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The Spanish State and its 

Relations with Society 

by Jos? Casanova 

The Problem of the Modern* State 

There has been in recent years a renewed interest among Marx? 

ists, sociologists and political scientists, in ascertaining or at least 

reassessing the nature of the modern state.1 Among Marxists, this 

interest in the problem of the capitalist state and of the state in 

general has become a veritable craze. Actually, one finds today 
a wide range of Marxist theories of the state.2 Although the lines 
are not that clear cut, one can group the various positions into 

three types. 
There is, first, the "instrumentalist" position, which sees the 

state as an instrument of class rule. This view is perhaps closest 

to the "orthodox" Marxist position, which one finds throughout 
Marx's political and historical writings and which became the 
dominant paradigm in the Marxist-Leninist tradition.3 The state is 

conceived here as a superstructure which develops on the founda? 

tions of social relations of production and serves directly the 

interests of the economically dominant class. The state is always 

dependent upon society, while the political ruling class is ulti? 

mately derived from the social dominant class. The "instru? 

mentalist" approach, exemplified in the work of Ralph Miliband, 
examines the relations between classes, the administrative appara? 
tus and the state. Particularly, it tries to show the "interpersonal 
relations" between state officials and members of the ruling 
class.4 The analysis of the privileged position which capitalists 
hold inside and outside the state, is meant to explain the decisive 

influence which they exercise over policy making. Although this 

approach was meant as a substantive critique of the pluralist 
and the power elite perspectives, methodologically it is akin to 

them in that, it is also centered around the problem of "who" 
rules.5 For that reason, this approach has been criticized as 

"subjectivist" by structural-functionalist Marxists.6 
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The second position, the "structural-functionalist," exempli? 
fied by the work of Nicos Poulantzas, argues that what is relevant 

in determining the class nature of the state is not the "class 

affiliation" or "personal relations" of state officials, but rather 

the structural components and the objective functions of the 

state.7 In a class-divided society the state must necessarily per? 
form the functions of maintaining the social cohesion of the 

social formation and of reproducing the social system by main? 

taining class domination. The modern state is a capitalist state 

because its functions are dictated by the exigencies of the capi? 
talist mode of production. Thus, the functions of the capitalist 
state are "derived" logically, not empirically, from the logic 
of capitalist reproduction.8 The very logic of capital forces the 

bourgeois state, as an "ideal collective capitalist," to intervene 

on behalf of capital in general, that is, to ensure capitalist re? 

production, at times even against the particular interests of the 

various capitalist fractions. 

Finally, there is a third position which views the state not 

so much as an instrument of class rule, nor as a functional 

institution for system maintenance, but rather as the very arena 

of class struggle, namely, as the "condensation of class forces" 
or as a "materialized concentration of the class relations of 
a given society."9 This position can be traced back to Engels' 

analysis. Engels insisted that "as a rule" the state is the state of 

the most powerful, economically dominant class. But, he 

adds, "exceptional periods occur when the warring classes balance 

each other out so nearly that the state power, as apparent 

mediator, acquires for the moment a certain independence in 

relation to both."10 Absolutism, Bonapartism, military 

dictatorships, even Fascism are often explained in this 

manner, either as the result of a temporary equilibrium between 

the antagonistic social classes or as the result of a crisis within 

the hegemonic bloc.11 

All three positions, despite their attempts to confront the 

issue of the "relative autonomy of the state" and to break with 

vulgar reductionism, are ultimately unsuccessful because they 
are unable to break with a theoretical framework which sub? 

sumes the state under society and the political under the econo? 

mic.12 Even when affirming the relative autonomy of the state, 
this autonomy or independence is ultimately derived, either 

instrumentally or functionally, from social relations of produc? 

tion, from class struggles or from the systemic logic of socio 

110 

This content downloaded by the authorized user from 192.168.52.77 on Mon, 10 Dec 2012 15:51:28 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


economic reproduction. It is implied that the very interests of 

capital demand this autonomy and that the bourgeoisie is fore 

sighted enough to concede it. 

Recent neo-Marxist revisions often recognize that neither the 

classical Marxian theory nor Marxism-Leninism have been 

able to account for the most significant political developments 
of the 20th century, namely, the establishment of authoritarian 
state socialism, the rise of fascism and the bureaucratic expansion 
of the interventionist welfare state. But the revisions have not 

been more successful.13 Instead of empirical studies of contem? 

porary states, what one finds in those revisions are subtle exegeses 
of Marx's texts and elaborate conceptual exercises which attempt 
to save the theory from empirical and positivist critiques. The 

continuous rereading of Marx only reproduces the inner incon? 

sistencies which one finds in Marx's "two theories of the state."14 

The inconsistencies appear not only when confronting different 
texts or different periods of Marx's work. They are evident in the 

very text which is often adduced to show that Marx recognized 
the potential autonomy of the state. In The Eighteenth Brumaire 

of Louis Bonaparte, Marx interprets the rule of Louis Bonaparte 
not as a system of dictatorial class rule, but rather as a system 
of state rule over all classes, bourgeois and nonbourgeois, as the 

rule of the state over civil society and over the nation.15 Yet, 
after having recognized the independence of the state from civil 

society, the logic of historical materialism forces Marx, against 
his own analysis, to present this political power as the repre? 
sentation of a class, "and the most numerous class of French 

society at that, the small-holding peasants."16 Moreover, it was the 

bourgeoisie's own interests that, according to Marx, dictated 
"that it should be delivered from the danger of its own rule; 
. . . that in order to preserve its social power intact its political 

power must be broken."17 
But Marxists are not the only ones who have difficulty in recog? 

nizing the state as an autonomous actor in the social system. 
Liberal political theory is equally oblivious of the reality of the 
state as an independent social fact. Indeed, as some critics have 

pointed out, the liberal and the Marxist theories of the state have 

many points in common. Both see the state either as "an 

appendage of bourgeois society" or as an "arena" in which the 

conflicts of civil society are fought out.18 "Pluralism," the 
dominant perspective in Anglo-American political science, saw 

the political system in the image of liberalism's view of society. 
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For liberalism, a competitive economy, based on equal exchange, 
serves to homogenize society and to make every other form of 

control and powers in society superfluous and, therefore, 

seemingly "arbitrary" and "unnatural." Similarly, pluralism 
views the political system as a non-hierarchical and competitive 

arrangement of power, as an endless process of bargaining between 
numerous interest groups.19 Accordingly, the state becomes either 

the "nightwatchman's state" of liberalism, whose function it is 

to impede any interest group that may exercise inordinate power, 
or it becomes practically indistinguishable from the very process 
of bargaining. In this process of bargaining, the state may become 

either just one more interest group among others, or the very 

spoils of the open contest for government. The systemic result 

is, in any case, what Robert Dahl calls "polyarchy."20 
Today very few analysts still regard this view as adequate for 

an understanding of contemporary polities.21 Keynesian inter 

ventionism and the expansion of the welfare state have forced 

political science and political sociology to reconsider the nature 

and functions of the modern state. Two main lines of inquiry 
have appeared. The first one, "corporatism," is an adaptation 
of the pluralist perspective to changed political circumstances. 

As in the case of pluralism, its analysis is centered around those 

institutional arrangements which are designed to ensure a respon? 
siveness by political leaders to citizens. Its main argument, 

however, is that the competition for electoral support and parlia? 
mentarian representation, which were central under liberalism, 
are no longer as relevant as the "corporatized" and more or 

less formalized activities of social groups and of organized interests 

in relation to government. For Philippe C. Schmitter, "societal 

corporatism appears to be the concomitant, if not ineluctable, 

component of the postliberal, advanced capitalist, organized 
democratic welfare state."22 Corporatist analysis is presented as 

an explicit alternative to the dominant paradigm of interest 

politics, that is, to pluralism. But, corporatism still remains 

within the model of interest politics. Its analysis does not center 

on the state, that is, on what Charles Tilly calls "stateness," but 

rather on the patterns of corporatist intermediation between 

state and society.23 Moreover, it tends to subsume the state and 

political forms under socio-economic forces. Schmitter writes: 
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As a macrohypothesis, I suggest that the corpora 
tization of interest representation is related to 

certain basic imperatives or needs of capitalism 
to reproduce the conditions for its existence and 

continually to accumulate further resources. 

Differences in the specific nature of these impera? 
tives or needs at different stages in the institution? 

al development and international context of capi? 

talism, especially as they affect the pattern of con? 

flicting class interests, account for the difference 
in origins between the societal and state fonns of 

corporatism.24 

Such an hypothesis assumes that the state is always, even in 

the case of state corporatism, the dependent variable.25 Thus, 
the histories and trajectories of particular states do not need to 

be taken into account as potentially independent variables. 

The other line of inquiry dominant in American sociology, 
structural-functionalism, did discover the state in the 1960s, 
but this discovery was also a limited one. Its excesses went in 

the opposite direction. It hypostatized the state as an autono? 

mous, functional, rational and universalist agency of system 
and social integration.26 Concerning its formative principle of 

development, structural-functionalism argued that the state 
was the ideological outcome of an endogenous and evolu? 

tionary process of social differentiation. Talcott Parsons and his 

associates became progressively more interested in the new 

role of the welfare state in social and economic processes and 

ultimately developed a theory of the modern state which, as 

Alvin Gouldner pointed out, amounted to "a sociological version 
of Keynesianism."27 According to this theory, the differentiation 
of the state from the societal community permits the state to be? 
come a central and rational arbiter, over and above particular 
groups and classes. Since it represents the general interests of the 
social system as a whole, the state assumes the mission of guiding 
social action. Social differentiation forces the state to become 

increasingly specialized in the goal-attainment function. As a 

paradoxical counterpart, however, Parsons argues that power 
and authority "become more decentralized and associational, 
rather than more concentrated."28 
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Many critics have pointed out the conservative, ideological and 

legitimating character of Parsonian functionalism. Three main 

objections can be raised. In the first place, the consensual and 

associational model of politics hides the logic of coercion and 
domination which is inherent to the state and to hierarchic power 
structures. Secondly, the elevation of the autonomy, rationality 
and functionality of the state to a formal principle of social 
differentiation hides the fact that the state is enmeshed in the 

particular interests, social relations and contradictions of society, 
that the formal-legal rationality of the modern state administra? 
tion frequently generates all kinds of substantive irrationalities 
in its interventions, and that what may be functional for the 

political-administrative subsystem may be dysfunctional for the 

economic and socio-cultural subsystems. Finally, the formal, 

general, evolutionary and self-explanatory model of social dif? 

ferentiation, which presents the modern state as the end-result 

of a general process of political rationalization, hides the unique 
conjunction of historical circumstances which led to the "inven? 

tion" of the modern state in Early Modern Europe and to its 

differential development in the various Western countries. 

This last critical point has been developed most systematically 
by B. Badie and P. Birnbaum in The Sociology of the State, 
in an analysis which conjoins similar, yet different analysis 

recently developed by Charles Tilly, ThedaSkocpol and Gianfranco 

Poggi.29 Taken together, these analyses do not amount yet 

perhaps to a full-fledged paradigm, but they offer certainly an 

urgent call to develop a comparative and historical sociology of 

the modern state. Despite the differences in emphasis and in 

approach, there are some important premises which they share. 

At a general theoretical-methodological level, all of them 

differentiate between the logic of coercion and the logic of 

production, between political domination and class exploita? 
tion, and between political and socio-economic structures, 

arguing that they are two analytically different, yet in actual 

history mutually related, mostly interdependent and, at times, 
even indistinguishable spheres of social life. The relative 

autonomy, interdependence or predominance of either state or 

society, cannot be deduced theoretically, but has to be ascer? 

tained empirically for each particular social formation. After 

Max Weber, this principle may sound almost like a truism, yet it 

is necessary to reiterate it because their work is also in many 

ways related to the Marxist perspective. 
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More important, however, is their emphasis upon the historical 

character of the modern state. They insist that the origins and the 

development of the modern state can be studied and understood 

only historically. Instead of viewing the modern state as a particu? 
lar species of a larger generic class of centralized political systems, 

they argue that the emergence of the modern state in Western 

Europe was a unique historical phenomenon, that changed the 

structure of the social system and the course of Western and, 

consequently, world history. Although they may not agree on the 

relative weight which should be given to the various factors which 

contributed to the emergence of the modern state, they seem 

to agree, nonetheless, that early state-building took place at the 

intersection of internal changes within the social structure of 

feudalism and a unique intersocietal context.30 Following Otto 

Hintze, Skocpol has aptly characterized the state as "funda? 

mentally Janus-faced, with an intrinsically dual anchorage in class 

divided socioeconomic structures and an international system 
of states."31 This dual character of the state was evident in its 

origins and is still evident today. The differentiation of the state 

from feudal society, that is, the organization of a differentiated, 

autonomous, centralized and formally coordinated power and 

administrative structure around a territorial monarch, was a 

response to the internal contradictions and crises of feudalism 
as a mode of production and, perhaps more importantly, as a 

mode of domination.32 But this particular response was itself 

conditioned by the international context, namely, by the develop? 
ment of an international system of sovereign states, which was the 

response to the permanent state of war confronting the feudal 

monarchies. This permanent state of war led to the concentration 
of military power, which in turn undermined the whole feudal 

political system. But equally important in the development 
of the system of states was the general Western European civiliza 

tional context that transcended the political boundaries.33 
The international system of states, in turn, facilitated and 

was maintained by the expansion of an international capitalist 
system, that is, by what Wallerstein calls "the modern world 

system." Thus, modern state-building and the development 
of modern capitalism are separate, yet closely and mutually 
interrelated historical processes. Weber had already pointed out 

that the modern state was not an effect of capitalist develop? 
ment. On the contrary, it preceded and helped promote this 

development. Capitalism, in turn, contributed to state-building 
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and to the expansion and further rationalization of the state 

administration.34 Thus, from their very inception civil society and 

the modern state were both, national and international 

phenomena.35 With Otto Hintze, one could say that there are 

two main conditioning factors in the real organization of the state. 

"These are, first, the structure of social classes, and second, the 

external ordering of the states-their position relative to each 

other, and their overall position in the world."36 One should add 
a third factor, which is central to Weber's theory of the modern 

state namely, the internal logic of state rationalization or the 

process of bureaucratization, a logic which, of course, is not 

fully autonomous, but is in many ways conditioned by the other 

two factors.37 From the different combinations of these three 

factors, there emerge the particular histories or trajectories of the 

modern states. Instead of attempting to develop a theory of the 

modern state, we should strive, therefore, for a comparative and 

historical sociology of states.38 
These critical reflections may seem like an overdrawn theore? 

tical and methodological introduction to a historical-sociological 
essay dealing with one particular state. But they are important 
for three reasons. Firstly, it is always helpful to make 

explicit the general premises of one's research. This is specially 

important in critical times in a discipline, when there is no 

dominant scientific paradigm, that would permit the unreflec 

tive, business as usual, accumulation of data. I am inclined to 

think, moreover, that the crisis of paradigms is not the ex? 

ceptional, but rather the normal condition of the social sciences, 
at least so long as they maintain some kind of historical self 

consciousness. 

Secondly, this paper has more a programmatic than a theory 

building or data-accumulative intention. It proposes as the task 

of contemporary sociology the development of a sociology of the 

state, which will try to explain "the great transformation" of 

the 20th century. One of the central tasks of contemporary 

sociology should be to analyze both, the internal societal trans? 

formations of the modern state, which have accompanied the 

rise of state socialism, of fascist-nationalist authoritarianism and 

of advanced welfare capitalism, as well as the external trans? 

national transformations in the international system, or systems, 
of states. It is generally assumed that classical European sociology 

emerged as an intellectual response to the societal changes which 

accompanied and followed the industrial and the French revolu 
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tions. All the pairs of concepts used by the classical sociologists 

(Marx, Tonnies, Durkheim, Weber, Simmel, Spencer, Maine and 

others), in order to interpret the great transformation, centered 

around civil or bourgeois society because it was rightly believed 

that society was both the prime mover and the recipient of social 

change. Sociology was the science of society. I would like to ar? 

gue that the great transformation of the 20th century has taken 

place in the sphere of the state both, in its relation to society and 

in its relation to other states. Consequently, the state tends to 

gain primacy internally, within the societal system, and externally, 
in the constitution of a new world system of states, although 
the internal dynamics of capitalist society and the external 

dynamics of capitalist expansion are still crucially determinant 

phenomena. If this thesis is correct, we need to reconceptualize 
the task of sociology and its analytical categories. The renewed 

interest in the problem of the state, which has become recently 
central among various sociological perspectives, may be an indica? 

tion that the bases for the needed theoretical and analytical 
framework are already being set. In this respect, the sociology 
of modernization and political development which became domi? 

nant in the 1960s was surely a wrong start, because its methodo? 

logical and analytical premises were too narrow, too ethnocentric 

and too ahistorical. But the process of modernization of the 

world continues and we should not discard this sociological tradi? 

tion too lightly.39 
Finally, the preceding critical reflections are important because, 

even though I agree with Weber that generally the choice of 

subject matter is related to individual subjective values, I also 

believe that the transformation of the Spanish modern state has 
a "general" relevance which transcends its particular context. 

I would like to argue, that the model of the technocratic state 

which was institutionalized, though only partially, in Spain in 
the 1960s is of paradigmatic significance for an understanding 
of the transformations and tendencies of the contemporary state. 

If one agrees with Wolf V. Heydebrand that "technocracy is the 

administrative structure most compatible with neocorporatism 
as a political system" and that both, "technocracy and neocor? 

poratism can be interpreted as administrative and political 

responses to the recurrent crises of modern societies,"40 then, 
the paradigmatic relevance of the Spanish technocratic model 

of development becomes more evident. 

The second part of this essay will analyze the technocratic 
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model of the state and the model of economic development 
which were theoretically developed and partially institutionalized 

by the so-called Spanish technocrats, primarily by L. L?pez Rodo, 
M. Navarro Rubio, and Alberto Ullastres, after they entered 

the government in 1957. In this sense, this second part is more 

a critical interpretative analysis of an ideological model than a 

descriptive analysis of institutional change. However, I will also 

speculate on the reasons for the attraction of such an ideological 
model, as well as on the reasons for its limited and partial 

institutionalization. That is, I will try to offer some explanations 
for the general acceptance by both, the Spanish state and Spanish 

society, of a model which asked for a radical transformation of 

both of them. Finally, I will also try to analyze the constraints and 

the resistance which the Spanish state and Spanish society offered 

to the technocratic blueprint. 
Before analyzing this blueprint, however, it is necessary to 

offer a summary review of the particular historical trajectory of 

the Spanish state, in comparison with the different trajectories 
of other Western states. In the context of this paper, such a review 

has to remain necessarily superficial and selective. I only hope 
that it will bring out the unique trajectory of the Spanish state 
and help to illuminate the historical context within which the 
technocratic model of the state appeared as a solution. In 

addition, I hope that it may also contribute to the general com? 

parative discussion of state-making in modern Europe. Under? 

standably, most of the comparative reviews concentrate on the 

success stories?England, France, Germany,?but the alleged 
"failures" or the less successful ones, specially when they are as 

paradigmatic as the Spanish case may be also relevant both 

sociologically and analytically. 

The Making of the Spanish State 

Spain pioneered the rise of the early modern absolutist state 

and served as a precipitating factor in the consolidation of the 

international system of states.41 Yet the process of state-building 
soon came to a halt and, despite its international power, it 

remained as if frozen at an early modern level and later, in the 

17th century, it underwent an involutionary process of patri 
monialization. Spain also played an important role in the emer? 

gence of "the modern world system." Yet, after a short but 
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promising economic expansion, Spanish capitalism failed to 

develop and Spain turned off the path of the capitalist core to 

become part of the semi-periphery.42 The explanation for the fact 

that both Spanish absolutism and Spanish capitalism failed to 
rationalize further, has to be found in the special relation be? 

tween the Spanish state and Spanish society, as well as in the 

unique position of the Spanish state within the emerging European 
system of nation-states. 

Bertrand Badie and Pierre Birnbaum have developed a differen? 

tial typology of state formation in the West around two opposite 
types. There is, on the one hand, the "absolutist" model, best 

represented by France, in which a strong bureaucratic 

administrative state organizes and rules over a weak society. 
On the other hand, there is the "bourgeois" model, best repre? 
sented by Britain, where a strong civil society is capable of 

organizing itself and of controlling a weak state.43 The Spanish 
process of state-formation does not fit into any of these two 

models, nor is it simply a "hybrid" type made up of elements 

from both. Habsburg Spain represents a third, qualitatively 
different model in which a strong centralized and auto? 
nomous state is unable to penetrate and homogenize an 

equally autonomous and self-organized society or system of 

societies. It led to a standstill between state and society in which 
neither was able to dominate the other. The result was the dis? 

junction of the processes of state-building and nation-building.44 
From its very inception, the Spanish state followed a special 

historical trajectory. It was not built around a single territorial 

ruler, but it was formed as the result of the dynastic marriage 
between the monarchs of Castile and Aragon, two societies 
with very different political systems and social structures. 

Although the Catholic Kings built the first centralized, proto? 
absolu tist state, it was built solely around Castile and they 
failed to integrate the three provinces of the Kingdom of 

Aragon (Aragon, Catalonia and Valencia), with their complex 
polities of estates, into the newly rationalized administrative 

structure.45 The discovery and colonization of America, which 
was an exclusively Castilian enterprise, the inheritance of the 

Spanish throne by the Habsburgs and the annexation of 

Portugal through dynastic marriage, all these phenomena per? 
mitted the maintenance of a diverse plurality of political struc? 
tures and exacerbated what, according to the Spanish historian 

Vicens Vives, was "the internal contradiction" of the 16th 
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century Spanish monarchy, namely, "a maximum concentration 

of power at the top and its minimum irradiation downwards 

towards the base."46 One could perhaps argue that only 

Castile, the hegemonic center of the empire, constituted a central? 

ized modern state, but even here the state's penetration of society 
was limited and the imperial dynamic foiled the formation of 
a Spanish nation-state built around Castile. 

The triumph of the imperial interests of the dynasty over po? 
tential Castilian national interests may have been sealed with the 

defeat of the Castilian towns in the 'Comuneros Revolt' (1520 

1921).47 Elsewhere, it was the defeat of the aristocracy that 

generally put an end to the polity of estates (St?ndestaat) and 

made possible the consolidation of absolutist rule.48 In Spain 
it was the defeat of the towns that reduced the Castilian Cortes 

to a symbolic institution. The Castilian Cortes had been to a large 
extent the organ of representation of the Third Estate, due to 

the fact that the nobility and the Church were exempted from 

taxation and, thus, had no direct economic stake in the fiscal 

control of the state expenditures. American bullion and increas? 

ing reliance on international bankers gave the Spanish state the 

kind of fiscal independence upon which it could build both its 
autonomy from society and its militaristic imperial policies.49! 
In addition, the Counterreformation put an end to the process 

of nationalization of the Spanish Catholic Church, which was 

begun by the Catholic Kings. The alliance of the Spanish Habs 

burgs with the universal Catholic Church sacrificed the Spanish 

economy and the Spanish nation-state to the ideal and material 

interests of the "Universal Christian Monarchy," a project which 

Campanella made explicit in his De Monarchia hisp?nica. Spain 
became a formidable empire whose principle of social integration 

was a civilizational identity, not a national one. 

But the relative autonomy of the Spanish state from society 
made the fiscal crisis of the state chronic, creating an ever in? 

creasing gap between fiscal revenues and state expenditures. 
As Travor-Roper has pointed out, this was a common 

phenomenon in the general crisis of the 17th century.50 But un? 

like the other major European powers-England, France, Holland 

Spain did not find its own creative way out of the crisis. As the 

flow of silver from America slowly dried out in the 17th century, 
an already bankrupt and depopulated Castile had to bear the 

additional fiscal burden. The weakness of the state vis-a-vis society 
becomes nowhere as evident as in the failure of the reforms 
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attempted by the "Privado" Count-Duke of Olivares, the personal 
Prime Minister of Philip IV (1621-1665). Olivares realized that the 
"pecheros," the ever diminishing taxable labouring population, 
could not continue carrying the heavy and disproportionate fis? 

cal burden, but his attempt to reorganize Castile's tax system met 

with the resistance of the nobility and the church, who were not 

about to loose their tax-exempt privileged status. Castile, 
moreover, with a rapidly decreasing population and a swelling 

nobility, which was becoming more "civilized" and, therefore, 
tired of warfare, could no longer carry practically alone the 

burden of the imperial military effort.51 But Olivares' attempt to 

create a "Union of Arms" met with the resistance of Catalonia 

and Portugal. The Union of Arms would have created a national 

standing army, recruited from all the provinces. But neither 

Portugal nor Catalonia were willing to be integrated further, 
either financially or militarily, into a centralized Spanish state. 

In 1640, Olivares' heavy-handed pressure led to the secession 

of Portugal and the revolt of the Catalans.52 

Olivares' project of social reform also failed. His attempt to 

curtail sumptuous consumption and to introduce a mercantilist 

policy which would "turn Spaniards into merchants,"53 met 

with the resistance of the patrimonial-prebendal complex. This 

complex, the very foundation of the Spanish character and of 

Spain's social structure, was the basis of Spanish patrimonial 
ism.54 In the 17th century Imperial Spain underwent a severe 

process not of refeudalization of state and society, as it has been 

argued by many interpreters for lack of more appropriate socio? 

logical categories, but rather a process of patrimonialization, 
that is, of "patrimonialization of office," of "patrimonialization 

of landed property" and of "patrimonialization of the indi? 

vidual."55 The fast growth of a patrimonial state governed by the 

venality of office, the increasing sale of seignorial jurisdictions, 
the further growth of an already swollen "hidalgo" gentry, the 

aristocratization of the bourgeoisie, the universal quest for 

office ("empleoman?a"), university titles ("letrados") and 

military and religious "h?bitos," the so-called "mesocracia" or the 

premature terciarization of Spanish society, all these phenomena 
were tied together by the patrimonial-prebendal complex.56 
This complex was partly an expression of the rapid expansion 
of the administrative state and its need to search continuously 
for new sources of revenue. This may have been a more or less 

general European phenomenon, but in Spain it found the support 
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of a unique cultural base. The very patrimonialism it created, 
moreover, made the fiscal crisis more insoluble. This was the 

internal contradiction of Spain's patrimonialism. 
What I mean by the patrimonial-prebendal complex is the 

fact that Spaniards of all classes aspired to rents, office prebends 
or sinecures, even to charity, rather than to wages or profits, 
as the source of their economic security. They regarded work, 

including work at any craft or business, as something humiliating 
and unworthy of a free man. All the "arbitristas," the self 

appointed social and moral critics of the period, pointed to 

the same causes of Spain's ills, namely, to idleness, the aban? 

donment of agriculture, the low esteem of manual labor and the 
concomitant ruin of Spanish industries.57 Many of the remedies 

they proposed, as well as many of the reforms proposed by the 
Cortes of Castile, the Council of State and individual statesmen 
were economically sound. But all their warnings went unheeded 
and no reform policy was adopted. Ultimately, one discovers 
an inner contradiction between their lucid diagnoses and the 

half-way remedies they proposed. 
The cultural contradiction of Spanish patrimonialism was an? 

chored in the dual character of the concept of "honor," the 

guiding principle of conduct of the Spanish "hidalgo."58 The 

"hidalgo" was a particular status group, registered in the census 
as a defined social stratum, comparable to the lower nobility, 

which from the 16th century to the 18th century had a for? 
malized juridical existence with specific rights and duties. Many 

interpreters insist that there was nothing unique about this 

Spanish phenomenon, arguing that it was just a particular ex? 

pression of the seignorial complex of honor, a general European 

phenomenon. According to S?nchez Albornoz, the only thing 

peculiar about Spanish "hidalgoism" was its extraordinary num? 

erical extension to large sections of the population and its chron? 

ological prolongation when it was disappearing elsewhere.59 
Sanchez Albornoz was countering Amerito Castro's thesis that 

the economic ethic of the Spaniards was the result of a centuries 

long process of interaction of the three peoples who inhabited 

the peninsula during the Middle Ages: the Christians, the Moslems 

and the Jews. Out of this multifaceted interaction, there 

developed a complex caste-structure which determined the 

division of labor and the occupational differentiation of the three 

caste-like religious groups. Since many liberal professions, the 

handicrafts, commerce and the production of wealth in general 
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were the work of the subject castes, they never became an index 

of worth for the Christians. According to Castro, "the Spanish 
Christian caste fell into the regrettable error of scorning and 

rejecting the customary occupations of the Morrs and the Jews 

instead of taking them over."60 After the expulsion of the Moors 

and the Jews from Spain, the concept of "la pureza de sangre," 

("purity of blood"), which was the ascriptive principle of honor 

of the "Old Christian," of the "hidalgo," became generalized. 
Jos? A. Maravall, in a study in which he tries to refute Castro's 

thesis, admits that there existed in Spain a dual system of status 

differentiation and social exclusion or segregation, based on a 

dual principle of honor, one deriving from the principle of "sangre 
noble" (estate structure), the other deriving from the principle 
of "sangre limpia" (caste structure).61 But he minimizes the im? 

portance of the principle of purity of blood, arguing that the 

purity bylaws which proliferated from the 16th century on were 

yet another instrument in the hands of the privileged strata to 

control the mechanisms of social exclusion. In the 17th century, 

legal measures were reinforced to exclude from public office, 
the Colegios Mayores and the Military Orders not only those who 

were ethnically impure, the "New Christians," but also those who 
were ascribed dishonorable status, because they or their fore? 

fathers had engaged in base mechanical occupations or in lucra? 

tive labor. Maravall is probably correct in arguing that, at least 
in terms of social mobility and access to the privileged strata, 
the estate principle of nobility was the truly significant one. 

But the historical significance of the status complex of "limpieza 
de sangre" within the Spanish social structure does not lie prim? 
arily in the fact that it reinforced the mechanisms of exclusion 
in an already highly hierarchic system of stratification, and thus 
contributed to the refeudalization of society. It does not even rest 
in the fact that it discouraged the Spanish higher strata and 

privileged groups from engaging in economic activities for fear of 

losing one's honor. Maravall is correct in pointing out that, the 

principle of honor played a similar role in 17th century Europe. 
Faced with the challenge of new rising social groups, the aristo? 

cracy everywhere closed ranks and tried to consolidate the mech? 

anisms of exclusion.62 
The special significance of the caste principle of honor re? 

sided in the fact that it was extended to the bulk of the Castilian 
population and thus, it discouraged from work and economic 

activities those social groups which in other European societies were 
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expected to work and, sometimes, were even encouraged to en? 

gage in economic activities, in the hope that they would contrib? 

ute to the wealth of the nation. Those social groups worked to 

enrich themselves, even though they did not expect to acquire 

thereby the "honor" reserved for the nobility, nor did they neces? 

sarily gain access to the privileged strata. But the middle and lower 

social strata did not have to suffer the fear of being "dishonored" 

if they actually engaged in economic activities. Many of them 
even found a religion which assured them that they would gain 
salvation, if they only remained faithful to their economic callings. 

This is the crucial Spanish "differential" factor. 

All the attempts of the "arbitristas" to redirect the Spanish 

population into productive activities were bound to fail, so long 
as the Spanish cultural system continued penalizing most of 

those activities. As long as the contradiction between the two 

significations of the principle of honor remained unresolved, the 

proverbial Spanish lack of industriousness was bound to subsist. 

The often proposed attempts to bestow "honor" upon certain 

economic activities were themselves riddled with contradictions, 
since they amounted to an invitation to those still engaged in 

productive labor, to join the ranks of the privileged and emulate 

the life-style of the nobility. This is the key to what Braudel 

called "the treason" of the Mediterranean bourgeoisie. 

Bestowing honor upon economic activities could only lead to an 

inflationary devaluation of honor. Short of putting into question 
the very principle of "honor" and its institutional and structural 

basis in the hierarchic patrimonial structure, the structural contra? 

dictions of Spanish patrimonialism would persist.64 
These contradictions became manifested in the discrepancies 

between the lucid diagnoses and the half-way remedies 

proposed by the reformers. They became aware of the fact that a 

feudal-patrimonial system cannot bestow honor upon a large 

majority of the population, without devaluating the meaning, 
the social prestige and ultimately the economic benefits that 

go along with such a high status. After all, as Maravall has 

pointed out, there was an economic rationale behind the appar? 

ently vain and presumptuous ambition of every Spaniard to 

become an hidalgo. "Hidalgoism" would at least free them 

from taxation. Not the economic attitude of the individual 

actor was irrational, but the system was economically irrational, 
since it had to lead necessarily to economic involution. Here lies 

the true explanation to the hotly debated issue of Spain's 
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"decadencia."65 A system whose primary mode of accumulation 

of wealth was political expropriation for immediate consumption 
found its sources of wealth drying out with the loss of political 
power. The culture of the system, moreover, made it practically 

impossible to switch to the modern form of accumulation, 

namely, to the rational exploitation of labor. 

When Spaniards were unsuccessful in their quest for office and 

prebends, they often preferred charity, beggary, even outright 

misery, over work. Indeed, as Bennassar has pointed out in his 

magistral study of The Spanish Character, nothing distinguished 

Spain as sharply from its European neighbours as its attitude 

toward the poor.66 In the 16th and 17th centuries, in one 

European country after another, the "modern" attitude toward 

the poor became established and institutionalized in "poor 
laws" and workhouses. What Foucault has called the new epis 
teme of discipline and social control emerged. The same trend 

is visible everywhere: a determined struggle against mendicacy, 

locking up the beggars if necessary, together with the tendency 
to laicize public assistance. The poor were to be either 

eliminated or transformed into a work force. Marx noticed that 

wage labor and the poor laws rose together and complemented 
each other.67 Everywhere, moreover, in Protestant as well as in 

Catholic countries, the campaign against pauperism and mendicity 
was connected with religious reform.68 Throughout the Habsburg 

empire, Emperor Charles V issued edicts outlawing beggary 
and directing each municipality to maintain its poor. Even in 

the Papal states, similar policies were established by Popes Pius 
IV and Sixtus V. No such edicts were issued in Spain. 

When the Spanish Benedictine monk Juan de Medina proposed 
a similar plan to end pauperism and mendicity, there ensued a 

heated theological and philosophical debate on the moral pro? 

priety of confining the poor. The traditional view of the Church 
won the day. The Dominican theologian Domingo de Soto ex? 

pressed this view when he argued that "confinement would 

prevent Christians from fulfilling their religious obligations to dis? 

pense charity and would endanger the right to personal liberty 
of every subject not accused of a specific offense."69 In 

Spain, charity on a large scale remained the prerogative of the 
Catholic Church. Indeed, only the Church could afford to be 
charitable on a large scale. The Spanish Church was not only the 
sole depository of otherworldly values, it also became the oli? 

gopolistic storehouse of earthly wealth. This was yet another 
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Spanish differential factor. There was no "secularization" of 

church lands and, until the "desamortizaci?n" laws of the 1830's, 
the Church remained the largest landowner. With the worsening 
economic crisis of the 17th century, the masses of poor came to 

rely on the "sopa boba" for their daily sustenance, while 

"letrados" and office-holders came to rely on stipends and 

prebends from the church. Even an economically depleted nobility 

began to look upon the church and upon religious careers as 

shelter.70 

Indeed, without taking religion and the institution of the 

Church into account, one cannot explain the trajectory of the 

Spanish state nor the structure of Spanish society. In his analy? 
sis of Iberian civilization, Braudel points out that "during the 

extended sixteenth century, the Peninsula, in order to reintegrate 
itself with Europe, turned itself into the Church Militant; it 
shed its two unwanted religions, the Moslem and the Hebrew. 

It refused to become either African or Oriental."71 It was 

the historical fate of "Iberian civilization," however, to seek re 

integration at a time when European civilization was itself 

suffering a most severe crisis, when Europe was undergoing the 

birth pangs of modernity. At first Spain enthusiastically embraced 
some of the new directions?the Renaissance, the new politics, 

Erasmianism, even the new science?but soon the Church Militant 

found itself at loggerheads with heretic Europe. The Church 

Militant went on fighting. It went on fighting Islam in the Medi? 

terranean and in the Philippines, pagans in America and heretics 

in Europe. Spain had turned the concept of religious crusade 

against Christian Europe.72 Any attempt to disentangle the 

political, economic and religious interests in Spain's imperial 

policies would, I believe, be fruitless. Some Spaniards soon 

realized, even dared to say so publicly, that such an indis? 

criminate religious crusadic policy spelled disaster for the Spanish 
economy and for Spain as a nation.73 But the war party always 
won the day for, in their view, theirs were not imperial wars 

for material interests. The Duke of Alba, the man in charge of 

the repressive policies in Flanders expressed such a rationale when 

he said: "It is far better to preserve by war for God and the King 
a Kingdom that is impoverished and even ruined than, without 

te war, preserve it entire for the benefit of the devil and the 

heretics, his disciples."74 
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Spain's quixotic imperialism and its effort to impose upon 

Europe a universal Christian monarchy were finally defeated at 

Rocroi (1643). In the Treaty of Westphalia (1648), Spain 
was forced to recognize the rights of the heretics and the inter? 

national system of states, a system which Spain's own imperial 
efforts had helped much to create. The Counter-Reformation 

had failed to halt the expansion of Western modernity in its triple 
economic, political and cultural dimensions. But Spain refused 

to follow the modern trends and withdrew in isolation from 

Europe. It was a conscious historical choice. Spaniards reacted 

to failure by contemptuously rejecting all the values, life? 

styles and institutional practices being adopted by the heretic 

foreigners. Crown and Church together decided to preserve within 

Spain the universalist and Catholic ideal of political and 
religious unity which they had failed to maintain by force 
in Europe. Unlike the other major Western European countries 

Holland, England and France-Spain proved unable, one could 

perhaps say unwilling, to come out of the general crisis of the 

17th century and to chart its own course on the path to 

modernity. It would have to wait until the coming of the Bor 

bons in the 18th century to change course. 

Charles Tilly has distinguished three basic elements affecting 
the differential patterns of state-making in Europe. They are: 

the degree of "stateness" or the type of governmental organiza? 
tion; "political rights" or the type of routinized relations between 
the governmental organization and the population; and, the 

pattern of "mobilization" within the population subject to each 

state.75 Prior to the spread of modern nationalism and the 

emergence of class consciousness, religion served as the main 

basis of mobilization.76 There is no doubt that religious mobili? 

zation played a crucial role in the making of the Spanish state. 

Indeed, the Inquisition was the only truly national, unified and 

centralized state institution, and was called to play precisely a 

statemaking function.77 The expulsion of the Jews, the Moslems 

and the "Moriscos" from Spain took place within a typical pattern 
of popular pressure and religious mobilization from above as 

well as from below. Religion, moreover, continued to play a de? 
cisive function in the trajectory of the Spanish state. Mobiliza? 

tion for or against religion continued to be, until very recently, 
a fundamental aspect of Spanish politics. Indeed, once the national 
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religious unity was lost, the confrontation between a religious 
national identity and secularism have been one of the main ob? 

stacles to nation-building. The three modern Spanish civil wars 

were fought as religious crusades in the name of God. As a logical 

counterpart, the burning of churches and convents and the killing 
of religious persons was to become a typically recurrent feature 

of every Spanish revolution, urban revolt or mass riot, from the 

1830's, when the first public outbursts of fierce anti-clericalism 

occurred in Madrid and other major cities, to the 1930's.78 

The continuity between Habsburg Spain and modern Spain 
should not be overstressed. Indeed, if one looks for the origins 
of "modern" Spain, they are to be found more easily in 18th 

century Bourbon Spain, particularly in the reign of Charles HI 

(1759-1788), than in Imperial Spain.79 In terms of "stateness," 
for instance, nothing could be further apart from Habsburg 

Spain than Franco's Spain. Yet in terms of "mobilization," in 

both cases religion was to play a major role, although the degree 
of coercion needed to enforce conformity and social cohesion 

was much higher in Franco's Spain. The Franco regime has been 

characterized as "Clerical-Fascism" or "Nacional-Catolicismo," 
in order to express the peculiar nature of Spanish Fascism, which 

obtained from the predominant role of religion in political mobili? 

zation and the crucial role of the Catholic Church in state and 

society.80 In his public speeches Franco often declared that the 

Civil War had been a crusade against Masonry, the French 

Encyclopedia and all its modern derivations, i.e., liberalism, 

capitalism and socialism. Modern Spain, from the eighteenth 

century Enlightenment to the Second Spanish Republic, was 

to be repressed and forgotten. The "New Spain" was to forsake 

all its ties with a decrepit modern world and, modelling itself 

after the great imperial age of the Catholic Kings and the 
Counter-Reformation, it was to resume Spanish history where 

it was left prior to the introduction of the foreign heresies which 

had precipitated Spain's decline.81 

It would be easy to discard such a discourse as ideological 
smoke screen, were it not for the fact that it had such real and 

dramatic consequences for the organization of the Spanish 
state and society, for the political rights of the subjects of 

the Francoist confessional state, as well as for the position of 

Spain in the international system of states. Had the Axis Powers 

won the war, Spain might have joined Europe's New Order, but 
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the anti-European ideology of Spanish traditionalism, the aut? 

archic ideology of Spanish Fascism and the international 

boycott of Spain by the West, all combined to plunge Spain 
into a period of isolationism unparalleled in its modern history, 
a period which can only be compared to Spain's isolationism 

following the failure of the Counter-Reformation. 

But suddenly, the regime changed course. The new economic 

policy, which began in 1957, was aimed at the rationalization of 

the Spanish economy, integrating it into the world capitalist 

system, and at the rationalization of the Spanish state, inte? 

grating it into the international system of states. The new tech? 

nocratic state assumed as its task the modernization and 

Europeanization of Spain, a task which was first assumed by 

Enlightened Despotism in the late 18th century and which would 
later become in the 19th and early 20th centuries the emblem of 
"liberar* Spain. But "liberal Spain" found the task of "catching 

up" with Europe extremely arduous, among other things because 

"traditional Spain," led by the Catholic Church, systematically 
refused to accept the view that the difference between Spain 
and Europe was one of quantifiable backwardness, claiming 
instead that the difference consisted in a qualitative unreach? 

able cleavage between two mutually exclusive civilizations 

or models of social order. 

Only the end of the Counter-Reformation and the Catholic 

acceptance of modernity could put an end to that resistance. 

The paradox of Spanish modernization resides in the fact that it 
was sponsored by Opus Dei members, allegedly a conservative and 

reactionary group under a political regime which was, at least in 

its official ideology, anti-capitalist and anti-modern.82 A reforma? 
tion of Spanish religious culture in an innerworldly direction 

could now serve to legitimize the very modern structures which 

otherworldly Spanish Catholicism had been fighting for centuries. 

NOTES 

*This paper is the first in a three-part research project. The first part, 
presented here, contains a general, theoretical-methodological introduction 
to the problem of the modern state in social theory and historical research, 
as well as an analysis of the particular trajectory of the Spanish state in 

Habsburg Spain. The second part will examine the emergence of the modern 
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centralized state and of civil society in 18th century Bourbon Spain and the 

changing relations between state, church and civil society from the fall of 

the Ancient Regime to the fall of the Second Spanish Republic. Finally, 
the third part will examine the triumph of the Francoist authoritarian 
state over civil society. Particularly, it will analyze the model of the tech? 

nocratic state and of technocratic development which were shortly and 

partially institutionalized in Spain in the second phase of the Franco regime 
from 1957 to 1973. 
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