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“BELLE ÉPOQUE”: 

MYTH AND CONCEPT OF CIVIL WAR (SPAIN, 1898-1939) 

Juan Francisco Fuentes 

 

[WORK IN PROGRESS. PLEASE DO NOT QUOTE WITHOUT PERMISSION] 

 

“When you go to war as a boy you have this great 
illusion of immortality. Other people get killed, not 
you.” 
 
E. Hemingway: Men at War 

 

 

From Empire to Nation 

“The empire has died; long live the nation”. I´ve no idea if any Spanish intellectual or 

politician manifested such thing –most probably not–, but the regenerationist feeling which 

surges from the Disaster of ´98 seems imbued from the principle implied from this 

unauthentic phrase. According to this discourse, epigone in many ways of the old myth of 

the national decadence, Spain had spent centuries hanging on to an imperial dream which 

had resulted in a failure and which had come to an end with the colonial nightmare of 1898. 

The “Sleeping Lion” (“león dormido” in Spanish original) with which Spanish folk is 

usually represented had at long last woken from that long dream. Startled by the 

overwhelming reality which meant the defeat in Cuba and The Philippines, freed from the 

burden of an Empire it could not sustain, Spain saw itself with the obligation to make virtue 

from necessity and constitute itself into a modern nation.  

Apparently, the project, simple in its formulation, could be considered resounding 

logic, which invited optimism, as the dream of re-endowing itself as a nation seemed easily 

at reach of a country which had been, not without struggling, metropolis of a vast Empire. 

It would be simply about concentrating in itself energies which up to then had been 

dispersed and not made the most of in remote overseas areas. Nobody saw this, 

nevertheless, as a simple matter, and the fact is that from the very moment of the Disaster, 

the sensation set in that the re-invention of Spain as a nation was a challenge excessive for 

a country which reached 20th century “without a pulse”, as former prime minister Silvela 
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stated that fateful summer of 1898. In a similar fatalistic line, Joaquín Costa projected a 

piece on the subject which he thought of naming If Spain possesses aptitudes to be a 

modern nation (Si España  posee aptitudes para ser una nación moderna). It was a 

rhetorical question which answered itself, as in Spanish cultural and political life in the 

beginning of the century, the idea predominated that a southern nation, like Spain, 

“metaphysically absurd”, as Ángel Ganivet said just before committing suicide, marked by 

secular backwardness and which had shown its infinite deficiencies in the War of Cuba, did 

not have the ability to face the wave of modernity which 20th century had thrown on the 

world.  

If Spain had ended failing as an Empire in a Darwinist world, ferociously 

competitive, it could at least survive as a nation. The impression, however, is that in post-

98 things were not posed that way, among other reasons, because the War of Morocco 

(1909-1925) exposed the purpose of certain institutions –essentially, the Crown and the 

army– of recovering in a scenario proximate and opportune as the North of Africa a part of 

that lost overseas, substituting, therefore, a large and remote Empire for a small and near 

Empire. The imperial paradigm remained, but adjusted to the possibilities of a southern 

country which, as others similar, could not compete with the great powers of the north in 

terms of world politics. Hence a Realpolitik Spanish version style which, even before ´98, 

permeates a defensive attitude and a touch of inferiority towards a competitive world. 

Cánovas called it “seclusion” and imaginarily traced “our strategic border” in the Spanish 

Morocco. It is no surprise that some years after Romanones defined Morocco as “our only 

foreign policy”. The model, thus, did not change, what changed was the scale. Overseas by 

the North of Africa. The neo-colonial option did not necessarily exclude the possibility of a 

nationalizing politics in the Peninsula, which furthered beyond the frame of the political 

nation created by liberalism and which pretended the integration of masses into a cultural 

community. It is possible that such thing formed part of what Costa understood as “a 

modern nation”. But this project, undertaken by the State after ´98, for instance, by means 

of the creation of the Ministry of Public Instruction (1901), proved to be very expensive. 

When the political agenda and the budgetary availabilities placed the necessities of 

nationalization in conflict with the demand of the colonial war, the priority was clear. The 

dilemma was put forward in 1907. The Maura government proposed to construct a 
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squadron of modern battleships and the method of financing them had to be contended. As 

luck would have it, the State at that same moment reduced by half the salaries of teachers. 

This could be a simple coincidence, but for some newspapers from the opposition it was 

clear that the battleships would be paid with the salaries of the teachers (Boyd, 1997). 

Empire or Nation: obliged to choose, the governmental elite had no doubt.  

From the “fin-de-siècle” perspective, what was at stake was none other than a 

question of survival, frequently formulated, in and out of Spain, recurring to biological 

metaphors: the “vital space”, the “struggle for life”, the “sick man of Europe”, the “ills of 

motherland”, the “iron surgeon”, “corruption”, “degeneration”, “regeneration”… Could 

culture have the healing effects over social diseases? The importance of the intellectuals 

from the change of century so indicates. A growing sector of societies more and more 

secularized tended to see them as carriers of a new revealed truth. Before the virtual 

extinction of traditional priests and the discredit of the political class, it was thought that the 

people of cult would give the answers to the new pathologies of modernity. The role they 

played, however, can be remembered more as those of the old clergymen than those of the 

“philosophers” of the Enlightenment. They were forgers of myths –“mythmakers” (R. P. 

Mohan, 1987)–, creators of stories which gave sense and solace, but not solution, to the 

unease of modern folk; pagan priests who saw in the nation, as John Carey has said, the 

Holy Grail of modernity (Carey, 1992). If a relation exists between the emergence of the 

intellectuals and the problems of identity and national construction, it is understood that the 

noun “intellectual” arose in Spain on an early as date as 1897 (Fox, 1997), more or less at 

the same time as in France. They emerged, in any case, as antibodies generated by an ill 

social body. The moment of their apparition and the activity developed would reveal the 

magnitude of the crisis of national identity lived by a country. The Spanish case was in that 

sense pioneer of a crisis which reached other European countries above all from World War 

I onwards. More than a “latecomer”, as was said many times, the Spain of ´98 was a “first 

comer” in the experience of 20th Century phenomenon: it lost its Empire before anybody 

else, it filled itself with intellectuals –a manner of speaking– and suffered from 1898 a 

grave crisis of identity, which anticipated similar problems to others in interwar Europe. 

That is why one of the most representative intellectuals of ´98, Joaquín Costa, was 

considered a precursor of fascism by Enrique Tierno Galván. The post-Disaster Spain 
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makes us consider that, contrary to what a somewhat superficial logic would suggest, it is 

more difficult to pass from an Empire to a nation –from big to small– than from a nation to 

an Empire.  Descending to a somewhat prosaic explanation of the difficulty of very 

complex historical reconversion processes, we could perhaps apply to the Spain of ´98 what 

was said in the old Soviet Union –another Empire out of reality– over the possibilities to 

return from socialism to capitalism: “We know that you can turn an aquarium into fish 

soup, but can you turn fish soup back into an aquarium?” (Quoted by Ash, 2001).      

What did the intervention of the Spanish intellectuals consist of in the end of 

century crisis? There was a clearly majority discourse, attributable to the generation of ´98, 

which commences from a pessimist attitude in view of post-´98 and which in some cases 

derives towards aesthetician positions, as in modernist literature, and in others towards pure 

nihilism, as in Ganivet. Also to some point in Unamuno, whose claim of the civil war as 

ideal therapy points towards an apocalyptic exit to the great historical crisis which the 

country drags along. He refers to an article published in 1904 (Alma Española, 30-IV-1904) 

as “the necessity of a new civil war” and, in similar terms, on many other occasions. To die 

to regenerate: is the palingenesic myth which would have so much importance in the 

European culture between wars. In all cases, the way of seeing the Disaster and its 

consequences differs radically according to each generation and the contrast is especially 

acute between the generations of ´98 and ´14. Qualified members of the latter were Manuel 

Azaña, José Ortega y Gasset and Luis Araquistáin. Their attitude in view of the Disaster 

and the inheritance it left can be summarized in Azaña´s article titled “Still ´98!” 

(“¡Todavía el 98!”), paradigm of the weariness of the generation of ´14 against the 

narcissism of Unamuno and his generational colleagues. Azaña´s text is equally as 

revealing, from its actual title, from its iconoclastic position before the myth of disaster and 

before all those who had made from the colonial defeat a pretext for the collective self-

flagellation. Araquistáin went even further: the problem of Spain was not the loss of its last 

colonies, but that the emancipation would not have reached the metropolis in the way that it 

would have emancipated from the colonial Empire. The real “Disaster” for Spain was being 

left as the last colony of the old Monarchy (Araquistáin, 1928).  

To the fatalism predominant in the “end of century” generation, the ´14 

intellectuals, born between 1880 and 1886, oppose their conviction that “the ills of 
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motherland” have solution, and not necessarily, as Unamuno pretended, with a 

metaphorical or real “civil war”. Theirs is a bloodless, suggestive and, above all, in theory, 

realistic alternative inspired on the best Spanish liberal tradition and on the European model 

as source of culture and civilization. “Spain is the problem; Europe is the solution”, claimed 

Ortega y Gasset. It’s a formula that, as others of the same author, has become a common 

place with the pass of time, but the degenerative process that the phrase suffered does not 

deduct originality at that moment, when the pathos of a failure without remedy were so 

prestigious. Opposite the baroqueness of the ´98 intellectuals, the schematic Ortega, in his 

almost geometrical simplicity –“Europe = Science”–, reminds us of the aesthetics of some 

artistic vanguards of the time, as futurism or suprematism. Regarding the political 

dimension of the project of this generation, easily recognizable in the 2nd Republic –at least, 

in its initial form–, its main originality consists in uniting the Spanish nation with European 

integration. Instead of crying over a declining Empire, erect a modern nation; against an 

invertebrate Spain, a unified Europe. Once again the capacity of anticipation can be 

observed of a backward country in many of its structures and precocious in its experience 

in great modern crises and in the creation of alternatives, as Europeism, which found in 

Spain a land prone to experimentation.           

 

“Civil war is a gift of heaven” 

There are interesting commonalities between the political processes that Spain lives in the 

beginning of 19th and 20th centuries. One has to do with the sovereign nation, its inalienable 

rights and its relationship with the Monarchy. “The Spanish nation is free and independent 

and it is not and cannot be patrimony of any family or person”, as declared in Article 2 of 

the Constitution of 1812. A century later, those who feel as heirs to the liberal legacy of the 

Courts of Cadiz understand, like Joaquín Costa, that in the lapsed century since then Spain 

has been unable to put into practice the supreme ideal of a sovereign nation.  The problem, 

as Costa sees it, lies in the existence of an oligarchy which has seized the rights of the 

nation. The ´14 generation, without denying the responsibilities of the political class of the 

Restoration, would aim higher: the Monarchy was the origin of everything, and so was its 

tenacious resistance in assuming the loss of share of sovereignty which corresponded to the 

nation. The Courts of Cadiz were too naive when they took for granted that Fernando VII in 



 6 

his return to Spain would accept the fait accompli of the pact between the crown and the 

nation subscribed unilaterally, during his absence in France, by the representatives of the 

Spanish people. The last consequences of this grave miscalculation were still being seen in 

the beginning of 20th century, when the holder of the crown was slowly drifting from the 

constitutional pact and adopting military and authoritative positions which ended up 

streaming into the acceptance of the military insurrection in 1923.  

There are two other important parallelisms in the situation that Spain lives in the 

beginning of 20th century and exactly one century later. The most evident is the role the 

overseas crisis plays. The liberal revolution sponsored by the Courts was at the same time 

cause and consequence of the beginning of the American emancipation in 1810. The 

regenerationist wave which, in its most diverse formulations, unleashes in 1898 has its 

origins, likewise, in the loss of the last overseas possessions. America acts, therefore, in 

both cases, as a powerful mechanism of historical agitation and rupture in metropolitan 

Spain. The last parallelism is fainter and much less known. It regards the appellation 

towards the civil war as an inevitable evil, perhaps even necessary, if you wish to openly 

confront an intrinsic problem of modern Spain, a problem which seems to point at a 

historical or cultural incompatibility between Spain and modernity itself. “Spanish people”, 

as stated in 1810 by a member of the Courts of Cadiz, “have always detested civil wars, but 

have to perhaps unfortunately go to them” (quoted by Fuentes, 1997). Another liberal 

member, Juan Romero Alpuente, distinguished representative of the radical or “fiery” 

party, expressed it in a more emphatic manner in a speech given in 1821 in a liberal club: 

“Civil War is a gift of heaven”. The phrase, probably inspired in Mably –“la guerre civile 

est quelquefois un grand bien” (Des droits et des dévoirs des citoyens, 1758)– 

(http://www.archive.org/stream/desdroitsetdesde04mabl#page/92/mode/2up ), was installed 

from then discreetly into the memory and into the perception of Spanish liberalism and 

even figured in texts and speeches of politicians and writers as Galdós, Cambó, Baroja and 

Unamuno, who expressively invoked Romero Alpuente in an intervention in the 

Constituting Parliament of the 2nd Republic in October, 1931: “I grew up from a very 

young age amidst the civil war, and I am not very far from that which old Romero Alpuente 

mentioned that civil war is a gift of heaven. There are certain civil wars which are the ones 

that make the real unit of folk” (OC, IX, 403).  
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The previous passage is the expression, in an already advanced phase in the life of 

Unamuno, of one of the great endeavours of his thought, that could define itself as the 

formulation of an ethos of the civil war valid not only in the collective frame but in the 

individual existence one as well. Its development can be followed without difficulty 

throughout his literary and journalistic work from the end of 19th century, starting with an 

emblematic title in his production as Peace in war (Paz en la Guerra (1897), an 

autobiographical evocation of the second Carlist war (1872-1876). In this work of youth we 

can probably find the first expression of the ethos of Unamuno of the war: Pachico 

Zabalbide, the main character of the novel and alter ego of the author, had “taken 

advantage of the war, seeing in the fight the public conscience at its maximum tension”. 

The faith in the pedagogical value of the war, forger of people and awareness, would be 

outlined in the following years, after the colonial setback of 1898, within a climate of 

national crisis which demanded radical and urgent answers from the intellectuals.  Against 

a pre-technocratic regenerationism, in line with what Clarin named “hydraulic 

regenerationism”, which counted with many supporters, Unamuno advocated for a 

moralizing regenerationism where the civil war acts as a moral catalyst and unavoidable 

instrument of redemption of Spanish people: “I need war, inside me”, he writes in 1909; 

“we need war” (OC, III, 394). Three years after he vindicated it in Del sentimiento trágico 

de la vida as a way of knowledge, as “hallowing homicide” and as founding act of 

civilization and of State (“Fratricide Cain, founder of the State”).  

The outbreak of the Great War in 1914 seems a favourable occasion according to 

Unamuno to arouse the force creator of the war and rely on the fact that it soon spreads its 

goods over Spain, as “the (European) war has awoken the always latent Spanish civil war, 

and has been by it a blessing for us” (OC, IX, 991). He would mention this soon after in an 

article published in the magazine España: “Life of honourable folk, not of an ant’s nest, 

must be a continuous civil war and continuous revolution” (“¡Ese público...!”, 1916, nº 56). 

To this “prolific civil war” would it need to be referred to once and time again in texts and 

speeches, especially after the proclamation of the 2nd Republic, in which the possibility was 

seen that Spanish people would finally find themselves, not so much in the new “Paper 

Constitution” enacted by the new regime as in a state of confrontation which  conceives as 
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the true constituent factor of national life: “Civil war is” he asserts in 1933, “thanks to God, 

inevitable” (“Paz en la guerra”- (Peace in war)-, in Ahora, 25–IV–1933). 

There is little doubt that Unamuno was the main connecting thread of the civil war 

myth which comes from the first liberalism and culminates in the Spain of the 30s in 20th 

century. There were plenty who reproached him. Maetzu, for instance, accused him of 

launching Spaniards into the civil war (Villacañas, 2000), but it is significant that he do it 

in 1924, at a time in which the support of Maetzu towards the dictatorship of Primo de 

Rivera inclined him towards conformist options. In any case, from the beginning of 20th 

century, the war apologia counted in Spain with numerous supporters, principally among 

intellectuals and politicians more identified with the tradition and memory of Spanish 

liberalism. Thus, towards the beginning of the century, the republican Alejandro Lerroux 

urged his people to carry out a “bloody, ferociously bloody”, social transformation, without 

sparing the risks of unbridled violence: “All is preferable, even civil war, to this unbearable 

jeer” (“Todo es preferible, hasta la guerra civil, a esta befa insoportable” (cit. Álvarez 

Junco, 1990, 259). Years later, another republican politician, Álvaro de Albornoz, 

dedicated whole pages in his book La tragedia del Estado español (1925) to arousing war, 

and in particular civil war, and to defending “the right to barbarism” and to propose the 

dictatorship as “the only form of effective government” in contemporary Spain (quoted by 

De Blas Guerrero, 1991). Although exposed with a more temperate language, lays the idea 

which figures as pinnacle of Cánovas by Galdós (1912): “Peace is evil if it represents the 

idleness of a race and its inability to give practical solutions to the fundamental necessities 

of food and knowledge”. Against the barbarizing and conformist effect of peace, the 

regenerating power of war and revolution. Luis Araquistáin, whose role would be so 

outstanding in the conversion of the old liberal myth into argument of the worker’s 

revolution, acknowledged in his book España en el crisol (c. 1920) that the entry of Spain 

into the Great War “could have been a profound revulsive in the Spanish character (and) 

would have enriched our conscience with concerns of nationality and universality” (quoted 

by Fuentes, 2008).  

The political and cultural climate changes rapidly in the transit of the 20s to the 30s, 

with a clear tendency towards the “brutalization” of political life, similar to the 

phenomenon which George Mosse has studied in interwar Europe. There is not only a 
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growing appeal to the violent methods and to the militarization of public life, but an explicit 

legitimating, without blushing, of such procedures, for instance, in socialist Antonio Ramos 

Oliveira´s book titled Alemania, ayer y hoy: “In a way, it is lawful to take the life of or 

incarcerate and persecute, even without a concrete crime which justifies it, the political 

enemy” (Ramos Oliveira, 1933). Almost without the solution of continuity, the author goes 

from the justification of the political murder to the exaltation of civil war as an exceptional 

historic procedure, invested of a new prestige following the Bolshevik experience in 

Russia: “There is no more war of liberation, in the advanced capitalist regime, than that of 

civil war of proletariat against bourgeoisie”, up to the point, he adds, “that without civil war 

Russian Bolshevism could not triumph”.  

The European context, especially after the arrival of Nazism to power in Germany, 

contributed in wide-spreading a providentialist conception of war, as supreme crossroads in 

which a blockading situation had to be resolved which, in and out of Spain, would never 

sell in normal historic conditions. This climate begins to impregnate everything: political 

speeches, articles in the press, even fictional literature, like the novel Siete domingos rojos, 

by Ramón J. Sender –in those days close to anarchy-unionism–, in which the narrator 

already speaks, in 1932, of “a morals of the war (which) justifies all”. We have to “go with 

seriousness to the civil war”. This “morals of the war” does not strengthen at all the 

prestige of democracy and pacifism, considered by a collaborator of the magazine La 

Nueva Era –who quotes Lenin with profusion– as traps that reformism has set in the march 

of the proletariat towards their full emancipation: “No further from Marxism than 

pacifism”, asserts Ignacio Iglesias, founder of the Marxist Unification Labour Party; “a 

Marxist”, he adds, “is never a pacifist. We are against the Imperialist war because we are in 

favour of civil war” (“La guerra y el proletariado”-“War and the Proletariat”, nº 1, Jan., 

1936). War excites the spirits, it prepares them for something sublime; peace calms and 

disables them.   

Testimonies abound over this “morals of war” which reached its height in the 

thirties, especially among authors –politicians and intellectuals– linked with the working 

class left. This special fascination of the revolutionary left for war is surprising enough to 

the naked eye, not only for the capacity this ideological sector shows to generate a narrative 

which in the end is transferred to reality in the outbreak of the war in 1936, but because, 
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and to the surprise of many, the counter-revolution ended up defeating the revolution on the 

battlefield. The prestige of the civil war to the leftists is not due to greater degeneration 

morale against a right faction which, allegedly, would have condemned this breakage of 

civilization, that “right to barbarity” represented by civil war. The radical right wing made 

theirs, as much as or more so than the left, the different modalities of violence typical of 

that era of political brutalization and glorification of violence. One of its maximum 

representatives, José Antonio Primo de Rivera, defined the phenomenon with an expression 

which would become famous: “The dialectics of fists and guns”, exceeding the bloodless 

dialectics typical of the out-dated parliamentary regime. There are cases of appellations to 

the war from the extreme right; they are, however, possibly minority. Thus, in 1933, Pedro 

Sáinz Rodríguez –minister of Education with Franco at full war– surprised those assisting a 

tribute to the writer José María Pemán with these words: “We live at war, a miracle of God! 

As to war, Italy, Germany, Portugal, Poland and other people owe the infinite venture of 

having shaken off the parliamentary scarecrow”. Two years later, J. A. Primo de Rivera 

himself will assume the situation with a mixture of excitement and fatalism: “We have no 

choice but to go to war” (quoted by Fuentes, 2008). The sensation, however, is that the 

right preferred the more secure options of taking power by force and annihilating the 

adversaries, as in a military coup. The civil war, on the contrary, planned the left/right 

conflict as an equal head on clash, and therefore in a disadvantageous manner for the right, 

taking for granted that their capacity to move masses was inferior to that of the left.  

And vice versa. The left, above all working class, was convinced that if the conflict 

were to be resolved by means of clash of masses, the “people” would have the winning 

edge. The socialist Francisco Largo Caballero, known among his supporters as “the Spanish 

Lenin”, said so days before the military uprising: if the military “want to give themselves 

the pleasure of perpetrating a coup d´état, then so be it (…).  The working class cannot be 

defeated”. The Bolshevik precedent –the war, said Lenin, is a “mighty accelerator of 

events”– gave, in this way, a new nature status to the liberal narrative, strongly assumed by 

the Spanish left working class, regarding revolution and civil war. Liberalism, according to 

19th century Spanish vision, always defeated absolutism on the battlefield and knew how to 

convert the war into a revolution which would otherwise have been impossible. The idea 

appeared in 1927 in an article by Pío Baroja (“el liberalismo español ha necesitado para 
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triunfar que el país estuviera en guerra civil”-“Spanish liberalism has needed that the 

country be in a civil war to triumph. Only with war has liberalism been able to be active”) 

and it is easily recognizable in two speeches pronounced in 1931 in the Courts by two 

ministers of the Republican government. “No more pacts”, exclaimed the republican 

Álvaro de Albornoz; “if they want a civil war, then let them start one”. Just before, the 

Justice Minister, Fernando de los Ríos, had manifested himself in likewise terms: “Do not 

play war drums”, he told the members of the clerical right wing defiantly, “as in war you 

were and will always be defeated in the name of the Spanish liberal emotion”.  If Albornoz 

incarnates the continuation of a liberal-radical tradition coming from 19th century, it can be 

surprising, in the case of De los Rios, that it be a socialist minister who invokes the “liberal 

emotion” as a historical power which conserves all its effects in the republican Spain. One 

could object that it concerns a somewhat atypical character in Spanish socialism, because of 

his close links with the Institución Libre de Enseñanza. The fact of the matter is that 

another socialist leader of the more genuine workers sector, Largo Caballero, also appealed 

more than once to the civil war as extreme solution against the risk of blockade of the 2nd 

Republic or, simply, against its denaturalization if in the hands of the right. In view of the 

simple possibility that, after the enactment of the republican Constitution about the end of 

1931, the Parliament was dissolved and new elections were called, Largo Caballero tagged 

the measure as “coup d´état” and warned that, if carried out, the socialists would obligingly 

see themselves to “going to civil war”. His words caused such a scandal, that the newspaper 

El Socialista immediately clarified that the minister was naturally referring to a “spiritual 

civil war”. In 1931, with the recently implemented Republic, the Constitution about to be 

enacted and PSOE forming part of the government, the appellation to war seemed a 

blunder, and even more so in a minister. It did not take long, however, for the subject to 

lose such connotation of political incorrectness.   

In effect, the civilwarist rhetorical intensified within the language of the workers´ 

organizations from 1934. It is a symptomatic change of the degradation of the political 

climate and of the conviction that many had that, if war finally broke out, the right faction 

would not have the upper hand. The left faction, on the contrary, believed to have motives 

to see it as a definite response to historical problems which, from its perspective, lacked a 

solution within the scope of republican legality. From there a sensation of morbid 
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impatience, an anxiety for precipitating the events in the desired direction, which is none 

other than the end of that intolerable impasse of a constitutional and “bourgeois” republic. 

Caballero expressed it in June, 1936 with such clairvoyance that it could be said that he is 

formulating a self-fulfilled prophecy: “Comrades, the moment comes with giant steps”. In 

other cases, anxiety makes revolution and war –two almost inseparable concepts–, be 

deemed as started since October, 1934. “We are in the initial skirmishes of the civil war”, 

wrote Luis Araquistáin, distinguished member of the “Bolshevik” sector of PSOE (“Glosas 

del mes”, Leviatán, nº 6, October, 1934). Soon after, he established the following 

parallelism between that revolutionary episode and its historial precedents: “19th century 

Spanish civil wars were bloody fights of some oligarchies against others; the one now is the 

war of the proletariat against the oligarchies” (“La revolución de octubre en España”, 

Leviatán, nº. 21, 1936; text written in 1934 and then published in Foreign Affairs in New 

York). “To the point where things have reached”, asserted the socialist MP, “it is to fear –or 

perhaps desire– that civil war cannot be avoided: only this way would the loaded Spanish 

atmosphere be purified” (Leviatán, Oct. 1934). To the old topic of the purifying power of 

violence we can add its capacity to anticipate historical processes which in other 

circumstances would result very slow and tedious. It is the same logic that, according to 

this author, rules the destiny of Europe in the 30s decade: “War shall come, but with it also, 

as the shadow after the body, social revolution” (“Glosas del mes”, Leviatán, nº. 23, April, 

1936). If we turn the phrase around, we deduce that without war there would not be a social 

revolution, neither in Spain nor in Europe.  

Only a month before the military uprising, impatience gives way to a certain 

frustration due to the lateness of “the moment” to arrive which Caballero was talking about: 

“Unfortunately, there has been and there is very little civil war and very little revolution in 

Spain”, this is how the editorial of the socialist newspaper Claridad stated it in June, 1936    

(quoted by Fuentes, 2008). The key to understanding this discourse lies in the association 

of concepts of civil war and revolution, an association of ideas which referred to a 

revolutionary model that, as has been seen, was borrowed by the left from 19th Century 

Spanish liberalism: the civil war, acting as great accelerator of history, permits what in 

times of peace is impossible, that is, that a backward society as Spain undertake a great 

historical change. Said in other words: that a country without bourgeoisie carries out a 
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bourgeois revolution and that, one century later, lacking a working class, could carry out a 

working class revolution. It is easily understood that the precedent of the Bolshevik 

revolution, realized likewise in a society limitedly developed, regained the idea that, as in 

19th century Spain, there are alternative itineraries in reaching a sort of ultra-modernity. It is 

also understood that the leftist working class, fascinated by the Spanish model of liberal 

revolution –military pronunciamiento + popular insurrection–, would attribute a special 

relevance to the role of the army, or at least the prominence of a military vanguard formed 

by addicted officials, completely resolute.   

Having the civil war been already initiated in July 1936, the trace of the civilwarist 

discourse prior to its outbreak can be followed without difficulty. “War is at times”, states 

the poet Antonio Machado in 1938, “a great poker of sleeping consciences”. Against that 

“monstrous battle we call peace”, added by his alter ego lips, Juan de Mairena, “the bonfire 

of war illuminates us” (quoted by Fuentes, 1997). The horrors of war and the sensation that, 

contrary to what was expected, the left could be defeated in the battlefield rapidly led to the 

deconstruction of the revolutionary myth of civil war as “a gift of heaven”. It is curious that 

the main propagandist of the myth, Miguel de Unamuno, was also to be the first to 

renegade from it. From affirming in April, 1933 that “civil war is, thanks to god, 

inevitable”, he went on in 1934, coinciding with the October revolutionary crisis, to 

condemn the “uncivil civil war” in which the country was already submerged in. “Our civil 

war”, he added in spring, 1935 –a year therefore prior to its outbreak–, “as means of 

advance, ceases to be civilised to become barbaric”. Finally, in October, 1936, he 

condemns, frightened, the fratricidal confrontation initiated on 18 July: “Ours is only but an 

uncivil war”. He first preached in favour of the war as a purifying metaphor; then, 

regrettingly, old Unamuno preached against it having seen how the metaphor came to life 

to become a reality. The myth of the civil war as “a gift of heaven” had passed on to others 

and especially on to other generations.  

 

Vivere pericolosamente: A generational experience 

War and fighting have an old prestige as makers of history and life. Conflict, as Heraclitus 

already mentioned, is the origin of all (πόλεµος πατήρ πάντωυ). In the words of 

Thucydides, “war, taking away the affluence of daily necessities, is a most violent master 
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and conforms most men’s passions to the present” (History of the Peloponnesian War). A 

violent master (πόλεµος βίαιος διδάσκαλος): war would be like a strict governess who 

teaches men that what they would never learn in the nerve-racking serenity of peace. 

Tempting is the parallelism between V. Century A.C. Greece and the Europe of the thirties 

in 20th century, some author has taken it as far as to affirm that “the Persian Wars became 

the training ground for the murderous years of the Peloponnesian War, as –reversing the 

contexts– the Spanish Civil War was for the Second World War” (Hanson, 1989). 

Regarding civil war, the στάσις (civil strife) of the Greek, the classical vision diverges 

openly from the fascination that the phenomenon exerts in the context of historical crisis 

which Spain and Europe suffer after World War I. For the Greek, that a Spanish author, 

already quoted, called “the right to barbarism” would have been contrary to their idea of 

civilization. Likewise, στάσις, considered as renunciation to all which forms part of Greek 

identity, a “return to savagery” of the dark times, without being able to conceive anything 

good or fruitful from that step back in civilization (Loraux, 2005; Mustacchio, 1972). If at 

all, the parallelism with old Greece is produced in the surmounting of the civil war drama, 

which, according to the Greek, could only be reached by means of forgetting past events 

and the reconciliation between the members of the polis. It is a discourse that, consciously 

or not, would have great importance in European post-wars of the second half of 20th 

century –as in Spain from the fifties onwards–, but not before. What predominates in the 

first third of the century is a mysticism of the violence which does not have ideological 

frontiers and which makes of war its most sublime expression. Against the degeneration of 

the bourgeois society, the regenerating power of war.  

 The strength of this discourse lies in a receptive context of social crisis and in the 

breakage of a system of values which up to then had delimited, for better or worse, a frame 

of co-existence. Also in collective frustrations derived from a world which is perceived as a 

threat to certain identities. Empires disappeared, historical nations are questioned, races, 

languages and religions are mixed, especially in big cities, the status of the old social and 

cultural majorities are altered, a more competitive and developed world emerges, in which 

the youth, peasants, small merchants feel threatened by their competitors, at times in distant 

countries. It is what Stefan Zweig defined for the Europe of 1918 as the end of the “golden 

age of security” of pre-war, based on certainties concerning reigning dynasties, the cost of 
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life, working life, or country borders which up to then had been considered unquestionable 

and eternal. The ´29 crash added new motives of uncertainty, discomfort, and therefore, of 

disaffection to the established (dis)order.   

 The unemployed youth, the demobilized soldiers of the Great War, the students and 

middle class children impoverished by inflation were especially vulnerable to the interwar 

crisis, and thus, more receptive to the anti-crisis discourses coming from the extreme 

sectors of the ideological bow. There is a no more explicit manifestation of that 

generation’s mood than these words by a Spanish writer, César Arconada, who was a 

member of the literary vanguard of the twenties and who would waste no time in becoming 

a communist and enter this way into the political vanguard as well: “A youngster”, he wrote 

in 1928, “can be a communist, can be a fascist, can be anything, except have old liberal 

ideas”. A great deal of imaginary which feeds the dreams of those youngsters originates 

from a “fin–de–siècle” culture, which had in Nietzsche its maximum exponent. His rich 

universe of myths and metaphors was reformulated as a captivating alternative to the 

breakage of the rationalist discourse at use. The myth of war, for instance, which Nietzsche 

presented not as a collective catastrophe, but as a hope of regeneration of folk and 

prostrated individuals: “War has always been the grand sagacity of every spirit which has 

grown too inward and too profound; its curative power lies even in the wounds one 

receives” (Twilight of the Idols). The generation of the Great War found in his particular 

mythology a never ending source of inspiration. Those youngsters discovered in it the sense 

of life and made from a famous Nietzsche phrase a whole existential program: “Believe 

me!”, he wrote in Thus Spoke Zarathustra, “the secret of reaping the greatest fruitfulness 

and the greatest enjoyment from life is to live dangerously!”. That the original formula –

“Gefahrlich leben!”– would end up being overlapped by its Italian translation –“vivere 

pericolosamente”– demonstrates to which point Italian fascism would take on the idea that 

expression contained as its own. The same can be said of the tendency, so common, to 

substitute Nietzsche for Mussolini as author of the famous motto, from the moment that the 

founder of fascism used it as title of one of his articles (“Vivere pericolosamente”, Il 

Popolo d’Italia, August 3, 1924). 

 From the decadent “fin-de-siècle” thought to the captivating existential project of 

the interwar generations: this is how we can describe the vertiginous journey in time made 
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by a brilliant and somewhat crazy idea, at the same time fatuous, that the posterior crisis to 

Word War I converted into currency. Against a liberal tradition and its determination to 

found peaceful methods for the resolution of social and political, national and international 

conflicts, the new generations vindicated “the right to barbarism”, the “joyful brutality” or 

“la nostra feroce volontà totalitaria” –our ferocious totalitarian will– (Mussolini) as 

fundamental morale over which to build a world in which to live and die heroically. “Life”, 

will say J. A. Primo de Rivera in 1934, “is not worth it if it is not to burn at the service of a 

great venture”. A war, for example? Can the Spanish civil war be considered as the vital 

experience of a generation which was in search of its destiny?  

 It was not only this, nor was this the most important thing, but the war of ´36 can 

also be seen from this angle. A Spanish poet, member of the ´36 generation, communist by 

the same token, Gabriel Celaya, related how the climate was among those young activists 

of his generation, members of the literary and political vanguards. Some of them celebrated 

their gatherings, one communist, the other Falange, in La Ballena Alegre, which was how 

the basement of the Café Lyon in Madrid was known. The two antagonistic groups would 

meet in opposite corners, but the minimal land of no-one which separated them did not 

avoid that any small provocation would often open hostilities between them and a pitched 

battle would break out amidst ferocious insults – “bastards, fascists, reds!”–, with the 

inevitable result of some being hurt. Then, a fragile armistice would settle in, until the next 

brawl. Celaya also related, however, as in other occasions, without knowing why, that a 

strange comradeship flowed between the two factions of that imaginary front. It was the 

feeling which aroused the many things they shared: the belonging to a similar social 

environment, the life of a student or the liking to sports, above all, football, which was, in 

itself, a hallmark of that generation. Remember the image of J. A. Primo de Rivera 

photographed with football boots in the Model Prison of Madrid or what Santiago Carrillo 

tells of in his memoirs regarding the generational divisions which sport established among 

prisoners of the October revolution within prison life: the older ones, like Largo Caballero, 

played fronton; the youngsters, like Carrillo, football (Carrillo, 1993). The socialist and 

communist prisoners were united by the revolutionary ideal; what separated them was all 

that –tastes, likings, experiences, language– which formed part of the vital luggage of a 

generation.  
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The opposite would occur with the regular customers of La Ballena Alegre. Many 

of those communist and Falange youngsters shared, in addition to all that mentioned, their 

literary vocation, poetical to be more precise, and hence that, according to Celaya´s 

testimony, during the moments of relaxation, members of both sides read poems to each 

other and propose ways of improving them, as two armies at war which would, at times, 

interchange arms and military secrets. Celaya assured –it is difficult to know the quantity of 

boutade in this part of his testimony– that some verse of the Falange anthem, the Cara al 

Sol, could have been suggested by a member of the rival group in this friendly and 

promiscuous collaboration which sometimes took place between them. “I never thought”, 

added Celaya as climax to his narration, “that that would end in civil war” (Carbajosa, 

2003; TV interview, c. 1995).  

There exists a certain correlation between the experience of the Spanish generations 

of ´27 and ´36 and the generation of ´14 in Europe and America. The temporary gap obeys 

to the fact that, staying Spain out of World War I, the Spanish youth had to wait until 1936 

to live something similar to the initiation test which WWI meant to youngsters of other 

countries. The closest thing was the war of Morocco, which, in a very modest scale, 

produced similar phenomenon in Spain to those which the Great War provoked in interwar 

Europe. It was a topic of inspiration for some young Spanish writers, as Ramón J. Sender 

(Imán, 1930), Ernesto Giménez Caballero (Cartas marruecas de un soldado, 1923), and J. 

Díaz Fernández (El blocao, 1928); nourished the pseudo-epic and ultra-nationalist spirit of 

a sector of the army and developed a necrophilia rhetoric around the war and those fallen –

remember the anthem of the Legion, El novio de la muerte– similar to the rites which the 

veterans practiced in interwar Europe. It was also the place where young pioneers of the 

Spanish aviation realized their first actions –a military specialty in itself prone to fascism 

(Linz, 1979)– who, as Ramón Franco, Diego Hidalgo de Cisneros or Felipe Díaz Sandino, 

had a distinguished participation in the Civil War. It is curious that some of them went, in a 

few years, from the extreme left to extreme right. There are similar cases in the France of 

the thirties (Wohl, 1979, 35). Undoubtedly, to change ideologies was much easier than to 

change generation. We could even go further in the parallelism between the Great War and 

the War of Africa and its consequences in Europe and in Spain comparing the key role 

which, in the October revolution repression, the Foreign Legion –inactive since the end of 
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the war of Morocco– played with the prominence of Frei Korps in the fight against 

communism in Germany in 1918–1919. 

The war in the north of Africa contributed, therefore, to the socializing between 

certain national sectors a mysticism of death and a romantic and adventurous idea of war, 

as, in a massive scale, World War I in Europe did. In any case, the Spain of the thirties 

paradox consists of a country which remained outside the Great War to be the scene of the 

episode which would reveal its true destiny of life to a complete generation. About the 

generation of ´14, known in the United States as the Lost Generation, exemplified in E. 

Hemingway, could be said to have found –or believed to have– in the war of Spain what he 

had lost in the war of ´14. Perhaps we are not exactly talking about a generation in the 

demographic sense of the term, as a cohort of born individuals around a date, but of a cross 

between demography and intellectual history, and that somehow the identity and experience 

of a generation be converted what deep down was a vision of a minority. Let it be 

understood that that numerous group of political and cultural agitators, of the most diverse 

origins, which met in the war of Spain or who, without participating in it, lived it as an 

essential part of their intellectual and political commitment. A fine sample of this is the 

book Authors Take Sides on the Spanish War, published in London, in 1937, by Left 

Review with the contribution of 147 writers of different nationalities, summoned to take 

sides in the war of Spain. An overwhelming majority (127) do so in favour of the Republic, 

while the neutrals (16) and the Franco supporters (5) did not exceed a meager minority 

(http://library.fes.de/pdf-files/netzquelle/a-37891.pdf). Among the “neutrals?” (sic), Ezra 

Pound rejected the method utilized by the editors as a way of knowing the stance of the 

consulted personalities –“questionnaire an escape mechanism for young fools who are too 

cowardly to think”– and labelled the war of Spain as “an emotional luxury to a gang of 

sap–headed dilettantes”.  

Authors Take Sides was published soon after the bombing of Guernica by the 

German air force, and perhaps this is why many of the consulted collaborators emphasize 

the terrible drama of the war, as a barbaric explosion which spans everything and leaves no 

glimmer of hope but that of horror. “Other Wars”, states A. Koestler in his response to Left 

Review, “consist in a succession of battles; this war is a succession of tragedies, with the 

Spanish folk as a victim”. It could seem that the human drama of war, not to mention its 
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final result, ended up getting those who in the beginning saw in it a brilliant episode, full of 

intrepid episodes and glorious quarrels, to face the facts. A sample, perhaps small in size, 

but significantly sufficient, of the memory regarding the war of Spain of that generation 

reveals, however, the survival of its epic and romantic side. Example of this tendency can 

be considered the book War is Beautiful. An American Ambulance Driver in the Spanish 

Civil War, by James Neugass, based on the manuscript of a member of the International 

Brigades in Spain. The title of the book, War is Beautiful, would serve as epitome of an 

entire generational memory regarding the war which, seventy years later, when Neugass´ 

manuscript was published, was still shocking, as the editors pointed out having studied the 

original piece for its possible publication. “’War is beautiful’ is a fascist slogan. If this is a 

naïve and misdirected irony it is very dangerous” (Neugass, 2008, xvii). The title does not 

only end up being politically incorrect by transferring the “vivere pericolosamente” to a 

different context, it rather corresponds little with the contents of the book, which rather falls 

on the every day life drama of the war. What is interesting, anyway, is that the author 

retakes as title of his piece a formula which, beyond its specific association with fascism, 

represents the emblem of a generation.  

Many other testimonies suggested so in this manner. “This is a fine war”, wrote the 

young communist poet John Cornford (Cambridge, 1915) soon before dying on the front in 

December 1936. To “our marvellous and terrible civil war” referred Ernest Hemingway. 

María Teresa León would evoke it many years after as “the best years of our life”, and in 

1965 her husband, Rafael Alberti, still held the memory of that unrepeatable time intact, 

idealized, if can be said, with the passing of time. Alberti let loose his nostalgia in a 

photograph dedicated to two of his at the time friends, Luba Vinogradova and Ilya 

Ehrenburg: “To Luba and Ehrenburg in the belle époque” (quoted by Trapiello, 2010). That 

was the feeling the war left in two young Argentinean communists, sisters Adelina and 

Paulina Abramson, who migrated to the Soviet Union and achieved, with much effort, to go 

to Spain to fight against fascism. His adventures, ideals and nostalgia of that era remained 

registered in a testimonial book (Gira, gira, 2005). It is the memory of a generation and, 

therefore, the ideological frontiers are left diffused by common feelings and experiences in 

young activists of both sides. “Life”, wrote in 1937 the intellectual Falange member 

Antonio Tovar, “can again defend itself from gunfire and not by dint of violation reports of 
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the constitutional articles. What new rejuvenating emotions this rearming is! All the 

disguised brutality reappears!” (“The last whys of fascism”). “What we are doing seems an 

adolescent novel”: is said by another writer from the opposite side –Agustín de Foxá–, but 

could have been said by any other young intellectuals from the other side. An author of 

nowadays, Andrés Trapiello, is not mistaken when he affirms that war was the last ism of 

the cultural vanguards of that period (Trapiello, 2010), an explosive mixture of 

suprematism and expressionism capable of integrating art, life and death into a sole 

dimension.  

“All historical generations are lost”, Robert Wohl has said, the historian who has 

best studied the ´14 generation (Wohl, 1979, 203). The feeling of failure –understand 

failure as somebody else’s fault- always results in an efficient fuel for the adequate 

carburetion of strong identities, be them national, generational or of other nature. From 

there on, it is simple to convert the failure into the justification of a narcissist view of a 

generation’s destiny, convinced that the world should rotate around them. The brutal 

collision with reality which discovering the opposite supposes, which is the historic 

circumstance that determines the collective destiny, provokes this sweet narcissism of 

failure to which, one way or another, all generations succumb when contemplating the 

wrecking of their ideals. The generations, says Wohl, can be considered in this slight 

deterministic way “a gift of history”. “Historical generations”, he adds, “are not born; are 

made”. They all are, if added, lost generations, but –we would need to add- some are more 

than others. Aldous Huxley, typical product of the devastated by the Great War Europe, 

regretted the tragic destiny of a horse-back generation between two periods, condemned to 

suffer the worst of each one of them: “I was born wandering between two worlds, one dead, 

the other powerless to be born, and have made, in a curious way, the worst of both” (quoted 

by Wohl, 1979, 303). Karl Mannheim asked himself in 1928 why, suddenly, such a strong 

conscience of belonging to a generation had surged. Wohl confirms at the same time that 

between 1910 and 1933 the generational theories are put into fashion as consequence of the 

historical circumstances of those years. Among them stand principally the wars of that 

period and their unequalled capacity to effect, transform and on occasions put an end to the 

life of youngsters, in a revolutionary process which alters the natural order of things and 

dramatically inverts the generational chain. “Nobody”, Herodotus had already mentioned, 
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“of sound mind, chooses war over peace, for in one case sons bury their fathers, in the other 

fathers bury their sons” [ἱστορίαι, 1, 87, 4]). 

 

Nation, generation, regeneration: crossed narratives 

Despite Herodotus´ assertion, considering war as an evil in itself which nobody in their 

sane mind could wish for, the Spanish Civil War in 1936 was, to a certain point, an 

expected episode and desired by many. “To the point to where things have come to”, wrote 

Araquistáin in 1934, “is to fear –or perhaps desire– that civil war cannot be avoided: only 

this is how the loaded Spanish atmosphere would be purified”. The war as a form of 

regeneration of ill societies or as “violent teacher” of people infantilized by peace.  

The biological, hygienist and Darwinist myths in the interpretation of the social 

phenomenon constitute, certainly, a cultural characteristic of “fin–de–siècle”. However, the 

interwar period gave them a special present, among other reasons because the axis of social 

life was displaced in good measure towards youth, principally urban, with a markedly 

agonistic conception of life which can be exemplified by its liking to sports or by its happy 

disposition for war, encouraged by the totalitarianisms of the twenties and thirties – 

“Giovinneza, Giovinneza!”–. Hence the centrality of the Spanish Civil War in the narrative 

of the lost generation –as all of them– which believed to find itself in that experience. On 

the contrary, the in-war Spain was not the way out of the labyrinth created by World War I, 

instead it was the prelude of the even greater labyrinth in which Europe entered in 1939.  

 Very different expectations, as can be seen, converge in the Spanish Civil War, 

some national, others international, which have in common, however, in seeing its outbreak 

more as hope than as tragedy. They therefore coincide in a sense of utilitarianism of war, 

even though they diverge completely in terms of the meaning they pretend to give it. 

Parting from a common diagnose regarding the collapse of the created by liberalism world 

in 19th century, the different forces in presence offered an alternative which even the 

extreme right hurried to label as “revolutionary”, as if there were no salvation for a world 

so ill outside that of the expeditious procedures of a war and a revolution, without being 

clear –nor very important either- if it were war which would lead to revolution or 

revolution to war. In any case, in the “pre-narrative” of the Spanish left working class, 

written and broadcast with profusion from at least October, 1934, the civil war came before 
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the revolution; this would be as the cannon-shot fired by the Russian cruiser Aurora in 

October 1917 in the Port of Saint Petersburg to announce the Bolshevik assault of the 

Winter Palace.  

 If the generational fact is, as Wohl mentions, “a gift of history”, the civil war being 

considered since 19th century by some intellectuals and Spanish politicians as “a gift of 

heaven”, a kind of “deus ex machina” capable of putting an end to the unfinished narrative 

of the Spanish transit towards modernity. Without this final chapter, the history of modern 

Spain, born with the Peninsular War and the Courts of Cadiz, would continue being a story 

with no ending. Or even worse, because the ´98 Disaster, the “tremendous spectacle” of the 

colonial defeat, as Azorín named it, gave the worst possible ending to the century which 

should have converted Spain into a free and modern nation. Apparently, the history which 

ended up –and badly- coinciding with the end of 19th century was not that of the Spanish 

regeneration in a liberal mode by the Courts of Cadiz, but that of the national decline 

initiated in 17th century. Spain had finished being a colonial power just as other younger 

nations were accessing such prestigious positions. But perhaps, making virtue of necessity, 

it would achieve to reinvent itself as a modern nation. Perhaps the lost empire had been a 

burden, instead of a platform on which to build something solid and lasting. It is more or 

less the way in which the generation of ´14 saw it, that of Ortega, Azaña, Araquistáin, 

Marañón, Pérez de Ayala, the group of intellectuals who had their particular voice in 

España magazine (1915-1924), a title which in itself commended progressive liberal 

nationalism which seemed to triumph with the proclamation of 2nd Republic. Its project is 

easily summarized: before the proved historical incompatibility between the Monarchy and 

the nation, the Republic appeared as the only possible expression of the sovereign nation. 

Who is to know if such fact would not make possible, as Araquistáin at some time suggests, 

the reconciliation between motherland and the Iberamerican republics, which emancipated 

from the Spanish monarchy in 19th century.  

There were other alternatives of conservatism stamp to the crisis of ´98 and its 

consequences, alternatives associated rather with the continuation of the Empire by other 

means, like assuming that the monarchy and social order it represented was condemned to 

disappear if it did not maintain its colonial status in some way. The determination in the 

War of Morocco is probably explained by this circumstance, as the concept of 
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“Hispanidad” in the sense that Ramiro de Maetzu gave it as a kind of “surrogate 

imperialism” (Hennesy in Harrison and Hoyle, 2000). Unamuno, in turn, thought that that 

would require something more than just a change in regime, and resorted to the old liberal 

metaphor of the civil war as a gift of heaven. It was a way of shaking off consciences in 

view of a historic change which, to truly be one, should go further than the simple 

substitution of some institutions for others. When from 1934 it was realized that many were 

taking his incitement to civil war to the letter, he took a step back, horrified, and began to 

preach against the “uncivil civil war”, as if there were others which weren’t so.      

 One of the motives for the popularity of the civilwarist myths was the possibility of 

placing it at the service of any cause whatsoever: to construct or destroy a nation; to make 

revolution or counter-revolution. That explains the consensus produced in the thirties 

among the more diverse and antagonistic sectors, coinciding in the necessity to precipitate 

events. “Only this way”, wrote Araquistáin in 1934, “would the loaded Spanish atmosphere 

be purified”. A socialist said this, but the idea was much extended among the much diverse 

ideologies. There are various and powerful reasons which permit the understanding of why 

civil war was contemplated, even before it broke out, as a genuine Spanish form of 

“brutalization” and at the same time of political life regeneration, and why this mysticism 

of violence which took over interwar Europe and has in it other specific manifestations, 

namely the German and Soviet concentration camps, is expressed in Spain as a civil 

confrontation.  

1.- One of these is the civilwarist tradition in modern Spain, not very different to the 

tradition of the pronunciamientos. The reality of civil war derived into the myth of civil war 

up to the point that even recently a Spanish historian gave the title “A never-ending civil 

war” to a panoramic essay about the traumatic experience of contemporary Spain (Gil 

Novales, 2001).  

2.- We would need to ask ourselves if the myth was not prior to the historical fact, 

in the measure in which the consideration of the civil war as “a gift of heaven“ precedes the 

first episode we can consider as such, be it the first Carlist War (1833-1839) or, as some 

author sustains, the royalist rising against the liberal regime in 1821 (Gambra, 1950). It is 

not advisable, however, to fall into an inverse historical determinism, post-modern type, 

which leads us to think that narratives are the motor of history and that the historic events 
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are the simple transfer of myths or discourses capable of transforming reality into their 

image and likeness. It is difficult to deny, in any case, that the incitement to civil war before 

its outbreak in July, 1936 was symptomatic of a breakage in the co-existence which could 

not offer any good. It is not that civilwarism would make war inevitable, but it of course 

made things easier for it to occur in the end.  

 3.- Phenomenon of international range, strongly rooted to the experience of the lost 

generation(s) and to the political brutalization of interwar Europe, the possibility of a civil 

war in the Peninsula had, however, a particularity which reinforced its attractiveness in and 

out of Spain among the radicalized left sectors of the thirties: while the French civil war of 

1871, title of a famous Marx´s opusculum, had supposed the defeat of the revolution and 

the crushing victory of the reaction, the Spanish civil wars of 19th century concluded with 

the liberalism victory and the defeat of the Carlist counter-revolution. It was easy to fall 

into the temptation, from a working class left’s perspective which counted with few 

workers and many youngsters, peasants and qualified workers, of crossing the Spanish 

liberal tradition of 19th century with the recent experience of Soviet Russia. It was the war –

first the ´14 war, then the civil war (1919-1921)– which, lacking a strong and numerous 

working class, made the soviet communism victory possible, in a non-stop vertiginous 

transition from pre to post capitalism. How can we not see in civil war the shortcut which 

history had reserved for the promotion of the more backward countries in Europe towards 

ways of unimaginable modernity in normal conditions?  

 4.- That the military uprising of July, 1936 derives into civil war can be considered 

in great extent a failure of the right, which never counted with that complication, and a 

success of the working left, which was able to partially suffocate the uprising and undertake 

a real revolution in the property regime in some zones of the republican rearguard. The civil 

war once again became “a gift of heaven” for those who pretended to carry out a 

revolutionary change incompatible with the republican legality in force since 1931. 

However, even though everything seemed to comply surprisingly with that unwritten script 

of Spanish revolutions in the summer of 1936 –it is war which leads to war, and not 

inversely–, events turned very soon towards an unexpected scenario. The military defeat of 

the Republic was, from the beginning, slow but unrelenting. Perhaps the new civil war of 

20th century, which so much reminded that of the Carlist ones of 19th century –the requetés 
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(Carlist militia with red berets) fighting in the north, urban folk burning churches and 

convents-, responded to different patterns which could substantially alter the foreseen 

outcome. A clear division could likewise soon be appreciated, reason for grave 

confrontation –even armed-, among the forces of the Popular Front over the priority of the 

objectives at stake: if, as the Anarchists principally pretended, the priority objective was the 

social revolution, consequence of which would almost automatically lead to a military 

victory, or, on the contrary, as repeatedly declared by the government and parties and 

unions related, war was the supreme objective to which any other would have to 

subordinate to.  

 5.- Actually, the concept of revolution itself was partially displaced as a social 

mobilizing factor during the war by the concept of nation, and not only from the self 

denominated “national” side. The Popular Front propaganda and the speeches made by 

some of their leaders constantly pledged to the nation and its defence against foreign 

invaders – the military force sent by Germany and Italy and their interior accomplices. The 

comparison with the War of Independence (the Peninsular War) and with the Napoleon 

invader became to be a common thing of the republican propaganda posters 

(http://www.nodulo.org/ec/2007/img/n065p01m.jpg). Manuel Azaña and, from 1937, Juan 

Negrín, the two maximum authorities of the in-war Republic, did not cease to insist in that 

national dimension of republican cause: “I am making war in the name of Spain and for 

Spain”, declared president Negrín on a certain occasion; “because of its grandeur and for its 

grandeur.  Those who suppose differently are mistaken. There is not but one nation: Spain” 

(quoted by Núñez Seixas, 2006).  

 We have to, once again, insist in the convenience of delimiting the real world 

constituted by the sum of historic events developed along the line of time, of the world 

myth and its circular development, very often autonomous and always self-explicative.  But 

the ability of persuasion of myths very settled in the collective imaginary or in certain 

traditions and political discourses is indubitable. This power that narrative can reach 

explains its performative ability, and ultimately that the myth act as a sort of self-

accomplished prophecy. The reflection concerning civil war in the origins of modern Spain 

might lead to think that the myth of war creates the reality of war. The fact that between 

1936 and 1939 the War of Independence was used obsessively as a precedent reinforces, in 
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turn, the sensation that the Spain of between 1808 and 1939 explains itself as a closed 

process, internally coherent, marked –that is how the left would see it after their defeat- by 

a strange historical misfortune. After the Disaster of ´98, the disaster of ´39.  

 It could be said that what started in America with the struggle for emancipation in 

1810 ended in America alter the civil war. The collapse of the old Spanish Empire in 19th 

Century had a strange retarded effect between the two shores of the Atlantic when the 

republican exile of 1939 adhered to the hospitality of those republics, principally Mexico. 

What a paradox that “the pilgrim Spain” (“la España peregrina”), as some intellectuals of 

the exile named it, end up taking refuge in those lands in which the Spanish had been 

expelled from in the previous century. And not only this, because the diaspora of ´39 meant 

to a certain point a new Spanishalization of America, at least culturally and symbolically. 

This is how we can interpret that the rest of the republican Parliament which survived the 

war, obliged by the 1931 Constitution to meet in Spanish territory, made of the old 

Cabildos hall of the Council of Mexico its provisional headquarters when constituted in 

solemn session in 1945, converting that place, even if for a short time, into a part of 

Spanish territory, as if the Constitution of 1931 had achieved that which the 1812 one 

barely achieved: to be applied in the old territory of New Spain. More than one, on the side 

of Franco, also thought that the outcome of the civil war would ease the restoration of the 

old Imperial Spain by means of the construction of a great Pan-Hispanic nation, of 

linguistic and religious base, at both shores of the Atlantic. Franco came to think that after 

the triumph of the “nationals” in the civil war the Hispanic American republics would ask 

for, one after another, the return to the Crown of Spain. He who would be Education 

Minister of Franco´s first government, Pedro Sáinz Rodríguez, remembered years after that 

Franco himself told him in a natural manner, without a shadow of a doubt, that those sister 

republics were on the verge of renouncing to their sovereignty to initiate their return to 

motherland. When Sáinz Rodríguez, perplexed, asked for the names of some of them, the 

Caudillo, undeterred, responded: “Guatemala”. Franco would also think that the civil war, 

which was about to act the miracle of predating Spanish history to its imperial period, was 

“a gift of heaven”. 

 The defeated left did not, on the contrary, think so, and saw it as a kind of biblical 

curse which condemned the “pilgrim Spain” to survive in the diaspora and believe in the 
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possibility of one day returning to motherland, new promised land, after realizing that civil 

war and revolution, inseparable partners, had ended up being a mirage in the desert. Luis 

Araquistáin, the intellectual socialist who contributed so much in the glorification of the 

war before the war, left some words written just before dying in exile which had much of 

an unloading of conscience: “Us Spaniards have needed four civil wars to come to the 

conclusion that they were useless and absurd” (Araquistáin, 1958).  

 The tragedy of war and the defeat of the left ended with the pseudo-revolutionary 

myth of the civil war as a gift of heaven. In the gap it left, surged the new discourse of the 

national reconciliation which was making its way through the republican exile since the 

forties and which the PCE (Spanish Communist Party) took on as theirs from 1956. Not so 

the “lost generation” of ´36, which, many years later, continued remembering the war as 

“the best years of our life”, as an unrepeatable “belle époque” which, nevertheless, had 

been worthwhile living. Perhaps not by sheer chance, a then young writer, José Bergamín, 

already converted into a venerable octogenarian, who returned to a democratic Spain, 

continued seeing the civil war more as a solution than a problem of Spanish history. “What 

this country needs”, he told Fernando Savater in the beginning of the 80s, “is another civil 

war, but one which this time the good guys win”.  
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