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Max Weber defined power as “the chance of a man or a number of men to 

realize their own will in a command action even against the resistance of 

others who are participating in the action.”
2
  The preceding description could 

well be applied to the dictatorship of General Francisco Franco, who, in the 

words of the historian Paul Preston, governed Spain “as if it were a country 

occupied by a victorious foreign army.”
3
  During the first few months of the 

civil war, General Franco, although not the intended leader of the military 

rebellion, rose to become Generalísimo of the armed forces, and Caudillo, or 

supreme ruler of the Spanish state.  At the conclusion of the conflict F ranco 

went on to establish a personal dictatorship of almost forty years‟ duration.  

This paper will examine the contribution of the Catholic hierarchy to the 

establishment of the dictatorship, from the ideological support provided 

through the interpretation of the war as a religious crusade, to the conferral of 

legitimacy on the emerging regime, both within Spain and internationally.  

 

Of the three different „bases‟ for authority identified by Weber -- charismatic, 

traditional and legal -- Franco‟s ascension of the military ranks in 1936 owed 

much to the former.  Charisma, defined by Weber as “an extraordinary quality 

                                                 
1
 This paper was presented as part of the ‘Perspectives on Power’ Conference run by 

Quest and sponsored by the AHRC. This article is from Issue 4 of Quest  which 

contains the proceedings of the conference. It, and the other papers presented at the 

conference can be downloaded from http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/QUEST/JournalIssues/   
2
  From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology edited and translated by Hans H. Gerth and Charles 

W. Mills, 2nd edn, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1991), p. 180. 
3
  Paul Preston, The Politics of Revenge: Fascism and the Military in Twentieth-Century Spain 

(London: Routledge, 1995), p. 42. 

http://www.qub.ac.uk/sites/QUEST/JournalIssues/


of a person, regardless of whether this quality is actual, alleged, or 

presumed,”
4
 made General Franco the prime contender for the leadership  of 

Nationalist Spain.
5
  His subsequent ability to consolidate that power and 

obtain international recognition as leader of the Spanish nation was facilitated 

by his alliance with the „traditional‟ authority of the Catholic Church.  

According to Stanley Payne, during the Civil War, when the foundations of 

the Franco dictatorship were established,  

Catholic backing in terms of political support, military volunteers, financial 

assistance, and perhaps above all, spiritual motivation and cultural legitimization 

became the most important single domestic pillar of the Nationalist movement.
6 

 

Contrary to Franco‟s claim that the bishops were “deeply convinced from the 

first of the genuinely Catholic nature of [the] national rising,”
7
 the primary 

motive for the hierarchy‟s support of the rebellion was not ideological; 

although the Catholic bishops clearly shared the counter -revolutionary goals 

of the rebels, the Church had played no part in the conspiracy that led to the 

military insurrection against the Popular Front government on 18 July 1936.  

Nevertheless, the Church became a scapegoat for the frustration of left -wing 

extremists, who responded to the rising by burning churches and massacring 

the clergy.  It has been estimated that 6832 members of the Catholic clergy 

were killed in this outbreak of anti-clerical violence, including 13 Bishops.
8
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The inaction of the Republican government left the clergy with no other 

alternative than to seek protection from the Nationalists, and the bishops were 

thus, ironically, driven to collaborate with the rebels by the persecution 

inflicted on them for a conspiracy of which they were innocent.   

 

In Weber‟s definition, traditional authority refers to “piety for what actually, 

allegedly, or presumably has always existed.”
9
  The rebel leaders, although 

considerably more concerned with issues of public order, were quick to grasp 

the ideological value of Catholic support for their cause.  Having expected a 

swift victory, they found themselves in need of a coherent ideology as the 

rising evolved into a war.  The proclamation that announced the military 

rebellion had only established what the rebels were fighting against, and so 

attracted the allegiance of a variety of factions with seemingly incompatible 

political agendas.
10

  Catholicism proved invaluable as a unifying factor, 

surmounting both political differences and regional loyalties, and was 

declared an intrinsic element of Spanish nationalism.  It was, in the words of 

one historian, “ideological cement.”
11

  A symbolic link between the rebels and 

the hierarchy was established early in the conflict when the Archbishop‟s 

residence in Salamanca became Franco‟s headquarters, the centre of control 

for the Nationalist zone. 
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The powerful propaganda of the religious crusade was however, in its  origins, 

a creation of the hierarchy.  The Bishop of Pamplona was the first to baptize 

the war a religious crusade in a sermon on 15 August 1936, in which he 

argued that by siding with the Crusaders the Church could help avoid further 

bloodshed.
12

  In September, the Archbishop, Enrique Pla y Deniel, published a 

Pastoral entitled „The Two Cities,‟ which declared the war to be a crusade for 

the defence of Christian civilisation.  This, the first printed reference to the 

Crusade, was followed two months later by a pastoral from the Primate, 

Cardinal Isidro Gomá, which echoed the interpretation of the war as a 

religious crusade in defence of Catholicism.  It was not a class war, but a war 

of principles and doctrines, of one civilisation against another.  This Pastoral 

offered a retrospective justification of the military insurrection, stating that 

whatever its origins, the course of events that followed demonstrated that it 

had been motivated by profound feelings of love for the Spanish homeland.
13

  

Similar declarations from other bishops followed, providing theological 

justifications that enabled the Nationalists, who had taken up arms against a 

democratically elected government, to present their struggle as the legitimate 

defence of their homeland.   

 

Franco took control of the Military Junta on 1 October 1936, simultaneously 

declaring himself Head of State, a move which met with the immediate 

approval of the hierarchy.  Having secured Catholic support for his leadership 
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in a national context, Franco now turned his attentions abroad, where the civil 

war was perceived as the great clash between fascism and communism.  The 

General proposed to Gomá the drafting of an ecclesiastical document, 

destined for an international audience, which would correct the „false‟ 

interpretations of the Spanish conflict.  This suggestion met with a favourable 

response from the Cardinal and resulted in the famous Collective Letter of the 

Spanish bishops of July 1937.
14

   

 

Addressed to bishops throughout the world, the letter described the war as an 

“armed plebiscite”, driven by patriotic and religious motives.  Rather than a 

civil war, the Spanish conflict was declared to be a war of self -defence 

against the forces of international communism.  Significantly, the letter 

denied that the goal of the Nationalists was to impose a dictatorship on a 

defeated nation.
15

  The letter must be regarded as success in light of the 

favourable response from the international Catholic community: bishops from 

other nations made declarations in support of the Spanish hierarchy and asked 

their followers to support Franco‟s cause with donations and prayers, while 

urging their governments to support him politically.
16

  Conspicuous by its 

absence however, was an endorsement from the Vatican.  The bishops‟ 

Collective Letter was not published, nor even mentioned in the Osservatore 
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Romano, the Vatican‟s semi-official newspaper, leading to speculation that 

the Pope disapproved of the content.
17

  Although Cardinal Gomá, appointed 

confidential representative of the Holy See to the Nationalist government in 

December 1936, had endeavoured to secure Vatican recognition for the 

Franco regime,
18

 this was not achieved until 1938, as Rome, unlike the 

Spanish hierarchy, recognised the Catholic interest on the Republican side.  

 

The bishops‟ interpretation of the war as an “armed plebiscite” ignored the 

position of those Catholics who supported the Republic, and their 

endorsement of Franco was reinforced by the parallel denial of legitimacy to 

the Republican government.  Moreover, the Catholic hierarchy was 

unequivocal in its condemnation of the decision of Basque nationalists to 

support the Republic in defence of their regional autonomy.  Renowned both 

within and outside Spain for their devotion to the Catholic Church, the refusal 

of the Basques to join Franco challenged the myth of the Crusade.  The 

hierarchy‟s first public reaction to the war was a joint Pastoral from the 

bishops of Vitoria and Pamplona on 6 August 1936, which declared that it 

was not licit for Basques to divide the Catholic forces in the face of a 

common enemy, or join forces with left-wing, anti-clerical elements in spite 

of shared political aims.
19

  The letter had been written by Cardinal Gomá, who 

repeated his appeal the following January in an open letter to the Basque 
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nationalist leader José Antonio Aguirre.
20

  On Franco‟s orders this letter to 

Aguirre was reproduced and distributed throughout the autonomous Basque 

region by the air force.
21

   

 

Even before the war ended the repressive nature of Franco‟s regime was 

becoming apparent; and yet the bishops, through their silence, legitimized the 

brutal retaliations carried out against the enemies of the Crusade.  There was 

no protest at the mass executions of supporters of the Republic, or of the 

degrading treatment meted out to their female relatives.
22

  Cardinal Gomá, in 

a report to the Vatican Secretary of State as early as August 1936, 

acknowledged that perhaps some reproach should be made to the Falange for 

the severity of the reprisals,
23

 but no such reproach was ever made.  While the 

Pope condemned Nazism in his 1937 encyclical Mit Brennender Sorge, the 

Spanish hierarchy turned a blind eye to the Fascist elements within the Franco 

regime, the exaltation of the state in its ideology and Franco‟s choice of 

allies.  The Cardinal even complied with the suppression of the encyclical in 

the Nationalist zone to avoid embarrassment to the regime.   

 

On 29 May 1939, Franco presented his sword to Cardinal Gomá in the Church 

of Santa Bárbara, Madrid; a symbolic representation of the victory shared by 

State and Church.  The civil authorities restored the privileged position of the 
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Church and established institutionalised mechanisms for the exercise of its 

power and influence.
24

  A uniquely symbiotic model of Church-State 

relations, known as National Catholicism, emerged, as Franco sought to 

establish the „legal‟ base for his authority -- the third type identified by 

Weber, which, he argues, “is fixed by rationally established norms, by 

enactments, decrees, and regulation, in such a manner that the legitimacy of 

the authority becomes the legality of the general rule.”
25  Faced with a choice 

between the Catholic Church and the Falange as the foundation of his regime, 

Franco opted for the Church.  Norman Cooper has suggested, by way of 

explanation, that Catholicism was an older ideology than Falangism “and 

likely to stay the course longer.”
26

  While political nationalism in Spain had 

always been weak, Catholicism‟s long and glorious history made it infinitely 

more suited to Franco‟s programme of „regeneration‟, with its inherent notion 

of the return to an idealised past.   Under National Catholicism the dividing 

lines between religious and political authority became blurred: the Church 

placed its influence at the disposal of the State, allowing Catholic symbols of 

devotion to become associated with the regime, while promoting its ideology 

from the pulpit and through religious ceremonies.  

 

State recognition of the authority of the Church however was far from 

unconditional.  The radio message from Pope Pius XII congratulating Franco 

on the “Catholic victory of Spain”
27

 was censored in the Spanish media to 
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exclude the final paragraph in which he urged compassion towards the 

defeated, and a Pastoral Letter from Cardinal Gomá entitled “The Lessons of 

War and the Obligations of Peace” (August 1939) suffered the same fate.  The 

Christian message of reconciliation had no place in Franco‟s Spain since the 

uneasy alliance of the various factions that made up his „Movimiento 

Nacional‟ made the preservation of the civil war divisions a necessity.
28

  

Lamentably, the partisan attitude adopted by the Catholic hierarchy helped 

cement the division of the Spanish people into victors and vanquished: those 

killed fighting for Franco became martyrs for Spain; monuments were 

dedicated to them in politico-religious ceremonies and commemorative 

plaques were erected in churches.  Those who had supported the Republic 

were called upon to repent for their sins and accept their guilt for the 

suffering caused by the war.
29

   

 

National Catholicism reached its pinnacle with the signing of the Vatican 

Concordat on 27 August 1953, a crucial step in ending the isolation that befell 

the Franco regime at the end of the World War II.  Described by the French 

newspaper Le Monde as “the greatest victory for General Franco‟s regime 

since the end of the Civil War,”
30

 the Concordat was a crippling blow to the 

independence of the Church.  Under its terms, Franco was granted patronage 

rights over ecclesiastical appointments and bishops were required to swear an 
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oath of allegiance to the regime.  With this Concordat Franco had effectively 

bound the Church to his regime, and subordinated ecclesiastical leaders to his 

authority. 

 

 

According to Weber, in the majority of cases, a study of authority will reveal 

“a combination or a state of transition” among the three types: charismatic, 

traditional and legal.
31

  In the case of the Franco dictatorship, the General‟s 

personal charisma, combined with his military achievements, ensured his 

emergence as leader of Nationalist Spain on 1 October 1936.  The alliance of 

this charismatic personality with the traditional authority of the Catholic 

hierarchy produced the powerful myth of the Crusade, which permeated all 

aspects of the nascent dictatorship.  Catholicism is commonly referred to as 

one of the “pillars” of the Franco regime, but in the aftermath of the Civil 

War it could perhaps more accurately be described as the framework that held 

together the disparate elements of Franco‟s „Movimiento Nacional.‟  

Catholicism could not have been exploited in this manner without the assent 

of the hierarchy, but the role of the Spanish bishops went far beyond mere 

compliance as they became enthusiastic champions and ideologues of the 

Franco regime.  With the signing of the 1953 Vatican Concordat, Franco 

consolidated the legal base for his authority, achieving international 

recognition from the Catholic Church. 

 

The Spanish hierarchy‟s decision to support Franco, in spite of the 

considerable material gains thus secured, ultimately cost the Church its 
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freedom and compromised its position, making it an accomplice to the brutal 

repression of a section of the Spanish nation.  In 1971 this fact was 

acknowledged by the Joint Assembly of Priests and Bishops, which approved 

a motion to ask the Spanish people for pardon.  The statement read:  

We humbly recognize and ask forgiveness for the fact that we failed to act at the 

opportune time as true ministers of reconciliation among our people who were 

divided by a war between brothers.
32 

 

Although the statement did not receive the two-thirds majority necessary for 

publication in the final report of the Assembly, it represented the beginning of 

a period of critical self-examination by the Spanish Church, culminating in its 

effective withdrawal from the political sphere. 
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