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JOSE ANTONIO
PRIMO DE RIVERA:
THE FOUNDER OF
SPANISH
FALANGISM

José Antonio Primo de
Rivera remains one of
the most controversial
and consequential
figures in 20th-century
Spanish history. As the
founder of the Falange
Espafiola, his ideas and
political legacy shaped
the ideological
underpinnings of the
Nationalist faction
during the Spanish
Civil War and
continued to influence
Spanish politics long

after his death. While
often overshadowed by
General Francisco
Franco, understanding
José Antonio Primo de
Rivera is essential for
anyone seeking to
comprehend the
complexities of modern
Spain, the nature of
fascist movements in
Europe, and the
enduring power of
political martyrdom.

Born into a prominent
military family, Primo
de Rivera was the
eldest son of General
Miguel Primo de
Rivera, who ruled
Spain as a dictator
from 1923 to 1930.
This background gave
José Antonio an


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

intimate understanding
of both the strengths
and weaknesses of
authoritarian

governance. However,
his political vision was
not simply a
continuation of his
father’s regime.
Instead, he sought to
create a revolutionary
nationalist movement
that would transcend
traditional left-right
divides and regenerate
a nation he believed
was corrupted by
liberalism, socialism,
and materialism.

Early Life
and
Intellectu
al

Formatio
n

José Antonio Primo de
Rivera was born on
April 24, 1903, in
Madrid, into a family
with a long tradition of
military service. His
father, Miguel Primo de
Rivera, would later
seize power with the
support of King Alfonso
XIll, promising to clean
up corruption and
restore order after the
disastrous Rif War in
Morocco. Growing up in
a household deeply
involved in national
affairs, young José
Antonio was exposed
to debates about
Spain’s decline and
regeneration.

He studied law at the
University of Madrid,
where he distinguished
himself as a gifted
orator and writer.
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Unlike many of his
contemporaries, he
was not immediately
drawn to politics.
Instead, he practiced
law, focusing on civil
cases and developing a
reputation for
eloquence and
intellectual rigor. His
legal training would
profoundly shape his
political style, as he
approached ideology
with a lawyer’s
precision, often
framing his arguments
in constitutional and
philosophical terms.

During his university
years, Primo de Rivera
encountered a range of
influential thinkers,
including the anti-
democratic philosopher
Oswald Spengler and
the French syndicalist
Georges Sorel. He also
absorbed the ideas of
the German writer
Moeller van den Bruck,
who coined the term

“Third Reich” as an
alternative to both
capitalism and
communism. These
influences led him to
reject both Marxist
class struggle and
liberal individualism.
He came to believe
that Spain’s true
destiny lay in a unified,
organic national
community, governed
by a state that would
serve the common
good above all partisan
interests.

The Birth
of the
Falange
Espanola

In October 1933, at a
meeting in the Teatro
de la Comedia in
Madrid, José Antonio
Primo de Rivera



formally launched the
Falange Espanola. The
movement was
explicitly nationalist,
authoritarian, and
revolutionary. Its
symbol was the yoke
and arrows, borrowed
from the Catholic
Monarchs, and its
uniform was the blue
shirt, reminiscent of

early fascist
movements in ltaly.
However, Primo de

Rivera insisted that his
Falange was not a
mere copy of German
National Socialism or
I[talian Fascism. He
argued that Spain had
a unique historical and
spiritual character that
required a native
solution.

The Falange's 27-point
program, drafted
largely by Primo de
Rivera himself, called
for the establishment
of a national-
syndicalist state. This

meant that economic
life would be organized
through vertical
syndicates

representing both
workers and
employers, under the
guidance of a strong
state. Private property
would be respected but
subordinated to the
national interest. The
party also demanded
land reform, social
justice, and the
restoration of Spain’s
imperial destiny,
including a cultural
leadership role in the
Hispanic world.

From the beginning,
the Falange was a
small movement
compared to the mass
parties of the left and
the right. In the 1933
general election, the
Falange gained only a
few thousand votes
and failed to win any
seats. Yet Primo de
Rivera was undeterred.
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He believed that the
existing parliamentary
system was corrupt
and incapable of
solving Spain’s
problems. He and his
followers often clashed
with the police and
with leftist militants,
leading to a growing
cycle of political
violence in the streets.

|deology
and Key
Concepts

To understand José
Antonio Primo de
Rivera is to grapple
with a set of core ideas
that he defended with
great passion. Among
the most important
was his concept of the
“unidad de destino en
lo universal” (unity of
destiny in the
universal). For Primo

de Rivera, Spain was
not merely a collection
of individuals or
regions but a historical
community with a
shared mission. This
mission was to serve
as a bulwark of
Christian civilization
and to project Hispanic
culture across the
world. In this sense, he
Was a fervent
imperialist, though he
dismissed the crude
colonialism of the 19th
century as materialism.

Another key concept
was his rejection of
both capitalism and
Marxism. He saw
capitalism as a soulless
system that reduced
human beings to mere
producers and
consumers, while
Marxism, he argued,
falsely divided society
into warring classes
and denied the
spiritual dimension of
life. His ideal was a



society based on the
principles of justice,
hierarchy, and
fraternity, reminiscent
of medieval guilds but
adapted to modern
conditions. This made
his ideology difficult to
categorize: while he
admired Mussolini and

Hitler for their
nationalism and
strength, he also

criticized what he saw
as their excessive
statism and paganism.

Religion played a
complex role in Primo
de Rivera’s thought.
Unlike the explicitly
anti-Christian

tendencies in Nazism,
Primo de Rivera was a
devout Catholic. He
insisted that the
Falange would respect
and wuphold the
Catholic faith as the
historic religion of
Spain. However, he
also argued that the
Church should not

intervene directly in

politics, and he
resisted clerical
conservatism. This
tension between

traditional Catholicism
and revolutionary
nationalism would later
cause friction between
the Falange and the
more conservative
elements of the
Nationalist coalition.

Imprison
ment and
Death

With the victory of the
Popular Front in
February 1936, Spain
entered a period of
extreme polarization.
The Falange, though
still small, was
targeted by the new
leftist government for
its paramilitary
activities and its open

6 Jose Antonio Primo De Rivera 2025-01-26



Jose Antonio Primo De Rivera 7

calls for a national
uprising. Primo de
Rivera was arrested on
March 14, 1936, and
imprisoned in Madrid.
From his cell, he
continued to write and
direct the party,
issuing orders and
publishing articles in
the party newspaper
Arriba. His rhetoric
became increasingly
apocalyptic, wurging
Falangists to prepare
for a final clash
between Spain and
anti-Spain.

When the Spanish Civil
War broke out in July
1936, Primo de Rivera
was held in Alicante,
far from the front lines.
The government of the
Republic saw him as a
dangerous enemy and,
despite the efforts of

his family and
international
supporters, he was

subjected to a show
trial. On November 20,

1936, José Antonio
Primo de Rivera was
executed by firing
squad in Alicante
prison. He was 33
years old.

His death transformed
him into a martyr for
the Nationalist cause.
Franco’s forces
adopted the Falange’s
symbols and slogans,
and the executed
leader’'s name became
a rallying cry
throughout the war.
Yet Franco also soon
marginalized many of
the original Falangists,
who viewed his
cautious and pragmatic
rule as a betrayal of
Primo de Rivera’s
revolutionary ideals.
Despite this, the
Franco regime
cynically exploited the
cult of José Antonio,
celebrating his life and
death in elaborate
ceremonies and
erecting monuments



Legacy
and
Historical
Significan
ce

The legacy of José
Antonio Primo de
Rivera is deeply
contested. For his
admirers, he was a
visionary who sought
to create a more just
and spiritually fulfilled
Spain, free from the
corruptions of liberal
democracy and
communism. They
point to his idealism,
his intellectual
honesty, and his
willingness to die for
his beliefs as evidence
of his nobility. In some
right-wing circles, his

writings are still
studied as the
foundation of a third-
positionist alternative
to both capitalism and
communism.

For his critics, Primo de
Rivera was a
dangerous extremist
whose ideas paved the
way for one of the
bloodiest dictatorships
in European history.
His  glorification  of
violence, his rejection
of democratic
pluralism, and his
nationalism

contributed directly to
the climate of
polarization that led to
the civil war. Moreover,
after his death, his
ideology was co-opted
and distorted to serve
the repressive aims of
Franco’s regime.

Historians generally
agree that José Antonio
Primo de Rivera was
not the dictator he
might have become.
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Had he survived the
war, he almost
certainly would have
clashed with Franco
over the direction of
the Nationalist state.
His vision of a
revolutionary national
syndicalism was at

odds with the
conservative,
monarchist, and

capitalist interests that
came to dominate
Franco’s Spain. In this
sense, his martyrdom
was useful precisely
because it could be
detached from his
actual program and
repurposed for
propaganda.

After Franco’s death in
1975, and especially
during Spain’s
transition to
democracy, the cult of
José Antonio Primo de
Rivera faded. Many of
his statues were
removed or
repurposed.

Conclusio
n

José Antonio Primo de
Rivera remains a figure
of enduring fascination
for students of modern
Spanish history and
political thought. His
blend of nationalism,
social justice, religious
traditionalism, and
anti-liberalism  defied
easy categorization.
While his movement
was ultimately
absorbed into a regime
that betrayed much of
his program, his ideas
continued to influence
far-right movements
both in Spain and
abroad. Understanding
his life, ideology, and
death is essential for
grasping the
ideological currents
that tore Spain apart in
the 1930s and left a
legacy that still
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resonates today. José Antonio Primo de
Whether seen as a Rivera left an indelible
tragic visionary or a mark on the history of
dangerous fanatic, Spain.

there is no doubt that

10 Jose Antonio Primo De Rivera 2025-01-26



