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Fifth Column Spanish Civil War

The term fifth column Spanish Civil War refers to a clandestine network of secret supporters,
sympathizers, and agents within Spain during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), aimed at
undermining the opposing forces from within. This concept gained significant prominence during the
conflict, symbolizing betrayal, espionage, and sabotage carried out by covert factions aligned with
either the Nationalists or the Republicans. Understanding the role of the fifth column is essential for
grasping the complexities of the Spanish Civil War, as it highlights the internal threats and covert
operations that influenced the outcome of this tumultuous period in Spanish history.

What is the Fifth Column?
Definition and Origins

The phrase fifth column originated during the Spanish Civil War but has roots that trace back to
broader military strategy concepts. It was first popularized in 1936 when Emilio Mola, a Nationalist
general, reportedly used the term to describe his four military columns advancing on Madrid,
alongside a clandestine fifth column operating within the city to facilitate sabotage and rebellion.

Key Points:

- The fifth column refers to internal supporters or agents working to undermine a country's defenses
from within.

- The term gained worldwide recognition during the Spanish Civil War, symbolizing internal
subversion.

- It is often associated with espionage, sabotage, and psychological warfare.

Significance in the Spanish Civil War Context
During the Spanish Civil War, the fifth column represented the internal threat posed by factions
sympathetic to the opposing side, especially within cities and strategic locations. Both Nationalists

and Republicans accused each other of infiltration, which exacerbated suspicion, mistrust, and
paranoia.

The Role of the Fifth Column in the Spanish Civil War

Strategic Importance

The fifth column played a crucial role in shaping the dynamics of the Spanish Civil War by:
- Undermining enemy morale through sabotage and propaganda.

- Facilitating espionage to gather intelligence.
- Sabotaging logistical operations, such as transportation and supply lines.



- Supporting coups or rebellions within strategic regions.

Notable Incidents

Several instances of fifth column activities during the war included:

- Sabotage of railroads and communication lines by Republican sympathizers in Nationalist-held
territories.

- Disruption of supply chains by Nationalist agents within Republican zones.

- Infiltration of key military and political figures to influence decisions and operations.
- Psychological warfare through propaganda and rumors.

Key Figures and Groups Associated with the Fifth Column

Emilio Mola and the Origin of the Term

- Emilio Mola, a Nationalist general, is often credited with coining the phrase during his campaign to
seize Madrid.

- His strategic plan relied heavily on internal support and sabotage, leading to the popularization of
the concept.

Republican Fifth Column

- Composed of leftist sympathizers, anarchists, and other anti-fascist groups.
- Engaged in covert operations against Nationalist forces, including espionage and propaganda.

Nationalist Fifth Column

- Included fascist sympathizers, monarchists, and conservative elements.
- Supported the military uprising and engaged in sabotage within Republican-controlled areas.

Methods and Tactics of the Fifth Column
Espionage and Intelligence Gathering

- Use of spies and informants to monitor enemy movements.
- Collection of military and strategic intelligence to guide operations.

Sabotage and Disruption

- Attacks on communication infrastructure such as telegraph lines and radio stations.
- Destruction of bridges, railways, and supply depots.

- Poisoning food supplies or contaminating water sources.

Propaganda and Psychological Warfare

- Distribution of leaflets and false information to demoralize enemy troops.



- Spreading rumors to sow distrust among opposing factions.
Subversion and Rebellion

- Encouraging or supporting uprisings within enemy territories.
- Facilitating defections and desertions.

Impact of the Fifth Column on the Outcome of the War
Advantages for Both Sides

- For the Nationalists, fifth column activities helped destabilize Republican defenses and facilitated
territorial gains.
- Republicans relied on underground networks to resist infiltration and sabotage.

Challenges and Parano

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the role of the 'fifth column' during the Spanish
Civil War?

The 'fifth column' referred to secret sympathizers and agents within Republican-held areas who
supported the Nationalist forces, aiding in sabotage, espionage, and undermining the Republican
government from within.

Who coined the term 'fifth column' and what was its origin?

The term was reportedly coined by Nazi General Emilio Mola in 1936 to describe his four military
columns advancing on Madrid, with a 'fifth column' of sympathizers inside the city expected to
facilitate their takeover.

How did the concept of the 'fifth column' influence
perceptions during the Spanish Civil War?

The idea fueled fears of internal betrayal and paranoia, leading to increased suspicion, repression of
suspected sympathizers, and heightened tensions between political factions on both sides.

Were there actual organized 'fifth column' networks operating
during the Spanish Civil War?

While some espionage and sabotage activities were documented, many claims of widespread 'fifth
column' networks were exaggerated or used as propaganda to justify repression and military
actions.



What impact did the 'fifth column' narrative have on Spanish
society during and after the war?

The narrative contributed to social divisions, increased mistrust, and political purges, with many
individuals accused of 'fifth column' activities facing persecution or exile even after the war ended.

How is the term 'fifth column' used in contemporary
discussions of espionage and internal threats?

Today, the term is often used metaphorically to describe internal groups or individuals perceived as
aiding an enemy or undermining national security, reflecting its historical association with internal
subversion.

Additional Resources
Fifth Column Spanish Civil War: Unveiling the Hidden Hands Behind the Conflict

The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939) remains one of the most complex and intensely studied conflicts
of the 20th century. While headlines often focus on the ideological battle between the Republicans
and Nationalists, an equally compelling and less visible aspect of the war was the phenomenon of
the fifth column. This term, which has since entered global parlance, refers to clandestine groups or
individuals within a territory who support the enemy’s cause, often acting as saboteurs, spies, or
insurgents. In the context of the Spanish Civil War, the fifth column played a pivotal role in shaping
the course and outcome of the conflict, revealing the extent of internal betrayal, ideological
infiltration, and covert warfare.

This article seeks to explore the origins, operations, and impact of the fifth column during the
Spanish Civil War, offering a comprehensive investigation into its influence on one of Europe's most
tumultuous periods. Through historical analysis, declassified intelligence reports, and scholarly
interpretations, we aim to uncover the clandestine networks that operated within Spain, often with
the tacit or explicit support of external powers.

The Origins of the Fifth Column Concept in Spain

The term “fifth column” was first popularized during the Spanish Civil War, attributed to Nationalist
General Emilio Mola in 1936. According to reports, Mola declared that within Madrid, four columns
of Nationalist forces were advancing from different directions, but a “fifth column” of sympathizers
and covert operatives inside the city was also supporting their efforts—an internal network ready to
destabilize and facilitate the Nationalist uprising.

While the phrase’s precise origins are debated, its usage encapsulated a broader understanding of
internal sabotage and espionage during the conflict. Mola’s articulation of the fifth column reflected
a strategic awareness that the enemy was not only fighting on the battlefield but also within the
cities and communities, undermining the Republican government from within.



Historically, the idea of internal treachery was not new in Spain; it drew on a long tradition of
political suspicion, civil unrest, and ideological polarization. However, the Spanish Civil War
provided a unique crucible in which the concept of clandestine internal support gained concrete
operational meaning.

Fifth Column Activities During the Spanish Civil War

The activities of the fifth column during the Spanish Civil War were multifaceted, ranging from
espionage and sabotage to propaganda and direct insurgency. These covert operations aimed to
weaken Republican defenses, spread disinformation, and facilitate the advance of Nationalist forces.

Espionage and Intelligence Gathering

Both sides employed spies and informants to gather intelligence on troop movements, military
installations, and political sentiments. The Nationalists, in particular, benefited from extensive
espionage networks linked to fascist regimes like Nazi Germany and Fascist Italy, which supplied
agents, technical equipment, and strategic guidance.

Republican factions also had their intelligence operatives, often affiliated with communist and
socialist parties. However, internal mistrust and political fragmentation hampered their ability to
mount effective counter-espionage campaigns.

Sabotage and Subversion

Saboteurs targeted key infrastructure such as bridges, railways, communication lines, and military
depots. These acts of sabotage aimed to delay or disrupt Republican logistics and troop movements.

For example, the destruction of railway lines hindered the movement of Republican reinforcements,
while attacks on communication hubs caused confusion and delays in command decisions. Both sides
employed clandestine operatives to carry out these acts, often infiltrating enemy lines under cover of
darkness.

Propaganda and Psychological Warfare

The fifth column also engaged in propaganda efforts to sway public opinion, spread fear, and
undermine morale. Leaflets, posters, and clandestine radio broadcasts played a significant role in
shaping perceptions.

The Nationalists, with support from fascist regimes, disseminated messages emphasizing the chaos
and chaos of the Republican side, reinforcing narratives of order and national unity. Conversely,
Republican groups also used propaganda to rally support and demonize their enemies.
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fifth column spanish civil war: The Fifth Column and Four Stories of the Spanish Civil War

Ernest Miller Hemingway, 1969

fifth column spanish civil war: The Fifth Column and Four Stories of the Spanish Civil
War Ernest Hemingway, 1972

fifth column spanish civil war: Fifth Column Ernest Hemingway, 2014-05-22 Featuring
Hemingway's only full-length play, The Fifth Column and Four Stories of the Spanish Civil War
brilliantly evokes the tumultuous Spain of the 1930s. These works, which grew from Hemingway's
adventures as a newspaper correspondent in and around besieged Madrid, movingly portray the
effects of war on soldiers, civilians, and the correspondents sent to cover it.

fifth column spanish civil war: The Fifth Column Ernest Hemingway, 1978

fifth column spanish civil war: The 'Red Terror' and the Spanish Civil War Julius Ruiz,
2014-04-30 This study challenges the common view that extrajudicial executions in Republican Spain
in July 1936 were the work of criminal or anarchist 'uncontrollables'.

fifth column spanish civil war: 'Paracuellos' Dr Julius Ruiz, 2016-11-01 This book examines
the most polemical atrocity of the Spanish Civil War: the massacre of 2,500 political prisoners by
Republican security forces in the villages of Paracuellos and Torrejaon de Ardoz near Madrid in
November/December 1936. The atrocity took place while Santiago Carrillo -- later Communist Party
leader in the 1970s -- was responsible for public order. Although Carrillo played a key role in the
transition to democracy after Franco's death in 1975, he passed away at the age of 97 in 2012 still
denying any involvement in 'Paracuellos' (the generic term for the massacres). The issue of Carrillo's
responsibility has been the focus of much historical research. Julius Ruiz places Paracuellos in the
wider context of the 'Red Terror' in Madrid, where a minimum of 8,000 'fascists' were murdered
after the failure of military rebellion in July 1936. He rejects both 'revisionist' right-wing writers
such as Cesar Vidal who cite Paracuellos as evidence that the Republic committed Soviet-style
genocide and left-wing historians such as Paul Preston, who in his Spanish Holocaust argues that the
massacres were primarily the responsibility of the Soviet secret police, the NKVD. The book argues
that Republican actions influenced the Soviets, not the other way round: Paracuellos intensified
Stalin's fears of a 'Fifth Column' within the USSR that facilitated the Great Terror of 1937-38. It
concludes that the perpetrators were primarily members of the Provincial Committee of Public
Investigation (CPIP), a murderous all-leftist revolutionary tribunal created in August 1936, and that
its work of eliminating the 'Fifth Column' (an imaginary clandestine Francoist organisation) was
supported not just by Carrillo, but also by the Republican government. In Autumn 2015 the book was
serialised in El Mundo, Spain's second largest selling daily, to great acclaim.

fifth column spanish civil war: The Fifth Column in the Peloponnesian War Luis A.
Losada, 2018-07-17 Preliminary Material /Luis A. Losada -- Introduction, Terminology /Luis A.
Losada -- The Overt Betrayals /Luis A. Losada -- Causes 1: The Enemy /Luis A. Losada -- Causes 2:
The Fifth Columnists /Luis A. Losada -- Other Fifth Columns /Luis A. Losada -- Techniques: How the
Fifth Columns worked the Defense against Fifth Columns /Luis A. Losada -- The Fifth Column in the
Strategy of the War /Luis A. Losada -- Conclusion /Luis A. Losada -- Appendix I /Luis A. Losada --
Bibliography /Luis A. Losada -- Index /Luis A. Losada.
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fifth column spanish civil war: Falangist and National Catholic Women in the Spanish
Civil War (1936-1939 Angela Flynn, 2020-03-11 Although there is an established historiography on
women’s roles during the Spanish Civil War (1936-9), little has been written on Nationalist women in
the Republican-held zones. Women were the anti-Republican resisters of the first hour in the capital
but they have been largely overlooked in the historical record. During the bitter civil conflict a
sector of dissident women helped to create a subversive and clandestine national Catholic space in
the heart of Republican Madrid. By examining the vital and invisible role played by women within
Madrid’s ‘fifth column’ this monograph offers a new contribution to the gender historiography of the
Spanish Civil War and re-evaluates the significance of women in the Nationalist war effort. It
explores how and why a sector of Falangist and Catholic women decided to mobilise against the
legally constituted Popular Front government in support of an undemocratic military coup. While
women'’s subversive activities often involved the transgression of traditional gender norms, their
social and political agency arose within the conditions and precepts of Catholicism and was
conceptualised and imagined within new national-Catholic discourses of ‘holy Crusade.’

fifth column spanish civil war: FDR and the Spanish Civil War Dominic Tierney,
2007-07-02 Provides new understanding of Franklin Roosevelt's involvement in the Spanish Civil
War, claiming that he was activist and pro-Loyalist.

fifth column spanish civil war: Spanish Civil War Paul Preston, 2007-05-29 A comprehensive
history that recounts the struggles of the Spanish Civil War in 1936 and the emergence of Francisco
Franco as Spain's fascist dictator.

fifth column spanish civil war: Shanghai on the Metro Michael B. Miller, 2023-04-28 Secret
agents, gun runners, White Russians, and con men—they all play a part in Michael B. Miller's
strikingly original study of interwar France. Based on extensive research in security files and a mass
of printed sources, Shanghai on the Métro shows how a distinctive milieu of spies and spy literature
emerged between the two world wars, reflecting the atmosphere and concerns of these years. Miller
argues that French fascination with intrigue between the wars reveals a far more assured and
playful national mood than historians have hitherto discerned in the final decades of the Third
Republic. But the larger history set in motion by World War I and the subsequent reading of French
history into global history are the true subjects of this work. Reconstituting through his own
narratives the histories of interwar travel and adventure and the willful turning of contemporary
affairs into a source of romance, Miller recovers the ambience and special qualities of the age that
produced its intrigues and its tales of spies. This title is part of UC Press's Voices Revived program,
which commemorates University of California Press’s mission to seek out and cultivate the brightest
minds and give them voice, reach, and impact. Drawing on a backlist dating to 1893, Voices Revived
makes high-quality, peer-reviewed scholarship accessible once again using print-on-demand
technology. This title was originally published in 1994.

fifth column spanish civil war: Twentieth Century American Literature Warren French,
1980-11-01

fifth column spanish civil war: Eyes of the World Marc Aronson, Marina Budhos, 2017-03-28
Packed with dramatic photos, posters, and maps, this compelling book captures the fascinating story
of photojournalism in modern times.

fifth column spanish civil war: Textual Practice Terence Hawkes, 2005-08-08 First Published
in 1989. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa company.

fifth column spanish civil war: Frontiers of Identity Robin Cohen, 2024-02-09 Originally
published in 1994, this book considers one of the enduring themes of social science. How is a
national identity forged and sustained? How does it change over time? Who is included in the body
politic and who is socially excluded? How do the established population, opinion-makers and
politicians react to more marginal people, including long-spurned minorities and recent migrants?
This original analysis shows how the British as a people are constantly defined and redefined
through their interactions with several ‘frontiers of identity’, namely Celts, expatriates, Americans,




Europeans, citizens of the Commonwealth and more crucially with ‘aliens’. The alien-British
relationship is particularly loaded with uneasiness, aversion and hostility. ‘Aliens’ a category created
by what the author calls ‘the frontier guards’ of British identity, are frequently deported or detained.
Their sanctuaries are invaded, their legal and humanitarian claims for asylum minutely examined
and often denied. This searching exploration of these processes shows how the meaning of who one
is depends crucially on who one rejects. Drawing on a wealth of historical scholarship, research
compiled at the time of the original publication and contemporary social theory and now reissued
with a new Preface this book exposes the unstated assumptions and hidden meanings in the
relationship between the ‘British’ and ‘the others'. It uncovers how the British and their rulers seek
to reshape their national identity in a difficult period of post-imperial adjustment, relative economic
decline and the European integration of the 1990s. The book will be of use to students of sociology,
politics, history and European studies.

fifth column spanish civil war: The Spanish Civil Wars Mark Lawrence, 2017-02-09
CHOICE Outstanding Academic Title 2017 This book provides a comparative history of the domestic
and international nature of Spain's First Carlist War (1833-40) and the Spanish Civil War (1936-39),
as well as the impact of both conflicts. The book demonstrates how and why Spain's struggle for
liberty was won in the 1830s only for it to be lost one hundred years later. It shows how both civil
wars were world wars in miniature, fought in part by foreign volunteers under the gaze and in the
political consciousness of the outside world. Prefaced by a short introduction, The Spanish Civil
Wars is arranged into two domestic and international sections, each with three thematic chapters
comparing each civil war in detail. The main analytical perspectives are political, social and new
military history in nature, but they also explore aspects of gender, culture, nationalism and
separatism, economy, religion and, especially, the war in its international context. The book
integrates international archival research with the latest scholarship on both subjects and also
includes a glossary, a bibliography and several images. It is a key resource tailored to the needs of
students and scholars of modern Spain which offers an intriguing and original new perspective on
the Spanish Civil War.

fifth column spanish civil war: Ernest Hemingway Jeffrey Meyers, 2003-09-02 This set
comprises 40 volumes covering nineteenth and twentieth century European and American authors.
These volumes will be available as a complete set, mini boxed sets (by theme) or as individual
volumes. This second set compliments the first 68 volume set of Critical Heritage published by
Routledge in October 1995.

fifth column spanish civil war: Elizabeth Gurley Flynn Mary Anne Trasciatti, 2025 Elizabeth
Gurley Flynn is one of the most important figures in the history of American labor. This stirring
biography traces her personal and political life, foregrounding her commitment to civil liberties as
the enduring force behind her worldview and returns her to her rightful place at the heart of the
working-class movement.

fifth column spanish civil war: The Role of Women Within the Fifth Column in Madrid During
the Spanish Civil War (1936-9) Angela Flynn, 2018

fifth column spanish civil war: Vikings to U-Boats Gerhard P. Bassler, 2006-10-06 The first
German arrived in Newfoundland with Leif Eirikson's Viking expedition. By 1914 St. John's was
home to a vibrant German community while a Moravian enclave thrived in Labrador. Contemporary
Newfoundland, however, remembers its German heritage largely in terms of U-Boat captains and
local spies. Gerhard Bassler reveals what was lost when almost all earlier memories of Germans in
Newfoundland and Labrador vanished.
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