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After the Spanish Civil War (1936-39), the country remained isolated both in the political and economic fronts. But Franco managed to exploit American fear of communism since 1945: in 1949 for example Spain received $25 million as a result of America’s crackdown on communism; under Eisenhower, Spain received around $241 million which secured Spain’s future. He was able to successfully balance the key ‘families’ in Spain such as the army and the Falangists whom he used to control the population, and to create a complex balance of power where he mixed traditional elements with more modern creations. Nevertheless, autarchy took its toll and by 1956 the economic strength of the regime was over.

Economic activity throughout Spain had markedly solved. The once booming construction industry was having trouble. Importers reduced their purchases, the public was buying less and employers were cutting overtime and worker’s bonuses. For the first time in years there was more electric power and steel than industry could use. A new economic stabilisation plan was announced with international fanfare in 1959, but was beset by Cabinet divisions and public uncertainty. The Stabilisation Plan was being criticised by powerful elements inside the Government. 

Many of their seventeen Cabinet colleagues, led notably by Joaquín Planell, the protectionist-minded Minister of Industry, were either lukewarm about the controversial austerity measures or frankly critical. Many ministers hoped the program would be a ‘passing fancy’ and that sooner that later Spain will revert to her traditional easy-going ways. These critics maintained that the austerity program is too harsh for Spain’s antiquated economy. They foresaw nation-wide unemployment with political dangers for the regime and they dreaded foreign competition.

The task of trying to save the plan fell almost exclusively on Mariano Navarro Rubio (1913-2001), Finance Minister, and Alberto Ullastres (1914-2001), Minister of Commerce. These are the two young Cabinet economists who sold General Franco on the austerity program as the only alternative to national bankruptcy. They intended to slash public spending and open Spain up to foreign trade and intervention. This represented a major change in economic measures. From all accounts Franco disliked the foreign supervision of his financial policies on which international lending agencies had insisted in return for their support but thought he had to pursue it.

But the whole process would have collapsed without international support. Since February 1959, G. Ferrás headed an IMF staff team that analysed on the ground the Spanish economy and concluded that a stabilisation program was the necessary starting point for a full recovery. It should be a combination of measures in various fields and should clearly state the quantitative and qualitative effects which the measures were expected to have. Detailed proposals were worked out with the help of the IMF team: to restrict the demand of the public and private sectors, to enhance the flexibility of the economy, to establish an appropriate exchange rate, and measures to relax restrictions on imports and foreign payments.

Both ministers, recognised technicians but relatively inexperienced in the rough-and-tumble of Spanish politics, maintained that Spain’s grave current problems were merely healthy signs of overdue adjustment that in time develop into a new prosperity. Ullastres and Navarro put aside the nationalist ideology, paving the way for the liberalisation of Spanish economy through the Plan: lowering of tariffs, fight against inflation, unification of the different currency exchanges, balance in public accounts.

The Spanish Government wished to qualify for full membership of OEEC, and realised that to fulfil the various obligations implicit, steps should be taken to establish and assure the maintenance of internal and external economic balance. Convinced of the necessity, under any circumstances, of achieving such a balance, the Government worked out a sweeping program of economic reform –one that would check inflation, liberalise trade, and stabilise the value of the peseta. The program was intended to tie the Spanish economy closely to the rest of Western Europe and end the twenty years of political and economic isolation that Spain had experienced since the Civil War (1936-39).

The success of these measures brought an economic boom: in 1960-1973, after the Stabilisation and Liberalisation plan, Spain’s GDP showed an average annual growth of 7%, second in the world after Japan. This was the main reason for economic expansion as tourism increased dramatically, and things such as the steel industry and car manufacturing also increased.

The complete account of the Stabilisation Plan is still to be written but this is only a by-product of our efforts. The research program we are now involved covers a wider terrain: the whole economic history of Franco’s era (1939-75). Until 1957, autarchy and protectionism were prominent: except for a few (Zumalacárregui, Perpiñá, Torres, Larraz, and Olariaga) the history of economic thought has little to say. In 1957, Navarro and Ullastres entered the Government being the foremost outcomes: Stabilisation Program, Development Plan, and entry in the Common Market. The study of these questions provided just the catalyst we need to answer the real issue: was there, if any, a significant economic thought behind the economic agents who carried out the reform? 

Navarro was a lawyer specialised on the financial aspects of the official Trade Union; later on, he became the head of the Bank of Spain. The profile of Ullastres is quite different: also a lawyer, he showed an early interest in monetary theory, became a member of the new-born School of Political Science and Economics in Madrid (1943), and was involved in private businesses such as import-export, mining and film industry. A policy-maker, this professor of history of economic thought, is also an interesting figure in the field of ideas, for a number of reasons. 

Ullastres was a driving force in the setting up of the first School of Political Science and Economics in Spain: since 1943, it produced a lot of young brilliant economists who filled the Servicio de Estudios of the ministries, banks and other financial institutions. This is the origin of top officials as Fuentes, Sampedro, Sardá or Varela; but also he fulfilled the project of filling the low and middle ranks of civil servants with his fellows from the university. The unofficial journal of the ministry (Información Comercial Española) was created in order to be the instrument to express the less orthodox ideas for the stomach of the Government.

In 1945-46, he attended Von Stackelberg courses on saving and investment, which reinforced his interest in the financial events of XV-XVI centuries. Very early in his career, he was familiar with the authors of the Escuela de Salamanca: Martín de Azpilcueta (Ullastres translated his famous Comentario resolutorio de cambios), Cristóbal de Villalón, Sancho de Moncada; his Doctoral dissertation examines the economic ideas of one of them, Juan de Mariana. The translation of the original work of Hamilton put him in contact with the monetary affairs of the XVI century in Spain.

Schumpeter considered them as the true founding fathers of the economic science. Regarding the value of different currencies, Ullastres vindicates for Azpilcueta to be the first in formulating the ‘quantitative theory’ of money: in the same way that a high supply of commodities makes the prices to go down, given the amount of a certain currency and the number of merchants, a high supply of money will drive the prices up.

Despite his original thinking the problems we face with is that few people, in Spain or elsewhere, know Ullastres’ ideas. Few would include him among the first rank of the Spanish history of economic thought; his writings are almost unknown. There are a number of reasons for that, not being the least his character: direct, he dislikes being a protagonist, he doesn’t write his memories; it resembles Flores de Lemus’ style: scarce published works vs. profusion of works for the Government; academic and public servant at the same time

Thesis: Ullastres is a driving force in putting Spain back on economic track also from the point of view of his economic ideas. Why to focus on him leaving aside Navarro or Castiella? i) it is a matter of pragmatism (one has to start at one point); ii) Navarro depends on his Servicio de Estudios, while the Servicio de Estudios of Commerce depends on Ullastres’ ideas and drive; iii) I will add later on the other pieces of the puzzle; in short, Ullastres is the great unknown of the Spanish re-activation in the sixties

II. Objectives of my research:

a) Ullastres’ economic ideas (¿what were they?, ¿how were they born and how did develop?) and their applications in political economy (¿is there a clear equivalence with specific political decisions?);

b) The history of the Stabilisation Plan, from the point of view of the history of economic thought: it was a combination of Ullastres’ ideas and the political push of Navarro and Castiella;

c) His second achievement was to put Spain to the very doors of the Common Market;

d) Fights for the control of political power between Franco puppets (Carrero, Rodó) and economic ministries (fights among them, differences of criteria)

III. Tasks to be done:

a) A basic economic chronology for this period (1957-65) in Spain;
b) Ullastres’ biography:


i) Formation as an economist: studies of Law and courses on economics; disciple of von Stackelberg (courses, translation of his Treatise); member of the Instituto de Estudios Políticos (library, reviews for journals); doctoral thesis on monetary policy in Spanish XVI century; translation of Hamilton;


ii) The academic activity: teaching of history of economic thought; instrumental in the foundation of the new School of Political Science and Economics in Madrid (1943), the pioneer in Spain;


iii) Business: import-export; administration of Tona’s spa; mining; film industry (he was the promoter and head of two production companies); construction;


iv) Minister of Commerce (his model: Erhard, market social economy): increasing of American aid; membership of IMF, World Bank, and OEEC; Stabilisation and Liberalisation Plan; Tariffs reform, GATT; Development Plans (since 1964);


v) Ambassador to CEE (1965): he finally achieved entry for Spain (1970);

c) To collect Ullastres’ writings:


i) 1941-50: monetary policy in XVI century; School of Salamanca (Azpilcueta, Mariana, Villalón); translation of Stackelberg and Hamilton into Spanish; notes of his lecturing;


ii) 1957-65: minister of Commerce (speeches, Press conferences, and non-disclosed papers)

d) To collect the writings about him (in progress);

e) Ullastres’ personal archive: notes related to the Plan; readings
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