025; Postel-Vinay, 2025), its expansion is not confined to Europe (de Jonge et al., 

2025; Postel-Vinay, 2025). The far right has not only become a worldwide phenomenon 

but has also diversified significantly (de Jonge et al., 2025). Nevertheless, its influence is 

now pervasive across all European countries, albeit to varying degrees (Postel-Vinay, 

2025). While far-right governments in countries like Italy, Poland, and Hungary are 

causing notable regressions in female rights, countries like Germany, Switzerland, and 

Austria are experiencing an increase in the power of radical-right movements. But Spain 

is one of the few nations in the European Union that has made significant political and 

socioeconomic progress in recent years, especially in addressing violence based on 

gender, promoting rights related to sexual and reproductive health, and putting policies 

in place to guarantee real equality between men and women (Oxfam Intermón, 2023). 

For example, Hungary has actively opposed the Istanbul Convention, revoked 

accreditation for all gender studies master’s programs since 2017 (RESIST Project Team, 

2024), and passed Act LXXIX of 2021. This law heavily restricts representations of 

homosexuality and gender reassignment in media and educational content aimed at 

people under the age of 18, misleading homosexuality with pedophilia, even though it 

claims to protect children from harm (including by enforcing a zero-tolerance policy 

against convicted pedophiles) (Al Jazeera, 2024; O’Sullivan, 2024). In a comparable way, 

Switzerland has placed strict limits on efforts to promote gender equality. The "vulnerable 

child" presumption, for example, has been used by far-right narratives to criticize national 

sexual health initiatives and sex education. Also, the Swiss People's Party has promoted 

the notion that certain refugees are transitioning to take advantage of legal safeguards for 
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transgender individuals and that asylum-seeking women are giving birth in order to 

influence the immigration procedure (RESIST Project Team, 2024). 

Amidst this wave of anti-gender policies and the radical right’s targeted agenda against 

marginalized groups, as previously mentioned, Spain emerges as a notable exception, 

positioning itself as a stronghold of resistance. The year 2025 marks the 50th anniversary 

of the end of Franco’s dictatorship, a period during which Spain transitioned from an 

authoritarian regime to a pioneer in gender equality policies (Lombardo, 2009). 

Spain's institutional framework for gender equality is particularly robust. The Ministry of 

Equality (Ministerio de Igualdad) serves as the highest governmental authority dedicated 

to advancing gender equality. Additionally, the Inter-ministerial Commission for Equality 

between Women and Men is responsible for coordinating gender mainstreaming across 

governmental departments (European Institute for Gender Equality, 2022). Each ministry 

also houses Gender Equality Units, which monitor the implementation of gender 

legislation through impact assessments and reports (European Institute for Gender 

Equality, 2022). Furthermore, independent bodies such as the Institute of Women 

(Instituto de las Mujeres) play a crucial role in addressing gender disparities (European 

Institute for Gender Equality, 2022). 

Beyond institutional mechanisms, Spain has enacted pioneering policies aimed at 

fostering a more equitable society. Key legislative measures include, for instance, the 

10/2022 "Only Yes Means Yes Law," which strengthens the legal framework for consent 

in sexual relations (Jefatura del Estado, 2022), and the 4/2023 "Trans Law," which affirms 

gender self-determination from the age of 16 and bans conversion therapy nationwide 

(Jefatura del Estado, 2023). 

As a result of its sustained commitment to gender equality, Spain ranks 10th out of 146 

countries in the 2024 edition of the Global Gender Gap Report by the World Economic 

Forum, an improvement of eight positions from the previous year. Among European 

nations, Spain holds the 7th position in the Global Gender Gap Report, only behind 

Iceland (1st), Finland (2nd), Norway (3rd), Sweden (5th), Germany (7th), and Ireland 

(9th). The Global Gender Gap Index, which is the one the aforementioned report uses, 

assesses gender parity across four key dimensions: Economic Participation and 

Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political Empowerment 

(Kali Pal et al., 2024). 
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Despite these achievements, the promotion of gender equality policies in Spain faces 

mounting resistance due to the growing influence of the radical-right party VOX since its 

birth in 2014 (Orgaz, 2018). In the country’s 2023 congressional elections, VOX secured 

three million votes, positioning itself as the third-largest political force in Congress after 

the right-wing Popular Party (PP) and the left-wing Spanish Socialist Workers' Party 

(PSOE). However, compared to the 2019 elections, VOX lost approximately 600,000 

votes – a significant setback for the party (EL PAÍS, 2023). 

 

2. Research Question and Hypothesis 

According to the thesis's introduction, anti-gender movements and the increased 

politicization of issues pertaining to women's rights and more general equality policies 

have contributed to the growing reaction against gender equality attempts in Europe in 

recent years. Spain stands out as an anomaly in this changing environment, it has persisted 

in creating and expanding policies targeted at advancing women's rights and fortifying 

institutional commitments to equality, whereas many other European nations have 

witnessed the stagnation of gender equality initiatives. This thesis seeks to investigate this 

divergence by addressing the following central research question: 

• Research Question: How have discourses surrounding gender equality in Spain 

been constructed, reinforced, and contested across various social and political 

spheres, and how do these discursive dynamics help explain Spain’s relative 

resilience to the broader European anti-gender backlash? 

The aim of this research is to investigate the reasons that have enabled Spain to uphold 

and strengthen gender equality within its social and political structure. The research will 

do this by tracing down how the gender equality environment has been constructed, 

developed over time, gained institutional legitimacy, and become embedded in Spanish 

society, particularly since the post-Franco transition. The study will show how gender 

equality became a part of fundamental narratives surrounding democracy and human 

rights, but also how these ideas have been challenged. Instead of assuming that progress 

happened naturally, the thesis will focus on how these narratives or ideas have been 

shaped by debates, conflicts, and efforts by different groups in politics, institutions, and 

civil society, rather than treating this discursive evolution as a straightforward expression 
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of societal commitment. This approach enables a nuanced understanding of how gender 

discourse functions as both a stabilizing and contested force in Spain's political and social 

landscape. 

Drawing on the theoretical framework of van Dijk’s (2009) concept of context models, 

which will be elaborated upon later, this thesis proposes the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis: Spain’s persistent and resilient commitment to gender equality can be 

attributed to how gender equality has been talked about and supported over time, 

emerging during the country's transition to democracy. Since the post-Franco period, 

many actors, including politicians, institutions, and activists, have helped keep gender 

equality visible and meaningful in public debates and the overall Spanish public life. 

While these ideas have sometimes faced opposition, they have remained present and 

influential across different levels of society. This continued visibility and reinforcement 

(despite moments of challenge) tied to how gender equality has become inherent to 

Spain’s national identity and democratic values help explain why Spain has been able to 

maintain a strong gender equality discourse in the face of growing anti-gender movements 

in Europe. 

In this sense, the study does not seek to empirically test van Dijk’s theory but rather 

employs it as a guiding framework for understanding how the Spanish case can be 

explained through the interaction between discourse, social practices, and political 

structures. This method allows for a more thorough investigation of the ways in which 

gender equality is maintained through the deliberate creation of meaning and legitimacy 

in the public domain as well as through institutional mechanisms.  In the end, the thesis 

seeks to advance knowledge of how some national contexts can maintain progressive 

social policies despite a period of growing opposition to gender equality. 
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3. Literature Review 

The author has reviewed a wide range of literature addressing gender in Spain more 

broadly, including the role of feminist activism (both offline and through digital 

platforms) public and political responses to these movements, the emergence and 

normalization of anti-gender and anti-feminist narratives (especially in relation to the rise 

of far-right politics), shifts in societal perceptions of gender roles and stereotypes, and the 

legal evolution of gender-related provisions in the Spanish Constitution. However, this 

specific literature review is organized to provide an in-depth, text-by-text analysis, 

situating each contribution within the context of the research question and hypothesis 

guiding this thesis: namely, that Spain’s persistent commitment to gender equality is 

rooted in a robust pro-equality context model forged during the democratic transition and 

continually reinforced by diverse actors and discursive practices.  

Therefore, the following section of this thesis, examines key scholarly works that analyze 

the evolution, structure, and perseverance of the Spanish gender regime, with a particular 

focus on the factors that have enabled Spain to maintain and advance gender equality 

policies in the face of broader European backlash.  

First, a critical standpoint in the literature is Threlfall, Cousins, and Valiente Fernández’s 

edited volume in 2005 named “Gendering Spanish Democracy”, which represents a 

foundational contribution to the study of gender and democratization in Spain. The book 

systematically discusses the gendered dimensions of Spain’s transition to democracy, the 

development of equality law, and the evolution of the welfare regime, among other topics. 

A central theme in the volume is the recognition of the Spanish women’s movement as a 

critical agent in the democratization process. Threlfall (2005) documents how feminist 

actors, both inside and outside political parties, were instrumental in making gender 

inequality visible. The authors argue that the transition period provided a unique window 

of opportunity for feminist demands to be integrated into the re-legitimization of political 

institutions, resulting in the institutionalization of gender equality as a core democratic 

principle. 

Although outdated, the book also underscores the shortcomings within Spain’s gender 

regime (already considering an existing gender regime), pointing out that while 

significant progress has been made in politics, advances in socio-economic areas have 

diminished, such as entrenched familial norms, workplace inequalities,  etc. Still, the 
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analysis supports this thesis’s central claim: the foundational narratives and institutional 

structures shaped during Spain’s democratic transition have created a lasting framework 

that continues to support the advancement of gender equality, even as new challenges 

arise. 

Later on, Lombardo’s (2017) article, offered a comprehensive and empirically grounded 

analysis of the Spanish gender regime, particularly in the context of the European Union 

(EU). A central argument in Lombardo’s work is that the austerity policies implemented 

by both the EU and the Spanish government have threatened the progress made in gender 

equality, pushing the regime towards more conservative directions. This is shown in 

budget cuts to gender equality policies, the restructuring and downgrading of equality 

institutions, retrenchment of the welfare state, and the stagnation or regression of 

women’s political representation. 

However, Lombardo’s analysis is particularly valuable for this thesis in its nuanced 

account of resistance and resilience. Despite these adverse conditions, feminist struggles, 

both within civil society and through alliances with other social movements, have played 

a crucial role in blocking the "redomestication" of women and maintaining a public 

gender regime. Notably, feminist mobilizations were instrumental in preventing the 

rollback of abortion rights and in defending policies against gender-based violence, as 

seen in the successful campaign against the 2014 anti-abortion bill (Lombardo 2017). 

Lombardo thus demonstrates that the Spanish gender regime’s resilience is not merely a 

function of institutional arrangements, but also of the dynamic interplay between feminist 

activism, civil society mobilization, and the strategic construction of pro-equality 

narratives. For example, Lombardo (2017, 28) highlights how the 2011 right-wing 

government proposed a bill titled “the Law of Protection of the Life of the Embryo and 

of the Rights of the Pregnant Woman”, which sought to significantly restrict access to 

abortion. This legislation threatened to undermine women’s autonomy and health. In 

response, the Spanish feminist movement launched a powerful campaign against what it 

labeled a "counter-reformist" bill, organizing mass protests, revitalizing feminist 

organizations, and forming both national and international alliances, and their efforts 

were successful (Lombardo 2017, 28). Massive demonstrations, including “freedom 

trains” heading to Madrid, pressure from feminist members of the European Parliament, 

disagreements within the ruling conservative party, and concerns that the bill could harm 

the party’s chances in upcoming elections led the prime minister to withdraw it 
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(Lombardo 2017, 28). As a result, the justice minister who proposed the bill resigned. 

This campaign revitalized the feminist movement and inspired more young women to 

join the cause (Lombardo 2017, 28). 

This aligns closely with the thesis hypothesis, supporting the idea that Spain’s pro-gender 

equality context model is continually reproduced and legitimized through both 

institutional mechanisms and discursive practices, enabling the country to withstand 

pressures that have led to regression elsewhere in Europe. 

Moreover, Alonso, Ciccia, and Lombardo (2023) provide a comparative analysis of 

gender regime trajectories in Spain and Italy, challenging the notion of a uniform 

"Southern European" model. Their study is particularly relevant for understanding the 

distinctiveness of the Spanish case. 

The authors argue that the transition to democracy constituted a critical juncture that set 

Spain and Italy on divergent paths. In Spain, the democratic transition was marked by the 

active involvement of feminists within left-wing parties and the influence of European 

Union accession, which together fostered the institutionalization of gender equality 

policies and the development of a public-progressive gender regime. In contrast, Italy’s 

transition was characterized by the dominance of conservative familialism and weaker 

feminist-state alliances, resulting in a public-conservative regime. 

This comparative perspective reinforces the central argument of the thesis: Spain’s 

resilience is not accidental but is rooted in the historical construction and ongoing 

reinforcement of a pro-equality context model, supported by both institutional and 

discursive resources. The Spanish case demonstrates how the interplay of political 

opportunity structures, feminist mobilization, and societal attitudes can produce a context 

in which gender equality is not only maintained but further advanced, even in the face of 

rising anti-gender forces elsewhere. 

Also, Lombardo and Alonso (2020) extended the analysis of the Spanish gender regime 

by focusing on the complexities introduced by Spain’s decentralized, multi-level 

governance structure. Applying Walby’s systemic theory of gender regimes, the authors 

examined how different levels of government (EU, state, regional, and local) interact to 

shape gender equality policies across four domains: economy, polity, violence, and civil 

society. 
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Their findings indicate that, while the post-2008 crisis context and EU-driven austerity 

measures have promoted a shift towards a more neoliberal and conservative gender 

regime at the central level, sub-state actors, particularly left-wing regional and local 

governments, have often resisted these trends. For instance, regions such as Andalusia 

and the Basque Country maintained robust equality institutions and budgets, and local 

governments in cities like Barcelona and Madrid implemented progressive gender justice 

policies, even as the central government pursued retrenchment and recentralization 

(Lombardo and Alonso 2020). 

Importantly, the authors argue that the resilience of the Spanish gender regime is not 

uniform but is the result of dynamic contestation and negotiation across multiple levels 

of governance. Political ideology, the presence of feminist actors within parties and 

institutions, and the capacity for civil society mobilization all play decisive roles in 

shaping outcomes. 

For the purposes of this thesis, Lombardo and Alonso’s work provides critical insight into 

how the equality context model is not only constructed at the national level but is 

continually reproduced, adapted, and defended across Spain’s decentralized structure. 

This further supports the hypothesis that Spain’s resilience is the product of sustained, 

multi-actor efforts to embed gender equality within the fabric of democratic governance. 

Now, a core point of agreement across the reviewed literature is the recognition of Spain’s 

democratic transition as a critical foundational moment for gender equality, with scholars 

highlighting the effective integration of feminist demands into new democratic 

institutions and legal frameworks. The literature further concentrates on the importance 

of institutionalization, such as the establishment of equality agencies and legislative 

reforms, and the persistent mobilization of feminist civil society as key factors reinforcing 

the resilience of gender equality in Spain. Additionally, there is consensus that gender 

equality has become closely linked with Spanish democratic values and national identity, 

making it a widely accepted and defended element within the political sphere, even in the 

face of economic crisis or conservative backlash (Lombardo 2017, 23; Alonso et al. 2023, 

3; Threlfall et al. 2005). 

Despite these broad areas of overlap, the literature presents some notable divergences 

regarding the drivers and depth of Spain’s gender equality progress. One area of 

disagreement concerns the extent and consistency of Spain’s resilience; while some 
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works emphasize the country’s “exceptionalism” in resisting anti-gender backlash, others 

caution that there have been moments of stagnation, retrenchment, and enduring 

neoliberal influences (Alonso et al. 2023; Lombardo 2017). Furthermore, authors differ 

in the weight they assign to different factors, with some prioritizing the agency of feminist 

movements and alliances with progressive parties, while others emphasize the dynamic 

interplay across multiple governance levels, including regional and EU influences, 

shaping both advances and resistance (Alonso et al. 2023; Lombardo 2017). There is also  

debate about the extent to which legal and institutional progress has led to meaningful 

changes in the economic and social lives of all women, given that significant labor market 

inequalities persist (Threlfall et al. 2005; Lombardo 2017). This issue will be explored in 

detail later in the thesis, drawing on existing literature to assess whether Spain’s gender 

regime is genuinely sustainable and impactful for women, or whether it remains largely 

symbolic, with limited effect on the Spanish women realities. 

While there has been considerable scholarship on the evolution of gender equality policies 

in Spain, a notable gap remains regarding the specific discursive processes and 

mechanisms through which the country's equality consensus is constructed, reinforced, 

and sustained over time. Much of the existing research centers on changes in policy, 

institutional arrangements, and broader socio-political developments, but provides less 

insight into how positive narratives and meanings around gender equality are actively 

produced and legitimized across social, political, and media spheres. This thesis addresses 

that gap by using van Dijk’s context models as a conceptual framework to explore how 

gender equality is discussed and represented in different parts of Spanish society. It does 

not assume that society has fully or willingly committed to gender equality. Instead, it 

examines how gender equality ideas have become part of public debates, and how these 

ideas are supported or challenged by different actors. By focusing on these discourses 

(rather than only on policies) the thesis aims to understand how Spain has managed to 

maintain strong support for gender equality, even while other European countries are 

experiencing backlash. The research also looks at moments of resistance to gender 

equality, showing that these ideas are part of an ongoing process of negotiation between 

progressive and conservative forces. 
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4. Theoretical Framework 

To understand how Spain has remained strongly committed to gender equality, even as 

many European countries have moved in the opposite direction, this thesis uses Teun A. 

van Dijk’s theory of discourse and context. van Dijk argues that discourse doesn’t directly 

mirror social structures; instead, it is shaped by what he calls context models – subjective 

mental frameworks that people/actors create to make sense of communication in specific 

situations (van Dijk 2009, 6-7). These models act as bridges between discourse and 

society, helping individuals and institutions decide how to speak, interpret, and respond 

based on what they perceive as relevant in each of their social setting. 

This framework is key to the thesis’s approach, which goes beyond institutional 

explanations to focus on discourse as a powerful force in building and maintaining 

support for gender equality. For van Dijk, people are not passive receivers of structure; 

they actively draw on shared values, ideologies, and experiences to shape how they 

engage in communication (van Dijk 2009, 9). In the Spanish case, this helps explain why 

gender equality (ergo, the gender discourse) has endured: it is rooted in a deeply held 

context model formed during the post-Franco democratic transition. This model frames 

gender equality not just as a policy goal, but as a fundamental part of Spain’s national 

identity and democratic values. 

Van Dijk’s theory is helpful for understanding how ideas and narratives, what he calls 

context models, are built, maintained, and adapted over time. These models aren’t fixed; 

they evolve through ongoing interaction with discourse and are shaped by both individual 

actions and institutional ones (van Dijk 2009, 8). Because of this flexibility, context 

models can adapt to new situations while keeping their main values intact. In Spain, this 

helps explain why the discourse around gender equality has stayed strong and relevant, 

even through political changes and economic challenges. Rather than losing importance, 

the key ideas (such as gender justice and equality as a fundamental democratic value) 

have been repeatedly reinforced through continued discussion in politics, academia, and 

civil society. 

Van Dijk’s theory emphasizes that context is not neutral or objective but shaped by how 

people interpret what matters in specific situations (van Dijk 2009, 4). In Spain, gender 

equality discourse has been prominent and taken up by various political and institutional 

actors (both progressive and conservative) each shaping the discourse to fit their goals. 
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This reflects what van Dijk calls the “strategic management of meaning,” where actors 

influence how political issues are understood to support their agendas (van Dijk 2009, 

248). While this thesis mainly focuses on how gender equality discourse has been 

constructed, contested, and made visible, an aspect which will be tested to understand 

Spain’s resilience regarding gender equality, it also briefly explores, in a later section, the 

extent to which these discourses have led to tangible social and political changes. 

The author’s focus on the connection between larger social structures and everyday 

discourse provides a useful way to understand how both individuals and institutions help 

keep gender equality strong in Spain. He doesn’t see structure and agency as separate or 

opposing forces, instead, he shows how both work together through context models. 

These models include how people mentally represent their roles, identities, and 

institutional settings, and how they use these ideas strategically in communication (van 

Dijk 2009, 7). This combined view is especially helpful for understanding Spain’s path, 

where grassroots feminist movements, government actions, and supranational human 

rights norms have all interacted to support and strengthen gender equality in the country 

over time. 

In sum, van Dijk’s theory of context models helps explain how Spain has maintained a 

strong and lasting commitment to gender equality. It shows how various actors (such as 

politicians, activists, and institutions) create and adapt certain ideas that link gender 

equality to Spain’s national identity and democratic values. This perspective helps us 

understand why these commitments have stayed firm, even as anti-gender movements 

have grown in other parts of Europe. It also shifts the focus away from seeing institutions 

as simply carrying out policies and instead emphasizes how discourse plays an active role 

in shaping political ideas and public meaning. 
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5. Methodology 

This research is based on a qualitative case study of Spain. It combines approaches from 

political science, cultural studies, and international relations. From political science, it 

examines how institutions, parties, and political actors shape and respond to gender 

equality discourse. Cultural studies inform the discourse analysis, helping to unpack how 

language, media, and public narratives construct meanings around gender and democracy. 

Finally, international relations provide the broader context, wider European and global 

trends, particularly the rise of anti-gender backlash. 

 

5.1. Selection procedure 

5.1.1. Periods 

First, I reviewed existing literature to identify the foundational period that shaped Spain’s 

gender regime and discourse. This turning point was the post-Franco era and the 

democratic transition, which laid the groundwork for framing gender issues through the 

lens of democracy, human rights, and social progress, a process that unfolded primarily 

between 1975 and the 1990s. To trace how this discourse has since evolved and been 

contested, the thesis also examines the current period, focusing on developments from 

2019 to 2022, one year before the last Spanish elections, as the author will also talk about 

discourse and practice referring to the most current advancements. 

 

5.1.2. Actors 

For each time period, the author has selected a set of actors from three key spheres of 

influence: political, social, and media, based on their relevance and impact within the 

gender equality discourse of both periods. Hence: 

 First period Second period 

Political 

sphere 

1) Adolfo Suárez 

2) Felipe González 

1) Pedro Sánchez 

2) Irene Montero 

3) Santiago Abascal 

Social 

sphere 

1) Statal Coordination of Feminist 

Organizations of the Spanish State 

2) Federation of Feminist 

Organisations of the Spanish State 

3) Union for the Liberation of 

Women 

1) Women’s Foundation 

2) Statal Feminist 

Commision 

3) Feminist Policy 

Forum 
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Media 

sphere 

1) El País 

2) ABC 

1) El País 

2) ABC 

 

While this study takes a multilevel approach to explore the complexity of gender 

discourse in Spain, it intentionally excludes the micro level, understood as the everyday, 

individualized expressions of gender discourse through personal interactions, informal 

communication, or user-generated content on social media (Riordan 2002; Byerly 2018, 

44). This exclusion is both methodological and practical. Addressing the micro level 

would require a different research design, including fieldwork, interviews, or large-scale 

digital content analysis, approaches that fall outside the scope, timeframe, and resources 

available for this project. Instead, the focus remains on the macro and meso levels, where 

gender discourse is shaped and contested through public policy, political legitimacy, and 

broader cultural narratives in ways that are systematic and traceable. 

 

5.1.3. Events  

For each of the two periods analyzed, a series of key events were selected based on their 

relevance to the development of gender discourse and the advancement of gender equality 

in Spain. These events serve as anchor points around which political, social, and media 

materials were analyzed. 

1) First period (1975-1995): 

- Franco’s death and the democratic transition (1975-1978) 

- The drafting and ratification of the Constitution (1978) 

- The early democratic and constitutional years: divorce, abortion, and women’s 

rights (1979-1985) 

- Spain’s accession to the EEC and democratic consolidation (1985-1995) 

2) Second period (2019-2022): 

- Shaping a new gender reality: the Wolf Pack case and gender-based violence 

debates (2019-2020) 

- Spain at the forefront of feminist legislation: the draft approval of the "Only 

Yes Means Yes" Law and the “Trans Law” (2021-2022) 
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5.1.4. Materials 

The analysis in this thesis is based on how the selected actors framed their discourse 

around the key events outlined in the previous section. To do this, the author collected a 

range of primary materials produced by these actors, structured across three main spheres: 

• Political sphere: Materials from political actors were sourced entirely from official 

websites or institutional channels (such as RTVE or Felipe González’s official 

site). For the first historical period, these were mainly official speeches or their 

published transcripts. In the second period, the author prioritized full speeches or 

transcripts where possible. However, in cases where the event was too specific or 

no formal speech was available, the author used tweets from the official accounts 

of the politicians to reflect their framing and discursive positioning around the 

events. 

• Social sphere: All materials from civil society actors were also taken from official 

websites, such as the State Coordination of Feminist Organizations or the official 

historical transition archive. Before selecting materials, the author reviewed how 

key scholars sourced primary texts in their work and followed similar criteria to 

ensure academic rigor. The selected texts include feminist manifestos and public 

declarations. 

• Media sphere: Media materials consisted of articles, including editorials, opinion 

pieces, and standard news articles, retrieved from the official digital archives of 

the two newspapers analyzed: El País and ABC. 

 

5.2. Analytical Procedure 

Once the actors, key events, and corresponding materials were selected for each period, 

the author organized and documented the data in a detailed Excel spreadsheet (available 

upon request). This spreadsheet includes the actor’s name, type of source, material title, 

key thematic keywords, year, selected quotes, and their English translations. After 

compiling this information, the materials were analyzed in light of the broader socio-

political context of each period, using Van Dijk’s (2009) theory of context models as the 

main analytical framework. 

For the first period (1975-1995), the analysis focuses on identifying how foundational 

discourses around gender, democracy, and rights were constructed in post-Franco Spain. 
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The analysis is thorough and historically grounded, tracing the emergence of a gender 

equality discourse tied to democratic consolidation and Europeanization. 

Also, it should be noted that, for this first period that focuses on the 1970s, 1980s, and 

1990s, the primary materials were initially identified through secondary literature on 

feminist influence, Spain’s democratic transition, and discourse analysis of the selected 

political, social, and media actors. This involved reviewing how key scholars sourced 

their materials and using that as a foundation for collecting original primary texts. 

In the second period (2019-2022), the analysis not only examines how discourse is framed 

by various political, social, and media actors in relation to specific events, but also 

explores how these discourses have evolved over time. Particular attention is given to 

discursive continuities, ruptures, and responses to both domestic and international 

pressures: especially the rise of nationalism, conservatism, and the far-right VOX party, 

which has become a central actor in promoting anti-gender narratives. 

Following the main analysis, the author includes a dedicated section titled “The 

Sustainability of the Spanish Gender Regime”. This section assesses whether the gender 

equality discourse outlined in the study will have long-term resilience. It also identifies 

discursive and institutional limitations and explores the gap between rhetorical 

commitments and the practical implementation of gender equality rights. Here, statistical 

data from official and reputable sources such as reports from PwC or Spain’s Ministry of 

Economy and Competitiveness is used to support the section analysis. 

The study concludes with a reflective section with a summary of the work based on the 

research question and hypothesis, as well as writing suggestions for future research. This 

includes potential thematic areas for expansion, for instance areas in which the author has 

found limitations. 

In summary, this methodology (combining actor mapping, event-based framing, and 

discourse analysis) allows for a nuanced exploration of the symbolic and political 

architecture of Spain’s gender equality regime. Drawing on Van Dijk’s (2009) 

framework, the study highlights how discourse functions not merely as a reflection of 

institutional policy, but as a dynamic arena in which meanings, power relations, and 

legitimacy are constructed, contested, and reconfigured over time. 
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That said, this thesis does not aim to quantitatively assess the effectiveness of gender 

equality policies, nor does it compare Spain with other European countries. Its purpose is 

interpretive rather than comparative, allowing for a deep and context-specific 

understanding of how gender discourse functions as a political force, particularly in 

moments of crisis or societal change, such as the rise of anti-gender movements. 

 

6. Discussion and Analysis1 

6.1. Post-Franco Democratic Transition, EEC’s Accession and First Reforms 

6.1.1. Post-Franco transition (1975-1978) 

The democratic transition following Franco’s death in 1975 marked a key turning point 

in the formation of Spain’s contemporary gender discourse. During regime transitions, 

specifically during conservative ones, such as the Francoist one, gender equality emerges 

as a distinctive mark with respect to the previous authoritarian regime (Radcliff 2012, 

197). This period, which culminated in the adoption of the 1978 Constitution, laid the 

groundwork for a shift away from the rigid patriarchal norms of the Franco regime and 

toward a more inclusive democratic framework. The transition created new opportunities 

for gender equality to enter both the legal system and public debate. From a discourse-

analytic perspective, this era did not simply replace rigid Francoist norms with legal 

reforms; rather, it witnessed a complex renegotiation of meanings around citizenship, 

rights, and gender that continues to frame Spain’s distinctive approach to equality policies 

today. 

Under Franco, women were confined to traditional domestic roles and denied legal 

autonomy. Gender inequality was embedded in law and society, with women’s lives 

defined by dependence on male relatives or husbands (Alcañiz 2024), and public 

discourse typically presented women as guardians of the family and excluded them from 

debates on rights or citizenship (Fernández Fraile 2008). 

This context made the post-1975 reforms very significant. Hence, the transition to 

democracy was not simply a political event but also a profound discursive rupture: the 

 
1 For the analysis’ references see Appendix.  
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very legitimacy of Spain’s new democratic project became inseparable from claims to 

equality, modernization, and Europeanization (Fernández Fraile 2008; Alcañiz 2024).  

In the political sphere, the first key figure was Adolfo Suárez. He was the first prime 

minister of Spain after Franco’s death and was appointed by the King Juan Carlos I to 

lead the democratic transition. Spain was still operating under the institutional framework 

of Francoism, so the king had the constitutional authority to appoint the head of 

government–he was not elected. Suárez was important because he discursively articulated 

democracy, citizenship rights, and freedom as newly shared values for the Spanish 

population following decades of authoritarian repression under Franco.  

The speeches delivered by Adolfo Suárez, between 1976 and 1978 can be analysed as 

early instances in which gender and equality were implicitly tied to broader constructs of 

citizenship and democratic values. While gender was not central in these texts, the 

structure of discourse and the cognitive models being formed created a favourable 

environment for future equality claims. 

In his 1976 inaugural speech, Suárez speaks of the need to “revitalizar el pueblo” and 

insists on listening to “todas las voces,” stressing that no group owns democracy: “ni el 

patrimonio ni la voluntad es propiedad de determinados grupos”2 (RTVE 1976). These 

formulations can be seen as strategic discourse moves (van Dijk 2009, 248) that attempt 

to reorient Spain’s normative framework from exclusionary authoritarianism to inclusive 

participation. He tried to establish a vision of inclusive sovereignty in all his discourses, 

starting with the first one he gave (this one, just one year after Franco died on 1975), that 

marked a stepping point from the authoritarian norms of the Franco regime. As previously 

mentioned, his emphasis done on collective participation and the idea that government 

action must reflect the will of all the people signals a profound shift in how political power 

is imagined from the previous dictatorship context. Sentences such as “la iniciativa del 

gobierno sea el reflejo autentico de la voluntad popular”, “estoy aquí para trabajar con 

todos y por todos los españoles” and “ni el patrimonio ni la voluntad es propiedad de 

determinados grupos”3 (RTVE 1976) showcase how he is actively trying to construct a 

new context model for the Spanish citizen, not as a passive subject, but as a co-creator of 

the Spanish democratic life. 

 
2 “revitalizing the country”; “all the voices”; “neither heritage nor will belongs to specific groups”. Own translation. 
3  “The government's initiative is an authentic reflection of the will of the people”, “I am here to work with everyone 

and for everyone” and “neither the heritage nor the will is the property of certain groups”. Own translation. 
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In van Dijk’s terms, Suárez was not merely speaking about politics but was activating 

new context models that reframed Spaniards as active, sovereign citizens, a narrative 

essential to later feminist claims that equality is a democratic right. He redefined 

participant roles: all Spaniards, regardless of class, ideology, or gender, are implicitly 

included in the new model of political agency (van Dijk 2009, 7). By rejecting the idea 

that power belongs to certain groups, he discursively delegitimizes Francoist hierarchies 

and promotes a model of horizontal citizenship. 

Even though gender is not mentioned directly here, Suárez’s links political reform with 

social transformation, and stablishes a shift toward a framework in which the idea of 

rights and freedoms is central, he states that to the majority of spaniards social justice, 

civic liberties and a dignified life is key, once again marking a shift from Franco’s 

repressive laws and life in the sentence “a la mayoria de españoles que me referia 

anteriormente, nos apremia la urgencia de la justicia social, sabemos apreciar o creemos 

saber apreciar el esfuerzo por las libertades civicas y por unos derechos que comienzan 

por una vida digna y terminan en la posibilidad de que el pueblo español sea su propio 

dueño de su propio destino”4 (RTVE 1976). Feminist groups later used these very ideas 

to argue that gender equality is not separate from democracy, but an essential part of it. 

Thus, while women are not named, the discursive conditions for their inclusion are being 

laid.  

One year later, in his 1977 discourse (delivered after winning the general election 

campaign) makes this connection more explicit. He explicitly references gender 

discrimination; Suárez criticises this by calling it “la absurda discriminación de la 

mujer”5 (RTVE 1977). And, although brief, this moment matters. According to van Dijk, 

a context model only includes a social category (such as gender) when the speaker sees it 

as contextually relevant (van Dijk 2009, 6). By naming women and their exclusion, 

Suárez acknowledges that gender inequality is part of the democratic problem to be 

solved. Also, in van Dijk’s terms, it represents the contextual activation of women as 

subjects of democratic rights and reform, subtly altering the social roles represented in 

national discourse. Even though gender is not the central theme, its inclusion alongside 

 
4 “we are urged by the urgency of social justice, we know how to value, or believe we know how to value, the effort 

for civil liberties and for rights that begin with a dignified life and end in the possibility for the Spanish people to be 

the true owners of their own destiny”. Own translation. 
5 “the absurd discrimination of women”. Own translation.  
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broader themes of justice and democracy positions it within a growing mental model of 

equality. 

More importantly, Suárez implicitly links gender injustice to the overcoming of “todos 

desequilibrios economicos, sociales y culturales” (RTVE 1977). He also mentions “no va 

a ser un camino fácil, no puedo prometerles eso porque somos un pais con desigualdades 

irritantes”6 (RTVE 1977) linking these imbalances, including the previously mentioned 

discrimination against women, to broader societal challenges that must be addressed. This 

integration reflects what van Dijk calls strategic meaning management: the speaker 

frames gender inequality as one part of a larger, systemic transformation, rather than as 

an isolated or radical demand (van Dijk 2009, 248). This makes it more acceptable and 

more easily included in Spain’s emerging democratic narrative. 

His repeated references to dialogue, unity, and inclusive reform “diálogo con todos”; 

“escuché a todos e intenté que todos los grupos, puedieran trabajar por España”7 (RTVE 

1977), show how discursive strategies were used to build consensus not only about 

Spain’s democratic future but about who counts in that future (the people). The very 

structure of his speeches, filled with collective pronouns (like we, or everyone) and 

inclusive temporal references “esta España que ya es en lo politico de todos, también 

tiene que serlo en lo social, económico y cultural”8 (RTVE 1977), enacts a form of 

communicative legitimation in which democratic values, including equality, are not 

imposed but co-constructed. He signals that democracy is something to be built through 

consensus, not imposed from above. Van Dijk emphasizes that such repetition is a way 

of foregrounding social norms within discourse (van Dijk 2009, 86). The repeated 

references to everyone (he mentions it more than thrice) subtly reinforce the idea that 

equality, including gender equality, is a shared national goal. 

Feminist activism surged during the transition too, with events like the I Women’s 

Liberation Days in Madrid playing a key role in uniting women’s voices and raising 

demands for legal and social reforms (Alcañiz 2024). At these meetings, activists 

collectively articulated demands that explicitly named key issues for gender equality in 

 
6 “all issues of economic and cultural imbalances”; “I can’t promise that it will be an easy path because we are a 

country with irritating inequalities”. Own translation. 
7 “dialogue with everyone”; “I listened to everyone and tried to ensure that all groups could work for Spain”. Own 

translation. 
8 “this Spain that already belongs to everyone politically must also belong to everyone socially, economically, and 

culturally”. Own translation. 
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both legal and cultural discourse: they called for the decriminalization of adultery for 

women, the legalization of divorce and contraception, reproductive freedom, pay equity, 

and an end to workplace discrimination (Fernández Fraile 2008). Many activists were 

also involved in political parties, helping to bring gender issues into the democratic 

reform agenda (Alcañiz 2024). 

In fact, in 1977, the year in which Adolfo Suárez was elected, and the project of a new 

constitution was on the works, many feminist groups started criticizing the Constitution 

for not going far enough in guaranteeing real, enforceable rights for women (Alcañiz 

2024), regardless of men and women equality being finally formally recognized in Article 

14 “Spaniards are equal before the law, without any discrimination on grounds of birth, 

race, sex…” (Fernández Fraile 2008; Alcañiz 2024).  

And even though the women’s movement during the transition period lacked direct 

representation within the formal political negotiating sphere, and therefore did not 

influence the institutional mechanics of this period in a direct or decisive way, it 

nonetheless played a significant role in shaping the broader cultural and discursive 

landscape (Threlfall 2009, 15). 

For instance, the Coordinadora Estatal de Organizaciones Feministas del Estado 

Español (Statal Coordination of Feminist Organizations of the Spanish State, a national 

body that brought together feminist groups across the country) issued a manifesto in 1977, 

published in Vindicación Feminista (one of the media outlets most active in denouncing 

violence against women was the magazine), in which women’s rights were declared to be 

elementary, non-negotiable, and unpostponable. (Verdugo Martí 2010, 13). This 

document stands as a paradigmatic example of how feminist discourse functioned as a 

site of contestation, asserting demands not merely for inclusion but for the redefinition of 

fundamental rights in the emerging democratic framework. 

The opening line “denunciamos la situacion a la que el franquismo nos ha relegado a las 

mujeres en estos 40 años”9 (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977) performs a strategic discourse 

function: it historicizes women’s exclusion, explicitly identifying the Franco regime as a 

structure of gendered oppression. The contrast drawn between the general loss of rights 

under Francoism and the specific subordination of women to the domestic sphere reveals 

what van Dijk identifies as ideological square operations: emphasizing in-group 

 
9 “We denounce the situation to which Francoism has relegated us women over these past 40 years”. Own translation.  
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victimhood while delegitimizing the opposing system’s ideology (van Dijk 2009, 105). 

This is not only a denunciation but a redefinition of participant roles. While Francoist 

discourse constructed women as apolitical dependents, this feminist text reframes them 

as historical subjects of political injustice.  

Moreover, the sentence “ante las proximas elecciones, las mujeres representamos el 53% 

del electorado”10 (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977) exemplifies what van Dijk terms strategic 

management of meaning, the intentional highlighting of contextually relevant information 

to reshape public understanding (van Dijk 2009, 248). Here, the manifesto leverages 

statistical fact (women as electoral majority) not merely to highlight demographic reality, 

but to construct a new context model in which women are central, not marginal, to the 

democratic process. Because, by naming their proportion in the electorate, feminist 

activists redefine women as agents of electoral power, a vital move in a context where 

new institutions are being formed. This can also be understood as a move to undermine 

any attempt to frame women’s rights as minority. Indeed, their demands are presented as 

having structural consequences: “nuestras reivindicaciones suponen un campo de batalla 

donde se plantee la lucha por los votos”11 (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977). 

In van Dijk’s terms, this is a classic example of how marginalized groups, in this case, 

women, reconstruct social cognition through discourse to reposition themselves within 

power relations (van Dijk 2009, 115). It is a counter-hegemonic model that demands 

rethinking the who and what of democracy. 

Also, they draft a list of rights concerning legal amnesty for discriminatory laws, freedom 

of sexuality, and the elimination of discrimination in education, labor, and governance. 

These are not merely policy suggestions, they are presented as “innegociables” (non-

negotiable) and “inaplazables” (unpostponable) (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977). The 

manifesto thus rejects any incremental or symbolic accommodation; framing feminist 

demands as a precondition for genuine democratization.  

Van Dijk notes that ideologies are reproduced through what people regard as 

“commonsense” or self-evident (van Dijk 2009, 108). This text strategically positions 

gender equality in that space: not as a special interest, but as a logical and moral 

foundation for the democratic regime. By elevating these demands to the status of 

 
10 “Ahead of the upcoming elections, women represent 53% of the electorate”. Own translation. 
11 “our demands constitute a battleground where, ultimately, the fight for votes will be played out”. Own translation. 
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fundamental rights, the manifesto contests any context model that would marginalize 

gender as a secondary issue. 

Furthermore, the Coordinadora Estatal moves from collective history to individual 

political consciousness by stating that “todas las mujeres debemos tomar conciencia de 

la importancia que en estos momentos tiene nuestro voto, en la larga lucha por nuestra 

liberacion”12 (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977). In van Dijk’s terms, it represents an attempt to 

reconstruct the mental models of female readers (to activate a sense of political urgency 

and agency by linking electoral participation with historical liberation) (van Dijk 2009, 

9). The choice of words: “tomar conciencia,” (become aware) “nuestra lucha,” (our long 

battle) “liberación”, (liberation) (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977) builds an affective and moral 

appeal that reinforces collective identity and mobilization. 

It also redefines temporality. The phrase “en estos momentos” (at this time) (Sanahuja 

and Bayo 1977) ties the current political opportunity to a long struggle, recasting the 1977 

elections not as an end but a crucial moment in an unfinished historical process. This 

strategic temporal framing helps generate discursive continuity, anchoring feminist 

activism in both past and future. 

While Adolfo Suárez’s transitional speeches emphasized inclusive citizenship, justice, 

and participation as foundational elements of Spain’s emerging democracy, the 1977 

feminist manifesto sharply revealed the limitations of that inclusion when it came to 

women. Suárez constructed a broad context model of democratic renewal, inviting all 

voices into the political process and framing democracy as a shared national project. 

However, the feminist manifesto directly contested the implicit male norm in such 

narratives, insisting that true democratization required the explicit recognition of 

gendered exclusions and the enforcement of rights that were non-negotiable and 

unpostponable. Where Suárez activated a general model of democratic inclusion, the 

feminist discourse pushed further, redefining who counts as a democratic subject (women 

at the centre) and demanding that equality move from abstract ideal to structural reality. 

In van Dijk’s terms, both actors contributed to transforming Spain’s political cognition 

but the feminist movement did so by expanding and radicalizing the very framework that 

transitional elites had begun to construct (van Dijk 2009, 7-8, 105). 

 
12 “all women must become aware of the importance of our vote at this time, in the long battle for our liberation”. 

Own translation. 
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Furthermore, the transition and Franco’s death also meant that newspapers became bolder 

and behaved as if there were genuine freedom of the press (Zugasti 2008). The first 

significant measure of press liberalization did not come until April 1, 1977, but it wasn’t 

until a year later in 1978, when the Constitution was approved that press freedom was 

fully established, leaving the dictatorship’s censorship behind (Sanz Aparicio 2023). 

Freedom of the press plays a fundamental role in the shaping of public opinion (Sanz 

Aparicio 2023). Its development is proportional to that of democracy, as it is in 

democratic societies where there is room for the construction of a diverse and well-

informed public opinion (Sanz Aparicio 2023). Issues such as divorce and abortion had 

previously been censored but emerged in public debate during the construction of the new 

democratic regime. In those early years, the press acted as a true ‘paper parliament’ (Sanz 

Aparicio 2023). 

Two newspapers, although with different tendencies, were crucial to express the 

aforementioned role: ABC and El País. The first represented the right-wing outlets that 

were reluctant to make profound changes, as it has been characterised by its loyalty to the 

monarchy since its foundation in 1905 (Zugasti 2008; Rodríguez-Martínes, Tulloch and 

Guillamet Lloveras 2017, 3). Whilst the latter built its success by giving a voice to the 

new political, cultural and social sectors that joined Spanish public life since its birth in 

1976, for instance by giving a voice to women involved in the feminist movement who 

defend the need for safe access to abortion (Zugasti 2008; Sanz Aparicio 2023). 

On March 8, 1977, El País (one of the biggest media outlets of the country) published an 

article titled “La Ley: opresión, represión y prisión contra la mujer” (“The Law: 

oppression, repression and imprisonment against women”) (Canals 1977). The article 

emphasizes a public denouncement of how legal structures were used to repress women 

during Francoism and directly reflects the disruptive feminist discourse during Spain’s 

democratic transition. The outlet stated that the discussions from that day “giraron en 

torno a la explotación de los puestos de trabajo, al aborto y a las malas condiciones en 

que se efetúan las interrupciones del embarazo en la clandestinidad, las madres solteras, 

la prostitución” as well as citing a statement from the Colectivo Feminista (Feminist 

Collective), which declared that “mujeres que trabajaron, hicieron huelga, lucharon, se 

sacrificaron y murieron... han sido borradas de los libros de la historia del movimiento 
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obrero”13 (Canals 1977). This framing is crucial. By highlighting the broad range of 

issues addressed, from abortion to prostitution, from historical erasure to labour precarity, 

El País does not reduce the feminist struggle to a single demand but presents it as a 

systemic critique of Francoist and patriarchal institutions. The quote from the Colectivo 

Feminista serves as a powerful discursive compensation: by naming the absence of 

women in labor history, it challenges dominant historical narratives and reclaims political 

agency for women as workers and subjects of social memory. The outlet is furthering the 

same discourse the feminist and women’s organizations are constructing.  

6.1.2. Constitution year (1978) 

Spanish newspapers began to reflect the emerging tensions between symbolic inclusion 

and structural resistance to feminist ideas. In March, El País published an article reporting 

on a conference by Ricardo de la Cierva titled “La sociedad española no es machista”, 

where he famously claimed: “La sociedad española no es una sociedad machista, sino 

antifeminista”14 (El País 1978). Him, and as consequence, El País (for publishing it), are 

not trying to reject gender hierarchy outright but reframe it, distancing the speaker from 

overt machismo while admitting to a broader rejection of feminist values. In van Dijk’s 

terms, this functions as an ideological disclaimer, wherein the speaker attempts to 

mitigate criticism by rejecting the most offensive label (“macho”) while preserving 

underlying structures of exclusion (van Dijk 2009, 84). 

De la Cierva further argued that “un pueblo capaz de producir obras como La lozana 

andaluza, La Celestina o El Quijote es un pueblo esencialmente sano y exento de 

machismo”15 (El País 1978). Here, cultural production is invoked as proof of moral 

progress, an example of what van Dijk would call a “semantic strategy of positive self-

presentation” (2009, 207). However, it entirely bypasses the lived realities of inequality, 

using literary heritage to justify current conditions. His assertion that “no existen razones 

que justifiquen la ausencia de la mujer en la vida política”16 might appear progressive, 

but the context reveals otherwise, as seen previously (El País 1978). De la Cierva’s speech 

simultaneously acknowledges women’s exclusion and attributes it not to structural 

 
13 “focused on workplace exploitation, abortion and the poor conditions in which clandestine terminations are carried 

out, single mothers, prostitution”; "women who worked, went on strike, fought, sacrificed themselves, and died... 

have been erased from the history books of the labor movement”. Own translation. 
14 “Spanish society is not sexist”; “Spanish society is not a macho society, but an anti-feminist one”. Own translation.  
15 “a people capable of producing works like La Lozana Andaluza, La Celestina or Don Quixote is an essentially 

healthy people, free of machismo”. Own translation.  
16 “there are no valid reasons to justify the absence of women from political life”. Own translation.  
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barriers, but to remnants of romanticism among men and the influence of “las dos únicas 

instituciones que han arraigado en España: la Iglesia y las Fuerzas Armadas,”17 both of 

which he admits had and still have a “carácter antifeminista.” (anti-feminist character) 

(El País 1978). 

This framing externalizes anti-feminism, attributing it to tradition or institutional legacy 

(the church and armed forces which were truly influential during the Franco regime), 

while absolving contemporary political actors of responsibility. Although he calls it 

positive that political parties might begin to include women in electoral lists, he adds: 

“este hecho no significa que la clase política renuncia a su antifeminismo.”18 In other 

words, visibility without transformation (El País 1978). In van Dijk’s framework, this 

reflects a context model where equality is acknowledged only superficially, and where 

inclusion does not require a redefinition of social roles or institutions (van Dijk 2009, 7). 

The article thus captures the broader discursive ambivalence of the moment: feminism is 

no longer ignored, but still framed as a threat, a nuisance, or a force that must be managed 

rather than embraced. 

In contrast, on the same day, ABC (another prominent media outlet) published a piece 

titled “Puestos de trabajo sin discriminación, para las mujeres”, which commemorated 

International Women’s Day by recalling its radical origins: “desde ese 8 de marxo en 

Nueva York en el que el dueño de la fábrica Cotton mandó incendiar la nave donde todas 

parecieron abrasadas, cada año, se evoca en todo el mundo este triste suceso”19 (ABC 

1978). This invocation of historical violence frames March 8 as a day of justified 

resistance. The article then notes that “diversos partidos políticos y centrales sindicales 

se sumaron ayer a los distintos actos organizados en apoyo de los derechos laborales de 

las mujeres.”20 (ABC 1978).  This is significant: it shows broad political participation 

supporting the cause, signalling that feminist demands had reached mainstream platforms. 

However, the article quickly returns to a more cautious tone, observing that “aún existen 

discriminaciones para las mujeres en cuanto al salario y acceso a puestos directivos en 

las empresas,” and that “si hay reduccion de platillas, las más afectadas suelen ser 

 
17 “the two institutions that have truly taken root in Spain: the Church and the Armed Forces”. Own translation. 
18 “this does not mean that the political class is renouncing its anti-feminism.” Own translation.  
19 “Jobs for women without discrimination”; “Since that March 8 in New York, when the owner of the Cotton factory 

ordered the building to be set on fire—where all the women inside were burned alive—this tragic event has been 

remembered around the world every year.”. Own translation.  
20 “various political parties and labor unions joined yesterday in the different events organized in support of women’s 

labor rights.” Own translation.  
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siempre las mujeres”21 (ABC 1978). These statements appear sympathetic because they 

do recognise women’s struggles and inequalities, yet they do not include any calls for 

legal reform or deeper structural change. What we see here is what van Dijk calls a 

“surface-level macrostructure”: a discourse that names inequality but stops short of 

addressing its ideological or systemic causes (van Dijk 2009, 9). The article 

acknowledges that inequality exists yet treats it as an unfortunate by-product rather than 

a consequence of institutional design. 

Taken together, these articles reflect the contradictory discursive environment in the 

immediate post-constitutional period. Feminist actors were increasingly visible in public 

discourse, and their critiques could no longer be ignored, yet, as these media examples 

show, they were still frequently reframed, softened, or redirected. De la Cierva’s speech 

attempts to neutralize feminism through cultural nostalgia, while ABC’s coverage of 

March 8 recognizes gender-based injustice but refrains from naming the structural causes 

or political actors responsible. In both cases, what is at stake is not whether equality is 

mentioned, but how it is framed, symbolically or structurally, marginally or centrally, 

within Spain’s emerging democratic identity. 

Following the critiques from feminist organizations, Adolfo Suárez delivered a speech 

just days before the new Constitution came into force. He describes the Constitution text 

as a “constitución que regula y garantiza derechos,” one that “no pretende tanto describir 

la realidad, como transformarla”22 (Presidente Adolfo Suárez Gonzalez 2020). This 

forward-looking, transformative model of law and rights closely mirrors feminist 

discourses of the time that rejected symbolic equality in favor of substantive social 

change. Suárez’s claim that the Constitution guides everyone towards “libertad, igualdad, 

justicia y solidaridad”23 (Presidente Adolfo Suárez Gonzalez 2020) provides a discursive 

blueprint for later equality policies, including gender-focused ones, to claim 

constitutional legitimacy, as equality is named directly as a constitutional value, alongside 

liberty, justice, and solidarity. More than a rhetorical list, these are semantic 

macrostructures that form the core of a new national identity (van Dijk 2009, 9). 

 
21 “discrimination against women still exists when it comes to wages and access to management positions”; “in cases 

of staff reductions, women are almost always the most affected.” Own translation. 
22 “constitution that regulates and guarantees rights”; “not so much to describe reality as to transform it”. Own 

translation.  
23 “liberty, equality, justice, and solidarity”. Own translation.  
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In fact, his claim that the Constitution does not describe but transform the reality is key: 

it shifts the document from reflecting social norms to being an instrument of societal 

change. Van Dijk argues that such future-oriented discourses help shape collective mental 

models that guide how citizens think about what their society should be, not just what it 

is (van Dijk 2009, 248). 

Moreover, by emphasizing national sovereignty by stating sentences such as “el estado 

que la constitución constituye, aquel que no solo es el que gobierna para el pueblo sino 

que es el pueblo el que gobierna,”24 (Presidente Adolfo Suárez Gonzalez 2020) Suárez 

reinforces the idea that power lies within the people, and that all members of society 

(including women) are rightful participants in this new and better era, as he called it. 

Feminist groups in the 1980s would later draw on this constitutional framing to argue that 

true democracy requires gender equality. Thus, this speech not only affirms a legal 

foundation but also offers a discursive framework for embedding equality (including 

gender equality) into the heart of Spain’s democratic project. 

Adolfo Suárez’s discourse did more than reflect shifting structures, he shaped the mental 

context models through which Spaniards began to understand democracy, rights, and 

justice. Although gender is not the dominant theme, the conditions for its inclusion are 

built into the logic of his discourse. As van Dijk explains, context models are shaped by 

how speakers define who is speaking, to whom, with what goals, and in what setting (van 

Dijk 2009, 7). 

Feminist organizations considered the inclusion of the principle of equality in that text 

was considered a necessary condition for the existence of democracy (Verdugo Martí 

2010, 16) but kept being vocal about the structural gaps between constitutional ideals and 

the actual regulation of life.  

For instance, in its 1978 statement regarding the Constitution draft, the Federación de 

Organizaciones Feministas del Estado Español (Federation of Feminist Organisations of 

the Spanish State) acknowledges that the draft Constitution includes, at least nominally, 

the universal democratic principle in Article 13. However, they stress that it must not 

remain symbolic but must “respete, desarrolle y garantice, impregnando con su 

contenido la labor legislativa profunda y extensa que hay por realizar”25 (FOF 1978) 

 
24 “The State that the constitution establishes is one that not only governs for the people, but where the people 

govern”. Own translation.  
25 “permeate the deep and extensive legislative work that remains to be done”. Own translation.  
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This formulation reveals what van Dijk refers to, once again, as macrostructures: the 

overarching themes and values in discourse that shape public meaning (van Dijk 2009, 

9). Equality, here, is presented as a macrostructural value that must guide the entire legal 

and political system. 

At the same time, the organization critiques specific constitutional articles for 

reproducing gendered hierarchies. The call for “incluir taxativamente el reconocimiento 

a todos los efectos de la igualdad de derechos y obligaciones para ámbos conyuges”26 

reflects a demand for precise legislative articulation, not vague principles and inclusión 

of rights urgently by choosing to use taxative (FOF 1978). In van Dijk’s terms, this is a 

demand to restructure participant roles in public and private life, so that women are no 

longer positioned as dependents but as fully autonomous legal subjects (van Dijk 2009, 

7). 

The Federación’s critique of the Constitution’s silence on key social and personal rights 

(like divorce by mutual consent, or equal and non-discriminatory education) further 

reveals how feminist discourse was redefining the field of democratic rights. The 

statement “es comprensible que hoy las mujeres y muchos hombres nos sintamos 

defraudados”27 (FOF 1978) positions their critique as reflective of a broader collective 

sentiment, strategically expanding the scope of feminist demands by including men, so 

highlighting that societal disappointment is widespread and that these demands are not 

isolated to women alone. According to van Dijk, such moves help actors reframe social 

legitimacy, expanding support by aligning their discourse with widely accepted 

democratic values (van Dijk 2009, 115). 

Finally, their insistence on the use of gender-neutral language, proposing “persona” 

(person) instead of terms like “ciudadano” (citizen) or “español” (Spaniard) (FOF 1978), 

challenges the hidden structures of exclusion that exist even in texts that seem inclusive 

on the surface. This reflects van Dijk’s emphasis on the power of discourse to normalize 

or contest social ideologies through linguistic detail (van Dijk 2009, 108). 

Meanwhile, another key organization advocating for advancing women’s rights, Unión 

para la Liberación de la Mujer (Union for the Liberation of Women) released also a 

pamphlet in 1978 about women’s rights to the constitution, in which they take a more 

 
26 “taxative inclusion of equal rights and obligations for both spouses”. Own translation.  
27 “it is understandable that many women and men feel let down”. Own translation.  
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systemic approach, identifying the Constitution as a site where institutionalized gender 

discrimination becomes visible and legally sanctioned. “Aunque la discriminación que 

sufrimos por el hecho de ser mujeres comienza desde que nacemos,” they write, “es a 

niveles legales donde se institucionaliza”28 (ULM 1978). This reflects van Dijk’s 

understanding of context models as mental frameworks in which discourse and social 

structure intersect, as here, law is not neutral but a reflection of dominant socio-economic 

ideologies (van Dijk 2009, 6). 

The ULM recognized legal equality as an insufficient but essential step, writing: “la 

igualdad ante la ley no es la meta final para nuestra liberación como mujeres, si 

estimamos que es un paso previo e imprescindible para alcanzar una consideracion que 

ahora se nos niega”29 (ULM 1978). This shows a layered context model, one that 

distinguishes between symbolic inclusion and structural transformation. Their statement 

that the struggle will continue until all the barriers that relegate us to the condition of 

second-class citizens are eliminated (ULM 1978) marks a demand for cognitive and 

structural change, mirroring van Dijk’s claim that discursive change often precedes, and 

enables, shifts in social practice (van Dijk 2009, 248). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A particularly powerful section critiques how Spain’s Criminal Code categorizes rape as 

a crime against morality rather than against a woman’s bodily autonomy. The Unión 

 
28 “Although discrimination begins at birth”; “it is at the legal level where this discrimination becomes 

institutionalized.” Own translation.  
29 “legal equality is not the ultimate goal for our liberation, but a necessary and fundamental step”. Own translation.  

Figure 1. Pamplet that reads “the rights of women to the constitution” with an 

image of a caged woman struggling for liberation showcasing that until women’s 

rights are fully included legally women will keep being caged. ULM 1978. 
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argues this must be reframed as a crime against sexual freedom (ULM 1978) since rape 

is the most humiliating aggression that can be done to a woman, so the issue not being 

about honor, and further proposes renaming the legal category to “delitos contra la 

libertad sexual de las personas.”30 In van Dijk’s terms, this is a reformulation of social 

norms through discourse, one that challenges the ideological assumptions that underpin 

legal classifications (van Dijk 2009, 108). 

Similarly, the critique of labour legislation highlights how economic structures reproduce 

and reinforces gender roles. ULM rejects the notion that women’s employment is 

“provisional” (temporary) or “considerado complementario de su marido,” 

(complementary to their husbands’ income) and calls for proportional female 

participation in decision-making bodies (ULM 1978). These demands reflect an expanded 

context model in which they see citizenship not just as having legal rights, but as full 

participation in economic, political, and cultural life. 

Taken together, the statements from FOF and ULM expose the gap between constitutional 

discourse and lived social realities. While political actors like Suárez presented the 

Constitution as a transformative document, these feminist interventions revealed that 

equality required more than rhetorical commitment, it demanded structural revision, 

discursive clarity, and cultural reorientation. Hence, where Suárez and the Constitution 

spoke in generalities (liberty, justice, equality), feminist organizations pushed for 

specificity, naming the mechanisms of exclusion and proposing detailed reforms. 

By demanding gender-neutral language, equal marriage rights, divorce, reproductive 

autonomy, labour equality, and legal reforms around sexual violence, these groups 

provided the discursive infrastructure for future policy change. More importantly, they 

framed these issues not as special-interest concerns but as tests of the Constitution’s 

democratic integrity, a strategy that continues to shape feminist discourse in Spain to this 

day. 

 

 

 

 
30 “crimes against the sexual freedom of individuals”. Own translation. 
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6.1.3. Early democratic and constitutional years (1979-1985) 

From 1978 on, many feminism activists were also involved in political parties, bringing 

their concerns to the political sphere (Alcañiz 2024). Slogans from the era (“Real equality, 

not just legal equality”) emphasized the need for legal changes to be matched by cultural 

and social transformation (Alcañiz 2024). And the early 1980s saw the first major legal 

changes, such as the legalization of divorce and the abolition of laws that had made 

married women legally dependent on their husbands.  

Yet even as feminist actors began shaping legislation from within political parties, 

conservative media continued to push back forcefully. A letter published in ABC on 

March 8, 1979, titled “Derechos del niño: la vida” (Children’s Rights: Life), exemplifies 

this resistance through emotionally charged, moralistic language. He opens with the 

statement: “El mundo ha calmado por un periodo anual y parece como si hubiera 

enarbolado la bandera de la paz en la que se recoge como epígrafe "1979: año 

internacional del niño". [...] Sin embargo, esa bandera sigue aún manchándose con la 

sangre de inocentes que no se les permite ver la luz del sol”31 (Fernandez Alava 1979) 

This imagery casts abortion as violence, reframing it from a matter of rights into a moral 

and existential crisis. The author warns of a degeneration of the human mind and the 

creation of a fourth social class, “clase martirizada” (martyred class) of unborn victims 

as he called it (Fernandez Alava 1979). In van Dijk’s (2009, 105) terms, this is a 

reallocation of agency and victimhood: fetuses are granted subjecthood, while women are 

erased from the discursive frame. 

This type of rhetoric was mirrored in ABC’s 1980 coverage of divorce. The Cardinal of 

Seville described divorce as a “rendija” (a crack, loophole) through which people escape 

crises, and the Dean of the University of Comillas (renowned university in Madrid) 

warned against treating divorce as a natural right, claiming it would “pisotear una 

institucion que ha sido considerada como algo sagrado por todos los pueblos”32 (ABC 

1980) referring to the Church. These statements use what van Dijk calls “macro-

ideological structures” (2009, 9) to present divorce not as a civil matter but as a threat to 

social and spiritual order. Even when acknowledging pluralism, Church authorities, 

 
31 “The world has quieted for a year and seems to have raised the flag of peace, inscribed with the motto: ‘1979: 

International Year of the Child.’ However, that flag continues to be stained with the blood of innocents who are not 

allowed to see the light of day”. Own translation.   
32 “trample on an institution sacred to all peoples”. Own translation.  
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through media channels like ABC, insist that only religious institutions can determine the 

legitimacy of marriage. 

In contrast, El País used Women’s Day in 1980 to centre gender inequality as a structural 

issue. An editorial recalled the 1908 New York factory fire, noting how 129 women 

workers died, and lamented the erasure of this history compared to male-led labour 

struggles, which international day is clearly remembered compared to the international 

women’s day (El País 1980). The piece argued that “no hay duda de que la misoginia es 

desdichadamente uno de los factores condicionantes de nuestra civilización.,”33 and 

insisted it was not “demagogia feminista” (feminist demagoguery) to point out that 

women still must prove [their] intelligence twice over (El País 1980). By tracing 

inequality to both cultural norms and institutional practices, the article is trying to 

reposition gender as a democratic issue, not an isolated concern. 

That same week, El País also reported on debates around the divorce law’s draft, where 

feminists and legal experts described it as “un derecho democrático”, “cirugía que aplica 

la sociedad,” and “un derecho exclusivo de la persona a tener su afectividad 

gratificante”34 (Marín 1980). By using this language, they framed divorce not just as a 

legal issue, but as part of a bigger conversation about what it means to be a citizen with 

personal freedom and the right to make choices about one’s own life. Also, proposals like 

a Family Guarantee Fund (Marín 1980) further linked feminist demands to state 

accountability and economic justice. 

These contrasting discourses reveal the polarization of Spain’s post-Franco public sphere. 

While conservative actors framed reproductive and marital rights as moral breakdowns, 

feminist voices and progressive media sought to recast them as pillars of democratic life. 

In van Dijk’s terms, these were competing context models, each trying to define what 

equality, citizenship, and modernity should mean in a transitioning democracy. 

A year later, in 1981, the Coordinadora Estatal de Organizaciones Feministas del Estado 

Español (State Coordination of Feminist Organizations of the Spanish State) during the 

Jornadas por el Derecho al Aborto (Abortion Rights Days) in Madrid released a detailed 

manifesto regarding abortion rights.  

 
33 “misogyny is, unfortunately, one of the foundational elements of our civilization”. Own translation. 
34 “a democratic right”; “a form of social surgery”; “a right to gratifying emotional life”. Own 
translation.  
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The opening declaration “la lucha por el aborto es uno de los temas importantes que tiene 

hoy planteado el movimiento feminista”35 (Coordinadora Feminista 2024) immediately 

situates abortion not as a niche concern, but as a political and collective struggle. They 

are reflecting strategic management of meaning, where actors highlight certain issues as 

central to reorient societal values and priorities (van Dijk 2009, 248). The Coordinadora’s 

discourse frames abortion as more than a health issue: it is a test of the democratic 

system’s ability to uphold personal freedom and gender equality. 

The statement that “esta sociedad capitalista y patriarcal nos niega a las mujeres el 

derecho a controlar nuestro propio cuerpo”36 (Coordinadora Feminista 2024) constructs 

a broad ideological context model in which reproductive rights are understood as 

incompatible with the dominant structures of capitalism and patriarchy. This shows the 

feminist movement’s awareness of how discourse is embedded in systems of power, as 

van Dijk argues: the legal and moral regulation of women’s reproductive capacity is not 

neutral, but a product of a social order designed to maintain specific gender roles (van 

Dijk 2009, 105). 

Throughout the manifesto, the organization emphasizes women as the only legitimate 

decision-makers in matters of abortion. “Somos nosotras quienes abortamos y por tanto 

quienes decidimos cuándo y cómo interrumpir un embarazo no deseado”37 (Coordinadora 

Feminista 2024), this directly keeps redefining participant roles, a key element in van 

Dijk’s context models. In contrast to institutional or medical authority, the speaker assigns 

decision-making power to women themselves, just like all previous actors from the social 

sphere (van Dijk 2009, 7).  

This logic is extended with the statement that abortion should be free, public, and 

controlled by women and their organizations (Coordinadora Feminista 2024). These 

demands represent a redefinition of what democratic services should look like. By calling 

for abortion to be integrated into the public health system and overseen by women, the 

Coordinadora is redefining institutional legitimacy, claiming that healthcare and 

democracy are only meaningful if they reflect the lived needs and voices of those affected. 

 
35 “The struggle for abortion rights is one of the key issues currently faced by the feminist 
movement”. Own translation.  
36 “this capitalist and patriarchal society denies women the right to control our own bodies”. Own translation.  
37 “We are the ones who undergo abortions, and therefore we should be the ones to decide”. Own translation. 



36 
 

One of the most powerful critiques in the manifesto is directed at medical arguments that 

use technological advances to shorten the window of fetal viability and restrict abortion 

access. The organization explicitly states: “No cuestionamos la viabilidad o no del feto, 

sino el recorte que con dichos argumentos se pretende hacer del derecho al aborto”38 

(Coordinadora Feminista 2024). This is a direct rejection of what van Dijk terms 

dominant knowledge ideologies: the assumed authority of scientific or legal narratives to 

set moral boundaries (van Dijk 2009, 108).  

Instead, the manifesto declares that the social and political meaning of abortion rights 

must come from women lived realities, not from technocratic reasoning. By doing so, the 

feminist discourse creates a context model in which women’s autonomy is primary, and 

where the responsibility for unwanted pregnancies is transferred to society at large: “Es 

la sociedad quien tiene que hacerse cargo, quien tiene que responsabilizarse y garantizar  

instituciones publicas”39. This repositioning of social roles reflects van Dijk’s idea that 

discourse can redefine who is accountable, and how power should be distributed across 

social structures (van Dijk 2009, 9).  

Moreover, they also frame abortion as part of a broader political struggle, arguing that the 

issue affects any progressive and democratic force that truly lives up to those values: “el 

tema del derecho al aborto afecta a cualquier fuerza progresista y democratica que se 

precie de serlo”40 (Coordinadora 2024). They link democracy with progress and therefore 

abortion. 

Finally, they make a statement revealing how feminist discourse at this stage was engaged 

not just in fighting for access, but in reconstructing the moral and cultural meaning of 

sexuality and reproduction. By disconnecting motherhood from womanhood and 

claiming the right “de ser libres para hacer o no la realidad de crear vida”41 

(Coordinadora 2024) the Coordinadora contests centuries of gender ideology. In van 

Dijk’s terms, this is the ultimate transformation of a cognitive context model: challenging 

not just what is done, but how people think about what should be done, and why. When 

Franco was in power, women were dedicated to the household and being mothers and 

now they are getting a taste of freedom and want to transform the discourse.  

 
38 “We do not question the viability of the fetus, but the use of this argument to curtail abortion rights”. Own 

translation.  
39 “It is society that must take responsibility and guarantee care through public institutions”. Own translation. 
40 “the issue of abortion rights affects any progressive and democratic force that claims to be one”. Own translation. 
41 “to choose whether or not to realize the capacity to give life”. Own translation. 
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This manifesto represents a radical expansion of Spain’s gender discourse. It reclaims 

abortion as a political, social, and cultural right (not just as a medical procedure) and 

challenges deeply rooted narratives about gender, morality, and citizenship. Where earlier 

interventions, like those in 1977 and 1978, called for legal equality and representation, 

this text demands autonomy, self-determination, and collective transformation. It offers 

not only a critique of Spain’s patriarchal structures but a blueprint for what a truly feminist 

democracy might look like. As van Dijk suggests, this is the power of discourse: not 

merely to describe the world, but to redefine it from the inside out (van Dijk 2009, 248). 

The transition can be seen as a moment when new ideas about gender equality were 

introduced and slowly embedded in Spain’s evolving democratic identity. These ideas 

were shaped by a range of actors (from feminist organizations and political parties to 

journalists and religious institutions) and became part of how Spanish society began to 

understand democracy itself, as gender equality started to be seen as a symbol of progress, 

modernity, and a break from authoritarianism. Specific examples, such as the feminist-

led campaigns for divorce rights, the explicit framing of reproductive autonomy as 

democratic, and the contentious debates over constitutional language, demonstrate how 

this discursive shift was achieved not only through legal reform but through insistent, 

visible contestation (across streets, institutions, and newspapers) over the very meaning 

of democracy in Spain. This period set the foundation for the gender equality discourse 

that would continue to develop in the decades that followed. 

The 1980s and 1990s represent a crucial phase of consolidation and transformation. In 

1982, Spain held general elections in which Felipe González and the Spanish Socialist 

Workers' Party (PSOE) secured a decisive victory. Felipe González’s tenure as Prime 

Minister (1982-1996) became both a site of national democratic stabilization and 

supranational alignment. González’s political discourse during this time functioned as a 

key mechanism for integrating European equality norms into Spain’s own post-

authoritarian identity, gradually rearticulating social justice and equality as expressions 

of Spain’s modern belonging to Europe. It can also be interpreted as actively producing 

and reinforcing a shared national narrative that frames equality (including gender 

equality) as an inseparable element of democratic citizenship and European modernity. 

First, Felipe González’s 1982 opening discourse as new prime minister, explicitly calls 

for integration of all sectors in the national project of democratic consolidation: “Quiero 
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hacer un llamamiento a todos los sectores de la vida nacional para que se sientan 

integrados y presten su apoyo participativo en la tarea común de consolidar 

definitivamente la democracia en España”42 (Fundación Felipe González 2022). This use 

of inclusive language (hacer un llamamiento a todos) represents a strategic reframing of 

participant roles, which van Dijk identifies as a key component of context models. By 

addressing all sectors, González constructs the citizenry as active participants in the 

democratic process, rather than passive recipients of governance (van Dijk 2009, 7). 

Further, his insistence that “ningún ciudadano debe sentirse ajeno a la hermosa labor de 

modernización, progreso y solidaridad que hemos de realizar entre todos”43 (Fundación 

Felipe González 2022) frames democratic participation as a moral and civic obligation 

calling it noble or beautiful. In van Dijk’s terms, this establishes an ideological scheme 

in which inclusivity and solidarity are normative expectations for legitimate national 

belonging (van Dijk 2009, 108). And, although gender is not focused here, the logic of 

inclusion lays groundwork for gendered actors to be discursively and politically 

integrated later on. 

Indeed, just one year later, in 1983, the Instituto de la Mujer (National Institute for 

Women) was established, an important milestone that marked the integration of gender 

equality into Spain’s institutional framework (Alcañiz 2024). 

And, one year before the Treaty by which Spain becomes an effective member of the 

EEC, in 1985, the media, played a central role in narrating this integration as both a 

national achievement and a social transformation.  

In an editorial titled “España, en Europa” (Spain, in Europe), El País wrote that while 

negotiations had been (uncertain, tough, and prolonged), the accession “trasciende el 

ámbito de los beneficios materiales y se sitúa en la perspectiva de un proyecto histórico 

de gran alcance”44 (El País 1985). Stating that it transcends the material and individual 

benefits by connecting European integration to the legacy of Spain’s democratic 

aspirations, portraying entry into the EEC as the culmination of both Enlightenment ideals 

and contemporary democratic struggles. The editorial explicitly links Europe to 

 
42 “I want to make a call to all sectors of national life to feel included and to offer their active support in the shared 

task of definitively consolidating democracy in Spain”. Own translation.  
43 “No citizen should feel excluded from the noble task of modernization, progress, and solidarity that we must carry 

out together”. Own translation.  
44 “transcends the realm of material benefits and is placed within the perspective of a far-reaching historical project”. 

Own translation.  
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“democracia representativa y de libertades” (representative democracy and liberties) (El 

País 1985), asserting that the very idea of Europe had become inseparable from Spain’s 

post-Franco democratic rebirth. According to van Dijk (2009, 118), such discursive 

strategies are foundational in shaping national context models, here, modern democracy 

and Europe are presented as co-constitutive. Europe is not only a destination but a 

legitimizing framework through which Spain could reimagine itself as a fully modern, 

rights-based society. 

Meanwhile, ABC offered a more conservative interpretation of Spain’s integration into 

Europe. While the paper recognized Europe’s democratic values and cultural richness, it 

expressed concern that these freedoms could be misused. The outlet warned that freedom 

itself is not dangerous but becomes risky “por quines abusan de ella en perjuicio de la 

mayoría”45 (Fraga Iribarne 1985). He is implying that democracy and liberal rights must 

be closely guarded to prevent social instability. The piece also introduces demographic 

anxiety into the conversation, noting “la disminucion de la natalidad. La nuestra, la 

euroccidental empieza a ser una sociedad muy vieja” (the declining birth rate) as a major 

concern for Western societies (Fraga Iribarne 1985). The article links this to what it calls 

a “extraña voluntad suicida que arranca de un peligroso egoismo, se complace en 

privarles del derecho a la vida [a los niños]”46 (Fraga Iribarne 1985). In other words, the 

article criticizes abortion and declining natality not only as moral failings, but as threats 

to Europe’s, and by extension, Spain’s survival. 

In this view, European integration is framed not only as a political or economic 

opportunity, but as a moral battleground. Through this discourse, ABC constructs a 

context model (van Dijk 2009, 6) in which national strength and legitimacy are linked to 

traditional family structures and population growth. This sharply contrasts with El País’s 

more progressive framing of integration to advance democratic rights, civic participation, 

and cultural openness. Yet, despite their different ideological orientations, both 

newspapers agree on one thing: joining Europe is a defining moment for Spain. Whether 

interpreted as a chance to protect conservative social values or to align with pluralistic 

democratic norms, European integration becomes a powerful discursive space where 

 
45 “because of those who abuse it to the detriment of the majority”. Own translation.  
46 “strange suicidal will… rooted in dangerous selfishness,” which “takes pleasure in depriving [the unborn] of the 

right to life”. Own translation.  
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Spain’s modern identity, including evolving ideas of equality, gender, and citizenship, is 

negotiated and redefined. 

 

6.1.4. EEC Accession and Consolidation (1985-1995) 

Spain’s accession to the European Economic Community (EEC, now European Union) 

in 1986 marks it as a year that was one of the formative moments in the consolidation and 

strengthening of the country’s gender equality discourse. During these years, the 

dynamics of Spain’s gender discourse shifted from domestically driven reforms to a 

process of “Europeanization,” whereby external mandates, incentives, and cultural 

exchanges cemented and deepened the equality context model first constructed during the 

democratic transition. The country’s integration into the EU in 1986 provided a 

significant boost for the legitimization and institutionalization of equality policies. 

González, the prime minister in power, began to explicitly connect Spain’s democratic 

values to European integration in his speeches “no se puede caminar hacia sociedades 

más igualitarias con las que queremos homologarnos, […] como las más desarrolladas 

en Europa”47 (La Moncloa 1986). Here, Europe is not simply a geopolitical entity but a 

discursive frame of legitimacy, modernity, and moral alignment. Van Dijk stresses that 

speakers in elite contexts often invoke “reference frameworks” to enhance the legitimacy 

of their goals (2009, 252). In this case, González mobilizes Europe as such a framework 

to justify domestic efforts toward equality. 

This speech includes one of the clearest articulations of gender equality as a democratic 

shortcoming: “La lucha contra la desigualdad contempla a colectivos que, aun tratados 

con igualdad ya desde el punto de vista normativo, como la mujer, sin embargo, desde el 

punto de vista social, no tienen la equiparación necesaria a lo que representan en la 

sociedad, a lo que son, desde el punto de vista cuantitativo y cualitativo, como ciudadanos 

de esta sociedad”48 (La Moncloa 1986). This distinction between legal equality and social 

inequality reflects van Dijk’s observation that discourse can strategically foreground 

ideologically relevant distinctions, in this case, the gap between formal rights and lived 

 
47 “We want to move toward more egalitarian societies, with which we seek to align ourselves [...] like the most 

developed ones in Europe”. Own translation.  
48 “The fight against inequality includes groups that, although treated with equality from a normative point of view, 

such as women, from a social point of view, do not have the necessary equality to what they represent in society, to 

what they are, from a quantitative and qualitative point of view, as citizens of this society”. Own translation.  
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experience (van Dijk 2009, 105). González constructs a dual context model: one that 

recognizes past legal progress, but also one that identifies persistent cultural and structural 

barriers as problems requiring discursive and political intervention. 

When he says “hay que intentar cambiar la mentalidad, cambiar los hábitos de la 

sociedad para facilitar el acceso y eliminar las trabas a las que muchas veces se oponen 

las mujeres”49 (La Moncloa 1986), González illustrates what van Dijk terms ideological 

change at the cognitive level, an attempt to not just change laws but to reshape the 

collective mental frameworks that sustain inequality (van Dijk 2009, 115). In this context, 

discourse is not reactive but constitutive: it helps construct the kind of society Spain 

aspires to become, aligning gender equality with both Europeanization and 

modernization. 

Moreover, in an effort to align with European values, Felipe González’s administration 

passed Spain’s first abortion law in 1986, a development shaped significantly by the 

advocacy of women’s organizations and the feminist movement, as shown in previous 

paragraphs (Levine 2004, 62; Alcañiz 2024, 9), but also shaped by the change in society’s 

mentality and discourse.  

The EEC’s influence was also evident in the progressive strengthening of Spain’s equality 

infrastructure through the creation of new agencies to tackle intersectional forms of 

discrimination (e.g., the Council for the Promotion of Equal Treatment), in line with 

EEC’s anti-discrimination directives (Lombardo and León 2014, 24). 

Beyond legislative harmonization, European integration fostered substantial discursive 

and social shifts within Spain as the EEC provided a normative “reference framework” 

that contributed to reshaping political and social discourse. Even under conservative 

governments, the continuing alignment with EEC/EU equality standards ensured a 

baseline of policy stability and continuity (Lombardo and León 2014, 23). 

Now gender equality was framed not just as a Spanish constitutional principle, but as a 

marker of belonging to modern Europe (Lombardo 2017). Discourses in parliament, 

media, and civil society began to emphasize Spain’s commitment to “catching up” to 

Northern European standards, making references to European Court of Justice rulings and 

 
49 “we must try to change the mentality, change society's habits in order to facilitate access and remove the obstacles 

that often hinder women”. Own translation.  
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EU gender equality strategies to justify and sustain domestic advances (Lombardo and 

León 2014; Lombardo 2017). 

This can be seen in Felipe González’s 1993 opening discourse as a newly elected prime 

minister again, as he reflects a deepened commitment to gender inclusion, now framed 

not just in legal or economic terms, but as a matter of democratic representation and voice. 

Van Dijk argues that discourse can redefine social roles through what he calls contextual 

role assignments, allowing previously marginalized groups to be imagined as legitimate 

political subjects (van Dijk 2009, 7-8). González’s call for women’s full inclusion 

therefore reconfigures their role in Spain’s political context model, putting them at the 

centre “no querría acabar mi intervención sin mencionar la necesidad de abordar una 

acción decidida y preferente para favorecer la incorporación activa de sectores sociales 

tradicionalmente relegados al quehacer de la sociedad española. Se trata, Señorías, de 

[…] las mujeres. Se trata no sólo de fomentar su incorporación al mercado de trabajo: 

se trata de su incorporación en plenitud a la vida social y política”50 (La Moncloa 1993).  

Importantly, Felipe González ties this inclusion to emotional and moral legitimacy, 

stating: “Todo ello forma parte de las mías personales”51 (La Moncloa 1993). This 

personal commitment enhances the personal authority of his speech (van Dijk 2009, 85), 

framing gender inclusion not just as a policy goal, but as an ethical imperative deeply 

rooted in shared national values. It also reflects what the aforementioned author calls 

“positive self-presentation” in political discourse, when speakers emphasize progressive 

values as part of their own ideological identity (2009, 105). In González’s case, this 

discursive strategy helps normalize equality as both a national principle and a personal 

conviction. 

Hence, Felipe González’s discourse, building on Suárez’s initial framing, provided the 

rhetorical, ideological, and cognitive infrastructure for Spain’s lasting commitment to 

gender equality. His use of EEC/EU frameworks, explicit acknowledgment of gender 

inequality, and call for cognitive transformation all contribute to a robust context model 

that helped institutionalize equality in both public discourse and policy. 

 
50 “I would not want to end my discourse without mentioning the need to undertake decisive and prioritized action to 

promote the active inclusion of social sectors that have traditionally been relegated in Spanish society. I am referring, 

[..] to women. It is not only about encouraging their participation in the labour market; it is about their full inclusion 

in social and political life”. Own translation.  
51 “These are concerns I personally share”. Own translation. 
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Indeed, later, in 1995, and as the final main progress from this period, a major reform of 

the Penal Code pushed by González and the feminists’ efforts introduced tougher 

penalties for sexual assault and, for the first time, addressed sexual harassment, including 

stalking, which became punishable by penalties such as 24 weekends in prison (Threlfall 

2009, 18; Levine 2004, 67). This was not only a legal milestone but also a discursive 

moment that reaffirmed Spain’s transformation into a modern democratic state committed 

to constitutional values.  

Both El País and ABC emphasized the historic nature of the reform: for the first time in 

Spanish history, a criminal code was debated and approved entirely by a democratically 

elected Parliament. The first described this as “una de las obras fundamentales que le 

quedaban por realizar a esta democracia para completar su desarrollo”52 (El País 1995) 

highlighting how it was one of the last fundamental instances for Spain’s democracy to 

be fully developed, its alignment with the 1978 Constitution, as well as its responsiveness 

to social change. The newspaper emphasized that the new code expanded the protection 

of rights (such as safeguarding individuals against torture and strengthening the fight 

against political corruption) while also reducing the disproportionate protections inherited 

from Franco’s authoritarian past. This redefinition of criminal justice was presented as 

both a technical and symbolic rupture from Francoist legalism, with democracy now 

explicitly framed as the guiding principle. As the editorial concluded, the Penal Code had 

“fijado unas mínimas normas para ordenar la convivencia social… de forma que quede 

el más amplio campo para la libertad, la solidaridad, la igualdad y la justicia”53 (Belloch 

1995). In van Dijk’s (2009, 248) terms, these media framings construct a new context 

model in which criminal law becomes a democratic instrument rather than a tool of 

repression. Equality is fully linked with solidarity, freedom, and now justice by being in 

the Penal Code. 

Even ABC, traditionally more conservative, described the reform as “el Código de 

consenso y el primero de un Estado social y democrático de derecho”54 (Guijarro S. 

1995). When addressing crimes against honour and the media, the article explicitly 

affirmed that the new legal framework granted “a la libertad de expresión toda la 

 
52 “one of the fundamental tasks remaining for this democracy to fully develop”. Own translation. 
53 “established minimum standards to regulate social coexistence... while preserving the broadest possible space for 

freedom, solidarity, equality, and justice”. Own translation.  
54 “the code of consensus and the first of a social and democratic state governed by the rule of law”. Own translation.  
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relevancia que puede y debe reconocerle un régimen democrático”55 (Guijarro S. 1995). 

This shift is crucial. It shows how even institutions previously hesitant to embrace 

progressive reforms began to discursively internalize democratic principles as reference 

points. In this sense, the Penal Code became more than a legal reform, it functioned as a 

shared narrative of national maturity. According to van Dijk, such “ideological 

macrostructures” help stabilize public meaning around key values. In this case, 

democracy, equality, and legal modernization became interconnected elements in the 

Spanish public sphere, providing a discursive foundation that supported (and justified) 

the penal inclusion of gender-based crimes such as sexual assault and harassment, 

finalized later that same year (van Dijk 2009, 105). This legal-discursive convergence 

marked the end of the transition period and laid the groundwork for Spain’s future as both 

a European and gender-progressive state. 

In sum, gender equality in Spain evolved from a marginal demand to a central pillar of 

democratic legitimacy, framed not only by legal reform but also through sustained 

discursive contestation. From Suárez’s inclusive appeals to feminist manifestos, and from 

El País’s civic modernism to ABC’s moral anxieties, all the actors previously mentioned 

helped shape a context model in which gender equality became both a national value and 

a European standard. This discursive infrastructure (rooted in narratives of justice, 

inclusion, and modernity) marks the starting point that will build on the resilience of 

Spain’s gender discourse. 

Below there is a table compiling the construction and developments of the gender 

discourse for this period. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
55 “freedom of expression all the significance that a democratic regime can and should recognize”. Own translation.  
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Phase Dominant 

Discursive Framing 

Discursive 

Ruptures / 

Contestations 

Context Model Features (van 

Dijk) 

Legacy / Continuity 

Post-Franco 

Transition 

(1975-1978) 

Equality subtly 

embedded in 

narratives of 

democratization, 

justice, and modern 

citizenship. 

Feminist actors 

reject symbolic 

equality; frame 

gender oppression 

as systemic and 

historically rooted. 

Participant roles redefined: 

women shift from passive subjects 

under Francoism to emerging 

political agents 

Macrostructures of democracy 

begin to include equality 

Strategic framing: unity, liberty, 

and social justice as shared goals 

Equality starts to 

become discursively 

linked to democratic 

legitimacy. 

Constitution 

Year (1978) 

The Constitution 

portrayed as 

transformative; 

equality listed as a 

formal legal right in 

Art. 14. 

Symbolic vs. 

substantive 

equality; highlight 

gendered language 

and gaps in 

reproductive/legal 

rights 

Semantic macrostructures 

(freedom, justice, equality) 

foregrounded as constitutional 

pillars 

Strategic meaning management: 

state presents legal progress as 

democratic fulfilment 

Feminists demand mental model 

revision: rights must reshape lived 

experience, not remain symbolic 

Constitutional equality 

remains a reference 

point in future feminist 

mobilization but they 

also begin constructing 

counter-models of what 

inclusion must mean. 

Early 

Democratic 

Years (1979-

1984) 

Abortion and 

divorce as 

expressions of 

democratic 

autonomy and 

modern citizenship 

Religious and 

conservative 

discourses oppose 

reform, presenting 

feminism as 

socially 

destabilizing. 

Ideological square emerges: 

feminists frame state as 

neglectful; conservatives depict 

feminists as extreme 

Context models reflect deep moral 

conflict over bodies, rights, and 

tradition 

Discourse polarizes around moral 

macrostructures: life, family, sin 

vs. justice, autonomy, citizenship 

Feminist framing starts 

entering mainstream 

media and policy, but 

is met with coordinated 

backlash. 

EEC 

Accession & 

Consolidation 

(1985-1995) 

Gender equality re-

framed as a marker 

of European 

identity and 

democratic 

credibility, penal 

reform includes 

gendered violence. 

National identity 

tied to European 

modernity; legal 

modernization 

affirms pro-

equality values 

Context model alignment with 

european norms: equality seen as 

prerequisite for modernity 

Macrostructures of legitimation 

via Europe 

Discourse shifts from activist to 

institutionalised registers, 

weakening critical edge 

Equality becomes 

stabilized within 

Spain’s democratic-

European identity. 

Figure 2. Table: Construction and Reinforcement of Spain’s Gender Equality Discourse (1975-1995). Own 

elaboration.  

 

6.2. Contemporary Context: The Alt-Right’s Evolving Influence in Recent Years 

(2019-2022)56 

Before moving on to the analysis of the current environment, it is important to briefly 

reflect on what happened in the years between Spain’s democratic consolidation and the 

recent period beginning in 2019. 

 
56 For the analysis’ references see Appendix. 
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After Felipe González administration came to an end, José María Aznar came to power 

with a right-wing party, the Partido Popular (Popular Party). However, from the mid-

1990s until the end of the economic expansion cycle, women’s participation in the labor 

market increased significantly, with much of the new employment during this time taken 

up by women. This contributed to narrowing the gap between Spain and the European 

average in terms of female employment rates (Lombardo and León 2014, 7). Even during 

the second Aznar administration, which did not prioritize equality, policies such as the 

Family Support Plan introduced tax breaks and hiring subsidies aimed at promoting 

women’s employment (Lombardo and León 2014, 7). 

The 2000s opened a new phase for gender equality. The presidency of José Luis 

Rodríguez Zapatero (2004-2011) marked a clear turning point. A series of 

groundbreaking reforms were introduced that put gender equality at the centre of the 

country’s priorities. Among them, the 2004 Gender Violence Law was especially 

significant as it was passed unanimously by all political parties (which was a first) and 

responded to the constant demand from the Spanish feminist movement, which had 

mobilized since the late 1990s to ensure that the fight against gender-based violence 

became a political priority (Lombardo and León 2014, 8). It was a pioneering law in 

Europe for its diagnosis of violence as a structural problem of gender inequality, which 

public authorities must address through comprehensive measures (Lombardo and León 

2014, 8). This was followed by the 2007 Equality Law, which made gender 

mainstreaming a legal obligation across all public policy areas (influenced by European 

directives), and the 2010 Sexual and Reproductive Health Law, which expanded abortion 

rights and introduced a broader understanding of reproductive freedom. Spain also 

became the third country in the world to legalize same-sex marriage with the 2005 reform 

of the Civil Code, positioning itself as a global leader on LGBTIQ+ rights (Velázquez 

and Ranea-Triviño 2023, 37). 

These advances were accompanied by a symbolic elevation of feminist policy through 

the creation of the Ministry of Equality in 2008. However, the same period also witnessed 

growing resistance. Conservative parties, the Catholic Church, and groups like the Foro 

de la Familia (Family Forum) mobilized strongly against abortion and marriage equality. 

Both laws were taken to the Constitutional Court by the Partido Popular (right-wing), 

which claimed they undermined traditional definitions of marriage and morality 

(Lombardo and León 2014, 9). Although the Court upheld both reforms and public 
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support remained strong, the backlash revealed deep ideological divides and introduced 

new tensions into the gender equality debate. 

The 2008 financial crisis brought another shift. As austerity measures took hold across 

Europe, including in Spain, gender policies began to lose visibility and institutional 

support. Zapatero’s government, under pressure to reduce spending, abolished the 

Ministry of Equality in 2010, just two years after its creation. Budget cuts were 

accompanied by a broader discursive retreat: gender was largely absent from EU recovery 

plans, and gender mainstreaming slipped down the list of EU priorities (Lombardo 2013, 

14). The shift was not just economic but political. The promise that Europe would act as 

a guarantor of equality faded, replaced by a narrative cantered on fiscal discipline and 

structural reform. Still, not everything was lost. Despite the rollback of many equality 

measures, the political and social consensus around combating gender violence remained 

relatively strong. 

After Zapatero, there was a short tenure led by Mariano Rajoy from the Partido Popular 

in which gender equality policies experienced a decline due to austerity measures 

implemented in response to the financial crisis (Lombardo and León 2014, 14). Budget 

cuts significantly reduced funding for equality bodies and public services, 

disproportionately affecting women, especially those working in or depending on the 

welfare state (European Institute for Gender Equality 2015). The Ministry of Equality, 

created under Zapatero, was dismantled in 2010 and never reinstated during Rajoy’s 

tenure, and the Instituto de las Mujeres (National Women Institute) was downgraded to a 

sub-unit under the Ministry of Health, Social Services, and Equality (European Institute 

for Gender Equality 2015). This administrative demotion weakened the institutional 

framework that had previously supported mainstreaming and visibility of gender equality 

policies (Lombardo and León 2014, 15). 

For most of his term, Rajoy’s government did not implement a national equality strategy, 

with the exception of the Strategic Plan for Equal Opportunities 2014-2016, introduced 

late and with limited impact due to insufficient funding and weak enforcement 

mechanisms (European Institute for Gender Equality 2015). While the 2004 law against 

gender-based violence retained institutional support and some cross-party consensus, 

broader equality initiatives were largely sidelined (Lombardo and León 2014, 17). 

Overall, the years under Rajoy reflected not only a halt in progress but also a partial 
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rollback, where existing structures remained on paper but lacked the political will, 

funding, and coordination to be effective (European Institute for Gender Equality 2015). 

 

6.2.1. The beginning of Spain’s contemporary gender equality landscape (2019-

2020) 

Then, in 2019, two key events significantly influenced Spain’s gender regime and 

discourse: the June sentencing of the La Manada (Wolf Pack) case, and the Spanish 

general elections. While these moments shaped the trajectory of gender politics, they also 

revealed how the dominant discourse evolved, provoking new narratives, counter-

discourses, and ideological contestation. 

The case mentioned above is one of the most controversial in recent years in Spain. It 

involved the sexual assault of an 18-year-old woman by five men from Seville in July, 

2016, during the San Fermín festivities in Pamplona, Navarre (Pontradolfo 2022, 10). The 

group, who referred to themselves as La Manada (The Wolf Pack) in a WhatsApp group 

chat, recorded the assault, and the media later used to this name to refer to both the group 

and the case itself (Pontradolfo 2022, 10; Angulo Egea 2019, 2). The incident sparked 

national outrage, not only because the men filmed the assault, but also because two 

Navarrese courts (in March and November 2018) ruled it as sexual abuse rather than 

sexual assault, a classification that excludes elements like violence or intimidation, which 

many believed were clearly present (Pontradolfo 2022, 10).  

It is important to consider that just one month before the La Manada case reached public 

attention, the #MeToo movement had erupted in the United States in October 2017, 

following widespread sexual harassment allegations against Hollywood producer Harvey 

Weinstein (Angulo Egea 2019, 3). This global campaign against sexual abuse created a 

powerful political and ideological backdrop (Angulo Egea 2019, 3). Within this context, 

the case took on even greater significance in Spain, it became a powerful symbol of the 

Spanish feminist fight and a clear example of why change in the justice system was 

urgently needed (Angulo Egea 2019, 3). 

The case triggered a strong reaction from feminist groups and widespread public outrage, 

with many women uniting under the chant “Hermana, Yo sí te creo” (Sister, I believe 

you), “No es abuso, es violación” (It’s not abuse it’s rape), “No es no” (No means no) and 
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“Aquí está tu manada” (Here is your pack), reappropriating the word pack (Angulo Egea 

2019, 2, 3). These slogans reflected their concern that the survivor’s testimony of gang 

rape was being doubted or dismissed by the justice system (Angulo Egea 2019, 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It is not until the 21st  June 2019 when the case is brought to Spain’s Supreme Court and 

finally the Supreme judges decide to raise the sentence from 9 to 15 years in prison 

reclassifying the crime as rape (Angulo Egea 2019, 10).  

The media coverage around this sentence, and the overall case, was a pivotal moment in 

showing how Spain’s gender equality discourse has evolved and how different 

ideological positions continue to shape public understanding of different meanings of 

terms like sexual violence, social justice and gender equality. 

First, from its early support of feminist movements during the democratic transition to its 

coverage of La Manada case, El País maintains a progressive, justice-oriented context 

model. In van Dijk’s terms, it uses strategic self-presentation to align itself with feminist 

values and a modern conception of democracy that centers gender justice (van Dijk 2009, 

105).  

The outlet's discourse focus first collective legitimacy as the Court’s ruling is framed not 

just as justice for the victim, but for the whole of society “ha hecho justicia por fin, no 

solo para la víctima de La Manada, sino para toda la sociedad”57 (Waisman 2019) 

showing the macro-strategic use of inclusion (van Dijk 2009, 248). This broadening of 

 
57 “it has finally delivered justice not only for the victim of La Manada, but for the whole of society” 

Figure 3. Image from a feminist demonstration which reads “Mira qué bonita mi 

manada” (Look how pretty my pack is). Valdés 2019. 
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the victim's experience into a national concern constructs a context model where gender 

violence is not only a private harm but a systemic issue with implications for democracy 

and collective dignity (van Dijk 2009, 109). 

El País also insists that the focus in sexual violence trials “no puede ser el 

comportamiento de la mujer”58 (Waisman 2019), invoking a broader and systematic 

critique of Spanish patriarchal judicial norms–a continuation of the feminist critiques seen 

in earlier periods like the 1981 abortion manifesto.  This change in focus reflects what 

van Dijk would classify as ideological reformulation, the active reshaping of social norms 

through discourse (van Dijk 2009, 248). 

In contrast, ABC acknowledges the seriousness of the crime but maintains a cautious, 

often skeptical tone toward feminist activism and legal reform. It reveals a sort of 

discursive ambiguity. Its editorial warns that the process was “marcado por la presión de 

sectores politicos y sociales, que utilizaron la primera condena por abusos sexuales como 

coartada para una campaña contra la justicia, acusada de machista y patriarcal”59 (ABC 

2019). Here, the context model constructs feminist and progressive actors not as agents 

of justice, but as external threats to judicial independence, what van Dijk describes as 

negative other-presentation, which serves to protect institutional norms by delegitimizing 

critiques (2009, 84). Another article from the same outlet further distances itself from 

feminist framing by lamenting how “la causa justa del feminismo, desvirtuada por al 

visceralidad, la irreflexion y la banderia”60 (Lillo 2019). This moralizing tone is what 

would van Dijk calls semantic derogation, where linguistic choices implicitly 

delegitimize a social group, in this case the Spanish feminist movement. It also can be an 

instance to portray feminist discourse as overly emotional and irrational, reinforcing 

traditional power dynamics in van Dijk’s sense of participant structures (van Dijk 2009, 

7). 

Despite their differences, both outlets reflect the broader influence of feminist discourse 

on legal language and social expectations. In one of its news pieces, El País highlights 

how the ruling makes it clear that it is not acceptable to demand evidence from victims to 

prove they defended themselves (Waisman 2019), a formulation that implicitly endorses 

 
58 “cannot be on the behaviour of the woman”. Own translation. 
59 “marked by pressure from political and social sectors, who used the first conviction as an excuse for a campaign 

against the justice system, accused of being sexist and patriarchal”. Own translation. 
60 “the just cause of feminism [is] distorted by viscerality, thoughtlessness, and factionalism”. Own translation. 
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the feminist critique of victim-blaming and introduces a new norm for interpreting sexual 

violence. This connects directly with the language used by 1970s feminist organizations 

such as the Coordinadora Estatal de Organizaciones Feministas, who in their 1977 

manifesto demanded a legal framework that truly enables the exercise of all these 

fundamental rights (Sanahuja and Bayo 1977), highlighting that rights must not only be 

declared but enforced. Even ABC, while ideologically more conservative, must now 

operate within the discursive constraints shaped by this shift. Its own editorial concedes 

that “el crímen de La Manada […] se ha convertido en un simbolo de la lucha contra la 

violencia sexual contra las mujeres”61 (P. Arechederra 2019), acknowledging the case's 

emblematic status within the Spanish feminist discourse. As van Dijk (2009) notes, even 

oppositional discourse often reproduces elements of the dominant mental models it 

contests, especially when those models become embedded in institutional and legal 

contexts (van Dijk 2009, 248). In this way, both El País and ABC contribute to the 

normalization of gender equality as a core component of Spanish democratic discourse. 

However, El País goes even further and amplifies the voice of the victim by publishing a 

letter thanking supporters for not leaving her alone and reminds society that “la lucha 

debe seguir y debemos ser el cambio que queremos en la sociedad”62 (Valdés 2019). This 

direct inclusion of the victim's perspective reflects what van Dijk (2009) calls speaker-

role redefinition, where traditionally marginalized voices gain space and authority in 

public discourse (van Dijk, 7). In this way, El País is not only reporting on events but 

contributes to the discursive normalization of feminist values within national and 

individual narratives of justice and democracy (van Dijk 2009, 108). 

Even ABC, though critical, must now navigate a discursive landscape where terms like 

“violación” (rape) and “trato vejatorio” (humilliating treatment) have become standard 

(P. Arechederra 2019). In its own words, the court’s ruling elevated the crime of La 

Manada to the category of sexual assault (P. Arechederra 2019), acknowledging the 

severity of the offense. Though it attributes this shift to judicial correctness rather than 

feminist activism, the semantic field has undeniably shifted. As van Dijk (2009) 

emphasizes, discourse is a vehicle of ideological change, and even resistant actors are 

shaped by the dominant mental models circulating in public debate (van Dijk 2009, 248). 

 
61 “the crime of La Manada [...] has become a symbol of the fight against sexual violence against women”. Own 

translation. 
62 “the fight must go on and we must be the change we want in society”. Own translation. 
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Comparing this with the earlier democratic transition period, we can see how the feminist 

insistence on linking gender equality with democratic legitimacy has taken root in 

institutional discourse. The Coordinadora’s 1981 abortion manifesto insisted that 

feminist struggles were not only about reproductive rights but about dismantling the entire 

patriarchal structure that governed bodies, law, and morality. This is echoed now in how 

legal institutions and outlets like El País speak of gender justice as central to democracy 

itself. The feminist critique has moved from the margins (manifestos, protests, early 

demands) to the centre of judicial reasoning and the public sphere. 

The media's framing (whether affirming or resisting) reveals how deeply embedded 

gender equality has become in Spain’s democratic and legal identity. Van Dijk’s 

framework reminds us that discourse not only reflects social change but actively 

constructs it, and in the case of La Manada, that construction is happening in real time, 

on the front pages of the nation's most influential newspapers (van Dijk 2009, 6-9, 105, 

248). 

Apart from the media, the massive public reaction to the case sparked an extraordinary 

social movement. Feminist organizations, as seen in the outlets were a key element for 

the push and law reform that would follow next year. For instance, the declaration issued 

by the Fundación Mujeres (Women Foundation) on 19 June 2019 exemplifies how 

feminist civil society actors continued to shape and contest the national discourse around 

sexual violence, consent, justice, and overall, gender equality in Spain. 

The Fundación’s declaration criticizes how courts still expect victims to behave in a 

certain way to be believed, saying that even though Spain has changed some of its laws, 

the issue of sexual consent has not been addressed in a profound way (Soleto Ávila 2019). 

This highlights a disconnect between the legal system and how people now understand 

sexual freedom, something feminist movements have long pointed out, since the 

transition period. 

They also use strong, emotional language to challenge outdated views. For example, it 

rejects past court rulings that assumed clothing or flirtation meant consent, pointing to the 

so-called “sentencias de la minifalda” (miniskirt sentences) of the 1980s (Soleto Ávila 

2019). These references to history show how feminist groups today are continuing a long-

standing fight for women’s rights, updating it with today’s context. This fits with van 

Dijk’s idea that discourse is shaped by past knowledge and social beliefs (2009, 86), and 
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that changing the way we talk about issues is key to changing how society understands 

them. 

A key part of this text is its focus on the slogan “Solo Sí es Sí” (Only yes is yes) (Soleto 

Ávila 2019). The Fundación argues this is not just about changing laws, but also about 

changing social attitudes and how people understand consent. They write that some men 

now fear being accused of assault when they don’t know if their partner is consenting, 

something the organization sees as a sign that more education and clarity is needed, not 

less responsibility (Soleto Ávila 2019). In van Dijk’s terms, this is a strategic way to 

manage meaning (2009, 248), using a simple phrase to express a much bigger shift in 

thinking about sexual freedom and mutual respect. 

Overall, the Fundación Mujeres continues the tradition of feminist discourse that started 

during Spain’s democratic transition, but with new tools and language. Just like the 

feminist groups of the 1970s and 1980s who demanded non-negotiable rights, they now 

insist that real gender equality means changing how society, the law, and individuals think 

about power, consent, and justice. As van Dijk (2009, 108) explains, discourse can help 

reshape what people see as “common sense.” In this case, what used to be seen as normal 

or acceptable (like blaming victims or expecting women to prove they resisted) is now 

being directly challenged. Feminist voices are helping turn consent and equality into 

central ideas in Spain’s modern democracy. 

Moreover, this ruling did not escape Spain’s political sphere. Political figures such as 

Pedro Sánchez (current Spanish prime minister) and Irene Montero (Minister of Equality, 

2020-2023) framed their responses to the Supreme Court ruling as part of a broader, long-

standing feminist struggle, embedding the discourse of gender equality into democratic 

legitimacy and institutional progress. In doing so, they echoed and updated, the claims 

made by feminist organizations during the transition to democracy, particularly the 

emphasis on equality not just as a formal principle but as a lived, enforceable reality. 

Pedro Sánchez, in a tweet following the ruling on June 21, 2019, stated: “Fue una 

violación. El fallo del Supremo sobre La Manada así lo confirma. Solo sí es sí. España 

sigue avanzando en la protección de los derechos y libertades de las mujeres”63 (Sánchez 

2019). His use of declarative, unequivocal language constructs a context model (van Dijk 

 
63 “It was rape. The Supreme Court's ruling confirms this. Only yes is yes. Spain continues to advance in the 

protection of women’s rights and freedoms”. Own translation. 
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2009, 7) where State legitimacy is tied to its ability to protect women and uphold feminist 

definitions of consent. Also, by repeating the phrase “solo sí es sí” (only yes is yes), a 

slogan born out of feminist protests, Sánchez also shows that the government is listening 

to and aligning with the feminist movement. This helps close the historical distance 

between public activism and official political discourse, a key part of what van Dijk 

(2009, 7) describes as how leaders shape shared understandings through language. 

Additionally, we start seeing a pattern among most of the actors surrounding the discourse 

during this period – they focus on consent, and the importance of the meaning around 

“yes”. 

Moreover, in his inauguration speech a month later, Pedro Sánchez continued this tone 

by showcasing how much Spain has changed. He did multiple historical references to the 

transition period and democracy and for instance pointed out that “si en 1979 el 5% de 

sus señorías eran solamente mujeres, hoy es el 47%, el porcentaje más alto del conjunto 

de la unión europea”64 (La Moncloa 2019). This contrast positions gender inclusion as 

proof of Spain’s democratic maturity. He described Spain as “una democracia plena que 

contribuye al fortalecimiento de nuestro proyecto comun, que es europa”65 (La Moncloa 

2019), directly linking gender representation to European democratic ideals.  

The prime minister also called for a progressive, pro-European, ecological and feminist 

government (La Moncloa 2019), placing feminism at the heart of Spain’s democratic 

identity. He also condemned gender violence, stating that “esta lacra tiene nombre, 

violencia machista, no tiene apellidos ni eufemismos se cometa en una casa o en la jauría 

de una manada”66 (La Moncloa 2019). This very emotional choice of words (by saying 

that gender-based violence must be called by its name, without euphemisms or surname, 

he emphasizes the importance of naming it directly, giving full weight to the gravity and 

meaning of the term) invokes the La Manada case explicitly and frames the fight against 

gender-based violence as a national and moral duty. Sánchez adds: “La desigualdad que 

sufren las mujeres muestra su rostro más cruel en el machismo criminal”67 (La Moncloa 

2019) reinforcing that true democracy must address this violence. Finally, he positioned 

Spain as a world reference for feminism and the fight for women's rights, claiming that 

 
64 “in 1979 only 5% of members of parliament were women, today that figure is 47%, the highest in the EU”. Own 

translation. 
65 “a full democracy that contributes to the strengthening of our common European project”. Own translation. 
66 “this scourge has a name: male violence. It has no surnames or euphemisms, whether committed in a house or in 

the pack of a herd”. Own translation. 
67 “The inequality suffered by women shows its cruellest face in criminal machismo”. Own translation.  
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inequality is not only a matter of dignity, but also of human rights and social progress (La 

Moncloa 2019). 

Altogether, the PSOE prime minister constructs a discourse that frames feminism and 

gender justice as essential pillars of Spain’s modern democratic identity. This follows van 

Dijk’s argument that political elites use language not just to describe reality, but to shape 

how the public understands what values and struggles define the nation (van Dijk 2009, 

108). 

Moreover, the other left-wing character in this analysis, Irene Montero, expressed her 

views on the court’s ruling by tying it directly to feminist pressure: “Esta sentencia no 

sería posible sin el empuje del movimiento feminista que dirá #hermanayositecreo hasta 

que solo sí sea sí”68 (Montero 2019). In her tweet and follow-up video, Montero performs 

a classic van Dijk “actor model” shift, focusing the collective subjectivity of women as 

political agents (2009, 88). Her discourse explicitly connects legal change with bottom-

up pressure from “millones de mujeres” (millions of women), reframing them as co-

authors of democratic progress (Montero 2019). This parallels early feminist discourses 

during the transition, such as those of the Federación de Organizaciones Feministas del 

Estado Español, which framed legal equality as a democratic obligation. 

In contrast, Santiago Abascal and the far-right VOX party represent a direct discursive 

rupture with this trajectory. For instance, in his first speech in Parliament (22 July 2019), 

Abascal positioned feminism not as a democratic imperative but as an authoritarian 

imposition: “las voceras del feminismo supremacista no hablan en nombre de todas las 

mujeres sino en nombre de su propia ideologia que es una ideologia totalitaria”69 

(Contando Estrelas 2019). This discursive move constructs a rival context model (van 

Dijk 2009, 84), in which the feminist movement is portrayed not as inclusive or 

emancipatory but as ideologically coercive and exclusionary. He also mentions that VOX 

represents many women who reject feminist narratives, reframing gender equality not as 

a collective democratic struggle but as a divisive ideological front (Contando Estrelas 

2019). 

 
68 “This ruling would not be possible without the push of the feminist movement that will say #sisterIdobelieveyou 

until only yes means yes”. Own translation. 
69 “the spokeswomen of supremacist feminism do not speak on behalf of all women but of their own totalitarian 

ideology”. Own translation. 
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Abascal’s discourse not only resists feminist framings but reclaims issues such as La 

Manada within a nationalist narrative: “cuando una repugnante violacion colectiva es 

cometida por españoles […] se convocan grandes manifestaciones […] pero las decenas 

de delitos semejantes cuando sus autores son extranjeros, se oculta el origen nacional de 

los criminales”70 (Contando Estrelas 2019). This rhetorical contrast illustrates van Dijk’s 

“strategic meaning management” (2009, 248), in which Abascal manipulates the framing 

of justice to delegitimize feminist and progressive actors, while introducing xenophobia 

as a supposed blind spot of the dominant discourse. It mirrors Francoist discursive 

traditions of national morality and security, so suggesting a return to older ideological 

patterns in the face of contemporary feminist gains. 

What emerges, then, is a discursive field in the political sphere shaped by competing 

context models: one that links democracy, equality, and social justice (as represented by 

Sánchez and Montero), and another that casts feminist gains as threats to national 

cohesion and individual liberty (as constructed by Abascal and VOX). While Sánchez 

wants Spain to become a global benchmark for feminism (La Moncloa 2019), Abascal 

warns against a progressive dictatorship (Contando Estrelas 2019), both shaping 

divergent cognitive and ideological models around citizenship and gender. 

Van Dijk (2009, 86) emphasizes that discourse helps stabilize or contest social norms 

through repetition and role assignment. In this sense, Sánchez and Montero reproduce the 

macrostructure of post-transition feminist discourse, where gender equality is embedded 

in democratic and European values, while Abascal reassigns those roles, positioning 

feminists as ideological elites and traditional Spaniards as the silenced majority. 

Abascal rhetoric and discourse is in line with the broader rise of nationalism and 

conservative values that started in Europe and other parts of the world, and which is 

behind one of the reasons for the broader European anti-gender backlash facing society.  

VOX, the party led by Santiago Abascal, did not gain significant power until the general 

elections of 2019 (Rubio-Pueyo 2019, 4). The party bears resemblance to other European 

radical right parties, such as France’s Rassemblement National, Italy’s Lega, Greece’s 

Golden Dawn, and Germany’s AfD. Like them, VOX has positioned itself within the 

 
70 “when a repugnant gang rape is committed by Spaniards […] demonstrations are held […] but when the 

perpetrators are foreigners […] the national origin is concealed”. Own translation. 
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broader European “radical right” movement, which typically combines neoliberal 

economic policies with political nationalism (Rubio-Pueyo 2019, 5-6). 

Santiago Abascal party’s discourse can be understood as a reinterpretation or reshaping 

of traditional ideas and themes from Spanish nationalism and Francoist rhetoric, updated 

with a postmodern twist. This includes references to Catholicism and Christianity, the 

idea of the family as the basic unit of society, and a reactionary vision of Spanish history. 

This vision is rooted in a nostalgic view of Spain’s imperial past (Rubio-Pueyo 2019, 15) 

and a strong defence of the heterosexual family (Alonso and Espinosa-Fajardo 2022, 5). 

Interestingly, although Franco is never explicitly mentioned, Abascal’s speeches often 

portray Spain’s democratic period as a time of national decline, caused by vague enemies 

and undefined problems (Rubio-Pueyo 2019, 17). 

Regarding what is often labelled the “anti-gender” discourse common among many of 

these radical right parties, VOX adopts a similar strategy to its European counterparts. It 

instrumentalizes the concept of equality to build a positive public image, presenting itself 

as the true defender of this political value, while simultaneously promoting an 

exclusionary idea of the Spanish people (Alonso and Espinosa-Fajardo 2022, 9). VOX 

also positions itself as the only party that truly represents the “common sense” of the 

Spanish people (Alonso and Espinosa-Fajardo 2022, 8), for instance when he mentions 

that “en definitiva VOX representa a todos los españoles que no piensan como ustedes 

(PSOE) y que estan hartos de que todos ustedes les digan como tienen que pensar, que 

decir y que hacer”71 (Contando Estrelas 2019).  

Claims about representing Spanish women are also used to reinforce the party’s nativist 

dimension. In this framework, migrants, particularly those from Muslim-majority 

countries, are portrayed as a threat to both the country’s commitment to gender equality 

and the safety of Spanish women (Alonso and Espinosa-Fajardo 2022, 8). This can 

already be seen in previous examples of Abascal stating for example “cuando una 

repugnante violacion colectiva es cometida por españoles […] se convocan grandes 

manifestaciones […] pero las decenas de delitos semejantes cuando sus autores son 

extranjeros, se oculta el origen nacional de los criminales” (Contando Estrelas 2019). 

Furthermore, scholars like Rubio-Pueyo (2019) argue that the rise of this far-right party 

 
71 “in short VOX represents all Spaniards who do not think like you [PSOE, Sánchez] and who are fed up with you all 

telling them how to think, what to say and what to do”. Own translation.  
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is closely linked to a form of masculinity that feels threatened by feminism and the 

progress of women’s rights. 

After the Supreme Court ruling, Spain faced international criticism, especially in the wake 

of the #MeToo movement, which played a role in pushing the country to reconsider its 

laws on sexual violence (Feraldo-Cabana 2021, 849). Pedro Sánchez was then elected 

Prime Minister in November 2019. The new administration was formed by PSOE 

(Spanish Socialist Party) and Podemos, making up the first left-wing coalition 

government in Spain since the second republic ended in 1939 and the first-ever parity 

administration, meaning there were equal men and women in the government. A few 

months later, in January 2020, Irene Montero, from the party Podemos, was appointed 

Minister of Equality, and, on the eve of International Women’s Day in 2020, the 

administration approved a first draft on the integral protection of sexual liberty (first phase 

of Spanish law enforcement). This is important as Spain’s Ministry for Equality was 

dismantled and the responsibilities were put under the Health Ministry. Also, the 

proposed law aimed to reform the Spanish Criminal Code and reshape the country’s legal 

approach to rape, violence, consent, and gender. 

The discourse around the newly proposed bill was divided once again in Spain’s political 

sphere. First, in Irene Montero’s 2020 official address to the Ministerial Council she 

opens by attributing the law to the feminist movement and mentions this attribution 

repeatedly throughout her intervention: “esta es su Ley, es la Ley de solo sí es sí, y es la 

Ley del movimiento feminista que ha peleado de forma insistente e incansable en las 

calles”72 (La Moncloa 2020). By doing so, she discursively redistributes legal reform not 

as a top-down act of governance, but as a product of collective mobilization. In van Dijk’s 

terms, this is a redefinition of actor roles within the context model: the feminist movement 

is not peripheral but central to the state’s democratic functioning (van Dijk 2009, 7). 

Moreover, Montero’s declaration that the new law will ensure women’s rights are never 

again lost down a dark alley employs a metaphor that both personalizes and dramatizes 

structural violence, creating a moral urgency around legal reform (La Moncloa 2020). 

This contributes to what van Dijk calls “strategic meaning management”, the use of 

evocative imagery and framing to guide public interpretation of policy goals (van Dijk 

 
72 “this is their law [...] the law of the feminist movement that has fought persistently and tirelessly in the streets”. 

Own translation.  
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2009, 248). It not only informs but emotionally aligns the audience with the urgency of 

institutional change. 

Crucially, the equality minister repeatedly emphasizes that “la clave de la Ley es que pone 

en el centro el consentimiento”73 criticizing the previous legal requirement for women to 

prove violence or intimidation to establish rape (La Moncloa 2020). This direct linguistic 

shift represents a cognitive reconfiguration of how sexual violence is understood: not as 

a matter of force, but of consent. This shift mirrors the feminist critique of previous 

rulings, including the initial handling of the La Manada case. The law’s focus on “la 

protección de la libertad sexual” (protecting sexual freedom) presents the State not just 

as a provider of legal rights, but as a moral actor responsible for defending people’s 

personal autonomy (La Moncloa 2020). 

Irene Montero also highlights repeatedly the law’s “integral” (comprehensive) nature, so, 

that it is preventative, reparative, and educational (La Moncloa 2020). By stating that “el 

conjunto de la sociedad tiene que concienciarse de lo que son violencias machistas, de 

lo que son violencias sexuales”74 she broadens the legislative goal into a cultural 

transformation (La Moncloa 2020). This reflects van Dijk’s idea of macrostructures: 

overarching societal goals embedded in discourse that serve to orient public ideology (van 

Dijk 2009, 9). Here, equality is no longer a legal mark but an ongoing societal project, 

visible not only in legislation but in the consciousness of “todos los ciudadanos y 

ciudadanas” (every citizen) (La Moncloa 2020). 

Pedro Sánchez’s accompanying tweet that day complements her approach, although he 

writes in a more condensed form. His message “hoy damos un paso más para convertir 

en ley el #SoloSíEsSí y priorizar el consentimiento, protegiendo así la libertad sexual de 

las mujeres”75 (Sánchez 2020) reflects the same discursive linkage between institutional 

legitimacy and feminist values. As in his earlier interventions, Sánchez frames the law as 

part of a progressive national trajectory. His follow-up statement that this places Spain 

once again at the forefront uses a vanguardist narrative that positions Spain’s gender 

policy within a European and global leadership frame (Sánchez 2020). Such statements 

 
73 “the key aspect of the law is that it puts consent at the centre”. Own translation.  
74 “society as a whole needs to become aware of what gender-based violence really is”. Own translation. 
75 “we take another step toward turning #OnlyYesMeansYes into law, prioritizing consent and protecting women's 

sexual freedom”. Own translation. 
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help stabilize the macrostructure that equates gender equality with democratic 

advancement and international credibility (van Dijk 2009, 86). 

In sharp contrast, VOX’s March 2020 statement on the draft law mobilizes a rival model 

of political legitimacy once again. Arguing for the replacement of the 2004 Gender 

Violence Law with a new “Ley de violencia intrafamiliar” (Law on Intrafamilial 

Violence), VOX denies the specificity and importance of gender-based violence (Toscano 

2020). Their justification “la mujer no es la única víctima y, por lo tanto, es injusta […] 

que excluya al resto de miembros del núcleo familiar […], así como es igualmente injusto 

excluir a las parejas homosexuales”76 (Toscano 2020) functions as a discursive strategy 

to delegitimize the feminist framing of violence (gender-based). Van Dijk’s concept of 

strategic counter-meaning is relevant here: VOX reframes legal specificity as ideological 

bias (2009, 248). Their language reframes the feminist position as exclusionary and the 

traditional family as the rightful site of protection. 

Further, Santiago Abascal’s party claims that existing legislation violates the Istanbul 

Convention and proposes abolishing the current laws (Toscano 2020). This rhetorical 

inversion, arguing that feminist legislation breaches international norms, demonstrates 

what van Dijk terms the “semantic reversal” technique, where dominant actors 

appropriate the language of rights to undermine actual equality discourse (van Dijk 2009, 

105). 

By calling for “penas iguales para todos los casos de violencia en el ámbito familiar, 

independientemente del sexo de la víctima y del agresor” and the “supresión de las 

subvenciones otorgadas a asociaciones ideológicas”77, the party explicitly attacks the 

institutionalization of feminism as well as the law’s purpose (Toscano 2020). This 

extends to the call to publish the real figures of false accusations, a familiar strategy used 

to cast doubt on women’s credibility, a direct reversal of the feminist slogan “Hermana, 

yo sí te creo” (Sister, I believe you) (Toscano 2020). It shows how VOX constructs a 

counter-hegemonic frame that blends anti-feminism with populism and “legal 

formalisation”. 

 
76 “women are not the only victims […] it is unjust to exclude other family members or same-sex couples”. Own 

translation. 
77 “equal penalties for all cases of family violence regardless of the sex of the victim or the aggressor”; “elimination 

of subsidies to ideological associations”. Own translation. 
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Altogether, the March 2020 discourse of these actors reflects a continuation and 

deepening of the patterns observed after the La Manada ruling. Montero and Sánchez 

expand on earlier feminist framing, integrating gender equality into the moral and 

institutional vocabulary of democracy, while VOX systematically contests these 

definitions, reframing the debate in terms of family, victimhood parity, and ideological 

overreach. What is at stake here, as van Dijk (2009, 84) asserts, is the definition of 

legitimate knowledge and power: who gets to define justice, and in whose name is the 

law written. 

Moreover, media outlets called this draft the “only yes means yes” bill as it supported the 

full and explicit consent of women if sexual acts are not to be considered crimes and 

defines all non-consensual sex as sexual aggression. This isn’t a black-and-white issue, 

as each case must be judged individually. While the idea of requiring an explicit “yes” 

before sex still sparks public debate, the ruling made it clear: “only yes is yes.” It 

emphasized that a victim’s passive or submissive behaviour should never be taken as 

consent (Faraldo-Cabana 2021, 855, 858).  

First, El País continued its alignment with feminist and democratic values, framing the 

draft bill and the broader feminist movement as integral to Spain’s social and political 

landscape. 

In an editorial titled “El 8-M, en disputa”, El País underlined how this legislative shift 

was not merely a legal reform, but a change in institutional attitudes achieved by the 

feminist movement over the last 30 years (El País 2020). This aligns with what van Dijk 

(2009, 108) describes as “ideological macro-strategies,” where legal and political 

developments are embedded within broader historical and moral narratives. By 

highlighting how the law centres consent and redefines sexual freedom as a protected 

right, the outlet discursively links the feminist movement’s street-level activism with 

institutional progress, reinforcing the idea that justice is no longer exceptional but 

systemic just like the political actors that were in power at the time framed it: Pedro 

Sánchez and Irene Montero. Furthermore, by insisting that “defender los derechos de la 

mujer está inseparablemente ligado a nuestra vida democrática” (defending women’s 

rights is inseparably linked to our democratic life) (Pastor 2020), El País constructs a 

context model where the Supreme Court’s decision is not an isolated event, but a 

reflection of a national trajectory toward more inclusive and rights-based governance (van 
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Dijk 2009, 7). This rhetorical framing reflects what van Dijk (2009, 108) calls 

“ideological presupposition,” where feminism is not just supported, but presented as 

inherently compatible with Spain’s moral and political foundations, something we have 

already seen in transition’s discourses. 

In contrast, ABC articulates a fundamentally oppositional discourse, constructing what 

van Dijk (2009, 84) terms a “negative other-presentation.” Its editorials portrayed the 

feminist movement as having strayed from its legitimate roots. For example, it claimed 

that the “feminismo ultra” (extreme feminism) has become “la herramienta de un 

movimiento ideológico contrario a la democracia liberal”78 suggesting that the new law 

promotes legal uncertainty and undermines the presumption of innocence (ABC 2020). 

This framing reveals a context model that sees feminist progress not as democratic 

advancement but as a threat to legal and social order. In this narrative, feminism is no 

longer a movement focused on liberation, it has now become a controlling political force. 

ABC thus engages in what van Dijk (2009, 248) calls “strategic meaning management,” 

repurposing feminist terminology (like equality or rights) while contesting their current 

usage and implications. 

Moreover, ABC’s discourse draws heavily on fear-based scenarios, stating that with this 

draft bill, in the Spanish legal system, men are guilty until proven innocent and that the 

aforementioned draft is built on “una España opresora de la mujer” (a Spain that 

oppresses women) (ABC 2020). This is a classic example of ideological polarization, 

where in-group (traditional/legalist) values are protected by discrediting the out-group 

(feminist/political activists) as irrational or deceptive (van Dijk 2009, 105). 

Despite these opposing stances, both outlets confirm the central place of gender equality 

in Spain’s current public discourse. While El País seeks to deepen and legitimize feminist 

reforms by embedding them in national democratic values, ABC reacts by reasserting 

traditional legal principles and casting feminism as ideologically extreme. This tension 

reflects van Dijk’s broader point: as discourse evolves, even resistance to social change 

must acknowledge and react to the shifting mental models within society (van Dijk 2009, 

248). Feminism, in this sense, is no longer marginal, it is a discursive force shaping both 

support and backlash within Spain’s media landscape. 

 
78 “the tool of an ideological movement opposed to liberal democracy”. Own translation. 
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Regarding civil society and organizations, this bill did not leave the sphere unspoken. The 

Comisión Feminista (Feminist Commission) 2020 manifesto, titled “Con derechos, sin 

barreras. Feministas sin fronteras” (With rights, without barriers. Feminists are 

borderless), builds directly on the momentum sparked by La Manada case and illustrates 

how feminist civil society continued to contest and expand Spain’s gender discourse 

(Comisión Feminista 2020). Their language reveals a clear strategic use of collective self-

presentation (van Dijk 2009, 105): “formamos parte de un proceso colectivo de apoyo 

mutuo y de transformación radical de la sociedad”79 (Comisión Feminista 2020). This 

phrase situates feminists as both agents and architects of systemic change, constructing a 

macro-level context model in which radical social transformation is rooted in solidarity 

and mutual care (van Dijk 2009, 7). Echoing the centrality of consent in the political and 

legal debates, they also demand body autonomy and reproductive justice: “Luchamos 

para que las mujeres seamos dueñas de nuestros cuerpos, nuestros deseos y nuestras 

decisiones”80 (Comisión Feminista 2020). This not only reinforces the discursive shift 

brought by “only yes is yes,” but reframes feminist action as a legitimate response to 

structural violence. 

Moreover, the manifesto’s explicit support for trans women and gender-diverse 

individuals “especialmente las mujeres trans” (especially trans women) signals a 

deliberate ideological broadening of feminist discourse in Spain (Comisión Feminista 

2020). In van Dijk’s terms, this expands the “semantic scope” of the group’s political 

narrative to include historically marginalized subgroups (2009, 248). In doing so, the 

Comisión is not only responding to recent legal reforms but anticipates new ones, pushing 

the boundaries of what counts as feminists concerns. Their condemnation of “los estados 

autoritarios y represores” (authoritarian and repressive states) and the far-right’s critique 

against racialized, migrant, and LGTBI women reveals a strategic othering of 

conservative actors (Comisión Feminista 2020). This aligns with van Dijk’s analysis of 

“negative other-presentation” used to delegitimize opposing ideologies while reinforcing 

one’s own (2009, 84). 

Ultimately, it is worth noting that the aforementioned commission maintains the 

discursive legacy of Spain’s transition-era feminism, while integrating new global 

 
79 “We are part of a collective process of mutual support and radical transformation of society”. Own translation. 
80 "We fight for women to have ownership of our bodies, our desires, and our decisions". Own translation.  
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struggles (such as environmental justice and economic sovereignty) into its context model 

(Comisión Feminista 2020). By demanding rights “todos los días del año” (every day of 

the year) and rejecting neoliberalism “como pensamiento único” (as the only was of 

thinking) they merge feminist identity with a broader critique of systemic inequality 

linked with capitalism (Comisión Feminista 2020). As van Dijk (2009, 86) emphasizes, 

discourse is a key tool for articulating social cognition and reassigning roles within 

national narratives. Here, feminists are not just protesting injustice, they are reimagining 

the very structure of democratic life. 

Now, the approval of this draft bill and the changes to the Criminal Code weren’t just a 

response to media or public pressure. They also reflected Spain’s legal obligations under, 

on the one hand, international agreements like the Convention on the Elimination of All 

Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the Istanbul Convention, and 

on the other hand, national agreements like the 2017 Pacto de Estado contra la Violencia 

de Género (State Pact on Gender Violence) (Igareda González 2023, 2). The latter made 

it necessary to reform how sexual violence is handled under criminal law in Spain 

(Igareda González 2023, 2). 

The actors implicated, and the overall public were calling for a need to change Spanish 

law in order to eliminate the distinction between sexual abuse and sexual assault (Igareda 

González 2023, 2) and they got it with this draft bill. The goal was to correct the paradox 

where lighter penalties were given in cases where the victim couldn’t legally give consent 

(for example, due to being under the influence of alcohol or drugs, or being a minor) 

(Igareda González 2023, 2). These changes aimed to avoid re-traumatizing victims during 

the legal process and to ensure better protection for children who are victims of sexual 

violence (Igareda González 2023, 2). 

 

6.2.2. Spain at the forefront of vanguardist human rights policies and laws (2021-

2022) 

However, the global COVID-19 pandemic that struck the world in 2020 significantly 

slowed the process of final approval and enforcement. As a result, it was not until July 

2021 that the Spanish Cabinet, led by Equality Minister Irene Montero, approved the draft 

bill, marking the second phase of the legislative process. The law was subsequently 

passed by both the Parliament and the Senate in August 2022. 
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Moving on from the “only yes means yes” law, Pedro Sánchez’s coalition government 

also pledged to pass a comprehensive 4/2023 Ley de Garantía Integral de la Libertad 

Sexual (Comprehensive Law for the Protection of Sexual Freedom) once in power. 

Although this promise dates back to November 2020, other pressing issues, such as the 

rollout of the "Only Yes Means Yes" law and the global COVID-19 pandemic, delayed 

its progress. As time passed without concrete action, LGBTQ+ and feminist activists 

began to call more urgently for the government to follow through on its commitment. 

Building on the growing urgency from feminist and LGBTQ+ movements, the 

Coordinadora Feminista (the State Federation of Feminist Organizations) issued a 

powerful statement in January 2021 titled “Feministas por los derechos de las personas 

trans #FeministasPorDerechosTrans” (Feminists for Trans People’s Rights). Their 

message was clear: feminism must not be used as a weapon to question or block trans 

rights like it has been by conservative actors. In their words, “El feminismo es un proyecto 

que existe para ampliar las posibilidades de vida de la mayoría de las personas […] no 

se puede usar para oponerse o para cuestionar los derechos de las personas trans”81 

(Coodinadora Feminista 2021). This discursive strategy reflects what van Dijk (2009, 

105) describes as positive self-presentation, where the group aligns itself with a broader 

emancipatory ideology. By framing feminism as a collective project for dignity and 

inclusion, the Coordinadora constructs a context model that resists exclusionary 

narratives and affirms intersectional solidarity. They directly challenge the false 

dichotomy that granting trans rights somehow undermines women’s rights, stating that 

“mejorar las condiciones de vida de las personas trans profundiza y amplia la 

democracia, mejora nuestra sociedad y fortalece nuestra lucha”82 and deepens Spanish 

democracy, strengthens the Spanish feminist cause and overall improves society 

(Coordinadora Feminista 2021). 

Throughout the manifesto, the group articulates a strong rejection of inherent definitions 

of womanhood and calls for the recognition of trans women as full participants in feminist 

struggle. They claim that “el sujeto de las luchas, de cualquier lucha, no es un debate 

abstracto, se construye en las prácticas”83 (Coordinadora Feminista 2021), pointing to 

 
81 “Feminism is a project that exists to expand the possibilities of life for the majority of people […] it cannot be used 

to oppose or question the rights of trans people”. Own translation.  
82 “improving the living conditions of trans people deepens and expands democracy, improves our society, and 

strengthens our fight”. Own translation. 
83 “The subject of any struggle is not an abstract debate; it is built through practice”. Own translation. 
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decades of collaboration with trans activists in feminist mobilizations such as March 8th. 

This challenges what van Dijk (2009, 84) would call negative other-presentation often 

used by exclusionary feminists such as ABC and VOX to marginalize trans individuals. 

Instead, the Coordinadora centres trans women as co-constructors of feminist history and 

present action. Moreover, the document draws a sharp line against rising far-right 

narratives, which they say “pretende vendernos identidades excluyentes afianzadas en la 

denegación de derechos a quienes consideran diferentes”84 (Coordinadora Feminista 

2021). In response, they claim feminism must “acoger, cuidar y proteger” (embrace, care 

for, and protect) diverse human experiences such as the ones from trans people 

(Coordinadora Feminista 2021). Their support for the trans law is not just political but 

symbolic: “nosotras, mujeres feministas, defensoras de un feminismo diverso, inclusivo, 

interseccional y desbordante, queremos recorrer este camino de la mano de nuestras 

compañeras trans”85 Hence, discourse serves not only as a means of solidarity but also 

as a form of resistance, working to protect the integrity of an inclusive feminist project 

against both institutional failure and ideological backlash. 

Then, after the government being called out for the inactivity of the administration from 

most feminist and LGBTIQ+ organizations, the Law 4/2023, commonly known as the 

“Trans Law,” was first introduced at the end of Pride Month in 2021 by the Ministry of 

Equality. Promoted by Irene Montero and supported by Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez, 

the law aimed to position Spain as a global leader in progressive human rights legislation, 

a goal they had repeatedly championed by calling for Spain to become a feminist leader. 

 
84 “sell exclusive identities grounded in denying rights”. Own translation. 
85 “We, feminist women, defenders of a diverse, inclusive, intersectional and expansive feminism, want to walk this 

path hand in hand with our trans comrades”. Own translation. 
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This groundbreaking legislation eliminated previous requirements for changing one's 

name and sex on official records (Córdoba 2021). From the age of 16 onward, individuals 

could make this change through a simple declaration of their chosen name and gender 

identity (Córdoba 2021). The key aspect being push by the government is eliminating any 

medical requirement for the change. For minors aged 12 to 16, the process required the 

consent of legal guardians or authorization through appropriate legal procedures 

(Córdoba 2021). Apart from this, it also banned conversion therapies across Spain, 

benefitting the whole LGBTQI+ community.  

The law proposed by the Ministry of Equality builds on Law 3/2007, which was a 

milestone in recognizing the rights of trans people in Spain (Córdoba 2021). That earlier 

law allowed, for the first time, individuals to change the sex recorded on their official 

documents, which had been based on the gender assigned at birth (Córdoba 2021). It also 

made it possible to change one’s name to reflect their gender identity (Córdoba 2021). 

Moreover, the so called “Trans Law” was internationally recognized as a transformative 

milestone. It received praise from major supranational bodies, including the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UNHCHR), the Council of Europe 

Commissioner for Human Rights, and other UN human rights experts (Bueno 2024). 

Nonetheless, due to the very progressive conditions that this new law imposed, it sparked 

debate from the public sphere once again. Even the feminist movement was divided by 

this law. 

Figure 2 

Figure 4. Image of a transgender pride flag waving in front of Spain’s Congress in 

June 2020. Agencias 2020.  
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For instance, in contrast to the Coordinadora Feminista’s inclusive defense of the trans 

law, the Fórum de Política Feminista (Feminist Policy Forum) offers a highly critical 

perspective, framing the legislation as an existential threat to women’s rights. Their 

critique centers on what they call the “borrado lingüístico de las mujeres” (linguistic 

erasure of women), arguing that the bill only mentions the word “mujer” (woman) once, 

and that this minimal use is not just neglectful, but actually, “sirve para proceder al 

borrado biológico de las mujeres” (contributes to the biological erasure of women) (Díaz 

Arranz 2021). This marks a sharp divergence in context models, where the Fórum 

constructs a discourse in which the recognition of trans rights is portrayed as incompatible 

because they fear that recognizing gender identity (especially when it overrides legal or 

biological sex) undermines protections specifically meant for people born female. 

According to van Dijk (2009, 84), this is a clear example of negative other-presentation: 

trans inclusion is framed not as social progress, but as an encroachment that undermines 

collective gains made by cisgender women. 

The Fórum also criticizes several core parts of the trans law. They argue, for instance, 

that the law is based on “sentimientos individuales subjetivos” (subjective feelings) 

instead of measurable, objective realities. They draw a distinction between the 

experiences of trans individuals (which they treat as subjective and personal, individual) 

and the feminist movement, which they present as objective and grounded in material, 

measurable realities (such as biological sex or structural inequality) (Díaz Arranz 2021). 

In their view, allowing people to access rights based on how they identify, rather than on 

biological sex, could end up harming women (Díaz Arranz 2021). They also express 

concern about the law allowing trans people to legally change their sex multiple times 

with no restrictions, saying this makes the law seem unserious or unstable (Díaz Arranz 

2021). 

The Fórum further claims that trans rights “conculan los derechos de las mujeres” 

(undermine the rights of women), even describing the recognition of trans men as mothers 

as “el sueño del patriarcado: sacar a la mujer de la ecuación de la reproducción de la 

especie”86 (Díaz Arranz 2021). Such framing reinforces a binary view of gender rooted 

in biological determinism, directly challenging the inclusive, intersectional feminism 

promoted by groups like the Coordinadora, and partly agreeing with the more reactionary 

 
86 “the patriarchy’s dream: removing women from the equation of human reproduction”. Own translation.  
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perspectives promoted by conservative actors. Because, for them, this law does not just 

broaden rights, it actually threatens to undo what they see as essential protections and 

recognitions for women based on their biological sex (Díaz Arranz 2021). 

This law had also the media divided. On the one hand, the more central-left and liberal 

media outlet, El País maintains a consistent and affirmative position in support of gender 

equality reforms, and its coverage of this law mirrors the tone seen in previous issues such 

as La Manada case and the “Only Yes Means Yes” law. The outlet continues to frame 

progressive legal advances as milestones of democratic maturity and moral progress. For 

instance, they highlight Irene Montero’s words that the law is “un paso de gigante en los 

derechos de las personas trans y LGTBI” (a giant step in the rights of trans and LGTBI 

people) and that “hacemos historia” (we are making history), presenting the legislative 

change as both groundbreaking and long overdue (Álvarez 2021). In classic van Dijk 

terms, this reflects a positive “context model” in which inclusion and legal reform are not 

just political acts but national imperatives (van Dijk 2009, 109). El País also notes the 

broader European context and positions Spain among progressive nations, with Spanish 

Justice Minister Campo claiming that Spain now stands “al frente de la vanguardia de 

Europa” (at the forefront in Europe) in the protection of rights (Álvarez 2021). 

Nonetheless, the newspaper also acknowledges internal disagreements within the feminist 

movement but still endorses the broader inclusive feminist project (Álvarez 2021). This 

balance suggests that while the debate is complex, the outlet sees these reforms as part of 

a long arc toward a more just society, reinforcing its historical framing of feminism as 

integral to democracy. 

On the other hand, ABC, amplifies a tone of irony and suspicion that is familiar from its 

earlier treatment of the feminist reform, but here it gets intensified. Its articles reflect what 

van Dijk would call “negative other-presentation” (2009, 84), portraying Montero not as 

a reformer but as a radical figure out of touch with common sense. For example, the paper 

mocks Montero for wearing Pride slogans and accuses her of pushing a “proyecto de ley 

de hormonacion preadolescente” (preadolescent hormone treatment program), implying 

recklessness and danger for going forward with the “Trans” law (Lillo 2021). Authored 

by the same writer who previously criticized the 'Only Yes Means Yes' law, this article 

reflects how the outlet continues to serve as a platform for conservative recurring 

perspectives. Their discourse becomes openly sarcastic when ABC describes the law as a 

“delirio de laboratorio, social y farmacologico” (social and pharmaceutical delusion) that 
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will leave children misunderstood and permanently changed (Lillo 2021). This language 

aligns with the outlet’s broader strategy of constructing a context model where 

progressive gender reforms represent not democratic advancement but ideological 

overreach. While El País frames the law as a response to historical injustice, ABC frames 

it as part of a moral panic. This contrast illustrates how, even as legal and political norms 

shift, discursive polarization around gender rights persists, with media outlets helping to 

shape the landscape of legitimacy and contestation in line with their ideological 

orientations.  

The political sphere was also divided. While Irene Montero proudly advanced the bill 

with the support of Prime Minister Pedro Sánchez, the far-right party VOX, led by 

Santiago Abascal, chose not to oppose it directly. Instead, they reframed the issue to 

position themselves as the true defenders of women’s rights, using the bill as a political 

tool to contrast their stance with that of the government. 

First, Irene Montero, the minister that pushed for this law, maintained her consistent 

framing of feminist progress as both historical and inclusive. In her words, the law 

represents “un orgullo histórico” (a historic pride) and is meant to “ser para la felicidad 

de las personas” (bring happiness to people) (Montero 2021). As with earlier moments 

in her discourse, she situates the law within a longer struggle, affirming that “vosotras, 

vosotros y vosotres” (you in feminine (referring to women), in masculine (men), and in 

neutral by using the termination in -e (referring to non-binary people)) have fought for it, 

and reaffirming feminist solidarity by saying that feminist women “saben que lo que no 

se nombra no existe” (know that what is not named does not exist) (Montero 2021). In 

line with van Dijk’s notion of “actor models” (2009, 88), Montero positions trans and 

LGTBI people as central subjects of democratic struggle, thus expanding the feminist 

movement’s boundaries to incorporate broader identities while reaffirming that naming 

and recognition are foundational to justice. Her discourse, like in earlier legislative 

contexts, blends pride, inclusiveness, and a sense of historic advancement, helping to 

reaffirm Spain’s progressive trajectory and embedding it into national identity. 

Spain’s prime minister, Pedro Sánchez, also preserves the inclusive, internationally-

oriented tone present in his earlier discourse around La Manada and consent in the “Only 

Yes means Yes” law. He frames the Trans Law as part of Spain’s global leadership in 

human rights, stating: “Nos situamos a la vanguardia internacional” (We are placing 



71 
 

ourselves at the international forefront) and links the legislation to “conquistar derechos 

humanos” (achieving human rights) (Sánchez 2021). This rhetoric, consistent with van 

Dijk’s concept of “context models” (2009, 109), helps construct a national identity rooted 

in equality and freedom, and positions Spain as an exemplar of modern liberal democracy. 

Sánchez’s emphasis on liberty: “vivamos libres, sin miedo” (let’s live freely, without 

fear), reaffirms his earlier construction of Spain as a moral leader, one that is actively 

reshaping its democratic norms to match the evolving demands of gender justice (Sánchez 

2021). 

Now, on the other hand, VOX’s discourse, escalates its oppositional stance into alarmist 

rhetoric. The party argues that the law allows “cualquier ciudadano (también cualquier 

violador, o cualquier maltratador)” (any citizen, including rapists or abusers) to choose 

their legal sex without any medical or psychological oversight (VOX 2021). This 

language echoes the party’s earlier framing of feminism and gender laws as ideological 

impositions, but now reconfigures it into a full-blown moral panic, invoking the idea that 

trans rights pose a threat to women, children, and “el sentido común” (common sense) 

(VOX 2021). This is what van Dijk (2009, 84) defines as “negative other-presentation,” 

in which trans people are not recognized as rights holders but as agents of disorder. The 

discourse also constructs a gender binary as biologically non-negotiable, calling the law 

“el ataque más grave que han recibido las mujeres” (the most serious attack women have 

ever faced) (VOX 2021). Through this, Abascal’s party intensifies its position as the only 

party “que defiende a las mujeres” (defending women), while painting all others as 

submissive to “lobbys totalitarios” (totalitarian lobbies) (VOX 2021). This not only 

solidifies VOX’s anti-gender identity but reinforces an exclusionary nationalist narrative 

where gender diversity is presented as foreign, dangerous, and anti-Spanish. 

Altogether, the political sphere continues the discursive split established in earlier 

legislative debates. Sánchez and Montero promote a vision of Spain as a feminist and 

inclusive democracy, while VOX escalates its discourse into existential threat narratives. 

Through van Dijk’s lens, these discourses represent deeply opposing context models: one 

that sees progress in pluralism and recognition, and another that sees democratic decline 

in gender diversity and social inclusion. 

Below there is a table compiling the construction and developments of the gender 

discourse for this period. 
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Phase Dominant 

Discursive Framing 

Discursive Ruptures / 

Contestations 

Context Model Features (van 

Dijk) 

Legacy / Continuity 

The start of 

Spain’s 

contemporary 

gender 

equality 

landscape 

(2019-2020) 

Consent and sexual 

autonomy framed 

as democratic 

imperatives; justice 

system framed as 

outdated and 

patriarchal. 

VOX and conservative 

media reject feminist 

narratives; claim they 

threaten neutrality and 

legal certainty. 

Participant roles redefined: 

women as co-authors of 

justice reform 

Mental models of justice and 

consent shift through 

sustained media and 

institutional discourse  

Strategic framing: gender-

based violence tied to 

democratic failure; VOX uses 

ideological square to depict 

feminists as extremists 

Feminism becomes 

central to legal and 

political discourse; La 

Manada becomes a 

national symbol; 

mental model of “rape” 

is resemanticized 

across media, law, and 

society. 

Spain at the 

forefront of 

vanguardist 

human rights 

policies and 

laws  

(2021-2022) 

Equality and self-

determination 

constructed as 

human rights and 

democratic 

obligations; laws 

framed as 

completing the 

democratic project. 

VOX reframes gender 

laws as ideological 

overreach; claims 

“supremacist 

feminism” silences 

dissent; defends 

binary gender models 

and national cohesion

  

Semantic macrostructures of 

democracy rearticulated: 

equality, dignity, and bodily 

autonomy framed as core 

components of national 

progress  

Strategic meaning 

management: progressive 

actors frame laws as 

completing the 1978 

constitutional promise; VOX 

reframes this as state 

overreach  

Conflicting context models: 

plural, rights-based citizenship 

vs. identity essentialism and 

nationalism 

Institutional discourse 

aligns feminism and 

trans rights with 

Spain’s democratic 

identity, but there is a 

backlash that reveals 

the fragility and 

contestability of this 

consensus. 

Figure 5. Table: Construction and Reinforcement of Spain’s Gender Equality Discourse (2019-2022). Own 

elaboration. 

 

 

7. The Sustainability of the Spanish Gender Regime: Limitations and the Gap 

Between Discourse and Practice 

While Spain ranks highly in global gender equality metrics (10th out of 146 countries in 

the 2024 edition of the Global Gender Gap Report) this strong positioning masks deeper 

structural challenges (Kali Pal et al. 2024). Among European countries, Spain ranks 7th, 

behind only Iceland, Finland, Norway, Sweden, Germany, and Ireland (Kali Pal et al. 

2024). The report evaluates gender parity across four dimensions: Economic Participation 

and Opportunity, Educational Attainment, Health and Survival, and Political 

Empowerment (Kali Pal et al. 2024). 

This international recognition aligns with notable new legal and policy progress. The 

Family Law, enacted in July 2024, introduced new rights to support work-life balance, 
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such as five days of annual leave to care for relatives, an eight-week parental leave, and 

emergency absence leave for force majeure situations (La Moncloa 2025). Likewise, the 

Parity Representation Law seeks to ensure equal gender representation in leadership 

positions, further signaling institutional support for gender equality. 

However, a significant gap persists between these legal commitments and the everyday 

realities experienced by many women. For instance, gender-based violence remains a 

critical issue: in 2023, 58 women were murdered by intimate partners and 13 others by 

men (Amnesty International 2024). Although the number fell to 48 in 2024, the lowest 

figure since records began, this still reflects deep-rooted societal violence (La Moncloa 

2025). 

In the labor market, inequalities endure. Male labor participation fell to 64%, while 

female participation rose modestly to 55% in 2023 (PwC 2024). Women remain 

concentrated in precarious jobs, holding the majority of part-time roles (9.1% of 

employment) and disproportionately affected by temporary contracts (26.5%) (Martín 

Patino 2024; Ministerio de Economía y Competitividad 2024). These conditions 

contribute to a wider economic disparity: although women make up 51.4% of the 

working-age population, they contribute only 42.3% to GDP (PwC 2024). This 

underrepresentation is driven by lower working hours, part-time employment, and 

concentration in less productive sectors. Closing the gender gap could increase Spain’s 

GDP by 15.8%, or €213 billion, yet at the current rate, full gender parity remains nearly 

four decades away (PwC 2024). 

Beyond employment, poverty and social exclusion further illustrate the structural 

limitations of Spain’s gender regime. In 2023, Spain ranked third-highest in poverty and 

social exclusion rates in the EU, following Romania and Bulgaria. Women, youth, and 

individuals with lower educational attainment remain particularly vulnerable (EAPN 

2024). 

Meanwhile, gains in LGBTI rights (such as the legal recognition of gender self-

determination and the ban on conversion therapy imposed by the commonly known 

“Trans Law”) have been undermined by regional setbacks, especially in Madrid. Other 

human rights concerns include the use of restrictive public security laws that limit 

freedom of expression and a rise in hate crimes. In 2022, nearly half of reported hate 

crime incidents were motivated by racism or xenophobia (Amnesty International 2024). 
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Politically, the landscape is complex. The 2023 Spanish general elections saw the far-

right party VOX maintain its position as the third-largest force in Congress with three 

million votes, although it lost approximately 600,000 votes compared to 2019 (El PAÍS 

2023). This retreat stands in contrast to neighbouring countries, where far-right parties 

have risen. In 2022, Italy elected Giorgia Meloni’s Fratelli d’Italia; in 2024, Austria’s 

FPÖ won the parliamentary elections with its best result since World War II (Lory and 

Hess 2024); and in 2025, Portugal’s conservative coalition Aliança Democrática won the 

general elections, with the far-right Chega party becoming the third-largest force, gaining 

175,000 votes over the previous year (Euronews 2025). 

In this broader European context, Spain’s relative resilience to far-right advances is 

notable, yet it underscores a fragile equilibrium. While progressive discourse and 

legislative reform point toward a sustainable gender regime, ongoing economic 

inequality, social vulnerability, and political division reveal the limits of institutional 

achievements. 

So, while Spain’s gender equality discourse has shown to have become deeply embedded 

in its democratic identity since the transition period, its long-term sustainability remains 

uncertain. The normalization of equality and rights-based language across institutions and 

public policy suggests a resilient framework, especially as feminist demands have been 

increasingly integrated into mainstream political discourse. However, persistent practical 

inequalities (from labor market precarity to gender-based violence) highlight the gap 

between rhetoric and lived experience. Economic instability, such as future recession 

periods, could easily shift political priorities and weaken public support for gender-

focused reforms. Nonetheless, recent electoral outcomes offer some cautious optimism: 

although the far-right party VOX remained the third-largest force in the 2023 elections, it 

lost over 600,000 votes compared to 2019 (El PAÍS 2023). Additionally, Spain's 

fragmented political landscape often enables left-leaning coalitions to govern, even when 

right-wing parties gain more individual votes. This structural tendency may help 

safeguard the continuity of progressive gender discourse, though its effectiveness will 

depend on translating symbolic commitments into material change. 
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8. Conclusion and Advice for Future research  

This thesis has explored the reasons behind Spain’s relative resistance to the rise of anti-

gender movements that have gained momentum across Europe in recent years. Using 

Teun A. van Dijk’s theory of context models, the study examined how gender equality in 

Spain has been built, maintained, and sometimes contested through political, social, and 

media discourses. The research focused on how these discourses have shaped public 

understanding and influenced the country’s political and institutional commitments to 

equality. 

The central research question asked how gender equality discourses in Spain have been 

constructed and sustained, and how these processes help explain the country's resilience 

to the broader European anti-gender backlash. To answer this, the thesis looked at two 

important time periods in Spain’s recent history. The first was the transition to democracy 

following Franco’s dictatorship, from 1975 to 1995. The second focused on the period 

between 2019 and 2022, when far-right narratives gained strength but were met with 

continued feminist activism and new legal reforms. 

The findings confirm the original hypothesis: Spain’s ability to resist anti-gender trends 

is closely linked to the long-term visibility and institutional support for gender equality. 

This support has been reinforced through discourse and framed as part of Spain’s 

democratic identity. During the post-Franco transition, political leaders such as Adolfo 

Suárez promoted inclusive messages about justice and democratic participation. These 

messages allowed feminist ideas to be understood as part of the broader national project 

of democracy and modernization. 

Feminist organizations, such as the Coordinadora Estatal de Organizaciones Feministas 

del Estado Español, also played a key role during this time. They argued that gender 

equality was not just an additional social issue but a core requirement for real democracy. 

By doing so, they helped shape collective understandings of what democratic citizenship 

should look like. According to van Dijk’s theory, these early discourses created what he 

calls context models (shared ways of thinking and speaking) that linked justice and 

equality with national progress and democratic legitimacy. 

In the years that followed, these ideas were reinforced through the creation of institutions 

such as the Ministry of Equality, as well as through regional gender equality offices and 

laws that advanced rights in areas such as gender-based violence, sexual consent, and 
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gender identity. The passing of laws like the “Only Yes Means Yes” Law in 2022 and the 

“Trans Law” in 2023 shows how gender equality has been continually expanded and 

adapted to reflect changing social needs. 

Even with the rise of far-right political forces like VOX, which challenge gender equality 

and promote traditional values, the core pro-equality discourse has remained strong. 

Rather than reversing progress, these challenges have led to stronger defenses from 

political leaders, feminist activists, and the media. This supports van Dijk’s idea that 

context models are not fixed but can be reshaped and strengthened through ongoing 

communication and contestation.  

However, regardless of not being the primary discourse in Spain, the rise of VOX and 

other conservative actors demonstrates how discursive contestation remains active and 

potentially destabilizing. Moreover, a notable gap persists between institutional 

commitments and lived realities, particularly in areas such as gender-based violence and 

labour inequality (Kali Pal et al. 2024; Lombardo 2017). These limitations reveal that 

discourse alone is not sufficient; it must be supported by sustained political will and 

effective implementation. 

Now, while this thesis has shown how Spain’s gender equality discourse has remained 

resilient over time, there are still important areas future research could explore. One key 

direction would be to look more closely at how these discourses play out in everyday life, 

so taking into account the micro level. This thesis focused on how political leaders, 

feminist groups, and the media have shaped gender equality narratives at national and 

institutional levels. However, future studies could examine how ordinary people 

understand and engage with these ideas, for example, through social media, personal 

experiences, or local activism. 

Another area would be to compare Spain’s case with other countries. Spain has followed 

a unique path, but understanding how it differs from places like Italy, where anti-gender 

movements have gained more ground and whose historical path is similar, could offer 

new insights. Such comparative research could help explain which political, cultural, or 

historical factors make gender equality discourses more likely to succeed or fail. 
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Abstract  

Inmitten einer wachsenden Welle von Anti-Gender-Politiken, -Bewegungen und -

Parteien in Europa stellt Spanien eine Ausnahme dar: Während viele andere Länder 

Rückschritte erleben, treibt Spanien weiterhin die Rechte von Frauen und 

Gleichstellungspolitiken voran. Diese Arbeit untersucht, wie Spanien eine solche 

Widerstandsfähigkeit bewahren konnte, indem analysiert wird, wie Gleichstellung 

diskursiv seit dem demokratischen Übergang nach dem Ende der Franco-Diktatur bis 

heute konstruiert und gefestigt wurde. Aufbauend auf Teun van Dijks Theorie der 

Kontextmodelle werden politische Reden, feministische Manifeste und Medieninhalte 

aus zwei zentralen Zeiträumen – 1975-1995 und 2019-2022 – analysiert. Die Ergebnisse 

zeigen, dass Gleichstellung in Spanien eng mit nationaler Identität und demokratischen 

Werten verknüpft wurde und institutionelle Unterstützung sowie breite gesellschaftliche 

Legitimität erlangte. Trotz aktueller Herausforderungen durch rechtsextreme Akteure wie 

die Partei VOX bleibt der lang etablierte Diskurs um Geschlechtergerechtigkeit 

einflussreich. Die Studie macht deutlich, wie die strategische Stärkung pro-

gleichstellungspolitischer Narrative Spanien geholfen hat, dem europaweiten Anti-

Gender-Backlash zu widerstehen.  
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