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Essay by Nathan Pinkoski

Arming the People Against Revolution
Origins of the Spanish Civil War.

The second spanish republic (1931–
1939) suffered one of the most accel-
erated cases of democratic decline in 

European history. In 1931, Spain established 
a liberal, republican, democratic constitution 
on a wide basis of popular and elite support. 
In just a few years, the constitution was in 
ruins and Spain was at war with itself. How 
did this happen? Too often, Americans are 
taught a simpleminded morality tale about 
this period: the fascists destroyed democracy. 
But the true story of Spain’s troubled republic 
is much more interesting and instructive. It 
shows how democratic regimes can die from 
self-inflicted wounds. 

Stanley Payne, professor emeritus of 
history at the University of Wisconsin-
Madison, has spent his career studying the 
Second Spanish Republic and its aftermath. 
After completing his master’s degree at the 
Claremont Graduate School and receiving 
his doctorate from Columbia University 
in 1960, he first published scholarly stud-
ies of the Spanish far Right. He was one of 

the first historians to examine the causes of 
the Spanish Civil War, at a time when most 
writing on the subject was mired in partisan 
propaganda. Having established himself as 
an expert on modern Spanish history, Payne 
advised Congress during Spain’s transi-
tion to democracy in the 1970s. Writing in 
both English and Spanish, he has published 
almost 200 popular and academic articles 
on Spanish, Portuguese, and European his-
tory, and nearly 20 books on Spain. He has 
received dozens of awards and an honorary 
doctorate from Universidad CEU Carde-
nal Herrera. Because Payne approaches his 
subject with objectivity, rigor, and sobriety, 
Spaniards accord him (a non-native) an un-
usual respect. Even on such a delicate topic 
as the civil war, they acknowledge him to be 
one of the foremost authorities. He takes po-
litical history seriously, and that itself makes 
him an outlier among most historians. He 
has his audience in Spain and several of his 
books are bestsellers there, but he deserves a 
wider one in the United States. 

Dismantling the Republic

Some historians trace spain’s rapid 
political decay to the failure of its lib-
eral reforms. Others, such as the late 

Juan Linz of Yale, blame institutional conflict. 
Still others, including Paul Preston of the 
London School of Economics, hold that the 
republic’s collapse originated in longstanding 
rightist conspiracies. The Franco regime’s of-
ficial line was that the collapse began with a 
Communist plot to bring down the republic, 
justifying General Franco’s rebellion. Payne 
makes a different argument, finding the cause 
of conflict in the eruption of revolutionary 
politics—and showing the ongoing danger 
this form of politics can pose.

In Civil War in Europe, 1905–1949 (2011), 
Payne examines Spain in light of Europe’s cycle 
of revolutionary civil wars that made the first 
half of the 20th century so violent. Most civil 
wars before the 20th century concerned ei-
ther succession—conflicts between potential 
heirs—or secession—such as the American 
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Civil War. In the 20th century a new, revolu-
tionary kind of civil war arose in Europe, pit-
ting irreconcilable conceptions of state, soci-
ety, and culture against each other. In these 
conflicts, revolutionaries and counterrevolu-
tionaries aimed to establish radically different 
regimes. Payne is fond of quoting Joseph de 
Maistre’s dictum: “the counterrevolution is not 
the opposite of a revolution, but is an oppos-
ing revolution.” Once the revolutionary process 
begins, the old regime is finished. Both revo-
lutionaries and counterrevolutionaries—who 
are ostensibly interested in restoring the status 
quo ante—must found a new regime. As Carl 
Schmitt observes in Ex Captivitate Salus (1950), 
the determination of both sides to establish a 
new regime is the reason why revolutionary civ-
il wars bring unprecedented levels of violence. 
The goal is to overturn the whole legal and po-
litical order associated with the enemy, leading 
to the call for the enemy’s absolute elimination.

What accounts for the rise of revolution-
ary politics in Europe in the 1920s and ’30s? 
Some scholars stress the social and economic 
shocks of World War I and the Great De-
pression; others, the absence of liberal tra-
ditions across the half-formed democracies 
that collapsed during those decades. Payne 
grants that these theses explain some of Eu-
rope’s revolutions. But the Spanish case calls 
into question their overall explanatory power. 
Spain’s liberal and parliamentary traditions 
stretched back to the start of the 19th century. 
Moreover, the country had stayed out of the 
First World War and suffered relatively little 
economic damage during the Great Depres-
sion. No exogenous shocks explain the rise 
of revolutionary politics in Spain, the fall of 
the Spanish Republic, and the civil war. The 
Spanish brought revolution upon themselves. 

Though a variety of parties helped set the 
revolution going, Payne argues that the chief 
culprits were the Spanish socialists. Unlike 
Bolsheviks, who seek to overthrow liberal con-
stitutionalism by direct means, revolutionary 
socialists use the constitutional system to pro-
vide cover for their plan to dismantle it. They 
don’t overthrow the legal system, they exploit 
it. Legalists of the center and the Right strug-
gle to respond to this tactic. In Spain, their 
failure was particularly acute. In The Collapse 
of the Spanish Republic, 1933–1936 (2005) and 
The Spanish Civil War (2012), Payne describes 
Spain’s descent into a brutal three-year war 
as the result of the socialist Left’s brazen-
ness meeting the center’s carelessness and the 
Right’s pusillanimity. 

Other European socialist movements be-
gan with revolutionary ambitions but mel-
lowed as they grew older and came to respect 
constitutionalism and parliamentary norms. 

Over time, Spanish socialists became more 
radical. The most important leftist leader in 
Spain, Manuel Azaña (prime minister from 
1931 to 1933 and again in 1936), contended 
that liberalism failed because it was too will-
ing to compromise. He regarded the republi-
can constitution as the beginning of a radical 
reform project—even calling it a “revolution.” 
Politicians who didn’t equate constitutional-
ism with leftism were ipso facto illegitimate. 

To Spanish socialists, the Right—which 
failed to save the monarchy in the 1920s and 
never articulated a different constitutional 
basis for the new republic—was a spent force. 
They were therefore shocked at the result of 
the 1933 election, when a seemingly stable 
left-wing coalition collapsed and the Right un-
expectedly won. Assured that history was on 

republic, Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, had to reject 
four requests from the Left to cancel the elec-
tions. Eventually Zamora established a minor-
ity government of centrists. But the goalposts 
had shifted. Republicanism had come to mean 
that the Right could never form a legitimate 
government.

Second, the center and center-Left enabled 
the descent into revolutionary politics by 
winking at the Left’s violence and punishing 
the Right’s. The rise of the “anti-fascist” trope 
in the 1930s, recounted in Paul Gottfried’s 
excellent Antifascism: The Course of a Crusade 
(2021)—which Payne himself has recently 
praised in an essay for First Things—served 
to stain anyone who disagreed with the Left. 
In Spain, it excused the violence of young so-
cialists. Centrist authorities were unable or 
unwilling to stop attacks on private property, 
businesses, churches, convents, and clergy. In-
stead, they blamed the victims, arresting not 
the actual perpetrators but scapegoating mon-
archists and conservatives. As cultural theo-
rist René Girard understood, this scapegoat-
ing does not break the cycle of violence, but 
intensifies it. When revolutionaries attempt 
to purify a corrupt state and society through 
scapegoating, those whom they kill become 
martyrs, whose sacrifice becomes redemptive 
for nascent counterrevolutionaries. In Spain, 
scapegoating monarchists and conservatives 
converted large sections of the population 
from apathy to anger. By letting murders go 
unpunished and unjustly punishing innocents, 
the Left created martyrs throughout Spain—
galvanizing the counterrevolution and turn-
ing the conflict into a religious war. 

The centrist government assumed that only 
the Right threatened the republic. This was 
a bizarre position to take after October 1934, 
when socialists launched the most organized 
and well-armed insurrection in interwar west-
ern and central Europe. A revolt broke out 
in 15 of Spain’s 50 provinces, in some places 
lasting for weeks. The insurrection failed—
with nearly 2,000 killed in the uprising and 
more than 15,000 rebels arrested—but after 
a strong initial response, the centrist coali-
tion went soft. Hundreds of revolutionar-
ies, guilty of capital crimes, were prosecuted; 
only two were executed. Though the Socialist 
Party had organized the insurrection, it was 
never outlawed. Just over a year later, its par-
ticipants were allowed to stand for election, 
giving them the opportunity to gain legally 
the power they had failed to seize by force. 
By contrast, in the years that followed the 
Falange—a tiny far-Right fringe party that 
won 0.7% of the vote in the February 1936 
elections—was subject to concerted political 
persecution. But this double standard had the 
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their side, but now convinced that it needed a 
strong nudge to stay on course, the motivation 
of leftists became, in Payne’s assessment, a “vis-
ceral” desire to stay in power: “One way or the 
other, they were planning to hold onto it.”

Three factors led to the collapse of the Span-
ish Republic. First, there was no agreement on 
the rules of the political game. The major party 
on the Right, the Spanish Confederation of 
Autonomous Rights (CEDA), won the 1933 
election. Though its leaders engaged in rhetori-
cal excesses and flirted with unspecified consti-
tutional changes, they abstained from violence, 
even when supporters were assaulted and mur-
dered by the Left. Yet the Left refused to accept 
CEDA’s electoral victory. The president of the 
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opposite effect of what it intended. When the 
Falange was officially suppressed in the spring 
of 1936, its underground movement became 
far larger than the legal party ever had been. 

The third factor in the collapse of the re-
public was the centrist endorsement of un-
constitutional action in the name of saving 
the so-called liberal consensus—what French 
political theorist Pierre Manent has called 

“the fanaticism of the center.” In The Collapse 
of the Spanish Republic, Payne is especially 
critical of President Zamora in this regard. 
Placing himself above normal parliamentary 
procedure, Zamora manipulated the system 
to encourage a centrist party to emerge. In 
1933, he had already disregarded the funda-
mental parliamentary convention of giving 
the head of the largest party (CEDA) the op-
portunity to form a government. Disregard-
ing even the second-largest party of the Left, 
he asked instead the small party of centrists 
to take charge. CEDA was invited to become 
a junior partner in a coalition government. To 
be sure, there is some discretion in a parlia-
mentary system for the president to select the 
prime minister. And CEDA, afraid of appear-
ing too aggressive, acquiesced to this uncon-
ventional arrangement. Yet after late 1935, 
Zamora’s manipulations became particularly 
egregious. When the centrists were passing 

some controversial administrative reforms in 
September 1935 and several cabinet members 
resigned, Zamora could have offered the co-
alition partner, CEDA, the chance to form a 
government—or simply let the prime minis-
ter appoint new cabinet ministers. Instead, he 
handed the premiership to an independent. 
When, after three months, this government 
fell and the centrists were too embroiled in 
financial scandals to take the reins, Zamora 
could have given CEDA its chance. Yet he 
turned over the premiership to an old crony of 
his, Manuel Portela Valladares, who did not 
even have a seat in parliament. In the name 
of protecting centrism, Zamora was pushing 
de facto regime change. He was transforming 
a parliamentary regime (which defers to the 
largest political parties in the legislature), into 
a semi-presidential one (in which the presi-
dent unilaterally chooses the prime minister). 
His actions were not only sabotaging the con-
stitution. They were also radicalizing leftists 
and rightists, as they became convinced they 
would never be allowed to form a govern-
ment. Finally, unable to secure parliamentary 
support for Portela’s government, Zamora 
administered his coup de grâce: despite parlia-
ment having two more years to sit, he called 
new elections. With both Left and Right dis-
trusting the center, the election in February 

1936 became a regime-change plebiscite, a 
choice between a leftist republic that excluded 
the center and Right on the one hand, and 
some version of a rightist republic on the other. 

The Fascist Coup That Wasn’t

The popular front coalition party 
united the Left and achieved victory in 
1936, but they played most foul for it. 

The revolutionary Left used violent coercion, 
especially during the second round of voting. 
The center-Left also made last-minute and ex 
post facto changes to election laws to give their 
side disproportionate influence. They even 
created an electoral commission to “review” 
election results in contested districts. When 
the commission finished its work, the Left’s 
parliamentary majority had increased from 
three fifths to two thirds, enough to change 
the constitution.

Zamora, who alienated almost everyone, 
was the Left’s next target. When parliament re-
opened in April, the Popular Front impeached 
Zamora and removed him by a margin of 238 
to 5. Azaña replaced him as president, ensuring 
total leftist control of government. Azaña pro-
posed plans for mass confiscation of property, 
seizure of churches and schools, reparations to 
sanctioned leftists, and court packing. By mid-
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Once the revolutionary 
process begins, the old 

regime is finished. Both 
revolutionaries and 

counterrevolutionaries 
must found a new regime.

1936 there was still no rebellion, but as Payne 
observes, ordinary Spaniards were enduring 
far more abuse from their government than the 
American colonists in 1776. Arson, assaults, 
arbitrary arrests, and political violence surged 
across the country. 

On July 13, 1936, the principal leader of the 
monarchist party and a sitting member of par-
liament, José Calvo Sotelo, was kidnapped and 
murdered by socialist members of the state po-
lice. This outrage—part of the state apparatus 
killing one of the people’s own representatives—
was unprecedented in the history of European 
parliamentary regimes. The government re-
sponded not by arresting those responsible but 
by shutting down right-wing meeting centers 
and rounding up Falangists. Yet the impartial-
ity of the state was fatally compromised; it was 
now seen to be openly aiding and abetting par-
tisan murder. The constitution was broken. At 
that point, Payne writes, not rebelling appeared 
more dangerous for many than rebelling. 

Francisco Franco is commonly denounced 
as the general who led a fascist coup d’état 
against a democratic republic. But as Payne 
observes in Franco: A Personal and Political 
Biography (2014; co-written with Jesús Pala-
cios), “the only accurate part of this claim is 
that he was a general.” By July 1936 the re-
public was a hollowed-out corpse. The Popu-
lar Front had killed it. The chief organizers 
of the rebellion against the republic enlisted 
Franco because of his military prowess (he 
had become the youngest general in Europe 
after his successful campaigns in Spanish 
Morocco), and because of his professional 
and political reputation (he was regarded as 
a man of the moderate Right). Only in June 
1936 did Franco agree to participate in a revolt, 
and as late as July 12 he appears to have coun-
seled against rebellion. It was upon learning 
of the murder of Sotelo that he changed his 
mind. Franco was a junior partner at the start 
of the war, but the subsequent deaths of the 
rebellion’s senior organizers allowed him to 
take full command. 

There was no coup d’etat. The rebels knew 
that the political elites and most of the mili-
tary’s active commanders would remain loyal 
to the republic. What they hoped for was a 
revolt of the captains. They bet on a general 
military insurrection taking place across the 
entire country that would take the capital 
within a month. But they lost this bet. By the 
end of the first week, all major cities were sol-
idly in Republican—that is, leftist—hands. 
Most of the navy and air force, as well as half 
the army, remained with the republic. The 
Republicans controlled the arms and muni-
tions deposits, the major industrial areas, and 
all of Spain’s gold reserves. 

But instead of using existing security forc-
es to restore stability, the Republican govern-
ment armed popular militias. This unleashed 
an orgy of violence and destruction—mass 
murders of nuns and priests and others be-
came the order of the day across the nearly 
two thirds of Spain that the Republicans con-
trolled. These horrors swung the sympathies 
of Catholics and the middle class toward the 
rebels, giving them a wide base of support. 
The rebellion was saved.

Franco’s counterrevolutionary forces con-
sisted of Catholics, royalists, Falange fascists, 
anti-socialist republicans, and pretorians 
desiring a stable military dictatorship. From 
1936 to 1939, Franco cautiously but skillfully 
maneuvered this coalition to defeat the Re-
publicans and take over Spain. It is custom-
ary to describe Franco’s counterrevolution as 

“fascist,” but Franco’s motley coalition refutes 
this. Falange fascists and the royalist Right, 
for example, had diametrically opposed goals. 
The royalists rejected democracy and desired 
restoration of a Christian monarch—or at 

calls “arguably the wisest and most balanced 
Spanish intellectual” of the period, writes: 

the majority were persuaded that if 
that outcome had been the reverse, the 
sphere of liberty would not have been 
greater because both belligerents had 
promised the destruction of the other…. 
Thus it was not easy to mobilize Span-
iards toward an inversion of the outcome 
of the war, and since that basically was 
what the most politicized fragments of 
the country were proposing, the major-
ity remained relatively indifferent. It 
can be said that a large number of Span-
iards waited without haste for the end of 
the regime. [Emphasis in the original.]

Through a combination of social corporat-
ism and technocratic governance, the regime 
brought about a religious revival and material 
prosperity. But in the long run, Payne believes, 
the regime’s economic success undermined its 
distinct neo-traditionalism. Economic growth 
brought to Spain the materialist, libertine cul-
ture that was expanding elsewhere in western 
Europe. Even before the “caudillo” died in 1975, 
Francoist society and culture were largely gone. 

Lessons for the Present

As stanley payne’s lifework shows, 
the fall of the Second Spanish Republic 
and Spain’s ensuing civil war repay care-

ful study. It demonstrates the characteristics of 
a socialist rather than a Bolshevik revolution. 
It shows the failure of centrists and rightists to 
understand the socialist strategy of exploiting 
rather than opposing legality, and of redefining 
political norms to accord with their own agen-
da. The republic’s fall also highlights the liberal 
centrist temptation to justify abuses of power 
and violations of norms in an attempt to save 
democracy—making them instead complicit 
in its destruction. The rise of China as a neo-
traditionalist authoritarian technocracy sug-
gests that Franco’s regime model has survived. 
Hence the regime merits careful study as some-
thing greater than an anachronism destined to 
disappear through the march of history. 

Yet the most unsettling relevance of the 
Spanish case is its demonstration that mod-
ern liberal democracies are not immune to 
revolution. They can succumb to internal 
revolutionary processes. Liberal democracies 
are not guaranteed happy endings. The fall of 
the Spanish Republic reminds us that history 
remains tragic.

Nathan Pinkoski is a research fellow and director 
of academic programs at the Zephyr Institute.

least a ruler concerned with protecting tradi-
tional Christian society. This was abhorrent 
to fascists, who wanted to create a revolu-
tionary mass movement and unite it with the 
state through a post-Christian, pagan civic 
religion. Franco was skilled at playing both 
factions against each other, but for political 
and personal reasons he favored the tradition-
alists. He understood that the Republicans’ 
repeated attacks on Catholics had turned the 
Spanish Civil War into a religious war and 
people supported him because he was defend-
ing the Catholic Church. Consequently, the 
Nationalist counterrevolution had the goal 
of traditionalist restoration, not anti-clerical 
revolution. 

In The Franco Regime, 1936–1975 (1987), 
Payne describes the consolidation of Franco’s 
neo-traditionalist regime. Generally, Spaniards 
acquiesced to Franco’s rule. Though deprived 
of many public liberties during the civil war 
and afterward, they retained their private lib-
erties. They feared losing those, too, if conflict 
were to resume and the other side were to gain 
the upper hand. Julián Marías, whom Payne 
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