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Introduction

Todos al suelo. Silencio sepulcral. No hay camaras. Miles de
velas encendidas, y se rompe el silencio con el grito lleno de
orgullo: viva Madrid, y todos gritamos, viva, viva Madrid.
Aznar escucha, el pueblo esta en lucha, y las riadas humanas
avanzan hacia el Congreso. En la radio solo se oye musica y
restimenes del partido del Real Madrid. Las voces ya cascadas
por el paso de las horas, los pies doloridos, y no hay miedo, no
hay policia, solo el helicéptero rugiendo encima de nuestras
cabezas, y una sensacion de euforia al ver que somos tantos,
que somos incontables. ([Anon.], 2004a: unnumbered)

Situating Solidarity in Spain

The term *solidarity’, broadly understood as the “unity resulting from common
interests, feelings, or sympathies’, has indisputably left-wing connotations.'
Although appeals to solidarity have become increasingly common today, the
term arguably still evokes trade union action and mobilisation of the working
classes. In turn, this association harks back to Marx and Engels’s concluding
observation in the 1848 Communist Manifesto that *[t]he proletarians having
nothing to lose but their chains’, and their consequent exhortation: ‘Working
men [sic] of all countries, unite!’ (Engels and Marx, 1968: 62).? Indeed, soli-
darity, in this sense the recognition that ‘we are all in the same boat’, can be
thought to emerge most powerfully when the need to confront fear, oppres-
sion or injustice is identified.

In Spain under Franco’s fascist dictatorship, oppositional solidarity was
chiefly organised around the then clandestine Partido Comunista de Espafa
(PCE) (Moran, 1986). After the dictator’s death, solidarity with the common
goal of democratisation took precedence over the political and ideological
differences which had polarised the country during the 1930s and which

Oxford English Dictionary (2000). Chapter 1 offers a detailed exploration of the term.
2 It should perhaps be noted that the term also brings to mind the independent Polish trade
union federation ‘Solidarity’, which encompassed a broad anti-communist movement during
the 1980s.
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Franco had persisted in exploiting for nearly four decades through ‘the delib-
erate and dogged maintenance of the Civil War division of Spaniards into
the victorious and the defeated” (Preston, 1986: 3). The fact that his regime’s
claim to legitimacy was founded on the idea of victory over ‘anti-Spain’
accounted for his determination to keep alive the memory of the Civil War
and perpetuate the rifts in Spanish society (Carr and Fusi, 1981: 19).

By contrast, the success of the democratic transition which followed Fran-
co’s death depended in large part upon the willingness of the political class
and of Spanish citizens in general to bury, at least temporarily, past conflicts
and relinquish any desires for retribution. The political elite’s commitment
not to instrumentalise the past for political reasons has been described as a
tacit ‘pacto de olvido’ or “pacto de silencio’, the general spirit of which was
given official expression in the Ley de Amnistia of 15 October 1977.* That
the majority of Spaniards were in favour of national reconciliation and estab-
lishing democracy was borne out by the overwhelmingly positive response to
the December 1976 referendum on the Ley para la Reforma Politica, which
paved the way for the dismantling of Francoist institutions, and the excep-
tionally high levels of participation in the first democratic elections for forty
years which took place on 15 June 1977.% It can be argued that this mass,
inclusive expression of solidarity with the collective project of democratisa-
tion redefined solidarity for Spaniards in a way that still resonates with force
today.

References to solidarity in Spain’s more recent history were witnessed in
the aftermath of the Madrid train bombings on 11 March 2004. The King’s
televised speech on the evening of the tragedy alluded to the communal spirit
displayed by Spaniards during the transition and implicitly appealed to them
to draw upon this historical experience:

El desaliento no esta hecho para los espafioles. Somos un gran pais, que
ha demostrado con creces su capacidad para superar retos y dificultades.
Un pais que bien sabe que, frente a la sinrazon y la barbarie, solo cabe la
unidad, la firmeza y la serenidad. (Juan Carlos I, 2004: unnumbered) *

His words were all the more poignant given that this was the first time since
the abortive military coup of 1981 that he had directly addressed the Spanish

3 See Cazorla-Sanchez (2008: 233); Cenarro (2008: 208):; Galvez Biesca (2006: 26);
Graham (2004: 322. 324); Mathieson (2007: 11); Moradiellos (2008: 223).

4 77.4% of the population voted in the referendum: 94.2% approved the reform: 2.6%
voted against and 22.6% abstained (Carr and Fusi, 1981: 225). Turnout for the June elections
was 79.24% (227).

5 The PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Espaifiol) leader, José Luis Rodriguez Zapatero.
also mentioned the transition in his speech on the day of the attacks and similarly dwelt on
Spain’s collective resilience and capacity for overcoming adversity (2004: unnumbered).
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public following an event of national importance (Rodriguez, 2004: 117).
Subsequently, the transition was explicitly invoked via a reference to the
1978 Constitution in the slogan for the official rally on Friday 12 March,
convened by the then leader of the ruling right-wing Partido Popular (PP),
José Maria Aznar, which read ‘Con las victimas, con la Constitucién y por
la derrota del terrorismo’ (EFE, 2004b: unnumbered).® Recalling the demon-
stration, writer and journalist Maruja Torres likened it to being at the centre
of a war zone and commented on how the experience awakened memories
of the transition:

la masa de gente y el dolor en sus rostros me record6 otra forma de guerra,
la que condujo a la democratizacion de Espaiia: las tltimas victimas, las
que lograron que la gente se echase a la calle y que el Partido Comunista
fuera legalizado, también tenian el nombre Atocha escrito con sangre en
su frente. (2004: 22-23)’

The violence unleashed on Madrid on 11 March generated multiple move-
ments of solidarity across Spain. The first images of these to emerge in the
aftermath of the bombings depicted the long queues of volunteers responding
to the emergency services’ call to donate blood. Successive manifestations of
solidarity over the course of the following days, culminating in a much larger
than expected turnout at the general elections on Sunday 14 March, can be
thought to describe a progression by which immediate shock and emotion
eventually crystallised into concrete political intentions.®

In the initial stages, solidarity appeared to perform a chiefly cathartic
function. The mass public protests which formed spontaneously in Madrid
and other major Spanish cities on the evening of the attacks denounced
a then still anonymous terrorism and expressed grief for its victims. By
Saturday, however, mounting indignation at the government’s apparent
withholding and manipulation of information relating to the authorship of
the bombings — in particular, the dogged insistence on ETA’s responsibility,
which was patently at odds with speculation in the international press —

6 However, for Pepe Rodriguez, the reference was provocative because Aznar’s govern-
ment would have realised that it was likely to arouse suspicion among nationalist parties and
their supporters, precisely ‘en un momento en el que lo sensato era olvidar diferencias y actuar
unidos’ (2004: 61). He also points out that, according to a report by the Consejo Provisional de
Informativos de TVE, Television Espariola failed to accord due importance to demonstrations
of solidarity in the Basque country and Catalonia ‘y practicamente oculté las declaraciones de
sus dirigentes’ (55).

7 The reference is to the massacre in Atocha of five people, four of whom were communist
labour lawyers, by an ultra right-wing terror squad on 24 January 1977 (Preston, 1986: 107).

8 There were 2.5 million more voters than in the 2000 elections, an 8.5% increase (Balfour,
2005a: 1).
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radically altered the nature of the demonstrations.” Convened this time by
text messages and emails, Spaniards now united with new aims in mind:'’
the protests outside the PP’s Madrid headquarters in calle Génova, which
began to garner support in the afternoon, voiced anger at the consequences
of the PP’s involvement in the Iraq War, to which 90% of the population
had been opposed, and demanded that the government share the police
investigation’s findings before the election (Barreiro, 2004: unnumbered)."!
In the months preceding the attacks, Manuel Vazquez Montalban also cited
this compelling figure of 90% in his critical evaluation of Aznar and his
administration, La aznaridad (2003: 324). In it, he also condemns the
PP’s reactions to the bombings in Casablanca in May 2003, which for him
showed the government already attempting to cover up the violent reper-
cussions of the decision to go to war:

Una de las explosiones provocadas en Casablanca se cebo en carnes
espanolas y en pleno fregado electoral el gobierno rechazaba inmediata-
mente cualquier posible relacion con la complicidad Aznar y Bush para la
conquista de Iraq. (340)

After the Madrid bombings, Pepe Rodriguez describes the collective street
action on the eve of the election, which Vazquez Montalban’s mordant account
seems to presage, as akin to a spontaneous ‘movimiento social de resistencia
al Gobierno del PP’ (2004: 177, original emphasis). He was also not alone in
observing that the situation recalled the experience of living under the dicta-
torship when reliable information about what was occurring inside Spain had
to be sought abroad (155; J.V., 2004: unnumbered). While the mainstream
Spanish media were conspicuously silent on this subject, Spaniards them-
selves were receiving — and forwarding — the ever more conclusive news
being reported abroad via mobile telephones and the Internet as the marches
gathered momentum, making their way to the Puerta del Sol where demon-
strations continued well into the night.

The PP’s subsequent defeat in the general election by the Partido Social-
ista Obrero Espafiol (PSOE) appeared to testify to the political success of this

9 Santos Julia brands the PP government’s reaction ‘a catastrophic succession of errors’
and links these to their ‘overwhelming need to find a culprit outside of the Islamic world’
following Aznar’s fateful alliance with George Bush and Tony Blair at the Azores summit in
March 2003 (2006: 156).

10° Some of the text messages circulated read: ‘Intoxicacion informativa. en [sic] todo el
mundo se habla de Al Quaeda. Pasalo’: “Rajoy dice en TV que concentracion es ilegal. Todos
a la calle. Pasalo’ (Mora and Quinones, 2004: 67, 68).

I The accusations were reflected in the chants outside the PP headquarters: *El pueblo no
cree las mentiras del PP"; *Aznar culpable, eres responsable’; ‘Faltan 200 por vuestra culpa’:
‘No a la guerra’ (Rodriguez, 2004: 175).
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later solidarity movement: the mass mobilisation of what the then Izquierda
Unida (IU) leader, Gaspar Llamazares, referred to as ‘la izquierda critica’. In
his speech reflecting on the results of the 14 March elections he celebrates
‘que se haya abierto una etapa de izquierdas’ and claims the defeat of the
PP and the victory of the left ‘como propia, como propia en la calle, como
propia en las instituciones’ (2004: unnumbered). Similarly, writing in £/ Pais,
Belén Barreiro interpreted the outcome as Spanish citizens’ collective will to
‘manifestar en las urnas solidaridad con las victimas y apoyo a la democracia’
(2004: unnumbered). Indeed, for many on the left, the return to power of
the PSOE after eight years in opposition, marked the restitution of Spain’s
rightful identity as a solidary country and, ultimately, the triumph of democ-
racy, as film director Pedro Almoddvar confirmed:

El secuestro y la manipulacion de la informacién a la que ya nos tenian
acostumbrados, esa oscuridad, no es democracia. A pesar del precio
altisimo, estoy muy contento de volver a ver un pais solidario y libre,
porque nos lo habian quitado. Ya podemos volver a ser nosotros mismos.
(Hermoso, 2004: unnumbered)

As will be argued in this study, the work of the contemporary Spanish novelist
Belén Gopegui consistently engages with this discourse of solidarity. It is her
exploration of the concept of solidarity, and its interrelationship with the
contemporary historical contexts in which her first four novels were written
and set, which forms the basis of the present enquiry.

Belén Gopegui

In November 2002, E/ Mundo Libro published the answers to two ques-
tions it had put to a group of twelve writers, among them Belén Gopegui.
Participants were asked to choose a city and, on a later occasion, to relate
a childhood memory associated with it. Gopegui’s first answer was Madrid;
her second, though far briefer than that supplied by the rest of the group, was
no less revealing: ‘Nunca cuento recuerdos personales’ (Labari, 2002a and
2002b: unnumbered). The author’s reluctance in this regard was by then well
known. Yet her first reply can be seen as equally significant, for Gopegui’s
choice of the city in which she was born (in 1963), and has always lived, is
consonant with the commitment to her historical time and place which char-
acterises her work. At the time of writing, she is the author of seven novels,
three short stories, a play and three screenplays. (The decision to focus on
her first four novels is explained below.)

While this study is not concerned with the links between the author’s
biography and her narrative fiction, some details are pertinent to the thematic
and critical focus of what follows, as is Gopegui’s reticence about disclosing
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personal information.'? In one early interview, she explains that it stems from
a desire to prevent readers from equating her with the narrator and interpreting
her novels in the light of her personal history rather than engaging with their
content: ‘yo noto que se pone todo el acento en las causas biograficas y no se
pone el acento en la funciéon que cumple lo que uno hace’ (Brooksbank Jones,
1995-96: 135). Her comments tend to reflect — and reject — the prevailing
literary climate of the time, in which young writers born in the 1960s and
1970s were widely held to be characterised by their claim to individualism
(Marina, 1995). Exceptionally in this interview she also offers an insight into
the reasons for her emphasis on the social function of the novel, which would
increasingly come to define her as an author. She explains how circumstances
within her own family awakened her social conscience from an early age
and led to her decision to read law at university, ‘por vocacion de justicia y
de querer cambiar el mundo’ (135). Although in subsequent interviews she
never returns to this subject, the intellectual impact on her is alluded to a
decade later in ‘Rompiendo algo’, a speech delivered at a public meeting on
‘Resistencia e imperialismo en América Latina’.!* She frames her interven-
tion as the story of a young male writer of Marxist texts whose brother died
as the result of ‘una minusvalia psiquica fruto de la avaricia de la medicina
privada espafiola’, and who eventually goes on to demonstrate public support
for the Cuban Revolution (20050: unnumbered). Gopegui’s early perception
of the state’s failure to protect its citizens as a result of prioritising profit
over the collective good has undoubtedly had a bearing on the preoccupa-
tion with solidarity in her work.'* Returning to ‘Rompiendo algo’, it is only
in the concluding lines that she reveals what the audience will have already
realised, that she is the subject in question:

es posible que uno de los personajes de esta historia no sea un hijo sino
una hija, es posible que no escriba libros de marxismo sino novelas una
de la cuales habla de Cuba, y es posible que esté aqui ahora hablandoles

12 The author’s shyness is also almost certainly a factor in this: asked for some anecdotes
about his interaction with writers. Jorge Herralde, editor of Anagrama — which has published all
her novels — declared that ‘[e]n cuanto a la timidisima Belén Gopegui la anécdota espectacular
es oir su voz. Con dedicacion se consigue’ (Rodriguez, 2002: unnumbered).

13 For example, Gopegui declines to answer questions relating to her upbringing and educa-
tion in her 1999 interview with Eva Legido Quigley. Nevertheless, the latter’s 2006 dictionary
entry on the author includes some of these biographical details.

14 She has hinted at this herself in interviews (Azancot, 2007; Holgueras, 2005; Maira,
2004). And in her sixth novel, E/ padre de Blancanieves (2007), one of the protagonists, Goyo,
becomes active on the radical left in response to circumstances similar to those described in
‘Rompiendo algo’. The subject of illness and how it is managed by the state recurs in ‘Liter-
atura y Mision Milagro’ (2006d) and ‘La finalidad del conocimiento cientifico y literario en
relacion al caso de la biotecnologia cubana’ (2007b), and also features in her fourth novel, Lo
real (see Ch. 3: pp.185-186).
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a ustedes aunque, para contar aquello de lo que trata esta historia, quién
pueda ser el hijo es lo menos importante. (ibid.)

As these comments suggest, this displacement of her identity further under-
lines her determination not to permit the particularities of her biography to
deflect attention from what she considers are the more pressing issues of
collective interest raised in her novels. In this sense, her reluctance to discuss
her personal life is also a way of creating a powerful narrative about her aims.
Yet this reluctance is almost certainly due also to the disappointment she
experienced when faced with the critical reception of her first novel, whose
social implications were virtually entirely overlooked. It is worth providing
some detail here, given that the public reaction had a decisive impact on the
author’s intellectual and creative trajectory, and is thus key to understanding
the development of her narrative.

Gopegui’s arrival on the Spanish literary scene occurred at the height of
the ‘boom’ in young Spanish writers born in the 1960s and 1970s whose
heterogeneous output had come to be labelled, not uncontentiously, as the
‘nueva narrativa’ (Langa Pizarro, 2000: 58). Having abandoned the idea of
pursuing law as a career before leaving university, and after working as a
reviewer for various literary and cultural magazines, Gopegui published her
critically acclaimed first novel, La escala de los mapas, with Anagrama in
1993. Carmen Martin Gaite, who had acted as a mentor to Gopegui and
recommended the manuscript to Anagrama, applauded its ‘[f]uerza arrebata-
dora’ and ‘la originalidad de sus estrategias narrativas, en consonancia con
el ritmo de su prosa’.”® Similarly high praise came from Rafael Conte, who
enthused over the author’s ‘[p]rosa sencilla y brillante, repleta de metaforas
inesperadas, limpia y compleja a la vez’ (1993: 11). While not a runaway
bestseller, the novel nevertheless went through three editions in as many
months (Clemente, 1994). It was also awarded two prizes: the ‘Premio Tigre
Juan’in 1993 and the ‘Premio Iberoamericano de Primeras Novelas “Santiago
del Nuevo Extremo™ in 1994.

But viewed in isolation, there was little about her first novel — essentially
the story of a doomed romance — to indicate the direction that her work
would later take. Reviews of La escala engaged principally with the novel’s
meta-literary dimension, its introspective, intimate quality and the explora-

15 Martin Gaite’s remarks are quoted on the dust-jacket of the novel, as are Conte’s.
Gopegui has paid tribute to Martin Gaite in several articles which express an affinity with
her approach to literature, notably her emphasis on the writer’s responsibility: ‘El valor del
narrador’ (1997b); “El si de cada no’ (2000a); ‘Un caballo al pie de la ventana’ (2003g). In her
prologue to Martin Gaite’s posthumous, unfinished novel, Los parentescos, *El redondel de luz’
(2001e), she highlights the author’s belief in the transformative potential inherent in literature
and in the solidary bonds formed with others.



