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aBstract

This article analyses the commentaries on torture published in El País and La 
Vanguardia during the years 2004–11 in two parallel debates: first, the debate on 
bullfighting and human/animal relations, as Barcelona was preparing to manifest 
itself as an ‘anti-bullfighting’ city (2004) and later whilst debating the final ban on 
bullfighting (2010–11); second, the debate on torture in the War on Terror when 
photographs from Abu Ghraib were first revealed (2003–04). It shows that as a 
result of the synergy between these two debates new meanings were coined which 
connected war and other forms of violence in the human domain to the violence exer-
cised by humans on animals.

introduction

According to Nagel (1979) there are two understandings of ethics – one 
behavioural, as a description of norms governing every culture, and the other 
theoretical, as a field of rational research led by philosophers whose motivat-
ing idea is that ‘there is always more to be discovered’ and that ‘our current 
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 1. Jeremy Bentham’s key 
argument contained in 
his famous footnote in 
The Principals of Morals 
and Legislation in 1789 
contains possibly the 
best-known sentence in 
animal rights literature 
(the last one in the 
quoted passage):

‘What else is it that 
should trace the 
insuperable line? 
Is it the faculty of 
reason, or, perhaps, 
the faculty of 
discourse? But a 
full-grown horse 
or dog is beyond 
comparison a more 
rational, as well as 
a more conversable 
animal, than an 
infant of a day, or 
a week, or even 
a month, old. But 
suppose the case 
were otherwise, 
what would it 
avail? the question 
is not, Can they 
reason? nor, Can 
they talk? but Can 
they suffer?’

(Bentham, (1907). 
Emphases in 
the original)

 2. There have been a 
number of interesting 
plays in this context. 
Among those, most 
deserving of attention 
are La paz perpetua, 
Palabra de perro, Las 
últimas palabras de 
Copito de Nieve and 
La Tortuga de Darwin 
by Juan Mayorga (2004, 
2005, 2008ª, 2008b) and 
Y los peces salieron 
a combatir contra 
los hombres and 
Perro muerto en una 
tintorería by Angelica 
Lidell (1999).

institutions and understanding […] are only a stage in an infinite develop-
mental process’ (Nagel 1979: 144). In the first sense, biology and tradition 
seem to be the most relevant concepts as our beliefs and behaviours are 
conditioned by our biological instincts and customs. The second kind of ethics 
progresses through a subjugation of traditions and institutions to examina-
tion, criticism and transformation. In considering the tentative answer to the 
question of whether torture can be a part of our culture, each respective ethic 
would bring a different answer. The behavioural ethics approach, character-
izing a great number of today’s pedagogic and academic publications, would 
be interested in illuminating the meaning of torture in any given cultural 
context. For example, in the first chapter of Buried Mirror, ‘The Virgin and the 
Bull’, Carlos Fuentes states the following: ‘in the bullfighting ring, Spanish 
people find their cultural “self”’ and ‘[in the spectacle of bullfighting] Spain 
takes the mask of puritan hypocrisy about our relation with nature and trans-
forms it into the memory of our origins […] in a ceremony of courage and 
art and even of redemption’ (Fuentes 1999: 31–32). This also happens when 
bullfighting is analysed and interpreted by the works of anthropologists and 
historians, such as Carrie B. Douglas’ (1997) Bulls, Bullfighting, and Spanish 
Identities or Alberto Buoroncle’s (2000) article in Abbink and Aijmer’s volume 
on Meanings of Violence. For Nagel, however, a scholar should look critically 
at traditions, laws and their meanings in order to look for reasons to respect 
them or to change them. This second approach, rare in the field of Spanish 
cultural studies, will be taken in this article.

As Jesús Mosterín (2008) explains in La cultura de la libertad/The Culture 
of Freedom torture has always been a part of culture. In the course of recent 
centuries, however, a number of tortuous practices have been questioned 
and many have been forbidden by law. The feeling that there is something 
deeply wrong with torture is a mark of our times. The slogan ‘tortura no 
es arte ni cultura [torture is neither art nor culture]’ coined by the Spanish 
anti-bullfighting movement expresses the desire that torture of any kind of 
living being should not be a cultural entertainment.

The debate on bullfighting in Spain could be analysed from different 
angles. It contains various sub-debates: on the relations between Spain 
and Europe and the balance between legal uniformity and preservation of 
cultural differences among members of the European Union, on tradition(s) 
and their place in twenty-first-century culture(s), on the relation between 
art and violence, on the regional conflict between Catalonia and Castile and 
others. This article, although acknowledging the many arguments in the 
debate, concentrates on the discussion that emerged as a result of the sudden 
conjuncture of reflections on the War on Terror and on bullfighting leading 
to the realization that humans and animals are similar as victims of torture 
as they suffer from pain and imprisonment. Bentham’s famous reflection1 
inspired songs, press articles, essays, visual arts and theatre plays2 and has 
posed a number of troubling questions on human/animal relations. I start 
by laying the general background of protests against bullfighting in Spain 
since the 1990s, focusing especially on the use of the concept of ‘torture’. 
I move on to analyse the commentaries on torture published in El País 
and La Vanguardia during the years 2004–11 in two parallel debates: first, 
the debate on bullfighting and human/animal relations, as Barcelona was 
preparing to manifest itself as an ‘anti-bullfighting’ city (2004) and later 
whilst debating the final ban on bullfighting (2010–11); second, the debate 
on torture in the War on Terror when photographs from Abu Ghraib were 
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 3. In 1985 the Commission 
on Youth, Culture, 
Education, Information 
and Sport issued 
a proposal for a 
resolution to the 
European Parliament 
to look into the 
question of bullfighting 
in the light of the 
imminent entry of 
Spain and Portugal 
to the European 
Union. In 1988, the 
European Parliament 
issued a contradictory 
resolution against 
festivities involving 
cruelty against animals, 
but at the same time 
expressed the will to 
protect traditional and 
religious celebration 
in agreement 
with the spirit of 
multiculturalism. The 
details can be found 
in Pablo de Lora’s 
(2003) Justicia para los 
animales, pp. 298–303.

 4. Campaigns and 
demonstrations 
against tauromaquia 
had started as early 
as 1975, when the 
first NGO founded in 
Spain after the death 
of the dictator and 
still active today, 
ADDA (Asociación 
Defensa Derechos 
Animal), devoted itself 
to protecting animal 
rights.

 5. As Pablo de Lora (2010) 
and various others 
argued in response, 
in a democratic 
society freedom of 
some should never 
be instituted at the 
expense of pain to 
others.

 6. Animal rights activists 
see human and animal 
poverty as connected, 
caused by the 
hierarchical structure 
of (in)justice and the 
unfair distribution 
of resources which 
similarly deprives 
humans and animals 
of their needed 
shares. Paula Casal, 
for example, is a vice-
president of the Great 
Ape Project (www.
proyectogransimio.org) 

first revealed (2003–04) and when Madrid was attacked by ‘Islamic terror-
ists’ on 11 March 2004. I show that as a result of a synergy between debates 
on torture, terrorism and bullfighting in Spain, new meanings were coined 
which connected war and other forms of violence in the human domain to 
the violence exercised by humans on animals.

Mapping the deBate

During the eighties and nineties, pressure from the European Parliament to 
abolish bullfighting3 in Spain energized animal rights activists who organ-
ized demonstrations that passed through the streets of many towns.4 As 
the media discussed their demands, well-known writers and intellectuals 
such as Jorge Riechmann, Jesús Mosterín, Paula Casal, Pablo de Lora, Rosa 
Montero, Pilar Rahola, Rosa Regas, Elvira Lindo, Manuel Vincent, Oscar 
Horta, Juan José Millás and Antonio Muñoz Molina and politicians such as 
Cristina Narbona, David Hammerstein, Francisco Garrido, Juan Uralde and 
Pedro Pozas pronounced themselves against bullfighting, and some of them 
argued for the inclusion of animals within the moral realm of humans. In their 
respective books and articles they argued that since the times of Ferdinand VII 
tauromaquia has been a ritual of authoritarianism, symbolically connected to 
the structures of political tyranny, violent masculinity and an ancient way of 
understanding human relations with nature, where the former’s survival can 
only be guaranteed by the destruction of the latter. Consequently, the symbolic 
meaning of this ritual is incompatible with that of a democratic transforma-
tion which focuses on the elaboration of new models of masculinity, more 
sustainable attitudes towards nature and compassion towards others.

On the opposite side, Adela Cortina, Javier Marías, Cristina Fernandez 
Cubas, Almudena Grandes and especially Fernando Savater (1991b, 2010, 
2011) consistently spoke and published in defence of bullfighting and against 
any consideration of animal rights. Grandes (2010) praised bullfighting as an 
art of ‘miracles’, which she compared to a ‘liturgy’. Marías (2010) compared 
the planned prohibition of bullfighting in Catalonia to that of smoking in 
bars and restaurants, introduced across Spain in January 2011, and claimed 
that both prohibitions brought back the Francoist spirit of regulating human 
behaviour.5 Cortina (2009) argued that fighting to improve the situation of 
animals takes away energy and resources from combating human poverty, 
which should be the priority.6 In his article ‘Las cornadas de Europa’/‘Being 
Gored in Europe’ Savater (1991a) stated that the art of bullfighting should not 
be sacrificed for the sake of uniformity in multi-state Europe.7 In ‘Rebelión en 
la Granja’/‘Rebellion on the Farm’ (2010) he announced that ‘Human civiliza-
tion is based on the mistreatment of animals’ implying that if humans stopped 
torturing non-humans, they could turn against each other.8

Popular opposition to bullfighting included an impressive number of 
music bands, such as Hamlet, Porretas, Soziedad Alkoholika, Jesús Cifuentes, 
Las Marras, Francis Cabrel, Punkreas, Ataque 77 and others. One of the most 
popular non-conformist rock groups in Spain, Ska-P (pronounced ‘escape’), 
performed at least three songs criticizing the human abuse of animals. Among 
them ‘Vergüenza’/‘Shame’ (2000) from the album Planeta escoria/Planet Scum 
denounces ‘a disgusting and dirty tradition’ in which ‘an individual dressed as 
a clown tortures and torments an animal till death’. Heavy metal Basque band 
El Reno Renardo in a song entitled ‘Torturadores’/‘Torturers’ (2007) offends 
bullfighting aficionados: ‘I want to see you stabbed, gored and bleeding in 
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as well as a founding 
member of Academics 
Against Poverty Project 
(http://academicsstand.
org).

 7. Paula Casal (2003) 
takes this issue in her 
widely quoted article 
‘Is Multiculturalism Bad 
for Animals?’.

 8. These are only 
highlights of the 
debate whose detailed 
analysis can be found 
in Mosterín’s A favor 
de los toros (2010) and 
in de Lora’s (2010) ‘De 
toros y argumentos’ 
as well as in my own 
book manuscript in 
preparation.

your national pastime, see your guts on the tray, tail and ears cut off in your 
irrational pastime’. The repetition of the word ‘torture’ and its partial syno-
nyms ‘pain’, ‘martyrdom,’ as well as ‘sadism,’ accompanied with graphic 
details in these and various other songs, is due to their value in the argu-
ment of the immorality of bullfighting. Officially used only in reference to 
humans, the word ‘torture’ in animal rights movement songs and slogans 
has connected human and animal domains. It appears in virtually every anti- 
bullfighting manifesto, be it a song, a press article or an academic essay, 
implicitly eliciting for animals the same kind of empathy that humans deserve. 
Various visual artists produced images where the bull’s body is substituted by 
a human one on all fours, vomiting blood with banderillas sticking out of the 
flesh or pulled out from the bullfighting arena by a horse, leaving a mark of 
blood on the sand.

On one of the posters, produced precisely by the ‘tortura no es arte ni 
cultura’ movement, a legendary singer of la Movida, Alaska, appears naked 
with three banderillas in her back. In her anti-bullfighting manifesto, the star 
declares that these banderillas should be stuck in anybody who claimed that 
bulls do not suffer (Alaska 2008). Figures of the Osborne bulls standing by the 
Spanish highways were sprinkled with red paint, dramatizing the countryside. 
Activists of Ecuanimal protesting against bullfighting on the streets and plazas 
of Barcelona in recent years similarly exposed their bodies naked, painted in 
red. They lay down on the pavement among passersby, with banderillas stuck 
in their sides.

Others, for example, in Pamplona, Bilbao and Madrid in 2009, 2010 
and 2011 formed the huge shape of a bull with their bodies as if affirming a 
community between human and animal flesh. The figure seen from above is 
an impressive example of body art; humans painted in black filled the healthy 
skin of the represented bull and those painted in red marked the wounds. 
The resulting image of a bull’s body continent-like, constituted by small ones, 
could be also read as a figurative representation of Spain, which according 
to Roman historians had the shape of a bull skin. Thus the event seemed to 
argue for the organic unity of human and animal flesh as a component of 
national identity, contradicting how it was expressed in bullfighting, where 
the human was defined in opposition to the animal.

Figure 1: Activists of Igualdad Animal and WSPA International in Bilbao. We are 
grateful to Igualdad Animal for granting us their permission to use this image.
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 9. See Antonio Lafora’s 
(2004) chapter on 
‘tauromaquia’ for 
detailed analysis of the 
poll data.

 10. The lovers of 
bullfighting, however, 
promise to overturn 
this new law. They 
had undertaken an 
initiative to bring 
to Parliament by 
December 2011 the 
same kind of popular 
legislative initiative 
supported by 180,000 
signatures that had 
led to the prohibition, 
which nonetheless has 
failed due to a lack of 
popular support. They 
campaign to constitute 
bullfighting as national 
heritage (Bien de 
Interés Cultural), which 
would be protected by 
law.

 11. ‘Furthermore, as the 
infamous Abu Ghraib 
pictures showed, 
animals (dogs) have 
been used as “soldiers” 
in the global War on 
Terror. Photographs of 
Dobermans attacking 
political prisoners, 
followed by those 
where torture was 
administered by 
humans, provided 
another common 
ground between 
animality and 
humanity; the borders 
between them blurred 
in victimhood as well 
as in aggression.’

If the anti-bullfighting movement acquired its momentum in the 1990s, 
twenty years later it is undeniably an exceptionally successful movement. 
Although attitudes vary in different regions of the Iberian peninsula, in 
general, enthusiasm for bullfighting has visibly gone down. According 
to Gallup polls, the number of bullfighting aficionados fell in Spain 
from 50 per cent in 1980 to only 10 per cent in 2000 and 2006.9 During 
the debates in the Catalonian Parliament in 2010 one of the aficionados 
complained that the anti-bullfighting movement was so omnipresent that it 
condemned him to the clandestine existence of ‘violent, immoral torturers’ 
(Mundotoro, 2010).

As another important result of the campaigns, laws regulating human/
animal relations have begun to change. In 2006 a penalty of up to a year in 
prison was introduced for the mistreatment and abandonment of animals. In 
2008 Francisco Garrido, member of the Spanish United Left Green Party and 
professor of philosophy at the University of Granada, brought a bill to the 
Spanish Parliament to grant limited human rights to great apes (orangutans, 
chimpanzees and gorillas). The limited human rights included the right to 
life, the right to freedom and the prohibition of torture. The law was voted 
favourably, but it was never ratified since the terrorist organization ETA over-
shadowed the political stage. The vote should, however, be considered a land-
mark achievement of the Spanish animal rights movement, which awaits the 
appropriate political moment to bring the issue back.

From the legal and cultural point of view, however, the most relevant 
changes occurred in the realm of bullfighting. Televised transmissions of 
bullfighting have been limited to certain hours and entrance to the spectacle 
has been forbidden to those under fourteen years of age so as not to influ-
ence the attitudes of future generations. In 1991 the Canary Islands banned 
bullfighting. In 2004 Barcelona and about 70 other municipalities announced 
themselves ‘anti-bullfighting cities’ and in 2010, after long public debate, 
Catalonia finally banned bullfighting.10

Bullfighting in the tiMes of the war on terror

The rhetoric which insisted on the need to speak interchangeably about human 
and animal flesh, pain and the mutual right to be free of torture was supplied 
in 2004 with new supporting materials from the War on Terror. Photographs 
and stories of tortures committed by the American Army in Iraq and the 
Guantanamo prison were spread around the world. As the word ‘torture’ 
resounded in discourses protesting against the violation of human rights on 
political prisoners and prisoners of war, the slogans of animal rights move-
ments acquired new meaning in Spain. However, the debate on bullfighting 
also affected the meaning of the debate on torture. Between 2004 and 2011 
the Spanish press hosted a number of exchanges in which human and animal 
victims were compared as they were subjected to similar procedures, similarly 
excluded from moral consideration and outside of legal protection.11 There is 
no doubt that the most memorable event in Spain in 2004 was the terrorist 
attack at the Atocha train station. Though parallelisms here seem much less 
obvious, even this event has been compared to bullfighting.

In an article entitled ‘La fe de erratas’/‘List of Errata’ published in El País 
on 27 November 2004, Juan Goytisolo talks about life in the ‘catastrophic’ 
contemporary world through the metaphor of ‘errata’; life is a chain of 
mistakes, errors and efforts to correct them, which always come too late. In 
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 12. The 11 March terrorist 
attack at the Atocha 
railway station in 
Madrid.

 13. All the data comes from 
the archives of El País 
and La Vanguardia.

this context, Goytisolo (2004) evokes the terrorist attack in the Atocha station 
in Madrid and compares it to bullfighting:

On principle, only the others die. We contemplate bullfighting, the 
‘artistic’ torture of cattle, in comfort from behind the barrier and not 
from inside the ring itself. Who could have imagined ten years ago that 
the horror of the siege of Sarajevo would one day affect us? Or that the 
martyrdom of the Bosnian capital would perhaps have repercussions, 
through a hidden chain of circumstances, on the deadly train explosion 
at Atocha Station in Madrid?

If Goytisolo’s comparison evokes all those posters which present the bull as 
a matador and the human as a victim, bleeding on the sand, it does so in a 
political context, where this reversal of roles is much more likely and even 
more consequential. In fact, what happened in Atocha could be seen as a 
partial realization of the horrid fantasy from Goytisolo’s (2003) Reivindicación 
del Conde don Julián [Count Julian], which in the light of 11-M12 acquires a 
character of prophetic warning against stoic arrogance that in the novel 
connects the figures of Seneca, Manolete and Franco, and whose main feature 
is a cruel, blind desire to destroy all otherness. But it was the torture of politi-
cal prisoners which during the same year obsessed the entire world’s newspa-
pers that provided the most fertile ground for constructing parallelisms.

In 2004, Spanish newspapers talked about torture almost every day featur-
ing it in a global and local context. To give an idea of the increased inten-
sity of the debates, the number of articles that talked about ‘torture’ of any 
kind in the El País archives in 2003 was 246, but in 2004 it suddenly grew to 
1155 and maintained this level until 2007, when it went down to 822, falling 
abruptly to only 86 in 2008 (the year Obama became US president) to go up 
again in 2009–11, when the final prohibition of bullfighting in Catalonia was 
discussed and when it also turned out that Obama did not free the world 
of torture as many had hoped for. In the Catalan newspaper La Vanguardia, 
the amount of commentaries on torture also peaked exactly in 2004, the year 
when the Abu Ghraib scandal erupted and the first intense debate on bull-
fighting culminated in the announcement of Barcelona as an ‘anti-bullfighting 
city’. Another peak in the debates also corresponded to the years 2009–11, the 
most intense period of debates on banning bullfighting.13

In 2004, 134 articles in La Vanguardia contained simultaneous reference to 
‘torture’ and ‘animal’. Some featured more or less direct comparisons between 
prisoners or guards at Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo and animals. Others 
were on bullfighting, where, through the use of the concept of ‘torture’, bulls 
were compared to humans. In 2009, there were 178 articles with a similar 
pattern, most featuring the newly heated debate on ‘tauromaquia’, compared 
to only 13 in 2000 and 27 in 2008. The simultaneous animalization of humans 
and humanization of animals through their common predicament in torture, 
frequently within the same issue of a newspaper or even on the same page, 
makes it evident that vulnerability to pain is, in the most striking way, a 
common feature in all animals (including humans).

Among all the shocking photographs taken in Abu Ghraib that connected 
humans and animals through torture, one of the most infamous ones repre-
sented the female soldier Lynndie England holding a naked Iraqi prisoner in 
a dog-like position on a leash. Another, printed by El País on 12 May 2004, 
showed a naked Iraqi prisoner bent close to a wall with his arms behind his 
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 14. As Anne McClintock 
tells us in her ‘Paranoid 
Empire: Specters from 
Guantánamo and 
Abu Ghraib’, arriving 
prisoners are referred 
to as ‘packages’ 
in Guantanamo. 
Upon arrival they 
are informed by 
employees that their 
bodies are from then 
on a property of the 
Government of the 
United States of  
America, which 
turns them into what 
she calls ‘bodies 
unpeopled’.

 15. In Agamben’s Homo 
Sacer, this is the most 
important notion 
defining the condition 
of a human who lost 
his citizen’s rights and 
thus can be killed by 
anybody, more or less 
as if they were animals.

 16. Philip Gourevich, 
creator of the famous 
documentary on Abu 
Ghraib, announced 
during a debate in the 
New York Public Library 
that the photographs 
of torture and 
humiliations taken by 
American soldiers ‘are 
about us’.

 17. Jovellanos wrote 
against bullfighting 
and campaigned to 
forbid it in his time.

head and an expression of horror on his face, looking at dogs ready to jump 
on him and held on leashes by American soldiers. These pictures seemed 
to capture the logic of the subjugation strategies practised by American 
imperialism. As Ugandan writer and history professor Moses Isegawa (2004) 
declared in an article published in La Vanguardia, the man on the leash could 
be from any part of the world outside Europe and the United States because 
Africans, Asians and South Americans are subjugated in similar ways. These 
pictures made it evident that in war, in prison or in a camp, people are, in 
the words of Anne McClintock (2009), ‘unpeopled’14 and turned into what 
Giorgio Agamben (1998) calls ‘bare life’.15 The photographs speak about 
the fact that in these exceptional circumstances, unfortunately prevailing 
in recent times, the strategies of animal subjugation are commonly applied 
to people.

In the midst of the general consternation, awe and guilt that reigned in 
the wake of the Abu Ghraib scandal, intellectuals and artists all over the world 
interpreted the images as being, in the words of Philip Gourevich (2008),16 in 
some way ‘about us’, about our culture. As it soon turned out, it was not clear 
who ‘us’ is or what it is that the pictures say about culture. As I will argue in 
the following section, the Spanish cultural context with its already prominent 
debate on bullfighting provided an interpretation of the Abu Ghraib images 
that was markedly focused on human/animal relations. Additionally, those 
international reactions that emphasized the visibility of human/animal rela-
tions in the spectacle of torture were more likely to be reprinted in the Spanish 
and Catalan press which, like El País and La Vanguardia, were at the same 
time publishing opinions on bullfighting. As the stories and photographs of 
torture were published in the Spanish press, various animal rights activists 
reflected that wars and animal abuse are closely interrelated. Rosa Montero 
(2004), for example, wrote in El País, ‘everything is closely related […]. The 
torture of Iraqi prisoners, the women and children killed by domestic violence, 
even the hundreds of thousands of seals clubbed and skinned while still half 
alive (in Canada, what a disappointment)’. Andrés Ortega (2004) listed in El 
País various cruelties that filled Spanish TV screens in 2004 and concluded 
that all these happened, as the philosopher Peter Sloterdijk claims, because 
we think like plant-eaters and live like meat-eaters. La Vanguardia printed 
Andy Robinson’s (2004) article on the Abu Ghraib prison whose section was 
entitled ‘Animal House’, and Michel Wieviorka (2004), in his essay entitled 
‘El mal’/‘Evil’, implied a parallelism between bullfighting and torture: ‘U.S. 
soldiers tore trophies (ears, gold fillings, hair, penises) off enemy bodies’. 
This latter article was accompanied by a drawing by Javier Aguilar represent-
ing a contemporary Jovellanos17 from Goya’s ‘El sueño de la razón engendra 
monstrous’/‘The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters’, leaning over a TV set, as 
if troubled by all the cultural teratology in which he is condemned to partici-
pate while watching.

As the War on Terror once more highlighted a number of parallels between 
the political violence targeted at humans and bullfighting, the animal rights 
movement gained new members. Xavier Bru de Sala (2004) comments on this 
in his article ‘Oh toro!’/‘Oh, bull!’:

I do know people who became fans of bullfighting long before develop-
ing anti-war sentiments or their being against the suffering of people 
under others’ control, which can be extended to unnecessary animal 
suffering, and I know people who are still going around blindfolded.
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The idea that the enjoyment of bullfighting is a culturally conditioned blind-
ness that needs to be removed was used by ‘abolitionists’ such as Rosa 
Montero and Manuel Vicent. Both had grown up in families that loved bull-
fighting. Montero (2010) shared with the reader her personal story as a bull-
fighter’s daughter: ‘I’m the daughter of a bullfighter and I know that it’s not a 
simple matter’. She writes,

like many bullfighters my father loved animals, and I was a real fan 
until I grew beyond my cultural blindness and could be aware of the 
carnage. Because this is growth: this sensibility goes hand in hand with 
the development of civility.

Vicent (2001: 12) similarly suggested the need for change in the introduc-
tion to his famous Antitauromaquia when he confessed, ‘When one is born 
and grows up in this bull-fighting environment, one ends up believing that 
it’s totally natural to beat piteous cows with sticks’. Antonio Muñoz Molina 
(2008) in El País argued along the same lines:

I can understand that my father would be moved by watching a bull-
fight: now I see a bullfighter’s photo on the front page of the most seri-
ous newspapers, I read the endless stream of artistic bull prose that is 
spilled forth again, and I feel ashamed of my country, as well as bored 
beyond limits.

These were attempts at changing readers’ attitudes: ‘One loses the fond-
ness for bull-fighting as one loses naivety. Life strips you of all the irrational 
elements one by one and you end up at the mercy of a bare secular intelli-
gence, without any magical adherences’ (Vicent 2001: 12). In these commen-
taries on changing attitudes, invariably bullfighting was compared to other 
forms of inter-species violence, which are generalized by Vicent (2001:13): 
‘(that anti-bullfighting) is not the art of bullfighting reversed, but rather a bid 
against fighting anyone or anything, saving us from cruelty’.

It has been argued that the Catalan prohibition of bullfighting was an 
expression of an anti-Spanish attitude and in her article ‘The Ban and the 
Bull’ Georgina Dopico Black (2010) takes it at its face value. It may have been 
so, but in more than one way. Porcel (2004) argued in La Vanguardia that 
‘the anti-bullfighting position carries with it anti-Spanishness. Of course […].’ 
But, not in the sense of vindicating Catalan nationalism, but rather because 
‘this Spanishness based on “keep it, don’t fix it”, on national Catholicism, on 
“because I say so”, on the cult of the dead, on honour, on “Spain is different”, 
infuriates many people’. Additionally, Porcel (2004) connected bullfighting to 
‘boxing, cock and dogfights, beating prostitutes and homosexuals, Inquisition 
tribunals, duels, the anti-feminist epistle of St. Paul, the death penalty, (and) 
war as the supreme sacrifice for one’s country. The whole lot of it.’ Porcel 
showed what Ska-P stated openly in their famous song ‘Vergüenza’/‘Shame’ 
(2000); the national feast had turned to national shame.

A similar line of associations appeared in the article by Muñoz Molina 
(2008), who laments that democratic Spain is not free of the old rhetoric 
which is symbolically connected to bullfighting:

The paso doble, the bullfighter’s hat and costume, the crude symbol-
ism of blood, sand, horns and the sword. It was the Black Spain: the 
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Spain of cheap commonplace tourist spots, foreign intelligentsia that 
pretended to appreciate our exoticism and at the same time gave us 
the once over [and saw] brutes controlled by a dictator and such pris-
oners of our passions and rituals that we couldn’t seriously enter the 
modern world. We thought that, after breathing fresh air into the coun-
try, freedom would clear up the panoply of phantoms, that the example 
of our democracy and fine wealth of enlightened traditions would dispel 
Spain’s bad reputation little by little.

Both Porcel and Muñoz Molina argue against bullfighting on the grounds 
that it constitutes a symbolic pillar of Francoist Spain, and as a result, in the 
narrative of national identity it emphasizes values and constructions that the 
new Spain should not reproduce, such as violent masculinity and insensibility 
towards suffering, but also, quite connectedly, imperialist yearnings and an 
ethnic superiority complex. Porcel also implies that invoking an exception for 
continuing with the cruelty of bullfighting for the sake of protecting Spanish 
identity appears to be the base line for a similar kind of ethical hypocrisy that 
makes an exception for torture inflicted for the sake of protecting American 
democracy. The exception made of torture because it only hurts an animal 
follows a pattern similar to the exception granted to those torturing a poten-
tial terrorist.

Ethical exceptionalism is sustained by a language of acceptable concepts 
for non-acceptable behaviours and attitudes. For this reason a great part of 
the debate on human/animal relations takes place in the linguistic realm. 
The slogan ‘torture isn’t culture’ calls for a change that would exclude torture 
from all domains of human culture where it is being called something else. 
Slogans, essays and lyrics such as those of Ska-P’s song ‘Vergüenza’ attempt 
to influence the political realm through the deconstruction of concepts which 
we perceive as neutral, but in fact denote realities of pain. When Ska-P sings 
about the animal ‘agonizing in a pool of blood’ and calls the bullfighter an 
‘assassin by vocation’, they attempt to uncover the suffering flesh and sadism 
behind assimilated expressions such as the sophisticated concept of ‘subju-
gation’ or the elegant phrase ‘the art of killing’. The anger expressed by the 
music and words of rock songs towards the sleek language of the polis which 
is seen to be a camouflage for bloody realities is also there among public intel-
lectuals. In the article ‘Verdad palmaria’/‘Obvious Truth’, Juan José Millás 
(2010) wrote in El País,

The mistreatment of animals is frowned upon (it’s about time), there 
are even laws that prosecute it, albeit with conditions. I have noth-
ing to object to having conditions, that’s how life is, I didn’t make 
the rules, etc. Torture is also forbidden, unless you practice it in 
Guantanamo, on people whose skin is darker than yours. And terror-
ism is prosecuted relentlessly, except when it involves bombing Iraq. 
Cultural anomalies, ‘what are you going to do?,’ but these don’t clear 
one of the realization that terrorism is terrorism even if I am the one 
practicing it.

Millás stresses the fact that the rhetoric which justifies war and torture, 
be it human or animal, is deeply self-serving and invariably located in 
the locus of power which manipulates meanings in order to control behav-
iour. In a later part of the text, Millás expresses surprise at the fact that 
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so many intellectuals let themselves be blinded and still refuse to see things 
as they are.

For those allied to the anti-bullfighting movement, if one principle of 
ethics is that it shall lead to action, and if we admit that torture and killing 
are wrong – in fact this meaning is built into the very concepts in considera-
tion (regardless of the status of the victim) – the construction of laws that 
would forbid or limit them appears as an ethical imperative. Agamben’s 
(2004: 80) thought that ‘in our culture, the decisive political conflict, which 
governs every other conflict, is that between the animality and the humanity 
of man’ can be applied to the Spanish debate on torture. Paradoxically, for 
those in line with Nagel’s thinking, continuously looking for ethical improve-
ment, humanity overcomes its ‘animal’ nature when it recognizes the equal-
ity of all animals (human and non-human) in pain and never inflicts suffering 
on purpose.
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