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Despite living under one of twentieth century Europe’s most savage dictatorships, 

Spanish society also underwent its long ’68,1 a process influenced by the changes that had 

sent shockwaves through the left worldwide since the mid-1950s.2 A broad range of new 

theoretical and practical points of reference led to the symbolic insertion of local activists 

into the global revolutionary collective imagery. As some authors have pointed out, the 

international circulation of ideas, practices and individuals were a key factor in the 

development of the events.3 This phenomenon existed long before the French May-June, 

but it was also influenced by it. 

At the same time, the dynamics of local mobilisation and the constraints imposed 

by the dictatorship played a decisive role too. Taking advantage of the relative softening 

of the repression from the early 1960s onwards, the main (worker- and student-based) 

social movements opposing Francoism had provided tangible evidence of their capacity 

for influence. This success was due primarily to two main factors. On the one hand, the 

social movements pursued a kind of activism that, without entirely abandoning the 

obligatory measures that came with being clandestine, had a clear desire to be visible to 

the public. On the other, there was the strategy of penetrating the organisations set up by 

the dictatorship to gather and indoctrinate the masses, be they workers or students.4 The 

obstacles to participation and the repressive measures imposed in response to this process 
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largely resulted in the exhaustion of the entryism or infiltration in the regime’s mass 

organisations used by the opposition. The need to run this blockade resulted in the 

radicalisation of some anti-Franco groups. In a context in which open political action had 

increasingly serious repression as a consequence, bolder actions and a certain return to 

clandestine activism kept the movement alive, challenging the regime without exposing 

itself excessively to police action. 

The increase in the repression used by the dictatorship to respond to this 

radicalisation did nothing more than reassure the activists that they had taken the correct 

path. At the same time, opposition to state brutality and repressive legislation, as well as 

the fight for amnesty and solidarity with political prisoners, became the anti-Franco 

movement’s main cause and a unifying element for its many different actors. In recent 

years, these kinds of encounters – or de-compartmentalisation – have drawn the attention 

of historians working on ’68.5 This is the process addressed by this article. Specifically, 

it aims to explore how repression helped the joint efforts between Spanish activists 

coming from different social movements and political organisations. For years now, some 

historians have noted the importance of the ties between workers’s and students’s 

movements under the Franco regime.6 Here, we would like to go a step further and add 

other actors to the analysis. Above all, we will focus on the relationship between the 

regime and the opposition, and between repression and protest.7 

 

The protest cycle 

However much important cultural changes had taken place and were still doing so,8 for 

some time now, multiple authors have been reviving the debate on ’68 by emphasizing 

the central role played by the workers’s movement, or labour in general.9 Likewise, the 

focus on the prominence of a ‘new working class’ – in contrast to traditional blue-collar 
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workers – does not seem to have resisted its critics.10 So the sequence of events that has 

traditionally been used to describe the French May-June, with a student conflict that 

attracted the solidarity of workers and led to a general strike, is now doubtful. The labour 

conflict had been building up steam for some time, and was certainly not a result of the 

students’s action.11 The implications of this idea are quite significant: under this new lens, 

May ’68 in Paris is no longer a ‘carnival’12 sprouting from youths’s desire for self-

realization – the ‘human passions which must be satisfied’, in the words of situationist 

Raoul Vaneigem –13 but rather the meeting of multiple struggles as a result of the bursting 

of pent-up discontent. As Colette Magny expressed with delicate irony in her song La 

pieuvre (The Octopus), dedicated to the Rhodiaceta strike (Besançon, February-March of 

1967): ‘Thank you, Rhône-Poulenc / chemical trust / foremost French financial group / 

it’s thanks to you / that we can play the bourgeois / one Sunday out of every four in the 

year / at Rhodiaceta’.14 It was not simply a matter of values, of personal realization, but 

also a question of material conditions. Nevertheless, this does not mean that conflicts 

were dominated by economic criteria, either.15 Otherwise, the dichotomous distinction 

between political and economic factors as a cause of labour unrest presents serious 

problems.16 

If, in a French context, the Rhodiaceta conflict could be considered an emblem of 

the outbreak or the revival of the struggle (it was the first French labour conflict since 

1936 in which workers occupied a factory),17 in a Spanish context this same symbolism 

could be ascribed to the name Bandas. In November 1966, around 500 workers at the 

Laminación de Bandas en Frío factory (in the town of Etxebarri, within the Bilbao 

metropolitan area) declared a strike. The long conflict (five and a half months) and the 

many displays of solidarity it inspired from January 1967 onward generated a great deal 

of concern among the authorities.18 Among other expressions of solidarity, the internal 
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bulletins of the Brigada de Investigación Social (Social Investigation Brigade, or BIS) 

remarked on the opposition’s call ‘to coerce the workers hired recently by the company’ 

to substitute striking employees.19 It took the declaration of a state of emergency in Biscay 

province on April 21 to bring an end to the strike. In their posterior analysis of the events, 

the striking workers noted that, despite the pain and the anger caused by the firing of some 

40 of their number, the events ‘were glorious, because to bring down our resistance they 

needed an entire repressive structure that forced the Regime to reveal, like seldom before, 

its true nature as a marionette manipulated by capitalism’.20 

The characterization of Francoism as a class regime found in the text indicates 

that the anti-capitalist element was taking on an increasingly important role within the 

movement. The workers’s movement – which in many aspects served as a sort of trail 

blazer, marking a path that would then be followed by other members of the opposition21 

– is a perfect example of that. The workers’s main form of organisation consisted of the 

Comisiones Obreras (Workers’s Commissions, or CCOO), which had appeared in the 

early-to-mid 1960s as a unified, nonpartisan space for political action and collective 

pressure – but in which members of the Communist Party did play a predominant role.22 

In a context of growing repression,23 and during the struggle to control the course taken 

by the CCOO, in 1968 a new sort of organisation appeared, born of the tendency towards 

radicalisation of some labour activists: the Comisiones Obreras de Zona (Zone Workers’s 

Commissions). These sought to bring together all labour activists, whether or not they 

were involved in their factory’s commission, together with the Comisiones Obreras 

Juveniles (Youth Workers’s Commissions), which had appeared shortly before in some 

areas as a youth branch of the CCOO and even sought to include students. These new 

spaces organised workers by geographic area, not by industry. With the increasing 

repression, this would allow for much of their action to be taken to the streets. However, 
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this would not be in the form of the large protests employed up to that point, as these 

easily became the target of repression. Rather, they would use bolder actions such as 

‘lightning protests’, which were brief and attended by a small number of activists.24 

Although they each had their own characteristics, the students’s and the 

neighbours’s movements both underwent a similar evolution during this period. After the 

creation, in multiple large Spanish cities, of democratic students’s unions apart from the 

Sindicato Español Universitario (Spanish University Syndicate, which all students were 

obligated to join), in the 1967-1968 academic year the student movement underwent a 

significant mutation. From activities rooted in ‘academics’, focused on the demand for 

greater democracy in how students were represented – and in the democratisation of 

university in general –, they moved on to a more clearly political campaign, marked by 

the fight against repression and the desire to draw closer to the workers’s movement, from 

a revolutionary perspective of bringing global change to society.25 In general, the new, 

radical orientation of a significant part of the movement resulted in a greater emphasis on 

horizontal organisation – in spite of the ‘authoritarianism’ that dominated in some 

revolutionary groups –26 and on direct, often violent action.27 At the same time, the desire 

to draw closer to the workers’s movement drove some students to abandon their studies 

and proletarianise themselves. One of the groups that best represents this trend is the 

Comités de Huelga Estudiantiles - Comités de Huelga Obreros (Student Strike 

Committees – Workers’s Strike Committees), which proposed, among other things, the 

abolition of the ‘capitalist division of labour’ and of the university itself.28 

Meanwhile, the third-most important pillar of the anti-Franco movement, the 

neighbours’s movement, was starting to blossom. The first shoots of this movement had 

appeared in the years prior in the suburbs of the largest cities, as a result of the 

dictatorship’s chaotic and speculative model of urban development. They were largely the 
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result of multiple waves of migrants and of their protagonists’s previous political cultures 

and traditions of action.29 At the end of the 1960s, neighbourhood associations, which had 

been the principle means of organisation for the movement, had started to coexist with a 

new kind of entity, the Comisiones de Barrio (Neighbourhood Commissions, or CBs). 

These exemplified the process of diversification – and often radicalisation – of 

neighbourhood activism. As opposed to the neighbourhood associations, which were 

legal, the CBs were the result of the application of the model of the Workers’s 

Commissions in a neighbourhood setting, with no sort of legal protection and with a clear 

class connotation.30 One leaflet from a Barcelona neighbourhood used these words to 

attack the invasive police presence on May Day, 1970: ‘Why do they control the working 

people of Torre Baró? Why don’t these public forces control the bourgeois who exploit 

us? … Why do the public forces always defend the capitalists and attack and control the 

workers?’31 

In keeping with this process of radicalisation, the map of clandestine political 

organisations underwent significant fragmentation. To the left of the Partido Comunista 

de España (Communist Party of Spain, or PCE), a constellation of acronyms appeared. In 

spite of representing a significant range of ideological orientations (from Maoism and 

Trotskyism to ‘anti-authoritarian’ ideas), all shared the common denominator of a 

revolutionary perspective.32 Furthermore, we must also consider the presence of an 

element that impacted practically the entire radical left: the theoretical justification – and, 

on occasions, the use – of violence.33 Although this phenomenon was not absent in nearby 

countries, there were few places in Europe where the armed struggle took root like it did 

in Spain. And, with the exception of Northern Ireland, Spain is also the country where 

there was the greatest number of deaths resulting from different forms of political 

violence throughout the 1970s, far beyond Italy and Germany.34 A significant part of this 
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violence was due to Euskadi ta Askatasuna (Basque Fatherland and Freedom, or ETA), 

which throughout the 1960s attempted to adapt the ideology of Basque nationalism to 

modern industrial society and guerrilla tactics. Its adoption of Third-Worldism was due, 

among other factors, to the organisation’s presentation of the Basque Country as an 

occupied nation and to the Francoists’s policy of oppression, which helped to consolidate 

this ‘colonialist mirage’.35 From the time of the ETA’s first fatal victims in 1968, its 

activities would decisively impact the state’s repressive response: the following decade 

was characterised by a toughening of public order policy. However, as a result of the 

significant levels of anti-Franco commitment within society, this would only end up 

harming the dictatorship and promoting the convergence of the different sectors making 

up the opposition.36 

Finally, another face of the transformations from the second half of the 1960s were 

the cultural changes. Taking advantage of the cracks in censorship and the gradual policy 

towards openness promoted by some sectors of the dictatorship, there was a true 

explosion in publications and cultural initiatives.37 Nevertheless, policies regarding things 

like drug consumption or morality were far from permissive. In part, this explains the 

perhaps less-naïve character of this phenomenon in Spain. As one witness remembers, 

‘almost no one from Barcelona reached the level of near-foolish beatitude of the some of 

the foreign hippies we saw around here. We were bearing too much of a burden for that’.38 

Police attention could be focused on things as seemingly harmless as the ‘lewdness’ of 

those dancing at the Bocaccio nightclub in Barcelona,39 one of the habitual gathering 

places for the so-called gauche divine. The infractions ‘for poor illumination or 

immorality’ could incur fines of up to 10,000 pesetas, and could even lead to the closing 

of the space.40 This led to some nightclubs, like the aforementioned Bocaccio, taking on 

the appearance of ‘halls for hosting first-communion luncheons’.41 
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The repressive cycle  

If the Bandas conflict can be understood as the start of a new cycle of unrest, the state of 

emergency decreed in Biscay to bring an end to the strike – as well as to stop the other 

conflicts that were starting to proliferate – also mark the start of a backward slide in the 

public order policy. The many arrests made during the three months of the state of 

emergency declared in 1967 (around 300, with forty-seven imprisoned)42 foreshadowed 

one of the main characteristics of the repression from then on: its breadth. Most of those 

arrested had played a significant role in the labour movement, showing the concern that 

workers’s unrest provoked among authorities. Significantly, at the start of 1967, the 

Supreme Court had declared the CCOO illegal,43 and the following November, the 

government decreed the freezing of wages and banned collective bargaining.44 

 The state of emergency had first been declared in 1956, as a result of student 

protests in Madrid, and the regime had made use of it on two other occasions: in 1958 

and 1962. Although the 1959 Ley de Orden Público (Law on Public Order) had increased 

the penalties that could be applied by the administration under normal circumstances, this 

did not prevent the state of emergency from becoming one of the most oft-used legislative 

resources for the purpose of repression. After Biscay, it was the turn of Gipuzkoa. As a 

result of the first two fatal victims of the ETA (in June and August of 1968), the 

government decreed a new state of emergency in the province.45 The repression would 

increase even further in January of the following year when, under the pretext of student 

protests – and after the death in Madrid of student Enrique Ruano in police custody –,46 

the state of emergency was declared once again, this time throughout Spain. In the press 

conference called to announce measure, Minister of Information and Tourism Manuel 

Fraga stated, in reference to the events in France: ‘we won’t wait for [a French] May to 
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roll around, so that it becomes more difficult and more expensive to fix’.47 However, it 

must be said that the repression reached many other sectors besides students. According 

to the General Director of Security, Eduardo Blanco, the suspension of rights served to 

‘decapitate the whole lot of political movements that were promoting unrest’, both at the 

universities and in the streets.48 Internal figures from the BIS counted 1278 arrests 

throughout the two months of the state of emergency, 501 of which were students.49 

The cycle of repression culminated between the end of 1970 and mid-1971. The 

regime would once again impose a state of emergency, first in Gipuzkoa and, a few days 

later, throughout Spain. This was a result of the protests against the so-called Burgos Trial, 

designed to be a mass proceeding against the ETA’s actions in 1968 and 1969, when the 

Basque organisation had clearly adopted an armed struggle strategy. Over the course of 

six months, 2066 people were arrested, and 228 were still in prison in June 1971, 

according to the figures made public by the General Director of Security.50 

 Besides the state of emergency, the other resource that characterised this increase 

in repression was the abusive use of military jurisdiction. With the creation of the Tribunal 

de Orden Público (Court of Public Order) in December 1963,51 the jurisdiction of military 

courts had been significantly reduced. However, in August 1968, the Decreto ley sobre 

represión del bandidaje y terrorismo (Executive order on repressing banditry and 

terrorism) made any display of political dissent equivalent to military rebellion.52 From 

then on, not only was there a substantial increase in the number of civilians subjected to 

court-martial,53 there was also a generalised increase in the sentences applied. 

 Beyond the legal aspect, the second area in which the new public order policy was 

most clearly reflected was in police action. Here, 1967 was also a turning point. On 

September 9, a 17-year-old inhabitant of Zugarramurdi (Navarre), Mikel Iturbe Elizalde, 

was shot to death by the Guardia Civil, who seem to have mistakenly identified him as 
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an ETA member. The appearance of this armed organisation, whose members began 

carrying weapons around this time, significantly influenced the behaviour of the police. 

However, only a small proportion of the deaths that could be attributed to the police from 

then on – starting with the death of Iturbe, and including the one of Txabi Etxebarrieta in 

June 1968 – can be considered a result of the fight against the ETA. Since the late 1960s 

it was not uncommon for the police to break up protests with live ammunition,54 which 

resulted in a significant number of deaths.55 The words of Minister of the Interior Tomás 

Garicano Goñi in 1972 are quite illustrative of the government’s responsibility in these 

sort of actions: ‘Clashing with the public forces is dangerous. Until people realise this, 

there will not be true order, and order will be maintained at all costs … The idea that 

firearms should not be used is mistaken. They will be used as often as is necessary’.56 In 

addition, there were also some deaths in police custody, and the application of the death 

penalty should be considered as well. The regime had not used the death penalty against 

political opponents since 1963, but in 1974 and 1975 six political prisoners were 

executed. In all, around a hundred died as a result of the different forms repression used 

between 1967 and June 1977, the date of the first multiparty elections celebrated in Spain 

since February 1936. 

 These casualties were the most visible and tragic consequence of harsher action 

by police and of the repression applied in general. However, they were just the tip of the 

iceberg. The testimonies of many citizens detained by police forces during these years 

provide an idea of the harsh conditions of arrest. A report from early in 1969, for instance, 

includes the testimony of individuals who had spent up to twenty days at a time in police 

holding cells. The same document notes that ‘once again, torture is used regularly by the 

political police’.57 The variety of torture methods used, as well as their sophistication,58 

seems to indicate that it was a conscious, carefully studied practice. According to some 
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reports, in several cases even electric shocks were used.59 This method was common in 

the post-war years, but had gradually ceased to be employed since then. 

Finally, the Francoist secret service agencies also experienced notable changes 

around 1968. At the end of that year, a new office was created specifically for facing 

student ‘subversion’, and it was soon expanded to address all actions by the opposition. 

This new entity, the Organización Contrasubversiva Nacional (National Counter-

subversive Organisation, or OCN), was made up of members of the military, but it 

answered directly to the government and was not connected to the other existing military 

and police information departments. In 1972, it was renamed Servicio Central de 

Documentación (Central Documentation Service, or SECED).60 In the words of its first 

chief officer, José Ignacio San Martín, the idea behind the creation of the OCN was that 

‘war, or conflict, is nothing more than a battle of wills’.61 This approach involved 

‘political warfare’, very similar to what the French Minister of the Interior appointed in 

late May 1968, Raymond Marcellin, would define years later as ‘a war that states wage 

without making use of armed combat’.62 

As a result, many of the actions of this espionage bureau were designed for so-

called ‘positive psychological action’: trying to win people over using counter-

propaganda and promoting active movements that would serve as a counterbalance to the 

unrest created by the anti-Francoists. However, this certainly did not mean that direct 

action was not used. A document on the ETA and the situation in the Basque Country even 

expressed the ‘indispensable’ need to carry out ‘physical action to eliminate activists’. 

Indeed, from the early- to mid-1970s, violent action began to proliferate not only against 

the ETA and its support network, but also against other anti-Francoist interests, even 

within French territory.63 This was to be the most venomous result of the increase in 

repression around 1967-1968. 
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From the university to the convent: organising solidarity 

On the morning of March 9, 1966, over 500 students gathered in the Capuchin convent 

in Barcelona to form the Sindicat Democràtic d’Estudiants de la Universitat de Barcelona 

(the SDEUB, Democratic Students’s Syndicate of the University of Barcelona), a model 

that would soon be copied in most of Spain’s principal cities. Together with the students, 

three dozen professors and intellectual and cultural figures had attended to support the 

creation of the SDEUB. After two days occupying the monastery – an episode that would 

come to be known as the Caputxinada – police forces stormed the building. According to 

an extensive police report on the events of the days prior, BIS agents had ‘intensified their 

vigilance of known student elements … as well as suspicious professors’. Nevertheless, 

they were only able to confirm the location of the meeting once it was already underway.64 

If it can be said that the police operation was not a success, this is even more true 

of its consequences. For the student movement, the Caputxinada was a notable step 

forward. It drove the movement to work more closely with CCOO, and in the following 

months they collaborated on a series of anti-repressive actions.65 In fact, the repression 

suffered by the students sparked widespread shows of solidarity in several cities. In 

Barcelona (the epicentre of the protests), during the following days and weeks, multiple 

gatherings brought together thousands of protesters, who marched in defence of the 

SDEUB and against repression. In some churches in Catalonia, ‘instead of commenting 

on the day’s passage from scripture, [priests’s sermons] presented recent events to the 

parishioners … suggesting that religious freedom had been trampled upon, breaking the 

Concordat with the Holy See’.66 One of the most peculiar, ground-breaking event was a 

protest made up of priests that took place on May 11, 1966, with the goal of delivering a 

protest letter to the local police chief denouncing the tortures one of the detainees was 
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subjected to. However, perhaps the most significant reaction was the creation of the Taula 

Rodona (the Round Table), a group launched by intellectuals that had participated in the 

Caputxinada. It served as a unified platform for opposition forces in Catalonia that, for 

the first time since the end of the Civil War, brought together a range of ideologies ranging 

from Christian democrats to communists.67 It would be the first of a number of unified, 

anti-Francoist spaces that would appear before the end of the dictatorship, and that would 

be propelled largely by the struggle against repression. 

It was not by accident that a convent was the chosen venue for the creation of the 

SDEUB. The Concordat signed between the Spanish Government and the Holy See in 

1953 established, in its article XXII.3, the inviolability of Church buildings, except for in 

cases of ‘urgent need’.68 This turned churches and convents into regular venues for 

gatherings of those opposing the regime. To bring an end to this custom, in the summer 

of 1968 the government allowed the administration and police chiefs in each province to 

determine the existence of an ‘urgent need’ when convenient. In fact, since 1967 police 

searches had begun in religious buildings without the authorisation of the Church.69 

Beyond providing spaces, part of the clergy and some religious communities began to 

show outright hostility to the dictatorship. One clear example of this were the protests 

that took place in the Basque Country in 1968, where a group of priests first occupied a 

number of buildings belonging to the Bishopric of Bilbao, and then the seminary of the 

diocese, as a protest against repression.70 In response, the dictatorship ordered the ‘special 

and discreet monitoring’ of a number of priests.71 

Still another example of this commitment was the statement given by the abbot of 

the Benedictine community on Montserrat, Aureli Maria Escarré, to Le Monde newspaper 

in November 1963. Among other things, he stated that the regime ‘calls itself Christian, 

but it doesn’t obey the basic principles of Christianity’, or that ‘the first subversion that 
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exists in Spain is that of the government’.72 In fact, a space belonging to the Benedictine 

community in Barcelona, the Casal de Montserrat, was used by some opposition groups 

to produce propaganda. In January 1967, in a police operation resulting from a 

‘confidential tip’ received by the police, two individuals leaving the building with CCOO 

propaganda were arrested. One of them was Oriol Solé Sugranyes, a 19-year-old man 

who had already been taken in at least twice before: as a result of his participation in the 

Caputxinada as a representative for baccalaureate students, and as a result of having taken 

part in a protest convened by the CCOO in December 1966.73 The life story of Solé 

Sugranyes is a good representation of the changes that were taking place in a significant 

part of the anti-Franco movement. First a member of the communist youth, he left to join 

the PCE(internacional), a Maoist splinter of the PCE created in 1967. Soon afterwards, 

he was drawn to the ideas of workers’s autonomy represented by the Plataformas de 

Comisiones Obreras (Platforms of Workers’s Commissions), which appeared in 1969. 

Finally, from his exile in Toulouse, he ended up becoming one of the founders of the 

Movimiento Ibérico de Liberación - Grupos Autónomos de Combate (Workers’s 

Liberation Movement – Autonomous Combat Groups, or MIL-GAC), an armed 

organisation that was also inspired by the ideas of workers’s autonomy.74 

In the wake of the unifying experience of the Taula Rodona and inspired by the 

same anti-repressive objectives, the Comissions de Solidaritat (Solidarity Commissions) 

appeared in 1969 with the goal of providing support to political prisoners. These were 

created through the initiative of certain sectors of the Archbishopric of Barcelona as a 

result of the large number of arrests made during the state of emergency declared that 

same year, and they involved a wide participation of Partit Socialista Unificat de 

Catalunya (Unified Socialist Party of Catalonia, or PSUC, the Catalan communist party) 

members. These commissions had a simple objective: first, to obtain precise information 
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about all victims of social and political repression; second, to provide them with material, 

legal and human support; and finally, they sought to make the public aware of the 

prisoners’s situation. Using the Barcelona model, the Comissions de Solidaritat spread 

throughout Catalonia, and similar entities – with which they enjoyed a certain level of 

coordination – took root across Spain. As a result of the unifying trend created, in 

November 1969 a Comissió Catalana d’Amnistia (Catalan Amnesty Commission) was 

also created in parallel with the creation and consolidation of the Comissions de 

Solidaritat. The Comissió Catalana d’Amnistia was created to promote the struggle in 

favour of ‘general political amnesty’.75 

From then onwards, the call for the liberation of political prisoners would become 

the strongest unifying element in the protests against the dictatorship; a minimum common 

denominator between the different sectors of anti-Francoists that allowed them to 

organise actions without getting lost in ideological details. It is worth noting that the 

Comissions de Solidaritat incorporated everything from Christian democrats to members 

of the revolutionary left. As proclaimed in a communiqué from the PCE’s Biscay 

Commission in 1969, ‘we should expand our solidarity actions to include all victims of 

the repression without distinction: socialists, ETA youth, progressive Catholics, workers, 

students, intellectuals, priests, democrats and communists; we are all united by the 

common bond of anti-Francoism and the hate the dictatorship shows for us’.76 

Although the harsh repression that took place during the two months of the state 

of emergency in 1969 left the anti-Franco movement feeling defeated, the anti-repressive 

response generated foreshadowed the difficulties the dictatorship would have to face from 

then on. A document by the Executive Committee of the PSUC prepared in the midst of 

the state of emergency was quite accurate in stating that the attempt to ‘slide backwards’ 

into greater repression ‘is condemned from the beginning to suffer the most resounding 
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failure’, since ‘the reaction against repression is becoming the broadest form of mass 

action against the dictatorship, and a space for the convergence of everyone who wants 

to establish a climate of coexistence and respect within the framework of the rule of law 

in Spain’. In order to argue this point, the text mentioned a number of recent initiatives: 

a letter denouncing torture sent to the Minister of the Interior by well-known 

representatives of different political tendencies within anti-Francoism and by well-known 

figures from multiple fields; the criticism of the same by the Bishop of Santander and the 

priors of the religious organisations located in Catalonia; or, even more significant, the 

decision by the Bishop of San Sebastián to take up collection in the churches in favour of 

the families of the detained and those deported to other provinces. According to the author 

of the document, what was most important was for the fight against repression ‘to take 

place through open means’, which reflected a significant level of politicization. This 

could be seen, it was said, in the creation of civic commissions in charge of coordinating 

solidarity with the victims of repression and the defence of human rights,77 such as the 

aforementioned Comissions de Solidaritat. 

 

From the law office to the factory: lawyers and ‘rupture defence’ 

Lawyers were another group that played a significant role in denouncing repression.78 

Although the involvement of certain of their number in the defence of rights and liberties 

was nothing new, the increased repression at the end of the 1960s served as a spark for 

much more active participation, often as a group, which would soon cause noticeable 

concern among the authorities.79 As noted in one government document, protests by bar 

associations and other professional associations arouse to denounce the aforementioned 

Decreto ley sobre represión del bandidaje y terrorismo, from August 1968. Lawyers 

became significant participants in the public outcry against the application of military 
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Justice to members of the opposition, an irregularity that violated any principle of legality. 

One early example of this was the agreement reached at an extraordinary general meeting 

of the Madrid Bar Association, asking that the government abolish special jurisdictions 

and that they establish a special penitentiary status for political prisoners.80 A few months 

later, on December 10 of that same year (the anniversary of the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights), the dean of the Bar Association of Barcelona signed, in the name of his 

organisation, a letter to Franco asking that he grant broad political amnesty. Some 

organisations and famous figures from other countries, such as the International 

Association of Democratic Lawyers, Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir or Claude 

Roy, expressed their support for the text.81 This criticism would end up reaching the IV 

Congreso Nacional de la Abogacía Española (4th National Congress of Spanish Lawyers), 

held in León in June 1970. The conclusions of the meeting asked for the elimination of 

special jurisdictions, the abolition of the death penalty and the granting of general 

amnesty for political prisoners.82 

Some attorneys went even farther than simply denouncing the dictatorship’s 

repressive system. Thus, several of them even took part in the ‘rupture’ strategy used in 

trials by certain political organisations. Such actions were clearly in sync with practices 

that the lawyers of members of the Algerian National Liberation Front had helped to 

promote, and that would later be imitated by scores of anti-colonial and revolutionary 

organisations.83 According to one of these lawyers, Jacques Vergès, the ‘rupture’ strategy 

was characterised by entirely contesting the established order (including existing laws 

and the court system), the perception of justice as a ‘battlefield’ for the defendants and 

the need for collective defence for all accused.84 

In the case of Spain, the most well-known example was the above-mentioned 

Burgos Trial, which took place in December 1970. This court-martial was used by the 16 
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individuals on trial as a privileged platform for expression in order to broadcast their ideas 

to international public opinion. Within the framework of this common strategy, their 

defence attorneys used the opportunity to denounce the use of military jurisdiction. As 

two of these lawyers wrote, the limited role given to them in this legal proceeding did not 

eliminate their capacity to advocate: ‘Lawyers are simply granted the role of providing 

the appearance of legal guarantees in a political trial. But therein lies their strength … 

The lawyers will not be able to defend, but they can show that they are unable to defend’.85 

However, the goal was not simply for the protests to influence the result of the trial, the 

intention was also that the ‘rupture’ strategy help to erode the dictatorship: ‘It is no longer 

simply about people in the street being able to impact the result of the political trial. It is 

about the result of the trial being able to transcend, to go beyond the judicial farce and 

have repercussions on political confrontation in general’.86 

The fact that two of the defence counsels in the court-martial (Gregorio Peces-

Barba and Josep Solé Barberà) were from outside of the Basque Country and were 

politically distant from the ETA and Basque nationalism shows the breadth of the social 

reaction that arose. During the trial, around 100 lawyers occupied the Palace of Justice in 

Madrid. In Catalonia, around 300 well-known cultural figures locked themselves in the 

monastery of Montserrat. The latter resulted in the Assemblea Permanent d’Intel·lectuals 

Catalans (Permanent Assembly of Catalan Intellectuals), which would, in turn, be one of 

the seeds of the Assemblea de Catalunya (Assembly of Catalonia), a unifying platform 

for Catalan anti-Francoists that was the continuation of the aforementioned Taula Rodona 

and the Comissió Coordinadora de Forces Polítiques de Catalunya (Coordinating 

Commission of Political Forces of Catalonia, created in 1968-1969).87 On a certain level, 

it can be said that as a result of the Burgos Trial, the creation of an anti-Francoist civil 

society began to become visible. Within it, more and more connections and common 
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spaces were appearing between different characters in the opposition to the regime. The 

continuity of the aforementioned Assemblea de Catalunya until the end of the dictatorship 

shows that the joint efforts in the fight against Franco were not ephemeral. 

Furthermore, the trial helped to focus international attention on Francoism and 

sparked a wave of solidarity across many countries.88 One example is the involvement, 

once again, of Jean-Paul Sartre. In his prologue to Gisèle Halimi’s book Le procès de 

Burgos, the French philosopher agreed with the ETA’s Third-Worldist views, and 

described the armed struggle as an inevitable road to the independence of the Basque 

Country: ‘the colonised have no other way out than to respond to violence with violence 

… the Basque people cannot avoid radicalization: they now know that they can only 

obtain independence through armed struggle’.89 From the start of the 1960s, lawyers and 

defenders of human rights from several European countries had committed themselves to 

denouncing Francoist repression.90 In addition to the ties between individuals and 

organisations from Spain and abroad, another group was fundamental to channelling 

international solidarity, especially from the second half of the decade onwards: Spanish 

migrants in Europe. They helped create one of the most active organisations in this area, 

the Delegación Exterior de Comisiones Obreras (Exterior Delegation of Workers’s 

Commissions). From abroad, this group worked to denounce the circumstances in Spain, 

raise funds and connect with the different solidarity groups in European cities.91  

Nevertheless, the main vector of mobilisation and the main source of concern for 

the regime was within the country: it was still the workers’s movement. As stated by a 

police document in reference to the events that occurred at the end of 1970: ‘As a result 

of the court-martial in Burgos against ETA elements, it was found … that strikes, which 

are forbidden in Spain, can be driven by matters that have nothing to do with labour’.92 

Indeed, the strikes that took place in opposition to the trial marked a turning point. In the 
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Basque Country – especially in Gipuzkoa and Biscay – the strike was quite broad for 

several days.93 Police forces were entirely overwhelmed, as can be seen in the report by 

the General Command of the Guardia Civil in San Sebastián, which noted that ‘protests 

made up of over 1,000 individuals had to be dissolved in some towns by groups of 

available agents which numbered no more than eight individuals’.94 At one of these 

protests, held in Eibar on December 4, PCE(i) member Roberto Pérez Jauregui was 

wounded by a bullet, dying four days later. According to a communist activist from San 

Sebastián, ‘the beginning of the end [of the dictatorship] had begun’, as ‘we Gipuzkoans 

had shown that the General Strike is extremely difficult but perfectly possible’.95 Finally, 

the protests drove the regime to commute the nine death sentences applied to six of the 

accused, as had already happened on two previous occasions: with Iñaki Sarasketa, in 

1968, and with Andoni Arrizabalaga, in 1969 – both ETA members.96 The efforts and the 

mobilisation of tens of thousands of individuals that had nothing to do with the armed 

struggle – and who may have even condemned it in some cases – had saved their lives. 

Also, although the ETA was under extremely difficult circumstances before the court-

martial (worsened by the division that took place between the 5th and 6th Assemblies), 

the trial served to strengthen the organisation. Somehow, the prediction of a police report 

from late October was fulfilled: ‘it would be unfortunate if this terrible division [within 

the ETA] was lessened … by the campaign of unity and solidarity all opposition groups 

are preparing for the upcoming court-martial in Burgos’.97 

Outside of the Basque Country, strikes opposing the Burgos Trial were much more 

limited. However, it is worth noting several actions led by students, who adopted a cause 

that had nothing to do either with making universities more democratic or with their 

immediate reality.98 In addition, the struggle against death sentences for ETA members 

fuelled the radicalisation of mobilisations. Almost immediately after the trial ended, a 
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strike broke out in Barcelona that would serve as a benchmark in this sense: the Harry 

Walker strike.99 Among the different groups giving support to the striking workers, 

especially notable was a group of anti-capitalist activists based in Toulouse who would 

soon form the MIL-GAC. In this case, the connection with activists from other countries 

went beyond the exchanges that had become habitual from the end of the 1960s: one of 

the tasks assigned to the Toulouse support group was to convince the workers in factories 

in Paris and Milan to support the strike, as the management of Harry Walker had begun 

to purchase components from these factories.100 If the protest cycle at the end of the 1960s 

largely sprang from the experience of the Bandas strike, at the climax of the process the 

labour conflict once again occupied a central role. And now it did so having taken on a 

much more political bent, on occasions with more radicalised content and form, and with 

more and more international support. 

Still, it was not all a bed of roses. Starting in 1972, the ETA fell into a spiral of 

violence and repression,101 and some of its attacks raised suspicions and helped to 

distance it from part of the opposition. After the deadly attack on the president of the 

Government, Luis Carrero Blanco, in December 1973, PCE leaders internally debated the 

authorship of the attack, which they attributed to ‘ultras’. They believed these ‘ultras’ 

sought to ‘use all means to prevent the movement of the masses from continuing to 

expand and becoming more and more unified’.102 This attack coincided with the planned 

starting date for the trial of CCOO’s main leaders (the so-called Proceso 1,001), with 

which the communists planned to ‘pull out all the stops and launch a broad, generalised 

campaign’.103 However, the postponement of the trial put these protests on the back 

burner. Even more unease was caused by the attack on Calle del Correo in Madrid in 

September 1974, with 13 deaths – an incident that provoked important confrontations 

within ETA. This time, the PCE mouthpiece openly spoke of a ‘blind, inhumane, 
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provocative’ attack ‘which smelled of the “black international”’.104 Internally, the party’s 

general secretary, Santiago Carrillo, emphasised the importance of ‘opposing to any of 

the regime’s repressive schemes’ while also ‘avoiding converting these individuals [those 

arrested for the attack] into what they are not: heroes’.105 

 

Conclusions – and epilogue 

As it happened in many different countries in the late 1960s, the period spanning 1967 

and 1970 represented in Spain a huge leap forward in terms of social mobilisation, both 

from a quantitative and a qualitative point of view. Qualitatively, the political character 

of the conflict was significantly expanded, and its form and content were also radicalised. 

The Francoist repressive response also represented an escalation when compared with the 

relative relaxation of public order policy from the previous years. Not only did the 

repression become much harsher, it also became much broader: a clear proof of the 

breadth of the mobilisations it was trying to combat. 

 As a result of this toughening of repression, two contrasting reactions appeared 

within social movements. On the one hand, many activists underwent a significant 

radicalisation. On the other, there appeared a tendency towards the unification of those 

struggling against repression. Although the open action used by this sort of initiatives 

conflicted with the apparent trend towards clandestine action in most revolutionary 

groups and organisations (in this sense, Spain’s ’68 was much more Leninist than ‘anti-

authoritarian’), radical militants often participated in these broader spaces. In addition, 

they benefited from the increase in mobilisation in general driven by the unification of 

the fight against repression. The fact that calls to solidarity with the ETA members on trial 

in Burgos in December 1970 were able to drum up a level of support that had not been 
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seen previously is a definite evidence of this: for the first time under Francoism, it was 

seen that a political general strike was possible, even if in a reduced geographical area. 

The context of dictatorship contributed to this sort of convergence, driving 

collaboration that would be inconceivable in a parliamentary democracy. However, this 

does not lessen the importance of the capacity for creating dynamic, unified spaces that 

arose from the efforts of activists. In this process, not only was there increased 

convergence between workers and students, there was also a gradual unification of sectors 

that were very distant ideologically. As a result, members of the radical left ended up 

sharing spaces and campaigns with many other dissident and opposition groups and 

individuals. We can therefore state that, in Spain, the encounters or de-

compartmentalisation observed by some authors in other countries were especially deep. 

This shows the importance of diversifying the analyses on the long ’68, as many different 

cities, regions and countries underwent similar experiences to the ones that took place in 

the most popular cases – such as Paris, Berlin, Berkeley, Columbia, or Tokyo.106 

Going back to Spain, in the following years, the contradiction between the 

radicalism of some struggles and the trend towards unity became more acute, but neither 

phenomenon was negatively affected. On the contrary, throughout the early 1970s, the 

leap forward that took place within mobilisations was consolidated, and the proliferation 

of conflict could only be stopped partially with the declaration of a new state of 

emergency declared in 1975, first in Gipuzkoa and Biscay, finally throughout Spain using 

the Decreto ley sobre prevención del terrorismo (Executive order on preventing 

terrorism), which was, in reality, aimed at the opposition as a whole. However, the death 

of Franco in November of that year reactivated the protests. In the first months of 1976 

there was an explosion in mobilisations, in which the radical left played a key role 

together with the Communist Party. It was only when the government saw that it would 



24 

be unable to keep control of the situation if the protests continued that it abandoned 

projects aimed at continuing the dictatorship. As a result, it can be said that the struggle 

of social movements was key to explaining the withering of the Franco regime,107 even if 

the ideal some of them were fighting for was significantly different from the 

parliamentary democracy that began to take shape after 1977. All of this shows that the 

Spanish transition to democracy was neither easy nor calm, as has traditionally been 

stated. In fact, it was rife with protests, violence and state repression from the very 

beginning.108 
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