
 

xiii 

 

Figure 3.6: Graffiti against speculation in plain sight of inter-city buses arriving to Granada 
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4.3 Festivities with history: Día de la Hispanidad and Moros 
y Cristianos 

Ritual celebrations, processions, festivals, and other public official and popular displays 

of customs are quite common throughout Spain (Brisset Martín, 2001). Often, my 

fieldwork was informed not by people but by the sounds of the trumpets and drums of 

processions that echoed over the city and were heard at the top of the Hill of San Miguel. 

Usually, the music resulted in my racing out of the house, down the cobblestone hill, and 

following the notes through the streets. A number of these celebrations and 

commemorations in the city, and in the region, make reference to the same period of 

history as the Toma de Granada (Capture of Granada). One example, the Día de la 

Hispanidad (Day of “Hispanic-ness” or Columbus Day, which is also called Día de la 

Fiesta Nacional, or National Day), is celebrated – and commemorated27 – nationally and 

internationally each year. Soon after the Catholic Monarchs took Granada, Queen Isabel 

granted Christopher Columbus’ request to set out in search of new trade routes to India. 

On the 12th of October in the same year, he landed in the Americas. By the beginning of 

the 20th century, left-leaning progressives and some conservatives28 contested the concept 

of Hispanidad. The term was a traditionalist29 concept that was specifically anti-liberal, 

which imagined the national historical destiny as one of “a community of Hispanic 

nations founded on the religious spirit of Spanish colonization” (Aguilar & Humblebæk, 

2002, p. 137). As a result, it became readily adopted by “the ideologues of National 

Catholicism” (Boyd, 2002, p. 56).  

In Madrid, the nation’s capital, the festivities consist of a military parade. In 

Granada, however, the order of the celebration, the costumes, and rituals are similar to 

the Día de la Toma (see Appendix G & Appendix H for comparison of the order). The 

                                                 

27
 Where it may be celebrated in Spain, it may be commemorated in some Latin American countries, where 

commemoration implies a somber event in memory of the destruction caused by the Spanish colonizers.  

28
 Conservatives that rejected the concept of Hispanidad were those that agreed with the progressive views and aims of 

the Liberals to secularize the country despite their religious beliefs (Boyd, 2002).  

29
 Traditionalism is a conservative ideology that supported the return to traditional values and identities, as opposed to 

the progressive, secular views of Liberals (Boyd, 2002). 
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material items that are carried are the same save the heavy wooden chest and the number 

of banners, ceremonial staffs, and hatchets. The costumed participants differ slightly as 

there is a group of usually young pages dressed in aquamarine blue capes and coats that 

alter the order slightly. Even the sole participant representing Boabdil takes part, stressing 

a symbolic connection between the historical Toma (capture) and the Día de la 

Hispanidad, or, the expulsion of the Muslim Andalusies and Columbus’ explorations in 

the Americas. The main rituals that differ are the absence of the call and response, and 

the inclusion of a wreath at the foot of the statue of Queen Isabel and Columbus (Figure 

4.9). While Día de la Hispanidad does not represent a Toma (a captured city from the 

Andalusies), it is historically connected to the same period and plays a highly significant 

role in the history of the Spanish Empire and an important symbolic role in national 

identity. Consequently, the two ceremonies invoke each other with their visual 

similarities and historical connectedness. 

 

Figure 4.9: Blue-costumed 

pages wait for the mayor 

and the Major General for 

the laying of the wreath at 

the foot of the Queen Isabel 

and Columbus statue during 

the Día de la Hispanidad 

celebration. Behind them, 

the flags of former Latin 

American colonies are 

raised (12 October, 2016; 

photo by author) 

Figure 4.10: A “Moor” 

shoots off a gun during the 

“Little War” in a Moros y 

Cristianos festival in 

Valencia. The Palestinian 

kufiya was used as part of 

the costumes both in the 

“War” and various “lines” 

during the “Moors” parade 

at this festival (18 July, 

2012; photo by author) 

Figure 4.11: A detail of a 

line of “Moors” from the 

“Muslim Scorpions” troupe, 

carrying decorative scimitar 

type swords with Arabic 

lettering. A number of the 

troupes had Arabic lettering 

on their costumes, swords 

and banners. However, 

unconnected lettering in 

Arabic loses its meaning 

(21 July, 2012; photo by 

author) 
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More recently established small-town festivals30 that make reference to the 

history of al-Andalus have become common around Andalusia such as the Fiesta del 

Monfi in Cutar (Malaga), a medieval festival that celebrates the Monfis,31 or Muslim 

Andalusies that hid in the mountains32 after the expulsion. Still, the most prevalent 

festival referencing this history is that of Moros y Cristianos (Festival of the Moors and 

Christians). This festival is most common in the regions of Valencia and Murcia33 and in 

the eastern part of the province of Granada,34 although the celebration still takes place in 

a number of small towns around Andalusia, such as Benamahoma (Cadiz) in western 

Andalusia. Moros y Cristianos, like the Día de la Toma, is a festival organized around the 

date corresponding with capture of each town by the northern Christians. This day is 

often coupled with a celebration of the town’s patron saint. The ceremonies and rituals 

held during Moros y Cristianos, however, differ extensively from the Toma celebration in 

Granada. Each town’s festival differs in terms of the size, organization, and the number 

of days over which it takes place. Different events that can be included are the “Capture 

of the Castle”, a theatricalization of the capture often acted out in a downsized wooden 

castle in the town square; the “Little War”, a parade with “Moors” and “Christians” firing 

cannons and guns with gunpowder and firecrackers at each other simulating the fight 

over the town (Figure 4.10); a religious procession that includes carrying the patron saint 

through the street; and “the Retreat”, which in the festival I observed was a children’s 

costume parade. The main event of these festivities is the parade (or parades, depending 

                                                 

30
 This festival along numerous others have been created in the past 20 years, often serving both as a town festival and 

a method of attracting tourism. Examples of these are the Fiesta de las Tres Culturas, a festival celebrating convivencia 

as a characteristic of al-Andalus in Frigiliana (Malaga), Jornadas de Cultura Islámica (Meeting of Islamic Culture), a 

festival celebrating the Islamic past in Almonaster la Real (Huelva), and the Fiesta de la Luna Mora (Festival of the 

Moorish Moon), a celebration Andalusi music and traditions of Guaro (Malaga). 

31
 The term منفي (manfi) in Arabic means “exiled (person)” and was applied to “certain Moors or Moriscos”, 

“highwaymen and criminals” (de Eguilaz y Yanguas, 1886, p. 457). Unlike inhabitants of small towns, these groups 

camped freely in the mountains and were accused of numerous armed incursions in the Albayzín, Granada and other 

towns after expulsion from cities across Andalusia (Muñoz y Gaviria, 1861). 

32
 The term is not limited to those that took refuge in the mountains of Malaga but was also used for those in Granada.  

33
 These autonomous regions lie on the eastern and south-eastern part of the Iberian Peninsula. 

34
 The denomination, Granada, is both the name of a province and a municipality within the autonomous region of 

Andalusia. This duplication of names is common throughout Spain. 
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on the size of the festival) of the Moors (Figure 4.11 & 4.12) and the Christians (Figure 

4.13). The costumes are often extremely elaborate, much more than those of the Toma 

ceremony. The various lines in each troupe are often but not necessarily gendered. 

During interviews in Granada, I noted no differences between the historical narratives of 

men and women despite the overwhelming male representation in the Día de la Toma and 

Hispanidad parades. 

Moros y Cristianos, is often described as having more of a festive atmosphere 

(Natalia. Mid-30s, tour guide. Interview, June 29, 2012). The Día de la Toma, a 

commemoration organized by the city government, is seen as much more of a formal, 

solemn event. This difference exists in spite of the two celebrating the same event, the 

capture of their respective cities. Moros y Cristianos is instead a popular festival 

organized by representatives of the many groups involved. The Día de la Toma, on the 

other hand, is a public commemoration organized by the city government. Thus, the 

rituals celebrate a similar event in each town’s history yet the manner in which Moros y 

Cristianos is celebrated is drastically different from the Día de la Toma. 

 

Figure 4.12: A “line” of male Moors from 

the “Black Egyptians” troupe during the 

“Moors” parade in a Moros y Cristianos 

festival (21 July, 2012; photo by author) 

Figure 4.13: A “line” of women from the 

“Knights of King Fernando” troupe during 

the “Christians” in a Moros y Cristianos 

festival (20 July, 2012; photo by author) 

Interestingly, however, the Día de la Toma in Granada used to include a now-

eliminated version of Moros y Cristianos that for many years differed quite significantly 

from these festivals. The Granadan version disappeared at the beginning of fascist rule in 

1940, leaving the military-religious-civil festival that exists today (González Alcantud, 
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2017b). Instead of the parades typical of Moros y Cristianos, this version consisted of a 

play, El Triunfo del Ave María (Carrasco Urgoiti, 1996, p. 366),35 that over centuries of 

annual popular reproduction had been turned into a deteriorated version of the original 

(González Alcantud, 2017b, p. 191). It was this part of the day that anthropologist José 

Antonio Gonzalez Alcantud argues that once gave the Día de la Toma a similar festive 

atmosphere: 

The lack of popular connection of the Toma, politicized to the extreme, lead 

it into the field of seriousness, opposite to the carnavalesque mood. This, the 

mood and the [popular] festival, is exactly what has protected the moros y 

cristianos of other places, and what has brought them to be a living cultural 

survival [i.e. something that has survived]. (2017b, p. 196, my translation) 

Through the political ups and downs of the 19th century, the city’s festivals came close to 

oblivion, only to be revived by the bourgeoisie at the end of the century. By this time, the 

play had become far removed from the original text, greatly modified by the input of the 

masses. The addition of profanities, live horses and other bourgeoisie-offending changes 

brought the call among intellectuals for a return to the original text and caused 

controversy surrounding the festivities. 

4.4 Politicizing fiestas: Controversies of Moros y Cristianos 
and Día de la Hispanidad 

Numerous parallels between these three festivities can be drawn to elaborate on the 

various forms of public uses of history and how the past-present connection takes shape. 

One of these similarities nevertheless is overlooked in the earlier ethnographic 

description of the Día de la Toma, that of the public contestation by critics of the event 

and the political debate between groups of different ideologies and political agendas that 

ensues in the plaza. Like the Toma, both the Día de la Hispanidad and Moros y 

Cristianos have seen controversy. In 2006, various celebrations of Moros y Cristianos in 

Valencia eliminated a dummy representing Muhammad. Before then, the dummy’s head 

                                                 

35
 The play title translates as “The Triumph of Ave Maria”. Authorship of the play is contested. Some attribute it to 

16th century playwright Lope de Vega, others to Ginés Pérez de Hita, others to local author Cubillo de Aragon. Many 

simply attribute it to a “genius of the Court” (González Alcantud, 2017b, p. 187). 



137 

 

was exploded with fireworks during the festivities. However, after the Danish cartoon 

controversy, the festival event organizers decided it was offensive to contemporary 

Muslim communities (see Zapata-Barrero & de Witte, 2010 or Rogozen-Soltar, 2007 for 

further explanation). The extent of criticism surrounding these festivals has mostly been 

self-criticism. One explanation for the limited disapproval of these festivals is that they 

are often small local celebrations and have little impact on people beyond the local level. 

Another is the lack of connections that are made between these festivals and the national-

Catholic narrative. In turn, they generally avoid the presence of extreme right-wing 

supporters that ideologically connect to the history of each town. These towns (and cities) 

were of little importance36 in the final unification of what was later imagined as the 

nation. Furthermore, as with the popular play once staged in Granada (González 

Alcantud, 2017b, p. 189), the festive atmosphere reduces any tension or othering, where 

participants of various troupes – both “Moors” and “Christians” – celebrate together in 

castle-shaped temporary structures set up with a bar belonging to each troupe. Moreover, 

in these celebrations, participants in the “Moors” troupes are known to be proud of being 

moro despite “losing” every year (Felix. CSIC researcher, personal communication, July 

14, 2012). Thus, the historical narrative of expulsion has acquired a completely different 

meaning that has been removed from nationalist ideology. However, it is still overtly 

orientalized and presents an ahistorical version of events (Felix, personal communication, 

July 14, 2012), even though organizers and participants insist that the history depicted 

during the festival is rooted in well-researched historical fact. 

Critiques of the Día de la Hispanidad in Granada take two forms. In 2011, Latin 

American migrants to Granada organized an annual Fiesta de Hispanidad y Mestizaje 

(Festival of “Hispanic-ness” and Miscegenation or Blending) as an alternative festival 

celebrated the same afternoon following the morning rituals (Barrera, 2011). It is a 

celebration of the diversity of traditions and customs of Latin America. The Día de la 

Hispanidad (National or Columbus Day), celebrated or commemorated in a variety of 

                                                 

36
 Whereas the main regions in which Moros y Cristianos is still celebrated, namely Valencia and Murcia, were 

conquered in the 13th century, the Kingdom of Granada lasted for 200 years longer. 
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ways throughout the Hispanic world, is often highly contested in Latin America due to its 

connection with the idea that Columbus “discovered” the Americas and with the 

subsequent oppression and colonialism at the hand of the Spanish. Thus, continuing in 

this tradition, the Fiesta de Hispanidad y Mestizaje serves to celebrate the day in a way 

that includes Latin American countries and tries to “avoid having the ceremony reduced 

solely to a floral offering to the Catholic Monarchs” (“Mezcla de culturas”, 2013). 

Although the festival raises this critique of the exclusion, Hispanidad is a symbolic 

conceptualization that emphasizes close ethnic connections and identity with the Hispanic 

world. The concept was written into the preamble of Organic Law 7/1985, giving special 

treatment to all ethnicities that have an ethnic affinity or identify with the country 

(Gobierno de España, 1985). Similar to Nuñez’ argument for “Galician-ness”,37 it is used 

to maintain a “supraterritorial” imagined community (Núñez, 2002). At the same time, 

however, it serves as a reminder of the Golden Age of the Spanish empire and its 

expansion to the Americas. Still, this critique does not surface on the day of the Día de la 

Hispanidad during the festivities.  

The second form of criticism of the Día de la Hispanidad lies in its association 

with the extreme right-wing ideology. According to Elisa, another politically active 

interviewee, the three days celebrated more than any other by extreme right-wing groups 

are the Día de la Toma, the Día de la Hispanidad, and the day of Franco’s death, the 20th 

of November, which is not a holiday (Elisa. 70s, Albaicinera. Interview, August 23, 

2012). This criticism does not focus on historical symbolism or the concept of 

Hispanidad or “Spanishness” as a celebration of connectedness or as a part of Spanish 

national identity. Instead, it denounces the way extreme-right wing groups use the day to 

promote their xenophobic ideology and how they connect their version of history – a 

narrative that speaks of a glorified Spanish Empire and Spanish superiority – to the 

dictatorship and the xenophobia it also promoted. Despite this, a public display of the 

politicization such as the one seen in the plaza during the Toma commemoration does not 

                                                 

37
 Nuñez discusses the relation between Galicians in Spain and those that have migrated to Latin America for work. He 

characterizes the community imagined by the regional government that still connects these migrants to Galicia as a 

“supraterritorial” imagined community. 



139 

 

take place during the Día de la Hispanidad.38 Most likely, this silence is a result of the 

“quasi-liberal” twist that the concept of Hispanidad was given in the 1960s, in which the 

fascist regime attempted to move away from the emphasis on conquest and “historical 

destiny” and highlighted a “shared cultural destiny” with its former colonies (Aguilar & 

Humblebæk, 2002, p. 137). During the transition to democracy, state discourse employed 

the term, but adapted it in an attempt to move away from “imperial connotations” and 

make the term more inclusive. The affinity that even the most critical of Spaniards often 

feel towards Latin America likely overrides this dissent. The day, like the Día de la 

Toma, is celebrated locally but has symbolic connotations on a national level and beyond. 

The criticism, however, is limited to the past-present connections made by the extreme 

right. Both festivals allow an interpretation of the past through the national-Catholic 

ideological lens, one that shapes which groups from the past are included (i.e. those that 

were colonized) and which are excluded (i.e. those seen as invaders) in the present. 

4.5 The annual politicization of the Toma: Challenging the 
narrative of Reconquista 

This politicization of the Día de la Toma has been a part of the commemoration for 

slightly more than twenty years (Lucas. 50s, Toma critic. Interview, June 10, 2013). 

Around the same time, much of southern Europe39 saw a political shift to the right which 

in Italy produced marches against the newly-elected Silvio Berlusconi and his 

interpretations of Italian history (Carli, 2015).40 In Spain, the conservative People’s Party 

representative, José María Aznar, was elected for the first time, upsetting the ruling left-

wing government that had been in power since the country’s transition to democracy. In 

Granada, a similar upset took place the year before when the city elected its first 

                                                 

38
 During two Hispanidad ceremonies that I have attended, I personally have not come across any public criticism in 

Granada despite being informed that it happens. 

39
 Apart from Portugal, Greece (in 1990), Italy (in 1994) and Spain (in 1996) elected back-to-back governments from 

centre-right parties between 1990 and 1996. In both Spain and Italy, these elections upset long standing left-leaning 

governments. 

40
 Carli (2015) argues that left-wing protesters “felt more threatened by the attack on the values of the Resistance than 

by those on the welfare state or the system of mass communications.” (p. 255), where the Resistance refers to those 

involved in bringing the Second World War in Italy to a close and bringing the country out of fascism. 
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conservative mayor since the transition to democracy. This political environment 

becomes relevant when we consider that symbols like those used in the Toma ceremony 

(and even the ceremony itself):  

preserve within the architectural structure of their historical reference not 

only the (permanent or temporarily) ‘victorious’ definition but also, just 

beneath the surface, the fossilized debates, discourses, and contestations that 

have crystallized around them over decades or, in some cases, centuries. 

(Geisler, 2005, p. xxxi) 

It was in this political environment, as the conservatives returned to political power for 

the first time since the end of the dictatorship, that critics began to publicly voice their 

view that the values of democracy and those expressed by the Catholic Monarchs in their 

conquest (and therefore, the ceremony as well) were contradictory and irreconcilable. 

The controversy surrounding the Toma festivities in the 1990s was not the first 

time the ceremony had been contested. At the beginning of the 20th century, when 

intellectuals in Granada attempted a reversion of the Moros y Cristianos play closer to the 

original text, the general population rejected it and demanded the continuation of the 

popular version (González Alcantud, 2017b, p. 194). The actors had to stage a second 

performance to allow for increased attendance. Additionally, during the Second Republic 

(1931-1936), the festivities were celebrated, yet included “another controversy more 

concerned with the problems of day to day political existence than with the past history, 

especially with what is known as ‘class struggles’.” (p. 195, my translation). Gonzalez 

Alcantud, however, notes that during these two periods, dispute about the incompatibility 

between the commemoration of these historical events and the democratic process was 

not observed (p. 195). Critics today argue that the values that these events represent – 

(religious) intolerance, ethnic cleansing and dispossession of land – are the antithesis of 

the democratic values for which the nation now should strive.  

This present-day controversy diverges significantly from the Día de la 

Hispanidad or Moros y Cristianos. Like the former, the historical event celebrated on the 

2nd of January forms an integral part of the national-Catholic historical narrative. 

Although it is a local commemoration, the military-religious-civil ceremony was 
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acclaimed nationally during the dictatorship after the elimination of its popular elements 

(González Alcantud, 2017b) – even appearing in a 1939 national No-Do41 news brief 

(Granada Antigua, 2012). Consequently, the commemoration is defended by far right-

wing groups. Members of these groups come from outside of Granada to attend the day’s 

rituals, travelling from all over Spain and other parts of Europe (Lucas. Late 50s, Toma 

critic. Interview, June 10, 2013 among others). At times, the friction between these and 

other groups in the plaza has become violent – most recently the year I attended the Toma 

(Cano, 2012) – to the point that the annual coverage of most leading news outlets focus 

on whether or not the commemoration took place “sin incidentes” (without incident) 

(“Granada celebra la Toma”, 2017; Martín-Arroyo, 2016; “Celebran el aniversario”, 

2015; Mingorance, 2014; “Gritos y aplausos”, 2013; Cortés, 2011). Neither Moros y 

Cristianos nor Día de la Hispanidad produces this same level of public dissent that takes 

place each year in the plaza at the Toma commemoration. The range of criticism of the 

Día de la Toma is extensive (Figure 4.14).42 Public controversy is raised about the 

commemoration of the expulsion in the 15th and early 16th centuries, along with a 

historical denial of the rights of Andalusies, the historical memory (Memoria Histórica43) 

denied by fascism, Islamophobia, and the fascist legacy of xenophobia. Critics call for 

recognition of the autochthony of these past inhabitants and of the convivencia44 during 

this period.  

The Día de la Toma has an alternative commemoration similar to the Día de la 

Hispanidad. It is, however, much more critical of the Toma and its rituals, and is held at 

                                                 

41
 No-Do, a short form for News Broadcast y Documentaries, were newsreels produced by the fascist dictatorship of 

General Franco. The briefs often contained propaganda promoting the regime. 

42
 Figure 14 provides a demonstration that dissent is not limited to the plaza but is instead spray painted in various 

forms around the city. 

43
 Memoria Histórica refers to the collective knowledge that was lost during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). The 

term usually refers to the collective memory of left-wing critics of the fascist regime, although it has been used to refer 

to right-wing collective memory (García Sanjuan, 2017). A Law of Historical Memory was enacted in 2007 that 

condemned the regime and its actions towards critics and began the process of public recognition of victims of the Civil 

War (Gobierno de España, 2007). 

44
 See Chapter Two for previous discussion. 
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the same time as the public official event as an intentional boycott. The alternative 

commemoration is headed by a conglomerate of different associations and platforms 

within the city that have been fighting to ban or adjust parts of the official ceremony for 

20 years. It has gained international support from writers such as Amin Maalouf, Jose 

Saramago, and Spanish authors Antonio Gala and Juan Goytisolo, representatives from 

UNESCO such as ex-director Federico Mayor Zaragoza, musicians, historians, and 

professors of Arab Studies (Lucas. 50s, Toma critic. Interview, June 10, 2013). The 

event, labeled the “Alternative Toma” by the press, gathers critics for poetry readings, 

musical interpretations including concerts of Andalusi music, and activities that pay 

homage to writers, poets, musicians, and other well-known figures who in the opinion of 

the organizers have embodied convivencia and tolerance.45 Supporters of the platform 

also call for replacing the official holiday and ceremony with Día de la Mariana (or the 

Day of Mariana Pineda), arguing that both of the official city holidays, Corpus Christi 

and the Día de la Toma, have religious connotations. Mariana Pineda was part of the 

upper class who was seen as a traitor for supporting the First Spanish Republic. She was 

executed on the 26th of May 1831 for defending Republican46 democratic values of 

liberty and equality (Lucas. 50s, Toma critic. Interview, June 10, 2013). The day was 

celebrated during the Second Spanish Republic (1931-1936) until the outset of the Civil 

War (1936-1939) but was not celebrated during the dictatorship. Critics have also 

successfully opposed applications for the commemoration to be listed as both UNESCO 

Intangible World Heritage and BIC (Bien de Interés Cultural or National Cultural 

Heritage) (R.I., 2012). 

Similar to the Día de la Hispanidad, the criticism surrounding the Día de la Toma 

denounces the ideological connotations that the ceremony is believed to have, the same 

ones to which right-wing groups connect, and their use of this day to promote a narrative 

of Francoist Spain, a version of history that serves and encourages extreme right-wing 

                                                 

45
 Past figures include renowned local flamenco singer Enrique Morente, Granadan poet Federico García Lorca, and 

Canadian folk singer Leonard Cohen. 

46
 Republicano in Spanish makes reference to left-wing Liberal supporters of the Republic. 
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ideological views. This point differs from the criticism of the Día de la Hispanidad. As I 

illustrated earlier, objection to the concept of Hispanidad and its historical narrative does 

not take centre stage in the politicization of its corresponding celebration. During the Día 

de la Toma, however, both the right-wing identification with what critics deem to be the 

remnants of the fascist historical narrative and the narrative as a fascist project are 

denounced.  

Additionally, the symbolic connotations of the Toma de Granada (the historical 

Capture of Granada), that is the Capture as representative of the expulsions of the Muslim 

Andalusies and Granadan Moriscos, also becomes a central criticism. Comments made by 

Rocio, a tour guide, about the Toma commemoration illustrate this point: 

Obviously what happens is that the problem is not that they celebrate the 

Día de la Toma but the religious connotations that it could have, and after 

that, the big fat symbol that signifies the expulsion of the Muslims from 

Europe. Of course, it’s not that they celebrate a battle that I don’t like but 

the religious and xenophobic connotations that it has come to have. (Rocío. 

Mid-30s, tour guide. Interview, March 4, 2012) 

Rocío emphasizes that the Capture is not simply one more historical battle but was 

imbued with religious meaning that led to the expulsion of rightful inhabitants. Moreover, 

the narrative that reduces history to a battle between Muslims and Christians disregards 

the social and political intricacies of the projects of conquest and empire. As Rocío 

emphasizes, this simplification has taken on xenophobic connotations that then translates 

into a Christian “us” against a foreign Muslim “other”. Thus, the historical repression and 

intolerance associated with the Capture and the expulsion of the Muslims becomes highly 

condemned by critics along with any narrative that seems to glorify it. 

Finally, these anti-Toma groups argue that neither the historical events, nor the 

ceremony, represent contemporary democratic values [as was observed by Gonzalez 

Alcantud (2017b)], and thus should not be celebrated. These critics emphasize that the 

xenophobic, religious, and political symbolism with which extreme right-wing groups 

connect are seen to be embodied in the rituals: in the presence of the military, which is 

known to promote a glorified narrative of la madre patria (the motherland) and its 

Catholic unifiers; in the rituals that entwine the Catholic church, politics, and historical 
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remembering; and in the Pendón, a material object at the centre of these rituals that 

creates a seemingly unbroken line from 1492 to contemporary Granada. Hugo touched 

upon this point when I asked him to clarify a comment he made to me earlier in the year:  

Their (the Catholic Monarchs) idea [to conquer al-Andalus] is a value: the 

social, political, and religious unification, and everything. Is social, political, 

and religious unification a value today? No. Because fortunately today, 

although it’s not the same everywhere, the value of diversity is more 

important than the value of difference. And therefore that of unification. 

[…] So what is it that they [the supporters of the Toma] want to celebrate? 

Imposition, uniqueness, the religious Catholic empire? Or do they want to 

value diversity, convivencia, and freedom, which are different values. And 

since the Toma presents certain values, and we support other values, well, it 

doesn’t seem logical that they celebrate the Día de la Toma festivities. 

(Hugo. Mid-70s, Toma critic, politically active retiree. Interview, August 

31, 2012) 

The values that they promote instead, those of equality, convivencia, solidarity, and 

tolerance, are seen to be rational, modern and secular, and contrast with backward 

traditionalist values that were promoted during the dictatorship (Lucas. Toma critic. 

Interview, June 10, 2013). 

 

Figure 4.14: Graffiti written on the 

back of a public building echoes slogans 

of critics of the Día de la Toma, 

declaring “2nd of January: Nothing to 

celebrate” (24 September, 2011; photo 

by author) 

Figure 4.15: Watched by police, critics of 

the Toma commemoration hold up flags and 

blow whistles during the ceremonial 

inspection of the soldiers in the plaza 

(2 January, 2012; photo by author) 

To conclude, and as the data I collected indicates, those contesting Día de la 

Toma expressed in ceremonies outside the plaza, are centered on four core ideas: (1) 
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criticism of the identification of right-wing groups with this history, (2) criticism of the 

version of history that was promoted during the dictatorship, which now serves right-

wing ideology, (3) criticism of the events of 1492 and the symbolism that has come to be 

attached to them, and finally, (4) the commemoration of a historical event that, given its 

symbolic, religious, xenophobic, and political connotations, goes against what are defined 

as democratic values. All four of these criticisms are present in the plaza on the Día de la 

Toma. During the Día de la Hispanidad, dissenters rarely vocalize criticism of the 

destructive colonial project of Columbus in the Americas as mentioned above. Instead, 

Granadan critics limit their objections to the connections the extreme right-wing make 

between their ideology and Franco’s dictatorship by way of the versions of history they 

share. 

4.6 The plaza revisited: The volume of controversial noise 
turned up 

The half hour that we had spent waiting for the ceremony to start wasn’t time spent in 

eager expectation of the procession. Instead, much of the crowd listened agitatedly to 

supporters and critics of the ceremony hurl chants and insults at each other. The arrival of 

the military and its band riled the crowd in the plaza even more. It wasn’t the undisturbed 

fanfare that it might have been in the years before the controversy began. The even louder 

whistles, horns, and boos from the critics overpowered the last notes of the band. In turn, 

supporters began to cheer as loud as they could in order to block the critical voices. The 

groups had been intentionally separated by the city police due to the possibility of 

violence –violence that came to fruition this particular year. This local nationally-

significant festival engendered little unity between a number of the groups on this Día de 

la Toma. Instead, what became very clear was a “discursive community” and the 

“extended argument that a nation conducts with itself about the good internal to that 

tradition” that was taking place (Lentz, 2013, p. 233-234). According to Lentz (2013), 

these debates can be more common during national days than demonstrations of unity 

are, as she describes was the case with many of the 17 African nations that celebrated 

their independence in 2010 (p. 233-234).  
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In the plaza, flags distinguishing supporters and critics of the ceremony were 

unfurled, all of which belonged to different ideologies and political agendas. First, the 

white and green Andalusian flags with the red star in the middle, typical of left-wing 

Andalusian nationalist groups (Figure 4.15); the blue, red, white, and yellow flags of the 

members of the extreme right-wing group Democracia Nacional (National Democracy); 

the pre-constitutional flags of fascism and the Franco dictatorship; and finally, the 

horizontal stripes of purple, red, green, and white flag with the crest in the middle of 

supporters of the Plataforma por Andalucía Oriental, a left-wing group supporting the 

pre-constitutional division of Andalusia into separate eastern and western regions. These 

flags, the other official items carried in the parade, and the narratives that are formed 

around them, provide the observer insight into the “historical fault lines” in Spanish 

society (Geisler, 2005), fault lines which have come to be “crystallized” (p. xxxi) after 

almost thirty years of protests (López, 2018).  

As the mayor (of the conservative People’s Party) and the Major General entered 

the plaza, the noise increased dramatically. Both ignored their critics and carried out their 

ritual duties. The supporters had little patience for the disruptions of the critics. Soledad, 

standing beside me, mentioned how she wished she could understand them and knew 

what they were supporting. Another attendee around us, hearing her comment responded 

with an air of self-assurance: “Communists. Right-wing. Extreme right-wing. And 

Nationalists.” Only later was I able to learn more about the public. In the news and in 

interviews, I learned that attending the commemoration were: people who “held those 

type of values […] for unity, for the Empire, for the imposition of Catholicism as a 

doctrine that should have a political role” (Hugo. Mid-70s, Toma critic, politically active 

retiree. Interview, August 31, 2012); people, like Santiago, one of my more politically 

conservative interviewees, who normally would not attend but go to show support 

because they disagree with the critics and believe a 500-year-old ceremony should 

continue (Santiago. 30s, Toma supporter. Interview, February 29, 2012); a majority who 

“simply like rituals, the ritual of the commemoration, the liturgy, the event in itself, the 

paraphernalia, the musical bands, the police in formal dress, horses, the civil procession, 

the kids dressed in period costumes.” (Hugo. Mid-70s, Toma critic, politically active 

retiree. Interview, August 31, 2012); and finally, a number of minority groups. The small 
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pockets of minority groups that support the commemoration included: the right-wing 

Falange fascists that still support the dictatorship; the group right-wing Democracia 

Nacional (National Democracy); and members of the Platforma por Andalucía Oriental 

(Platform for Eastern Andalusia). Minority groups that support the abolition of the Toma 

commemoration included: representatives of the 15-M movement or the Indignados, 

mixed in with communists and regional separatists (Rico 2012). Unless participating 

amongst the group of critics, Muslims who in any way feel they are easily identifiable as 

Muslims generally do not participate. Marwa, an interviewee of Syrian-Granadan 

descent, once told me how she and her Algerian husband were stared-down and later 

threatened by extreme right-wing supporters the one time they tried to attend (Mid-30s, 

unemployed. Interview, September 2, 2012). This situation and the possibility of a violent 

confrontation seems to be a common fear among Muslims in the city, as is confirmed by 

anthropologist Mikaela Rogozen-Soltar (2017, p. 156).  

Therefore, the plaza became a space in which alternative narratives challenge 

official representations of historical events of medieval Spain and the dominant official 

historical narrative of the fascist dictatorship. The dissenters heightened their criticism of 

the way the history is represented, and the rituals used to celebrate it (Figure 4.14). This 

contestation is especially significant in the context of growing polarization in Spain, and 

Europe in general, between a growing right-wing trend that is essentially anti-migrant 

and hostile to Muslims, and those seeking to preserve what they see as democratic 

European ideals. The conclusion of Hugo’s comment above – that they, as critics, 

“support other values, well, it doesn’t seem logical that they [the supporters] celebrate the 

Día de la Toma festivities.” (Hugo. Mid-70s, Toma critic, politically active retiree. 

Interview, August 31, 2012) – echoes the critical slogans shouted by the dissenters: “2nd 

of January: Nothing to celebrate” & “Genocide. You don’t celebrate it.”. Critics draw 

attention to this contradiction between democratic values and the historical event 

represented at the ceremony as noted above and contend that it is not worthy of 

celebration. Furthermore, critics see supporters of the Toma in the plaza as representative 
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of a dominant history promulgated by the current conservative government,47 and 

respond by shouting the slogan: “Get out fascists!” (Úbeda, 2012). They challenge the 

national narrative, which privileges the history of the Christian kingdom of Castile and 

overlooks the 250-year simultaneous Muslim rule during the Nazarid Kingdom of 

Granada (1238-1492), by shouting the slogan: “Andalusia isn’t Castilla” (Úbeda, 2012). 

The Nazarids ruled longer in the southern part of the Peninsula than in the rest of Spain, 

which thus gives the region a history distinct from that of northern Spain. Finally, they 

present an inclusionary historical narrative of belonging that counters the xenophobic 

connotations that right-wing groups give the Capture. The slogan “They weren’t moros, 

they were Granadans” is a public declaration that they see the history of al-Andalus as 

integral to the history of Spain, and they refuse to see the Muslim inhabitants of al-

Andalus as foreign or external to what is considered Spanish. By including this history 

and by considering the inhabitants to be Spaniards, the expulsion of the Muslims and 

Moriscos is seen as unjust and as a “genocide”,48 as an earlier slogan suggests. As Carli 

(2015) observed in Italian marches against a right-leaning Berlusconi, references to the 

past in the plaza often serve as “metaphors for the present and current events” (p. 256). 

Thus, this version of the past also helps to create solidarity with contemporary Muslims 

by insisting that Granadans can be Muslim and that Muslims can once again become 

Granadan. To my knowledge, however, no official public discussion has taken place 

about what it means to continue commemorating a festival that observes a historical 

event so connected to the dispossession of two groups and the subjugation of another, 

even in a contemporary political environment that has seen an escalation in violent 

attacks carried out in the name of the Islamic faith.  

                                                 

47
 Two short years after I observed this festival, the conservative government passed a “gag law” disguised as a “Law 

of Civic Safety” (Ley Orgánica de Seguridad Ciudadana) that allows massive fines for racial profiling and random 

identity checks (of which even before the law was made, I observed as practice in the Albayzín with African migrants), 

peaceful civil disobedience, the production of images of police brutality during protests, protesting without a permit, 

stopping evictions, or congregating in groups, to list some of the details of this law. 

48
 Critics use both the term “genocide” and “ethnic cleansing” to describe the historical process of the Christian 

conquest. However, the common chant, “Ge-no-cidio, no se celebra”, specifically makes reference to the former rather 

than the latter.  
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Slogans in support of the Toma commemoration were not limited to a particular 

group but were instead called out by any supporter who felt the need to voice their 

disapproval of the critics. They hurled recession-themed insults directed at the 

representatives of the 15-M movement (also known as the Indignants49) shouting “Lazy” 

or “15-Mierdas (shits)” as well as suggesting they go study or look for work (Úbeda 

2012). Furthermore, a pamphlet handed out by Democracia Nacional after the ceremony 

sheds light on extreme right-wing views and narratives that intersect with other more 

conservative narratives. The pamphlet begins with what they consider as the historical 

roots of their national identity: “This motherland was not born of hybridity 

(miscegenation), nor of multiculturalism, instead our identity was settled by a political, 

cultural and religious unit” (Democracia Nacional, 2012). This narrative parallels the 

slogan which supporters shout, “Hey, Granadan moros. You aren’t Granadans!”, in 

response to the critics’ chant that insists that Andalusies weren’t “moro” but were 

Granadan. The right-wing narrative simultaneously excludes the Muslim inhabitants and 

the history of al-Andalus from their version of Spanish history and defines who is 

included. Moreover, they symbolically relegate any voice of dissention to a position 

external to their imagined concept of the nation. Supporters also yell insults like: 

“Chorizo.50 Spain was founded after the Capture of Granada!”, which like the pamphlet, 

also reiterates their myth of origin by making reference to the historical event that, in 

their narrative, represents the beginning of the nation (see Coakley, 2004, p. 542-543 on 

myths of origin). Their slogans, such as “Christian Spain, not Muslim!” (Cano, 2012), 

invoke an exclusively Christian nation-state that corresponds to their historical narrative 

                                                 

49
 The Indignants movement, now more commonly referred to as 15-M, developed in 2011 after the Arab Spring and 

before the Occupy Movement (USA). In the midst of the economic crisis after the housing bubble had burst, the 

movement was formed by people “indignant” with the effects of capitalism and the influence of corporate interests in 

government. In response, they took to the streets on the 15th of May (15-Mayo) and occupied plazas all over Spain with 

the goal of fostering community outside of conventional economic, social, and political methods. Many of the 

participants were unemployed young people under the age of 25 years who were affected most by the recession (Seco, 

2011). Ironically, the Occupy Wall Street movement is at times referred to as “Toma Wall Street” in Spanish.  

50
 The most obvious translation of chorizo is “pork sausage” but it can also mean “thief, crook, scoundrel, shameless”.  

However, this double meaning would be clear to the Spanish public. One of the historical accounts of the conversion of 

Muslim inhabitants to Christianity that is shared tells of how Moriscos, or Christian converts, were forced to eat pork in 

order to prove that they had truly converted and had renounced Muslim practices of their past. 
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of the Reconquista51, religious unification and purity of blood. The pamphlet reflects 

their xenophobia, for example: “Democracia Nacional tells you: We defend the rights of 

our people. No to mass and illegal immigration, no to the teaching of Islam in schools. 

No to Moroccan expansionism.” (Democracia Nacional, 2012). More recently, more 

blatant expressions of their opinions found on their website expresses these views posted 

in what they call the “Manifesto of the 2nd of January”52:  

Our politicians whether from the right or the left encourage the division 

between Spaniards by not combating separatism. They encourage the arrival 

of “refugees” and immigrants as well as the islamicization of our land and 

they’ve gifted the possibility of acquiring Spanish nationality to close to 

three million Israelis of Sephardic Jewish origin with the clear intention of 

destroying the ethnic, cultural and religious homogeneity of the nation of 

Spain. The hour has arrived to raise our heads and erect our swords as our 

fathers did. The hour of the latest crusade has arrived, a new Reconquest to 

recover our future. (Democracia Nacional, 2016, my translation) 

The manifesto together with the slogan defines clearly, in xenophobic, Islamophobic, and 

anti-Semitic terms, who belongs and who remains outside in both their versions of history 

and their concept of the nation. Their slogan insisting: “This is history and you can’t 

erase it!” (Rico, 2012), evokes Connerton’s (2008) work on cultural memory, and the 

processes through which it is forgotten or erased. The right-wing chant, perhaps 

unintentionally, draws attention to the silencing of left-wing history, a practice that was 

prevalent during the fascist era. The “repressive erasure” by the government of the more 

progressive voices and ideological platforms – which included censure and the excising 

of alternative narratives associated with progressive or left-wing trends – inform 

contemporary national identity. When these supporters argue that “you can’t erase 

history”, they refer only to their version of history. These conservative defenders of the 

Toma disregard the fact that these alternative versions have been silenced in the past. 

Those raising the slogan stating that one cannot erase history also address calls to 

                                                 

51
 See Chapter Two for previous discussion. 

52
 This manifesto recalls a publication with the same name compiled by Granada Abierta, the group that organizes the 

“Alternative Toma”. The Granada Abierta book, published at the same time as the group began protesting the 

commemoration, brings together poetry, artwork and essays by well-known supporters of the platform to give reasons 

why they believed the Día de la Toma should be transformed into the Day of Tolerance (Granada Abierta, 1996). 
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eliminate the ceremony, thus compounding time and space by considering the ceremony 

as “history”. Supporters often argue that the ceremony should continue to be celebrated 

and should not be judged through a contemporary lens with contemporary values (Elías. 

Mid-30s, Toma ambivalent.53 Interview, February 19, 2012). 

4.7 A new addition: Moros y Cristianos as a part of the 
Toma 

Despite the efforts of the critics of the Toma commemoration, the controversy has had 

little long-term effect on the overall order and content of the ceremony or the rituals in 

the past 15 years. Until 2016, the city had a conservative People’s Party (PP) government 

for 13 years. When the Spanish Socialist Workers Party (PSOE) was last in office, Mayor 

José Moratalla attempted to reduce the controversy during the ceremony and attended to 

the critics’ calls for change (Lucas. 50s, Toma critic. Interview, June 10, 2013). He 

reduced the presence of the military in the plaza and read a manifesto supporting 

convivencia and tolerance from the balcony of the City Hall along with the waving of the 

Pendón, but nothing else changed. The changes were enough to cause controversy in 

conservative circles resulting in pressure from the PP to reverse the changes. When PP 

Mayor Jose Torres Hurtado was elected into office – a position he held for the full 13 

years of conservative government – all of the changes were withdrawn. PSOE was once 

again elected into office in 2016 and with it have come new attempts to tone down the 

controversy of the plaza. At the Día de la Toma in January of 2017, Mayor Paco Cuenca 

changed little of the rituals on the morning of the festival described in this chapter. The 

military presence was not reduced but the army soldiers were replaced with Spanish 

Legionnaires at the suggestion of the MADOC (Ramos, 2017). The Spanish Legion is a 

group of elite soldiers within the army who often take part in parades and processions.54 

                                                 

53
 I refer to Elías as ambivalent in because he was neither for nor against the commemoration of the Toma. He did not 

attend the ceremony, but he also did not strongly contest the commemoration. He was in favour of continuing the 

rituals for those interested in attending. 

54
 For example, the Legion is a favourite in the Holy Week processions in Malaga for their gun-twirling skills.  
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The more surprising addition to the day’s events in 2017 was that of a Moros y 

Cristianos parade after the rituals and ceremony. Unlike the pre-Franco annual “Moors 

and Christians” theatrical comedy (González Alcantud, 2017b), this addition mirrors the 

Moros y Cristianos parades of the smaller towns that continue this celebration. In 

Granada, it begins in Plaza Nueva, a plaza close to the statue of the Queen and 

Columbus, and ends close to the Alcazar Genil, where Boabdil turned over the keys to 

the city. At the end of this parade, participants act out the surrender. Troupes from three 

towns in the Province of Granada, Cúllar, Zújar, and Benamaurel, participated in the 

parade in both 2017 and 2018. Their costumes similarly invoke extravagant orientalist 

elements; turbans, fez hats, niqabs, jellabas, hip scarfs (those used by belly dancers), 

harem pants and scimitars are often adorned with crescent moons and stars. In a region 

dependent on tourism, the Moros y Cristianos parades of all three towns have been 

awarded the provincial government’s tourism prize (“La Toma de Granada”, 2017) and 

thus play a double role of further depicting the historical event of the Capture, albeit in an 

orientalized fashion, and bringing in tourism.  

Mayor Cuenca’s reasoning behind their inclusion was the decision of the 

municipal government to use “‘all of the convenient and viable resources’ so that the 

festive character of the Día de la Toma is recovered without ‘outdated demonstrations’ or 

‘extremisms’” (“La Toma de Granada”, 2017). By making the Día de la Toma seem more 

like a popular festival, the mayor hoped to depoliticize the morning rituals. His hope 

draws on the idea that the festive atmosphere of Moros y Cristianos brings the city or 

town together. However, this understanding of the politicization in the plaza misses an 

important element, that of the difference in the assumptions and approaches to the past 

that divides critics and the supporters:  

[Cuenca] remarked that the ceremony commemorates an event that is based 

on understanding and respect, which is the ‘principal message that we want 

to launch from Granada.’ For this reason, he urged those that want to 

overshadow the festival to ‘read history’ because the agreement signed in 

the Capitulations is a symptom of consent and consensus. (Mingorance, 

2017, my translation) 
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Both in the press and by Granadans, the Día de la Toma is usually referred to as a 

commemoration in Spanish55. The solemn atmosphere of the ceremony reflects this point. 

Yet the mayor’s comments allude to the capture of the city as something to celebrate, not 

commemorate. Often, when a historical event is interpreted as both – for example, the 

interpretation of the Nakba for Palestinians compared to the interpretation of the Israeli 

Declaration of Independence – the political division between the two groups is 

considerable, and where one may be vastly overpowered by another. Farah (1999) 

introduces her doctoral dissertation with a focus on this distinction:  

The half century mark in the unresolved Palestinian question has just been 

crossed and Hemingway's toll of the bell in 1998 awakens Israeli 

celebrations and Palestinian commemorations, inseparably wedded in a 

disturbing dissonant bond that continues to produce settlers and exiles, 

victimizers and victims. (p. 1-2) 

By identifying the values of “understanding” and “respect” that Cuenca argues were 

inherent in the final blow of a conquest, he exalts them as values worthy of contemporary 

society yet ignores the unequal power relations between the Muslim and Christian ruling 

sovereigns. This omission allows him to condense “commemoration” and “celebration”, 

which jointly takes power away from contemporary narratives that are not dominant in 

the public sphere. 

Furthermore, Cuenca attempts to appease both groups by incorporating elements 

of both sides of the debate. He uses the historical narrative of the supporters and couples 

it with the critics’ contemporary demands for a city holiday that represents democratic 

values. Moreover, Cuenca’s understanding of the Capitulations frames the Capture as an 

isolated historical event and pretends to separate it from the repercussions and events that 

followed. It attempts to remove the historical Capture and commemoration from the 

contemporary symbolism for which it is criticized. He, therefore, unwittingly aligns 

himself56 with right-wing supporters and pro-Toma spectators that attend the ceremony 

                                                 

55
 See Footnote 5 for clarification of the distinction between commemoration and celebration. 

56
 When serving as the opposition to conservative Mayor José Torres Hurtado, Cuenca voted against the continuation 

of this commemoration (López, 2018). 
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Appendix C: Seco de Lucena’s Map of Arab Granada 

From: Plano árabe de Granada (Seco de Lucena, 2002) 

Also featured in the regional government’s Itinerarios didácticos por el Albayzín 

(translation: Teaching Itineraries for the Albayzín) for secondary school students (Ruiz 

Ruiz & Barbosa García, 1999) 
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Appendix H: Order of Procession– Día de la Hispanidad 2011 

 


