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Series Editor’s Preface

During the post-Civil War years families would speak darkly within the confines of their own homes about the nefarious exploits of a fickle figure from the 1930s, el Botas or ‘Boots’. Whether a family sided with the military rebels who rose up against the Second Republic in July 1936 or with the republicans that opposed them, they could at least agree on one thing: that el Botas had betrayed their cause. For the Francoists, he was a ‘liberal’, a ‘Freemason’ and, above all, a ‘traitor to Spain’; for the republicans, he was a ‘reactionary’, a ‘clerical’ and, above all, a ‘traitor to the Republic’.1

That el Botas – otherwise known as Niceto Alcalá-Zamora – was a bogeyman for left and right alike during the post-war period was hardly a surprise. As the first Prime Minister of the Republic (1931) and as the first President of the regime (1931–36), he had pursued a centrist agenda that had little to do with the political polarities that characterized the Civil War. Moderate republicans were in fact regarded as inherently suspicious by both the rebels and the loyalists: to the insurgents for their republican ideals and in particular for collaborating with the left and for voting on the whole for the Constitution of 1931. For the left, they were hated for allying with the right during the second biennium of 1933 to 1935 and especially for crushing the socialist-inspired uprising of October 1934. Clearly the politics of transaction and inclusion defended by the centrists was anathema to the spirit of the Civil War.

Moderate republicanism’s political marginalization during the conflict of 1936–39 was later translated into historiographical marginalization. As a non-Francoist narrative of the Republic began to be widely reconstructed in the 1970s and 1980s, there was a tendency to view the ante bellum period via the prism of the Civil War and the Franco dictatorship; that is to say, in terms of the struggle between left and right, to the exclusion of the centre. The fact that moderate republicans had held more parliamentary seats and occupied more ministries than any other ideological current up to the time of the 1936 general election counted for little. Or that Niceto Alcalá-Zamora, first as premier and then as head of State, was a key figure of Spain’s first democracy. Further accentuating the sidelining of the centrists has been the dominance of Marxism within the social sciences and history at Spanish universities for most of the period since Franco’s death in 1975. An additional reason for the neglect of moderate republicanism has been the complete lack of any institutional or political continuity with the republican forces of the 1930s. Indeed, republican parties were explicitly banned from the first post-Francoist elections of 1977. 

Still, the last fifteen years or so have seen a certain recovery of the history of moderate republicanism. In particular, the critical role played by Alcalá-Zamora has increasingly come to be recognized, the first complete biography of him appearing in 2002.2 The importance of Alcalá-Zamora and the Failure of the Spanish Republic, 1931– 1936 is fourfold. First, this is the first biography of Niceto Alcalá-Zamora to be published in English. Second, the author, Stanley Payne, is one of the foremost historians of modern Spain, and in particular of the Second Republic. Third, Professor Payne offers a bold, far-reaching reassessment of one of the most extraordinary, if polemical, figures of the 1930s. And, finally, Alcalá-Zamora and the Failure of the Spanish Republic, 1931–1936 is to be welcomed as the very first biography to appear in the Sussex Studies in Spanish History Series.

NIGEL TOWNSON


1 As related by Julio Gil Pecharromán in his study Niceto Alcalá-Zamora. Un liberal en la encrucijada (Madrid: Síntesis, 2005), pp. 9–10.

2 Ángel Alcalá Galve, Alcalá-Zamora y la agonía de la república (Seville: Fundación José Manuel Lara, 2002).
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A Monarchist Liberal 
(1877–1923)

For six years, from 1930 to 1936, Niceto Alcalá Zamora was arguably the most important public figure in Spain. He contributed more than anyone else to the downfall of the monarchy and the inauguration of the Second Republic, was the head of the first Republican government in 1931 and then served as the first president of the new regime for nearly five years, until he was removed from office in April 1936. During that time he energetically exercised—many said abused—the powers of chief of state, and influenced the course of Spanish affairs more than any other single figure. Some critics have also argued that he was more responsible than any other for the collapse of parliamentary democracy and the breakdown of the system, and hence more responsible than any other single figure for the outbreak of civil war. These are the issues that will be explored in this book.

Prior to 1936, Alcalá Zamora’s life was a remarkable success story, one of the most impressive in early twentieth-century Spain. A provincial of modest middle-class background, he rose to eminence on the basis of personal talent and hard work, achieving public acclaim and building a substantial personal estate through his own efforts. The most unusual aspect of this success story was the rapidity of his rise, in which he moved from impecunious provincial to elite status in just a few years.

Alcalá Zamora was born in the Andalusian town of Priego (Córdoba province) on July 6, 1877.1 His forebears were local rural property owners, though not very wealthy ones, and his father, Manuel Alcalá Zamora y Caracuel, was modestly employed as one of the secretaries of the local municipal government. Though the father apparently had extensive knowledge of the law, he had never completed a university degree. His position provided the family with a degree of security but only limited income, so that its circumstances reflected the genteel poverty of the provincial middle classes of that era. Niceto had an older brother and sister, but their mother died when he was only three. The children were raised partly by unmarried women relatives, though later some of the burden of caring for Niceto fell on his sister Pilar, only five years older than he. When his brother Manuel, a law student, suffered a long and devastating illness, it consumed whatever economic margin the family possessed, leaving almost nothing for Niceto’s own education.2

Manuel Alcalá Zamora y Caracuel seems to have been a classic nineteenth-century liberal, with liberal relatives of some significance both in the army officer corps and also in the Church. A brother had been one of the only four clergymen elected to Spain’s first democratic parliament of 1869, and the only one of the four to vote in favor of freedom of religion. An uncle of D. Manuel was named a Liberal appointive lifetime senator in 1883. Though his immediate family had little influence in the political life of the province, young Niceto was a liberal born and bred, and by the time he reached adulthood he had become a man of strong constitutional and also democratic opinions, though not at all radical ones, for the Alcalá Zamoras were also men of law and order, democratic monarchists, not republicans. Moreover, they were devoted Catholics. Young Niceto was taught to believe in the truths of the Church and delighted in reading the Bible in Latin. Throughout his life he would be protective of Catholic interests, but, as was customary in his family, also believed in full freedom for all religions. Such an attitude was not typical of Spanish Catholics in the late nineteenth century.

His native region constituted a special microzone in Córdoba province, of which Alcalá Zamora later wrote:

Priego is like part of norrthwestern Spain dropped in the heart of Andalusia, formed around a long and narrow river valley, defined by the surrounding mountains, from each of whose openings flows a small feeder stream accompanied by a small village. Nearly forty of the latter surround a city with between fifteen and twenty thousand inhabitants. The district has a certain manufacturing tradition and is generally free of large concentrations of property, with considerable irrigation and small to medium, even tiny, farms, with a relatively balanced economy uncommon in the region.3

According to him, it had a “more industrious population than the rest of Andalusia.”4

Yet Priego had no secondary school, so that after his first years of private classes, begun when he was very small, the precocious Niceto became basically an autodidact for the remainder of his education. Though his own father also sometimes gave private classes, he soon came to leave his second son to study pretty much on his own, trusting to his extraordinarily well-developed self-discipline and sense of duty. Occasionally Niceto traveled to the nearest secondary school in neighboring Cabra, usually mounted on “a little donkey or a pony,” to pass the required exams, returning late the same day. All this was possible because of unusual mental precocity, keen intelligence and an almost photographic memory, combined with great self-discipline and capacity for sustained study. He completed all the work for secondary school before his fourteenth birthday, earning the highest grades.

Despite this achievement, there was no money to send him to the nearest university in Granada. Young Niceto was especially attracted to mathematics and botany, but lack of resources required him to pursue undergraduate studies in the manner to which he had been accustomed, por libre (on his own), as the saying went. That made it impossible to pursue the sciences, so he turned to the law, which he would be able to study on his own. The task was accomplished successfully, and in October 1894, at the age of seventeen, the young provincial autodidact passed all his exams with the grade of “outstanding,” receiving the matrícula de honor in all subjects as well as in the final examination, awarded a degree in law by the University of Granada. He dazzled the examining professors not least with his stunning verbal ability, and all this constituted an extraordinary achievement. According to his grandson, only three other law students of his time enjoyed such impressive academic credentials at that level, two of them the future prominent rightist leaders José Calvo Sotelo and Ramón Serrano Suñer.5 His performance was bolstered by what had become a very robust physical constitution, so that Alcala Zamora could later write that between 1894 and 1937 he never spent a single day in bed because of illness.6 That only added to a capacity for work far beyond the ordinary.

At the same time, it also meant that he did not experience the normal social hurly- burly and interpersonal experience gained by most students in secondary school and the university. Young Niceto’s education was inevitably self-focused, without much practice in accommodating relations with other people. It gave him self-confidence far beyond the ordinary, but it also fostered self-centeredness, devoted especially to work and family, accompanied by a deep conviction that he could make correct judgments, even when many others might disagree with him. All this gave unusual vigor and determination to his work (and later to his politics), while limiting his capacity to accommodate the viewpoints of others.

Given his extreme youth and lack of resources, choice of a career path was at first uncertain. Alcalá Zamora remained in Priego three more years, providing legal advice and informally practicing law. It was necessary to mark time for a while, simply because he was so young and lacked the opportunity to move on to greater things.

During this brief period of latency he met the love of his life, María de la Purificación (“Pura”) Castillo Bidáburu, the fifteen year-old daughter of a slightly more affluent family of Priego. Pura was tall and graceful, and a little better educated than most of the girls of good family in his home town. She was an accomplished pianist and, while living for a year with relatives in Barcelona, had developed some proficiency in French. Young and innocent as she was, she had seen a bit more of the world than Niceto.7 Her second surname stemmed from her maternal grandfather, a musician and orchestral conductor who had been a liberal volunteer in the Basque provinces during the First Carlist War, subsequently leaving his native region and settling in Andalucía.8 A formal engagement was soon established, but any thought of marriage had to be postponed both because of the age of the prospective bride and the uncertain finances of the prospective groom.

The three years of marking time in Priego came to an end in 1897, when an improvement in the family finances made it possible for Niceto to move to a boarding house in Madrid and enroll as a doctoral student in the country’s premier university. There he quickly drew the attention of his professors, becoming a favorite of Gumersindo de Azcárate, a noted moderate republican. Azcárate encouraged him to aim even higher—for the examination to become a diplomate of the Council of State, since he could combine preparation for this contest with the completion of the doctorate. Niceto finished the thesis in January 1899, also winning a contest for the grand prize of the Faculty of Law, and then underwent the lengthy three-month process of examinations the following spring, scoring yet another remarkable triumph, being ranked number one among a total of 134 contestants. Within less than two years the provincial autodidact had soared to the front rank of his profession, ironically during the very months in which the remainder of the historic Spanish empire came to its end.

Much of the following decade was dedicated to his comparatively well-paid state service as diplomate, serving in varied posts within five different ministries and developing broad knowledge of the administration of the Spanish state. This also enabled him finally to marry “Pura” in January 1901, when he was twenty-three and his bride nineteen years of age. It became a marriage of unusual mutual devotion, the exclusive focus of his personal life until her comparatively early death in French exile in 1939, soon after the Civil War ended. There were seven children, born between 1902 and 1916, of whom six survived—three sons and three daughters. Alcalá Zamora was never much given to social diversions and male companionship, so that when he was not working he devoted most of his time to his family.

Since his official responsibilities sometimes left him free time in the afternoon, Azcárate encouraged him also to undertake private practice in an established law firm, though for years such work was intermittent, until he finally opened his own law office on a permanent basis in 1912. By that time his reputation had grown and legal practice soon became quite lucrative, as Alcalá Zamora gained important clients, before long reaching a level of affluence. The family moved its residence in Madrid several times, on each occasion to finer quarters, until he achieved the opulence that enabled him to construct in 1921 a three-story hotelito, as it was then called, at Martínez Campos, 30, on the north side of Madrid, which remained the family home for the next fifteen years. Withal, he never forgot his old home in Priego and, even after his father died in 1907, returned frequently to visit relatives and friends in his native district. This also became the focus of his personal investments, especially in rural properties in that area, normally farmed by renters or sharecroppers, whom he personally supervised, at least to a certain extent. As he liked to say in later years, he was neither a latifundist nor an uninvolved absentee landlord, though by 1930 his combined holdings were extensive. His favorite property, a country estate called “La Ginesa,” was elaborately renovated and modernized, becoming the family’s home in the province down to the time of the Civil War. His old neighbors were soon very proud of their native son, who did all he could to advance their interests in Madrid, and as early as 1909 they named a street after him.

He also found time for literary and intellectual activity, and spent more than a little attention to writing. Niceto turned out prose with the same ease with which he spoke, rapidly and fluidly, and, given a certain lack of sense of self-criticism, probably never spent much time polishing his drafts. No other public figure of his era dealt with a broader range of subject matter. For four years, from 1903 to 1907, he served as part- time assistant professor in the Faculty of Law in Madrid, teaching a number of classes, and during that time wrote the better part of a large volume of summaries of legal briefs. Over a period of thirty years he turned out numerous legal studies, most of them published, often as short individual treatises, sometimes in longer books. In addition, he composed poetry and eventually published several volumes of literary studies, while also writing on politics and international affairs. It is not easy to quantify his total volume of publication, because of the number of articles and short treatises, but by the time of his death his complete works amounted to more than twenty volumes, as well as a lengthy memoir and multi-volume diary. Alcalá Zamora’s labors eventually received wide recognition, as well as election to three different royal academies (Jurisprudencia, Ciencias Morales y Políticas, and Lengua), and he also served terms as president of two of them.

Partly because of the political commitment in his own family, a career in politics beckoned very soon. When he first arrived in Madrid, his father was able to introduce him to several national figures in the Liberal Party, and he soon affiliated with the Young Liberals. Alcalá Zamora first attracted political attention in 1900, when he delivered a speech of great elequence at a memorial service following the death of the most noted of the presidents of the First Republic (1873–74), Emilio Castelar. State administrative service was not deemed incompatible with an active role in politics, and Niceto first attempted unsuccessfully to become a Liberal Party candidate in 1903. He also failed in the elections of 1905, but by that time he was also serving as the political secretary of the Conde de Romanones, a key leader of the party,9 and it was arranged for him to stand successfully on the Liberal list in a by-election for the La Carolina district of Jaén early the following year. He would remain a deputy for the next seventeen years, to the end of the monarchist parliamentary system in 1923. Alcalá Zamora thus became part of the political structure of his era, often termed caciquismo (boss-rule), which to a greater or lesser degree managed and manipulated most elections. He was not oblivious to the vices of the system, but knew how to take advantage of it, while also consistently advocating greater democratization, more impartial elections and more authentic provincial self- government.

Oratory was of paramount, though not exclusive, importance in Spanish public life during the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, all the way down to the Civil War. In this Alcalá Zamora had few equals. His style was florid. He spoke slowly, always extemporaneously, without notes, but with fully formed phrases and sentences that flowed easily and endlessly. His oratory was grandiloquent and romantic, full of elaborate metaphors and similes artfully composed in long complex sentences, in convoluted language often termed baroque or “Gongoresque.” Aided by his remarkable memory, Alcalá Zamora was able to discourse at length on complicated issues, with a mastery of detail, and gained numerous admirers. After a number of years and more frequent opportunities, he became known as one of the best speakers in the Cortes (parliament). Later, during the Second Republic, the style would come to seem increasingly old-fashioned and many ceased to admire it. His friend and sometime political ally Miguel Maura termed him a “great orator,” but lamented that “it was often difficult to follow his reasoning all the way through his finely filigreed oratory. After one of his typically long speeches, the listener was often worn out and befuddled.”10 His principal biographer concludes that his was “an oratory that excited dazzled admiration more than understanding of its content. . . .”11 Wenceslao Fernández Flórez, one of the country’s leading parliamentary journalists in the early twentieth century, wrote that

His oratory is pomposity incarnate. . . . It represents a mode that is going out of fashion, slain by speakers like Cambó, Rodés, and Ventosa, by those orators who may infringe the purest Castilian style, but who always speak with brevity and direct substance, ignoring synecdoche, metonymy, alliteration, and elaborate plays on words . . . His style is saturated with Gongorism.12

In addition to his eloquence, Alcalá Zamora impressed his senior colleagues by his intellectual grasp, his ability to deal with complex issues and his very noteworthy personal qualities. He was conscientious to a fault, modest in personal manner—in contrast to his oratorical style—austere and scrupulous in financial affairs. He was also extraordinarily industrious, and tried to attend every meeting of any parliamentary commission in which he participated. For several years Romanones found in him a reliable political aide who could accomplish complex tasks with dexterity and verbal assurance.

At the same time he had a strong sense of self-importance, somewhat belied by his modest personal demeanor. All his life he had excelled in almost everything, and he firmly believed that he was destined for greater things. He had full confidence in his own judgment and in the purity of his own intentions, to the extent of a kind of self-righteousness, though personal vanity was characteristic of many of the politicians of his era.

His complex combination of modesty of deportment and pride of spirit was well captured by his later political rival Manuel Azaña: “He is modest and seems not to draw attention to himself, but at the same has a sense of his own importance and, like all modest men, prefers that his modesty not be taken advantage of. In fact, he is at bottom vain and therein lies his weak point.” “He is distrustful and suspicious, easily given to a rancor, that once conceived, is never given up.”13

He did not present an especially distinguished public appearance. Alcalá Zamora was of no more than medium height, rather dark in complexion and, despite years of success in Madrid, always seemed to reveal his provincial origins. As Fernández Flórez wrote baldly, “Physically his appearance is undistinguished.” which was perhaps a bit too strong, but his qualities of intellect and of oratory overcame the lack of any commanding presence.

In the increasingly divided Liberal Party, Alcalá Zamora assumed a somewhat equivocal position. His democratic convictions might have placed him on the left of the party, but his opposition to conventional Liberal anticlericalism, his centralism and his sense of Spanish nationalism that sometimes expressed support for the military all placed him on the right. This independent, seemingly contradictory, stance foreshadowed his later role as president of the Second Republic. His first initiative in parliament was, as fledgling member of a key parliamentary commission, to follow the indications of Romanones in torpedoing a legislative proposal that would have introduced French-style anticlerical legislation, bringing down the current Liberal ministry in 1907.14

He was soon named to minor posts in government, and in the Canalejas cabinet of 1910 became first Director General of Administration and then Undersecretary of the Interior for several months, under three different ministers. These posts heavily involved him in the often dubious electoral politics of the era, and with varying success, though he always managed to retain his seat in La Carolina. His most decisive parliamentary action in this phase was his strong speech in the Cortes on June 28, 1912, in which he spearheaded opposition to the projected administrative association of the four provinces of Catalonia, a measure he judged ill-prepared, unproductive and divisive. Don Niceto urged greater individual self-government for all provinces instead and the project was defeated, though instituted successfully by a different government the following year. This also earned him the undying enmity of Francesc Cambó and the Catalan Lliga Regionalista, which remained a thorn in his flesh for the following decade.

In 1913 the Liberal Party began to fragment15 and Alcalá Zamora, with a number of other romanonistas, joined the so-called “Liberal Democrats” of Manuel García Prieto, which formed the sizable right wing of the party. In the elections of the following year he finally carried his home district, Priego, though he had to hand it over to one of his political associates so that he could keep his seat for La Carolina. From that time forward Alcalá Zamora and his allies were able to control the municipal government of Priego and build a political base in that part of the province, though they faced a constant challenge from the Conservatives, also strong in Córdoba. He would remain a tireless advocate of the interests of the Priego region, which he did much to advance.

The four years of World War I gravely stressed Spanish government and society, polarizing much of the civically active population between “aliadófilos” and “germanófilos.”16 The economy underwent severe shortages, and major new political and social challenges emerged. Whereas France and Britain were interested in mobilizing the Spanish economy on their behalf, Germany, true to its new policy of promoting revolution and subversion within the ranks of its adversaries, encouraged rebellion in Morocco, fomented violent class struggle in Barcelona to staunch the flow of goods to France and spent a great deal of money on propaganda in Spain to promote its own interests.17

Nearly all the top Liberal leaders were “aliadófilos” who favored intervention on the side of the Entente. Once more Alcalá Zamora, who had developed deep concern about foreign affairs, showed his independence by becoming an outspoken champion of neutrality. He became editor of a newspaper, supported by German money, that vehemently defended neutrality and inevitably earned him a reputation as a “germanófilo,” though this was mistaken, for he was convinced that war entry would be a disaster for Spain. In that don Niceto was undeniably correct, and his advocacy of continued neutrality was the greatest service that he rendered his country during this phase of his career. He solicited a personal interview with Alfonso XIII to warn him that entry into the war would create such a severe crisis it would end up costing the king his throne.18

A basic goal of nearly all the rising young political stars was to achieve a ministerial appointment. Though a Liberal, Alcalá Zamora got on well with the Conservative chief Antonio Maura, who apparently wanted to make him minister of Public Instruction in a government of concentration in 1917, but could not overcome opposition, especially from Cambó. Alcalá Zamora finally achieved cabinet rank in November of that year, at the age of forty, in a short-term ministry headed by his faction chief, García Prieto, as minister of Supplies. The government only lasted four months, and the novice minister was required to face one of the country’s most severe problems, dealing with transportation and supplies for an economy severely strained by wartime shortages, made the more acute by the new German submarine campaign that directly impacted Spanish shipping. Alcalá Zamora’s greatest challenge was the shortage of transport facilities, and he tried to develop a kind of unofficial rationing system while giving priority to importing food and other vital civilian goods. His initiatives alienated key business interests and were much criticized. Political adversaries declared that he had failed in his first ministerial appointment, but, given the enormous challenges, it would be fairer to say that his record was mixed.19

The months following the end of World War I brought ever more acute problems to Spain, just as to much of Europe, in this case centering on the syndicalist offensive of the anarchist left and the growing intensity of Catalanist demands, fueled by the emphasis on “national self-determination” in the postwar settlement. Almost alone among the notables of the Liberal Party, Alcalá Zamora was intransigently opposed to Catalan demands, so that in 1919 he broke away from the garciaprietistas to form his own small faction, usually known as “zamoristas,” or occasionally “nicetistas.” During the last years of parliamentary monarchy, they numbered from four to eight deputies and two to three senators, the smallest of the Liberal factions. On the one hand, opposition to regional autonomy was a matter of principle to D. Niceto, yet the formation of a separate faction also reflected his personal ambition and his tendency to encourage further political fragmentation, something that he always justified in the name of personal principles.

The party was so divided that he suffered no penalty for further “splitting,” but was recognized as a leading notable of a thoroughly fractured party. What political scientists sometimes call “status rivalry” was fundamental to the old Spanish liberal system, since individual jockeying for status and personal prominence was a basic norm. The zamoristas were thoroughly identified with that system, in its negative as well as in its positive aspects, well demonstrated by a violent incident in the electoral campaign of 1919. The zamorista mayor of Montilla (Córdoba) withdrew his earlier permission for a local republican meeting, but that led to a vociferous demonstration, whose repression by the Civil Guard resulted in four deaths.20 Afterward, Alcalá Zamora launched a “venomous attack” against Liberal rivals, asserting that their rivalry and manipulations had blocked the election of eight deputies and four senators of his own faction. He offered little support to those attempting to reunify the Liberal party and, though he was strongly criticized for his factionalism, in some respects he was simply more forthright than his party rivals.21

At the same time, don Niceto continued to enjoy broad respect for his undeniable virtues and talents. He was known to be financially incorruptible, earning income almost exclusively from his lucrative law practice. He eschewed the business deals exploited by many politicians and sat on the board of directors of only one large company. Another token of recognition was his appointment as member of the Instituto de Reformas Sociales in 1919.

His major activities during the final phase of the Restoration system focused on military affairs, together with foreign and colonial policy. The latter moved to the fore as Spain’s number one problem in 1921, due to Abd el-Krim’s successful insurgency in the Moroccan Protectorate. For years Alcalá Zamora had been active in domestic issues, but by 1921 he had become head of the Military Committee of the Cortes, as well as a regular member of its Naval Committee. He studied military affairs intensively and became the Liberals’ principal expert in that field.

In November 1921, four months after the army’s “disaster” in the Rif, he made an inspection trip to Morocco, which he followed up with a major two-part speech in parliament on 8–9 December that concerned military reform. Alcalá Zamora insisted that the civilian government had made errors as grave as the military, declared that the search for “responsibilities” for the disaster must not become a witch-hunt but indict only those political and military figures immediately responsible, and stressed the need for extensive military reform. Don Niceto declared that the important thing was to improve the military, not merely making it a whipping-boy but developing its combat potential, particularly by creating an all-volunteer new “colonial army” to bear the brunt of combat in Morocco.22 At that point there was much, often deserved, criticism of the incompetent and sometimes corrupt Spanish army, but this speech was constructive in its substance and in fact was correctly seen as pro-military, all the more when, a few days later, Alcalá Zamora spoke vigorously in favor of a new naval construction program. In the next year he led the Liberal deputies who formed part of a parliamentary “Commission of Twenty-one” to report on the military disaster. His speech of November 24, 1922 called only for “limited responsibilities” to be exacted of the military, while his indictment of several members of José Sánchez Guerra’s Conservative government helped bring the latter down, opening the way for the Liberals’ last opportunity under the monarchy.

During the first half of 1922 most sectors of the fragmented party made an effort to overcome their differences and reached agreement on working together as a kind of Liberal confederation. When Sánchez Guerra fell in December, the king turned to García Prieto to form a new government of the main Liberal factions, now termed the Liberal Bloc, with Alcalá Zamora in the key post of minister of War. This was the most important post that he ever held prior to 1931, and probably no one was better prepared, but it also included responsibility for military affairs in Morocco and the seemingly insoluble problem of the native insurgency. The preceding Conservative government had opted for a “political solution” through negotiations conducted through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and the new foreign minister was one of don Niceto’s chief rivals, Santiago Alba. Collaboration between the two ministries was essential, and don Niceto asked Alba for “full mutual understanding” on Moroccan policy, though, as was typical of Liberal factionalism, he never received it.

Alcalá Zamora did not improve the situation by pressing strongly to increase the number of seats of his own faction in the elections of January 1923. A typical gesture was his threat to resign as minister if one of his followers did not win a seat in Ronda. After failing to carry his point, he switched the candidate to a safe seat in Zamora. And when another follower was elected in the Martos district of Jaén province, he complained loudly that rival Liberals in the local government and in the Ministry of the Interior had worked against his candidate, and went so far as to lodge a formal complaint with the Supreme Court. Not surprisingly, he was criticized for being the most divisive of all the Liberal leaders.23 Certainly factionalism and divisiveness was a common thread of his political career, particularly after 1919.

Reforming the army was one of the two most serious problems Alcalá Zamora had ever faced, and he initiated new measures to eliminate waste, reduce the bloated and often incompetent officer corps, modernize the army, increase training and improve equipment. He also attempted, without much success, to initiate a new colonial army entirely of volunteers. These changes required a good deal more money than was available, and also would have taken considerable time. It is fair to say, however, that Alcalá Zamora anticipated many of the institutional reforms that Manuel Azaña undertook as republican minister of war from 1931 to 1933.

The other side of the problem was strategy in Morocco. Whereas the activist sector of the officer corps demanded an aggressive policy to subdue the insurrection, public opinion was ambivalent at best and Alba, the foreign minister, sought to engineer a political solution that involved ransoming Spaniards held prisoner and bribing the insurgents into cooperation. Alcalá Zamora, conversely, was a patriot who agreed with the military that his country’s honor required a military victory that would uphold Spain’s place in the world order. Sharp conflict developed between the two ministers, remaining constant as the minister of foreign affairs completely excluded don Niceto from negotiations with the Moroccan insurgents.

A lesser annoyance involved his relations with Alfonso XIII, who believed that the crown should have a special voice in military affairs, whereas Alcalá Zamora was a strict “civilista.” He resisted requests and pressures for special favors, and was also taken aback by insinuations made by several military commanders, seconded by the king, that he should be prepared to second some sort of military intervention that would resolve Spain’s problems. His estrangement from the crown thus began in the early part of 1923, though it would not be fully consummated for more than six years. These were not, however, the issues which finally brought his resignation as minister in May 1923. That was provoked by the realization that the Liberal government fully backed the compromise solution for Morocco promoted by Alba, which don Niceto found both unacceptable and dishonorable.24 Two other ministers resigned in these weeks, raising serious doubts about the success of the party’s reunification. Alcalá Zamora’s resignation was the most important, involving one of the major ministries, motivated not merely by personal enmity (even though he indeed harbored great resentment) but by a major policy disagreement over the key issue of the moment.

He was becoming increasingly estranged from his party, or what was left of it, but for the time being turned his attention to other matters. The summer provided opportunity to travel abroad. In August he represented Spain, for the second time, at the League of Nations’ Disarmament Conference in Paris and next participated in the Congress of Interparliamentary Union that convened in Copenhagen. He was home once more in Priego when, in mid-September, he received the news that a pronunciamiento initiated by Gen. Miguel Primo de Rivera had ousted the Liberal government, whose resistance was surprisingly weak. Primo de Rivera instituted the first direct military dictatorship in Spanish history, closing parliament and excluding all the civilian politicians.

This also opened a new phase in Alcalá Zamora’s life. With political activity suddenly at an end, for the first time he could devote himself entirely to his profitable legal practice, and also have more time for his multiple scholarly and literary endeavors, including the beginning of a volume of personal memoirs. There was more opportunity to spend time with his sizable family, for the children were growing up. He and his wife were increasingly free to attend movies and the theater, things for which earlier he had little time. Yet the change in his style of life had been totally involuntary, and hardly had the dictatorship been established than Alcalá Zamora began to undertake personal initiatives to bring it to an end.
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From Monarchist to Republican 
(1923–1931)

When Spain’s parliamentary life was abruptly ended by the dictatorship, Niceto Alcalá Zamora, at 46 years of age, was in his prime. He was a respected political leader and a well-recognized legal scholar and writer, while his legal practice had made him a wealthy man. He might have lived the rest of his life as a prosperous lawyer and widely-respected writer, living comfortably as part of his country’s elite, with plenty of time for the family and his intellectual and literary pursuits.1

Moreover, the dictatorship was received with expectation and relief by most Spanish opinion in 1923, even among progressive reformist intellectuals like José Ortega y Gasset. It promised to find a rapid solution to intractable problems, overcoming the self-defeating divisions among the politicians and the anarchist terrorism in the larger cities, while dealing effectively with the quagmire in Morocco. Even so ardent a foe of the dictatorship as Manuel Azaña admitted:

It is undeniable that part of the country supports it, while a much larger sector passively expects great things of it. . . . Honorable people, who make up the neutral mass, have received this cleaning out with rejoicing. And that is because the country could not stand any more, for it was governed with weakness and impotence.2

Initially the old political leaders had responded weakly, without any determined effort to resist Primo de Rivera’s pronunciamiento, which had been accepted, then endorsed, by the king, allowing the dictator to take power without bloodshed, and even with some veneer of legality. This was something that Alcalá Zamora could never accept, though he did observe soon afterward to the newspaper ABC that if his reforms had been adopted by the government they would have averted military intervention.3 One of the things that Romanones had first noticed about him was that he had more backbone than most of the politicians, and, as a strict constitutionalist, Alcalá Zamora would almost inevitably move to the opposition. He firmly rejected the dictator’s request to meet with him at the beginning of the new regime. In his original announcement, Primo de Rivera referred vaguely to an interim dictatorship of ninety days, a kind of emergency government, the sort of thing that in extremis might be temporarily permitted by a constitutional regime,4 but as the dictatorship entered its third month there was no indication whatsoever that parliament was to be reconvened in the foreseeable future, and that was enough to exhaust don Niceto’s very limited patience. In November 1923, he undertook his first initiative, seeking to draw together other political leaders for some sort of concerted action. Though at first he gained little response, he tried again in May 1924, undertaking a third initiative five months later, and a fourth in February 1925.5

Alcalá Zamora was known to the new regime as its opponent from the very first weeks. Though he was cautious and provided no pretext for action against him, Alcalá Zamora, certain members of his family and several close associates were subjected to petty harassment over the course of the next five years. These ranged from threats of legal action and short-term police harassment to vetoing his election to the Academia de la Lengua.6 Alcalá Zamora never portrayed himself as a major victim, because he recognized that, as dictatorships went, the Spanish regime was very moderate in its behavior,7 but its trampling of the constitution was decisive for him.

He first edited a manifesto for a rebellion against the dictatorship in 1924, but it led to nothing, since support was lacking. By 1926, however, when Primo de Rivera instituted a regular government and made it clear that he planned to remain in power indefinitely, opposition grew. The first attempt at direct revolt by a motley group of political figures and liberal military commanders was made in June 1926, but collapsed in almost comical fashion. Its goal was a return to constitutional and parliamentary government under the monarchy and Alcalá Zamora was heavily involved behind the scenes but, since he did not play a public part in the revolt itself, he escaped direct reprisal. Though he believed that the dictatorship had seriously discussed whether or not to cancel his license to practice law, the Primo de Rivera regime was in fact almost always mild in its repressiveness, and he was able to play a major role in the legal defense of some of those prosecuted for active participation in the abortive revolt.

By that point his political thinking had evolved considerably. The 1920s were one of the two periods of the most rapid change in Spain’s twentieth century, the era of “modernism” par excellence, and of decisive social and cultural transformation. The country experienced the most accelerated social expansion and economic growth it had ever known, and expectations were rising swiftly. From 1926 several republican groups, most of them small and new, became increasingly active, forming a clandestine “Republican Alliance.” Though a democrat and a progressive on most issues, Alcalá Zamora had always been a pragmatist and a realist, and had always supported constitutional monarchy. He had begun to sour on Alfonso XIII in the first months of 1923 because of the latter’s pressure for special favors from the Ministry of War, and then, after Primo’s pronunciamiento, he became convinced that the king had conspired and connived to bring the latter about. He began to hold Alfonso XIII personally responsible first for consenting to the dictatorship and later for accepting its indefinite continuation. Thus he came to see the king, even more than the dictator, as the root cause of the evil, though the first conclusion that Alcalá Zamora reached was that the king must simply abdicate. For years republican sentiment had been weak in Spain, partly because of the memory of the multiple disasters of the hopelessly divided and incompetent Federal Republic of 1873–1874, but in the later 1920s republican sentiment began to grow again. Political opinion wearied of the dictatorship and increasingly, like Alcalá Zamora, held Alfonso XIII responsible.

The dictatorship convened a national consultative assembly on the basis of very controlled corporative representation in 1927 and subsequently invited Alcalá Zamora and a number of other leading figures of the former parliament to participate. Most refused and, though Alcalá Zamora claims that he was tempted to send to Primo de Rivera what he termed “a full-throated reply,”8 he decided not to do so.

After a family vacation in the Middle East early in 1928, Alcalá Zamora made a trip to Paris in April to talk with leading opposition figures. By that time his position had evolved beyond the program of two years earlier, which had called for a return to monarchist parliamentary government. By 1928 he and José Sánchez Guerra, a leader of the former Conservative Party and for the moment de facto head of the opposition, stood for the democratic election of a new constituent assembly that would decide the future form of government. The possibility of a new republic was accepted for the first time. Alcalá Zamora was charged with drawing up a program for a provisional government. Though the original text is not available, he later wrote that it foreshadowed in some detail the eventual reform program of 1931.9 There was one major difference, however, for the program of 1928 proclaimed complete religious freedom, whereas the laws of 1931 restricted the freedom of Catholics and of the Church. Alcalá Zamora’s aversion to Alfonso XIII grew with every year that Primo de Rivera remained in power, though it was not shared by a large part of public opinion until 1929, after the political disaster of the consultative assembly and the emergence of the first new economic difficulties.

Another attempt to overthrow the dictatorship was made in January 1929, spearheaded by the usual military revolt, which was to begin in Valencia. Once more Alcalá Zamora, at this point preoccupied by a serious decline in his wife’s health that placed her in a nearby sanitarium, participated but, as before, remained well behind the scenes. His only initial responsibility was to act as messenger to the leaders of military opposition within the Madrid garrison. This whole initiative merely repeated the standard loosely organized and incoherent pronunciamiento, so familiar to the country’s recent history. According to Alcalá Zamora, the Madrid leaders were nonplussed to learn that it was to begin in Valencia. As it was, Sánchez Guerra landed by ship in Valencia only to find that the lieutenant general assigned to lead had changed his mind and was nowhere to be found. Only the small artillery unit in Ciudad Real raised the flag of revolt, which was easily put down by a notably unenthusiastic column of loyalist forces from the capital, and the luckless Sánchez Guerra was placed under arrest.10

This prompted more of the mild repression characteristic of the Primo de Rivera regime, with the prosecution of Sánchez Guerra, the rebellious artillery officers and a number of others directly involved. Most accomplices, including Alcalá Zamora, were spared any charges. The whole affair ended with a rather grotesque denouement in which, despite his own role in promoting the conspiracy, he was permitted to serve as chief defense counsel in the subsequent trial of Sánchez Guerra11 and other civilians in May. By mid-1929 the mild but hopelessly confused dictatorship was increasingly losing elite support and the final verdict of the military tribunal was absolution, apparently on the grounds that the accused had good intentions and had done little harm, though sanctions were maintained against the military officers involved. The days were obviously numbered for a repressive regime incapable of seriously repressing its foes.

Primo de Rivera’s last political ploy was a design for a new constitution that would replace the liberal constitution of 1876 with a new semi-authoritarian, semi-corporative system under the monarchy. This drew condemnation from nearly all political sectors, and Alcalá Zamora met with two leaders of the old regime, the Liberal Conde de Romanones and the centrist democrat Melquiades Alvarez. They discussed a public appeal for the overthrow of Primo de Rivera, but Romanones withdrew from the project. In the meantime, Alfonso XIII also voiced his displeasure with the proposed new charter, and the dictator, bereft of ideas or alternatives, had to scrap it. Alcalá Zamora then distributed widely, though clandestinely, an anonymous pamphlet calling for a new constituent assembly. He signed it simply “A conservative of true stock.” The identity of its author was well-enough known, but under the conditions of 1929 there were no reprisals. On the other hand, don Niceto completely spurned another anonymous pamphlet, this time drawn up by would-be military rebels at the close of the year, which recommended the assassination of the dictator.12

Yet another in the long list of military conspiracies was underway by the beginning of 1930, now with a younger and more vigorous leader, Gen. Manuel Goded. It planned a pronunciamiento for the tenth of February, with the usual confusion and uncertainty that attended such undertakings, though clearly with more support than the abortive gestures of 1926 and 1929. As before, Alcalá Zamora played a secondary role among the civilian contacts and supporters of the plotters.13

The king was well aware that he had seriously compromised his own status and on the evening of January 28, 1930, asked for the resignation of Primo de Rivera. On the following day the ex-dictator dithered over the possibility of making a final recourse to force, decided against it, and was soon on the way to Paris, where he would expire within only six weeks, the victim of severe diabetes and deep depression. Alfonso XIII wished to return to the constitutional parliament abandoned in 1923, but found that the bridges had been burned. Seeking a way out, the crown appointed as interim prime minister Gen. Dámaso Berenguer, a senior commander of relatively liberal sympathies and for the past six years head of the king’s personal military staff. Berenguer’s brother, also a general, had headed the tribunal that absolved Sánchez Guerra. This transition government, charged with the task of returning to political normalcy, would be known as the “dictablanda,” as distinct from the preceding “dictadura,” (full dictatorship). Its formation completely disarmed the military conspiracy, and after a short while Goded even entered the government as undersecretary of War.

Yet political normalcy proved difficult to accomplish. The old political parties had been associations of elites rather than broadly national organizations and, in the seven-year interim, had largely disappeared. A number of key leaders had died, others were alienated from the crown because of its long support of the dictatorship, and nearly all the rest were afraid of having to deal with a situation of total uncertainty. Though the rigors of dictatorship were eased further, going back to the old regime proved extremely difficult, and months went by as Berenguer and his ministers searched vainly for new civilian leaders who would take responsibility for guiding a return to constitutional government. A number of former parliamentary leaders backed a program of “constitutionalism” under the monarchy, but none was clearly able or willing to form a new government.

In this atmosphere the banner of republicanism rapidly gained adherents, not merely in the form of the long-established Radical Republican Party of Alejandro Lerroux (which, despite its name, currently embraced liberal democracy and moderation), but also in the form of several more truly radical republican organizations founded in recent years. Soon a number of political figures from the old regime declared their conversion to republicanism, led by Miguel Maura (son of the former Conservative leader) on February 20, 1930, followed by the elderly, physically ailing Sánchez Guerra a week later.

More dramatic yet was the speech delivered by Alcalá Zamora in Valencia’s Teatro Apolo on 13 April. In his customary florid rhetoric D. Niceto explained in detail the reasoning behind his change of position: there was no alternative to a democratic republic because the monarch himself had betrayed constitutional monarchy and had lost the trust and confidence of the nation. Subsequently he insisted that the positive consensus necessary for constitutional monarchy had disappeared. As a result of the perfidy of the crown, Spain was facing a revolutionary situation, which might produce a “firestorm” of “suffocating lava rolling over us” that “would threaten to destroy liberty and the very existence of the nation.” Therefore the only constructive alternative was to take measures to make sure that “the volcano remains inactive,” which meant the introduction of a responsible republic.14 Thus Alcalá Zamora felt confident in discounting the fears of the very timorous or very conservative who warned of catastrophe. “People who speak of a third civil war are fools who understand neither society nor war. There is not the slightest danger of another civil war.”15 How he could be so sure of this, of course, was less clear, since within less than two years Alcalá Zamora himself would be pontificating that the new republican constitution was “a constitution for a civil war,” and he would be more nearly correct on that later occasion.

In the spring of 1930, Alcalá Zamora embraced republicanism as allegedly the only way out of the country’s political debacle, the only way which would permit construction of a new democratic system for all Spaniards. In Valencia he reassured his listeners that this would involve no leap in the dark, but rather the development of a responsible new constitutional regime, declaring that

a viable Republic, conservative, capable of governing and attracting the political forces of the middle classes and the intellectual elite—that is the Republic that I invoke, I serve and I defend. A convulsive and epileptic Republic, based merely on emotion and vain ideals, lacking rational coherence, is not something for which I would become a Kerensky to install in my homeland.16

The speech was greeted with sustained and enthusiastic applause, for the conversion of a two-time minister of the constitutional monarchy, much more eminent and experienced than Maura and, in the prime of his political life, younger and much more vigorous than Sánchez Guerra, created something of a national sensation, for no other self-proclaimed republican had equivalent prestige and experience. It was followed by a number of other speeches and declarations during the next few weeks,17 and marked the beginning of a new political course.

Alcalá Zamora seemed confident that the very rapid growth and modernization of the past generation had developed a new Spain prepared for responsible and stable democracy. He had no sense whatever that in fact the accelerated transformation of Spanish society, combined with the increasing hope and expectation of immediate new political change, was fueling a revolution of rising expectations that might make stability difficult to achieve.

His reference to Alexander Kerensky, head of the Russian provisional government that fell to the coup d’état of Lenin’s Bolshevists, invoked the standard symbol of a weak liberal reformism whose historical fate was to be overwhelmed by violent revolution. He pledged to resist that alternative with great firmness.

By 1930 republicanism was becoming an extensive movement, even though diffuse, disorganized and highly fragmented. Its strongest support lay among sectors of the middle classes and particularly among the cultural elite. Republicans were soon voted into the leadership of the dominant cultural and professional associations, taking over the direction of the College of Lawyers, the Ateneo de Madrid and the Real Academia de la Jurisprudencia, where Alcalá Zamora was himself elected to the top spot. In a speech to the Academy on 20 May, five days after his election, he stressed the vital importance of avoiding an adversarial relationship with “the sectors of order, of wealth and of the clergy, for without them the Republic that we will install would be temporary and even pernicious.”18

The new republican groups were all leftist and comparatively radical, and were viscerally opposed to Lerroux’s moderates (even though his mis-named Radicals were associated with some of the left republicans in the Republican Alliance), who were looked down upon for corruption and opportunism. Alcalá Zamora soon joined forces with Miguel Maura in an effort to create a moderate and responsible democratic republican party clearly differentiated from any leftist radicalism. New independent non-leftist republicans, either as individuals or modest coteries, were emerging in many places with quite varying ideas, though rarely with many supporters. These the two leaders sought to bring together in July by forming the new party of the Liberal Republican Right. It proved a difficult task, and several of their new allies quickly dissociated themselves from the enterprise.19 It was rather easier to link up with purported military conspirators, of whom there were potentially quite a few, though by this time don Niceto was growing slightly more wary of such contacts.20

The goal was to pull the various republican forces together for concerted action, and here the initiative was taken by Maura, who invited thirteen of the most relevant leaders to a meeting on 17 August in San Sebastián, in that era the country’s elite vacation center. They represented all the principal republican parties, including those of Catalonia, with tacit collaboration from the Socialists. Unity could not be achieved without agreement on a minimal program, and here the main sticking point was the issue of Catalan autonomy, for some of the republican leaders, including don Niceto, had political records as centralists. A compromise was reached which agreed that a republican provisional government would propose to a new Cortes a statute of autonomy for Catalonia, with the statute passed by the Spanish parliament then subject to approval by Catalan voters. The resulting agreement would become famous as the “Pact of San Sebastián,” and it was also agreed to form a multi-party “Revolutionary Committee” to spearhead overthrow of the monarchy. Its members quickly agreed that Alcalá Zamora, with his prestige and record of accomplishment, should become the Committee’s leader. Socialist support was made official in October, though by a narrow vote of eight to six members of that party’s executive commission. The anarchosyndicalist General Confederation of Workers (CNT), which was in process of rapid reorganization and expansion, launched a wave of strikes the next month and also offered its support to the Committee.

The greatest self-abnegation was shown by Alejandro Lerroux, the only leader with a long and significant record of republican activity and the only one with notable organized support behind him. At that time and in all his subsequent writings Alcalá Zamora would be unstinting in his praise of Lerroux’s “modesty” and “self-sacrifice” during these months. Though the left was willing to accept him as a member of the Committee, he was not admitted to its executive committee, which was composed of Alcalá Zamora and five others, including the Socialist Indalecio Prieto and the left republican Manuel Azaña. Lerroux accepted this subordination without complaint, since his forty years of active service in the republican cause made it clear to him that only a broad alliance would be able to achieve victory. Of all the major Republican leaders, he would be the one to serve the ideal of a democratic and parliamentary regime with the greatest political sacrifice, quite aside from minor financial peccadilloes, and with the most sober judgment. Within little more than five years his reward would be political destruction at the hands of his former allies.

It could not simply be assumed that all members of the Committee would be able to work together, for a significant divide existed between the leftist majority and the trio of moderates—Maura, Alcalá Zamora and Lerroux. The leftists favored “an authentic revolution,” with radical institutional reforms as well as deep social and cultural changes. Some Socialist leaders, such as Francisco Largo Caballero, made it clear that the republic, however democratic, would be merely a transition regime to a socialist system.

Paradoxically, a stickler for legalism such as Alcalá Zamora found himself heading a self-styled “Revolutionary Committee,” which poses the question—just what kind or extent of revolution did he think he was leading? It is clear from his statements at that time and in his later writings that he was striving for primarily a political revolution to change the regime, a revolution in the traditional sense of the term, not a twentieth- century total revolution that would transform social and economic as well as political institutions. Given the professed goals of the left, how could he be so sure of that? The answer seems to be that the leftist members of the Committee promised to abide by the decisions of a democratically elected Cortes, which would thrash these matters out, and don Niceto was blithely confident that a national parliament could not be dominated by the left. Moreover, he got along well personally with Largo Caballero.

More problematic was the left’s anticlericalism, a basic principle sweeping in its scope. Some members of the Comittee spoke of imposing an immediate “disamortization” that would confiscate all remaining Church properties, accompanied by other radical measures. This was too much for Maura and Alcalá Zamora. According to the former, “Convinced that this would lead to civil war, the two of us insisted on the principle of freedom of the individual conscience for all Spaniards, who, Catholic in their majority, deserved the respect and support of civil authority.” Their discussions were “very harsh,” and almost provoked the resignation of the two Catholic politicians, but “after great debate, the moderate position that Alcalá Zamora and I represented prevailed.”21 The leftist leaders needed the well-publicized collaboration of the two ex-monarchist Catholic protagonists and could not afford to alienate them at that time.

In October the Committee formed a shadow Provisional Government, under the presidency of Alcalá Zamora, with regular ministerial assignments. Once more Lerroux was willing to play a secondary role, but don Niceto considered it important that he be included, even if not in one of the most important positions, and Lerroux accepted the post of Minister of State (Foreign Affairs).

The Revolutionary Committee had almost no involvement with international forces. Unlike some of the nineteenth-century liberal movements, or later with certain leftist forces in the democratic transition of 1976, influences from abroad ranged from weak to non-existent. The new republican movement was fundamentally a self-contained Spanish phenomenon.

It began with a complete lack of funds, but remedied that by bringing in contributions and subsidies from a wide variety of sources, so that adequate financing was soon assured. Most of its activities were known to the tolerant Spanish authorities, who placed all the principals under police surveillance, but the attention was so easy-going that in some cases friendly contacts and arrangements were established with the police agents themselves.

When the monarchy offered democratic elections, the Revolutionary Committee refused to collaborate, taking the position that any balloting would inevitably be controlled by old-fashioned caciquismo. Having ruled out peaceful elections, its preferred tactic was something even more old-fashioned than caciquismo—armed revolt. There were plenty of volunteers among young military officers, but none of them held significant commands. Since neither a coup d’état nor an insurrection was feasible, the only tactical option was another pronunciamiento, in which a few provincial commanders would raise the flag of revolt, assisted by collaborators in Madrid.

Action was precipitated prematurely by Fermín Galán, a hot-headed young captain and ardent revolutionary in the small Pyreneean garrison of Jaca (Aragon). Galán was a rather typical Spanish extreme leftist of his era, enamored of direct action—much like the anarchists whose propaganda he read—and completely uninterested in cooperating in a broader, more careful and disciplined project. His version of political utopia was to launch a pronunciamiento with a small detachment from remote Jaca, marching to occupy adjacent towns with the support that would, he fantasized, immediately rise up. Meanwhile, a new “Action Committee” of five republican leaders, once more headed by Alcalá Zamora, sought to coordinate a broader operation and dispatched the dilatory left republican Santiago Casares Quiroga to Jaca to try to rein in Galán and his confederates. Arriving in the Aragonese town late at night, Casares checked into a hotel and went to bed, without first contacting Galán,22 who launched his revolt at dawn the next morning, December 12, 1930.

Galán first published an unusually harsh proclamation that declared “Whoever may oppose the Republic by word or writing [sic] or conspire or take up arms against it will be shot without a trial.” This criterion was applied immediately, when two Carabineros (border guards) who refused to hand over their weapons were shot dead. Thus, from the first moment, a sharp line was drawn between the rigorous, violent republican movement and the complaisant monarchy. With some difficulty, Galán organized a small force to move on to Huesca. When the district military governor, Gen. Manuel de las Heras, drove down the road to parley with the rebels, he and the captain who accompanied him were shot down in a manner similar to the Carabineros.23 Such gratuitous violence provided clear indication of the nature of things to come. When, however, the small Huesca garrison blocked the road the next morning, the revolt collapsed, the troops fled, and Galán and other officers in charge were taken prisoner. Galán and his chief lieutenant, Capt. Angel García Hernández, were then immediately courtmartialed for armed mutiny, as provided for in the Code of Military Justice. They were treated much more fairly than they had treated their victims.

The Madrid phase of the rebellion took place on 15 December, under the leadership of the retired Gen. Gonzalo Queipo de Llano, a longtime foe of Primo de Rivera, as strikes and disorders broke out in a number of cities. The rebels seized control of Cuatro Vientos airfield on the outskirts of the capital, whence General Franco’s daredevil younger brother, the famous trans-Atlantic aviator Ramón Franco, flew over the center of Madrid, dropping political leaflets and buzzing the royal palace. But no regular military units joined them, and in some chagrin Ramón Franco and Queipo de Llano fled to exile in Portugal. Shortly afterward General Franco, director of the General Military Academy, wrote in amazement to a comrade, “It seems incredible that political leaders who call themselves democrats and lovers of liberty try to provoke military rebellion in the army.”24

These two abortive military actions were in fact only the tip of the iceberg, because, though the Socialist UGT had failed to act in Madrid, the CNT called large insurrectionary strikes in a number of cities, creating much disorder. The army was brought in, including at least one detachment of the Legion from Morocco, initiating the tactic of calling on elite military units from the Protectorate to suppress revolutionary activity. The same procedure would be followed followed on two occasions by the Azaña government in 1932 and 1933, then by the Lerroux government in 1934 and finally, in full force, by the military rebels in the first weeks of the Civil War. In addition to at least five people, including its leaders, killed as a result of the action in Jaca, approximately twenty more died in the strikes and disorders elsewhere.

Spain had just enjoyed seven years of domestic peace and unprecedented prosperity, and the monarchy was preparing to hold new elections. Instead of being sobered by the process of violence which they had gratuitously unleashed, the republican leaders gloried in their effort, completely failing to understand that they had initiated a process that would become more even more destructive and convulsive than the introduction of liberalism and the First Carlist War a century earlier. Instead, in the weeks that followed, republican propagandists launched the “social construction” of the Jaca rebellion, creating the myth that Galán and García Hernández were self-abnegating martyrs of democracy, wantonly slain by a ruthless tyranny, rather than reckless and murderous revolutionary fanatics, properly tried and condemned according to the Code of Military justice. There is no indication in his voluminous writings that Alcalá Zamora ever challenged this myth.

The Berenguer government had extensive knowledge of the conspiracy and on 14 December, the day before the abortive revolt started in Madrid, police were dispatched to arrest the members of the Revolutionary Committee. A few fled to safety in France, while Azaña and Lerroux went to ground in the homes of friends, but Alcalá Zamora and other key members were arrested in their residences by patient and polite security officers, who even permitted don Niceto to attend mass in his neighborhood church before being taken to prison.

The republican leaders were treated with great courtesy and lodged in Madrid’s Model Prison, a progressive new institution where they enjoyed special quarters in the political section, apart from common criminals, together with remarkable freedom and contact with the outside world. So many came to see them that visits were finally prohibited, and then restricted to three per day, but special lenient treatment persisted, greatly at variance with the image of “monarchist tyranny” which the republicans sought to project. They had complete confidence that the government would not make martyrs of them by mistreating them in any way. Those under detention were able to continue to plot future strategy together without the slightest hindrance, and every evening Alcalá Zamora participated with his comrades in his favorite card game.25 Maura would later write that three months in confinement were virtually “a continuous party,” adding, “When I look back on the way that we prisoners were treated in jail in 1930, I almost feel ashamed.”26

On February 7, 1931, the Berenguer government finally announced that Cortes elections would take place the first of March, followed by balloting for senators two weeks later, the new parliament to meet on the 25th. Monarchist “constitutionalists,” led by Romanones and Santiago Alba, announced that they considered this inadequate and would participate with the sole goal of voting in parliament the dissolution of the newly elected Cortes on behalf of elections for a new parliament that would enjoy full constituent authority. This left the Berenguer government with so little support that it resigned on the 14th, canceling the proposed elections.

The “constitutionalists” did not reject the monarchy per se but insisted that any new parliament, based on the electoral system in effect in 1923, must be a constituent assembly to decide on Spain’s future regime. Since the failure of the last pronunciamiento, such a position was also gaining ground among moderate republicans. This horrified the incarcerated leaders, and on the 16th, when Alcalá Zamora was interviewed by the editor of the liberal Madrid daily La Voz, he presented a previously prepared note. Rushed into print, it declared, in don Niceto’s typical labyrinthine prose, that the republicans refused any election under the existing system and would only participate in voting under a completely new constituent government, even though much moderate opinion found their position too intransigent.27

That same day Alfonso XIII charged Alcalá Zamora’s former senior colleague in conspiracy, the elderly politician José Sánchez Guerra, with the task of achieving an interim compromise. This envisioned the holding of elections under the old system for a new parliament that would possess constituent powers to decide the future of the regime, a perfectly reasonable compromise. There followed the unprecedented spectacle of a new prime minister-designate visiting Spain’s leading prison to offer the republican leaders a deal, but this was received as a sign of weakness. The best description of what transpired has been penned by Miguel Maura: “Niceto, always beholden to proper procedure, after a prolonged silence, replied in his characteristically strong Andalusian accent: ‘We cannot answer the question, my dear don José, without being told the conditions and limits of the assignment you have received from the crown . . .’”28 After further hemming and hawing, Maura made things clear by declaring that the republican leaders would not participate in any compromise whatsoever, even though Sánchez Guerra would have offered them two or more cabinet positions in an interim government. They took the position that they must dominate any alternative and, as it turned out, their intransigence would be completely rewarded.

Sánchez Guerra went ahead without their collaboration, on the 17th presenting the crown with a list of ministers of clear liberal credentials, but the effort failed because of disagreement between Alfonso XIII and Sánchez Guerra concerning the names of several of the proposed ministers. After several other initiatives similarly failed, the king finally appointed a second transition government, this one under the elderly Adm. Juan Aznar, long known as a liberal enemy of Primo de Rivera, and composed of a number of veteran parliamentary politicians from the old system.

After more than three months of detention, the imprisoned members of the Revolutionary Committee, charged with “inciting military rebellion,” were arraigned before a military tribunal which commenced deliberations on March 20, 1931. Leading liberal jurists stood as defense counsel, and were accorded every courtesy and opportunity to make their cases before military judges who bent over backwards to be fair and considerate. There was, of course, not the slightest doubt that the defendants were completely guilty of the crime with which they were charged. The only question was whether or not, under a monarchy in retreat and in the hands of the lenient Spanish military tribunals of that era, they would receive any punishment. It quickly became an open secret that both the judges and the members of the Aznar government were divided on the issue, but leniency soon won out. All the defendants were allowed to present lengthy speeches, turning the courtroom, with its sympathetic public in attendance, into a republican convention. On the 24th the court announced that all defendants were guilty as charged and that each was sentenced to a prison term of six months and one day, but that, in view of their preceding confinement, the remainder of the sentences would be completely suspended. This was a tremendous victory for the republicans, demonstrating that the monarchy’s own military tribunals did not find the crime of armed revolt against the monarchy deserving of serious punishment. The prisoners left the Model Prison that day as political celebrities, hailed by cheering throngs.29 It is no wonder that they considered the monarchy’s days numbered.

Having escaped punishment for armed revolt, one of the first things that Alcalá Zamora did was to survey prospects for yet another armed revolt, using Alejandro Lerroux as his principal contact with military plotters. Lerroux had remained in hiding throughout and, though the government soon discovered his location, in its customarily indulgent way had decided not to arrest any more republican leaders. After examining the information at hand, the two concluded that another attempted pronunciamiento was equally likely to fail, and that the monarchy had become so weak that, at least for the moment, more peaceful tactics were likely to bring success.30

The opportunity was immediately provided by the Aznar government, which had decided early in March to schedule new elections, though in a strange manner. It opted to return to elections by stages, with voting for municipal councils to be held on 12 April, followed by elections for provincial assemblies in May, and finally for the Cortes in June. Since no elections had been held for eight years, the government favored a gradual process, knowing that in rural municipalities and small towns a reliably conservative monarchist vote could be counted on. That calculation proved fully correct, but overlooked the fact that the larger cities and provincial capitals might, as in earlier years, vote strongly for the left, opening a dangerous fissure in the nation’s political structure.

This was exactly what the republicans were counting on, and reversed their stance against participating in elections under the monarchy, at least with regard to municipal contests. Joint Republican-Socialist slates were announced for all the larger cities by 5 April and the following week was devoted to intense campaigning, attended by sizable crowds in the larger cities. Alcalá Zamora was also careful to prepare a clandestine message to the members of the armed forces, pointing out that “neither the Civil Guard nor any part of the army belongs to the crown, but rather to Spain as a whole.” Their task was to sustain “order, not tyranny,” and their responsibility was to respect “the national will.” Despite skepticism from some members of the Revolutionary Committee, “several thousand sheets” were sent out, and generally seemed to draw a favorable response from the military and Civil Guard.31

On 12 April, a large majority of monarchist municipal councilmen, totaling 22,150, were elected, but they were mostly from smaller towns and cities. In the larger cities and nearly all provincial capitals, where popular participation was greater, the republican list swept the balloting. Though the total of republican and Socialist councilmen amounted to only 5,875,32 the republican spokesmen immediately took the position that they had won the election, because they had won nearly all the districts in which democratic and representative balloting took place. Though this was something of an oversimplification, the effect was dramatic. Monarchist leaders were confounded and paralyzed, the crown scarcely knew how to respond, and on the 13th crowds began to gather in Madrid and some other cities, cheering what was hailed as a republican victory.

The republican leaders had expected to do well and to gain considerable political advantage, but they were surprised by the magnitude of their success. The king’s advisers proposed a compromise on the 14th, sending Romanones to talk with Alcalá Zamora and his colleagues about a possible agreement to recognize yet a new ministry under don Niceto’s old friend the elderly former Liberal Party leader Miguel Villanueva Gómez, a known opponent of Primo de Rivera, who would conduct elections for a constituent Cortes to decide on the future of the regime.

At that point it was Miguel Maura who, because of his numerous monarchist contacts, most fully grasped the degree of paralysis that had set in among the crown’s advisers. He insisted that the Committee should simply demand that the monarchy hand over power without further delay. Any compromise, even with old friends and former close colleagues of Alcalá Zamora, was rejected. Gen. José Sanjurjo, commander of the Civil Guard, had already visited the home of Maura (minister of the Interior in the shadow Provisional Government) to declare that his armed constabulary would not oppose a republican takeover.33

In Madrid, particularly, but also in Barcelona and some other cities, huge and enthusiastic crowds had taken to the streets to hail a change in regime. Alfonso XIII abandoned the capital, heading for Cartagena to take ship abroad, the royal family to follow by a different route on the following day. By the evening of the 14th, the members of the Provisional Government slowly made their way through the huge throng, with Alcalá Zamora’s Hudson automobile, carrying several of the new ministers, in the lead. The nerve center of government, the Ministry of the Interior in the Puerta del Sol, was occupied without resistance, and, from its balcony, don Niceto read to the crowds his official proclamation of the Second Republic, carried simultaneously by radio to the entire country.34

The nation’s new leaders hailed their “revolution,” as they liked to call it, emphasizing that this civilian pronunciamiento had been peaceful and orderly, unlike many modern revolutions. No one died at the hands of the huge crowds in Madrid and Barcelona, though a few people were killed in night-time disturbances in the capital and in the Moroccan Protectorate. What they overlooked, of course, was that revolution is not an event but a process, and only the first phase of the revolutionary process of the Second Republic had been completed.35 Each successive phase would generate more and more conflict.
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The Battle over the Constitution 
(1931)

The Provisional Government that took up its labors on April 15, 1931 was composed of the heterogeneous coalition that the Republicans had cobbled together the preceding year, stretching from moderate right to the worker left, a coalition so broad as ultimately to become unmanageable. Initially, the Liberal Republican Right (DLR) of Alcalá Zamora and Maura constituted the moderate right and Lerroux’s Radicals the center, flanked farther left by the left Republican parties, chief of whom were Manuel Azaña’s Republican Action and the more extreme Radical Socialists,1 as well as the leftist sector of Catalan nationalists (Esquerra Republicana), with the Socialists on the extreme left. After some months, this would shake down into a working alliance of left Republicans and Socialists, to the increasing exclusion of the center and moderate right. It was not something foreseen by the new premier, whose political analysis for the past year and more had been illusory, based on the notion that in a new democratic system the moderate Republicans could incorporate the support of a large part of the country’s undeniably large conservative opinion. That proved not to be the case, due above all to the increasingly sectarian nature of the new regime.

If Alcalá Zamora’s perception of the Republic and the country’s political reactions was faulty, so, in a different way, were the calculations of his allies. If he had concluded that the country had changed to the extent that much of the population could be led by Republican moderates, the left calculated that Spain had changed much more, so decisively that Catholicism and conservatism in general had declined to a hopelessly minoritarian status, and that the left could and should dominate the new regime exclusively, seeing to it that the forces of the right were subordinated to a position from which they could never possibly make a political comeback. The left proposed to structure both a constitution and an electoral system to achieve that end, and this produced a growing split within the Republican coalition, which became the chief political drama of 1931. During the first months of the new regime, however, relative concord prevailed.

The initial Republican government exercised unrestricted power, since there was no parliament. It decreed the acting functions of chief of state to lie in the hands of Alcalá Zamora, and on 15 April the new Gaceta de la República published an interim “Juridical Statute,” prepared by the new prime minister, to serve as guidelines for the first phase of the regime. There would be no referendum on the legitimacy of a republic versus a monarchy; the new regime considered itself to be legitimate ipso facto, on the basis of the civil pronunciamiento of 14 April and the fact that it was exercising power without encountering any resistance. The Statute declared that the government exercised “plenary power,” subject to review by a Constituent Cortes that would soon be elected. It pledged to prosecute “responsibilities” for misdeeds under the preceding regime, while promising full freedom of religion, thereby implicitly abrogating the concordat of 1851 with the Church. It guaranteed civil rights, as well as the rights of trade unions and corporations, together with the right to private property, though the latter might be subject to confiscation for reasons of “public utility,” after appropriate compensation. All this, however, was qualified by the last point, which declared exercise of civil rights subject to “a system of regulation,” to be determined by an elected parliament.

Local and provincial governments immediately became subject to arbitrary takeover. The Catalanists of Esquerra Republicana and their allies were permitted to seize control of those in the Catalan provinces, under the direction of Francesc Macià. The Provisional Government took over all other regions, arbitrarily appointing comisiones gestoras (administrative commissions) to replace all provincial governments. It also replaced all municipal councils in which monarchists held the majority—that is, the great majority of municipal governments in Spain. Alcalá Zamora’s hometown of Priego, somewhat conservative in ethos, had elected sixteen monarchist municipal councilors to eight republicans, and all the former were summarily dismissed on 17 April. There was, however, no general purge of the state apparatus as a whole. Miguel Maura decreed that no regular functionaries would be dismissed merely for political reasons. Numerous changes were made nonetheless in the higher levels of state administration, accompanied by a mad scramble for office of new Republican candidates (many of whom had declared themselves Republicans only after 14 April).

The prime minister was the only government figure with experience in state administration. He later wrote, “During the first six months I took up the daunting task of reading the text of every decree and regulation sent to me or, if they were urgent, going over them line by line in the council of ministers.”2 Alcalá Zamora did not agree with many details of the new decrees, but he has written that in the first months most government decisions were reached by consensus without taking a vote. If he did not agree with the majority, he merely reserved his personal opinion. One concern was to restrict the rapid expansion of bureaucracy sought by most ministers and in this he had the support of the relatively pragmatic Socialist minister of Finance, Indalecio Prieto, though the two lost on certain issues. The president particularly opposed the proposal to have municipal judges chosen through public elections, which he thought a travesty of judicial impartiality, but, since he was supported only by his ally Maura, “the demagogical solution prevailed,” as Alcalá Zamora put it.3 Even during this honeymoon period, when there were no very sharp controversies, he found himself in a small minority on certain individual issues.4

Public order slowly but increasingly became a problem. The first flare-up was restricted to Barcelona and generally ignored. In the Catalan capital, gunmen of the CNT exploited republican liberties to launch a series of reprisals against their old rivals of the Catholic Free Syndicates, in less than a month shooting down no fewer than twenty-two workers from the latter.5 There were no prosecutions and apparently not even any arrests, since all the killers were leftists. This wave of violence was finally brought under control by the anarchist leaders themselves.

The Republican government had benefited greatly from the liberal policies of the monarchy, which permitted the latter to be so easily overthrown, and had no intention of showing equivalent laxness to their own political opponents. Public meetings or demonstrations by any group opposed to the Republican takeover were rigorously forbidden. When a “Monarchist Circle” opened in Madrid on 10 May, its young enthusiasts stepped out onto the street to cheer the fallen monarchy, resulting in a scuffle with Republican onlookers. Police immediately closed the center and arrested many of its members,6 after which a mob gathered to set fire to the offices of the monarchist daily ABC. Municipal police in Spain at that time were few and poorly trained, so that in serious problems of public order it was necessary to summon the Civil Guard, armed only with Mauser rifles. When the mob rushed the newspaper building, a squad of Guards lowered their guns and fired, killing two and wounding others.7 This established a slowly escalating pattern under the Republic of crude provocation and violence, on occasion met with brutal repression.

That night the government met in the Ministry of the Interior while a leftist mob, enraged by the use of the Civil Guard to defend conservative property, howled for the resignation of Maura. Cabinet members were well aware of the anarchy that had consumed the First Republic and Maura was determined to maintain order. He warned that members of the Ateneo, the leading liberal cultural society (of which War minister Azaña was president), were distributing lists of churches and other religious buildings to be torched the next day. The arch-anticlerical Azaña, however, refused to intervene among his society’s members and vigorously opposed any further use of the Civil Guard.8

Soon after the government reconvened on the morning of the eleventh, word came that the threatened quema de conventos (torching of churches) had begun. Both Alcalá Zamora and Maura were appalled, and Maura declared that municipal police would be inadequate, but that calling out the Civil Guard would control the disorders before they spread. Azaña expressed vehement opposition. He is quoted as saying that all the churches in Madrid were not worth the life of a single Republican, threatening: “I will not continue in this government for one minute more if a single person is injured in Madrid because of this silly idea.”9 Only the two Socialist ministers, Prieto and Largo Caballero, supported the president and the minister of the Interior. Since a considerable effort was being made at that point to maintain all-Republican unity, they gave in to Azaña’s intransigence, which was more or less supported by most of the cabinet. Not only did the government refuse to protect Church property, but it agreed to receive a delegation of arsonists. Alcalá Zamora was thoroughly disgusted but bit his tongue.

Maura went home and was preparing to resign when he learned that the ministers had suddenly reversed themselves. After more and more reports arrived of the torching of religious buildings in Madrid and then also in other cities, the cabinet reluctantly concluded that it must intervene. Instead of authorizing use of the Civil Guard, it decided to call out the army, seen as a more patriotic and pro-Republican institution. Slowly, during what remained of that day and the one following, army units managed to restore order. Ultimately, more than one hundred churches and other religious buildings were sacked or burned in Madrid and in other cities in the south and east.10 This spastic behavior by the Republican government, first failing to adopt normal prudent measures and then overreacting once it was too late, would become fairly standard practice during the next five years.

Alcalá Zamora was not merely embarrassed but sickened and angry over the whole experience. Only one month had been needed to show that his promised “Republic of order” did not exist, but might be turning into the “epileptic” regime which he had warned was doomed. Conservative opinion had been apprehensive since the fall of the monarchy and this was the first indication that the catastrophists might be correct. The quema de conventos damaged the new regime’s credibility abroad, as foreign opinion began to speculate about the future of “convulsive Spain.” Alcalá Zamora was especially nonplussed to receive a stiff complaint from the nominally anticlerical government of the French Republic, supposedly a sort of model for the new Spanish regime, which demanded immediate protection for French Catholics and their property in Spain (where at least one church was the property of the French government itself).11 Depressed and chagrined, he was yet determined to make the best of the situation, and would be encouraged by the fact that in the following months all disorders (stemming primarily from anarchists and Communists), though occasionally severe, were strictly localized affairs. What he did not seem to realize was that his leadership of a government that had at first passively accepted large-scale anticlerical violence had a very negative effect on conservative opinion, henceforth rendering illusory his cherished ambition of heading a large conservative Republican party.

In the aftermath, the Republican government took the decision to create a new national corps of riot police, the Assault Guards, especially to deal with urban disturbances. Ironically, the new Republican Guards would be involved in the most notorious police atrocities of the Republican years, especially in January 1933 and July 1936.

The most divisive issue among the Republican leaders as they had conspired during the final phase of the monarchy had been the question of church and state. Every indication had been that most of the Republican groups would demand harsh anticlerical policies equivalent to those of the French Republic between 1900 and 1910, when Catholic education had been outlawed and Church property seized. Alcalá Zamora and Maura apparently believed, however mistakenly, that they had obtained a pledge of moderation on this issue from the leftist leaders. That was hardly the case.

At first not merely the anticlerical left but also Maura believed that it was necessary to deal firmly with any protest from the Church, and on 17 May the minister of the Interior expelled the bishop of Vitoria from the country because of his anti-Republican statements. In a genuinely democratic system protective of free speech, he would, of course, have had the right to say whatever he pleased, since there was no indication whatever that the bishop was engaged in unlawful activity. Alcalá Zamora had not been informed beforehand, and protested to his colleagues that so precipitous a measure only sharpened antagonism. He then resigned, forcing the other ministers to ask him to remain and to promise no such incident would occur again.

The Vatican directed the hierarchy of the Spanish Church to cooperate with the new regime and the papal nuncio, Msgr. Tedeschini, proved conciliatory,12 but the Spanish prelates themselves were, not surprisingly, hostile to the new regime. Sharp words were exchanged on both sides, while the government engaged in gestures such as the removal of holy images from public schoolrooms. On 30 May the Vatican demonstrated its displeasure with the rigors of Republican policy by refusing at first to accept the credentials of its new ambassador, Luis de Zulueta. The government responded the next day by summarily suspending publication of El Debate, the country’s leading Catholic daily, even though it had urged a policy of cooperation. The Spanish Church hierarchy then published a collective letter of protest on 3 June, which insisted that equal freedom of all religions and the proposal to separate church and state violated the Concordat of 1851. It also protested other measures such as the secularization of cemeteries and the elimination of obligatory religious instruction in schools. Meanwhile, in several towns municipal councils threatened to confiscate Catholic school buildings.

In July the primate, Archbishop Pedro Segura of Toledo, who had left the country, returned to transmit a circular to all bishops directing them to take measures to protect, and if necessary, conceal ownership of Church properties to avoid possible confiscation. Maura abruptly expelled him as well, with the result that Alcalá Zamora resigned the second time and once more had to be coaxed back by his fellow ministers. Segura eventually resigned his archbishopric, since the Vatican sought to mend relations. Alcalá Zamora continued to believe that he had managed to moderate the extremism of the leftist ministers, and that he was establishing a policy of negotiation in Spain, as distinct from a policy of state dictation, as in France.13 In this, as with regard to other key aspects of the new regime, he would prove to be mistaken.

The original plan of the Provisional Government had been to govern for six months in order to consolidate the new regime and then hold elections for a Constituent Cortes to draft a constitution. Since it had no intention of holding a plebiscite on the form of government, it decided to accelerate elections so as to achieve greater legitimacy in power, and the contest was scheduled for 28 June. The new legislature would be unicameral, with no senate, though Alcalá Zamora personally opposed this decision, since he thought a second chamber important as a check-and-balance.

In place of the old structure of single-member constituencies, often manipulated by caciquismo, a new electoral law of 8 May established a list system of large multi-candidate districts. This was organized by province on the basis of one seat for every fifty thousand citizens or fraction greater than thirty thousand, with the further provision that any city with a population of one hundred thousand or more would constitute a separate electoral district. The assignment of seats was deliberately designed to be disproportional, in order to prevent multi-party fragmentation. The leading electoral list in a given district would be awarded between 67 and 80 percent of the seats, provided that it won a minimum of 20 percent of the votes. This sort of electoral law, altered by subsequent legislation of 1933 that redefined several features,14 would later prove counterproductive in the extreme, producing large pendular shifts in representation as a result of much smaller changes in the popular vote, over-representing winners and under-representing losers. It would tend toward destabilization of the system, and the slightly modified law of 1933 would be strongly opposed by Alcalá Zamora, though he made no issue of it in the first Republican elections. More truly democratic and representative were the provisions for lowering the voting age from twenty-five to twenty-three, and to permit women and clergy to stand as candidates, the former for the first time in Spanish history.

All the parties in the coalition agreed, in principle, to form a united electoral list. Hoping to mobilize a sizable conservative Republican party, Alcalá Zamora was not interested in standing with the left, but the Socialist leaders, particularly, insisted on joint tickets. This placed a premium on the proportion of candidates from each party, and here don Niceto was bitterly disappointed, claiming later that “the pressure from ultra-radicalism, with its domineering attitudes, fierce hostilities and zeal to control candidacies in every district, declared secularist excommunication of moderate Republicans. . . . ”15 Leaders of the leftist parties countered by saying that they favored equal inclusion of DLR candidates, but that local district chiefs dominated preparation of the lists and in most areas had rejected full alliance with moderate Republicans. What apparently happened was that in the numerous districts where there was no genuine challenge from the right, the leftist parties found it advantageous to campaign against the republican center-right, in order to increase their own representation. As it turned out, the Liberal Republican Right of Alcalá Zamora and Maura suffered a double disadvantage—it received only limited representation on joint lists and then in twenty-five districts had to run as an independent minority.

The general elections were “revolutionary” elections, following the terminology in electoral studies for contests conducted to give “legitimacy to a political transformation that had come about through non-legal means. In such consultations the parties that had already conquered power were always victorious, because those who did not accept the political turnaround tended to abstain.”16 Rightists remained in disarray and contested no more than forty percent of the seats. Thus the Republican coalition had won even before balloting began and, moreover, in some districts leftists actively discouraged center and rightist groups from mobilizing.17 Republican parties had been permitted under the monarchy, but no monarchist party was permitted to participate in the first Republican election. Altogether non-Republican conservatives presented only 123 candidates, compared with 144 for the Socialists alone and 608 for all the Republican parties.18 More than a few conservatives had tried to turn their coats, sudden republicanization perhaps going farthest in Galicia, where former monarchists quickly found new identities. Most rightist sympathizers simply boycotted the election, while others preferred to vote for the Radicals as a known quantity, rather than for the prime minister who had presided during the quema de conventos.

The DLR stood as the only Catholic Republican party and the one nominally most eager to receive monarchist converts, yet its national campaign subscription netted an embarrassingly small 58,000 pesetas, most of it donated by don Niceto himself. Well might its historian describe the DLR as presenting “only the façade of a modern political party.”19 It went through the motions of trying to adopt a modern mass-party structure with a multi-tiered national organization, including a youth section and a women’s section, but in reality was a party of notables and small local coteries that struggled unsuccessfully to build a broader network.20

It was apparent that Alcalá Zamora himself remained the product of a nineteenth-century regime, with little grasp of the dynamics of a twentieth-century mass voting system. The peculiar location of his party as the most rightist part of a leftist political configuration benefited it little, since, compromised by incipient disorders and the government’s anti-Catholic policy, he was unable to mobilize very much of Spain’s potentially large conservative vote, which showed little interest in a nominally conservative ally of the left. As it was, Alcalá Zamora and Maura relied on the “ideological personalism” of old-style politics led by notables, and announced they would dedicate themselves almost exclusively to their government responsibilities. Each delivered only one major public address during the campaign. The DLR showed signs of fragmenting almost from the beginning, the first splits occurring during the campaign itself.

The party was able to present candidates in only 44 of the 63 electoral districts, and only 20 of the total of 115 candidates appeared on alliance tickets. It hit its high-water mark in these first Republican elections of 1931, garnering more than a million votes but a disappointing total of only twenty-seven deputies.21 Alcalá Zamora lamented that, with the DLR spread thin and enjoying scant support from its erstwhile allies, 49,000 votes had been needed for it to elect a deputy compared with only 19,000 for the Socialists, while Azaña’s Republican Action had only about half as many popular votes as the DLR and nonetheless, supported by the alliance system, returned the same number of deputies.22

The electoral results were universally regarded as a failure for the DLR, and were followed by a wave of defections in its limited membership. Its campaign had been weak, in some parts of the country non-existent, and on 23 July the Heraldo de Madrid observed: “It may be doubted whether the Liberal Republican Right really exists as a party. . . . ”23 Even worse, within a month Alcalá Zamora lost his principal ally and co-leader Miguel Maura, who announced on 25 July that he was withdrawing from the organization, disgusted with the lack of party discipline and also unhappy with the personal compulsiveness of the president. This was merely one of a long series of examples of fragmentation of political groups under the Republic.

The first national assembly of the DLR met in August to accomplish three tasks: ratify the leadership of don Niceto, change its name to Progressive Republican Party (PRP—since some had complained the original name seemed too “rightist” to be a Republican party) and adopt an official program. The latter emphasized five main points: (1) The importance of an agrarian reform, aimed at latifundia of absentee owners, through properly indemnified expropriation; (2) A bicameral democratic constitution, though with the lower chamber of parliament predominant, subject to amendment and reform under specific conditions; (3) Rejection of federalism but with provision of autonomy for certain regions; (4) Separation of church and state, together with a reformed concordat, slow reduction of the parish subsidy and regulation of the religious orders; and (5) A complete national system of free and compulsory primary education, guaranteeing freedom of conscience and private education and also permitting instruction in minority languages.24

Though Alcalá Zamora had sought to rise above the differences between the DLR and the Radicals, on the one hand, and the leftist parties on the other, the electoral campaign brought them out fully for the first time. He had warned, even before the downfall of the monarchy, that a new republic must not become a “patrimonial” regime of the left, for that would merely update and repeat the elitism and exclusivism of the monarchists. The new regime must be “a Republic for all Spaniards,” centrists and conservatives as well as leftists. It was becoming clear, however, that the left Republicans and the Socialists saw it as an exclusively leftist regime. That was made clear by Azaña in a campaign speech of 7 June in Valencia, in which he insisted:

It is said—as have I on occasion—that the Republic has come to Spain through universal suffrage . . . and that we have given the world an admirable example of civic culture and political initiative through legal measures. . . . All that is very well, and is truly so, but only up to a certain point, because if there is a Republic in Spain . . . it is because first there was a revolution . . . and the exercise of suffrage on the twelfth of April was no more than the verdict of the people’s jury, called upon to decide between the tyranny of the king and the initiative of a revolutionary people that intended to establish the Republic by force if legal means were not available. In other words, fellow citizens, the Republic was revolutionary in origin. And there will only be a Republic in Spain so long as it is governed with that revolutionary sprit. The Republic will be definitively installed in Spain only when the work of that revolution has been completed, and not before.

He insisted that the change in regime and the establishment of political democracy were in themselves inadequate. It was necessary to do away with all the “personal, economic and financial confabulations” of the old regime and its institutional structure. “So long as that is not pulverized (triturado), completely pulverized and dissolved by government action,” the project of the leftist republic would not be secure.25

Thus it cannot be said that the left Republicans disguised their intentions. They made clear from the beginning that the Second Republic was, for them, no liberal democracy to be governed by fixed constitutional rules and open outcomes, but instead a doctrinaire and patrimonial regime governed exclusively by the left according to its “revolutionary” program, which took precedence over electoral or democratic procedures. There was little respect for “conservative republicanism,” which Alcalá Zamora correctly emphasized would be necessary for a democratic republic to be consolidated, since any form of conservatism would merely be an obstacle to the leftist revolution. In many districts the left Republicans and Socialists had campaigned not against a momentarily almost non-existent right but against the DLR as the only significant conservative opposition.

As the reality of this began to sink in on him, in his only public campaign address in Jaén two weeks after Azaña’s speech, Alcalá Zamora warned of the tendency on the left to see in the Republic “a scale of promotion in which one rises exclusively by seniority, . . . or a family in which one prospers solely by kinship, . . . or a shareholding corporation in which responsibilities and capital are limited in order to increase dividends.”26

By the time that the Constituent Cortes convened on 14 July, his originally idyllic expectations had already become somewhat tempered, but his dedication to the Republic remained unaltered. A year later he would write that “the opening session of the Constituent Cortes will always remain one of the most emotional experiences of my life.”27 He delivered the opening speech in his customarily grandiloquent style, declaring that more than a century of “tyranny” under a fictive constitutional monarchy had been overcome. Don Niceto declared confidently that the Republic “is the last of our political revolutions, closing an entire cycle, and the first, which we also hope may be the only one, of the social revolutions that open the path to justice” This revealed once more his tendency to view political affairs through a nineteenth-century prism. The Republic did indeed close the “cycle” of nineteenth-century liberal revolts, but it also opened a new cycle of socio-political revolutionary insurrections, a reality that he still could not fathom. He pompously insisted that “The government presents itself before you with hands clean of blood,” which of course was not entirely true, for it had first sought to impose a military insurrection on Spain that had cost more than a few deaths. The bulk of the speech, however, was devoted to summarizing the government’s initial work and to presenting its minimal program. Even Azaña, who was becoming the principal leader of the moderate left, gave the speech high marks for being more “sober” than usual and saying important things directly and sensibly.

Normally Azaña was much more critical and satirical in his characterizations of don Niceto, observing in his diary that a later speech of his was typically “profuse, full of circumlocutions, and imprecise, employing a plethora of words disproportionate to its actual substance. The sublime and the ridiculous all mixed together . . . By the close of his speech he had turned the color of lead, with a bit of foam in the corners of his lips.”28 He elsewhere characterized the prime minister as “parabolic, voluble, verbose and full of rancor,” saying that “on certain days he acts like a spoiled child.” Azaña dwelled on his hyperbolic manner: “I still seem to see that delirious, visionary expression on his face, and to hear his heated allocution, with the foam on the edges of his lips—the sort of spectacle he gave us so often in the council of ministers.” Azaña described how, during one parliamentary debate, “the appearance of the premier, leaning toward one side, with one elbow resting on the back of the seat in front, his face held in the palm of his hand, its expression grim and leaden in color, his gaze wandering, with the gesture of an angry child, was comical. Meanwhile the entire congress was applauding him and urging him to return to his post, while he, as obstinate as ever, was not going to give in.”

Every day I watched him take up the most trivial and insignificant details, and ascend, with the fascinating logic of sheer hallucination, warm and torrential as his verbosity, to the paroxystic borders of mental rapture, usually accompanied by traces of foam on his mouth and a sanguinary darkening of his face. And then, whenever he got up or sat down, a twitch of his right leg, as though it were about to go off on its own, out of line with the normal movements of his body.29

It was a foregone conclusion that, despite tensions generated by the election, the new parliament would ratify Alcalá Zamora as president of the council of ministers, if for no other reason that there was no alternative candidate remotely of his stature or experience, or as acceptable to diverse sectors. In turn, he was aware that the new parliament faced a challenging task, all the more because of the underrepresentation of his own party and more broadly of Spanish conservatism in general, resulting in “a Cortes that was far from fully and effectively representing the nation.”30 From that time forward, his goal and responsibility would be, as he repeated many times, to “center the Republic,” in an effort to achieve liberal democratic balance and avoid extremes. In this enterprise he first suffered defeat in the drafting of the constitution itself.

During the debates of the summer and early autumn, he gained the sobriquet of “sentinel of the Republic” for his frequent interventions that sought to moderate the positions of the left Republican-Socialist majority. The initial draft proposal by a special Juridical Advisory Commission was rejected by the left as too moderate, the Cortes then naming a Parliamentary Commission of twenty deputies to prepare a new draft under the chairmanship of the Socialist law professor Luis Jiménez de Asúa. As this developed, Alcalá Zamora labored to develop his own draft:

I dictated to the typists a counter-project more advanced in various important aspects than the work of the Advisory Commission, but much less than the original nakedly extremist text of the Parliamentary Commission or the attenuated but still clearly  excessive version that was finally voted.31

This text was then presented in the Cortes not by the premier but by one of the leading members of the PRP, the Madrid notary Juan Castrillo Santos.

In the negotiations that followed, Alcalá Zamora’s draft prevailed with regard to technical administrative aspects of the new constitution,32 since very few deputies could compete with him in knowledge of the juridical and administrative structure of the Spanish state. It was much less successful on the substantive issues. The proposal to institute a senate as an upper chamber was defeated, Alcalá Zamora thought, due to the withdrawal of the small minority of rightist deputies, disgusted by the anticlerical proposals.

Late in August the Cortes took up the issue of “responsibilities” for the dictatorship, as well as the “dictablanda” of Berenguer. Since the Radical Socialists, particularly, advocated arbitrary and severe sanctions, the prime minister intervened in the debate on 20 August to recommend that only the normal penal code be applied and that a special tribunal be appointed so that the issue of what would later be called “historical justice” not become a political football in the Cortes. These sound and reasonable proposals were received with great coldness by the leftist majority, despite the approval of the government, so that Alcalá Zamora yet again offered his resignation to his fellow cabinet ministers, who were quick to refuse it, ratifying their confidence in him once more.

He participated frequently in the constitutional debates, often making what were for him brief presentations that came as directly to the point as possible, to some degree controlling his penchant for grand and lengthy circumlocutions. With Socialist support, he managed to achieve his goal of extending the vote to women for the first time in Spanish history, though the Radicals and some left Republicans were opposed, because, as Victoria Kent, one of the few women deputies put it, “women are backward” due to a tendency toward Catholic conservatism. The Radicals, by contrast, helped him to carry the issue of lowering the general voting age from twenty-five to twenty-three, the more conservative alternative, rather than the lower age sought by the Socialists. One of the more extreme notions, the abolition of the death penalty for any members of the armed forces even during wartime, was avoided only by the decisive intervention of the war minister Azaña. Alcalá Zamora also achieved some success in dealing with one of the thorniest issues, a statute of autonomy for Catalonia, at least bringing this within boundaries that maintained key issues of sovereignty for the Spanish state, which would be defined in the new constitution as “an integral state.”

A major blow-up occurred over article 44, defining the right to property. Alcalá Zamora opposed the state’s right to confiscation and nationalization as proposed by the Commission, though the Socialist moderate Julián Besteiro, president of the Cortes, momentarily stepped down to champion the proposal, declaring that if the constitution did not open the way fully to the socialization of property “we will say to the people that this is not their Republic and that they must prepare for social revolution.”33 The fact that the head of the most moderate sector of the Socialists could threaten revolution over this issue underlined the fact that the latter’s participation in the democratic process of the Republic was no more than “semi-loyal” to the constitutionalism of the new regime, though in the case of Besteiro himself such a threat was an unusual rhetorical gesture.34

Alcalá Zamora intervened to urge a more moderate text that would not provide carte blanche for nationalization and would maintain the principal of just compensation. Jiménez de Asúa and the other leftists of the Commission became angry and its most extreme member, the Radical Socialist Juan Botella Asensi, read a declaration to the chamber denouncing the president’s suggestions. Alcalá Zamora, always touchy to any slight, once more announced his resignation as president of the council of ministers, touching off an uproar. According to his first memoir, “A deputy from Valencia said to me, ‘Tomorrow you will have 25.000 men ready in the orchards.’”35 Even the Socialists did not want to lose his guidance of the government at this delicate juncture, and a strong majority vote of the deputies convinced him to withdraw his resignation, though by this time, he would later write, don Niceto could see that the differences with the left were so great that he might not be able to continue in that position much longer. Against his continued opposition, the final text of article 44 declared any and all property potentially liable to mandatory expropriation for “reasons of social utility,” though “adequate compensation” must be provided, unless a special vote of the Cortes stipulated otherwise.

The greatest struggle was the question of regulating the Church. During the late summer the president himself had sought to negotiate directly with the papal nuncio and the ecclesiastical hierarchy. He believed they were reaching agreement on a reform, not a complete rupture, of relations between church and state that would separate the two institutions while avoiding persecution and continuing to provide slowly diminishing financial support. These negotiations were nonetheless ignored in favor of unilateral decisions by the Cortes.36

Though the most extreme proposals of the left, such as the abolition of all religious orders and confiscation of their property, were defeated, final terms were set in a powerful speech by Azaña on 15 October in which he uttered his famous dictum that “Spain has ceased to be Catholic,” to the amazement even of some of the more moderate leaders of the left. He did not deny that there were millions of practicing Catholics in Spain, but stressed that little of the Spanish elite remained Catholic, and that a society was guided by its elites. He agreed that the Republic must respect “freedom of conscience,” but only in terms of personal belief, and must not allow full freedom of activity to the Church and clergy. Azaña recognized the illiberality of this position, but shrugged it off with one of his typical rhetorical gestures, saying “Don’t come to tell me that this is contrary to liberty, since it is a matter of public health,”37 echoing the Jacobin terminology of the French Revolution. Rather than banning all the religious orders and seizing their property, he proposed that these measures only be applied to the Jesuits, while subsequent legislation could be developed to deprive all members of the clergy of the right to teach. There would be no special juridical recognition of the Church with regard to financial support or properties, and these measures were codified in article 26 of the constitution, prompting immediate resignation of the only two Catholic ministers, Alcalá Zamora and Maura.38 With that, the political coalition of the center-left that had founded the Republic came to an end, Azaña replacing don Niceto as the head of a more distinctly leftist government, charged with completing the constitution, beginning its implementation and then carrying out a series of extensive reforms.

The question of whether the Republican parliamentary system should remain unicameral was only taken up on 27 October, after the argument for including a second chamber was introduced by the PRP’s number two spokesman, Castrillo Santos. Though Alcalá Zamora participated in debates less frequently after he ceased to be prime minister, he delivered a major address on the need to give the Republic a senate, first pointing out that no modern constitutional state had a unicameral system, and that ever since ancient Rome some form of second chamber had been considered necessary to achieve broader representation, balance, stability and moderation.39 The left, however, was convinced that a single chamber would make it much easier to introduce radical policies, and hence Alcalá Zamora’s amendment, which would have helped to moderate the Republic and provide a better chance at achieving its consolidation, was rejected.

The original plan of the coalition had been to elect Alcalá Zamora as president of the Republic, once the constitution had been completed. In his memoirs, he declares that he assumed this plan would be abandoned after his resignation as head of the council of ministers, but that was not the case. The leftist parties had no one of equivalent stature or experience, and considered him the best guarantee for the consolidation of the regime, trusting his personal honesty, respect for legal procedure and dedication to the Republic. Don Niceto was the unanimous favorite of moderates, while the left found it expedient to remove from parliament the strongest voice for moderation in the Constituent Cortes. They also found it advantageous that Alcalá Zamora’s own party, the PRP, was weak, depriving him of any autonomous support. On 10 December the parliament voted overwhelmingly to install Alcalá Zamora as the first president of the Second Republic.40

Article 71 of the new constitution set the term of the presidency at six years, all subsequent elections of a president to be carried out by a special electoral college. The Republic would be led by a parliamentary government, which meant that the office of chief of state had only limited powers, chief of which was that of designating a prime minister to head the government and of ratifying the appointment of ministers presented by the latter, though the cabinet would have to hold a parliamentary majority to remain in power. Each government was bound by the requirement of double responsibility, however, both to parliament and to the president, who had the authority to withdraw his personal approval and dissolve a government, though its replacement would also have to gain the confidence of parliament. He had the power to suspend the Cortes temporarily and to call extraordinary sessions. The right of suspension, however, was limited to one month in the first instance and then to fifteen days, if a given legislature were to be suspended the second time. Another key power held by the president was to dissolve parliament and call new elections, though no more than two times during a single presidential term.

The other powers of the president included the right to negotiate international treaties and to promulgate all laws passed by parliament, as well as “regulatory decrees and instructions necessary for the execution of laws.” But if a given law was not declared by the Cortes to be “urgent,” he might, if he chose, send it back for further deliberation. If it were then approved by an absolute majority, the president was required to promulgate it immediately. The president was also required to issue any rules or instructions necessary to implement legislation, but no presidential decree would be valid without the signature of a minister. In addition, he might order any emergency action “that the integrity or security of the nation requires” and, when the Cortes was not in session, he could legislate by decree, provided that he had the approval of two-thirds of the Permanent Commission of parliament. This structure did not create a “presidentialist” regime, but did give the president more power than in some other parliamentary systems.41

To avoid capricious or excessive use of the power of dissolution, the second dissolution would have to be reviewed and approved by the parliament which resulted from new elections. If the latter decided not to approve his decision, the president would be deposed (article 81). He could also be impeached by a three-fifths vote of parliament if judged guilty of violating the constitution, his case then to be tried by the new Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees, which also held jurisdiction over any criminal infractions by the chief of state.42

In his memoirs, Alcalá Zamora says that he debated with himself long and hard about whether to accept the presidency of a Republic with a leftist majority that would be difficult to work with. He concluded that there would be two ways for him to influence and moderate the Republic’s affairs. One would be as president, the other as leader of a group in the Cortes. His decision was to accept the former, on the grounds that if the presidency became unworkable, he could always resign to take up the latter, while he hoped that new elections, held under normal conditions, would dilute the power of the left, and that indeed proved to be the case. What he does not mention is that the opportunity appealed to his pride and vanity. Despite his relatively simple manners and insistence on the letter of the law, don Niceto revealed more than a little vanity about his undeniable accomplishments and his leadership role. He had carried out a veritable vendetta against Alfonso XIII, during which the ex-king had remained surprisingly indulgent, and Alcalá Zamora gained the opportunity to replace him as chief of state. In that role he would prove distinctly more arbitrary in the way that he intervened in the nation’s affairs than Alfonso XIII had ever been.

The council of ministers expected the new president and his family to take up residence in the Palace of the Republic (the former royal Palacio de Oriente), which don Niceto not surprisingly found ridiculous. The family was very comfortable in the Madrid chalet he had had constructed according to his own specifications fifteen years earlier. Azaña, on the other hand, who remained minister of War as well as head of government, moved into the special quarters of the war ministry, and that seemed acceptable to everyone. Alcalá Zamora wrote that the only night he ever spent in the royal palace was that of August 10–11, 1932, when he returned briefly because of the impending Sanjurjo pronunciamiento at a time when the family home was closed up for the vacation period.

The Republican government decided that the royal palace in La Granja should be assigned to the president of the regime as his summer vacation home. It did not bother to inform him that Azaña and other leftist leaders had already looted the palace of all its best furniture and decorations for their official residences in Madrid. When he first took up residence in La Granja in the summer of 1932, he was informed that no less than fourteen truckloads of furnishings had been carted off earlier (a petty foretaste, of course, of the massive looting of half of Spain that would take place under Azaña’s own presidency in 1936–37). Alcalá Zamora concluded, with some irony, that it seemed properly republican that when the family vacationed in a former royal palace their furnishings were in some respects more modest than in their very comfortably appointed home in Madrid.43
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The new president’s first responsibility was to ratify a new council of ministers, even though the resignation of the Azaña government had been strictly pro forma, to accommodate the inauguration of the chief of state. Alcalá Zamora renewed the powers of Azaña when they met on December 12, 1931, urging him to form as broad a government as possible. Instead, having eliminated Alcalá Zamora from the council of ministers, Azaña and the left Republicans cemented their alliance with the Socialists, who would still hold three ministries, two of them—Public Instruction and Public Works—posts of increased importance. The only significant party of moderate Republicanism, Lerroux’s Radicals, did not reject Socialist continuation in government, but expected their participation to be reduced now that the Republic had been consolidated. When it became clear that the prime minister’s priority was to govern on the basis of a left republican-Socialist coalition, with the Radicals forming a small minority, the latter abandoned the government. This led to rueful reflections by the Radical leaders, for it was their own party, the only long-established national Republican group, that had provided the main basis for the original Republican Alliance at a time when the left republicans had been no more than small coteries of functionaries, intellectuals, journalists and professional men. Thus, to the dismay of Alcalá Zamora, the government did not move toward the center, but farther left.

When the Cortes reopened on January 21, 1932, it gave the new government an overhelming vote of confidence, 285 to 4, but did so amid the most extensive disorder thus far under the new regime. After only a few months, the FAI-CNT, sometimes aided and abetted by the small Communist party, had moved to an adversarial relationship, launching a series of violent strikes. The Socialist UGT in its turn also became increasingly involved in demonstrations and strikes, leading to notorious incidents with the Civil Guard in December and January, producing a number of deaths. The anarchosyndicalists then launched the first of their three revolutionary insurrections against the Republic, this initial one beginning on January 19, 1932.

The new regime had already passed a draconian Law for the Defense of the Republic, which provided it with sweeping powers of repression and suspension of civil rights.1 Hundreds of cenetistas were arrested, and at least 119, deemed the most dangerous, deported to Spanish Equatorial Guinea. Several of the Radical Socialists temporarily broke with the government over the extent of the repression, declaring it worse than anything “under the monarchy or the dictatorship.”

March and April brought only limited improvement. Violent incidents, bomb explosions and politicized strikes occurred in more than twenty provinces, producing at least seven more deaths. Another CNT general strike occurred in Seville in May, and at least thirteen people were killed in strikes and demonstrations during June and July. The revolutionary left took the position that conditions were worse under the Republic than under the monarchy, and acted accordingly.

Though Alcalá Zamora viewed problems of public order with alarm, they were also completely out of his hands, and 1932, his first full year as president, was also the most tranquil for him personally. The Azaña government was firmly entrenched, and, for the time being, the president’s own responsibilities were primarily ceremonial.

The palace was reserved for major ceremonies and otherwise largely relegated to the status of a public museum, apart from one wing set aside for the president’s office. In the first weeks he was overwhelmed with visitors, often from the provinces, for the new regime had made a dramatic impact on the country’s civic imagination and literally thousands of ordinary citizens wanted to make personal contact with him. Within scarcely a month it became necessary to announce that he could only receive visitors at the palace by special appointment.

The presidential staff was modest in size. Alcalá Zamora named as his general secretary Rafael Sánchez Guerra, son of the veteran Conservative politician, who would serve him faithfully. The head of his military staff was the senior commander most deeply involved in the final republican conspiracy, Gen. Gonzalo Queipo de Llano. He had been an inveterate opponent of Primo de Rivera and his relations with the president were quite cordial, the two coinciding in a kind of republicanism of the center. During summer vacations at La Granja, Alcalá Zamora’s oldest son, Niceto, a law professor at Valencia, was introduced to Queipo’s daughter Ernestina. The two later became engaged and were eventually wed in December 1934. Soon they would give the president his first grandchildren.

Don Niceto normally rose at 8 a.m. and arrived at the palace about two hours later. He devoted the greater part of four mornings a week to audiences: Tuesdays and Thursdays he received private citizens, Wednesdays public officials and military officers, Fridays parliamentary deputies. Twice a month he presided over the meetings of the council of ministers as chief of state, though the prime minister was the one directly in charge of the meetings. Lunch was taken at home at 2:30. On some days he would later call for his car so that he and his wife, perhaps accompanied by some of the children, might enjoy a brief ride in the country (at a time when one could still pass quickly from the city to the country, particularly to the north of Madrid). Don Niceto might then return to work at the palace until 9 p.m., depending on the current volume of business. Withal, despite his touchiness and self-regard, his manners were often unpretentious. When he and doña Pura went out, he might stand in line in front of a movie theater to purchase tickets just like anyone else. And Azaña was taken aback when he called the president’s home by telephone and might as often as not be answered by don Niceto himself, inquiring “Quién é?,” in his Andalusian accent.2

In the more sophisticated Spain of the 1930s, the earnest, hardworking president came to seem a bit old-fashioned. The nickname “El Botas” was soon attached to him by satirists on the left because of his archaic habit of wearing special elastic snaps that buttoned over the tops of his shoes and extended under his trouser legs, giving the appearance of wearing a sort of boot. This sort of thing, together with his habit of wearing a derby hat, gave him, as Gil Pecharromán says, a certain fussy appearance of the pretentious provincial. “El Botas” was possibly first contrived by the editors of El Socialista and eventually passed into somewhat broader usage. Gracia y Justicia, perhaps the country’s most widely read satirical review, quickly converted the Republican president into one of its stars, in the guise of a pompous but punctilious government employee from the provinces whom it named “Aniceto Chinchón y Extremadura.” This did capture major facets of don Niceto’s personality, modest and rather provincial on the one hand, proud and pedantic on the other.

Like many other Spanish public figures of his time, Alcalá Zamora did not have the ideal personality or character for political life. In some respects genuinely modest and certainly very scrupulous in financial affairs, he was also vain and hypersensitive, though he always pretended to be humble and longsuffering. He understood that an occasional slight would have to be ignored, but he refused to suffer very many. As he remarked to his collaborator Maura in the early months of the new regime, “Migué, I’m not quarrelsome, but whoever does it to me pays me for it.”3 He would demonstrate that, like a considerable number of his fellow politicians, he was too thin-skinned for public life.

All the major trials, however, lay in the future, for 1932 was the honeymoon year of his presidency, during which Alcalá Zamora was able to dedicate a good deal of time to official visits to various parts of the country. Heretofore he had not been an especially great traveler, though he had made several trips abroad in the years 1922 to 1924, and at least one after that. An ambition announced publicly as soon as he became president was to be the first Spanish chief of state to visit Hispanoamerica, though this ambition would remain unfulfilled. As it was, he first traveled to Alicante, then to Murcia and on to the Balearics. In the summer it was to Santander, and in the autumn to Córdoba and later to San Sebastián and Pamplona. He was sometimes accompanied by a government minister and each visit would involve a banquet, a speech and a meeting with local officials, together with an appearance at an important local enterprise or the inauguration of a public works project. In addition to large cities, he sometimes went to smaller localities, as well. In 1932 these visits were well received and often excited considerable enthusiasm.4 Beneath the surface, however, Alcalá Zamora chafed at the limitations of a ceremonial presidency. Azaña was a proud and even arrogant prime minister who, with a solid majority behind him, brooked no interference and sought no advice from the president.5 Though Alcalá Zamora had devoted a not inconsiderable part of his own political career to the effort to restrict the powers of Spain’s chief of state, once he assumed that office himself he found its limitations vexing. The Constitution envisioned frequent meetings between the president of the Republic and the head of the council of ministers, but it was the latter who ran the government. Alcalá Zamora frequently presided over cabinet meetings ceremonially, but in reality they were always led by Azaña, and the increasing number of suggestions offered by the president were generally ignored. The same fate met the detailed plan which he presented for the administrative and legislative implementation of key articles of the Republican constitution.6

The Azaña government followed its own agenda, initiating a lengthy program of reforms one after the other: the reorganization and downsizing of the military, expansion of public works, legislation to foster trade unions (primarily of the UGT) and encourage higher wages, rapid growth of public schools accompanied by plans to close Catholic schools, autonomy for Catalonia, and further measures to implement anticlerical legislation, climaxed in 1933 by a major agrarian reform and new laws to eliminate financial support for the clergy. From the president’s point of view, much of this legislation was “sectarian and egocentric,” reflecting an ideological radicalism that did not represent the aspirations of Spanish society as a whole.

A reaction inevitably set in within major sectors of society, not merely on the right but also among centrist Republicans, as well. Monarchist militants had sought to encourage rebellion in the military ever since the summer of 1931, at first with no result. By 1932, however, many military officers had come to resent Azaña’s administration of the armed forces, particularly the way he sought to change military culture and “republicanize” the army. Alcalá Zamora would write correctly that the military as a whole were not opposed to the Republic itself, which none had resisted overtly and some had conspired to install, but particularly resented the manipulations by the military clique that Azaña had established in the Ministry of War. “The Repúblic had fewer enemies in the army than did Azaña himself, and the latter in turn considerably fewer than did his dreadful personal military staff,” in which “predominated . . . fanatics, sectarians, persecutors and people full of resentment who did great harm to the regime and to the prime minister. . . . ”7

The conspiracy that began to develop in the late spring and summer of 1932 had been originally encouraged by the monarchist extreme right but was also animated by several minor centrist politicians, such as Manuel Burgos Mazo, with the goal of “rectifying the Republic” by forcing Azaña and the most leftist sectors from power.8

Very few senior commanders were willing to commit themselves, however, so that the only leader of consequence was José Sanjurjo. “The lion of the Rif” had been one of the country’s leading generals during the Moroccan campaigns and then, as commander of the Civil Guard, had played a key role in smoothing the transition for the Republican civil pronunciamiento in April 1931. As the months passed, however, he took a hard line on controlling disorder and, after one notable atrocity by his men in January 1932 had been transferred to command of the Carabineros (border police).

Sanjurjo and Azaña had quickly come to detest each other, whereas Alcalá Zamora had always enjoyed good relations with the general, who was known for his good humor and easygoing personality. Sanjurjo, in fact, had been his first choice to head the president’s own military staff, but the general begged off, because, as a widower, he had recently established relations with a pretty young woman who had borne him a child, and they had not yet regularized the relationship. Under the circumstances, the president had quickly moved to his second choice, Queipo de Llano. By the summer of 1932, as rumors developed that Sanjurjo was involved in conspiracy, Alcalá Zamora urged him to come to his office to discuss matters, but Sanjurjo avoided the interview.9

The pronunciamiento that took place on 10 August was an open secret that surprised no one, a ragged affair that involved a brief skirmish in Madrid and only succeeded in briefly gaining control of one provincial city, Seville. The president’s family were already established in their vacation home at La Granja, but, after being informed early in the morning that an attempted revolt was under way, Alcalá Zamora, accompanied by his son Niceto, quickly returned to the capital. This was done so rapidly that the accompanying car of Queipo de Llano had to swerve to avoid an oncoming vehicle and went off the road, hitting a tree. The following night would be the only occasion during his presidency in which Alcalá Zamora spent the night in his special quarters in the palace.

Both Alcalá Zamora and the Azaña government adopted a firm line, the president abruptly refusing the request by telephone from Sanjurjo that he speak with authorities in Seville. The revolt quickly collapsed and the general was apprehended the next day. Altogether, ten people were killed, and the whole operation amounted to no more than the four weak liberal conspiracies and attempted revolts against Primo de Rivera that had taken place between 1926 and 1929. The Republicans’ own effort at a pronunciamiento in 1930, accompanied by outbursts from the CNT, had been more bloody.

When the president met with the government later on the 10th, he was appalled to learn that the ministers had already approved a request by the Socialists that volunteers from the UGT and the leftist parties be armed by the government. Alcalá Zamora pointed out that the overwhelming majority of the military were loyal and vetoed a decision which, he said, had the potential for converting a weak, failing pronunciamiento into a civil war or social revolution.10 This was the first initiative by the Socialists at a paramilitary policy which, when finally adopted en masse on July 19, 1936, did indeed guarantee social revolution and civil war. Alcalá Zamora, to his credit, had understood clearly what was involved, but, unfortunately for Spain, in July 1936 he would no longer be president.

In the aftermath, hundreds were arrested, many newspapers closed arbitrarily for lengthy periods, and legitimate political meetings sometimes prohibited, all measures permitted by the Law for the Defense of the Republic. Sanjurjo was soon prosecuted by a military tribunal for armed rebellion and condemned to death.

The government and the president agreed on strong measures against armed rebellion, something with which they were certainly acquainted, having in four of the six preceding years attempted to foment military revolt themselves. Alcalá Zamora proposed that the costs of suppression be paid for by a special one-time tax on the wealthy, to discourage the latter from supporting a rightist revolt in the future. This was legal, but not necessarily just, for he made no proposal to investigate individual cases in order to determine who might genuinely have been involved. As it turned out, there was no wealth tax, but the president was annoyed to see the government carry out confiscations of property, sometimes of comparatively small size, owned by those identified with the right in a number of localities.11 The government also proceeded to confiscate without compensation the landed estates of the “grandes de España” (highest aristocrats) for redistribution to the landless, a more sweeping and arbitrary measure than the president had proposed. There were, however, no executions. Both Azaña and Alcalá Zamora agreed that the sentence of Sanjurjo himself should be commuted to life imprisonment, the power of commutation lying within the president’s prerogatives.

For Alcalá Zamora the political consequences of the revolt were not necessarily gratifying, for prior to its outbreak the unity and vigor of the leftist government had shown signs of weakening. The sanjurjada, however, reinvigorated it, stimulating further leftist initiatives, led by approval of a new statute of autonomy for Catalonia which the president thought both extreme and also constitutionally vague and contradictory. This was followed by legislation to deprive the clergy of the right to teach and by a complicated, badly thought-out agrarian reform. Moreover, Alcalá Zamora disapproved strongly of the new political purge carried out among the state bureaucracy, the diplomatic corps and even among professors.12

Yet the renewed dominance for the Azaña government was brief, for the year 1933 brought increasing problems. The first challenge was the second of the anarchosyndicalist revolutionary insurrections, which broke out in January. This involved considerable violence, inflicting scores of deaths, and was followed by a repression more severe than the one following the first revolt twelve months earlier. The murder of twelve prisoners by the new Republican Assault Guards in the hamlet of Casas Viejas in Cádiz province received great publicity as a “police atrocity,” worse than repression under the monarchy and presumably the kind of thing that the Republic was supposed to prevent. This led to severe condemnation by diverse political sectors. In the aftermath, the president’s military aide Queipo de Llano also criticized the government in the presence of journalists. That overstepped the bounds, and Alcalá Zamora agreed with Azaña that the head of his military staff must resign.

The government suffered further damage as a result of municipal elections held in April in northern provinces that had been governed for two years by special administrations appointed from Madrid. These resulted in the government’s first clear-cut defeat, nearly three-quarters of the seats being won by opposition centrist Republicans and by the right.13 This setback was accompanied by the public alienation of some of the leading intellectuals who had strongly supported the new regime, such as Miguel de Unamuno and José Ortega y Gasset, who delivered a number of speeches criticizing the government and calling for a more moderate and constructive policy. Unamuno declared in an address in the Ateneo that “all the evils of the old regime persist,” while Ortega observed in a newspaper article in June that “the greatest enemy of the Republic has been the supposed agreement among Republicans, . . . which in fact does not exist.” He charged them with “camouflage” of their true intentions in the elections of 1931, lamenting that they preferred to deal only with their “friends and cronies.”14

Relations between Alcalá Zamora and the Azaña administration became increasingly tense, the latter hoping to remain in power for a full parliamentary term, though such a long term was not necessarily the prerogative of a constituent, rather than a regular, parliament. Alcalá Zamora had apparently first considered replacing the Azaña government in March, even before the municipal elections,15 but conversely some figures in the government sought to establish the principle that the Second Republic was an exclusively parliamentary regime, not subject to presidential regulation, even though the constitution stipulated otherwise.

Matters began to come to a head in the spring of 1933 when the ministries of Justice and Agriculture presented two decrees which the president resolutely opposed, one involving more than two hundred cases of forced retirement of state officials and judicial personnel, the other giving municipalities the right to reclaim without indemnity any agricultural property declared once to have been common land of the community, no terms of verification being specified. Alcalá Zamora refused to sign either one, but then was amazed to find the two decrees appearing above his signature in the official Gaceta de la República. He forced their immediate nullification, and the government’s director general of agriculture had to resign.16

On 7 April, José Castrillo, parliamentary spokesman of Alcalá Zamora’s Progressive Republican Party, made clear in a speech in the Cortes that the president did not accept the interpretation that the Republican parliament was totally dominant to the exclusion of any moderating power. He went on to specify that the Azaña government had two major responsibilities remaining—a new law of religious congregations and the first elections to the Republican Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees. Once these were accomplished, the government would be expected to offer its resignation, presumably (though not statutorily) followed by new elections.

The law of religious congregations was signed by the Republican president on 2 June with great reluctance, for it excluded members of the orders from either teaching or engaging in economic activities. This followed the draconian legislation approved by the French Third Republic nearly three decades earlier, an illiberal measure denying basic civil rights. Alcalá Zamora had only one decisive card that he might have played in opposition, and that was to dissolve parliament and call new elections without signing the bill. This he decided not to do, concluding that such a move was unjustified when the current parliament still had further legislative responsibilities to complete. His hope was that this measure might soon be rectified by a new parliament. The day before he signed the measure he had made a brief trip to Bilbao, where he delivered a speech declaring that there was room for all Spaniards to collaborate under the constitutional Republic, urging Catholics to accept the new regime and cooperate within the law, which would provide the opportunity to rectify errors and injustices.17 The impact was diminished by his customarily prolix and baroque style, which tended to disguise as much as it expounded his ideas. The rhetoric of Alcalá Zamora had been crafted for the old elitist Cortes, and was of limited effect in an open direct democratic regime, where ordinary citizens had to be addressed simply and directly, with limited adornment.

The first ministerial crisis since the original resignations of Alcalá Zamora and Maura in 1931 occurred early in June 1933, due to the seriously declining health of Jaime Carner, the finance minister. The president proposed to leave briefly for his Cordoban estate of La Ginesa to celebrate the birthday of his youngest daughter, but Azaña requested that first he approve a partial government reorganization to replace Carner. Alcalá Zamora suggested that he merely nominate an interim acting replacement, rather than a new minister, so as not to require formal reorganization of the existing government. In view of the recent changes in public opinion and the results of the municipal elections, the president considered its long-term continuation inappropriate.

In his memoirs, he insists that he did not yet believe it fitting to dissolve the Constituent Cortes, for it had not completed its task of developing all the legislation needed to implement the constitution. On the other hand, he also insisted that if the government were indeed to be reorganized, it should become broader, to represent all the Republican parties. The left found this argument unconvincing, though it possessed an undeniable logic and was applauded by Julián Besteiro, the president of the Cortes, the most moderate and reasonable of all the Socialist leaders.18

Alcalá Zamora then began the first of his many searches for a new president of the council of ministers, turning initially to the two moderate Socialists, Besteiro and Indalecio Prieto, since their party was the largest single group in parliament. Besteiro declined, while Prieto was unable to overcome the opposition of Largo Caballero, who rejected the idea of a broader government that included the Radicals. The Radical Socialists, on the other hand, were undergoing deep division and indicated they could provide no alternative, so the president had no option other than to return to Azaña once more.

The new Azaña government was broadened only by the inclusion of Esquerra Catalana (the lower-middle class Catalan Left) and the small Federal Republican group, which exacted as its price derogation of the stringent Law for the Defense of the Republic, to be replaced by a more moderate law of public order, something of which the president heartily approved. Azaña and his government allies were nonetheless outraged at Alcalá Zamora’s refusal automatically to approve a slight government change on the basis of the former coalition. The president claimed that they had launched the cry of “the Republic in danger,” climaxed by an anonymous article that appeared in the influential newspaper El Sol on 13 June denouncing the president for exceeding his powers and usurping authority, and threatening action against him. This was strong language and the new government quickly distanced itself from the article, while Alcalá Zamora chose to overlook the incident. He decided, however, no longer to receive the prime minister in his home but to transact all government business exclusively in his presidential office in the palace. Voting the new organic law for the Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees followed soon after, but the president found parts of this measure simultaneously contradictory and inapplicable. He insisted on immediate amendments, which the government carried out.19

The next conflict concerned modification of the heavily disproportionate electoral law that had been designed to enable a leftist coalition to maintain control of parliament in future elections. In 1933 the Radicals saw no future in a left-center coalition and insisted on changes, gaining the support of the president. The Azaña coalition accepted this criticism to the extent that it agreed to a modification requiring at least one candidate of the winning ticket in each district to gain at least 40 percent of the vote, and maintained the existing requirement that the number two list, drawing the minority of the seats in a district, must gain at least 20 percent of the vote. Alcalá Zamora later noted ironically that if the modification had not been made, the next elections in November would have totally wiped out the left Republicans and given complete control of the government to the center and right.

Azaña’s own position in 1933 was more moderate than it would be in later years. He believed that his administration should continue for another year or so to complete its program and consolidate the new regime. He was willing, as the president wished, to work with the Radicals and even pledged to overcome Socialist refusal to do so. At this point he was not completely bound by the “socialazañismo” that from 1934 would become his fixed policy, but accepted that the Socialists would eventually leave the government, following which Spain would probably be governed by an alliance of all the Republican parties.20

His government continued to weaken during the summer, due especially to the growing crisis among the Radical Socialists, who were breaking apart, one of their principal leaders referring to Azaña as “a dictator.” The deputies seemed to wilt in the summer heat and, as absenteeism increased, it became ever harder to make progress on new legislation. The balloting for the fifteen members of the new Tribunal, which took place on 3 September, was a disaster for the government, which won only a third of the seats. Moderates and conservatives similarly won new elections to the College of Lawyers, the Academy of Jurisprudence and the College of Physicians. The government yet clung to power, winning a weak vote of confidence in the Cortes.

Alcalá Zamora decided to seize the initiative, when, by the strictest rules of the game, he ought for the time being to have done nothing. Since the constitution required that a government continue to enjoy the confidence not only of the Cortes but also of the president of the Republic, on 7 September he withdrew his confidence and authorized the Radical chief, Alejandro Lerroux, to form a new government, which the latter was able to do within five days, excluding the Socialists. The Socialist executive commission then announced a complete break with all the Republican parties, its first overt step in the radicalization that would steadily increase during the next three years.

Alcalá Zamora’s plan was to extend the life of the constituent Cortes for some months more, into 1934, so as to complete legislation necessary for the full implementation of the constitution, but the Lerroux all-Republican government lasted only three weeks. When the new prime minister first appeared before parliament on 2 October, it became clear that his government was also a bridge to new elections, and Azaña’s Republican Action party immediately withdrew its confidence, bringing the government down. Azaña had been willing to support a broad Republican coalition under Lerroux, but not the prospect of new elections, perhaps within a matter of months, which would presumably also be presided over by Lerroux. Prieto next repeated the Socialist rejection of further collaboration with any of the Republican parties, even those of the left, and in this way the coalition came to a complete and even suicidal end, along with any further government based on the constituent Cortes.

The most productive course might have been the broad left-center all-Republican coalition proposed by the president, even if it governed for no more than six months before new elections were held. It is not certain that such a coalition could have survived the balloting, but it had much to recommend it in terms of a more moderate consolidation of the new regime, introducing more broadly acceptable policies and possibly beginning an effort to conciliate Catholic opinion. Such a course would have been complicated, requiring tact and prudence. Perhaps it simply exceeded the capacity of the vain, ambitious, highly personalistic Republican politicians, who, rather than representing a “new politics,” as they claimed, merely exhibited in an exaggerated form the traditional vices of nineteenth-century Spanish politics.

As Angel Alcalá Galve has observed,21 one of the striking features of the new regime was the manner in which it quickly reproduced key weaknesses of the old monarchist system, demonstrating that the problem was not really one of monarchy versus republic but of the Spanish political culture of the early twentieth century, not improved by the Republic but simply radicalized by it. Just as a revolutionary worker left had pressured the monarchy, so now anarchists and Communists mounted multiple violent insurrections against the Republic. Just as the old “Dynastic Left” had sought to appease republicans who rejected the existing system, so the left Republicans would prefer to govern primarily with Socialists who refused to accept a democratic republic as their ultimate norm. Whereas the old system had been threatened by an extreme left, the new system was threatened by an extreme left and also an extreme right. Just as the monarchist parties had become too divided to govern, equivalent division threatened the Republican parties. The Socialists had attempted a revolutionary general strike against the monarchy in 1917; and in 1934 they would attempt a revolutionary insurrection against the Republic.22

Azaña would later write that “the internal discord of the middle classes and, in general, of the bourgeoisie was the real cause of the Civil War, ”23 and to some extent this assessment was correct. The broader middle classes were fragmenting into a large Catholic right, a liberal center, and a Republican left. What Azaña failed to add was that the main forces of the Catholic right and the liberal center were willing to collaborate, after a fashion, in a center-right coalition, whereas after 1933 Azaña’s left Republicans would increasingly reject any center-left coalition,24 until by 1935 they would only be willing to identify with the revolutionary left, facilitating subversion of the very system they had done so much to create. The increasing split in the Republican parties, with only the centrist liberals willing to accept the logic and rules of a liberal democratic system, placed the future of the regime in doubt. If all the Republican parties did not accept their own system, they could expect no more from the non-Republican parties.
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The Elections of 1933 and the Victory of the Center and Right

In 1933 Alcalá Zamora entered the activist phase of his presidency determined to “center the Republic” and end the dominance of the left. The latter realized that public opinion was turning against it, but faced with a choice between the center and the Socialists, the left Republicans preferred the latter, despite the hostility they encountered. Moreover, to punish those daring to challenge the left, Prieto came up with the idea of declaring a “penalty of ineligibility” against the ministers in Lerroux’s abortive government, to prevent any possibility that they could hold office again. Azaña apparently attempted to sell this idea to Alcalá Zamora, who rejected it as unconstitutional,1 which it was.

Though the president had seized the initiative, he could argue convincingly that public opinion was shifting so greatly and the leftist majority becoming so divided internally that there was no viable alternative to new elections. This indeed was recognized by diverse leftist notables such as the Socialist Besteiro and Azaña’s former minister Santiago Casares Quiroga. For elections a caretaker government would have to be appointed. Whereas the left sought to exclude all but the left, Alcalá Zamora understood that he must not go to the opposite extreme and exclude the left, but rather encourage formation of a more broadly representative interim government of the center-left in which the left would hold half the ministries. He first turned to several moderates of the center and center-left, even including the noted intellectual Gregorio Marañón. The law professor Felipe Sánchez Román, a widely respected Republican moderate of the center-left, was a possibility, but he refused to accept any Catalanist as minister. All the while Azaña insisted on holding on to the Ministry of War, which the president would not permit, due to the changed political climate. A compromise for prime minister was finally worked out in the person of the Seville politician Diego Martínez Barrio, vice-president of the Radical Party who leaned more toward the left than did most Radicals. Martínez Barrio was reasonable, moderate and pleasant to deal with and in recent months had consulted frequently with the president, who had formed a good working relationship with him.2 He formed a broad government of “Republican concentration” of the center and moderate left, with the latter holding seven of thirteen seats. It included a representative of Alcalá Zamora’s Progressive Republicans as minister of Agriculture. Martínez Barrio worked very closely with the president, visiting him almost daily to discuss problems, a behavior much at variance with that of Azaña. Alcalá Zamora then himself prepared the decree of dissolution, approved by the government, followed by the convocation of new elections for 19 November.

A problem ancillary to the dissolution of the constituent Cortes was whether or not this counted as dissolution of a regular parliament, which a president had full freedom to do only once during his mandate. Alcalá Zamora has written that the ministers of the Martínez Barrio government, as they approved the decree, declared their “express, considered and unanimous conformity” with the understanding that this would not count as a regular dissolution.3 It was entirely logical that they do so, but no documentary record of such opinion or agreement survived, and later, after the second dissolution and the elections of 1936, the leaders of the Republican left would deny that there had ever been any such understanding.

The new elections were the first fully modern and democratic elections in the history of Spain. The initial Republican elections had been essentially democratic in that all adult males were eligible to vote and the ballots seem to have been counted fairly and accurately, but there had been a certain amount of pressure in some provinces against moderate and conservative groups in what amounted to “revolutionary elections,” and the right had been slow to mobilize, never participating fully. Consequently the first Republican elections had not fully reflected public opinion, but this was not the case with those of 1933, in which all sectors participated to the extent that they wished. Moreover the role of the government was much more scrupulous on both the national and local levels.4 The minister and the undersecretary of Interior, Manuel Rico Avello5 and Justino Azcárate, proceeded with exemplary impartiality, one result being that both suffered personal electoral defeats in their home districts.

The key to the outcome was the rupture of the left Republican-Socialist alliance, as the Socialists, undergoing radicalization, rejected further union with “bourgeois parties.” They refused to accept the logic of the majority/minority list system according to the heavily disproportionate electoral law in place.

The great novelty was the emergence of a mass Catholic party, the Confederación Española de Derechas Autónomas (CEDA), as the country’s largest single political group, a position that it would retain in the elections of 1936, as well. On the one hand, this was not surprising, since in Spain at that time more people believed in Catholicism than in any other creed or ideology. On the other, of course, this revealed just how unrepresentative the results of 1931 had been, though that was almost as much the fault of the right as of the left.

For the next two and a half years there would be continuing controversy about the political identity and goals of the CEDA. On the one hand, the Catholic movement recognized that politics was the art of the possible and that political change must be worked out with full respect for established law. The CEDA was thus both legalist and “possibilist,” yet it refused to recognize the Republic officially and insisted that the constitution of 1931 must undergo fundamental change. In this the CEDA’s position on the right was somewhat akin to that of the Socialists on the left between 1931 and 1933. That is, the Socialists did not accept the constitutional Republic based on private property as an ultimate goal, but simply as an instrumental framework within which to move toward a socialist regime and economy. The CEDA refused to accept the Republic tout court because it was a laic regime based on separation of church and state and the violation of religious freedom. The CEDA insisted on fundamental revision to restore full Catholic rights, and a little more besides. Its doctrine ultimately leaned toward a system of Catholic corporatism, somewhat like that being introduced by Salazar in neighboring Portugal, for this was becoming the official doctrine of the Papacy itself. Any resultant regime would obviously be considerably different from the Republic of 1931, just as a socialist Republic would be different.

Moreover, the young, vigorous and balding lawyer who led the new party, José María Gil Robles, sometimes gave strong campaign speeches in which he declared the rights of Catholic society superior to those of parliament, and that the latter, if it did not respect the former, must “disappear.” During the electoral campaign he delivered several very strong speeches,6 frequently cited as proof of the “real intentions” of the CEDA, but, once the contest was over, Gil Robles reverted to prudent, cautious tactics. This ambiguity reflected the fact that the CEDA was a confederation of diverse regional Catholic groups, ranging from strongly rightist to Christian democrat. Gil Robles sought to keep all these tendencies together, sometimes tacking in one direction, sometimes the other. The occasionally radical language that he employed in the electoral campaign was a mirror image of that of the Socialists, as Largo Caballero plumped for revolution and declared that Spain was in a state of “complete civil war.”. The bottom line for the CEDA, which it never abandoned, was respect for law and order and willingness to work within the system, seeking to change the latter solely through legal means, eschewing armed militias and political violence.7 This position, which reflected that of the Church leadership, was firmly maintained, despite the fact that the Law for Defense of the Republic had been used by the government to suspend or prohibit between 50 and 100 political meetings by conservatives during 1931–32.8 Its members rarely responded to the rather frequent physical assaults on CEDA militants by the revolutionary left.

The campaign was marred by much more violence than in the preceding election, nearly all of it coming from the revolutionary left, including the Socialists, who saw the forces of reaction on the march, the new political system slipping out of their grasp. Altogether, there were at least 321 acts of violence during the campaign. Of the assailants who can be identified, 97 were Socialists, 58 anarchists and 14 Communists, compared with 14 from the left Republicans, 28 from the Radicals and centrists, and eight from the CEDA. Of all the major political groups, the CEDA was the most peaceful and respectful of law and order, despite the fact that, of the 34 people slain by political violence during the campaign, a disproportionate number of fatalities—fourteen—was suffered by the Catholic party.9

In the first round of voting on 19 November, the CEDA and other rightist groups registered more than four million votes, the disunited leftist parties a total of 2,800,000 and the centrist parties approximately 1,650,000. In the initial round the right gained 206 seats, the center 112 and the left 59.10 After the CEDA, the principal winners were the Radicals, the only large party of the center, who gained the support of disaffected liberals and moderates.

The voting had not been decisive in sixteen electoral districts, where a second round would have to take place on 3 December to determine a remaining total of 95 seats. At this point the interim government abandoned its posture of impartiality, as Martínez Barrio and the minister of Communications, Emilio Palomo, made an effort the day after the balloting to encourage formation of a united left or even center-left union for the final round. On the part of the Radicals, however, Lerroux rejected any grand anti-rightist alliance, though a degree of leftist unity was restored in some provinces, with the result that in the second round Socialists increased their total number of seats from 38 to 58, the Radicals gaining 23 more seats, sometimes in alliance with the CEDA, and the latter adding 15 seats.

In the new parliament the parties of the right would have 237 seats (of which 96 were held by the CEDA), the left only 91 (58 of them Socialist), and the center 142. The main forces among the latter were the Radicals, the vagaries of the alliances giving them 98 seats, followed by 18 for Maura’s Republican Conservative Party,11 9 for the Liberal Democrats of Melquiades Alvarez, and only three for the Progressive Republicans of Alcalá Zamora, even more isolated than in the preceding elections. His presidency of a leftist republic had not been of any advantage to his party in its search for moderate voters, who flocked to the organizations of Lerroux and Maura. The Republican Conservatives, with a clearer anti-leftist profile, had appeared on lists which attracted a total of nearly a million and a half voters, while the lists of the Progressives gained no more than about 320,000.12 Political “zamorismo” amounted to little more than the office of the presidency itself, and that was the way things would remain for the rest of the presidential term.

The defeated left reacted with rage, fearing that a more moderate government would undo many of their reforms. They were much less disposed to accept temporary defeat than the right had been in 1931, even though they had only themselves to blame for having drafted such a disproportionate electoral law, mistakenly calculated to keep them permanently in power. Thus their initial response was not that of a democratic loyal opposition but instead an attempt to cancel the electoral results. To the surprise of Alcalá Zamora, this was initially proposed by none other than the incumbent minister of Justice, Juan Botella Asensi. When the council of ministers met on 28 November, five days before the second round, Botella bitterly criticized his colleagues for having been inactive during the electoral process and therefore having permitted the center and right to win. Basing his position on a completely tendentious reading of article 59 of the constitution, he urged the government to cancel the electoral results and to reconvene the old parliament in order to pass judgment on the validity of the elections in which it had been superseded. His fellow ministers were astounded, reminding him that he himself had urged impartiality in administering the elections and that if he had any evidence of electoral fraud, he should present it. Botella had none to offer and, finding himself unsupported, he resigned on the following day.13

Soon afterward a similar proposal was made by Félix Gordón Ordás, the incumbent Radical Socialist minister of Industry. With the apparent support of Sánchez Román, he urged that the second round simply be cancelled and the newly elected Cortes be dissolved before it could meet.14

In the final days before the second round, some of the key left Republican leaders came up with a different plan, proposing that after the elections were over Alcalá Zamora appoint a new all-Republican government. This would not be supported by either the right or the extreme left when parliament met, creating a government crisis. That would give the president an excuse to dissolve the new Cortes and hold another round of elections, in which the center-left would form a giant coalition from the Socialists to the Radicals. Neither Martínez Barrio nor Alcalá Zamora, however, would cooperate with such an extra-parliamentary maneuver.15

Azaña made further efforts, beginning with a private meeting with the prime minister on 3 December, in which he urged that, since all the leftist parties combined had drawn a larger total popular vote than either the CEDA or the center alone, Martínez Barrio should suspend the newly elected parliament’s first meeting, after which Alcalá Zamora would authorize formation of an all-left government to conduct new elections. The prime minister immediately rejected this scheme. Two days later he received a letter from Azaña, also signed by Marcelino Domingo and Casares Quiroga, which declared that Martínez Barrio’s caretaker ministry had completed its task and should resign, to be replaced by an all-Republican government that, despite being a minority government, could face the opening of the new parliament while guaranteeing that the course of the Republic would not “deviate dangerously.” If it were voted down by the new Cortes, that would justify dissolution and new elections conducted by such a government. Martínez Barrio, like the president, firmly rejected such a scheme for another Republican “civic pronunciamiento.”16

The most bizarre proposal to subvert constitutional process came from the Socialists, who sent the physiology professor Juan Negrín to intercede with the president. Speaking on behalf, he said, of Fernando de los Ríos and the rest of the Socialist parliamentary delegation, Negrín urged the president to cancel the electoral results and to form a new government led by left Republicans that would prepare a new electoral law. Having failed in their first attempt to draft an unrepresentative electoral law that could guarantee their power, the left wanted another chance to institute a different set of regulations that this time could be absolutely guaranteed to favor only the left. Under this scheme there would temporarily be no parliament, but an artificially rigged law could be given a dubious temporary legality by reconvening the Permanent Commission of the old Cortes, after which there would be a new round of balloting. Alcalá Zamora rejected this preposterous proposal out of hand, writing later in his memoirs that first the left had rejected a bicameral legislature and next rejected an honestly elected unicameral legislature.17

This whole dismal set of maneuvers revealed what had become the permanent position of the left under the Republic: they would accept only the permanent government of the left, holding any election or government not dominated by the left to be neither “Republican” nor “democratic,” a position that would make a democratic Republic almost impossible to maintain. Down to September 1933 the left had governed by legal means, partly through their stringent Law for the Defense of the Republic, attenuated by the slightly milder Law of Public Order of July 1933, which still made it easy to restrict the civil rights of opponents. When even its own tendentious electoral regulations were inadequate to achieve victory, the left rejected the terms of the very constitution they had just written. From November 1933 the left would flout legality ever more frequently, eventually reducing the legal order to shambles and setting the stage for civil war.

Incessant pressure from the left Republican politicians was not the last of the problems faced by the Martínez Barrio government, which suddenly had to deal with the third and largest of the revolutionary insurrections of the FAI-CNT during 1932–33. This broke out in a number of provinces on 8 December and took five days to quell. More than 125 people were killed, including 25 who died in the largest single terrorist act under the Republic, the deliberate derailing of the Barcelona-Seville express.18 Though it lacked the strength to destabilize the new regime, this was the most destructive action yet, and indicated that the revolutionary process of the Republic was continuing to intensify.
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The Center Governments and the Revolutionary Insurrection of 1934

The search for a stable government to be formed out of the badly fragmented new parliament was the most difficult problem yet faced by the Republic. The Constitution left the initiative in the hands of the president, who would come to play the dominant role throughout the brief life of this parliament, until he brought it to an arbitrary and premature end at the beginning of 1936. The CEDA had one of the two largest party delegations, normally the basis for a government coalition. Yet the CEDA continued to play a somewhat ambiguous role as a pragmatic, “accidentalist” movement, willing to work with the Republic but unwilling to label itself officially a “Republican” party. Alcalá Zamora’s opinion was that it contained three different sectors. About a third were, in “large part,” constructive Christian democrats, another third composed of monarchists who might be pulled in one direction or the other, while the remaining third tended toward “fascist methods and formulae.”1 In using such an adjective, he did not necessarily mean genuine fascists (about whom he understood little) but was simply employing the standard vocabulary of the left, which used the term to refer to any form of categorical rightism.2 The president identified Gil Robles with the “fascists,” yet this judgment also reflected strong personal antipathy. It also probably involved more than a little envy and rivalry, since Gil Robles had become the leader of political Catholicism, while Alcalá Zamora had failed in his own project of leading a moderate liberal Catholic Republican party.

Such a categorization distorted the position of Gil Robles, who shunned any form of political violence and stressed the path of legalism and constitutionalism. The CEDA sought an alternative to the leftist Republic, which might involve some degree of authoritarianism, but, despite its occasionally careless use of rhetoric, it categorically shunned “fascist” tactics of violence, which in Spain were primarily employed by the left, with whom Alcalá Zamora had earlier been allied. Gil Robles had already said more than once that the CEDA, as a completely new party, was not prepared to govern immediately. It was neither mature nor fully unified, and might be willing to support a moderate nonleftist government led by another party.

From the president’s perspective, this suggested the possibility of a strategy by which the CEDA might be kept out of government while also contributing to the Republic’s stability. The best option would clearly be the number two party, Lerroux’s Radicals, the only significant force of centrist Republicans, whom the CEDA might be willing to support with its votes, yet the Radicals presented their own liabilities. They had always been personalist and opportunist and had recently incorporated many new moderate conservative elements eager to get ahead under the Republic. Lerroux was in his seventieth year, his energies declining. The party’s position on many issues was increasingly ambivalent and its program not fully defined. Some of the older Radical leaders had gained a reputation for corruption in local government in earlier years. Theirs was a very localist party, made up of many diverse provincial groups. The caliber of the Radical leadership was uncertain and they seemed to lack strong, experienced spokesmen able to confront major problems, yet their diversity could also be a source of strength. They had become in some ways the major force in local politics by the end of 1933, numbering in their ranks many mayors and presidents of provincial assemblies, especially in the east and in the south.3 Alcalá Zamora appreciated Lerroux’s turn toward moderation and his willingness to confront the left, but was critical of the Radicals’ reputation for opportunism and corruption, and also to some extent resented the fact that Lerroux had managed to develop the country’s leading liberal democratic force of the center, something that the president himself would have wished to achieve.

Lerroux presented his new government to the Cortes on 19 December, his cabinet consisting of seven Radicals (including himself), two Republican independents, and one minister each from Alcalá Zamora’s Progressive Republicans, the small group of Liberal Democrats, and the more conservative Agrarians. It promised to sustain the Republican constitution and the reforms of the preceding biennium, while providing equal administration for all and correction of any abuses. The problem was that the four parties in the new coalition mustered scarcely a third of the votes in the chamber, and could not survive without the acquiescence of the CEDA, but this Gil Robles was willing to provide.

That same day the CEDA leader presented his party’s legislative platform, which included a full amnesty for political prisoners, revision of the religious legislation, and the annulment of certain economic reforms. Gil Robles also insisted on stronger action against unemployment and an expansion of public works, to be paid for by higher taxes. His language in parliament was distinctly more conciliatory than during the electoral campaign, as he declared frankly that the recent elections had not been a vote against the regime per se but against the policy of the Azaña government. Gil Robles differed publicly with José Antonio Primo de Rivera, leader of the fascistic new Falangist party, on the issue of a national dictatorship, affirming that “the deification of the state and the suppression of individual personality” were contrary to his principles. Gil Robles began to use terms such as “in deference to,” “willingness to work within” and “respect for” the Republic. The Agrarians, forming part of the new ruling coalition, went farther yet, on January 23, 1934 reorganizing themselves as the Spanish Agrarian Party and declaring their desire “to respect the legally established regime,” though this step provoked the resignation from the group of their five most conservative deputies.

Lerroux was convinced that the Radicals were performing a major civic service by beginning to domesticate the right within the Republic, something that he saw correctly as necessary to the survival of the new regime. The most immediate payoff for the CEDA was that the new administration ignored the Law of Congregations passed six months earlier, allowing Catholic schools to continue to operate normally. In January 1934 the new foreign minister, Leandro Pita Romero, was sent to Rome to initiate negotiations for a new Concordat4 and later, on 4 April, a law was passed that authorized the government to continue to pay the salaries of small-town priests over forty years of age at two-thirds the rate of 1931. That spring Holy Week celebrations could be carried out fully for the first time in three years, as the restrictions that had been imposed by the leftist government were ignored, and old-line anticlerical Radicals were disgusted to see the new Radical minister of the Interior walking in a religious procession in Seville. Less controversial among the Radicals were new social and economic measures to end the favoritism shown the Socialists in the membership of the Mixed Juries that arbitrated labor contracts and to cancel the restrictions that the preceding government’s law on Municipal Bundaries had passed on the movements of farmworkers. Though the basic agrarian reform law remained intact, all its accompanying measures were watered down, including the Law for the Intensification of Cultivation. Though Alcalá Zamora had been critical of the agrarian reform bill, he had always recognized the need for some sort of agrarian reform, and concluded that the adjustments by the Lerroux government went too far in the opposite direction.5 The least criticized new initiative was the bloodless occupation by Spanish forces of the small territory of Ifni, half way down the Atlantic coast of Morocco, an acquisition prepared by negotiations years earlier.

The center-right compromise—under the circumstances the only viable option—produced new tensions on both its left and right. Martínez Barrio, the number two figure in the Radical Party and head of the recent caretaker government, showed increasing distress over his party’s conservative turn. He was also a chief leader of the Masonic Grand Orient, one of the country’s two principal Masonic groups, and under the Republic Masons—though with individual exceptions—lined up strongly with leftist and anticlerical policies, as Alcalá Zamora privately noted from time to time with some scorn.6 Nonetheless, the president himself had no doubts about Martínez Barrio personally, whom he regarded as the most reliable of the Radical leaders. He seemed the most likely successor to Lerroux, and to some extent Alcalá Zamora had sought to groom him for that role ever since October 1933, bestowing on Martínez Barrio more than a few expressions of presidential favor. In addition to his concern about the drift to the right, Martínez Barrio was also disturbed by the role of the many new members of the party, particularly the rise to eminence of his old foe the former monarchist politician Santiago Alba, who had become president of the new Cortes. When Martínez Barrio began to give signs of breaking with his party, Alcalá Zamora invited him to a meeting in his office with Lerroux in February to resolve differences. Privately, he urged Martínez Barrio not to leave the Radicals but to strive for a greater role within the party to make it a more coherent, reliably liberal democratic organization that could become “the base of the Republic.” The president pledged his own cooperation,7 and his advice was sound, but ultimately had little effect.

On the next day Martínez Barrio publicly declared himself a man of the left who could not collaborate with a center-right policy, though this was countered by a manifesto from sixteen of the most conservative Radical deputies, who demanded constitutional revisions, a more lenient policy toward the Church, and the resignation of any government minister who disagreed. Lerroux tried to smooth things over, but at the end of the month Martínez Barrio resigned his portfolio of defense minister, joined by the Radical finance minister. Alcalá Zamora viewed this with dismay, for the split would weaken the center, and also move the main Radical group farther right.8

The resignation of two ministers required reorganization of Lerroux’s government. In a somewhat similar situation not long before, Alcalá Zamora had treated minor reorganization as a routine matter, not a crisis requiring extensive change. His response in April was different, for the resignation of Martínez Barrio, his favorite Radical, led him to declare a full crisis and open consultations for a new government. Resuming the pretentious style he had introduced in June 1933, Alcalá Zamora interviewed no fewer than 24 different candidates for prime minister, treating a routine reorganization as a major crisis that required special presidential attention. It was rumored that one of his main concerns was to replace the minister of Education, who had appointed a personal enemy of the president as rector of the University of Seville. After this long round of consultations, however, the government was reorganized on much the same basis as its predecessor. Rafael Salazar Alonso, a leader of the most conservative sector of the Radicals, became minister of the Interior, and Salvador de Madariaga accepted the portfolio of Education, thus accomplishing, however briefly, Lerroux’s goal of bringing at least one of the country’s most prestigious intellectuals into his cabinet. The upshot, almost inevitably, was to move the Radicals and the government slightly farther to the right.

The new administration fulfilled its pledge to introduce amnesty legislation when the justice minister, Ramón Alvarez Valdés of the Liberal Democrats, presented a bill on 23 March. He quickly got into trouble by declaring that he was opposed to all efforts to seize power by force, whether by rightists in 1932 or anarchists in 1933. The crafty Indalecio Prieto, sensing an opening, demanded to know if Alvarez Valdés also repudiated the republican rebels of December 1930. Among other things, this demonstrated that the left had by no means given up the progressivist “logic of insurrectionism” which had characterized it for much of the preceding century.9 To his credit, the justice minister maintained a consistent position, holding that the Republic had been introduced by the elections of April 1931. His refusal to endorse the homicides carried out by Galán and García Hernández brought down a firestorm from the left, who claimed that Alvarez Valdés had slandered the sacred martyrs of the Republic. The hapless minister—whose position was in fact irreproachable—soon resigned, to be replaced on 17 April by Madariaga, who temporarily occupied two ministries. Madariaga believed that it was necessary to go to considerable lengths to achieve national political reconciliation before polarization became extreme. When Socialists objected that the new bill granted amnesty only for acts committed through December 3, 1933, and so would exclude the many hundreds of anarchosyndicalists arrested after their most recent insurrection, the date was extended to April 14, 1934, third anniversary of the Republic. The bill even included amnesty for those convicted of certain economic crimes, such as smuggling currency abroad, and finally carried on the thirtieth by a vote of 269 to 1, with numerous abstentions.

An impasse developed, however, when the law was sent to the president for his signature, since Alcalá Zamora vehemently opposed the measure for weakening the Republic and placing its enemies at liberty, particularly in the cases of Sanjurjo and the rebels of 1932. He pointed out that, in addition, it included so many other categories of pardon that it virtually amounted to a “general absolution,” something not permitted by the constitution. He preferred to return the bill to parliament for reconsideration, as empowered by article 83 of the constitution, but article 84 required the co-signature of at least one government minister, and Lerroux saw to it that none of them would cooperate with the president. As was his wont, Lerroux then proposed a compromise. Two additional decrees would be promulgated, one specifying that none of the land expropriated from grandes or any of those convicted of involvement in the sanjurjada would be returned, the second that none of the military officers being amnestied would be allowed to go back on the active list. The amnesty was then officially published on 2 May.10

Alcalá Zamora remained bitterly opposed, enraged with Lerroux whom he claimed had deceived him. He therefore deliberately provoked a government crisis by including with his signature a pedantic thirty-four page memorandum in the form of a message to the Cortes that repeated his original condemnation of the measure, detailing political and juridical arguments against it. The amnesty bill had become law, but, as it did so, the president made it clear that the Lerroux government had lost his confidence, and under the Republican constitution he had the power to bring it to an end. Lerroux apparently did not realize that the president was determined to drive him from office, since his government was the most balanced that the Republic could achieve. He offered his resignation as prime minister pro forma, assuming that Alcalá Zamora would not accept it. He was wrong.

The crisis stemmed exclusively from the president’s initiative and raised the question of the sovereignty of parliamentary government. Salazar Alonso publicly called for the destitution of Alcalá Zamora, while Gil Robles proposed a vote of confidence on behalf of Lerroux. That would mean a vote of no confidence in the president and might pressure his resignation, but Lerroux, as moderate as ever, refused to go that far. He knew that CEDA leaders were proposing to elect him as president to replace Alcalá Zamora, but Lerroux did not seek the office, understanding that under present circumstances this would only strengthen the CEDA and weaken the Radicals. By the following day rumors spread that the Radicals and their friends in the military were planning a coup against Alcalá Zamora. This was a wild exaggeration, but, after an assassination attempt was made on the minister of the Interior, Salazar Alonso, martial law was declared for all Spain. Azaña and other left Republican leaders passed the night on alert,11 but they were relieved that the president had vetoed Lerroux’s continuation as prime minister.

Alcalá Zamora’s ultimate threat in the April crisis was to dissolve the Cortes, as demanded by the left, but Santiago Alba declared that such a step would bring “civil war.” On 26 April the president invited Lerroux to his office in the Palace to reach a solution, and the latter agreed not to contest the office of prime minister. Then, to the surprise of almost everyone, Alcalá Zamora initiated the first of his major manipulations, inviting a minor leader of the Radical Party, Ricardo Samper, to form a government. A bald, homely man with a long face, Samper was a veteran Radical from Valencia and former follower of Vicente Blasco Ibáñez. He came from the more liberal side of the party and had a reputation for prudence and responsibility. Though the president’s de facto veto of Lerroux infuriated many Radicals, they were the party of compromise par excellence and Lerroux advised them to cooperate. Samper’s new cabinet was composed of eight Radicals, one minister each from the Agrarians, Progressive Republicans and Liberal Democrats, and one independent, with Madariaga (who had never been a deputy) returning to his diplomatic post in Geneva. The general impression was that this was a cabinet of nonentities under the thumb of the president. Azaña observed tongue in cheek that it was such a collection of mediocrities he would prefer to be governed by the monarchy. It would last five months, and Alcalá Zamora was pleased with the prudent policies followed by Samper, and also because the latter proved very attentive to him, consulting with the president more frequently than had his predecessors (except for the interim Martínez Barrio).

Formation of this government crystalized the de facto split in the Radical Party. Martínez Barrio had defended Alcalá Zamora throughout and helped to block Salazar Alonso’s scheme to overthrow the president, but, as the Radical Party and the coalition government both drifted somewhat farther to the right, in mid-May he and his closest followers left the organization to form their own small Radical Democrat Party as a formation of the moderate left, later to be restructured as the Republican Union.

This crisis exposed the major problem of Republican government for the next two years: a generalized refusal—in one way by the left, in another by the president—to allow the parliamentary system to function normally. Once more, as in June 1933, the crisis had stemmed from a strictly personal decision by the president, who by this point had vetoed the heads of both of the two largest parliamentary parties as prime minister. His interference and manipulation had already become more extensive than that of the former king,12 who had rarely bypassed the established leadership of the major parties. Ironically, in 1934 Spain might have enjoyed more regular parliamentary government if Alfonso XIII had still been reigning. Alcalá Zamora had begun to see Lerroux as a corrupt and dangerous rival, who he was convinced had been informed of, though he was not a direct part of, the abortive Sanjurjo pronunciamiento. Henceforth the president would seek to project himself as the real leader of the democratic center in Spain, yet, lacking a major party behind him, he could only do so by repeated interference and manipulation of the normal processes of government. By this course he would manage to alienate almost everyone. He had been unable to block the sweeping amnesty legislation of the center-right, who were increasingly angry with him, while the left insisted on much more—a kind of presidential pronunciamiento to thwart constitutional processes and give them an immediate opportunity to return to power.

There is little doubt that the president was guided by his own political vision—a democratic Republic that would be politically and juridically “centered,” with separation of church and state but also recognizing the rights of a free church in a free state. During 1931–33 the danger to this ideal had come from the left, but after the last elections he saw it as stemming primarily from the right. Despite the violent events that unfolded during the remainder of 1934, he would continue to see the main danger coming from the CEDA. Even the revolutionary insurrection that the Socialists were preparing did not alter that view, once the insurrection had been defeated. His thinking seems in part to have been shaped by his experience under the monarchy. The revolutionary upsurge of 1917–19 had fizzled, whereas the parliamentary system had been overthrown by the military. Alcalá Zamora did not fully grasp the extent of recent social and cultural change, nor the power of the revolutionary process developing under the Republic. In his somewhat nineteenth-century view of the world, he thought that the “revolution” had occurred in 1931, and never realized, until too late, that in that year it was only beginning.

The best evaluation of his latest initiative has been made by Nigel Townson:

The April crisis marked a watershed in the relationship between the President and the ruling majority. The unnecessary and unjustifiable reshuffle had been a product of his excessive interventionism. In fact, it was the second time that he had removed the Radical leader, whom he clearly regarded as a rival, in an arbitrary fashion. Having largely lost the support of the left and already won the hostility of the right, he was in danger of forfeiting the backing of the center, too. His growing isolation further destabilized a regime that required exactly the opposite. Furthermore, Alcalá-Zamora, by not allowing the parliamentary system to function properly, was accentuating the inbuilt fragility of the governing coalition. As a result, the Radicals had staggered from one Cabinet crisis to another in the space of just two months. Nor was the presidentially-ordained Samper administration likely to improve matters. On the contrary, the President, by appointing a secondary figure from within the Radical Party, aimed to enhance his ability to interfere in the affairs of government. This proclivity to divide and rule had already been made evident during the first biennium, but the relative cohesion of the republican-socialist coalition, as demonstrated in the crisis of June 1933, had limited the damage. Under the ordinary Cortes, however, the President had greater scope for such ploys as the ruling majority was more fragmented. Even before Lerroux formed the first post-electoral administration, Alcalá-Zamora had suggested to Gil Robles that the CEDA should be split in two. By converting Ricardo Samper into Prime Minister, the President had created an inherently weak administration. Samper, not being party leader, lacked authority from the outset, while it was natural that the Radical Party would want its jefe to return as Prime Minister before long, not least to upset Alcalá-Zamora’s plans.13

On the one hand, the president’s relations with the center-right had declined more rapidly than had his relations with the left during 1931–33, but on the other he believed that he was in a stronger position because of the inherent rivalry between the CEDA and the Radicals and, for nearly two years, that would be the case.

Meanwhile, the radicalization of the Socialist party, the UGT and the Socialist Youth accelerated. A Revolutionary Committee (using the same name as the junta that Alcalá Zamora had led four years earlier) was formed in February under the leadership of Indalecio Prieto, its goal a revolutionary insurrection to install a Socialist regime. Though the left Republicans would not endorse the plans of their Socialist allies, they reorganized themselves in order to move farther left, making it easier to maintain contact with the worker groups that Azaña correctly judged would be indispensable to restore an all-left Republic. At the beginning of April his Republican Action Party, the splinter Independent Radical Socialist Party and most of the Galicianist left Republican Autonomous Regional Galician Organization (ORGA) joined to form a new Republican Left Party. Its economic program was no longer “bourgeois” but social democratic, calling for state regulation of credit and finance, control of certain industries and possible nationalization, progressive taxation and greater state welfare. In the summer it was joined by a group of Valencian Radicals who abandoned Lerroux.14 This was another step in the progressive radicalization of Azaña and his followers, who were adopting quite a different position from their original stance of 1931.15

Loss of their left wing weakened the Radicals and the democratic center more generally, reducing the Radicals’ parliamentary delegation to eighty-five deputies, fewer than it had numbered in the first Republican parliament. Moreover, the fragmentation of the center-left continued, for, though Martínez Barrio’s new group was strengthened by merging with what remained of the Radical Socialists to form the new Republican Union, the other main figure of the center-left, Felipe Sánchez-Román, refused to join them. Moving slightly nearer the center, in July he organized his own tiny National Republican Party.

Azaña stood more clearly than ever on a doctrine of “left Republicanism” rather than of democratic practice or strict adherence to the constitution that he had helped to write. In a February speech he had reiterated the idea that the new regime and its constitution had been legitimated not by democratic vote but by a “popular impulse,” whose hyperlegitimacy, as interpreted by the left, provided its true basis and should not be thwarted by legal technicalities. This was a return to the radical democratic discourse of the nineteenth century, still popular in Spain, a residue from the “era of pronunciamientos,” which claimed a special legitimacy for the left, if necessary apart from constitutionality or electoral support. From April to July, left Republican leaders carried on a series of talks among themselves and also with sectors of the center-left. Their goal was to find means of pressuring Alcalá Zamora into manipulating the formation of a new left-center coalition government to thwart Lerroux and the CEDA. The idea was to encourage him to employ a different version of the strategy that he had used a year earlier, when he had tried to undermine Azaña with a new center coalition. But what the left Republicans had in mind was a strictly minority left-center government, and this was something that Alcalá Zamora could not possibly countenance, since it would have very little parliamentary support.16

Their alternative was to try to force the president’s hand with a sort of “civil pronunciamiento,” though different in form from the one that had founded the Republic. What Azaña seems to have had in mind by the end of June was an entente between the left Republicans, the Esquerra in Barcelona, and the Socialists. This might form an alternative leftist government in Barcelona which, supported by a peaceful Socialist general strike, could convince the president that it must be allowed to take power. Azaña declared on 1 July that “Catalonia is the only Republican base of power that remains in the peninsula. . . . We are going to develop the same spirit with which we faced the Spanish [monarchist] regime in 1931. . . . A few drops of generous blood watered the soil of the Republic and the Republic flourished. Rather than see the Republic serve as a disguise for fascism or monarchism . . . we prefer to risk everything, win or lose.”17 According to one of Azaña’s chief military associates, Major Jesús Pérez Salas, “A fully formed new government would be announced, and, simultaneously, in Madrid and in the rest of Spain a general strike would break out, in support of the new government.” Nonetheless, it was difficult to carry out the entire design: “There was never complete agreement about the composition of this government.”18 The main obstacle, however, was the refusal of the Socialists, now determined on their own course of revolution, to cooperate with any “bourgeois” government, even an all-leftist one.

Meanwhile, Azaña continued to pressure Alcalá Zamora. Knowing his high opinion of Martinez Barrio, the latter was sent to the president on 7 July to urge appointment of a left-center government that would prepare for new elections to reverse the results of the preceding November. Otherwise, he warned, left Republicans would consider themselves, in the words of Martínez Barrio, “free from any solidarity” with Alcalá Zamora’s administration of the Republic. The president rejected this proposal, pointing out that there were no grounds for dissolving a parliament that had existed for scarcely more than six months and was providing an adequate government. He would later write that he could not sleep the night after this visit, for he then realized the Republican left would never accept the normal functioning of their own constitution if that meant their loss of power and that such an attitude, in conjunction with the strong opposition of the right, seemed to make another armed revolt, governmental breakdown, or both, almost inevitable. Later, in his memoirs, he would claim, perhaps with some exaggeration, that from this time “I understood everything that might soon be approaching in a matter of weeks or months, if not years. . . . From that day forward I began to count those of my mandate that remained like a prison sentence still to be served.”19 Yet this last observation seems designed as self-exculpation, for, if Alcalá Zamora had remained faithful to the Constitution and to the principles of parliamentary government, there was no reason why both the existing Cortes and the regime’s president could not both have completed their normal terms.

The farmworkers’ strike declared by the UGT was a complete failure and led to a security crackdown, though most prisoners were soon released. Rafael Salazar Alonso, the Radical minister of the Interior, imposed a rigorous policy equivalent to that of the left three years earlier, intervening, as was permitted by the Constitution, to dissolve within a space of seven months a total of 249 municipal councils deemed guilty of subversive activities.

The main conflict of the summer of 1934, however, was the continuing tension with the Catalan Generalitat, which refused to accept a ruling by the Supreme Court nullifying the terms of its recent land reform legislation that would allow long-term farm renters to acquire legal title to the properties they worked. Though the Samper government eventually worked out a compromise, this was all the more exasperating to Alcalá Zamora because the legal issues were clear-cut and the Constitution required, under the existing autonomy legislation, that the Supreme Court exercise final authority in such matters. The president much lamented the death of Francesc Macià, the elderly head of the Generalitat, in December 1933. Macià had led the triumphant struggle for Catalan autonomy, but had generally cooperated with the authorities in Madrid, particularly with Alcalá Zamora. Macià’s successor, the younger and less experienced Lluis Companys, lacked the discretion of his predecessor and ignored the president’s gesture of pointing to the telephone on his desk to indicate that he was always ready to discuss any problem. Instead, Companys veered increasingly toward the radicals in the Esquerra and turned to armed rebellion.

As the political climate grew ever more heated, the presidential family divided its time during August between the official summer residence in La Granja and several brief trips, chief of which was an official visit to Galicia. These were marred by minor incidents, revealing that the celebratory climate of the president’s first official trips a year and a half earlier had disappeared. The hostility of Casares Quiroga and the left Republicans in Galicia was particularly noteworthy.20 A similar climate attended the president’s trip early the following month to Jaca, where the youngest Alcalá Zamora son, Luis, was performing his military service.

With tension near its peak, the president delivered a public address in Valladolid on Sunday, 23 September, that he would look back on as his most important speech under the Republic. He made an eloquent appeal to the nation’s conscience, emphasizing that Spain had achieved an advanced system of constitutional democracy capable of representing and defending the interests of all its citizens, and, in view of the talk of armed rebellion by various groups, urged them all to follow only the legal and representative channels that were fully open to everyone. Public comment on the speech was generally favorable, but it seemed to make very little impression on those toward whom it was most especially directed.

Nonetheless, Alvaro de Albornoz, one of the most incendiary left Republican leaders, visited Alcalá Zamora three days later to congratulate him effusively. He added that he understood the complex nature of the president’s responsibilities, which would require him to work with the existing center-right parliament, at least for the time being. Thus Alcalá Zamora was astounded one week later to find Albornoz abruptly resigning his position as president of the Tribunal of Constitutional Guaranties, alleging that the Republic had moved too far right and acerbically criticizing the president’s leadership.21

On the evening of Thursday the 27th Martínez Barrio telephoned once more to say that an urgent matter required him to speak immediately with the president in his home, though it was already 10 p.m. Alcalá Zamora normally never received official visitors at his home in the later evening, but made an exception for the left Republican leader. He already knew there were rumors that Salazar Alonso, the minister of the Interior, was so hostile to the president that he might even place him under arrest. Alcalá Zamora had heard that the left Republican leaders were themselves spreading such nonsense, and that even Azaña and Casares Quiroga were talking of coming to his home to stand guard. But Martínez Barrio brought another, even more melodramatic warning. The next morning Alcalá Zamora was scheduled to leave with Diego Hidalgo, the minister of War, to attend army field maneuvers in León. They would be accompanied by Gen. Francisco Franco, currently military commander of the Balearics, of whom Hidalgo thought most highly, to the point of naming him special advisor for the upcoming maneuvers. Martinez Barrio informed the president that he had it on good authority that Franco and other army commanders planned to kidnap him when he arrived in León. This preposterous story caused Alcalá Zamora to break into laughter, and when Martínez Barrio continued by urging him not to attend the maneuvers or, if he did, to take the president’s military escort with him for protection, he laughed again. The presidential escort consisted primarily of a small number of mounted troops outfitted for public display, who were not prepared to travel as far as León.22 These stories simply reflected the climate of hysteria that had developed. The military maneuvers then followed their routine course without the slightest incident.

In recent months Alcalá Zamora had found that agents of the Ministry of the Interior were monitoring his activities and tapping his telephone, at the behest, he thought, of Lerroux.23 That even the center now regarded him with suspicion as an unreliable chief of state underlined the alienation that had developed in all major sectors of politics. The president had become remarkably isolated, not merely in terms of political support, but even more in terms of reliable information and wise counsel, and this semi-isolation would continue until the end of his presidency.

A turning point was reached with the reopening of the Cortes, following the summer recess, on 1 October. Each of the two major parties demanded a change. Lerroux made it clear that he would no longer go along with Alcalá Zamora’s charade of an unrepresentative government led by a minor figure, but insisted on returning as prime minister. Similarly, Gil Robles declared that the time had come for the CEDA to enter the government it had been supporting with its votes. When Samper addressed the opening of the new parliamentary session to present his report on the handling of the summer’s crisis, Gil Robles announced that the CEDA withdrew its support. The prime minister had to present his resignation later that day, and the president opened consultations for the formation of a new government on 2 October. Alcalá Zamora understood that he could no longer bar Lerroux from the leadership, but hoped that he might convince Gil Robles that the time was still not right for the CEDA to enter the government. After the latter held firm, both Lerroux and Alcalá Zamora proposed the Catholic party be content with a single ministry. When that too was rejected, Lerroux and Gil Robles reached agreement that three of the CEDA’s most moderate figures would enter a new coalition cabinet, occupying three of the less sensitive ministries. The leftist leaders demanded, as usual, that parliament be dissolved, but since Lerroux and Gil Robles were already agreed, Alcalá Zamora had no option but to call on the Radical leader to form the new government. The only concession that he obtained was that the minister who exhibited the greatest hostility toward him, Rafael Salazar Alonso, not be included.

There was no representative of Alcalá Zamora’s minuscule Progressive Republican Party in the new government, though it contained three ministers who were on very friendly terms with him, the Independent Leandro Pita Romero, the Agrarian José Martínez de Velasco, and Samper, who took over the Ministry of State (Foreign Affairs). The president’s party had grown weaker than ever during 1934, as its two principal figures, Juan Castrillo and César Juarros, both abandoned it. At this point the Progressives were led by Cirilo del Río and maintained a party organization in only about a dozen provinces. Del Río had come to the fore as minister of Agriculture in the preceding coalitions and had served as the president’s chief representative in government.24

Though it had been impossible to arrive at any agreement between the moderate and the revolutionary left to attempt a “civil pronunciamiento” to oust the center-right from power, both sectors had always taken the position that neither the CEDA nor the extreme right should ever be permitted to enter the government. Formation of the new coalition provided the best rationale for launching the revolutionary insurrection that the Socialists had been preparing for some months. The most astute revolutionaries have always understood that, no matter how violent and aggressive the revolution may be, to garner the most support (or least opposition) it should be presented as a purely defensive maneuver, exclusively provoked by enemies. As Leon Trotsky wrote in his History of the Russian Revolution, “the attacking side is almost always interested in seeming on the defensive. A revolutionary party is interested in legal coverings.”25 Thus formation of the new government had to be labeled the “provocation” long awaited by the Socialist Revolutionary Committee. El Socialista had already declared on 25 September: “We must all abandon the idea of peaceful revolution; blessed be war.”

The plans of the Socialists do not seem to have overly worried the left Republicans, whose primary concern was neither peace nor constitutionalism but the exclusion of the right, whether by hook or crook. Minority rightist participation in a normal parliamentary government was treated as the arrival of the apocalypse. Azaña had declared in a speech of 30 August that the left Republicans would not respect the results of the democratic elections that had recently taken place, but only the results of new elections, and only if these elections were conducted by the left. He rejected entirely the basic democratic principle of a system of “fixed rules and uncertain outcomes” in favor of a system of guaranteed outcomes through constant manipulation of the rules. Should the CEDA enter the government, “bare-chested we shall have to regain control,”26 remarkably bellicose language for someone like Azaña, known for his physical cowardice. The left Republican Heraldo de Madrid concluded on the morning of 4 October, “The Republic of the 14th of April has been lost, perhaps forever. The new regime beginning today has nothing to do with us. We consider our own kind of Republic defunct.”

Lerroux’s new government was formed on 3 October and, when word of its composition leaked out on the following morning, the left Republican leaders tried in vain to reach a common formula of protest. They were to some extent hampered by the fact that the government’s formation was the result not of an extra-parliamentary pronunciamiento, such as in Italy in 1922 or as they themselves had been trying vainly to achieve for ten months, nor of a backstairs deal, as in Germany in 1933, but of normal parliamentary processes, a scrupulously constitutional coalition of the two major parties elected less than a year earlier by the freest and most democratic elections in Spanish history. On the evening of 5 October, after the Socialist insurrection had begun, Azaña’s own party issued its statement: “Republican Left declares that the monstrous deed of handing over the government of Spain to its enemies is an act of treason. It breaks all solidarity with the present institutions of the regime and announces its decision to adopt every means in defense of the Republic.” Roughly similar statements, which might readily be interpreted as aligning the left Republicans with the revolutionary insurrection already under way, were delivered by Martínez Barrio’s Republican Union, Sánchez Román’s National Republican Party, Miguel Maura’s Conservative Republican Party (which accused the new government, not the Socialists, of engendering “civil war”), the Radical Socialist Left, and the Federal Autonomist Party. Despite their harsh language, however, the left Republicans were not entirely abandoning their old scheme of using direct action by the Socialists to leverage the formation of a minority left Republican government. Once more their chief contact was Martínez Barrio, the left Republican leader with whom Alcalá Zamora had the best personal relations. On 6 October, the brother of Julián Moreno, the secretary who coordinated the president’s audiences, was directed “due to Masonic obedience” (in the words of Alcalá Zamora) to come to the home of Martínez Barrio, where he was requested to have his brother deliver to the president immediately the message that the only way to deal with the insurrection was to form a minority left Republican government. Alcalá Zamora was in a state of high moral outrage that the left was treating his presidency in somewhat the same way that he himself had treated Alfonso XIII, and replied curtly that such “threats and insolence ” would draw not the slightest response from him.27

The Socialists had formed a Worker Alliance with the revolutionary extreme left (Communists, Trotskyists, Asturian anarchists and others) and launched their insurrection on the night of 4 October. Planning had been underway for months and, as Alcalá Zamora lamented,28 had even made use of official connections to acquire weapons for what Pío Moa has termed, probably correctly, “the best armed” of all the leftist insurrections of interwar Europe.29 Preparations were nonetheless poorly coordinated, some parts of the plan were never carried out, and those that were carried out remained partially disconnected.

A general strike on the national level began on 5 October in Madrid, Barcelona and all other areas in which Socialists were strong. In all but two provinces, plans to seize power with armed militia were scarcely even put into effect, however, and the few efforts made were easily quashed by the authorities. Schemes to subvert the armed police and the army failed, the great majority of the leftist sympathizers in these institutions failing to join the rebels. Instead, the armed forces and the police supported the government almost unanimously. There was no remote comparison between the Russian army of 1917—extremely large but demoralized by three years of defeat, bad leadership and millions of casualties—and the very modest but disciplined Spanish army of 1934—well rested, relatively united (at least in the face of this insurrection), and with morale fully intact. Plans to seize major centers in Madrid quickly broke down into feeble and unsuccessful skirmishes. The strike itself was at first reasonably effective, but most workers simply remained at home rather than forming barricades.

The government finally imposed martial law on the evening of 6 October. Diego Hidalgo, the minister of War, distrusted the elderly army chief of staff as tepid and possibly pro-leftist. He had already named the forty-one year old Francisco Franco as special advisor and, in this emergency, turned over the coordination of repressing the insurrection to him. The revolt of the Catalanist government of Companys in Barcelona was little more than farcical, easily quelled by the local army garrison.30 There was some attempt at armed revolt in fifteen different provinces, but the only region in which the insurrection gained momentum was Asturias. There the revolutionaries gained complete control of the mining basin and of most of the rest of the province, including Oviedo, the capital. Reinforcements had to be rushed in from Galicia and more importantly from the Moroccan Protectorate, as fighting continued until the eighteenth.

This was the greatest revolutionary insurrection to have occurred anywhere in Europe between the two world wars. Though it was not, as is sometimes alleged, “the first round” or “the beginning” of the later civil war, it was a warning that such a peril now loomed on the horizon, for it crystallized the polarization between left and right, a polarization which henceforth would remain constant. Nearly 1,500 had died, most of them revolutionaries, and the future of the democratic republic was in doubt. The revolutionaries had carried out nearly a hundred political executions, mainly in Asturias, of priests, young seminary students, guards and others, while the forces of order, in the final heat of battle, had summarily executed about as many.

Later, Alcalá Zamora would observe in his diary that civil war, “which they still desire,” is worse than either a foreign war or a police action, because in the revolutionary struggles of the twentieth century the opposing sides mutually radicalize each other and throw out the rules. “They constitute the greatest and most brutal disaster of the passions.” “When people fight against domestic social sectors as in civil war, the danger [of excesses] increases due to fear on the part even of peaceful people, who more than the government itself pressure more urgently the authorities charged with repression, leading them into paroxysms of fury, and by setting examples obtain vengeance, salvation, and the restoration of tranquility. . . . ” In Asturias “the rebellion unleashed civil war, with a series of murders, sacking, looting, hostages, revolutionary tribunals issuing sentences beside open pits, already prepared, violations of the honor of victims that cannot even be mentioned, etc., etc., . . . and the repression then acquired a somber character, tinged at times with ferocity, even subtracting the fantastic details added by the imagination.”31
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Government by the Center-Right 
(1934–1935)

With the insurrection defeated, the new center-right government of Lerroux was for the moment in control, its first issue the punishment of the revolutionaries. Alcalá Zamora judged, conversely, that the left’s debacle had permitted the pendulum to swing too far to the right. He believed as firmly as ever that he held overarching responsibility to “center the Republic,” and that, despite the murders and destruction by the revolutionaries, it was necessary to limit the repression and conciliate the left. In this he was not totally in denial of reality, for he understood that the revolutionary extreme left could never be conciliated; more precisely, his goal was to bring the left Republicans and the more moderate sector of the Socialists back into the fold as law-abiding Republicans to counter-balance the right. Though this goal proved illusory, he would hold to it firmly. From mid-October 1934 until the end of his presidency eighteen months later, he followed a consistent policy of tacking to the left, trying to conciliate the latter and rebuild its strength, until the operation finally blew up in his hands, handing so much power to the left that they were able to oust him altogether.

Under martial law, prosecution of captured insurrectionists lay with military tribunals, which began to function immediately. The first three death sentences, involving Maj. Enrique Pérez Farrás and two other former military officers who had served the Catalan government in the revolt, were delivered before the fighting had ended in Asturias. On 17 October the president called a special meeting of the government in the palace to review the sentences. He invoked article 102 of the Republican constitution, which gave the president authority to commute sentences in “crimes of extreme gravity” if the Supreme Court reacted positively to a presidential referral. First, however, the signature of at least one minister was required to authorize such a referral, and not a single minister—not even the most moderate—would agree to sign, even after a second meeting in the afternoon. Undeterred, Alcalá Zamora called the ministers back to the palace the next day and, after the morning session failed to produce the desired results, he refused to dismiss them, directing that lunch be served to them in the council room while he dined in his personal office. During an afternoon session, the Radicals finally gave in before his threat to resign—his standard gesture of petulance when he failed to get his way. Two weeks later, even though the report of the Supreme Court had not been favorable, the government agreed to Alcalá Zamora’s commutation of the sentences. He had won the first round,1 but there would be many more to follow.

If the Radicals had been divided, the CEDA and all the right were outraged. The extreme right and elements of the military demanded much more vigorous measures, producing rumors that the left’s disaster was opening the opportunity for a rightist takeover of the Republic. Two of the most politically active antileftist generals, Manuel Goded and Joaquín Fanjul, made contact with Gil Robles, to propose that the CEDA support military intervention. The CEDA chief replied that his party was committed to the path of legality, but would not oppose an initiative by the military that would put an end to demands for impunity for the revolutionaries.2 Yet the military were themselves very divided and Franco resolutely vetoed any intervention, the two generals finally concluding that they were too weak to act.

Though the centrist parties held a majority of the seats in the government, the CEDA had the most votes in parliament and was stronger than ever after the defeat of the left. It used these circumstances to shift the government toward the right, much to the disgust of Alcalá Zamora. The two Radical ministers most criticized were Samper, because of his efforts to achieve a productive compromise the preceding summer, and Hidalgo, the minister of War, accused (not so convincingly) of weakness in the face of insurrection.3 Both were forced out during November, as was Filiberto Villalobos, the capable liberal minister of Education, the following month.

Another major issue was Catalan autonomy, temporarily suspended during the emergency. Lerroux and the Radicals preferred to restore self-government soon after martial law was lifted, so as not to punish the entire region for the revolt of the Esquerra. The right thought otherwise, however, and the final decision reached on 14 December was that autonomy would be suspended indefinitely, until the Cortes made a decision to restore it. Alcalá Zamora found this unnecessarily provocative.4 Later, the former Catalan president, Luis Companys, who had led the insurrection in Barcelona, would be prosecuted by the Tribunal of Constitutional Guaranties, and on June 6, 1935, he and the other top leaders of the Generalitat were each sentenced by military tribunals to thirty years in prison.

The repression was more severe in Asturias, where the violence had been much more extensive. Many thousands had been arrested, and treatment at first was harsh. There were beatings, while some who had been arrested without charges were kept in prison for two months and then released without explanation. The left protested vociferously, and a journalist who went to investigate was murdered in cold blood by an officer in the Legion. Alcalá Zamora claimed that the government withheld information about the true conditions. Though the officer found guilty of the murder was absolved due to supposedly attenuating circumstances, the president saw to it that he was expelled from the army, and in December Lisardo Doval, the Civil Guard captain who had initially been in charge of part of the repression in Asturias, was reassigned.

The character and extent of the repression became the principal propaganda theme brandished by the left for the next fifteen months.5 Though there were clearly excesses, the reality was much less dramatic. Most abuses were soon corrected and the government even permitted a delegation of British leftists, some of them members of parliament, to visit the region. The Comintern suddenly became very interested in Spain and mounted a massive campaign, seconded by the left throughout Western Europe, a campaign which even inspired a drama by a youthful Albert Camus, reviving the classic themes of the Black Legend and “inquisitorial Spain” as the site of uniquely barbarous cruelty.

In fact, the repression was mild compared with repressions following other attempted revolutionary insurrections in contemporary Europe. When parliament reopened on 5 November, the veteran Liberal Democrat Melquiades Alvarez urged the government not to be weak, but to follow foreign examples. He cited Adolphe Thiers, first head of the French Third Republic, whose government had drowned the Paris Commune in blood, carrying out more than 5,000 summary executions, even though the Communards themselves had been less bloodthirsty than the Asturian revolutionaries. The repression of revolutionary insurrections in contemporary Finland, Estonia, Germany and Hungary had all employed much more violence than did the government of Lerroux, excoriated by the left in its massive campaign as a “fascist” “reactionary” administration. Despite all the allegations of torture made in Spain in 1934–35, none of the imprisoned revolutionaries brought to trial made any such allegations, nor was any physical evidence ever presented that they had suffered special abuse. Many of the insurrectionists were released after only a few months in prison, and, after the left returned to power in 1936, no claims alleging mistreatment were presented to authorities, nor was there any investigation by the new leftist government, since the charges were primarily the invention of partisan propaganda that had already achieved its purpose.6 There was never any apology by the left for their attempt to overthrow the Republican government, nor for the great violence and destruction that attended it. Instead, the left claimed that they had merely attempted a general strike for which no one should be punished except the security forces themselves, because the latter had allegedly attacked peaceful strikers.

The president failed to grasp the full dynamics of this situation. His resentment was not focused on the left but on the CEDA, which had become increasingly influential in the Lerroux coalition. Given his tendency, like so many, to focus on the immediate as distinct from the long-range, by the last months of 1934 he saw the CEDA as the major obstacle to the consolidation of a centrist republic in which he, the president, could play a leading, indeed the most important, part. His antipathy to the CEDA would only deepen over the next twelve months, until it played a decisive role in the ultimate destabilization of the Republican system.

The CEDA leaders, for their part, hoped to move the judicial system to the right in new legislation that would remove from the bench judges affiliated with political parties. In theory, this was not such a bad idea, but specifically targeted individual judges of a leftist or centrist persuasion, even though the courts in general had not tended to favor the left exclusively. The president not surprisingly objected to such ad hominem legislation and, due in part to his opposition, this item never came to a vote in the Cortes.

Manuel Azaña had also been arrested in the dragnet of October and was imprisoned on a boat in Barcelona harbor. There was, however, no direct evidence that he was himself involved in the insurrection and Alcalá Zamora emphasized to the government that the case was too weak to prosecute. He did not deny that, had the left triumphed, the former prime minister would have wanted to take advantage of this triumph,7 but that was a secondary issue. Ultimately the government and the courts agreed. Azaña was released before the end of December, vindicating the president’s judgment. A subsequent attempt by the right to have the Cortes condemn him for providing arms to Portuguese revolutionaries in 1933 similarly failed. The persecution of Azaña merely made a victim of him, so that by the end of 1935 he had more support on the left than ever.

Altogether, repression was so moderate that the Socialist Party and the UGT, leaders of the insurrection, were never completely outlawed, though Socialist and other leftist members of municipal councils were replaced in many localities, especially in the south, and UGT offices were closed in some towns. Socialist deputies not directly involved in the insurrection were not expelled from the Cortes, but they mostly boycotted it, even though moderates encouraged them to return.

Only two executions were carried out for crimes during the insurrection. One of those executed was an army deserter who fought with the revolutionaries, the other a man convicted of seven murders. For months the CEDA and the right pressed the Lerroux administration to carry out a more vigorous repression, asking why it permitted a large financial aid campaign for the revolutionaries to be legally mounted by the left. Both Alcalá Zamora and most of the Radicals were opposed to stronger repression, and generally had their way. Juan Simeón Vidarte, a member of the Socialist Revolutionary Committee that had planned the insurrection, was never arrested, and he served as coordinator of the massive leftist propaganda campaign, which grew ever more intense on both the domestic and international levels, accompanied by a new effort to achieve greater unity among some sectors of the hitherto disunited left. As it was, the half-hearted repression would turn out to be a disaster. It was far too weak to repress the left effectively and, after little more than a year, would be completely abandoned. Republican authorities decided they had inadequate evidence to prosecute Largo Caballero, key leader of the revolutionaries, and he was eventually released. Conversely, the fact that there was any repression at all and that at least eight thousand revolutionaries remained imprisoned through all of 1935 infuriated the left and made them all the more determined on revenge.

Gil Robles later wrote that he did not make the laxness of the repression an issue for a vote of confidence in parliament because, though it might have been fairly easy to win the vote, Alcalá Zamora would respond by bringing down any government that supported it. The president held authority to appoint a non-parliamentary transition administration to preside over new elections, though that would be a dangerous alternative for the country amid the current conditions of hyper-charged tension and polarization. The CEDA wanted to complete the life of the current parliament, pass conservative reforms, and hold new elections in November 1937 under more normal conditions. This was a reasonable and constructive program, but much of it was bitterly opposed by the president.

All the while the CEDA leaders maintained pressure on Lerroux to give their party greater influence and more cabinet seats. They sought not only a more vigorous repression but also important personnel changes, such as making Franco chief of the army’s general staff (something that Alcalá Zamora firmly opposed). They also sought more influence for the CEDA on the lower levels of government, where the Radicals had taken over most of the approximately 1,100 municipal councils dissolved after the insurrection. Spokesmen of the Catholic party also complained that the Radicals were too interested in economic emoluments and advantages gained from local government.

Though Lerroux remained prime minister, the Radicals grew steadily weaker during 1935, pressed by the right and thrown on the defensive by an uncertain repression for which they had scant zeal, with the political agenda being set increasingly by the CEDA. The party leadership had no new program to advance but sought to administer a status quo that would be as moderate as possible. The lack of agreement on any broader objective permitted internal conflict to increase within the party, sometimes over primary issues but more frequently because of personality clashes and quarrels over local power and influence.

Fragmentation was a fundamental curse of Spanish political life, as baneful in its own way as the polarization between left and right. Alcalá Zamora seems to have found nothing wrong with further fragmentation, however, for it limited the power of larger parties and added to his opportunities for manipulation. He had suggested to Gil Robles in 1933 that the CEDA harbored at least two different tendencies, one semi-progressive and Christian democratic, the other rightist and reactionary, and that it would be more effective for the party to split in two. That, of course, would only have weakened the right and strengthened the position of Alcalá Zamora. He did not abandon this idea, and during the first months of the cedorradical government sought to win over its most liberal member, the Christian democrat minister of Agriculture, Manuel Giménez Fernández, though without much success. Nonetheless, Giménez Fernández eventually became the most frustrated of all the current ministers. For six months he was successful in sustaining the agrarian reform, but his new legislation that would give further opportunities to the landless was completely watered down by his own party and eventually gutted.

The hopes of the right for a more vigorous repression were momentarily encouraged in March 1935, when the military tribunals handed down twenty death sentences on convicted revolutionaries. The latter included two of the chief leaders in Asturias, Ramón González Peña and Teodomiro Menéndez, though evidence indicated that the latter had made an effort to moderate the numerous atrocities of the insurrectionists. Since the two were parliamentary deputies, Alcalá Zamora had originally insisted that both should be tried by the second branch of the Supreme Court, pursuant to a law of 1912, but the latter refused to accept jurisdiction. The death sentences in turn led to a massive compaign in favor of commutation, strongly seconded by the president.8 Many Radicals agreed, and Lerroux was determined that the government receive credit for the commutation. All seven Radical ministers voted for leniency, with the three CEDA ministers and two non-Radical centrists opposed. When the prime minister refused to reconsider the vote, the cedistas abandoned the government on 3 April, creating a crisis.

Gil Robles demanded five ministries for his party, something that Alcalá Zamora was determined to avoid. Instead, the president directed Lerroux to form a broad government of national conciliation, but the CEDA refused to cooperate. The president then turned to José Martínez de Velasco, leader of the right-wing (but formally Republican) Agrarian Party, to attempt this maneuver, but Gil Robles still rejected any such coalition, while Martínez de Velasco demanded four ministries for his own small party.9

Alcalá Zamora remained determined to thwart the CEDA and cobbled together a short-term deal with Lerroux, whereby the Radical leader assembled a motley cabinet of some of his personal loyalists and several others recommended by the president. To permit it to govern temporarily and allow time for a further alternative, Alcalá Zamora closed parliament for one month. In his memoirs he praised this short-term ministry as one of the best in the history of the Republic, and a demonstration that parliament was too fractious when in session to permit effective government.10 It was nonetheless a completely artificial product of the president’s refusal to allow the parliamentary system to function and inevitably achieved little, only sharpening the conflict with the CEDA. Its main accomplishment was to restore more normal conditions, ending martial law on 9 April and then returning to the Generalitat most of its functions, under a new administration in Barcelona dominated by the Radicals and the center-right Lliga Catalana. Nonetheless, it was no more than a desperate measure to buy time, which would run out in one month, when the Cortes would have to be re-opened.

The only alternative was dissolution of parliament after less than eighteen months, a risk that Gil Robles decided he was willing to run. The CEDA launched a protest campaign to drive Lerroux and the Radicals into a corner. The latter dared not face new elections, their ranks already diminished by the defections of 1934. They would be left isolated, facing the hatred of the left and the bitter opposition of the right. Lerroux maneuvered for days in search of a new formula, but found there was no alternative to the one just rejected by the president—giving the cabinet plurality, though not the majority, to the CEDA. The left wing of the Radical Party would have preferred a new center-left coalition, but the candidates for inclusion simply did not have the votes. Gil Robles personally preferred to lead the new government, but knew this would encounter the implacable opposition of the president, who had already told the CEDA leader that he was too young and that his opportunity would come after the next elections. Other than that, however, the president gave in, for he too wanted to avoid new elections, not merely because less than eighteen months had passed since the last ones but because he also feared that, in the present climate, the CEDA might increase its representation further.

A new government was announced on 6 May, headed once more by Lerroux, the seventh cabinet led by the Radicals within the past twenty months. Now, however, the Radicals held only a small minority of ministries, three out of thirteen, with a plurality of five ministries in the hands of the CEDA, while neither Alcalá Zamora nor Lerroux was able to resist the demand of Gil Robles that the CEDA leader occupy the crucial ministry of War. This represented a decisive shift to the right, not merely in the proportion of seats but in their importance, as well. The CEDA occupied the key ministries of Economics and of War, while the Radicals held the minor posts of Public Works and the Navy. Moreover, the progressive CEDA minister Giménez Fernández, who had sought to advance the agrarian reform while minister of Agriculture, was replaced by Nicasio Velayos of the Agrarians, who stood for a harsh rightist policy. This was hardly counterbalanced by the entry of Luis Lucia, a CEDA moderate, into the ministry of Communications. The left denounced the new government as “fascism,” their standard pejorative for anyone and anything categorically opposed to the left.

The impact on the Radicals was profound, who were in danger of losing their centrist identity. The original left wing, representing twenty percent of the organization, had already defected, and many of the remaining members of the party were alarmed, all the more because the CEDA was beginning to make inroads on the local level. Approximately one-fourth of the Radical deputies abstained in the Cortes vote of confidence for the new government, yet, having burned their bridges with the left, the Radicals had little alternative. Lerroux defended a policy of appeasing and allying with the right as the indispensable means of broadening the base of the Republic, but his party had become more dependent than ever before on its strength at the local and provincial levels, where the CEDA was determined to replace it. Lerroux thought his best choice was to opt for an even clearer policy of cooperation with the CEDA and, accompanied by another Radical minister, attended a special banquet on behalf of Gil Robles in the latter’s home town of Salamanca at the end of June. This produced talk about a supposed “Pact of Salamanca,” which, though considerably exaggerated, reflected Lerroux’s decision to maintain firm collaboration as the best way to bolster his own party. Nonetheless, on the local and provincial levels, conflict between the two parties had become frequent.

Whereas in 1933–34 the Radicals had followed a true centrist policy that in many ways represented the most even-handed administration ever seen under the Second Republic, the new government veered to the right. It passed a flurry of new legislation between May and July, much of it with the goal of thwarting some of the policies of the leftist biennium. A revision of the agrarian reform, for example, sharply limited the latter, though it also recklessly stipulated that henceforth the Republican government might confiscate without compensation whatever land it pleased, if necessary for reasons of “social utility,” a provision that the leftist administration of the following year would exploit massively. Labor tribunals, once stacked in favor of workers, ceased to function as in the past. Wages, in some cases artificially inflated, declined, particularly in agriculture. In parts of the south, landowners succeeded in imposing harsh new conditions, while severe drought handicapped production.

Unemployment remained a major problem, partly because of the unprecedented rapid growth of the labor force. The depression abroad brought many Spanish émigré workers home after 1930, and this, added to rapid population growth, meant that the labor force grew 36 percent more under the Republic than in the preceding all-time high of 1926–31, rising by a totally unprecedented 530,000 workers.11 During the early 1930s Spain had by far the largest population of young males in its history, a factor not merely in the labor statistics but also in providing fertile ground for the mounting radicalization of youth.

On the other hand, the moderate new minister of Labor, the CEDA’s Federico Salmón, followed a conciliatory policy. He retained the six technical chiefs of branches within the Labor ministry, all of them Socialists, and eventually promulgated a decree that all terms of preceding labor contracts must be respected, insurrectionary general strike or not. Thousands of workers had been fired because of their participation in the latter, and the ministry encouraged the re-hiring of many of them, though the UGT and its workplace delegates, if still in place, often refused to cooperate,12 following the Leninist dictum of “the worse, the better,” to reinforce the propaganda line of a “fascist” regime. The government expanded some parts of the budget, implementing a modest new public works and employment stimulus program, and at the end of its term passed new legislation that expanded private construction through a series of tax advantages. The education budget was increased, rising from approximately 6 percent of the budget under Azaña to 7 percent in 1934 and then 6.6 percent in 1935. Since the center-right governments canceled plans to close most Catholic schools, by 1935 the Spanish student population had reached an all-time high.13

Given the conditions in which it took office, the economic performance of the Lerroux-Gil Robles government could be described as relatively good, all the more in view of the instability that Alcalá Zamora imposed on government that year. The stock market greeted the new government with a surge as business confidence increased, with growth in the number of new enterprises and in investment. Altogether, 1935 was the year that Spain began to recover from the depression, with an increase in production in some branches of the economy and in foreign trade. Most wages decreased very little, if at all, for total personal income began to rise slightly. There were fewer deaths due to inanition than in the more prosperous year of 1930, and comparative mortality was down by ten percent.14 All the left could see, however, was the loss of power by trade unions, together with lower wages and poorer working conditions in some parts of agriculture, and an increase in unemployment, the latter fairly typical of the very first phase of a recovery. Soon the left would apply the epithet bienio negro (black biennium) to the years 1934–35, though the “blackest” and most destructive event in that period was the revolutionary insurrection, not any action by the state.

A fundamental characteristic of all Republican governments, whether left or right, was their insistence on a balanced budget, accompanied by great reluctance to engage in deficit spending. This might have changed had the regime survived longer—indeed the disastrous financial policy of the Popular Front governments of 1936 required heavy deficits—but through the end of 1935 fiscal orthodoxy prevailed. In the Lerroux–Gil Robles government the ministry of Finance was given to a sort of technocrat, the businessman Joaquín Chapaprieta, politically an Independent, who imposed a rigid program. The budget for Education, which had been increased, was cut slightly and that of the agrarian reform was cut even more, while the budget for the armed forces and the ministry of the Interior, both of them dealing with security, was expanded modestly, though the military budget remained lower than in 1932 or 1933. The new program for public works and increased construction was probably too small to stimulate much employment, always slow to rebound in an economic recovery.

Much attention was fixed on Gil Robles and the ministry of War, where a series of changes were introduced to make the army command more politically conservative and reliable, and to improve weaponry and combat capability. Franco was made chief of the general staff, and the anti-leftist Fanjul became undersecretary, while other anti-leftists, such as Manuel Goded and Emilio Mola, received key assignments.15 The structural reforms introduced by Azaña largely remained in place, but a new arms agreement was signed with German industry for improved weaponry and strong measures put in place against internal subversion. In all this Franco, the main adviser of Gil Robles, kept his usual low political profile, though he observed privately to an Italian diplomat that the leniency of the repression was a mistake that would encourage a larger revolutionary outburst in the future.

The president strongly opposed most of the changes in military policy, as well as the appointment of Franco and other personnel moves. He later complained that in about eighty percent of the new appointments to senior command Gil Robles failed to make the customary courtesy referral to the chief of state. On one occasion Alcalá Zamora insisted that a list of new appointees be brought to him for consultation, but in most instances Gil Robles got his way. The new minister of War also wanted to restore honor tribunals in the army, but the president pointed out that they had been suppressed by the constitution. Alcalá Zamora also succeeded in blocking a new law that would have lowered the age for promotion to general, convinced as he was that this was a strategy of Gil Robles, Franco and Goded not merely to bloat further the sizable list of generals but more precisely to name more young generals from among the combat veterans of Morocco, generally more rightist in their political sympathies.16

The only major area where there might be significant agreement lay in constitutional reform, a priority for the president and also, though in a different way, for the CEDA. The constitution stipulated that reform proposals might be considered after three years had passed, a term fulfilled by December 1934. Until the end of a fourth year, however, revision would require a two-thirds vote of the Cortes, and the Radicals and cedistas had trouble in reaching agreement. The potential problem was first revealed by the fate of ordinary legislation introduced by the CEDA in January 1935 to revise the electoral law, replacing the existing winner-take-nearly-all system of large bloc coalition lists with more proportionate representation. Surprisingly, this was blocked by the Radicals and the Agrarians, who thought that as minority parties they could best guarantee their future by participating in broad majority alliances (though in reality they would not be able to do so).

For some time Alcalá Zamora had been working on a lengthy treatise that analyzed “The defects of the Constitution of 1931,”17 and on January 4 he had delivered a copy of the text to the government, emphasizing the urgency of reforms to create a more balanced constitution. He presented a list of 35 changes. These primarily concerned regional statutes, church–state relations, the problem of a single legislative chamber, the lack of a senate, the structure of the Cortes and the character of its Permanent Commission, the powers of the presidency, the suspension, reopening and dissolution of the Cortes, provisions for vetoes and referenda, the arrangement of the national budget, the Tribunal of Constitutional Guaranties and provisions for future reform of the constitution, as well as several more purely technical matters, such as treaties of extradition, honor tribunals and the granting of amnesties. These highly detailed proposals reflected thorough study and far-ranging changes. Had they been enacted, the Republic would probably have been much the better for it. Alcalá Zamora did not, however, propose to abrogate the president’s power to bring down a government all by himself.

On 5 July the government finally introduced a very complicated bill of forty articles, proposing to alter aspects of the constitution pertaining to the Church, education, autonomy, the status of the family and the unicameral system, even though many Radicals thought all this went too far. Though Alcalá Zamora agreed that some of the proposed reforms were necessary, he was taken aback by the bulky and complex character of this massive piece of legislation, which he judged too unwieldy to be practical, to the extent that he would later write: “In my thirty-five years of intense labor as a lawyer I never had to deal with such irrelevant details, repetitions, useless proposals and dilatory exceptions such as those in that bill . . . ”18 Moreover, the president became convinced that the CEDA leaders were not acting in good faith, promoting an excessively complex set of changes in order to delay completion of the reform.

After any reform, the constitution mandated new elections as a referendum on the changes, but the CEDA chieftains preferred to maintain their existing parliamentary hegemony to the end of the present term, avoiding premature elections. Equally important, in the face of the apparent revival of the left by mid-1935, they thought to strengthen the government by first completing their legislative program. Achieving this would hopefully provide greater authority for constitutional reform in 1936 or 1937, when only a simple majority would be required.19 This was a practical program, but did not gauge fully the depth of the president’s hostility toward the CEDA.

Since the Radical leadership also preferred to go slow, the president concluded that only the Christian democratic minority of the CEDA was seriously interested in constructive constitutional reform during the present parliamentary term. A great deal of studying, proposing and discussing took place, but no concrete legislation advanced very far. The right wing of the CEDA was not interested in strengthening the Republic, while many Radicals and the Liberal Democrats of Melquiades Alvarez feared that any serious reform might move the regime to the right.20 As far as the left was concerned, all its parties maintained a united position of intransigent opposition to any constitutional reform, even though Azaña recognized privately that the Constitution contained many defects.21

During the summer of 1935 a family issue suddenly emerged due to the military service of the president’s second son Luis, a youth of strongly leftist and egalitarian convictions. Due to the latter, he had refused the status of “quota recruit,” which would have allowed him to avoid most of his military service. He insisted on serving the full term of an ordinary recruit and even refused a promotion to sergeant that would have been common for someone like himself, who already held a university law degree. At the time of the revolution of 1934 he was quoted as expressing sympathy for the insurrectionists. Several other soldiers in his unit who did so were apparently court-martialed, but Luis was merely reassigned to a small Pyreneean garrison. On learning of the situation, the president informed government leaders that he was willing to resign, despite the fact that he had never used his influence in the matter, but they were unanimous in rejecting the offer. Alcalá Zamora then requested that his son also be prosecuted, as in similar cases. In the trial that resulted, Luis was represented by his elder brother and was absolved. When his term ended, he refused the special bonus collected by rightist groups for soldiers who had served in 1934, and immediately joined the Socialist Party, a radical gesture for the son of a constitutionalist president.22

In retrospect, the aspect of Republican policy in this biennium of which Alcalá Zamora was proudest was the conduct of foreign relations. He was correct that this was generally successful, though in part because so little was at stake. Under the Republic the Spanish government maintained good relations with its West European neighbors, and in 1934 significantly improved ties with Portugal, once the Lisbon government saw that there was no longer an administration in Madrid dedicated to the overthrow of its Portuguese counterpart, as had been the policy of the Azaña government.

The main defense concern was protecting Spain’s outlying territories, most particularly the Balearic islands. Alcalá Zamora would write that Franco informed him that the latter were a target of Italian expansion and so an effort was made to strengthen their defenses. Franco assured the president that they could be protected from aerial attack by using machine guns as anti-aircraft weapons. Alcalá Zamora, often fairly acute on military matters, was skeptical and said that he thought artillery would be necessary, which was the more accurate conclusion.

At the same time, the president displayed the same touchiness with regard to foreign affairs as in domestic politics, and tended to think that he was not adequately informed and consulted. Spain’s acting representative before the League of Nations, Salvador de Madariaga, received more attention than anyone else in foreign relations, and Alcalá Zamora resented his activism, though Madariaga’s leadership of small countries in opposition to military aggression achieved little. The major issue was the response to Italy’s invasion of Ethiopia in 1935, and on that the Republican government, like that of most other countries, was divided and impotent.23

By the time that don Niceto took his summer vacation with his family in La Granja in August 1935, he was still faced with the fundamental problem that had obsessed him for nearly two years—how to hold the CEDA at bay. He had tried to divide the Catholic party, then had tried to keep it out of the government and next had limited it to minority representation, but the CEDA still held a plurality of votes in parliament and had grown steadily more influential.

The only practical alternative had been the Radicals, but he treated the Radicals in somewhat the same way he had treated the CEDA, constantly trying to manipulate them and persistently trying to go around Lerroux so as to attract or manipulate other sectors of the party. He could never accept the fact that Lerroux, not himself, had become the principal leader, however wavering, of the Republican center. If the president’s true priority was to “center the Republic,” as he constantly claimed, Lerroux should have been his chief ally, but that was something Alcalá Zamora could never accept. Though he recognized the Radical leader’s good nature and willingness to compromise, Alcalá Zamora considered himself infinitely superior both intellectually and morally, so that any long-term genuine collaboration was unthinkable. As had often been the case in recent Spanish politics, his own personality and character were the greatest obstacles to achieving his goals, since he insisted that the latter must be reached under his own leadership, and not of anyone else. The president’s inability to work effectively with potential rivals was arguably his greatest single weakness.

If Alcalá Zamora had a low opinion of Lerroux, the latter’s opinion of the president was not any better.24 Lerroux deemed him, as one historian has put it, “a semi-demented opportunist, without political judgment or knowledge of social reality.”25 If there was some truth in Alcalá Zamora’s concept of the Radical chieftain, the latter’s perception of the president’s serious flaws was more accurate yet. There was no question that Lerroux had a more practical and accurate grasp of the country’s political and social realities, but in Alcalá Zamora’s view, the Radical leader was too corrupt and had simply grown too conservative with age. He could never be relied on to “center the Republic.”

The opportunity for a new line of maneuver suddenly opened late in the summer of 1935. Two promoters and confidence artists with Dutch citizenship, named Strauss and Perl, had sought to establish a gambling casino in Spain, using a new style of roulette they called straperlo, which could be fixed in advance. Gambling devices were illegal in Spain, but the promoters alleged that the new straperlo involved a game of skill rather than chance, and negotiated extensively with several Radical politicians over terms of authorization, which would require significant payoffs. Spanish law was nonetheless enforced and the two successive casinos that were opened, one at San Sebastián in 1934 and the second on Mallorca in 1935, had been quickly closed by the authorities. Daniel Strauss sought either compensation or revenge, and took the matter to the Socialist leader Indalecio Prieto, in 1935 a political émigré in Ostend. Prieto and his friend Manuel Azaña then apparently developed a scheme to use Strauss’s complaint to create political mischief. Knowing the president’s animosity toward Lerroux and the Radicals, they had Strauss write directly to Alcalá Zamora a letter dated 5 September, accompanied by photocopies of various documents.

The president by rights should either have ignored the matter or have handed it over to the Spanish courts. Instead, he kept the letter himself, mentioning the problem to Lerroux when they returned to the capital in September. The prime minister failed to react, calling the matter a minor incident and declaring he would not submit to blackmail.

Another routine political crisis then erupted on 19 September. There was bitter division within the council of ministers over the question of restoring greater authority to the Catalan government. When administration of state highways was transferred to the latter, the doctrinaire anti-Catalanist Antonio Royo Villanova resigned as minister of the Navy and the other Agrarian in the government, Nicasio Velayos, the minister of Agriculture, did the same. This in turn required the prime minister’s temporary resignation en route to reorganizing the coalition.

Whenever dealing with a cabinet reorganization, no matter how trivial, the president rarely allowed the incumbent ministry simply to reorganize itself and continue, but used the opportunity for further manipulation. In this case he struck swiftly, ignoring Lerroux and turning to Santiago Alba, once a more important figure in the old Liberal Party than Alcalá Zamora and currently president of the Cortes. Despite the bitter enmity between the two of them in the final phase of the parliamentary monarchy, Alcalá Zamora speculated that a coalition led by Alba might be easier to dominate than one led by Lerroux. Alba accepted the invitation but could not reconstitute the coalition due to the resistance of the Agrarians.
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1 Niceto Alcalá Zamora at the age of six (1884).
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2 Alcalá Zamora on gaining his Doctor of Jurisprudence degree (1899).
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3 Portrait of Purificación (“Pura”) Castillo, wife of Alcalá Zamora.
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4 The Alcalá Zamora family.
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5 Portrait of Alcalá Zamora as minister of war (1923).
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6 Portrait of Alcalá Zamora as minister of supplies (1917).
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7 Alcalá Zamora, minister of war, with senior army commanders (1923).
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8 Alcal Zamora on a presidential tour, 1932.
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9 Alcalá Zamora voting, 1931.
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10 Alcalá Zamora in the council of state.
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11 Alcalá Zamora in the library of his law firm.
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12 Alcalá Zamora with Julián Besteiro, speaker of parliament, in the Cortes, 1932.
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13 Alcalá Zamora addressing a political meeting in Madrid, 1931.
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14 Alcalá Zamora with family members of the Republican “martyrs,” Galán and García Hernández, 1931.
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15 The Alcalá Zamoras in Santander, July 1936.
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16 Alcalá Zamora with Francesc Macià, president of the Catalan Generalitat, 1932.
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17 Alcalá Zamora in his country estate.
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18 The Alcalá Zamoras in Norway, July 1936.

[image: image]

19 Alcalá Zamora stranded in Senegal, 1941.
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20 Alcalá Zamora in one of his final appearances in Buenos Aires.

Undeterred, the president continued to ignore Lerroux and next turned to the Independent, Joaquín Chapaprieta, minister of Finance. He had been a key figure in the preceding administration as author of an ambitious plan of financial reform designed to balance the budget, in line with the fiscal conservatism of all Republican governments, at least prior to February 1936. A very short man with a large head, Chapaprieta resembled a figure in a political cartoon. He was skeptical, because he had no party support of his own and doubted that the coalition members would cooperate. Alcalá Zamora tried to encourage him by replying that he could also double as finance minister and complete his reform. The further implication was that the president might dissolve the Cortes if Chapaprieta failed to form a coalition government, and the latter feared that such an alternative threatened disaster. By that time the other leaders had little doubt as to Alcalá Zamora’s determination to dominate, even at the cost of a high-risk strategy. Lerroux and Gil Robles both concluded that new elections in the present climate, with the left beginning to recover and striving for unity, and the repression having largely failed, would be a dangerous leap in the dark. Reluctantly, they agreed to collaborate with Chapaprieta.

The finance minister presented his new government on 1 October. In keeping with his financial reform, he reduced the number of ministries from thirteen to nine, and adopted the practice of reporting to the president’s home at the end of each day of work, to the immense pleasure of the chief of state. Only a week later did the latter, still not having handed the Strauss allegations to the judicial authorities, tell the new prime minister of the material he had received, ingenuously asking Chapaprieta how he should proceed. This upset the new prime minister, because if Alcalá Zamora was angling to drop a political bombshell he should have informed Chapaprieta when asking him to form a government. The letter itself was extensive, full of terms and political references that would have been available only to someone with detailed knowledge of Spanish affairs. It bandied about the names of many different public figures not specifically the targets of any of the accusations, as though the goal were to involve as many political personalities as possible. Such a letter from a shady Dutch promoter of dubious reputation aroused Chapaprieta’s suspicion, and, according to the account he wrote many years later, he replied the next day that it all seemed fishy, since the material, if valid, should have been presented to the judicial system. It was unseemly for the president to seek to expedite and politicize a complaint from a foreign citizen of dubious antecedents, and therefore, for “both legal and political reasons,” the president should not even acknowledge receipt of such material. According to Chapaprieta, Alcalá Zamora responded that he was “completely in agreement.”26

In the meantime, in view of Alcalá Zamora’s renewed veto of Lerroux’s presidency of the council, the Radicals had prepared a grand banquet in the Hotel Ritz in honor of their chief, such a “banquete de desagravio” (banquet of amends) being a fairly common event in that era. Chapaprieta realized that the president, given his nature, would view this as an act of defiance, which, indirectly, it was, but Lerroux had taken care to mention the matter to Alcalá Zamora so that he might register a complaint, if he so desired. Don Niceto quickly replied that he had no objection. All that the prime minister could do was to see to it that the number of speakers be limited to two—Gil Robles and Lerroux—who presumably could be counted on not to say anything provocative, though that did not prove to be the case. When his turn to speak came, Lerroux was careful not to mention the president by name, but declared that in public affairs one must “always pay the highest tribute of consideration, respect and obedience to the highest office in the land, irrespective of one’s judgment concerning the person who holds that office.”27

As soon as the president read these remarks, he flew into a rage, a morbidly vain reaction typical of Spanish politicians of the era but hardly befitting a chief executive who was attempting to consolidate a new democracy. On the morrow of the banquet, he attended the council of ministers meeting in a state of high dudgeon, attacking successively the prime minister, Gil Robles and Lerroux, his primary concern being how to avenge himself on the Radical leader. Privately, he showed Chapaprieta a letter from a Dutch lawyer representing Strauss, who said that since the documentation of the straperlo affair did not seem to interest him, the lawyer requested that the photocopied documents be returned. Chapaprieta replied that this, like the earlier letter, should be ignored, since the Dutch lawyer could take the matter to the courts whenever he pleased. Alcalá Zamora now reversed his earlier stance, alleging that any material he received pertaining to Spanish affairs must be handed over to the government, even though he had never previously taken such a position. The president repeated this the following night (11 October), when he met with Gil Robles and the head of the Agrarian Party. The government leaders then consulted Lerroux, since the allegations concerned several important Radical politicians and also Lerroux’s adopted son Aurelio, telling Lerroux that the material was being handed to the courts, and expecting that he would want to resign from the government until the matter had been resolved. Lerroux, however, refused, declaring that Strauss had been trying to blackmail him for months, and that there was no substance to the allegations. The issue was then taken up by the council of ministers, which on 18 October voted unanimously to turn the matter over to the courts.28

The whole affair was so bizarre that Chapaprieta asked the Spanish embassy in The Hague to investigate. It sent information on the shady past of Strauss, reported that Prieto had been living in exile in Ostend for months and that not long before Azaña had traveled to the Netherlands for a series of conversations. The prime minister logically deduced that Prieto and Azaña were behind the whole maneuver (as seems to have been the case) and learned that Azaña was going to publicize the matter in a mass political meeting on the 20th in an attempt to discredit the government. Chapaprieta and Gil Robles therefore decided it would be better for them to preempt the issue, releasing a statement on the 18th and then scheduling a full debate in the Cortes on the 22nd. This was handled clumsily both by the government leaders and the Radicals, who for some time failed to bring out all the information that was becoming available to them concerning the role of the leftist opposition in promoting the case. Both the left and the extreme right denounced the government and insisted that a full parliamentary investigating commission be appointed, which was done immediately.29 That such a petty and sordid matter should suddenly become a major political football is only understandable in terms of the intensely partisan, overheated character of Spanish politics in 1935.

The commission set to work immediately and issued a report within four days. Research provided abundant evidence of Strauss’s criminal past, but there was also indication that a number of Radical politicians had taken action on his behalf to circumvent Spanish law, though the only bribes proven to have taken place was the gift of gold watches to Lerroux and to Salazar Alonso, the former minister of the Interior . At the parliamentary debate on the 28th, Lerroux and other Radical spokesmen offered a surprisingly weak defense. They denied wrongdoing but otherwise simply stood on their record, in effect throwing themselves on the mercy of the Cortes. No effort was made to expose the conspiracy by Prieto and Azaña or to highlight the manipulation of the case by Alcalá Zamora. A number of Radical politicians were censured by parliamentary vote and the two Radical ministers, Lerroux and Juan José Rocha, both resigned, requiring yet another government reshuffle.

The legal inquiry began on 6 November. It found that Strauss was neither Dutch nor Jewish, as commonly alleged, but a German adventurer who had become a naturalized Mexican, prior to having to flee from that country in 1927. Strong circumstantial evidence implied that two Radical cliques had been involved, one pertaining to the party’s old guard in Barcelona, the other being “the clan” that revolved around Lerroux’s son in Madrid, though the court was unable find concrete evidence of bribes. For that matter, the most criminal initiative in the whole affair was that of Strauss and Perl themselves, climaxed by the attempt of Strauss to blackmail Lerroux for the sum of 85,000 pesetas. The charges could not be proven, but, as the saying goes in politics, “the process is the punishment.”30

The radicals had a history of financial wheeling and dealing, going back to the early years of the party in Barcelona. Alcalá Zamora had recently criticized Lerroux for being willing to receive a national subscription collected in his name in the wake of the suppression of the insurrection in 1934. The Radical chieftain had responded that he would only accept contributions from party members, but seems to have pocketed half a million pesetas (more than $50,000). Alcalá Zamora also thwarted two other schemes when Lerroux had been prime minister that would have allowed him to control and profit from certain public works and arms purchase contracts. Chapaprieta, in turn, after becoming prime minister, found that Lerroux had not accounted for all the money withdrawn from the “reserve funds” of the prime minister’s office, or for nearly a million pesetas drawn from a second fund.31 In his memoirs, Lerroux would later counter that there had never been any investigation of corruption by the Socialists under the Azaña government,32 which was also correct. Spanish government administration under the Second Republic was, on the whole, comparatively honest, much more so than it would be under the democratic monarchy in the later years of the century. Irregularities there were, and on more than one side, but the Radicals may have been proportionately responsible for more of them than any other major group prior to December 1935. Yet even Alcalá Zamora admitted that “the very great majority” of the Radicals were honest.33

That so minor a scandal, which the investigative judge, who presided over the case, termed a relatively petty issue and, moreover, one that had been thwarted before it ever got anywhere, created such a sensation was because of the relative honesty of most Spanish administration and even more because of the extreme tension and division between the parties. In the cases of most of those censured, hardly anyone came to the Radicals’ assistance, not even their principal allies, the CEDA. A year earlier, a much more significant corruption case involving the French Radicals had brought down one government in Paris, yet French affairs suffered little disruption because that country’s Radical Party was broadly and solidly established, even though the French case, the Stavisky Affair, involved the murder of the primary culprit and later a mass demonstration in which a dozen people were killed. What was truly extraordinary in Spain was that those who had recently participated in or indirectly supported a murderous revolutionary insurrection resulting in hundreds of deaths were by the last months of 1935 claiming the moral high ground, arrogantly asserting their own claim to take power in order, among other things, to eliminate “immorality.”

The scandal had a disastrous effect on a party that was already suffering from an identity crisis and internal division. Having grown rapidly and somewhat incoherently during 1931–32, it began to undergo disintegration in the fall and winter of 1935. The septuagenarian Lerroux was weary and discouraged, incapable of responding. Alcalá Zamora gained his goal of destroying the Radical leader’s influence, but in the process he was also subverting the only broad national center party in existence. In his diary and memoirs, he insisted that he was doing no more than purifying the politics of the center, whose leadership he still sought to affirm. He never explained, either before or after, how he might accomplish this goal through the destruction of the only significant center party, since he could not possibly duplicate the Radicals’ national political organization, fragile though it might have been. The president chose this course even though he was well aware that Strauss was a crook and that Prieto and Azaña were manipulating the matter to their own advantage. Rather than centering the Republic, Alcalá Zamora was in the process of de-stabilizing his own regime, and losing moral and political consistency. By this point he had acquired a sort of messianic complex, believing that only his personal manipulations could guarantee a positive political outcome, and this was the greatest illusion of all.

Chapaprieta had originally proposed a sensible and constructive course, but was in a weak position as an Independent with no party backing. That was doubtless why Alcalá Zamora had made him prime minister, seeking someone who would defer to the president as much as possible. When Alcalá Zamora rejected his sound advice, Chapaprieta did not resign but went along with the president’s scheme. Spurred on by the two destructive sectors of Spanish politics—the left and the extreme right—he permitted the parliament to be turned into a court, violating the constitutional separation of powers. The parliament did not proceed like a fair court, either, because it did not permit many of those facing accusations to testify in their own defense.

Gil Robles and the CEDA also played a destructive role. They totally dissociated themselves from their Radical allies, going along with the politicization of the affair and in fact calling for the most severe sanctions. Like Alcalá Zamora, they were happy to weaken the Radicals as much as possible, believing this would strengthen their own position, but the whole maneuver soon boomeranged against them.

Chapaprieta correctly judged the Radicals to be an important, indeed indispensable, part of his coalition, so that three of them still held ministries in the new government presented to the Cortes on 30 October. By that time, however, they were thoroughly alienated and most of them abstained in the vote for the new government. Chapaprieta’s main goal was his budgetary reform, which trimmed spending in many categories while providing some support for Gil Robles’s military reform. It was a harsh budget for a country just beginning to recover from a depression, and on some of the major issues the Radicals swung over to the opposition.34 Chapaprieta ruthlessly pared government employment, eliminating several ministries altogether. Two of these were held by the CEDA, which accepted the reduction. Taxes were significantly increased, and altogether the budget deficit was cut in half.

In fact, the economy was beginning to recover from its depression in 1935, as production increased in key categories. Employment failed to recover, however, though such failure is customary in the very first phase of an economic expansion, and there was little improvement, if any, in wages. Parliament did approve the CEDA’s “grand plan of small public works,” but the effects of this would not be felt for some time. The result, by the autumn of 1935, was that the center-right government was not receiving much credit for having improved conditions.

The remaining priority was constitutional reform, but in this area foot-dragging was still severe. Alcalá Zamora nonetheless did not give up, not merely because of the issue’s intrinsic importance but also because constitutional amendment, however modest, would automatically trigger dissolution of parliament and new elections, without the slightest initiative from the president. This last point was crucial, since the constitution only permitted one dissolution per presidential term without parliamentary review. In the case of a second dissolution, the resulting Cortes was mandated to review the president’s action, and, if it was found to be unjustified, proceed to his impeachment. Alcalá Zamora took the position that the dissolution of 1933 should not be included under this rubric, since it involved dissolution of a constituent assembly and not a regular parliament, but the validity of such a definition remained uncertain. In part because of this, the president had tolerated the increased participation of the CEDA in government, and much preferred that any dissolution be the result of constitution reform, not a decision taken solely by himself. Yet for the very reason that Alcalá Zamora sought immediate constitutional reform, the CEDA was in no hurry. It wanted to complete the present parliamentary term, postponing new elections till November 1937. Moreover, as indicated earlier, there was no agreement among the coalition on amending the electoral law to make it more proportional.

Alcalá Zamora therefore made a new proposal on 2 November, when he pushed simply for a technical reform of article 125, which defined the means of amending the constitution. That involved only a simple and not especially controversial change, and was the shortest and swiftest way to arrive at legislation which would automatically trigger dissolution. Gil Robles was outraged, for the massive propaganda campaign of 1935 had roused sympathy for the leftist parties, whose political strength was growing, and the CEDA leader became convinced that Alcalá Zamora sought new elections immediately in conditions that might favor the left. This was, at least to some extent, a correct reading of the president’s intentions.

The Radicals suffered further damage from a second cause célèbre that erupted in November, the Tayá-Nombela affair. Antonio Tayá was a Catalan entrepreneur who shipped goods to Spanish Guinea and claimed compensation for a contract cancelled by the government. He seemed to have a genuine case, for Lerroux had handled it in a somewhat irregular fashion, proposing to expedite payment from a colonial account that registered a surplus. A state administrator and army officer of the extreme right, Antonio Nombela, protested that this was not a proper use of the account in question. For that he was dismissed, leading him to seek redress in the courts. At the end of November the issue was taken up by parliament, which made it another political football, censuring several more Radicals, though the allegedly abusive action had never been consummated. Already exhausted, Lerroux made no effort to fight back. Once more the CEDA leaders refused to support the Radicals, and by this point the party was beginning to fall apart. Alcalá Zamora had little to do with the prosecution of this affair, but found the outcome gratifying, even though exclusively destructive.

The two Chapaprieta governments had been in power for little more than two months, but on 9 December, the prime minister suddenly resigned, on the grounds that he had not received adequate support for all aspects of his financial reform.. He had already discussed this with Alcalá Zamora, who favored yet another in the endless series of government shake-ups, indicating that he had no intention of asking either Gil Robles or Santiago Alba, chief remaining leader of the Radicals, to form a new government. Chapaprieta consulted with Gil Robles, but the latter accepted the prime minister’s resignation with equanimity, probably because he thought that in the present situation the president would have to back down once more, as in October 1934 and May 1935. To form a viable parliamentary government, there was little alternative to calling on the leader of the CEDA. Any other option would be likely to fail, and apparently the CEDA leaders believed that the president would not be so irresponsible as to cancel the present parliament only halfway through its term, particularly since an immediate election would reflect extreme polarization and very possibly be disastrous in outcome.

That, however, failed to grasp the extent to which Alcalá Zamora was willing to manipulate the situation. By mid-December 1935, he was determined to end government by the present Cortes, having worked his way to a new scheme, which would bypass parliament altogether.
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Alcalá Zamora Puts an End to Parliamentary Government (1935–1936)

After the resignation of Chapaprieta, the president spent several days exploring the possibilities of another government under a secondary personality whom he could influence or control. First he urged Chapaprieta to reorganize his coalition, but the latter replied that this was impossible, since there was no viable coalition likely to approve completion of his financial reform. The president then called on José Martínez de Velasco of the Agrarians, who tried and promptly failed. When Chapaprieta next spoke with Alcalá Zamora on the 11th, he saw the full extent of the latter’s “incompatibility with the Cortes . . . more clearly than ever.” Alcalá Zamora insisted that the only reason parliament had not already tried to remove him as president was because it could not muster the necessary two-thirds vote. If a new Cortes were as hostile to him as the present one, he said, he would accept the results and simply resign (though, when the time came, in fact, he would not).1

The president next turned to his old centrist associate Miguel Maura, charging him to form a new government that extended from the left center to the moderate right, from Republican Union to the CEDA. This effort failed within a matter of hours, after which Alcalá Zamora turned once more on the evening of the 11th to Chapaprieta, who came to his office the next morning. He found the president “firm in his determination not to give power to any one of the very few leaders who could have governed with parliamentary support,”2 an attitude that made genuine parliamentary government impossible.

Since it seemed clear that the president was determined to dissolve the Cortes and the left was attempting to build a broad alliance, Chapaprieta believed that the chief responsibility of a new government would be to organize a broad electoral coalition of the center and right, a general anti-revolutionary front. He calculated that “a second electoral victory by the center-right could assure the leadership of moderate policy under the Republic forever [sic].” Chapaprieta did his best to form this large coalition, but encountered too much division and opposition.3

While these maneuvers successively failed, on 11 December the president finally received Gil Robles, the only serious candidate to form a normal parliamentary government with a majority. The CEDA leader arrived in a state of high dudgeon, for earlier that day units of the Civil Guard had begun to patrol the approaches to the capital city, the outskirts of nearby military bases and the building of the Ministry of War itself.4 This had been ordered by the president, who for months had been fed stories about plotting by Gil Robles and the military, and even the possibility of the assassination or kidnapping of Alcalá Zamora himself.

The rivalry and mutual hostility between the president and Lerroux was relatively moderate compared with his extreme enmity toward Gil Robles. In his memoirs, Alcalá Zamora termed the CEDA leader, whose actions had revealed greater respect for the constitution than had those of the president, as an “epileptic” and “frenzied caudillo.” The Catholic party had been more peaceful than any of the leftist groups, but such elementary realities never registered in the mind of Alcalá Zamora, who accused Gil Robles of engaging in “demagogic rhetoric, acts of violence and fits of passion.” He called the CEDA’s behavior in the 1933 electoral campaign, in which nearly all the violence had come from the left, as a “senseless campaign of provocation and violence.”5 He judged the CEDA’s policy in government during 1934–35 to have been irresponsible and reactionary in every respect,6 a situation that could be corrected only by restoring at least a degree of power to the left. By 1935 Alcalá Zamora, who had become partially isolated in his personal relations, was beginning to lose his grasp on reality.

Most political observers assumed logically that Gil Robles would be asked to form a new government, as did the CEDA leader himself, but the president merely repeated his conviction that the current parliament was hopeless.7 It had refused to agree to what Alcalá Zamora called a “conciliatory government,” meaning a completely unrepresentative ministry dominated by the president and his hand-picked favorites from minority centrist parties. The CEDA leader concluded that Alcalá Zamora had decided to dissolve the Cortes and call new elections, something that the president did not deny. Gil Robles later wrote that he had urged the president “with ardor and almost with anguish” not to take such a leap in the dark, because

the present moment . . . could not be more inopportune for dissolution. The present Cortes still had the capacity for much constructive work and, after that had been completed, the normal elections could be conducted. In a brief period of time, perhaps only months, it would be possible to reform state finance, vote the credits for a plan of public works that would absorb nearly all the unemployment, liquidate the results of the revolutionary insurrection of 1934—still a formidable source of agitation in the hands of the left—continue the agrarian reform, for which another hundred million pesetas had been assigned, and complete the reform of the army . . . after which would be possible an agreement on reform of a constitution that, in the president’s own words, ‘encouraged civil war.’ To impede the conclusion of such a policy, I added with vehemence, was as dangerous as it was unjust.8

The basic argument was sound, but had no effect on the president, who remained cryptic but indicated that before very long he would proceed to dissolution. By that point he had driven Gil Robles into a rage, and the latter recalled that he was barely able to contain himself, declaring that the president’s refusal to abide by the norms of parliamentary government “would undoubtedly drive the rightist groups away from legality and cooperation with the regime.” New elections in the present climate could “only produce violent consequences. Whether left or right wins, the result will be civil war. Your personal responsibility for this catastrophe will be immense and you will earn the enmity of both sides. No matter who wins, you will be deposed. I will not return to your office, for you have destroyed a mission of political conciliation.”9

Gil Robles could not, of course, remember his exact words years afterward, but there is little doubt that what he said to the president was substantially the same as indicated above, for it is consistent with his other statements at that time. Alcalá Zamora could hardly say that he had not been warned, but he had already indicated to Chapaprieta that he was so consumed with hatred of the right that he would rather run the risk of a leftist government and then take his chances, even if that meant removal from office. The president therefore decided to initiate an elaborate government manipulation with the goal of electing a triangulated new parliament. If this proved successful, it might enable Alcalá Zamora to continue to dominate political affairs for some time.

In his memoirs, Alcalá Zamora repeated his standard litany that the CEDA leader “had not declared itself formally to be republican,” but as usual ignored the fact that the Catholic party had scrupulously observed the law and the constitution, procedures sometimes skirted by the president himself and violently rejected by the left. His memoirs reveal no capacity for self-criticism or objective analysis of the situation that he was creating, or of the corrosive effects of his persistent refusal to allow parliamentary government to function. He insisted on decreeing dissolution at a highly inopportune moment, when a new economic policy was still in its initial phase. The full benefits could not become reality until a year or two later. In addition to playing into the hands of the left, this maneuver reinforced the arguments of the extreme right that parliamentary government was impossible in Spain. It weakened the CEDA, since seven months of government was far too little to complete a legislative program, while the president had also done all he could to shatter the country’s only important center party, depriving the CEDA of a moderate ally in the next elections. The dissolution would also postpone even further the constitutional reforms that Alcalá Zamora claimed were a priority.

Gil Robles held a partisan perspective, but it was shared by one of the few wise moderates in Spanish affairs, the Catalan leader Francesc Cambó, who would opine in his memoirs that throughout the life of the second Republican parliament the president

never stopped intriguing for a single instant. . . . He hated Lerroux, he hated Gil Robles and he hated Azaña’s followers and the Socialists. He hated anyone who showed political independence or strength, always preferring insignificant members of his own circle. Thus he successively fixated on Miguel Maura, Joaquín Chapaprieta and finally Manuel Portela Valladares. He bore much of the guilt for the coming of the Republic and then the principal guilt for the revolution that followed, but neither in one case or the other was he truly motivated by ideals or disinterested commitment, even mistaken ones. In both cases he was motivated primarily by resentment.10

Alcalá Zamora was determined to force Gil Robles from the Ministry of War because, he claimed, he feared that the latter was preparing a coup d’état, though there was no evidence whatsoever of this. But with the normal course of parliamentary government blocked, a sort of coup d’état was what the CEDA leader began to investigate seriously for the first time. Alcalá Zamora’s manipulations nearly created a self-fulfilling prophecy. Gil Robles asked his undersecretary, Gen. Joaquín Fanjul, to take the matter up with Franco, the chief of staff. The CEDA leader did not propose a military takeover of the government but a sort of “legalitarian pronunciamiento,” by which military leaders would force Alcalá Zamora to appoint a majority parliamentary government, which would presumably have to be led by Gil Robles. This formed a parallel on the right to the pseudo-legalitarian and extra-parliamentary schemes of Azaña on the left during 1933–34. By the next morning, however, Franco returned a firm no, saying that the military were not united and could not possibly take responsibility for resolving a dispute between political factions, so long as Spain was not facing a true national crisis. He characterized the present impasse as simply another political conflict, which in one sense was true enough. Franco applied an unwavering standard: military intervention was not justified in resolving a governmental crisis such as the present one, but was an action of the gravest consequences that could only be considered if there was a danger of complete breakdown of the state, or a violent revolutionary takeover by the left.11 There is little doubt that Franco was correct, but the consequences of allowing the president to negate parliament completely would in the long run be disastrous.

For some time Alcalá Zamora had been holding intermittent conversations with his elderly colleague, Manuel Portela Valladares, also from the old Liberal Party, who was nearly seventy years of age. Portela was Galician, from the region arguably of all parts of Spain the most dominated by old-style caciquismo. In 1935 he had served briefly both as governor-general of Catalonia and as minister of the Interior. His political goals were similar to those of the president, in seeking a stable centrist Republic, and he thought there was still sufficient “political space” in the country on which to base an alternative to the existing parties. He apparently discussed with the president creation of a new center party based especially on the provinces in which opinion was more moderate, a party that might be developed from the top downward using the resources of central government in an elaborate new maneuver of cacicquismo. It was a measure of the extent to which Alcalá Zamora remained a man of the old regime and had little contact with new realities that he considered such a strategy possible in the much more mobilized political atmosphere of the Second Republic.

On the twelfth, the day after the president burned his bridges with Gil Robles, he summoned his former collaborator Miguel Maura and Portela simultaneously, asking the two of them jointly to form a new government. Exactly what transpired is unclear, since Portela and the president have offered somewhat conflicting versions. Portela later wrote that he proposed to serve both as prime minister and minister of the Interior, on the basis of a broad centrist coalition excluding the CEDA and looking toward new elections. When Alcalá Zamora endorsed that idea, Maura—who apparently was being asked to serve as window-dressing for the scheme—blew up, refused to negotiate further, and rushed out, slamming the door,12 after which the president authorized Portela to form a new government that would govern briefly while preparing for new elections. That Portela was not even a member of parliament was not necessarily a weakness in the president’s eyes, for that would make him all the more dependent on Alcalá Zamora. He had hoped that Maura would also participate, but the latter indignantly announced to reporters on 13 December that Alcala Zamora was promoting a new government on the basis of “the worst kind of old-style politics,”13 which was obviously true enough.

The new government announced on 14 December was a centrist coalition of independents and representatives of minor parties, which would not have to face a parliamentary vote (that it could not possibly win) because Alcalá Zamora invoked the presidential prerogative that enabled him to close the Cortes for thirty days. The new cabinet was composed of two independents (Portela as premier and Chapaprieta in Finance), two minor Radicals (who were immediately disavowed by Lerroux), two military men in charge of the War and Navy Ministries, one Agrarian, one Liberal Democrat, one Progressive Republican from the president’s own party, and one minister from the Lliga Catalana. Support in the Cortes was absolutely minimal, and the whole operation has been termed a “fantastic collage,” Alcalá Zamora’s principal biographer characterizing it as “a surreal kind of situation.”14

It was widely anticipated that so irregular a government could only be an interim ministry for the dissolution of parliament and new elections. According to Portela’s memoirs, the understanding with Alcalá Zamora was that his government would continue for at least two months, giving him time to gain firm control over the levers of administration and to construct a significant new center grouping.15 New elections would be announced only in mid or late February, to be held at the end of March or early April, yet the whole scheme was so irregular, not to say unconstitutional, that it would not be possible to hold on for so long.

The tall and elderly Portela, his head crowned with a mane of snow-white hair, looked to some observers like an aging magician or warlock appointed to cast a spell that might somehow overcome civic fragmentation. During the second half of December he busied himself with numerous changes in local government officials all over the country in order to build a new political apparatus as quickly as possible. Ironically, the Republican leaders, beginning with Alcalá Zamora himself, were reverting to an elaborate version of nineteenth-century caciquismo, supposedly to save the democratic Republic.

The new government completely restored civil guarantees for one of the few times in the history of the Republic, and the leftist press, reemerging in recent months, appeared in full panoply.16 At first the most active member of the government was Chapaprieta, who resumed his effort to form a broad new center-right coalition, that would include the CEDA, for the next elections. Since the left was known to have been hard at work to reconstitute the left Republican-Socialist alliance, it was clear to Chapaprieta that the latter could only be defeated by an equally broad anti-revolutionary coalition of all parliamentary forces of the center and moderate right. Though the CEDA had launched a furious press campaign against Alcalá Zamora and the Portela government, Chapaprieta pursued his negotiations and had an encouraging meeting with Gil Robles on 19 December.17

A major stumbling block was the new government’s announced plan to prorogue the existing budget by decree for another three months. Something of that sort was necessary, since no budget had ever been voted, but the constitution specified that only the Cortes held the power of the purse and therefore of any budgetary prorogation. Alcalá Zamora and Portela took the ingenuous position that since the preceding year’s budget had been voted by the Cortes, it was legal for the government to prorogue temporarily the same budget while the Cortes was not in session, ignoring the fact that the president was intentionally preventing it from meeting and once more thwarting parliamentary government. That so keen a constitutionalist as Alcalá Zamora would resort to such dubious stratagems only underscored his fixation on dominating the Cortes. Gil Robles protested vehemently in a public letter to the president of the Cortes on 17 December, and there was a meeting of the leaders of the parliamentary groups on the twenty-third to discuss this unprecedented problem. The CEDA chief became increasingly impatient. He judged correctly that Portela’s “centrist” goals were as much anti-rightist as anti-leftist, if not more so, and on 27 December the CEDA announced that it would form a “very broad counterrevolutionary front” but would not include any party that remained a part of Portela’s government.18

By this point the majority of the deputies in the Cortes saw the president as an implacable foe of parliament and were completely opposed both to Alcalá Zamora and to the Portela government. The president had maneuvered himself into an impossible corner and, as Chapaprieta later put it,

Señor Alcalá-Zamora was not the kind of man to withstand stoically the campaign launched against him. Though feigning indifference to attacks, in fact he was very sensitive to them, leaving in him—possibly against his own will—a depth of inextinguishable rancor. That explains why he resisted any proposal of ministerial or electoral alliance by those who attacked him publicly and incessantly.19

The president was absent from Madrid for three days toward the end of the month to attend a family illness in Valencia and, when he returned on the 28th, seemed determined to take his revenge. He and Portela closeted themselves on the following day, refusing even to answer telephone calls. The cabinet then met in the palace on 30 December and, on such occasions, it normally dealt with urgent business before the president entered. Portela Valladares launched into a tirade, denouncing cabinet members for having engaged in broader political conversations beyond the ranks of the existing government, though earlier he had specifically authorized such negotiations. He denounced the ministers as “traitors,” and, exactly as he intended, the government resigned. Alcalá Zamora then entered the meeting, to be told by Portela that the government no longer existed. The president authorized him to form a new one immediately. The whole course of events had obviously been carefully designed by president and prime minister, and that evening Portela announced his new government, which no longer made the slightest pretense of forming a parliamentary coalition but was composed exclusively of friends and cronies, including two dissident Radicals, one Progressive Republican, one Liberal Democrat, and various independents. This would constitute Alcalá Zamora’s last and most disastrous effort to bypass parliamentary government. A note released to the press on the following day justified the new scheme as a necessary effort to create a Republican center—all the more important since the president had worked persistently and successfully to weaken and destroy the existing center. The budget was simply prorogued by presidential decree, despite the uncertain constitutionality of such a procedure, and on 2 January La Gaceta carried another decree extending the suspension of the Cortes for another thirty days. Its object, of course, was to allow the new cabinet time to maximize political and administrative manipulations before new elections were announced.

The governing procedures of the Spanish Republic had begun to parallel some of the negative aspects of the Weimar Republic during its last years in Germany. In both cases presidential authority superseded the normal functioning of parliament. Justification for this was greater in Germany, where fragmentation had become complete. In Spain a functional coalition was always available but had been repeatedly vetoed by the president. Though parliamentary government had not been so fully superseded as in Germany, Alcalá Zamora’s appointment of short-term governments without parliamentary support but always subject to his manipulation was headed in the same disastrous direction and facilitated, rather than restrained, irresponsible behavior in the body politic.

On January 2, 1936, as soon as the suspension of parliament was extended further, forty-six deputies of the CEDA, in conjunction with a number of Radical and monarchist deputies, petitioned the president of the Cortes for an immediate meeting of the Permanent Commission of the Cortes in order to indict the prime minister and his new cabinet for criminal responsibilities in the illegal proroguing of the budget and the “unconstitutional” suspension of parliament. Alcalá Zamora and Portela were convinced that this would be the prelude to calling the Cortes back into session in order to impeach Alcalá Zamora himself and raise the veteran Santiago Alba to the presidency of the Republic.20 Portela agreed to appear before the Permanent Commission, whose meeting was scheduled for 7 January, but this was another ruse to buy time. The night before, he met with the president and obtained from him a decree for the dissolution of parliament, which appeared in a special number of La Gaceta on the morning of the seventh. Alcalá Zamora had successfully bypassed parliament one more time, but now his time would soon be running out.

When the Permanent Commission convened in its special session on the seventh, Miguel Maura led the charge against the new government, and even more against the president:

There is now pending an indictment of this government which meets all requirements of the Constitution to be voted by parliament. With this valid indictment pending, the president of the Republic, in agreement with the new government, has dissolved parliament and refuses to appear before its Commission. This is twenty times worse than anything by the monarchy and has nothing in any way to do with the Republic.21

The deputies made one final effort to convene a parliamentary session. Alba, the president of the Cortes, informed Portela that the deputies simply wanted to get together in the parliamentary chambers on their own. The prime minister did not deny access but made it clear that he would withdraw all police security for the event. Since security was indispensable in the highly charged atmosphere, the deputies had to call off their special assembly.22

The president had hoped to give Portela several months to develop his new political combination but the opposition deputies had forced his hand, requiring that, according to regulations, new elections be held no later than 16 February. The prime minister would have limited time for his machinations. An unspoken corollary of the decree was Alcalá Zamora’s calculation that it constituted only the first of the two dissolutions allotted to each presidential term, the first dissolution in 1933 theoretically having been dissolution of a short-term constituent, not regular, Cortes. Thus his action would not be legally subject to review by the next parliament. The problem was that his obstructionist manipulation had progressively alienated all the major parties of the left, right and center. He was outraged on 9 January when both Lerroux and Melquiades Alvarez publicly opined that this would constitute the second regular dissolution of his presidential term. Alcalá Zamora claimed that the dissolution decree of October 1933 had explicitly stated the contrary and had then been accepted by all the left and center parties,23 though of course such acceptance in itself was not binding. In fact, it made little difference. No matter who won the elections, the next parliament would be likely to depose him, and so he observed gloomily in his diary on 10 January that for the new year his budget was not counting on more than three months of presidential salary, since “I have the feeling I will not be remaining much longer, whichever side wins.”24

Though it would not be long before they moved to eliminate the president altogether, the leftist leaders were overjoyed with his latest maneuver, which gave them a chance to return to power. But they had learned their lesson in 1933 and wanted to leave nothing to chance. Within little more than twenty-four hours, a leftist representative appeared at Portela’s door suggesting an accord with the new prime minister for the electoral campaign that, in the president’s words, was based on

the crazy notion that the government, with its arms folded, will simply allow them to employ violence in order to annihilate the right, since what the left wants and thinks opportune is civil war. Portela strongly opposed this and I supported him, since duty and prudence require protecting all these delinquents, whatever their attitude and program, against the excesses of those on the other side, and even of their own side.25

Henceforth Portela Valladares would devote all efforts to developing his artificial new Democratic Center Party, which proved considerably more difficult than calculated. Most of civil society in Spain was already politically mobilized, so that old-style administrative and electoral manipulation could no longer be carried out very effectively. Political culture had become too independent to accept artificial government machinations, and creation of a significant new political force ex nihilo was almost impossible. About the first of February Portela tried to gain more time by proposing that elections be postponed until around the tenth of March (since the constitution permitted the chief of state to impose a forty-day delay). Yet hatred of the president had grown so intense that even Alcalá Zamora lacked the courage for another artificial maneuver, replying that a delay would create too many complications,26 and the potential for an incalculable blow-up.

Years later Portela would claim that the president’s bottom-line was that the prime minister do all he could to enable the left to gain increased representation, amounting to as many as 180 total seats, which would easily permit the center-left to outvote the right, while Portela was hoping that centrist forces might win at least 100 seats, giving them the balance of power between a weaker right and a stronger left. He calculated that the Lliga would win the majority in Catalonia, gaining at least 20 seats, and that the centrists would win 40 more between the south and the Valencia region, with 20 to be added in his native Galicia (its low mobilization making it more amenable to manipulation) and at least 20 more from all the rest of Spain.27 Little of this, however, proved to be within his grasp, and as early as 7 January Alcalá Zamora observed in his diary that he thought the number of centrist deputies in the next Cortes would be considerably less than Portela hoped for.28 As the days passed, he adopted a philosophical tone, observing that the Popular Front would do better than Portela thought, increasing leftist representation by 50 percent, though not quite equaling the strength of the right. He tried to assure himself that he had done the right thing, placating the left and weakening the right, eliminating the “corrupt center” of the Radicals, who, as a result of the new caciquismo, would be replaced by a new center “better aware of its importance and dignity,” balancing the new Cortes. He harbored the fantasy that, once given the chance at new elections, the left would henceforth obey the law, a very dubious conclusion in view of the events of the past six years, but an illusion to which the president would cling blindly. If disaster struck and the CEDA won, something he did not think likely, at least he would have done his duty. “ . . . If Spain, blinded by fear or fanaticism, hands the Republic over to the right, which would be the worst outcome, she will do it on her own, mistress of her own destiny, not because of me. . . . ” The right would then depose him, as it had already vowed to do, and so it would not be he who would have to preside over the demise of the Republic of 1931 (as he saw it).29

Alcalá Zamora insisted, at least until the end of the electoral process, that the gravest danger came from the right. Living as he did in the past, he did not really believe that the left could unify itself. When Portela referred to “the weakness of the left,” the president noted that he did so “accurately.” Miguel Maura, conversely, was more attuned to reality and saw the left as gaining perhaps as many as 200 deputies. Though Chapaprieta’s earlier effort had failed, Maura pressed Portela for a center-right coalition to defeat the Popular Front. Alcalá Zamora pooh-poohed this, calling such a leftist tally impossible. Portela would not agree to Maura’s proposition, though he initially considered individual agreements with the moderate right in twenty-seven provinces.30 Maura, meanwhile, met with Gil Robles and declared himself pleased with the discussion, the president noting sarcastically that “he claims that Gil Robles is a model of responsibility and loyalty to the Republic.”31 Whether Maura was correct or not, he was probably nearer the mark than Alcalá Zamora’s perpetual demonization of the CEDA leader.

The manifesto of the Democratic Center Party on 28 January rejected both “civil war” and “red revolution,” stressing constitutional process, national unity and progress. The manifesto was full of liberal platitudes, so that, however more desirable the latter might have been than the extremisms of left and right, the new formation failed to present a very clear image. In general, Portela looked more toward alliance with the left than with the right, but, though the new Popular Front seemed somewhat more friendly at first, a full left-center alliance was achieved only in Lugo province, where the prime minister dominated the political machinery.32 A major goal was to complete the breakup of the Radicals so as to win over as many of their followers as possible, but such an effort only weakened the center further, as, in a heavily polarized situation, many former Radical voters cast ballots for the left. Portela mustered significant strength in only a few provinces of Galicia and in the southeast, and on 7 February announced that his party would be willing to ally with the right in districts where an understanding with the left was not possible. Thus center-right alliances were eventually formed in various provinces of the south, where the right was willing to ally because of relative weakness.33

In Alicante, Chapaprieta’s home province, Portela’s tactics revealed themselves at their most sordid and cynical. The former prime minister would write that “the few friends that the government had in the province made it a point right away of circulating their frightening plans to win the election no matter what.”34 When the right offered Portela only two seats in a right-center alliance, he turned to the Popular Front, which offered three, but demanded and gained full control of provincial administration.

And from that moment extremist sectors of the Popular Front took over the provincial government, as well as all the most important municipal councils . . . , which they received control of, all this accompanied by disturbances and fiery speeches inciting all manner of violence, such as the one by the mayor of Valencia. . . .

Terrorific declarations soon turned into reality, in anticipation of the program announced for election day, which was: to arrest the most important leaders of the right, physically prevent voters from gaining access to the polling booths; give the leftist leaders control of the security forces; abandon the streets to all manner of excesses by the latter, etc. And, in fact, judging from the way the campaign began, it was likely that the designed plan for monopolizing the eleven seats to be elected in the province would be completely carried out.35

Such willingness to place official institutions in the hands of recent insurrectionists who continued proudly to defend their rebellion made a mockery of Alcalá Zamora’s contention that a primary goal was to overcome the “corruption” and “immorality” of the Radicals and to “clean up the center.”36 The upshot in Alicante was that the CEDA realized it would have to come to terms with Portela by offering him a better deal, whereupon the new leftist government figures so arbitrarily appointed were immediately, and in an equally arbitrary manner, replaced by decree with rightists.37

The president warned his prime minister about the danger of making too many deals with the right, since, in his paranoia about Gil Robles, Alcalá Zamora feared that the CEDA might pull out of some alliances at the last minute, gravely weakening the center. Portela replied that not more than a dozen or so candidacies were involved in shaky alliances. As late as a week before the elections, the president repeated his conviction that a major leftist victory was impossible, to the extent that “Portela promises, and I urge him, not to take anything away from them, and even, to the extent possible, favor them.” He became aware that the prime minister’s machinations were not going well, despite the fact that, in the president’s judgment, “he is an admirable tactician.” Alcalá Zamora feared that the center might come out badly, and stoically prepared himself for that, repeating to the council of ministers on 13 February that the great danger was from the right, which hopefully would at most enjoy a plurality of forty, well short of a majority.38 The final result was that a frustrated Portela was ultimately able to present candidates in only about half of Spain’s electoral districts, and when alliances were formed, they usually had to be made with the weaker side.

When it became clear before the end of January that Portela was engaging in all manner of manipulations and administrative irregularities designed to reduce the rightist vote, Gil Robles and even the centrist Chapaprieta seriously considered withdrawing from the elections, but Santiago Alba is said to have talked them out of it.39 The monarchists demanded a broad national alliance of the right on a maximalist program, a sort of more extreme version of the Popular Front in reverse, but this the CEDA wisely rejected. Instead Gil Robles reached agreement with the Radicals, the Agrarians, and small sectors of rightist Republicans on a program of defense of the Republic and parliamentary government, though the CEDA would also campaign for fundamental revision of the constitution.40 In technical terms the CEDA’s campaign was the most elaborate in Spain prior to 1977.

Not surprisingly, spokesmen of the latter’s youth group, Juventudes de Acción Popular (JAP), were more extreme. JAP crowds acclaimed Gil Robles in the fascist style as “Jefe, jefe, jefe!” (echoing “Duce, duce, duce!”). JAP leaders proposed to depose the president and give full power to a new rightist executive, dissolving the Socialist Party and writing a new constitution, presenting their own version of a “new–type republic” diametrically opposed to the one proposed by the Comintern. Gil Robles and the CEDA leadership, however, tried to maintain their party’s ambiguity, cautiously refusing to commit themselves to a precise blueprint. Though the CEDA claimed to have suffered twenty-six “martyrs” slain by the left,41 Gil Robles specifically rejected concepts of “destruction” or “annihilation” of the enemy, regularly used by the revolutionaries, and even spoke of his party’s “Christian understanding” of its adversaries, implying that the left could still play a role in a Spain governed by the CEDA. There were no threats to overturn law and order, though pressure from the JAP forced Gil Robles to announce during the final week of the campaign that the main goal of the CEDA in the next Cortes would be revision of the constitution.

There were the usual rumors about military conspiracy, which did not worry the president, once Gil Robles was out of the Ministry of War. He thought Gen. Emilio Mola, commander of the elite forces in the protectorate, reliable. “Mola, though called by an accident of destiny to serve the transitional dictatorship of Berenguer, had always been republican, and it would make no sense now for him to lose the regime’s confidence, having once more received its trust.” When Franco, the chief of staff, visited him on 12 February, they carefully avoided politics, discussing the problem of defenses on the Mediterranean coast and islands, presumably with regard to the threat from Italy.42

The electoral campaign was marred by even more violence than in 1933. As during the preceding contest, the greater number of aggressions stemmed from the left, but one difference compared with 1933 was that by the time of the final elections a radical right, primarily Falangist in character, had been organized, which also engaged in frequent acts of violence. From the first of January through election day, various incidents and attacks resulted in at least 37 deaths, producing ten fatalities among rightists and fourteen among leftists, the other fatalities involving four men from the security forces and a total of eleven who could not be politically identified. Eight of the deaths were caused by the police restoring law and order, while the left killed ten rightists and the right, mainly Falangists, slew six leftists. During the fifteen days prior to the balloting, at least 249 acts of violence took place. Of 45 major incidents of violence for which evidence is available, 31 were initiated by the left and 14 by the right. There were at least 40 instances in which political meetings “were either prevented from taking place or . . . were disrupted to a significant degree” and in more than eight out of ten of the latter cases the aggression came from the left. The CEDA was the main target. Leftist violence was continued into the election day itself, with one-fourth of all the verifiable deaths occurring on that day.43

The balloting on 16 February was close,44 though by the evening the left was claiming victory. The prime minister was not initially alarmed, still believing in the triumph of the right and center, including a sizable delegation of his own party. Though the elections were conducted fairly in most regions, reports began to arrive of riots and disorders in a number of provinces. Little of this reached the president, still living in a kind of cocoon, and he later observed complacently that “the predominant feature of the elections has been, save in a few isolated acts of violence, civic calm and order.”45 During the course of the afternoon and evening, however, leftist mobs became increasingly active and in at least six provinces interfered with either the balloting or the registration of votes, augmenting the leftist tally or invalidating rightist pluralities or majorities.46 By the early hours of 17 February, Gil Robles had become alarmed and went directly to the Ministry of the Interior, arriving at approximately 3:15 A. M. Finding Portela absent, he reached him by telephone, the prime minister arriving some forty-five minutes later.47 Portela was sufficiently impressed by what the CEDA leader told him that he rang up the president, who was home in bed. He informed Alcalá Zamora that grave disorders had broken out and requested that he sign a decree of martial law. The president had prepared a five-point memorandum before going to bed which stressed that constitutional order would be maintained, but he was not initially impressed by Portela’s plea, probably after learning that it was being made at Gil Roble’s behest. He merely replied that “we will take it into consideration,”48 authorizing no more than the much milder state of alarm. This was a crucial decision, for it marked the beginning of the slide of law and order in Spain, a decline from which it would not recover before the process ended in civil war.

Franco stayed up late that night at the Ministry of War and became alarmed at news reports, finally telephoning Gen. Sebastián Pozas, director of the Civil Guard, to insist that the security forces act with greater energy and that it might be necessary to seek a declaration of martial law. Pozas allegedly replied that there was no need for concern, since what was going on were only demonstrations of “Republican merry-making.” Franco then awakened the elderly Gen. Nicolás Molero, minister of War, telling him that he must take the initiative in having the government declare martial law. Molero is said to have agreed, indicating that he would ask the council of ministers to take such action when it met in the late morning, after which Franco went home to bed.49

To Gil Robles, the president’s reply was unacceptable, and he arranged to have his former military aide wake up Franco around 7 A. M. Franco dressed immediately and went back to staff headquarters, where he got in touch with his old acquaintance Natalio Rivas, a friend of Portela, whom he requested to arrange a meeting between Franco and Portela as soon as possible.

When the ministers met in late morning, Molero made the case for martial law, which was agreed to by the council. Portela Valladares had no time to meet with Franco, but telephoned him to report the ministers’ decision, and Franco then took steps to implement the decree, around noon or shortly thereafter. Alcalá Zamora, however, requested that the council reconvene in the presidential palace and, when they assembled, canceled the decree, which apparently was being put into effect at four divisional headquarters, involving at least six provinces. The president ordered that all these measures cease. He continued to back a qualified victory for the left, and would go no further than the state of alarm, which was limited to imposing press censorship and controlling the right of assembly.50 Alcalá Zamora was, however, sufficiently concerned to give Portela a signed but undated declaration of martial law, which the latter might later put into effect should he deem it necessary. Portela then phoned Franco to tell him that the previous orders must be canceled, though for a number of days local commanders would maintain martial law in at least three provinces (Alicante, Valencia and Zaragoza).

According to Alcalá Zamora, Portela seemed calm on the morning of the 18th. He was in contact with the Popular Front leaders, granting concessions that reopened the Socialist Casa del Pueblo in Madrid and released from prison many of the insurrectionists. The news arriving later that day was disturbing, with more and more reports of rioting and disorder, while two pro-Republican generals warned the prime minister of the imminence of a rightist military coup. Portela became increasingly frightened. Before the close of 18 February he sent word to the Popular Front leaders that he was about to resign, even though they had asked him to remain in power for two weeks to complete his government’s work. Portela’s panic mounted steadily, as word arrived that in some provinces civil governors were simply throwing up their hands and fleeing, and about 9 a.m. on the morning of the 19th, he told the president that he was resigning immediately. Alcalá Zamora was appalled, for resignation at that moment was technically improper, since the caretaker government in charge of an election had the duty to remain in power long enough to register the results and also to administer the second round run-off (which would take place two weeks later in several provinces where no electoral slate had received the minimum plurality required by law).51 The president wrote in his diary that day the latter’s behavior was “inconceivable in a man of arrogance and toughness,” and, as usual, cast the blame for everything on Portela, rather than himself. To bolster his prime minister, the president dictated a message to the Superior War Council, consisting of Franco, the inspector of the army Gen. Angel Rodríguez del Barrio, the liberal Gen. Manuel Núñez del Prado, and the vehemently anti-leftist Gen. Manuel Goded, stating that he would categorically not tolerate any interference from the military, which, in order to succeed, would first have to overthrow the president of the Republic.52 Portela then met with his council of ministers but his morale, momentarily bolstered by the president, collapsed once more with word of further rioting and the seizure by the Socialists of two municipal governments on the edge of Madrid.

The president again exhorted him to stand firm and to take back the two municipal governments by force, if necessary, applying the decree for martial law that had already been signed. Alcalá Zamora arranged for the council of ministers to reconvene in the presidential palace at 2 P. M. In that meeting, Molero reported that Franco and the other members of the War Council had promised there would be no subversion by the military. That, however, did nothing to reduce Portela’s terror of the left. Rumor currently had it that the latter were about to seize by force the Madrid municipal government and declare a general strike. The outgoing prime minister saw himself in a situation analogous to that of April 1931, in which an incumbent non-leftist government would have to use massive force to maintain control, but in which the security forces might cease to obey.53

The only minister willing to replace Portela was the minister of the Navy, Adm. Antonio Azarola, with the personal support of Molero, but Alcalá Zamora pointed out that was impossible, since the constitution prohibited a military officer from serving as prime minister.54 Soon afterward Franco, who had apparently conferred with the president that morning, had his second meeting with Portela, urging him to stand firm and do his duty, and assuring him of the full support of the army. Portela replied that this was futile. Under present conditions, he could only have continued as a sort of dictator under martial law, something that would not be supported by public opinion and for which, at sixty-nine years of age, he had no stomach.55

Alcalá Zamora’s boldest manipulation of all had blown up in his face, and he had no alternative but to call on Azaña to form a leftist government immediately. To his credit, Azaña was also critical of Portela’s flight, because it was irregular and because only with difficulty could Azaña put together a government immediately. The Popular Front leaders had already agreed among themselves that the next government would be composed exclusively of left Republicans, without the participation of the worker parties, though with their voting support in parliament, in an arrangement rather like that of the Lerroux government two years earlier. The new ministers were mainly mediocrities in a government that Alcalá Zamora termed “only Azaña.”56

The president had sought a “balanced Cortes” in which the left slightly outnumbered the right but had no majority and would have to depend on the center and Alcalá Zamora to remain in power. But the outcome produced a Popular Front majority and an Azaña government with enough votes to be able to ignore the president, to his mortification, though, unlike the right, it did not yet call for his destitution immediately.

Thus, contrary to the spirit and practice of Republican electoral procedure, the Popular Front was permitted unilaterally to register its own victory at the polls. This took place in all provinces on 20 February, but was carried out by new leftist officials, who ratified the results produced by major irregularities in at least six provinces, handing an absolute majority to the Popular Front. There were second-round elections in several provinces on 1 March, but in the face of mounting violence the right withdrew, adding more seats to the leftist majority. Late in March, when the new parliamentary electoral commission convened, the leftist majority arbitrarily reassigned 32 more seats from the right to the left, augmenting that majority further. Results in the provinces of Cuenca and Granada, which customarily voted for the right and had done so in February, were declared invalid, and a new contest scheduled for 3 May. When that took place, systematic pressure was applied to make it impossible for the right to campaign, and these new elections in conservative provinces were swept by the Popular Front.57 In a four-step process, electoral results originally almost evenly divided between left and right were seriously distorted, leading to a complete leftist takeover of parliament and the end of electoral democracy in Spain.

The president was slow to understand what was going on. He had accepted with relative complacency original news of a leftist victory and assumed that the disorders would be secondary, since the left would have no reason to seize violently what it had already won electorally. Semi-isolated as he was, paradoxically, news of the actual state of affairs only came rather slowly. At first he blamed the unbalanced electoral law, which always distorted parliamentary representation, but on the twentieth, finally recognized that the situation had become very serious:

I myself have not suffered a decisive setback and as far as the moral and emotional grief are concerned, these are things I can pardon and even forget about. But on the other hand, what has been suffered by Spain, the Republic, the army, the cause of order, the peace necessary in a country of civil wars, just and true electoral representation, financial and market tranquility, the basis of remunerated labor and a prosperous economy, the reform of the Constitution and the normal relations between church and state—all have suffered such grave damage in major dimensions that they cannot be hidden, either in their magnitude or in their origins, as well as with regard to those responsible.58

His bitterness regarding Portela was intense: “He failed me in everything, falling prey to terror, despite my best efforts, and in his desertion allowed the revolutionary front to make off with sixty seats through its post-electoral abuses.”59 Weeks would have to pass before the full extent of the fraud would become apparent to him, but at the beginning of the following year (1937) he declared in a major article:

The Popular Front seized power 16 February thanks to an electoral law as absurd as it was unjust, for it awarded to the plurality, even if it were absolute minority, an extraordinary benefit. Thus there were districts in which the Popular Front, with 30,000 fewer votes than the opposition, could nonetheless gain ten out of thirteen seats, without ever having an advantage of two percent more than its nearest adversary. Such a paradoxical outcome was quite frequent. At first it was thought that the Popular Front had lost, but five hours after the initial results, it became evident that the anarchist masses, which, though numerous, had earlier stayed out of the elections, had voted in large numbers. They wanted to show their strength and claim the price for their aid: an end to peace and perhaps to the very existence of the country. Yet in spite of their efforts, the Popular Front obtained scarcely more than 200 seats in a parliament of 473 deputies. It was the largest group, but without an absolute majority. It nonetheless won the latter, moving through two subsequent phases as fast as possible, violating every scruple of law and conscience. In the first phase, beginning 17 February, and even on the night of the 16th, the Popular Front, without waiting for the final registration of the results and their announcement, which should have taken place in the provincial electoral committees on Thursday the 20th, unleashed an offensive of street disturbances, to claim power by violence. This produced a crisis and some provincial governors threw up their hands and resigned. At the instigation of their irresponsible leaders, the mobs then seized electoral documents and in many localities the results were falsified. With a majority won this way, in the second phase it was easy to convert it into overwhelming superiority. Reinforced by a strange alliance with Basque reactionaries, the Popular Front chose its new parliamentary electoral commission, which proceeded in an arbitrary manner. It annulled all the results in certain provinces, where the opposition had won, and then proclaimed its own defeated candidates to be the winners. A certain number of deputies from the minority were expelled. This was not merely the product of blind sectarian passion, but represented the execution of a deliberate and broad strategy that sought to achieve two goals: to turn the chamber into a convention, smash the opposition and also strengthen the least radical sector of the Popular Front. But from the moment that the majority of the left no longer needed the latter, it became the plaything of pure madness.60
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The Ouster of Alcalá Zamora 
(1936)

Alcalá Zamora presided calmly over the first regular meeting of Azaña’s left Republican government on 21 February, but the following day found him in a more troubled frame of mind. He observed in his diary that

since the voting ended, in the majority of provinces there have been frauds, whitewashings and other abuses, resulting in the resurrection of several dozen defeated candidates, which do not decide the majority, but add to the imbalance. Almost all of Spain has become like La Coruña, with regard to these shameful posthumous reassignments of some seats.

The regime has undoubtedly undergone a correction that helps to consolidate it, but the assaults and tumults leave a painful memory, which in only a few days has reduced support for the government among public opinion, to the extent that, if the election were repeated tomorrow under law and order, within a week the results would have changed a good deal.1

On 23 February he was even more alarmed:

The dominant note, evident yesterday and even more today, is the way the government systematically hides from me whatever happens to disturb public order, going so far as to intercept the message that various citizens in Esquivias sent to me last night, when gunshots were fired at the sexagenarian mayor of that town, accompanied by cries of “clenched fist and long live Russia.”

The president continued to suffer from semi-isolation, but observed that the visits or messages that he had received in recent days all coincided in “news of assaults and tumults in which authority is eclipsed, and in very different parts of the country.” He compared all this bitterly to the good order generally maintained during the transition of 1931,2 though, as usual with Alcalá Zamora, there was no note of self-criticism.

By 24 February he was becoming impatient about the delay in precise electoral results, but due to the disorder and manipulation involved, these would never be released by the left Republican government. Manuel Becerra, minister of Justice under Portela, came to tell him that falsification and fraud affected the outcome for at least 50 seats. The president reflected gloomily about the consequences of restoring authority in Catalonia to Companys and the Esquerra less than a year and a half after their insurrection and, on the following day, wrote: “I am preparing the internal affairs of the presidency, without fuss but promptly, to be ready to leave office as soon as necessary.”3 Alcalá Zamora observed bitterly that the general amnesty decree for imprisoned revolutionaries on the 21st did little to appease them:

The leftist press declares with senseless rancor that it considers the amnesty not to be a truce but rather the next phase of a civil war. In the very moment that it obtains impunity for its own side, and seeks to extend this to common crimes as well by arguing that they are connected, it proposes to punish severely Gil Robles and Salazar Alonso, . . . in no way deterred by the unequal treatment. . . . ”

This was the more grotesque because the two had not even been members of the government of October 1934.4

On 28 February a number of the recently elected deputies called on the president, leaving him with the impression “after spontaneous testimony from very diverse sources, that the number of ‘resuscitated’ candidates after the election was over is even greater than first calculated, with all its consequences in altering the composition of the Chamber. . . . ” He was even more appalled later that day when he received for signature a decree by the government requiring all employers to rehire any worker dismissed from employment since October 1, 1934. When he inquired about the basis in law for such an “unaccustomed abuse of power,” the reply was “none whatsoever.” The president refused to sign, declaring that such a measure at least must go before parliament, but was told by Azaña that unless the measure were signed immediately the government could not be responsible for law and order. Having begun to appease the left months earlier, at the close of February 1936 Alcalá Zamora submitted to blackmail and coercion. On the following morning Azaña arrived to explain that he recognized, in terms of legality, the government was committing “a crime,” but that, as he had indicated the night before, this was the only way to pacify the revolutionary worker groups (whose votes would be necessary for him to remain in power).5

Meanwhile the new government was arbitrarily seizing control of approximately 2,500 municipal governments, the new positions going to left Republicans and also to Socialists. On 29 February, the president received a relative of his wife, who arrived in tears because the Popular Front mob in his province had forcibly removed him from power, together with other local authorities, all of them “fearing for their lives and those of their children, and for their property . . . ’6 Late in the afternoon Martínez Barrio appeared in his office, expressing hope that a moderate left-center coalition might emerge in the new parliament, but the president quickly threw cold water on this notion, observing that in the new Cortes the center was much weaker than the extreme left, and that the government would doubtless be relying on the latter. Barrio observed that altogether the Popular Front had won 217 seats on election day, a figure that the president found preposterous but which provided “further corroboration of the innumerable and scandalous resurrections of defeated candidates that characterize these elections,” a problem that once more he blamed on the cowardice and flight of his former favorite, Portela Valladares.7

Alcalá Zamora then learned that his own properties were among those affected by what was generally known as “the invasion of properties,” touched off in many parts of southern Spain, particularly, by the Popular Front victory. He received word of these “barbarous outrages by the masses against authority” through a telephone call from Gloria Torres, his first cousin. Fifteen years older than don Niceto, she had never married but had served as a kind of surrogate mother while he was growing up and subsequently supervised properties under their joint ownership in Jaén province, “My cousin, a woman of great nobility and moral serenity, whose example I myself seek to follow proudly, informed me in a smiling tone of voice that ‘they are helping us with the olive harvest, which they are finishing off quickly’.” The president invited his cousin to come live in his home in Madrid, if she thought herself in physical danger, “because in Madrid that sort of thing is not permitted.” But in recent months he had been wrong about almost everything, and soon he would be wrong about this, as well.

He learned more that last night of February from a well-informed local acquaintance, who told him:

The agitator who incited the violence is an extremist, a local telegraph employee, who, after having set off these events, insisted, with the support of the newly elected deputies, that the muncipal council must be dissolved in this town, in which, since it was my mother’s home, I have more family and interests than in Priego itself. The interim governor, who had consented to all the other abuses demanded by the extremist deputies, hesitated in this case. . . . He consulted Amós Salvador, the minister of the Interior, who, in spite of having been informed of everything, exhibited such indifference and condescending disdain for the restraint being shown by the governor that the latter understood what he had to do: roll over, and brutally and illegally dismiss precipitously the legitimate elected municipal council, and hand the city over to the telegraphist, who led the excited mob, and also people brought in from elsewhere in case the local residents would not go along with them, in organizing the pillage of the harvest and the invasion of other properties, extending this to the entire district, with the owners terrorized and shut up in their houses.8

On the first day of March a demonstration was held outside the president’s home in Madrid, evidently organized by public schoolteachers who mobilized children “with cries, clenched fists and the rest of the Muscovite liturgy.” He observed bitterly to himself that “even with all the subsequent manipulation of the vote,” the Popular Front had won in Jaén by no more than a thousand votes and after all the excesses of recent days would not be in a position to win free elections again. This was perhaps accurate enough, but ignored the fact that the Popular Front was determined to see that there would be no more free elections. On the following day he received more reports from reliable sources concerning personal assaults on army officers, as well as “insults and threats against ladies who went out alone, or by the neighborhood or their dress appeared to be entering or leaving a church.”9

Despite all the evidence, the president persisted in the fantasy that somehow he would be able to appease or at least help to restrain the left. Thus he did not hesitate to sign the government’s decree transferring land to the “yunteros” (ploughmen) of Extremadura, noting that he agreed with its progressive tenor, since “a broad and comprehensive interpretation would approve the legitimacy of this measure and in order not to increase his [Azaña’s] difficulties.” Several of the more moderate left Republican leaders, such as Marcelino Domingo, recognized that it was only thanks to Alcalá Zamora that the left had regained power and that he had been and remained a “guarantee against the danger of reaction.”10

Nonetheless, only one day later, the leftist offensive against him began with an article that Prieto published in El Liberal (Bilbao) on 5 March, arguing that he must be replaced by a more reliable leftist president. This seems initially to have taken Alcalá Zamora by surprise, since Prieto was not normally a revolutionary, but in the days that followed he saw that the proposition was gaining strength among the left Republicans, giving the president the notion that Azaña wished to become all-powerful.

As he received more and more news of the disorders and land occupations in the southern countryside, Alcalá Zamora observed on 7 March that among the right “in general there reigns deep depression, to be followed by reaction, and the longer delayed the stronger it will be.” He urged Azaña to proceed rapidly with legislation that would carry out the changes promised by the Popular Front program and to implore the worker leaders to cooperate, but the prime minister replied that everything was very complicated, that the legislation could not be prepared rapidly and that the worker organizations had become too undisciplined to be capable of much cooperation.11

The president lamented once more on 8 March that

one of the most peculiarly difficult things has been to get exact figures on the voting in the recent elections. . . . It has cost a lot of time and effort, because all the manipulations that began on Monday the 17th, resulting in so many subsequent deaths and resurrections of candidates, make it impossible.

The Junta Central del Censo finally indicated to him that the Popular Front had gained 4,363,903 votes, the right and center combined 4,155,153 and the center alone 556,008. Even this margin in the popular vote would not have been possible, he concluded, without “those frauds [escamoteos] of a post-electoral phase that was as scandalous as it was prolonged, without which the present absolute majority in the chamber could not have existed..” This led him to his standard conclusions that the left should therefore govern more moderately, that the failure to reform the electoral law had been fundamental and that at the present time new elections under an impartial administration would produce a completely different outcome.12 Soon afterwards he noted that

Now we know what happened with the election in Cáceres: in the early morning of the 19th the provincial government was taken over. In a group action, a Socialist expelled the head of the provincial council and when neither the secretary nor a senior official would hand over the votes, he appointed a labor foreman instead, who took charge of opening the files and substituting the vote records.13

To his chagrin the president noted that the Azaña government had little interest in foreign affairs. He himself was convinced that the democracies’ lack of resistance to the expansion of Fascist Italy was the most serious problem facing Spain and Europe as a whole. He noted with both accuracy and satisfaction that German Nazism had few followers in Spain, where it served as a kind of “vaccination” against fascism, but a successfully aggressive Italy might win more followers, especially if “the government here fosters disorder and coercion, or simply tolerates them.”14 In his diary he continued to record the reports of disorder, takeovers, pillage and local government abuse, noting that in some cases municipal councils and provincial governors aided and abetted the lawless. On 11 March he observed that the effect of the general strike and riots in Granada two days earlier, in which two people died and much property was burned or otherwise pillaged, “in some ways is worse” than the preceding ones.15

The prime minister insisted disdainfully that the increasingly numerous leftist outbursts were merely a response to rightist “provocations,” even though no major provocations could be identified. Azaña said that he hoped to restrict the disorders to the southern agrarian provinces, though he admitted they were occurring in many different regions, and indicated that he would be meeting with the key Socialist leaders in an effort to obtain greater cooperation. Alcalá Zamora was perplexed that the prime minister had no clear policy and concluded that “this man lacks a heart.” “Such a strange psyche this man has!, something to be studied by the specialists of our time.” He observed that Azaña sought to elude his responsibilities, not by physical flight like Portela, but by political and parliamentary gestures, such as making speeches that would draw leftist applause.16

The president decided he had no alternative but to “put up with” the present government, even though “its majority is fictitious,” simply because it was the one that “exists.” But its fictitious majority would probably try to bend the constitution further, “and in addition will want to declare itself indissoluble.” It would also no doubt subject him to much personal abuse in parliament, while Portela was warning that as former prime minister he would have to protect himself and therefore could not be expected to do much to defend the president. Meanwhile, Adolfo González Posada, like other centrists, “advises me to hold out as president as long as I can, because my departure would mean the end of all hope.”17

From the very beginning of the new government, Alcalá Zamora had been convinced that the minister of Interior, the weak and sectarian Amós Salvador, was thoroughly incompetent if not directly subversive. When particularly grave riots and burning of churches broke out in Madrid on 13 March, the president phoned him immediately and was astounded by Salvador’s response that “the sport continues.” On the following day Alcalá Zamora recorded:

Different reports all describe the terror of many residents of Madrid who had to abandon their homes last night—not merely clergy, but laymen, residents of buildings next to churches or convents. Hospitals have received a considerable number of the injured. First-hand witnesses confirm premeditated assembly of bands of arsonists, with special organization: advance groups of youths who start the fires; throngs of apparent spectators who inhibit the access of firemen; pairs of lookouts who warn when the police come by opening fire, which is repeated by other gunmen.

Discussing this with Azaña, “Again I repeated to him that the continuation of this intolerable yet tolerated anarchy may provoke a reaction that could put an end to the entire regime. He does not deny this, yet, as head of the government and the majority responsible, offers no remedy.” Alcalá Zamora later reported that the leaders of the French Socialist Party were asking their Spanish counterparts to be more restrained and responsible, since the horrendous reports coming from Spain might prejudice the French Popular Front in upcoming elections.18

On 15 March the president wrote that “today the inconceivable has occurred.” At 4:30 p.m. he received a call from his own estate in Jaén, informing him of “the terror experienced by the inhabitants, where my family is being persecuted and arrested en masse,” a report confirmed by his cousin who remained in charge of the property. The president immediately rang up Antonio de Lara y Zárate, minister of Justice, but

The response on the telephone could not be more disastrous in revealing the futility and non-existence of the government. He went on reading to me a list of the proscribed, drawn up by hatred, of those who had either already been arrested or who they intended to arrest, and after each name my response varied from ‘he is a cousin of mine’ to ‘he is the husband of my niece.’ . . . They were unable to arrest all of them because some . . . forewarned, had fled during the night. . . .

Then, when a unit of Assault Guards arrived in Alcaudete, rather than arresting the rioters, “they carried off as prisoners . . . thirty-seven of the most respected members of my family and friends, with the parish priest and his assistants at the head of the list, who had been unable to flee, leaving the rioters untouched and in charge of the town!”19

On the sixteenth, after the parliament’s Electoral Commission had begun to meet, he criticized “its immoderate zeal to annul” results of the elections in Granada, where the right had won by nearly 50,000 votes, too great a margin, the president implied, for it to have been the result of fraud alone. Azaña meanwhile promised to look into what exactly had gone wrong in Jaén and that day the council of ministers met in the presidential palace. “What faces on those ministers, what pallor, dismay, worry and absolute silence as I continued to sign the decrees . . . !” Among the latter was a decree for stern action to halt the slide of the peseta, something that Zamora thought would have been totally unnecessary if a reasonable degree of public order had been maintained. Lurid tales of the country’s turmoil were having a disastrous effect on foreign exchange.20

Later that day Azaña informed him that orders had been given for his relatives in Jaén to be released immediately, but that it would be better for them not to return to their homes, which would not be safe. This sort of thing exasperated Alcalá Zamora, since it tried to pretend that “the disorders are not the fault of the guilty but of their victims.” “Blaming the victim” had become standard policy of the left.

In this connection, with all loyalty I have warned the government that these disorders, because they have gone on so long and are occurring in all the provinces of Spain with audacity and persistence, are the product of a systematic plan intended to continue through the municipal elections, which are already vitiated morally and juridically because of the circumstances in which they will be held. The government itself and its own parties will become victims, since they propose to conduct a fictitious voting under terror, with abstentions due to the fraud they permit, adding to the revolutionary coercion which they euphemistically call street pressure. . . .

The president found it impossible to make any sense of the contradictions in Azaña’s policies. “At times Azaña completely loses his bearings. After saying that he does not want to follow illegal or arbitrary designs, he next declares that he will not scruple at using his majority to pass laws forcing the courts to approve his policies,” to which Alcalá Zamora replied that the person who felt strong scruples over such action was himself, and that he would no more consent to blatant violation of the laws and the constitution by Azaña than by Lerroux or the CEDA. He then brought up the policy of reappointing security officers who had earlier been dismissed or even sentenced to prison terms for participating in the insurrection, citing the outrageous example of Salvador, the minister of the Interior, who had arbitrarily cancelled grave charges and even congratulated Civil Guards who in 1934 had handed over their own weapons to the revolutionaries. He warned Azaña that, just as he had drawn the line with Lerroux in 1935, he would not sign decrees, particularly those dealing with personnel changes, if they were suddenly presented to him at full meetings of the council, under the pressure (“coercion,” as he put it) of all the ministers present. 21

The news seemed to get worse by the day:

It’s enough to read the provincial press, which is less censored. Extremist youth demand and sometimes obtain the right to search the homes of their political enemies. There are provincial governors who are holding mayors prisoner until . . . the problem of unemployment is solved! Some municipal councils, whether elected or appointed by the government, have practically prohibited religious services, under the pretext of needing to occupy or expropriate church buildings . . . and the worst things are told by personal and reliable witnesses. There are towns in which the threat to cut off an ear has been carried out. There are cases in which those fleeing from one locale to escape assault find that by the time they arrive in the next town telephone calls have preceded them with orders to beat them up.22

On 18 March he lamented once again in his diary that the government was doing all it could to prevent the full news of the lamentable state of affairs in the country from reaching him. That evening Azaña brought him ten decrees that either appointed new civil governors or ratified the resignation of others. Alcalá Zamora refused to sign four of the latter, saying that civil governors who had connived at violence and disorder should not be allowed merely to resign but should be directly dismissed by the government.23

The 20th of March, his birthday, brought many messages of personal felicitation, but no happiness to the president. A campaign was building among the Socialists to oust him altogether. There was more talk of the new Cortes declaring itself “indissoluble” when it convened, to prevent the president from ever taking action against it, but the main issue in his discussion with Azaña was the impending municipal elections, which Alcalá Zamora maintained could not be convened while full constitutional rights were still suspended. The prime minister was, as usual, evasive, saying that it might soon be possible to restore guarantees gradually, but Azaña’s greatest problem was the Socialist threat to run independently, in opposition to the left Republicans, which would rupture the Popular Front and threaten the future of his government.24

In letters to his brother-in-law and closest friend, Cipriano Rivas Cherif, Azaña claimed that he dominated the president completely during cabinet meetings:

During the second meeting of the council in the palace, he delivered a speech that lasted an hour and a half and was completely absurd. My reply was one of my best moments, for I gave him a good verbal thrashing. The man shrank back in fear, saying to us that the president of the council was stronger than he was. . . .

Azaña was scornful of Alcalá Zamora’s complaints about the rampant violence and disorder. “After one of his orations, in which he insulted almost everybody, I delivered a violent reply, fired off at very close range to the astonishment and satisfaction of the government. Once more don Niceto stepped back and tried to make excuses.” Azaña claimed that

Don Niceto would like to provoke me into resigning. . . . He has already done all he could to make me jump, but I won’t budge. I content myself with telling him off in front of the government. I did everything but shake him by the lapels. The man shrinks back, twists himself, gets his fingers in the inkwell, grabs handfuls of caramels and makes other gestures in such a state. . . . 25

The leftist press campaign against the president mounted during the course of the month. Alcalá Zamora later claimed that the Azaña government, whose rigorous press censorship suppressed all direct criticism of the government ministers themselves, made an exception for verbal assaults on the president.26 Rumors swirled back and forth. On 18 March Alcalá Zamora heard that the new parliament, once it convened, might declare itself indissoluble yet keep him as president as a guarantee for the time being, knowing that he would not dare another dissolution during what remained of his presidential term. Martínez Barrio denied to him that any legal grounds existed for his impeachment, while on the 20th Azaña declared that he had always taken the position that the dissolution of the first Constituent Cortes had not counted as a regular dissolution. Two days later support came from an unexpected quarter, when Giménez Fernández visited the president to inform him that the CEDA had decided not to vote against him. If a motion of impeachment were presented, it would either take the position that legal grounds were lacking or vote to refer the matter to the Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees, as permitted by the Constitution.27

When the foreign minister, Augusto Barcia, visited him on the 23rd, Alcalá Zamora inquired about the reaction abroad to the great wave of disorder. “He indicated that it was extremely negative, especially among the French left, whose own imminent electoral campaign may be negatively influenced by what happens here.” At the League of Nations, Madariaga suggested to Maxim Litvinov, the Soviet foreign minister, half-seriously and half-jokingly, that he use Soviet influence to try to settle things down. “Puritans and Protestants in the northern countries are particularly indignant about the church-burnings, inconceivable to them.”28

As Chapaprieta had learned when he talked with the president shortly before this, Alcalá Zamora was seriously considering resignation, but on the 24th wrote in his diary that he had taken a firm decision to remain at his post. One day later he learned that the governor of Córdoba was in the process of dissolving the municipal council of Priego, his home town, of which his cousin was mayor. This was not remarkable, in that the leftist government was in the process of arbitrarily seizing power in local governments all across Spain. On the 26th the president decided that he could not sign the government’s new decree on “laboreo forzoso,” or mandatory assignment of cultivation rights to land, which was to be determined by commissions set up by local governments, because this was a clear violation of the law, and would be creating a sort of “agrarian dictatorship in the state of civil war that is going on. . . . ” He concluded that the Azaña government had become “the most discredited and hated government in only a few days that this country has ever suffered.” Two days later he observed, “All expressions of opinion register fear and even panic.” One of the latest outrages was committed by the undersecretary of Public Works. On receiving a delegation of railway workers, “it seems that he advised them that instead of presenting petitions they should turn to direct action, encouraging them to seize control of the rail lines through violence. . . . 29

The campaign by the left either to force the president’s resignation or drive him from office steadily gained momentum. A number of figures from the center and right urged him to stand pat, and it was reported to Alcalá Zamora on the 28th that José Calvo Sotelo, chief leader of the extreme right, was now declaring that the right had made a fundamental mistake in campaigning for his ouster, since at present the president was “the only hope to avoid catastrophe.” The best alternative would be for him to assume personal leadership of the “military movement” that was planning to restore law and order.30

On 30 March Chapaprieta visited him for the second time in two weeks to urge him to stand fast. He has reported that the president asked for advice, to which Chapaprieta claims to have replied resolutely,

If you can rely on the army, in my opinion there is only one course to follow. You have authority to withdraw confidence from the government. Use it and name immediately a new one that can restore order and authority with the support of the armed forces. Such a decision is more than justified. What is occurring both inside and outside parliament are sure symptoms of quite immediate and even more grave ills that will become irremediable. . . . ”

On a variety of occasions in the past, he had dismissed a government with considerably less justification. It was not at all clear from the muddled election results that the Popular Front had really won the February balloting but, with scarcely half of the population voting for them, “they trample on the rest of the Spanish.”31 When Alcalá Zamora speculated that his old rivals in the center and right would not support him if he took vigorous action, Chapaprieta assured him that was incorrect, for the present circumstances were so dire they changed everything. Yet Alcalá Zamora remained indecisive. He had staked his presidency on the ground of constitutional government, and he was extremely reluctant to go beyond the letter of the law himself, even though he had frequently acquiesced in lawlessness by the left. Three days later he would observe in his diary that “whoever first steps outside the law, on whichever side, will commit an act of suicide. . . . ”32 This seemed ingenuous, since the left had regularly been stepping outside the law since 1930 and was not suffering for it. Appointing a new center-right government would not in itself violate the constitution, but it had been one thing abruptly to pull the rug out from under the law-abiding Lerroux and Gil Robles, while it would be considerably more daunting to apply the same tactic to a left that practiced violence extensively, made little apology for doing so, and might even launch a new insurrection.

In his diary he recorded the steady flight of citizens from the countryside to the cities, and then from the smaller cities to Madrid, always in search of a safer haven. The increase in requests for passports had become noticeable and, by the beginning of April, the president was astonished to learn that three ministers of the present government (Public Works, Public Instruction and Interior) were among them. The new minister of the Interior was once more Santiago Casares Quiroga, who had replaced the inept Salvador, and he explained that these ministerial requests had more to do with fear of a violent reaction from the right to the breakdown of law and order.33

The final session of the council of ministers at which Alcalá Zamora would preside met on 2 April. Azaña arrived in the luxurious new armored limousine which the government had ordered from Germany. Though it had first been assigned to the president, the austere don Niceto refused to use it. The meeting was tense and dramatic, for it might mark the beginning of the end of Alcalá Zamora’s tenure. According to Azaña, the president “spent two hours denouncing everybody and everything.” He insisted that recent measures by local governments in the south to occupy lands and seize churches were strictly unconstitutional, and he strongly urged the government to cancel the forthcoming municipal elections, given the prevailing tension and violence. He also addressed the campaign for his ouster, insisting that the legal grounds were non-existent but were based simply on the left’s determination to have total control of all institutions.34

Azaña remained convinced that the president’s vigorous criticism of the government was a tactic to try to get the prime minister to resign first. When it was his turn to speak, he declared that he had received a note informing him that Alcalá Zamora was going to use the meeting for that purpose, something that the president forcefully denied. The prime minister employed very harsh language, Alcalá Zamora recording in his diary that “his spontaneous but deliberate discourtesy was so angrily and violently explosive that I have very rarely needed patience as on that occasion.” The president let him speak without interruption, and the session then ended with an angry exchange between the two.35 By the time that it was over, the die was cast.

The Popular Front Cortes held its opening session on the following day. This was briefly suspended during the afternoon, allowing Azaña to make an unexpected call on the president in his home, something that the left Republican leader had not done in nearly three years. The purpose of this precipitous visit was to inform Alcalá Zamora that the government had decided to suspend the municipal elections, news that the president received with rejoicing, ingenuously believing that the government had been persuaded by his own arguments, which had saved the country a major disgrace.36 Certainly the president had pressed hard for the cancellation, but the enmity of the caballerista Socialists toward the left Republicans was so intense that the government had had little choice.

When the Cortes resumed deliberations later in the day, it immediately took up a proposal prepared by Indalecio Prieto and signed by a group of leading Socialist and Communist deputies that invoked article 81 of the constitution. This mandated review of the president’s second dissolution of parliament whenever this ocurred during a single president term. Such a move had long been in the works, and Azaña responded that what made it necessary to take up the matter was the fact that the president himself had raised the issue in his decree of dissolution in January, which had declared this the first dissolution of a regular Cortes. Azaña suggested that otherwise it might have been possible to ignore the matter, had the president himself not opened the question.

In support of his motion, Prieto insisted on the same point, saying that it was necessary to invoke article 106, by which the Cortes would judge the matter, determining if the president had lost any further power of dissolution. The purpose of putting it this way was in effect to make it possible for the present parliament to declare itself indissoluble, at least until 1940. The Catalan centrist Juan Ventosa proposed instead that the issue be resolved by the legal system, urging that it be passed to the Tribunal of Constitutional Guarantees, and this was supported by the cedista Geminiano Carrascal. A problem here was that the constitution did not fully clarify authority for resolving conflicts between the branches of government, and hence Ventosa proposed that the Cortes itself recognize the Tribunal as final judge. When Prieto refused, Ventosa declared that the Cortes lacked authority to exercise jurisdiction itself, but in fact, given the ambiguity of the constitution, there was no single exclusively designated authority, and the Popular Front majority in the Cortes was determined to enforce its own judgment.37

Ventosa pointed out that the newly elected president of the Cortes, Martínez Barrio, had been president of the council of ministers that ratified Alcalá Zamora’s decree of dissolution in 1933, and had then agreed with the president’s interpretation. Submitting to pressure from the left, Martínez Barrio refused to respond, though Ventosa’s point was substantially accurate. When the Catalan deputy similarly invoked the judgment of Portela Valladares, who had led the government of the second dissolution, the latter made haste to abandon Alcalá Zamora altogether, declaring that the government had only executed the decree and had made no assumptions about article 81.38 Miguel Maura, however, hastened to testify that in fact Alcalá Zamora had made agreement on this issue a prerequisite of his original invitation for Maura and Portela to form a government, and reproved the cynical and cowardly Portela for the way that he was throwing his former patron to the wolves.39 When the vote came, the Popular Front voted to declare that the recent dissolution, which had made possible its own election to power, constituted the second and last of the two dissolutions permitted Alcalá Zamora, while the right changed the position it had taken during the campaign and voted against the proposal. The tally was 188 to 88, with many abstentions. The Cortes was now “indissoluble,” at least by this president, but the second question of whether the dissolution was justified—the question raised, with a degree of ambiguity, in article 106—was to be taken up three days later in a debate that would decide the fate of Alcalá Zamora.

He received the news at home very late on the third, together with the information that a number of the moderate leftist deputies, such as Martínez Barrio and Sánchez Albornoz, had abstained. Before many minutes had passed, quite a different report arrived: “At 12: 10 a.m. this morning [4 April] I receive unexpected notification that the army is completely and unconditionally on my side.” Alcalá Zamora did not identify the sources of this communication, which was an exaggeration but perhaps not entirely incorrect. When he recorded this in his diary later on the fourth he also pledged to himself that “I will not step a single millimeter outside the law.”40

Following the vote the president made no public statement and undertook not the slightest initiative, stoically disposed to accept whatever the Popular Front majority had in store. Rumors swirled during the next few days, the most prominent being that his son Niceto’s father-in-law, Gen. Gonzalo Queipo de Llano,41 currently national Inspector of Carabineros (customs and border police), was forming a military conspiracy to keep him in power. Various plots were indeed under way, not necessarily in support of Alcalá Zamora, but in fact Queipo had not yet associated himself with any of them. An equally great fear of the left was that at the last second the president would use his authority to dissolve the council of ministers, as he had arbitrarily done on quite a few occasions during 1933–35.

The press speculated broadly, noting the judgment of the Cortes that the dissolution of 1936 exhausted the power of the president to undertake any further dissolution did not mean that it would go on to declare the dissolution itself unjustified, for these were two separate issues. El Socialista tried to split the difference in its editorial appearing on the morning of 7 April, declaring that dissolution of the preceding Cortes had certainly been necessary, but that Alcalá Zamora had abused his powers by not acting earlier. Azaña himself was of two minds, for he was still somewhat grateful to the president for the role he had played in 1930–31.

The president of the Cortes, Martínez Barrio, visited Alcalá Zamora on 6 April, eve of the decisive vote, and their respective accounts of the resulting conversation differ somewhat. Alcalá Zamora would write that the only purpose of the visit was to reassure him that destitution was unlikely, in order merely to guarantee that he would take no action to prevent it.42 Martínez Barrio, conversely, represented his role as something of a mediator, saying that the present situation of extreme tension between the president and the government was harmful to the national interest, and urging him to make peace with the government. The meeting was amicable, but Alcalá Zamora made no gesture of conciliation and refused to reveal anything about his own course of action.43 Subsequently, however, he put his papers in order so that he could pass on the presidential documents to a successor and took care to return to the palace library the books that he had checked out, though, even on the morning of the 7th, the president wrote in his diary that he did not think the parliament would really go so far as to depose him, but would simply seek to degrade, insult and subordinate him further.44

Indeed, the more moderate figures in the Popular Front did not want to depose Alcalá Zamora, but the key decision was taken by Azaña. As he explained in one of his long letters to his brother-in-law, he finally reached a firm decision only on the evening of the sixth, when he concluded, in his customarily extreme language, “I said to myself that I could not accept the responsibility of leaving the Republic’s worst enemy in the presidency, and, if everyone now regretted having voted for him in 1931, I did not want to regret having voted for him again in April 1936. . . . ”45 It was typical of the self-deception and delusionary thinking of Azaña that he defined the embattled president as “the worst enemy of the Republic,” no less.

Azaña convened the council of ministers on the morning of the seventh, hours before the decisive Cortes session. When he explained why he thought that the president must be voted out of office, the ministers were startled. When one of them objected, Azaña responded firmly, “This has to be done because there is no other way. . . . ” They all fell into line, or, as the prime minister put it, “they agreed or, at least, the most reluctant did not oppose. . . . ”46

A 4 p.m., well before the opening of the session, Azaña arrived to inform the president of the Cortes, before moving on to a brief meeting with the leaders of all the Popular Front parties. Martínez Barrio did not approve of the prime minister’s decision, but deemed it pointless to oppose it.47 Instead, he immediately dispatched José Centeno, former moderate Republican deputy and a good friend of the president, and currently head of the court of accounts, to the home of Alcalá Zamora to suggest that, for the good of all, the president should simply resign first. Centeno pointed out that the safety of his family was involved, since there were no guards outside his home and the government was not likely to authorize any, This sort of blackmail infuriated the president, who showed the door to the flustered and shamefaced judge as quickly as possible. Alcalá Zamora had already received word from the Brazilian ambassador that the latter’s government had authorized him to offer the president asylum in the Brazilian embassy, since the diplomatic corps was expecting violent revolutionary outbursts at any moment.48

Many deputies arrived in parliament very early in order not to miss the Popular Front caucus. The atmosphere was tense and expectant, with few absences, tight security and keen interest from the public, who quickly used up all the visitors’ passes and then formed throngs outside. Martínez Barrio did not open the session until Centeno returned with word that the president scorned resignation, and then urged that all speakers participate with dignity and decorum, avoiding personal insults, a request that was generally honored during the debate.

Prieto provided the first signature on the proposal that was submitted, which declared that, “in defense of the Constitution, . . . and to comply with the final paragraph of article 81 . . . , the Cortes declares that the decree of dissolution of parliament on January 7, 1936 was unnecessary.” An affirmative vote resulted in automatic deposition of the president. The illogic and hypocrisy of the proposal was clear, since its authors had been insistently demanding dissolution above all else for more than two years before that date, and since only the dissolution and subsequent elections made it possible for the present Cortes to exist. Historians of nearly all backgrounds have concluded that, as the principal student of the deposition has written, it was “an inappropriate argument,”49 but the counter-proposal of Ventosa—that a commission first prepare a report on relevant ambiguities in the Constitution and that, given the gravity of the issue, it be submitted to further examination and debate rather than an immediate decision—was quickly voted down.

Prieto then presented the tortured argument that the last dissolution of parliament was not proper because (a) it had been too long delayed; (b) it was given to an inappropriate president of the council of ministers who had no support beyond the personal favor of the president and was not even a deputy; and (c) was done with the ulterior motive of having the outcome manipulated and skewed by Portela. The last two arguments were certainly debatable points, but dodged the principal issue—whether the dissolution itself and its consequences were valid. The question embarrassed many moderates in the Popular Front, since this alone had made possible the power which they enjoyed.

Speakers for the center and right maintained that the electoral results and the make-up of the present Cortes strongly argued the very opposite of Prieto’s proposal, and that the left must either recognize the appropriateness of the dissolution or give up their seats. Gil Robles argued this in great detail, while Calvo Sotelo reiterated it with brevity and vehemence, declaring: “Are you fully taking into account the transcendental legislation that you are presenting this afternoon, by saying that a decree was unnecessary yet by virtue of which the composition of parliament was fundamentally altered, and by which in the one just elected you obtained the majority that you never had before?” And Maura concluded, “You have invoked article 81 and have twisted it into saying that the last parliament was dissolved unnecessarily, despite the fact that all of you, and myself as well, had been vehemently demanding that it be dissolved. . . . ”50

In the vote that followed, all the right, as well as the Lliga Catalana, abstained, while most, though not all, of the Popular Front deputies followed their leaders, the final tally being 238 in favor of destitution, against only five opposed, among the latter Portela Valladares. Alcalá Zamora observed bitterly that more than a few who had had personal political relationships with him and had enjoyed his personal support for their careers were among those voting in favor. The one that wounded him the most was that of Julián Besteiro, a veteran leader whom the president had respected as the only voice of sanity in the Socialist hierarchy: “ . . . Ill in bed and under medical care, he used to send me daily messages of advice, urging me to put up with all the vituperation, injustices and threats without resigning, since my presence as chief of state was indispensable for the country, the Republic and liberty. Yet he risked his health to get out of bed to go vote to dismiss me . . . ”51

As soon as the vote was announced, the vice-president of the Cortes, Luis Jiménez de Asúa, announced that he would lead a commission to the president’s home to inform him of the action. Alcalá Zamora wrote that he had learned of the outcome immediately from the radio, and then telephoned that he would acknowledge receipt of the official vote, but requested that no one call at his home. It is not clear whether the commission of Asúa was ever apprised of this, but when it showed up at the president’s home it received the firm notification that he had gone to bed and that there was no requirement in the constitution that he receive any such commission at his home. Alcalá Zamora later wrote that the commission had “violated my home” by intruding arbitrarily on his privacy. Frustrated, the commission later went to the presidential palace, where it demanded that a responsible party sign the receipt. Alcalá Zamora phoned his secretary Sánchez Guerra, who proceeded to the palace to recognize official receipt.52

The destitution was a flagrant abuse of power by a prime minister and a parliament who had shown they would go to great length to achieve their goals. Joaquín Tomás Villarroya, author of the most serious study of the process, has argued that the destitution “was contrary both to the Constitution and even to elementary logic,” since the procedure for removing a president from office was stated clearly in article 82, which required a vote of three-fifths of parliament. The government was well aware of that, but declined to follow the rules of article 82 since it doubted that it could command three-fifths of the deputies.53 Miguel Maura said that he had earlier pledged to vote to depose the president, due to his arbitrary and destructive machinations, but had changed his mind because the Azaña government refused to follow constitutional procedure.

In the event of destitution, the president was to be succeeded by the president of the Cortes during the interim of a month or so before special electors, or “compromisarios,” could be chosen to select a new chief of state. The Cortes therefore resumed its session at 12:25 a.m. on the eighth and Martínez Barrio was quickly sworn in as acting president.54 Meanwhile Alcalá Zamora reflected, “Left alone, I reflect on the extremes of my life as president of the Republic, which without me would never have come about or have lasted, but which hopefully can survive after this sectarian and vindictive madness, fearful to behold.”55

That day the Madrid press was unanimous that “the destitution of the chief of state was due, essentially, to the personal policy that he had followed during his mandate, to his direct interference when his involvement was unnecessary, to actions and recommendations that were inappropriate to his high office.”56 The surest judgment was pronounced by the most responsible of the rightist papers, El Debate, which had opposed his ouster:

The ousted president could not set aside certain political habits, traditional ones in our constitutional history, that greatly interfered with the exercise of his high responsibilities. He could not resist interfering in the affairs of the political parties, something that certainly could not be justified by any constructive concern to strengthen them, but rather to divide and diminish them. . . .

It was careful to recognize his personal virtues: “ . . . His spotless and undeniable austerity, his simplicity of life and temperate habits, his capacity for hard work and firmness of character, though sometimes bordering on stubbornness. . . . ”

El Debate judged his positive achievements to have been

. . . the opportune dissolution of the Constitutent Cortes and the crisis of 1933, in which he judiciously administered a political change that the country demanded. Then, the revisionist campaign. . . . Finally, foreign relations. . . . In general, he used his moderating powers well in trying to mitigate extremism, smoothing out the sharp changes common to the revolutionary epoch in which he exercised his mandate. . . .

It judged his gravest errors to have been three: first, playing the leading role in the overthrow of the monarchy and the installation of the Republic, at one point through military violence and otherwise by revolutionary means without due process of law; second, his zealous campaign to absolve the revolutionaries of 1934, without which they could never have come to power less than a year and a half later; and third, his constant interference in the parliamentary process and the life of the political parties:

. . . This was his most conspicuous political vice, which led him to undo the Radical Party, waging a personal vendetta against its leader; this also, due to his animosity against the CEDA, led him to the gravest error of his presidency which produced his own disgrace: the disastrous dissolution of the first regular parliament without ever permitting the rightist majority to govern with its own program, and in addition thwarting the very constitutional reform which he had championed. . . .

There had been more than a little speculation about whether the president would resist or whether there would be military intervention to keep him in office. He had made it clear, however, that he would not use his presidential authority to resist the Popular Front he had irresponsibly enabled, and even less would he call upon the military. Army commanders had been talking and sometimes conspiring together for more than a month, but these discussions had so far produced little in the way of leadership or organization. Military activists were in no position to act on their own, and would have required an invitation from the outgoing president.

Some of them asked for exactly that at the very moment Alcalá Zamora was being stripped of power. Later that day (8 April), he wrote: “Around eleven this morning a coronel of the general staff came to my office. He was in uniform, to ask in the name of the army that, in response to the coup d’état of the chamber, I ignore parliament and sign a decree dismissing the Azaña government, and thus give greater moral force to its inevitable and decisive intervention, saving the country from anarchy but still under the Republic.”57 He later identified the officer as Lt. Col. Valentín Galarza, chief coordinator of the Unión Militar Española (UME), the semi-clandestine officers’ organization formed two and a half years earlier that had a considerable following in the officer corps. It had neither the strength nor the leadership to act on its own, and in each of the political crises of the preceding fifteen months army commanders hoping to intervene had requested authorization from government leaders to provide a veneer of legality and make it more likely they could close ranks.

The response of the ex-president was immediate: “With a courtesy that more firmly underlines my decision I reject this altogether, and with few words. My path is different, that of duty, without a shadow of ambition.” He realized full well that his country was probably headed for a political catastrophe, and possibly a civil war, and that military intervention at that moment might, or might not, head it off, but the use of armed force that he had championed in 1930 he would not invoke in 1936, particularly since it would appear that he was doing so merely to remain in power. He concluded the final page of his presidential diary that day: “I know that some today, and perhaps tomorrow history, will reproach me for not turning to armed force, using the justification and the means that another president would employ against the parliamentary coup d’état. But I do not hesitate. Here ends my diary as president.”58

As he explained later in his Memorias, he refused to run the risk of leading his country into civil war. Such a conflict might well come soon, but he wished to have no part in it.

It is possible that if I had resisted, then the later civil war of three years would have lasted only three months, weeks or even days, but even that possibility, then so uncertain, would have been my war, mine with its deaths, its horrors, its iniquities and its destructions on my conscience. As it is, it has been their war, of one side and the other, for them to boast of its false and execrable glories, of its popular and national epics and its triumphal years; to them belong completely its mendacious glories, with their terrible responsibilities.59



Epilogue

After being deposed, Alcalá Zamora remained in Madrid for more than a month, receiving messages of support and condolence from friends and well-wishers. When he and his family attended mass in their neighborhood church on Sundays, the police on guard formally presented arms, as though he were still president. Don Niceto believed that a significant part of the Spanish people, even if not a majority, shared his centrist and constitutionalist view of public affairs, and he hoped to play a role in stabilizing the now dangerously unbalanced Republican regime.

Azaña subsequently wrote to his brother-in-law Rivas Cherif that, after new elections were announced for the provinces of Cuenca and Granada, the former president indicated that he would like to present himself as a candidate at the last moment in Granada. If that were really the case, it shows that down to the very end he failed to understand the nature of the violently polarized situation that he had helped to bring about. According to the prime minister: “I answered that don Niceto had a right to present himself as a candidate, but that he must do so publicly in the normal way, without expecting any help from the Popular Front. Because what he proposed was not to run as a proclaimed candidate but receive the votes of the minority slate on election day. Naturally, this wouldn’t work. . . . ”1 This cannot be confirmed from any other source, but, if accurate, indicates that don Niceto never gave up his attempts to try to game the electoral system. He held a meeting with some of his friends and political associates early in May, making a pledge to continue to cooperate in fostering the well-being of Spain and of the Republic:

. . . The legitimately designated president of the Republic recognizes the unparalleled gravity of the political situation and declares his obligation to the regime and to the country to dedícate his inextinguishable and disinterested commitment to working together so that for a second time, and with the least damage possible, the nation’s common life may be channeled successfully into a political resolution that is legal, constitutional, democratic and Republican. . . . 2

On 10 May, three days after this statement was published, Azaña was sworn in as the second president of the Republic. The change in style and tone was extraordinary. The new chief of state ordered major expenditure to convert the ground floor and part of the second floor of the National Palace into regular living quarters for himself and his wife, whereas his predecessor, with a much more numerous family, had always lived in the family’s own chalet. Further expense was devoted to the gardens and environs, while the fleet of presidential limousines, limited to two under Alcalá Zamora, was increased to twelve, and the presidential staff and household greatly increased in numbers. But all this pomp and grandiosity would be of little use to the new president, who would be fleeing for his life within five months.

Meanwhile Alcalá Zamora found time to attend the meetings of the Royal Academies of which he was a member. He had earlier been elected president of the Real Academia de Ciencias Morales y Políticas, his term ending March 31, 1936, and he continued to attend meetings off and on until the final session on 30 June, prior to the summer recess.3

Toward the end of May, the ex-president and his family returned briefly to Priego, and en route he inaugurated the new Museo Julio Romero de Torres in Córdoba on 24 May. During the course of several trips back to his home town in the next six weeks the former president had to endure a new plague of the Spanish highways: the revolutionary extortionists who stopped private cars to extract money from their passengers.4

Since he had long been fascinated by the far north of Europe, Alcalá Zamora next planned a summer trip to Iceland with his wife and two of his adult children. One final task before departing was to arrange for publication of his brief book Los defectos de la Constitución, which he had already written while president. This came out on 7 July, three months to the day following his destitution as president. In the prologue, don Niceto indicated that he had not given up hope for the political future, and pledged to continue to work for revision of the Republic’s charter.5

The family left Madrid on 6 July, his fifty-ninth birthday, for Santander, where they took ship for Hamburg, and, after a brief layover in the latter, embarked for Iceland on the American vessel Milwaukee. He was apparently expecting that the incoherent and inept new government of Santiago Casares Quiroga would have a brief life, which was accurate enough, but there was no indication that he expected the whole system to blow up immediately. Don Niceto received word of the outbreak of civil war on arriving in Reykjavik. He had long understood that there was genuine danger of such a thing, but was nonetheless surprised, indeed reduced to a state of consternation, when the long predicted finally occurred. He quickly grasped that in a violent struggle to the death between left and right he was unlikely to be persona grata to either, and moved quickly to gain refugee status for himself and his family in France, eventually settling at Pau, not far from the Spanish border.

How the family was to live was not at first clear, for don Niceto had only taken enough money with him for a brief vacation abroad, intending soon to return to Spain. His sizable personal estate, built up by hard work and investment over the years, was quickly embargoed. Under the wartime revolutionary Republic, his homes were looted and sacked, his properties and savings later confiscated. First one, then later the second, of his safe deposit boxes in Madrid were looted, and the manuscript of his presidential diary, together with the first part of the volume of memoirs on which he had begun, as well as many other valuables (such as his wife’s jewelry) were confiscated.6 All these goods, except for some of the manuscripts and documents, disappeared without a trace amid the left’s massive shipments of loot abroad during the war. Moreover, the Republican government prohibited any transfer of funds to him, even his presidential pension.7 In one sense, this was no different from the fate of virtually all the propertied class under the revolution in the Republican zone which, in his misjudgment, the former president had done so much to enable, but that was scant consolation.

Henceforth, Alcalá Zamora would have to earn his living by his pen, a task that he accomplished with industry and dignity, writing about legal issues, Spanish problems and international affairs. Just before don Niceto left Madrid, his friend Adolfo Posada had arranged for him to write an article for La Nación of Buenos Aires, and the Argentine daily invited him to continue this collaboration. Eight more articles appeared during 1937, and more the following year. More extensive yet, though more poorly remunerated, was the series of articles that he published in L’Ere Nouvelle (Paris) from November 1936 to September 1939.8 Though he sought to favor neither side, his brief reflections on the extent of electoral fraud by the Popular Front (which would be ratified by scholarly research only in the twenty-first century) was an item usefully employed by pro-Franco propaganda.9

He set down his vision for the political future in a brief book, “Régimen político de convivencia en España. Lo que no debe ser y lo que debe ser,” written in Paris during February and March of 1937. This would only appear in published form in Buenos Aires in 1945, at the close of World War II. His lengthiest single writing on the Civil War itself was a very extensive article, “La Guerra Civil ante el Derecho Internacional,” which would not be published until after his death, first in Mexico and later in Spain. All these works finally appeared in Spain as volumes in the Obra completa that began to be published near the end of the century.

Since the manuscript of his presidential diary and the first part of his memoirs, together with nearly all other key papers, had been looted, Alcalá Zamora set to work to write from memory a full-scale volume of memoirs, partly, as he said, to set the record of his presidency straight for his children and grandchildren. This was inevitably affected by the climate of the Civil War and the desire to settle scores, the final page being completed in Pau on June 10, 1940, as France was falling to the German army. Publication would have to await the death of Franco.10

His eldest son Niceto could not return to his university chair in Valencia under the revolutionary regime, but took up residence in Pau. To their father’s dismay, the two younger sons, Luis and José (“Pepe”), became partisans of the left, one of them already having affiliated with the Socialist Party. Against the advice of don Niceto, both volunteered for the Republican People’s Army, apparently at the beginning of December 1936. According to their father, they were enticed by the Republican embassy in Paris, which provided them with new passports. The Republican government treated their volunteering as a propaganda coup, all the while continuing to insult their father. Pepe was rapidly promoted to second lieutenant and took part in the major battles around Madrid in February and March 1937. He fell gravely ill in the autumn of that year and required surgery. With his life hanging in the balance, don Niceto made a maximal effort to gain leave from the military for medical care in France, but the Republican leaders refused to renounce their propaganda prize, and Pepe died in a sanatorium in Valencia on March 21, 1938.

Luis, the older of the two, served in the People’s Army almost until the very end. He was hospitalized in Catalonia during the final phase, then included in the final mass evacuation from Spain in February 1939. His father quickly located him in one of the French camps for Republican refugees, but immediately after his parents had obtained his release, Doña Pura fell gravely ill. Diagnosed with cancer of the pharynx, she survived scarcely three months, but, before dying on 13 May, charged her two unmarried daughters with caring for their father.11 The Civil War years thus ended in great personal trauma for Alcalá Zamora.

He was a champion of the “Third Spain,” but that position had few supporters during the revolutionary conflict. Don Niceto was reduced from being a wealthy man to having to go back to work late in life to generate income. The Franco regime blamed him for enabling the revolution—in one sense true enough—and made it clear that none of his properties would be returned. It also successfully pressured La Nación to end its relationship with him, while a bizarre combination of political pressures—Spanish, Portuguese and French—prevented him from earning much income from his legal expertise, and resulted in cancelation of the offer of Crédit Lyonnais to have him continue to represent their interests in Spain.

After the complete victory of Franco and the death of his wife of four decades, there was no point in remaining any longer in a temporary home in France. Portugal might have been a possibility, but Alcalá Zamora refused to accept the narrow terms for residence granted by the Portuguese quasi-dictator Salazar. At that point Argentina, where he had good contacts, was the most attractive destination in Spanish America, particularly after the fall of France. Argentine friends made the necessary arrangements, so that don Niceto and part of his surviving family left Pau in November 1940 to take ship for Buenos Aires, where they hoped to arrive on 5 December.

Instead, the trip took 411 days, becoming the most harrowing ordeal of the ex-president’s life. First, departure from Marseilles was delayed two months, finally beginning on January 15, 1941, but they traveled in twelve days only as far as Dakar in Senegal, where the British Navy denied the creaky old French vessel on which they sailed further passage across the Atlantic. The following 128 days were spent stranded on the African coast in penury and misery. A total of some 750 passengers were in similar straits, the Spanish Republicans among them soon supported by the Socialist aid network based on the sale of loot seized during the war. Don Niceto refused aid from this source, but suffered gravely from a case of malaria he contracted, complicated by the worsening of a kidney stone affliction that had originally been diagnosed in 1937.

On June 3, 1941, the French vessel returned them to Casablanca, where they arrived a week later. The ex-president and his family were part of a minority of passengers supposed to enjoy special treatment, but after being bused around the Moroccan countryside they were returned to Casablanca, then placed on board a second French vessel. This one took them a distance down the African coast, dumping them once more at a lonely spot near Dakar, where the small Spanish family was placed in a hut, with drinkable water in short supply. By that time Alcalá Zamora had lost at least half of whatever meager funds he possessed. In a state of bewilderment at the treatment received, he wondered if he and his were about to be sent back to confinement or death in Spain, as had happened to a number of Republican notables. An appeal directly to Marshal Pétain had some effect, and a French merchant loaned don Niceto 4,000 francs that enabled them to return to Casablanca, only to suffer another internment, this time in nearby Mogador, accompanied by further health problems. Alcalá Zamora continued to refuse assistance from the Republican loot fund, but eventually received a loan from an association in the United States that enabled his family to board a Portuguese vessel on 30 October 1941, arriving a month later in Havana. On the final day of the year, they were finally able to take ship for Buenos Aires, reaching their destination on January 28, 1942, after an excruciating odyssey.12

There was a colony of Spanish refugees in Buenos Aires but Alcalá Zamore kept his distance from the leftist parties and their intrigues, and did not engage in public polemics. With his two daughters Pura and Isabel (only María Teresa remaining in Spain), he rented a good quality four-room apartment in a pleasant neighborhood of the Argentine capital. Since it had only one bedroom, the living room served double duty as his study by day and bedroom by night, the ex-president sleeping on the sofa. He never complained but resumed his normal life of regular work, abstemious living and modest entertainments. Fortunately he was able to command reasonably good honoraria for his articles from a number of Argentine publications, and his life was made more enjoyable by the fact that his son Niceto and the latter’s family took up residence nearby.

The final phase of life brought out the most admirable qualities of Alcalá Zamora—his relative modesty of manner, his self-discipline, devotion to his family, and capacity for intensive work, as well as a newly-found good sense in avoiding unnecessary polemics. Though he never fully regained his health, he wrote not merely for income but to pursue his usual study of law and international affairs and also of literature, producing a number of brief works.13 He also wrote from time to time about recent events in Spain, not in terms of personalities or particular interests but in terms of concepts or broader observations and conclusions. He eschewed political controversies. A final public tribute was paid him on the seventeenth anniversary of the founding of the Republic,  April 14, 1948, when he presided over a banquet at the Hotel Español, a traditional focus of Spanish activities in the center of the Argentine capital. A small group of centrist liberals participated, and don Niceto’s speech in response to their homage was much shorter than those to which he had been accustomed in the old days. That year he allowed his full beard to grow, spending his final months as a white-bearded patriarch, a figure of respect among a small set of Spaniards in Buenos Aires, a respect that was to some extent reflected in Argentine circles, as well.

Alcalá Zamora comported himself with greater dignity in defeat, exile and penury than during his years in power. Of all the notables of the Republic, he was the one most completely rejected and abandoned by both sides. During this calvary of his life he avoided the low blows and recriminations common to some other exiles, and to that extent managed to convert his misfortunes into something equivalent to a moral triumph. His death was gentle, occurring while he slept on the sofa of his living room-office in the early morning hours of February 18, 1949, at the age of 71. He was buried the next day according to his instructions, in a simple Catholic ceremony and wrapped in the flag of the Second Republic, together with a lump of Spanish soil that had been carefully preserved throughout the exile. The only official acknowledgment was a simple message of condolence from the ambassador of Spain in Argentina, mistakenly addressed to the “Señora Viuda de Alcalá Zamora” (his late wife), who in fact had preceded his passing by a decade. The first memorial in his native Priego would be dedicated by his descendants in June 1977, following the death of Franco. The urn bearing his ashes was then transferred to Spain, his daughters Isabel and Purificación stipulating that this be an exclusively private undertaking, involving no public acknowledgment or notification. His oldest grandson, the distinguished historian and Royal Academy member José Alcalá Zamora y Queipo de Llano, undertook the negotiations to see that these instructions were carried out.

The full text of the memoirs written from memory in exile was then published in Barcelona in 1978. After some years, his family and admirers in Priego organized the Patronato Municipal Niceto Alcalá-Zamora under the auspices of the municipality of Priego de Córdoba, which refurbished and reopened the old family residence in 1987 as the Casa Museo Alcalá-Zamora. A number of conferences on his career and his era were later organized, and his numerous writings assembled and re-published as his Obra completa.

Part of Alcalá Zamora’s diary of the Republican years, together with many other documents and material (evidently originally confiscated from the two safe deposit boxes in the Crédit Lyonnais in February 1937), suddenly re-emerged near the close of 2008. They were in the hands of a businessman in Valencia, a relative of whom had apparently managed to sequester them at the time of the Republic’s collapse and then to hold them secretly for years. The businessman sought to sell them to two historians, who notified the Civil Guard, which intervened to gain possession of the materials. In addition to the diary and documents, these also included a small suitcase full of other notes and references, photos and reports, correspondence with politicians, texts of speeches and a revised copy of the former president’s will. The entire trove was consigned to the Archivo Histórico Nacional, which at first inexplicably denied access to scholars, though later the first volume of the original memoir and two volumes containing the diary entries for 1930–31 and 1936 were published, edited by Jorge Fernández Coppel.

As the pages of this book bear witness, Niceto Alcalá Zamora was a man of remarkable personal qualities. He was tenacious and disciplined, an observant Catholic with an extraordinary memory and capacity for work, an intellectual and a man with an encyclopedic knowledge of the law. Even after he became wealthy, his style of life remained relatively simple. He was also scrupulously honest in financial affairs and zealous to avoid even the appearance of using public funds to his own advantage. His early achievements as an autodidact were remarkable, and his professional and financial success were the result of his own labors, as he worked his way to the top. He enjoyed patronage in the early steps of his political career, but in politics showed a strong streak of independence. He early became interested in foreign affairs and one of his finest hours was his disinterested but extremely determined personal campaign to keep Spain neutral in 1917, when most other leaders of his party became supporters of the Allies and of intervention.

Though a key leader of liberal democracy, Alcalá Zamora never fully understood twentieth-century mass politics. He was a man of the nineteenth century, with deep provincial roots, and acculturated to politics in the elitist pre-democratic culture of the Restoration era. Under the monarchy he was a progressive and a reformist, and before long a believer in liberal democracy. He originally sought to democratize the monarchist regime, but in practice achieved little to advance that goal, partly because of his insistence on leading his own tiny, separate faction of the Liberal Party. This revealed an afán de protagonismo (zeal for personal prominence) which was a key to his personality, however contradictorily it coexisted with his modesty of manner and respect for the law. As a factionalist, he was in fact quite typical of nineteenth and early twentieth-century Spanish liberalism. The sources of that factionalism seem to have been in the broadest sense cultural, in the highly personalistic character of a Spanish society that betrayed a pronounced bias toward egocentrism, for whom the objectively disciplined, self-limiting individualism of the English-speaking world, for example, did not come naturally. The mutual antipathies and lack of cooperation among the Liberal Party factions eventually condemned to failure the cause of reform, and indeed that of the party itself.

The conversion to republicanism, when it occurred, was rapid and of all the major aspects of his life may be the most poorly explained. Don Niceto was never a radical nor even what might be called an extreme democrat. He exemplified the growing revulsion against the dictatorship and coincidentally against the king whom he saw as its enabler, all this exacerbated in the case of Alcalá Zamora by personal slights from Primo de Rivera and the feeling that he and all his peers had been deceived by an unscrupulous monarch. The dictatorship was obviously a dead end, like several other of the purely bureaucratic and relatively non-ideological European authoritarian systems of the 1920s. In its aftermath, it was not surprising that the sins of the regime were considerably exaggerated, as were the faults and errors of don Alfonso.

Republicanism was a mistake, for it implied an almost radically democratic, highly reformist regime, something for which society was not prepared. Reversion to parliamentary monarchy in an only moderately democratic and moderately reformist form would have been much more likely to succeed,14 though the passions of 1931 made that difficult. Don Niceto was no sociologist and rarely discussed Spanish society, but it is nonetheless fairly obvious that, like many others, he was overly impressed by the rapid cultural, social and economic changes of the 1920s, and thought that the country was better prepared for democracy than proved to be the case.

Though he led the Revolutionary Committee of 1930 and referred to the republican takeover as a revolution, it was typical of his thinking that he conceived of “revolution” in very traditional terms. He wanted the Republic to achieve major reforms, but seemed certain that the new regime would be constitutional and democratic in a legal and orderly manner. Why he was so convinced of this remains a mystery. As a highly successful lawyer and an experienced politician he had learned to take stock of those with whom he was dealing, but his grasp of Spanish politics and its social and cultural dynamics was much less complete than he assumed. One thing that is clear is that by 1930 he took a more indulgent view of the left than did most figures of his political and social station, though he never completely suffered from the mind-set the French describe as pas d’ennemis à gauche. Rather, he found that he got along quite well enough with his new leftist colleagues, most of whom he would not have associated with in earlier years, and for a time even developed something of a personal relationship with Largo Caballero. In 1930 Alcalá Zamora was dominated by wishful thinking and, after years of playing a subordinate role in the old Liberal Party, he was flattered by the attention and deference that he received, even though there was ample opportunity for him to have made a much more objective assessment of the republican movement. Nor did he draw back when he found most of his new political bedfellows eager to embrace violence and the politics of the pronunciamiento. Thus he bore a heavy responsibility for the events of 1930–31. For years he failed to understood that revolution is a process, not an event, and even his Memorias show that he never fully digested that reality.

His differences with the left were first fully revealed in the constitutional debate of 1931, but, since the Republic still wore a comparatively moderate face in those months, he believed that a highly defective constitution could be reformed. But who, exactly, would reform it? Here his analysis of Spanish political society would prove defective in the extreme. He harbored the surprisingly naïve, and also egotistical, hope that he could lead a significant new force of Catholic and conservative republicanism, not grasping that he had become more a hero of the left than of the right. He had played a more important role than any other political figure in promoting the downfall of the monarchy and enabling the left, helping bring it to power. Then he presided over the government that for nearly 48 hours tolerated the “quema de conventos” (burning of the convents) in May 1931 and went on to write a sectarian anti-Catholic constitution that abrogated aspects of religious freedom. That he thought his opposition to the extremes of those months and his personal devotion to the faith would somehow override all the foregoing realities in the minds of conservatives indicates just how short-sighted his political analysis was. Alcalá Zamora still thought in terms of the manner and methods of the old regime and believed that he could build a major party around his personal charisma and centrist republican doctrines. This had no appeal to Catholic moderates and little appeal to centrist republicans, who found his leadership opportunistic and unconvincing. That he persistently sought to be the main leader of centrist and moderate republicanism all the way to February 1936 shows how deluded his thinking was. His vanity and self-deception were so great that he could never learn.

His selection by the left as president of the Republic was perfectly logical. No other leader had his experience or was capable of filling the role of a moderate republican to lead the entire nation. His goal in the presidency was to defend constitutionalism and to “center the Republic,” both laudable aims. But was that ever really possible as an ally of the left, given the latter’s priorities and goals? Moreover, his approach excluded nearly all the priorities and goals of the right, which made achievement of a democratic majority virtually impossible. In this sense, the downfall of the Second Republic was not surprising (though not inevitable), all the more so in view of the fate of contemporary parliamentary regimes all over central, southern and eastern Europe.

His presidency was active in the extreme, indeed over-active. In that regard, the only comparable president of a parliamentary republic was Paul von Hindenburg in Germany, but their situations were quite different. In 1930 the Weimar Republic faced an absolute crisis of total fragmentation in which a majority government was impossible. For the next two and a half years Hindenburg used the emergency powers of article 48 of the Weimar constitution to appoint chancellors who governed with decree powers. (Ironically, in January 1933 Hindenburg only appointed Hitler, whom he distrusted, because the latter promised to construct a parliamentary majority.) In Spain there were parliamentary majorities both in June 1933 and throughout the entire term of the parliament elected in November of that year, but Alcalá Zamora persistently used the peculiar powers of the Spanish presidency to terminate governments that enjoyed clear majorities. Conversely, there is little doubt that Alcalá Zamora was influenced by the German experience of 1933, though it was scarcely credible—except to the paranoid thinking of the Spanish left—that Gil Robles was a Hitler.

There seemed to be no way to gain the support of the left, even of Azaña’s semi-moderate left, for a democratic electoral system, something that don Niceto learned for the first time in the aftermath of the elections of November 1933. That should have taught him a fundamental lesson, yet it does not seem to have done so. His finest hour as president was his firm rejection of the multiple and continuing leftist demands that he cancel the results of the first fully democratic elections in Spanish history. Moreover, for ten months he resisted the pressure of Azaña to form an extra-parliamentary government that could manipulate new elections. After that, however, he persistently skewed his administration of the presidency to the benefit of the left. Always leaning in the direction of his former allies despite their obvious rejection of electoral and parliamentary democracy, Alcalá Zamora conceived for himself an heroic role as the chief of state who would achieve a new equilibrium through constant manipulation.

Whence derived such supreme confidence in his own personal ability and wisdom? It was at odds with his modest style of life, but reflected his strong political vanity and egotism. As a child autodidact he had dazzled the world of provincial education, then, gaining his chance, moved rapidly to a position near the top in the Madrid elite. A massive turn of the wheel of political fortune then raised him to chief of state. Arguably, all this would have gone to the head of someone of stronger character than Alcalá Zamora.

Where, precisely, did he go wrong? Primarily in maintaining the viewpoint of the original coalition that the Republic could only be a regime of the center and left. He rejected a genuinely inclusive national policy and, if necessary, was prepared to exclude nearly half of Spanish society. No democratic system could be constructed on such a basis.

His most basic argument from November 1933 on was that the CEDA had not “declared itself to be republican.” This was correct, but, in view of the strongly anti-Catholic spirit in which the Republican constitution was written, that was hardly possible. Years later, Gil Robles would write that it had been a mistake not to have officially accepted the Republican constitution as a working basis, but, had he done so in 1933, the CEDA would probably have turned to a different leader.

In practice, the CEDA did accept the Republican constitution to the extent that it accepted the legal rules of the game it prescribed, which was more than could be said of Alcalá Zamora’s former allies of the left. That was made abundantly clear by the electoral campaign of 1933, in which the numerous aggressions and assaults by the Socialists, anarchists and Communists drew scant response from the right. Such a fundamental contrast was scarcely alluded to in his Memorias, though it was a reality to be repeated on a massive scale in 1934 and 1936.

One of the greatest sources of the president’s failure was that in practice he failed to fully respect the Republican constitution. Though he did safeguard for some time the outcome of the first democratic elections, he did not respect the results in the long run or accept the basic principle of parliamentary government itself. This principle holds that the winners of parliamentary elections have the right to form a parliamentary government so long as they respect the law of the land and continue to enjoy a parliamentary majority. The president did not respect that right, relentlessly exploiting a weakness in the constitution. He took advantage of the “double responsibility” of parliamentary governments to both the Cortes and the president in a manner that made parliamentary government impossible in practice. It may be speculated that this was due to his long background in the pre-democratic monarchist regime, with its frequent dissolution of short-term governments, requiring the arbitrage of the chief of state. No one was more eloquent and self-righteous than the long-winded don Niceto about the abuses of the “tyrant Alfonso XIII,” yet prior to 1923 the king had never interfered as blatantly with parliamentary government as did Alcalá Zamora. Well might political wits refer to the president as an “Alfonso en rústica” (i.e., a cheap, paperback edition).

Used to the political fragmentation of the parliamentary monarchy, the president seems never to have understood that one of his most fundamental responsibilities was to encourage stable and broad-based government. Instead, Alcalá Zamora remained a persistent “splitter,” constantly intriguing to manipulate and divide in order to increase his own influence and, always, to weaken the center and right. He sought to divide both the Radicals and the CEDA, though Spain desperately needed a strong center and a strong moderate right. Thus he weakened the Republic rather than strengthening it.

Was he truly a champion of the Republican center? Only on his own highly personalist terms, which were completely unviable. He worked to divide the Radicals, the only significant center force. Self-righteously, he claimed this had to be done because of their “corruption” and “immorality.” Really? Which were the most “corrupt” and “immoral” forces in Spanish politics? Presumably those who flouted the law and wantonly practiced violence. Yet more often than not the president was protective of the left, despite the left’s persistent rejection of legality, together with its persistent espousal of direct action and violence, all of which reflected a much more serious kind of “corruption” and “immorality,” far worse than the penchant of some of the Radicals for an occasional bribe. This was a capacity for self-deception on a truly herculean scale. It is difficult to resist the conclusion that what the president most resented about Alejandro Lerroux was that the latter, rather than himself, had become the major leader of the center.

Since the center was a minority, any parliamentary majority in the second Cortes had inevitably to draw support from the CEDA, whom the president refused to allow to form a government. He alleged that the Catholic party was too “dangerous,” but in what way was it more dangerous than the left? Certainly its record on constitutionalism and respect for law was much better. Both the president and the CEDA agreed that reform of the constitution of 1931 was a priority, yet they did not agree on the nature of the reforms needed, and the CEDA had been much more persuasive in convincing voters to support its own position.

Let us suppose that the president had allowed Gil Robles to form a government in 1935 and that during the following year it had carried out an extensive rightist reform that made the Republic more conservative. Would that have destroyed democracy? Such an outcome was scarcely possible, simply because the right lacked the votes in the Cortes for such sweeping changes. Was the CEDA dangerously “golpista” (coup-oriented), as Alcalá Zamora and the left alleged? There was no evidence of it during the months in which Gil Robles was in charge of the armed forces. If not then, when?

On the other hand, violent takeovers had been attempted by Alcalá Zamora himself and his leftist allies in 1930, by the anarchists on three occasions during 1932–33, and by the Socialists and Communists in 1934. A handful of military conspirators had rebelled in 1932, while the Popular Front massively falsified the four phases of the electoral process in 1936. Who, then, were the real “golpistas”? The president’s self-righteous concern, overlooking his own “golpista” past, would seem to have been hypocritical and self-serving.

One of the main goals of his persistent interventions in 1934–35 was to moderate the terms of repression of the revolutionaries, and in this he achieved one of his greatest successes. But was that really desirable? After the constant insurrectionism of the revolutionary left in recent years, sometimes abetted directly or indirectly by the left Republicans, only the firmest application of the law would have been able to achieve the future stability of Spain. If political violence and insurrectionism were not firmly brought under control, there would be no hope for a democratic Republic. Instead, Alcalá Zamora took the position in 1935 that the principal danger came from the right, and that the left deserved full pardon for their massive violations of the law and persistent violence. As a result, the “bloody repression” so broadly projected by leftist and Comintern propaganda was in fact the mildest repression of any major revolutionary insurrection ever seen in contemporary European history. It did not conciliate the left but only encouraged the revolutionaries to new excesses, a fact clear to most of the center and right but not to the Republican president, who thus became one of the main gravediggers of his own regime.

The elections of 1933 opened the opportunity for a comparatively moderate right-center majority government, arguably the best opportunity that the Second Republic ever had, but its own president refused to allow parliament to function. A cedorradical governing coalition could have carried out basic reforms and remained in power until November 1937 (which ironically would have also had the effect of continuing don Niceto’s de facto term in office). This was the only real chance of stabilizing the country. The president’s alternative, which had the effect of placing the revolutionaries and their allies in power as soon as possible, quickly ended in disaster.

But was not the government of the center-right hopelessly “reactionary,” as charged by the left? The brief administrations that Alcalá Zamora permitted to exist decisively altered some of the legislation of 1931–33, but, had they survived, could have carried out a major reform of the constitution by the second half of 1937, while also presiding over a modest economic recovery that would have been to the benefit of almost everyone. It is fully plausible that Spain could have lived much better under the center-right in 1935–37 than the alternative designed by Alcalá Zamora and the Popular Front. During 1935 there was a reduction of tension and violence and a fairly steady improvement in the economy. Without the decisive obstructionism of the president, this evolution would presumably have continued.

The final proof of Alcalá Zamora’s lack of judgment was his totally arbitrary shutdown of parliamentary government in December 1935. This supposedly constituted the president’s final attempt to “center the Republic” but instead produced an enormous boomerang effect. Moreover, since it came only weeks after he had gratuitously undermined the country’s only significant centrist force, the Radicals, it appeared self-serving. The apparent cynicism and opportunism of selecting the elderly Portela Valladares, who had no support whatsoever and even lacked a seat in parliament, outraged the center and right. It was clear to all that the new prime minister was a mere creature of the president, who somehow thought that within two or three months a completely new political party could be created by government manipulation. This was the “old politics” of classic caciquismo with a vengeance, revealing both the president’s lack of respect for democratic practice and his ignorance of the new regime over which he presided. The idea that he could arbitrarily extend the life of an artificial government resting on thin air and govern simply by proroguing the national budget for the second time consecutively were both designs of dubious constitutionality. They were effectively combatted by parliament, and raised the question of just how sincere a constitutionalist the president was.

The other goal of his final maneuvers was to weaken the right and strengthen the left, though Alcalá Zamora never intended to hand full power to the leftist parties. He was attempting to “triangulate” the parliament, creating a new equilibrium that he could manipulate more successfully. Despite five years of practical experience, he maintained much the same mindset as in 1930–31, profoundly distrusting the right and hoping to conciliate his former leftist allies. Why he thought they would be amenable to conciliation is a complete mystery.

A final failure took place during the elections of 1936. Everything was in the hands of Portela Valladares, who, following the president’s wishes, granted maximal freedom to the insurrectionists, despite their record, and failed to maintain order or to guarantee completely fair balloting and registration of votes, the chief responsibility of a caretaker government. Alcalá Zamora himself remained somewhat detached from reality, and at first had little grasp of what was actually taking place on 16–17 February. The last good chance to maintain law and order within the Republic occurred at that time and would have required the imposition of martial law on the morning of 17 February. His ignorance of his country and of what was taking place was breathtaking. His peculiar way of proceeding was overtaken by reality, and afterward, when he finally learned what had gone on, he was angry and bitter, but by then it was too late. At the final turning point of the Republic, his leadership had failed in every respect.

During his last two months in office, Alcalá Zamora became increasingly upset, acerbically denouncing in his diary the breakdown of law and order and frequently complaining to Azaña’s government. But when it came to taking any decisive action, he was intimidated and lacked the courage, morally or politically, to deal with the left in power the same way that he had dealt with the center-right in power. Alcalá Zamora had sought to manipulate the creation of a new centrist minority, yet, in a more violent and arbitrary way, the Popular Front had manipulated the creation of a new leftist majority. That notwithstanding, the Azaña administration was always technically a minority government, for it did not include representatives of a majority of the forces in parliament. Alcalá Zamora might have treated Azaña the same way he had treated Lerroux and Gil Robles, withdrawing confidence from a leftist cabinet that was more of a minority government than those of 1934–35. This would have been to the great advantage of Spain, but he lacked the courage to deal with the violent left in the same way as he had dealt with the law-abiding right.

There exists a general consensus among historians, even to some extent among those on the left, that the procedure used to oust don Niceto as president was of dubious constitutionality. That was undoubtedly the case, but many of the initiatives of the Popular Front were similarly of dubious constitutionality, so at least the record is consistent. Consistent in a different way was the very final decision of Alcalá Zamora as president to refuse the UME’s offer of military backing in order to remain in power. He realized that decisive, if arbitrary, action to remain in power might succeed in averting civil war, yet it was not surprising that he refused to repeat in 1936 the tactics of force that he had followed in 1930 as head of the Revolutionary Committee. However salutary for Spain that might or might not have been, after his severely flawed leadership it would have appeared to many as a cynical effort to remain in power, the greatest of all his manipulations.

In these ways the president and chief founder of the Republic became one of its principal gravediggers, one of the leaders who contributed the most, directly or indirectly, to its demise. Niceto Alcalá Zamora was a man of many personal virtues and talents, and always espoused high ideals. His intentions, at least in the way that he understood them, were of the best, though they proved to be of the kind that pave the road to hell. The problem lay not with these ideals—unlike those of the left and the extreme right, which deliberately sought to undermine democracy—but rather with his deep flaws of political personality and his lack of insight and judgment.
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