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 Falling between the first and seconds of wave global suffrage movements, the 

process that led to the extension of suffrage for women in Venezuela is multifaceted.  

Beginning in 1928 (under an authoritarian regime), popular organizations grew 

increasingly persistent in their demands for an end to repressive policies.  As the 

movement developed, however, Venezuelan women recognized the necessity of 

organizing on their own behalf in order to ensure that future democratic administrations 
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would address their concerns.  To that end, women formed organizations to present 

their concerns, as well as participate in the democratization movement.  During periods 

of authoritarian repression, women utilized gender stereotypes to continue making 

demands and mobilize (whereas many men could not take the risk), developing 

organizational and leadership skills, as well as internally debating the focus of their 

efforts.  They relied on language of gender difference to seek legal reform that would 

grant rights to women as mothers and would allow them to complete “traditional” jobs 

more efficiently.  As the movement progressed and the governmental regime became 

more tolerant, women expanded their demands to include political, as well as legal, 

rights.  The limited success of a campaign to reform the Código Civil invigorated 

women’s organizations to work explicitly for suffrage, maintaining pressure on the 

administration, as well as on the male leaders of political organizations.  Ultimately, 

despite myriad challenges, including repressive governmental policies, gender 

stereotypes and prejudice, and debate over organizational goals and direction, women in 

Venezuela succeeded in working methodically towards improving legal protections and 

gaining political rights for women.   
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Introduction  

Throughout the world, popular movements of the twentieth century illuminated 

a multitude of inequalities inscribed in social systems, from racial and gender prejudice 

to class divisions; to rectify some of these problems (and especially those based in 

gender) the proposed solutions affected the whole of a population.  Throughout the 

twentieth century, the growing consciousness towards the need to eliminate the effects 

gender disparity inspired scholars to investigate the ways in which women participated 

in society in history, how these practices changed in the twentieth century and what 

effect these changes had on conditions for women.  In particular, recent scholarship on 

Latin America has focused on how women challenged popular perceptions of female 

participation and how they entered the public sphere to confront both authoritarian 

regimes and gender stereotypes.  However, while scholars have documented and 

analyzed the participation of women in certain areas thoroughly, the efforts of other 

women, such as the struggle of Venezuelan women to obtain the right to vote, remain 

comparatively unknown.  In what follows, I propose to bring the efforts of Venezuelan 

women further into the discussion of popular movements, to acknowledge the crucial 

role that they played in improving the legal status of women before the law, to situate 

this movement within the broader context of popular mobilization in Venezuela, and 

briefly explain how the example of that the Venezuelan case illustrates important 

challenges in how Latin American women mobilize. 

As when investigating any of the twentieth century mobilization efforts of Latin 

American women, in order to fully appreciate the dimensions of the Venezuelan case, it 

is important to understand the general conditions under which the movement arose and 
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women mobilized.  First, although the focus here remains on the extension of suffrage 

to women in Venezuela, one must also understand the general conditions facing women 

in Latin America at the time, as well as the challenges that gender posed, as the major 

themes of inequality affected the lives of women across the region equally.  

Additionally, in order to situate the public activities of Venezuelan women, one must 

place their participation into the framework of general popular mobilization within the 

nation during the period; the actions of other groups give context by which one can 

recognize the significance of women’s efforts on their own behalf.  Lastly, in the 

Venezuelan case one cannot understand women’s popular mobilization outside of the 

tumultuous political climate of the period; the authoritarian regimes of the early 

twentieth century and the relationship each had with global political entities also 

affected mobilization.  By placing these diverse conditions and factors into a 

framework, one begins to understand how the process by which Venezuelan women 

won the right to vote in 1946.  Here, I will illustrate how the extension of suffrage 

resulted in part because of popular mobilization by women, in part because of decisions 

made by governmental and political elites, and in part because of how external forces 

influenced the behavior of these various domestic groups.  What follows addresses the 

nature and influence of each of these factors and brings together the issues pertinent to 

how, in 1946, Venezuelan women obtained the right to vote. 
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Chapter One: Women’s Mobilization in Latin America 

Defining Women’s Mobilization 

 As scholars concerned with the role of women in social mobilizations have 

noted, the experiences of Latin American women differ dramatically from their North 

American counterparts.  Not only do these women make different demands of ruling 

elites, the manner in which they organize and articulate their concerns is distinct.  

Whereas the movements of the “first wave” of feminism in North America and parts of 

Europe around the turn of the twentieth century made demands more broadly aimed at 

attaining specific political rights to move towards gender equality, those of Latin 

America, rejected these notions in favor of preserving societal perceptions of gender 

difference.  Moreover, not only did Latin American women decline to put forth 

demands for equality, many found the tactics of gender equality advocates as 

unpardonably unladylike.  Rather, Latin American women engaged in their own social 

movements in the first half of the twentieth century employed a new array of 

mobilization techniques more appropriate to their interests and demands.  The 

distinctions in demands and in tactics helped Latin American women’s organizations of 

the early twentieth define themselves, their concerns, and their goals in such a way as to 

respond to the real conditions of their experience, especially those of entrenched gender 

norms.  Although some of these women’s organizations developed their group identities 

over a half century ago, the characteristics they deemed important then underscore the 

character of women’s organizations across the region today.  While there is always a 

danger in oversimplifying complexities of diverse women’s organizations and their 

goals, it remains important to understand how certain basic threads tie organizations to 
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their contemporaries and to historical or present incarnations of the same.  Though 

much has changed since the first groups of women met together to organize locally and 

across Latin America, much remains the same and understanding antecedents enriches 

one’s understanding of the contemporary situation. 

Just as it is problematic to generalize the suffrage experiences of all women, it is 

also dangerous to do so with all Latin American women, or even women within the 

same country.  Although in the earliest stages of social movement development it can 

prove hard to differentiate the concerns of one group from those of another, in the 

process of articulating, working towards, and reaching goals, groups come to better 

understand their interests and hopes, and this process ultimately helps to mark where 

they diverge from others.  With respect to the women’s social movements of the first 

half of the twentieth century, the organizational focus of Latin American women and of 

women located elsewhere diverges along four particular dimensions: making demands 

based on “gender equality” versus “gender difference;” the way in which women 

viewed their participation in gender-based organizations, the nature of interests and 

demands; and the types of activities and tactics women used while mobilizing.  

Foremost, no matter the character of demands, the balance of women’s groups 

throughout Latin America in this period took care to renounce the “gender equality” 

tone of demands made or actions taken by North American or some European 

movements.  Because of the strength of the patriarchal tradition rooted in the Catholic 

Church in Latin America, many women were initially apprehensive at the prospect of 

overturning or even challenging the existing social hierarchy in an effort to win mere 

political rights.  For these early women, the fight for legal (and eventually political) 
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recognition was an entirely different battle than that for gender equality.  In the United 

States and United Kingdom, on the other hand, by the time the suffrage movements got 

underway, the prospect of challenging gender-based hierarchy necessitated societal 

reorganization that was less extreme than in Latin America.  While the more resolute 

women activists in Latin America at the time might have calculated for reorganizing 

social hierarchy in the long term, in the beginning they recognized the impossibility of 

mounting a movement with such extreme goals; it would alienate potential participants.  

Although over the years, movements often came to incorporate more “gender equity” 

type ideas in their platforms, such “feminist” demands would inhibit the participation of 

moderate women whose support was essential to developing successful women’s 

movements.  Instead, early women’s movement efforts acknowledged difference and 

mobilized in such a way as to disrupt societal conceptions of appropriate gender roles. 

A second important manner in which Latin American women’s movements 

differentiated themselves from others lay in how women viewed and characterized their 

participation in social movements.  How women described their involvement and goals 

reveals much about how they viewed the intent or purpose of their actions and as well 

as how these actions compared to those of others, whether in neighboring countries or 

outside the region.  As mentioned above, many women involved in the movement 

worked assiduously to distance themselves and their actions from the socially dubious 

behavior of “suffragettes” to the north.  Repeatedly, activists rejected the term 

“feminist” and underscored the maternal or feminine nature of their goals, essentially 

emphasizing how their goals preserved gender difference.  As Lisa Baldez explains, 

“Feminine movements mobilize on the basis of women’s traditional roles in the 



6 
 

 

domestic sphere, usually as mothers and wives, while feminist movements explicitly 

challenge conventional gender roles” (14).  The efforts of Latin American suffrage 

movements hinged on this distinction; not only did organizations articulate their 

demands with these considerations in mind, but women viewed their participation in 

these terms.  Women understood their “participation as an extrapolation of their 

traditional feminine tasks of care and nurture to the public arena” (Chaney 338).  Even 

though the most ardent women activists may have felt comfortable in describing their 

participation in terms that appeared more “feminist,” as movements grew and 

incorporated a diverse array of women, it remained crucial that more moderate 

participants could couch their activity in these maternal or “feminine” terms.  By 

tolerating this common ground, movements were able to develop and not until later did 

problems arise over how to reconcile the conflict between feminine and feminist ideals. 

The distinctions between feminine and feminist that women activists and 

gender-based organizations made contributed in large part to both the nature of their 

interests and how they articulated their demands based on these interests.  Scholars 

often distinguish between strategic and practical gender interests to explain how 

different groups make demands.  Strategic gender interests are often described as 

pertaining to more “feminist” concerns, such as those articulated by first wave feminist 

movements.  For example, these concerns would argue that women should have the 

right to vote because political equality lies at the heart of a truly democratic system.  As 

Maxine Molyneux explains, strategic gender interests derive from an “analysis of 

women’s subordination and from the formulation of an alternative, more satisfactory set 

of arrangements,” and are often referred to as “feminist” because of the “level of 
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consciousness required to struggle effectively for them” (Molyneux 232-3).  

Throughout Latin America, women’s movements often focused more on practical 

gender interests, because of gender stereotypes and made demands that would improve 

practical conditions for women, or extended rights that improved basic conditions of 

life.  For example, these interests would argue that women should have parental rights 

over their children because it would make it easier for them to execute their existing 

maternal obligations.  The pursuit of practical gender interests does not require 

confronting the existing hierarchy, but rather presents concerns in a way that preserves 

gender stereotypes or differences in societal expectations.  However, because practical 

interests do not seek to reorganize social structure, this can lead to dramatically 

different focus based on social class position of activists.  Class considerations can 

affect the focus of practical gender interests because women from different economic 

levels place varying importance on certain rights.  Workplace rights matter less to 

upper-class women, who do not have to work outside the home, whereas they may be 

the paramount concern for working class women.  Because Latin American suffrage 

movements tended to accept the idea of gender difference, demands often centered on 

making it easier for women to fulfill their socially defined roles (as mothers, sisters, 

daughters, etc.); naturally, the tasks associated with these roles differed dramatically 

based on social class and, ultimately, further complicated whether and how women’s 

organizations cooperated. 

Lastly, how women activists in Latin America defined themselves and the types 

of demands that these self-definitions produced all affected the types of mobilization in 

which women engaged.  Unlike the more dramatic actions associated with first wave 
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suffrage movements—protesting in front of the White House, staging rallies or 

marches, etc.—women’s mobilization in Latin America often relied on different 

techniques to convey their messages, or utilized common methods of popular 

mobilization in new ways, such as newspaper editorials, private salons, public 

addresses, etc.  Because of how gender relations constructed social environments 

throughout Latin America, not only might the more revolutionary tactics of North 

American suffragists fail to accomplish any type of reform, they might provoke 

government reaction that rescinded previous gains in political or social rights.  

Particularly in the case of Venezuela, overt political action in the early stages of the 

movement would have elicited the same kind of repression that men endured and 

promptly stunted the movement.  Instead, some of the predominantly elite-led suffrage 

movements (such as that in Chile) hosted salons to discuss literature or politics, with 

ancillary intentions of raising popular consciousness as to the utility and necessity of 

granting women legal or political rights.  Elsewhere, groups distributed pamphlets, 

published weekly columns in newspapers that detailed “women’s concerns,” held public 

lectures, sponsored radio addresses, or utilized their ongoing participation in other 

charitable efforts to present or discuss their concerns.  All these actions appeared 

acceptable with regard to women’s activities and did not threaten the stability of male-

dominated social hierarchy. 

 In order to converse more readily on where, when, and how women employed 

these distinctions of difference versus equality, strategic versus practical interests, when  

deciding their mobilization strategy, scholars of Latin American women’s movements 

utilize the terms movimientos de mujeres and mujeres en movimiento.  The term 
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movimientos de mujeres indicates movements akin to those of the suffrage struggles of 

North American or the UK.  Explicitly the phrase means “movements of women” or 

“women’s movements,” that address gender inequality or challenge the existing 

gendered construction of society.  They are movements of women working more 

towards goals of gender equality, rather than gender difference.  While most Latin 

American women’s movements presented their demands in terms of maintaining gender 

difference, the way in which groups positioned themselves along the distinctions 

addressed above often indicated more than the terminology that they used.  Working for 

political rights, even couched in terms of gender difference, might indicate a 

movimiento de mujeres.  Even if every women’s group working towards suffrage 

rejected the term “feminist,” many still fit the definition of “women’s movements” 

because of their interest in improving political and legal rights for less “practical” than 

“strategic” reasons. 

 In comparison, the term mujeres en movimiento indicates an effort more 

concerned with practical demands for their simple utility.  This idea of “women in 

movement” invokes the image of women participating in popular movements in 

general, but not in gender-based groups focused on gender-based demands they want to 

improve conditions overall, irrespective of specific concerns that women face.  This 

term indicates the participation of women in popular movements in general—in 

evolving political parties, in anti-authoritarian demonstrations, in labor unions, in 

protests over food prices, etc.—movements that confront issues facing the general 

populace but not women specifically.  For as long as popular mobilizations have 

occurred in Latin America, women have participated to an extent, and initially their 
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roles often centered on supporting the more overt efforts of their male counterparts.  

Even if societal norms kept women’s participation in public life limited, their maternal 

roles still afforded them with some participatory options, they perceived themselves as 

supporting members of the overall movement, though not driving forces.  Once women 

began organizing more on their own behalf (in addition to participating in general 

movements) they continued to characterize themselves along these lines of “women in 

movement,” rather than “women’s movements” because it preserved the emphasis on 

working towards a goal to improve overall conditions, but not necessarily those for 

women.  Even if the social taboo of participation in public life had dissipated, many 

women’s groups still felt pressure (whether personal or social) to distance themselves 

from the “feminist” connotations evoked by the term movimiento de mujeres and from 

associations with more militant forms of feminism seen during first wave suffrage 

movements. 

Constructing Demands for Women 

 As argued above, women in Latin America defined their participation and 

articulated their demands differently than their counterparts in other nations and 

generally focused on improving conditions for women on a gendered scale.  While 

women in the United States or United Kingdom made explicit demands for universal 

suffrage, Latin American women presented demands that confronted the issue from a 

social standpoint; their attention to international changes in social structure persuaded 

them to make demands specific to their situation rather than adopt wholesale those 

presented by other women in other situations (Craske 167).  For the most part, and 

especially in the early stages of mobilization, women’s organizations in Latin America 
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focused on the civil status of women, the unequal nature of labor laws with respect to 

women, and quality of educational opportunities (Craske 167), later adding the legal 

status of married women and their rights over their children.  Although social norms 

played an important role in how women’s organizations expressed demands, the rights 

of men also played a part in the types of demands made.  Throughout much of Latin 

America, prior to the middle of the twentieth century (and in many cases not until later) 

there was no tradition of effective male suffrage, much less universal suffrage.  

Whereas in the United States elite males gained the right to vote in the seventeenth 

century and exercised this right routinely in contested and accepted elections, the same 

did not hold across Latin America.  Even though the franchise was limited in the United 

States to a very small population of upper-class, white males, the legacy of authoritarian 

regimes across Latin America ensured that even that small subsection of the population 

could not effectively exercise their voting rights.1  This fact complicated the ability of 

women’s organizations to make demands for generally accepted political rights basic 

for democratic regimes. 

 Instead of political rights then, women in Latin America focused on issues that 

would have immediate effect on the quality of their lives and couched these concerns in 

terms of executing their feminine or maternal responsibilities.  In arguing for improved 

social services, women’s groups made practical gender demands and remained within 

the parameters of “women in movement;” they argued that the government should 

improve welfare services so that women could take better care of their children, to 

                                                 
1 Because the system of voting for men was ineffective, Craske argues, some Latin American “feminists” 
viewed educational equality as the key to improving women’s lives, not the extension of political rights 
(167). 
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preserve family health or execute other gendered responsibilities such as housekeeping 

with greater efficiency.  In the early stages of mobilization by women (either mujeres en 

movimiento or movimientos de mujeres), no matter the ultimate intentions of 

participants, demands appeared in terminology that preserved gendered divisions of 

labor.  Women were responsible for children, for maintaining the household, for any 

other private sector family concerns, but men remained financially responsible and the 

public face of the family.  Even when women began entering the public economic 

sector, they presented their demands for job protections in terms of their roles within the 

private sphere—the need for a steady income to support children in the face of paternal 

abandonment, safe working conditions in order to stay healthy and care for children, set 

hours to the work day in order to complete home-based tasks, etc.  Just as in movements 

elsewhere about other issues, women’s movements in Latin America quickly learned 

that in order to ensure that opponents would listen they had to temper their demands 

with relation to social norms.  Arguments challenging the inequality of treatment based 

on gender would not go as far as those that preserved gender difference.  Eventually, as 

social interdictions on women’s organizing eased, the general populace became more 

accustomed to women mobilizing, and it became increasingly clear that the male-

dominated power structure would not grant demands or cede control in the public 

sphere of their own volition, women’s groups began presenting demands more 

unambiguously directed at granting legal, political, or economic rights to women 

without respect to how they might execute their gendered responsibilities.  

 In many Latin American countries although an agent of male hierarchy, that 

contributed to some of the problems facing women, the Catholic Church often 
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contributed in the same way the articulation of demands or mobilization of women, 

whether explicitly calling on women to take action, or simply by reinforcing gender 

stereotypes.  In Chile, for example, the Church took part in organizing women quite 

early (towards the end of the nineteenth century especially) to work towards goals 

important to the Church.  Moreover, the entrenched gender hierarchy that the Catholic 

Church in Latin America reinforces and relies upon (particularly through the early 

twentieth century) affected when, how, where, and what women could and did demand 

of society or the government.  That is to say, the structure and traditions of the male-

headed Church upheld the gendered divisions of labor that often restrained women from 

making explicitly “feminist” demands in the early stages of movement formation or 

mobilization.  Despite the fact that many of the positions the Catholic Church espoused 

proved problematic, uncommon, or untenable because of the realities of life (marriage 

before children, households with paternal breadwinners, etc.), they retained extreme 

power over popular consciousness and tempered the evolution of women’s 

organizations.   

With regard to the Church, however, the Venezuelan case proves unique, 

because its role was comparatively limited in enforcing of social norms.  Because of the 

location of colonial Venezuela on the periphery of the reach of Spanish imperial power, 

as well as the significantly smaller population, social relationships evolved differently 

than in other Spanish colonies, such as Mexico. As one scholar explains, the 

“Venezuelan Church has long been weak and poor.  Its heritage from colonial times was 

meager, and what little property or influence the Church possessed was taken away in 

the late nineteenth century by secularizing Liberal regimes” (Levine, Conflict 4).  In 
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many places, both in the colonial world and in Europe the Catholic Church retained 

profound influence over political affairs because of its enormous wealth based primarily 

in landholdings.  The Church in Venezuela had comparatively minimal influence and 

one scholar writing in 1933 went so far as to call the institution socially and politically 

“impotent,” a stark differentiation from the role it played in the Chilean women’s 

suffrage movement, for example (Watters 23).  Throughout the region male elites often 

employed anticlerical arguments to prevent the extension of suffrage to women; arguing 

that because of the weak intellect of women, priests would exercise undue influence 

over how women would exercise their right to vote.  However, by the end of the 

colonial period, anticlericalism was thoroughly entrenched in the Venezuelan identity, 

and the critiques did not carry as much weight in the Venezuelan case.2  Unlike in 

suffrage movements elsewhere in the former Spanish colonies, the Church in Venezuela 

commanded virtually no influence; women sought other avenues for mobilizing (rather 

than Church-sponsored women’s groups) and male elites had to conjure alternative 

protests as to the potential ill-effects of extending women the right to vote.  

Challenges to Women’s Mobilization 

 Although during the course of the twentieth century women have managed to 

improve popular opinions as to women’s participation in the public sector, the gender-

based inequality that women faced in colonial or early independence Latin America 

remains largely unchanged and the political and lived conditions of women that are 

impacted by stereotypes still need improvement.  Many of the political demands women 

                                                 
2 While the Church regained some of its influence in Colombia as a result of decrees made by Simón 
Bolívar, the same decrees caused a backlash in Venezuela and further deepened anticlerical sentiment 
(Watters 26). 
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made during the middle of the century remain central to their demands today, though 

perhaps for different reasons.  While many movements proved successful in getting 

legal protections formalized through legislation and other means, this did not ensure 

that conditions improved for women.  The legacy of unequal gender relations plagues 

the experiences of women to this day, though often in new or different ways societal 

assumptions of gender roles persist, for example, in the types of jobs women can get, 

and the wages they earn relative to their male counterparts.  Women are still expected to 

maintain the household, care for and educate children when necessary.  Governments 

may extend the same protections to women as to men, but in the unbalanced power 

relations persistent in both the public and the private spheres men often retain the upper 

hand.  While real world conditions often undermined the social mores upheld by the 

Catholic Church, social gender inequality rooted in religious beliefs remains strong in 

the contemporary social system. 

 Despite the fact that the limited success of women’s mobilizations stems in large 

part from the intractability of male-dominated political structures, the diversity in 

membership and interests of women’s groups themselves can also impede their success.  

Just as with any large group of people, the diversity of participants inhibits unanimity in 

concerns, goals, or opinions, especially those that bring together people who may 

disagree on a subject unrelated to the one on which they mobilize.  In early Latin 

American women’s movements, as with those elsewhere, by drawing attention to the 

universality of gender inequality, and identifying a common oppressor in men of all 

classes, women’s organizations had to subsume other individual differences or concerns 

in order to present a united front.  As such, gender solidarity trumped problems posed 
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by class divisions—but only for a limited time.  Once the women’s movement gained 

ground on gender issues, concerns rooted elsewhere began to emerge.  Stemming from 

their unique socioeconomic positions, women have different interests and eventually 

seek to address disparities based on their position in society that may have nothing to do 

with gender issues.  While interest in confronting gender-based inequality keeps diverse 

women’s organizations united to defeat certain gender problems, new social conditions 

following a transition to democracy (as in the Venezuelan case in particular) often 

exacerbated differences and led to the dissolution or complete reorganization of 

women’s groups along new lines. 

The problems of class difference that emerged later often arose because the 

leadership of women’s movements, and suffrage movements more specifically, often 

came from upper and middle classes.  This resulted in part because their socioeconomic 

status granted them greater ability to mobilize, but also because their position often 

granted better access to education, which in turn might illuminate unequal conditions 

and present an opportunity to challenge these inequities.  The position in society that 

these women enjoyed influenced their perspective and interests, which in turn 

influenced their behavior within popular organizations: in designing mobilizations or 

articulating demands, they focused on issues that concerned them, but which often did 

not address issues facing other segments of society.  Not only might the leadership of an 

organization dismiss the concerns of its working class members, but might sometimes 

openly mock them as trivial or inconsequential compared to their “lofty” and more 

important (strategic) goals.  Conversely, that which interested upper- and middle-class 

women held little importance for those of the working class or women living in poverty.  
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While the socioeconomic position of the former provided the domestic stability 

necessary to question or challenge the discrepancy in political rights between men and 

women, the latter were often more concerned with more practical issues, including 

those that might provide them with a greater degree of economic stability.  What elite 

women activists might deride as unimportant “practical” interests for working class 

women may be, for the latter women, a far more important goal than the impractical 

“strategic” interests of elite women.  How can one worry about achieving political 

equality or electoral parity when one is concerned with working enough hours to 

support a family with no male breadwinner?  When confronted with a repressive 

external opponent, as in the case of the Venezuelan suffrage and democratization 

movement or the anti-authoritarian movements in the Southern Cone, otherwise 

adversarial groups give preference to their commonalities but eventually internal 

divisions will undermine their efforts.  Even today, although the specific demands of 

women’s organizations have changed, similar divisions still trouble the efforts of 

women who wish to work together. 

 In addition to the difficulties associated with mobilizing under an authoritarian 

regime or reconciling intra-group divisions, women’s organizations also grappled with 

the implications of gender stereotypes; in Latin America, the accepted place for women 

was the home and participation in the public sector, whether economically, or 

politically, undermined accepted notions of gender behavior.  Because of gender 

prejudices, in the beginning women’s popular mobilization was neither expected nor 

readily accepted.  Throughout the region and continuing into the present day, male 

elites questioned the necessity, desirability, and social acceptability of women’s 
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participation in any number of popular actions.  Many maintained that women were 

inherently apolitical individuals with no interest in the political demands that popular 

organizations might make.  Moreover, not only was the participation of women in 

public protests socially proscribed it was also argued that because women had no 

interest in political issues, they could not or would not think for themselves when 

mobilizing but rather of the (male) interests of those around them.  Because of the 

strength of the Church throughout much of Latin America, opponents of women’s 

electoral participation often argued that women would submit to the interests of the 

Church and merely vote as their clergy recommended.  Elites feared that, because of the 

vast economic wealth of the Church, extending the right to vote to women would tip the 

balance of political power in favor of the Church and cost them control of the political 

system.  In Venezuela, because of the weakness of the Church, this protest for women’s 

inability to act independently of external influences occasionally arose with the 

influence of the husband replacing that of the Church.  Consequently, in addition to 

convincing people to take action in the face of potential repression, women’s 

organizations also had to convince prospective female members of the validity of the 

argument that women could and should mobilize. 

 However, even as gender stereotypes complicated the process of engaging 

women and justifying women’s mobilizing to male-dominated popular organizations, in 

some ways gender stereotypes made it easier for women to mobilize.  Precisely because 

male elites believed women incapable of independent political thought or effective 

mobilization, women found it easier to take action during periods of repression where 

“traditional” means of (male) political mobilization could not occur.  Especially in early 



19 
 

 

stages of antiauthoritarian mobilization, women activists utilized popular assumptions 

as to their apolitical nature to make occasionally pointed attacks, or engage in very 

public protests.3  However, while using gender stereotypes aided women’s 

organizations by preempting debilitating reactionary attacks from male-dominated 

regimes, it also meant that these same stereotypes went unchallenged.  Even when 

women won the right to vote, it was because it was assured that they would use it to 

continue conducting their traditional gender roles, not because male elites suddenly 

recognized women as political equals.  As several scholars have noted, because women 

in Latin America were more able to mobilize during authoritarian periods, they enjoyed 

an advantage in organizing and mobilizing as these regimes liberalized—they had 

extensive networks in place to rally protestors as the regime grew more tolerant, while 

male-led organizations had to catch up.  But once regimes transitioned or fell in 

popularly-led golpes del estado, the male-led party systems demonstrate total disinterest 

in adequately acknowledging the efforts of women’s activists or incorporating women 

fully into new democratic regimes.  The male-dominated democratic systems point to 

the gender-difference based tactics that allowed women to mobilize to deny them 

leadership or influence in the emerging political system.  To that end, as Friedman 

explains, the institutionalization of politics in Latin America often does not utilize the 

forms of organization that women develop or employ so, just as men were 

disadvantaged before, women were in the new legitimate political regimes 

                                                 
3 The Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina are a prime example of how women utilized popular 
conceptions of appropriate roles for women to openly protest the atrocities of the military junta; women 
began marching around the Plaza de Mayo demanding answers as to the disappearance of their loved 
ones (husbands, sons, daughters, grandchildren, etc.) and it became an ongoing challenge to the 
authoritarian regime. 
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(“Paradoxes,” 88).  This process effectively disavows the validity of the techniques that 

women use and also ensures that more men have greater familiarity with those used in 

the new system.  Therefore, some scholars note, that while women’s mobilizations in 

Latin America flourished under the liberalization of authoritarianism because they can 

engage in political activities that men cannot, by not challenging gender stereotypes 

they are often marginalized in the transition to democracy and the gains made by 

women’s movements can be stunted or even reversed, and the Venezuelan case is no 

exception. 

 Most of the problems facing women’s movements across Latin America 

throughout the century applied to the experiences of the Venezuelan suffrage 

movement.  The struggle to define goals and group identity, conflicts that emerged 

along class lines, entrenched gender hierarchy, and additional factors complicated the 

efforts of women’s groups in Venezuela in the middle of the first half of the twentieth 

century, as well as those of women working within popular organizations, such as 

political parties.  Despite these challenges, when necessary, Venezuelan women’s 

organizations evolved so that they might continue to make relevant demands or attack a 

different aspects of gender inequality to affect eventual changes—the process remains 

ongoing.  The leaders of the women’s organizations in the 1930s and 1940s are well 

known to women mobilizing in Venezuela today as “precusoras” of more recent efforts 

(Espina & Rakowski 34).  However, although the women’s groups of the 1930s and 

1940s achieved significant, if limited, reforms because of popular actions, the same 

problems of gender and class affect women’s groups operating in Venezuela today. 
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Chapter Two: Domestic Factors in the Process to Obtain Suffrage  

The Position of Women’s Organizations in Venezuela 

 In order to understand the nature of Venezuelan women’s organizations, how 

they worked independently and in conjunction with others to improve social and 

political rights for women, it is essential to identify the other types of movements active 

during the 1930s and 1940s.  Foremost, the popular movement community of that 

period stemmed from student-organized protests that occurred in 1928, which will be 

addressed in greater detail below.  As with many nations in Latin America, Venezuela 

possesses an exceptionally strong history of student mobilization, the roots of which 

stretch back to antiauthoritarian protests in the 1910s and have resulted in the shuttering 

of the Universidad Central de Venezuela on several occasions.  The democratization 

movement of the 1930s and 1940s in particular relied on the efforts of former and 

current student leaders: the names of students involved in the major protests in 1928 

appear repeatedly in discussion of protests, general strikes, party formation, and all 

manner of organization that occurred prior to 1945 and the first transition to democracy.  

Governmental policies of repression also contributed to the strength of the student 

element of popular movements—other kinds of popular movements common to Latin 

America and antiauthoritarian mobilizations, such as those based in labor, agrarian 

communities, and even the military, did not have the opportunity to develop as fully 

prior to the transition to democracy 

 Many of the characteristics of the Venezuelan women’s movements—the 

overall focus on democratization, the roots in student movements, elite socioeconomic 

character of membership, and the pronounced political dimension of mobilization and 
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demands—mirror those of general movements throughout the country during the first 

half of the twentieth century.  The core of early popular organizations came out of the 

student movements of 1928 and the concerns they articulated in the beginning remained 

important to them as they formed political parties, and even later following the 

transition to democracy.  During this period, the policies of the authoritarian regime 

largely determined the ideological perspectives that popular organizations espoused.  

Foremost, unlike in other countries where authoritarian regimes came later, the strength 

of the international communist movement during the period preceding greatest popular 

mobilization inspired the non-democratic regimes of Venezuela to take much harsher 

positions aimed at preventing national communist or socialist organizations from 

gaining access to national politics.  Whereas governmental policies towards political 

parties grew more accommodating as the country progressed towards democratization, 

the communist party remained repressed.  Overall, in addition to limiting the avenues of 

mobilization for political parties, the policies that governed the behavior of popular 

organizations also contributed to how women’s groups defined and identified 

themselves. 

The lengthy repression of the communist party in Venezuela had varied 

consequences for and on popular mobilization, for proclaimed communists as well as 

other potential mobilization groups.  Because of the fear of communism and its rhetoric 

for class warfare and redistributing economic wealth, the authoritarian administration 

also banned the formation of labor unions, the political party’s primary constituency.  

By the time Isaías Medina Angarita liberalized government restrictions on political 

organizing in the early 1940s, the communist party had lost the ability to bring labor 
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union members into their cause to other political parties, such as Acción Democrática, 

whose economically-prosperous members quashed discussion of reorganizing social 

hierarchies (Gil Yepes 43).  Moreover, in addition to stifling a political party known for 

encouraging popular action, the ban on labor unions made it difficult to organize people 

who might otherwise mobilize through labor unions or the communist party.  The 

restriction of labor unions during these formative years for popular movements in Latin 

America meant that organizers followed different tacks and a movement expressly 

based on the labor segment of society did not develop in Venezuela until much later. 

 Because there was no identifiable labor movement, it fell to other popular 

groups to incorporate or motivate members of the working classes to participate in 

popular action.  In Venezuela, women’s groups were the first to seek out the support of 

that segment of society, successfully making the case that gender discrimination 

disadvantaged all women equally and only the specific characteristics of inequality 

varied by socioeconomic status.  The opportunity to organize across class lines 

enhanced the diversity of the women’s groups in both ideology and membership and 

emboldened the women’s movement in the final stages of the suffrage movement to 

push in a variety of directions and make explicit demands for political rights.  Though 

the women initiated cross-class cooperation, the political parties eventually recognized 

the importance of incorporating this potentially mobile and vocal body of voters into 

their organization.  Moreover, once they made the decision to broaden and diversify 

party membership, political leaders sought out female party members as ambassadors to 
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approach women of lower economic status, since women had already spent time 

developing relationships.7 

In addition to suppressed labor activity, Venezuela also did not experience a 

significant agrarian movement; conditions of the agricultural and petroleum economies 

resulted in different effects on society and economic relations.  In many Latin American 

countries, the colonial system granted power and wealth to land-holding elites and the 

strength of this social hierarchy persisted into the twentieth century.  Because 

Venezuela remained comparatively isolated and did not attract as many settlers as 

elsewhere in the Spanish empire because it lacked the riches of Mexico, Peru, or 

elsewhere, the social hierarchy based on landed elites did not grow as strong or persist 

as long.  By the 1910s, Cipriano Castro (the dictator who preceded Juan Vicente 

Gomez) managed to break the latifundo system and when Gomez took over the 

“traditional” landed elite was largely decimated and continued to disintegrate during his 

regime (Pacheco).8  This centralized power under the presidency and also inhibited the 

development of any significant or lasting agrarian protests.  Because the landed 

oligarchy was not as thoroughly entrenched, the system was also not as widely 

developed and had a different impact on the lives of average Venezuelans; it was not 

aimed at export agricultural production, as with coffee plantations of Central America, 

but designed to meet the needs of domestic demand and nothing more (Pacheco 53).  

                                                 
7 Unlike other democratic systems in Latin America, following the transitions to democracy, the party 
system in Venezuela did not typify class divisions.  The political parties that emerged following the death 
of dictator Juan Vicente Gomez were not directly linked to given economic interests, but rather a more 
“amorphous” (and growing) middle class; membership of both AD and COPEI included people from 
diverse economic and social backgrounds (Gil Yepes 19). 
8 Frequently, the landed oligarchy turned to the Gomez administration for relief from the drastic change 
in their fortunes—many sold land to the state (and essentially Gomez) in order to stay afloat (Pacheco). 
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The expansion of the petroleum industry changed domestic population distribution as 

people migrated to urban centers for the promise of jobs in or associated with the 

petroleum industry.  Urbanization mitigated potential strains on rural agrarian 

relationships by promising greater profit and opportunity in the industries that arose 

around petroleum exploitation; instead of protesting landed elites or demanding a fair 

stake in agricultural production, rural peasants sought what they viewed as greater 

opportunities in petroleum communities.  However, this nearly wholesale shift away 

from agricultural production meant dramatic changes in domestic economic conditions 

and how Venezuela interacted with outside forces with respect to trade.  But it did also 

eliminated elite-peasant tensions that could have given rise to an agrarian movement 

and led to widespread national protests.  Instead, popular organizations mobilized the 

urban population in different ways to achieve different ends. 

Lastly, another difference in the character of Venezuelan popular mobilizations 

of the 1930s and 1940s lies in the role of the armed forces, the branches of which 

participated in the expression or repression of popular mobilizations based on how 

conditions favored their interests.  Depending on the relationship between the interests 

of military leaders and popular organizers, as well as the overall quality of the 

relationship between the administration and the armed forces, the military either 

facilitated or put down popular protest.  In the attempted golpe of 1928, the military (led 

by a young Eleazar López Contreras, who soon became Gomez’s Minister of War) 

defeated student groups and a small number of disgruntled soldiers, successfully 

stunting popular protests for a time.  Contributing to the defeat of student protesters, at 

the time, Gomez’s elimination of regional caudillos and their militia, as well as the 
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construction of a national army of career officers, had brought prosperity to the country 

and created a popular sector that remained loyal to the government (Rudolph 63, Liss 

55-6).9  By 1945, however, many officers had grown dissatisfied with the way Medina 

managed the armed services, formed the Union Patriotica Militar and worked with 

popular organizations to topple his administration.10  This type of interference by the 

military, to intervene or participate when it deems necessary, is not unique to Venezuela 

but does further illustrate why the core of popular protest in Venezuela began and 

remains with student and political groups, rather than in class-based organizations or the 

military.  The decision to remove Medina initiated with the student leaders of 1928, 

who had matured politically during the intervening years and recognized that a space 

opened by Medina’s liberalization where they could launch a campaign for change.  In 

this instance, the military took a supporting role and, once on the way to a democratic 

system, for the most part absented themselves from the political sphere and allowing 

political leaders to assume power. 

 However, while the popular mobilizations that worked towards democratization 

and universal suffrage in Venezuela lacked several of the “traditional” segments of 

society, the actions of others more than sufficed.  Principally, the anti-authoritarian 

organizations of the 1930s and 1940s consisted of students and educated professionals, 

both men and women.  The core membership of political and popular organizations 

came from members of the 1928 Federación de Estudiantes de Venezuela, studying at 

                                                 
9 Although a small group of military personnel (mostly younger officers who had difficulty advancing the 
system of personalistic promotion) supported the goals of the student movement, their attempt to capture 
the barracks of San Carlos, the main arsenal in Caracas, failed.  Those that participated were imprisoned 
indefinitely (Martz 19-20). 
10 Under Medina, career military officers were badly paid and had difficulty getting promoted; the final 
straw came when Medina selected a civilian as his successor to the presidency (Gil Yepes 76). 
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the Universidad Central at the time, who sparked massive protests and ignited a period 

of popular mobilization.  Augmenting this base, the leadership of popular groups 

appealed to educated members of society, including members of professional 

organizations (such as the teacher’s union), current students, and upper-middle class 

elites to participate in political parties and women’s organizations.  Because popular 

mobilization relied on middle- and upper-class members of society, even without the 

(initial) support of poor or working class, or other segments of society, popular groups 

were able to maintain pressure on the administration and keep up sufficient momentum 

to eventually achieve a critical mass whereby they could overthrow Medina’s 

authoritarian regime and institute a democratic system that improved the legal and 

political rights of women. 

The Venezuelan Case 

 Throughout the world, trauma and change characterized the 1930s and 1940s 

and Venezuela did not escape upheaval.  From the Great Depression to the Second 

World War, nations and populations everywhere endured difficulties sparked by both 

international and domestic events.  Over the period between the end of the First World 

War and the end Second, in Venezuela in particular demands for changes in domestic 

policies and standards colored social, political, and economic conditions.  Up against 

authoritarian regimes of varying degrees of repressiveness, popular movements 

struggled to gain purchase and elicit change.  As movements evolved from the 

disorganized student uprisings of 1928, to clandestine political parties, to legally 

recognized political parties operating in the open, demands for democratization grew 

increasingly specific.  Throughout this process underrepresented populations, here 
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focusing on women, developed organizations to address distinct concerns.  Women 

seeking gender parity in politics constituted a major alternative mobilization to those 

that did not address democratization through the prism of gender.  Long have scholars 

acknowledged the unique character of Venezuelan democratization, but many have 

overlooked the contributions of women to the process.  Because of when and how 

women gained political rights with respect other nations in the region, Venezuela serves 

as an interesting point of comparison for the struggles and lived realities of women 

across Latin America in the early twentieth century.  However, if Venezuela can serve 

as an example for a comparatively successful democratization project, it is necessary to 

understand the multitude of factors that contributed to the unique trajectory of the 

movement.  These factors include both those common to women’s movements that 

occurred elsewhere before and subsequently, as well as conditions unique to Venezuela, 

such as the limited role of the Catholic Church and how an ongoing dialogue in the 

press helped women’s movements to shape their arguments and identities. To that end, 

this paper seeks to uncover the influence of a variety of factors on the extension of 

universal suffrage to women in 1946.  As occurred elsewhere in the world, the 

extension of universal suffrage came in part as a result of popular mobilization and in 

part as a decision made by governmental and political elites.  No matter the relative 

influence of each of these factors, one can appreciate neither the outcome nor the role 

women played in the process in a vacuum—a variety of social, economic, and political 

factors (both domestic and international) worked in conjunction to result in the 

extension of suffrage to women. 
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 While popular mobilizations played a crucial part in maintaining pressure on 

authoritarian leaders, as well as raising consciousness and conditioning the democratic 

ideals of post-transition political elite, periodic shifts in governmental control (regime 

changes) and political authority were also crucial.  The regimes that preceded the 

transition to democracy in 1945 implemented policies that provoked (or occasionally 

assuaged) popular protests, from the student movement of 1928, to the uprisings 

following the death of Gomez in 1935, to those that precipitated the overthrow of 

Medina in 1945.  Although the authoritarian regimes proved effective in instigating 

protest, López and Medina demonstrated limited receptiveness to liberalization even 

when faced with widespread popular protests.  The reform of the Labor Law and Civil 

Code responded to citizen demands, to a degree, and sufficed to quell the more violent 

uprisings for a time but in actuality accomplished little.  Moreover, in addition to 

attention to domestic demands, López and Medina navigated Venezuela through a 

shifting global political and economic system.  Ultimately, however, the modernizing 

efforts and apparent tolerance of protest of these two leaders emboldened popular 

organizations, who eventually took it upon themselves to remove Medina from office 

and institute a democratic system. 

 Although the extension of suffrage ultimately came down from the new 

democratic regime, in the years preceding the decision women worked assiduously to 

keep up pressure, by making demands and working towards incremental goals.  

Moreover, the elites of the new political system had participated in the student-inspired 

movements and had worked closely with women activists throughout the period.  

Whether or not male party leaders allowed women meaningful roles in the new 
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democratic system, the men could not ignore either the commitment or organizational 

efforts of women that helped the democratization movement.  While domestic concerns 

had an overwhelming effect on elite decision to extend suffrage, they were not immune 

to shifting external political forces and had to acknowledge the pro-democratization or 

anti-fascist interests of their allies and trading partners.  Close economic relationships 

with the United States and its allies increased the likelihood that Venezuelan leaders 

would concede to the pressure from external forces to modernize.  Ultimately, all of 

these factors contributed to the extension of universal suffrage in Venezuela in 1945. 

The Origins of Popular Mobilizations 

 Popular movements contributed significantly to the decision to extend the right 

to vote to women, both because of the variety of participants and in the variety of 

demands.  Throughout most of his regime, Gomez repressed dissent effectively, and 

went so far as to close the Universidad Central de Venezuela (UCV) from 1912 to 1922 

because of student agitation (Martz 18; Levine, Conflict 19).  Despite this, the student 

forces rebounded quickly once the school reopened and the democratization 

mobilizations of the late 1930s and 1940s lie in student action.  When Gomez reopened 

UCV, he tolerated the Federación de Estudiantes de Venezuela (FEV) because he 

believed he had completely extinguished the revolutionary sprit in Venezuela (Martz 

18).  In spite of his conviction, however, FEV challenged him several times before 

igniting nationwide protests in 1928.  From its reformation in 1927, the FEV served as a 

focal point for student organizers, both men and women, who later played important 

roles in post-transition politics and political parties.  Although women accounted for a 

relatively small number of university students at this time, they participated in the 
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Semana del Estudiante in 1928, the series of events that set of a period of protest and 

mobilization, by disseminating information and encouraging people to attend a variety 

of events, including the coronation of a student queen on 6 February at the Panteón 

Nacional.  At the event, student organizers availed themselves of the large group 

assembled in the plaza before the Panteón and in an incendiary speech Jóvito Villalba 

invoked the spirit of Simón Bolívar, venerated liberator of Venezuela whose remains 

lay in a tomb behind in the Panteón behind him, and condemned the Gomez 

administration’s repressive policies.   

While one participant labeled the events that followed “spontaneous” and 

lacking in political ideology (Fergusson 81), Villella’s speech had two consequences 

pertinent to understanding the movement to extend universal suffrage: the creation of a 

feminine symbol of liberty and the reinvigoration of the “extinct” revolutionary spirit.  

Firstly, in Beatrice I, the event presented a specifically Venezuelan feminine symbol of 

liberty, an image that future mobilizations could rally around or invoke for any number 

of reasons as occurred in other similar situations throughout history.11  As one scholar 

explains, during the course of the Semana del Estudiante, Beatrice I came to represent 

an “ethical, rebellious metaphor for the people’s yearnings for freedom” (Lerner quoted 

in Friedman, Unfinished 57).  By utilizing this feminine symbol, the students 

invigorated popular political consciousness and subtly acknowledged the potential 

incorporation of women’s efforts.  Moreover, this symbolization of women as somehow 

of and above political struggle conditioned how women and men viewed the 

                                                 
11 Struggles for independence have long utilized the feminine image to symbolize their movement or 
goals.  For example, artistic depictions of France’s revolution often center on a female form leading the 
charge, “Lady Liberty,” the feminine gender of the words associated with freedom and liberty in various 
romance languages, etc. 
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participation of women in political mobilizations over the next two decades.  Activists 

of both genders could invoke Beatrice to justify their interpretation of women’s 

participation—either as aloof from the contest, leaving the unpleasant and “dirty” 

aspects of mobilization to men, or as a maternal figure who did not seek to replace men, 

but simply to improve the conditions by which she could fulfill her feminine tasks.  

Moreover, the symbolism of Beatrice illustrates the problem discussed above that arises 

when women embrace gender difference in order to mobilize, only for men to use their 

“feminine” behavior to marginalize them during transitions. 

In addition to creating a feminine symbol of struggle and conditioning how men 

and women viewed the potential role of women in the democratization struggle, 

Villalba’s speech reignited the “revolutionary spirit” of members of the general 

population that Gomez believed extinguished. 12  The coronation ceremony initiated a 

period in which popular groups tested limits and challenged the tolerance of the 

administration.  If the mobilizations that followed are any indication, in early 1928 both 

students and members of the public were primed to mobilize to denounce Gomez.  After 

the administration arrested the initial instigators, members of FEV still at liberty 

published an open letter challenging the administration and declaring their solidarity 

with those in jail, in response to which the administration jailed a further 220 students 

(Martz 19).  Across the nation, citizens mobilized in support of the imprisoned students 

                                                 
12 In the 1930s, even anti-Gomez protests outside the country produced limited results: the approximately 
10,000 Venezuelans living in exile in New York City asked the United States government to investigate 
the constitutionality of the Gomez regime, but nothing came of their demands.  This was in part because 
of the advantageous position that U.S. companies held in the Venezuelan petroleum industry—corruption 
within the companies resulted in rigged prices so that petroleum sold for more in Caracas than in 
Washington, D.C., meaning that legislators would be disinclined to upset a system that benefitted them so 
tremendously (Liss 95). 
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and, unprepared for such widespread public protest and unrest, Gomez released many of 

the students after only 11 days (Levine, Conflict 21).  Although mobilizations that 

followed in subsequent months failed (including an attempted golpe de estado initiated 

by military officers), the Semana del Estudiante served as a turning point in 

Venezuela’s modern political history and introduced new political activists to the 

possibilities (and consequences) of popular mobilization.  Even the era of increased 

governmental repression that followed the failed golpe proved constructive, for both 

those who fled into exile (mostly male leaders) and those who remained in Venezuela 

(including female activists).13 

The more active male leaders fled to other major Latin American cities, 

primarily Mexico City and San José, Costa Rica, where they encountered other exiles 

and international political leaders who contributed to a broader political education.  

While in the early period in exile some men, such as Rómulo Betancourt, demonstrated 

an affinity for communist ideals, most students spent their time abroad interacting with 

more moderate liberals who advocated for democracy.14  During this time living away 

from the censorship and repression of Gomez, exiled leaders were able not only to meet 

like-minded individuals, and make important connections, they also had greater access 

to international media, which improved their understanding of their situation as well as 

that of Venezuela.  The influence Gomez exercised over media reports could not 
                                                 
13 It seems that the most influential members of the student movement fled to Central American 
countries—Mexico and Costa Rica in particular. Although for many years Mexico City hosted leaders of 
the Venezuelan antiauthoritarian movement (and thereby straining relations between the two), changes in 
the structure of the international petroleum industry helped repair the tension and exiles moved to San 
José, Costa Rica (Liss 97-8). 
14 By the time he returned to Venezuela, Betancourt (as well as most of the other leaders who had 
developed a relationship with the party while in exile) had given up his membership in the communist 
party. These leaders were dissatisfied with the degree to which local parties relied on the international 
movement and believed Latin American countries should seek their own solutions (Gil Yepes 41). 



34 
 

 

realistically extend beyond the borders of Venezuela and the diverse issues and ideas 

presented in international newsmedia about conditions in Venezuela, as well as more 

general information about events and conditions in other nations, allowed the exiled 

leaders to develop greater perspective which no doubt enriched the movement that 

developed in the country once López and Medina allowed them to return and mobilize. 

By remaining in Venezuela, the experiences of women necessarily developed 

differently than those of their male counterparts, particularly as the historical position of 

the Venezuelan women’s suffrage movement fell between the traditional bounds of the 

first and second waves of the feminist movement.  Although women benefitted from the 

trails of first wave suffrage movements, such as those in the United States and United 

Kingdom, they did not enjoy the benefits of working simultaneously with women in 

similar situations (essentially, with other Latin American women).  On occasion, the 

leaders of Venezuelan women’s organizations invited leaders from the U.S. suffrage 

movement to speak, provide interviews for publication in the national newspapers, but 

these could not engender the sense of solidarity that support from other Latin American 

movements could provide.15 

While women’s participation remained limited in the period immediately 

following the protests of 1928, some women did take advantage of opportunities that 

arose to maintain pressure on the administration.  As with their male counterparts, the 

women who participated in the earliest stages of popular mobilization hailed primarily 

from educated and economically prosperous families and were unmarried or unattached.  

                                                 
15 Carrie Chapman Catt, prominent figure in the U.S. movement and president of the Pan-American 
Association for the Advancement of Women, which was established following the First World War and 
extension of universal suffrage in the U.S., toured Latin America to “lend organizational skills and 
prestige” to the establishment of women’s organizations during the 1920s (Miller 87). 



35 
 

 

In essence, early activists often came from families could afford to send them to 

university at a time when women accounted for fewer than 40 university students in 

Venezuela and whose members may already be politically conscious or active.16  

Because of the repressive nature of the administration and the nascent nature of the 

movement, it was unrealistic to make gender-specific demands while so many student 

leaders remained in exile but general democratization demands more than sufficed for 

consciousness-raising.  More to the point, however, women activists had yet to develop 

a platform appropriate for making “feminist” demands aimed at improving their social, 

political, or economic situations.  As one leading women’s organization, Agrupación 

Cultural Femenina, explained in a 1938 editorial, Venezuelan women were not averse to 

the idea of suffrage, but merely understood that the feminist movements of the 

nineteenth century were unsuitable to address their situation (cited in Friedman, 

Unfinished 84).  Therefore, in the beginning, it was easier for women participants to 

focus on general democratization goals that did not directly address gender concerns. 

 Despite the nature of demands, women utilized experiences in the remaining 

years of the Gomez administration to their advantage, continuing to mobilize while 

male activists were in exile.  They organized and executed anti-authoritarian actions on 

behalf of and in conjunction with groups in exile throughout the 1930s.  While initially 

women served the opposition primarily by facilitating communication among leaders, 

caring for those in prison and aiding their families, or distributing information, with 

male leaders in exile or jailed they began to organize demonstrations themselves.  In 

particular, while exile groups worked “assiduously” to undermine Gomez from abroad, 
                                                 
16 According to Friedman, the number of women attending university rose from 35 in 1936 to 362 in 
1945, growing to account for about ten percent of the student population (cited in Unfinished 58). 
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the Sociedad Patriotica de Mujeres Venezolanas brought together women activists who 

remained in Venezuela to organize protests against the administration’s brutality and to 

keep pressure on the administration to improve conditions for the populace (Friedman, 

Unfinished 56; Liss 94).  The Gomez administration was either inattentive to the 

prospect of women activists or unwilling to repress the mobilizing actions of women 

and did nothing to acknowledge or respond to women-led actions.  Women exploited 

this stereotypical perception of their actions to their advantage, however, and organized, 

mobilized and developed relevant skills, which benefitted them as they organized 

around more gender-specific demands beginning in the mid-1930s. 

 In addition to gaining specific skills for themselves, the continued activism of 

women during the Gomez administration conditioned the activist community to accept 

the participation of women in the movement.  This consideration remained crucial 

through the transition to democracy; in conjunction with other factors, it was difficult to 

justify denying women the right to vote in light of their ongoing and dedicated 

participation in the fight to defeat authoritarianism.  In various campaigns, including 

those to reform the Código Civil and obtain suffrage campaign, women’s organizations 

used the strength and duration of their action to bolster their claims.  They argued that 

because of the extent of their wartime efforts, their diverse contributions to the 

economy, and their continued antiauthoritarian actions, women deserved political rights.  

In addition to developing a portfolio of action that became useful in later mobilizations, 

the women active during the Gomez administration started to develop regional and 

national networks of support that benefitted future groups and facilitated organizational 

efforts, and without which it would have been difficult to elicit concessions from the 
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governing elites.  With this network available to women organizers, it became easier to 

draw in new supporters, to expand mobilizations geographically and demographically 

and improve the degree and quality of the dissemination of information. New avenues 

developed by which women could spread word about campaigns or civil actions, new 

members could offer new ideas about campaign tactics and actions, and it became easier 

to limit or eliminate duplication of efforts towards a particular goal.  

Popular Mobilizations Under López 

The death of Gomez in December 1935 resulted in dramatic changes for all of 

society and popular organizations in particular.  Most importantly, within three days of 

the publication of the dictator’s death his successor, Eleazar López Contreras, declared 

that political leaders exiled by Gomez were at liberty to return to Venezuela without 

fear of reprisal from the new administration (Pacheco).  In the months that followed, not 

only did the returned student leaders initiate several major protests, but women took it 

upon themselves to organize themselves formally, establishing two of the most 

influential organizations for articulating gender-based demands in the subsequent 

decade—Agrupación Cultural Femenina (ACF) and the Asociación Venezolana de 

Mujeres (AVM).  Together these events ensured that authoritarian leaders could no 

longer silence popular organizations or repress mobilization by mere decree; enough 

people were involved and active to preclude the use of violence to silence dissent 

entirely, particularly because neither successor felt compelled to replicate Gomez’s 

ruthlessness.  However, although neither López nor his successor could quash popular 

protest entirely, they did impose periodic and varying restrictions on groups and actions 

in an effort to mitigate the effects of mobilizations or to acknowledge demands. 
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While 1936 proved crucial in the development of popular organizations, women 

activists made the most of Gomez’s inattention to women’s organizing and formalized 

their association with the Agrupación Cultural Femenina (ACF) in October 1935.17  

Although members did not have time to accomplish much in the month prior to 

Gomez’s death, ACF and organizations like it were among the first to make strategic 

and practical demands for democratization after López assumed control of the 

government.  Within two weeks of the news, a group of women authored and published 

an open letter, the “Mensaje de las Mujeres Venezolanas al General Eleazar López 

Contreras,” outlining demands for improved conditions for women and families 

(Friedman, Unfinished 53).  The issues outlined in this document remained central to 

how women’s organizations articulated their demands in the subsequent decade and 

introduced Venezuelans to the idea of gender-specific demands.  Despite the fact that 

the letter couched concerns in terms of accepted gender-based divisions of labor, the 

notion of women involving themselves in political conversations unsettled certain 

segments of society.  However, when critics attacked the authors of the letter as 

discouraging matrimony, the women established AVM, another important force in the 

suffrage movement that stressed a more “wholly maternalistic” platform (Fergusson 

309; Friedman Unfinished).  In concert, ACF and AVM provided diverse opportunities 

for women to become involved in the liberalized authoritarian regimes of both López 

and Medina and work towards practical or strategic gender interests as they felt 

comfortable. 

                                                 
17 One of the foremost women in the foundation of ACF, Cecelia Nuñez Sucre, was also a member of the 
Generación 1928 and helped to establish (and re-establish) the various incarnations of Acción 
Democrática. 
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In addition to founding of ACF and AVM, some women utilized the unrest 

following Gomez’s death to exercise some of the leadership skills they acquired during 

the preceding years.  Around the nation, celebrations erupted with the news of Gomez’s 

death that, under local governments favorable to Gomez-style repression, threatened to 

devolve into violence.  In Ciudad Bolívar, despite a prohibition on delivering speeches 

imposed by the local governor, three young women took it upon themselves to speak 

before a rally, successfully refocusing popular energy into constructive avenues of 

protest—speeches and a peaceful march to the Plaza Bolívar, which the authorities 

tolerated—and  diverted government repression (Fergusson 303-4).  This trend of 

comparative governmental tolerance continued in the months that followed; neither 

López nor regional authorities felt compelled to employ the extreme tactics common 

under Gomez’s regime and consequently people proved more willing to participate and 

to confront the administration. 

The first major opportunity to confront the new administration on its practices 

and rather than simply state demands for improved conditions as outlined by the 

“Mensaje,” arrived in the first weeks of 1936 when López suspended several 

constitutional guarantees ostensibly in order to maintain public order and prevent 

widespread chaos.  When student leaders presented a denunciation of his action to 

national news media, the mayor of Caracas declared censorship rather than allow it to 

be published.  This censorship did not have the desired outcome however, as opposition 

groups had already organized a protest in Caracas for that day and pertinent information 

about the event (though not necessarily López’s censorship) circulated in spite of 

official reaction.  The relative success of the protests that occurred illustrated both 
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tactical weaknesses of the administration (as well as its disinclination towards 

repression) and emboldened protestors, who organized further mobilizations based on 

the success of the February action.  In fact, this February protest proved one of the most 

successful during the López regime: he was uncertain how far he might go to repress 

mobilization, and those willing hoped for and achieved greater gains from their efforts 

than they ever hoped for under Gomez. 

On the morning of February 6, a crowd gathered in the Plaza Bolívar in Caracas 

to denounce López’s treatment of the constitution and ramp up pressure on the 

administration to democratize.  Perhaps because of the tolerance of popular 

mobilization that the administration demonstrated in the weeks between Gomez’s death 

and the February protest, the crowd reached nearly 25,000 before the administration 

reacted (Martz 24).  Troops appeared on the balconies of the Casa Amarilla, a 

government building fronting the Plaza Bolívar, and fired into the crowd, killing 8 and 

wounding 200 of those assembled; rather than dissipate the organizers led a march to 

the presidential palace of Miraflores, several blocks away, to confront López (Martz 

24).  To the surprise of many and invigorating the protest organizers with a taste of 

success, López acquiesced to several of the opposition’s immediate demands, lifting 

censorship and deposing the administrator responsible for the shooting (the governor of 

the Distrito Federal), who was promptly arrested for murder (Martz 24).  Additionally, 

in the weeks that followed, López went so far as to propose “mildly populist” measures 

to demonstrate his commitment to acknowledging the demands of the popular 

organizations and improving basic living conditions for the segments of the populace 

(Ewell 146). 
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While López did not follow through on many of the proposed measures, his 

statement demonstrated a tolerance of alternative viewpoints unknown during the reign 

of his predecessor.  Additionally, despite his later repression, the nationalistic and 

reformist tendencies he exhibited throughout his administration (particularly with 

respect to foreign oil companies in the late 1930s) stemmed from the new activism of 

the populace; although he would not allow the appearance that the opposition 

influenced his decisions, he could see the utility of appropriating some of their ideas for 

international image.  Despite his policies, López recognized the growing influence of 

popular organizations because of their ability to get people from across the country and 

from across the economic or social spectrum to mobilize.  Moreover, as mentioned, 

López’s tolerance of popular movements meant that, even though he began to crack 

down on overt organizing in the middle of 1937, simple presidential decrees no longer 

sufficed to eliminate political parties or popular organizations—they merely went 

underground where they continued to grow and spread (Levine, Conflict 26). 

Moreover, the events of early 1936 created new networks of communication that 

popular groups utilized to organize subsequent campaigns to pressure the administration 

for reform.  The change in administration led to a relaxation in the enforcement of some 

of Gomez’s more repressive policies, particularly in the first few months of 1936.  

These shifts made room for a resurgence in popular organization, which incorporated 

new participation and allowed for new organizational techniques that benefitted the 

movement even after López began to restrain popular mobilizations.  The myriad 

protests that followed Gomez’s death brought together like-minded people who were 

willing (at least for a time) to participate in anti-authoritarian actions.  The community 
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of activists expanded, making connections between and among informal groups and 

formal organizations.  Additionally, the liberalization of media policy—what 

newspapers could print, what radio broadcasters could announce—facilitated the growth 

of popular protest organizations, who could more easily convey their message by way 

of various publications. 18  Gomez prohibited the publication of any oppositional 

information and the administration had shaped and approved stories; any liberalization 

under López would enhance communication among protest groups as information could 

better circulate and bring like-minded individuals together.19 

 Benefitting from liberalized policies enforcement, the student organizers and 

anti-Gomez elites who returned from exile formed an array of political groups and labor 

unions, utilizing the recently liberated presses to facilitate mobilization.  In 1936, 

various groups—both those comprised of men and women and those catering solely to 

women—organized campaigns to reform the Labor Law, modify the Constitution, and 

press for improvements to conditions addressed in the Civil Code.  On paper, many of 

the reforms that López approved supported arguments in favor of his tolerance for 

liberalization.  Particularly with respect to women, who had entered into both the formal 

and informal economic sectors in unprecedented numbers in the previous decade, 

advocates for reform managed to get one of the most progressive and comprehensive 

                                                 
18 During his time in office, Gomez maintained strict control over what news outlets could discuss.  He 
was primarily concerned with the international dimension of news—Venezuela’s depiction abroad as well 
as the coverage of international news in Venezuelan publications. Ewell argues that he surpassed his 
predecessors with a “campaign to control news of Venezuela abroad” (128).  He controlled news written 
within Venezuela about domestic and international events, but struggled to control articles written by 
agencies outside the country about Venezuelan news (i.e. Associated Press, Reuters) (Ewell 129).  
19 These liberalized media policies proved particularly beneficial for women’s organizations as it could 
bring general information, as well as specifics on organizing or mobilizing, to a wide variety of women 
who might not otherwise have had occasion to meet or participate.  The manner in which ACF and AVM 
utilized newsmedia and publications is discussed below. 
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Labor Laws in Latin America, taking into consideration the complex roles which 

working women performed within and outside of the home, however, in reality the 

government rarely enforced these liberal provisions and conditions did not improve 

much (Friedman, Unfinished 59).  The mobilizations organized around this reform drew 

together diverse groups of people and, particularly as it addressed working and 

economic conditions of women, became recognized later as the earliest stages of a 

movement for universal suffrage (Gil Yepes 42).  The success of these mobilizations in 

getting a government response, even if change remained limited in reality, heartened 

organizers, who continued to organize strikes and protests and articulate widespread 

demands for reform. 

 Two additional actions of 1936 proved crucial in determining the direction in 

which popular organizations made subsequent demands, as well as how the universal 

suffrage movement evolved throughout the administrations of López and Medina.  

Successful protests in February heartened popular organizations who planned another 

action for June the same year.  They did not appreciate the somewhat accidental nature 

of the previous success—López made concessions as much from his own inexperience 

with confronting popular mobilizations as from the effectiveness of the mobilizations 

themselves.  While organizers intended for the strike to last only 24 hours, the 

widespread public enthusiasm for the action persuaded them to deviate from the plan, 

believing momentum would carry forward their efforts.  The dissipation of general 

enthusiasm served to demonstrate the limits to which the public would support 

oppositional movements and eventually led him to utilize repression when 

mobilizations outlasted their broad-based support.   
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The general strike led López to react with increased repression and ultimately 

resulted in the passage of the “Ley Lara,” which sought to “defend public order,” but 

primarily restricted popular organizations and legal means of protest or mobilization.  It 

defined parameters for permissible public gatherings, what expression was protected 

under the Constitution and which generally necessitated obtaining written permission 

from local authorities twenty-four hours prior to any gathering of even limited size (“La 

Ley Lara”).  Violating the provisions of the law carried penalties ranging from fines of 

1,000 bolivares to three years in prison (“La Ley Lara”).  The failure of the general 

strike led, in turn, to another formative failure: opposition groups could not block the 

passage of the Ley Lara in Congress.  While the administration managed to stifle the 

efforts of opposition groups repeatedly in the later part of 1936 and through the 

remainder of López’s term, the concessions gained in the early protests encouraged 

them to persist in their fight.   

Women in particular continued to demand improvements in their interest to the 

Labor Law and the Civil Code, and these campaigns fostered a mentality conducive to 

making “feminist” demands among some women who previously might have loathed 

employing such a term or advocating policies that qualified as such.  Though 

organizations advocating for enhanced political rights for women remained small, the 

number of women concerned with improving conditions within the “private” sphere in 

which they accepted membership and responsibility grew steadily.  Although the core 

activists remained young, educated, unattached women, they began to draw supporters 

from “feminine” professions, with significant support from the Federación Venezolana 

de Maestros and unions that represented primarily female workers (Friedman, 
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Unfinished 72). Although ACF remained the most prominent throughout the movement, 

the FVM frequently participated in actions and the participation of middle-class 

professionals, such as these teachers, helped sharpen the distinction between ACF and 

other women’s groups.20 

 Throughout this period of flux, women’s participation illustrated an apparent 

commitment to maintaining “gender difference,” even as some sought greater political 

rights or recognition.  Women employed popular perceptions of “appropriate” feminine 

behavior to enter into the male-dominated public sphere.  In the weeks immediately 

following Gomez’s death, women took it upon themselves to ensure a degree of public 

order and prevent violence: members of women’s cultural groups “forgot” the 

“traditional limitations” which Latin American society imposed on their participation in 

the public sphere and “put on badges, marched through the streets, and by their very 

presence helped to maintain the peace” (61).  However, while their actions transcended 

“traditional limitations” on their behavior, they utilized the stereotypical image of 

women as protectors of the family and social order.   Their association with the 

“private” sphere and as citizens not sullied by the unpleasant aspects of politics allowed 

them to participate in mobilizations and to discourage violent government reaction.  

Men engaged in similar public displays may have faced or even instigated government 

repression because of their perceived inherent political nature.  Nevertheless, the actions 

introduced new women to popular (and politically-oriented) action, which ultimately 

augmented the movement. 

                                                 
20 In contrast to ACF, which drew part of its membership from elite women who worked outside the 
home in professional occupations, AVM was consisted more of elite women who did not work outside 
the home.  This influenced the focus of the organizations because of the differences in worldview and 
opinion of members that stemmed from their personal experiences.  
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Social Upheaval: Urbanization and the Petroleum Industry 

 The massive social and economic changes that began under Gomez served as 

another major determinant of the nature and direction of popular mobilizations during 

the López administration.  The explosion of the petroleum industry during the late 

1920s and 1930s meant near total reorganization of Venezuelan society—economically 

and socially—as well as redefining its role in the global system.  Factors such as rural to 

urban migration, the entrance of women into both the formal and informal economies, 

the impact of this on conditions in the “private” sphere, and changing trade relationships 

affected the political consciousness of the populace and had dramatic impact on 

articulation of demands in subsequent decades.  While it is difficult to disassociate any 

one factor from the others to determine its explicit impact, it is important to appreciate 

how they compounded one another to create a new societal and political order.   

In particular, the massive rural to urban migration placed unprecedented strain 

on urban networks and resources and was a product of shifting economic focus.  In 

previous decades, because of Venezuela’s limited participation in the global economy, 

the domestic agricultural production could satisfy the needs of the populace.  However, 

the discovery of massive petroleum reserves brought the nation into the globalizing 

marketplace and, interested in maximizing the benefits of its position, the economy 

shifted away from agricultural production to petroleum extraction and refinement.  

While many people relocated to oil towns to find work, others migrated to metropolitan 

areas in search of work because of the loss of their rural jobs.  As with any city coping 

with a substantial population surge, the services in Caracas and elsewhere could not 

meet demand and available jobs in the formal sector proved insufficient to support 
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individuals or families.  These pressures and frustrations fostered greater resentment for 

the government and ultimately translated into a willingness (as well as geographical 

ability) for people to organize and mobilize in greater numbers. 

Two additional pertinent consequences of this petroleum-induced urbanization 

include the sporadic ability of workers to unionize and the entrance of women into the 

formal and informal labor sectors.  Long acknowledged for their ability to bring 

together like-minded individuals and get them to mobilize, unionization did not have as 

significant an impact on Venezuelan popular mobilization for democratization as in 

other countries around the world or in Latin America.  Because successive 

administrations demonstrated hostility and sporadically outlawed unions, it proved 

difficult for them to develop membership rolls; in fact, during this period it was often 

easier to affiliate with a political party than with some kind of union.  Close proximity 

in housing and working conditions proved conducive to developing a political 

consciousness, however, even if organizations could not routinely formalize their 

activities because of the threat of governmental repression.  In particular, because of 

gender stereotypes, women in particular had greater latitude in meeting (and organizing) 

out in the open with new neighbors or co-workers, which allowed them to develop 

networks useful for mobilization even during the Gomez period. 

A major factor in developing a gender consciousness among women and 

recognizing the need for reform to ensure legal equality was because large numbers of 

women had to begin working outside the home to support their families.  The necessity 

of women’s entry into the public and economic spheres had dramatic consequences, 

both on the gendered structure of social interactions and on how women interacted with 
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one another and, ultimately, mobilized together.  Because of the economic chaos of 

early twentieth century urbanization, work opportunities for men in cities often proved 

insufficient for them to provide for their families; some chose to abandon their 

responsibilities rather than endure the situation but in the families in which they 

remained women often had to participate economically to make up the difference.  Both 

the need to augment men’s labor, as well as dealing with the absence of a male 

breadwinner meant that women had to breach the traditional gendered boundaries of the 

public and private spheres and find work.  Prior to this point, gender stereotypes 

dictated that the responsibilities and rightful place of women lay in the home, caring for 

and educating children, and maintaining all aspects of the household.  In urban settings 

during this period, women often took in washing or other piecemeal, home-based 

activities to supplement other income streams.  Eventually, however, women had to 

venture outside the home to find work, either cleaning the homes of others, working as 

teachers, laboring in factories or elsewhere in the formal and informal labor sectors.  

The attack to traditional boundaries began the process of constructing new gender 

norms in which women could participate in the public sector in a variety of ways. 

While foremost the new economic activity of women fostered alternative ideas 

about gender relations, entering into public sector activities routinely brought women 

into different kinds of contact with one another.  Prior to the twentieth century, across 

Latin America, as well as in Venezuela, women often only came into contact with one 

another at Church functions or meetings, which generally precluded the kinds of 

relationships conducive to developing a collective consciousness or recognizing the 

gender-based inequality with which they all struggled.  The close working proximity of 
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factories brought women into more frequent contact with women who might hail from 

different communities or offer different perspectives on common ideas.  Even the 

informal activities—selling food on the street, washing clothes for others, providing 

domestic cleaning services, going to the market etc.—fostered more frequent contact 

between women of diverse backgrounds.  As several scholars have noted, because of 

preconceived notions about the non-political nature of women as well as the types of 

projects women’s groups spearheaded at first, throughout the López administration 

women who organized did not face the same sporadic repression that men’s groups 

endured.  This meant that during this period, both politically oriented groups, such as 

ACF, and ostensibly more apolitical groups such as AVM continued to grow, while the 

administration silenced political parties, labor unions, and other democratizing groups. 
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Chapter Three: Women’s Mobilization for Rights and Suffrage 

Growth Efforts of Women’s Organizations 

During this period, women’s groups established a variety of projects; some 

illustrated their demands for improved conditions for women and children, others 

brought women together to harness their economic strength, some provided women 

with basic educational opportunities and others simply brought women into contact with 

one another.  Demonstrating a concern for maternal health, as well as the generally 

deplorable health and sanitation conditions in poor sections of Caracas, the AVM 

established the Casa María Teresa Toro, a maternity hospital (Fergusson).  This project, 

despite the fact that it illustrated a disconnect between upper and working class 

perspectives about pressing concerns, was a first step in the organization’s effort to 

address concerns laid out in the Mensaje sent to López in early 1936.  In particular, 

because of the poor sanitation, lack of knowledge about the effects of venereal diseases, 

and limited understanding of basic child health concerns, the rates of infant mortality 

and children born with venereal diseases concerned the organizers of the Casa María 

Teresa Toro and demonstrated a basic practical gender interest early groups sought to 

address (Fergusson).  While no raw data remains as to the effectiveness of the maternity 

hospital, the project itself brought a variety of women together to organize for basic 

improvements in living conditions, which in turn lead to concern for more advanced 

political or civil rights. 

At the same time that certain groups focused on “maternal” concerns, ACF 

developed projects to address issues brought up by the increasing economic activity of 

women, as well as those that fell outside traditionally accepted bounds of women’s 
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activity—namely, education.  In later years a variety of groups (political parties 

foremost among them) worked to harness the mobilization potential of women and men 

in unionized professions, but during the López administration the sporadic repression of 

popular organizations (and the constant repression of unions) meant that labor unions 

could not develop the same organizational effectiveness as political parties.  Rather, 

political parties developed alternative methods of courting members of the working 

class who did not or could not affiliate with a union.  This practice stemmed from the 

work of ACF, who endeavored to organize economically active women through various 

avenues from an early date.  Immediately after organizing, ACF set up a variety of 

programs to help women workers, including the Casa de la Obrera, and several 

educational projects. 

In principle, these opportunities disseminated information and attention 

necessary to ensure that women could execute their gender-based economic and familial 

roles successfully.  As Friedman explains, the Casa de la Obrera “sponsored skills 

training, a job placement center, and a clinic,” and promoted women’s unions, and 

because of the prevalence of educators in ACF the group demonstrated a commitment 

to providing women with access to education (Unfinished 66).  To reach its educational 

goals, ACF also established a series of night schools, but the government quickly 

objected to some of the more radical opinions (such as the need for family planning, 

which critics decried as promoted “free love”) presented in these classrooms and 

terminated the program (Friedman, Unfinished 66).  However, while the administration 

objected to the content of ACF’s lessons, it saw the utility of the project and the 
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Ministry of Education soon incorporated the idea of adult education into its brief and 

reopened the facilities (Friedman, Unfinished 66). 

While they varied in technique or efforts, as the movement developed, many 

groups utilized forms of newsmedia to spread their message.  From 1938 until 1945, 

ACF published a weekly page in the national newspaper, Ahora, seeking to educate and 

inform on myriad issues facing the Venezuelan woman.  The “Cultura de la Mujer” 

reached as many as 10,000 households on its weekly circulation and presented the 

organization’s platform to potential supporters and defend its positions to critics 

(Friedman, Unfinished 67).  Although ACF did submit pieces that explicitly addressed 

the need for women to win the right to vote, for the most part articles detailed the more 

general concerns that women faced, or more general social or cultural items.  

Occasionally the pages contained interviews with famous Venezuelans, or women 

activists from abroad and, early on, pieces constructed a framework for arguments on 

improving the legal status of women.  Articles also provided information about the 

activities of ACF, and reported on the preparatory conference in 1940.  As the 

movement evolved, articles shifted towards presenting ACF’s interpretation of 

“feminist” activity, informing the public of the suffrage movement and maintaining 

pressure on the government and male elites.21  In various editorials, the organization 

insisted that they did not seek to end gender difference, as many who feared the tactics 

of first wave suffragists believed they did, and rejected claims that Venezuelan women 

were indifferent to suffrage but, rather, recognized that the tactics utilized in the 

                                                 
21 For example, on 5 June 1940, the Cultura de la Mujer included pieces on “La Asociación Cultural 
Femenina debe ser una organización nacional,” “Cine Criollo,” “Que leer?,” “La mujer de la Provincia 
responde a la llamada de la A.C.S.F.,” “¿A dónde va la mujer?,” and “Trabajo de Menores.” 
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feminist movements of the nineteenth century were ill-suited for the Venezuelan case 

(Friedman, Unfinished 84).  Moreover, the newspaper pieces of both ACF and AVM 

attempted to illuminate the legal disadvantages that faced Venezuelan women, 

particularly publicizing the problem of limited legal rights of married women that 

eventually contributed, to a limited degree, to reforms that granted women control over 

property they held before marriage, as well as control over their children (Friedman, 

Unfinished 81).  Many women, even leaders in the more progressive organizations, 

argued that attaining and safeguarding these basic civil rights should take precedence 

over political rights.  Without some protections over their bodies or property, even the 

most determined, self-described feminists realized that civil inequality would preclude 

enforcing or constructing a gender-equal political system or society. 

Although debates about focus arose within organizations because of member 

diversity throughout organizational efforts, ACF demonstrated a singular commitment 

to political pluralism, seeking to incorporate women from across the political spectrum 

into their efforts in some fashion.  Because the movement was limited in its earliest 

stages, it is not unreasonable that those overwhelmingly devoted to reform would 

attempt to enlist as many potential supporters from as diverse an array of backgrounds 

as possible.  In the Venezuelan case, however, political parties and other organizations 

concerned with political reform initially abstained from mobilizing members of the 

working classes; the strength of the international communist movement at the time 

made the predominantly middle and upper-class leadership of political groups 

apprehensive as to what effect workers might have on the goals or demands of these 

more moderately minded organizations.  Just as the leadership of the political 
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opposition feared the potential electoral tendencies of women, they also feared those of 

the “radical” working class.  Because this political leadership feared the tendencies of 

both women and the working class, ACF recognized early on the commonalities in their 

struggles.  From its inception, however, ACF tried to bridge the class gap, encouraging 

women to recognize that the root of many of their problems lay not in an unjust class 

system, but rather in legally inscribed gender inequality.  Evidently, this argument paid 

off as the cross-class efforts drew new activists to the cause of democratization and 

gender equality, raised the consciousness of others, and the more progressive political 

parties eventually began to work to incorporate a greater diversity economic 

backgrounds into their democratization efforts as well.22 

While the diversity of the communities that ACF attempted to organize inspired 

political parties, the group’s ability and desire to reach out to women of such diverse 

perspectives in fact sprang from the various political and civil associations of the 

group’s members.  The women most active in gender-based political action groups also 

held membership in the various political parties that emerged, grew, and reconstituted 

themselves throughout this period.  One of the founders of ACF worked to help 

organize (and reorganize) the Organización Revolucionaria Venezolana Electoral 

(ORVE), the political group that became AD.  Other active members worked with 

communist groups, or those that formed the primary opposition group of AD following 

the transition.  Regardless of their personal political affiliation, the association afforded 

women access to a variety of leadership styles as well as a variety of contacts and 

                                                 
22 These efforts had long-lasting effects; unlike other nations with communist traditions, the political 
parties that emerged from both transitions to democracy did not organize along traditional class lines.  
Considerations outside economic status or finances brought people together in political coalitions, a trend 
that continued well into the late twentieth century. 
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communities.  Women’s groups could work with diverse communities because their 

membership included people with ties to these communities.  Moreover, because of 

their dual associations, women could work on behalf of both of their organizations 

when contacting or mobilizing people.  When ORVE sought to organize the working 

classes, women party members focused on bringing women workers into both the party 

and into their women’s organization.   

This duality in membership and continued activism on both fronts resulted in a 

women’s community of action; at least in the beginning, networking among women 

facilitated action and communication among a variety of parties.  The centrality of 

women to mobilizing and organizing two separate activist communities supports the 

claim of recent scholars that, despite the lack of recognizable titles, women served as 

leaders and were essential to the fight for democratization and creating a concentrated 

suffrage movement.  Precisely because they understood that gender-based limitations 

spread across class, active women demonstrated a consistent willingness to work with a 

variety of people towards similar goals, either generally for democratization, or more 

specifically to secure equality for women under these new democratic conditions. 

Expansion of Women’s Organizations: López to Medina 

 Even as women took advantage of the consequences of social upheaval to 

increase their numbers, get their message to a more diverse population, and take action 

to improve conditions for themselves, other political organizations—those who did not 

make any effort to incorporate gender into their discussions of goals—continued to 

grow for many of the same reasons.  As mentioned, López initially tolerated the open 

assembly of political organizations and even when he outlawed them, his repression 
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tactics did not reach the severity of his predecessor.  Many political activists could 

remain in Venezuela during his term (although others chose to travel abroad) and the 

Universidad Central remained open, encouraging or allowing activities that served to 

raise the consciousness of a new generation of student activists.  Although popular 

action remained limited, the manner in which power transitioned to his successor 

demonstrated further movement towards democratization.  The initial actions of the new 

president, Medina, further heartened democratization advocates and popular 

organizations; rather than demonstrate total acquiescence to the interests of the ruling 

elite, many of Medina’s actions angered the military and ultimately the latter developed 

an alliance with political opposition led by AD to remove Medina from office. 

 Not withstanding the orderly nature of the transition in presidential power, the 

climate in which Medina assumed office was rife with turmoil, both domestic and 

international and these conditions all contributed to the eventual extension of universal 

suffrage and democratization.  Foremost, observers note that while the effort to improve 

the legal status and gain rights for Venezuelan women began much earlier, it was not 

until 1941 that these myriad efforts began to coalesce into nascent stages of a suffrage 

movement, developing more specific, gender-based demands.  Only in 1943 did 

women’s organizations develop a consensus as to the necessity of making expressly 

political demands, including the right of women to vote.  This shift in organizational 

strategy of women’s organizations arose from the growing understanding within and 

among these groups of the need to make their specific demands heard and to organize 

expressly on their own behalf in part because of the increasing marginalization of 

women within political party leadership.  By this point, conditions under the two 
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previous administrations allowed women to address and counter concerns from within 

the potential pool of activist women and consequently expand their organizational base.  

Moreover, the time allowed them to set and achieve goals for eliciting government 

reform that did not expressly challenge gender roles, but rather upheld gender 

difference.  Upon setting and reaching these more socially neutral goals, women 

activists began to articulate goals that attacked the gender inequality of political rights 

more explicitly. 

 Throughout Medina’s administration, popular organizations increased pressure 

and articulated more explicit demands for democratization.  Among women’s 

organizations, the transition from demands that upheld gender difference to those that 

questioned it occurred by way of a campaign to reform the Venezuelan Código Civil.  

For many women’s groups in 1939 and 1940, demands for this reform centered on 

enforcing provisions of the Labor Law that addressed women (namely those that 

ensured the rights of women and women workers)  (Friedman, Unfinished 77).  This 

campaign, as with that to reform the Labor Law, highlighted the necessity of improving 

the status of women so as to allow them to better care for their children and fulfill their 

socially acceptable, maternal roles.  Though ostensibly making similar demands, 

because of the evolution of both political and apolitical women’s organizations through 

the course of the López administration, the intention of demands contained a more 

political note.   Although on paper they appeared similar and retained the focus on 

maternal responsibilities, the concerns of many of those making the demands had 

shifted.  In addition to moving towards more explicitly feminist style demands, this 

movement also demonstrated a degree of organizational sophistication that contributed 
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to executing the suffrage movement itself, beginning in 1943.  In moving towards that 

eventuality, a variety of women’s groups began organizing a preparatory conference to 

discuss the need for reform to the Código Civil in 1938, at which they also addressed 

the direction in which such a campaign should focus its attention and efforts.23   

The preparatory conference achieved the intention of organizers to unify 

women’s organizations towards common goal, and they articulated their unified 

sentiments in a critique of the changes to legal and political rights that the government 

had proposed.   The meeting brought together sixty-nine women’s groups, including 

culture groups, women’s rights organizations, neighborhood associations, teachers 

unions, student groups, charities, and women’s unions (Friedman, Unfinished 75).  The 

conference experience deepened networks of communication and cooperation, allowed 

these diverse organizations to understand one another better, developed a consensus on 

the future direction of the movement, and once the campaign for the Civil Code 

concluded, these women worked together more closely to achieve new goals.  To work 

towards the stated goal of reforming the Civil Code, participants organized the 

Movimiento Pro-Reforma del Código Civil, which included members of several major 

organizations (namely ACF, AVM, Ateneo, and the Interamerican Cultural 

Association); to summarize the conference they produced a detailed critique of the 

shortcomings of the reforms proposed by the government (Friedman, Unfinished 81).  

Following the concerns of the summary document, efforts continued perforce in the 

period between the conclusion of the conference in 1940 and the final passage of 

reforms in 1942.  Women lobbied legislators, as well as members of the Codification 
                                                 
23 The full title of the meeting was the Preparatory Conference of the First Venezuelan Congress of 
Women.  See Friedman’s Unfinished Transitions for further information. 
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Commission; they pressured presidential candidates of the 1941 campaign to declare 

their support for women’s rights (although there was little thought that Medina would 

not secure the post); and they continued to publish editorials raising awareness and 

pressuring those involved in the process (Friedman, Unfinished 81-2). 

The efforts of these women’s groups to reform the Código Civil concluded in 

1942 when the government passed a limited number of the proposed reforms.  The 

changes, however, proved a “limited victory” for women, falling far short of the 

expectations of the more overtly political organizations (Friedman, Unfinished 82).  As 

Friedman details, although the reform once again ignored the legal status of illegitimate 

children, the parental rights of mothers and the access of women to legal recourse in 

marriage or divorce (such as obtaining child support), the new Código Civil granted 

married women control of their own property (excluding profits or products), and, if 

women could prove a common-law marriage, then they could share custody of their 

children and communal property (Unfinished 83).  To some activists, the demands made 

for this reform demonstrated a degree of restraint: in many ways, they illustrated what 

women activists saw as elemental to improving the lives of women, to giving them a 

realistic degree of legal protections and recourse in order to protect themselves and their 

children.  In spite of this, however, those who passed the reforms proved unwilling to 

make all the proposed changes.  From their perspective, the demands presented by these 

women’s organizations still demonstrated significant changes from the status quo, to 

which they perhaps felt society was not quite ready to adapt.  Although from the outset 

Medina seemed more willing than his predecessor to entertain reformist ideas neither 

internal nor external pressures had yet reached a threshold that pressed him to enact 
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modernizing reforms; no popular organization or coalition posed a threat of total 

domestic destabilization. 

Despite the limitations, the outcome of Civil Code reform did work to unify and 

invigorate various women’s organizations, bringing the realization that a more 

concerted and explicit effort would be necessary to elevate the status and quality of 

political rights for Venezuelan women.  Even for those activists disinterested with 

political rights and who sought little more than the reforms laid out for the Código Civil 

(which went unaddressed), understood that simply asking for the improvements they 

wanted, and nothing more, would produce underwhelming results.  Because the 

administration and ruling elites had no intention of granting all the demands that 

women’s organizations made, it was easier for the politically-minded women’s activists 

to persuade those concerned only with civil reform to make bigger demands.  If those in 

charge refused to grant women control of the property they held prior to marriage—

despite the fact that women saw this demand as both reasonable and essential for 

securing legal protection—then perhaps they would acquiesce when such “outlandish” 

demands stood next to the even more revolutionary prospect of women’s suffrage.  This 

conclusion brought women’s groups together to pool their organizational and 

mobilization resources and present a more unified front to the administration, ruling 

elites, and the other popular organizations (namely political parties) active in society 

during this period that did not directly address gender-based concerns. 

In addition to recognizing the need to focus explicitly on demands for political 

rights, the campaign to reform the Código Civil, as well as the nature of civil and 

political society under the Medina administration, demonstrated to these organizations 
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the utility of maintaining intense pressure on the government.  Because Medina did not 

repress popular organizations as had his predecessors, a variety of groups (political 

parties, labor unions, etc.) organized legally and made demands of the administration.  

To that end, upon the passage of the reforms, activist women’s groups organized the 

Comité ProSufragio to maintain pressure on political elites and to organize actions 

focused on obtaining the right to vote for women.  The group held a national meeting in 

Caracas on International Women’s Day, March 8, 1944, an event that brought together a 

diverse array of women and kept the issue present in the consciousness of elites and the 

public.  Two months later, to coincide with the constitutional reform effort initiated by 

Medina, the committee presented Congress with a pro-suffrage petition that it had 

circulated throughout the country in the preceding months and which contained over 

14,000 signatures (Friedman, Unfinished 86).  Although by this point political elites 

both in and outside the government recognized the eventuality of incorporating women 

into political life, Congress did little more than acknowledge and discuss the concerns 

presented by the petition. 

Despite the limited appreciable repercussions of the petition for suffrage, the 

increasingly focused suffrage movement continued to organize public demonstrations to 

convey their concerns.  To that end, they utilized the selection of a female icon for the 

World Series of Amateur Baseball as a “model” for potential women’s suffrage.  As 

Friedman describes, the furor over this mock election spread throughout the country, 

amongst the urban and rural, the poor and the upper-class. This publicity stunt was the 

first opportunity in decades in which the government did not feel it necessary to 

interfere or delegitimize the results of an election—it posed no direct threat to the 
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validity of the administration and Medina’s aversion to repression encouraged various 

oppositional groups to use the experience to their advantage.  Because democratic 

expression had been repressed for so long in Venezuela, this “election” presented an 

unprecedented opportunity for many segments of the population, not just women, to 

vote.  Rather than expand political rights, the constitutional reform sponsored by López 

in 1936 had further limited voting rights, amending the qualified electorate to include 

only literate males over twenty-one.  The nature of this campaign, however, in which 

people posted pictures of their preferred candidate on cars, in windows, and turned up to 

hear them speak, invigorated previously disenfranchised Venezuelans.  According to 

Friedman, nearly 23,000 people cast ballots for their preferred candidate, many of them 

women (Unfinished 87).  Following on the excitement and success of this “election,” 

the suffrage movement maintained its pressure on the administration for some level of 

electoral reform, which came in the form of allowing women municipal suffrage (on the 

same conditions as men) in 1945.  This mock election demonstrated how women could 

exercise discretion and make electoral selections independent of undue external 

pressure (from the Church, their husbands, or other forces) and bolstered the case of 

suffrage organizations.  It served as a crucial benchmark in the final stages of the 

suffrage movement and within two years, the efforts of suffrage advocates resulted in 

the expansion of the electorate to include all Venezuelans over the age of eighteen, 

regardless of gender or literacy. 

Popular Organizations in the Transition from López to Medina 

 Another important factor in the expansion of women’s organizations was the 

concurrent growth of other popular organizations under Medina.  Unlike López, he did 
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not grow repressive as popular organizations grew larger and stronger, and allowed 

political parties and even unions to organize legally.  The expansion of these popular 

organizations had mixed results on the organizing efforts of women.  In one hand, they 

presented women with other means of working towards democratization (particularly 

for those who may have shunned political affiliation while such groups remained 

banned).  At the same time, the increased possibility of male political mobilization 

exacerbated some of the unaddressed expectations for gendered political involvement in 

a democratic system.  Women organized openly while men’s activities remained 

clandestine, and because the groups operated within separate dimensions of the public 

sphere, the implications of women’s political activity need not be confronted.  As often 

occurs in transitions to democracy, and which the increase in party activity presaged, 

men prove unwilling to reorganize gendered social conditions to account for women’s 

new gender consciousness or to incorporate them into meaningful positions in party or 

governmental organization.  Men wanted to maintain control of the system following 

the transition to democracy. 

 However, in spite of the challenges women faced with the entrenched gender 

conceptions of party elites, one should not discount the utility or degree of action by 

women within the sphere of party politics.  Just as they had during other phases of 

mobilization during this period, women activists utilized the resources (and 

organizations) available to them to develop connections and improve the efficacy of 

their political activities.  Although party politics developed unparalleled control over the 

democratic system later in the century, at this early stage parties did not possess 

organizational authority sufficient to dissuade people from retaining affiliations to other 
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political organizations.  In the early 1940s, the joint efforts of diverse women activists 

to achieve common goals of improved political or legal conditions for women were “not 

impeded” by their individual political affiliations (Friedman, Unfinished 73).  Because 

they understood to a great degree that their mobilization transcended party politics or 

class divisions, they could still work together effectively towards gaining universal 

suffrage. 

 In spite of the fact that party politics eventually managed to marginalize the 

political efforts of women, larger global conceptions of democracy meant that they did 

not entirely discount the usefulness of the participation of women.  Various internal and 

external conditions, including the ongoing Second World War, persuaded many 

political elites that any eventual democratic system must grant political rights to women 

(on paper at the very least).  The nature of the war as anti-fascist and the close 

relationship between the United States and Venezuela meant that the conception of the 

former as to the conditions of “democracy,” which included certain political privileges 

for women as well as the right to vote, influenced the latter.  As such, in order to 

capture the support from the massive future constituency of women, most parties 

established “women’s bureaus” or wings of the party to demonstrate a degree of 

concern for women’s interests.  No matter how seriously party elites took the potential 

contributions or efforts of these segregated segments of their membership, women 

utilized these conditions to their advantage.  For example, the first program of ORVE’s 

women’s bureau adapted many of the demands outlined by ACF (to which many of 

ORVE’s female members belonged) although as in other instances they maintained a 

focus in language on maternal roles (Friedman, Unfinished 72).  Party elites often 
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marginalized the success of the programs or projects women’s bureaus undertook, 

however, and remained convinced that the political utility of women remained in their 

potential electoral support. Whichever organization could secure the support of women 

felt confident of winning supremacy over the democratic system (or the party that 

emerged on top in a democratic system would need to secure the support of women to 

remain on top). 

 This increased attention to the political potential of women arose in part from 

the concern among general popular organizations that the Medina administration might 

take a reactionary turn, as had his predecessor, and attempt to eliminate popular groups 

once again.  Consequently, not only did these organizations become more attentive to 

incorporating women or enlisting the support of other populations (such as people from 

the working classes, members of labor unions, or other marginalized groups), but they 

also worked together to an unprecedented degree.  The failure of the 1936 mobilizations 

illustrated to the student organizers that they could not mount a successful golpe or 

protest on their own.  There were not enough student activists to change the country on 

their own, so when they began organizing again under Medina they reached out to a 

more diverse set of supporters.  At the very least, the increased interconnectedness of 

these popular organizations would ensure that neither Medina nor any of his successors 

could permanently silence dissent (Gil Yepes 43).  In fact, these coalitions worked 

together to eventually bring down the Medina administration and work towards a 

democratic system. 
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Liberalization of Authoritarianism  

 While the growth of popular organizations was essential to the eventual 

extension of suffrage, their ability to mobilize hinged on the policies of the Medina 

administration, whose actions contributed in part to eventual transition to democracy.  

In addition to allowing greater popular mobilization, recently scholars have argued that 

the liberalizations undertaken during Medina’s regime demonstrate a commitment to 

democracy that his successors refused to acknowledge.24  As one scholar describes, 

Medina “quickly became popular and a national symbol of constitutionalism and even 

honesty” (Liss 106).  He permitted not only the formation of political parties, but also 

labor unions and eventually passed some of the reforms that popular organizations 

demanded, restoring constitutional guarantees and extending universal suffrage (along 

the qualifications laid out in the 1936 Constitution) for municipal elections in early 

1945 (Rudolph, Ewell 148).  Moreover, going one step farther than López (who 

voluntarily reduced the presidential term from seven to five years and abided by the 

change), Medina promised to step down when his term expired, and pledged that the 

populace would select his successor’s successor through direct, secret elections in 1951 

(Ewell 149).  By September 1945, Liss argues, Medina “seemed intent upon initiating 

Venezuela’s first democratic reforms in the twentieth century” (130).  Ultimately, 

whether or not Medina or his successor would have followed through on the 

democratization promises, the political organizations worked together to topple 

Medina’s administration and move towards a democratic governmental system. 

                                                 
24 See Ellner for his argument on why accounts produced during the various Acción Democrática 
administrations might have portrayed the Medina administration in a more authoritarian light than his 
policies perhaps deserved. 
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 During the Medina administration, women’s groups made assiduous use of 

opportunities to organize, to mobilize, to articulate demands, and to expand their 

organizational capabilities; their success is due in no small part because of when and 

how liberalizing authoritarianism permitted political mobilization.  In other words, the 

relaxation of the more repressive policies towards popular groups gave Venezuelan 

women, who, despite various successful campaigns for reform, neither the 

administration nor aspiring political elites viewed as even tacitly “political,” space in 

the public sphere to exercise their skills of mobilization and exerting pressure.  Because 

women’s organizations understood the importance of the right to vote in the democratic 

process, as the possibility for democratization grew, they retained their determination 

and focus, especially as conditions changed around them.  It is worthwhile to note that 

the right to vote did not immediately accompany the overthrow of the Medina 

administration; women’s organizations ramped up pressure on political elites following 

the golpe to ensure that the new system would acknowledge the efforts, rights, and legal 

status of women.  In these final stages, Venezuelan women had the complicated task of 

shifting tactics and maintaining pressure on the new democratic regime in the face of 

greater public participation by men.  As such, women’s organizations had to make their 

demands heard even as men were once again able to participate publically in political 

action, and as they constructed a new democratic order dominated and led by men.  

Women made use of the similar techniques to petition and protest, newly opened by the 

regime change, to amplify and assert their demands. 
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External Pressures: Deepening Economic Ties, Growing Influence 

 While one cannot understate the role of popular mobilizations in transitioning to 

democracy, or the role of women in obtaining universal suffrage, one must also not 

discount the influence of events in the global political environment either.  The 

globalization of Venezuela’s economic system, as well as international political 

conditions of the 1940s impacted both the actions of political movements and policy 

decisions of administrations.  After centuries of development independent of most 

external forces, the petroleum boom that began in the late 1920s altered the nation’s 

economic interests dramatically.25  Venezuela could no longer operate outside of the 

global economy: the nation possessed resources that other nations demanded, and the 

totality of the shift towards the petroleum economy meant that Venezuela became 

dependant on trade to satisfy even basic agricultural needs.  Over the course of a few 

decades, Venezuela economic (and political) future became profoundly and irreversibly 

entwined with those of the United States and certain European nations.  While 

conditions during the early part of the petroleum boom allowed Gomez to maintain 

sufficient economic independence to withstand external political pressures, of the 

deepening trade ties because of wartime development, and the type of relationship 

Medina sought with the United States during the Second World War, Medina could not 

completely ignore the democratizing pressure exerted by his allies. 

                                                 
25 During the colonial period, Venezuela was part of the Viceroyalty of New Granada, which also 
included parts of Colombia, Ecuador, and Panama.  Although the Captaincy General was located in 
Caracas, the Viceroy responsible for the territory often lived in Mexico City and, consequently, the 
populace was left alone to govern itself, developing unique social, political, and economic policies.  
Moreover, until the petroleum boom and commensurate shift away from the agricultural economy, 
Venezuela could satisfy all its agricultural demands domestically; as Pacheco argues, the internal market 
was limited to meeting the needs of the domestic population and nothing more (53). 
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 Although Venezuela possessed vast amounts of petroleum desired by the United 

States and nations in Europe and one might expect this granted them the upper hand in 

negotiations, trade relationships increasingly favored the United States, despite the 

efforts of López and Medina to retain a degree of economic independence.  Beginning 

under the Gomez administration, the influence of the United States petroleum industry 

remained constant.26  The treaty of 1939 favored U.S. companies over nascent 

Venezuelan industries and, moreover, of the 60 percent of governmental revenue that 

came from oil, as much as 40 percent went out to the United States for other goods or 

services (Ewell 170).  The prominence of U.S. owned petroleum companies has long 

complicated relations between the two nations, and their influence both in the 

Venezuelan economy and in lobbying the government of the United States contributes 

to the influence of the latter in the domestic affairs of the former.  When economic 

conditions shifted after petroleum exploitation expanded dramatically, Venezuela’s 

relationship with the United States faced myriad challenges; in addition to trade 

conditions themselves, the process to resolve potential conflicts also brought the two 

nations closer together. 

 The nature and resolution of economic discord stemmed in part from the U.S. 

government’s relations with the powerful oil companies based in the U.S.; in the 

protectionist era and Great Depression, Washington proved primarily concerned with 
                                                 
26 Many critics attack Gomez for “selling out” petroleum interests to foreign companies (Martz 95).  
While it is clear that he granted foreign investors some preferential treatment, his motives do not 
necessarily indicate a disregard for Venezuelan interests.  Oftentimes, existing companies had the 
experience and resources available to begin extraction and refinement immediately, while domestic ones 
did not, which made it nearly impossible to compete against the established, well-financed corporations 
(Ewell).  Moreover, Gomez used the profits of the petroleum industry to pay off external debt in honor of 
the centenary of Bolívar’s death, a policy that contrasted dramatically with that of Castro, his 
predecessor, how provoked a blockade in the early twentieth century because of failure to pay on external 
debts. 



70 
 

 

protecting national interests—which included the financial assets of U.S.-based 

companies operating abroad.  On the other hand, during the build up to and duration of 

the Second World War the commitment of the United States to anti-fascism and 

maintaining support from its allies took precedence over the interests of economic 

elites.  While many criticize Gomez’s handling of the petroleum economy during his 

reign, his determination to maintain a degree of control over the Venezuelan oil fields 

protected the nation’s economic interests from the more insidious and penetrating 

intentions of U.S. oil companies.  Moreover, Gomez’s stance on U.S. oil companies left 

open opportunities for his successors to gain various concessions from the U.S. or its oil 

companies.  Because of the global economic crash of 1929, profits from the petroleum 

industry fell and, seeking to compensate, López sued Gulf Oil for taxes he alleged that 

they evaded between 1927 and 1930.  In order to avoid a potentially more costly legal 

finding, Gulf acquiesced to pressure within the United States and agreed to pay $10 

million in back taxes (Lauderbaugh 122).  While the initial cost to the company was 

impressive, it preserved the petroleum relationship between the two countries, whereby 

the company continued to profit from the its holdings in Venezuelan petroleum fields, 

Venezuela continued to benefit from the presence and efficiency of the larger U.S. 

based companies, and the fields continued to inject money into the economies of both 

nations.  By considering the longer-term implications of a lawsuit versus a settlement, 

the U.S. government retained vital economic ties that were essential as the world 

emerged from depression and the system devolved into war. 

Once the economy of the United States shifted towards preparing wartime 

materiel, economic relations became even closer, as Venezuela provided a close and 
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reliable supply of two crucial components to the industry: petroleum and rubber.  

Because of the expansion of the war and the growth of the U.S. wartime economy, 

Venezuelan oil production reached an all-time high in 1941 (Lauderbaugh 122).27  

Recognizing this reliance, López began negotiations to improve the balance of 

petroleum profit sharing for Venezuela.  Both he and Medina recognized the desirability 

of reforming the petroleum economy, rather than nationalizing or expropriating it and 

alienating the United States (Liss 127).  When U.S. based companies protested the 

approval of deal that extended oil concessions in exchange for a fifty-fifty share of 

profits, Roosevelt refused to listen to their complaints—the nation could not afford to 

alienate allies in a time of war, much less an ally with such essential natural resources 

(Ewell 173, Lauderbaugh 123).28  In spite of the change in profit percentages, all of 

those involved in the Venezuelan petroleum economy prospered at the outbreak of the 

war—oil production hit an all time in high in 1941.  When Germany sank seven oil 

tankers shortly into the war, revenues dropped by 38 percent (prompting Medina to 

implement austerity measures) and brought the economic and international interests of 

the United States and Venezuela even closer together.  Because of the German blockade 

on the Atlantic, Venezuela’s trade relations with the United Kingdom and France 

ceased and it was forced to rely more and more exclusively on the United States to 

supply the domestic demands for manufactured and agricultural goods. 

Throughout the period, as economic ties deepened U.S. concern and influence 

grew, and the frequency with which external forces expressed concern that Venezuela 

                                                 
27 Before a German blockade severed trade routes, Venezuela provided the majority of the oil used in the 
British war effort. 
28 In 1942, Medina granted the United States the right to purchase all the rubber that Venezuela produced 
(Liss 121). 
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emulate some of the democratic ideals of the United States also grew, though internal 

and external pressures to democratize only reached peak levels towards the end of the 

Second World War.  Early in the war, Roosevelt utilized Venezuela’s strategic position 

on the Caribbean coast to make a case for the Lend-Lease Act.  Roosevelt argued that 

the proximity to the Panama Canal and the importance of the Venezuelan petroleum 

industry meant that the modernization of Venezuela’s armed forces ought to be an 

“immediate objective” for protecting U.S. interests (Lauderbaugh 119). While many 

Latin American nations utilized the aid for the intended purpose of military 

improvements, López lobbied instead for funds to improve national infrastructure, such 

as constructing airfields, and making naval and navigational improvements on the 

Orinoco River, for which the Venezuelan government would otherwise have to pay.  

López assumed that in the event of further threats to hemispheric security, the United 

States would offer funding to improve military defenses (Lauderbaugh 121-2).29  

Ultimately, however, because López utilized the funds in a way that aided the U.S. in a 

less direct way, expectations for reciprocity shifted, and amplified the degree to which 

the government felt the democratizing pressure of the United States. 

As the Second World War expanded in Europe, López understood that because 

of its new global economic position, Venezuela could not withdraw from the 

international system nor could it ignore the concerns or interests of its trading partners 

and participants in the global system.  Perhaps he understood that if the United States 

had increasing influence over the domestic affairs of Venezuela no matter how they 

worked together in the anti-fascist war effort, Venezuela might as well extract as many 
                                                 
29 Following the attacks on Pearl Harbor, the U.S. agreed to establish an army base and an aviation 
mission in Venezuela (Lauderbaugh 120). 
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benefits as possible in the interim. Additionally, as the war brought the political 

interests of international actors closer together, and the United States grew stronger 

economically and militarily, Medina recognized that with the trajectory of international 

relations, Venezuela would not escape the influence of one of the emerging 

superpowers.  Although the both the administrations of López and Medina adhered to a 

policy of neutrality for the balance of the war, both supported the effort through various 

channels and received myriad benefits from the U.S.30, 31  By the end of 1944, 

Venezuela received nearly $2.7 million in Lend-Lease improvements and endured an 

unceasing barrage from the U.S. to declare war.  Finally, on 4 February 1945, Medina 

submitted to this constant pressure and declared war on the Axis powers (Liss 129).32  

The declaration was the clearest of Medina’s responses to pressure from the United 

States and while the wartime relationship between the two countries remained mutually 

beneficial for economic reasons, the undisputed hemispheric (and global) power of the 

United States meant that, no matter the balance of economic power, Venezuela could 

not ignore the opinions of the rising superpower. 

At the most basic, while the deepening economic ties changed the nature of the 

relationship between Venezuela and the U.S. the non-democratic nature of the 

administrations of López and Medina meant that the two leaders felt significant pressure 

                                                 
30 Gomez also maintained strict neutrality during the First World War, recognizing the economic benefits 
of preserving trade relations on both sides of the conflict, but encourage production in agriculture and 
industrial commodities that the U.S. wanted.  Some scholars argue neutrality was the “best possible 
decision” precisely because it kept doors open after the war with regard to trade and international 
relations (Liss 77, 80). 
31 In part because of Gomez’s sympathy for Germany during the First World War, Venezuela had a large 
German population, as well as extensive investment by German companies.  Beginning in 1942, Medina 
began to pressure Germans to leave and eventually worked with the FBI to apprehend German spies and 
saboteurs—Venezuela’s north coast was a “haven” for them (Liss 120). 
32 This declaration qualified Venezuela as a charter member of the United Nations (Liss 128). 
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to moderate their policies and democratize.  Throughout the world, non-democratic 

regimes feared that, once the war against fascism in Europe ended, the increasingly 

powerful United States would turn its growing military power towards eliminating 

authoritarianism and fascism elsewhere.  As one scholar explains, the “drumbeat of 

constant Allied propaganda calling for democracy and an end to fascism and dictators 

had an effect…Latin American citizens began to demand that their nations also become 

democratic, and this led to political changes” (Leonard 12).  In order to maintain a 

beneficial relationship, Medina recognized the necessity of making changes to appease 

both the U.S. and the popular organizations who utilized the arguments made by the 

United States. 

In Venezuela, women’s groups frequently adopted arguments akin to those of 

the United States to pressure both popular organizations and the government to extend 

rights to women.  As did other popular organizations in nations that sided with the 

Allies during the war, Venezuelan women highlighted the hypocrisy of a nation that 

would fight a fascist regime while simultaneously and systematically denying half its 

populace basic political rights.  Medina acknowledged some of the contradictions posed 

by the international policy of antifascism and domestic policy of authoritarianism and 

demonstrated an interest in modernization and even eventual democratization.  

Succumbing to internal and external pressure, early in late 1944 Medina agreed to 

extend municipal suffrage to women on the same terms that men enjoyed them at the 

time (which limited the electorate to literate persons over 21 years of age).  This limited 

victory galvanized women’s organizations and illuminated the necessity of a concerted 
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suffrage movement to an increasing array of women, not just the core activists 

stemming out from the Generación 1928. 

The Venezuelan Women’s Suffrage Movement 

 Although women’s organizations stretched back two decades and groups began 

to make more pointedly feminist demands towards the end of the 1930s, some scholars 

argue that an explicit women’s suffrage movement did not get fully under way in 

Venezuela until 1943.  The preparatory conference to reform the Código Civil 

inaugurated the effort, and the limited victory of municipal suffrage reinvigorated (and 

sometimes restructured) women’s organizations in 1944.  The goal of women’s suffrage 

was perhaps most divisive for AVM, whose elite members had long focused on 

improving maternal conditions and pressing for legal reforms in those terms.  However, 

by 1943, the question of suffrage split the group, with those committed to winning the 

right to vote for women joining with ACF and others to form Acción Femenina, whose 

singular focus was to gain the vote for women (Friedman, Unfinished 87).  While this 

coalition campaigned diligently for electoral rights, AVM continued to advocate for 

women on other issues, legal or economic or social, suffrage simply did not demand 

their primary focus.   

As mentioned, throughout the final push towards suffrage, women used 

arguments similar to those of democratization movements the world over, as well as 

those from the earlier campaigns to reform the Código Civil and the Labor Law.  They 

attacked the administration for supporting an anti-fascist war even as it denied nearly 

half of its population basic rights of democracy.  As did black soldiers returning from 

fighting in the Second World War, Venezuelan women questioned the government that 
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expected them to sacrifice and participate in wartime industry equally when they could 

not enjoy the benefits of their efforts equally.  While propaganda from the United States 

unceasingly iterated the necessity of fighting for democracy, the origin of that message 

(coming from a major economic partner) probably had less effect on the administration 

than it did by bolstering the arguments of oppositional parties of both men and women.  

In other words, the message had greater impact in how Venezuelan popular 

organizations used it than if it came strictly from the United States. 

 In addition to pointing up the hypocrisy of national policy, women’s groups also 

stressed the importance of their role in the wartime economy to support their demands 

for legal rights, but remained careful to keep class distinctions out of their rhetoric.  

With the rapid urbanization and industrialization that coincided with the expansion of 

the petroleum economy, women entered the formal and informal labor sectors in record 

numbers and, they argued, without their efforts the nation could not have developed the 

economy to the extent it did.  However, while women’s organizations readily mentioned 

their increased economic participation, they refrained from distinguishing between the 

levels and motivations for entering the economic sector.  Not surprisingly, women in 

the poor and working classes had little choice but to become economically active in 

order to support their families during periods of job scarcity or to supplement the 

limited wages of a male breadwinner.  The leadership of women’s organizations, while 

predominantly elite, understood that they could not bring class divisions into the 

conversation if they hoped to make any gains towards gender equality.  In a conciliatory 

measure for the upper-middle class party leaders, women’s groups only demanded the 

right to vote “on the same conditions” as men—that is, for literate individuals over 
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twenty-one.  By avoiding the class issue, women’s groups preserved support from 

segments that might balk at the implications of universal female suffrage.   

Moreover, one cannot overlook the impracticality of demanding greater political 

rights for women than men enjoyed at the time.  Despite the relationships that members 

of the Generación 1928 developed with international communists while living in exile, 

throughout the 1930s and 1940s in Venezuela, class issues remained subsumed to the 

more pressing issue of democratization.  That women’s organizations did not challenge 

class discrimination primarily reflects the general behavior of organizations working to 

eliminate authoritarianism at the time to prioritize mobilization campaigns.  In fact, the 

weakness of an international labor movement in Venezuela that might challenge 

existing class divisions impacted the construction of political parties and popular 

organizations in the post-transition period (those that followed 1945 as well as 1958).  

As scholars have noted, beginning in the 1930s, political parties in Venezuela did not 

divide along given economic interests but rather centered around differing segments of 

the large (and, in the 1930s and 1940s, expanding) middle class (Gil Yepes 19). 

 Although the extension of universal suffrage remained a primary goal of the 

women’s movement in the 1940s, it is important to acknowledge how gaining 

municipal suffrage prior to universal suffrage contributed to the effort.  This limited 

extension of suffrage perhaps better illustrates the triumph of the Venezuelan women’s 

suffrage movement, as it illustrates the ability of a coalition of women to elicit 

significant improvements from a non-democratic administration.  The victory inspired 

women’s groups to maintain pressure, to push forward towards their greater goal.  

Especially after Medina fell to the political-military coalition, women understood how 
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crucial it was to keep their concerns in the forefront of the new government’s agenda.  

To that end, AVM began publishing and hand distributing information to interested 

parties and members about political rights and suffrage for women in the Correo Cívico 

Femenino.  As mentioned, the suffrage issue divided AVM prior to 1945, but the 

Correo did not ignore the issue; rather, it presented the argument in a way that retained 

the upper-class ideals of the organizations members.  Editions included information on 

the activities of Acción Femenina, as well as how the democratization progressed in 

Caracas, but also published recipes, poetry and songs, and information about fashion.  

Although the approach of the Correo seemed more intent on preserving gender 

difference, it kept women informed of political conditions and changes and offered 

another avenue of information to women who might not otherwise receive it.  

Moreover, in addition to AVM’s publication, ACF continued to run pieces on women’s 

political concerns, including voting and the need to organize politically, in the national 

newspaper, though in the final stages of the movement changes in national newspapers 

resulted in the overhaul of the weekly page devoted to women’s issues (Ahora gave way 

to El Nacional).33   

 Ultimately, it is somewhat difficult to gauge the specific degree of importance 

that women’s organizations played in the final stages of the suffrage movement: the 

regime change to a democratic system occasioned the overhaul of restrictions on 

personal liberties and expanded the scope of political rights for everyone.  Additionally, 

the dominant political party in the transition (Acción Democrática) supported universal 

                                                 
33 Some of the pieces included in the new women’s page in El Nacional on 24 February 1946 include: 
“La Mujer y la Constituyente” and “La Mujer Venezolana Debe Organizarse Políticamente.”  One on 7 
July of the same year discussed, “Como vas a Votar, Mujer.” 
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suffrage from its first incarnation in 1936, a move that benefitted them immensely in the 

support it garnered from the female electorate (Friedman, Unfinished 89).  No matter 

the explicit influence of women’s organizations in the final stages of the suffrage 

movement and the process of constructing a new democratic system, without the 

continual participation of women in the democratization movement, it is possible that 

neither the Constituent assembly nor the Constitution of 1945 would have included the 

political rights for women that it did.  For decades, women had mobilized beside, in 

conjunction with, and on behalf of men and no matter the extent of gender prejudices or 

stereotypes, male political elites in the transition could not ignore this participation. 

 Additionally, although AD was predisposed to including universal suffrage in a 

reformed constitution regardless of the extensive participation of women’s 

organizations because of the party’s long-stated position on the issue, without the 

concerted and continued efforts of the women’s movement, it seems unlikely that the 

assembly to reform the constitution would have included women as participants.  In 

October 1946, the interim administration called for the formation of a constituent 

assembly to produce a new Constitution that reflected the ideals of the new democratic 

system.  Among those charged with this task were twelve women, six of whom were 

prominent figures within the suffrage movement (Friedman, Unfinished 89).  These 

women had committed themselves to the cause of women’s political representation and 

voting rights, working for years towards that end; their participation ensured assiduous 

advocacy for those issues of greatest concern to participants in the suffrage movement 

during discussions of “necessary” rights of democracy to preserve in the Constitution. 
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Conclusion 

 Beginning in 1928, a diverse group of women mobilized to raise awareness of 

challenges they faced, to protest discrimination or governmental inaction, and finally to 

make demands for legal and political equality.  The earliest group, Agrupación Cultural 

Femenina inspired generations of women’s organizations, including the Asociación 

Venezolana de Mujeres with whom they combined efforts towards the end of the 

suffrage movement.  Over the course of nearly two decades, women’s organizations 

raised awareness in the general population as to the difficulties that all types of women 

faced and launched campaigns to elicit improvements from various governmental 

administrations.  Starting with the partial reformation of the Labor Law (the 

improvements to which went largely unenforced), women’s groups obtained protection 

for married women as to property and parental rights, and improved the status of 

women within the formal workplace.  Most importantly, however, women came 

together in the early 1940s and campaigned successfully for the reform of the Código 

Civil, which proved the first step in the final stage of the movement and the beginning 

of a concerted suffrage movement.  Out of this reform movement came the Comité 

ProSufragio and, drawing together members of ACF, AVM and other groups, Acción 

Femenina.  These organizations used opportunities such as the selection of a queen for 

the World Series of Amateur Baseball to demonstrate the how women could effectively 

and independently exercise the right to vote.  This experience “prepared” women to 

participate in municipal elections after Medina permitted women to participate in the 

contests of 1945.  These two chances to participate in a democratic selection process 
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invigorated women’s organizations in the final push to ensure that the new democratic 

system included suffrage for women. 

 Many of the characteristics of the popular mobilizations and women’s 

mobilizations of Venezuela in the first half of the century remain present in social 

mobilizations today, in Venezuela and as well as across Latin America.  For example, in 

December 2007, Venezuelan students led massive mobilizations against a proposed 

constitutional amendment and successfully prevented passage of the proposed changes, 

their actions in some way reminiscent of those of the FEV in 1928.  Additionally, 

although much has changed to improve the conditions of women, especially on paper, 

women in Venezuela and throughout the region still struggle to achieve true social and 

political equality.  Gender stereotypes persist and impede the efforts of some women 

who wish to participate in the democratic process or who call for an elimination of 

gender-based inequality.  In addition to the challenge of persistent gender inequality, for 

many in Latin America (men and women alike), “feminism” remains a dirty word, a 

sign of some deviance, and continues to impede the efforts of organizations to get the 

government and male-dominated social hierarchies to acknowledge the contributions of 

women.  Some women’s groups, however, have embraced the term and openly defend 

their efforts as feminist in order to mitigate the stigmatization that the word retains.  

Additionally, although other women’s groups do hesitate to describe themselves or their 

goals as “feminist,” increasingly they pursue what scholars would describe as 

“feminist” goals of political or social gender equality.   

 To this end, the Venezuelan suffrage movement achieved great success and the 

Venezuelan case proves useful in understanding the complex challenges that women 
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faced when they sought to organize and mobilize in the middle of the twentieth century.  

Although it took nearly twenty years from the first protests of the Generación 1928 

before women effectively consolidated their efforts to secure the right to vote, their 

actions brought success sooner than in other instances.  While Venezuela was not the 

first nation to extend women political and legal rights in Latin America, they were more 

progressive than some of the nations more frequently discussed for their struggles with 

democratization.  A handful of Latin American nations extended universal suffrage 

prior to 1946, but in some of these cases, the extension came more because of male 

political interests, rather than in response to the mobilization efforts of women.  Instead, 

in the nations where women organized in some way approaching a suffrage movement, 

results came later.61  Venezuelan political leaders of the mid-twentieth century were not 

progressive but the success of popular organizations in general, and those of women in 

particular, did establish a framework for future success in protest, and fostered an 

ability and willingness to organize when the situation deemed necessary. 

Although it often took years of mobilization to achieve desired goals of change, 

throughout the twentieth century and despite periodic setbacks (as in the passage of the 

Ley Lara, or return to authoritarianism in Venezuela between 1948 and 1958) neither 

Venezuela nor Latin America as a whole failed women entirely or ignored their 

mobilization efforts, even when male elites could not fully appreciate the utility or 

significance of such actions.  As Molyneux describes, “A review of changes in gender-

state relations in Latin America over the course of the twentieth century shows that 

                                                 
61 See the Appendix for a chronology of when women won the right to vote in nations across Latin 
America. 
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female activism ensured that some account was taken of women’s interests” and, 

moreover, “Viewed comparatively, Latin America was occasionally ahead or not far 

behind its northern counterparts in the matter of women’s political and social rights” 

(68-9). In other words, because women mobilized and continued to participate in 

protests or public action, even in the face of repression or other challenges, their 

presence in the public sphere kept their issues in the public and political discourse.  As 

mentioned above, even if the Venezuelan suffrage movement had limited impact the 

final period prior to the extension of universal suffrage, their lengthy participation in 

democratization actions, as well as gender-based mobilizations, ensured that male elites 

could not ignore their concerns completely.  The diverse actions of women’s 

organizations in Venezuela and elsewhere —whether they espoused “feminist” 

demands or promised to preserve gender difference—kept women’s concerns on the 

agenda and, eventually, contributed to change for the better. 

Ultimately, despite myriad challenges, including repressive governmental 

policies, gender stereotypes and prejudice, and debate over organizational goals and 

direction, women in Venezuela succeeded in working methodically towards improving 

legal protections and gaining political rights for women.  During periods of repression, 

women utilized assumptions about their gender to mobilize where men could not 

because of the gender bias of potential consequences.  Using these gender stereotypes to 

their advantage, however, precluded public debate on the issue and by not challenging 

societal norms, those norms persisted in the transition to democracy and, although they 

gained the essential political and legal rights they sought, women were marginalized 

from participating in the new democratic system.  Despite this eventual marginalization, 
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however, the participation of women, both in organizations based on gender and others, 

resulted in quantifiable improvements prior to the first transition to democracy and also 

ensured that the eventual democratic regime could not ignore women’s concerns 

entirely.  Moreover, the efforts of ACF and AVM initiated a long tradition of women’s 

activism in Venezuela that continues to this day.  Women’s organizations continue to 

fight to improve conditions and preserve rights for women throughout the nation, even 

as social and economic conditions transform, political parties change, administrations 

transition, and policies shift.  Yet, when faced with seemingly insurmountable 

challenges, women’s activists in early twenty-first century Venezuela can look to the 

“precursoras” of the early twentieth century and use their success as motivation for a 

new phase of mobilization. 
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Appendix 
 
Chronology of Women’s Suffrage in 

Latin America 
 
Ecuador  1929 
Brazil   1932 
Uruguay  1932 
Cuba   1934 
Dominican Republic 1942 
Guatemala  1946 
Panama  1946 
Venezuela  1946 
Argentina  1947 
Chile   1948 
El Salvador  1950 
Haiti   1950 
Bolivia   1952 
Costa Rica  1952 
Mexico  1953 
Belize   1954 
Honduras  1955 
Nicaragua  1955 
Paraguay  1961 
Guyana  1966 
Peru   1979 

 
Select Chronology of Women’s 

Suffrage Prior to 1946 
 

New Zealand  1893 
Australia  1902 
Finland  1906 
Norway  1913 
Denmark  1915 
Russia   1917 
Austria   1918 
Canada  1918 
Germany  1918 
Latvia   1918 
Poland   1918 
Sweden  1919 
US   1920 
Ireland   1922 
Kazakhstan  1924 
Mongolia  1924 
UK   1928 
Ecuador  1929 
Turkey   1930 
Spain   1931 
Brazil   1932 
Thailand  1932 
Uruguay  1932 
Cuba   1934 
Philippines  1937 
Dominican Republic 1942 
France   1944 
Jamaica  1944 
Italy   1945 
Japan   1945 
Guatemala  1946 
North Korea  1946 
Liberia   1946 
Macedonia  1946 
Panama  1946 
Romania  1946 
Trinidad & Tobago 1946 
Vietnam  1946 
Yugoslavia  1946 
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