
Chapter 2   A Nation in Transition: A Short Historical Summary 
 

 

In order to understand the events described by Dr. Ponseti, I have consulted a number of 

historians of the Spanish Civil War.  This chapter draws heavily on works by Hugh Thomas, 

Gabriel Jackson, Ronald Radosh and others in order to set a context for the forces that came to 

be at work in Spain during the 1930s.  What follows is a series of social and political 

observations leading up to the Spanish Civil War and is by no means a comprehensive survey.  I 

hope it demonstrates the diverse voices, from rural, city, provincial and state institutions that 

were clamoring for social justice over time. 

 

 

Spain occupies a fairly unique position in continental Europe, separated from France by a 

rather thin peninsular neck.  The Pyrenees Mountains extend diagonally from northwest to 

southeast, from the Atlantic Ocean to the Mediterranean Sea, providing what appears to be a land 

barrier of sorts to the peninsula.  But the Pyrenees clearly served more as a border than an actual 

barrier.  In both the Spanish Civil War and World War II, men and material, refugees and 

émigrés, passed north and south over mountain trails and smuggling routes.1  The French were 

somewhat fickle about the border’s porosity during the Civil War period.  Sometimes men and 

material could pass relatively freely, supplying Republican forces, and at other times were slowed 

by nagging bureaucracy.  The border eventually played a vital role as an escape route for Ignacio 

Ponseti in the terminal phase of the conflict. 

 

* * * 

 

The 18th century was occupied with regal dissension between the French Bourbon 

pretenders to the Spanish throne and the Austrian Emperor and his court.  Land trading in 

continental Europe and in the Americas was part of this feuding.  Ultimately, in 1807 with the 

Napoleonic intrigue in Spain, the Treaty of Fontainebleau gave the Cerdanya and Rosello 

provinces of Catalan Spain to France.  According to Dr. Ponseti, the provincial land transfer still 

has imperial overtones for the Catalans. 

 Spanish society never had a religious reformation similar to the one in northern Europe, 

                                                
1  The story of Varian Fry provides one of the best functional pictures of the north to south transit of 
emigrants during the World War II era (see Isenberg, pages 27-9, 73-4). 
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and thus the Roman Catholic Church controlled the kind of literature that was acceptable.  The 

political upheavals of the French Revolution were observed by Spain but destruction of the 

aristocracy as a class did not occur in Spain as it had in France.  In contrast, Spain has used the 

monarchy as a symbol of unification (after Franco’s totalitarian rule) but continues to have a 

classed society as in Britain.  Thomas asserts that the social experiment and “the pleasing 

democratic ways” of France, Britain, and the North American colonies were admired by some in 

Spanish Castilian society (Thomas, 3). 

In the view of several historians, the 19th century in Spain was spent in monarchical 

rivalries, disputes over church property, and establishment of a legislative body, the Cortes. Spain 

struggled with issues of absolute authority in church and state long after these issues were 

resolved in the representative governments of England and Scandinavia.  The three-hundred-year-

long evolution of representative government in Britain would not be completed in Spain until the 

late 20th century.  In some respects, the Basque and (to a lesser degree) Catalan unrest in Spain 

today represents tensions over issues of federal and states’ rights similar to those in the United 

States. 

At the turn of the 19th century, the Pyrenees Mountains proved an insignificant barrier to 

Napoleon, who politically manipulated the Spanish monarchy.  Napoleon named his brother, 

Joseph, as his agent in Spain.  France imposed on the Spanish monarchy a process of abdication, 

which led to the Spanish uprising in 1868-74 (and the First Republic) and to the criminal 

destruction of Spanish peasants graphically depicted by Goya.  This popular uprising would 

model the mechanisms of dissent in Spain through the Civil War period (1931-39).  Various 

factions separated into issue-oriented groups: Basques, Catalans, Socialists, Communists, 

Anarchists, Republicans, and trade unionists, all of whom vied for political clout in Spanish 

society.  Political compromise and the ballot box as ways of solving social ills were not part of 

Spanish political processes in the 19th and first half of the 20th centuries until 1931. 

World War I again found Spain politically divided.  The aristocratic landowners, 

government bureaucracy, and the Church were pro-German, while unions and city liberals 

supported the allied forces.  The Cortes however was able to agree on strict neutrality, thus saving 

Spain from the human and economic carnage that engulfed the rest of Europe. 

The period of the Second Republic began in 1931 with the abolishment of the monarchy, 

as King Alfonso XIII abdicated the Spanish throne to avoid civil war.  The 1931 elections 

brought to power the Republicans and Socialists, who actively sought a radical change in Spanish 

society.  The landed aristocracy, army, and church initially did not interfere with the political 

process.  Basque and Catalan regional groups lobbied for autonomy, threatening the integrity of a 
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central government.  Strikes, church burnings, and anticlerical acts disrupted social peace 

throughout 1931.  On 9 December 1931 a new constitution was voted and affirmed by the Cortes 

functioning as a legislative body rather than a debating society. 

This radical constitution renounced war, abolished nobles’ titles, fostered free speech, 

and universal suffrage was granted to all citizens over 23 years of age.  Other radical acts 

included the first divorce proceedings (opposed by the Roman Catholic Church), legal equality in 

marriage, free primary secular education, and disestablishment of the Roman Church.  Civil 

marriages could occur and laws ensuring personal liberty became a reality.  Clearly the most 

debated issues dealt with removal of state compensation of clergy, freedom of conscience, and 

freedom of religious worship.  These changes were the seeds of reformation for Spain but 

represented radical change for many in this relatively conservative society. 

While there was a thriving economy in Spain at the time of the Civil War—there were 

good minerals, coal, and iron in northern (Republican) areas—wealth was unevenly distributed 

between the landed aristocracy and the landless peasants who tilled the fields.  Large landowners 

cultivated bulls for the bullfights in major cities, which contributed little to the welfare of rural 

communities.  Between 1931 and 1933 the Institute of Agrarian Reform, representing both the 

peasant workers and the landed aristocracy, attempted to redistribute the landed estates in the 

south and central parts of Spain. 

Another burning issue in 1931 was the autonomy of states or regions within Spain.  

Basque separatists and Catalan groups were among the most vocal in establishing modest 

independence from Castilian rule centered in Madrid.  Catalonia carried out a plebiscite on 2 

August 1931 with an overwhelming majority—592,961 for and 3,276 against—voting to support 

the Statute of Autonomy, but autonomy was short-lived, annulled in 1933. 

Competing political parties and interest groups were evolving in Spanish society.  The 

fascist-leaning Falange Party was formed between 1933 and 1935.  Political issues—for example, 

financial compensation of the Roman Catholic clergy from the state, and transfer of secular-

religious education back to Catholic religious orders—reverted to pre-Republican policies under 

the more conservative government of the period.  Thus the political unity of republican 

institutions was always at risk between 1931 and 1936 (see Hamby, 43). 

The autonomy issue in Catalonia during the period 1931-36 had a much older historical 

antecedent.  Spain had lost most of its colonial empire by the turn of the 20th century.  The only 

possessions that remained to provide Spain with its sense of empire were Puerto Rico, Cuba, and 

the Philippines.  Before the turn of the century Spain had looked upon itself as a world power; 
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maintaining these last colonies was part of this Castilian ethos.  Giving up imperial power defied 

God, the King, and the Spanish state. 

Catalan citizens, however, opposed Madrid’s imperial pretensions.  The Basque and 

Catalan areas of Spain sought to control their own police, universities, and state government.  

Francisco Macià, leader of the Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (Left Republican Party of 

Catalonia) proclaimed independence for the Catalan state in 1931, but changed his position after 

hearing of the legislation pending in the Cortes.  Because 33% of the Barcelona population had 

migrated to the city, the political loyalties of the rural citizens were unknown.  The city settled for 

a more non-specific term “generalidad”—a loose term for local government.  The Generalidad 

did liberate the university from Madrid, a seat of more liberal thinking. 

For the first time, the faculty was allowed to determine whether and which courses would 

be offered and which textbooks could be used.  This freedom of choice was new: such things had 

been imposed, in the past, by a central administration in Madrid.  Dean of the College of 

Medicine, Joaquim Trias, for example, had been jailed for allowing freedom of education within 

the medical school.  Then in 1934, insurrection occurred which imposed the old power of Madrid 

upon Barcelona again.  Madrid’s obsession with dominating all the states in Spain still influences 

political behavior today at the beginning of the 21st century, particularly in the Basque and 

Catalan provincial areas. 

Between 1931 and 1936, civilian life in Republican Spain could be described as being in 

flux.  Thomas and Jackson devote three or four chapters to developing the elaborate political and 

social events leading to the Civil War.  The political parties of the times were clearly searching 

for power and domination over others.  The only united front was the Fascists (the Flange Party), 

which ultimately won the Civil War.  The Stalinist Communists, wanted to suppress the Trotsky 

Communists, the Partido Obero de Unificaciòn Marxista (POUM), anarchists, and the Esquerra 

Republicana Catalana (Leftist Catalonian Republican Party), the party to which Ignacio Ponseti 

had political allegiance.  According to Radosh et. al, directives from Moscow to the PCE (the 

Communist Party in Spain) were relatively late in coming.  The major political issue was freedom 

from domination by the state of Castile.  The political infighting produced fragile cooperation, 

which did little for the average citizen in Barcelona. 

In the cities in 1936, workers were divided among a plethora of political persuasions: 

communists, Trotskyites, socialists, republicans, monarchists, Carlists, and anarchists, among 

others.  Within these political parties, there was minimal common ground.  Ponseti remembers 

that as Spain moved toward civil conflict, the Falange Party and the communists were relatively 

weak.  Political assassinations occurred, but the church burnings, strikes, and incineration of 
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newspapers started after the military uprising in July 1936 pointed to social unrest.  These events 

led to much confusion and political rivalries, which would persist through out the Civil War.  The 

war galvanized the power of both fascist Falange and Soviet communist extremes; money from 

Germany, Italy, and Russia fueled the conflict.  Ponseti experienced these political polarities first-

hand and remembers that it was not pleasant. 

The Spanish Civil war has been characterized by historians as arising from a clash of 

civil, religious, and political institutions within Spanish society.  Social contracts of the time were 

more authoritarian and paternalistic than they are today.  Communist experiments in Europe and 

in Russia were developing responses to social issues, which had effects more widely, recognized 

in hindsight for their cataclysmic brutality.  Republican Spain, trying to evolve a socialist 

democratic model of society in the early 1930s, was caught between the imperialist communist 

system of Stalin’s Russia and fascist systems modeled by Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy.  

Thus political pressures external to Spain profoundly influenced, impeded, and rendered chaotic 

the development of a moderate republican state in Spain (Jackson. 3-20).2  These totalitarian 

states used financial and military means to extend their political influence, which changed the 

course of events on the Iberian Peninsula. 

The events leading up to the outbreak of armed hostilities between republican and fascist 

parties appeared conflicting and perhaps chaotic but were influenced by destabilizing elements, 

the Great Depression, and communist and fascist political programs elsewhere in Europe. 

                                                
2  Jackson eloquently describes the global political atmosphere in which the Spanish Republic of the 1930s 
struggled. 


