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Spanish Democracy and its Effect on Catalonia

 In 1939, Francisco Franco came to power after the Spanish Civil war. He ruled as a 

military dictator for many years until his death in 1975. After his death the country of Spain 

began to transition its government to one of more democratic ideals. Spain began its long 

transition into a parliamentary monarchy. Although Spain is considered a parliamentary 

monarchy, the level of democracy that exists within their form of government is relatively high 

in comparison to countries who consider themselves democratic nations. Under the rule of 

Franco large restrictions were placed on the region of Catalonia. After the switch to a 

parliamentary monarchy Catalonia became a more prosperous region in Spain . However, In 

recent years Catalonia has not been content with the Spanish government.  In October 2017 the 

regional government of Catalonia has set a referendum for its independence. Over the past 100 

years, the level of democracy present in the Spanish government has fluctuated greatly due to the 

shift of power since Franco’s rule. 

 Fransisco Franco headed the authoritarian regime that came to power after the Spanish 

Civil War. Franco served as the ultimate source of authority, the head of the government, and the 

supreme general of the armed forces. Franco had the power to appoint and dismiss government 

workers and ministers and had the final word for every major political decision. Because 



Franco’s military background, he ruled in a harsh authoritative manner. Franco believed that he 

was destined to save Spain from the evils of parliamentary democracy (Eric Solsten and Sandra 

W. Meditz).Dispight Franco’s hatred for the parliamentary democracy, he never developed a 

comprehensive political system. He often established laws after to cover up for the 

disorganization of his government policy.  

 Franco passed many laws known as the fundamental laws. These laws gave Franco’s 

government a facade of being an organized democratic system when in fact it was not. For 

example, Franco passed a law at the end of  World War II  known as the Charter of Rights. After 

World War II many precautions were taken to ensure that the Francoist regime created a facade 

of democracy. The Charter of Rights was essentially a fabricated bill of rights. The Charter of 

Rights didn’t give the people any real democratic rights. The Laws included in the Charter could 

be suspended at any moment without justification (Eric Solsten and Sandra W. Meditz). The 
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government pardoned many war time prisoners and announced elections for municipal councils, 

however, these council members could still be appointed and removed by the government. 

 Franco claimed that he would be ruler of this monarchy for life. Franco himself being a 

devout catholic, declared Spain a “Catholic, social, and representative monarchy”. This restored 

Spain’s national religion to Catholicism. This gave Franco’s regime legitimacy because it was 

supported by the Roman Catholic Church (Eric Solsten and Sandra W. Meditz). This gave the 

church control of the school system which allowed them to instill Francoist values into the youth 

of the population to ensure their support. 

 Along with the fundamental laws Franco passed, he also tried to control the culture and 

way of life in Spain. Franco’s support from the military made it possible for him to pass laws that 

controlled daily life. For example, Franco banned civil marriages and made divorce illegal. All 

marriages had to occur within the Catholic Church. Along the same lines, religious education 

became mandatory in schools. Under Franco, publication censorship was common and most 

public meetings required official permission. Franco also banned trade unions and assumed all of 

their funds and property.  

 Franco had full and tight control of Spain. He suppressed rebellion quickly and made his 

regime as strong as possible. However the region of Catalonia felt this suppression much 

stronger then the rest of Spain. This suppression stems from Catalonia’s resistance to Franco and 

the democrats during the Civil War. Catalonian countries were mostly republican and formed 

militias to fight against Franco and the democrats. A few cities of Spain, Catalonia, Valencia, 

Minorca, Lleida, and Majorca remained on the republican side till the end of the war. One of the 

most severely punished areas in the Catalan countries was the Balearic archipelago. The Balearic 



archipelago had a small population of just 300,000(Mir Curcó). The islands were neither 

strategically located, nor a strong military threat to the democratic coup. The only reason the 

coup would attack them in such a malicious manner would be to build increase the fear of their 

regime. On July 18th, 1936,  the republican country of Majorca was over taken by the 

democratic military(Mir Curcó). In Majorca, hundreds of unnecessary executions took place, 

many people had their land taken from them, and others were sent to prisons and concentration 

camps. In the region of Lleida many people were executed because they were perceived as 

sympathetic towards the republican cause. There were also many women who were captured, 

raped, and then shot. The counties of Lleida and Majorca had the largest number of casualties; 

most of whom were civilians. 

   

 

 After capturing Lleida and Majorca, Franco’s troops headed into Catalonia and the  

Valencian Country. In Catalonia,  many people were executed and thrown into mass graves of  

500 people or more. Many of these people were shot against cemetery walls and were thrown 
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into mass graves of republicans. In the Catalan Countries between 10,000 and 11,000 deaths 

were a result of the Francoist repression. At the end of the war, the Valencian Country suffered 

the greatest. The Valencian Country’s sea barrier made it more difficult for people to escape the 

war. There were at least thirteen concentration camps where prisoners of war were sent. After the 

war was over, it was estimated the between 500,000 and 600,000 people lost their lives as a 

result of the war and its aftermath, most of whom were from the region of Catalonia(Mir Curcó). 

 After the war, Franco assumed full legislative power. This gave Franco the power to 

punish those who lived in former republican states. The Law of Political Responsibilities was 

established to economically punish those who lived in the region of Catalonia. The Law of 

Political Responsibilities stated that the assets of the families of people imprisoned or punished 

could be used to pay for their guilt. This money was collected and used to finance the rebuilding 

of the country. In occupied areas, many Provincial Commissions of Confiscated Property were 

set up to confiscate the assets of any person or organization that didn't support the regime. 

Tribunals later took over the job of the Provincial Commissions.  Over 25,000 citizens of 

Catalonia were prosecuted under this law(Mir Curcó). There were many grounds for prosecution, 

one of which was having a prior military conviction. With this type of conviction citizens were 

forced to pay a fine and had many restrictions placed on professional activities and residence. 

Some convictions even resulted in having ones nationality revoked.  

 Under Franco, all government employees had to prove their loyalty to the regime. 

Anyone who did not show full and undying support of the regime was subject to persecution. 

Many politicians were tried and executed for being even slightly against the regime. Others were 

executed for being too slow in voicing support for the regime. If the political figure was no 



longer alive their decedents would have to face the prosecution for them. For example the former 

Catalan President Francesc Macià’s three children were prosecuted because of who their father 

was. In Spain the educational system was over seen by the government. Teachers also had to be 

especially loyal to the regime. One in every six Catalan teachers were permanently banned from 

teaching, or they were removed from the class room and suspended without pay. Many 

Catalonian schools were handed over to religious orders who soon regained control of the 

educational system. Many teachers fled before they were able to be persecuted. By reassuring 

that all teachers supported the regime, Franco was able to ensure the support of future 

generations.  

 After the war was over, the Catalonian economy was in an extreme depression. This 

economic crisis caused Franco’s regime began to suppress Catalan language and culture. 

Corruption and extortion slowed the reconstruction process. It slowed the rebuilding of everyday 

life and continued to result in a great number of deaths caused by executions. The region fell to 

crime rising to a 50% crime rate. Many offenders stole staple goods such as food, clothing, and 

electricity. As a result of this, the government began to ration, set quotas, and tax basic necessary 

products. All of these things limited the distribution of scarce resources. 

 During the war, there were many women who were captured, raped, and executed for 

being on the republican side. In post war francoist Spain, there were many cases in which women 

were used for sexual favors. Later many of these women were tried for prostitution, loose-living 

or immoral practices when in actuality they had been sexually assaulted. Many of these Catalan 

women were imprisoned. While in jail many of these women had children. These children were 

then distributed to many different homes and some to agricultural camps. 



 The reign of terror, the suppression of political opposition, and poverty throughout Spain 

continued for many years. The persecution against the republican Catalonian region came to an 

end after the death of Franco in 1975. Spain had to rebuild its governmental structure and 

increase its economic prosperity. In just three years Franco’s chosen heir, Juan Carlos, peacefully 

and legally brought Spain from a dictatorship to a parliamentary democracy. This had never been 

done without a revolution, civil war, or military defeat. The laws that Franco created that control 

all aspects of life and government made it possible to pass legislation instituting a democratic 

constitutional monarchy.  

 Juan Carlos was hand picked by Franco to rule his regime after his death. Franco oversaw 

Carlos’s education to ensure his support for the regime and even had Carlos publicly swear his 

loyalty to the principles of Franco’s National Movement (Eric Solsten and Sandra W. Meditz). 

Carlos appointed Arias Navarro as Prime minister. This was a very controversial choice and 

cause much unrest. Navarro was a loyal Francoist who citizens feared would prohibit more 

liberal reforms. Because of the violent atmosphere, Juan Carlos asked for Navarro to resign. The 

new prime minister, Adolfo Suarez Gonzalez, had served under Franco and was a loyal supporter 
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of the regime. This did not look promising for democratic reform, but in actuality it helped 

Carlos bring about the reforms he desired. Using Suarez’s ability to manipulate the bureaucratic 

machine and Carlos’s control of the armed forces the two were able to make a seamless transition 

to a more democratic nation. 

 The democratization of Spain was a rapid process. The government quickly pardoned 

political prisoners and restored the right to strike. In 1977 Spain had its first free election since 

before the civil war. Political parties were formed shortly before the election. One major issue 

that arose was the legalization of the Communist Party of Spain (PEC) (Eric Solsten and Sandra 

W. Meditz). The military was trained to suppress any Marxist ideals, but people on the left felt 

that they should have their views represented. Suarez ultimately decided to legalize the 

Communist Party of  Spain. The election succeeded in electing a wide range of representation. 

Moderates and those who desired change voted in a government body that was perfect for the 

expansion of democracy.  

 Meanwhile in Catalonia, as levels of democracy rose in Spain, the quality of life and 

governmental representation of the region increased dramatically.  In 1975 the provisional 

regional government was restored. Catalonia was soon recognized as a distinct national 

community in Spain which allowed the region to recreate its identity. Catalan, along with 

Spanish, became the official languages of Catalonia. Catalonia transformed its self into a well 

traveled tourist area. The building of the La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona and the City of Arts 

and Science in Valencia brought many tourists to these cities. The 1992 Olympics were held in 

Barcelona which brought many people to the city. The Olympics created many jobs and started a 

huge reconstruction and beautification process for the city. For example the city knocked down a 



section of industrial buildings to create two miles of beachfront property for the Olympics. 

(olympics.org) Thanks to this increase in tourism, the economic stability in Catalonia was 

restored after a long period of deterioration.  

 

 Today, Spain is recognized as a parliamentary monarchy that is known for being a 

relatively democratic nation.  According to the global democratic ranking, Spain is the 19th most 

democratic nation is the world. In light of this, the region of Catalonia is currently voting to gain 

independence from Spain to form its own independent state. This movement was prompted by 

the Spanish court’s failure to pass the 2006 Statute of Autonomy of Catalonia. The Constitutional 

Court is Spains highest power regarding the constitutionality of a law. It took the court four years 

to reach a final decision. Ultimately the law was deemed unconstitutional because it referred to 

Catalonia as a ‘nation’(Calamur, Krishnadev). Catalonia’s identity as a region differs greatly 
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from the identity of Spain. The Catalonian simply wanted to be referred to as its own state within 

Spain with Catalan as the official language, but the Spanish government did not want to allow 

them to have the freedom to fully govern themselves.  

 After a long history of turmoil with the Spanish monarchy, The Catalonian people have 

finally decided to have a referendum for their independence. As a result of the courts decision, 

the president of Catalonia, Arthur Mas, declared that he would file for independence if his party 

won the election by a large majority. Mas’s party, the Catalan European Democracy Party 

(PDeCAT), won by a large majority.  In 2014 they held a pol asking voters if they wanted 

Cataloinia to be an independent state. 80% said yes, but the vote was deemed non-binding by the 

Constitutional Court. Mas’s successor, Carles Puigdemont, was elected in 2015. Under 

Puigdemont, the Generalitat, Catalonia’s elected autonomous regional government, officially 

called for a referendum. The Spanish government did everything in its power to stop the vote that 

occurred on the October first, 2017. Spains constitutional court declared the vote illegal and 

ordered Spanish police to stop the vote. Spanish police stormed many Catalan government 

buildings and arrested twelve Catalan officials. The police also raided polling stations and beat 

voters and fired rubber bullets into crowds. (Same Jones) 

 The Constitutional Court suspended Catalonian parliament’s session after the vote. The 

Catalonian parliament was supposed to discuss the results of the vote. The president of the 

Catalan parliament said the the Courts decision to suspend their session “harms freedom of 

expression and the right of initiative of members of this parliament and shows once more how 

the courts are being used to solve political problems.”  According to the Catalan government, a 



large 90% of voters voted for Catalonian independence.  Although the vote has occurred, there is 

not a final statement on if Catalonia will achieve its independence. 

 The Spanish government has changed dramatically since 1939 and has made great strides 

since the death of Franco. The democratic aspects of Spanish government have increase 

dramatically since the rule of Franco and his regime, but still continues to change based on who 

is in power. The mistreatment of the Catalonian region has persisted for far to many years and 

hopefully will soon have a resolution.  
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