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Keynote Address: ASPHS Maryland University, June 2025'

Imperiofilias and White Legends
The Battle for the History of Early Modern Spain?

Antonio Feros

I would like to begin by defining a few terms that will appear frequently in
my presentation and that have been the subject of much debate—and, I believe, of
misappropriation: revisionism and revisionists. Here, I would like to quote the
words of the American historian Stanley Payne. Although the quote is long, I
believe it is important—coming from a colleague who, for many years, was
considered a leading historian and who, at least in his early work, was quite critical
of the historiography produced during the Franco regime, as we will see later.

In the prologue to the book De historia y politica, by the historian of
political ideas Pedro Carlos Gonzalez Cuevas, Payne argues that in Spain,
revisionism has become a taboo, despite being central to serious historical research.
Instead, he continues, political orthodoxy and ideological pressures have turned
history into a tool of distortion and propaganda—especially in the public sphere,
where it is increasingly used as a political weapon rather than as a field of study.
According to Stanley Payne, in Spain, with “the rise of new doctrines of political
correctness or single-minded thinking, a political orthodoxy has developed with
respect to recent history, initiating a process of ‘soft self-Sovietization” without
parallel in Western history. This has created a kind of new secular or political
religion that condemns any dissenter, quite literally, as a heretic.”® What is
extraordinary is that Payne criticizes those who, in recent decades, have questioned
and dismantled the historiographical paradigms developed during the Franco
regime, while he accepts as revisionists those who, in recent years, have sought

! Many thanks to the organizers of the 2025 meeting of the ASPHS—Alejandro Cafieque, Eyda
Merediz, and Miguel Valerio—to our President, Kirsten Schultz, and to the rest of the officers of
our outstanding association, as well as to all of you who have participated this year with your
excellent papers and comments. Before beginning my presentation, I would like to take a moment
to remember a fine historian, a wonderful colleague, and a dear friend who passed away a few
months ago: Katie Harris.

2 In preparing this text for publication, I have chosen to preserve the format and tone of the
original oral keynote address. My intention is for it to be read in a manner that reflects its original
delivery. Accordingly, this is not conceived as a comprehensive historiographical analysis of neo-
revisionist scholarship, and I have deliberately limited the number of footnotes and bibliographical
references.

3 Stanley Payne, “Prefacio” in Pedro Carlos Gonzalez Cuevas, De historia y politica. Estudios
polémicos. Madrid, 2022, p. 13.



precisely to restore those old and obsolete paradigms—paradigms that once served
the dominant National-Catholicism of Franco’s dictatorship.

For those of us who have been conducting research for many years—who
have helped break away from simplistic idealizations of Spain’s past—we are the
true revisionists. We understand that genuine revisionism, as part of the actual
practice of historical study, is fundamental. It is the engine of the discipline. As
historians, we revisit past interpretations when new research, new evidence, or a
more rigorous and objective inquiry demands it. This is, quite literally, how
historical knowledge improves—how it becomes more accurate and meaningful.

While I acknowledge that some colleagues—often more political or cultural
activists than true students of the past—have also fallen into simplistic
generalizations in their attacks on right-wing reactionaries, it is these latter, the ones
defended by Stanley Payne, who have worked to ensure that history is no longer “a
field of study,” but instead has been “turned into a site of politicization and
distortion verging on the grotesque,” becoming a political weapon in almost every
Western country. In other words, much of the so-called historical revisionism so
highly praised by Professor Payne is not an effort to critically reassess Spain’s past,
but an attempt to revive a set of myths and legends promoted by a historical
discipline long dominated by far-right ideology. These new revisionists are, in
essence, the heirs—sometimes better trained, though not always—of Francoist
historians.

It is my thesis—if we can call it that—that today’s reactionary revisionists
reproduce the same system of nationalist and traditionalist narratives, which they
now seek to wield as weapons in their efforts to halt social transformation in Spain
and to undermine the development of the historical discipline. For some of us, this
is certainly a political battle, but it is also an intellectual and cultural one.

Today, at this gathering of scholars, I want to focus above all on the
intellectual and cultural—rather than political—dimensions of that battle.

For this reason, allow me to begin by quoting our colleague in contemporary
literary history, José-Carlos Mainer, who, in his excellent book Falange y
literatura, reminds us:

To conquer political power is not only to dominate a people’s
present, but also to conquer its past. Fascism always sought to
come from far back, from the depths of the nation’s spirit, where
the deposits of its authenticity were to be found. Its nationalism
always had a fundamentalist and imperative nature. It chose the
appropriate moments from that past, which it appropriated or
regarded as the first glimpses of its providential emergence. And
once these were established, it dictated the meaning of history and
the path of the future: history thus became something in a



permanent state of restoration, of heroic continuity, and of
imminent victory.*

Following the dramatic and painful repression of many university professors—
already from the very outbreak of the Civil War, and extended to secondary schools
and other educational institutions—after 1939 the vast majority of university
history professors—*“regardless of whether they came from liberal, regionalist, or
Catholic conservative backgrounds,” in the words of Ruiz Carnicer, “would
accommodate themselves to the Franco regime—some with enthusiasm, others
with a pragmatism not without nostalgia for a way of life and a way of doing politics
that seemed lost forever.” Few opposed the new regime, or refused to work in a
university that was becoming increasingly fascistized; and even fewer opposed—
and those who did were expelled and repressed—the “ideologization of historical
discourse.”

The state of the university and of historical research from 1939 onward was
analyzed by Stanley Payne himself in an article on Jaime Vicens Vives, published
in 1962 in The Journal of Modern History, two years after the untimely death of
one of the first great historians of early modern Spain:

After 1939 the possibilities of an open-minded, pragmatic
investigation of the Spanish past,” he wrote, “were made much more
difficult by the triumph of the Right-wing forces, which brought
with them an abstract interpretation of ‘Spain,” Spanish
‘nationalism,” and Spanish history. The official explanation of
Spain’s past and present, as encouraged and at first imposed by
General Franco’s propaganda machine, stressed a unilinear
interpretation tied to central authority and religious orthodoxy. This
attitude emphasized ‘metaphysical’ realities of the Spanish past to
the exclusion of impartial empirical study.

In many ways, this intellectual, political, and academic environment deeply
affected the work of a historian with the remarkable qualities of Vicens Vives:
“Apart from his positive achievements, the career of Vicens is especially interesting
when one considers the problem of writing objective history while the author

4 Juan Carlos Mainer, Falange y literatura. Madrid, 2013, p. 478.
5 Miguel Angel Ruiz Carnicer, “Prologo”, a Ciriaco Perez Bustamante, Felipe III. Semblanza de
un monarca y perfiles de una privanza. Pamplona, 2009, pp. XV-XVI.



struggles under the weight of a repressive state censorship and in an intellectual
environment bound by rigid a priori schema.”®

The university environment during the dictatorship—and here [ am drawing
on the work of Ruiz Carnicer and Ferran Gallego to understand historical
production and interpretations of the past under Franco’s regime—was far from
neutral. It was deeply intertwined with the ideology of the victors of the Civil War.
This influence was particularly evident in disciplines such as early modern history
and the history of the Americas, which aligned easily with the ideals of Empire and
Hispanidad promoted by the Franco regime. This alignment was not the result of
free academic choice or research-based criteria, but rather the product of
professional decline and the ideological submission of many historians to the new
order. It formed an integral part of the broader process through which the victorious
classes imposed their cultural hegemony. As a result, Spanish history was rewritten
with openly anti-liberal aims. With a few notable exceptions, professional
historiography under Franco—and the educational apparatus more broadly—
served fundamentally to legitimize the fascist-Francoist project.’

Let me remind you of some of the main themes favored by Francoist
academia: the centrality of history as the foundation for understanding a people’s
identity; the reaffirmation of Spain’s imperial past and the Reconquista as its origin;
the view of Catholicism and the spirit of the Counter-Reformation as essential
components of Spanish identity; the actions and reign of Isabella and Ferdinand;
the actions and reigns of the first Habsburg monarchs—Charles V and Philip II; the
perception of Castile as the embodiment of the authentic Spanish race; the
unification of Spain following the conquest of Granada in 1492; and the idea that
Spain must possess a single cultural expression and... a single history. The goal,
then, was to turn history into a tool for seeking and establishing a “unity of destiny
in the universal,” to explore national identity from its origins and to construct a
continuous line that connected it to the present.

During the Franco regime, a vision of Spain’s past was constructed that
reaffirmed a sense of continuity between the Catholic imperial Spain of the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and the Nuevo Estado that emerged after the
Civil War. This re-reading of the past exalted the Counter-Reformation tradition,
the political thought of the Habsburg period, and the work of theologians such as

6 Stanley Payne, “Jaime Vicens Vives and the Writing of Spanish History,” Journal of Modern
History, XXIV/2, pp. 119, and 120.

7 Ruiz Carnicer, “Prologo”, pp. XI-XLV; and Ferran Gallego, El evangelio fascista. La formacion
de la cultura politica del franquismo (1930-1950), chap. 9, “Sub specie aeternitatis. Historia 'y
legitimacion del 18 de julio en la etapa de desfacistizacion (ss. xvi-xix).” También es muy
importante el trabajo de Eduardo Acerete de la Corte, especialmente su tesis doctoral, Carlos E.
Corona Baratech y el modernismo durante el franquismo. Universidad de Zaragoza, 2022.



Vitoria, Suarez, and Molina as the moral and doctrinal foundations of a Catholic
national identity. Early modern Spanish history thus became an exemplary
reference point—not only to legitimize the political present but also to offer an
alternative to the liberal and democratic models discredited in the wake of the
Second World War. Within this framework, the regime promoted an intense
program of research, commemorations, and publications dedicated to key figures
and works from the Siglo de Oro, fostering an integrative interpretation of Spanish
thought as a coherent historical project in the service of national unity, Catholic
doctrine, and the institutionalization of the new political order.

Ferran Gallego, for example, reminded us who the principal “actors” of
Spanish history were, according to the new regime: the figures and policies of the
Catholic Monarchs, the first two Habsburg kings, and the doctrines advanced by
Dominican and Jesuit thinkers——closely tied to the development of empire and
universal monarchy. The recovery of Spanish political thought from the sixteenth
and seventeenth centuries, in the context of the postwar world, led to renewed
interest in authors who had studied the law of nations, such as Luis de Molina,
Francisco de Vitoria, and others. There is no better evidence of this approach than
the transformation of El Cid—not merely into a hero of medieval Spain, but into a
hero and inspiration for all crusades and reconquests, including the one led by
Franco, who was himself depicted as a new Cid—as explained by Nora Berend.?
The ultimate goal was to promote a unified vision of Spanish history—one that
linked Catholicism, national unity, and the authority of the new political system.

All of this unfolded within an educational context which, as Carolyn Boyd
explained in Historia Patria, was one in which history was used by the Franco
regime as both a therapeutic and political tool of socialization—aimed at
eradicating the modern and democratic tendencies promoted by previous regimes
and by other European democracies.’

The other major area of interest—undoubtedly the most important on the
Franco regime’s agenda and for the academic elite of the period—was the topic of
the Conquest of the Americas. Allow me to briefly highlight some of the key issues
and themes associated with the Conquest and its significance in the political
imagination and activism of Francoist Spain. In short, we can point to the promotion
of symbolic institutions, such as the creation of the Museo de América, the founding
of the Fernandez de Oviedo Institute of American History within the CSIC in 1940,
and—unlike the treatment of modern or contemporary history—a sustained level
of international activity: from frequent official visits to Latin American countries
and the organization of Americanist congresses, to the continual translation of

8 Nora Berend, E! Cid. The Life and Afterlife of a Medieval Mercenary. Pegasus Books, 2025,
chap. 9: “The Dictator and His Cid.”

9 Carolyn P. Boyd, Historia Patria. Politics, History, and National Identity in Spain, 1875-1975.
Princeton, 1997, chap. 8: “History as Therapy: The Franquist Dictatorship, 1936-1953.”



works, mostly by European and North American authors. In 1940, the first issue of
Revista de Indias appeared—a journal that would become foundational for the field
of American history—followed four years later by the Anuario de Estudios
Americanos, linked to the Sevillian group of Americanists.

As I mentioned earlier, I do not have time to analyze the core ideas
promoted across the hundreds of studies on the Spanish conquest of the Americas
published between 1939 and 1975.1° But a few examples may suffice to convey the
guiding approach shared by many of these scholars—especially if we consider the
words of Ballesteros Beretta in the Proemio, or introduction, to the first issue of
Revista de Indias. There, he presents not only the journal but also the broader
intellectual aims of the field of Spanish American history:

God’s designs marked Spain’s destiny with the glory of
discovering and civilizing the New World, granting it a
transcendent historical personality that it must always assume—
now more than ever, in this time of revision and also
rectification... Spain’s political empire in the New World, whose
cycle closed with the emancipation of the American nations, was
not merely a matter of material domination. That phenomenon
was far more than imperial power. It was the formation of a robust
historical entity: Hispanidad... Within Hispanidad lies the
essential unity of beliefs, language, and customs. Spain in Europe
and Hispanic America in the New World form a positive whole,
a historical core of culture and civilization, an incontrovertible
reality—whether or not it pleases those who favor dispersion,
disintegration, and annihilation...

After outlining the ideological foundations, Ballesteros turned to the main topics
the journal would cover. The Revista de Indias aimed to explore all aspects of
Spain’s historical expansion into the Americas—from voyages and conquests to
expeditions and the continent’s demographic evolution. He emphasized the
importance of studying missionary activity, which he described as the most
admirable part of colonization, and called for rigorous scholarship in the emerging
field of Americanism—especially in Spain, given its unique access to primary
sources on pre-Columbian cultures subdued by Spanish ancestors. “In Spain,” he
concluded his Proemio, “we have a fundamental obligation not to neglect these
scholarly pursuits, since they concern the races subdued by our ancestors and

10 For this topic, see Antonio Feros, “Spain and America: All is One. Historiography of the
Conquest and Colonization of the Americas and National Mythology in Spain c. 1892-c. 1992,” in
Interpreting Spanish Colonialism: Empires, Nations, and Legends, edited by Christopher Schmidt-
Nowara and John M. Nieto-Phillips. Albuquerque, 2005, pp. 109-134.



because the majority of information on those vanished American cultures is found
in abundant Spanish materials.”!!

Even more important was the publication, in 1954, of two collective
volumes appropriately titled E/ legado de Espaiia a América—a significant book
in which some of the leading Americanists from Spain and Spanish America
offered a succinct but powerful synthesis of several topics central to the Spanish
conceptualization of colonial history in the Americas. These included: population
and customs, with racial miscegenation presented as an officially sanctioned policy
that both resulted from and reinforced Spain’s supposed lack of racial and ethnic
prejudice (Bardn Castro); the use and dissemination of the Spanish language as a
symbol of brotherhood between Spaniards and Americans (Lopez Estrada); the rich
cultural production in the Americas, credited to the efforts of the Spanish monarchy
(Ramoén Ezquerra); the implementation of a modern and specifically American
legal system—the so-called Leyes de Indias (Jos¢ Maria Font); the principles
guiding the educational system in colonial America, which aimed to integrate all
inhabitants (Constantino Bayle); the emergence of a distinct Spanish American
literature (again, Lopez Estrada); and the economic development of the Americas,
once more attributed to measures taken by the Spanish Crown (José Tudela).!?

Taken together, publications and commemorations, monuments, national
parades, and international fairs transformed—using Pierre Bourdieu’s words—the
official interpretation of the Spanish Empire into a habitus: “a system of durable,
transposable dispositions, principles which generate and organize practices and
representations.”!® They helped transmit—in a highly ritualistic and repetitive
manner—if not a sophisticated view of Spain’s imperial and colonial history, then
certainly one that was consistent, homogeneous, and intelligible, imbued with both
a strong sense of patriotism and an equally clear belief in providential destiny. In
short, they helped to create a Legend: one of heroic individuals and an
extraordinary, providential race that conducted itself in a humanitarian, civilizing,
and Christian fashion. Through this legend, they told Latin American countries,
Amerindians, and the descendants of African slaves that Spanish colonialism had,
in essence, saved them from tyranny, cannibalism, barbarism, and poverty.

For the same reason—lack of time—I will not be able to summarize the
paradigm shifts that have taken place in the fields of early modern Spanish history
and the history of the Americas since the 1970s. It is fair to say, however, that these
changes have been profound, and that fifty years after the death of the dictator and
the beginning of the dismantling of Francoist structures, the current landscape is

' Revista de Indias, 1/1 (1940), p. 191.
12 José Tudela, ed., El legado de Espaiia en América. Madrid, 1954, 2 vols.
13 Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic of Practice, trans. Richard Nice. Stanford, 1990, p. 53.



one of brilliance and genuine historiographical renewal. Of course, certain
continuities persist, as we will see later, and some departments remain dominated
by historians who continue to uphold views aligned with the most traditionalist
interpretations of early modern Spanish history and the history of the conquest of
the Americas.

Since the 1970s, historians of early modern Spain and Spanish America
have produced works in political history that critically examine power and
ideology, forms of domination in complex societies, and the multiple constructions
of gender and race. There has been a strong and sustained interest in the positions
and experiences of Indigenous peoples, people of African descent, women,
Muslims, and Jews, as well as in the social history of populations across both the
Iberian Peninsula and the Americas.

None of us—or very few—has attempted to distort history in order to attack
Spain. Very few, if any, have defended the terms in which the so-called Black
Legend was constructed. What we have done is reconsider the documentation from
various periods and include subjects who had simply been rendered invisible by
traditionalist historiography. Even during the Franco regime, there were voices
advocating for a genuine revision of historiography in Spain, especially concerning
the conquest of the Americas.

Take, for example, the Mexican anthropologist Juan Friede, who
emphasized the importance of understanding the origin and function of official
history in an excellent article published in Revista de Indias. Although the article
was intended as a defense of Bartolomé de las Casas against many of his modern
detractors, his main aim was to demonstrate that Spanish colonial policies were
attempts by the Spanish authorities and elites to create “the juristic principles that
could legitimate (not ‘moralize,” as some prestigious Americanists assert) the
conquest, the enslavement of the Indians, the imposition of financial tributes, and
other institutions.” These measures, Friede argued, did not result in the
acculturation, Christianization, and civilization of the Indigenous peoples, but
rather in “their almost complete annihilation.”!* Perhaps we can reproduce here the
words of one of the greatest Spanish early modern historians, Mercedes Garcia
Arenal, who reminds us that “historians run the risk of becoming irrelevant if we
fall into the trap of acting as guardians of monolithic identities [and monolithic
narratives], if we fail to perceive and explain the diversity that runs through both
present-day societies and those of the past. That is what history is for.”!

To understand these transformations in the study of the history of Spain, it
is useful to consider how many of the authors who were dominant during the Franco

14 Juan Friede, “Fray Bartolomé de las Casas. Exponente del movimiento indigenista espafiol del
siglo XV1,” Revista de Indias, XIV/51 (1953), pp. 28, 30.

15 Mercedes Garcia Arenal, “Desnacionalizar la historia,” Revista de Libros, vol. 3/6, 4 September
2024.



era still appear in the bibliographies of current scholarship. One of the studies that
best represents the changes I am referring to is Eduardo Manzano’s Esparia diversa.
Claves de una historia plural. In addition to reading its chapters—on the conquest
of America, the Reconquista, the Muslim and Jewish presence, and the existence
of linguistic and territorial diversity, among other topics—I recommend closely
examining the chapter bibliographies. They make clear where true historical
revisionism lies, and where a form of traditionalism survives that no longer
contributes meaningfully to the discipline—certainly not for those of us who
prioritize research over apologetics, propaganda, and white legends.'®

But allow me to analyze the so-called revisionism defended by conservative
authors. As most of you know, what is commonly referred to as “historical
revisionism” in Spain began in the 1990s. It first emerged in the field of
contemporary history, specifically in reinterpretations of the Second Republic and
the Civil War, alongside a growing interest in the issue of the disappeared—those
buried in mass graves during the Civil War and the early postwar years. One of the
key starting points was the publication of two books by Pio Moa, Los origenes de
la Guerra Civil Espariola (1999) and Los mitos de la Guerra Civil (2003). These
works—despite receiving significant criticism—became bestsellers and triggered a
boom in the publication of revisionist accounts of the Civil War and the Republic.
Moa’s books, and his work more broadly—despite the fact that he is neither a
trained nor a professional historian—were also praised by public figures and a few
academic historians.

The debates over competing interpretations of the Republic and the Civil
War quickly turned into broader debates about Spanish political life, especially
after the bloody terrorist attack in Madrid on March 11, 2004, and the general
elections held just three days later, on March 14, which were unexpectedly won by
the Socialist Party (PSOE). It was in this context of political crisis that the right
began to understand that debates about the Civil War—particularly the work of Pio
Moa and his supporters—could also be used to question the democratic credentials
of the left in contemporary Spain.

In an article published in the November 2003 issue of La [llustracion
Liberal, an ultra-conservative journal, political analyst Cristina Losada wrote that
the version of the Civil War promoted by “left-leaning academics” was not an
impartial attempt to understand the past, but rather an ideologically constructed
narrative “to poison the present.”!” This is an argument that has reappeared in
recent years in relation to memory laws or to the Socialist government’s decision

16 Eduardo Manzano’s Espaiia diversa. Claves de una historia plural. Barcelona, 2024.
17" Antonio Feros, “Civil War Still Haunts Spanish Politics,” The New York Times, March 20, 2004,
Section B, p. 9.



to organize a series of events under the title Esparia en Libertad. 50 arios—not so
much to commemorate the death of the dictator Franco in November 1975, but
rather to mark the beginning of Spain’s transition to democracy. In June 2025,
Esperanza Aguirre—leader of the Partido Popular, former president of the
Community of Madrid, and political mentor to the current president Isabel Ayuso—
stated: “Ultimately, the (Franco) dictatorship was better than the Second
Republic.”!® Reflecting on this type of commentary, historians Frangois Godicheau
and Jorge Marco have recently written that Esperanza Aguirre and her allies present
“their interpretations as a historical narrative, an ‘alternative history’ in opposition
to the ‘official” accounts produced by academia, which they claim is dominated by
‘social-communists’. In this way, they portray their account as something rebellious
[or revisionist, as Stanley Payne would say], while concealing the fact that it rests
on interpretations forged by the dictatorship and later amplified by neo-Francoist
platforms.”!”

The same could be said about the so-called revisionism regarding early
modern Spain and the conquest of America. Revisionism related to the early
modern period and the history of the Americas, however, began later and initially
for different reasons. Until about 10—15 years ago, controversies surrounding these
histories were more restrained, generally confined to academic circles. In public,
everything seemed to proceed smoothly, as evidenced by the 1992 celebrations
marking the fourth centenary of the beginning of the conquest of the Americas, as
well as the centenaries of the deaths of Charles V and Philip II. If one looks at the
monographs and the massive volumes of conference proceedings published around
these commemorations, one finds a combination of new scholarship alongside the
occasional repetition of older paradigms.

And, as many of you may recall, it was in 1992 that King Juan Carlos |
visited the synagogue in Madrid, where he paid tribute to the “strength of spirit” of
the Sephardic Jews and proclaimed: “Sefarad is no longer a nostalgia, but a home
in which it should no longer be said that Jews feel at home, because Hispano-Jews
are in their own home (...) What matters is not the accounting of our mistakes or
successes, but the will to reflect on and interpret the past in light of our future.” It
is worth noting, however, that the monarch did not apologize for the expulsion—
something that would only occur implicitly in 2015, with the approval of the law
allowing descendants of the expelled Jews to apply for Spanish citizenship.

Between those years and the 2010s, there was little that stood out in terms
of reclaiming or publicly glorifying the Conquest, the Reconquista, or other
“milestones” in Spanish history that had been promoted during the Franco regime.
The event that would fundamentally change this situation and bring the early

18 E] Pais, June 4, 2025.
19 Frangois Godicheau and Jorge Marco, “La derecha sin complejos y el pasado,” EI Pais, July 7,
2025.
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modern history of Spain and the Americas back into the political spotlight was the
emergence of a far-right party, Vox, officially founded in 2013 by dissidents from
the Partido Popular, whom they increasingly viewed as too soft on both political
and cultural issues. To give you a sense of the timeline: in its first election in 2015,
Vox received only about 50,000 votes (0.23% of the total); in 2016, even fewer—
45,000 votes (0.20%). But beginning in 2019, things changed dramatically. In the
first election that year, Vox won over 2.5 million votes (10.26%); in the second,
more than 3.5 million (15.09%); and in 2023, just over 3 million votes (12.39%).

The significance of Vox’s presence for understanding current cultural
debates about Spanish and American history in the early modern period has been
clearly highlighted by scholars analyzing the party’s propaganda and publications.
As Jesus Casquete has written, “Unlike neo-fascists, neo-Nazis, or post-Francoists,
far-right parties such as National Rally (successor to the National Front) and
Reconquéte in France, Alternative for Germany, the Austrian Freedom Party, or
Vox (to name representative examples of parties that have altered their countries’
political landscapes) are not primarily interested in defending or glorifying fascist
movements and regimes.” In the case of Vox, “the emphasis is placed on two
episodes most exalted by dominant nineteenth-century historiography and by
Francoism—and which, at the same time, have been most subject to critical revision
in recent decades: the Reconquista and the conquest and colonization of the
Americas.”?® I do recommend you to watch this video, produced by Vox as part of
their electoral campaign in 2022.%! If you do, please be careful, one potential effect
is boredom; the other, brain damage.

Another historian, Mateo Ballester Rodriguez, reminds us that Vox uses
history as a political weapon, denouncing what it sees as a rejection of national
traditions in the West and, in Spain, a particularly hostile attitude toward national
identity, which it attributes to the left, the influence of regional nationalisms, and
the acceptance of the Black Legend. “In Vox’s historical narrative,” he continues,
“the Middle Ages and the Spain of the Catholic Monarchs and the Habsburgs are
the primary sources of symbols and references. Any appeal to a liberal Spanish
tradition is virtually absent; the emphasis is placed on two episodes most exalted
by dominant nineteenth-century historiography and by Francoism—episodes that

20 Jesus Casquete, “Extrema derecha e historia: a modo de introduccién,” in Jests Casquete, ed.
Vox frente a la historia. Madrid, 2023, p. 7 and 10.

21 Vox, “#VIVA22 en donde se relata, a través de personajes e interpretaciones de artistas, la
Historia de Espafia,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dj05nUrhg-c On Vox and
“Reconquista”, see Gustavo Alares Lopez and Eduardo Acerete de la Corte, “Negar la
historiografia, mitificar el pasado. La Reconquista, Vox y la radicalizacion excluyente del
nacionalismo espaifiol,” Nuestra Historia, 15 (2023), pp. 115-132.
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have also been among the most critically revisited in recent decades: the
Reconquista and the conquest and colonization of the Americas.”*?

In both cases, Vox has introduced motions and legislative proposals to
nationally commemorate the year of the conquest of Granada, and the party
routinely celebrates October 12th as a foundational milestone not only in Spanish
history but in world history. To understand the tone they apply to these events, it is
important to recall the words of party leader Santiago Abascal during the October
12,2021 commemoration:

The president of the party has shown a particular commitment to
framing the colonial experience as a source of national pride,
portraying it as an evangelizing, civilizing, and liberating mission
for oppressed peoples. This is reflected in his striking claim, made
on that occasion, that he is proud to be the heir of ‘those who ended
the genocide of the Indigenous peoples, of those who invented the
Empire of Human Rights, of those who gave the world the greatest
work of universal brotherhood that any people has ever
contributed’.?

Vox has also introduced non-binding motions “in defense of Hispanidad” in various
regional parliaments. One such proposal, presented in the Parliament of Aragon on
June 26, 2020, is particularly telling. Let me quote several paragraphs from it:

In recent weeks, we have witnessed in several countries across the
American continent—especially in the United States—a wave of
iconoclastic fury that, although focused on monuments, amounts
to an attack on the Spanish legacy in what was once called the
New World.

These attacks are being used to demonize and distort our shared
past, opening the door to labeling as purely racist what was, in
fact, one of the most remarkable and integrative epics in the
history of humanity.

Unlike other nations that established themselves in the Americas
and saw the continent merely as a site of exploitation, Spain’s
presence—subject to numerous laws protecting the Indigenous
peoples—sought the integration of those societies into Spanish

22 Mateo Ballester Rodriguez, “Historia y guerra cultural en Vox,” in Casquete, ed., Vox frente a la
historia, p. 14, and 16-17.
23 Ballester Rodriguez, “Historia y guerra cultural,” p. 18.
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institutions. In stark contrast to the genocide claimed by the most
fanatical proponents of the Black Legend, Spain—also a daughter
of that America—created a mestizo society in which Cervantes’
language now allows hundreds of millions to communicate.

As a result of the discovery—an undertaking that was distinctly
Spanish—a new sphere of scientific, economic, and social
development was opened to a world whose boundaries were
expanded. A whole continent, home to many different societies,
presented moral dilemmas that, after intense debates, produced a
body of law considered a precursor to international law and even
to the concept of human rights. The classification of Indigenous
peoples as subjects of the Crown, not slaves, enabled the
implementation of labor rights such as the eight-hour workday,
mandatory wages, and Sunday rest, among others.

The removal, destruction, or defacement of statues of figures such
as Isabel the Catholic, Miguel de Cervantes, Christopher
Columbus, or Fray Junipero Serra, among others, represents not
only a complete falsification of a history of global importance but
also a grave irresponsibility on the part of those who allow and
encourage it—an unjustified and unjustifiable expression of
Hispanophobia, in the face of which Spaniards cannot remain
idle.?*

If we didn’t know that this was written in 2020, we might well assume it had been
penned by one of the historians from the Francoist era we discussed earlier.
These are the kinds of historical visions promoted by the party through its public
representatives, its social media accounts (on X, for example, there is more
discussion about defending traditional interpretations of the Conquest, the
Reconquista, etc., than about Franco and historical memory), and through the
activities, events, and publications of the two foundations linked to the party: the
Foundation for the Defense of the Spanish Nation and the Disenso Foundation.
While I do believe that the emergence of Vox is a key factor in
understanding this return to the most traditionalist views of Spanish history—the
ones promoted during the Franco regime—I also think it is important to highlight
certain elements of the cultural dimension of this process. In this case, as in
contemporary history, this traditionalist revisionism of early modern Spain is
essentially an attempt to restore old paradigms, now repurposed as political and

24 Grupo Parlamentario-Vox Cortes de Aragon, “Manifiesto en defensa de la obra de la
hispanidad,” Zaragoza, 11 de octubre de 2024.
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cultural weapons. The goal is to accuse those of us who have contributed to revising
the history of Spain and the Americas of being defenders of Black Legends, of
hating Spain and its supposed eternal values, of trying to break the eternal unity of
the Spanish nation, and of being consumed by imperiophobia.

This is the central thesis of what must be considered a key publication:
Elvira Roca Barea’s Imperiofobia y leyenda negra, which appeared in 2016.%
According to the author, the so-called Black Legend—or imperiophobia toward the
Spanish Empire—is still alive, not so much in the minds of foreign enemies, but
rather among Spaniards themselves: separatists, leftists, and others who, in her
view, question the traditional history of Spain simply because they hate their own
country.

This work is without doubt one of the clearest examples of why we should
never underestimate the appeal—or better yet, the seductive power—of those we
find ourselves debating. It doesn’t matter if they are criticized, if their arguments
are shown to be superficial, if their quotations are inaccurate, or if it becomes clear
that they fundamentally misunderstand the historical processes of Spain. Elvira
Roca Barea, for example, has received favorable reviews—even from well-known
and respected historians. But she has also faced fierce criticism: articles have
demonstrated how she distorts sources and misrepresents history, and in many
cases, that her thinking is deeply confused. And yet, she has become a mass
phenomenon: she sells out every venue where she speaks, and her book
Imperiofobia has reportedly sold no fewer than 800,000 copies.*°

If you haven’t read this book, I’'m not sure I dare recommend that you do.
In fact, for many of us, reading it amounts to a form of intellectual masochism—
but we also recognize that it has had an undeniable impact on a broad audience,
including professional historians. I read it myself because the book, along with
Vox’s campaigns, has triggered a boom in publications on these topics.

I won’t mention all of them—between books, articles, essays, and podcasts,
there are hundreds. Many are simply poor: uninteresting from either a
historiographic or political perspective, and most seem to have been published
merely to capitalize on the market opened by Roca Barea’s work. But I will note a
few: Stanley Payne’s En defensa de Esparia. Desmontando mitos y leyendas negras
(2017); José Maria Marco’s Historia patriotica de Esparia (2023); the contributions
of the already mentioned Pio Moa, who is now venturing into the history of early
modern Spain—La reconquista y Espania (2018) and Hegemonia espariola y

2 Elvira Roca Barea, Imperiofobia y leyenda negra: Roma, Rusia, Estados Unidos y el Imperio
espariol. Madrid, 2016.

26 There are many reviews of Roca Barea’s book, but I recommend to read just two: Carlos
Martinez Shaw, “Contra el triunfo de la confusion,” E/ Pais, June 21, 2019, and José Luis
Villacafias, Imperiofilia y el populismo nacional-catolico. Madrid, 2019.
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comienzo de la era europea (2022); and Philippe Conrad’s Reconquista. La historia
prohibida (2025).

In the introduction to Conrad’s Reconquista, Jos¢ Javier Esparza, a highly
active promoter of these ideas, reminds readers that:

For transparently political reasons, this formidable historical
episode [the Reconquista] began to seem ‘inconvenient’ to
official opinion with the rise of political correctness. Spain’s
own institutional culture began to view with suspicion a
historical period that, nevertheless, is essential to understanding
Spain’s very existence... In academic circles, the idea quickly
took hold that the Reconquista never actually happened—or, if
it did, it should be read in reverse: as a lament for al-Andalus,
a supposedly splendid world cruelly destroyed by Christian—
and specifically Spanish—barbarism... If the West exists today
as we know it, it is because, in the lands of the Iberian
Peninsula, the idea was born to rebuild what had once been
lost.?’

Equally important are the initiatives of documentary filmmaker José Luis
Lopez-Linares, best known for his film Espafia. La primera globalizacién, which
promotes a “white legend” view of the Spanish Empire. Lopez-Linares managed to
bring together numerous historians to collaborate on the project—many of them
longtime leaders in the field of early modern and imperial Spanish history: Juan
Ribot, Carmen Iglesias, Jaime Contreras, Manuel Lucena, and others who, at least
in the excerpts of interviews included in the final version, appeared to support the
documentary’s core historical claims.

Lopez-Linares also published a book based on the film, with a prologue
written—unsurprisingly—by Elvira Roca Barea, in which he states that his
intention was always to “change the way the history of Spain is being told.” This
documentary was followed by others, almost always partially funded and promoted
by the Community of Madrid, whose president, Isabel Ayuso, is well known for
her extremist positions in both cultural and political matters.

In his introduction to the book Esparia. La primera globalizacion, Lopez-
Linares makes a particularly revealing statement:

From the very beginning of this endeavor, I always hoped that this
film would reach younger audiences. And thanks to ... the team
at the Community of Madrid’s Department of Education, we have

27 Philippe Conrad’s Reconquista. La historia prohibida. San Sebastian, 2025, p. 8.

15



succeeded in making a special version of the film—accompanied
by a teaching guide written by Elvira Roca—available to all
schools and high schools in the Community of Madrid. It will
soon be available in other autonomous communities as well.8

Lopez-Linares has also directed and produced another documentary, this time about
the history of the Conquest—Hispanoamérica. Canto de vida y esperanza (2024),
a work “constructed,” in the words of historian Carlos Martinez Shaw, “on the
ideological foundations laid in their day by Francoism—that is, on the unrestrained
and uncritical glorification of Spain’s deeds in America.”?

In this regard, I would like to mention what I believe is the most recent
contribution to this revisionist campaign—though undoubtedly others have
continued to appear—Los historiadores hablan. Entrevistas sobre historia e
hispanismo (2024), prepared by Mercedes Temboury, a historian of the Inquisition
who works outside academia. The list of interviewees—a mix of historians and
other independent scholars to give them a name—is truly interesting, and it is clear
that some feel more at ease than others with Temboury’s questions. These questions
address, in her own words, “issues ranging from global economic history to many
aspects of the shared history of Spain and the countries that once formed part of
Spanish America—such as mestizaje, the ways populations were integrated into the
Spanish Empire compared to other empires, the significance of the School of
Salamanca and its theory of power, the Laws of the Indies, the evolution of
viceregal societies during the Spanish presence and after independence, or the
devastating effects of the Peninsular War on Spain.”

To end this address, allow me to offer a few words—not as a conclusion,
but perhaps as an invitation to raise new questions. What should we do—those of
us who oppose parties that defend extreme ideologies like Vox, or the kind of
traditionalist revisionism discussed here?

One of the books that has most intrigued me in recent days is the Spanish
edition of Le temps qui reste (The Time That Remains), in which the renowned
French historian Patrick Boucheron reflects on the rise of the far right and
populism. In order to resist both the temptation to do nothing and the many
examples of cultural warfare promoted by conservative thought, Boucheron
reminds us that the far right’s ascent to power today will not resemble that of the
1930s. Now, as the case of Italy under Meloni’s leadership shows,

Instead of major constitutional or legislative changes, or the use of
extreme repressive violence, the cultural counterrevolution’s

28 José Luis Lopez-Linares, Espafia. La primera globalizacion. Barcelona, 2022, p. 24.
2 Carlos Martinez Shaw, “Hispanoamerica. Canto de vida y esperanza: El nacionalcatolicismo a la
reconquista de América,” EIl Pais, April 18, 2024.
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program is simpler—yet more radical and far-reaching: to attack
women’s rights, target sexual and gender minorities, oppress
foreigners, weaken intermediate institutions, and, in passing,
humiliate intellectuals,” and to do all this from within existing
institutions, themselves products of the post-WWII democratization

process.**

We are seeing this unfold here in the United States, in many European and Latin
American countries, as well as in several autonomous communities in Spain.

In fact, in recent days we have seen what is happening with one of the most
exciting research projects in Europe, directed by, among others, the great Spanish
early modernist Mercedes Garcia-Arenal. The project, funded by the European
Union, is titled The European Qur’an, and it has already resulted in the publication
of ten high-quality scholarly volumes, with a few more coming in the next months.
As reported by El Pais, Garcia-Arenal, a professor and researcher at the Consejo
Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas (CSIC), has stated:

Despite its academic and historical nature, the project—which
studies the diffusion of the Qur’an in Europe over the last
millennium, as well as its translation, use, and interpretation—has
been under attack for weeks by media outlets and politicians, mainly
in France, who accuse it of Islamic proselytism and of links to
extremist groups like the Muslim Brotherhood.!

The researchers have been accused of promoting “Islamism” and “Islamophilia”
that, critics claim, undermine European values. These attacks, Mercedes Garcia
Arenal adds, “have created a climate of intimidation for the researchers, who
denounce a political offensive against academic freedom.” One of VOX’s digital
platforms, La Gaceta de la Iberosfera, also published an article on the matter, with
the following headline:

Brussels allocates nearly 10 million euros to a project called ‘The
European Qur’an’ to uproot Europe’s Christian identity.*

But allow me to conclude by quoting another historian—this time of American art,
both colonial and post-independence—Natalia Majluf, who very recently published
an article in the Archivo Espariol de Arte addressing the complex theme of the

30 Patrick Boucheron, El tiempo que nos queda. Barcelona, 2024, p. 32
31 Jorge Morla, “La extrema derecha ataca un estudio financiado por la UE que rastrea la historia

del Coran en Europa,” El Pais, May 30, 2025.
3 La Gaceta de la Iberoesfera, April 15, 2025.
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decolonization of museums. The question posed to her by the editors, which also
serves as the title of the article, was: What role do you believe art history should
play in the debate on decolonization? And although her words are directed
specifically at the intricate debates surrounding museums, they could just as easily
be applied to the simplistic versions of the past promoted by far-right parties or
“revisionists” of all stripes:

To read the present through the dense complexity of the past may be
the most important contribution that [art] history can make to
today’s debates. Because readings that conceal history’s shades of
gray also distort our understanding of the present and weaken the
tools we need to undertake essential social struggles and demands.
Understanding the heterogeneity of social formations and historical
processes, grasping the subtle operations of power, and appreciating
the effective strategies of negotiation deployed in the past are
essential for thinking about contemporary society. Commitment to
the study of the past and to historians’ arguments does not imply
adherence to absolute objectivity or to old-fashioned unitary
narratives, but rather to the mastery of a vast body of data, traditions
of thought, debates, and perspectives from which an informed
discussion can be built—and from which a genuine space for
reflection on history and on our complex relationship with the past
can emerge. >

33 Natalia Majluf, “;Qué papel considera que debe tener la historia del arte en el debate sobre la
descolonizacién?” Archivo Espaiiol de Arte, 98 (389), January-April 2025, p. 3.
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