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THERE are two ways to interpret Spain’s recent obsession with its violent twenti-
eth-century past: as a symptom of collective pathology or as 2 sign of socio-
political health. In the first reading, Spain is finally peginning to pay the price
for its almost thirty-year long pacto del silencio or pacto del olvido, the elites’ stub-
born refusal to come to terms with the Civil War and Francoism, even after the
country’s transition to democracy in the late 1970s. Never properly buried,
mourned or exorcised, the nation’s ghosts have now come back to haunt it. In
the second reading, Spain’s democracy — increasingly stable and vibrant, having
withstood an attempted coup, endemic terrorism, and political corruption — is
poised to face its final challenge: working through its past, reconciling remain-
ing differences, and establishing a truly hational collective memory. Can one
imagine a more convincing sign of the nation’s rock-solid health than its vigor-
ous civil society, which over the past five years has bred a host of grassroots col-
lectives demanding that Spain condemn Francoist violence during and after
the Civil War, and pay homage to the lefewing victims in the same way that
Francoism long ago honored s fallen? In this version, the current govern-
ment’s support for these demands is one more indication of Spain’s collective
well-being.

Whatever reading is favored, it is clear that Spain’s relationship with its his-
tory since 1936 has been undergoing a dramatic change. A brief list of the
milestone events in this development might include the following: the founda-
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tion, in 2000, of the Asociacién para la Recuperacién de la Memoria Histérica
(ARMH) by the journalist Emilio Silva, which spurred the first concerted
efforts to locate and open the thousands of unmarked mass graves that are esti-
mated to hold some 30,000 cadavers of civilians killed during the Spanish Civil
War;' the Spanish Parliament’s “reconocimiento moral,” in November 2002, of
“todos los hombres y mujeres que fueron victimas de la Guerra Civil, asi como
de cuantos padecieron més tarde la dictadura franquista”; the homage to the
“victimas del franquismo” organized by all the opposition parties the year fol-
lowing (this time without the then governing Partido Popular); and the appar-
ent willingness of the new Socialist government, elected in March 2004, to
begin settling the debts with the victims of the left by appointing a “Comision
Interministerial para el Estudio de la Situacién de las Victimas de la Guerra
Civil y el Franquismo” in September of the same year. The Zapatero govern-
ment also seems committed to cleaning house in a more general sense. Iconic
in this last respect was the decision, in March 2005, to remove a prominent
statue of Franco from the Plaza de San Juan de la Cruz in Madrid, where it had
stood since 1959, surviving the dictator’s death by thirty years. For the first
time, too, the Spanish government is attempting to reach a form of reconcilia-
tion by working through the past instead of ignoring it. That this is harder than
it sounds was clear from the uproar that followed the controversial decision in
2004 to have a veteran of the fascist, pro-Nazi Divisién Azul march next to a
veteran from the French Division Leclerc — which helped liberate Paris from
the Germans ~ in the yearly parade to celebrate 12 October.

Perhaps most remarkable development in this moda de la memoria, though,
has been the appearance of scores of best-selling novels, memoirs, and studies,
as well as widely viewed feature films, television programs, exhibits, and docu-
mentaries for the general public about hitherto less broadly publicized aspects
of the Civil War and Francoism: the Republican exiles, the guerrilla war of the
maquis, and Francoist prisons and concentration camps. Although only a limit-
ed sampling of this large recent production can be reviewed here,* I will take
advantage of the opportunity to formulate some more general reflections on
Spain’s recent attempts at rethinking and reconfiguring its historical memory.?

! Other similar — and rival — organizations include the Asociacién de Familiares y
Amigos de Represaliados de la II Repiiblica por el Franquismo (AfarlIREP, <http://
www.afar2rep.org/index00.htm>), the Foro por la Memoria (<http://www.nodo50.org/
foroporlamemoria>), and the Archivo Guerra y Exilio (AGE), also known as the Aso-
ciacién para la Creacién del Archivo de la Guerra Civil, las Brigadas Internacionales, los
Ninos de la Guerra, la Resistencia v el Exilio Espanol (<http://www.galeon.com/
agenoticias>).

2 This is the first of two review essays covering this recent production. The second
essay will appear in the next issue of RHM.

# My thinking about the dynamics of the Spanish transition is indebted to my
friends and colleagues José Maria Naharro-Calderén, Geoff Pingree, and Lisa Abend, as
well as the Oberlin faculty and students who participated in the spring 2005 minicourse
on “Memory, Truth and Justice: Transitions to Democracy.”
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AMNESTY AND AMNESIA

While the ample exposure of these particular aspects of Spain’s past has
been overwhelming, it is not certain whether the pact of silence or oblivion
has truly been broken. For one thing, some believe there never was any pact at

whole notion that Spain has somehow failed to come to terms with its pastis a
myth, and an offensive myth at that “no faltan entre nosotros quienes a
menudo repiten el tépico de que existe en Espana una gran dificultad para
hablar de la guerra civil,” he writes in Victimas del Jranguismo (1999 and 2004),
‘o lamentan que hasta el dia de hoy no hayamos asimilado esa experiencia
histérica, que todavia tengamos pendientes no se sabe bien qué cuentas con el
pasado.” Statements like these, Julid writes, stand in sharp contrast with “la
ingente cantidad de libros publicados sobre la guerra”:

De ella se comenz6 a hablar as que terminé y pueden contarse por miles
las memorias de los protagonistas, los estudios monogrificos, los articulos,
las peliculas y los documentales, las obras literarias. ... [E]s sencillamente
absurdo seguir hablando de olvido y de silencio cuando resulta imposible
moverse ‘entre las montanas de papel crecidas desde el 18 de julio de
1936. (48-49)

The problem, according to Julid, is that people confuse amnesty with amnesia.
Although Franco was notoriously vindictive toward the losers of the Civil War,
the opposition understood early on that the only way to overcome the war was
to renounce any desire for punishment or revenge. Julid shows that more than
a decade before Franco died almost all anti-Francoists had come to accept the
idea of general amnesty as an indispensable first step toward democracy. Julid
argues, however, that this acceptance “jamds tuvo nada que ver con una gene-
ral amnesia”; on the contrary, “cada vez que se hablaba de amnistia se recorda-
ba necesariamente la guerra.” For Julid, “[d]ecir amnistia equivalia a nombrar
la guerra civil. Sélo 1a guerra daba sentido a Ia amnistia; s6lo el recuerdo podia
llenar de contenido politico la decisién de olvido” (49). In other words, the
conscious decision to forget the past implied facing that past, “recordarlo, tener-
lo presente y llegar a Ia conclusién de que no determinari el futuro” (50).
Julid concedes that Spanish historians have mostly limited their work on
the Civil War and its aftermath to the local and specific, leaving the more
accessible, sweeping accounts to their English and American colleagues. Victi-
mas de la guerra civil is an attempt to remedy that situation, synthesizing the
state of current Civil War scholarship.4 The collection, with sections on the first
year of violence on both sides, the advance of the Nationalists, and post«war
repression, is successful in that respect - although the lack of foot- or endnotes
makes it difficult for the reader to corroborate any of the statements made,

‘ How much knowledge about Francoist repression has advanced since Victimas
came out in 1999 — thanks in part to the gradual opening up of Spanish government
and military archives — is clear from the second, updated edition that came out in 2004.
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and to connect the book’s text with the extensive bibliography provided. Also,
the decision to limit the definition of “Civil War victims” to “los muertos de for-
ma violenta que no lo hayan sido en acciones de guerra” (53) seems rather
arbitrary, as it excludes large numbers of affected groups including exiles, sol-
diers, and survivors of torture and imprisonment.

Many disagree with Julid’s argument about the transition, and a good part
of the books and films that have appeared over the past five years vehemently
denounce its terms and dynamics. According to the political scientist and for-
mer exile Vicen¢ Navarro, for instance, “ha habido una enorme resistencia en
Espania, por parte de intereses todavia muy poderosos, a que se conozca nues-
tra historia” (Memoria de los olvidados 116). In his prologue to Exilio, the book
accompanying a documentary about the Republican exiles, the Socialist politi-
cian Alfonso Guerra — once Felipe Gonzalez’s right-hand man — does not nec-
essarily think the political consensus that made the transition possible was a
mistake; but he does concede that “aquella visién de futuro supuso olvidar a
los exiliados, a los defensores de la democracia” (10). Similarly, toward the end
of Javier Corcuera’s documentary La guerrilla de la memoria former resistance
fighters reflect on the silence that followed the transition, and the lack of
recognition for their years of struggle: “Con ese muro de silencio parece ser
que no hubo historia de este pais durante todos esos afos. Creo que es grave
para Espafia. ... Esos intentos de hacer que no se hable, eso es la traicién ma-
yor. ... Es una traicién a la historia, no a nosotros.” The narrator of Les fosses del
silenci (2003), a Catalan documentary about the unidentified mass graves, con-
cludes with a much harsher judgment: “The victims of Franco’s dictatorship
are now surfacing in a spineless democracy that has failed to come to terms
with both the recent past and its dead. Nobody has ever been tried for these
crimes. The much-vaulted Spanish transition to democracy carried a high
price for many people: An evil past, conveniently forgotten through collective
amnesia.” In Els nens perduts del franquisme (2002), a documentary by the same
makers on the lives of women and children in Francoist prisons — victims of
torture and mass execution, psychological experiments, as well as forced sepa-
ration and adoption - Teresa Martin, who as a child lived in prison until she
was taken from her mother, simply cannot comprehend how, after forty years
of dictatorship and twenty-five of democracy, “todavia no se sepa absoluta-
mente nada de lo que pasé.” “No,” she states in Els nens perduts:

- no se nos ha dado voz a nadie, ni en canales, ni en radio, ni en prensa, a
nadie. ... [MJuchas cosas han desaparecido, pero si alguien quiere que la
memoria perdure, la memoria estd alli. No tienen mds que preguntar, y yo
estoy hablando. No, no se nos ha dado voz. Tengo 62 afios. Es la primera
vez que hablo. Es la primera vez que me preguntan.

At another moment in Els nens former inmate Tomasa Cuevas says: “En aque-
llos anos, esto era peor que Argentina. Ha habido mucho interés, después de
la Transici6n, en tapar todo eso: ‘Eso ya pasé. ¢Para qué vamos a hablar?’ Y de
eso la culpa la han tenido los que han gobernado.” Cuevas’s own case illus-
trates this well: Before Franco died she began to do groundbreaking work
gathering testimonies of dozens of women who survived their time in Francoist
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prisons; but when the three volumes collecting their stories were finally pub-
lished, they were hardly distributed at all. (Not even the National Library owns
all three.) In 2004 the books were reedited in one 900-page volume and
although this time the publication did make it into the press — the vice prime
minister gave a speech at the presentation — the distribution of the 1000-copy
print run is again very limited.’

So what is it — “un muro de silencio” or “montafas de papel”? Like many of
the discussions about Spain’s transition to democracy, the debate about the
pact of silence has been marred by conceptual vagueness, vested institutional
interests, and an unwillingness to see Spain’s situation in a comparative per-
spective. To be sure, Julid is right that there has been a steady flow of cultural
and scholarly production about the Civil War and Francoism, but his state-
ments that amnesty is not the same as amnesia and that the decision to forget
implies an act of remembrance are too facile. For one, a topic’s interest among
professional historians is not the same as social acceptance - that is, the entry
of a certain vision of history into the public sphere, popular consciousness,
and public-school textbooks.® As South-African Justice Albie Sachs writes, there
is a difference between knowledge — “having information at your disposal” —
and acknowledgment, “understanding that information, locating it in a moral
and emotional universe, giving it meaning, absorbing it into your social psy-
che” (58). Also, the fact that historians study and identify or quantify certain
acts of violence and repression does not give a voice to those who suffered it.
In the end, the decision to “forget” the crimes of Francoism — the step from
amnesty to amnesia — was made not by the victims of those crimes, and can
therefore not imply true forgiveness, let alone reconciliation. The decision was
made, pragmatically and paternalistically, by the politicians and intellectuals in
power.” It is also important to emphasize that, until relatively recently, the
steady stream of publications about the Civil War did not have any measurable
public effects or consequences - no one was held accountable, and the legacy
of Francoism remained as uncontested in the nation’s institutions and public
life as in its street names and monuments. Finally, the negotiations that led to
the transition were conducted on fundamentally unequal terms. By the time
Franco died in 1975, his followers had had almost forty years to mourn their
victims, exalt their heroes, and distort the historical record to their benefit,
while the opposition had been largely maimed and muted by censorship and
repression. The “clean slate” approach favored by the architects of the transi-
tion ignored this basic inequality, in effect perpetuating the former regime’s
tremendous advantage.

® In fact the new edition is still harder to find than the translated, condensed ver-
sion of the book, edited by Mary E. Giles and published by SUNY Press in 1998.

¢ According to Navarro, Julid forgets that the thousands of books about the war that
belie the pact of silence are mostly scholarly works that “tienen muy escasa difusién”
(128).

7 Moreover, as Naharro-Calderén points out, Julid’s argument “no considera que
gran parte de la sociedad era incapaz de olvidar lo que ignoraba,” especially with refer-
ence to the Republican exiles (“Trenes” 104).
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WHY NOw?

Even those who like Julid do not believe in the pact of silence, agree that
Spain’s relationship to its past began to change radically five or six years ago.
This raises two immediate questions: Why? And why now? The first might best
be approached with a kind of coy naiveté. Why should any nation “come to
terms” with its past at all?® The answer may seem too obvious for words, but in
fact the public discourse on this issue advances at least five different arguments
that are not entirely compatible with each other. First, it is argued that Spain
has a moral or ethical duty to recognize its past victims. While Franco bestowed
lavish honors on everyone who died fighting for the Nationalists, many Repub-
lican victims were never even properly buried, although they, too, fought for
their country and ideals.” Second, it is argued that Spain’s past needs to be
known for scholarly reasons: the truth should be recorded for its own sake.
Third, it is suggested that Spain, given its membership of the United Nations
and its endorsement of certain international treaties, has a legal obligation to
investigate and try past human rights abuses and crimes against humanity. A
fourth, didactic argument is George Santayana’s dictum, echoed by Carmen
Parga in the documentary Exilio (2002): “Los pueblos que no conocen su histo-
ria, estan condenados a repetirla.” The fifth and perhaps most common argu-
ment is psychological: If a nation does not come to terms with its past, it will
never enjoy social health. This logic, predicting the inevitable return of the
repressed, has a clear Freudian genealogy.'"” Among the Spaniards who accept
this latter theory is Vicen¢ Navarro, who argues in Memoria de los olvidados that
the “silencio y tergiversacién” of Spanish history imposed by the transition
have caused “enormes problemas ... que afectan a la calidad de vida de nues-

8 “Is memory - historic memory — a good thing?” Susie Linfield wonders. “A large
body of literature from the last decade argues yes. Looking especially at truth commis-
sions and at efforts by ravaged societies to ‘come to terms’ with the past, various writers
~ including human-rights activists, lawyers, political theorists, psychoanalysts, journal-
ists, historians, and philosophers ~ have argued that forgetfulness equals impunity, and
that impunity is both morally outrageous and politically dangerous. They are right. To
argue that forgetfulness is bad, however, is different than proving that memory is good.
For memory, like everything else in the world, can be clumsily used, or unintelligently
used, or used for false purposes or in bad faith” (Linfield).

9 In his preface to Emilio Silva and Santiago Macias’s Las fosas de Franco (2003),
Isafas Lafuente asks: “;Puede un pais democritico permitir que miles de ciudadanos
asesinados como animales por un régimen dictatorial permanezcan enterrados al bor-
de de las cunetas? ;Puede soportar que eso suceda mientras quien amparé y propicié la
matanza descansa bajo el altar mayor de una basilica cristiana?” (13).

' As the Israeli philosopher Avishai Margalit has pointed out, however, Freud’s
“prison metaphor,” according to which “disturbing memories are locked up by a censor-
jailor,” after which they “cause dysfunctional behavior and even bodily symptoms in the
individual,” rests on shaky grounds — especially when applied to human collectives —
and the same is true for the accompanying “belief in the healing power wrought by
bringing repressed memories to the light of consciousness™ “There is a-very good
moral reason to seek truth and, even better, to seek reconciliation. But the idea that
truth by itself will bring about reconciliation is a doubtful empirical assumption, based
on the memory-prison metaphor” (Margalit 4-6).































