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Del Rey, Fernando, and Alvarez Tardio, Manuel. Fuego cruzado: La primavera
de 1936. Barcelona: Galaxia Gutenberg, 2024. 696 pp.

Spain’s Second Republic may be the most intensively studied era in the
country’s modern history, with the Popular Front government that directly preceded
the Civil War coming under particular scrutiny. It has proven nearly impossible for
historians to separate this “pre-civil war” phase from the catastrophe that followed,
making them willing or unwilling participants in the memory wars that have
consumed political discourse in twenty-first century Spain. Fernando del Rey and
Manuel Alvarez Tardio take pains to avoid this teleological trap in their
prodigiously researched and expertly rendered treatment. Examining sources on
their own terms, the authors center their analysis on the dynamics of violence,
politics, and governance between the elections of February 16, 1936, that brought
the leftist coalition to power and the July 18 military coup that would ultimately
bring it down. Earnest readers will be rewarded with the most complete portrait
available of this pivotal five-month period, gaining crucial context for
understanding the war’s proximate causes. Those already steeped in the
complexities of this period will learn many new details and interpretive questions.

As expressed in the book’s title, the crossfire of political violence was the
inexorable feature of Spanish life in the first half of 1936. Using local press, official
reports, and memoirs, the authors have identified and examined 977 violent
episodes across Spanish territory in this period that resulted in at least one serious
injury or death. Out of the total of 484 deaths and 1659 serious injuries tallied from
these sources, they attribute the vast majority to incidents initiated by leftist
agitators, a group that also accounted for the lion’s share of the victims. Law
enforcement and the military played a rather smaller role in the violence than
civilian partisans, both in terms of provocations and number of victims, though the
authors make further analytical distinctions between the national forces and the far
less professionalized municipal police. The full precision and complexity of their
labor cannot be reproduced in this review. A lengthy appendix helpfully presents
breakdowns of the data according to geographical distribution, political affiliation
of victims and of perpetrators, and various other criteria.

This data gathering alone represents a worthy contribution, but behind the
book’s headline claims lies a level of qualitative detail that will prove at least as
interesting to readers as the raw data. Over the course of twelve chapters, many
dozens of these violent incidents are profiled in relentless detail. The authors
highlight the epistemological challenges inherent in their exercise, including the
nearly immediate proliferation of conflicting narratives in the wake of many
incidents. Accurate reconstruction is impossible in many cases, but the authors
seize these opportunities to show how partisan accounts could crystallize into myth,
which itself drove the politics of righteousness and reprisal.
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Local officials’ indulgent posture toward violence perpetrated by their
partisans became a vexing problem for the Republic and its national leaders. A
prevailing belief that police presence provoked rather than prevented violence often
led mayors to order local Civil Guard garrisons to stand down—a policy that
became counterproductive when guardsmen were forced to improvise when
protesters actively sought violent confrontation with them. This was especially
dangerous in an atmosphere featuring drunkenness and the brandishing of small
arms, in which the first shots could be fired by a peripheral actor such as a gunman
on a balcony. The authors agree with the assessment of moderate-left leaders like
Manuel Azafia and Julian Besteiro that the Civil Guard remained generally (though
not perfectly) professional and non-partisan, if outmoded in its technical capacities
and institutional culture. They nevertheless document a few cases in which
guardsmen entered the fray without orders from civil officials.

Whatever one might think about the Republic’s tumultuous lifespan, there
is no denying that the violent crowds and street violence seen throughout the spring
of 1936 represented something qualitatively new: not stochastic episodes, but a
sustained and unrelenting atmosphere. From its inception in 1931, the democratic
regime had been caught between its constitutional commitments, an emboldened
revolutionary left, and a right that wavered from skeptical to hostile. This volatile
cocktail generated anticlerical violence, a failed coup attempt, and a revolutionary
uprising in October 1934 that led to a harsh repression. The latter event, particularly,
not only galvanized the Popular Front electoral coalition but also convinced its
activist base of the need to deny the opposition access to political power at any
level. Building on the work of such authors as Eduardo Gonzélez Calleja and
Stanley G. Payne, del Rey and Alvarez Tardio chronicle purges of political
opponents from local and provincial administrations, and provincial (civil)
governors’ frequent unwillingness to force local authorities to enforce laws equally.
The judiciary, another bugbear of the revolutionaries for having upheld the program
of the Popular Front’s conservative predecessor, came under similar pressure as the
parties in power flouted and delegitimized unwelcome decisions.

The authors emphasize time and again there is no evidence of any specific
revolutionary plot. The Popular Front defined itself as much by what it opposed
than what it sought. What it opposed was fascism—but as an anti-fascist front, this
was no grand coalition based on a common anti-fascist denominator, but rather a
fractious plurality impervious to legal or political restraints on its fight against a
broadly and imprecisely defined enemy. With the stars of maximalist leaders like
Francisco Largo Caballero rising, it is little wonder that fears of an impending
Spanish soviet gained traction in liberal and rightist circles. Moderate Republican
leaders like Azafia, whose diaries and correspondences are quoted extensively, were
privately dismayed by the amount of civil disorder, but feared that calling attention
to it only played into the hands of right-wing conspirators. Azafia continued to
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believe that the main danger to the regime was an anarchist insurrection, not the
progressive undermining of the constitutional order provoking a right-wing coup.

The authors’ treatment of the Falange is of particular interest. Compared to
other groups engaged in partisan violence, José Antonio Primo de Rivera’s party
was small, and the authors argue that its members, with some exceptions, were
generally reactive rather than premeditated in their approach to street
confrontations. Yet as the only political party to actually exalt violence, it cannot
be surprising that the Falange became a lightning rod. Subject to strict scrutiny,
Falangist partisans cautiously stockpiled weapons and cultivated the identity of
persecuted martyrs. Alvarez Tardio and Del Rey are skeptical of the common thesis
that the Falange pursued a deliberate strategy of provocation, though indiscipline
within their ranks had this effect at moments. The authors find that most violent
confrontations involving the Falange also involved numerous other groups—that
is, Falangists tended to be present in places where violence was already likely to
break out, their very existence being a provocation against the antifascist
foundation of the ruling coalition.

The progression from spontaneous crowd violence to premeditated targeted
attacks forms a key narrative arc of the Popular Front period. On the ascendent by
July was pistolerismo—targeted assassinations supported with getaway cars—
which the authors liken to a more ideological variant of Chicago gangsterism. This
took the form of internecine violence among leftists, but also was practiced by
members of the Falange, whose skillful execution of these acts raised the small
party’s profile. By mid-April, conservative Catholic leader Jos¢ Maria Gil Robles
sensed a drift among his party’s hitherto legalistic rank-and-file toward more radical
approaches, though the authors believe the claim made by some historians that
frustrated conservatives migrated to the Falange to be exaggerated. Jos¢ Antonio’s
party remained relatively small, and for most new recruits the Falange was their
first political affiliation. Public violence began directly to touch the military, itself
increasingly politicized with multiple rightist conspiracies brewing and Communist
Party cells in every garrison. An army parade in Zaragoza devolved into a brawl,
and four officers suspended after the event became a cause championed by General
Emilio Mola, a chief plotter against the Republic.

The book’s final chapters reveal considerable disunity on the right. The
papers of José Sanjurjo, author of the earlier failed coup and a ringleader in 1936,
document the differing priorities and strategies among the military plotters just as
the moment to act seemed to be arriving. Competing conspiracies proliferated in
the ranks of the military and right-wing political parties, winning varying degrees
of buy-in. Acrimony between the Falangists and the monarchists led by José Calvo
Sotelo thwarted effective political coordination. Trying to hold together a party
fractured over the question of loyalty to the Republican constitution, Gil Robles’s
attitude toward violence was so ambiguous and contradictory that the authors seem
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to believe that any search for a coherent position is futile. The assassination of
Calvo Sotelo, which Alvarez Tardio and Del Rey reconstruct in remarkable detail,
was not the catalyst of rebellion as sometimes believed. The event helped galvanize
legions of wavering officers and militants but did not alter the planning already
underway. As the authors note, the Dragon Rapide that carried General Francisco
Franco to Morocco had already been commissioned by that point (though Franco
remained non-committal). The authors also note the widespread belief following
the hit on Calvo Sotelo that some counterrevolutionary putsch was now more likely,
prompting the Republic’s defenders to stiffen their resolve.

At the conclusion of their vast and detailed portrayal of the Popular Front
as an era of disorder in the streets and disregard for the law by elected officials at
all levels, the authors are nonetheless unequivocal in their condemnation of the
military rebels for their “irresponsible” act. Whatever desperate measures might
have been necessary to restore order to Spain, they show the putschists knew they
lacked the broad and decisive coalition needed to succeed quickly. If it is possible
to summarize the conclusion of this massive study;, it is that the spring of 1936 was
marked by a tragic proliferation of incompetence and abdication of duty, but the
conspirators who lit the powder keg without a clear plan for quick and decisive
success must bear special responsibility.

Sasha D. Pack
University at Buffalo (SUNY)
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