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ABSTRACT 
-- -- - ---------

-1--
________ T_r_a_n_s_i_t_i_o_n_ T_o_w_a_r_d_ D_e_m_o_c_r_a_c_.Y_ i_n _ _ s_p_a_i_n_=_ ~----- Opinion Mood and Elite Behavior _ 

This paper is intended to give an explanation of the transition 
process from authoritarian rule to democracy in Spain. It focuses on the 
relationship between general states of public opinion and the behavior of 
the elite, both regime and opposition. A considerable amount of empirical 
information is provided to illustrate the socioeconomic situation of the 
country and the opinion mood during the transitional period. 

Relying mostly on certain classical theorists--Machiavelli, De Tocque-
ville--an explanation of the Spanish transition is advanced along the -\ 
following reasoning: The way in which transition toward democracy has 
taken place in Spain is as much a function of the internal dynamics of the 
ruling sectors of the Franco regime as it is of pressures from those sec
tors. The conjunction of both factors precipitated the change only within 
the presence of two catalytic elements: the natural passing of Franco, 
and the role of a King who had been appointed by Franco and enjoyed the 
loyalty of the armed forces. Against a societal background of decreasing 
social inequalities, increasing cultural secularization, economic crisis, 
and concern about the future, government and opposition would meet the 
democratic covenant--perhaps because the most staunch Francoists did not 
feel strong enough to maintain the authoritarian sy stem without paying 
high costs, difficult to anticipate; while, on the other hand, the re
gime's political opponents also did not feel strong enough to attempt its 
overthrow without risking failure. 
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OPINION MOOD AND ELITE BEHAVIOR 

Introduction 

Rafael Lopez Pintor 
Centro de Investigaciones 

_ - ----~o_cj-olog~<:_~ 

It is the aim of this paper to briefly describe the transition proc
ess from authoritarianism to a representative system of government in 
Spain.l The main focus of the paper will be to illustrate the Spanish 
public-opinion mood before and during the political transition, and its 
degree of consistency with elite movement.2 This analysis will be placed 
within a more general interpretive framework of political change which has 
largely been advanced by other authors writing on transition. 

Spain's system of government has .evolved from d:Lctatorship to democ- j 
racy during a three-year period (1976-1978). Most importantly, parliamen
tary democracy in Spain has been built after a reform strategy, and without 
any formal--neither rapid nor violent--breakdown of the Franco regime. 

It has been argued that successful political reform is an even rarer 
phenomenon than revolution.3 Hence, there has been no little surprise 
and much curiosity about contemporary Spanish politics. The increasing 
amount of literature and concern about Spanish politics among social sci
entists illustrates this fact4 (not to mention the attention that the 
Western mass media have been devoting to the Spanish political process 
after Franco). In dealing with this literature, a conclusion can be easily 
drawn: that description of recent political change in Spain does not fit 
properly into any of the grand theories of political change or development. 
Neither Marxian nor developmentalist theories of politics offer an accept
able explanation of the Spanish case.5 Some consolation, however, can be 
found in the more classical writings and in the writings of non-grand
theory-oriented contemporaries. Indeed, some cla ssical ideas and hypothe
s e s s e em highly valuable in unde rstanding the politics of pos t-Franco 
Spain. From this perspective, there are several guidelines of interest. 
First, the establishing of a given t ype of regime is as much a function 
of a certain necessity in the society as it is of a constellation of fa
vorable events and c ircumstances, or of the capability of ava ilable lead
ership (nes essita, fortuna, and virtu in Machiavelli). 6 Second, a r epre
s entative system of government is more likely to succeed in a socie t y 
without much social inequality (Aristotle , Machiavelli) .7 Third, the fear 
of reverting to a situation of generalized violence or civil war fosters 
the acceptance of a given type of regime (Hobbe s, Machiavelli) .8 Finally , 
when a s ociety has reached a certain degree of complexity in its socioeco
nomi c structure and its State apparat us , the change of r egime leav es 
largely untouched both the social s truc ture and the Sta t e adminis tra tion-
mainly because previous important changes at both l evels have helped to 
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remove the old regime; in other words, that main structural transformations 
have already taken place and have undermined the regime (De Tocqueville) .9 
As will be shown in this paper, the Spanish process of transition toward 
democracy is more illustrative of these classical theoretical statements 
than of general theories of class struggle or the relationship between in
dustrialization and political development. 10 

As for the advantage of looking to contemporary non-grand-theory
oriented writers, there are several approaches of interest in studying the 
Spanish case. On the one hand, it is fruitful for political analysis to 
identify major political actors, the kind and amount of their resources, 
their strategies, and the constraints existing on the viability of differ
ent political alternatives. These factors have been conceptualized in a 
different manner by such authors as Hirschman and Dah1.ll On the other 
hand, it may be pertinent to look at the interplay of different political 
actors within the broader net of relationships between the powerful, the 
power-seekers the political stratum, and the apolitical stratum of a 
given system.i2 There is the axiom that political opposition will be per
mitted if the government feels that an attempt to repress it would fail, or 
that, even if it succeeds, the cost of coercion would be higher than the 
benefits.13 Once the barriers to opposition are reduced, organized politi
cal pluralism will spring up to the extent that there are latent groups and 
subculture_f:l .:i:~ -~~____p_olJ._ty: striking t~ ~~t j.~tQ_ th~ ~p_~n. _ I~ a sens.e "or-

\ ganizational pluralism is ordinarily__?:_ conc2~!:_a!l_!:__, __Q_9th a_§_<!: _~~\l.§_§_a!!_c!_ .~ _ _ ;. 
effect, oCthe liberalization and democratization of hegemonic regimes."rq:--
At the same time, once political pluralism is institutionalized, it does 
not necessarily follow a high degree of equality in the distribution of 
resources--political, economic, or any other kind. Hence a change toward 
democracy, or the stabilization of a pluralistic polity, is not a suffi-
cient condition for a society to enter a path of uninterrupted progress 
toward equality.15 

In shifting from these conceptual considerations toward Spanish po
litical reality, a main thesis of this paper will be that the way in which 
the transition toward democracy has taken place in Spain (non-violent, re
formist, and legalistically oriented) is as much a function of the internal 
dynamics of the ruling sectors of the Franco regime as it is of pressures 
from outside these sectors. The conjunction of both sets of factors pre
cipitated the change of regime only in the presence of two catalytic ele
ments without which Spain's transition could hardly be understood: the 
natural passing of General Franco, and the role of a King who had been ap
pointed by Franco and enjoyed the loyalty of the armed forces--all within 
a society which had been undergoing profound structural transformations 
since the 1950s and had rapidly reduced its traditional levels of inequal
ity, and which had passively accepted the Franco regime and was highly de
politicized. Against a r ecent historical background of civil war, repres
sion, and absence of civil rights, the majority of Spaniards were going to 
witness--not without some fear and anxiety--how government and opposition 
would more or less peacefully meet the democratic covenant; perhaps largely 
because the most stauriah Francoists (civil and military) did not feel 
s trong enough to maintain the authoritarian system without paying high 
costs, hard to anticipate; while, on the other hand, the regime's politi
cal opponents also did not feel strong enough to attempt its overthrow 
without risking failure.16 
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The Calendar of Transition 

It seems appropriate here to list the main institutional signposts 
defining the process of transition to democracy in Spain. 17 An explana
tion will then be advanced touching the different dimensions stated above: 
structural changes in society, mass political aspirations and mobilization, 
and internal conflicts of the Francoist elite, all mediated by the event of 
Franco's death and the performance of King Juan Carlos. 

The calendar of change can be reconstructed in the following terms: 

November 1975: 

March 1976: 

July 1976: 

November 19 76: 

December 1976: 

February to 
April 1977: 

March and 
October 1977: 

June 1977: 

The passing of Franco, and the oath-taking of 
King Juan Carlos as prescribed under Franco's 
law. 

All major forces of opposition to the Franco 
regime united in Coordinacion Democratica (an 
opposition platform broader than the former 
Junta Democratica, set up in Paris in 1974). 

Premier Carlos Arias--who served as premier 
under Franco--dismissed by the King ·after fail
ing to gain acceptance of his proposals for 
limited democracy. Adolfo Suarez appointed new 
premier. First limited amnesty decreed. 

The Francoist Assembly (Cortes), on the . initia
tive of the Suarez government, passes Law for 
Political Reform, which dissolves the Assembly, 
formally opening the way for free general 
elections. 

Disavowing the campaign for mass abstention 
waged by most opposition forces (and the cam
paign for a negative vote waged by the most 
reactionary opposition forces), more than 70 
percent of the Spanish electorate backs the 
Reform Law in referendum. 

Most political parties are legalized. The Movi
miento and official unions are dissolved. An 
electoral coalition of 14 minor parties (Union 
de Centro Democratico) is formed under the lead
ership of Prime Minister A. Suarez. 

Second and third amnesties decreed. 

First general election of a Parliament (consist
ing of a Congress of Deputies and a Senate), 
meant to be "ordinary," but in fact bound to 
draft a Constitution as its main endeavor. In 
this sense, it serves as a constituent assembly. 
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December 1978: A Constitution approved in Parliament, and voted 
in referendum.. 

March 1979: 

April 1979: 

First general election takes place under the new 
Constitution. 

First free local election under the new system 
of government. 

All of these events took place without any formal breakdown of pre
vious authoritarian legislation or any important political denunciation 
of the Franco regime--although it must also be said that they occurred in 
an atmosphere in which neither localized violence nor a.·-·c:ertain amount 
of general suspense were absent. Why was it that the Spanish people-
both the elites and the public--chose this way to transform their polity? 
The following pages attempt to shed some light on this question. 

Structural Changes 
In Contemporary Spanish Society 

It would require excessive space to describe the socioeconomic and 
cultural transformations undergone by Spanish society in the last two de
cades .18 Yet some facts may be pointed out as relevant to the political 
questions being posed in this paper. 

First, brief mention needs to be made of some of the structural 
changes undergone by Spanish society during the second half of the Franco 
regime and under rapid industrialization. This is not to imply that these 
changes happened because of the authoritarian regime, although they were 
obviously promoted by , and concomitant to, it (rapid industrialization 
would have taken place 10-15 years earlier had Spain joined the Allies in 
World War II, as was the case in other European countries). The point is 
that these changes have reduced social inequalities largely to a question 
of historical significance . And the y had a positive effect on the mainte
nance and at least passive legitimation of the Franco regime, as well as 
affecting the kind of political change occurring afte r Franco. 

By the mid-1970s, Spanish society was less inequalitarian than ever 
before in contemporary history . Perhaps more social sectors were con
cerned with keeping what they had gained than ever before. In addition, 
most Spaniards had little interest in politics, but rather strong socio
economic concerns. Given these circumstances, the society at large of
fered an appropriate cushion to the maneuvering of the political e lites 
(government and opposition) to se ttle their historical differences amicably , 
since most of the people were not prepare d to be come involved in risky ac
tions eithe r to maintain the authoritarian regime or to topple it. They 
would even suffer patiently the violence of minority groups of the extreme 
right or left. The aim of most people was to maintain a rather affluent 
socie ty, with ope n opportunities of all kinds . 

Thi s hypo t h es i s concer ning t he political e f f ect s of reduced i nequal i 
tie s is close r to the thought of Aristotle and Machiavelli than to the 
theor i es of Tocquevi lle , Ma rx , or modern poli t i cal- development theoris t s 
such as Lerner, Deutsch, etc. On the one hand, it is not being proposed 
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that economic development need have a linear relationship to the growth of 
democracy (Lerner, Deutsch, etc.). Nor is it proposed here that the en
largement of the Spanish proletariat accompanying industrialization was 
likely to foster a classical Marxian revolution. On the other hand, the 
relative-deprivation theory of revolution (Tocqueville) might have applied 
to Spain had the Franco regime remained in existence until the present day, 
when economic recession is having a strong impact on the prosperity of in
dividuals, who currently feel that they have less now than they had before. 
The hypothesis is closer to Aristotle and Machiavelli in the sense that 
democracy is more likely to be successfully established and maintained 
when there is little social inequality than under opposite conditions.19 
This is a rather modest proposition, but one which~-in today's industrial 
Spain, as in preindustrial history--might be a fruitful one. 

Although the industrialization of the Spanish economy began in the 
last quarter of the 19th century, it stalled several times due to internal 
and interri~tional crises--the last, and most significant of which, for our 
purposes, was the world crisis of the 1930s, followed by civil war, and. an 
international --blockade lasting into the earTy 19508-. -:iirom-this: -p-o-int -un--
til the present international economic crisis, rapid industrialization took 
place in Spain, affecting the country's social structure to the most signif
icant extent in modern history. To mention some conventional economic 
indicators, per capita income increased from about $500 in the early 1960s 
to more than $3,000 in the late 1970s. 20 Agricultural labor, which ac
counted for almost 50 percent of total employment in 1950, fell t _o 42 per
cent in 1960, and is less than 20 percent today. 21 Obvio~slY.!__ _t:_fii? h_a_s __ 
been accompanied by a rapid increase in urbanization: in 1960, 34 percent 
of the -peoplew ere Tivlilgin- towns of more than ioo,ooo inhabitants;--this r

figure had increased to 44 percent by 1970.22 

These socioeconomic changes implied higher standards of living as 
well as a better distribution of resources a~ong Spaniards. After the ex
pansion of the industrial and service sectors, of the economy, the middle 
strata of society became the majority. 

It is our hypothesis that these changes fostered the legitimation 
(at least of a passive variety) of the regime under which they occurred, 
and relegated political discontent to minor segments of the society--
the better informed, and largely the better-off. 23 Actually, the Spanish 
economy began to deteriorate at the end of the Franco regime as a conse
quence of the oil crisis~ - Spaniards became aware of the economic crisis, 
but by the time of Franco's death, they did not seem to think that the 
regime under which they had prospered was to blame for it. The opinion 
surveys of that time reflect the objective decrease of consumption stan
dards, but express a rather hopeful outlook that things were going to get 
better, both for the country and for the individual. In contrast, the 
Spanish people currently seem less optimistic, but there is not now an 
authoritarian regime to be toppled nor a political force--either in 
government or opposition--that can credibly offer the people a rapid and 
successful way out of the economic crisis. 



TABLE 1 

INDICATORS OF WELLBEING AND INCOME DISTRIBUTION IN SPAIN 

A. B. c. D. 
Intergenerational Wages and salaries Percent of house- Percent of people 
occupational as percent of total holds with: saying they are better 
mobility (from national income off or worse off than 
manual to nonmanual), T.V. Refri- Car 5 years earlier 

Year Percent gerator better worse 

1960 1 4 4 

1966 27.6 53 

1970 

1973 34.3 58 85 82 38 

1976 42 14 

1977 64 

1979 36 20 

SOURCES: A. Informe Sociologico sabre la Situacion Social de Espana 1970 (Madrid: Euramerica, 1970), 
pp. 586-588; Estudios Sociologicos sabre la Situaci6n Social de Es pana 1975 (Madrid: 
Euramerica, 1976), p. 740. 

B. Estudios Sociologicos ... 1975, p. 959; Informe Mensual, Abril 1980 (Caja de Pensiones 
"La I Caixa\") , p. 23. 

C. Estud~- Sociologicos. .1975, p. 975. 
D. Data for 1976 are from the Instituto de Opinion Publica, and belong to a national survey 

conducted in May . Data of 1979 are from a national survey by the Centro de Investigaciones 
Sociologicas, and were published in Revista Espanola de Investigaciones Sociologicas, N. 6 
(April-June 1979), p. 239. In both surveys the question was: "En comparaci6n a coma Vd. 
vivfa hace cinco anos ldirfa Vd. que hoy vive mas satisfecho, igual de satisfecho o menos 
satisfecho"? 
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TABLE 2 

OBJECTIVE INDICATORS OF SPANISH ECONOMIC CONDITIONS, 1970-19 79 

A. B. c. D. E . 
Annual rates of Annual rates of Annual rates of Annual rates of Wage increase 
increase in GNP increase in national increase in the average increase over inflation 
per capita (con- consumption (constant cost of living in wages and rates (percent 
st ant prices, prices, 1970) (consumption salaries per hour constant prices, 
1970) prices constant, (monthly, 1970 = 1970) 

Year Total Private Public 1970) 100) 

1970 100 100 

1971 109. 7 113.9 3 

1972 7.0 7.5 7.8 5.5 117 .6 133.7 9 

1973 7.0 7.7 7.8 6.7 134.1 160.5 5 

1974 4.7 4.6 4.1 8.3 158.1 203.5 GJ 1975 0.0 2.3 2.0 5.2 180.4 256.5 

1976 2.0 4.4 4.3 5.3 216 .1 334.5 

1977 1.3 2.1 1.9 3.7 273.1 435 .4 3 

1978 318.4 549.5 8 

1979 367 .9 6 75. 3 6 

SOURCES: A, B: Espana, Anuario Estad1stico 1979 (Madrid: INE , 1979), p. 295. 

Boletfn Mensual de Estadistica, several issues (Madrid: INE, 1979). 

. -

G 
' 

E: 

D: 
,., These figures come from C and D after the formula Dl.~.lOO _ 100 where 

01 
represents 

D2 ·c2 

wage increase in a given year and D
2 

is the increase in the previous year; c
1 

and c
2 represent cost-of-living increase rates for a given year and previous year . 

Most significant figures are put in boxes. 
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TABLE 3 

j SUBJECTIVE INDICATORS OF SPANISH ECONOMIC CONDITIONS (percent of national samples) 

Year 

1968 

' 1973 

1974 

1975 

1976 

1979 

A. 
% of people saying 
economic situation of 
the country is: 
"very good" "very bad" 
or "good" or "bad" 

56 

32 

25 

27 

6 

24 

22 

24 

27 

41 

B. 
% saying economic 
future of the 
country will be: 
better worse 

40 

42 

27 

25 

9 

12 

c. 
% saying their 
individual eco
nomic situation 
has not changed 
or is better 

62 

61 

D. 
% of people optimi~tic 
and pessimistic toward 
their individual future 
Optimistic Pessimistic 

49 

54 

40 

6 

9 

13 

SOURCES: A. Data for 1968, 1974, 1975, and 1976 belong to the Instituto de la Opinion Publica, and were 
published in REOP, No. 14 (1968), p. 186 and No. 44 (1976), p. 283. Data for 1979 belong to 
the Centro de Investigaciones Sociologicas, and were published in REIS, No. 6 (1979), p. 304. 

, I 

B. Data for 1975 and 1976 were published by REOP, No. 44 (1976), p. 283. Data for 1979 were 
published by REIS, No. 6 (1979), p. 305. ~1975 and 1976 the wording of the question was: 
"Vd. cree que~general el futuro economico del pa£s sera igual, pear o mejor que el 
presente?" In 1979 the question was: "Y cree Vd. que dentro de un a;;o esta situacion sera 
mejor, igual 0 pear que ahora?" 

C. REOP, No. 44 (1976), p. 285. 

D. Data for 1973 were published by REOP, No. 36 (1974), p. 249. Data for 1976 belong to the 
Instituto de la Opinion Publica and have not been published. Data for 1979 were published 
in REOP, No. 6 (1979), p. 305. In the 1973 survey the question was: "Como ve Vd. su futuro 
personal en el aspecto economo: muy bueno, bueno, regular, malo 0 muy malo?" The quest ion 
in the two later suriVeys was: "Vd. cree que en las proximos dos anos su vida va a mejorar, va 
a seguir igual o va a empeorar?" For the purpose of this table, we have considered "optimis
tic" those people saying their personal future is going to be good or their lives ar e going to. 
be better. By "pessimistic" we take those people saying their future is going to be "bad" 
or their lives are going to be "worse." 
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Information in Tables 1-3 clearly shows two important facts. 
First, that during the transitional period, even when consumption rates 
and the wealth of the nation had been increasing at a lower pace than in 
previous years, average wages and salaries kept rising above inflation 
rates. Second, and most important for political analysis, although the 
public's perception of the economic condition of the country had been 
deteriorating throughout this period, the people tended to think of their 
own situation in better terms than that of the country. And concerning 
both the country and themselves, many people were rel~Eively optimistic 
and hopeful about the future rather than pessimistic. 

All of this supports the hypothesis that, by the end of the Franco 
regime and during the transitional period, there was more conformity and 
concern about maintaining hard-won gains than relative deprivation to be 
translated into the political arena. 

Political Aspirations and Expectations 

A number of reasons have frequently been cited to explain the fact 
that under Franco the Spanish people were largely depoliticized: the 
specific nature of the regime, which contrary to the fascist regimes of 
Hitler and Mussolini, was particularly concerned with keeping the people 
uninvolved in politics; a certain historical dose of political skepticism 
and cynicism; the fact that 70 percent of Spain's population had lived 
under no other kind of political system; and the traditional backwardness 
of the country. 25 To this could be added a certain degree of political 
anomie as a part of the general cultural anomie springing up from the 
above-mentioned rapid structural changes in the economy and society. It 
should be kept in mind that almost half of the adult population is com
posed of internal migrants of either the first or second generation. 

This low level of political interest among the "silent majority" of 
Spaniards coexisted with the increasing politicization of some social 
segments: the younger, the more educated, skilled and professional labor, 
etc. The hypothesis here is that for most Spaniards the Franco regime 
was taken as a given, with neither much enthusiasm nor animosity. Yet, 
at the same time, democratic ideas were being progressively seen as the 
more reasonable alternative, more suited to the times and to_ unfolding 
circumstances. After all, democracy was the system prevailing in sur
rounding more developed nations, and was also the banner increasingly 
being held by the younger generation, professionals and intellectuals, 
the Church, and even businessmen--in a word, "those who know better." 

As stated above, for the majority the Franco regime was taken more 
as a given than as something to be strongly in favor of or against. 
Some opinion data are highly illustrative of this phenomenon. A few years 
before Franco's death, only minority sectors of people would express 
opinions openly against his person (students and professionals much more 
frequently than employees, workers, or housewives). (See Table 4.) 
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TABLE 4 

ATTITUDES TOWARD FRANCO AS A PERSON BY DIFFERENT SECTORS OF THE SPANISH 
POPULATION (percentages, from strategic samples, 1969) 

Question: ''What would you say to Franco if you had the 
opportunity to talk to him freely?" 

Response 
codes(*) 

Discontent, 
insults 

Political 
change, 
democracy 

Conformity 

Personal 
needs 
(house, 
wages, etc.) 

N.A. /D.K. 

TOTAL 

High-school 
students 

23% 

16 

10 

32 

19 

100 

University 
students 

20% 

15 

4 

32 

29 

100 

(*) The question being posed was open. 

Prof es
sionals 

15% 

20 

15 

22 

28 

100 

Employ- Work- House-
ees ers wives 

12% 8% 2% 

8 

22 

39 

19 

100 

7 

16 

56 

13 

100 

20 

1 

51 

26 

100 

SOURCE: These data belong to an unpublished chapter intended for the 
Informe Sociol6gico sobre la Situacion Social de Espana 1970_ 
(Madrid: Euramerica, 1970). The housewives' sample was 
national, the others were strategic samples from Madrid. 

It might be argue d that the people under survey scrutiny were int i midated 
by the regime's repressive action, which by the end of the 1960s was 
particularly focused on the labor movement. To some extent, this might 
have been the case. But, at the same time, it should be pointed out 
that the opinion outlook was not particularly negative i n the aftermat h 
of Franco's death, or even in the retrospect of later years (see Tables 
5 and 6). By 1978, f or example, the r e trospe ctive evaluation of Franco 
as a ruler--even when the regime had already disappeared--was much lower 
than that of the principa l present leaders but higher than that of the 
main leader from the tight, Mr. Fraga (see Table 7). 

On the even of Franco's death, most of the people were worried 
about the f uture, and they r emained anxious during the transiti onal 
period (see Table 8) • The uncertainty of the public is also reflected 
in the people's negative evaluat ion of the countr y's political conditions . 
The rather high level of political confidence exhibited by the public 
after the appointment of Premier Suarez in 1976 had not pr eviously ex
isted since 1973, two years before Franco's death. This opinion mood was 
accompanied by an incr ease in political interest and in the expr ession of 
democratic aspirations. 



TABLE 5 

ATTITUDES TOWARD FRANCO'S DEATH (percentages of national sample, 
November, 1975) 

Franco's death has meant to you: 

- Pain, sorrow 53% 
- Irretrievable loss 29 
- Worry about 

future 5 
- Indifference 7 
~ Other 6 

11 

SOURCE: Survey by ICSA-Gallup, published in Nuevo Diario (November 22, 
1975). 

TABLE 6 

ATTITUDES ON THE POLITICAL CONDITIONS OF THE COUNTRY BEFORE AND AFTER 
FRANCO (percentages of national sample, November 1976) 

There is There is D.K. 
more now less now D.A. Total 

Freedom 65% 3% 32% 100% 

Democracy 51 4 45 100 

Security 18 31 51 100 

Wellbeing 17 30 53 100 

SOURCE: National survey by Metra-Seis, published in 0£ini6n (November 
20, 1976)' p. 13. 
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TABLE 7 

LEVEL OF POPULARITY OF SOME CURRENT LEADERS AND OF FRANCO AS A RULER 
(scale from 0 to 10; average scores from national survey, June 1978) 

Leaders Mean score 

King 6.4 

Felipe Gonzalez 5.6 

Adolfo Suarez 5.4 

Santiago Carrillo 4.3 

Manuel Fraga 3.3 

Franco 3.6 

SOURCE: P. McDonough, S. M. Barnes, and A. Lopez Pina, "The Spanish 
Public and the Transition to Democracy," paper delivered at 
the 1979 annual meeting of APSA, Washington, D.C., September 
1979. 

TABLE 8 

INDICATORS OF CONCERN TOWARD THE FUTURE (percentages, national samples) 

Percent of people saying they look at the future: 

With worry With tranquility DK/DA 

March 1975 58 39 3 

June 1975 57 31 12 

January 1976 54 34 12 

SOURCE: Surveys from the Instituto de Opinion Publica. 

Tables 9, 10, and 11 are highly illustrative of this phenomenon, but 
are not used here as evidence that democratic ideals were springing auto
matically from the society at large. Much to the contrary, there was an 
increasing interaction between power-holders, power-seekers, the politi
cized strata, and the depoliticized public. Each political actor was 
looking at the others and anticipating reactions. A climax of uncertainty 
--with a considerable amount of violence--was reached in the last months 
of the Arias government due to generalized rejection of his timid reform 
proposals; and again during the first semester of the first Suarez govern
ment. There were strikes, mass demonstrations, political murder and kid
napping, mounting pressures by the press, visible signs of a split 
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TABLE 9 

SOME INDICATORS OF POLITICAL CONCERN, POLITICAL INTEREST, AND DEMOCRATIC ASPIRATIONS OF SPANJ.SH PEOPLE 
BEFORE AND AFTER FRANCO'S DEATH (percentages of national samples and of electorate) 

1966 
1971 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 (May) 
1976 (Dec.) 

A. People saying the 
political situation 
of the country is 
"very good" or "good" 

54 
42 
32 
29 
52 

B. People in favor of: 

one-man democratic 
rule representation 

11 35 

18 60 

8 78 

C. People saying 
they do not have 
any interest in 
politics 

51 
62 

35 

D. Voting turnout 
in referenda 
and elections 

Dec. 1976 77 
June 1977 78 
Dec. 1978 68 
Mar. 1979 69 
Apr. 1979 61 

1979 (June) 9 76 36 

SOURCES: A. Data from IOP, published in REOP, No. 44 (1976), p. 290. Data for December 1976 from Consulta, 
published by Cambia 16 (January 9, 1977), p. 14. 

B. Data for 1966 and 1976 belong to the Instituto de la Opinioni Publica, ' and have not been pub
lished. Those for 1974 belong to Consulta S.A. and were published- by Cambia 16 (June 3, 1974). 
Data for 1979 belong to the Centro de Investigaciones Sociologicas and were published in REIS, 
No. 6 (1979), p, 275. The wording of the question in all these surveys was not strictly the 
same, though basically comparable. In all surveys, the subjects were asked if, in politics, 
they would prefer an outstanding person to make all important decisions or the people's repre
sentatives to make these decisions. 

c. Data for 1971 and 1973 belong to ICSA/Gallup and were published by Informaciones (February 
15, 1974). Data for 1976 and 1979 belong to the Instituto de la Opini6n PGblica and Centro 
de Investigaciones Sociologicas, respectively. The wording of the question in all these sur
veys was basically the same: "How much interest do you have in politics: very much, somewhat, 
little, none." 

D. Data from the records of the Ministry of the Interior. 
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TABLE 10 -

ATTITUDES ON ACCEPTANCE OF POLITICAL PARTIES BEFORE AND AFTER FRANCO 
(percentages of samples, national and largest cities) 

A. 

B. 

1971 (National sam.Ele). Percent of people saying 
existence of political parties would be: 

1973 
are: 

. Beneficial . . . . . . . . 

. Neither beneficial nor harmful 
Harmful 
DK/DA . . . . . . . . 

(National samEle) . Percent of people saying 

In favor of the existence of freedom 
for political parties 
Against it 
DK/DA . . . . . 

the 

they 

12% 
9 

23 
56 

37% 
34 
29 

C. April 1975 (National sample). Percent of people saying 
that parties: 

Should be permitted in Spain 56% 
Should not be permitted 22 
DK/DA . . • . . . . . . . . 22 

D. January 1976 (National sample). Percent of people saying 
that political parties: 

Should exist in Spain 41% 
Should not exist 25 
DK/DA . . . . 35 

E. May 1976 (Sample of 4 major cities). Percent of people 
saying political parties: 

. Should exist in Spain 67% 
Should not exist 3 
DK/DA . . . . . . . . . 30 

SOURCES: A, B: Estudios Sociologicos sobre la Situacion Social de 
Espaiia 1975, pp. 1259, 1277. 

C: El Europeo (April 19, 1975); data from Consulta S.A. 

D, E: Instituto de la Opinion Publica. 
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TABLE 11 

ATTITUDES ON DESIRABILITY OF DEMOCRACY IN THE AFTERMATII OF FRANCO'S 
DEATII (percentages of samples, national and largest cities) 

December 1975 (national survey). Percent of people saying 
-they would like the King to grant: 

-- -- -· -· MOre fre-edom Of·- speech . 
Universal suffrage . • . 
More regional autonomy 
Amnesty . . • . . . . 
More political freedom • 
Follow more democratic p-olides than 
previously existed • -- - ---

May 1975 (sample of 7 larger cities). Percent of people 
saying: 

The system should evolve toward 
a democracy of the Western kind 

• This evolution is not possible 
without reforming Fundamental Laws 

72% 
70 
61 
61 
58 

58 

74% 

60 

SOURCES: Data for December belong to Consulta and were published by 
Cambio 16 (December 1, 1975). 

Data for May belong to Metra Seis and were published by 
Informaciones (May 31, 1975). 

in the military and in the elite of the ailing regime, etc. 26 This was 
a period in which it became particularly evident that at no time is a 
regime weaker than when it starts reforming itself.27 Theoretically, 
the situation could be envisaged as one leading to either a revolution 
or a coup d'etat. Why did neither happen? Why did the government not 
lose control of the situation? Why did every major actor run a risk, 
but never attempt to play a last card? Of course, these are questions 
whi ch are being answered a posteriori, and responses are not exempt of an 
ex post facto bias. 

In looking at the state of Spanish society, the hypothesis which has 
been advanced is that decreasing social inequality fostered both passive 
support for the Franco regime and an unrisky way out of it upon Franco's 
death. At the same time, however, the democratic alternative was becom-
ing more popular among the public at large, with an increasing commitment 
from the younger, more cultivated, and more politicized sectors of the 
society which were undermining the r egime both from within and from out
side (from universities, unions--legal and illegal--the press and publi
cations, the Church, and some s e ctors of the administration and of the 
business connnunity) .28 As to the way in which this changing opinion mood 
could affect the emergence of democracy after Franco s death-...;.nobody - ---
thought democracy could emerge before--permit me t to quote myself in the 
spring of 1975 in order to partly correct the ex post facto bias: 
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Is this emerging democratically oriented generation a 
guarantee for a coming democratic future in Spain? On the 
long term, an affirmative answer could be adventured. On 
the short term, this would seem more than problematic. The 
possibility for a democratic evolution may arise from two 
main sorts of circumstances: well planned reform--what the 
regime does call 'apertura'--or uncontrolled disintegration 
of the regime. From a mass culture perspective it is hard 
to foresee which way the Spanish future will go. In the 
opening, it will mostly depend on elite factors--particularly 
conflicts within the authoritarian coalition, and attacks from 
radical opponents. Yet, since the regime active social basis 
is a rather limited one, any important crisis may work as a 
catalyst for the mobilization of opponents, and also of pre
viously passive supporters who will not identify anymore the 
regime with the person of Franco. 

The Portuguese experience is highly illustrative of how 
fast a regime structure may disintegrate without even any 
dead shot. Though it also illustrates how difficult it is 
to build up a democracy upon the debris of a long-lived au
thoritarian regime.29 

The Mobilization of the Politicized 
and the Interplay between Power Holders 
and Power Seekers 

A description of mass mobilization and elite maneuvering has been 
provided by various authors, 30 although there are still important vacuums 
to be filled (such as a press-content analysis of the period, looking as 
much at editorial viewpoints as at declarations by relevant individual 
actors). The point to be stressed here is that the most staunch Franco
ists chose not to play their card of a coup d'etat to preserve the regime 
nor did the opposition play its card of revolution--because neither side 
was sure of success. For both, there was the state of the society, 
rather conformist and apathetic, and the final uncertainty of how much 
social support they could obtain. For both, there was also fear--either 
of uncontrollable social violence and protest (the Francoists) or of 
indiscriminate repression (the opposition) .31 

For the most adamant rightists, the contradictions of the regime 
had obscured the visibility of civil society.32 And in regard to the 
more politicized sectors, these Francoists knew from experience in govern
ment how difficult and costly it was to mobilize a few thousand people 
on occasions. They also knew from experience about the increasing orga
nizational capacity of the nonofficial unions. Finally, they perceived 
enough of the sta, te-:of-:-mind of intellec tuals, public. officials, profes
sionals, and businessmen to be at least suspicious that the people in 
decision-making positions in a nd out of the government administration no 
longer constituted an authoritarian bloc as. they had in the 1940s and 
1950s. 



·--1 

* In 1973 the President of Government L. Carrero Blanco was killed by ETA. Consistently, the largest 
percent of killings by ETA were policemen and Civil Guards. The largest percent of killings by 
police and paramilitary forces were people engaging in public demonstrations and protests. 

SOURCE: This table has been compounded with information made available from the files of the daily 
newspaper, EL PAIS. An assistant of the Centro de Investigaciones Sociologicas, Emilia 
Nasarre, is to be recognized for her patient work. 
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For the opposition forces as well, uncertainty existed with regard 
to the amd'unt ·of mass support obtainable, and even with regard to the 
support available from individuals in the educated middle class with lib
eral leanings, if tested in a final confrontation. And, most importantly, 
the opposition was afraid of sheer repression. 

This is not to suggest that the democratic covenant was an easy one, 
or that there was a well-planned blueprint shared by government and op
position which decided to adhere to it after signature. This was partly 
the case on some occasions and concerning some specific issues, but on 
the whole, there was much trial and error by both government and 
opposition. 

There were some visible signs of splits within the Francoist civil 
and military elites. These have been described elsewhere,33 but some of 
the most apparent may be mentioned here. First, and most important, the 
reform leadership was taken by men who had served as Ministers under 
Franco. There were also politicians -who had served under Franco who 
joined the opposition plat-form Coordinacion Democratica. And there were, 
of course, leading actors of the Franco regime who strongly opposed re
form and continued to campaign against it in open elections. Yet this 
split was numerically disproportionate (for instance, only 15 percent of 
the deputies in the Francoist Assembly did not vote in favor of the Law 
for Political Reform in 1976). As for the military, there were dismis
sals and resignations affecting the higher positions, as well as public 
statements against reform after certain gove rnmental decisi ons were made 
(notably the announcement of the Suarez bill for reform in 1976, or the 
legalization of the Communist party in 1977). Yet, on the whole, the 
military stressed allegiance to the King, who was the overseer and final 
individual master of the process.34 

King Juan Carlos chose Premier Suarez and inspired his program, 
playing his role as a connecting mechanism between past and future. He 
was in the position to legitimately demand the allegia nce of Franco's 
loyalists (the General had appointed him and had left rather loose insti
tutional arrangements), and at the same time to expect the support of the 
opposition forces since he was letting them enter the political game.35 
The King's performance is crucial to understanding the how of the whole 
process of change. If there is any individual actor who has been in the 
position, and with the capacity, to make the process turn one way or 
another, it is King Juan Carlos . Although this is not intended to be a 
value statement, it is hard to imagine a breakdown of the Spanish author
itarian r egime under the conditions of the time without the media ting 
role of the monarch, both as an institution and as a person. It should 
not be forgott en tha t in 1970 Spa in lacked s ome of the most important 
features present in the recent collapse of other European authoritarian 
systems (notably external war, which can undermine the cohesiveness of 
the military: e.g., Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, Greece under the 
colonels, and Cae tano' s Portugal). The King s eems to have b een riding a 
horse for which both the Spanish people and the surrounding world were 
r eady to bid. 

Once Fra nco had di ed and the r e form process wa s l aunched--a process 
that occurred i~ a. certain atmosphere of violence and uncertainty, but 



19 

with the King massively acclaimed in his almost continuous trips through
out the country--the Spanish people anticipated that Franco's nondemo
cratic Cortes was going to pass the Bill of Political Reform. The people 
would massively support it later on in referendum, not only because it 
was the best thing for the country and because there was a need for 
change and democracy. Some people consciously, and most of them uncon
sciously, might have felt that in voting for reform they were saving 
themselves from the unknown. 36 · 

TABLE 13 

ATTITUDES TOWARD THE BILL OF POLITICAL REFORM (percentages of national 
samples) 

November 1976. Percent of people saying that the Reform Bill: 
Will be passed by the Cortes 58% 
Will not be passed 6 
DK/DA . . . . . • . . . . . 36 

December 1976. Percent of people saying they voted YES 
in the reform referendum because: 

. It was the best thing to do 29% 
• For the good of the country 10 
• There is need for change and 

democracy. . • . • . 29 
On influence by P.V. and the 
Government . • • • • • 
On influence by others 
(spouse, friends) 
Other 
DK/DA • • . • . . 

10 

3 
3 

16 

SOURCE: Estudios del CIS, La Reforma Polftica (Madrid: Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociol6gicas, 1977), pp. 17, 34. The November 
poll was conducte d on days 16 and 17 from a sample of 976 in
dividuals. The December poll was conducted after the referen
dum on the 16th and 18th from a sample of 1,008 individuals. 

By this time, most of the citizens of the Western democracies also 
thought Spain was moving toward democracy, and t hey made it known through 
their political and opinion leaders and in their opinion polls (see Table 
14). 

At Franco's funeral there was but one foreign head of state (Pino
chet). A f ew days later, at King Juan Carlos' inauguration ceremony , 
there were h eads of state or high- r anking r epresent a t ives of t he most im
portant Western democracies. For those who wanted to understand, it was 
clear that a new era was opening to Spanish politics. 

http:democracy..�.�
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TABLE 14 

ATTITUDES TOWARD DEMOCRACY IN SPAIN FROM 13 WESTERN NATIONS 
(percentages of national samples, 1976) 

Do you think Spain Position of Spain on the 
is moving toward a to democracy (mean score 
democracy of the a scale from 0 to 10) 
Western type? 

path 
on 

Where it Will be 3 years 
Country YES NO* is now from now 

West Germany 79% 18% 3.9 5.9 

Belgium 24 6 3.8 5.7 

France 46 16 4.0 6.2 

Great Britain 56 17 3.9 5.3 

Holland 29 9 3.3 5.2 

Ireland 70 11 4.1 5.7 

Italy 52 13 3.6 5.9 

Norway 64 9 3.4 5.4 

Denmark 66 24 3.3 5.0 

Finland 51 14 4.1 6.1 

Sweden 65 16 3.2 5.2 

Portugal 40 4 4.0 6.4 

U.S.A. 41 35 4.0 5.6 

* P1:rcentages missing up to one hundred belong to those who do not 
an:-swer -or have doubts. All these surveys were conducte-d by the Gallup 
organization in December 1976 before the- Referendum on the Law for -
Political Reform, except the cases of Italy and Norway where they were 
conducted in January 1977. 

SOURCE: Estudios del CIS, La Reforma Pol{tica (Madrid: Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociologicas, 1977), pp. 42, 83-99. 
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introduce order without incurring danger, because few men ever welcome 
new laws setting up a new order in the state unless necessity makes it 
clear to them that there is need for such laws; and since such a neces
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cuisant: le mal est devenu moindre, il est vrai, mais la sensibilite est 
plus vive." Alexis De Tocqueville, L 'Ancient Regime ..• , op. cit., pp. 
277, 278. 
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The point has been stressed by Guillermo O'Donnell in his "Ten

siones en el Estado Burocratico Autoritario y la Cuesti6n de la Democracia," 
(Buenos Aires, CLACSO, 1978). In a different paper, the same author 
deals with the political resurrection of the civil society, which accom
panies the downfall of authoritarian regimes. See his " Notas para el 
Estudio de Procesos de Democratizacion Polltica a 1 partir del Estado · 
Burocratico-Autoritario," (Rio de Janeiro: :IiUPERJ, mimeographed copy) . 
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There is no study that I know of on relations between t he monarch 

and the military, even at the level of formalized public communications 
such as speeches. Yet a few facts can be mentioned here. First, the 
King pays the greatest attention to cultivating his personal contacts 
with the military at all levels. Second, high military officials were 
very parsimonious in their public declarations concerning the political 
process up to the first general election. From then on, they have been 
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constitute the best formal indicator of his messages to the military. 
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talked of dif ferent matters which seem to have been particularly salient 
to military relations at the time. In 1976, he appeared to the military 
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at the Pascua Militar to be mostly concerned with the future. In 1977, 
he asked them not to pay attention to those who sought their demoraliza
tion and disunity. In 1978, he referred to political change as necessary 
and part of the course of history ("marcha de la Historia"); he considered 
it "absurd" not to move, and defended the depolitization of the military. 
In 1978, he acknowledged the cooperation by the military in the political 
process, which was "necessary." In 1980, he expressed his deep identifi
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themselves become excited with the idea of protagonisms, which were 
"inopportune." This brief account has been based on a perusal of Madrid 
newspapers, and it is intended as merely an outline for a more formalized 
content-analysis of available published material. 
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toward the future. See his "tDerecha, Izquierda o Centro? Sobre la 
Legitimacion de los Partidos y Coaliciones en el Sur de Europa," Revista 
del Departamento de Derecho Politico 4 (fall 1979), 134-137. 

36By this time, and under the constraints of socioeconomic factors, 
all the signals of loss of legitimacy which have been pointed out by 
Przeworski were apparent, and a preferable alternative had crystallized 
for the mass public to join: the death of the founder of the authoritar
ian regime, an existing economic crisis, mass unrest, and clear messages 
that something would have to be done (King Juan Carlos speeches, differ
ent reform proposals, etc.). See Przeworski, op. cit., pp. 11-15. 


