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Voluntary geographies of internationalism: the contributions of a radical Mexican family to 

global pacifism, feminism and anticolonialism 

 

Abstract: This paper addresses geographies of internationalism, feminism, pacifism and 

anticolonialism, by especially investigating the case of pacifist and feminist activist Clementina 

Batalla Torres de Bassols (1894-1987) and of her son, geographer Ángel Bassols Batalla (1925-

2012). Based in Mexico and involved in global conferencing on pacifism, women’s rights and 

geography, this activist and scholarly family provided examples of voluntary commitment to 

internationalism as both an ethical stance and a political option. Although not extraneous to Cold 

War logics as they explicitly sympathised with the Eastern Bloc between the 1950s and the 1980s, 

the Bassols Batallas acted independently from Party logics, following their family history inserted 

in the independent socialist traditions of Cardenismo and of the Mexican Revolution. They 

voluntarily contributed to international circulations of ideas without seeking any top leading role 

in the international associations with which they worked. My main argument is that this case 

allows for constructing ideas of voluntarism and individual agency as drives for internationalism 

and informal diplomacy. Furthermore, although some aspects of their pacifism and feminism may 

seem outmoded, these scholars and activists fostered ideas of social and cultural struggles across 
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plural axes through transnational, anticolonial and multilingual engagement that can still inspire 

critical and decolonial geographies.   

 

Keywords: Geographies of Internationalism; Feminism; Pacifism; Anticolonialism; Individual 

Agency  

 

This paper discusses geographies of internationalism, feminism, pacifism and anticolonialism by 

addressing works and archives of feminist and pacifist lawyer Clementina Batalla Torres de 

Bassols (1894-1987) [hereafter Clementina] and of her son, geographer Ángel Bassols Batalla 

(1925-2012) [hereafter Ángel] who undertook an intense international networking between the 

1950s and the 1980s in various international conferences. Characterised by common political 

goals, this commitment was inserted in a family history that had been inaugurated by two key 

figures: Clementina’s father (and Ángel’s grandfather) Diódoro Batalla Leonis (1867-1911) 

[hereafter Diódoro], a neglected “hero” of the Mexican Revolution, and Clementina’s husband 

(Ángel’s father), Narciso Bassols García (1897-1959) [hereafter Narciso]. A lawyer and diplomat 

close to socialist president Lázaro Cárdenas (1895-1970), Narciso committed to international 

antifascist networking, supported Republican Spain against the Francoists and Ethiopia against 

Mussolini’s regime in the 1930s, and contributed to the World Peace Council (WPC) in the post-

war period. Thus, the Bassols Batalla family can be considered as a political and scholarly network 

for which internationalism was a key task, as explicitly noted by Ángel, who edited numerous 

recollections and anthologies dedicated to his elderly relatives Diódoro, Clementina and Narciso 

stressing the consistency of their family’s political traditions (Bassols Batalla 2002a and 2002b).  
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My argument is twofold. First, through the notion of voluntarism, I extend geographies of 

internationalism and global conferencing (Hodder et al. 2015; Legg et al. 2021) and scholarship 

on subaltern agency in geopolitics and diplomacy (Jones and Clark 2018; Constantinou et al. 2021) 

by arguing that the Bassols Batalla’s family networks allow understanding voluntarism as a drive 

for internationalism, based on individuals’ principled commitment beyond institutional roles. 

Hitherto, in geography, voluntarism has been associated with social and scholarly volunteering 

(Milligan 2007; Mills 2013). Politically, it has been somehow discarded as some of a romantic or 

individualistic posture (Anderson and Harrison 2010). Here, I instead consider voluntarism as 

strictly connected with ethics, activism and agency as a conscious political attitude that makes 

projects advance out of individual initiative, willingness and feelings (Jones 2020).  

 

Historically, voluntarism is mainly (but not exclusively) inspired by anarchist and left/republican 

traditions (Turcato 2015). Currently, it is discussed by decolonial literatures as part of the links 

between activism and scholarship that translate “into action that is premised on voluntarism, free 

will, and the primacy of moral action unconstrained by context, and on the understanding that 

individuals can achieve the ideals if only they will morally transform themselves” (D’Souza 2009, 

31). While critical geographical scholarship discusses examples of “community voluntarism” 

(Pain and Cahill 2022, 10), broader ideas of voluntarism were already part of traditions in 

“humanistic geography”, in which some authors inscribe Angel’s works (Delgadillo Macías 2015). 

It was especially the case with Anne Buttimer’s claims that geography was “not a job to be done 

[but] one of the regions of [her] care” (Buttimer 1974, 4).  
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Despite being declared leftists during the Cold War, and variously accused of being “Soviet 

agents”, Ángel, Clementina and Narciso never belonged to the Moscow-led Mexican Communist 

Party (Bassols 1986; Bassols Batalla 2002b). They rather referred to the independent socialist 

tradition of Cardenismo (Iber 2015; Keller 2013) and to the radical tendencies of the Mexican 

revolution represented by Emiliano Zapata and the Flores Magón brothers. Voluntarism emerges 

not only in their intellectual independence and ethical intransigence, but in the fact that they put in 

practice these individual principles before any institutional interest. In her recollections, 

Clementina repeatedly reported Narciso’s pride in “exiting from the Ministries of Education and 

Finances…poor as he had entered. His children never went to school by car and never had 

expensive clothes or toys” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 135), as Narciso considered his ethical duty 

to reject material ambitions while doing political work. This is what I call here voluntarism, which 

informed all this family’s philosophy.  

 

Second, I contend that current critical geographies should rediscover internationalist intersections 

between socialist, anticolonial, feminist, and pacifist concerns that undermine single-axis, 

communitarian or provincialist approaches to social struggles. Although some aspects of the 

Bassols Batallas’ pacifism and feminism look quite outdated now, their emphasis on the 

interconnectedness of different struggles anticipated current efforts of Latin American geographers 

to build continental networks that are based on voluntarism and transnationalism, transcending 

national, linguistic and institutional boundaries (Ferretti 2023; Ramírez, Montañez and Zusman 

2021). Addressing social networking, travels and life trajectories of the Bassols Batallas, this paper 
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matches both humanistic geographies and decolonial historiography arguing that: “To decolonize 

marriage and the family, we need to understand praxis as theory” (Namakkal 2019, 129), 

challenging “the masculinist regime of theory production … to understand lived practices as a 

theory in itself” (Namakkal 2019, 129). Life is likewise key to understand voluntarism, for instance 

in the choice of the “international”.  

 

Geographies of internationalism consider “the international” as both a field of study and a 

methodology to follow (Hodder et al. 2015), addressing conferencing as a key practice that 

involves both scholars and activists. Deemed as “creative rather than confirmatory events” (Legg 

et al. 2021, 3), international conferences are seen as performative places (Craggs and Mahony 

2014) whose spatialites, bodies and emplacements make sense of their actors’ political ambitions 

(Hodder et al. 2021; Legg 2023). In this framework, the League of Nations (1920-1946) is seen as 

“a near-permanent conference, establishing models of good, liberal, international conference 

practice” (Legg 2023, 9). There, the so-called Spirit of Geneva inspired interwar pacifist ideas that 

were later frustrated by the Second World War and the atomic bomb (Ferretti 2016).  

 

However, after 1945, pacifism and international conferencing remained closely intertwined, to the 

point that the World Pacifist Meeting that was celebrated in India in 1949 was understood by many 

participants as “half conference half pilgrimage” (Hodder 2015, 41). This kind of conferencing 

was associated with feminism, pacifism and “Third World” revolution, inspiring current non-statist 

and non-institutional analyses of meetings’ actors, contexts and public impacts beyond 

“‘summitry’, or state-accredited spaces of ‘high diplomacy’, which is necessarily represented by 
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Heads of State or formal diplomatic corps” (Hodder 2015, 41). Key anticolonial events were the 

1955 Afro-Asian Conference in Bandung, which gathered 29 newly independent nations of Asia 

and Africa, and the Tricontinental in Cuba in 1966, also open to guerrilla movements in addition 

to formal governments (Mahler 2018; Eslava, Fakhri and Nesiah 2017; Pham and Shilliam 2016). 

For geographers, conferences like the International Geographical Congresses (IGCs) organised by 

the International Geographical Union (IGU) were important occasions for political and intellectual 

networking across the Iron Curtain in Cold War years (Robic et al. 1996; Kolosov et al. 2022).  

 

In these decades, the trajectories of the Bassols Batallas were quite representative of the shift from 

the “spirit of Geneva” to the “spirit of Bandung”, that is from liberal internationalism to anti-

colonial non-alignment. While cases such as Bandung are well-known, authors such as Carolien 

Stolte stress the need to consider the variety of conferences that took place in what started to be 

called the “Third World”. For Stolte, one can understand the “‘Bandung Moment’ by focusing not 

on interstate diplomacy … In contrast to the official Bandung conference, the ‘People’s Bandung’ 

sought bottom-up, mass-based support for decolonization and nuclear disarmament through 

popular manifestations of international solidarity” (Stolte 2019, 126). International pacifist and 

decolonisation movements gathered in “unofficial Bandungs” to counter “old and new forms of 

imperialism” (Stolte 2019, 127) plurally producing “different visions of post-colonial 

worldmaking” (Stolte and Lewis 2022, 9). Importantly, this new historiography on 

internationalism values the role of activism and of individuals, including the agency of “radical 

women” (Armstrong 2022, 25). It also stresses how, presenting much of “Third World” activism 

as mere Soviet conspiration led by Moscow-paid agents, Cold War propaganda still conditions 



 
F. Ferretti, 2024, “Voluntary geographies of internationalism: the contributions of a radical 
Mexican family to global pacifism, feminism and anticolonialism”, Annals of the American 
Association of Geographers early view: https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2024.2409441 
[author’s postprint version]  
 

scholarship, which should instead value places and contexts. My idea of voluntarism extends these 

critical and contextual scholarly tendencies.  

 

Several international organisations built their own archives, although these collections tend to 

mainly foster institutional discourses: historical geographers know well how the construction of 

the archive should never be taken for granted. In this vein, they invite to take the archive “against 

its grain” by establishing “antagonistic” geographical relations with it to deconstruct sources, and 

the imaginaries that they produce, since their material making (Beckingham and Hodder 2023). 

Thus, broader notions of the “international archive” can be built starting by scattered and non-

institutional archives that are not always easy to trace (Hodder, Heffernan and Legg 2021). Yet, 

“working across multiple archives (including those in the Global South)” allows discovering the 

agency of diverse “networks and authors” (Legg et al. 29) to make sense of non-institutional forms 

of internationalism. Considering this complexity, my analysis of the sources on the Bassols Batalla 

family further demonstrates that archival work can undiscipline conventional scales, as “the most 

seemingly national of archives can contain remarkably personal experiences, and likewise local 

archives are containers of global histories” (Beckingham and Hodder 2023, 177).  

 

In this vein, my work is based on a systematic reading of all published works by Ángel, Diódoro 

and Narciso mainly accessed at the National Library of Mexico and at the Universidad Nacional 

Autónoma de México (UNAM) during my sojourns in Mexico, and of the folders of Clementina’s 

personal archives surviving at the Archivo General de la Nación. The very institutional place in 

which Clementina’s collection is held contrasts with its apparent messiness, as it is composed by 
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three main folders, whose sub-folders roughly correspond to one of her conferences or political 

campaigns. This seemingly was Clementina’s original organisation of documents, which can be 

considered as a sort of scholarly and political autobiography, including lengthy autobiographical 

notes (Bustamante Méndez 1996). This organisation exposes the productive tensions between what 

Antoinette Burton calls “house-as-archive” (Burton 2003, 10), especially associated with female 

memories questioning the very notion of “archive”. Indeed, only in her late years Clementina chose 

to exit her domestic environment to have a full public life, while family and intimate dimensions 

remained central in her writings. In Burton’s wording, this also constitutes the “generative” 

(Burton 2013, 186) potential of female autobiographic writing.  

 

Held until recent times by the family, Ángel’s personal archives are about to undertake a long 

process of cataloguing at the UNAM Institute of Economy and are unlikely to be available for 

consultation until the incoming years (Bassols Ricárdez 2023). However, Ángel’s international 

activities are abundantly documented by his own travel and conference reports, as well as by 

several autobiographic writings. This research also avails of the huge photographic archive left by 

Ángel, surviving at the Fototeca Nacional of the National Institute of Anthropology and History 

(INAH) in Pachuca, although the absence of any written records and the vagueness of the dates 

and localisations, often tentative, that are associated to the 2628 consultable images, render 

difficult their use for detailing circumstances and chronologies of Ángel’s journeys.  

 

In the first part, I address the contexts and antecedents of the Batalla-Bassols family network. In 

the second, I discuss Ángel’s political commitment to geographical internationalism, especially 
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through IGU’s networks. In the third, I discuss Clementina’s global pacifist and feminist 

engagement through her archives.  

 

An exceptional family from the “Spirit of Geneva” to the “Spirit of Bandung”  

The origins of the Bassols Batallas’ family philosophy are strictly associated with the 1910-17 

Mexican Revolution, a complex process that was based on ideas and practices that went beyond 

European ideas of revolution based on the industrial proletariat. It namely mobilised peasants and 

indigenous people (Lomnitz 2014) and still inspires subaltern geopolitics (Vegliò 2023). 

Clementina’s father, Diódoro, was a lawyer from the progressive Veracruz state. Born in 1867 to 

a destitute family of Afro-Mexican descent, Diódoro was defined by his grandson Ángel as an 

“authentic Veracruz mulato”, bringing “the noble pride of the ancient slave, converted in innate 

rebel for justice” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 76).1 Significantly, the Bassols Batallas considered the 

indigenous, Afro-descendent or “mixed” origins of many “Latin” Americans as an inspiration for 

their spirit of revolt. Ángel and Clementina were the editors of major biographical collections on 

their prestigious ancestor (Bassols Batalla 2002a; Batalla 1957), who was a neglected although 

significant figure in the Mexican Revolution.  

 

First arrested in 1892 for having “participated, together with José Ferrel and the Flores Magón 

brothers, in actions against the third re-election of President [Porfirio] Díaz” (Bassols Batalla 

2002b, ix), Diódoro was “an enemy of the clergy and in general of the reactionary forces” (Bassols 

 
1 All citations from texts in languages other than English have been translated by the author. 
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Batalla 1957b, 19). His intransigence explains his early acquaintance with the Flores Magón 

brothers, especially with Jesús (1871-1930), known as the most “moderate” of the family in 

relation to the more “radical” Enrique (1877-1954) and Ricardo (1874-1922), who are considered 

as major historical references for anarchism in Mexico (Lomnitz 2014). These “forerunners of the 

Mexican Revolution” (Bassols Batalla 1957b, 25) founded with Diódoro the earliest “liberal” 

associations in Mexico, in which the adjective “liberal” meant rather “radical” as for today 

English-speaking political vocabularies.  

 

In 1901, Diódoro invited Ricardo and Jesús Flores Magón to his house, together with other 

revolutionary leaders, to establish the Liberal Reformist Union. In his introductory speech, 

Diódoro stressed the need to spread “the liberal and democratic ideas that have to rule the Republic 

[as] the people are still hungry and thirsty for justice” (Bassols Batalla 2002a, x). Mostly inspired 

by Diódoro’s ideas, the Manifesto approved at that meeting was published by the Flores Magóns’ 

journal, Regeneración. A staunch and principled opponent of Díaz’s government, Diódoro died in 

“very suspect” (Bassols Batalla 2002a, xv) and never clarified circumstances in 1911, few weeks 

before the overthrown of Díaz’s regime. Ricardo Flores Magón released some touching 

recollections on Diódoro that were reported by Ángel: “A fighting speaker … he recalled to the 

people that they are free and must rise for their rights. He evoked the words of an eminent thinker: 

the tyrants appear big because we are on our knees, let’s rise!” (Bassols Batalla 2002a, 206).  

 

Unlike the Flores Magóns, Diódoro seems not to have been directly involved in the transnational 

aspects of the Mexican Revolution. Yet, he did international readings: according to Clementina, he 
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“loved French culture” (Batalla de Bassols 1957, 8) and was responsible for some early Mexican 

analyses of US imperialism in 1909, eventually against the expansionist appetites of Republican 

President Taft. “Our proud Northern neighbour understands freedom in the [Imperial] Roman and 

Punic manner; they do not acknowledge citizenship rights and do not extend the protection of their 

democracy … to the Negro; they see with limitless disdain the lazy son of old Italy, the ragged 

Irishman and the greasy Mexican” (Batalla 1957, 108). This association between imperialism and 

racism will be a key point in the scholarly and politic commitment of Diódoro’s descendants.  

 

Ángel’s father and Clementina’s husband Narciso was the family figure that most directly 

embedded the shift from the “Spirit of Geneva” to the “Spirit of Bandung”. A lawyer and a radical 

politician, Narciso was still a student during the Mexican Revolution, which did not prevent him, 

as Clementina recollects, to “stand alongside Zapata and Madero” opposing the conservatives and 

proclaiming his “trust in the Indio, in the Mestizo” (Batalla de Bassols 1960a, 2), that is in the 

lowest social strata. Narciso served as Minister of Education from 1931 to 1934 and later as 

Minister of Finances under the progressive government of Cárdenas, who then appointed Narciso 

as Ambassador of Mexico in Great Britain, France and at the League of Nations in Geneva. There, 

his first international antifascist campaign was carried out to defend Ethiopia from the colonial 

aggression of Fascist Italy in 1935-36. 

 

Narciso’s most famous speech at the League of Nations, quoted fifty years later by Ángel in his 

book on the Ethiopian Revolution, took place on 3 July 1936. It first aimed at establishing an 

anticolonial sympathy between Mexican and Ethiopian peoples, victims of the same colonial 
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abuses in different forms and periods. “Largely composed by Mestizos and Indigenous who were 

kept in servitude by a regime that lasted for centuries, the people of Mexico witnessed strong 

examples of what the subjugating invasions of imperialism mean” (Bassols Batalla 1987a, 21). 

Asserting the principle of peoples’ independence as a key Mexican value, Narciso highlighted the 

role that Mexico was playing among the countries that wanted to avoid “a violent and utterly 

unjustified territorial conquest” (Bassols Batalla 1987a, 21). In his speeches, Narciso did not spare 

criticisms to the intrinsic limits and contradictions of the League, given that the “rudimentary peace 

machine that works in Geneva” (Bassols Batalla 1987a, 22) had been unable to prevent Ethiopia’s 

invasion, which anticipated his later critiques to the limits of international organisations when 

confronted with the interests of imperialist powers (Bassols 1964). 

 

It is worth noting the unusual role that Narciso played as a diplomat. From his correspondence 

with President Cárdenas, it appears that Narciso was not only an executor of orders coming from 

Mexico City, as normally diplomats are. Instead, he was a listened advisor and an activist who 

wanted to have a say on the substance of Mexican foreign politics. As for the Ethiopian case, 

Narciso decided to skip his formal duty to report to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and directly 

addressed Cárdenas, pressing him to “urgently make a decision” (Bassols 1986, 267; N. Bassols 

to L. Cárdenas, 28 April 1936). Treating Cárdenas in quite familiar tones, Narciso wrote that: “The 

Government must be very careful in everything that concerns the League of Nations” (Bassols 

1986, 267; N. Bassols to L. Cárdenas, 28 April 1936), including the hypothesis that Mexico 

abandoned that organisation to protest against the support to imperialism that was expressed by its 

strongest members.  
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Narciso was so determined that he told Cárdenas that he would have resigned from his role if 

Mexico had accepted “compromises [that] were unacceptable” (Bassols 1986, 283; N. Bassols to 

L. Cárdenas, 16 June 1936) to him. Here, he provided an example of the same principled 

intransigence that characterised his father-in-law Diódoro. Eventually, Narciso’s advice was 

listened, and he could freely work on this matter. This was the result of the strong convictions of 

someone who defended “body and soul” (Zevada 1960, 18) his causes, which potentially nourishes 

current studies on agency, feelings and assemblages that render diplomatic work less predictable 

than what traditional IR scholarship suggests (Jones 2020; McConnell and Dittmer 2018), 

including the voluntaristic stubbornness of some principled individuals.  

 

The other internationalist cause to which Narciso committed with special dedication, “in good and 

bad times, going to the Madrid front and suffering the bombings of Barcelona” (Batalla de Bassols 

1960a, 8), was that of Republican Spain, fighting against global fascism with the support of 

worldwide solidarity (Braskén, Copsey and Featherstone 2020). It was on that occasion that 

Narciso gave up his diplomatic tasks in London, writing to Cárdenas that his “duty was to go to 

Spain to fight against the fascist militias” (Bassols 1986, 333; N. Bassols to L. Cárdenas, 5 

December 1936). Narciso’s letters to Clementina further expose the voluntaristic aspects of his 

professional choices as, still solicited by Cárdenas to take responsibility for several businesses, he 

stated that he would have left Spain only if he was proposed to work on Cárdenas’s project of 

nationalizing Mexican oil, that he considered as a key anti-imperialist win. “Otherwise, I will 
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remain in Spain. Nor am I interested in the damned ministerships” (Bassols 1986, 68; N. Bassols 

to C. Batalla de Bassols, June 1938).  

 

In performing a sort of “subaltern” diplomacy, Narciso requested his friend Vicente Lombardo 

Toledano, the leader of the Confederation of Mexican Workers, to appoint him as a representative 

of that union with Spanish “Unión General de los Trabajadores [UGT—the socialist union] and 

Confederación Nacional del Trabajo [CNT—the anarcho-syndicalist union]” (Lombardo 

Toledano 1960, 60). A correspondence folder surviving in the CNT archives at the International 

Institute of Social History (IISH) in Amsterdam shows that, although a declared sympathiser of 

the Soviet Union, Bassols claimed some impartiality about the conflicting tendencies of the 

Spanish republican field. For instance, he was in touch with CNT Secretary Mariano “Marianet” 

Vázquez, who received Narciso’s credentials from Toledano and gave him a folder of documents 

denouncing the repression that CNT and unorthodox communist POUM suffered from the 

Stalinists in the republican rearguard (Vázquez 1938; Lombardo-Toledano 1938).  

 

Thus, Bassols adopted a cautious attitude towards the political divisions of his Spanish fellows, 

which clashed with the profiles that the Mexican conservative press was drawing of him as a 

staunch Stalinist. He wrote sarcastically to one of these journals, complaining that they were 

portraying him and his friends as people with “sinister profiles, bombs in our hands and Moscow’s 

checks in our pockets” (Bassols 1986, 307; N. Bassols to El Popular, 24 December 1940). Yet, 

Narciso took distances from the official Communist Party whenever he was depicted as an agent 

“paid by the Soviet Union” (Zevada 1960, 18), even writing to the Party’s Secretariat to clarify 
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that he did not want to be involved in their journal (Bassols 1986, 78; N. Bassols to PCM, 1949). 

In dealing with the Spanish dilemma during his ambassadorial term in Paris, Narciso was 

confronted with the defeat of Republican Spain and claimed again autonomous action in insisting 

with Cárdenas to provide ships for “saving thousands of Spanish republicans” (Silva Herzog 1964, 

xiv) who were fleeing to France, to transport them to Mexico with the status of political refugees.  

 

Finally, three ships, Ipanema, Sinaia and Méxique, took onboard “republican Spaniards” (Bassols 

1986, 356; N. Bassols to D. Martínez-Barrio, 28 February 1939) without excluding “the members 

of any party” (Bassols 1986, 377; N. Bassols to L. Cárdenas, 31 July 1939). Although the political 

balance among those who effectively boarded was not so fair, as components such as the anarchists 

were clearly underrepresented (Velázquez Hernández 2010), Narciso suggested to Cárdenas a 

politics of “zero tolerance” in relation to the possible reproduction of conflicts between Spanish 

progressive parties in Mexico. Narciso was especially disappointed by the fight between 

Communist leader Juan Negrín and Socialist Indalecio Prieto to decide who had to express the 

“legitimate” Spanish government in exile, and urged Cárdenas not to recognize “any group with 

governmental pretentions” (Bassols 1986, 384). Thus, Narciso always claimed his independence 

even in relation to political groups with which he was akin, as a further mark of his voluntaristic 

ethics. 

 

This did not impede him to have new diplomatic tasks as the Mexican Ambassador in Moscow in 

1945. This appointment was decisive for the development of the Bassols Batalla family network 

and philosophy, as Narciso brought with him his son Ángel, who remained until 1949 to take his 
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Geography degree at Lomonosov University, as I discuss below. Later, Narciso was especially 

active in the WPC, which he concurred to create in the 1949 Congress of Paris and in which he 

often represented Cárdenas, travelling to the Council’s meetings in Paris and then in “Stockholm, 

New Delhi, Moscow and Ceylon” (Ortiz 1960, 43). While it is not possible to exhaustively discuss 

here the rich correspondence that Narciso exchanged with leading WPC figures such as Frédéric 

Joliot-Curie (Bassols 1986, 415; N. Bassols to F. Joliot-Curie, 5 March 1958), it is worth noting 

the role that the WPC plays in current literature on internationalism from below.  

 

On the one hand the WPC, strongly associated with the Eastern Bloc during the Cold War, attracted 

celebrities such as “Diego Rivera, Paul Robertson, W.E.B. Du Bois and Jean-Paul Sartre” (Stolte 

2019, 129). On the other, the Council was stretched between his members’ wishes to act as an 

independent force beyond Cold War logics and the direct Soviet control over much of its activities. 

For Stolte, this “dilemma” had productive effects, as it generated: “Phases of openness and 

diversity in the Council’s history. The proliferation of peace meetings across Afro-Asia in the 

1950s constitutes one such phase” (Stolte 2019, 130). That is, merging anti-imperialism, pacifism, 

feminism and anti-colonialism, the “Spirit of Bandung” produced a “polyphonic internationalism” 

(Stolte 2019, 154) whose history remains in great part to be written beyond traditional 

interpretations based on Cold War dichotomies.  

 

As for Mexico, current literature highlights the role of the Bassols Batallas in animating local 

networks such as those of the Mexican Peace Movement which, according to Renata Keller, 

struggled to establish its organisation “until Narciso Bassols … paired up with Cárdenas’s close 
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friend [Heriberto] Jara to reinvigorate it in 1958” (Keller 2013, 132). Although primarily supported 

by communist activists, the Mexican branch of WPC reproduced a complexity like that of the 

international WPC, following Cárdenas’s vision of the Popular Front understood as, in Patrick 

Iber’s wording: a “non-sectarian … movement that would work with many varieties of leftist 

thinkers” (Iber 2015, 31). After Narciso’s death, Clementina took responsibility for supporting this 

movement, serving as the “treasurer for the 1961 [Latin American] Peace Conference” (Iber 2015, 

164) that was celebrated in Mexico, with the help of Ángel and of family friends such as 

geographer/engineer Jorge Tamayo, Ángel’s colleague at the UNAM (Bassols Batalla 2008), and 

Tamayo’s wife Marta López Portillo de Tamayo (Ramírez Chicharro 2022). According to Iber, 

these activities were still watched by the CIA under the suspect of being “Cuba-led” movements. 

What puzzled the partisans of the two Blocs seemed rather to be the idea that some independent 

individuals could freely move back and forth across the Iron Curtain. As I discuss in the next 

section, the trajectory of internationalist geographer Ángel Bassols Batalla confirms this idea.  

 

Peace, and international geography  

In this Cold War binary logics, Ángel’s “original sin” was that of having graduated in Moscow. 

Once back to Mexico, he was deemed a Communist: according to Héctor Mendoza Vargas, who 

considers Ángel as a pioneer of Mexican critical geography (Mendoza Vargas 2017), it was also 

for this reason that he was not appointed at the UNAM Department of Geography, joining instead 

the Department of Economy in the 1950s (Mendoza Vargas 2023). In 1944 Ángel, a rebel 

youngster, had left his parents’ house refusing to “live like a bourgeois” (Batalla de Bassols 1960a, 

77) to go living with the Yaqui people, doing manual work such as tomato harvesting for “almost 
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one year” (Bassols Ricárdez 2015, 38). Once in Russia, he demonstrated great ability to learn 

languages: then, Ambassador Narciso wrote to Clementina that Ángel was already “learning 

Russian” (Bassols 1986, 24; N. Bassols to C. Batalla de Bassols, 23 February 1945) while he still 

did not understand a word. Ángel dedicated his first book to describe this early international 

experience, declaring the political aim of “telling the truth” (Bassols Batalla 1950, i) to Mexican 

publics, then exposed to North American anti-Soviet propaganda. While the “truths” that Ángel 

told in his writings on the USSR and other Eastern Bloc countries were rather the opinions of 

someone who had a declared sympathy for their governments, it is possible to assume that this 

early sojourn inspired Ángel’s idea of a “useful” geography, which was then quite commonplace 

at Lomonosov University, and his internationalist voluntaristic commitment to travelling and 

conferencing across the walls of the “First”, “Second” and “Third” Worlds.  

 

Ángel’s international experiences are likewise documented by his photographic archive, starting 

from his Moscow years (Retrato de Ángel Bassols, 1948) and witnessing the ceaseless national 

and international mobility of a scholar who was proficient in languages such as Spanish, English, 

French, Italian, Russian and German (Delgadillo Macías 2015; Delgadillo Macías and Torres 

1990). His lifelong conferencing activity began with an event that current scholarship considers as 

both a starting point of Latin American geographical internationalism and an attempt to overcome 

Cold War divisions. That is, the IGC that took place in Rio de Janeiro in 1956 (Lamego 2022). 

According to scholarship on IGU’s internationalism and its limits, in Rio “a new chapter started” 

(Schelhaas 2022, 27) in post-war politics of scholarly cooperation, given that it was on that 

occasion that the USSR was accepted as an IGU member. Then, Soviet Geography unfolded “in a 
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quite international context” (Kolosov et al. 2022, 36), opening the way to the sustained 

participation of countries from the Eastern Bloc over the following decades. 

 

Inaugurated by the first IGC that was celebrated in Antwerp in 1871 after the Franco-Prussian War, 

geography’s international diplomacy was expected to “improve otherwise tense relations between 

rival nation-states” (Heffernan 2022, 10). The creation of the IGU in 1922 was directly connected 

to interwar peace conferencing, as several geographers argued that “a reformed international 

geography was necessary to reflect the ‘esprit de Genève’ embodied in the LN” (Heffernan 2022, 

13). Some of those who resumed IGCs after 1945 expressed similar views, claiming 

enthusiastically that: “Science is essentially international” and a matter for “citizen[s] of the world” 

(Heffernan 2022, 9). Yet, scholars also highlight the limits of the “international” in geography. As 

Philippe Pinchemel noted, “genuine internationalization” (Pinchemel 1972, 30) only began when 

a certain number of IGCs started to be celebrated outside Europe. Since 1955, new perspectives 

were opened by the earliest IGU Regional Conferences, held in “Kampala in 1955, in Japan in 

1957, in Kuala Lumpur in 1962, in Mexico in 1966 and in Budapest in 1971” (Pinchemel 1972, 

32). It was in this effort of internationalising geography and committing to the “Third World” that 

Ángel’s work was inserted.  

 

Some of these regional conferences played a role in decolonization, like the 1955 meeting in 

Uganda that was the first “exchange among African geographers” (Collignon 1996, 111) whose 

further contributions are the object of recent works (Craggs and Neate 2023). However, Pinchemel 

noted the “permanent contradiction between displayed internationalist, universalistic wishes and 
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nationalistic [or] ideological claims” (Pinchemel 1996, 12) within the IGU. In the Cold War period, 

USSR geographers such as Ángel’s friend Innokenti Petrovich Gerasimov (1905-1985), a scholar 

who “had a predilection for all that was Latin-American” (Bassols Batalla 2008, 79), came to play 

central roles in the IGU. Yet, geopolitical scenarios continued to have hindering impacts on 

international scholarly life. As Harris and Rössler note, the 1972 IGC took place in Montreal rather 

than in Moscow as a protest against the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968, but was then 

celebrated in the Russian capital only four years later. On that occasion, some geographers from 

countries such as Taiwan, South Africa or Israel were not granted visas for travelling. Yet, this was 

not a Soviet prerogative as also “other countries, included the US, have on occasion posed 

problems with visas” (Harris and Rössler 1996, 300).  

 

In this panorama, Ángel tried to establish friendly relations with geographers from the three Worlds 

who were sensitive to his progressive political agendas, with a special emphasis on Latin American 

transnationalism. After his study experiences in USSR and USA, “for a UN contract” (Bassols 

Ricárdez 2015, 67) in 1952, Ángel declared that his “knowledge of the world started to become 

mature after … a memorable journey to South America to attend the IGC in Rio de Janeiro” 

(Bassols Batalla 1985, 7). Hosting “270 presentations and 1220 … registrations” (Mendoza Vargas 

and Bomfim 2014, 220), this congress constituted a milestone in the transnational careers of 

several Brazilian geographers who first met international scholars there (Ferretti 2018). Ángel 

published a report for Mexican publics stressing the importance of the first ICG celebrated “South 

of the Equator” (Bassols Batalla 1957a, 60) alongside the impressive quantitative and qualitative 

growth of Brazilian geography.  
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The success of the Brazilian congress suggested the possibility of having a Latin-American 

regional conference in Mexico. This idea materialised at the 1964 IGC in London, which approved 

the proposal of Mexican geographers, represented by Ángel and Jorge Vivó (SMGE 1966), with 

the support of colleagues such as Dudley Stamp and Michel Phlipponneau. A leftist geographer 

and one of the French mentors of politically persecuted Brazilian geographers such as Manuel 

Correia de Andrade (Ferretti 2018), Phlipponneau hosted Ángel in Rennes in the 1970s, where the 

Mexican geographer obtained a French PhD in Economic Geography (Bassols Batalla 1977a). 

Inspirers of the IGU Commission on Applied Geography, which they considered to have been one 

of the most influential in orienting the discipline between the 1960s and 1970s (Phlipponneau 

1996), Phlipponneau and Stamp travelled to Mexico in 1966. There, Stamp died of a heart attack 

during the Conference, an episode that led Ángel to portray the British geographer as a sort of 

“martyr” (Bassols Batalla 2008, 74) of geographical internationalism.  

 

The 1966 Latin American conference was attended by “more than 420 Mexicans and 300 

foreigners” (SMGE 1966, 14), among whom French scholars such as Olivier Dollfus, Jean Tricart, 

Michel Rochefort, Jacqueline Beaujeu-Garnier, Bernard Kayser and Jean Dresch, all variously 

acquainted with Latin American critical geographers. There were also several Brazilians, among 

whom Milton Santos, then based in Toulouse, and geographers of the Eastern Bloc such as 

Gerasimov and Hungarian Sándor Radó (Conferencia Regional Latinoamericana 1966). A strong 

emphasis was placed on matters of “underdevelopment” and on the social role of geography in 

dealing with “the serious problems that developing countries have mandatorily to resolve” (SMGE 
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1966, 3), on which Mexican geographers appreciated the interest of “African and Asian” (SMGE 

1966, 8) geographers in Latin America. The colonial origins of “underdevelopment” were widely 

acknowledged in the special meeting dedicated to the problems of Latin American geographies as 

a legacy of the plurisecular misconduct of “European dominators” (Unión Geográfica 

Internacional 1966, 18). 

 

Anticipating later endeavours for a Latin American network of engaged geographies (Ferretti 

2023), Ángel proposed a new “Latin American meeting in Argentina or in any other South 

American country” (Bassols Batalla 1966, 85). His programme anticipated current themes of Latin 

American geographies addressing indigeneity and socio-spatial marginalisation. “[Our work] is 

needed by the millions of indigenous, Quechuas and Aymaras, Mayas and Zapotecs, by the 

millions of Black and Mixed-Race people, of Whites and Mestizos who live in our America. With 

the arms of geography, let’s help them to … evict misery and create a better life” (Bassols Batalla 

1966, 86). Thus, the 1956 and 1966 conferences help understanding both further steps in Latin 

American critical geographies and Ángel’s later voluntarist engagement in IGU conferencing.  

 

Voluntarism emerges from the numerous recollections that Ángel published on his travels. There, 

the professional duty of attending IGU conferences explicitly merged with political purposes and 

matters of personal curiosity that Ángel considered as intrinsic to his geographer’s “vocation”, 

which he acknowledged as a legacy of Narciso, who had taught him “to love distances” (Bassols 

Batalla 1965a, 16). Ángel’s journeys to the 1960 IGC in Stockholm, and to the following ones, 

were occasions for wanderings across Europe, during which he developed thoughts on Cold War, 



 
F. Ferretti, 2024, “Voluntary geographies of internationalism: the contributions of a radical 
Mexican family to global pacifism, feminism and anticolonialism”, Annals of the American 
Association of Geographers early view: https://doi.org/10.1080/24694452.2024.2409441 
[author’s postprint version]  
 

decolonisation and peace, that he expressed in his book Viajes geográficos en Europa. In 

Stockholm, Ángel was delighted to attend a meeting that gathered “1600 delegates from 64 

countries”, but disappointed that China was still “absurdly” (Bassols Batalla 1965a, 63) excluded 

due to the Taiwan affair, and that there were only four countries, Mexico, Brazil, Argentina and 

Venezuela, to represent Latin America. Ángel’s accounts on his visit to Scandinavian countries 

contained humorous notes on how Nordic social-democracy still seemed too close to Socialism 

“to the Yankees” (Bassols Batalla 1965a, 70). In addition to meeting his geographical friends in 

Europe, especially numerous in countries such as France and Poland, Ángel foresaw the incoming 

independence of the last European colonies in Africa to conclude that, once completed that step of 

decolonisation, Europe “will come back to its real dimensions” (Bassols Batalla 1965a, 265), that 

is those of a peripheral (or provincialized, as Dipesh Chakrabarty would say) land in relation to 

the giants of Asia, Africa and America.  

 

For Ángel, geographical congresses were also an occasion to establish what is called today South-

South relations, arguing that once “freed from foreign tutorship, Third World countries should 

build their own geographical theory” (Bassols Batalla 1975, 14) to explain why the “poor world” 

was not developing despite mainstream developmentalist claims. A friend of the earliest African 

IGU President, Nigerian geographer Akin Mabogunje (Bassols Batalla 2008, 95) and of earliest 

Indian one Shiba Chatterjee, whom he invited to Mexico in 1966 (Schelhaas and Pietsch 2020, 

135), Ángel travelled to Delhi for the 1968 IGC. With some colleagues, he seized that occasion 

for organising “a journey of Mexican geographers through Asia and Africa” (Bassols Batalla 1985, 

165) during which he interviewed leaders such as Ethiopian emperor Hailé Selassié, who was still 
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grateful to Ángel for the role that his father Narciso played for defending Ethiopia thirty years 

before. In subsequent years, he had the occasion to talk with more radical protagonists of 

decolonisation, such as Yomo Kenyatta and General Giap (Bassols Batalla 1975). In these 

geographical journeys, Ángel expressed his sympathy for Tricontinentalism, stressing the need to 

decentralise global histories and geographies for “giving emphasis to the contributions of Asia, 

Africa and Latin America” (Delgadillo Macías and Torres 1990, 176).  

 

As for Latin America, Ángel related his journeys through “a continent in revolution”, which 

allowed him to be in Chile in September 1970 for the electoral victory of his friend Salvador 

Allende (Bassols Batalla 1985), many of whose supporters would find sanctuary in Mexico after 

Pinochet’s 1973 coup, including critical geographer Graciela Uribe (Mendoza Vargas 2018). Ángel 

proposed transnational alliances to perform a “geography of the oppressed” (Delgadillo Macías 

and Torres 1990, 18), a definition inspired by Brazilian pedagogist Paulo Freire that Ángel first 

applied to the geography of hunger by his friend Josué de Castro. This was exactly the aim of 

Ángel’s participation in “all the IGCs since 1956, and to many regional conferences” (Delgadillo 

Macías and Torres 1990, 188). He concurrently contributed to IGU Commissions such as 

“Geography and Environment” (Bassols Batalla 1985, 207) to which he was invited by Gerasimov 

in 1976, and later to the Commission on “Methods and Economic Regionalisation” (Bassols 

Batalla 1985, 208). The Moscow congress of 1976 was the occasion for Ángel to claim that there 

were “15,000 geographers” (Bassols Batalla 1975, 39) in the Soviet Union, making a quite 

Manichean distinction between a Western “geography of industrial capitalism” serving the 
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interests of business, and a “geography of socialism” serving to “resolve problems that affect the 

whole society” (Bassols Batalla 1977b, 148) especially through planning.  

 

Yet, Ángel also saluted the 1980 IGC in Tokyo, in the middle of a growing capitalist world, as a 

moment in which official institutions expressed awareness of the social relevance of geography in 

“fostering peace and international cooperation” (Bassols Batalla 1980, 142). It is worth noting that, 

in 1976, Ángel was denied the possibility to have an IGU Vice-Presidency for which he had been 

proposed by Gerasimov, as in the Mexican delegation “almost nobody agreed” (Bassols Batalla 

2008, 197) to nominate Ángel instead of Vivó, the then leading academic geographer in Mexico, 

whose candidature had been vetoed by Soviet geographers. Beyond confirming Cold War 

hindrances, this also showed how Ángel was far from having a big academic power in the Mexican 

academy, quite conservative until recent times. Reportedly, in Mexico, Ángel’s political attitudes 

attracted to him “very harsh criticisms” (Delgadillo Macías 2015, 29), which emphasize the 

importance of his voluntaristic commitment to internationalism, because he did not represent any 

corporation, but only his own ideas. 

 

Importantly, Ángel’s geographical conferencing intersected with his participation in pacifist 

meetings, such as the 1965 Peace Congress in Helsinki organised by the WPC and endorsed, 

among geographers, by Josué de Castro. There, Ángel took symbolically the place of Narciso 

among “more than 1500 delegates from more than 100 countries” (Bassols Batalla 1985, 267). 

Intriguingly, in WPC circuits, support to Lusophone Africa’s or Vietnam’s guerrillas was not 

considered incompatible with “peace”, demonstrating that, in a bipolar world, “pacifism” could 
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characterise a wide range of political positions. What is significant is that, directly collaborating 

with Clementina, Ángel served as a transferor of international pacifist debates to Mexico, 

switching between scholarly and political contexts. For instance, his presentation on “War and 

Peace” for the 1984 IGC in Paris was resumed for the International Peace Congress that took place 

in Mexico in 1987. Arguing for committing science to peace rather than to warfare, Ángel indicated 

the overtaking of “dependent capitalist underdevelopment” (Bassols Batalla 1987b, 594) as the 

master way for peace. As I discuss in the next section, in the family it was mainly Clementina who 

carried out a pacifist engagement (Wilkie et al. 2008), eventually combined with internationalist 

feminism.  

 

Clementina: recovering female agency  

In her recollections, Clementina discussed some problems that her choice of marrying Narciso 

implied for her professional life. Trained as a lawyer like her husband, she was the author of a 

“pioneering thesis” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, ii) on the problems of women’s professional insertion 

that the 1917 Mexican Constitution had left unresolved. Eventually, she was “the first [Mexican] 

woman who graduated as a lawyer in the twentieth century” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 130). In 

Diódoro’s house, Clementina acquired an early political consciousness as an adolescent supporter 

of the Mexican Revolution, being first influenced by “the ideas of the Flores Magóns” (Bassols 

Batalla 2002b, 5) and of Zapata, whom she admired “since her childhood” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 

vi). At the moment of her marriage in 1920, Clementina had also studied “history and geography” 

(Bassols Batalla 1978, 12) and learned “German, French and English” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 24). 

The editor of her recollections Guadalupe Belem Bustamante Méndez notes that, with her 
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marriage, Clementina “had to give up her goals and expectations because Narciso did not allow 

her … continuing her profession, although there were discussions between them over that point” 

(Bustamante Méndez 1996, 14). While these divergences led the couple to a “temporary 

separation” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 22), Clementina accepted to turn down her professional 

ambitions as a socially-imposed constraint during the 39 years of her marriage until Narciso’s 

death in 1959 and had six children—two men and four women (some of whose trajectories were 

likewise noteworthy, although falling beyond the scope of this paper). 

 

Clementina’s archives confirm contentions by Jessica Namakkal that “historians have consistently 

buried … the relationships between husband and wife, father and daughter [considering] a person’s 

intellectual production separate from their own subjectivity or actions, [excluding] persons with 

less power—women, children, labourers, people of colour—from historical narratives” (Namakkal 

2019, 128). The available correspondences and recollections show that Clementina “was the 

closest Bassols’ collaborator” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 14), keeping relations with politicians 

like Cárdenas when Narciso was abroad and serving as a translator, a press reviewer and a 

consultant. She wrote articles for Narciso’s Editorial Revolucionaria, “much of which were not 

signed with her name” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 17). Thus, it is possible to consider Clementina 

and Narciso as a classical “collaborative” or “creative” couple characterized by what Margaret 

Rossiter famously called the “Matilda effect” (Rossiter 1993) characterising scholarly couples in 

which the wife remains under the shadow of her husband. This latter obtains notoriety without 

acknowledging the decisive and often original contributions of his partner, who remains hidden or 
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belittled within “the gender hierarchy of a patriarchal society” (Pycior, Slack and Abir-Am 1996, 

ix).  

 

However, Clementina could travel several times to Europe in the 1930s and 1940s to accompany 

Narciso in his diplomatic missions in Great Britain, France, Spain, Switzerland and USSR. A 

telling anecdote from Clementina’s recollections concerned the way in which she was received in 

1936 by former Queen Consort Mary of Teck at Buckingham Palace—without the need to “wear 

unrelieved black” (Diplomatic Corps 1936). On that occasion, the British noblewoman was very 

surprised that a foreign lady could “speak several languages” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 139). 

Thus, although she voluntarily committed to family life, Clementina’s attitudes and education 

rendered her a non-conventional woman for the protocols of the society with which she was 

acquainted. Finally, at Narciso’s death in 1959, 65-years old Clementina took a sort of revenge. 

Considering “widowhood a new life” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 173), she resumed her political 

and juridic commitment, which was very intense for the following 15 years at least (Pérez García 

2002) under forms that remained close to her family traditions, and for which she declared likewise 

an early vocation: travels and internationalism. 

 

A member of the International Federation of Women Lawyers (Gaultier 1964), Clementina 

travelled to Copenhagen with other six “Mexican delegates” (Batalla de Bassols 1960b) to attend 

the international meeting celebrating the 50th anniversary of the International Women’s Day in 

1960. She eventually joined the Women’s International Democratic Federation (WIDF), that had 

been founded in Paris in 1945 under the charismatic leadership of Clementina’s acquaintance 
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Eugénie Cotton (1881-1967), a student of Marie Skłodowska-Curie and an antifascist fighter in 

France. Significantly, Cotton also “worked to found the WPC” (Armstrong 2022, 26). Like this 

latter, WIDF had a bad reputation in the “West” due to its proximity with communist politics and, 

in France, for its explicit anticolonial positions “at the French imperial centre”, which implied that, 

in 1951, the WIDF’s headquarters had to move “to [East] Berlin” (Armstrong 2022, 26). 

 

While definitions such as “feminism” and “pacifism” can be contentious, and WIDF’s members 

did not necessarily style themselves as “feminists”, Clementina used critically that term, adding 

that she did not conceive an “isolated feminism” (Batalla de Bassols 2002b, 138), which did not 

intersect with class struggle. It is also worth noting that anti-communist narratives have widely 

spread ideas that organisations such as WIDF were “communist but not feminist” (De Haan 2010, 

551) to undermine them. Indeed, critical scholarship should be careful in addressing the ideological 

entanglements of the “historical subjects who might not have been avowed communists, 

anarchists, or feminists involved in explicitly radical leftist projects of resistance to capitalism, the 

state, or the patriarchy [but] may still have been resisting conservative politics and ideology” 

(Namakkal 2019, 126). Thus, using definitions such as “feminism” and “pacifism” to broadly 

define the field of Clementina’s internationalism appears as adequate for this discussion.  

 

WIDF and WPC shared opposition to NATO and to wars in Korea and Vietnam, confirming how 

the intersection between international feminism and pacifism was then common to the point that 

“peace” had been almost essentialised as a women’s duty, which is also shown by scholarship on 

associations such as the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom (Alonso 1993; 
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Addams et al. 2003; Blackwell 2004; Confortini 2012). The WIDF is considered as a quite 

emblematic case in Cold War conferencing by authors such as Francisca de Haan, who calls to 

reconsider the ways in which “the ‘Iron Curtain’ has lingered in our minds” (De Haan 2010, 553) 

and to challenge lasting Cold War paradigms in current historiography. For de Haan, the “impact 

of the American Anti-Communist witch-hunt” (De Haan 2010, 549) impeded for a long time to 

see the complexity of movements such as WPC and WIDF, which cannot be uniquely understood 

as Communists’ hideouts—an assumption that has deeply conditioned later studies.  

 

Eventually, the WIDF adopted as key principles: “Anti-fascism, lasting peace, the rights of 

women, and better conditions for children, principles which it regarded as interrelated” (De Haan 

2010, 549). While no association can be considered “neutral” in that context, De Haan argues that 

the presence of several kinds of progressive women in the WIDF in addition to fully-fledged 

communist groups exposes the need to reconsider ideas that the WIDF was “monolithic” (De Haan 

2010, 561). More recently, Yulia Gradskova has discussed challenges and contradictions of the 

effective participation of women from the “Global South” to the WIDF, often excluded by leading 

positions and further invisibilised by later scholarship because “most of what is written on the 

WIDF is in English and informed by a West European and North American feminist approach” 

(Gradskova 2020, 273). Yet, at WIDF, organisations akin to the “Second World” were perceived 

as more friendly than Western ones by many women from the “South”, for adamantly insisting on 

“human rights, gender equality, anti-racism, and anti-colonialism” (Gradskova 2021, 195).  
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Moreover, authors such as Manuel Ramírez Chicharro stress the autonomy of WIDF Latin 

American women in relation to Soviet instructions that could hardly fit the contexts of their 

continent (Ramírez Chicharro 2022). Indeed, the Unión de Mujeres de México (UDMM) “broke 

with the Mexican Communist Party in 1964 and was re-established as the National Union of 

Mexican Women (UNMM) … closer to the New Left” (Ramírez Chicharro 2022, 91). UNMM’s 

President was “Marta López Portillo de Tamayo, and its honorary president Clementina de 

Bassols” (Ramírez Chicharro 2022, 91), who also dealt with international correspondence (Batalla 

de Bassols 1967). Thus, in the context of WIDF, “one of the biggest and most important 

transnational women’s organisations” (Gradskova 2021, 1) still neglected by both Western and 

Eastern scholarship, rediscovering obscure figures such as Clementina proves paramount to 

understand matters of voluntaristic motivations of its members.  

 

Ideas of voluntarism as a drive for international engagement emerged in Clementina’s letters and 

recollections, where “emotions” were recurringly evoked about her journeys to international 

conferences. In Copenhagen, she experienced “the usual routine but also the happiness of being 

together with women from all over the world” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 148). Clementina’s 

reports on congresses include recollections of related travels that she did to perform international 

networking with “friends”, in the context of an informal diplomacy that left room for feelings and 

subjectivity. In 1960, in addition to attend the Copenhagen meeting, Clementina visited European 

countries such as Germany, Czechoslovakia and Hungary, starting correspondence with female 

activists from those countries (Batalla de Bassols 1960c). Invited to Paris for the twentieth 

anniversary of the Union des Femmes Françaises in 1965, Clementina was impressed by seeing 
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“women from five continents” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 153) attending this meeting, that was 

chaired by elderly “Mme Cotton”. She eventually expressed gratefulness for being not hosted in 

an hotel, but in the house of a French activist, Suzanne, who lived in the “progressive” 

neighbourhood of Bagnolet (Batalla de Bassols 1965a). Clementina considered fundamental 

knowing the personal life of her comrades, arguing that activist solidarity should go beyond formal 

occasions, which chimes with current feminist and decolonial readings of non-formal diplomacies 

(Constantinou et al. 2021).  

 

Personal curiosity for knowing places and people was likewise one of Clementina’s voluntaristic 

drives. During her journey to Moscow for the 1963 WIDF Congress, she also called to Leningrad, 

Sochi, Warsaw, Krakow, Wien, Athens, Thessaloniki, Naples, Rome, Florence, Venice, Milan, 

and Paris (Batalla de Bassols 1963a), often meeting local WIDF acquaintances. In 1965, in 

addition to the Paris Congress, she was invited to the twentieth anniversary of the WIDF in 

Salzburg, and thanks to an international ticket “bought by Czech women” (Bustamante Méndez 

1996, 146), she made a tour whose steps were: “Mexico, Habana, Prague, Paris, Wien, Salzburg, 

Berlin, Paris, Rome and various Italian cities, Paris, Brussels, Mexico” (Bustamante Méndez, 

1996, 146). On that occasion, in Italy, she also met her son Ángel (Bassols Batalla 1965b), who 

was proceeding to India. They did not attend the Tricontinental, also because they were both 

travelling elsewhere at the time, although expressing interest in that gathering (Batalla de Bassols 

1966). 
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In some conferences, Clementina officially represented the unions of Mexican women. In her 

speech before the WIDF 1963 Congress in Moscow, she argued for the connection of feminism 

and class struggle, performed by: “Female peasants and indigenous women who fight, together 

with men, to claim land for those who work it … from the female worker who suffers the 

oppression of the powerful, to the female student or intellectual woman who brings her knowledge 

to the service of the people” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 138). In her 1965 speech in Salzburg, among 

calls for the “proscription of nuclear weapons” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 139) and anti-racist 

statements comparing the oppression of women to that of Black Americans in the USA due to “the 

implacable racial hatred of white people” (Batalla de Bassols 1965b), Clementina repeatedly 

expressed her sympathy for the Soviet side of the world. In Moscow, she saluted enthusiastically 

the presence of Valentina Tereshkova, the first woman astronaut, expressing the “joy, admiration 

and pride” of “Mexican progressive women” for “a humble textile worker converted in 

cosmonaut”, who proved the wrong of those who denied to women “any capacity that was not 

maternity or domestic duties” (Batalla de Bassols 1963b).  

 

Yet, according to Anna Kadnikova, the 1963 WIDF Congress, organised in the Kremlin Palace 

with solemn greetings from USSR leader Nikita Khruschev, was cleverly used by the Soviet 

Union, playing the card of gender as a Cold War propaganda instrument to assert its superiority 

over the West for progressive women’s agendas. Tereshkova’s endeavour was inserted in 

Khruschev’s new “public diplomacy” and “policy of peaceful coexistence and peaceful 

competition with the USA” (Kadnikova 2011, 1) after the dreadful missile crisis of the former 

year, and styled as “a gender victory … of the Soviet Union” (Kadnikova 2011, 2). The fact that 
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Tereshkova embodied an idea of Soviet woman being able to jump from manual work to space 

seduced many people, including Clementina.  

 

Indeed, the Mexican activist never hid her sympathies for Soviet women, expressed by her 

admiration for Nina Popova, “first head of the Antifascist Committee of Soviet Women from 1941 

to 1968” (Gradskova 2021, 25) and her correspondence with Zinaida Fedorova, who invited again 

Clementina to Moscow in 1967 for the celebrations of the International Women’s Day and the 

fiftieth anniversary of the Soviet Union (Fedorova 1967). Clementina was likewise a supporter of 

the German Democratic Republic, where she attended various conferences from the Congress of 

GDR women in 1964 to the 1975 WIDF Congress in Berlin (Batalla de Bassols 1975). At the UFF 

meeting in Paris, she claimed “support for Cuba in building a socialist society” against US 

imperialism and saluted “Mme Thorez” (Batalla de Bassols 1965c), that is Jeannette Vermeersch, 

the then widow of French Communist leader Maurice Thorez, who exerted an effective leadership 

over the Party that was comparable to that of her husband (Wieviorka 2010). This did not hinder 

Clementina’s openness to diverse intellectual stimulations, shown by her works on women in the 

Mexican revolution “taking up arms” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 128), and on those who fought for 

similar ideas in Europe such as “George Sand, Pauline Roland, Louise Michel, Flora Tristan, 

Mariana Pineda and many others” (Bassols Batalla 2002b, 163), because “in all epochs there were 

rebel women” (Bustamante Méndez 1996, 178). In the same vein, Ángel did not only quote 

classical figures of Marxism, but also (although among the “precursors”): “Miguel Bakunin, Pedro 

Kropotkin, Enrico [sic] Malatesta … Eliseo Reclus” (Bassols Batalla 1988, 19).  
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Finally, both Clementina and Ángel considered conferences as places for encounters and 

discoveries, matching themes of humanistic geographies that still resonate in international critical 

geography meetings, which are characterised, according to Blanca Rebeca Ramírez Velázquez, by 

“a very humane dimension” (Ramírez Velázquez 2012, 154) in the relations among participants.  

 

Conclusion 

This paper has shown the effectiveness of individual voluntarism based on principled stances as a 

drive for building and disseminating internationalism in worldwide geographical, pacifist and 

feminist conferencing during the Cold War and more broadly across the Twentieth Century. The 

Bassols Batalla family networks provide an example of the agency of individuals who, without 

playing top roles in international organisations, contributed to their success and global 

ramification, demonstrating the “permeability of the Iron Curtain” (Gradskova 2021, 4). 

Transnational research in multilingual archives proves likewise paramount to follow the traces of 

these individuals and their voluntaristic engagement, which tend to disappear in official archives 

and traditional historiography.  

 

This does not mean that the Bassols Batallas were extraneous to forms of social reproduction based 

on cultural capital (Bourdieu 1973) as an elite family, a matter that would alone deserve further 

work. Yet, the originality of their philosophy stemmed from individual agency and principled 

choice rather than conformism or careerism. These scholars and activists showed autonomy in 

relation to any Party orthodoxy, which calls to take seriously the contents that they brought to 

national and international assemblies, even though some aspects of their activism are now deemed 
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outmoded, especially for their closeness to Cold War “real socialism” and its contradictions. This 

was the case with some quite “traditional” aspects of WIDF’s ideas of women’s emancipation, 

which presented evident limits such as a lingering consideration of family tasks and procreation as 

key female duties (Gradskova 2021; Ramírez-Chicharro 2022).  

 

It is not coincidence that, at the end of the Cold War, almost everybody realised how some of these 

ideas were eventually incompatible, as it was no longer possible to ignore the imperialism and 

militarism of the Eastern Bloc or to overlook the agendas of more radical forms of feminism, 

pacifism and antiracism. Yet, Clementina’s and Ángel’s voluntary internationalism still speaks to 

critical geographical agendas by valuing individuals beyond institutions and activism beyond mere 

theory, and fostering intersections between themes such as anti-racism, anti-colonialism, and 

struggles of women, proletarians, peasants and indigenous. These intersections still help 

decolonising geography.  
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