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Introduction - "Myths" and "Realities" 

Filmmakers, novelists, and scholars have all attempted to portray the fratricidal conflict 

that ravaged Spain from July 18, 1936 to April 1, 1939. Filmmakers present the rhetoric and 

images of the war; novelists try to convey the emotions and impact on civilian life; and scholars 

debate the events and their social and political ramifications. Studied separately, these three 

media provide an incomplete picture of the war. Together, they approach a profoundly new and 

complex view of the Spanish Civil War. The integration of film, literature, and historical 

works does not, however, render a completely accurate presentation of the battle. Inherent to 

these sources are misrepresentations or "myths." These "myths," which are often 

oversimplifications that fail to engage in the complexities of the war, can be observed as such 

due to the corresponding "realities," or more accurate representations that are found in the same 

sources. 

In studying historical works, novels and films on the war I have constructed four "myths" 

and their corresponding "realities." These include: representations of the Nationalist side, 

including the notion of the Civil War as a battle against fascism; representations of the repression 

during the war; notions of the church and the religiosity of the combatants; and representations 

of the nature of the conflict and the divisions among the Spanish people including the idea of two 

identifiably different Spains. The Spanish Civil War was neither a war against fascism, nor a 

confrontation between two divided Spains. It was a battle to monopolize the defining of Spain in 

the beginning of the twentieth century. Although both sides received foreign financial and 

military support, the Spanish Civil War was fought among Spaniards whose primary differences 

were neither religion nor political affiliation , but their competing visions for the future of Spain. 



Rather than fascism vs. con1n1umsm, anarchism, or socialism, the Spanish Civil War was a 

struggle of tradition vs. Inodernization. 

There were no simple divisions among the Spaniards during the war; most people were 

both victims and aggressors at one time or another. The complexity of the issues surrounding the 

war requires a complete look at the war, with an emphasis on primary sources. Studied together, 

films , novels, and historical works verge upon a cultural perspective of the war. While the 

sources on the war that are presently available should not be discredited, widely held 

misconceptions need to be reevaluated. The Spanish Civil War has been a defining aspect of 

Spanish society. Given its importance, this conflict merits a revised interpretation of the events 

and the principal players-the Spanish people.! It is the cultural history of the Spanish Civil War, 

the real effects on the civilians that deserves more attention. The voices of those that actually 

experienced the war, rather than the opinions and constructions of events by biased sources, need 

to be captured and preserved before it is too late. 

Time and the effects of collective memory may have altered some of these "pure" 

memories, but not all. These living sources need to be consulted and it is upon these sources that 

more filmmakers, novelists, and scholars n1ust base their information of the war. The 

photographs, diaries , letters, and oral histories at the disposal of those who wish to study and 

present the Spanish Civil War are an undervalued gem. For historians who want to reflect on the 

events of the war through a personal and truly Spanish lens, these primary sources are of utmost 

value and importance. There are a plethora of views of the war from abroad, that speculate on 

the effects of the war and what the experience was like for Spanish citizens. It is time for less 

speculation and more accuracy. The memories of the survivors in which the Spanish people 

portray their war, are the key to this revised and accurate interpretation. 
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History of the War 1931-1939 

Scholars refer to the period between April 1931 and July 1936 as the "Second Republic." 

The Primo de Rivera dictatorship can1e to an end in January of 1930, and his successor General 

Damaso Berenguer wanted clean elections with the neutrality of the government. After a long 

period of delay due to deteriorating political conditions, municipal elections were set for April 14 

of the following year. After the overwhelming Republican sweep of the municipal elections in 

April 1931, King Alonso XIII fled into exile and his opponents proclaimed Spain a Republic. 

The lack of compron1ise, excessive violence, increasing polarization towards the extremes of 

right and left, and inability to create a unified vision for the future of Spain made the Second 

Republic a turbulent period. By 1936 the political right was prepared to take military action to 

"save Spain" from anarchy. "Saving" Spain became their mission or crusade. Threatened 

because of the Popular Fronfs electoral success in February of that year, and what they perceived 

to be more lawlessness and antagonistic reforms, factions of the right were becoming convinced 

that the only way to restore order and suppress the "revolutionary threat" was military 

insurrection. The kidnapping and murder of the right's leading politician, Jose Calvo Sotelo, on 

July 13, 1936, which had been precipitated by the Falange's assassination of leftist politician 

Jose de Castilla, ignited their cause and led to the uprising in Melilla on July 17. 

The military uprising in Spanish Morocco, led by General Francisco Franco, quickly 

spread to the peninsula with the help of Gern1an and Italian support. The Republicans were able 

to garner the support of the Soviet Union and were also aided by numerous volunteers from 

Britain, France, the United States and Italy. These volunteers came to Spain to join the fight 

"against fascisn1 ." Although the Republicans had the country's financial and industrial resources 
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at their disposal, they lacked unity. After Generals Mola and Sanjurjo perished, the men1bers of 

the Nationalist coalition temporarily resolved their ideological differences for the "cruzada" and 

were united under the leadership of General Franco in September 1936. 

In the end Franco and the Nationalists prevailed, but there was no real winner in this war. 

The Civil War that lasted until April 1939 was an angry battle between brothers and sisters, 

complicated by foreign involvement. According to the socialist Argentine newspaper La 

Vanguardia, there were no less than 800,000 injured and dead. 1 Many were forced to flee their 

homes and their homeland due to the horrible repression that both sides engaged in. 2 After the 

war, Spanish society remained polarized between the victors and the vanquished, and the 

repression continued for those who fought against the Nationalists. Franco maintained the status 

of Generalfsimo, and served as the country's military and political leader until his death in 

November 1975. Since the end of his dictatorship, democracy has reigned with a constitutional 

monarchy. 

1 La Vanguardia (Buenos Aires) , April 3, 1939. 
2 George Esenwien and Adrian Shubert estimate that approxiamately 30,000 were executed for "war crimes" in the 
post war period, while thousands of others ended up in prisons or prison camps. Burnett Bolloten writes that there 
were 270,000 prisoners in Spanish jails eight months after the fighting had ended, and the majority of the prisoners 
were political detainees . George Esenwein and Adrian Shubert. Spain at War: The Spanish Civil War in Conext, 
193 /-1939 (London, New York: Longman Press, 1995), p. 268. Burnett Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War (Chapel 
Hill : University of North Carolina Press, 1991 ), p. 743. 
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Sources and Structure 

In constructing the myths and realities I have relied on films, novels, and historical works 

for my sources. The films are both major foreign motion pictures and documentary films 

commissioned by the endowment for the hun1anities. The novels I studied were written by both 

Spanish and foreign authors, as were the historical works . In choosing sources I tried to get 

perspectives from different eras, nationalities, and political viewpoints. In my research I initially 

focused more on perspectives of the Nationalist side, until I began to recognize the conflicting 

representations and misrepresentations. I then concentrated on looking for comparative 

evidence. 

In the following sections I will present the "myth," or what I perceive to be inaccurate 

depictions of the Spanish Civil War itself and the participants, and then I will provide evidence 

of the "reality," or more accurate representation. All of the sources provide evidence that can be 

used to illustrate either a myth or a reality. In other words, there is no completely objective 

source. There is an abundance of n1aterial on the Spanish Civil War, and I could have probably 

used a different set of films, novels, and historical works and still found the san1e inconsistencies 

in the representations of Franco, the Nationalists , and the conflict itself. Despite the need to 

reevaluate the misconceptions inherent to these sources, they should still be highly regarded for 

their in-depth look at the war. 
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Myth One 

The film Spanish Civil War submits that the Spanish Civil War was a "microcosm for the 

war against fascism." This idea is reinforced by communist propaganda from the period that 

presents the war as a ''contest between fascism and democracy." According to George 

Esenwein, the Communists distributed pamphlets containing this supposed truth so that the ''true 

significance" of Spain's war would be spread to a wide audience.3 The Comintern encouraged 

this view of the war in order to diminish its participation on behalf of the Republicans. In the 

1930s, superpowers such as Britain, France, and the United States perceived both fascism and 

communism as threats to den1ocracy. By presenting the Spanish Civil War as a battle between 

fascism and democracy, the Comintern sought to implicate the Germans, their imperialist 

competitors, and shield themselves from further scrutiny in the international community. 

In this representation of the Civil War, the Nationalists were fascists as was their leader 

General Franco. Hugh Thomas implies Franco's ties to fascism in his account of the war. He 

writes that the name ''Caudillo," which the Nationalists called Franco, was a bad translation of 

"Fuehrer,"4 The Spaniards then1selves also made references to their "fascist" enemies. Edward 

Malefakis notes that "in early July, the communist party introduced legislation to the Cortes for 

the proscription of C.E.D.A. and other parties not allied to the Popular Front on the grounds that 

they were 'fascist. '"5 This broad proscription demonstrates that both Spaniards and foreigners 

are guilty of falsely representing the Nationalists, their leader, and fundamentally the meaning of 

the conflict. 

3 George Esenwein and Adrian Shubert, Spain at War: The Spanish Civil War in Conrexr, 1931-1939, p. 246. 
4 Hugh Thomas, The Spanish Civil War (New York : Harper, 1961 ), p. 281. 
5 Edward Malefakis, "The Parties of the Left and the Second Republic,'' in The Republic and rhe Civil War in Spain, 
ed. Raymond Carr (London and Basingstoke: Macmillian, 1971 ), p. 41 . 
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A fairly small fascist party known as the Falange did exist in Spain in the 1930s. Antonio 

Primo de Rivera, son of the former dictator, founded the Falange in 1933 as a reaction to the 

disorder that followed the fall of his father's dictatorship and the end to monarchical rule. The 

Falange joined the Carlist traditionalists, social Catholics, liberal Catholics, Alfonsine 

monarchists, and the factions of the army to comprise what is known as the Nationalist side in 

the War. Rightist sympathizer Richard Robinson writes, 

the evidence demonstrates that the right was not simply, as many used to think, a 
monolithic bloc of more or less fascist reactionaries who were bent on destroying 
a progressive democratic Republic and on thwarting the desires of the vast 
majority of the Spanish people. 6 

This proliferation of factions on the right discredits the notion that the Spanish Civil War was a 

merely a war against fascism. Some scholars even question the Fascist nature or credentials of 

the Falange. Spanish novelist Camilo Jose Cela remarks, 

The Falangists act in politics as though they were playing rugby, the Carlist boys 
seen1 like crusaders and talk about the Cause, with a capital C, some of them 
believe, you bet! And some just go along to see whether they wind up believing7 

Gerald Brenan further attacks the Falange's political viability in arguing that "the Falange never 

succeeded in becoming a coherent Fascist party."8 

As the above mentioned proscription by the Con1munist party demonstrates, the term 

fascist was applied indiscriminantly. Former C.E.D.A leader Gil Robles corroborates Malefakis 

in asserting that marxist propaganda designated as fascist any one who sympathized with a 

rightist movement. 9 Spanish historian Manuel Tunon de Lara negates the claims associating 

Franco and the Nationalists with fascism. He contends that the war was not intended to instill 

6 Richard Robinson , "The Parties of the Right and the Republic," in The Republic and the Civil War in Spain, ed . 
Raymond Carr (London and Basingstoke, 1971 )p . 46. 
7 Cami Jo Jose Cela, San Camilo. 1936. trans . J .H.R. Polt (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991 ), p. 45 . 
8 Gerald Brenan . The Spanish Labrinth (Cambridge: University Press, 1944 ). 
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fascism in the country. Tufi6n de Lara argues that "the regime created by the anti-Republican 

classes and the new implanted state, was neither fascist, nor did it ever seriously propose to 

be." 10 Rather than attempting to impose a new order, Tufi6n de Lara proposes that the war had 

essentially restorative effects. 

Included in this revised view of the Nationalists is the notion that Franco was not their 

"fascist" leader. There is extensive evidence to discredit this widely held notion. The film Spirit 

qj"the Alcazar argues that Franco never was a reaJ fascist, rather he was above alJ a soldier and 

Nationalist obsessed with the communist threat. The narrator of the film continues on with, "He 

relished the imperial past and saw himself as heir to the Catholic monarchs." 11 Franz Borken au 

posits that Franco was not closely allied with the Fascist party in Spain. Instead of referring to 

him as their leader, they called him "Geralfsimo" to signify that they only accepted him as a 

wartime leader. Due to the deep disagreement between them and the Falange's lack of 

recognition for his role as leader of the country he writes, "there can be no real fascism, then, in 

the Franco camp, because the Fascist Party is against the general-leader, who, himself, has no 

political party at his orders. "12 Esenwein revises this notion in explaining that while Franco 

should not be considered a fascist dictator, the politics that he employed to create his 

authoritarian regime were fascist. 1 ~ 

9 Jose Marfa Gil Robles , No fue posible Ia paz (Barcelona: Ediciones Ariel, 1968), p. 690. 
10 All of the following translations that appear are my own. The original text reads, ' 'EI regimen creado por las 
clases antirrepublicanos, el nuevo estado implantado, no fueron fascistas, ni se propusieron seriamente nunca." 
Manuel Tuii6n de Lara, La guerra civil espanola: cinquenta anos despues (Barcelona: Labor, 1985), p. 118. 
11 The Spirit of the Alcazar, An Antelope Production for Channel Four, Wombat Film & Video, 1986. 
12 Franz Borkenau, Spanish Cockpit (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1963), p. 278. Ronald Fraser also 
records in Blood of Spain: Th e E.."Cperience r~f"rhe Civil War, /936-39, that the Falange was upset about Franco' s 
fusion of the Falange with the Carlists into Falange Espanola Traclicionalista in 1937, which thereafter ended the 
Falange's independence. One nationalist recalled, "If there hadn't been a war, the Falange would have killed 
Franco."" Ronald Fraser, Blood of Spain: The Exxperience of the Civil War, /936-1939 (London: Penguin Books, 
Ltd ., 1979), p. 318 . 
u Esenwein , Spain at War, p. 173. 
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What Borkenau and Esenwein are suggesting here is that while Franco's militancy and 

glorification of the state appealed to the Falangists, he was not widely regarded as a leader who 

embodied the highest ideals of the nation. As the name "caudillo" connotes, he was the head of 

state and military leader, or "Generalfsimo." This ten1porary leadership role was acceptable to 

the Falangists, Carlists, and Monarchists, for Franco had demonstrated considerable talent and 

competency as a military officer. During the war, the Nationalists needed a skilled and capable 

person to lead their "cruzada." Franco shared their fear of a communist threat, and resolve to 

defend the Catholic Church. After the war he had a tenuous hold on power, given that he did not 

have a party or a coalition that was faithful to him personally. For this reason Franco did resort 

to brutal force and intin1idation in consolidating his power and subduing his adversaries . 

Esenwein acknowledges the differences between the oppressive tactics that he employed, and his 

anti-Fascist ideological position. 

If neither Franco nor the Nationalists were uniformly fascists, and their cause was not to 

impose a fascist state in Spain, what was the motivation behind the insurrection? As Tufi6n de 

Lara mentioned, the Nationalists wanted to above all "restore order." Robinson suggests that 

General Mola, the organizer of the conspiracy against the government, believed that Spain was 

being led into chaos and that violent action was necessary to reverse this course. The 

insurrection, then, was carried out "to overthrow the government of the Popular Front, re

establish order and suppress the revolutionary threat." 14 The Nationalists perceived this threat to 

be coming predotninantly from the communists. In Raz.a, which is based on the film with the 

same nan1e that Franco wrote the screenplay for, the days prior to the insurrection are dramatized 

and the military's action is glorified. The film emphasizes the comn1unist threat, and the 

takeover of the country by the Russian Comintern, 
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The situation was aggravating by the motnent; Comintern orders were m 
execution and the in1plantation of Communism was already a decided thing. A 
few days later, on July 18, 1936, the first dawn of hope appeared. 15 

While the film and book display exaggerated glorification of the right, and overemphasize the 

role that the Comintern had at the beginning of the war, one still gets the sense that the military 

insurrection was fueled by a duty and a fear for Spain's future . 

This extreme fear and need to overthrow the government to "save Spain" from 

comn1unism have been largely overlooked. Due to the political clin1ate in Europe at the time, the 

Nationalists were identified by the Falange contingency in their alliance, and their Gern1an and 

Italian allies rather than the nature of their cause. Ten years after the end of the Spanish Civil 

War, the United States had already begun its denunciation of communists, and would proceed to 

suppress the threat of comn1unism in various world arenas. 

Instead of an opportunity to demonstrate fascist ties, Burnett Bolloten points out that the 

Spanish Civil War served as a testing ground for Germany. The German Condor Legion, which 

is well known for its bombing of Guernica, perfected its civilian bombing techniques in the 

Spanish Civil War. These techniques were later used in World War II. Bolloten contends that, 

"Contrary to the opinion widely held, no promises of German military aid were given to the 

organizers of the revolt prior to the outbreak of hostilities." 16 Hitler and Franco were both 

pragmatic leaders. Franco needed military and financial support, since he did not have the entire 

Spanish military at his disposal , and the Republicans had control of the country's financial 

resources. Hitler needed a battle ground to both test and strengthen Germany's military tnight. 

14 Robinson, "The Parties of the Right and the Republic," p. 68 . 
15 Original version, "La situacion se agravaba por momentos; las consignas del Komintern ruso estaban en ejecuci6n 
y Ia implantaci6n del comunismo era ya cosa decidida. Unos elf as mas tarde, el 18 de julio de 1936, surgi6 Ia 
primera aurora de esperanza." Jaime de Andrade, Raza:Anecdotario para el guion de una pelfcula (Barcelona: 
Planeta, 1997), p. 95 . 
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Acquiring a new ally for his upcoming match against the world's super powers was another plus 

for Hitler. This alliance was not n1ade on ideological grounds, rather both countries could serve 

each other's practical strategic interests at the time. 

As Bolloten mentions, the right turned to military action when they were no longer 

confident in Spain's capacity for democracy. They feared that they would not have a role in the 

new government being assembled. Bolloten writes that the C.E.D.A., the representative of the 

right in the Cortes, was quickly losing power. In February 1936, the C.E.D.A. held tnore seats 

than any other party, yet five months later "it had sunk into oblivion." 17 By July the Nationalists 

no longer saw a means of having meaningful representation within the Popular Front 

government. This impotency along with the heightened violence and disorder pushed followers 

of the right to the extremes and toward military insurrection. In an article from La Vanguardia, 

shortly after the insurrection, General Mola is quoted as saying, "We are not thinking of 

restoring the monarchy. The republican form will be preserved as a base for the new State, but 

we should strengthen the military to keep order." 18 

Gil Robles points to the military tradition of taking up arms to restore order, "When any 

political situation begins to unravel because of the masses, the armed forces take upon 

themselves, as a duty, the task of restoring public order." 19 In Gil Robles's view then, the 

military had a duty to restore order. With an established precedent for usurping power, the 

military saw fit to control the seemingly unraveling social and political situation. As previously 

mentioned, the military not only saw fit, but felt that it was their duty and mission. 

16 Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War, p. 97. 
17 Ibid., p. 19 . 
18 Original text: "No pensamos restaurar Ia monarqufa. Se conservera Ia forma republicana como base del nuevo 
Estado, pero debemos fortalecer el ejercito para guardar el arden ." La Vanguardia (Buenos Aires) , July 29, 1936. 
19 Original text, "Cuando una situaci6n polftica cualquiera comienza a ser desbordada par las masas, las fuerzas 
armadas to man sabre sf, como un deber, Ia tarea de restablecer el arden publico." Gil Robles, No fue posible La paz, 
p. 707. 
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The Spanish film A mf la legion depicts the nationalist fervor that prevailed in the 

military. 20 The soldiers sing patriotic songs and are willing to die for their legion and their 

country. Released in 1942, this overt piece of propaganda demonstrates the Franco regime's 

desire to portray the unity , order and patriotism of the Nationalist army. The good intentions of 

the soldiers also appear to justify the military's insurrection. The young, handsome soldiers 

appear selfless and entirely devoted to the "cruzada," with the words "Viva Espana" on their lips 

as they die. 

A mi la legion is representative of Franco as a person and a leader. Although his 

authoritarian methods and nationalist fervor resemble the work of a fascist dictator, his 

ideological persuasion should not be oversimplified; nor should the war itself. Rather than a 

"microcosm for the war against fascism," or a war between fascism and democracy, the Spanish 

Civil War was a uniquely Spanish conflict. The historical precedent for military intervention in 

public affairs was at the root of the confrontation between the Republicans and the Nationalists. 

Instead of attempting to instill a fascist government in Spain, Franco and the Nationalists were 

attempting to restore order in the violent and chaotic country, because they saw it as their duty. 

The Falange may have had different objectives for Spanish society, but the Nationalist coalition 

as a whole was in agreement on restoring order, protecting the Catholic institution, and 

suppressing the "revolutionary threat" posed by the socialists and communists. 

20 Am( La leg ion , dir. Juan de Orduna, CIFESA, Upec and Hi spania Artis Film, 1942. 
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Myth Two 

While there is no disagreement that the Spanish Civil War was a bloody conflict between 

brothers, there is no consensus on which side was responsible for the horrible repression that 

took place. Republican sympathizers fail to objectively present the facts, and hold the 

Nationalists responsible for the repression, while not mentioning Republican repression. Other 

sources such as Gerald Brenan and Ronald Fraser will admit that there was repression 

propagated by the Republican masses during the war, but argue that it was not sanctioned by the 

Republican authorities . Fraser admits that atrocities were committed in the Popular Front Zone, 

but the difference was that in the republican zone crimes were committed by an 
impassioned people, not the authorities. The latter always tried to prevent 
crimes ... It wasn't so in the Nationalist zone. There were more people shot, it was 
scientifically organized. 21 

Brenan also makes the same argument that Fraser does, simply that the Republican authorities 

"were strongly opposed to terrorism and put an end to it as soon as they were able."22 The film 

Spanish Civil War uses biased language to connote the supposed differences in aggression. In 

describing the events at the Alcazar in Toledo in September 1936, the narrator tells viewers that 

the Nationalists "massacred Republican besiegers," while "Moscardo' s son was killed by 

Republicans" (italics added). 23 The use of language is subtle, nevertheless there is a clear bias in 

the representation of aggression during the war. The republicans merely "killed," while the 

Nationalists "massacred." 

During the war El Sol, a communist newspaper out of Madrid ran headlines such as "New 

Proof of the Ferocity of the Fascists," "The Horror of the Fascist Hordes in Badajoz," and "The 

21 Fraser, Blood of' Spain , p. 276. 
22 Brenan, The Spanish Labrinth, p. 322 . 
2:1 The Spanish Civil War , Films for the Humanities and Sciences, lnc., 1993. 
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Governor of La Coruna was Executed in the Presence of His Wife."24 These headlines were 

quite clearly propaganda tools to ignite fear and hatred of the enemy. The rhetoric is laden with 

animal imagery. In these representations the Nationalists appear as "ferocious" beasts who kill 

in hordes and execute with innocent victims as spectators. The events mentioned, such as the 

massacre in Badajoz, are not fabricated, but the way in which they are reported is clearly meant 

to horrify readers at home and abroad . 

The unbiased reality is that both systematic repression and wanton killing took place on 

the Nationalist side and on the Republican side. Brenan and Fraser fail to recognize the Military 

Investigation Service, or as it was known by its Spanish acronym, the SIM. According to 

Bolloten, the Republican authorities employed the SIM to quiet criticism of the Republican 

government, " the rights of free expression, public assen1bly, and protection from arbitrary arrest, 

search, and seizure were suspended."25 It is possible that many were unaware of the "chekas" or 

secret prisons that the Republicans employed, because Bolloten notes that the "dungeons of the 

SIM were son1etimes concealed inside political mansions surrounded by formal gardens and 

railings."26 The use of these "dungeons" by the Republican authorities hardly seems as though 

they were, as Brenan writes , "strongly opposed to terrorism." Esenwein reports that as 1nany as 

80,000 people were "assassinated during the Republican or "red" repression."27 

Attributing the repression to both sides rather than blaming one side and not the other, 

Borkenau takes an objective view on the matter and suggests that it is a "Spanish habit to 

massacre one's enemies wholesale."28 Borkenau quotes Eudico Ravines, a Peruvian Communist 

24 The original text reads " Nuevas pruebas de Ia ferocidad de los facciosos, " ' 'EI Horror de las hordas fascistas en 
Badajoz" El Sol (Madrid), September 19, 1936; and "El gobernador de La Coruiia fue fusilado en presencia de su 
esposa," £/Sol (Madrid), September 18 , 1936. 
25 Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War, p. 603 . 
26 Ibid .. , p. 603. 
27 Esenwein, Spain at War, p. 130. 
28 Borkenau, Spanish Cockpit, p. 76 . 
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leader and editor of Frente Rojo, the most important Communist newspaper in Spain, "Facing 

the situation honestly, we could not help seeing that the procedures of fascism and con11nLmism 

differed only by a hair's breadth."29 By acknowledging that the repression was Spanish rather 

than Republican or Nationalist, both Borkenau and Ravines recognize that the conflict was a civil 

war with brothers and sisters fighting each other. To a certain extent, each side may have been 

influenced by its foreign allies, but there was military personnel with the same training fighting 

on both sides. Repression became necessary for rooting out the enemy since he was not visibly 

identifiable. 

While both sides committed atrocities to settle personal vendettas or secure the loyalty of 

its territory, both sides have been slow to admit their policies. Due to the fact that both the 

Nationalists and the Republicans relied on external resources, neither one could openly admit to 

terrorizing the populace. Neither side could afford to have their cause tainted by admitting to 

wanton acts of aggression. Even after the war ended, it was necessary for the Nationalists to 

uphold their moral ground to justify their insurrection. The Republicans needed to continue to 

deny their repression in order to cast themselves as victims. 

Tunon de Lara offers that it is difficult to study social repression in the war, because 

there is unequal recording in the sources of information. Franco conducted a study of 

Republican repression after the war was over, in order to give the insurrection and his 

dictatorship legitimacy. 30 So while there is ample evidence of Republican repression, including 

photographs of the chekas in the Republican zone, there is not as much recorded evidence of 

Nationalist repression both during and after the war. 

29 Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War, p. 539. 
:w Archivo General de Ia Administraci6n de Alcala de Henares, Espana. By December 21, 1938, Franco had ordered 
the creation of "La Comisi6n sobre ilegitimidad de los poderes actuantes el 18 de julio de 1936." 
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In failing to record and admit to Nationalist repression during the war and his regime's 

imprisonment and execution of numerous Spaniards after the war, Franco accomplished two 

objectives. First, as already mentioned he gave his dictatorship a legitimate appearance. This 

not only helped him consolidate his power, it also made it possible for him to later receive 

foreign aid for restoration of the war damaged country. Second, in emphasizing the Republican 

repression, Franco was atten1pting to justify his execution and imprisonment of the 

"vanquished." Tufi6n de Lara estimates that between 1939 and 1950, Franco executed 28-30,000 

people who were with the Republicans during the war or against his regime. 31 

One of Franco's famous denials is related to the bombing of Guernica. Pablo Picasso 

publicized the nationalist's bombing of the town of Guernica in his 1937 mural entitled 

Guernica, but Franco never admitted to wreaking havoc on the Basque civilian population. In 

her article "Fascisn1' s Prey: Now Healing and a Quest for Truth," New York Times journalist 

Marlise Simons writes that instead of admitting that his forces, with the help of Nazi and Italian 

pilots, destroyed Guernica, he asserted up to his death that leftist Basque radicals had set fire to 

the town themselves.32 Franco is not alone though in failing to accept responsibility for war time 

actions. Bolloten argues that the PCE (the Spanish Con1mLmist Party) has never publicly 

acknowledged the existence of the SIM's secret prisons and torture chambers, even though they 

were photographed by Nationalists after they captured Barcelona in January 1939.33 Once again, 

if the PCE were to acknowledge the existence of its organized repressive system, the communists 

would appear as aggressors, thus undermining their role as victims. At the same time, if the PCE 

~ 1 Tuii6n de Lara, La guerra civil espanola, p. 422. Julio Llamazares ' s novel Luna de Lobos depicts a group of 
Republican soldiers that were forced into hiding after the war to avoid execution. Julio Llamazares, Luna de lobos 
(Barcelona: Editorial Seix Barral, 1985). 
T! Marlise Simons, "Fascism's Prey: Now Healing and a Quest for Truth," New York Times, May 12, 1998. 
J:l Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War, p. 604 . 
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would have admitted to these practices during Franco's reg1me, it would have fueled even 

greater reprisals. 

In emphasizing either Nationalist or Republican repression, scholars and filmmakers 

misrepresent the true nature of the conflict. The war in Spain was a civil war, where both sides 

forced the population to take up arms and divide itself. Both armies used violence and terror to 

subdue the inhabitants in occupied territory. Oppressed peasants and workers on both sides saw 

the war as an opportunity to redress social injustices. In Ernest Hemmingway's novel For Whom 

the Bell Tolls, Pilar, an "anti-fascist freedom fighter," describes the murder of all the male 

members of the upper classes in her town. Hugh Thomas writes that this description, where "all 

the male 1nembers of the upper class were beaten with heavy flails and then flung over a cliff," is 

very close to a real event that took place in an Andalusian town named Ronda. J4 

This exan1ple of murder by the masses demonstrates the macabre essence of the war. 

Due to the extreme forms of violence displayed in this war, and the fact that victims and 

aggressors n1ingled with each other during and after the war, it is not surprising that neither side 

is eager to confront its role in the aggression. The peaceful transition from Franco's regime to 

democracy is evidence of a reconciled Spain that longs for tranquility instead of revenge. 

Acknowledging the culpability of both sides is a crucial step in ensuring a more meaningful and 

lasting peace. 

~ 4 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War, p. 176. According to Thomas 512 men were killed in this way in the first month 
of the war. Ernest Hemmingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1940), p. 126. 
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Myth Three 

The Spanish Catholic Church has historically been a powerful and wealthy institution. In 

the early twentieth century the bonds between the Church and the every day peasant or lower 

class citizen were strained due to the Church's failure to adapt to changing social conditions. 

Clinging to the protected and privileged position that it had enjoyed since the fifteenth century, 

the Church refused to accept a more public-spirited role spreading knowledge and progress to the 

illiterate masses and contributing to society's econotnic itnprovement. Preferring authoritarian 

regimes that defended its doctrines to parliamentary democracy and pluralism, the Church 

became identified with the monarchy and dictatorship. According to Frances Lannon, the 

Church was a "danger to the democratic and modernizing Republic."35 Its inactivity in the face 

of social injustice, defense of private property rights regardless of social need, and dislike of 

pluralism had earned it a reputation as the enemy of den1ocracy and social reform. 36 After the 

declaration of the Republic in 1931, the Republican government included articles in its new 

constitution separating church and state, and permitting civil marriage and divorce. The masses 

demonstrated their disdain for the Church as an institution by burning edifices, and n1urdering 

nuns and priests. These actions by the masses provoked the right -wing and gave them a cause to 

rally support for their insurrection. 

The right capitalized on the chaos of the period by invoking the notion of a crusade to 

defend the Church from the anti-clerical Republicans. "La cruzada" became the rallying cry for 

the right. Fraser writes, "Religion was the crux of the matter; the war in Navarre was a 

:~:'Frances Lannon, Privilege. PersecuTion. ond Prophecy: The Cmholic Church in Spain 1875-1975 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press , 1987), p. 186. 

36 Ibid., p. 182. 
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crusade. "37 Having lost its role as guardian of Spain's identity and conscience, the Church was 

looking to restore its place in society, and the Nationalists claimed to be fighting to reclaim it for 

them with their crusade. For some conservative Catholics, such as writer Jose Marfa Peman, 

"religious dissent or disaffection was a failure of patriotism."38 This view depicts the 

Republicans not only as anti-religious, but also unpatriotic. According to the Nationalist notion 

then, in defending the Church, they were also defending Spain. Nationalist sympathizers like 

Robinson reinforce this dichotomy between the religious and anti-religious by claiming , "Anti-

clericalism, if not anti-Catholicism, was by tradition an important tenet of belief - usually the 

most important- for a Spanish republican. "39 

These depictions of the Republicans as godless liberals, and the Nationalists as defenders 

of the faith are over-exaggerations and over-simplifications. Lannon contends, "It was perfectly 

possible for convinced, practising Catholics to be equally convinced Republicans."40 She points 

out that Niceto Alcala Zamora, the first president of the Republic and Miguel Maura, Republican 

Minister of the Interior, were both devout Catholics. The Catholic conservative Republicans 

lack of a mass Catholic organization, political party, or newspaper left them without the ability to 

garner support for a middle ground between reactionary Catholic politics, and aggressively anti-

clerical Republicanism. 41 

The Church's reputation as slumlords and landlords throughout the nineteenth century 

contributed to this failure to rally the masses. William Callahan writes that in the eighteenth 

century the Church was one of the most powerful economic institutions in the kingdom.42 

37 Fraser, Blood of Spain. p. 77 . 
38 Lannon, Privilege Persecution, and Prophecy, p. 173. 
39 Robinson," The Parties of the Right and the Republic," p. 49. 
40 Lannon, Privilege, Persecution, and Prophecy, p. 195. 
41 Ibid., p. 195. 
-nwilliam J. Callahan, Church, Politics, a11d Society ill Spain, 1750-1874 (Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 
1984 ), p. 41. 
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Possessing the kingdom's best land, in addition to real estate in urban areas, Callahan contends 

that the Church did not neglect opportunities for profit. 41 Often the Church accumulated its 

wealth at the expense of its tenants and dependents by increasing rents and charging high prices 

for agricultural products. While the majority of the population was unable to afford food, 

clothing, and shelter, the Church lavishly adorned its cathedrals in what Callahan calls "the 

splendor of the cult."44 This image of a greedy, inflexible institution remained in the minds of 

the masses and was passed down through generations. An article from a socialist daily out of 

Madrid during the war illustrates the endurance of this association between the Church and 

wealth. The September 10, 1936 article reads, "Jewels and Valuables Worth Over Fourteen 

Million Pesetas Were Found Among the Ruins of the Archbishop's Palace."45 

While the anticlerical provisions in the constitution, church burnings and persecution of 

men1bers of the clergy may appear to be displays of godlessness or anti-Catholic sentiment, they 

should be largely regarded as den1onstrations against an antiquated, conservative institution that 

many felt was failing to serve its followers. 46 Being Catholic was different from supporting the 

Church as an institution. The previously mentioned newspaper El Sol published excerpts of an 

editorial that a Republican Catholic published in the London Daily Herald. In his "accusation," 

this Catholic argues, "The Church has supported the rebels because it has confidence that it will 

return to the old order, in which the Church swam in gold while the working class died of 

.n Ibid. , p. 46. 
44 Ibid ., p. 46. 
45 Original headline reads, "Entre las ruinas del palacio arzobispal se encuentran joyas y valores por mas de catorce 
mill ones de pesetas," £/Sol (Madrid), September I 0. 1936. 
46 In the film Ra z.a, the hero 's younger brother Jaime is a monk. He is depicted as a martyr who is cruelly taken 
away from his social work and executed on the beach . Raza, dir . Jose Luis Saenz de Heredia, Consejo de 
Hispanidad, 1941 . 
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hunger."47 While identifying himself as Catholic, this man is clearly unable to support the 

Church's exploitative role in society, and longing to return to the days of its privileged status. 

In suggesting that anti-Catholicistn was a major belief for a Spanish republican, Robinson 

not only disregards the devoutly Catholic Republican politicians that Lannon mentions, he also 

fails to recognize the Catholic Basques who fought for the Republicans. The Basques stayed 

loyal to the Provisional Government with hopes of eventually attaining their independence . 

Fraser contends, "The Basque people, who are probably more Catholic than any other in 

peninsula, were totally opposed to the concept of a Crusade. To maintain that defense of religion 

was the cause of the war is an untruth. "48 He adds that the Basques objected to assassinations in 

the name of religion. Esenwein notes that the Pope did not formally recognize the Nationalists 

until May 1938, because he refused to denounce the Basque Catholics.49 

The division between the Basque and Catalan Catholics and the Catholics that lent their 

support to the Nationalists highlights a misconception regarding the piety of all the Nationalists 

who were fighting in the name of religion. Claims that all Nationalists were firmly committed to 

the Catholic Church should be regarded with suspicion. Robinson submits that, "Catholicism, 

which was of prime in1portance to the C.E.D.A. and monarchists, was not so in1portant for the 

Falange."50 Lannon argues that "Catholicism was a convenient shorthand for a whole series of 

conservative aims." She continues on to posit, "It had a useful unifying function in the absence 

47 Orginal text: "La Iglesia ha tomado partido por los rebeldes porque confia en volver al antiguo orden, en el cualla 
Iglesia nadaba en oro, mientras morfa de hambre Ia clase trabajadora ," £/Sol (Madrid) , September 13 , 1936. In 
some instances the Church actively supported the Nationalists by taking up arms against the Republicans. In a scene 
from Ken Loach's Tierra y libertad, a pries t is shown firing on the militia members from a church tower. Tierra y 
libertad, dir. Ken Loach, Parallax Pictures, Messidor Films, and Road Movies Film Production, 1991. 
48 Fraser, Blood of Spain, p. 417. 
49 Esenwein, Spain at War, p. 176. 
50 Robinson, "The Parties of the Right and the Republic," p. 72. 
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of any agreed common objective other than the setzure of power from the Popular Front 

government. " 51 

In Lannon's opinion, the Nationalists were unified in their conservative sentiment, but all 

of them were not necessarily concerned about religion . She suggests that rather than the central 

issue for insurrection, religion was seen as a "necessary element of a threatened Spanish tradition 

and social structure."52 Borkenau maintains that some officers merely used the Church to 

endorse their actions. He writes, "The Spanish Church, on its side, has largely become a pretext 

for political action in the hands of officers who have no profound belief; certainly not the great 

majority of then1, by any n1eans."53 It was easier for the organizers of the conspiracy to rally 

support among conservatives to take up arms to defend the Church, rather than overthrow the 

democratically elected government. 

Spanish novelist Agustin de Foxa captures the complexity of Spanish spirituality in his 

work Madrid de corte a cheka. Although his fictional work is biased in favor of the Nationalists, 

he depicts the universality of God among the Spanish in both zones. In his novel, while the 

mother of a Nationalist soldier is at her son's bedside in the hospital she overhears a dying 

Republican soldier mumble "My God, My God." The narrator submits, 

Because many died with this nan1e on their lips. Their old Christian and spiritual 
background would begin to appear before the mystery of the beyond. "My God," 
whispered those who had burned the parish church and torn the painting of the 
Virgin with his bayonet. 54 

Even though some Republicans attacked the Church, they did not fundan1entally attack their own 

spirituality. The conservative politics of an institution that was against pluralism, parliamentary 

51 Lannon, Privilege, Persecution, and Prophecy , p. 199. 
52 Ibid., p. 20 I. 
53 Borkenau, Spanish Cockpit, p. I I. 
54 Original text : Porque muchos mm·fan con este nombre en Ia boca. Su viejo fondo espiritual y cristiano les 
asomaba ante el misterio del mas alia . <<Dios mfo.>> suspiraban los mismos que habfan quemado Ia parroquia y 
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democracy, and concerned itself with maintaining its influence and prestige were being thrashed 

rather than the religion itself. The Nationalists could not afford to make this distinction, for the 

violent acts of the Republican radicals provided them with ideological backing for their 

insurrection. The propagandist notion of the cruzada mobilized Spaniards protecting sectional 

interests and social position, fulfilling n1ilitary duty, defending their faith, and following their 

consciences under a unified banner. 

rasgado con Ia bayoneta el cuadro de Ia virgen ," Agustfn de Foxa, Madrid de corte a cheka (Barcelona: Planeta, 
1993), p. 279. 
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Myth Four 

The Spanish Earth, first released in 1937, posits that Spain was divided between the 

rebels and the people. The filn1 wants its viewers to identify the Republicans as the "people ," 

and the Nationalists as the "rebels." Aside from the obvious propaganda in this presentation, this 

oversitnplified division of the Spanish people during the war is troubling, for it n1akes two false 

assun1ptions. The first is that there were only "Two Spains." The second assumption is that all 

of Spain was politicized and firmly allied with one side or the other. 

In Homage to Catalonia George Orwell discusses the lack of unity among the 

Republicans. By May 1938, the Republicans were wagmg war against each other. In the 

communists' view the POUMistas, or Marxist anarchists, were just as much the enemy as the 

Nationalists. Determining who the people and the rebels were during the War becomes much 

more complicated given these fissures. One of the most frequently cited causes for the 

Republican's defeat was their inability to forge unity. Julio Ar6setgui contends that there were 

also divisions mnong the Nationalists. He writes, "In the moment that it was produced, the 

military insurrection lacked a political project with which to substitute the Republic ... it is true 

that not all of the high ranking military officers were decidedly anti-Republican."55 These initial 

divisions were erased when Franco declared himself Generalfsimo in September 1936. From 

then on the insurgents were bound together by their leader and the propaganda of a crusade. 

The ease with which Franco assumed power should not lead one to conclude that the 

Nationalist coalition was homogenous. With the death of Sanju1jo, Jose Antonio Primo de 

Rivera (founder of the Falange) imprisoned in the Republican zone, and Mola tied up in the 
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North fighting the Republican militias in Somosierra, there was no one to contest the Military 

Council's naming of Franco as Head of State and "Generalissin1o" of the armed forces . He was 

already renown as a capable 1nilitary leader, and the Nationalist occupation of the Alcazar in 

Toledo on September 28 added to his competency in the eyes of many. The film Spirit of the 

Alcazar contends that after the liberation of 1800 men, women and children who had taken 

refuge in the military fortress since July 22, Franco was seen as a great liberator and the General 

who would save Spain. 56 His intolerance of opposition, and the deaths of Mola (June 1937) and 

Prin1o de Rivera (November 1936) ensured that he would sustain his position despite the 

ideological differences that existed among the Nationalists. 

The divisions in the Republican and Nationalist armies reveal the existence of many 

Spains. In the midst of battle, Thomas notes that communication between towns at times was 

difficult or nonexistent. He maintains, "Now there were not two Spains, but two thousand."57 

The distance between the many Spains was not just geographical; there was also an ideological 

element. In this war between brothers not every one was politicized or firmly allied. The Civil 

War swept many Spaniards into the storn1. Others understood that the time was ripe for chaos 

and social upheaval, without having a lucid conception of the politics involved. Agustfn de Foxa 

describes a group of militiamen in Madrid who instead of making a revolution were taking 

advantage of the opportunity to lead the life of a seiiori!O, 

The militiamen, with their machine guns around their waist, would enter the 
Granja El Henar and order cocktails. They led an enjoyable life. In the mornings 
they would have appetizers in Chictote. In this way they proved that they did not 

55 Original text: "Ia insurreci6n militar carecfa, en el momenta en que se produjo, de un proyecto politico con el que 
sustituir Ia Republica . . . es cierto que no todos los altos mandos militares sublevados eran decididamente 
antirrepublicanos," Tuii6n de Lara, La guerra civil espanola , p. 59. 
56 Spirit of the Alcazar, 1986. 
57 Thomas, The Spanish Civil War , p. 142. 
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hate the bourgeoisie , they wanted to be them ~ and in reality they weren't Marxists , 
. ')8 

they were envtous. · 

The novelist's portrayal of the militian1en demonstrates a lack of political association and 

understanding. To these militiamen, and to many lower class Spaniards, the Civil War was an 

opportunity to finally get theirs. 

Resentful of the gay and luxurious life that the upper classes lived, many militiamen who 

were predominant! y landless rural laborers or underpaid industrial workers, interpreted the 

revolution that the socialists, anarchists, and comn1unists spoke of as a reversal of fortune. 

Instead of defending den1ocracy, and fighting for balanced and improved social conditions for 

the masses, these militiamen took up arms to uproot the members of the upper classes and take 

their places. ln this way, these Republicans were guided by material gain, rather than ideological 

or political conviction. 

Some Spaniards without political conviction tried to survive any way that they could. 

The character Paulino in the film Ay, Carmela performed for the soldiers in each zone without 

contemplating the jokes and propaganda that were directed toward each particular side. When he 

was forced to present Nationalist propaganda and perform for Italian and German soldiers he 

played the part required of him. His costar Carmela was not so amenable, and she lost her life at 

the end of the movie for displaying her Republican sympathies before the Nationalist soldiers in 

the audience. Her loyalties to the Republicans were rooted in her compassion for the poor, 

young militiamen who bravely risked their lives, rather than a fixed political view. Although she 

had contempt for the "fascists ," Carmela is better classified as a hun1anist. After crossing into 

58 Original text: "Los milicianos, con las pi stolas ametralladoras al cinto, entraban en Ia Granja El Henar y pedfan 
c6cteles. Llevaban una vida divertida. Por las mananas tomaban el aperitivo en Chictote. Asf se comprobaba que 
no odiaban a los senoritas, sino que querfan ser ellos los senoritas; en realidad no eran marxistas, sino envidiosos," 
Agustin de Foxa, Madrid de Corte a Checka , p. 285. 
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the Nationalist zone on their way to Valencia, Paulino, Carmela and their mute companton 

Gustavo were detained in a school yard prison when a Republican flag (a stage prop) was found 

in their truck. In the prison, they witnessed the Nationalist's execution of the town's leaders who 

held Republican sympathies. It was this experience that made Carmela unable to perform and 

espouse Nationalist propaganda. The mothers of the young men in the International Brigades 

who were losing their lives in a distant country were constantly on her mind. Although she 

considered herself a Republican, Carmela was waiting for the end of the war so that her and 

Paulino could get married in a church. 

The outbreak of war divided many fan1i1ies who held differing political optmons. In 

Raza, the Chan101To brothers find then1selves on opposing sides during the battle. Pedro, the 

Republican politician is pitted against his two brothers, one who is a monk and the other who is a 

military officer. This scenario of fratricidal conflict was all too common. Agustin de Foxa 

writes that it was hard to trust any one because the enemy had the same color of hair and the 

same color of skin. 5
lJ Given that with the exception of the foreign allies the enemy was 

unidentifiable, the bonds between countrymen and relatives were severely tested. Agustin de 

Foxa describes the social climate as an inescapable jungle where men were hunting each other, 

and there was no where to hide. 60 His depiction also suggests the involuntary participation of 

those in "the jungle." In his novel traditional, Catholic families in Madrid were forced to hide 

their relics and place portraits of Republican politicians and communist books around their home 

when the Republican soldiers would con1e to inspect. Even if the family did not have a 

particular political allegiance or was not actively involved in the war, the discovery of religious 

and monarchical relics were grounds for imprisonment and execution. 

:;')Agustin de Foxa, Madrid Je Cone a Checka, p. 292 . 
(,()Ibid ., p. 291. 
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Agustfn de Foxa' s novel illustrates how the war was "fought" on and off the official 

battlefield. All of Madrid was a jungle because there was nowhere to hide. Former friends 

became enemies and safe places, like the home, became traps. The opposing sides did not allow 

for neutral stances. The Spanish film La vaquilla satirizes this tragedy of the conflict.61 In a 

scene that captures the idea of unaware participants, two soldiers, one Nationalist and one 

Republican approach their respective officers and request that they be allowed to "switch sides" 

so that each one can be closer to his fan1ily and home. In another scene, a soldier realizes that he 

has been attacking the village of his fiance, and that he has destroyed the house that they were to 

live in. 

These unaware soldiers clearly do not have a grasp of the ideological and political nature 

of the conflict. They see Spaniards fighting Spaniards, so in their minds if they switch sides this 

will still be the case. Blindly taking orders and fighting what is supposed to be the enemy, they 

belatedly realize that they are attacking themselves and their own. Acting as both victims and 

aggressors, we can see how the Spanish Civil War terrorized the Spanish population. No one 

was out of harm's way; the warring factions required the physical and mental mobilization of all. 

Although the political propaganda at the time argued otherwise, the Spanish victims and 

combatants with their differing religious, political and moral visions for Spain never betrayed 

their nationality. 

All of these representations expose the problems with The Spanish Earth's contention 

that Spain was divided between the rebels and the people. We can see that they were one and the 

same. Both the Republicans and the Nationalists mobilized armies against an "enemy," that may 

have previously been a friend or relative. Propagating fears of a "communist" or "fascist" threat, 

61 1 saw this film in a Spanish film class while I was studying in Spain during the spring of 1998. This film was part 
of the professor' s private collection, and I have been unable to attain bibliographic information. 
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the opposing factions created superficial divisions. Like the soldiers in La vaquilla, some found 

themselves mistakenly assigned. 

This does not mean that profound crevices in Spanish unity did not exist. It is the nature 

of the crevice that makes the war a complicated scenario. The political extremists on both sides 

forced the Spanish population to take sides. In deciding which side to ally one's self with, each 

Spaniard retlected on his/her particular grievances or concerns. It was in prioritizing their 

grievances that the Spanish people pulled away from one another and the numerous "Spains" 

appeared. Despite attempts to distance one's self from the conflict, every one was implicated. 

To many, the Spanish Civil War happened to them. 
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Conclusion 

A study of the "n1yths" and "realities" of the Spanish Civil War is merited due to the 

significance that this event has had on Spanish society. After the war's end in April 1939, the 

rest of the world turned its attention to the Second World War that began in September of that 

same year. For the Spanish, the divisive conflict prevailed in the social, political and cultural life 

of their country. During the Franco regime, a clear distinction was made between the "victors" 

and the " vanquished. " The victors included the Catholic Church and those who fought for the 

Nationalists, whereas the vanquished were identified as anyone who was a Republican, had 

Republican sympathies , or was opposed to Franco's regime. For Franco's enemies the war had 

not ended. As previously mentioned, Franco's forces executed nearly 30,000, and those who 

were spared suffered from discrimination and imprisonment. 

The Falangists, Carlists, and Monarchists who had allied with Franco also experienced 

disillusionment after the war. Franco's repressive military dictatorship did not meet their 

expectations. Although he repaid them for their service during the war by appointing them to 

various bureaucratic positions , they did not share his power. The creation of the Falange 

Espanola Tradicionalista was his attempt to integrate their views, but it just served to weaken 

them. In 1948 Franco gave in to the den1ands of the Monarchists, who were a relentless source 

of opposition in the 1940s and 1950s, and declared Spain a n1onarchy , and named hin1self regent 

for life. This did not satisfy those seeking the immediate restoration of the Bourbon line, but it 

did pave the way for Juan Carlos, the future king of Spain in the post-Franco era.62 

Despite the fact that the Falange had been co-opted by the Franco regime, Franco was 

still identified as a fascist dictator due to the oppressive measures that he employed to 

30 



consolidate power. The war time propaganda proclaiming that the Spanish Civil War had been a 

war against fascism, together with the wave of repression that followed the war made it difficult 

for Franco to undermine his fascist image. His alliance with Hitler and Mussolini during the 

war, which to n1any was an expression of fascist ties, did not result in heavy Spanish 

participation on behalf of the axis powers during World War II as many had feared. Franco was 

a pragmatic leader and knew that he would have to regain the confidence of the allies in order to 

rebuild his country's economy and infrastructure. His 1948 law of succession and gradual easing 

up on terrorizing his opponents, eventually won him the recognition and assistance that he 

coveted. 

While many lost out during the Franco regime, the Catholic Church prospered. It 

enjoyed state funding, control of the entire educational systen1, ideological monopoly, and 

legislative embodiment of its moral values. 63 The n1ilitary and the Church became the twin 

pillars that held up the Franco dictatorship. After years of persecution, the Church was once 

again positioned as the moral conscience of the state. Liberal legislation enacted by the 

Republican government allowing civil marriage and divorce was reversed, and Franco became 

the protector that the Church Jacked during the short-Jived Republic. 

After Franco died in I 975, Spain returned to democracy with a constitutional monarchy. 

The post-Franco period was anticipated with great anxiety. Many feared a new outbreak of 

hostilities, but instead peace prevailed. The Spanish Civil War that ravaged the country was still 

fresh in the memories of all that had lived through it or were affected by its aftermath. Spain was 

still as ideologically diverse as it had been in the 1930s, even if freedom of expression had not 

been permitted during the Franco regime. Credit for the peaceful transition goes to King Juan 

62 
Esenwein, Spain at War, p. 267. 

CJ :lLannon, Privilege, Persecution, and Prophecy, p. 5. 
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Carlos, who looked to the future rather than the past, and to those Spaniards who did not seek to 

avenge the hardship that they had endured as members of the "vanquished." By the time that the 

transition took place the Church had finally come to accept political pluralism and had already 

started to remove itself from Franco's protection. The central aspect of the peaceful transition 

was moderation. The middle ground that had fallen out in the 1930s was firmly intact in the 

1970s. 

In becon1ing the democratic, pluralistic country that it is today, Spain has had to come to 

terms with its past. Spaniards living in modern Spain, such as historian Tunon de Lara, 

recognized that the Spanish Civil War was neither a war against fascism, nor a religious crusade. 

They can also accept that the Spanish Church is an essential element of Spain's culture and 

tradition, while choosing whether or not to adhere to its doctrine. Today Spanish society is still 

regulated by religious holidays, but these holidays, like carnival for example, can have both 

secular and religious interpretations. 

Only by acknowledging the " myths" of the past can Spain continue on its progressive 

path. The Spanish Civil War continues to be a defining aspect of Spanish history because it 

incorporates the various themes of religion, political ideology and the definition of the state and 

its participants. Survivors of the war and their offspring may have incorporated the myths into 

their own collective memories, but they still offer vital material for our cultural understanding of 

the events. By tempering these accounts with a revised history that accepts the Spanish Civil 

War as a uniquely Spanish event , instead of linking it to the current trends in European and 

world politics at the tin1e, we can approach a profound tool for Spanish modernization. The 

Spaniards need to have an accurate view of who they were, in order to envision what they want 

to become. 
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