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Abstract 

Experience of dictatorship, violent conflict or systematic abuse of human rights can 

result in division among the population and problems in moving forward. Scholars have 

noted the importance of settling the past, most commonly with transitional justice. The 

Spanish transition to democracy is often described as a paradigm, something to 

emulate. After nearly forty years of dictatorship, they managed a peaceful transition 

and a stable democracy. No transitional justice measures were taken and the past 

became something they should forget. The goal of this research is to investigate the 

opinion of the Galician people on the transition. If they thought that something should 

have been done differently and/or if something needed to be done today regarding 

their troubled past. Eight semi-structured interviews were conducted and numerus 

unstructured interviews/conversations. 

Although the informants had varied background and different views on the 

dictatorship, they agreed that the Spanish transition was not the paradigm that it has 

been set up to be. Conducting the transition through democratic reform rather than a 

democratic rupture led to a continuance from the dictatorship. The method of 

forgetting has not worked; they criticise the inaction in regards to the civil war and the 

dictatorship and suspect there are unknown events to disclose. The findings 

demonstrate a call for action to deal with the troubled past, in which the state should 

have an active role. Politicians should condemn Franco’s regime publicly and show 

sympathy with victims. It is suggested that setting up a truth and reconciliation 

commission could be beneficial to Spanish society at whole. The findings indicate that 

the experiences and views of Galicians might find truth-revealing more important factor 

than the general population of the central state. More research is needed on the topic, 

in which regional differences should be taken into account.   
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Útdráttur  

Þegar samfélag hefur búið við einræðisstjórn, blóðug átök og/eða hafi verið brotið 

kerfisbundið á mannréttindum þegna þess, getur sundrung innan þess komið fram og 

erfitt getur reynst að halda fram á veg. Fræðimenn hafa bent á mikilvægi þess í slíkum 

tilvikum að gera upp fortíðina, oftar en ekki með notkun á umbreytingar réttlætis. 

Stjórnarfarslegu umskiptunum á Spáni er oft lýst sem leiðardæmi sem taka ætti sér til 

fyrirmyndar. Eftir nærri 40 ára einræðisstjórn var stöðugu lýðræði komið á með 

friðsamlegum leiðum. Ekki var unnið að neinu umbreytingar réttlæti og fortíðin var 

eitthvað sem átti að gleyma. Tilgangur þessarar rannsóknar var að kanna viðhorf íbúa 

Galisíu gagnvart umskiptunum. Hvort eitthvað hefði átt að vera gert á annan máta 

og/eða hvort eitthvað þyrfti að gera í dag í tengslum við þessa erfiðu fortíð. Tekin voru 

átta hálfstöðluð viðtöl og fjöldi óstaðlaðra viðtala/samtala. 

Þrátt fyrir að viðmælendurnir hefðu ólíkan bakgrunn og ólík viðhorf gagnvart 

einræðisstjórninni voru þeir sammála um að umskiptin á Spáni séu ekki það leiðardæmi 

sem stundum er talið. Með því að notast við lýðræðislegar umbætur frekar en rof þá 

hefur átt sér stað áframhald frá einræðisstjórninni. Aðferðin að gleyma hefur ekki 

gengið eftir sem skyldi. Aðgerðarleysið gagnvart borgarastríðinu og einræðistímanum 

var gagnrýnt en litið er svo á að enn sé margt hulið varðandi þann tíma. Niðurstöður 

sýna að eitthvað verðir að gera í þessum efnum og ríkið verði að vera virkara. 

Stjórnmálamenn ættu að fordæma einræðisstjórnina opinberlega og sýna 

fórnarlömbunum samúð. Það er ályktað að setning sannleiks- og sáttarnefndar myndi 

vera gagnleg fyrir spænskt samfélag. Rannsóknin gefur til kynna að viðhorf og reynsla 

Galisíubúa sé frábrugðin reynslu fólks frá öðrum svæðum Spánar og sannleiksbirting sé 

þeim mikilvæg. Þörf er á nánari rannsóknum varðandi viðfangsefnið, þar sem tillit væri 

tekið til svæðisbundins munar.  
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Introduction 

Shortly after I moved to Galicia I started noticing how there was a lot of resentment and 

even anger within the society regarding the Franco regime and the transition from 

dictatorship to democracy. I often heard people talking about how he was still alive and 

that nothing had changed. I experienced people lowering their voices when discussing 

Franco in public spaces and acquaintances of mine shushed me in a café in Iceland when 

I was talking about Franco. This interested me greatly since there were nearly 40 years 

from his passing, but apparently, he was still relevant for members of the society. With 

the data gathering the aim of the research evolved. My initial goal was to explore 

people’s experience of Franco and his time in power. I wanted to explore their feelings 

toward the past, how they look at it today and the position of that era in today’s 

society. As my investigation went on its way I focused more on transitional justice or 

really the lack of it inside Spain after the death of Franco. In my interviews, I asked my 

informants various question regarding both their experience and views on the past as 

well as on today’s society. The aim of the research was to investigate the opinion of the 

Galician people toward the transition from dictatorship to democracy. If they thought 

that something should have been done differently as well as if they thought that 

something needed to be done today regarding to the past. The data was gathered 

through semi-structured as well as unstructured interviews during a one-year period 

while I was living in Galicia.  

In the first chapter, the theoretical basis for the thesis will be discussed in relations 

with its aim. First sub-chapter is dedicated to states and its citizens, authoritarian 

regimes will be discussed and the difference that exist between them. Following that 

the focus will go toward transition from those regimes and how/where they gain their 

support. Finally, democracy and democratisation processes will be shortly explained. 

The second sub-chapter will be devoted to transitional justice, both what it entails and 

what different methods exist and have been used in the past as well as possible 

problems that might occur. Chapter two focuses on the political history of Spain. First a 

short description will be provided of Franco’s regime and the Spanish society during 

that time. Thereafter democratisation processes of Spain will be discussed following its 

three most influential factors. Thirdly a more deeper analysis of the Spanish transition 
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will be given and how it was characterised by reform rather than rupture.  In chapter 

three, fieldwork settings of the research will be discussed and an overview of the 

Galician society given. The fourth chapter is dedicated to methodology used and the 

methods justified. A short description of the informants is also given to ease the reading 

of the results. The fifth chapter covers the results of the research and is he divided into 

three sub-chapters. Thereafter in chapter six the results will be discussed in references 

to existing literature and finally in the last chapter conclusions will be provided. 
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1. Theoretical framework  

In the following chapter the theoretical framework for the investigation will be 

provided. Firstly, the state and its citizen will be discussed focusing on authoritarian 

regimes and transitions. Secondly, the focus will be on transitional justice, what it 

entails what methods are most commonly used and possible problems that might arise. 

1.1. States and citizens 

State is an abstract concept that refers to how the system of power and authority is 

organised within a given society. Within the state there are institutions that represent 

the official power, such as the legal system, military, police as well as the government 

(Andersen and Taylor, 2009). Political institutions within a society hold an important 

role because they set the boundaries for the political system. They are relevant, both in 

creating as well as shaping policies and therefore influence political processes within 

given society (Lidén, 2014). The basic structures of a society’s institutions are outlined in 

state laws. The state has a central role in shaping social relations within the society and 

theoretically it exists to regulate social order. Its sphere of authority ranges from 

individual behaviour, interpersonal conflicts to international affairs (Andersen and 

Taylor, 2009).  

Geddes (1999, 116) defines a regime as “sets of formal and informal rules and 

procedures for selecting national leaders and policies”. According to Lidén (2014), “legal 

state” is a necessary precondition for democracy but the same does not apply for 

dictatorships. Democracy is based on rule of law, the government and its functions and 

obligations are stated in the laws and constitution and therefore they must act 

accordingly. Democracy is a constitutional political system were the government is 

bound by its laws and constitution. Dictatorships, on the other hand, are not as 

restricted. The regime interests are reflected in the country’s institution and they work 

as a method for exercising its power without taking into account the country’s 

constitution or laws. According to Lidén, one of dictatorships characteristics is the 

disregard toward basic individual freedom and the violation of human rights. Another 

characteristic is the lack of pluralism, absence of civil rights and limited civil society.  
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1.1.1 Authoritarian regimes 

Dean (2004) defines authoritarianism as a form of governmental rule that seeks to 

operate through obedience rather than free subjects and, according to O’Donnell and 

Schmitter (1986), authoritarian regimes are most often characterized by extreme order 

within the society. Geddes (1999) criticises how dictatorships have been overlooked 

within the academic community. In her opinion, those theories and contemplations that 

have been put forward about authoritarian regimes have been posed at a very abstract 

level. She believes that the reason is the lack of systematic studies of differences 

between authoritarian regimes, especially in the cases of comparative studies. She also 

notes how few scholars have examined and contemplated how characteristics of the 

authoritarian regime in question affect transitions. Lidén (2014) argues there is a great 

lack of scholarly work on dictatorships, what defines them and their characteristics. He 

notes how there is a great emphasis on democracy within the scholarly community and 

that dictatorships have been left behind, only defined by what they are not. In his 

opinion there is a bias toward democracy within the scholarly community. He points 

toward the fact that by putting more scholarly focus on dictatorships a greater 

understanding can be achieved, for example the reasons for their existence and the 

transition to that form of government. 

Geddes (1999) argues that it has been so difficult to set forth a theory regarding 

regime transitions because of the difference between authoritarian regimes has been 

mostly ignored. The difference between authoritarian regimes is just as significant as 

the difference between a democracy and an authoritarian regime. Geddes outlines how 

the whole organisations and structures within these societies differ:  

They draw on different groups to staff government offices and different 
segments of society for support. They have different procedures for making 
decisions, different ways of handling the choice of leaders and succession, 
and different ways of responding to society and opponents (Geddes, 1999, 
121).  

Steinberg, Koesel and Thompson (2015) concur and state that what separates different 

political regimes into different categories depends on how the leaders acquire and 

maintain power. 

Geddes (1999) set forward a ground-breaking work where she researched 163 

authoritarian regimes and the 85 democratisations that had taken place from 1974. She 
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identifies different types of authoritarian regimes and the importance of being 

conscious of this difference, especially in the academic world. Geddes defines three 

variants of dictatorships: Personalist, military and single party dictatorship. It is also 

noted that a dictatorship can be a combination of these forms. As the names indicate, 

the separation is based on the power distribution and who has control over the access 

to power within the society. According to Geddes these different types of dictatorships 

differ from each other just as the difference between different types of democracy.  

Even though Geddes’ work is highly valued within the scholarly community it has still 

received some criticism and other classifications have been put forward. Lidén (2014) 

points out how most commonly her typology has been criticised for not distinguishing 

monarchy from other types of dictatorships. In her work, Geddes puts monarchy under 

personalist rule, in the broadest sense. Others scholars separate monarchy completely 

in a special group, were the power is hereditary within a family linage. Steinberg, Koesel 

and Thompson (2015), for example, arrange political regimes into four different 

categories; democracies, civilian dictatorships, military dictatorships and monarchies. 

They build on the classification of Cheibub et. al. from 2010, were the distinction is 

based on the institutional structures used to acquire and maintain power. Another 

classification has been made by Wahman, Teorell and Hadenius (2013) but they 

distinguish authoritarian regimes into three main groups: Hereditary successions or 

linage, military force (actual or threatened) and by popular elections. 

 Lidén (2014) notes how Geddes’ classification faces certain problems, but also that 

Geddes is aware of them. The predicament in her classification is that it is often difficult 

to distinguish between a personal and military regime. There is no easy distinction 

between those two as a little bit of both is often found and a regime can by a hybrid of 

those two, or even more types. Lidén (2014) discusses other typologies of authoritarian 

regimes, where he points out similarities and differences between those types. He 

notes how for example in Brooker work, a regime is considered military if a former or a 

current member of the armed forces holds the greatest political power. This differs 

significantly from Geddes’ work, and under Brooker’ typology many regimes would be 

considered military that would fall under either personalised- or single-party regimes in 

Geddes’ research. In Geddes’ (1999) discussion regarding different types of 
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authoritarian regimes she notes that even though an officer from the military holds the 

highest position in the country and wears a military uniform that does not guarantee 

that a military regime is in place. She explains how it is common that a regime comes to 

power through either a military intervention or the elimination of opposition parties by 

a party that has gained office through elections. In a case of a military intervention it is 

common that military rule is temporarily set in place, which is then followed by a 

political marginalisation of the rest of the military officer corps with a consolidation of 

power by a single officer. She defines these rulers as personal dictatorships, regardless 

of their military ties. She also notes that in those cases were a single party might be 

founded and organised around the power structure the regime can still be classified as a 

personal dictatorship. To support her case, Geddes (1999) mentions Juan Perón’s 

regime in Argentina. Even though a supporting party had been founded he still 

maintained almost complete control over policies and personnel decisions.  

1.1.2. Regime transitions and support 

Geddes’ (1999) findings support the notion that transitions, of any type, are more likely 

during an economic downturn than an economic boom. She notes how the positive 

relationship between economic development and democratic government has been 

demonstrated empirically throughout the years. Geddes discusses how studies have 

shown that poverty is the most important predictor of a countries transition toward 

authoritarianism, and that there is a positive correlation between those two. 

Additionally, once democracy has been established in a country, its survival rate 

increases paralleled with its economic development. According to Geddes, there exist a 

certain economical “threshold”, and once a country has surpassed it the likelihood of a 

reversion toward authoritarian regime decreases drastically. If a country’s economic 

development falls, the probability of return to an authoritarian regime increases. Lidén 

(2014) also makes a note of the importance that temporal dimension can have or how 

the duration of a regime affects it stability. The first few years of dictatorial regime are 

the most crucial and challenging ones, but thereafter the risk of ousting declines 

sharply. 

All political governments –  democratic, authoritarian or any other type – always 

need at least some support. Where that support comes from and its amount varies 
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within regimes (Geddes, 1999). O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) state that authoritarian 

regimes face a legitimacy problem since it is not received through general free elections 

as is the case with democratic governments. They note how these regimes might 

present themselves as a long-term solution to the problem of political order, promising 

social peace and stability. In Geddes’ (1999) opinion one of the characteristic of 

personalised regime is that their support base is relatively narrow. Benefits and 

positions are distributed to a more homogenous and much smaller portion of the 

population compared to a single-party regime. According to Geddes, this characteristic 

is also one of the reasons for the longevity of those regimes where benefits and 

revenues are distributed to a small portion of the society. Loyalty to dictator is 

rewarded with better positions, higher income and general prosperity, but in turn 

defection is severely penalised and often results in not only material loss but even loss 

of live as well. But this usage of material goods to ensure support also makes this type 

of regime more vulnerable to economic catastrophe. Poverty and poor economic 

performance is not what threatens these regimes, but rather when the crisis is of that 

magnitude that public employees and soldiers can no longer be paid. If the regime 

cannot keep their side of the bargain the quid pro quo falls apart.  

From Geddes’ description it seems that authoritarian regimes rely heavily on 

“buying” support. That is, they ensure their position and power by distributing material 

and positional goods. Lidén (2014, 53) points out that, “in dictatorships there are 

methods other than competitive elections used for distributing political power, and in 

such societies the political and civil rights of individuals are frequently violated.” The 

biggest vulnerability of a personalised regime is the dictator himself: Geddes (1999) 

shows how internal splits do not affect these dictatorships much, but few survive long 

after the dictator has passed away. She notes that in her data set there were 51 cases of 

personalised regimes, and of them only four cases were a regime held its power for a 

more than a short time after the fall of the leader. 

According to O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986), transition from any type of 

governmental form brings with it uncertainty and that is especially the case when a 

transition is made from an authoritarian rule. With the uncertainty comes a sense of 

disorder and even fear, a fear of the unknown. Those transitions are characterised by 
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accidents and unpredictability and according to them, making a theory in those 

instances would be a “theory of abnormality”. Geddes (1999) criticises the claim of 

O’Donnell and Schmitter that the reasons for all transitions from authoritarian rule can 

be traced back to a direct or indirect division within the regime itself. Geddes takes it as 

an example of how not being aware of how different types of authoritarian regimes can 

influence results. She notes that this has not been the case in most African transitions to 

democracy nor can the collapse of the Soviet Union be traced to a division within the 

regime itself. Those changes were most notably brought about from below, by the 

population, and that the regime held power as long as it could. Geddes (1999) points 

out the difference between influential factors on transition in many Latin American 

countries compared to African cases as well as cases in Eastern Europe. In Latin 

America, democratisation processes were mostly elite-initiated. Popular mobilisation 

occurred relatively late in the processes and therefore it can hardly be seen as the cause 

of the democratisation. Conversely in many East European and African cases, popular 

mobilisations were one of the main reasons why the elites from the regime were willing 

to negotiate transition.   

1.1.3. Democratisation 

In any discussion regarding democracy, it is always important to keep in mind that it is 

founded on Western philosophy and the values and ideas that are found there have 

their roots in Western societies and the historical circumstances that were present at 

that time. Giddens (2003) states that although the idea of democracy has a long history 

it was not until the 20th century that the idea was fully developed in the West. In his 

opinion democracy is one of the most powerful ideas or ideologies that took root in the 

20th century. Most countries in the world today call themselves democracies but their 

structures differ. They can be direct or representative, and the latter is then either 

presidential or parliamentary. Generally, a representative democracy is seen as a 

preferable option of governance, Hay (2006) states that this type of democracy is 

necessary to maintain stable democratic government. 

Representative implies that the views of the public appear in political parties and/or 

politicians that are acting as their representatives and thus they bear responsibility and 

duty to the public. Politicians have to answer for their actions and if they go against the 
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will of the public they have the danger of losing votes and support (Hay, 2006). 

According to Giddens (2003), you can talk about democratic regimes when regular and 

fair elections are held that most members of society are able to participate in. He 

believes that such elections involve effective competition between political forces. Heo 

and Hahm (2012) also discuss the importance of elections and how they can have 

stabilising effects on the society. According to them, democracy can contribute to 

stability in a society where the government gets justification of its power when it is 

received through free and fair elections. Those types of elections include not only the 

freedom of citizens to vote but freedom for different political parties and politicians to 

run for office. Huntington (1991) states that there should be free and open competition 

between different political forces without any challenges or obstacles from the 

government. That for him is essential for democracy.  

Giddens (2003) argues that civil rights for members of a society are necessary so it 

can be considered a democratic one. The rights are designed to ensure and protect 

individual freedom, freedom of expression and freedom of association to name a few. 

Hay (2006) agrees and points out that democracy is based on rule of law and that one of 

the most important one is individual freedom. It is generally accepted within the 

scholarly community and the international one that civil society is one of the conditions 

for the promotion of democracy (see for example Bernhart & Karakoç, 2007; Hadenius 

&Uggla, 1996; Paffenholz &Spurk, 2006; Scholten, 2005). Paffenholz and Spurk (2006) 

discuss in their study how democracy is based on active participation by citizens on the 

political stage. Hence the existence of an active civil society is an important factor when 

democracy is established. Bernhart and Karakoç (2007) point to the same as they 

believe that an active civil society plays a certain role in democratisation processes. 

According to Huntington (1991), democratisations in the world have occurred in 

waves with increments of democracies worldwide. What separates the waves are so-

called backlash waves, but within them democratisation of new states come to a halt 

and the number of democracies in the world decreases with transitions from 

democratic rule toward antidemocratic regimes. Huntington states that three waves 

have already occurred in the world with the third and last one starting in 1974 in 

Portugal. Giddens (2003) believes that the surge was largely due to globalisation and 
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advancement in global communications that followed. The third wave reached all 

corners of the world where democratisation took place in countries of Africa, Asia, Latin 

America and Europe, especially Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet Union (Heo & 

Hahm, 2012; Scholte, 2005). Within this wave many states that had previously 

experienced democracy, such as Argentina, Poland, Czech Republic and Spain, returned 

to democratic rule (Giddens, 2003). But according to Huntington (1991) establishing a 

well-functioning and stable democracy is more problematic in countries that do not 

hold previous experience of such governance. The lack of such experience does not 

make the transition impossible as there are cases of such transition, but it is true 

however as Huntington points out that when there is no tradition of democratic 

institutions and values the transition will become more difficult. Even though Spain’s 

last democratic government was almost 40 years before the transition, Montero, 

Gunter and Torcal (1997) state that it is not right to say that political culture within 

Spain is an undemocratic one.  

1.2. Transitional justice 

Human society is based on trust, not only among ordinary citizens but also between 

them and the authorities. Most of today’s societies are governed by rule of law, that is 

to say within them there are certain laws and regulations set by the authorities that 

residents must follow. These are not only obligations that are placed on the citizens, 

they are also granted certain rights and it is the role of government to protect and 

respect these rights. What these rights are may vary by countries, but there are 

however certain rights that are inalienable, basic rights that each human being is born 

with. In the Universal Declaration of Human Rights from 1948, these rights are stated. 

Most countries in the world have signed the declaration and with their signature they 

wow to recognise and uphold these rights. But what happens within a society when 

these rights are violated? How can reconciliation be reached within a society that has 

been divided into belligerent factions, or where the government has systematically 

violated that rights of its citizens? In the foreword of the book Reconciliation after 

violent conflict, Desmond Tutu (2003) notes that there is no simple way for societies to 

heal their wounds or to repair the division that has occurred within it following 

persistent conflict. Various approaches have been used within different society, but we 
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must always to bear in mind that what might function well for one country does not 

guaranty its function within the next. The social context and conditions are an 

important factor that must always be taken into a consideration when transitional 

justice is sought after. 

1.2.1. What is transitional justice? 

Aquilar, Balcells and Cebolla-Boado (2011) define transitional justice as those actions 

taken to deal with atrocities that have been committed during an armed conflict or by a 

former regime of a nation. As the name indicates the process of transitional justice most 

commonly take place during the democratisation period, but they can also be set in 

place later, when democracy has been consolidated. Brahm (2009) defines transitional 

justice as the search for justice after human rights violations and that the possibility of 

this justice is the result of political change within society, often because of a transition 

toward democracy.  

Aquilar et al. (2011) classify transitional justice into three categories depending on 

the final goal of the procedures. First of all, there are justice measures where the aim is 

seeking the punishment of those who committed human rights violations or the 

deprivation of illegitimate privileges. The second category entails reparation for the 

victims, those can be material and/or symbolic and most commonly are set forward in 

official policies. In the third and last category, the procedures focus on revealing the 

truth from the time in question. These categories could be named trial, reparation and 

commission. It is important to be aware of these different categories since they have 

different aims, and different methods can be used depending on their goal. It is still 

worth noting that a country can use all of these measures and that spill-over effects can 

occur. For example, if a Truth Commission is set in place the information gathered can 

be used later as the base for legal procedures.  

According to Albon (1992), there are two key issues that emerging democracies with 

a spotted past must address. Firstly, to acknowledge the past and then to decide 

whether the intent is to “forget” or to “remember” past abuse. The second issue 

regards accountability, whether alleged perpetrators should be prosecuted or if other 

types of sanctions should be imposed. Kritz (1995) argues that the new government of a 

transitional nation needs to take a stance regarding members of the former regime. 
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They will have to decide if a criminal prosecution should take place against its leaders 

and henchmen for the abuses that were imposed on the nation during the regime’s 

time in power. Zalaquett (1989) states that any policy that has to do with past human 

rights violations should have two overall objectives. Firstly, its aim is to prevent a 

recurrence of that type of abuse and, secondly, to repair the damage those abuses 

caused as far as is possible. According to Zalaquett (1989), the objective of the policy 

should not be revenge or retribution since that cannot be considered legitimate in light 

of contemporary international values and laws.  

Within the scholarly community there has been a great discussion regarding 

retribution vs. reconciliation. Within the view of reconciliation rather than retribution, it 

is often stated that the new democratic government is too fragile and therefore 

retribution could have destabilising effects (Benomar, 1993). Benomar (1993) takes 

transition of Spain as an example, where it was seen that any efforts would be 

destabilising. According to him, this view is common within emerging democracies were 

the army is still a prominent force. In those cases were the national army has suffered a 

defeat, internal or external, prosecutions for past crimes are more likely. In her chapter, 

Albon (1992) sets forward the question how emerging democracies should deal with the 

past. This is something that all of them have to take a stance to, regardless of social, 

political and/or economic conditions within the society. How they should deal with the 

past human rights abuse is something the new government must face. It cannot be 

ignored, because by ignoring it a certain stance has been taken. The past is not going 

away and by doing nothing the probability of difficulties emerging from the past are 

increased drastically.  

Benomar (1993) talks about the need to stay clear of both whitewash and witch 

hunts, but it can be difficult to find the balance between the two. To assist with that, we 

can take a look at Zalaquett’ (1989) list of what conditions policy regarding past human 

rights abuse must meet to gain legitimacy. First of all, the truth about past events must 

be know. That entails a complete knowledge and data gathering regarding events 

during the time in question. Truth about the violations that were committed, how they 

were organised and by whom as well as the fate of the victims. It is not enough for the 

truth to be “out there”, all this knowledge does not have its intended effect if it exists in 
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a vacuum or only in the hands of few. Zalaquett notes how the truth must be available 

to the public, it must be officially proclaimed as well as publicly exposed. He states also 

how by hindering the disclosure of this truth a great harm is done, not only to the 

victims, but also to their relatives and the society at whole. It can lead to increased 

resentment making reconciliation and national unity more difficult. Therefore, it is 

important for the truth to be known and made public for setting a policy regarding past 

human rights abuse. This condition can fall under the third category that Aguilar et al. 

(2011) set forward, that is a commission that aims to reveal the truth, often by setting 

up truth commissions.  

The second factor that Zalaquett (1989) lists is that the policy that is set forward is 

representative of the will of the nation at whole. That is, all voices will be heard and the 

policy will be put through a referendum or passed by democratically elected officials. 

Aguilar et al. (2011) state that even though a great deal has been written about 

transitional justice in general not much focus has been put on public opinion regarding 

the matter. That is, there is not enough emphasis on the opinion of the citizens, what 

their thoughts, views and experience are regarding transitional justice. According to 

Aguilar et al., this lack of knowledge and focus is problematic since it cannot be 

assumed that the general preference of the public and the demands promoted by 

pressure groups or organisations have a direct relationship between them. Thirdly, 

Zalaquett (1989) discusses the importance that the policy will follow international laws 

in relations to human rights.  

Benomar (1993) states that new emerging democracies can learn from the Chilean 

experience how to set forward and organise an independent, impartial and systematic 

investigation. The Chilean experience also demonstrates the positive implications of 

truth-telling operations on dealing with the past. Even though transitional justice can be 

pursued trough different methods, truth revealing has been established as one of the 

most important one. Seeking the truth about past events is a very important factor that 

influences other transitional justice measures that might follow and sometimes it is 

prerequisite for them. For example, if the aim is to bring former perpetrators to a trial 

for their past abuse then that abuse must be documented and the truth surrounding 

those events must be available.  
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1.2.2. Truth revealing 

Zalaquett (1989) underlines the importance of truth when dealing with past human 

rights abuse and how the truth can bring with it a certain closure for families of people 

that “disappeared” during the former regime time. Knowledge of what happened to 

their loved ones is important because the sensation of not knowing can keep the old 

wound open for many years. Albon (1992) specifies three main reasons why an 

emerging democratic country should work toward truth-telling regarding past abuse. 

First of all is the point that is seeks justice for the victims and facilitates restoring their 

dignity. Secondly it eases the process of reconciliation within the nation. Lastly, it can 

prevent violations and abuses in the future. One way that has commonly be taken is 

setting up a truth commission, Mazzei (2011) and Dimitrijević (2006) classify truth 

commissions as part of transitional justice where their main objectives are dealing with 

and recognise turbulent past of a country with the intent of moving forward. It should, 

however, be noted that truth commissions are not judicial despite struggling with 

serious offenses and events (Freeman & Hayner, 2003). 

Brahm (2009) discusses the importance of having a clear definition of what a truth 

commission is, but in his opinion such a definition is lacking and as an example he 

mentions how the number of truth commissions varies greatly depending of the source, 

from just over 20 to 75. Dancy, Kim and Wiebelhaus-Brahm (2010) and Brahm (2009) 

point out how Priscilla Hayner definition from the year 2002 is the one that is most 

commonly used within the scholarly community. In that definition truth commission 

focuses on past events where patterns of human rights violations are examined rather 

than specific cases. A truth commission is operated temporarily and ends its work by 

issuing a report in which results are displayed. Finally, the commission gets its 

legitimacy from the state since it is established by state initiative. Dancy et al. (2010) 

believe that this definition of Hayner presents certain shortcomings, primarily that a 

truth commission needs to complete its work by issuing a report. They point out that 

there are truth commissions that have not issued a report of its findings and therefore 

that should not be a defining factor. They argue that Bronkhorst’s definition from 2004 

is better equipped to describe what is involved in a truth commission. In Bronkhorst’s 

definition a final report is not a requirement but rather an option.  
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Dancy et al. (2010) also note that truth commissions that have been established by 

the United Nations (UN) in peace processes have been defined as commissions with 

official legitimacy. They believe that the official authority of the UN is due to the peace 

process. Often an establishment of a truth commission is a part of the peace process 

and peace agreements negotiated and organised by the UN. In those cases, the 

commissions legitimacy comes from the signing of the agreement. The signatures are a 

declaration that the opposing parties agree with the establishment of a truth 

commission and thereby the official legitimacy is achieved. It should be borne in mind 

that truth commissions depend on circumstances in each case and none of them are 

exactly the same (Dancy et al., 2010). It is also important to realise what is the intention 

of each commission for itself since that will affect what will transpire (Andrews, 2003). 

Bar Tal (2008) reports that in order to be able to move from war to peace, the peace 

will need to have a value in itself. War and conflict have to be considered unfavourable 

and peace advantageous for both the nation as well as governmental officials. Dancy et 

al. (2010) express the opinion that the “transitional dilemma” is one of the key 

problems that unstable and conflict states face. The problem lies in how to approach 

human rights abuses and the misconduct that occurred in the past and simultaneously 

work toward peace. Freeman and Hayner (2003) believe that truth commissions may be 

of benefit to societies that are in transitions, they suggest that it is important to realise 

that it is not always appropriate to establish a truth commission, but that this depends 

on conditions in each case. It is worth noting that there is a difference between general 

knowledge of and official recognition of past events. Albon (1992) makes this distinction 

as she states that a general knowledge of past abuses is not enough in a reconciliation 

process and that some form of official recognition of the truth is necessary. In their 

work, Freeman and Hayner (2003) list eight reasons why the establishment of a truth 

commission might be beneficial.  

The first reason named by Freeman and Hayner (2003) is that a commission can 

assist in documenting the past, what happened during the period in question. According 

to Bar Tal (2008), it is likely in a society were conflict has been ongoing for a long time 

that a “culture of conflict” has been generated. A culture of conflict is governed by 

many factors, such as societal beliefs and shared memories which describe the story of 
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the conflict for members of the community. Bar-Tal notes that narrations of these 

events are not neutral since their primary purpose is to justify the societies’ position 

during the conflict. It is not their purpose to give an objective recapitulation of reality. 

By documenting and presenting what occurred during this period truth commission can 

help to counter this culture of conflict. Andrews (2003) believes that one of the tasks of 

a truth commission is to bring forth a new official history. She considers that a 

commission’s activity lies in recognising the truth rather than discovering it. Freeman 

and Hayner’s (2003) second reasons is that a truth commission can create a space for 

the victims of human rights violations to tell their story. The commission can be of 

assistance for their voices to be heard within a society that has systematically been 

violating and ignoring them. Freeman and Hayner believe that this can help victims to 

heal their wounds and provide vital education within the community regarding human 

rights violations and their consequences. According to Andrews (2003), it is a common 

view that at by healing the wounds of the population the wounds of the societies 

themselves are being healed in the process and a truth commission can assist in those 

instances.  

Thirdly, Freeman and Hayner (2003) note how a truth commission can assist with 

bringing the perpetrators to justice. The data that is gathered and all the commission’s 

work can be used by the prosecution. In line with Dancy et al. (2010), a truth 

commission can operate parallel to or in conjunction with other types of transitional 

justice. That was the case in Sierra Leone, where a truth commission was operated in 

parallel with trials against those who committed human rights violations. According to 

Benomar (1993), punishing for crimes committed by the former regime can serve as a 

symbolic break between the old regime and the new democratic one. It can also 

confirm that those types of acts are not tolerated by the new democratic government. 

The fourth reason Freeman and Hayner (2003) name is that a truth commission can 

support increased public debate surrounding the past and it can similarly make the 

population participants in those discussions. According to Andrews (2003) commission 

can give residents of a particular community certain authority where they become 

involved in the decision about what should be absorbed and what should be left behind 
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in the community’s history. Personal memories are made into public memories as they 

are recorded and presented in a public platform. 

The fifth reason that Freeman and Hayner (2003) give for establishing a truth 

commission is that it can assist with defining the concept of victim and that it can give 

guidance regarding compensation for victims. Kritz (1995) lists three main reasons why 

a new democratic government should give compensations to the victims of the former 

regime. Firstly, the compensation can aid the victims to recover from their economical 

and material loss. Secondly, with it an official recognition of their loss and victimhood is 

given. And lastly it may discourage any official abuse on behalf of the state since an 

economical cost will follow. These factors also carry with them an official recognition of 

the victim’s pain and suffering and it can facilitate that their voices will be heard within 

the society and their stories will be a part of the official discourse. Another reason 

discussed by Freeman and Hayner (2003) is that a commission can put forward 

proposals for legal and institutional reforms within the community. The commission’s 

research can shed light on the misconduct that occurred in the past and those results 

can be used to advance the transitional process. They also specify how a truth 

commission can help the transition to democracy within the society and strengthen its 

foundations. Mazzei (2011) argues that one of the main purpose of a commission is to 

establish a new moral and political order within the society where the events of the 

past can never be repeated. The last reason that Freeman and Hayner (2003) mention is 

that a truth commission can promote reconciliation within the society. This has often 

been considered one of the main reasons for the establishment of a truth commission 

and it is therefore important to be aware of what reconciliation entails. 

Establishing reconciliation within a society after conflict involves placing or recreating 

peaceful relations between the different groups. Reconciliation implies certain socio-

psychological processes that consist of changes in the values, ideas and feelings of the 

majority of members of given society (Bar-Tal, 2008). According to Huyse (2003), 

reconciliation cannot be considered an isolated event or an act; it is a long and tedious 

process that is not linear. When a reconciliation is reached within a society, past events 

no longer create a risk of the recommencing of conflict, and victims and perpetrators 

can look ahead toward the future and continue on with their lives. Freeman and Hayner 
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(2003) indicate that in the discussion of reconciliation and truth commissions it is 

important to distinguish between individual reconciliation and political or national 

reconciliation. A truth commission can contribute to the latter, but it is much more 

difficult to effect individual reconciliation.  

Andrews (2003) argues that retelling and listening to stories of the past are 

important factors in the way a society can reach reconciliation. Individuals gain the 

opportunity to think about and understand their personal experience. Freeman and 

Hayner (2003) believe that by listening to the stories of each other the public can gain 

understanding of each other’s circumstances and that reconciliation and even sympathy 

could emerge. Bar Tal (2008) argues that in peace processes it is important to recognise 

that the opponent also has rights and that he is in fact a human being. To achieve this, a 

change of attitude needs to occur within the society and this can be achieved by 

different methods. According to him one method is to offer a place where people are 

given the opportunity to tell their story. People will have the option to come forward 

with their stories of injustice and violence that they have endured. It provides another 

opportunity to listen to members of other groups and what they had to endure, or the 

reasons for their actions. It is very important that everyone have equal access to this 

scene and the same opportunity to express themselves. This forum may contribute to 

some form of communication between individuals from different groups and potentially 

those interactions can lead to reconciliation. A truth commission can be this forum 

where the past is retold and the voices of different groups be heard. According to 

Mazzei (2011), the success of a commission depends on how successful it is in 

illegalising the discourse from the time of conflict and simultaneously make room for a 

new discourse that needs to be created in the mediation between peers. The 

commission can open access for new social groups to the official discourse but so that a 

reconciliation can be reached within a society the commission must ensure that the grip 

over the discourse is challenged. Unfortunately, that is not always the case since a truth 

commission is not perfect phenomenon and various factors influence its efficiency and 

must be borne in mind as well as if it’s setting is appropriate. 
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1.2.3. Possible problems 

It is not always possible to ensure that a truth commission’s objectives can be achieved, 

Freeman and Hayner (2003) discuss the possibility of government abuse of a 

commission. They mention how a government can use it for political persecution and 

also that a commission’s activity can be characterised more by revenge rather than 

reconciliation. If this occurs, then it weakens the commission’s credibility as well as the 

data it collects and publishes. Therefore, it is very important that the commission 

maintains its neutrality even though it receives its legitimacy from the government. A 

truth commission’s work requires trust and credibility within the society if it is supposed 

to achieve its goals. When that is not the case it proves easy to refute the results and 

the work will result in nothing. It is also necessary to keep in mind, as Albon (1992) 

mentions, that the citizens of former dictatorship countries tend to be sceptical and 

distrustful of governmental institutions because of their spotted past. 

Mazzei (2011) points out how the final report, though being an important part, 

cannot alone change the way we look at past events and actions. Dimitrijević (2006) 

concurs where he states that it cannot be expected that only by publicising a report,the 

values of the former regime that have been the normalised within the society will 

simply disappear. When crimes committed by the former regime have become the 

norm within the society it is likely, in Dimitrijević opinion, that many individuals within 

the society believe that no crimes have occurred. Freeman and Hayner (2003) 

mentioned that it is not so much the content of a report that impacts a society, but 

rather how it is published, distributed and how it is covered by the media. Mazzei 

(2011) believes that it is necessary to change the discourse that was dominant in the 

past and to achieve this end the truth commission needs to participate directly in the 

official discourse. 

Setting up a truth commission is not always a feasible option, Freeman and Hayner 

(2003) suggest that in some cases, a commission can cause more harm than good. 

Because of this, the authorities of several countries have taken a conscious decision not 

to stir up the past. Brahm (2009) notes that in some cases it is understood that a truth 

commission can actually threaten the peace processes and therefore its activities are 

suspended. Freeman and Hayner (2003) concur and add that when the commission 



29 

 

commences its work it must take care not to create unrealistic expectations for 

members of the community and victims, as that can have negative consequences. 
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2. The political history of Spain 

The aim of this thesis is to analyse Galicians’ opinion toward the transition from 

dictatorship to democracy. For that analysis, a basic understanding of Spanish political 

history is needed. First a short description will be provided of Franco’s regime and the 

Spanish society during that time. Thereafter democratisation processes of Spain will be 

discussed following its three most influential factors. Thirdly a more deeper analysis of 

the Spanish transition will be given, how it was characterised by reform rather than 

rupture. 

Spain is the fourth largest country within Europe and the second largest in the 

European Community, with a landmass of 505.370 km². It has a population of 46.1 

million inhabitants, making it the sixth most populated country within Europe and the 

fifth within the European Community. For the year 2015, Spain was ranked in 27 on the 

HDI with GDP per capita at 32.814 and a GNI per capita at 32.779. Life expectancy is 

quite high at 82.8 years, the second highest in Europe after Switzerland, and the media 

age is 43.2 years (HRDP, 2016). Even though Spain is a secular state now it still 

recognises the historical role played by the Catholic Church (Romero-Salvadó, 1999).  

2.1. Franco‘s regime  

Jean Grugel and Tim Rees (1997) describe the repercussions of the Spanish civil war that 

concluded first of April 1939 with the victory of Franco and the Nationalists. After their 

victory, Franco and his regime established a “new state” and abolished all policies and 

laws that had been set in place by the former republican government that they 

overthrew. According to Richards (2002), the laws and policies of the former 

government were seen as anti-Spanish and therefore had to be repealed. It was not 

only the laws and regulations that the new regime wanted to get rid of. Matos-Martín 

(2010) points out how those who had lost the war were ousted from the country, 

arrested or even executed, a way to protect and strengthen the national body and to 

get rid of unwanted parts of society.  

The new regime clearly had in mind a certain image or even a utopia of what was 

Spanish, and how Spaniards should behave. Busquets, Roman and Terribas (2012) 

discuss how certain protocols that were based on the morality of the Catholic Church 

were imposed on society concerning the behaviour of individuals. The morality of the 
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Catholic Church was dominant in the public sector, in schools and within the laws and 

regulations. The Franco regime consisted of three pillars: The Catholic Church, the 

military and Falangist’s (Fascist political party founded by José Antonio Primo de Rivera). 

All these pillars had enormous impact, influence and importance within the government 

(Carr & Fusi, 1993). The conservative policy that was rife at the time had an impact on 

most aspects of the daily life of all Spaniards but especially of women. That can be seen 

in all discussion regarding divorce, women’s right, contraception and women’s status 

within the society in general (Busquets, Roman & Terribas, 2012). Radcliff (2002) 

describes how the female identity, the awareness of what it meant to be a woman and 

what their role was within society were institutionalised during the dictatorship. Their 

roles and status inside the society were determined within its institutions. Matos-

Martín (2010) makes a similar statement where he speaks about how the Spanish 

national body had been organised by the dictatorship. Intervention and meddling was 

everywhere, from what language was spoken to sexual relationships and courtship. 

According to Carr and Fusi (1993), the regime and its policies went through a certain 

development during the four decades that Franco was in power. The first two decades 

were characterised by self-sufficiency that was crystallised in their autarkical economic 

policy. The Stabilisation Plan that was introduced in 1959 marked a new time in Spain. It 

was a new economic plan that was adapted on proposals from the IMF and OECD. Spain 

was opened up for trade as well as for tourists. After 1959, a great emphasis was put on 

technocrats and experts that were engaged in many positions within the community 

(Payne, 1987; Grugel & Rees, 1997). Matos-Martin (2010) outlines how Spanish fascism 

was originally built on the Italian model but was later adapted to anticommunism with 

great emphasis on Catholic values and finally evolved into technocracy.  

The Spanish nation and especially individuals that opposed the regime had to endure 

a great deal of repression and discrimination during the dictatorship. Aguilar, Balcells 

and Cebolla-Boado (2011) discuss the many ways the regime’s adversaries were 

punished after the civil war. Those who had lost their jobs because of ideological 

reasons were not reinstated, veterans as well as widows of those who had fought on 

the republic side were denied pensions and compensations, assets were confiscated 

and often distributed to Franco’s supporters. Grugel and Rees (1997) point out that the 
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political repression that took place also occurred in the economic field where antagonist 

of the regime and individuals suspected of opposition were denied work, property 

expropriated and they experienced general exclusion within the community. The regime 

and its supporters held dear the protection of property rights but those rights did not 

apply equally for all citizens. Declared republicans not only lost their land and 

businesses but other assets as well, such as farm equipment and even sewing machines 

were confiscated and distributed or sold to nationalists. Another manifestation of this 

repression and discrimination was in food rationing. Payne (1987) discusses how the 

government used the famine in the 1940s and the rationing that followed as a tool of 

repression and punishment. He notes that the greatest hunger and poverty was found 

in areas of the republicans in the south where the majority had fought against Franco in 

the civil war. It was often in the hands of the local priest to distribute the ration cards 

within their community and individuals believed to be supporters of the republic or the 

communists were frequently denied those ration cards. 

In his review of the peace solutions within fragmented communities, Gurr (2002) 

discusses economic and political discrimination of groups within societies. If members 

of a certain group are systematically denied access to economic goods and desirable 

positions within the community, it can be classified as economic discrimination. A group 

that suffers discrimination on the political stage is systematically restricted of access to 

political positions within the community as well as political rights. Gurr, however, states 

that to be able to talk about discrimination, other groups within the community must 

have access to these factors. From his discussion, it could be said that opponents of 

Franco and the regime not only had to endure political discrimination but economic 

discrimination as well. The autarkic economic policy paved the way to this economic 

discrimination and oppression as it gave the government the right to intervene in all 

areas. According to Richards (2002), the policy consisted of technical, spiritual and 

practical elements, and was used as a way of organising the society from above and 

restructuring power within the society as well as the use of it. 

2.2. Democratisation  

The democratisation of Spain started after the death of Franco on 20 November 1975, 

King Juan Carlos I took over as the head of state and Carlos Arias Navarro as president 
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of the government. Navarro did not last long in his post and on 1 July 1976 he resigned 

and Aldolfo Suárez González took his place. The first democratic parliamentary elections 

in over 40 years were held in 1977 and a year later a new constitution was put through 

a referendum (Payne, 1987). Scholars have suggested that during democratisation of a 

state certain factors can influence course of events, but they are: status of a country’s 

economy, the existence and activeness of civil society and finally the global context and 

influences (see for example Giddens, 2003; Huntington, 1991; Paffenholz & Spurk, 

2006). It should be borne in mind that this is not an exhaustive list of factors, but since 

there exists a rather general acceptance of their importance, they will be used to view 

the democratisation of Spain. 

2.2.1. Economic development 

Huntington (1991) believes that the relationship between economic development and 

the existence of democratic rule are among the strongest relationships that exist amidst 

economic, social and political phenomena. He points out that the richest countries in 

the world have democratic governments and that most democracies are high income 

countries. There are, though, a few exceptions from this rule such as India, that is a low 

middle income democratic country. Huntington believes that as a result of this 

correlation between wealth and democracy democratisation should preferably take 

place in countries whose economy is at the mid-level of development. In his opinion, 

democratisation is less likely in poor countries and it has already taken place in the rich 

ones. What is interesting in Huntington’s writings is that he does not argue that 

democratisation and economic development happen concurrently, but rather that 

economic development increases the chances of democratisation. According to 

Huntington (1991) the economic development that occurred worldwide in the 1950s 

and 1960s aided the third wave of democratisation that began in the mid-seventies. He 

also points out how at the time of the third wave, global economic development had 

drastically slowed down following the oil crisis.  

Huntington’s ideas are epitomised in the Spanish case and according to Herz (1982) 

there are some indications that the economic factors played an important role in the 

Spanish transition. He notes how the earlier advancement of Spanish economy and the 

establishment of capitalist system facilitated the transition from authoritarian regime. 
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Major changes occurred in the economic structures, with inclinations towards free 

market and capitalism, after the Stabilisation plan was introduced in 1959. And during 

the 15 years that followed the Spanish economy got the nickname The Spanish Miracle 

(Richards, 2002). Seven years after the changes, in 1965, Spain finally crossed the 

threshold of 650 dollars in GNI per capita and therefore managed to fall under the 

definition of developed country. When the transition started, Spain was already 

considered a developed capitalist state (Share, 1986). Encarnación (2001) also discusses 

how the economic development facilitated the arrival of democracy in Spain and how 

institutions of the former regime were seen as outdated. He also notes that at that time 

Spaniards had more disposable income which gave them the ability to travel to other 

countries and thereby experience and witness the freedom members of those society 

possessed.  

Share (1986) notes that the economic development that had taken place in Spain 

before for the transition and its position as a developed country could not guarantee 

that democracy would be established after the death of Franco. But it is clear however 

that these factors contributed to the democratisation processes. Democracy is the 

preferred system for capitalist economies, especially when it brings with it hope of 

accesses to new markets. According to Huntington (1991), the EU played a key role in 

the democratisation of Portugal, Spain and Greece. Establishing democracy in those 

countries was considered necessity to ensure entry into the Union and, similarly, the 

entrance was seen as ensuring the stability of democracy. Share (1986) points out the 

same thing where he talks about how the Spanish entrepreneurs wanted to enter the 

internal market of the EU. Subsequently they pushed for democratisation of Spain and 

supported it during the transition. Nine years after the death of Franco, Spain and 

Portugal finally joined the EU. 

2.2.2. International context 

According to Share (1986), Spanish officials, both during the dictatorship as well as after 

it, were always aware of the position of Spain in the international context. During the 

dictatorship Spain had become accustomed to being on the periphery, ideologically as 

well as economically. In the Western hemisphere Spain was regarded as a kind of 

anomaly, since it was one of the few surviving dictatorships in that region. The collapse 
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of the dictatorships in Portugal and Greece in 1974 greatly affected Spain where their 

transition received extensive media coverage. Herrera and Markoff (2011) discuss how 

Spanish officials feared the democratisation way that was taken up in those two 

countries, democratic rupture and its consequences were not a feasible option for 

them. A radical break or a rupture, as it is often named, brings a certain danger and 

uncertainty with it and according to Aguilar (2001) it increases the likelihood of violence 

and disorder.  

The West and the international community had limited direct influences within 

Spain, despite the fact that international relations had improved over the years and 

Spanish markets had opened up for international businesses. According to Share (1986), 

political officials in the West were aware of the fact that they could not get rid of 

Franco, they would have to wait until he would pass away for a new political system to 

be put in place. Share states that those officials regarded democracy as the only 

possible outcome after the death of Franco. Carr and Fusi (1993) state that if freedom 

of participation had not been granted to the opposition parties then it would have been 

unlikely that the democracy that would have been put in place in Spain would have 

gotten a validation from Western Europe as a democratic nation. They add that 

Western European countries had limited options to respond if that had been the case. 

Their only threat was not recognising Spain as a democratic country, not much more 

than that. Carr and Fusi (1993) contemplate that it is possible that the USA preferred a 

consolidated democratisation over a rupture, were it was more controllable with fewer 

unknown factors.  

Share (1986) believes that the international community did not have a direct impact 

on the Spanish transition. That is to say that there were other factors that bore more 

weight rather than the external pressure from the international community for 

democratisation to take place. He states that it was the Spaniards desire to be part of 

Europe that had more impact on the procedures. The famous slogan, “Spain is 

different”, that was presented in the sixties by Manuel Fraga, Minister of Tourism, had 

penetrated the Spanish society. As noted by Herrera and Markoff (2011) it was the lack 

of democracy that separated Spain from the rest of Europe. With increased flow of 

people to and from Spain, the difference became increasingly more apparent to the 
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Spaniards. Scholte (2005) points out how ideas and concepts that play an important role 

in democracy have now become a global norm for nations governments, he mentions 

for example the concept of free and fair elections as well as civil society. Huntington 

(1991) agrees where he states that in the wake of globalisation the spread of 

democratic values have increased sharply in the world. Parallel to the normalisation of 

democratic values, the status and influences of other values weakens. This can result in 

negative effects on the legitimation of other types of governance that do not hold 

democratic values. In his discussion regarding government legitimacy, Huntington 

(1991) points out how within Western democratic systems, failures are blamed on the 

politicians rather than the system of governance. Because of that democracies are less 

dependent on performance legitimacy in comparison with authoritarian regimes. If the 

public is discontent with the performance of its democratic government then changes 

and replacements can be made within the system. Instead of demanding a different 

type of political system, new players of that system are demanded. Legitimation is very 

important for government and according to Linz (1978) the primary task of a newly 

established democratic government is to ensure legitimation for its existence. 

2.2.3. Social pressure 

During the last decade of the dictatorship there was an increased social pressure and 

opposition against the regime that came from various sources: the church, students, 

workers, and terrorist organisations (Share, 1986). Herrera and Markoff (2011) believe 

that this resistance affected the democratisation processes in various ways. For 

example, with participation in various social movements democratic practice and values 

evolved as well as civil society emerged. 

Civil society is a platform were work is done because of shared interests and values, 

with free and un-coerced actions. It is independent of the state and consists of many 

different non-governmental organisations and grassroots organisations (Paffenholz & 

Spurk, 2006). It provides individuals within the community with protection against state 

and holds its power in check. By coming together in their struggle individuals increase 

their influence within the society (Fukuyama, 2001). The civil society is thus a public 

area between the state and individuals/families where communication of particular sort 

prevails. Actions within this forum are characterised by organised activities, working in 
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partnership with a common goal. The civil societies spectrum varies from small local 

grassroots organisations that work for their communities, to large organisations that 

work on issues relevant for the nation as a whole or even for the international 

community (Hadenius & Uggla, 1996). During the seventies, when numerous countries 

within Latin America were expelling their dictators, the position of civil society gained 

momentum and strength in those countries. Similarly, civil society played an important 

role in Eastern Europe after the fall of the Soviet Union in establishing a democratic 

structure (Paffenholz & Spurk, 2006). Authoritarian governments have generally tried 

their utmost to control or even ban all non-governmental organizations of the civil 

society (Hadenius & Uggla, 1996). According to Atibil (2012), such governments often 

consider that they stem a threat from those organisations, that the civil society intrudes 

into their sphere and is even in direct competition for resources and power. This 

attitude may create tension within the society and even conflicts between the state and 

civil society, as they are in competition with each other, rather than supporting and 

providing each other restraint. It is important to note that the activities of civil society 

can be good as well as bad or as Kaldor (2003) explains it, their actions can be ethical 

and unethical. According to which it is not possible to deny that a certain group is part 

of the civil society on the reason that their actions are “unethical”. 

Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) a Basque national and separatist’s organisation can be 

taken as an example of ‘unethical’ organisations. They originate from the Basque region 

of northern Spain and part of France, and fought for the independence of their region 

and recognition of their language. They also fought against the oppression and violence 

that residents of the region had to endure during the dictatorship. ETA put a lot of 

pressure on Franco’s regime, their actions indicated the massive opposition against it in 

the Basque region. The regime responded with increased brutality that resulted to 

increased violence and bloodshed on the part of ETA (Herrera and Markoff, 2011). Even 

though ETA has now been classified as a terrorist organisation we cannot overlook the 

fact that they originated within the civil society, striving for a common goal for 

members of its community. One of ETA actions that had a particularly strong influence 

on the Spanish transition was the murder of Luis Carrero Blanco in December 1973. It 

can even be said that it led to democracy being introduced after Franco’s death (Share, 
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1986). Payne (1987) also discusses the impact of this event on the Spanish transition 

and agrees with the conclusion that it changed the whole process. Before Franco passed 

away it was a general assumption that Carrero Blanco would be his successor, 

continuing on the same path and keeping the regime alive. Franco’s health had 

deteriorated over the years and he was well into his old age; his passing was 

anticipated. After the assassination of Carrero Blanco uncertainty emerged regarding 

the regimes future and what would follow after Franco’s passing (Payne, 1987). 

The animosity that the regime had experienced during the seventies made them 

aware of that some changes would have to occur after the death of Franco (Herrera & 

Markoff, 2011). The pressure from the society, together with economic development 

and the international context, formed the social conditions that encouraged 

democratisation since it was clear that status quo was not a real possibility. Moreover, 

these factors impacted how the democratisation processes were structured. The events 

in Portugal and Greece made consolidated democracy an attractive option for members 

of the regime as well as from the opposition, since both sides wanted to prevent 

another civil war and increased bloodshed (Herrera & Markoff, 2011).  

2.3. Transition through transactions 

Share (1986) coined the phrase “Transition through transaction” in describing the 

Spanish transition. But what makes the democratisation of Spain interesting is that it 

was marked by agreements and compromises rather than direct switch between 

authoritarian regime and democratic government. One might even describe it as 

governmental refinements, where democratic reforms were made on existing political 

structures (O’Donnell & Schmitter, 1986, Share, 1986). According to Geddes (1999), 

pacts during transition, as were made in Spain, are extremely uncommon. In her opinion 

social and political conditions play a big role in a transition, these underlying factors 

affect the transition and can either aid it or hinder. Prior democratic experience as well 

as established party systems aids in the transitional processes.  

Democratisation of Spain was organised and controlled from the top where all the 

preparations and planning were in the hands of former members and organisations of 

the dictatorial regime. Even though pressure was put on by the civil society their power 

was limited. Carr and Fusi (1993) state that one of the reasons for this was that no one 
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in the civil society nor within the political opposition held enough power to demand and 

establish democracy from below. O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) talk about how in 

such cases the outgoing dictatorship manages to establish the rules of the game that 

the opposition has to accept if they want to be a part of the democratisation 

procedures. The Spanish election law that Suárez presented and came into effect 18 

March 1977 is a clear example of such a situation. 

Share (1986) states that if the laws are examined, a number of items can be seen 

that aim to prevent a victory of the left-wing. The voting age was set at 21, but surveys 

had shown that the left-wing got most of its support from the younger generations. 

Attempts were made to exclude Spanish migrants from electoral procedures by limiting 

the voting registration period, but migrants constituted around three percent of the 

whole population suffrage. Lastly the system of allocating seats and counting votes was 

set in the way of enervate the left-wing. With the law, rural and conservative provinces 

of Spain were overrepresented, e.g. Guadalajara and Soria had under 45.000 residents 

per deputy while larger provinces like Barcelona and Madrid had over 125.000 residents 

per deputy. After nearly 40 years of dictatorship a great division was within the 

opposition and the left-wing spread between classes and regions. The consultations 

with the opposition in the preparation of the law had little effect on the actual 

legislation where the oppositions position was very weak and their influence was close 

to little or nothing.  

For the general election in 1977, Suárez legalized the Spanish Communists party 

(PCE). That action caused quiet a turmoil among the supporters of the former regime 

and especially the army, but Suárez argued that it would increase the legitimacy of the 

first election (Share, 1986). Had the PCE not participated in the elections, it is likely that 

the majority of those votes would have gone to the Socialist Party (PSOE) and then a 

left-wing win would have been a real possibility. Share (1986) maintains there was a lot 

of pressure on Suárez to prevent the victory of the left in the first elections. 

Interestingly a win by the extreme right, those who wanted a clear continuation from 

Franco’s regime, also posted a threat, as such a victory could result in increased 

polarisation within the Spanish society.  
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The first democratic elections took place 15 June 1977 were Suárez’s party, UCD, 

won with 34.4 percent of the vote and thus Suárez became the first democratically 

elected Prime Minister of Spain since the Second Republic. Another big step in the 

Spanish transition was in December of 1978 when a new constitution was adopted after 

passing through a national referendum and the parliament. Thereby, a formal 

parliamentary democracy had been established in Spain and in the opinion of some the 

transition was concluded (Share, 1986). But, as Heo and Haham (2012) point out, the 

period after a democratic transition can often be unstable. Although the 

democratisation in itself proceeded without major calamity, the adjustment period that 

followed was marked by terrorist attacks that became increasingly bloody, and in 1981 

the extreme right-wing attempted a coup that was unsuccessful. Aguilar (2001) notes 

that between 1975 and 1980 more than 460 violent deaths connected with political 

purposes were registered in Spain.  

After a transition the new democratic government must work toward rebuilding the 

trust of the nation and restore its confidence in governmental institutions (Kritz, 1995). 

Although the transition was carried out through institutions and regulations of the 

former regime, the main actors of the transition, King Juan Carlos I and Adolfo Suárez, 

were relatively new in the political arena. According to Edler (1998), it had a great 

impact on the public opinion that they had not participated in the civil war. They were a 

symbol of the new generation that brought with it a certain innocence. Within the 

society, they represented a new era and change, but still Share (1986) notes that the 

military and Francoists would have never allowed for the transition to proceed if they 

had not been sure of their continued presence and power. 

Aguilar (2001) states that there was a great deal of uncertainty and fear within 

Spanish society during the transition with links to the civil war. The traumatic memory 

of the war re-emerged with fears of the right wing or a military reaction against the 

move toward democracy, fear that the right wing and the military would respond to 

those changes as they had done in 1936. The transition was a delicate phase, but as 

Richards (2002) discusses the memories of the civil war were still fresh in the minds of 

the people. Silence and oblivion in connection with the events of the civil war and 

dictatorship were seen as the best solution for Spain to continue after the death of 
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Franco. Aguilar et al. (2011) make a similar point, and the notion was that it was 

necessary to “forget” the past so peaceful transition could take place. Likewise, 

according to Albon (1992, 45), “Spain chose to forge ahead toward democracy without 

looking back to its bloody past.”  

The Spanish transition is often regarded as a type of paradigm, a transition worth 

repeating. Nonetheless, Aguilar (2001) points out that many scholars have voiced their 

criticism regarding the Spanish transition and how the collective memory of Spaniards 

was annihilated in the process. According to Kritz (1995), an important element to a 

successful democratic transition is the establishment of a full and official accounting of 

the past. This importance of the past in connection with democratic transitions has 

been increasing and many different ways have been taken throughout the years in 

different societies. Some countries have gone down the path of introducing a national 

memory day or making museums dedicated to the past. Another way is to set up a truth 

commission as a part of transitional justice. Aguilar (2001) notes how in Spain there 

were no measures taken, neither trials nor commissions, allowing those who had 

committed horrendous acts during the dictatorship got away with it scot free. Albon 

(1992) points out that the nature of the transition is an important factor in assessing the 

likelihood of criminal prosecution. A prosecution for past human rights abuses being 

more likely when the transition is rapid with a clear break is made between the old and 

the new government.  

 

2.4. Transitional justice  

In Spain, a deliberate decision was made not to implement any form of transitional 

justice which, according to Elster (2004), distinguishes the Spanish transition from other 

ones that occurred in the third wave of democratisation. According to Aguilar et al. 

(2011), individuals do not forget their history or what happened to them in the past. 

They ponder if the lack of appropriate transitional justice procedures in Spain may have 

prevented the victims and their relatives from moving forward and leaving the past 

behind. A long reign of authoritarianism with recurrent human rights violations leaves 

its mark on the society and its inhabitants, or as Zalaquett (1989, 10) explains: “A policy 
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of state terror leaves not only identifiable victims but reaches deeply into the fabric of 

society, affecting large sectors of the population.”  

So even if the Spanish transition is often described as a successful process, other 

countries have not followed the same path. Elster (2004) states that even though 

Hungary and Poland chose a similar path to the Spanish one, they did not abstain 

completely from transitional justice as did Spain. She points out that the Spanish way of 

forgetting could be falling apart, since currently more and more people and 

organisations are speaking out and demanding acknowledgement and justice. It is, 

though, important to bear in mind, as Aguilar (2001) mentions, that at the time of the 

Spanish transition truth-telling, human rights and transitional justice did not have the 

same value in the world as today. One of the few actions that were taken during the 

Spanish transition that could be considered a part of transitional justice is the setting of 

the Amnesty Law (AL) in 1977. Elster (2004) argues that the law was important in two 

aspects. Firstly, it gave amnesty to most of the political prisoners that had been 

detained by the regime. Secondly, the law ensured that no trials of former members of 

the regime would take place and that archives of the secret police were sealed 

indefinitely. Kritz (1995) points to the legal principles, ex post facto and nulla poena sine 

lege. The former entails that a law can be retroactively changed, an act that was not 

considered a crime when it was committed can be changed to a criminal act. The setting 

of ex post facto law is very strict and in some countries they are even illegal. It is worth 

noting that the AL is an ex post facto law, where an act that was criminal at that time is 

decriminalised with that law. Nulla Poena sine lege on the other hand is a legal principle 

that states that one cannot be punished for an act that is not illegal by law.  

Aguilar et al. (2011) believe that the severe brutality and the prolonged violations 

that Franco’s opposition had to endure make the Spanish case particularly appropriate 

for transitional justice research. They conducted a quantitative survey in cooperation 

with the Spanish Centre of Sociological Research, regarding the nations view toward 

transitional justice. They argue that a person’s attitude is determined by a combination 

of three factors: context-related, family and individual. The community and region were 

individual lives are context-related factors, they are in a way the socialisation factors 

that are outside of one’s family. An individual experiences his first socialisation within 
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his family and views and opinions expressed within that structure influence the 

individual. According to Aguilar et al., a family’s opinion regarding transitional justice 

influences a person’s perspective and a person is more likely to favour transitional 

justice if they adopt the label of “victim” from their ancestors. If their family members 

were victims, they themselves are more likely to favour transitional justice. Regarding a 

person’s view toward transitional justice, there are many individual factors that are very 

influential. In their discussion, Aguilar et al. mention some of them, for example age, 

education, personal interest and individual characteristics. Age affects one’s proximity 

to traumatic events, influences from the former society, fear of retribution from those 

who would be negatively affected and also fear of return of conflict. Context factors 

also come into play here, e.g. the size of person’s community. In smaller communities 

there is less anonymity and when that is the case people are less likely to support 

transitional justice. Education affects an individuals’ ability to understand the past as 

well as awareness of important historical events. Personal interest e.g. in politics and 

placement on ideological axis also play a role. Individual characteristics such as ethnicity 

and religiousness also influence a person’s view toward transitional justice.  

Aguilar et al. (2011) conclude that attitudes toward transitional justice procedures 

differ depending on individual, family-level and contextual variables. Nonreligious 

individuals that are more to the left, younger and from families that either sided with 

the Republic and/or were victimised during the dictatorship are more likely to favour 

transitional justice procedures. Individuals from areas in Spain that have a strong and 

differential ethnic or national identity are more likely to support transitional justice 

procedures. Aguilar et al. note that transitional justice procedures that are less invasive, 

that is, that do not stir up too much dirt, generally get more support, for example the 

removal of symbols from the dictatorship. More “aggressive” measures, such as truth 

commissions and trials get less overall support from the nation.  

Franco’s regime had controlled the public discourse and did everything to secure that 

control (Delgado, 2015). The intent to control the public discourse continued after 

Franco’s death. The Spanish transition rested on “the pact of oblivion” (Spanish: pacto 

de olvido) with which all confrontation with those responsible for the dictatorship was 

avoided and the public was denied recognition of its victims. It was declared that the 
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civil war was a tragic event and that the responsibility for it was equally shared (Boyd, 

2008; Delgado, 2015; Richards, 2002). Everything was done to ensure that the past 

would not be brought back to the surface by the AL, in which amnesty was granted for 

crimes of a political nature that had been carried out during the civil war and during 

Franco’s dictatorship. The law covered both members of the regime as well as the 

opposition, but it was precisely this latter factor that ensured enormous support for the 

law from the society were demands for the release of political prisoners echoed 

(O’Donnell and Schmitter, 1986; Share, 1986). Delgado (2015) notes how the law avoids 

any truth and reconciliation commission, judicial procedures and/or recriminations that 

related to violations of human rights from 1936 until 1975. 

The memory of the civil war was used by the government to ensure power, not only 

with the common guilt but the fear of another war (Richards, 2002; Boyd, 2008). Boyd 

(2008) highlights the famous slogans that were used at the time of the transition such 

as: “we are all guilty” and “never again”. The pact of oblivion was affirmed in the AL. 

Any attempts to by Spanish society to construct a different history of the war and its 

aftermath were obstructed by the refusal of officials to provide a public space where its 

members could actively reflect on its past. Boyd notes how toward the end of the 20th 

century there was a certain revisionism within the right-wing justifying the dictatorship 

as necessary to recuperate from the chaotic period of the republic and the civil war. 

Economic growth, stability and social order were necessary factors for the 

democratisation that followed afterwards. According to Boyd, since the Partido Popular 

(PP) is the heir of Franco’s regime, it can claim to epitomise the true spirit of 

constitutional liberalism whose zenith was the Constitution in 1978.  

In the beginning of the 21st century almost half of the Spanish population had neither 

experienced the civil war nor the dictatorship, and they started asking questions about 

the past (Boyd, 2008; Delgado, 2015).  The establishment of various grassroots 

organisations mark a certain shift that has occurred in dealing with the past. These 

organisations have lobbied for the recognition of sites of mass murders, 

acknowledgement from the state of the crimes that were committed during the 

dictatorship, and they also started recording testimonies of victims from that era. In 

2013 Amnesty International reported that Spain is second in the world after Cambodia, 



45 

 

when it comes to the number of victims of enforced disappearance that are still buried 

in mass graves. The public excavations of mass graves started with the work of 

journalist Emilio Silva Barrera, who in the year 2000 began the process of exhuming the 

body of his grandfather who had been assassinated and disposed of in an unmarked 

grave with twelve other individuals. This marked the foundation of the Association for 

the Recuperation of Historical Memory (ARMH), founded by Silva and Santiago Marcías 

(Boyd, 2008; Delgado, 2015). But still most of the work was done within the civil society 

with the state not following this trend. Delgado (2015) notes how the PP, during time in 

power from 1996 until 2004, actively avoided any discussion regarding reparation for 

the republican dead, truth and reconciliation commissions as well as the petitions from 

ARMH for state support to fund the exhumation of the numerous mass graves. The 

state still supported the narrative that promoted the pact of oblivion.  

While in power the PP were unwilling to make an open and public condemnation of 

the dictatorship and they kept on insisting that reopening old wounds would endanger 

the consensus upon which the democratic constitution depended (Boyd, 2008). Cajiao 

(2008) notes how even though much has been publicised in regard to the civil war and 

the dictatorship, it has had limited impact since the official institutes and the state have 

not encouraged and promoted this knowledge. She compares the Spanish case with 

that of other European countries and how, unlike them, Spain actively closed off and 

tried to forget its past, especially the history of the opposition. Their accounts have not 

been allowed to enter into the official history and whenever that has been tried it is met 

by contention (Boyd, 2008; Cajiao, 2008; Delgado, 2015). When PSOE took power in 

2004 (in power until 2011) they took into consideration the demands made by the civil 

societies and appointed a commission (Interministerial Commission for the Study of the 

Situation of the Victims of the Civil War and Franquismo) whose obligation entailed 

providing “moral and juridical rehabilitation” for the victims of political repression as 

well as making recommended measures to compensate victims (Boyd, 2008). The 

commission brought forward questions that had never reached the public discourse 

before. Should restitution involve the annulment of sentences from the military courts 

of the dictatorship? What should the symbolic recompense entail and, most 

importantly, who was a victim?  
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2.5  Historical Memory Law 52/2007 

In the year 2006, marked the 70th year anniversary of the start of the civil war and the 

75th year anniversary of the proclamation of the republic. That year the Congress of 

Deputies endorsed the bill “Year of Historical Memory”. With this law, the year 2006 

was declared the Year of Historical Memory. That entailed recognising and honouring all 

of those who had one way or another endeavoured to the democratic regime, 

dedicated their life or suffered persecution by any sense. Authorities were supposed to 

commit themselves to promoting commemorative acts in their honour. The motives of 

the law are explained in its foreword, stating that now Spain, being a mature 

democratic country, and able to address its relationship with its historical memory. 

Taking into account that recovering this memory is the firmest way of securing future 

coexistence. It is stated that now it is appropriate to remember and honour those who 

have strived to achieve a democratic regime in Spain; those who suffered the 

consequences of the civil war and those who fought against the dictatorship in defence 

of fundamental freedoms and rights. It is also stated that they seek to recall the 

historical legacy of the Second Spanish Republic. It is acknowledged that the Second 

Republic is Spain’s most important democratic experience and therefore it is necessary 

to remember it, with all its defects and virtues. Most interestingly they cite the Second 

Republic as the source for the political and social values that have made democracy in 

Spain possible (BOE, 2006). After the law passed most of the commemorative activities 

were organised by the left wing. For more than 30 years only those who had sided with 

the regime had been publicly memorised, but now with this law there was also a moral 

obligation to commemorate the fallen republicans. For many, this remembering was a 

question of justice and equality, where finally the other side was taken into 

consideration. In all this process, the Catholic Church held its conservative position with 

its own style of memory politics. It refused to remove Francoist symbols from its 

properties and petitioned the papacy to beatify nuns, monks and priests that had fallen 

victim to anticlerical violence during the 1930s (Boyd, 2008).  

Following the Year of Historical Memory, another law was introduced often titled 

Historical Memory Law (HML) (BOE, 2007). With the law, all symbols and monuments 

commemorating the military rebellion, Franco or his dictatorship should be removed 
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from public spaces. Families of those who had died, from 1968-1977, defending 

democracy were extended benefits and Spanish nationality was offered to the children 

and grandchildren of those who had gone into exile and to the international brigadiers 

(Delgado, 2015). Pension to survivors of republican soldiers was enhanced as well as to 

political prisoners. Additionally, the law instructed local administrations to facilitate 

locating and identifying those buried in mass graves (Boyd, 2008). Barbeito (2010) 

criticises this part of the law, but she points out how the state is not fulfilling its 

international responsibility by only giving assistance to the families of the victims, being 

in economical grants or by providing maps of the gravesites. The state should hold the 

responsibility for locating, raising and examining the human remains since they are 

consequences of crimes. Forced disappearance and murder are crimes by international 

laws and, according to Barbeito, the AL does not change that fact.  

HML also entails that individuals who had been sanctioned for cultural or sexual 

identities and/or political commitments could seek “Declaration of Reparations and 

Personal Recognition” (Boyd, 2008, 145). In addition, it prohibited all political acts 

and/or gatherings in the Valley of the Fallen and condemned the Francoist regime 

(Boyd, 2008). Introduction of the law in parliament resulted in an uproar and it became 

clear for the government that consensus was impossible to achieve. Members of the PP 

argued that the law was to extreme and a danger to the stability of the democracy. 

Members of the far left and some of the nationalist parties stated that it did not go far 

enough (Delgado, 2015). But as noted by Boyd (2008), there were still important factors 

that the HML did not touch on, most notably there was no discussion regarding truth 

and reconciliation processes nor the nullification of judgements made by the military 

tribunals during the dictatorship. These were the principal demands of the left wing. 

The law has never been popular among the right wing, and as Delgado (2015) notes the 

government of the PP has since 2013 annulled all public funding for the exhumation of 

mass graves. As of today, PP has neither condemned the military uprising nor Franco’s 

regime.  
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3.  Fieldwork setting: Galicia 

Spain is a semi-federal state made of 17 autonomous regions plus the African enclaves 

of Melilla and Ceuta (Romero-Salvadó, 1999). One of the autonomous regions is Galicia, 

that it is recognised as a historic nationality under Spanish law (BOE, 1981). It is one of 

three historical nationalities of Spain, alongside Basque and Catalonia. These three 

historical nationalities have their own history, culture, language and traditions (Keating, 

2001). 

 Galicia has been characterised by 

conservatism, both within the public as 

well as the private sphere. The church has 

had an important role within the area and 

it holds a historic domination (Keating, 

2001). Galicia, alongside Old Castilla and 

Navarra, fell under nationalist rule during 

the first three days of the civil war. It was 

not, however, a great victory for the 

nationalists since these areas were 

already their strongholds, called the Catholic heartland (Romero-Salvadó, 1999). During 

the dictatorship Galicia was a stronghold for the regime that had great ties to it, both 

Francisco Franco and Manuel Fraga being from Galicia. Franco was born on 4th 

December 1892, in small town on the Atlantic named El Ferrol (Ellwood, 1994; Keating, 

2001). 

3.1. Geography, economy and politics 

Galicia is located in the north-west corner of Spain on the Iberian Peninsula, just above 

Portugal. It consists of four provinces, A Coruña, Lugo, Ourense and Pontevedra. Each of 

the provinces has its own capital but the capital of Galicia is Santiago de Compostela, 

located in A Coruña.  Galicia’s landmass as well as its the population is 5.8% that of 

Spain, covering 29.574 km² and with a population of 2.718.525 (IGE, n.d.). The 

population is concentrated in a few towns that are mostly located on the coastline and 

in the municipalities surrounding them. The largest cities are Vigo and A Coruña with 

around 250 and 300 thousand inhabitants each. In contrast to the developed urban area 

Figure 1 Map of Spain – (Tubungato, n.d.) 
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the inland territories are sparsely populated and predominantly rural. The inland 

territory is characterised by a large network of small cities, often relatively poorly 

served by public infrastructure, that account for the largest share of the Galician 

population (Hulbert, 2012). Its proximity to the Atlantic Ocean brings abundant rain that 

supports the farmers and the forests that characterise the area (Romero-Salvadó, 

1999). In the 20th century a tradition of emigration had been established that was 

related to the custom of minifundios (small farms), which made it almost impossible to 

sustain population growth. Many left farming and took to the sea, trying to survive, 

while others crossed the sea, hoping for a better life. Many of the immigrants from 

Galicia headed to Latin America and especially Argentina, where Spanish people were 

referred to as Gallegos (Romero-Salvadó, 1999; Carr, 1986, Keating, 2001). Those who 

stayed in Galicia in the early 20th century had to fight a bitter battle against the 

landlords who sought to turn the traditional miniature plots into a rent contract. These 

small plots of lands had given the Galician peasants relative security of tenure (Carr, 

1986). 

Galicia is still an agricultural area and even though the number of farmers has 

dropped in the last years, it is still slightly over the Spanish average. Galician farms are 

much smaller than the national average of Spain with the average of 7.11 hectares per 

farm while the Spanish average is at 22.31 hectares (Vázquez-Yañez, 2009). Vázquez-

Yañez (2009) states that Galicia is still an agrarian country characterised by minifundios 

and lack of land limits increased production. The economic outlook for Galicia is 

dictated by its peripherical location, not only within Europe but within Spain, where it is 

isolated from main trade routes by land (Keating, 2001). In a report by the OECD from 

2012 it is noted that Galicia’s inaccessibility has been and still is a major obstacle for its 

development as there are only a small number of railway lines, of which most are of 

poor quality, and that the highway was only constructed 20 years ago (Hulbert, 2012). 

Today, three sectors can be considered as main sectors in advanced manufacturing: 

textile, shipbuilding and the automotive industry. Additionally, fisheries and 

food/beverage industries can also be taken into account. In 2013 manufacturing, had 

risen to 19.2% of Galicia’s GDP, the service sector holds the biggest part in the regional 

economy where it represents 59% of the GDP (European Commission, 2017). Keating, 
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2001 argues that the focus has been on raw material that are then processed 

elsewhere, this has led to the economy being developed in a depended mode. He states 

how during the dictatorship this model was reinforced for example, with the building of 

a hydro-electric plant to provide power for the industrialisation of other regions. 

Keating describes Galicia as a traditional and an underdeveloped area with conservative 

regionalist leadership. In line with that, Carr argues: “Whereas Catalan and Basque 

regionalism were the protest movements of developed regions, Galician regionalism is 

the protest of a deprived region neglected by the central state” (1986, 69). Even though 

Catalonia and Galicia are both autonomous communities and have similar governmental 

institutions, development of those two areas is very different, with Galicia being 

remarkably underdeveloped (Keating, 2001).  

Richards’ (2002) examination shows that little emphasis was placed on improving 

the situation of farmers, since the regime considered that the future lay in 

industrialisation and modernisation of the cities. Even during the transition, Galician 

infrastructure was still poorly developed, including airports, roads, ports, and railways 

(Keating, 2001). According to Carr (1986), there was a false perception within Spain 

during the transition that democracy would solve all the problems that the country 

faced. Spain faced many structural problems, such as high unemployment rates, limited 

access to education and much pollution. Carr uses the descripted phrase “old dogs in 

new collars”, a phrase that describes the transition and lack of improvements. Even 

though a new political system had been adopted many of the same people remained in 

power, including Manuel Fraga who had served as a minister in Franco’s regime. After 

Franco’s death, Farga founded the right wing political party Alianza Popular (AP)and 

took part in the first elections. He took also part in constructing the new constitution. In 

1989, Farga headed back to Galicia to serve as its president until 2005.  At that time AP 

underwent a relaunch, with a new image and a new name, and the PP was established 

(Richards, 2002; Romero-Salvadó, 1999). According to Keating (2001), the dominance of 

PP in Galician regional politics lead to no big change in personnel from the time of the 

Franco regime and it is only recently that new generations of officials are entering the 

political arena.  
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3.2 Culture and language 

Before Franco’s dictatorship, Galicia had a pre-existing sense of regional or national 

identity, with a sense of separate cultural identity that differs from that of the dominant 

central state (Carr, 1986, Keating, 2001). Carr (1986) notes how for centuries Galicia had 

been characterised by miniature plots that were cultivated by ever growing numbers of 

farmers. In the 1890s, 30.000 labourers went from Galicia to the south to work during 

harvest season. This custom continued and in the 1940s it was still common to see 

groups of men at the railway stations heading south. It was not only peasants that 

headed to other parts of Spain, women also went to work as wet nurses or domestic 

servants. The options for Galicians were not many, and frequently they were of low 

status. Carr argues that this background resulted in the creation of the Galician 

stereotype: uneducated, illiterate, poor peasant.   

Keating (2001) is concerned with the “backwardness” of Galicia and how it is 

common to attribute it to ingrained features of their culture that is then reflected in the 

Galician stereotypes. The stereotype is a family oriented peasant that does not hold 

entrepreneurial ambitions and is self-centred in that he is not willing to cooperate for 

the greater social good. The stereotype of a Galician businessman is also negative; the 

picture drawn up is of an individual who is poorly trained in management, lacking in 

innovation and unwilling to specialise. According to Keating, the Galicians themselves 

are likely to express these views, they do not see themselves as entrepreneurial nor do 

others within Spain. Keating argues that this auto-stereotyping of Galicians does not 

hold water if the success of Galicians outside of their country is examined. He believes 

that the Galician case shows the power of auto-stereotyping over human conditions. 

Hence it is not the characteristic of the Galician people but rather the social conditions 

and context that they live in that are in play. Carr (1986) describes the Galician peasants 

as a proletariat of minuscule farmers compared to the landless proletariat of other 

areas like Andalusia. 

In 1981, the Galician Statue of Autonomy was ratified and Galician was recognised as 

the official language of the area and the co-official language of the community 

alongside Castilian. The Statue also entailed promoting the normalisation of the 

language into all spheres of life and it entrusted the political powers with that 
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promotion. On 15 June 1983, the Linguistic Normalisation Act was passed unanimously 

in the Galician Parliament. In the Act moves are made toward developing methods and 

a framework for recovering the Galician language and with that the Galician identity. 

Since then many regulations and orders have been passed to secure the legislative 

framework and work toward the recuperation of the language, for example by 

promoting its social usage both within the personal as well as the public sphere (Xunta 

de Galicia, n.d.). Keating (2001) notes that the Galician language is more commonly 

spoken in the countryside than in the bigger cities and more so in familiar than formal 

settings and by the lower classes and uneducated people than the middle and higher 

classes. He also notes that the use of the language in written communication is 

relatively limited and that can be related to the predominant use of it by the lower 

classes and the least literate section of the population. The higher classes are more 

prone to use Castilian and that has also extended to education as well as public life. All 

this leads to a different status of the language, where Galician holds a lower status 

compared to Castilian, for example, it is more common for workers to speak Galician 

with each other but then switch to Castilian when speaking to their supervisors.  

Galicia is still on the periphery, not only in a geographical sense but socially as well. 

Throughout my investigation I noticed how scholars rarely include Galicia in their 

discussion, even when discussing the autonomous states of Spain. In Stanley G. Payne’s 

book The Franco Regime: 1936-1975, Galicia is mentioned only a handful of times and 

with only one reference in the index. The book consists of 641 pages of text regarding 

Franco’s time in power and Galicia is barely mentioned, even though Franco was born 

there and it is one of three historical nations in Spain. I find this exclusion 

representative of how Galicia has been treated within the English-speaking scholarly 

community. 
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4. Methodology 

The aim of this research is to explore the opinion of the Galician people toward the 

Spanish transition from dictatorship to democracy. Especially, I wanted to scrutinize 

their thought about the need to revisit the past in terms of transitional justice. I started 

to formulate and prepare for my research in the autumn of 2012. The research aim has 

evolved from the initial one but the basis has always been the same: the experiences 

and views toward the past. Throughout the years, I have gathered material from various 

sources web pages, news media, institutions, governments and blogs, in addition to 

relevant academic journal articles and books. 

Since Spain is a big and diverse country with a population around 47 million, a 

demarcation was necessary. I decided to focus on the autonomous community of 

Galicia. As Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, ethnographic research often entails 

focusing on a specific group of people or a small-scale setting to reach an in-depth study 

of the phenomena. The reasons for my selection of this area are mainly two. Firstly, 

Galicia has been neglected in scholarly discussion regarding both the dictatorship as 

well as the transition and its aftermath. The second reason why I selected Galicia is that 

I had already established a social network there. My boyfriend is from that area and I 

had already friends and family members in Galicia, and I understood the language (both 

the official and the everyday language) and I had already an understanding of the social 

reality in that area. I find there are certain similarities between Galicia and Iceland and I 

used these to gain trust, confidence and closer connections with many of my informants 

and other individuals that I met during my stay.   

4.1. Research approach 

I decided to use ethnographic investigation techniques for my research, but as 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) note, such research is conducted in the field, where 

the participants live and the situation is not controlled. Within ethnographic research 

various methods are used for gathering data, they can be quantitative and/or 

qualitative, though the latter is more common. Esterberg (2002) outlines how 

qualitative research tradition can be used to gain understanding and insight into a 

person’s life, circumstances and experiences. The subject of this research is the personal 

experience of Galicians and their attitude toward the Spanish transition and its 
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aftermath. For that purpose, a qualitative methodology is better suited than a 

quantitative one. The goal of the research is to investigate how individuals experience 

situations and what meaning they give to it. As Esterberg (2002) points out, qualitative 

methodology is better suited in circumstances when the topic is subjective. To access 

that information different methods can be used, for example, interviews and participant 

observation. Both methods were used this study and will they be explained in the 

following sections.  

According to Fife (2005), semi-standardized interviews with open questions are 

better suitable for a qualitative research than a closed questioner with a predetermined 

answer. With that in mind I constructed a question framework for the interviews with 

the most important questions and themes that I wanted to cover. Even though I had the 

questions with me to the interviews, I did not follow them rigidly. I was aware of the 

fact that new questions could rise from the information given by each of the informant 

and therefore I handed some of the control over to the data.  

Esterberg (2002) discusses  the relationship between the researcher and the 

informant, and how they are not equal in their position during the research. According 

to her, the researcher controls the subject and has the power of deciding when a 

sufficient answer has been given. It also falls on the researcher to lead the conversation. 

Having this in mind I gave my informants quite a bit of freedom during the interview, 

meaning that if they went off course from the question that I put forward I did not stop 

them or lead them back. The reason for that is twofold, firstly, I did not want to 

interrupt them and, secondly, in my experience with the pilot-testing of the interviews I 

gained a lot of information when the informant went “off course” and when he brought 

up subjects that I had not thought of or was unaware of.  

4.2. Gathering and analyses of data 

According to Hammersley and Atkinson (2007), different sampling techniques can be 

used during an investigation and they may also change during the research. In this 

study, participants were found by convenience sampling, snowball sample and 

purposive sample. These sampling techniques are useful when it is not the intent to 

generalise about the population based on the results of the study. First I used 

convenience sampling, where my informants where those who I had access to and a 
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relationship with, either through my work or through friends. Simultaneously I used 

snowball sampling where I asked my informants if they could lead me to more 

participants. Because of the topic, a purposive sample had to be used, where the 

informants had to be appropriate for the study. They had to be born the latest in 1975 

and I sought to interview a broad age range of informants.  

I conducted eight semi-structured interviews and seven of them were recorded, with 

permission of the informants, lasting from 25 minutes up to two hours. I always gave 

the participants the power to decide where an interview would take place. All the 

interviews were conducted during the timeframe of my stay in Galicia, with the first one 

in February of 2013 and the last one in April of 2014. I lived in Galicia from January 2013 

until the May 2014, with a break of three months during the summer of 2013. Esterberg 

(2002) discusses how in-depth interviews and participants’ observations are commonly 

used together in qualitative research, so much so that they are often treated together. 

They can complement each other and help the researcher gain a deeper and broader 

understanding of the subject. To gain a deeper understanding of the task at hand, I 

performed participant observation at certain occasions and events, including a book 

presentation regarding the transition, visiting old military structures seeing how people 

connect with them today, a fieldtrip to Ferrol, the birth place of Franco. In that occasion 

people stared at me for stopping in front of his house and my friends did not want to 

linger, so people would not think they were Francoist. I also gathered information 

through general informal conversation with a wide range of individuals in different 

social setting. 

After each interview or participant observation, field notes and personal notes were 

written down. The interviews that were recorded were transcribed in their original 

language but for the others I made extensive notes. Only one of my interviews was 

conducted in English while the rest were in Spanish. Considering the diverse topics that 

were addressed in the interviews, a decision was made not to translate all the 

interviews, but rather concentrate on the parts that were related to the aims of the 

research and later used in the thesis. During that process, I was aware of my position as 

a translator, but as Davies (1999) notes, a translation is never a neutral act even though 

an individual has a good grasp of the language. I decided not to use a professional 
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translator for that process. I wanted to do it myself since it brought me even closer to 

the data because I had to think more deeply about each sentence I wrote.  

After transcribing the interviews, I started analysing them line by line manually and 

potential codes started to appear. This process is called open coding and I used it 

extensively, rereading the material repeatedly. Thereafter axial-coding was used for 

finding possible connections and relationship between the categories and the first level 

open-codes that had been generated. Crang and Cook (2007) discuss the importance of 

finding and being aware of possible connections within the material. Following their 

method, I drew up a diagraph of all my codes for assisting me with finding possible 

connections between them. This visualisation turned out to be helpful and because I 

kept all the diagraphs that I had drawn up I could go back and redo or rethink them. 

The method of data gathering and analysing used in this research rests partly on the 

methods of grounded theory. Grounded theory refers to an overall method used for 

systematically analysing and gathering the data (Crang & Cook, 2007; Suddaby, 2006). 

This tradition arrives from sociology and was first set forward by Glaser and Strauss in 

1967. It is an interpretive process where concepts arrive inductively. Suddaby (2006) 

notes that even though a theory might derive from the process it is not the goal of a 

grounded theory to make truth statements about the reality but rather to showcase 

how actors interpret reality. It brings with it a fresh understanding regarding patterned 

relationships between social actors. Additionally, the way that these relationships and 

interactions actively construct reality are brought to light. According to Suddaby, there 

is a certain misconception regarding phenomenology and grounded theory, where 

scholars conducting phenomenological research classify it wrongly. I took special notice 

of this point since my research falls somewhere in between. On the side of 

phenomenology, I studied the subjective experience of my informants and searched for 

their understanding of their experience; for that I used in-depth interviews. But as 

Suddaby states, interviews can start off with this interest, but they are a means to an 

end, where information is brought forward regarding the social situation that is being 

investigated. The final interest is not the stories per se but rather the social reality that 

they showcase.  
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4.3. Informants 

The informants differed in age, class position as well political participation and views. 

Their diverse background is reflected in their answers since it influences their personal 

experience and views. The oldest informant was born in 1929, some years before the 

civil war, and the youngest a week after Franco passed away. Their political and social 

position also differs, from Francoist supporter to a person who had to flee the country 

and one that today tries to get justice for the victims. There are people who came from 

poor families and had no possibility of seeking higher education to person that grew up 

with live-in help and attended university without worries about costs. Because of this 

diversity it is important to give a short description of each informant to ease the reading 

of the result chapter and give a greater understanding of the results. 

The oldest informant is Maria, born in 1929, seven years before the start of the civil 

war, in a small town in Galicia. She was from a middle-class family, but still she was sent 

to live with close family members when she was young. She did not talk about her 

political views but made it abundantly clear that she neither supported nor agreed with 

Franco. She studied to become a teacher, which at that time was quite remarkable for a 

woman. Unfortunately, she was not allowed to finish her studies and work as a teacher 

because of her disability as she had difficulty walking and eventually was confined to a 

wheelchair. She believes that the reason for her disqualification was that she was not 

able to teach sports, but in those days, a teacher was supposed to teach all subjects. 

This rule was set by the regime just when Maria was finishing her studies.  

The second to oldest participant is Silvia who was born in 1935, one year before the 

civil war. She grew up and lived most of her life on the outskirts of the biggest city in 

Galicia. Today that area is part of the city but in her youth, it resembled more the 

countryside. Silvia came from a lower middle-class family and she needed to work 

outside of the home as a seamstress to support her family. At that time, it was rare and 

even frowned upon within the society for women to work outside of the home. Even 

though people would talk behind her back regarding her situation she is still very proud 

of herself for working outside the home. Silvia never received higher education, which is 

understandable considering her social and economic status in that epoch. She has never 

been politically active and she was quite hesitant giving her opinion regarding the 
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dictatorship as well as on today’s politicians and politics. From her answers, it was 

however clear that she was never a supporter of Franco.  

Victor was born in 1945 in a small town in Galicia where he lived until he was 21 

years old. He came from a large middle class family with seven siblings. Victor studied to 

become a teacher but he had to leave his studies and finally flee the country because of 

his political activities. His political and social views are on the left-wing on the spectrum 

and during the dictatorship they caused him some difficulties. He returned to Spain at 

the end of Franco’s rule when the dictatorship felt more unstable to him. He has been 

working in show-business for years, as an actor and doing voice-overs. Still today he is 

politically active and opinionated regarding both today’s and past politics. 

Anna was born in a Galician city into a high middle-class family in 1951. She 

described her family and herself as supporters of Franco when he was still in power. 

Even though they were supporters, neither she nor her family were politically active 

during the dictatorship. It was not until Franco had passed away that she started to 

realise that he had been a dictator and her views of him started to shift. She was 24 at 

the time of his passing. Anna finished school, went to university but dropped out 

because of lack of interest and motivation. Much later in her life she went back to 

school and finished her art degree. She was in the workforce for few years until she 

started a family and when her children were grown up she went back out to work 

where she taught arts and art therapy to senior citizens.  

Being born in 1953, Pablo was 22 years old when Franco passed away. He came from 

a humble family and the economic situation was not good. He and his younger brother 

received a study grant from the government. He did not agree with the dictatorship but 

had to be very careful so he would not lose the scholarship. His family was left-wing but 

to hide their political opinions they attended and participated within the local Church. 

Pablo was an altar boy and he would, for example, make notes of attendance. Today 

Pablo has a great resentment toward the Church, which for him is one of the main 

Francoist institution. He has lived in various Galician cities over the years as well as in 

Madrid where he studied journalism. He has worked as a journalist for many years and 

been active politically, he is well informed regarding politics and social situations, both 

during the dictatorship as well as today.   
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Sara was born in a Galician city in 1963 so she was in her early teens when Franco 

died. She described her family as middle-class, but one that had worked their way up 

from a lower social position. She studied to be a children’s school teacher and worked 

as such until she retired. Sara is very interested in the time of the dictatorship but still 

she has never been politically active. She prefers to inform herself without any 

involvement. She is not in agreement with the dictatorship and what happened during 

that era. Although there are some aspects from that time she misses, including respect. 

My conversation with Luis was the most informal since it was unstructured and 

because of that I do not have the same amount of background information on him. 

From our conversation, I know that he comes from a small town in Galicia and that he 

teaches philosophy. I do not know his exact age but from his appearance I would guess 

late 40s early to mid-50s. I do not know how politically active he was during the 

dictatorship itself. Today, Luis as a member of an organisation that fights for the 

removal of fascist symbols, historical recovery, as well as validation and justice for the 

victims from the dictatorship.  

Mario was five years old when Franco died, being born in 1970, so he only lived few 

years under his rule. Being so young at that time it could be said that he represents the 

new generation. Mario was born into a traditional working class family; the father 

worked outside the home and the mother within it. He described his father as a 

traditional man who agreed with the social norms and structure of society during the 

dictatorship. This difference of opinion led often to clashes between them, since Mario 

is more to the left. Mario studied different disciplines, first trying to follow the path that 

was set out for him by studying economics and then later diverting into social 

education. He grew up in one of the main city in Galicia but his family was from a small 

coastal town. 

The youngest participant is Felipe, who was born in 1975, exactly a week after Franco 

passed away. As Mario, he also represents the new generation. He came from a humble 

working class family that lived in one of the biggest cities in Galicia. He mostly grew up 

in the city but he also had some connections to the countryside, which he was very 

grateful for. His grandmother, that he is very close to, was a supporter of Franco and he 

learned about the past from her. He describes himself as a humanist and although being 
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close to his grandmother he does not share her views on Franco and the dictatorship. 

Felipe works teaches Spanish both in linguistic schools as well as with an NGO for 

immigrants. Despite of not being politically active, he is a politically aware person. 

4.4. Ethical issues 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) treat the importance of informed consent in 

researches and in this research, that was obtained in all cases, regardless of whether an 

interview was recorded or not. The subject of this research is a sensitive one and 

difficult questions had to be asked regarding the time Franco was in power and the 

aftermath. I was aware of this and that these questions might bring up troubling 

memories and unpleasant feelings for my informants. Therefore, it was very important 

for me that the questions were well phrased and that I approached the subject and 

individuals with respect. Before each interview I explained to the individual that they 

could stop at any time. I explained shortly the topic, still aware about Hammersley and 

Atkinson’s (2007) warning that too detailed information may result in biased results. 

There are many ethical aspects that must be kept in mind when conducting a 

qualitative research. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey (2010) give a comprehension overview I 

took notice of. I explained the purpose of the study to allow people to assess whether 

they wanted to participate or not. I acknowledged that the investigation might include 

discussion of deceased persons since the topic concerned historical events and personal 

experiences. It was important for me to show respect for those who had passed away 

because they cannot speak for themselves. It was not the purpose of the investigation 

to discuss deceased individuals (except Franco and Suárez) but the situation could, 

however, arise. Also, I had to respect the values, beliefs and cultures of others, 

especially in those circumstances. Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) discuss the 

importance of tolerance on behalf of the researcher and that it is not always 

appropriate to express own opinions. I acknowledge that my opinion and beliefs do not 

concur with the ideology of Franco, and I took the conscious decision never to express 

my view, regardless of that of my informant. In all instances, it was important to show 

the informants and subjects respect.  

Anonymity is another important factor and I disclosed to all the informants that their 

real names would never be revealed and neither any other aspects that might result in 
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their identity being revealed. All the informants were given code names and some 

names of locations were taken out to protect the anonymity of the informants. Names 

of few places were kept in their original form, but only in those instances when I was 

certain that it would not lead to disclosure of informant’s identity. Securing anonymity 

is extremely important, and especially when the topic at hand is a sensitive one. With 

ensuring the informants that their identity will never be revealed they can speak more 

freely, not having to worry about their answers being traced back to them (Hennink, 

Hutter & Bailey, 2010; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).  



62 

 

5. Results 

This chapter is devoted to the findings from the interviews and conversations that took 

place in the process of this research. It is organised in line with the main themes that 

emerged during the analyses of the data and includes three sub-chapters. They are 

organised chronologically, starting with the Francoist society, then the transition to 

democracy, and finally it treats the aftermath and how to deal with the past in the 

present.  

5.1.  Francoist society 

In this section themes that emerged regarding the society during Franco’s rule will be 

discussed. In my opinion it is important having some understanding on the social 

settings during that time to assist with the analysis of what was to come. Since the 

research was conducted in Galicia and the aims was to bring forward the opinion of the 

Galician people toward the transition and the aftermath a special notice was taken on 

everything regarding the Galician society. A theme closely connected to Galicia is 

language and then especially the Galician language. The third theme in this section are 

the social conditions during the dictatorship. Next theme entails the repression and 

restrictions set by the regime on the public. Closely linked to that is the last theme in 

this section that discusses the fear and violence that was within the society at that time. 

All these themes give a certain picture of the Galician society during the dictatorship 

where all of my informants lived and because of that they can facilitate giving a deeper 

understanding on the subject in hand. 

5.1.1. Galicia 

“Galicia was an agricultural town.” (Felipe) 

The area Galicia turned out to be an important theme for the informants. Galicia has a 

long history and a rich culture with its own language that is more similar to Portuguese 

than Castilian. Galicia borders with northern Portugal and the proximity and fluidity of 

the borders between the two countries in the past makes the similarity understandable. 

These similarities are still present today as Mario talked about how he has more in 

common with a guy from Portugal than a guy from south of Spain. These commonalities 

are in every sense, linguistically, environmentally, historically as well as culturally. 

During the dictatorship Franco wanted to unify Spain and bring it back to the golden 
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age. To accomplish that he banned official usages of other languages than Castilian and 

tried to annihilate different culture from what he considered to be Spanish culture. The 

internal structures of the society, like the media and school system were used to unify 

the nation and create solidarity, make them feel as they were all part of Spain, one 

country with one nation. A brand was created for Spain of what being Spanish beheld, 

that included for example Catholicism, bullfighting, Flamenco and the Castilian 

language. As Felipe describes it “there was like a psychological barrier of fear towards 

everything that was not national, that was not Spanish.” Those characteristics were 

supposed to exalt the feeling of nationalism but as some of the informants said, these 

characteristics belong to the south and had nothing to do with Galicia and the Galician 

identity. It differed between the informants if they talked about themselves as Spanish 

or Galician but in general the left-wing and working class informants talked about 

themselves as Galician. Their views can be seen for example in these comments; “I do 

not hate Spain at all and I do not think I am a better person for being a Galician”, “We 

are supposed to feel proud of being Spanish”, “I’m supposed to feel Spanish, but I do 

not know what that means.” For Victor, Galicia is a particular country with a different 

society comparing to Spain; economically, politically and culturally, and he does not look 

at himself as a Spaniard but as a Galician. According to him, each place has its 

characteristic and in Galicia the characteristic is that it is a rural area were their culture 

and language is rejected. 

All the informants maintain that the experience of Francoism had been distinct for 

Galicia compared to the rest of Spain, being either positive or negative. The reasons 

mentioned were several but they intertwine in many aspects. First of all, the 

geographical location of Galicia was mentioned, due to its isolation on the margins. 

Another influential point was that Galicia was and still is less developed than other 

areas, for example Basque and Catalonia. Compared to those areas Galicia was poor 

despite its natural resources. The late progress of the industrial revolution influenced 

the development in the Galician society. It was common that the informants made a 

comparison between Galicia and the Basque and Catalonia regions. There are some 

similarities between these regions in the sense they have all at one point in time been 

independent from Spain. Thus, they have a tradition of nationalism and they all have 
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their own language and culture. These commonalities led to different experience of the 

dictatorship for these areas compared to the rest of Spain. Nonetheless, as Felipe, 

Victor and Sara mentioned there was still a big difference between Galicia and the other 

areas and the most important one being that Galicia was much poorer and less 

developed. Only Anna argued that the fact that Franco originated from Galicia led to a 

positive outcome for Galicia. “Galicians always do something for their land, Galicia was 

a poor and miserable place at that time and Franco helped quite a lot by making 

constructions, doing things,” she said. Other informants talked about the negative side 

of Franco being Galician, the main reason being that it conduced to Galicia being one of 

the first areas to fall under his control during the war. Victor explained that his father, 

who had always voted for the socialist before the war, was forced to take up arms and 

support the Francoist during the war because Galicia had fallen under his control. He 

made it clear though that his father never supported Franco, he only kept quiet and did 

as he was told in order to survive. Life in Galicia was not easy during the dictatorship 

and people experienced great hardship, or as Mario puts it “there was so much 

repression with Franco you know, for us people here [in Galicia].” 

Informants talked about how Galicia has gone through a great change. It has always 

been a rural area dependent on agriculture. During the dictatorship, a lot of people 

moved from the countryside to the city in hope of a better life. It was impossible to live 

of the land and the only option for many was either to move to the cities or to other 

areas or countries. Both Felipe and Mario talked about the mass emigration overseas as 

a result of the poverty that was within the Galician society during the dictatorship. 

Mario then elaborated on the topic and suggested that those who stayed were the ones 

who were expected to keep the culture and traditional way of living alive. According to 

Victor, there were two types of individuals that stayed behind, firstly he confirmed: 

“Here nobody stayed, not even the rats, the only people that stayed were Catholics and 

Francoists”. Secondly, he argued, “Those who were in internal exile, they had to be 

completely silent and not say a word, an absolute silence and a complete solitude.” 

From his words, it appears as that those whose views did not follow in line with the 

regime were in internal exile, they could not express themselves freely and experienced 

isolation and solitude. Thus, the people that stayed behind and kept the culture alive 



65 

 

were Francoists and Christians, since the opposition was in internal exile and had to stay 

invisible. 

Before the mass emigration to the cities, outskirts of cities like Vigo reminded more 

of the countryside were people grew vegetables and kept livestock. These areas soon 

became a part of the city with people flocking from the countryside in a hope for a 

better life. Even though the surroundings were changing a lot remained the same, 

especially the norms, as Silvia mentioned. Sara described the society as “calm because 

people respected the norms.” Following the norms and behaving as expected was 

important in Galicia during the dictatorship and still today in many ways. Mario 

mentioned how even now in Galicia “if you go from the cities to smaller towns or to the 

countryside then an ambient pressure becomes apparent. Pressure that you should do 

what is expected of you, follow the line and not to deviate from it.” This pressure and 

what it tries to achieve has in many ways not changed since the dictatorship and there 

is this continuance in some ways. The social changes that came with the transition also 

came later in Galicia than in other parts of Spain, explained Mario as he talked about 

how there was not much difference in the society for example in La Coruña during the 

first years of the transition, where being and looking different than the norm was 

frowned upon. 

Many of the informants talked about how Galicia had a lower status within Spain 

comparing to other areas and that it had been like that through-out the centuries. 

Felipe mentioned how the Catholic Kings had referred to Galicia as “a paradise 

inhabited by pigs.” Since the Renaissance the powerful and high-class people of Spain 

had a derogatory view of Galicia, seen as farmers’ land with uneducated people. During 

the industrial revolution, there was more focus on the Basque and Catalonia regions. 

The advancement in those areas led to people moving from there to set up industries 

and factories in other parts of Spain. In Galicia, the Massó cannery and wailing factory, 

whose owners originated from Catalonia, was one of the biggest factories, located just 

outside Vigo. Hence, Galicians were the workers and the owners were outsiders, the 

business language was Castilian and the language of the countryside was Galician. Many 

of the informants viewed the Galician as workers, for example Mario claimed: “We 
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Galicians, we are workers not doers”. Sara described the typical Galician persons as the 

worker, the one who “needed to keep quiet”.  

5.1.2. Language  

“Because language is one of the main 
identity signs of your culture, who you are.” 
(Mario) 

Language was another important theme to the informants. Two languages are spoken in 

Galicia, Castilian and Galician. All the informants talked about how during the 

dictatorship they were not allowed to speak Galician and that the federalism had 

continuously been trying to exterminate that language. The extermination of Galician as 

a language had started even before Franco came to power. In the 18th century the 

government had started taking away Galician aristocrats and either sending them away 

or imprisoning them, then they brought in aristocrats from Castile who spoke Castilian. 

According to Mario, that is how it started to “be the right thing to do” to speak Castilian 

because “respectable people speak Castilian.” Historically, the Galician language has a 

lower status, seen as the language of the lower classes and that view kept on and 

increased substantially during the dictatorship. Galician was the language of the 

countryside and Castilian the one of the cities. Because of that Galician was not spoken 

in many households, the older people might have spoken Galician between themselves 

but always Castilian with their children who thus were brought up with Castilian as their 

mother tongue. Felipe points out that his mother and grandmother do not even know 

to speak Galician even though they have lived in Galicia all their life. The reason for that 

is twofold, firstly they grew up in a Vigo where Castilian was the main language. 

Secondly, his grandmother was a supporter of Franco during his time in power and 

therefore she did not speak Galician since it was forbidden.  

During the dictatorship language was used as a tool of repression and all official 

usages of languages other than Castilian were banned. As Mario points out language is a 

very important part of culture, thus excluding language implied excluding culture. 

Banning official usages and teaching of the language influenced the daily life of the 

Galician people greatly as they could not embrace their culture and own language. 

These influences can be seen for example in Sara’s response when asked if she or her 

family had been affected in anyway by the dictatorship. She started talking about the 
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Galician language and how it was kept away from her. For Sara this was one of the main 

influences of Franco on her life. Today she speaks Galician on daily basis but she went to 

classes after Franco had died, to learn it. Felipe had a similar response, when I asked 

him if Francoism had left any marks on today’s society he concurred and mentioned 

how those marks can for example be found linguistically. The fact that languages other 

than Castilian, were considered a dialect during the dictatorship and not a language by 

themselves is something that has had a great impact on the views towards those 

languages. These views are still common today and have I for example witnessed a 

heated discussion in Galicia between my friends from Galicia and friends from Madrid 

on the nature of Galician, whether it is a dialect or a language.  

Sara argues that still today Galician is not respected by everyone as a proper 

language, “it is regarded as a language of the uneducated and commoners, but it is not 

like that! There are people in the university that speak Galician.” For Felipe there are 

certain prejudice that exists toward the language even inside Galicia, where the person 

is lowering herself by speaking it, because somehow that is considered worse than 

speaking Castilian. This prejudice is though only found in the cities and the bigger 

towns, not in the countryside where Galician is the normative tongue. Many of the 

informants talked about how the repression was different in Galicia comparing to the 

Basque area and Catalonia, but like Galicia they also have their own language. The main 

difference between these languages and Galician lies within its usage and then by 

whom. Catalan and Euskara are spoken by the middle class, people with money and 

status within the society not only the peasants like in Galicia. This leads to difference in 

status of the languages inside the society and as Mario argued “you do not feel as 

ashamed of what you are and your culture, you know. Here it is different.” The view 

that Galician is the language of the countryside can also be found among the 

informants. Whenever Felipe spoke about Galician language he always connected it to 

the countryside; “In the city you did not need it since they did not cultivate potatoes”, 

“the people around Vigo in the 1980s where still growing, still growing vegetables and 

keeping chickens and they spoke Galician, their kids spoke Galician”.  

During the transition, there was an attempt to recuperate the culture and the 

Galician language. Felipe, born one week after Franco’s death, belonged to the first 
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generation to learn Galician in school after an official standardisation for the language 

was made in 1981. The teachers were not all fluent in the language and those who 

really knew it most likely came from the countryside. Mario also notes that during the 

transitional years it became acceptable to teach children Galician even though many of 

the parents kept up the tradition of speaking Castilian with them, a tradition that is still 

in use in many households in Galicia. For Mario, this is a residue from the dictatorship 

and the devaluation of the Galician language during that time. Mario who was born in 

1970 did not start speaking Galician until he was 18 years old and even then, it was a big 

deal for his parents. They did not understand why he would want to speak that 

language and asked him if he was a communist. This connection between a city person 

speaking Galician and communism is a very common view, especially in Vigo, Mario 

maintains.  

It is apparent that the connection between regional nationalism and left-wing is still 

well alive and there is still this division within the society, or as Felipe puts it; “somehow 

you have to be either or.” According to him the usage of and views toward the Galician 

language have been hijacked from the regular person by different interest groups. 

Hence the usage of Galician is not a neutral act, especially if it used by a person from big 

city like Vigo. For both Mario and Felipe this view of the language comes from 

Francoism and is one of the many heritages from the regime time.  

5.1.3. Social conditions 

“There was a lot of shortage in the society, it was 
very difficult in the post-war society to make a 
living and sustain yourself and your family.” (Victor) 

The social conditions during the dictatorship were an important theme for the 

informants. Social conditions help to understand how and why the transition was 

administrated the way it was, as well as shed light on today’s society. During the 

dictatorship Spain was a poor country where a certain division was still present. This 

division had its roots in the civil war and the opposing sides that fought in it. There was 

extreme hunger and the decade after the war has been called “the hungry forties”. 

Felipe’s grandmother, who was born in the 1920s, had to resort to eating old bread with 

bugs in it as well as drinking castor oil to survive. Silvia, who was born in 1935, also 

mentioned the hunger in the society and how she and her family “had lived a privileged 



69 

 

life” compared to other people. A similar answer was given by Maria, who was born in 

1929. She considered herself lucky because she had gone to live with her uncle and 

because of that she had not experienced hunger. The division that originated in the civil 

war was still apparent during the dictatorship. Anna who came from a bourgeois family 

said: “We were afraid of other things, we believed the government … we believed that 

the reds, the communist were bad and evil, not like Catholics and Christians, we went to 

the church, my mother was very religious but my father not so much.” 

The informants made a certain connection between the Catholic Church and Franco’s 

regime. The Church started supporting Franco during the civil war as his cause was 

presented as a crusade against communism and secularism. Pablo mentioned how the 

Church was one of the main pillars of Francoism, not only during the war but also after 

it had ended. Silvia stated as well that the Church had great influence during Franco’s 

dictatorship and that its power and influence seeped through all of society. According to 

Pablo, the Church and Catholicism was completely intertwined with the regime, where 

they sought support from each other. He reminisced how it was normal to see priests 

and bishops doing the fascist salute, with their hand raised high. Pablo also remembers 

seeing pictures of Franco walking below a processional canopy, a place normally 

reserved for the saints.  

Felipe argued that the only reason his grandmother was a supporter of Franco was 

because she was a devoted Catholic and since Franco supported the Church and vice 

versa then she supported him. His grandmother did not get anything in return for her 

support of Franco. The Church benefitted from their support of the regime, not only 

influential position in the society but also material gain in the form of privileges and 

Figure 2 Franco below processional canopy -  
(Religión digital, 2016) 
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lands. Pablo questioned why the Church still holds the same rights and privileges just as 

when Franco was in power.  

There are some differences in the responses of the informants depending on their 

families’ class position. Spain was at that time a very classist society, or as Pablo 

described it: “The society was absolutely terrible, I remember it being absolutely classist 

and dominated by the Church that supported and protected this system of classism, the 

natural order.” The classism also became apparent in the quality of life and prosperity 

of the informants. Silvia stated that it was exceptional for people to get a higher 

education and only those with money could study in the university. Pablo who came 

from a humble family only managed to get a higher education with a scholarship from 

the government. Felipe, even though born right after the death of Franco, also got a 

scholarship for his university studies because of his economic position. Franco’s regime 

started giving out scholarships to humble families without which it would only be 

possible for children from rich families to get a higher education. Pablo did not believe 

that the scholarships were given by the government for unselfish reasons, but that in 

reality they served as a whitewash and a tool of control. According to him, only 500 

grants were available for the whole of Spain, which is a really small number compared 

to the 32 million that lived in Spain at that time. Pablo said jokingly that he and his 

brothers were a part of the two percent, that is children from humble families counted 

two percent of the total student body, but before the scholarships there had been 

none. There were held summons for the scholarships in the cities and there was a lot of 

corruption present, with families that had taken part in the civil war for the “right side” 

were favoured as well as other supporters of the regime. The scholarships served as a 

tool for the government, where people had to be loyal to be eligible, and as Pablo 

pointed out “you also do not want to do anything that might jeopardise your grant, you 

had to follow their rules.”  

The regime had control over everything. Silvia explained how the building of an 

airport was done by people who had to work for free, a type of slavery. Men would 

have to go once a week and work for free and only men with money could pay their way 

out. It was the same for women, they had to break the stones that were used in 

constructing a road close to where Silvia lived. It was an obligation for both the genders, 
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which only the rich could get out of.  There was so much poverty at that time that, 

according to Anna, “the only way to survive was in the city, there was no hope in the 

countryside.” Pablo and Mario talk about how the autarkical economic policy that was 

put in use after the civil war and was in place until 1959 did not help the situation, or as 

Mario put it: “Franco’s government was not really smart with economics”. The policy 

isolated the country even more from the outside world and it resulted in mass 

emigration. Most of Mario’s family members moved away to the United States, around 

75% of them, since they could no longer make a living as fishermen or farmers.  

Spain experienced an economic boom after 1959 that lasted until the oil crisis in 

early 1970s. According to Victor, the economic situation in Spain was rather similar to 

the one in Latin America, with the inflation rate around 50 percent. The downfall of the 

Spanish economy led to mass mobilisation and demonstrations and it looked like the 

regime was losing its grip. Around 1975, just before and after Franco died, the whole 

country was in rebellion and there was a great deal of social discontent and even 

though people did not have the freedom to assemble they still took to the streets: “The 

country was out on the streets, everyone was mobilizing. At that time few people did 

not have experience of being detained and brought to a police station.” Victor is 

concerned with the detention of demonstrators that reflects the repression and 

restrictions that was imposed on the Spanish nation during the dictatorship. 

5.1.4. Repression and restrictions 

“We lived in a closed society, with a lack of liberties and 
with a lot of problems and a lot of prejudice. There was a 
lot of control and everything was managed and always a 
tremendous way of repression!” (Victor) 

The Spanish society was characterized by repression and restrictions from the 

authorities that were enforced by a great deal of violence. The regime had enormous 

control and influence within society. Pablo described how the regime penetrated 

everything, how it invaded in all aspects of your life and influenced what you did with 

your life. Mario often discussed how there were certain things that were expected of 

you, the course of your life had already been set, and you were supposed to follow the 

line. According to Pablo, there were spies from the government everywhere in society 

who reported any deviant behaviour. These spies affected the behaviour of the people 
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and they did what was expected of them not because they wanted to but because they 

had to. For example, Pablo’s family would go to church even though they were not 

religious, just because that was an obvious sign that they were in line with the regime. 

The repression also existed mentally and emotionally, for example, Silvia described how 

funeral music was played in the factory when the announcement of the death of Franco 

was made. With that they controlled the reaction of the workers to that news, they 

were supposed to be sad and could not express any other feeling publicly.  

The attitude to “respect” during the regime time was quite interesting, especially the 

difference between generations, as can be seen in the answers of two of my informants. 

Sara, who was born in 1963, looks at the respect within the society with a positive mind: 

“my feeling is that before there was respect but there wasn’t as much freedom of 

expression, but respect.” Mario, who was born in 1970, looked at it differently and 

argued that statements that during Franco’s regime “we used to live better … because 

people with Franco had respect for each other … they call it respect what I call 

something else … it was just dictatorship.” Anna was not aware that she did not have 

any rights or freedom during the dictatorship, it was after she gained these rights that 

she realised that she had lacked them all those years. Maria puts it very straight forward 

when she says “We did not know what freedom was.”  

The repression in the society was even greater for women where extra burden where 

put on them by society and in particular by the Catholic Church. The Church was very 

powerful and upheld the guidelines set by the regime that people had to follow. Pablo 

explained how a book on female education that was written by Pilar Primo de Rivera, 

who was the sister of José Antonio Primo de Rivera, the founder of the Falangist party, 

was a part of the official doctrine of the regime concerning the behaviour of women and 

this doctrine was upheld by the Church. The repression was quite diverse. Anna talked 

about how, for example, women did not have physical freedom and especially when it 

came to the way they dressed. They were expected to “cover up completely like the 

nuns”. Pablo also talked about the lack of physical freedom for women and how the 

priests in his town would persecuted women that entered the Church without veils or 

stockings for being brazen. He also reminisced about a priest who was calling for the 

need of another civil war to cleanse away the perverted morality that had arrived in 
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society with the mini skirt. This oppression of women’s bodies by the Church was 

mentioned by other informants as well. Silvia talked about how the sexual taboos from 

the Church and the fear of going to hell had lingering effect on her. Other informants 

mention how women did not have the right to abortion, birth control or divorce. These 

are quiet a clear example of the connection between the Church and the regime at that 

time, where one supported the other.  

During the dictatorship women’s position was inside the home and entering into the 

labour market was not easy for them, as Silvia talked about: “To go and work outside 

the home, a woman with kids outside the home, it did not look good, it was frowned 

upon.”, “I know they talked behind my back … it was not easy, not easy at all.” Even 

though Silvia was married she had to start working outside the home because of the 

economic situation of the family. Silvia’s experience of the workforce was during the 

later years of the dictatorship, the “advanced years” as she calls them and even then it 

was frowned upon within the society. It is still worth noting that Silvia is extremely 

proud of herself for entering the labour market and she considers that one of the best 

things that she did in her life. Anna talked about how the women in the area 

surrounding Vigo only worked in the factories for Z and at that time they did not have 

any rights but still they were thrilled to have a job even though “all of them slept with 

the boss, there were fights to sleep with the boss like always, like in all the countries I 

guess”. Pablo also talked about the Z factories close to Vigo owned by the Massó family. 

He said jokingly that half of the kids in the town next to factory were illegitimate 

children of the owners. Sleeping with the boss could have benefited the women or 

maybe they just had to do it, it is hard to say since neither of them are speaking from 

their personal experience. Most of the informants discuss the improvement in women’s 

situation within the society since the death of Franco. For example, Mario talked about 

how when he was growing up his mother was not allowed to have a personal bank 

account, “she needed permission from her husband.” Everything had to go through his 

father, he had the final word in all situations. Spain was at that time a man-dominated 

society where they held a certain control over the women, being their employees or 

wives.  
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It is still worth noting that, even with all the repression and violence all of my 

informers mention how they had a happy childhood, like Victor who loved playing in the 

countryside with his friends and Silvia who talked about how her family had been happy 

with all things considered. Victor noted how he was not aware of the repression when 

he was a kid, it was not until he was around 20 years old that he started to be aware of 

what was happening in the country. When he started reading about the police reaction 

to protestors, how they had killed protesters here and there, he started gaining more 

awareness of the social conditions and the repression in society in general. With that 

consciousness, it started to be an “unbreathable atmosphere” for him. He became more 

politically active and soon after that and the police started harassing him and taking him 

to the police station. He also mentions later in his interview how he left his studies to 

become a teacher because of the problems with the regime. Eventually, Victor left Spain 

and went to another country inside Europe where he stayed for three years until the 

dictatorship started to become unstable. His experience was not unique during the 

Franco’s time in power as Mario, Sara and Silvia all talk about how a lot of people had to 

go into hiding, many to the mountains, because the authorities were after them. Mario 

said: “It was a big secret because the family had to bring them food and it was a great 

danger because if the police found out you were in trouble.” Mario then elaborates on 

the subject by saying “like everybody who tried to do something it always went wrong. 

A lot of people had to run away to other countries, to Latin America, to France and a lot 

of people went to jail and a lot of people got killed after the civil war”, “so much cruelty 

against people who did not agree with Franco’s government”. Silvia mentions how in 

the neighbourhood where she grew up there had been a lot of conflict because 

communists and socialist lived there as well, so there were conflicts between them and 

the regime. Silvia stated that those who did not speak up or go against the regime did 

not experience the same troubles and that’s why her parents never got involved in 

anything, the same cannot be said about her neighbours where the husband, who had 

been left-wing, was executed. His wife was left a widow, taking care of their five 

children alone in terrible conditions where they experienced “unimaginable hunger” 

that left the widow half-crazy. Silvia then ends by saying “all this I know but this was 

normal at that time, those who lost [the war] had a very difficult time”. A similar answer 
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was given by Maria when she said: “I never saw anyone get killed, but we all knew what 

was happening.” You could not be different at that time, you had to follow the rules, do 

as you were told and behave, and those who deviated were in risk of being sent to jail 

or even worse.  

5.1.5. Fear and Violence 

“A lot of fear, so much fear! If you would say 
anything against the regime they would take 
you to the police station where they would 
hit you or I do not know what, whatever.” 
(Pablo) 

Violence was a common thing in Spanish society, even after the civil war, and it was 

used by both the authorities and its adversaries. The scale of violence by those sides 

was different, though, where the official violence was of greater extent and more 

systematic and anyone who deviated from the regime’s way was a possible victim. 

Because of this, there was great deal of fear in the society. This fear marked people’s 

lives and they learned to stay quiet and do what was expected of them to be left alone. 

This can for example be seen in Anna’s description of her family: “We were all obedient 

and we did not think or we did not touch on the subject of politics, we did not want to 

talk about it, we were afraid!”, “We did not want to ask for any trouble, and that’s that, 

that’s all I have to say about that”. A similar story was given by the other informants, for 

example Maria who said “we did not talk about these things, it was a matter of life and 

death” and Pablo who said “to express political opinions would fuck up persons, I do not 

recall anyone expressing opinions that went against the regime in public. That was 

dangerous. It was a dangerous regime!” When Mario was explaining to me the fear and 

violence in Francoist society, its connection with muzzle became quite clear as well its 

lingering effects: “I think my grandfather or great-grandfather was a mayor of the 

village and he did not have any trouble because he was with Franco but I think one of 

his brother’s --- you know these things nobody wants to talk about because it makes 

them responsible.” There in middle of his explanation he stops, he did not explain what 

happened to his uncle and then straight after he said how talking about things makes 

you responsible. He then kept on going and said  

Come on! It was easier for you just to agree. Who cares about what you 
think, just say yes to everything and that’s it. You know, do not get in 
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trouble, you are better off staying quiet. So, that’s why we did not really talk 
about it in the family. (Mario) 

It could have serious repercussions if you spoke up against what you saw in the society 

at that time as Mario said, “just shut your mouth and you have no trouble”. 

All of my informants talk about the violence in the society during that time and all of 

them except one mention how they knew of someone that had been executed, a family 

member, neighbour or a friend. Anna had one family member who had been politically 

active and “rebelled against the regime” but he had been an atheist and because of that 

he was assassinated. Sara also had a family member who was assassinated by the 

authorities, she believes that because of that she has been more interested in Franco’s 

time in power compared to other people who did not lose anyone. Even though this 

theme is important to her, she still mentions how that is not enough for her to implicate 

herself in any serious way, just enough for her to inform herself. Felipe talked about 

how his grandmother had lived next to a police station when she was young and there 

she witnessed the police execute men in front of the police station. She experienced 

violence committed by the police, an institution that is supposed to protect you and 

keep you safe. The intensity of the war affected Victor’s father greatly, he had been 

forced to fight for Franco’s side to stay alive. During the war he had learned to keep 

silent and he kept that up after the war as well because of timorousness and fear. He 

feared the walks that the fascist police did next to the ditches which they filled with 

bodies of the opposition. For Victors father, silence was the norm and the way to stay 

alive. Just keep on with his life following the rules and still today that is what he does, 

he has no other remedies just “do not touch that subject.” Silvia as well as other 

informants talked about how there were a lot of people who were prisoners for many 

years because they did not agree with Franco. Two of Victor’s family members were 

detained by the police and moved to San Simon, which was a notorious prison on a 

small island in the bay outside Vigo. Before the war, the prison had served as a leper 

hospital but then during the war its function changed to a prison and a concentration 

camp. Luckily, both of Victor’s family members managed to survive their detainment in 

San Simon but at great cost both for them and their families. Another of Victor’s family 

member went into exile after managing to escape and hide from the police with help 

from a fascist friend of his that knew of the raid. Their crimes were not severe; they 
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were guilty of being communists, republicans or trade unionists. Not much more was 

needed in those days and for example a friend of Victor’s father was beaten by the 

police just because he had a trade union card in his wallet.  

The violence committed by the government took various forms where it was not only 

physical but emotional and economic as well. For example, Felipe talked about how an 

uncle of his had held a Marques title before the war and that this uncle and his family 

had owned a palace and been quite rich. After the war, under the rule of Franco, all this 

was taken away from them and they never recovered those lands or titles. During the 

regime’s time, it was a common practice to confiscate lands and possessions from the 

opposition and redistributed them to Franco’s supporters and the Church. When asked 

if she noted any influence of Francoism in her surrounding, Silvia talked about how it 

was a different way of living, life characterised by fear and taboos, a lot different from 

today’s society. Felipe’s grandmother lived with constant fear during the dictatorship 

and she still has it today, a fear that the things that she experienced could happen again 

and because of that she is always prepared. Fear was everywhere in the society and 

affected everyone as can be seen in Victors answer where he talked about how people 

got obsessed with secrecy and how you couldn’t trust anyone: “You see the police 

coming around the corner, in each tavern you see a man and you notice that that’s an 

informant”, “you get depressed talking, you get depressed in protests and you are 

always wary of everyone around you”, “it was horrible, horror and we lived through it 

for many years.” Maria also talked about the mistrust in society where she said: “If your 

neighbour did not like you he could report you to the authorities.” A similar answer was 

given by Pablo when he talked about how his grandfather was always by his radio 

looking for the banned stations from the communists where he could listen to news and 

reports contra the regime, but he had to do it secretly and take extra care that the 

neighbours would not hear him. There was a real fear that someone would know what 

his grandfather was up to. Everything was done discreetly and Pablo learned early on 

that he was not allowed to speak about these things outside the house. 

Violence was everywhere and it spread throughout the society, killings were 

committed on both sides as terrorism increased during the last decade of Franco’s rule. 

According to Victor there were more deaths from the workers’ sector than any other 
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sector in Spanish society during the dictatorship but that was the class that was most 

likely to stand up and protest. There was a lot of violence committed by the police and 

during protests and people had to ready to run from them. Silvia even mentions how 

some of her co-workers always had running shoes with them to be ready. Victor 

describes it as “the situation that we were in, the social situation the social violence 

because there were no means, no legal means to negotiate strikes or to negotiate 

collective bargaining agreement.” When talking about the excavations of mass graves in 

today’s society Felipe stated that they are evidence of the violence and repression that 

characterised Spanish society during Franco’s rule and that the violence and murders 

were abuses of power by the regime. Felipe made a distinction between the crimes 

committed during the civil war and those committed during the dictatorship because in 

his view then it is inherit that wars entail death and disasters. He noted how it has been 

demonstrated that there were mass killings done on behalf of the regime of their 

opposition. He did not live that time but for him the mass graves that are being 

excavated now demonstrate the violence and the repression that existed during the 

dictatorship.   

5.2. The transition to democracy 

“Only those who are within the system can 
fight for changing it.” (Felipe) 

This sub-chapter focuses on the transition to democracy. The first theme that came up 

in regards to the transition was continuance from the dictatorship. After that, the 

different feeling that the informants expressed toward the transition are brought 

forward in a theme. Thirdly the focus goes to what they believe could or should have 

been done differently during that time and then lastly their views toward today’s 

politics are discussed. 

5.2.1. Continuance 

“For most parts the transition did not fulfil 
our expectations.” (Victor) 

The transition to democracy in Spain is a very interesting event. As described by my 

informants it was more of a democratic reform of the existing political structure from 

the dictatorship rather than a clear cut democratic rupture. The processes were brought 

on by the death of Franco who had ruled the country since the end of the civil war in 
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1939. Felipe noted how usually dictatorships are very personalized so evidently the 

political scene changes drastically with a death of a dictator. In his opinion Spain 

experienced a forced transition since it was brought on with the death of Franco. There 

were no clear guidelines for the transition so it was mostly played by the ear, with 

Adolfo Suárez holding the reins. Felipe describes how Suárez manoeuvred the processes 

of negotiation between the different parties: The Francoist organization and structures, 

the ones that held all the power, and then those who had been under its control for all 

those years. But all the informants expressed how it was a difficult and intense process.  

What is maybe the most special characteristic of the Spanish transition is this 

controlled negotiation from the top and always within the existing political structures of 

the former dictatorship. As Pablo puts it: “The right wing was always in control; “you 

will not pass this line!” And of course, they did not pass that line, the right wing set the 

rules of the game and everyone followed.” Victor experienced it like the transition was 

being controlled and organised by Franco himself, even though he had passed away. In 

Felipe’s point of view the changes that the transition brought with it were mostly in an 

economical sense where he says: “The transition opened doors to many things but still 

there are many things that maintain practically the same […] it gives me the impression 

that there has not been a lot of change, it has not changed so much. Things opened up 

more but perhaps that was more in an economical sense.” He discussed the opening of 

the markets, entering into the EU, as well as all the bilateral agreements that have been 

made, both with the European countries as well as with the United States. Felipe kept 

on and stated: “We have lived a great advancement from 1975 until now [2014], at a 

materialistic level but not ideological.” So even if things were transforming inside the 

society, the mentality of the people was not keeping up with those transformations. “In 

that sense I do not know to what extent there was a transition.” In Victor’s opinion, 

there was no option available for those in power after Franco died other than a 

democratic reform. If they wanted to secure the continuance of some power, they had 

to start by making a democratic reform. By doing so they could control the process and 

make it from within. But he believed that the transition was inevitable, with or without 

Suárez.  
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The transition did not start of smoothly. After the death of Franco, Arias Navarro 

took power but he did not have enough support within the army and other powerful 

branches of the government. After his failure to get his electoral reform law through the 

Cortes he resigned and with some manoeuvring Adolfo Suárez took his place. All of my 

informants talked positively about Adolfo Suárez who was one of the key players during 

the transition. They described him as a brave, honest and a well-balanced man that was 

a just person who really understood democracy. Suárez died during the course of my 

investigation so he and his work were heavily reported on in the media at the time of 

many of the interviews. All of the informants talked about how Suárez had not received 

the recognition that he deserved for his work during the transition. Many of them felt 

that it was not until that he had passed that everyone started praising him and his work. 

For Silvia this lack of recognition is disgraceful and she wishes that today’s politicians 

were more like him. Victor also highly praises him where he states that Suárez was 

much more democratic than any of the politicians that followed and that he was not a 

superficial man as so many of them are. 

During the transition itself, this positive view of Suárez was not shared by all of my 

informants. Pablo and Victor discussed their negative views of Suárez during that time, 

but their opinion of him has changed now to the better. During the transition, they felt 

as they could not trust Suárez since he came from the Francoist regime. Victor points 

out how Suárez had been the General Secretary of the Movement that was the only 

legal political party during the dictatorship and also that he had been chosen by the King 

to serve as the head of the government during the transition. Sara also talks about 

Suárez’s origin within the regime, and how his evolution and change from right wing 

had been good but still not good enough. She also points out that there is no way of 

knowing how he would have turned out had he stayed any longer in power. Even 

though he was a good politician she still believes that the ones that followed were more 

prepared than him. Pablo experienced anger against Suárez and resentment where he 

saw him as a symbol of continuance from the dictatorship, for him he was a 

representation of the dictatorship. This continuance was also mentioned by other 

informants, for example Sara, who states that even though the transition was very 

important in a political sense there was still this sensation of continuance from the 
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dictatorship. Felipe described the transition as “it seemed like a lot of things were 

changing when in reality the only thing that changed was that Franco died and that’s it. 

The structure is more or less the same now, it is contaminated by the dictatorship.” In 

Victor’s opinion, this continuance from Franco can still be felt in Spanish society today 

“it is precisely because there was a transition through transactions, a consolidated 

transition.”  

Victor emphasised how Suárez knew not only the system but also all the key players 

within it. Therefore he could accomplish more than the socialists because he was a part 

of the system. Powerful men within the government as well as within the army trusted 

him. He had grown up inside this system, knew it inside out, hence he was aware of 

what and who could or should be changed during the transition, and also what was a 

big “no, no”. Victor also talks about how Suárez was running out of time before the 

reform would turn into a revolution. He quotes Suárez, saying something like “let me 

make some changes so nothing will change.” Asked how he would describe the 

transition, Felipe came forward with few sentences: “Change toward the same”, “the 

same dog with a different collar”, “intent toward change.” In his opinion things never 

stop changing, and because of that, the transition is ongoing.  

The continuance and influences from the dictatorship could also be seen in the 

voting processes. Even though the act of voting is in its core a democratic act then in 

certain scenarios that democratic stamp no longer applies. According to Pablo there is a 

big difference between voting in the countryside compared to the cities because there 

is less anonymity. He mentioned how in the first election there were four people who 

voted for the communists in his village and that after that everyone wanted to know 

who they were. Nobody fessed up but as Pablo explained there was still the same fear 

within the society, what would happen if the communist would be identified? He stated 

that people who controlled the voting processes had their “tricks” to find out who the 

people voted for. For example they would not mix the votes in the ballade boxes so that 

when the boxes were emptied they would know whose votes they were, “there were no 

secret votes.” Galicia was and still is a rural area, so this aspect is quite relevant since it 

could have been a common experience. Silvia did not remember if she voted in the first 

elections, she thinks she did but still is not sure. I find it quite interesting since I would 
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have guessed that it would have been a memorable act to vote for the first time. For 

example, it was an amazing experience for Anna to vote for the first time and she 

described it to me proudly: “I found it marvellous, I didn’t know what it was to vote, 

they had to explain it to me and I went to vote, happy with life.” She then added that 

she was not really interested in politics and never has been. “I follow the same 

philosophy as my parents; “to live life but leave the politics to other people”, it does not 

interest me.”  

The transition brought with it a broad spectrum of sensations for my informants, 

both positive and negative, since the uncertainty in society contained both fear and 

hope. 

5.2.2. Sentiments 

It soon became clear during the conversations regarding the transition that Spanish 

society was consumed by two polarized feelings during that time. On the one hand, 

there was this sensations of liberation and freedom, but then on the other hand there 

was extreme tension and fear. All the informants mentioned both of these feelings in 

their discussions, though with different emphasis. It is apparent that when talking about 

the Spanish transition it is necessary to take into consideration those sentiments. 

5.2.2.1. Liberation 

“In four years Spain changed so much. 
Everybody was feeling part of things, there was 
a lot of life on the streets, everybody was 
asking for freedom. And everybody had their 
ideas how to live a free life.” (Mario) 

The transition brought with it sense of freedom, liberation and rights that the 

population had been without for nearly 40 years. Sara experienced it as “finally you 

could breathe easily.” It was a positive time, full of hope and excitement. Anna 

describes how the situation of the people improved, that they got freedom and rights. 

Both Silvia and Pablo discussed how the transition brought with it a sense of happiness, 

rebellion, liberation and a willingness to celebrate and party. The influences could be 

found in all aspects of society. For example, Pablo points out how the liberation 

influenced the music and art scene with what has been called The Madrilenian scene 
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(Spanish: La Movida Madrileña), where the old norms from the dictatorship were 

defied.  

These changes did not only apply to the political and public sector but the private 

one as well, as can be seen with the improvement on women’s rights. The improvement 

of their rights in the public spectrum influenced their position and status within the 

household. This newly-found freedom and liberation did not sit well with everyone in 

society, especially the influence it had on the private spectrum. Both Mario and Felipe 

discuss  the difficulties that their older family members had accepting and adopting to 

those changes. Mario states that his father did not feel comfortable with these changes 

and that his mother felt guilty toward his father for those changes. “She felt like she 

deserved to hold responsibility for her own life but at the same time she felt guilty 

toward my father because their positions and roles were changing.” Felipe notes how 

these changes were difficult for his grandmother as for so many of the older 

generations who were used to this way of life. The changes were quite drastic for them 

and they did not feel comfortable with them. He mentioned how his grandmother often 

complained about how everything had changed. Maria also states how the old ways of 

living were the only way they knew; people were set in their ways so a certain 

uncertainty followed these new ways.  

It was easier for the younger generations to adapt to these new social structures and 

freedom. This difference between the generations can be seen in Mario’s description of 

his parent comparing to himself: “Because for them it was really obvious, you are 

supposed to do what you are supposed to do, just keep on going. And for me it was 

obvious it was the opposite. You are supposed to find your way of living, find what you 

like and try different things.” His father was set in the old ways while Mario was more 

willing to rebel and defy authorities, something that his father had been taught to 

respect and value. Felipe gave a similar answer where he talked about his rebellion 

against authorities, both within and outside the home.  

For Silvia the transition marked a new era, full of hope and happiness. They had not 

been able to get rid of Franco so now was their time. Anna also talked about the 

improvement that followed the transition, but for her it was not clear in the beginning 

that the transition would be a positive one for the society: 
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After the death of Franco, things improved, we were lucky 
because it seemed like that would not be the case, we thought 
that after Franco’s death everything would be terrible you know, 
everything would stop, the country would come to a standstill, 
but it was the opposite.  
 

Even though Anna was in her mid-20s at the time of the transition she did not recall 

what year Franco died nor did she remember any specific feelings or sensation at that 

time. She makes a point of her view towards the regime in her answer: “I do not 

remember anything specific, you know, but it was an evolution, improvement, like I told 

you before I was not in the opposition.” Sara describes the transition as a relatively calm 

period, a time of continuance and improvement. She did not experience the same 

worries in the beginning of the transition as were expressed by my other informants. 

We should though bear in mind that she was only 12 years old at the start of the 

transition. This sensation did though not last as she adds: “Not as during the intent of 

the coup d’état [1981], then there was a lot of tension, lot of worries and fear that we 

were going back, then I experienced it for my part, these worries.” 

5.2.2.2. Tension 

“There was still fear in the society during the 
transitional years and under the rule of Suárez. 
That fear didn’t go until PSOE came into power. 
It was a fear of another civil war, of a coup 
d’état and of course the repression.” (Pablo) 

Even though the transition brought with it a sense of relief, freedom and happiness, it 

also brought with it an enormous amount of tension, uncertainty and fear. Pablo states 

how the days leading up to Franco’s death were marked by a permanent tension within 

the whole society. Franco passed away just two weeks before his eighty-third birthday 

and he had been sick for quite some time so his death did not come as a surprise. But as 

Pablo said, what was to come was what brought with it tension and fear: “Society was 

characterised by tension and uncertainty; “and now what?”” For Pablo, the transition 

was marked by six years of uncertainty, with a constant threat from the military and this 

uncertainty, if they would decide to take up arms. The same response was given by 

Victor when he described how the danger of a coup was always looming and a few 

attempts were made. Both of them talked about the coup attempt often called 23F in 
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1981 when Antonio Tejero burst into the parliament and took it and its member’s 

hostage. For Pablo, it was not until after 23F that the liberation started for real. When it 

failed, it was as the threatening power of the army had been knocked from under them. 

A new political party was in power, the PSOE, which had no ties with the dictatorship.  

Felipe was born into the transition but he was born exactly one week after Franco 

died. Because of that, all his childhood memories and experience reflect on the 

transition and the path toward democracy. Even though he was very young during those 

first years he still remembers this sensation of social explosion and revolution. He 

reminisced about protests that he experienced when he was between four and five 

years old. He thought they were fascinating but at the same time violent, everything 

was paralyzed, with the streets barricaded off so he and his mother had to hold out in a 

cafeteria because they could not be out in the streets. Victor talked a lot about the 

tension and violence in society during the transitional years. According to him, protests 

and strikes were a common occurrence that often ended in a bloodshed. Victor 

describes an incident where workers on a strike barricaded themselves inside a church 

in a protest. The police then broke through and killed five of the workers. After this, 

Manuel Fraga, a famous Galician who had been a minister during the dictatorship, said 

this famous sentence: “The street is mine.” Victor also talks about the killing in Atocha 

train station where men from the extreme right killed five labour lawyers who had ties 

with the communist party. In his view, this event was to provoke a coup by the right-

wing. Their plan was to make a great social disruption, anger the left-wing enough so 

the army could step in and take control. But their plan did not work out, the wake of the 

five lawyers was peaceful as well as the responses from the left-wing. Pablo also 

discussed the violence and the persecution from the fascist during those years. He took 

an example from when he was studying in Madrid and a Fascist group would often 

come into his university and beat other students. What was interesting in those case is 

that you had to show your ID to get into the University, which brings up the possibility 

that the fascist where let in by the security forces at the school. Pablo states that when 

the police showed up they started arresting the people that were being persecuted by 

the fascist, the real victims. These accounts shed some light on the turbulence within 

Spanish society and the social reality of many individuals during those years. 
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Anna had a positive view towards the transition but she also believes that they were 

lucky during that process: “We were lucky, we were very lucky that nothing happened.” 

At that time there was a great deal of fear that another civil war would break out. The 

fear was found both within the government and among the people in general. This fear 

influenced the transitional process a great deal, or as Anna put it: “Nobody wanted 

another war … they were all waiting, nobody wanted it, another war you know. That it 

would pass, but without a war and they were very aware of that, all of them. It was 

good, it turned out very well.” For Pablo the key factor in the transition was how the 

fear continued on from Francoism and maintained itself. According to him then it was 

this fear, the fear of another civil war, which was used by the ruling power during the 

transition. He believes that they used it to enforce certain conditions in the transitional 

processes and mentions the monarchy as an example, which the opposition had to 

accept even though it went against their core believes. Pablo kept on and stated that “a 

lot of the laws and legislation that were put forward during that time were production 

of that fear that was in the society, that concrete fear.” 

Many of my informants talked about how the transition was characterised by 

negotiations between the opposition and the ruling power. But even so their 

negotiating power was not equal where members of the former dictatorship had the 

upper hand compared to the opposition. The transition was very tricky and it was not an 

easy process. The most notable compromise from the Francoist side was the legalisation 

of the communist party. As described by many of my informants, the legalisation was 

not a simple act and Suárez had to deploy certain tricks to get it through the parliament. 

He decided to legalise it during Easter, when he knew the focus would be on the 

processions and other Catholic rituals. Victor states that Suárez knew that he had to 

legalise the communist party. Even though the army was quiet threatening, there was 

so much turbulence in the civil society that something had to give. During the last years 

of the dictatorship things had started to change. Opposition on the streets was more 

visible and there was a strong social movement against the “towers of the bourgeois.” 

One of the most important factors in these changes, a factor that had a great deal of 

influence according to Victor, was that the capital forces started siding with the 

opposition. They started needing democratic structures as well as syndicates to be able 



87 

 

to negotiate with their workers. This is one of the reasons why the government had to 

make democratic reforms. Whatever reason lay behind Suárez decision to legalise the 

communist party, it was still a necessary act as Victor described: “It is not democracy if 

you exclude a political party, being the communist party or another one.” Victor 

believes that the legalisation would have happened eventually, maybe not straight away 

but at least in those four years until 1979, “the society as well as the important capital 

towers demanded democracy.”  

Pablo had a rather negative view toward the transition where he described it as a 

failed opportunity and how it was cruel in many ways. For him the politicians viewed 

society as if they owned it and that its members should not stand up against the power. 

Victor also expressed negative and critical views toward the transition, but still both of 

them recognises that it was a complicated process. Even though Silvia had rather 

positive views of the transition she still mentioned many complications that emerged 

during that process: “We were confused during the transition, things were coming to 

light, some of them true others not, they had to prove it, but still you felt bad on the 

inside.” This opening of information and different views was something new within 

Spanish society and it took some getting used to. My informants differed in their view 

regarding when the transition finished. For Pablo, it was when PSOE came into power 

“and society managed to calm down, until that point it was terrible.” But even though 

the new party was in control that did still not mean that everyone had let go of their old 

ways. Victor stated that people were still disappearing after democracy had been put in 

place. He mentioned an acquaintance of his that disappeared from a police station in 

1982, probably after being tortured to death he reckons. “They threw away the sign-in 

sheet from the police station, no investigation, nothing. We believe he was buried in X 

[…] in a full democracy, he disappeared.” For Felipe the transition has still not finished, 

in his view society is still transitioning and evolving. He discussed how even though 

historians might see it as a past event, for him that is not the case. They might live in a 

monarchic democracy, which is a different system from that one before, but still for him 

there are things that have not changed from Franco’s time and because of that he looks 

at it as if the transition is still ongoing. Because of this view of his, he finds it difficult to 
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assess if something should have been done differently during those years that are often 

referred to as the transitional years. 

5.2.3. Done differently 

“The law makers say that the transition was 
exemplary, but there is an important sector of 
the Spanish population that does not see it as 
such.” (Victor) 

According to Felipe, it is obvious that during the transition there were people in power 

who had to give away some of their positions and power to the rest as well as taking 

into consideration their views and ideas nationwide. In his mind, it was not an easy act 

for them and he believes that you can even question if they did enough. Even if some 

might see their act as a generous then for others the grip was still too tight. Victor is one 

of those who believed that their grip was too tight. According to him Francoism left a 

mark on the society as a whole: “Francoism affected the Francoist society just as it 

affected the transition.” He states that because of these influences the transition was 

more of a continuance rather than a reform. Victor would had preferred if the same 

people had not been in power during the transition as during the dictatorship. He 

believes that if that would have been the case then a real change from within would 

have been possible and Spain would have experienced a real democratic rupture as 

Portugal did. “I would have preferred if, during the transition, they would have sworn 

off all ties with the regime, done a clear break where you can say; here it stops!” 

The transitional method that Victor describes is often referred to as “rupture”, but in 

those cases a clear-cut rupture is between the former government and the one that 

follows. In the Spanish case, another transitional form was taken as has been described 

by my informant, where the transition was characterised by a negotiated democratic 

reform from within. Victor states that the consequences of this negotiated democratic 

reform is the continuance and inaction in bringing forward justice for those atrocities 

that were committed during the dictatorship. Felipe gives a similar answer where he 

highly disagrees with and criticises the AL that was put forward during the transition. “I 

don’t know how much has changed, they have this armour [Amnesty Law] and cannot 

be judged or punished for what they did.” For him the law brings with it a certain type 

of continuance from the dictatorship. According to Victor, you can see the effect of this 
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type of transition still today, for example the negative responses to the HML. It was not 

an easy task putting that law in place because a certain part of the society, people and 

media on the right-wing, criticised it greatly. When discussing he HML and AL, Felipe 

mentions how he finds that “there are a lot of hurdles and slip ups on the way and you 

realize it with those laws”.  

Mario discussed how he is really interested in the transitional period and that for him 

it has a certain glamour to it. Even so he still mentioned how “now you can see a lot of 

mistakes.” Victor states that if the transition would have gone the other way, as a 

rupture, then it would have been more difficult controlling it. Rupture brings many 

unknown variables with it. It would have also been more dangerous because of the 

military that was very threatening during those years. He does clarify that during the 

transition, especially during the early years, the opposition was very weak. Most of its 

members were in exile or in jail, hence they did not have a lot of bargaining power 

against the people in power. “They were in no position to provoke or fight for a 

democratic rupture or for a reform from within.” Luis believes that the political parties 

gave in during the transition, did not fulfil their duty during that process. He criticises 

how they did not admit their part and their mistakes. For him nobody took 

responsibility for what had happened during the dictatorship and that contaminated the 

transition and everything that followed. Both Sara and Silvia are unsure if something 

should have been done differently during the transition. In Sara’s opinion both good 

and bad things were done during that time. “They decided on what path should be 

taken to reach their goal.” Silvia states that probably some things could have been done 

better but she is not sure what that could have been.  

Anna’s discussion as to whether something should had been done differently was 

interesting. Early on in her discussions she talks about how she believes that everything 

turned out well with the transition and that nothing should have been done differently. 

She was not sure if it was because of causality or circumstances but anyways she was 

happy with the outcome. Later in her discussions she contradicts herself a little when 

she says: “I would prefer if it would be a republic, a democratic republic. I don’t know if 

it is possible, but I think the royal family is unnecessary, I think they are a stupid idea.”  

This view, of abolishing the monarchy, was expressed by all informants. When the civil 
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war broke out Spain was a republic and the King had gone into exile. During the 

dictatorship, the King remained in exile but at the end of his rein Franco appointed Juan 

Carlos as his successor. The Spanish monarchy was thus restored by Franco without any 

say from the nation itself. Because of this, the King and the monarchy are often seen as 

residues from the dictatorship. The King does not hold great power in Spain, his being is 

more of a symbolic, but as many of my informants mentioned that symbolism is greatly 

connected to the dictatorship.  

Felipe wonders if maybe the reason why the King did not resign during the transition 

was because then Spain would be a republic, just as when the war broke out. He 

ponders if maybe it would have been too much, increasing the probability of another 

civil war. “Maybe it would have been crazy and absurd going back to the same political 

landscape as before the civil war.” Felipe makes the remark that he does not have the 

intellectual capacity or preparation to bring forward a solution or an idea regarding 

what should have been done differently during the transitional period. After that 

disclaimer from him he keeps on going and says: “I do not see myself fit to say: “they 

should have created a republic and the King should have resigned.”” Later in his 

interview he reaffirms this view by stating that during the transition the King should 

have resigned and he should have allowed for a republic to be set up. Victor criticises 

how both the PC and PSOE accepted the monarchy during the transition, since both of 

them had ties to the republic. For him it is unbelievable that the King remained and that 

those parties accepted him during the negotiations. One reason why he finds it 

unbelievable is that in 1931 there was a democratic election on the monarchy and the 

results were that Spain would become a republic. When asked if there is something that 

should have been done differently during the transition Pablo said promptly: “Yes! We 

should have gotten rid of the King and dissolved the monarchy, if not during first phase 

of the transition then at least after it.” Shortly after he adds that “at that time he [the 

King] was seen as a lesser of evil that you had to swallow.” Victor did not vote in the 

first election that was held, regarding the constitution. The reason for that was that he 

felt that the constitution did not recognise clearly what he considered being his country, 

Galicia. And he explained how the nationalists at that time from the left wing did not 
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vote because of this lack of recognition. That was the only election that he did not 

participate in; all the ones that have followed he has taken part in.  

5.2.4. Politics today 

“In today’s politics there are a lot of 
connections that have to do with Francoism.” 
(Pablo) 

There is a great deal of influence from Francoism in today’s politics. Silvia discussed how 

today’s politics are greatly influenced by Francoism and somehow it is increasing, she 

feels like they are resuming things from the dictatorship. “I don’t like it but they are the 

ones in control.” Her statement not only expresses her view of that influence but also 

indicates her views on people’s power over the government and their action. This 

opinion, that you cannot do much against the people that are in power, you just have to 

accept it. In Silvia’s response, the influence from the dictatorship is twofold, firstly she 

talks directly about the influence and secondly her statement regarding the 

helplessness of the people against the actions of the government. Having only lived 

under a dictator where people had no say in how the country was controlled, that sense 

of inability lingered on.  

The informants gave an almost identical description of today’s political scene, with 

connections made between Franco’s regime and the present right wing in Spain, mainly 

the PP. According to my informants, the right wing represents a certain continuation 

from the former regime with their attempts to maintain status quo in regards with their 

positions and influences. They also state that there is a great deal of corruption within 

Spanish politics and they believe that the root of it can be found within the former 

regime. In his interview, Victor discussed the PP a great deal but according to him “all 

the important pillars from the regime [Franco’s] are there within!” In his discussions his 

resentment toward the party became quite apparent but he clarifies that it is not 

because it is a right-wing party per se rather because “PP is far to the right and very 

little democratic with one very important sector within that is the extreme right-wing”. 

According to Victor, the right wing in Europe is more democratic and law abiding. “They 

have a democratic tradition that they follow while PP’s tradition is Francoism. It is a 

Francoist right-wing, it is tainted with fascism and authoritarianism.” But Victor believes 

that the political extreme right exists within PP and that the democratic right is within 
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PSOE, he names Pedro Solbes, a former minister, as an example. Who started out in 

UCD but then in later years went over to PSOE. 

Felipe questions the status of Spanish democracy and believes that politicians should 

work for society, their job is to take care of society and work toward improving it. They 

should work for the people but not for themselves, the interests of society are greater 

than their own. In his view a politician should be one because of a calling for helping 

and taking care of the society. He feels as if there is a certain stagnation within today’s 

politics, where politicians on both sides seem like they are in a loop. Sara gives a similar 

response but she states that now, even though they have liberties, she still feels as they 

are heading back toward radicalism. She believes that the political parties today do not 

fight for something common, something that could benefit Spain in whole. According to 

her they put more focus on their personal interests, what benefits them rather than the 

whole, defending their position. For Felipe the Spanish democracy is corrupt, the grand 

corporations have too much power and he wonders if those who are in power are there 

because of the votes from the people or because of the grand corporations. Felipe has 

the sensation the maybe the people are tired of the democracy “because you see those 

people who aspire to power are like puppets of the grand corporations.” He describes 

how Spain is not ethically ruled and that there is a great deal of corruption within the 

political scene. In that context he discussed the collusion between the big corporations 

and politicians and the movement of people between those two sectors. During our 

discussion, Felipe’s focus frequently went toward criticising today’s political system in 

Spain and the corruption he believes lies within it. Victors view on today’s politics are 

similar. He criticises the cuts that are being made in healthcare and educations and 

finds that there is too much corruption. For him there is a complete lack of any ethics 

inside the government and there has been a relapse where the Church’s influence is 

increasing. In Felipe’s opinion “the Spanish democracy is castrated in the strictest sense 

of the word.” Mario belivies the political system in Spain today is not real democracy, he 

wants to give more power to the people because for him politicians do not represent 

anyone.  

Not all the informants have negative views on the democratic transition. Silvia has a 

positive view of democracy in general but that view does not extend to today’s 



93 

 

politicians. She notes that some of them are good and honourable, but her view is in 

general negative toward them and today’s Spanish political scene. She felt unsure how 

to describe democracy in Spain today, but her views were more positive regarding the 

politicians during the transition. Mario gave a similar answer where he praised 

politicians from the transitional period: “I think in general politicians back then had 

more culture, if just listening to them speaking and comparing to now. It is like 

everybody can be a politician now.” Sara also believes that things worked better during 

the transition “today’s politics could function better; I think it functioned better during 

the transition”. Anna notes that even though democracy is not a perfect system, she 

prefers that over dictatorship:  

Not to go back, hopefully all countries will have democracy. Even 
though it is not the perfect system of governing it is still the best 
one. Now there is corruption, it is getting worse. But even if 
there is corruption, I prefer that [democracy] rather than 
dictatorship, always! It is better of those two systems.  
 

In her final words, Sara describes how the transitional years were the best one for 

her, exactly during the transition itself. The people were too radical before as well as 

now. They managed to obtain a certain equilibrium during the transition and it is this 

equilibrium that she wants society get back to. Sara states that during the transition 

there was without a doubt more democracy in Spain than now: “We say that the 

political parties are democratic, but I’m not sure, it has to be studied.” Pablo noted how, 

during the first years of the transition, it looked like everything was going in the right 

direction, like they were leaving the corruption behind, but now after the economic 

crisis, it is evident to him that was not the case.  

In Sara’s opinion things have still not settled with democracy: “We are still swaying 

around, we have democracy but it is a relative democracy. Everyone can express 

themselves but still nothing is clear. We are without directions.” The directions were 

clearer during the transition, everyone agreed on where they needed to go. Political 

parties from opposite sides all agreed that they wanted a more opened country, with 

more liberties. They had a clear objective, even if they did not always agree on what 

path should be taken at least there was a dialog between them. In Felipe’s opinion the 

society fell asleep in a certain sense since the transition. It did not nurture the things it 



94 

 

had, just let them be and because of that many of those things are in ruins now. The 

transition marked new times, people gained more rights and the future seemed bright 

with endless opportunities. With this optimism, many important things were left 

untouched and in Felipe’s opinion the consequences of this inaction are becoming more 

and more obvious now. He does not hold the transitional process in high regards since 

“there are so many things still hidden and unknown.” 

 

5.3. Transitional justice: The past, the present and the future 

In this section the focal point will be transitional justice within Spanish society. It is 

divided into three chronological sub-chapters. Firstly, we will focus on the past, but 

regarding that period two themes stood out, the Amnesty Law and indifference and 

inaction. Secondly the focal point will be the present and my informants’ views on it. 

Three important themes came to light in that discussion, influence and impact, 

Historical Memory Law and resentment and anger. In the last sub-chapter, we will look 

toward the future and what my informants believe should be done. The two themes 

that became apparent in that section are justice and knowledge.  

5.3.1. The past 

In this sub-chapter my informants’ views regarding transitional justice in the past will be 

discussed where their opinion regarding the AL will be brought to light. Idleness and 

inaction was also an important theme for my informants where it was highly criticised 

by them. These two chapter intertwine quite a lot where the AL promotes idleness and 

inaction.  

5.3.1.1. Amnesty Law 

“This way of thinking, that everyone is to 

blame, and because of that nobody has to 

apologize.” Pablo 

One of the methods that were taken by the government during the transition that could 

be classified as transitional justice is the AL from 1977. Even though for many that law 

does not ensure justice, it could be argued that the purpose of it was to facilitate and 
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strengthen the transition to democracy. The law granted amnesty for all political acts 

that were committed from the civil war until the death of Franco. 

During my investigation I asked my informants if they had heard of AL, and if so, 

what were their thoughts regarding the law. Most of them remembered hearing about 

it, but for the most parts they were not sure what the law entailed and were quite 

uncertain in their answers. For example, when I asked Anna about it she did not recall 

the law. It was only a few minutes later that she brought the subject up again and asked 

if it was the law that was put in place in connection with the political prisoners that 

were incarcerated during Franco’s rule. She was still not sure of what it consisted of. 

Anna only named that function of the law, release of political prisoners, not how it also 

gave amnesty to members of the former regime. Whether she is not aware that the law 

also applied to them or if she just didn’t mention it is debatable, but since she was 

unsure of what the law entailed it is more likely that she is not aware of the broadness 

of the law. Sara was also not fully confident about the whole function of the law. She 

had heard of it and she agrees with it when it was used to free political prisoners that 

were incarcerated because of their political beliefs. She then later says: “I need to study 

more what the law entails, I know and agree with releasing political prisoners. … The 

amnesty law was good but I don’t really know how it functions.” Silvia did not feel 

comfortable expressing her opinion regarding the law since she did not fully know what 

it meant. Even though this unawareness might seem odd it is still quite understandable 

in a way. During the transition people were probably not informed of the full 

functioning of the law. The media and the public discourse only focused on the release 

of political prisoners and making it possible for people in exile to return home to Spain.  

My informants discussed how society demanded the liberation of political prisoners. 

Even though civil society did not hold a strong position at that time these demands 

echoed throughout and it was impossible for the government to ignore them. Their 

claims were public and loud, both within the political opposition as well as out on the 

streets in protests. Victor talked about how he used to go to protests that were held 

outside prisons in Galicia, where they would demand the release of all political 

prisoners. He described the sensation as a mixture of excitement and fear, but those 

protest often ended in bloodsheds, as so many of them did at that time when the police 
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and protestors clashed. According to Victor, it was very common during the early years 

of the transition that protests were held demanding the liberation of political prisoners. 

When the law passed in October of 1977 many of my informants experienced sheer joy 

since it brought with it a sense of accomplishment and justice. Victor described how 

happy they all were when the law was passed: “Everyone went to the streets … we had 

been pleading for this law since the death of Franco.” The same can be seen in Pablo’s 

description: “I went to the streets screaming: “amnesty, freedom!!”” This positive 

feeling toward the law has not stood the test of time for many of my informants. For 

example, Luis talks about how he wants it to be abolished because “the amnesty law 

made their [Francoists] actions legal.” 

In Pablo’s opinion the law should only apply to political prisoners and exiles, not 

members of the former regime or individuals that committed atrocities following 

orders. This view leads him to believe that the law should be abolished now, where he 

states: “My thoughts now are that it was good to have the amnesty for the “reds” but of 

course it doesn’t make sense now.” Since everyone has been able to return back to 

Spain from exile and the political prisoners have been released then the law has served 

its purpose in Pablo’s mind. Felipe view of AL is based more on the hindsight since he 

was too young at that time to grasp the meaning of it. His description of the law is quite 

interesting: “It was like a pardon for everything that happened after the war. It was 

something like: “in exchange for us giving away some of our power you will have to 

pardon everything, everything that is still undiscovered and unreported.”” In his view it 

must have been extremely complicated, but with this law they are in some way 

recognizing that the regime did bad and unlawful things that need pardon. He believes 

that it created a very intense situation. For him the law is both unjust for the victims 

and illogical: “To pardon all this I find very serious.” Luis also talks about the serious 

effects that the law has had, but in his opinion it is one of the factor in why so many 

things have remained hidden and undocumented surrounding the civil war, the 

dictatorship as well as the transition itself. He states that “it was made illegal to 

investigate and record the history … what is the reality, we don’t know the reality”. 

Once again Felipe pointed out the difference in power between the two negotiating 

parties during the transition and how that influenced this law like so many other 
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factors. The government that set the law held all the cards and controlled how things 

played out. “They set the law that pardoned all the wrongdoings of the past and instead 

they gave a little bit of their power.”  

The law, even though being a very important part of the transition and facilitating 

those processes quite a lot, still yields mixed emotions with my informants. What 

angers and disappoints them the most is that the law also applies for the Francoists and 

all their actions up until Franco’s death. You could argue that by setting the law they 

half acknowledge that some of their actions were illegal as Felipe discussed but still, as 

Luis points out, “they never apologized”. So even if they acknowledged that they need 

amnesty to elude prosecution for their actions, still they never apologised for those 

actions. When they were fighting for the release of prisoners it never crossed their mind 

that their fight would be used to benefit the Francoist as well. This law was supposed to 

represent turning the page, leaving the past behind and moving forward. But 

unfortunately it is not that simple; for many it is impossible to just move on and to 

forget everything that had happened. It is impossible to leave the past undisturbed, 

especially if you are living the consequences of it every day.   

5.3.1.2. Indifference and inaction 

“At the time of the transition they probably 
had a justification for their inactions.” Pablo 

After the AL had been set in place no official inquiry or prosecutions could take place 

regarding political events from that period (from 1936 until 1975). Consequently, my 

informants mentioned numerous times indifference and inactions regarding past 

events. According to most of them the past has never officially been dealt with and 

because of that Spain is in a way stuck in a rut. What was interesting was how the 

indifference and inaction had spread to the personal level as well. Individuals adjust to 

the inactions of their government and adapt it to their own way of life.  

This inaction on a personal level can for example be seen in Anna’s answer when I 

asked her if she ever thinks back to the time when Franco was in power. There she said: 

“No, I prefer, I use an ethical system of not going back, not to worry about darkness you 

know and the fear, not to have fear.” According to her answer, darkness and fear lies in 

the past hence it is better to leave it be and move forward. This is a certain kind of 
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personal inaction where the past is ignored and let be, because of all the troubling 

things that lie within it. When I asked Mario how he felt when he thought back to the 

time when Franco was in power he answered: “I think we got what we deserved”. His 

answer really shocked me and I was taken a back a little bit. He then explained that in 

his opinion the reason why Franco ruled for so long was because the way that Spanish 

people are. He believes that the blame lies with the nation, that they were not able to 

get rid of Franco. He then makes a comparison with Germany under Hitler rule and how 

the same conditions applied for Spain. According to him, people must have known what 

was going on in society at that time and about the atrocities that were being committed 

at the hands of the government. “It is not possible for such a big thing, such a big 

mistake to happen without a lot of people knowing or letting it happen.” Mario believes 

that the reason why it so difficult for many people to think back to that time could be 

because of this inaction and the guilt that comes with it. If you broke the silence about 

what was happening, then you were acknowledging what was taking place and in a way 

it made you responsible. You knew what was happening but not doing anything about 

it. By letting everything pass and just keeping on with your life like so many people did, 

they were actually letting those atrocities go on. “Maybe that is one of the reasons why 

people don’t want to think about it.” For Mario, then, inaction also make you 

responsible, it does not absolve you of responsibility. “So nobody wants to take 

responsibility, and we are responsible.” Felipe also talked about the inaction towards 

Franco and how he managed to pass away peacefully without ever having to answer for 

anything. He described how he died with honour and courage. “He died with his boots 

on” (Spanish: muere con las botas puestas).  

Pablo discussed the numerous influences of the Catholic Church on Spanish society 

and how it affected the way Spaniards thought in many ways. For Pablo, the mentality 

and the customs of the Church help explaining the inactions and lack of transitional 

justice within Spanish society after the death of Franco. in his opinion they should have 

put in the HML straight after Franco died or when PSOE came into power for the first 

time and the danger of coups had passed. “If they would have done it straight after the 

civil war for example then the division of Spain would have stopped and we would be in 

another dimension now, but that would have been impossible, even more impossible 
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than now.” In Pablo’s view people have not been treated fairly in Spain. “Let’s 

recuperate the dignity of all these people … and for the family members of those who 

died.” Victor also discussed at great length how those who had committed terrible acts 

during the dictatorship on behalf of the regime were not investigated or punished 

during the transition, or even after it. He then states: “Still today, 40 years after the 

death of the dictator, people are still waiting to rebury their loved ones. It is impossible 

to tolerate this inaction.” Pablo also asks: “Who is supposed to apologize to dead 

people in the mass graves? The killers are gone!” Going through the answers of my 

informants the impact of not only the dictatorship but also the indifference that 

followed, on their current life became quite apparent. More focus will be given to that 

theme in the next chapter where we will focus on the present. 

5.3.2. The present 

In this section, the present will be the focal point but we should bear in mind that the 

present is conditioned by the past. The sub-chapter is threefold, firstly influence and 

impact will be discussed. Secondly my informant’s contemplations regarding the HML 

will be brought to light and lastly their feeling of resentment and anger that are still 

present.  

5.3.2.1. Influences & impact 

“Francoism conditioned completely everything, 
its influence is everywhere.” Pablo 

Even though a long time has passed since the death of Franco, influences and impacts 

from that time are still evident. According to Felipe, the dictatorship is still relevant and 

the mark it has left on Spanish society is twofold. Firstly, there is still this continuation 

from that time and secondly there is a psychological barrier to evolution. During our 

discussions, many of my informants talked about how the old scars from that time have 

still not healed for many people. According to Sara the reasons for that are the inaction 

of the government as well as the injustice that people have experienced. She makes it 

clear that her life was calm and that she was unaware of most of these things when she 

was growing up. For Pablo it is a great shame that these scars are still present: “It’s a 

shame when you think about people from my generation and how everything was done 

in vain. Spain is still divided, Spain vs. Anti-Spain, we are all Spanish!”  
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A similar answer is given by Felipe, but in his opinion there is a difference between 

generations. Where the scars are more present within the older generations but for the 

new generations those scars are almost invisible. Felipe adds that in a way these old 

wounds have a certain function where they are used “to maintain this game of fight for 

power.” He then also ponders if maybe this is the only possible way in Spanish politics. 

On one side are those who do not have power and are trying to get it, and then there 

are those who do have it and got it through these means and find it lucrative for them 

to keep it up, to keep the status quo. For him this is the way of this system and this is 

the way it was created. “At least now we have democracy, so if someone does not do a 

good job of administrating then we can get rid of them in 4 years. … But the democracy 

is also contaminated.” Sara also discusses the impact on the political scene and how, in 

her opinion, radicalism on both the right and left-wing are somehow keeping those old 

wounds alive. Anna also states how there are still influences found within today’s 

politics: “Yes, there are always influences, it leaves its mark.” Earlier in her interview she 

had talked about how, in her opinion, there were no influences from the dictatorship 

within society. “I think that everyone has forgotten more or less.” She was the only 

informant who expressed that view, but then she also contradicted herself later on 

when she said that dictatorship always leaves a mark.  

For Felipe, the legacy of Franco can be found within the political system, the highest 

positions within the country and as well within the culture, e.g. what is considered 

being Spanish. Pablo made a similar comment: “If you don’t agree with what is 

considered typical Spanish, like bullfighting and processions, then you are anti-Spain.” 

This is the same type of discourse as was used during the dictatorship where everyone 

who went against the idea put forward by the regime of Spain and what being Spanish 

meant were considered anti-Spanish. Pablo talks about how this discourse is still used 

today by the right wing in Spain and especially the PP. Felipe also discusses the 

influence on the public discourse and how still today the same labels are in use as 

during the dictatorship: “If you are an anti-Francoist then you must be left wing, red or a 

communist.” He criticises how you cannot just disagree and oppose the dictator without 

receiving a political label. For him these labels keep the division of the society alive, 

anti-Francoist versus Francoist. So even though Franco passed decades ago his presence 
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can still be felt by many Spaniards and his legacy soars over the society. Both Victor and 

Pablo mentioned how Franco is still relevant and present in their daily lives and that 

they often think back to that time that he was in power, “It’s just as if Franco is still 

alive.” For Mario, Franco is less relevant now than before, but still he cannot escape him 

completely: “Not so much anymore, every now and then. Because you just can’t help it 

because you still feel him in many ways.” 

Pablo points out how the impact of the dictatorship on individuals can differ 

depending on their social reality and situation during the dictatorship. He mentions the 

impact that it has left on individuals from the opposition side, the communist for 

example. According to Pablo then they lived with the danger of unlawful arrests and 

violence for no other reason than their different opinions during all that time. “It really 

leaves a mark on you when you grow up with and get used to being afraid of the 

government and its institutions.” As has been discussed before fear was characteristic 

of Francoist society and unfortunately it did not disappear with the death of the 

dictator. For Silvia that fear is still present, she described how it has penetrated her 

mind and has affected her greatly, and she describes herself as an extremely timid and 

afraid person. The civil war also left its mark on her and the fear that followed, her 

dreams were hunted by wars and end of the world. As Pablo points out, there are things 

that you cannot overcome, things that you are put through when you’re young. The 

dictatorship has affected the generations differently and according to many of my 

informants its effects are greater on the older generations. Pablo described how 

Francoism hit the generation of his parent badly and concluded: “It’s a generation that 

was completely crushed.”  When they were young they went through the war and then 

later the implantation of national Catholicism. “They never got to enjoy the freedoms 

that came with the transition.” Silvia also talked about the negative influences from the 

Catholic Church. She describes how the restrictions and norms that were upheld by it 

left a mark on her. Not only during her childhood but later in life as well, where they 

controlled her actions. Pablo believes that his generation and the ones that followed 

had better experiences. And even though they still are influenced by the dictatorship it 

is still less than the older generations. “At least we managed to breathe differently, but 
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for that generation it was absolutely terrible.” Victor describes it very poetically when 

he says; “People of my age we are all children of Francoism, all of us!”  

It is apparent that influences from the dictatorship can be found within the whole 

society as well as influences from the inaction regarding it during the transition. Silvia 

states that the inactions have affected today’s society greatly because the truth has not 

been allowed to surface. She does not agree with the method that was chosen and 

wishes that truth would be revealed. Felipe believes that there are many things that 

remain unresolved from dictatorship. He takes as an example how there are still 

arguments in the media regarding the mass graves and the people who went missing 

during the civil war and Franco’s time in power. Pablo makes the same comment when 

he talks about how there are issues, questions and aspects in today’s society that are 

clearly linked to Francoism. For example, the HML: “How is it possible that there is still 

resistance against excavating the mass graves, the rest of the people that they killed, 

how is that possible?” For both of them, the reaction to the HML demonstrates how 

Franco continually influences Spanish society. If Franco would be irrelevant in today’s 

society then according to them there would not be this resentment toward the law. The 

next chapter will be devoted to that law and my informants’ views on it.  

5.3.2.2. Historical Memory Law 

“We should not have to keep on living with this 
person [Franco] that provokes fear.” Felipe 

On the 31 October in 2007 the Spanish parliament passed the HML. The law was put 

forward by the PSOE government of Zapatero, but as Victor points out, Spanish society 

demanded some actions by the government regarding the past. Within society there 

was a discontent with the inactions regarding the past and the injustice that so many 

Spaniards had experienced. According to Victor, the reason the law was put in place was 

because of this outcry from civil society that something needed to be done, but as he 

points out “the power is in its nature conservative”. The HML covers both the civil war 

as well as Franco’s time in power. It touches on many subjects regarding this period. For 

example, it recognizes victims from both sides and makes provisions of aid to the 

victims and their descendants. It also entails a condemnation of the regime and rejects 

the legitimacy of its laws and of trials that were conducted by the regime. The law also 
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calls for the removal of Francoist symbols from public buildings and spaces, though with 

certain exceptions.  

My informants’ views on the law were mixed. Some of them agreed with it on a 

personal level but criticised how it had been used for political purposes. That is the case 

for both Anna and Sara. When I asked Anna what she thought about the HML she 

answered: “In essence it is a little bit absurd because you are going back again.” She 

then quickly added: “On the other side there are families who want their family 

members to be like them, not like villains.” She mentioned again her family member 

who had been assassinated by the regime, and how with this law his family could finally 

start talking about him. They could correct his legacy and tell how brave he was. The law 

goes against her way of living as she prefers not to look back. She noted how she was 

not personally effected by the regime and adds that she would ask for the same if she 

would have a loved one who had been a victim. When asked if she thought the law had 

been necessary she concurred but “as a recognition to the persons who suffered so 

much.” Sara makes a similar point, she agrees with the law on a personal level, for 

family members to rebury their loved ones who are in mass graves and to finally acquire 

knowledge of what had happened. But she highly disagrees when the law is used in 

what she considers to be political purposes and by political members, “not a political 

implication but human.” 

Concerning the excavations of the mass graves, Silvia talks about how some things 

are better left untouched and should not be thought about, but then she said right 

afterwards that if it would be her family members then she would want to know what 

happened to them, where they were buried and why they were killed. She had just 

talked about how important history is: “The history is very important; it has to be upon 

the surface and you cannot cover it up. The memory law is very important because we 

have to know what happened.” It’s like she is experiencing an inner conflict, the 

important of history but at the same time the danger of what could happen with digging 

up too much dirt. For Sara it is very important that the history is preserved but she 

believes that by acknowledging the past and being aware of it, a repetition can be 

prevented. “If we want to remember what happened so it does not happen again, well 
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then you cannot eliminate the history. It is history, you cannot forget, we have to 

remember those who died, it happened and we cannot and should not forget.” 

Felipe admits that he has limited knowledge of HML but for what he knows he mostly 

agrees with. For him the law made it possible to take away Francoist symbols, so they 

could be removed legally and he talks about how it is a necessary act. Felipe mentions 

how there are still symbols from the dictatorship, statues and street names with 

reference to the dictatorship or even the civil war scattered around Spain. He states 

how it was not until decades after the death of Franco that they started taking down 

some of those symbols. Still today, even with the passing of the HML, you can still find 

street names in Galicia as well as in other places in Spain that reference that period in 

time. For example, in La Coruna there is a street that bears the name Avenida General 

Sanjurjo, commemorating General José Sanjurjo who had been one of the main 

conspirator for the military uprising that led to the civil war. Felipe points out how his 

grandmother still uses the old street names, “she uses them almost as it would be 

obligatory to do so! That she has to use the names of the generals.” He notes how this is 

one of the examples of the effects of the dictatorship on his grandmother, “a culture of 

respect and fear.” Luis also talks about the symbols that are still present in today’s 

society from that period. He started on his own in 2005/2006 to investigate and 

document what had occurred during the dictatorship. Now he has joined others and 

they have formed an organisation where they fight for example, for the removal of 

street names and other symbols associated with the Francoist regime. He explained 

how he and more people have regularly taken down the street sign for Rúa Calvo Sotelo 

in protest, because they do not want to see this symbol on one of the main street in 

their town. The murder of José Calvo Sotelo is often thought to be what ignited the civil 

war. Even though the law stipulates the removal of Francoist symbols a new street sign 

is put in its place as soon as they take one down. In our discussions, Luis made it clear 

that he will not stop these actions and he will also keep on his fight for the identification 

of victims of the regime. But in his opinion not enough has been done in those matters 

and the government is not doing nearly enough, “the minority [those who govern] do 

not think about the majority.” 
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In Spain there are some symbols that are almost impossible to remove, for example 

Valley of the Fallen. This enormous monument that is located in the mountains next to 

Madrid commemorates not only victims of the civil war but of Franco’s regime as well. 

After his death a state funeral was held there, that was attended by both national and 

international politicians as well as other powerful individuals. The fact that Franco was 

laid to rest within Valley of the Fallen provokes mixed feelings, and that place has 

served as a gathering point and even as a sacred place for Franco’s supporters.  

Figure 3 Mourning Franco in the 21st century – (Vera, 2015) 

 For others, Valley of the Fallen provokes negative feelings. Felipe talks about how for 

him it a symbol of sufferance. It is a demonstration of power and the abuse of human 

rights that so many Spaniards endured, for example the ones who had to build it. During 

Franco’s regime political prisoners, many of whom had fought for the Second Republic, 

were forced to build the site. In spite of being from different generations both Sara and 

Felipe went on a school trip to visit Valley of the Fallen at the end of their primary 

school (12 or 13 years old). Both of them studied in public school. Sara went there a 

year after Franco died and she remembered the place being impressive, both in a 

physical sense and at a historical level, but it brings her sadness how it originates from 

the civil war. According to Sara her school was characterised by Francoist ideology, even 

after his death. Felipe’s excursion was 13 years after Franco had died, he does not really 

remember the trip, but he does remember the bad sensation that he had when he was 
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there. Neither of them has ever thought about going back to there. Pablo has never 

been there but he described it as a place that produces disgust, and that it has always 

done so. For him that place is repugnant especially when thinking how they made that 

place and he does not understand why people would want to go there: “Why, what the 

hell is there to see.” The HML does not call for the removal of Valley of the Fallen but it 

does forbid any political events to be held there. That ban does not hinder individuals 

from going there and paying their respect to the former dictator with either flowers or 

other symbolic gestures. A couple in their 30s that I met once at a friend’s house 

discussed with me at great lengths how they believe it is a scandal that people are able 

to go there and do the fascist salute or other respectful gestures. In their opinion it 

should be illegal. They also made comparison with Germany after Hitler and how 

something similar would never be tolerated there.  

For many of my informants the HML has been ineffective and some, like Luis, it has 

not going far enough toward working through the past. Pablo believes it is a good law 

but it came too late, he also points out the lack of means for upholding the law. “If you 

don’t put means then it is worthless … There is a need to recognise the victims and the 

wishes that their family members have, for example burying them in a decent place.” 

Mario believes that in the beginning the law was meant to be a gesture but for him it 

has still not reached that status. For him, then, all the negativity that came with the law, 

the negative responses showed how Franco’s time in power is still relevant in Spanish 

society still today. Victor talks about how the excavation of the mass graves from that 

period has been an uphill battle. But according to him members from both Zapatero’s 

government (PSOE) as well as from Rajoy’s government (PP) have put an endless 

amount of hurdles in the way of this law. According to Pablo, the setting of the law was 

a politically fuelled act, “it was a provocation by the government, it was a political 

thing.” He states how the right wing, the PP, opposed the law: “It became a political 

battle, instead of every one agreeing on fixing the past or at least saying that they 

condemn the regime.” According to Pablo, the PP see themselves as being victimized by 

the law. He then adds that they are the heir, children or grandchildren of those who 

won the war “there is no other explanation that this one, it is revolting.”  
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Most of my informants found it unbelievable and sad that still there was this fight 

within Spain. As Pablo puts it “the injustice is unbelievable, that now 60 years later that 

they have still not recognised the atrocities, does everyone have to be dead so that 

would happen?”  

5.3.2.3. Resentment & anger 

“What are they waiting for? For everyone to 
die‽” (Pablo) 

When talking with my informants it became clear that many of them hold resentment 

and even experience anger toward the inactions in dealing with the past. For many of 

them it is inconceivable how people still have to be fighting the government, for 

example, to be able to excavate the mass graves to rebury their loved ones. It should be 

noted that not all the informants expressed these feelings of anger, for example Sara 

and Anna, but still they understand the claim of family members of the fallen. 

Mario could not believe that they are still talking about these things, he does not 

understand why these things have not been resolved. He takes, for example, what has 

been done in Chile and Argentina, how they have work through their past. He wants the 

same things to be done in Spain. He acknowledges that the solutions are not perfect but 

at least something has been done. Victor also takes other countries as an example and 

wishes that something similar would be done in Spain. “This is the only country in the 

world where this happens! Not in Argentina, nor in Chile after the Pinochet, Guatemala 

or in Paraguay after Stroessner. In no other country in the world have they abstained 

from bringing justice for atrocities like these, but here yes.” He got very angry when he 

started talking about the inaction in Spain and how nobody has been brought to justice. 

For Mario, the resistance that came up in Spain because of the HML is just another 

example of how Franco is still alive in many senses inside Spanish society. When he 

spoke about these things you could sense frustration and anger in his voice. Frustration 

toward the inaction and that justice has still not been reached. The same can be said 

about Victor but he almost screamed when he said the following: 

Is this justice, is this justice? I do not understand how it can take 
such a long time! As I said before, this is the only country in the 
world where the dead are still in unmarked graves. These were 
people fighting for freedom and democracy for this country!  
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In Victor’s view Spain has mistreated the republicans, who fought for democracy 

and freedom, not only in Spain but also in Germany and France during the Second 

World War. Victor gets sad and emotional when he thinks back to how the republicans 

were treated. Unlike those who had fought with Franco, these men and women have 

not received any benefits, pensions, nothing at all for their fight for freedom and 

democracy. In Pablo’s opinion something has to be done for the victims of the regime: 

“What type of transition is this!” His anger and resentment is clearly notable in his voice 

and gestures: “Why the heck have we had this all this time!” 

Many of the informants state that because of this inaction Spain is not able to move 

forward toward the future. For Pablo it is really clear that “too many things are 

unresolved.” Spain is still haunted by its old ghosts, and in some cases the ghost are 

alive and kicking, like Antonio González Pacheco. Both Pablo and Victor talk about 

Pacheco, otherwise known as “Billy the Kid”. Pablo describes how Pacheco was famous 

when he was in the university, an urban legend if you would: “Be careful or Billy the Kid 

will get you.” Victor is outraged how well-known torturers from the dictatorship, like 

Pacheco, still held their positions after the transition. “And now they are here, free as 

nothing happened, still with their position within the police and even improving it!” 

Pablo states how criminals from the regime have managed to live their life without any 

mayor problems because they took part in making the system that is in place. For 

Mario, it is unjust that the people still hold on to their benefits from the regime time, 

with everything that has changed, their wealth, status and power still remain the same. 

A similar comment was made by Felipe: “Those who are still alive and still have their 

profits from that time, those who benefitted from the war.” 

Pablo is very angry at the right wing who have never condemned the Franco regime. 

Victor shares Pablo’s view, but according to him Spain has had a long history of being a 

right wing and conservative country, but never have they had to pay this price. Victor 

respects and admires the people and groups that are working toward identifying the 

victims and documenting what has happened: “They are fighting and fighting, spending 

their own money, money that they don’t have, attempting to excavate those mass 

graves.” Pablo discussed lack of recognition of the victims of the regime with sadness in 

his voice: “What a shame, how shameful having all those citizens buried in those mass 
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graves, and everyone knew, everyone knows where they are and they are still there!” 

According to Pablo, a spokesperson of the parliament has talked publicly about how the 

people only want to rebury their family members so they can get their pension or 

something like that. He finds this comment incredibly insulting toward the family 

members and it showcases how Franco’s opposition is often seen as second class, not as 

deserving of pensions as Franco’s supporters.  

For most of my informants something has to be done. It is obvious to them that 

earlier methods have been ineffective in settling the past, or as Victor puts it, “the 

country is suffering.” But what should be done is unclear and no easy solution in sight. 

For Pablo a confrontation between the victims and the doers is too late, and he 

wonders what can be done in case the perpetrators have passed away. 

5.3.3. The future 

In this sub-chapter we will look toward the future. The two sub-chapters will centre on 

the themes that were most commonly expressed by the informants, justice and 

knowledge.  

5.3.3.1. Justice 

“Justice for the people who are still alive!” 
(Felipe) 

According to Felipe, the society is not as fragile now as during the transition and he 

thinks that they should use it to their benefit that these events are more distant now. 

Felipe is not sure how these things can be resolved but he points out that the more 

people get used to certain things the more difficult it becomes to change them and for 

the people to accept those changes. The people must accept to change rather than 

accepting the change itself. Mario recognises how it has been a long and difficult 

process getting to where the Spanish society is now, but still he makes it clear that it 

does not mean that they can stop now. “I understand it is very difficult and very painful, 

but you have to deal with it.” According to him, there are still many things to be dealt 

with and that is something that they have to do, they can not just ignore it because it is 

difficult. They have to toward improvement.   

Felipe had heard something about the excavations of the mass graves but not much 

though. For him, it is a test of how justice can be sought for these acts that in his mind 
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were clearly an abuse of power. Mario also believes it is necessary to complete the 

excavations of the mass graves: “It has to be done, even if you don’t take action toward 

the people that did it, at least give the families of the people that died some relief. I 

think it is fair and the government should pay for it.” Felipe makes distinction between 

what happened during the war, since wars always bring with them terrible acts, and 

those crimes that were committed during the dictatorship: “If you can show that they 

were assassinating people during the dictatorship, then it is murder by all the rules.” 

Felipe discussed the AL and how unjust it is for the surviving family members of victims 

murdered by the regime. All the informants believed that the excavation should be paid 

for and facilitated by the government. Anna declares how even though the fault does 

not lie with this government it still falls on them to make amends for governmental 

actions committed during dictatorship. In Victors opinion none of the governments, 

neither from the right nor the left wing that have been in power after the dictatorship, 

have not shown any type of atonement toward the families or Spanish society. 

According to Mario it can be dangerous to ignore these individuals since it can lead to 

regression and even violence. 

Many informants question why nothing is being done and do not understand why 

discussions regarding the past are being muzzled in the public discourse. Mario said: 

“Why not let the truth up on the surface? What harm comes from talking about the 

past.” Victor criticises how Judge Baltasar Garzón was kicked out of office and put on 

trial for trying to bring the truth from the past to light. “Judge Garzón demanded justice 

and they fired him for it.” Victor then talks about how there is a judge in Argentina who 

is taking up the cases of some of the victims of Francoism, fighting for a “universal 

justice”. In his opinion the PP wants to overthrow what he believes to be a universal law 

of justice. Felipe also talks about “universal justice” and for him seeking that is the 

ethical thing to do. The judge, Marina Servini De Cubria, is using the same “universal 

jurisdiction” that Judge Garzón used to detain Augusto Pinochet back in 1998. Victor is 

glad that at least now someone is trying to seek justice for the victims. Other people, 

with whom I had informal talk, appreciated the work done by Judge Servini. One girl 

pointed out that the worst thing in that scenario is that the people that want the judge 

to take up their case have to travel all the way to Argentina to be heard. Many of them 
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are in their 80s and because of that it is difficult for them to travel. She is glad that 

Servini is taking some action, because it brings hope that at least some justice can be 

attained for the victims. She still wishes that the cases would be tried in Spain by 

governmental and public initiatives. 

Most of my informants talked about how it is unjust that nobody has been brought 

to justice for those atrocities that were committed and how those inactions have 

negative effect on Spanish society. For Felipe it is clear that they AL should be abolished 

since it is not a just law. In his mind it is not logical that these crimes expire. He thinks 

that there is the possibility of abolishing the AL but it would have been better if it had 

never existed. Felipe points out how it is necessary to take into account the severity of 

the crimes as well as their repetitions.  

5.3.3.2. Knowledge 

“All of the information should be available for 
everyone, most importantly the new 
generations, those who did not live it and for 
whom it is very distant, will know all this 
disaster in the past. All of this tragedy, and 
with that knowledge we can avoid it from 
happening again.” (Felipe) 

Lack of knowledge and information regarding the past were highly criticised by my 

informants. According to Silvia there are still residues from that time in today’s society 

because there are so many things that have not been allowed to surface which in return 

affect a great deal of people. She believes that the truth is necessary for people to be 

able to move on. A similar response is given by Sara who also believes that Francoism 

has left a mark on Spanish society. “In many cases we were left without real knowledge 

of what happened.” According to her, this unawareness and lack of knowledge is the 

greatest scar after Francoism, not knowing what really happened, both during the 

dictatorship as well as in the civil war.  

Today Sara is aware of her lack of knowledge but that was not the case when Franco 

was still in power. Then she only had the information that available within the public 

discourse, which was mostly censored and one-sided. There were many things that 

interested her but they would never touch that subject in her home. After the transition 

she started receiving and gathering more information regarding the civil war and the 
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dictatorship. She is interested in that time and she has read many books about that 

period and she consciously tries to inform herself about it. Sara believes that her 

interest stems from her godfather being assassinated by the regime. She says that she 

does not think a lot about Franco but she still reads books about that time. Those books 

make her stop and think how incredible it is “to think that all of this happened in 

reality.” When she compares her life with the ones in the books she finds the stories 

almost unbelievable: “You almost don’t believe it but still you know that it was like this 

for the opposition.”  

This difference between the opposition and supporters or even just people who were 

not politically active is important. Mario believes that if people have not had first-hand 

experience of atrocities then it is very likely that they will not understand why someone 

still needs to go over that period in time. People who did not suffer do not want to look 

back to Franco’s time, for them it happened all long time ago and it is pointless going 

back to that. Just let it be. Mario criticises such view, expressed by Anna, but she prefers 

looking toward the future and not to look back. Silvia also talks about the importance of 

history and how it should not be covered up: “People should know the history, what 

happened, you cannot cut something out just because it is harsh. You cannot and 

should not cover up the history, doesn’t matter if it is good or bad.” Mario believes that 

by educating people and letting them understand the feeling that the victims still feel 

then there is a possibility that the society could agree to work through the past. He 

takes himself as an example: “I didn’t lose anybody but it does not take a long time to 

think about it to realize that for a lot of people it is still going on.” We always have to 

bear in mind that history is not neutral or as the saying goes: “There are three 

truths. There's my truth, your truth and then THE truth.” 

Felipe also puts a great value in education and the need to inform and educate 

people. He believes that by informing people you could focus more on individual and 

not classes, one of the ways to break free from stratification within the society. He 

believes that education prepares individuals and improves the society greatly. Since 

Felipe was born after Franco had passed away I decided to ask him if he had studied 

about Franco in school. Because of his young age he was one of the informants who was 

most likely to have studied that period of time in school, and he explained: “No, only on 
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a historical level a little bit, well now I don’t even recall if they talk about him and that 

period during history classes. I think the professors, since they had lived that time, they 

talk about it more in a historical sense rather than something political.” Felipe states 

that more focus and effort should have been made during the transition to inform the 

public. Pablo discussed the lack of information and all the lies that he has been told and 

how this has affected him: “I feel like a victim in an intellectual way.”  

Felipe is worried about how the young generation, people that are in their 20s now, 

are not aware of what happened. Francoism is very distant from them and “many of 

them do not have a grandmother as I have, who lived that time and remembers how 

bad it was. The misery that followed the war.” For Felipe, the young generation is badly 

educated in that sense. “We should never forget the past because it gives us value and 

lets us appreciate what we have today.” For Mario, there is power in knowledge and 

thus education is one of the most important things in life. In his opinion it falls on 

politicians to facilitate and make it possible for members of the society to receive this 

knowledge. Mario ponders if maybe politicians prefer for the mass to be unaware to be 

easier to handle. That view is also shared with Silvia, who argued: “There are those who 

want to know the truth and then there are those who don’t want them to know it. In 

those cases, the stronger one wins.”  

For the informants, it is important that the history is neither buried nor ignored. In 

his opinion the only thing that it will lead to is that younger generations will not know 

what has happened in the past and the probability of it happening again will be greater. 

“So this can happen again, like a seed that can be reseeded to sprout, so can the history 

repeat itself.” For Mario, it falls in the hand of the politicians to make all this happen: 

“They politicians should talk about it, they should ask our opinion, do some research 

and find a solution.” Felipe suggests creation of a historical museum where everything 

would be explained and where people could be informed about what took place. 

According to Felipe, we humans give those symbols a meaning, so for him it is necessary 

to give them new meanings. Instead of being symbols of the dictatorship with ideologist 

meaning we should intend to give them historical meaning. Take away the ideology 

from them. For him the HML intends to this in a certain way, not only eliminating 

symbols from the regime but also document this information: “With memories we can 
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evolve or at least forget less, but without it we will be tripping over the same stone.” 

The final example of the lack of knowledge regarding the past is reflected in Anna’s 

response to my last question, if there was something she would like to add to our 

discussions, a question I asked all the informants. Anna responded:  

To think about things that I have never thought about, I am 
remembering my own past. Thank you so much for everything, I 
really liked it, it was very interesting, intriguing even. I have 
never thought about those things that I have told you today, and 
thanks to you for asking them I am remembering my life, to you 
and for myself.  I have never thought about it.  

Indeed, all the other informants thanked me for the interview and many of them also 

commented that it had been informative.  

Opening up the public discourse and making space for other views to be a part of it is 

both important and enriching for the society at whole. In our conversation, I asked 

Pablo if you had heard of something called Truth Commission. He answered “No” which 

surprised me considering that he has been politically active throughout the years, has 

read quite a lot and worked as a journalist for many years. I thought back to Felipe’s 

statement that “most of the time the people do not know what exists”. It might well be 

the case in Spain, that people are not aware of what options and methods are available 

to deal with the past. 
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6. Discussion  

The goal of the research is to explore the opinion of the Galician people toward the 

transition from dictatorship to democracy. I sought their views on the transition, as well 

as if they thought that something should have been done differently during that period 

and/or if something should be done to deal with the past. The results show that in my 

informants’ opinion there is a great deal of continuance from the dictatorship still 

today. That continuance is found within most aspects of the society, within the private 

sphere as well as the public one. It is my conclusion that one of the reason for this 

continuance is the way the Spanish transition was organised, as a democratic reform. 

Another reason for this continuance is the lack of transitional justice, but inaction or 

indifference was commonly reported by my informants, both objectively and 

subjectively. Objectively referring to the lack of actions regarding the past while 

subjectively referring to the lack of knowledge and truth regarding Franco’s regime and 

the transition. The results show that something should be done, be it excavations of 

mass graves, allowing for the truth to surface and general renouncement of the regime 

by all politicians, regardless of their party affiliations.   

The results from this study show how the dictatorship affected all aspects of people 

lives, both their personal and public lives, and that its impact lingered on. Violence and 

repression were common and they were to be found within all of society’s institutions. 

Both Dean (2004) and O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) note how dictatorship is also 

characterised by extreme order with the government seeking obedience from its 

subjects. As Lidén (2014) discusses, one of the characteristics of dictatorships is their 

disregard for the basic freedom of the individual, violation of human rights and limited 

civil society.  

According to O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986), authoritarian regimes face a legitimacy 

problem since they do not gain it through general elections. This study shows that 

Franco’s regime tackled this problem with gaining some of its legitimacy from the 

Catholic Church but as Romero-Salvadó (1999) points out the Church holds an 

important historical role within Spain. By ensuring support from the Church the position 
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of the regime was much stronger. As noted by Carr and Fusi (1993), the Catholic Church 

was one of the three main pillars of the regime, alongside the military and the Falangist. 

Each of these pillars had enormous influences and importance within the regime. 

Matos-Martin (2010) and Busquets, Roman and Terribas (2012) discuss how the regime 

was built on Catholic morality and values, and that their influences seeped through all 

sectors of the society, the personal as well as the public sphere. The influence of the 

Church can be seen in the informants’ personal accounts. The Church profited from 

their support of the regime, both materially and in influence, and it still holds rights and 

privileges, which is taken as one of the signs of the continuance that still today persist 

from the dictatorship.  

Geddes’ (1999) classification of a personalist dictatorship suits well in describing 

Franco’s regime. But as she states, the greatest weakness of that type of regimes is the 

dictator, since he holds all the power, a vacuum is created when he passes away. After 

Franco died there was governmental vacuum. Members of his old regime could not 

continue without making some changes, so they made them in their own favour. As 

expressed by my informants, the old regime made the rules and everyone had to follow 

them, they even describe the transition as if it was organised and controlled by Franco 

himself. They also point out that if the regime wanted to secure the continuance of 

some power they had to be in control of the democratic reform. This is in accordance 

with scholars who describe the transition as governmental refinement and democratic 

reform on the existing political structure (O’Donnell and Schmitter, 1986; Share, 1986; 

Linz, 1978). O’Donnell and Schmitter (1986) discuss how in those instances where the 

democratisation processes are organised from above; the outgoing regime manages to 

establish the rules and structure that the opposition must accept if they want to take 

part in the democratisation. As has been demonstrated the Spanish opposition did not 

hold great power during the transition, which is not surprising after nearly 40 years of 

exclusion from the political arena.  

In Spain, the capital forces influenced the transition in 1975, they sided with the 

opposition in demand for democracy enforcing the government had to make 

democratic reforms. As Bar Tal (2008) points out, when the intent is to reach and secure 

peace after war, the peace must have a value in itself. If the intent is to move from 
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dictatorship toward democracy, democracy must have a value in itself. In the case of 

Spain, the value lay with the probability of economic gain. Share (1986) notes how 

Spanish entrepreneurs sought access to the internal markets of the EU, and therefore 

they supported the transitional processes. That is in line with Huntington (1991) who 

notes that the EU played a key role in the democratisation processes of Spain, 

democracy being one of the conditions of being able to gain membership. 

Carr (1986) notes that there was a perception within Spain that the transition would 

be the magic remedy and solve all the problems that the country faced. That was 

however not the case and the transition brought with it a sense of disappointment. The 

results of this study support that with the transition being described by informants as a 

failed opportunity. It was not only that the country’s problems persisted but also that 

there was a sense of continuance from the dictatorship. The results indicate that not 

much has really changed from the dictatorship, with some informants even arguing that 

the only real change was that Franco had died. The results demonstrate that the style of 

transition that was used in Spain is one of the reason why this feeling of continuance 

has lingered throughout the years. The informants found that the transition was forced 

and always under the control of the old regime. That is consistent with Delgado (2015) 

writings that Francoism did not conclude with the death of Franco, because even after 

his death the same administrative infrastructure remained.  

The reaction that the HML received within society demonstrates how Franco’s spirit 

continues to influence Spanish society. As the informants discussed, what harm does it 

do to excavate the mass graves? Mixed emotions were expressed regarding the HML, 

for some it came too late, others felt it was only a gesture that fell short any real 

actions, but it was mostly criticised for how it had been used for political purposes. 

Instead of being a law working toward settling the past it evolved into a political battle. 

As mentioned by some, the PP see themselves as victims of the law at the hands of the 

PSOE, so once again the polarisation within the society is reinforced. The HML states 

that local administration should assist with locating the mass graves and identifying the 

victims (Boyd, 2008). My results show that this is not enough, everyone agreed that the 

government should take care of the excavations as well as paying for them. That is 

consistent with Barbeito’s (2010) discussion regarding the responsibility of the state in 
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such situations. Regarding today’s political scene, as Boyd (2008) states, the PP is 

considered the heir of Franco’s regime.  

The main actors during the transition, Adolfo Suárez and King Juan Carlos, belonged 

to new generation, that did not have ties to the civil war. But according to Share (1986), 

that worked in their favour, since it distanced the transition from the civil war. Even 

though almost 40 years had passed since the civil war, it still had a great impact on the 

transition in Spain (Herrera and Markoff, 2011). There was a great deal of fear within 

the society that another civil war would break out following the transition that 

presented itself in great tension within the society, with the army as a constant 

threatening factor. According to Aguilar (2001), the traumatic memory of the civil war 

re-emerged during the transition with fears of a right wing or a military coup d’état. 

Therefore, it was important that the organisers of the transition had not taken part in 

the civil war since it made them a little bit more “innocent” (Edler, 1998). Even though 

Suárez had not taken part in the civil war, he was still seen by many as a continuance 

from the dictatorship, a representation of the dictatorship. He had great ties to the old 

regime, where he had held important political positions. The same can be said about 

King Juan Carlos, but the fact that he had been put in position by Franco himself was 

seen by many as a sign of continuance of Franco’s power and influence over the 

transition. Felipe’s description of the transition reflects the views stated by other 

informants during the investigation: “Change toward the same”, “the same dog with a 

different collar”, “intent toward change”. But it was commonly expressed that no real 

change had occurred following the transition, where the power and structure of society 

remained the same and that it is contaminated by the dictatorship. It was expressed by 

some that a democratic rupture, as was done in Portugal, would have been ideal. With 

that, Spain would have had a clear cut from the dictatorship following a real change in 

power. Even though it would have brought with it more uncertainty, that was a price 

they were willing to pay for a clear break from the dictatorship.  

In their research regarding opinion of the Spanish nation toward transitional justice, 

Aguilar et al. (2011) noted that truth commissions were found to be “aggressive” 

measures and that such types of transitional justice measures got less overall support 

from the Spanish nation. While my results show that there is great demand for the truth 
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regarding the past. Comparison should not be made between these two research since 

they are based on different methodology as well as different settings. Their survey was 

introduced to a nationwide sample while my study focused on the Galician people. But 

as Aguilar et al. (2011) discuss, context-related, family and individual factors (for 

example region, ancestral experience and ethnicity) influence a person’s view toward 

transitional justice. The different position of Galicians compared to rest of Spain, and 

their unique culture and identity, was commonly expressed by the informants, as many 

of them do not see themselves as wholly Spanish. This is consistent with Carr (1986) and 

Keating (2001) who note that Galicia had a pre-existing regional identity well before the 

dictatorship, and that they have their own cultural identity that differs from the one of 

the central state. Therefore, it is not surprising that the view of the Galician people 

differs from that of the central state. As Aguilar et al. (2011) note, individuals from the 

areas in Spain that have a strong and differential ethnic or national identity are more 

likely to support transitional justice measures.  

There was a consensus among the informants that the experience of the dictatorship 

was different for the Galician people compared to the rest of Spain. Galicia has been 

described as a conservative and underdeveloped area (Keating, 2001) and its position 

on the periphery and its rugged topography are one of the main reasons for its 

underdevelopment (Hulbert, 2012). Within Spain, Galicia and its inhabitants hold a 

lower status and they are commonly looked down upon. Both Carr (1986) and Keating 

(2001) discuss the negative stereotype that exist of the Galician people, according to 

which they are seen as uneducated, illiterate, poor peasants. Interestingly, Keating 

(2001) also discusses how this negative stereotype of Galicians is also expressed by 

Galicians themselves because it has become part of their social reality. These notions 

are reflected in some accounts given by informants, of Galicians as the workers and the 

“foreigners” as the owners and doers. Another factor that influenced the different 

experience of the dictatorship was the Galician language, but during the dictatorship it 

was used as a repression tool and all official usage being banned. With this ban, a part 

of the Galician identity was estranged from Galicians, but language influences how one 

sees, experiences and expresses one’s social reality. Its usage was mostly limited to the 

countryside that enforced the negative label, while the language of the cities was 
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Castilian. This is consistent with Keating’s (2001) discussion regarding the Galician 

language. According to him, diglossia is practiced in Galicia, were Castilianis used in 

formal settings and Galician in informal ones. Following this, a sense of inferiority may 

arise and it may deprive the region of its language and culture. The importance of 

language and the difficulties that Galicians have faced can be seen in the regulations set 

by the Xunta, with their intent to promote its usage in official settings as schools and 

institutions.  

Bar Tal’s (2008) concept of “culture of conflict” shows how the public discourse is 

often used to justify a society’s position during conflict. In Spain, the regime had full 

control over the public discourse and during the transition that control continued. As 

expressed by the informants, it is still a common view by some people that everything 

was better during Franco’s rule. They also note that during the dictatorship there was a 

polarisation within the nation that originated in the civil war and the different sides that 

fought it.  In a way, this division is still present today, where the same labels are put on 

people depending on their characteristics. For example, a person who speaks Galician 

within a city is labelled a communist. Richards (2002) points out how, within the public 

discourse, the civil war was a tragic event in which all Spaniards were partly to blame 

for. According to him, this discourse was used to justify the actions of the regime during 

the dictatorship. The power over the public discourse was reinforced by the AL, 

something some informants were aware of. The results also show that people were not 

informed properly during the transition. That can be seen in their unawareness of how 

the AL also applied for regime members, but that was not part of the public discourse. 

This can be seen in the mixed emotions that the law produced. When it was set in place 

people took to the street to celebrate, it was seen as a victory that finally the political 

prisoners would be released and exiles would be able to return back home. Today the 

feelings are different and many want the law to be abolished, as in their opinion the law 

did not bring with it justice but instead it promoted indifference and inaction. The law is 

regarded as an additional example of the continuance from the dictatorship. 

To be able to dissolve the culture of conflict new public discourse should be set in 

place. Andrews (2003) points out how a truth commission can assist in bringing forward 

a new official history. By bringing forward new official history, the public discourse is 
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also changed, where the discourse from the conflict time is delegitimised. In my 

opinion, truth-revealing measures can assist in this process. By bringing the truth 

regarding past events forward, the society can collectively recreate a new public 

discourse, in which the voices of otherwise excluded members are included. By creating 

a new public discourse, values and views from the old regime can be neutralised and 

the society can move forward.  

During the course of the investigation it became clear that something needs to be 

done to heal the trauma of past events, “the country is suffering” as one informant 

stated. No justice has been achieved for the victims and that is something that should 

be sought. It was noted that it is difficult to gain justice when the doers and victims are 

dead, but at least investigations should be made and those who are still alive should be 

punished, “Billy the Kid” for example. Everyone I talked to agreed, that if it had been 

their family members that were killed or disappeared, they would want to know what 

happened to them and where they are. The indifference toward past events has 

resulted in feelings of anger, resentment and general disbelief. How all of this has been 

left buried and untouched for all these years is unbelievable for them and they wish for 

the truth to surface. The history should be revealed and the people must be educated 

about the past. As Zalaquett (1989) discusses, the truth must be available for the public 

and, even more, it must be officially proclaimed and publicly exposed. According to him, 

a great harm is done when disclosure of the truth is hindered, both for the individuals 

and the society at whole.  

None of the informants mentioned truth commissions by name as something that 

should be established. That leads me to the conclusion that there is not much 

awareness regarding what transitional justice measures are available. We can also ask 

ourselves how someone can ask for something that they are not aware of. Even though 

they did not mention truth commissions by name, some of them took Argentina and 

Chile as an example of how things should have been done in Spain. The same point is 

made by Benomar (1993) who believes that new emerging democracies can learn from 

the Chilean experience in matter of transitional justice. Because of this lack of 

knowledge many issues are still unresolved from the time of the dictatorship. The 

results show that people experienced feelings of anger and resentment toward the 
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continuance from the dictatorship as well as the indifference toward the past. They also 

believe that this indifference has led to Spain and the nation not being able to move 

forward. But as Kritz (1995) states, an important element of a successful 

democratisation is the establishment of a full and official accounting of the past.  

The results of this research add to ever growing literature regarding 

democratisations and transitional justice. It intents bringing forward opinion and views 

of society members toward those measures, something I believe there is a lack of. 

Another important factor of this research is that it focuses on an otherwise overlooked 

region within Spain, Galicia. I believe that being an “outsider” worked in my favour 

making people more willing to disclose their views without a fear of judgement. During 

the interviews, I never expressed my personal view on the topic. The informants also 

thought it was interesting that a foreigner had an interest in these matters. The fact 

that I am not Spanish brought thought with it limitation in regards to the language. Even 

though I speak Castilian fluently, the fact that it is not my mother tongue influenced my 

interviews, where I could not express myself as a native. Another matter was the 

translation of the interviews, but as Davies (1999) notes, a translation is never a neutral 

act. The results are based on my informants’ personal views and experience. It is also 

worth noting that the results reflect my interpretation of their personal opinions. Even 

though the results shed important light on the topic, they should not be used to 

generalize about other persons in similar circumstances. 
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7. Conclusions 

The goal of the research is to investigate the opinion of the Galician people toward the 

Spanish transition. Should the transition have been implemented differently? Is there a 

need for additional measures to deal with the troubled past? To elicit relevant data, I 

concluded that ethnographic methods would be most suitable. The data was gathered 

in Galicia through semi-structured as well as unstructured interviews and participant 

observation during a one-year period.  

Although the transition brought with it hope and freedom, many are still 

disappointed with how it turned out. By conducting the transition through democratic 

reform rather than a democratic rupture there is a lot of continuance from the 

dictatorship, and that continuance is still present. This has resulted in some negative 

feelings toward the transition with it being a failed opportunity. The fact that the 

transition was controlled and organised by the former regime and through their 

institutional framework affected peoples’ opinion. Thus, the notion that the transition 

was controlled by Franco himself, despite his death, has been persistent. The 

continuance is present within today’s political scene with most people making 

connections between the Franco’s regime and the right-wing. Another factor commonly 

metnion was the corruption that exists within todays system.  

Another factor that contributed to the continuance is the inaction regarding the civil 

war and the dictatorship. People believe that there are still secrets about what 

happened during this period and therefore Spain has been stuck in the past, still fighting 

the same fights, unable to move forward toward the future. They wish for the truth to 

surface and that people would be educated properly about this era, what had happened 

and its consequences. The AL that was introduced in 1977, is seen as an unjust law that 

has made this continuance and inaction possible. The law’s purpose is to protect 

criminals from Franco’s regime and should be abolished. The continuance can also be 

seen in the mixed reaction that the HML got within the society and especially from the 

right-wing. While most found it was necessary it was criticised for being politicized, left 

against the right.    

The result show that the Spanish transition was not the paradigm that it has been set 

up to be within the literature. Franco’s inheritance is still causing disturbance within the 
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society and the method of “forgetting” has not worked. The findings demonstrate that 

something needs to be done and that the state should be more active in those regards. 

People want to know the truth about what took place, exhume the mass graves and 

preferably get justice for the victims, though they are aware that it could be 

inconceivable.  

By conducting the research in Galicia, a new perspective has been given, one that has 

in my opinion been neglected within the scholarly community. The findings indicate that 

Galicians’ experience and views differ slightly from that of the central state, with truth-

revealing being a more important factor to Galicians. This showcases the importance of 

being aware of the regional difference. I conclude that more investigations are needed 

in regard to the opinion and views of Spaniards regarding Franco’s regime, and 

especially within those sections of the society that have been excluded. It is also 

important that all politicians and political parties condemn Franco’s regime publicly and 

that they acknowledge that the military uprising in 1936 was an illegal coup d’état 

overthrowing a democratically elected government. I also believe that setting up truth 

and reconciliation commissions could be beneficial for the Spanish society as a whole. 

As the saying goes “the truth will set you free”. 
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