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On 10 August 1931, a decree issued by the president of the provisional government of the
Spanish Second Republic, Niceto Alcala-Zamora, appointed lawyer, journalist and
parliamentarian Amadeu Hurtado i Mir6 (1875-1950) as Spanish delegate at the 12th
Assembly of the League of Nations [1]. With a long, successful legal career, he was also a
lifelong Catalanist and republican, having begun political activity at the turn of the century
and gained a seat at the Spanish Lower House as a member for Solidaritat Catalana. At the
same time, Hurtado had made a name for himself as a journalist and press editor. A
Francophile and admirer of the politician Aristide Briand, as an independent representative
elected for the party Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (he had returned to politics at the
request of his friend Francesc Macia, who had appointed him minister of his government),
his interests had led him to become one of the specialists in international affairs at the new
Parliament and, as such, member of the State Committee. On 9 September, Hurtado
travelled to Geneva, accompanied by his son Victor, and two days later, while the first
National Day of Catalonia (11 September) since the proclamation of the Republic was being
celebrated in Barcelona, he arrived in time to attend the Assembly’s first sessions [2].
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For the Spanish Second Republic, this presence at Geneva was vitally important for the new
government’s international recognition and endorsement, after the crisis triggered by the
airs of great nation that the dictator Primo de Rivera had initially come to Geneva with. His
ambition was a permanent seat on the organisation’s council and he had stormed out when
this was refused, only to come back later with his tail between his legs [3]. The advent of
the Republic brought about a change in international politics. The League of Nations was
now no longer just a high-level showcase and an occasional foreign policy instrument, as it
had been with the previous regime, but was now the central pillar of the Republican
government’s international politics [4]. Geneva and its multilateral diplomacy became the
priority framework for foreign action and the General Assembly was seen as the perfect
scenario for deploying the new Republican policy.

Personally, this was not the first time that Hurtado had attended the Assembly of the
League of Nations. As he explains in his memoirs, he had gone to Geneva two years running
on professional business coinciding with the Assembly’s ordinary sessions and had been
able to listen to the Committees’ debates. In fact, it is likely that he attended them
accompanied by his son Victor, who wrote a chronicle of the Assembly in the journal
Mirador [5]. However, this time, in the autumn of 1931, he now attended as third delegate
and he was chosen as member of the Sixth Committee, concerned with public law and
refugees. First of all, Hurtado attended the discussion on the adaptation of the League’s
general covenant to the Kellogg-Briand Pact of 1928, in which war was outlawed as an
instrument for national politics in relations between countries. Precisely, during those days,
he had the opportunity to meet his admired Briand, at that time French Minister of Foreign
Affairs and a key figure in inter-war international politics. Nobel Peace laureate in 1926,
together with the German Chancellor Gustav Stresemann, for their efforts toward
reconciliation, he was a prominent advocate of the Europeanism and multilateralism
embodied in the League of Nations, whose spirit was considered to be inspired by the
French statesman.

For the Spanish Second Republic, Hurtado’s presence in Geneva
was vital for the new government’s international recognition and
endorsement, after the crisis triggered by the airs of great nation
that the dictator Primo de Rivera had initially come to Geneva with

The other subject included -not by chance- in the Committee’s mandate were the rights of
minorities, a key issue since the League’s formation. A number of attempts had been made
to internationalise the Catalan case before the League of Nations, using the instruments
created after the Great War to protect national minorities, with disappointing results, as
other articles included in this dossier have explained [6]. Now, for the first time, a
Catalanist was a member of the official Spanish delegation, while the autonomy promised
by the new Republican regime was in the process of being negotiated. In fact, Hurtado had
taken part in the legal articulation of the provisional Catalan Government (Generalitat de
Catalunya) and approval of the Statute of Autonomy by the Spanish Parliament. His
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presence in the delegation at Geneva was clear evidence of one of the most transcendent
changes that the Republic had imposed on itself.

This fact required that Hurtado take part in the debate. It was not easy, as he himself says
in his memoirs, in which he admits that he spent some difficult hours preparing a speech
that he considered particularly sensitive, because of the subject matter and because he
wanted to associate the minorities question with the self-government solution that was
being trialled in Spain. On top of that, the speech had to be given in French before an
audience of eminent politicians and jurists [7]. Speaking in French was not the problem
-Hurtado spoke French almost like a native- but rather the close monitoring and doubts of
Pablo de Azcarate, who had worked at the League of Nations since 1922 and was a member
of the Section for the Protection of Ethnic Minorities and director of the Section between
1930 and 1933. A man obsessed with prudence, he had an acute fear of anything that
Hurtado might say in his speech that could be compromising in an issue he considered to
be a “hornets’ nest”. In spite of this, as he explains in his memoirs, “I went to the meeting
without telling my friends that I was intending to speak and I was more nervous than I
remember having been on any other occasion and I didn’t know whether I would dare to
take the step; but as soon as I walked in, with no other company than the official from the
State Ministry corresponding to my delegation and two reporters from Agence Havas in
Madrid, I managed to get the courage up to ask for the floor. Fortunately, I'd been having a
lucky spell and I got through it much better than I expected” [8]. As the League’s Official
Journal reported, on the morning of 16 September, Hurtado spoke after the representatives
from Germany, Romania, Hungary, Canada, England and France:

M. Hurtado (Spain) would no suggest any change in the procedure
followed hitherto or in the legal situation relative to minorities
problem. The minorities would obviously feel greater confidence in
the decisions of the Minorities Committees were made more widely
known. All that was needed was to find a way of giving the
decisions of the Committees greater publicity without wounding the
susceptibilities of the States concerned. The important point was to
made them understand that it was to their advantage to assent to
publicity.

Whatever the procedure adopted, the main thing to be borne in
mind was the psychological aspect. M. Hurtado might cite his own
country to illustrate his meaning. The new Spanish Republic was
far more seriously affected by the mistrust felt abroad as to the
stability of the Government than by internal difficulties. Two
important Bills had been placed before the Cortes: a Bill for the
Constitution of the Republic and a draft Charter of Catalonian
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autonomy. These two Bills embodied all the principles enunciated
by the League with regard to the right of minorities. Il followed
that, whereas last year the Spanish minorities had come to the
League and tried to obtain protection against the sovereign State,
they now formed part of the League and felt in an honour to
represent the State of which they had previously had cause to
complain.

In conclusion, M. Hurtado drew attention to the practical lesson
which might be learnt from the example of the Spanish Republic
and which be summed up in the following rule: The surest method
of overcoming the supposed or real disaffection of national
minorities is to have confidence in them and to grand and respect
their due rights.

League of Nations. Official Journal. Special Supplement no. 99. Records of Twelfth Ordinary Session of the Assembly.
Meetings of the Committees. Minutes of the Sixth Committe (Political Questions - Questions Concerning Refugees).
Geneva, 1931. p. 15. Archive of the League of Nations.

Hurtado’s speech was received with applause and compliments, as he himself says,
including by the Quebecois representative from the Canadian delegation, the
Czechoslovakian Benes and a group of Macedonians among the public. One person who did
not say anything to him was the German delegate, Minister Curtius, who was visibly
irritated by the speech. The Agencia Fabra transmitted the speech, which was received
enthusiastically both in Madrid and in Barcelona. The press gave detailed coverage to his
address, in which he talked about the change of political regime in Spain and the supposed
separatist threat posed by the Catalan minority.

For the first time, a Catalanist was a member of the official Spanish
delegation, while the autonomy promised by the new Republican
regime was in the process of being negotiated

To dispel this fear, the Catalan parliamentarian and minister had assured that his presence
in Geneva, as a Spanish delegate, while also carrying out legislative and executive tasks on
behalf of Catalonia, was tangible proof that this peril was nothing more than a myth [9].
Hurtado continued to receive praise for his speech in Geneva even after he had returned to
Madrid to follow first-hand the debate on the Statute of Autonomy [10]. Xavier Regas, for
example, compared in La Rambla Spain’s actions in the League of Nations during the years
of the dictatorship with the Republican delegation’s brilliant contribution, giving particular
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emphasis to the role of the Catalan parliamentarian:

The illustrious attorney, whom we have to thank for speaking
explicitly on behalf of Catalonia at Geneva, showed with the
exposition of practical results just how different Republican Spain
was from that tinsel Spain that until now had paraded itself in
international arenas. He showed that our Republic can be one of
the solid columns of the world order built in Geneva, as it has been
able to solve its internal problems through fulfilment of the latter’s
principles without losing, in the transition from theory to practice,
one iota of its virtuousness or purity.

And given their importance, we would highlight the words spoken
by the illustrious Barcelona attorney, from which it was clear that
he was speaking on behalf of Catalonia. There is no doubting that
before the international audience which these days is paying close
attention to what is going on in Geneva, our secular claim has
finally taken on official status. A resounding answer has been given
to the politics (?) of the dictatorship, which had only been too
pleased to consider Catalonia’s aspirations as dead and buried, by
including as member of the Spanish Republic’s first diplomatic
representation sent to the League of Nations such a distinguished
Catalanist in the field of political activism and official
representation as Mr Amadeu Hurtado.

Regas, Xavier. «La diplomacia republicana. La representaci6 espanyola a Ginebra» (Republican diplomacy. The Spanish
representation in Geneva). LR, September 28, 1931.

A few weeks later, Salvador de Madariaga clinched the issue in his interview with Francisco
Viu: “In the previous regime, the Spanish delegate at the League of Nations often had to
settle minorities conflicts in Central European nationalities, and it was evident that he
lacked the moral authority for this task as he represented a centralist tyranny that
oppressed Catalonia. It has to be said that Mr Lerroux made an excellent decision when he
appointed Amadeo Hurtado as our delegate in Geneva, who gave a magnificent speech as
representative of Spain before the Sixth Committee.” In the opinion of this politician and
diplomat, “our nation has gained in international personality and today we are viewed
favourably by the entire world” [11].

By way of anecdote, Hurtado remembered as one of the “sensational moments” of his
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period in Geneva the day when news reached the city that the Spanish Parliament had
approved the constitutional definition of Spain as “a Republic of workers of all classes,
organised under a regime of Freedom and Justice”. Although initially this declaration was
interpreted almost in a Soviet sense, “by the evening, just about everyone was joking about
it, and when, at night, we walked with Espla into the bar where the journalists would
congregate, we were met with an ironic ovation and the chant of: ‘Here come the workers’
[12].

J
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