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“Being político” in Spain

An Ethnographic Account of Memories, Silences
and Public Politics

 
 SUSANA NAROTZKY and GAVIN SMITH
 
 
This article focuses on attitudes toward participation in public politics 
(being político) in contemporary Spain and the ways in which they have 
been affected by the violence and fear generated by the Francoist regime 
(1939–1975). Social memories and silences are an important part of the 
processes that produce a social space for public politics today. Strategies 
and agency regarding basic everyday struggles in the present are deeply 
embedded in the history of the practices and meanings of being político 
after the Civil War. We will use an ethnographic approach based on fi eld-
work carried out in 1978–1979 (Gavin Smith) and in 1995–1996 (Gavin 
Smith and Susana Narotzky) in the area of the Vega Baja del Segura, 
the irrigated plain in the basin of the Segura River on the southeastern 
Mediterranean coast.1

 
 
THE BACKGROUND: HISTORY AND REGIONAL WORK RELATIONS

 
At the turn of the twentieth century the Vega Baja, south of Alicante, 
presented a mixed pattern of agriculture and manufacturing that was 
strongly interdependent. Social relations of production in agriculture 
were structured through a series of links of patronage that articulated 
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landowners with large tenants, and the latter with landless workers. 
However, the degree of “dependence” and political submissiveness was 
very different for “free” labor (i.e. day laborers without land, jornaleros) 
and “dependent” workers who were “favored” with tiny plots of land 
on informal annual leases. For these, the tension of having to blend 
personal, affective and work uncertainties and responsibilities was a very 
important aspect of their everyday livelihood experience and tended to 
particularize problems and the strategies designed to cope with them. By 
contrast, “free” day laborers were highly mobile, which made them aware 
of wider regional and national labor struggles organized around trade 
unions and the use of public politics to advance their claims.
 In the contractual setting of “free” market relations, struggle took 
place mainly through strikes and revolutionary action, that is through 
public politics and the use of organized collective confrontation. In 
the “dependent” relations setting, making a living or forwarding claims 
took, for laborers, the form of personalized relations, the construction 
of affective and reciprocal ties of patronage responsibilities. Likewise, 
these affected employers who chose to rely on household labor organ-
ization, kin and friendship networks to secure and control labor and 
capital. Thus, two very different and overlapping processes were linked 
in a dialectical tension between security and uncertainty, private vs. public 
politics, in the social reproduction of this (proto-)regional economy.
 With the advent of the Francoist regime in 1939 the National-Cath-
olic organic model of social relations was imposed on all aspects of 
society, supported by violent repression and a closed and state-adminis-
tered economy, the autarquía (autarky). In this new context corporatist 
institutions, economic policies and an ideology imposed through fear 
supported highly personalized networks of social relations of produc-
tion. This produced a totalitarian closure of the public sphere. In the 
later years of the regime things began to change in part due to the Cold 
War and the U.S.’s increasing and open support for the Franco regime. 
Large-scale industrialization of a “Fordist” type took place especially 
after 1957, class unions began to organize within the “vertical” corpora-
tist state-unions of the regime, and collective spaces of dissent slowly 
opened at great personal risk. Then, over the past 30 years the particular 
mix of agricultural and industrial activities that had characterized making 
a living in the Vega Baja since the end of the nineteenth century has 
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strongly tilted toward the industrial sector, particularly shoe manufactur-
ing. During the 1960s and early 1970s large factories were established 
in the towns of Elche and Crevillente, although home-based piecework 
remained a complementary device to increase production capacity during 
peak production seasons.2

 The present-day structure of industrial production in the area 
comprises large factories, small family fi rms, unregulated workshops, 
middlemen, home-based workers and industrial wage workers. Indeed, 
middlemen, small-scale entrepreneurs and workers are tightly bound to 
each other and frequently merge or emerge from one another. There 
is, locally, a perceived and extremely differentiated network of shifting 
but necessary alliances expressed in the subjects’ characterization of the 
region as a coherent space with an “entrepreneurial culture,” meaning 
by this the continuous movement of emerging (and declining) economic 
destinies. Moreover, the instrumental weight of personal and affective 
relations in the construction and maintenance of these hierarchical 
networks of production has its corollary in the stress produced on these 
affective relations, induced by the tension of differentiation within the 
realms of shared belonging; i.e. the family, the community or fellow 
workers. Issues of equity and equality, of individual as opposed to collec-
tively grounded claims, pervade this thick network of forced solidarities, 
which is simultaneously a highly differentiated fi eld of closely knit feel-
ings of belonging. But also, very salient is the tension within the self: 
between competing responsibilities and the differential evaluation of 
private and public realities.

 
THE PRESENT: THE PLAYTIME OF HISTORY

 
If we are to share even the most fragmentary and inadequate sense of 
the everyday world of the people portrayed in this ethnography, we will 
need to try our best to suspend the kinds of sentiments of security, 
possibly indifference, that we have about large or small political transi-
tions in our own lives. Indeed it is precisely this kind of thinking that has 
led to the dominant image of “the new Spain.” The period that followed 
Franco’s death is often presented as one of almost breathtaking change: 
Spain shifted from a “totalitarian” regime to a democratic one “without 
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bloodshed,” managing to condense into just a few years the historical 
journey to modernity and “development” that had taken other European 
countries centuries. And it was all (apparently) so perfectly planned right 
from the start. In this reading, this was above all a series of tectonic 
adjustments to society made possible, not by selfi sh class interests and 
the clamoring insistence of pressure groups, but by intelligent techno-
crats and the modestly gentle guiding hand of an enlightened monarch: 
a kind of liberal (but Spanish) version of corporatism already found 
among the designers of the European Union—a kind of “third way” 
before anybody had coined the phrase.
 This does not fi t well with the ordinary experiences of the people 
we met in Catral. Some twenty years after Franco’s death, we were inter-
viewing elderly rural working women about the socialist sentiments and 
activities of their youth, when a silence fell upon us as though an angel 
had passed. The two of us looked at each other, and then one of the 
women laughed nervously and, hospitably gathering the two anthropolo-
gists in with the working women, she said: “We’ll all be in jail again soon 
anyway,” and everybody laughed as we returned to our earlier conver-
sation. But the allusion infused the atmosphere as we continued our 
discussions. It was 1996. There had been the transitional years from 1975 
to 1979 when the ex-Francoist technocrat Adolfo Suárez had dominated 
the national political stage. Then there had been the years of PSOE 
(Partido Socialista Obrero Español) rule under Felipe González that had 
ended as one wave of corruption scandals followed another including 
the state-backed “dirty war” against the ETA Basque independentist 
group. And now, as we talked, the right-wing party of José María Aznar, 
the Partido Popular, had taken offi ce. 
 None of these periods had been interpreted uniformly by the 
people of the Vega Baja. While outside Spain the transition was heralded 
in the press with almost uniform surprise that the Spanish could do 
things so calmly and so well, the atmosphere in Catral was one of nerv-
ousness and unease. For some the transition seemed truly to be the 
end of an era; for the class of better-off labradores the end of their era. 
For those who had been using changes in property relations as oppor-
tunities for short- or longer-term gain, the transition seemed to be the 
public legitimation of practices they were already familiar with. Local and 
national electoral politics were to expand the arena of their economic 
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and social practices into formal politics. For many others, the coming 
years appeared to be contradictory and confused. 
 With the coming of the Socialist government, after this initial 
period, the sense of nervous suspicion and marginalization was shared 
by many, but often for quite different reasons and hence in quite differ-
ent ways. For the many whose years under Franco had made them 
almost pre-consciously associate socialism with godlessness, this is hardly 
surprising. But there were others for whom the coming of socialism had 
for years seemed an impossible dream, whose suspicion had to do with 
their sense of what public politics meant, a sense that was subsequently 
confi rmed with the ensuing neoliberal policies of the González govern-
ments and the waves of corruption that enveloped the PSOE nationally 
and provincially. For many in Catral the return of the right to power at 
the national level in 1996 meant a return to order, but for these latter 
people it meant all the fears associated with the right in their memories 
of the past. However, it was also experienced with resignation as the 
inevitable outcome of Spanish political history, captured nicely by our 
host that evening who remarked, “That’s the way it is. Like the kids at 
school, we had a few moments in the play-yard, but the maestros (teach-
ers) will be calling us back into class pretty soon.” And, however remote 
it may seem to us as we read this, we need to remember the retroactive 
nature of Franco’s Law of Political Responsibilities years earlier, which 
had made any support for the Republic a crime retroactively punishable.3 
It was that which clothed the angel that passed between the women 
earlier that evening. We need to remember too that, “bloodless” though 
the reformulation of Spanish society may have been, the technocratic, 
command nature of it, had the effect of denying the history of those 
at the bottom of the social ladder (precisely the metaphor used by our 
host that night) who had struggled and suffered in an earlier generation, 
thereby delegitimating their “politics” and the kinds of repression they 
and their families had endured in the Franco years.
 As the fi eldwork developed we could perceive the very subtle ways 
in which memories of the past had changed, as the realities of the 
present and the expectations for the future gave them a new sense, but 
also how the present livelihoods of our anthropological subjects were 
deeply related to the historical opportunities for participation in political 
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action that they had experienced directly or through the personal memo-
ries of their close relations (kin, neighbors, friends). 
 At fi rst, we had been surprised by the frequent negation of politi-
cal involvement for the area—“we have never been políticos, here”—even 
as the 1979 municipal elections (the fi rst democratic municipal elec-
tions) were giving a public (and legitimate) forum to long-time private 
or clandestine memories of repression. As the local Comisiones Obreras 
(communist union, CCOO) leader put it in a pre-electoral meeting:
 

We have always been humiliated by capital, with very diffi cult unem-
ployment conditions such as those we suffer now…. Also, not only 
have the workers been robbed of their pay (jornal) but they have 
been robbed of their right to culture as well [applause]. Because no 
capitalist government has been interested in us knowing our inter-
ests [strong applause]. When they came searching our homes they 
were not looking for pornographic magazines, because us workers 
did not know what that was, they were looking for books that could 
make us get our act together…. In the diffi cult years, our struggle 
would take us to prison not to a chair in the Municipality….” (30 
March 1979)

 
An improvised speaker coming from neighboring Callosa de Segura 
insisted:
 

No Francoist can say today that he is a democrat … they now say it 
in order to deceive the people (al pueblo), in order to continue hold-
ing power…. To know how to vote is also to know how to defend 
oneself, it is also to know how to fi ght.… The democracy we watch 
on our television screens is not democracy yet, we have to take it to 
neighborhood associations (asociaciones de vecinos) and to the schools 
through parents’ associations (asociaciones de padres). (30 March 1979)

 
In a milder tone, the regional PSOE representative said two days later:
 

In these elections the aim is to throw away all our fear with our 
votes. About the past, the right says we have to forget, but that 
doesn’t mean the loss of memory, not remembering the exploitation 
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that workers have been subjected to…. In our ticket there are not 
many old-timers (pergaminos), and many people, following the right-
ist mentality think that this will make them unable to be infl uential. 
We do not want infl uences! Socialist candidates know through their 
experience the problems that have to be dealt with. Their body is 
their program…. (1 April 1979) 

 
Despite these brief public speeches, the general impression Smith 
received when talking to local Socialists was one of unaggressiveness and 
disorientation:
 

The young head of the list [for the municipal elections] seems very 
unaggressive and seems to have no distinctive idea of tactics or a 
program. They emphasize that they have never been allowed to see 
any of the documents in the Ayuntamiento [municipality] and really 
don’t know how it works…. The feeling I get is that they are pretty 
lost and don’t really know what to do…. (Fieldwork notes, 6 March 
1979)

 
 What would become more and more salient as the second part of 
the fi eldwork developed (1995–1996) and as we went back to these early 
notes was a deep-seated ambivalence about what political agency was. 
For many who held private memories of public confrontation but also 
of forced silence and repression, this became increasingly disturbing as 
the democratic regime established itself. Those on the left who told us 
that people in the area were apolitical, or that it had “always” been a 
rightist region, were simultaneously denying their identity and the collec-
tive memory of a politically active local working class and asserting that 
their idea of politics was different from the one that offi cials in national 
parties, the Unión de Centro Democrático (UCD), but also the PSOE 
and Partido Comunista de España (PCE) had considered to be the only 
possible, responsible and realistic way to democracy. As the hegemonic 
discourse of pacts insistently had it: confrontational class politics had 
caused the Civil War, democracy was compromise. On the other hand, 
for the offi cial left, revolution, the other face of the Civil War, was 
completely out of the program.4 Now was the time for a “modern” 
technocracy of politics, where politics was left to a professional knowl-
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edgeable group and was divorced from everyday tensions and claims, and 
from the dangers of direct political action. This rarefi ed political atmos-
phere was the background where our journey into the political reality of 
our anthropological subjects began. As we started prodding into people’s 
convictions, eliciting memories of the past and consulting archival mate-
rial we received an extremely complex picture of what “being político” 
meant in the area for different people. 
 
 
POLÍTICOS DURING FRANCO: OLD AND NEW CACIQUES

 
What remained of public politics during the Franco years was in certain 
ways reminiscent of turn-of-the-century caciquismo (“political bossism”) 
where particular members of the local elite controlled the voting power 
of local citizens for the governing parties alternating in Madrid during 
the Restoration period (1874–1923), and, as some sort of compensation, 
did not suffer much interference in their local politics by state regula-
tory enforcement. In a classical patronage way, the local caciques seem to 
have used their mediating position in regard to the state to increase their 
personalistic ties to local people in respect to social relations of produc-
tion (day laborers, tenants, small landowners) by doing favors relating 
to administrative issues, such as maneuvering to get particular young 
people exempted from their military obligations (this was the period 
of Spain’s last colonial wars), for example. And vice versa, their local 
control of votes increased their power in the personalistic national politi-
cal networks and their political leverage within the national government 
in a number of issues that could be of interest to their personal affairs 
as well as enhancing their access to public resources. Thus, in turn-of-
the-century Catral, the Lucas family, who were becoming the largest 
landowners of the area, had provided the strongest caciques. Eduardo 
Martínez Lucas, a doctor who in his public politics claimed to be close 
to the Socialists in 1979, spoke of his grandfather José María Lucas as 
being a power broker (he did not use the word cacique) together with his 
brother Juan Lucas:
 

Juan Lucas Hernández, the engineer, was more of a “político” but 
his brother José María had more contacts through his law studies in 
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Madrid. In practice they took turns as mayors.… José María Lucas 
had a house in Madrid because of his political contacts and thus he 
could do lots of favors … but when his party was displaced (cesante) 
everybody knew that he could do nothing so they got out of the 
way. (1979)

 
This description would match any classical depiction of the cacique 
system during the Restoration period5 and it reveals a sense of político 
that distances ordinary people from public politics through the institu-
tionalization of power brokers. However, we should keep in mind that 
while this system was active in the late nineteenth–early twentieth centu-
ries, the labor movement was organizing through workers’ unions—the 
socialist Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT), founded in 1882, and 
the anarcho-syndacalist Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT), 
founded in 1910—and the Socialist Party (founded in 1879), and a 
class-based confrontational public politics was becoming increasingly 
signifi cant.6 
 There were no such counterforces during the Franco period, 
however, when the cacique system was transformed in a way reminiscent 
of what had taken place during the dictatorship of General Miguel 
Primo de Rivera.7 The old local caciques of the Restoration period now 
tried to maintain their power positions in regard to the New State by 
becoming members of the fascist Falange party or by having themselves 
assigned to municipal positions by the higher-up regional representatives 
of the state. However, during the fi rst years after the end of the war there 
was much internal strife between old and new caciques within the Falange 
and between the party and nonparty (such as military or just right-wing 
local politicians) power holders. The ideology of the Falange was one of 
total unity and total control by the state for the common good through 
a single party. But, as Miguel Primo de Rivera had experienced himself, 
this ideology could not be implemented because control at the local 
level had to rely heavily on the personalized arrangements that local 
power brokers had institutionalized during the Restoration years. There 
was, then, a contradiction between ideology and practice that pervaded 
Falangist politics, and there was also an open confrontation between the 
different factions that had supported Franco during the war: the right-
wing Catholic party, Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas 
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(CEDA), the Falange, the other right-wing parties, the Monarchists, the 
economic oligarchy, the church, the military and the local Restoration 
caciques. The general description (in the reports to higher authorities) 
is one of disorganization of the institutional power structure of the 
New State, but also a situation where there is new space for carving 
out social mobility opportunities within different emerging networks of 
power brokerage such as the Falange.8 The spectacular increase in party 
membership in the fi rst postwar years seems to confi rm this idea.
 On the other hand, the purifi cation ideology of the Falange and, 
more generally, the instrumental use of the Francoist rhetoric about the 
spiritual regeneration of Spain,9 should be read against the background 
of the generalized corruption of the autarky system. Those in power, 
who were in a position to use public resources allocated to administra-
tive bodies (such as petrol or transport permits) in their personal interest 
by directly or indirectly channeling them into estraperlo (black market) 
marketing strategies, were particularly affected. This then created an 
environment where both corruption and accusations of corruption were 
an inherent part of the realities of acquiring local power. Thus, old and 
new local caciques had to play in this new, constantly changing arena, 
highly risk laden for all, as opposed to the relatively stable system during 
the Restoration of alternating party rule that had relied heavily on cacique 
infl uence.
 Local networks of power in Catral after the war were still basically 
related to the economic structure, but this also was changing rapidly, with 
some prewar large tenants buying a great deal of land in the fi rst post-
war years, and other smaller but extremely Falangist tenants becoming 
medium-size land owners. However, the supralocal networks of contacts 
were changing constantly as different factions within the regime at the 
provincial and national level came in or out of favor, and the job of 
weathering these changing landscapes became a time-consuming activ-
ity. Knowing the moves beforehand, that is, knowing what was going 
to happen at the provincial level and at the national level required a 
very sophisticated information network, which implied having a house 
in Madrid, but not losing touch with provincial moves either. One had 
much to gain or lose by entering the game of politics in those years, 
provided one had the rightist credentials needed to enter it in the fi rst 
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place, and most of it was related to the managing of corruption policy 
and practice.
 What seems to have changed during these years was the sense in 
which the economy and public politics were articulated. While in the old 
cacique system local power brokerage was solidly based on local economic 
control which engendered personalized political loyalties (this is the case 
of the Lucas family), in the New State control of “outside” political and 
economic information through fl exible and shifting alliance networks 
became the basis of local power brokerage and of personalized arrange-
ments. This seems to have happened mostly during the fi rst postwar 
years, those that roughly coincide with the estraperlo and autarky years. 
 Some large tenants who became landowners after the war seem to 
have preferred to exploit the repressive context to reinforce their work-
ers’ submission and dependency, but without entering the public politics 
arena which entailed risks they need not take. Theirs was the option to 
remain local and strengthen the particularist power of personal everyday 
arrangements in order to get by, without trying to meddle in the New 
State’s public politics. They voiced their distrust of políticos who tried 
to gain power from “outside” the local conditions of social organiza-
tion. Some of the largest landowners, who not only supported Franco 
but benefi ted greatly from the new regime’s policies, would talk to us of 
the políticos in a disparaging way meaning the people who were actively 
involved in the public politics of the new regime, the new mayor, the 
president of the Comunidad de Regantes (Community of Irrigators), 
and so forth, all those who were the backbone of the new National-
Catholic political order.10 Some of the local power-holders seemed to 
resent the overwhelming intervention of the New State, which proposed 
a transcendent ideology of a purifi ed unitary and organic nation directed 
from above in lieu of the more personalistic politics based on local 
networks of dependency. They seemed to perceive the day-to-day organ-
ization of a strong autocratic state as implying something negative and 
dirty, even when this situation was clearly benefi cial to them in a number 
of ways. This recalled the classic “Regeneracionista” critique of corrupt 
offi cial politics that Miguel Primo de Rivera had taken as one of his 
main targets.11 Políticos were seen as somewhat alien by these local elite 
people, and also as somewhat profi teering from their new situation as 
political brokers for the new state. As opposed to the “traditional” power 



Susana Narotzky and Gavin Smith

200

of landholders, they were perceived as holding a different sort of power, 
one stemming not so much from their position in the local relations of 
production but from their connection to specifi c people in the governing 
structure of the new regime.
 

POLÍTICOS DURING FRANCO: WORKERS

 
One theme recurs constantly: the culture of fear that created extreme 
uncertainty, where mere existence became a life-threatening experience. 
This was accomplished by the Francoist state through widespread direct 
and violent repression and through the extreme regulatory framework 
of the autarchic economic organization during the fi rst decade after 
the Civil War. But what made both sheer repression and the admin-
istered economy such powerful instruments of control was precisely 
that in practice, in the estraperlo and more generally in the everyday 
practices of getting by, these formal regulatory instruments were consist-
ently violated. The only way to bypass this constraining framework was 
by engaging in extremely personalized networks. The practice of using 
personalized relations in order to advance claims or simply make a living 
was not new for dependent laborers and small tenants. However, in the 
New State there was no other space in which to voice even the smallest 
of claims. Public politics completely collapsed into the dense web of 
multiplex personal relations, in a way recalling the old caciquismo, only 
heavily burdened with uncertainty.
 For those workers who had strongly experienced the force of collec-
tive public politics before and during the Civil War, the meaning of 
being político, of “having ideas,” became part of their structure of feel-
ing in two very different and opposed ways. Some recalled the agency 
and empowerment that horizontal ties, class ties produced, to the point 
where, for two years (1936–1938) the revolution had been a reality in 
Catral as elsewhere, and locally, agricultural management by the unions 
had been extremely successful.12 Others recalled repression, the sheer 
elimination of dissent, and the annihilation of a collective public space. 
Thus, Francisco Navarro Culiáñez, referring in 1979 to the unions during 
the war, stated that “[t]he CNT was the same as the UGT, it was of work-
ers, not of politics. But we had to form the leadership [of the CNT] 
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because they told us to do so from Alicante.” Here Francisco made a 
signifi cant distinction between “politics” and “workers,” between what 
political and union representatives did somewhere outside the realm of 
immediate experience (in Alicante, in Valencia, in Madrid) and what 
workers did in order to better their situation. This is not simply a distinc-
tion between parties and unions. In fact, as in this quote, unions also 
have a “political” aspect of estrangement when decisions that affect 
local workers are taken elsewhere, without their participation, in the 
professionalized realm of institutionalized politics.13 Francisco Navarro 
Culiáñez (and he is not an exception) was underscoring the fact that local 
workers had a common experience as workers and were ready to act 
according to it, and that this was independent from the political strategic 
decisions of the unions at the higher organization level. He was talking 
about direct political action, about class and agency in public politics.
 Yet another meaning of político in our informants’ accounts has to 
do with the postwar repression of any political expression that was not 
part of the Movimiento, the only legal political party. The example of 
Natalia and her mother is very revealing. Natalia, a widow in her early 
sixties who had married in the neighboring town of Crevillente and had 
lived all her life away from Catral,14 is the daughter of José Cecilia who 
was the Frente Popular mayor of Catral for a few months at the start 
of the Civil War. After the war he was imprisoned and sentenced to 
death, but his sentence was commuted and he stayed in prison until the 
“indulto” (pardon) that coincided with the Eucharistic Year of 1952.15 
He was accused of signing the order to execute a priest during the fi rst 
months of the outbreak of the war. His brother fought for the Repub-
lic and was almost beaten to death when he came back home after the 
war. People recall that his clothes penetrated his fl esh (“la camisa se le 
incrusto en la piel”) from the beating.16 Natalia said to us:
 

My father was put into prison because of his ideas, but he was a 
very good man, he never beat his children. In those times some people 
had very strong ideas, but not anymore. Look at my children, they 
don’t have ideas and that is better. (Natalia Cecilia Rocamora, 1995, 
emphasis added)
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If we look closely at Natalia’s description of her father we can feel the 
contradiction that has become a part of her identity. On the one hand, 
compared with the Falangists, whom she just described as people who 
violently beat other people, her father “was a very good man” because 
“he never beat his children”, implying the Falangists were not “good 
men.” On the other hand, she seems to accept that “having ideas” is not 
a good thing, maybe even a reasonable cause for going to prison. Her 
words imply both support for the hegemonic ideology of the Francoist 
regime, together with a veiled critique of the Falangist violent proce-
dures of punishment and support for the private person of her father. 
For Natalia “having ideas” means having a public political position, but it 
also means being on the left, that is what being político is. Being político as 
her father was is obviously not a good thing for Natalia. But her mother 
sees things differently. During our interview this old woman all dressed 
in black interrupted her daughter to say that her husband had been 
unjustly accused. She recounts how after the war, while her husband was 
in prison they could not go out in the street. Nobody would talk to them 
openly, but she says that lots of people came stealthily to their house to 
see them. 
 

We could not go in the street because they looked at us as if we had 
all been criminals. We had an awful time. I think everybody can have 
his own ideas and he is neither worse nor better because of it. It 
was very unjust to put him in prison because of his ideas. It makes 
me furious. One can go to mass and another to the cinema, but that 
doesn’t mean one is good and the other bad, maybe even the one 
who doesn’t go to mass is the better one. (María Rocamora, 1995)

 
Natalia’s mother, then has an almost opposite view of the situation: 
having ideas should not be cause for repression and moreover, the hegem-
onic Francoist National-Catholic ideology may even be followed by the 
worst people. For this old lady then, there is nothing wrong in “having 
ideas.” What is unjust is the repression of the expression of political 
ideas. In her case, the remembrance and interpretation of the past is 
not contradictory as in her daughter’s case, but coherent, constructing 
a continuous thread between past experience and present identity. Also, 
there is no separation between private moral identity and political iden-
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tity: “the one who doesn’t go to mass is the better one” and is the one 
with “ideas” while those who go to mass are unjust. While her husband 
was in prison, she and her in-laws managed to keep the bakery going that 
her husband owned, obtaining fl our in the black market, going by foot to 
fetch the sacks from the neighboring train station of Albatera, suffering 
from the controls of the Guardia Civil that was on the lookout for the 
small estraperlista. 
 What this last example shows is that being político can be perceived 
very differently even by people like Natalia and her mother who have had 
similar experiences of repression. However, for Natalia, who was too 
young to have participated in what “having ideas” meant before the war, 
the Francoist discourse constitutes a hegemonic discursive framework 
in which to think and talk about being político.17 But it also shows that 
being político, participating in public politics on the left, is a social prac-
tice whose expression was severely repressed after the Civil War, up to 
the point where the mere act of autonomous thinking, “having ideas,” 
became synonymous with political dissent, and therefore a dangerous 
activity. Simultaneously, repression also supported the memory of injus-
tice and reproduced the feeling of difference, of having been treated 
differently, but also the knowledge that the differences that made the 
difference in the fi rst place still existed, even when the hegemonic 
discourse was a depoliticized, unitary one. During the Franco regime 
being político was not only bad (and sinful) but also dangerous, which is 
still vividly remembered.
 Repression was particularly bad for those whose politics were more 
visible. Those who had held public offi ce before the war or were union 
organizers during the Franco years were particularly at risk. The imme-
diate aftermath of the Civil War was a clear expression of this: the 
concentration camp at Albatera, only four kilometers away, was one of 
the most brutal centers of repression during the fi rst six months after 
the war,18 as Ronald Fraser has recorded: 
 

Testimony of Narciso Julian: “Designed to hold a few hundred, 
the camp [at Albatera] was packed with nearly 10,000 prisoners. 
Hygiene and shelter were primitive to the point of nonexistence, 
food and water scarce. Falangists, police, civilians, even priests came 
from different parts of Spain to look for men they wanted; many 
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whom they took away at the beginning never reached their home 
towns or villages. Some prisoners succeeded in escaping; others 
were executed in front of the camp inmates for trying. On one 
occasion a temporary second lieutenant inspecting the sentry posts 
turned a machine gun on the inmates and opened fi re.19

 
Those who were released from the camps or prison labor regimes in 
the fi rst six years after the war were not allowed to return to their own 
villages. They were to be “exiled.” The fact that most did return, and that 
it was generally known that they did, simply placed them even further 
outside the law. Some people who avoided prison remained hidden for 
months and sometimes years after the war. But for many, especially 
the women relatives of prisoners, the experience was one of having no 
public presence at all: not to be spoken to on the street, not to be given a 
ration card…. In the case of José Cecilia’s wife, she was not even allowed 
to go to the wedding of her children, not to enter the church nor to stand 
in the plaza outside.
 Her life was silenced then, but there is a collective silence which 
remains today and which is surely a sign of the experience of suffering 
not only the consequences of repression directly but of living within a 
broader setting of repression everywhere. Today, people in Catral do not 
mention that at Albatera there was probably the largest concentration 
camp in Spain, nor do they mention the unoffi cial executions that must 
have littered the saladar (salt marshes) with common graves.20 Albatera is 
a leisure place where many go to the swimming pool in the summer, or 
to celebrate weddings or First Communions. 
 Repression also meant pitting close people against each other, urging 
them to denounce each other and rewarding those who did so with part 
of the property taken from those found guilty. For example, the military 
governor of Valencia published the following announcement in the local 
press: “Any person that knows about the commission of a crime done 
during the time of the red dominion, is obliged to denounce the fact to 
the Jefe de Sector [military offi cial of the area] that corresponds to his 
residence….”21 Such announcements were published in all local newspa-
pers in April 1939 and yielded immediate results. But there was more to 
physical repression than an initial spirit of revenge. People were being 
sentenced to death and killed in large numbers until well into 1943. In 
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Callosa del Segura, seven kilometers from Catral, eight people were killed 
in 1940, thirteen in 1941, twelve in 1942 and two in 1943, and these are 
just those in the offi cial records;22 many of these were rastrilladores (hemp 
workers) who had participated in a notable strike in 1928. Indeed, “politi-
cal responsibilities” were determined restrospectively by the Franco regime, 
so that people involved in the revolutionary strike of 1934 were in effect 
tried years later. There was therefore a clear class component to repres-
sion, one moreover that went beyond physical repression.
 We can see the gradual accumulation of repression from one year 
to the next. In October 1936 the new regime eliminated all political and 
union activities in the areas it controlled; in April 1937 the single party, 
the Movimiento Nacional, was formed out of the unifi cation of the two 
fascist parties, Falange Española Tradicionalista and Juntas de Ofensiva 
Nacional-Sindicalista. In 1938 the Fuero del Trabajo (Labor Code), regu-
lating labor relations in a corporatist fashion was promulgated. In April 
1939 (after the end of the war) a law controlling the press was issued, 
and in July the death penalty was reinstated. In February 1939 the Law of 
Political Responsibilities, the main repressive instrument of the postwar 
years, was promulgated. From a legal point of view this law was entirely 
indefensible since it punished people for crimes committed when the 
law was not in effect. People were not only punished for their political 
affi nities in the prewar and war years, but they lost their civil rights and 
could also lose their property. Most of those judged under this law were 
accused of rebellion against the state and tried by the military courts. 
Many other repressive laws and decrees were issued.23 It was not until 
1969 that Franco decreed the ending of war crimes. The worst years 
of repression lasted until the mid-1950s, but a culture of fear had been 
instilled through the unforgiving and exemplary repression of all those 
who had fought for the Republic and participated in the revolutionary 
years of the war. Moreover, until the end of the Francoist regime all 
political crimes were tried by military courts following the Decree on 
Banditry and Terrorism (21 September 1960) or by a special court, the 
Tribunal de Orden Público (TOP), following the Law of Public Order 
(30 July1959). Gregorio Peces-Barba, a socialist professor of law, states 
that the TOP tended to substitute for the military courts and for the 
special court for crimes of “Freemasonry and communism,” but that 
it also substituted for the regional courts that were acting as subsidiary 
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in cases not directly referable to the special courts. Therefore the TOP 
in fact reinforced the centralized control of punishment for political 
dissent. But also, in August 1968, the Decree on Banditry and Terrorism 
was reinstated in all its force (following ETA’s fi rst actions).24

 One of the most effective and distinctive aspects of repression 
during the dictatorship was its vagueness and apparent randomness, 
combined with the fact that laws that were too strict to be followed 
universally were an especially effective repressive instrument when 
applied selectively and arbitrarily. The very vagueness of the terms in 
which criminal offenses were defi ned left the judge with the arbitrary 
power to decide.25 Moreover, responsibility for illegal collective actions 
could be extended pretty much to whoever happened to be caught, in the 
event that those directly responsible had slipped away.26 The very selec-
tive way in which the black market controlled people was also a factor 
in this uncertainty. As we have pointed out elsewhere, the economic 
regime of autarky, combined with the fact that “Reds” were often forced 
into petty black-market operations because of their inability to get local 
employers to hire them, gave rise to a destabilizing form of social regula-
tion.27  Essentially diffuse and ubiquitous illegality was a repressive force 
precisely because of the permanent uncertainty it provoked. 
 The control of movement was also one of the main expressions 
of power during those years, but again in such a way as to reinforce the 
sense of arbitrary power left to the whims of power-holders at various 
levels. Thus even when people did move without a permit, the risk they 
incurred was in itself a form of repression. It is quite clear from all 
our evidence that people moved all the time without the right permits, 
and that they transported commodities without the conduces (permits) 
necessary to move controlled goods even for the shortest distance. It 
is obvious too that the authorities knew that this was happening but 
would not and could not control illegal movements thoroughly. Gener-
ally speaking everyone, including the authorities and the Guardia Civil, 
knew what was happening, yet sanctions would not be used systemati-
cally but rather as an example—some were more prone to be chosen 
as targets than others. Everyday life was thus immersed in illegality and 
risk of repression was constant, but precisely because repression was 
not used in a formal and systematic way, the risk perception was much 
higher. This generated a culture of fear, which had an almost “everyday” 
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and local character to it and which continued well beyond the end of that 
period. After all, many of the individuals involved—both those invested 
with such arbitrary and personalized power, and those who had suffered 
directly from it—are still alive, bearing in their bodies, their gestures, 
their mannerisms and the aura that surrounds them echoes of the past.
 
 
POLITICAL IDENTITY

 
We have already seen how these kinds of echoes from the past produce 
quite personal valuations and judgments within a family, when we 
discussed Natalia’s and her mother’s comments about “having ideas.” 
But these shadows also extend well beyond the privacy of the family 
into the arena of local politics, as we see when we speak to Victoria 
Navarro and Hipólito Guerrero, a working-class couple in their early 
sixties. Victoria is the daughter of Pedro Navarro Peñalva, who was the 
Socialist mayor of Catral during most of the Civil War. One evening 
we were sitting in the front room talking to Hipólito about his life as a 
factory worker and about political “ideas” and agency. Hipólito is one of 
the few union members in Catral, long a member of the UGT. However 
he insists that: “Young people nowadays all go together, play together, 
there are no differences between right and left. There is no ‘política’.” 
But Victoria intervenes to oppose: “It is not true!” she says. “Rightist 
parents don’t let their children go with those on the left. And my children 
know there is a difference. They have ideas” (1995).
 After the war, Victoria’s father was in hiding for a time, fi rst in the 
Cuban consulate in Alicante, then near Catral in a relative’s house until 
a sister-in-law denounced him to the authorities. Then he was paraded 
through the village and publicly vilifi ed.28 After a trial he was sent to 
prison and later exiled. When he returned nobody would give him a job. 
Because he was a teacher, he went from house to house, teaching the 
young jornaleros working in the fi elds.29 She recalls that they had a very bad 
time after the war when her father was imprisoned and exiled for many 
years. Her older brother and her mother carried the family through those 
years. The effect of this personal history has produced in Victoria a very 
different response to the echoes and shadows of the past than in many 
others. For her the need to recover continuities is expressed in terms 
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of inheritance. “Ideas are hereditary,” she says. “My sons Hipólito and 
Pedro are very político. Pedro is a fanatic. Javier is more moderate. But 
they have their ideas” (1995). Both her sons work in the shoe factories in 
Catral and have a history of confronting their employers on salary and 
working conditions. In fact they have had to change workplace several 
times. 
 For Victoria the need to preserve these socialist political inclina-
tions is expressed in the notion that they are hereditary,30 but even here, 
heredity seems to imply that the ideas themselves do not need to be 
discussed; rather they are transmitted in some way that avoids any agency 
on the part of the transmitter or any relationship with wider structural 
forces. Moreover, this hereditary discourse may echo the same culture 
of repression that it opposes. Indeed, because of the organic, unitary 
and spiritual idea of Spain held by Franco, political opponents on the 
left during the Republic were conceived as a poisonous substance for the 
body politic, infused by foreign malignant powers and part of the anti-
Spain. As Franco put it:
 

It is not possible, without due precaution, to return to society, or 
we could say to the stream of social circulation, harmful elements, 
morally and politically perverted, because their return to the normal 
and free community of Spaniards, just like that (sin más ni más), 
would represent a danger of corruption and contagion for all.31

 
The bloodstream metaphor was not idle. “Reds” were the poison of the 
blood of Spain but they were also, through their own blood, carriers 
of the poisonous germ of Marxism, and this was particularly relevant 
to the repression suffered by women. During the worst repression years 
after the war, the discourse of the “innate revolutionary” biopsychic 
constitution of the “Reds” and thus the impossibility of reeducation and 
integration in the New State, was an important part of the scientifi c justi-
fi cation of massive repression practices. In Franco’s words:
 

As I understand it, there is in the present case of Spain, two types 
of delinquent: those whom we would call inveterate criminals, with-
out possible redemption in the human order, and those capable of 
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sincere repentance, those who can be redeemed, those who can 
adapt to the social life of Patriotism.32

 
The military psychiatrist Antonio Vallejo-Nágera provided the “scien-
tifi c” basis for the hereditary transmission of political depravation.33 
Therefore, Victoria might be unwittingly adopting the Francoist discourse 
on political heredity or she might simply be infl uenced by a more general 
romantic populist reference to “heart” and “essence” found in folk-
lore.34 
 The hereditary discourse also refers to the experienced reality of 
Francoist political participation. It was precisely the closure of the public 
space for political action, and thus the inability to construct collective 
identity through situated and shared practices of public participation 
(citizenship, class struggle, etc.), that resulted in the retreat into private 
space and individual identity for the construction of a political identity. 
This is then limited to private, personal and particular memories of the 
past, and to the political fi liation through lineages, all of which render 
ahistorical and essential the realities of political identity production. 
However, as Victoria Navarro’s case shows us clearly, political identity is 
not just hereditary: of her three sons, the two who are wage workers in 
the local shoe industry are more políticos (driven into unionized political 
action, one of them even described by his mother as “fanático”!), while 
the third son, Javier, an agricultural engineer living in the city is not so 
político although he has “ideas” (meaning a socialist leaning).
 What we glean from the above narratives is the permanent split 
that our informants in 1995–1996 had regarding their social memory. 
On the one hand, there is a constant contradiction between the continu-
ity and active maintenance of a private memory of the past within the 
home, among close family and friends, and the discontinuity, the void, 
the silence of the public memory of what happened collectively, to them, 
the “Reds,” Republicans, workers, Socialists, etc. during the war and the 
Franco regime.35 Also, there is sometimes a kind of shame in public 
(for example in front of the two anthropologists) at having been the 
victims, a sort of acceptance of the offi cial discourse of sin, as we fi nd 
in Natalia’s attitude; at other times, as in Victoria’s case, there is a kind 
of self-justifi ed pride at having resisted the offi cial memory, at having 
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transmitted the “ideas” to the next generation, endowing them with the 
right elements for forming their political identity.
 On the other hand, from the transition period onwards (1975–1978) 
there is a contradiction between the expectations of being able to 
publicly recuperate the suppressed memory as soon as Franco disap-
peared, and with it the legitimacy of a particular mode of political action, 
and the enforced reality of the “pact for democracy” that defi nitively 
silenced the public validity of this past for offi cial history. As in the case 
of the old-time Communists of Terni that Portelli studies, the turn of 
the Socialist and Communist parties to “realistic” politics in the 1970s 
produced a collective sense of disappointment, but also a public discred-
iting of the Spanish working class’s experience of greater empowerment: 
the revolution that took place during the Civil War.36 As Naredo has very 
clearly analyzed in his works on the transition, one of the main requisites 
of the process was “the compromise of making nobody accountable for 
his past, starting from the Francoist politicians who now appeared as the 
champions of democracy, and followed by the extortionists who acted 
under the cover of that regime and its guardians directly implicated in 
tortures and crimes.”37 This has created a renewed distrust in the public 
sphere of politics and in the reliability of professional politicians. For 
these people who were forcefully silenced and repressed over 40 years, 
the time has not yet come to speak out. This is partly because the 
space of public politics remains de facto closed through the politics of 
compromise and silence; but it is also because the current practices of 
those who presume to represent the continuity with a past of political 
action on the left, the PSOE, PCE, UGT and CCOO, have consistently 
betrayed the memories of what they used to stand for.38 At the local level, 
for example, it is noticeable that the owners of the two most important 
shoe factories in the town, who are responsible for the low salaries, poor 
health conditions and precarious job market of many local workers, were 
themselves both shop stewards for the communist union in big facto-
ries in Elche, during the “agitated” transition years. This makes sense, 
however, in the context of the general guidelines of the PCE during 
those years, preferring pacts and increasingly shunning direct political 
action in favor of professionalizing union representatives in order to 
facilitate compromise with employers.39 It is not surprising that the union 
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representatives often learned from their opponents (the employers) and 
changed sides.40

 
 
PUBLIC POLITICS, MEMORIES OF THE PAST, AND THE TRANSITION 
PERIOD

 
During the transition period the contradictions between political action, 
professional politics and political identity became extremely sharp for 
those on the left, mostly day laborers who had kept alive a history 
of empowerment through private memories and some political action 
mainly in terms of voicing labor claims.41 They had been able to preserve 
a collective sense of belonging, a moral code of personal honesty and 
horizontal solidarity that came from sharing similar experiences of work 
in a particular place, and from suffering from the same negation of their 
memories and their identities during the repression.42 For these people, 
the transition exposed in practice the split realities of public and private 
memories of the past that we have encountered previously.
 Such was the case for Juan Gelardo Jr. Coming to power in the 1979 
national elections, the Unión de Centro Democrático was not the long-
lasting “solution” for the new Spain that many may have anticipated, and 
by 1982 the PSOE came to power, a change that the next year was also 
refl ected in Catral’s municipal government. The effect was to pull Juan 
across the threshold of his small house in Sta Agueda (the day laborers’ 
neighborhood) into the limelight of municipal politics. His father Juan 
Gelardo Sr. was a big man, a strong worker, frequently a mayoral (fore-
man) whose small cohort of workers were reputed to be the best and 
most enduring but in all senses the toughest jornaleros in the area. Yet 
an outsider could have wandered the streets of Catral throughout 1978 
in search of the key political players and not known that what made 
Juan Gelardo Sr. especially well known, among some people notorious, 
was that throughout his adulthood he had been a Socialist, eventually a 
discrete member of the UGT and then openly its local representative. 
Perhaps as a result of the long-standing discretion of the past though, 
it would be a long time before you were brought to Juan Sr.’s door. His 
growing infl uence as the fi gurehead of the jornaleros, made especially 
manifest when he negotiated the raise of the day wage to 1,500 pesetas, 
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was in many ways an inwardly focused matter. Juan made no attempt 
to address himself to any other but the day laborers. That did not only 
mean dismissal of the opinions traders, shopkeepers or labradores may 
have had of him; it also meant a sharp disdain for the broader arena of 
politics.
 Yet with such a father, it is not hard to see how Juan Jr. found 
himself running on the PSOE ticket in 1983. It was a distressing period 
of his life, as he recounted to us in 1995.
 

We had been working and talking with other people in other villages 
[about organizing a workers’ party] for a long time even before 
Franco’s death. We fi nally decided we wanted to constitute ourselves 
as a political party within the ranks of the PSOE, and we did so, 
and in the fi rst municipal elections [1979] we won but with a simple 
majority. We were eight founders, four of them were old timers, 
amongst them my father. 
 When Franco died, my greatest desire was to install a democ-
racy, but to go from a dictatorship to a democracy without fi ring 
guns as we did here is very diffi cult … not so much for people my 
age [he was born in 1940] but for older people. On either side they 
still had open wounds … but we started to work in order to bring 
the rest of them over to our way … it was diffi cult but the fi ght for 
democracy was my job.… We had this fi ght with older persons…. 
I had these terrible discussions with my father and often we didn’t 
speak to each other for several days.… I wanted them to see the way 
of realism.… What we could not have is a situation where if twenty 
years ago you threw a stone at me, now I throw it back at you. I 
couldn’t understand that…. We had to think of a way … but it was 
very hard because he [his father] had suffered and endured a lot in 
those years and he couldn’t forget it…. But nowadays things have 
changed a lot and one has to recognize it … what I allow my daugh-
ters he didn’t allow me to do … we all give in and the Socialists have 
done the same because if they hadn’t given in they would have got 
nothing.… And one has to be democratic. (1995)

 
Juan Jr.’s view that a genuine transition to democracy was occurring 
and that it could only occur so long as the past was put aside (buried? 
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silenced?) was not simply his own personal view, it was the hegemonic 
program of those at the centers of power who had managed the “transi-
tion.” In this agenda, “democracy” could only be attained by keeping the 
practices of the old regime off the agenda of public discussion. If the 
fi gure of a person is at least partly, if not mainly, the stuff of his past, 
then this forgetting of history made what Juan Sr. was in the town of 
Catral essentially invisible. This seeing and not seeing from one genera-
tion to the other—Juan Jr. insisting on not “seeing” the historical fi gure 
of his father, and then Juan Sr. refusing to “see” the potential of his 
son—was voiced across a second element of the hegemonic program 
for the new democratic Spain. This was the notion, not that compro-
mises were a necessary preliminary for entry into democratic ways, but 
rather that democracy was compromise. This contrasts sharply with Juan 
Sr.’s position, which is based on the need to come to terms with issues 
of class that during the Francoist regime had been repressed both physi-
cally and through the discourse of fascist corporatism, and were now to 
be further obscured in the discourse of the new technocratic and demo-
cratic corporatism.43 Ironically, collective strategies became progressively 
a thing of the past as did direct political action, the preserve of “old” 
Socialists like Juan Sr., while individual commitments and professional 
politics were both inscribed in the rules for the new political game 
and invoked an older kind of políticos, the personalized ways of corrupt 
power brokers.
 This contradiction comes out clearly when Juan Sr. wants his son to 
inform the local party section of everything that happens in the munici-
pality after Juan Jr. was appointed mayor. Yet Juan Jr. refuses to inform 
him on the grounds that he has taken an oath that binds him to secrecy 
when accepting his public charge:
 

Gavin: “Did your father have any political ambition for you or your 
brother?” 
Juan Jr.: “He always thought in terms of a whole, a bloc.… He never 
opposed me or favored me within the party by saying “my son 
should be candidate,” his hope was not that his son would be candi-
date and that’s it … no, he wanted a situation where the candidate 
who was chosen could fi nd solutions.… Aside from that he liked 
to be in control.… But it is very clear in the oath “jura o promete 
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guardar secreto”… I couldn’t tell anybody neither you nor a neigh-
bor nor my father what happened. Things that could not be talked 
about … my father wanted me to inform him about all the move-
ments, but I only did up to a point. When I said I couldn’t anymore, 
he was furious because he liked to control a lot, and in a democracy 
you cannot play that way because if democracy was about being 
in control (poder dominar).… No, in a democracy you cannot play 
thus.… A person, because of his honesty, can be the candidate of a munic-
ipality or a diputación [local council] or a parliament, but not just 
because he drags (arrastra) other people along, no, no, no.”(1995, 
emphasis added)

 
Juan Jr., who subsequently left municipal politics has, for some young 
Socialists in Catral, assumed the symbolic position held by his father 
(who died in 1989), but for most people his trajectory into politics and 
then out again has a kind of fatefulness about it. The tensions he felt 
between the personal self-respect of a worker with honor and the urge to 
engage with the political currents of the area may in his case be especially 
acute, but they are felt very broadly across Catral. They surface occasion-
ally in a variety of ways.44 Between father and son, both Socialists and 
active in politics, we can feel the contradictions arising at the heart of 
“hereditary” political ideas. While Juan Sr. sees political action “in terms 
of a whole, a bloc,” that is in terms of collective politics, Juan Jr. sees it as 
a personal attribute linked to honesty, “a person, because of his honesty, 
can be the candidate….” The individualized aspect of the new political 
arena fi ts people into institutional positions that imply receding from 
collective politics, keeping municipal politics a secret, a professional oath 
that estranges ordinary people from public politics. In the new socialist 
politics one has to act in terms of individual positions and secret respon-
sibilities, while for local union activists like Juan Sr. the old socialist 
politics was about sharing information in order to better act collectively. 
For both Juan Jr. and Sr. ideas might be heredity, but actual practice 
makes them so different that it becomes diffi cult even for them to feel 
the continuity and the lineage. 
 Above all we need to understand political culture as the outcome of 
a historical trajectory in which few groups were clearly drawn and praxis 
was always felt in terms of awful tension and personal inner confl ict, a 
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paralysis that we feel has fall-out for the collective identity of the region 
as a whole.
 
 
THE POLITICS OF CULTURE

 
Clearly then, as in many other parts of Europe (consider, for example, 
Margaret Thatcher’s war on the unions in Britain, very much continued, 
though with a velvet glove, by Tony Blair), the public space for political 
action during the Franco regime gave way to an institutionalized form 
of political representation that delegitimated direct collective action. But 
the public political sphere is curtailed in a much more insidious manner 
than just that. Even individual participation has been limited to the cast-
ing of votes to elect representatives who have already been previously 
appointed by the higher-level professional politicians in the parties and 
unions.45 In such a context distrust of the public sphere of politics 
resulted for many leftists—jornaleros, shoe industry wage workers, etc.—in 
a retreat from public politics. Actions of protest—claims for salary raises 
or better working conditions, for example—become personal, individual 
struggles, in the same way that political identity has become a personal, 
individual and private affair. Collective identity cannot be construed 
through political praxis, as it was before the Civil War and even during 
the Franco regime, through strikes and public demonstrations of oppo-
sition (however repressed they were).46 Here too we sense the tension 
between public and private political expression when the memory of 
a collective identity becomes private and loses its force as a culture, a 
shared space of communication. For some people, such as Juan Jr., this 
means a retreat into a moral honesty regarding his everyday responsibili-
ties: work and family; an honesty based on memories of the past, of 
being a Socialist and a son of a Socialist and having “ideas,” but geared 
not to collective transformation but to personal commitment.
 So, more generally, a distaste for public politics translates into an 
inarticulate collective culture. In a sense this might be seen as a kind of 
failure of civil society—a kind of disenchanted cultural vacuum. This, 
at any rate was what brought Paco Illán reluctantly into the arena of 
public politics. Hitherto he had shown no interest in political discussion 
and, as a young married man in 1979, had been entirely disdainful of 
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the elections and the issues raised there. By 1995, however, we found 
him occupying the position of Vice Mayor in charge of cultural affairs, a 
position he had apparently more or less invented for himself.47

 Paco says that he was drawn into the political arena precisely because 
of the alienation from any kind of political collectivity that he perceived 
as characterizing the region and which he had felt himself. He had 
watched with dismay as he saw the hopes that he had pinned on Juan 
Jr.’s entry into municipal politics shattered when Juan retreated to his 
home. What Paco thought he saw were a few socialist políticos possibly 
with authentic socialistic (if not actually quite socialist) principles but 
with very limited interest in changing the convictions of ordinary people. 
Meanwhile by turning their backs on even the minor issues of local poli-
tics the ordinary people themselves were both relinquishing even the 
smallest hold they may have on their future and also themselves sinking 
into a world that Paco described as “inculto.”
 In 1979, during the municipal election campaign, the regional PSOE 
representative participating in the local meeting had also emphasized the 
need for “culture,” but not “high culture,” a culture emerging from the 
sharing of experience through public interaction:
 

We have been told that culture is theater, painting, sculpture and that 
a particular sensibility was needed in order to understand it … but 
culture is not only that, that’s only a parcel of culture that the domi-
nant class shows us in order to make us feel how diffi cult it is … 
to reach, they say you need four generations.… Workers have been 
given a subculture, in a corner of your home with the television, not 
sharing with others our experience…. That is a passive culture.…
 We need to use spaces that we already have, such as schools 
after hours, as forums, as a workers’ library, a place to speak about 
the problems that affect us, so that we can develop our critical 
capacity … because culture is understanding … we have to develop 
a culture that is not repressive, that takes us toward equality and 
justice, a culture of freedom and responsibility. Culture is like a 
ferment that can germinate and transform society. (1 April 1979)

  
Here he was speaking of culture as a space for communicating experi-
ence, that is, a space that would give workers the collective ability to 
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transform society “toward equality and justice.” He was also speaking of 
a culture that was mainly information and debate about real and concrete 
problems “that affect us,” not “theater, painting, sculpture.” As an older 
generation of Socialists had thought of education, he saw culture as poli-
tics, part of building class politics.
 In 1995, Paco, from the perspective of his municipal responsibility 
for culture, had a somewhat different idea of his objectives. His solu-
tion was to persuade the municipal council to provide money for him 
to carry out a cultural renewal campaign in the area. Since this could 
easily be packaged into the national PSOE cultural programs, money was 
relatively easily found. But what kind of “culture” did Paco envisage? 
During his tenure a municipal sports center was built with a large swim-
ming pool, tennis courts and other facilities, including a bar and café. He 
also began screening old fi lms—from Buñuel to Fellini—in the plaza on 
weekend evenings. He set up a theater group for young people and had 
the municipality fi nance trips to regional historical sites. For Paco too, 
“culture” was a means to bring people out of their houses into the 
public sphere. There they would fi nd a new kind of space—a kind of 
liberal, European cultural space that would fi ll the vacuum left by the 
personalized and hierarchical politics of the past. His was an attempt 
at locally creating a space for public interaction around “culture.” But 
he was completely co-opted by the offi cial defi nition of culture as art 
and sports. He did not seem to think that culture could emerge from 
local people just talking about their experiences in the school building. 
His cultural project for Catral, echoed directly the policies of the PSOE 
government in power but also, unacknowledged by him, older policies 
that had been adopted by Manuel Fraga Iribarne during his appointment 
as Minister of Information and Tourism in the 1960s (1962–1969) when 
he actively endorsed “modern” abstract expressionist art, and moderate 
sexual liberation as two forms of apertura (openness), of cultural expres-
sion of political dissent. During the transition, again, when Fraga was 
Home Secretary (Ministro de Gobernación) (1975–1976), he insisted that 
his aim was to “strengthen authority” while he simultaneously would 
“broaden freedom.”48 
 This recapturing of some public action in order to create some civic 
involvement was now focused on styles of consumption for the production 
of some form of collective identity: while those on the “right” became 
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involved in the “Moros y Cristianos” festivities (also of recent introduc-
tion locally, but referring to a more “traditional” local culture),49 those 
on the “left” went to the public high-culture fi lm sessions and theater 
festivals that Paco organized. However, this was a much looser expres-
sion of the situated self, one that in fact seemed to be autonomous both 
from the realities of present-day livelihoods as expressed in a strongly 
informalized and exploitive regional economy, and from the memories 
of a past of collective political action and collective suffering from 
repression. In fact, the politics of “culture” becomes an ersatz of collec-
tive identity and of culture as politics, a mere aggregate of individual 
consumption tastes, one, moreover, that effectively voids of political 
intent the sharing and communicating of experience. When politics 
becomes a politics of “culture” it effectively separates sign from signifi ed 
in a manner that makes most people relatively comfortable. These mani-
festations of new civic engagement have little connection to the lived 
histories or memories of those that are called to participate in them, and, 
also, little connection to the everyday duress of their lives. If collective 
political action is situated in shared everyday experiences, these cultural 
expressions of difference and even mild confrontation are many times 
removed from what motivates people to patronize one cultural activity 
rather than another. They express, in fact, the actual closure of the public 
space for “real” political action.
 Paco’s cultural project fi ts well with the European Union’s politics of 
culture expressed through the Culture 2000 program’s aim “to improve 
the knowledge and dissemination of the culture and history of the Euro-
pean peoples, to conserve and safeguard cultural heritage of European 
signifi cance, to support cultural exchanges and artistic and litarary crea-
tion.”50 The process of creation of a “selective tradition” for European 
history is designed to deal with unproblematic points of connection 
(Art with a capital A) or to musealize and reify confl ictive memories of 
the common past, so that it becomes defi nitively situated in the past. 
Although Paco’s intervention deals with the more aseptic and unprob-
lematic “cultural heritage,” the museifi cation of confl ictive memories 
emerges in such well-meaning projects as the one that Florencio Dimas 
proposed to the Socialist mayor of Albatera in 1999: to create a cultural 
heritage site of the Francoist repression at the location of the concentra-
tion camp. But transferring memory into the museum also deprives it 
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of its force as something that is part of the present lived experience of 
ordinary people.
 
 
CONCLUSION

 
We have exposed the terrible ambivalence within many people’s expe-
rience of what politics or being político involves in their present lives, 
and how this can be better understood if we try to connect it with the 
different strands of their memories about the past and how these have 
endured and been transformed by the immediate realities experienced 
by the subjects at different historical moments. The ambivalence of 
the present seems to be grounded in the split between a private and a 
public social memory, and between the unvoiced memories of political 
empowerment based on a working-class collective identity in the distant 
pre–Civil War past, and the present betrayed hopes for a similar empow-
erment in the future that made these people endure the long years of the 
Franco regime. Smith has pointed to the importance memories of the 
past have for powerless people to enable endurance during the forced 
silences of repression and to facilitate the link between visible, acknowl-
edged dots of their history “from week to week, year to year, decade to 
decade, through years of oppression to the capturing of the advantage 
of a correctly judged conjuncture….”51 The impression we receive in the 
context of our ethnography, however, is that the ability to link those 
dots is increasingly diffi cult, as if the long-term, forced privatization 
of past memories is progressively eroding the “social” aspect of those 
memories, and thus their capacity to link past and present public history 
and to create a framework for political agency. What emerges instead 
is, once again, the retreat into privacy and silence, the feeling of having 
misjudged the conjuncture of the new democratic regime as a rupture 
instead of what it was, a mere continuity, but also the feeling that this is 
now a permanent situation.
 For many, the present appears as the resolution of the class confl icts 
of the past through apoliticism: not having ideas. In this utopian present 
it is not so much that the younger generation participates in a unitary 
political culture; rather it is hoped that they do not have any political 
culture. Everyday life and everyday realities should emphatically not 
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become the basis for political action. This wish, by parents such as Nata-
lia or Hipólito, is meant to protect their children in case of war and 
repression such as  they experienced. But this apoliticism is based on the 
confi scation of memories, their privatization and individualization or, 
alternatively, musealization, their transformation into something defi ni-
tively settled, with its place in the past, not in the present. For others, 
the present appears as a parenthesis in a repressive continuum. The 
disappointment of hopes that had been set in the time-after-Franco and 
democracy has resulted in a dystopian imagining of the future and in 
the permanence of latent fear and persistent insecurity. We do not fi nd 
“uchronic dreams” as Portelli did, maybe because there is a real sense 
of the total loss of political agency that is based both in the unvoiced 
memory of collective empowerment through class action that accompa-
nied the years of the Republic and the war, and in the public mistrust 
of that experience for relevant political agency in the present. Portelli 
interpreted uchronic dreams as a way for working-class people to main-
tain hope for change in the face of the compromising tactics of the left, 
and to keep agency on their side: “Blaming the ‘wrongness’ of history 
on ‘our’ side means, for one thing, that it is still our side that makes 
history.”52

 In the case we have presented it would seem that forty years of 
Franco and twenty-fi ve years of monarchy have succeeded in convinc-
ing ordinary people that they better not do history themselves, that they 
better leave it to professionals because when they do it, it always goes 
wrong. Collective political agency leads to violence and rupture of the 
organic and unitary political community. Therefore, apoliticism, the loss 
of faith in political agency, is a result of the active silencing of past 
memories by the offi cial history of the new democratic regime, the active 
occlusion of a space for publicly sharing these memories and construct-
ing the bases for a collective memory, the active co-option of the few 
spaces where workers could share their problems by experts who “know 
best,” the active production of an ersatz to political activity through a 
consumable politics of culture.
 What has been confi scated through the privatization of memories 
of the past is the ability for this past to become a history, alive in the 
present and guiding action toward the future. The inability to create 
any sense of relationship between memories, present-day experience and 
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political agency, or even personal political identity, creates irresolvable 
tensions that often transfer confl ict into the private domain (between 
mother and daughter, husband and wife, father and son). It is the sense 
of continuity that has been annihilated for many people in Catral, histori-
cal, political but also personal continuity. Raymond Williams pointed to 
the powerful force of the “selective tradition” in creating “a sense of 
predisposed continuity”:
 

From a whole possible area of the past and present, in a particular 
culture, certain meanings and practices are selected for emphasis 
and certain other meanings and practices are neglected or excluded. 
Yet within a particular hegemony, and as one of its decisive proc-
esses, this selection is presented and usually successfully passed 
off as “the tradition,” “the signifi cant past.” What has then to 
be said about any tradition is that it is in this sense an aspect of 
contemporary social and cultural organization, in the interest of the 
dominance of a specifi c class. It is a version of the past which is 
intended to connect with and ratify the present. What it offers in 
practice is a sense of predisposed continuity.53

 
In the present, only private memories still resist the hegemonic selective 
tradition of contemporary Spanish history. However, in order to become 
the bases for political agency, they need to become collective public 
memories and to be shaped in the present. And it is probably through the 
institutional fostering of alternative spaces for the emergence of differ-
ent collective memories and political cultures that this could take place.54 
Silenced memories have to be transformed into points of connection in 
a different version of the past, one that can be coherently used as a guide 
to the future. Williams has noted that history “teaches or shows us most 
kinds of knowable past and almost every kind of imaginable future.”55 
But it may be that if there is no imaginable future, there is no need for 
a knowable past.
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