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Introduction 

 

We examine the continuity of practices of irregular adoptions in Spain during the Civil 

War (1936-1939), the Franco dictatorship (1939-1975) and the early years of democracy until the 

90s. Doing so allows us to shed light on infrastructures of memory and the interplay of secrecy, 

fear, remembering and forgetting. Social anthropologists, demographers and historians have 

analysed the process through which Spain became a world leader in international adoption (Briggs 

and Marre, 2009; Leinaweaver, Marre and Frekko, 2017; Marre, 2009, 2010, 2011; Leinaweaver 

2013, 2019; Leinaweaver and Marre, forthcoming 2021). However, fewer researchers have 

analysed domestic adoptions in Spain (Palacios and Amorós, 2006) and even fewer researchers 

have studied irregular adoptions through enforced displacement and re-placement of children 

(Marre, 2014; Roig, 2018; Vinyes et al., 2002). 

 Approaching this phenomenon broadly—that is, including appropriations, child 

displacement, stolen babies, missing children, and child laundering—we investigate why irregular 

adoption was still in practice in Spain until the end of the 90s and why it is still silent, invisible 

and unrecognised. Following Rubin (2018), we argue that this is so because institutional and 

material remnants of Francoism are still in use in Spain and contribute to keeping citizens and 

institutions silent. Silenced citizens and institutions help to keep public secrets—“unknown 

knowns”— (Simmel, 1906; Bellman, 1981; Taussig, 1999) that are very difficult to put into words. 

The anthropologist Linda Green has discussed the difficulties of representing and fixing terror in 

words, making fear an elusive social experience (Green, 1994; Taussig, 1992). The study of 

silence, fear, and their consequences presents ethical and methodological challenges. The 

ethnographer must experience fear itself and is exposed to how fear is expressed implicitly in 
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institutionalised documents, legislation, recurrent media coverage, parliament and other political 

fora, and everyday interactions. 

We start by describing why certain Francoist policies and practices—including irregular 

adoptions through the enforced displacement of children—remain a public secret shrouded in 

fearful silence. We then examine the laws from the post-dictatorship period and the early 

democratic period designed to prevent irregular adoptions. We continue with an explanation of our 

conceptual and methodological choices and our analysis of the material, to conclude by examining 

recent efforts to provide social recognition to irregularly adopted children and their families 

through ongoing current legal reforms, nearly half a century after Franco’s death in 1975. 

 

Public secrets in Spain 

Assuming that “the violation of human rights is not an internal matter of a single country and 

therefore the international community” (Council of Europe, 2005: 2), the Council of Europe’s 

Parliamentary Assembly Recommendation titled Need for international condemnation of the 

Franco Regime recognised in 2005 that “the issue of the Franco Regime only recently become 

subject to serious in-depth public debate in Spain” (Council of Europe, 2005: 3). According to the 

Council of Europe, this delay was related to the fact that dictatorship archives began to be 

destroyed in 1965, in 1968 the Official Secrets Law (Law 9,1968) still in effect1 was passed and 

that the post-Franco democratic government took action to protect them only starting in 1985, ten 

years after Franco’s death. The Council also noted that investigations in Spain about irregular 

adoptions began timidly at the end of the 1990s (Council of Europe, 2005: 10), when international 

adoption began in Spain. 

Why did Francoist officials destroy the archives thirty years after the end of the Civil War? 

Why only ten years after the end of the dictatorship did the Spanish government take action to 

protect the archival resources? Why was it only at the end of the 90s, twenty years after Franco’s 

death, that irregular adoptions began to be investigated? A preliminary answer can be deduced 

from a statement by the Council of Europe: “The return of democracy, Spain’s transition, was 

agreed by the Francoist elites in return for a de facto political amnesty, based on the ‘pact of 

silence’” (Council of Europe, 2005: 10). 

During the Spanish Civil War and post-war period between five hundred thousand and one 

million people were killed through brutal mass executions perpetrated by both sides, and many 
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women experienced sexual assault in police stations “in the name of the Francoist concept of 

redemption” (Council of Europe, 2005: 8). Thousands of people were “re-educated” as slave 

labourers in concentration camps, the army or private enterprises. The right to kill one’s 

adversaries and certain categories of citizens not integratable into the new social system during the 

Civil War was later transformed into other forms of extermination, such as the loss of identity. 

Many thousands of working-class children were sent to state institutions because the regime 

considered their Republican families “unfit” to raise them. Child refugees were kidnapped from 

European countries by the regime’s external “repatriation” service and placed in Francoist 

institutions. Numerous babies and young children, the so called “lost children” of Francoism, were 

taken from their imprisoned mothers, given new names, and adopted by regime families (Council 

of Europe, 2005: 9). 

In 2008, Baltasar Garzón, a judge from the Spanish National High Court, ratified the 

Council of Europe’s recommendation. According to Garzón, the events at the end of the Spanish 

Civil War included one of the biggest, longest-lasting abductions of underage people, loss of 

custody by biological families and loss of identity in Occident, a crime against humanity with 

perduring juridical consequences (Garzón, 2008). According to the judge, the systematic 

disappearance of the children of Republican mothers (who had been taken prisoner, executed, 

exiled, or simply disappeared) between 1937 and 1950 was very similar to the one implemented 

later in Argentina (1976-1983). However, unlike in Argentina, it took place “under the cover of an 

apparent legality” and, because of it, “its effects were more long-lasting and harder to detect and 

stop” (Garzón 2008: 73). It was, Garzón (2008) said, a “peculiar Spanish form of ‘legal’ 

disappearance of people during the Civil War and post-war period through a pseudo-juridical 

system that gave ‘legal’ cover to the systematic abduction of children” (p. 51). 

In September 2014, reports of the Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary 

Disappearances (UNHRC, 2014a) and the Special Rapporteur on the Promotion of Truth, Justice, 

Reparation and Guarantees of Non-recurrence (UNHRC, 2014b) were presented to the United 

Nations Human Rights Council. They were the result of two missions to Spain carried out in 2013 

and 2014. Amnesty International also presented a statement agreeing with the reports, as did 

members of the victims’ associations (CEAQUA, 2014). The Spanish ambassador at the time, Ana 

Menéndez, opposed the reports, saying, “The Spanish transition to democracy is a unique case of 

national reconciliation without criminal justice, agreed upon by the vast majority of parliamentary 
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political forces […] [They were] convinced that only thorough forgetfulness, amnesia and 

forgiveness was reconciliation possible” (UNHRC, 2014c). 

Both UN reports referred to enforced disappearances during the Civil War (1936-1939), 

the post-war period and the Franco dictatorship (1939-1975), and the transition and the restoration 

of democracy (1976-1990), pointing to victims of enforced disappearances, those whose bodies 

are still in mass graves waiting for exhumations, and the children systematically abducted and 

stolen “with the knowledge or involvement of certain authorities or officials during the Civil war, 

the Franco dictatorship and, afterwards, the restoration of democracy” (UNHRC, 2014a). 

According to these reports, hundreds of babies were stolen from hospital maternity wards and 

illegally offered for adoption in exchange for money, in many cases with the knowledge or 

involvement of authorities or officials. 

To carry out these thefts, the perpetrators convinced the biological parents that their 

children had died shortly after birth or they simply snatched the babies under threat (UNHRC, 

2014a: 5). The reports indicated that the only efforts to investigate these enforced disappearances 

in Spain were carried out by victims’ families or civil society. The state did not participate in these 

efforts. It has not contributed to the search for victims of the enforced disappearances, nor has it 

permitted access to information contained in state archives. Pablo de Greiff, Special Rapporteur 

of the Human Rights Council of the UN General Assembly, pointed out that the relevant files 

remain classified on the basis of national security and the secrecy of official acts (Law 9, 1968). 

There is no state policy aimed at discovering the truth, and at the same time, research by other 

entities is blocked2 (UNHRC, 2014b: 10-12). 

Using Mbembe’s terms, children were taken through a more “benevolent” form of 

necropower, the intention of which was “to save the people from themselves” (Mbembe, 2003: 

note 38, 22), that is, to “save” children from their parents or “to actively expiate the ‘sins of the 

fathers’” (Council of Europe, 2005: 10). Their identities were erased through fake death records 

and birth certificates that allowed them to be reborn into “suitable” families. To use Mbembe’s 

phrase, it produced a new and unique form of social existence in which vast populations were 

subjected to conditions of life that conferred upon them “the status of living dead” (p. 40). 

The article draws on anthropological research in Spain. In the way of anthropological 

participant observation, we were involved in numerous informal conversations with colleagues, 

friends and university students. Marre interviewed five persons actively involved in the stolen 
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babies’ movement and one administrative assistant who worked in a big maternal hospital during 

the Franco dictatorship. We also analyzed media (television, press and radio) and parliamentary 

and European institutional documents. During our more than 25 years living in Spain, we have 

learnt about local subalterns’ fear and silence as well as about public secrets and remnants. We 

have also registered the timid individual and collective public openness regarding the stolen babies 

since 2005 and the increasing anxiety about and disqualification of the victims of the Franco 

dictatorship and the transition on the part of the Popular Party and the most conservative wing of 

the Socialist Party. 

 

Irregular adoptions in Spain of forcibly displaced and re-placed children 

To re-place children who had been forcibly displaced during the Civil War, new legal procedures 

had to be produced. Six months after the beginning of the war, in December 1936, general 

governor Luis Valdés issued an order to prepare the “rapid and adequate attention needed to 

handle the considerable number of children who have been orphaned or abandoned [and], who 

we will find when we occupy Madrid” (Order 30, 1936: 11). Foreseeing that they would not be 

able to absorb so many children, they turned “to the indefatigable Christian charity of the 

Spanish people […], which […] is ready to be victorious in this Holy Crusade” (Order 30, 1936: 

11). To accomplish this task, in each municipality, there was a council composed of the mayor, 

the priest and the most senior teacher to identify families that were appropriate, in terms of their 

customs, religion and morals, to take care of these children. Four months later, a new order 

(Order April 1, 1937) established two kinds of fosterage, temporary and permanent, and left 

processing in the hands of local administrations. 

The displacement and re-placement of children and babies during this time was justified 

and encouraged initially based on the theories of Vallejo Nájera (1889-1960), a military 

psychiatrist who, at the end of World War I was assigned to work for the Military Commission 

of the Spanish Embassy in Berlin where he visited asylums, hospitals, and German concentration 

camps as a representative of a neutral country. Unlike French or German biologists’ thesis of the 

time, for Vallejo Nájera race was a cultural acquisition resulting from a social environment that 

could help or hinder racial development. The race in question for him was Hispanidad 

(Hispanicity), a distinctive spiritual feeling made by suitable emotional complexes (religiosity, 

patriotism, and moral responsibility) that could degenerate because of external factors. Racial 
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Hispanicity therefore had to be protected by positive, non-geneticist eugenics. This approach 

involved early detection and segregation of degraded children, whose purification would be 

overseen by the state. 

Laws surrounding the orphaned and abandoned children continued to be issued after the 

war and during the Franco regime. The 17 October Law issued by the Franco government in 

1941 established norms and procedures to adopt children from institutions. Children needed to be 

adopted by families considered adequate because of their “morality and honour” (Law October, 

1941a). Regarding children’s identities, a law approved two months later established that if it 

were not possible to know children’s names and surnames and birth dates “common surnames 

will be used stating that filiation is unknown, which does not imply a presumption of 

illegitimacy” (Law December, 1941b, art. 6). 

A few years later, in 1949, The Falange Tradicionalista y de las J.O.N.S, the only 

political party permitted during the dictatorship, reported that 20,266 children, from the 32,037 

children expatriated during the war by their families to protect them from the advance of 

Franco’s troupes, were repatriated (Falange Española Tradicionalista y de las J.O.N.S, 1949). 

After that, many of them were sponsored by Auxilio Social, a charity inspired in Nazi's Winter-

hilfe (Cenarro, 2009) and institutionalised in 1936. While some of the children remained there 

throughout their youth, others were re-placed into adoptive families through the automatic 

transfer of parental rights to the state. Most of these children were adopted without the 

knowledge or consent of their biological families (UNHRC, 2014a). Something similar happened 

with the children of women imprisoned in La Prisión de Madres Lactantes (The Prison of 

Breastfeeding Mothers) in 1940. They were children of prisoners whose surnames were modified 

to allow their adoption. As with the children who were repatriated and placed, afterwards, in 

institutions or new families, these actions were carried out in the name of the “protection of the 

children” (Garzón, 2008) from their Republican families, which were deemed “inadequate” for 

their upbringing. 

In August 1953, Spain signed a new agreement replacing the 1851 agreement with the 

Catholic Church. The agreement made national-Catholicism the official ideology of the state 

(Juliá, 1999). In the ensuing years, strict guidelines for public and private moral conduct were 

imposed on Spanish society through legal procedures. The broadest modification of the civil 

code regarding marriage, adoption and the legal capacity of women was introduced by a new law 
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in April 1958. Due to the “very frequent adoption” of children, the new law introduced two types 

of adoption. While the new law retained the simple form (menos plena), it also introduced full 

adoption (plena), devoted exclusively to orphans whose filiation was unknown. According to 

article 178, “The Civil Register will not publish, after the adoption, the surnames given to the 

adopted child on his birth certificate or any information that reveals his origin” unless the adult 

adoptee requests it (Law April, 1958). This provision—whose wording was retained until the 

next reform in 1970 (Law 7, 1970, art. 175)—kept adoptions secret. A new law issued in 

November 1958 modified the Civil Register Law requiring that babies’ deaths occurring more 

than 24 hours after birth be registered as deaths and those produced less than 24 hours after birth 

be registered as miscarriages (Decree November 14, 1958). 

Between the end of the 50s and the 90s, when Spanish families started adopting 

internationally and several laws regarding adoption were put in place, another group of an 

unknown number of children, but estimated between 200,000 and 300,000 (Adler, 2011; 

UNHRC, 2014a; Roig, 2018), were placed in adoption without the knowledge or consent of their 

birth families. Law 21/1987 was considered “the starting point of modern adoption law” in 

Spain. Through it, adoption ceased being an arrangement between private parties, in recognition 

of the fact that private adoption had “sometimes permitted the odious practice of child 

trafficking” and “other times resulted in an inadequate screening of prospective adopters” (Law 

21, 1987). In this sense, the law explicitly recognised that adoption brokers were seeking profit 

and attempted to prevent them from doing so. 

The law was passed several years after the press had denounced several cases of irregular 

adoption in the late 70’s (Adrover, 2018) and early 80’s (Iglesias, 1982a, 1982b, 1982c; Gómez 

Mardones, 1985). The press described a system of “commercial circulation” of babies led by 

obstetrician Eduardo Vela and Sister María Gómez Valbuena. One article included a two-page 

photograph of a baby’s corpse. The journalists report that the baby’s corpse was kept in a freezer 

and shown to families who were told that their babies had been stillborn or had died shortly after 

birth. This revelation did not result in political or legal repercussions for obstetrician Vela. On 

the contrary, Vela continued to work as an obstetrician. When asked in 2008 about the 1981 

events, Vela reported that “those women decided to give up their baby” and reported that “it will 

be very difficult [to find any information because] all of the documentation was destroyed by 

order of the Juvenile Court” (Duva, 2008). 
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During the 60s, 70s and 80s, numerous babies were taken, not because their families were 

Republican, but because their mothers were single, or, in the case of married couples, because 

the couple was poor, illiterate, young or already had several children. According to some 

testimonies, most of these babies were born via “twilight birth” in hospitals and clinics when the 

practice of home births was abandoned in Spain. All of these babies were declared to have been 

stillborn or to have died after birth and been buried immediately by the hospital. A victim’s 

family interviewed by Marre in 2012 told her that this practice was possible because the birth 

families of these children were “simple people, without resources or education. Because of that, 

until now they—and my parents—could be intimidated”. 

 

Infrastructures of memory and fear in Spain. 

In the period extending from the death of Franco (1975) to the ratification of the new 

Constitution (1978), several legislative and judicial actions not only retroactively consolidated 

earlier institutionalised practices but also extended their projection into the future. In October 

1977, an amnesty for all acts with political intent, regardless of their outcome, was granted by 

law. It included “crimes and mistakes that authorities, functionaries, and agents of public order 

might have committed [and] crimes committed by public functionaries against the rights of 

persons” (Amnesty Law 46, 1977: 22766; UNHRC, 2014b). These legislative acts defined what 

Spanish people had to forget (Renan, 1882) and what they had to “remember to forget” 

(Mookherjee, 2006). In fact, the amnesty laws (1976, 1977) are commonly referred to in Spain as 

the “Pact of Forgetting”. 

In producing ethnography about mass graves and restored Francoist monuments in Spain, 

Rubin (2018), following Latour (2005), uses the concept of “infrastructures of memory”—the 

network of buildings, institutions and social and political narratives that force Spanish citizens to 

locate the coercive effects of the dictatorship’s policies in their daily interactions. Historian Nora 

(1989) has explained that the location of memory is always produced in both material and 

immaterial spheres of life. In Spain, Rubin’s “infrastructures of memory” are embedded in a 

discursive understanding of Francoism constructed through the intertwining of amnesty and 

amnesia. Indeed, etymologically, amnesty and amnesia have the same Greek root (a- “not” + mn, 

mneme “memory”). The word in ancient Greek to refer to both forgetfulness and forgiveness was 

amnestia, but in Latin this word came to have a specialised sense of “forgetting wrongdoing”. The 
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Spanish amnesty laws promulged on the post-Francoism years were inspired in the argument that 

amnesty should be understood to include both forgetfulness and forgiveness. 

 The reconstruction of the nation started with a socio-political agreement about what had to 

be forgotten (Renan, 1882) through the rationale that the transition to democracy would be 

impossible if the Franco regime were held accountable for its actions. The rhetoric was—and still 

is—that in order not to repeat the past, it is necessary to forgive and forget. A few years later, in 

other cases of post-military-dictatorship regimes, such as Argentina, the rhetoric was constructed 

under the opposite logic: in order not to repeat the past, it is necessary not to forgive and forget 

(Ni olvido, ni perdón). 

Spanish social memory, where chronic, collective fear is located, has helped to maintain 

public secrets —the “unknown knowns”— (Simmel, 1906; Bellman, 1981; Taussig, 1999) about 

different forms of repression, including those directed at children during the restoration of 

democracy. As Green (1994) has discussed in her research in Guatemala, fear is elusive, like pain 

or sadness. It is often overwhelmingly obvious to the person experiencing it, but it may be barely 

noticeable to anyone else, as it is silenced and almost defies objectification. 

Garzón, graphically described the scale of the silence surrounding displaced and re-

placed children by pointing out that they were “terrible happenings that have not been 

investigated for more than sixty years” (Garzón 2008: 51) despite the fact that the “missing 

children”, now adults, are also victims of the Franco dictatorship. In conducting our research, we 

wondered how to ask participants—if they were willing to talk at all—about the taboos, 

“unknown knowns”, and/or “common knowledge” surrounding the displacement and re-

placement of children? How could we give voice to subalterns when they didn’t want to talk or 

felt they couldn’t, or when they, as subalterns, silenced during decades, still considered 

themselves to be what the elites told them they were? (Said, 1978; Spivak, 1988). 

 

The social life of the forcibly disappeared 

In 2008, a newspaper article (Duva, 2008) reported on the efforts of women born at the San Ramón 

Clinic of Madrid to find their biological mothers using the Internet. The women were 25-30 years 

old and, as reported in the 70s (Adrover, 2018) and 80s (Iglesias, 1982a, 1982b, 1982c; Gómez 

Mardones, 1985), had been given in adoption by the obstetrician Eduardo Vela and Sister María 

Gómez Valbuena. The nun was charged with the crime of illegal detention for the appropriation 
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of three babies (two of whom were twin girls) born in 1981 and 1982 at the Santa Cristina Clinic 

of Madrid.3 Although she was summoned before the judge, she repeatedly refused to testify. In 

January 2013 her congregation announced that the nun had died and that her funeral had been held 

“privately”. Victims’ associations requested further information about the nun’s death, but none 

was provided. 

The fact that Sister Valbuena was charged was the consequence of a cascade of complaints 

about stolen babies following the Recommendations of the Political Affairs Committee (Council 

of Europe, 2005) and the Parliamentary Assembly (Council of Europe, 2006) of Council of Europe 

and judge Garzón’s ratification (2008). These were followed by more individual complaints in 

2011 and joint complaints filed with the Office of the Attorney General in 2012. The joint 

complaints were driven by some of the 28 victims’ associations, 24 of which joined to form the 

state-wide Coordinating Federation X-24 in 2012. The associations asked to be able to allege 

crimes against humanity between 1936 and 1990 and not merely until the end of the dictatorship 

in 1975, arguing that child appropriation had been perpetrated in the democratic period by the 

same people and through similar procedures as during the dictatorship. As Posocco (2011) pointed 

out for Guatemala, principles and behaviours from the Civil War and the dictatorship had been 

transplanted into the democratic period. 

Inés Madrigal was born at Madrid’s San Ramón Hospital in June 1969, in Francoist post-

war Spain. A few days after her birth, Inés was given in adoption by the obstetrician Vela, then 

the director of the hospital. Her adoptive parents registered Inés as their biological daughter 

(Junquera, 2019). When Inés was 18 years old, her mother explained to her that she was adopted; 

later, she suggested that she might have been one of the many babies stolen in Spain during the 

Franco regime. Her mother also gave relevant information for Inés to start a legal case against the 

obstetrician Vela. At the end of the trial, she discovered that she was not a stolen baby. Her 

biological brothers and sister, whom she found during her court battle, told her that their biological 

mother died in 2013 had told them that, when she got pregnant in 1968, she “decided” to give up 

the baby because she was single. While Inés was not a stolen baby, her adoption was clearly 

irregular. 

Ana Pintado was born in July 1973 at Madrid’s Santa Cristina Hospital, two years before 

Franco’s death. She found out about her adoption in 2010, when her father passed away. However, 

she didn’t look for more information until after her mother’s death in 2014, when she found her 
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adoption documentation. With the help of an association of stolen babies, she discovered her 

biological family—her mother, her father and two older brothers—who had never looked for her 

because a few hours after her birth her mother was told that the baby had died (Sánchez Garzón, 

2019). She used this information to start a legal case against the gynaecologist who signed her 

birth certificate. He recognised his signature before the judge but said he didn’t remember anything 

because the deliveries were handled by midwifes, nurses, and nuns of the hospital. These and other 

reported cases show that irregular adoptions were an extremely frequent practice in Spain during 

the Franco dictatorship. They also illustrate that it took several years—sometimes decades—for 

the actors involved to locate the narrative of their experiences in a social memory built on the 

silence around Civil War and dictatorship policies and practices. 

In 2014, a master’s student in her mid-20s who lives in a small Catalan village contacted 

Marre to discuss possible topics for her master’s thesis. In a prolonged conversation, she explained 

that she lived in a farmhouse in the Catalan countryside. According to her, there were still what 

she defined as “vestiges” of the Civil War period about that no one talked about in the village and 

in her family. Marre asked whether she would like to make this the topic of her thesis. She 

immediately became tense and responded that she wouldn’t be able to do this because she wouldn’t 

know how to talk about the topic. She wouldn’t know how to bring it up with her parents and 

certainly even less with her grandparents. And in any case, she said, if she did find a way to ask, 

they would avoid responding. When Marre asked her why she thought she wouldn’t be able to ask 

and why she thought her parents and grandparents wouldn’t respond, the student thought for a 

moment. Then she responded, “Because of fear”. “Fear of what?”, Marre asked. She responded: 

“Mmm, I don’t know...I don’t know exactly how to put it, but it’s fear”. Indeed, the power of fear 

lies in doubting one’s own perception of reality. According to a survey of public opinion, 88.2 

percent of Spaniards agree that Franco violated human rights and governed through fear (CIS, 

2008; Rubin, 2018). 

The families of the victims of enforced disappearance, mainly women who are searching 

for their children, share both things—fear and secrets related to their privacy. Private realms are 

the areas of personal knowledge to which only intimates have direct access (Simmel, 1906). 

However, fear and secrets appear not only in the context of enforced disappearances, the Civil 

War, and the dictatorship. They pervade other aspects of Spanish social life, such as those related 
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to the victims of Catholic priests’ sexual abuse or the difficulties people have in talking about 

problems, voicing dissent, or claiming their rights. 

 

Concluding remarks: today and moving forward 

The case of Marre’s student shows how the routinisation of fear allows people to live in “a 

chronic state of fear... with a facade of normalcy, while terror permeated and shreds the social 

fabric” (Green, 1994: 231). Fear and secrets—which can’t be mentioned—also serve as organising 

principles for legal and illegal groups in society and provide “auspices for informal alliances 

between persons who share hidden information or knowledge” (Bellman, 1981:1). Simmel (1906) 

pointed out that secrecy is the hiding of realities by negative or positive means—a practice of 

hiding public secrets that remains in Spain. 

Spanish material infrastructures have been extensively modernised since the end of the 

dictatorship and the time Spain joined the European Union. However, Spanish infrastructures of 

memory have only begun to be renovated. Indeed, avoiding speaking openly about public secrets 

still underlies Spanish political discourse. In 2015, the leader of the conservative Popular Party 

declared, “In the 21st century it cannot be fashionable to be from the left. They are carcas (old 

fashioned). They talk all day about the war of the old folks, the graves of I don’t know who...” 

(Garrido, 2018). In contrast to this statement, families of victims of the Civil War and the Franco 

regime have started to use memory to make claims on the Spanish state (Rubin, 2018). Victims’ 

families are seeking investigations and state recognition for their missing, executed, disappeared, 

or abused relatives. Several associations of victims of the war have been organised to locate and 

map mass graves and to create four DNA banks (in Andalusia, Catalonia, Basque Country, and 

Navarra) tasked with identifying human remains from the war. 

We see the emergence of a new infrastructure of memory when, in February 2020, the then 

first vice president of Spain’s new left coalition government announced that—after seven years of 

conservative government during which historical memory policies were set aside— “Spain and 

Spanish democracy cannot have disappeared persons. So, we must keep opening the graves of our 

compatriots…” (EFE, 2020). She was referring to the 114,226 unidentified bodies in more than 

400 mass graves (Ferrandiz, 2006; Ceasar, 2016) located in Spain until now. Nevertheless, except 

for Inés Madrigal (who was eventually recognised as a victim of irregular adoption, but without 

legal consequences for the perpetrators), the state has not responded to, recognised, or 
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administered justice to anyone. In particular the state has been silent in the face of women looking 

for the children they had to leave behind because they were single or poor or illiterate and, through 

the subterfuge of adoption, were re-placed to other families. 

Nevertheless, some timid efforts to recognise irregular adoption through forced 

displacement and re-placement of babies and children seem to have begun. In June 2020, the 

Spanish parliament began debating a law devoted to investigating the case of “stolen babies” and 

recognising them and their families (Spanish Stolen Babies Bill, 2020). The text proposes the 

creation of a specialised prosecutor’s office, the opening of archives, free access to DNA tests and 

exhumations, and the creation of an official, national DNA bank and census. It also stipulates the 

creation of a commission to guarantee the right of victims to receive free legal, psychological, and 

medical support. Unfortunately, the proposed text does not include explicitly the case of children 

left behind by their mothers for different reasons who were given in adoption. 

The cases, reports, and testimonies we have selected illustrate the limits and consequences 

of forgiveness, forgetfulness, and public secrecy and why exposure instead of obfuscation is 

needed. Following Benjamin, ([1963] 1977) truth is not about revealing the secret in order to 

destroy it. It is the revelation of the secret itself (not its destruction) that leads to justice, precisely 

because it is a public secret. Following Canetti ([1960] 1984), the most important form of social 

knowledge is knowing what not to know: we all know, and they know that we know; everyone 

knows of that which cannot be spoken (Taussig, 1999). Perhaps, it is time to speak openly and 

without fear about irregular adoptions of forcibly disappeared children in Spain. 
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Notes 

 
1 Amnesty International has signalled that the law “hinders any kind of procedures related to truth, justice and 
reparations, from the opening of mass graves to the clarification of the cases of stolen babies” (Amnesty 
International, 2021; bold in original). At the beginning of 2021, Spain’s coalition government headed by the 
Socialist Party and the leftist Podemos began reforming this law, and passage is expected by the end of the term in 
November 2023. Prior to the arrival of Podemos in the government, this reform had been systematically blocked by 
both the Socialist Party and the conservative Popular Party (González, 2021). 
2 The UNHRC reported in detail the main elements of the block: “There are no official censuses of victims, or data 
or official estimates of the total number of victims of the Civil War and the dictatorship. Furthermore, several 
subjects are still under-explored, such as the forced labour of prisoners, bombing deaths, stolen children, the 
consequences of war and different forms of repression, including violence against women, and the responsibilities of 
private companies for their active participation or complicity in the perpetration of human rights violations […] Free 
access to archives is not permitted […] on the grounds of national security and the Official Secrets Act [Law 
9/1968], historical documents and major military and police archive collections remain classified […], which 
restricts the scope of investigations [so] there never was any State policy established to seek the truth” (UNHRC, 
2014b: 10-12). 
3 The cases reported, especially from 2006, were not limited to Madrid. 
 
 
 


