
The Region as Essence of the Fatherland:
Regionalist Variants of Spanish Nationalism

(1840–1936)

1. Introduction

In Spanish history, the role played by regionalism is somewhat
ambiguous. On the one hand, regional identities have partici-
pated in fashioning the nineteenth-century Spanish nation-state,
just as they did in the nation-building processes of other 
countries.1 Yet the existence of ‘historical regions’, which were
territorial identities forged during the course of the middle ages
and the early modern period, acted as a necessary precondition
that fostered the emergence of several peripheral nationalisms
during the last third of the nineteenth century: the Catalan,
Basque and Galician ones. Their common position was one of
denying the existence of a Spanish nation as identified with the
territory of the state, and a desire to achieve self-determination
for their specific territories. In fact, peripheral nationalisms 
usually have regionalist forerunners, and tend to accompany the
emergence or development of regionalisms in different forms.

This makes Spain a good case study in the ambiguous pro-
cesses of region-building and nation-building. To give a clear
definition of what a region is seems as complicated a matter as
giving a definitive answer to the question of what a nation is.
Geographers, economists and social scientists coincide in point-
ing out that no single definition of ‘region’ can be agreed upon:
regions are economic entities, historical territories, frontier areas
and geographical units bounded by natural features. But they are
also a form of collective identity.2 According to M. Hroch, in the
central European context regionalism meant a form of supra-
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ethnic territorial loyalty similar to the Landespatriotismus, which
was devoid of ethnic content and hence could be shared by 
linguistically or ethnically diverse segments of the population.3

However, this definition cannot be applied in Western Europe,
since the social construction of regions has also implied the
‘rediscovery’ of a unique history, traditions, languages or even a
disappearing local ethnicity. Some scholars hold that regionalism
has three characteristics in common with minority nationalisms:
(i) the shaping of a territorially bound collective identity; (ii) the
existence of a centre–periphery conflict of either cultural, eco-
nomic or political nature within the state; and (iii) the existence
of social mobilization and/or political organizations of a terri-
torial character. In this way, regionalism and minority national-
ism could be considered as two parallel products of the existence
of an ethno-territorial conflict and social mobilization, with dif-
fuse lines of demarcation.4 Yet two common underlying elements
would be ethnic mobilization and a demand for the territory to be
considered a political unit.

Under the influence of modernization theory, classical defini-
tions of nationalism presupposed that an increase in social com-
munication and a weakening of local and regional identities were
necessary preconditions for nation-building. Therefore, regional
identities (or any defence of them) were implicitly seen as pre-
modern vestiges of the past, and opposed to national identities.5

The modern form of collective identity, which was also linked to
the legitimacy of power, was to be the nation. The regions would
remain only as areas of traditional culture, folklore, rural mores
etc. In fact, the French Jacobin version of nation-building
attempted to erode any form of pre-national territorial identity, as
the whole country was to assimilate a unified and codified 
culture. This perspective has permeated historical research on the
matter, holding that the survival and maintenance of meso-
territorial identities and of any form of regional claims during the
modern period should be seen as a symptom of weak nation-
building and a possible forerunner of minority nationalism. This
assumption has decisively influenced Spanish academic research
on the national question. Historical studies of Basque, Catalan or
Galician nationalism have also led historians in other Spanish
regions to highlight any form of regional affirmation and/or local
claim for autonomy, merely applying the same explanatory
model to all cases. Regionalism was seen as a precursor of 
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minority nationalism, and within regionalism, all possible fore-
runners (no matter what the ideology: federal republicans,
monarchists, cultural folklorists etc.) were lumped in a sort of
catch-all movement that would surely result in the emergence of
a new peripheral nationalism.

This article will examine the relationship between region- and
nation-building, focusing on the political dynamics of regional-
ism in Spain from the nineteenth century on, as well as the 
theoretical and doctrinal aspects of regionalist discourse.6 Recent
historical research has toned down the classical assertion of
region-building as an opposite process to nation-building, or has
even held the contrary thesis: nation-building may also imply
region-building, to the point that the former may be heavily
dependent on the latter, and vice versa. Collective identities may
be regarded as a series of overlapping concentric spheres, com-
plementing each other; and, as all forms of collective identity,
they are the result of dynamic historical processes.7 In many
cases, nationalist movements and states that carried out nation-
building policies also reaffirmed local and regional identities so
as to strengthen the roots of national identity among the popula-
tion. Moreover, this phenomenon occurred among diverse 
currents and varieties of nationalism, as can be seen, for exam-
ple, in nineteenth-century Germany and to some extent France.
Promoting regional symbols and patterns of identity was a way 
of promoting national identities at the grass-roots level. For
instance, in several regions within Wilhelmine Germany, love for
the Heimat implied love for the Vaterland, and this was used by
conservative nationalists and the local bourgeoisie to recreate the
idea of a classless national community by means of celebrations
and festivals.8

However, not all forms of collective identity have equal dimen-
sion, and not all expressions of local and regional identity are
infused with present-day political consequences, such as the
claim for self-determination, which is exclusively in the realm 
of nationalism and national identities. Although some forms of
regional identity may lead to a conflict with the national identity
under certain factors and circumstances, not all of them do.
Regional identities may be sustained by a (more or less invented)
historical tradition, or they may be founded on common cultural
traits, fostered by the previous existence of collective political
institutions. The relationship between nation- and region-
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building is not a fixed one, but instead is subject to constant
change over time. Moreover, the basic discussion that has arisen
in the current research on nationalism may also be applied to
regions, regional identities and regionalism. Are nations/regions
given pre-existing entities, or rather a construct of nationalist/
regionalist doctrines and movements? What came first: the
regions or the regional identity? Why are some regions success-
fully constructed (or, if one prefers, invented) while others 
are not? Are regional identities complementary or opposed to
national identities?

Although regional identities as collective identities have many
precedents in the middle ages and the early modern period, 
our departure point will be to assume that in the modern period
these identities were constructed by various actors (the state,
local elites, institutions and political movements). These actors
developed the criteria for defining a region as a collectivity, in
some cases proposing a certain level of collective political 
rights, but never seeking the right to self-determination and full
sovereignty, not even necessarily considering that the region
should be composed of members with common political/legal
rights and duties. In the course of this construction process,
regionalists have been forced to appeal to elements which are
very similar to those proclaimed by the nationalists. But, in 
contrast with the latter, the regionalists always maintain their
belief in the existence of a nation which enhances their region, as
well as the other ones, and may even see regional identity and
regionalism as a step in the process of consolidating the nation as
a whole. The Spanish case shows how one process of region-
building may turn into nation-building while another may not;
how both identities are shifting and are sometimes contradictory
over time; and also how different social actors have constructed
different concepts of the region.

2. Socio-political Preconditions for Region-Building in 
Nineteenth-Century Spain

Although the history of Spanish nationalism has still been 
scarcely examined at the empirical level,9 recent historical
research has put forward the thesis that Spain’s nation-building
was a weak one during the nineteenth century. Hence, the strong
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survival of localism and regional identities must be seen, first of
all, in the context of the liberal state’s lack of efficiency in achiev-
ing an overall nationalization of the Spanish territory, in com-
parison with more successful nation-building processes in France
or Italy.

By the end of the eighteenth century, ancien régime Spain was
marked by the strong presence of diverse traditions, political
privileges and legal codes which were characteristic of the 
different historical territories that had integrated the unified
Spanish monarchy at the beginning of the sixteenth century. The
Habsburgs’ Spain exhibited the traditional formula of ‘aggrega-
tive monarchy’, that is, the existence of different ‘kingdoms’ 
united by a common Crown and the principle of dynastic loyalty,
with each of them retaining their diverse laws, taxes, mores 
and political traditions.10 Although the Bourbon dynasty which
occupied the Spanish throne in 1714 after the Succession wars
undertook a state-centralizing policy following the French 
pattern, its impact on Spain’s territorial structure was less than
expected. So, by the end of the eighteenth century, Spain was
more than ever a composite of very diverse territories united
under the Monarchy. Many of these territories kept not only their
languages (although in a mostly pre-literary form), but also 
very distinct customary laws and legal codes. And, in some 
cases, such as the Basque provinces and Navarre, they retained
political institutions of their own, such as governing assemblies
and collective territorial privileges (the Fueros), which had 
been neither restrained nor abolished by the enlightened mon-
archy.11 In Catalonia, although the traditionally autonomous 
self-governing institutions were abolished in 1714, a strong sense
of community persisted after that date among the Catalan 
population and its elite. In other cases, such as the ‘Ancient
Kingdom’ of Galicia, self-governing institutions had more 
limited political influence, so that their capacity to create a 
common regional identity and to coalesce social interests proved
very limited.

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, Spanish traditional
regions were considered to be a vestige of past structures. This
series of territories or ‘kingdoms’, gradually integrated into the
Iberian Monarchies from the middle ages on, had experienced
collective institutional recognition in the past. They included the
kingdom of Aragón, composed of the kingdoms or principalities
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of Aragón, Valencia, Catalonia and the Balearic Islands; the
kingdom of Navarre; and the various territories, ancient ‘king-
doms’ or señoríos which shaped Castile, such as Galicia, Asturias,
the Basque provinces, León etc. New territories conquered in the
low middle ages had been also added: ‘New’ Castile, Extrema-
dura, Andalusia, Murcia and the Canary Islands. In fact, Spanish
nationalist historiography during the nineteenth century always
insisted upon the plural character of these territories which, fight-
ing together in the name of Christianity, merged to form Spain.12

What are the reasons for the strong persistence of regional 
loyalties and local areas of social communication in nineteenth-
century Spain? So far, the following three conditioning factors
have been advanced by historical research:

i. The comparatively low level of economic modernization,
and especially industrialization, which from the mid-century on
was located in certain specific areas (Catalonia, the Basque
provinces of Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa, and other specific en-
claves). This gave rise to differentiated regional patterns of eco-
nomic development, and to a permanent territorial imbalance.
The scarcity and difficulty of communications and transport
between the different Spanish regions was a constant feature of
nineteenth-century Spain. This also resulted in the persistence of
a very marked localism at the social level.

ii. In Spain the transition from the ancien régime to the new
liberal order during the nineteenth century occurred slowly and
with some difficulty. Native-born Spanish liberalism and the
bourgeoisie were weak. After King Fernando VII’s death in
1833, the liberals seized the reins of power, but proceeded to split
into two opposite factions, the moderados (moderates) and the
more pro-democratic progresistas (progressives). The moderados
reached an agreement with some social segments (mainly rural
landlords and aristocracy) in order to build a new liberal state
under Queen Isabel II, while the progresista liberals, as well as
the absolutists who supported Don Carlos (the Carlists) remained
in opposition. The moderados developed a project for reforming
the state’s territorial structure, known as the reform of Javier 
de Burgos (1833). Following the French Jacobin (unitary and
centralist) model, the reform implemented a new territorial 
division (partially imitating the example of the French depart-
ments), partitioning the old ‘historical regions’ of Spain into
forty-nine new ‘provinces’. The moderados also reorganized the
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state administration and imposed a rigid and bureaucratic 
centralization, avoiding any form of municipal power.13

Nevertheless, state centralization was not complete, due to 
the issue of the Basque–Navarrese supporters of the Fueros.
Although formally abolished in 1839, the Fueros lasted in a
restricted form until 1876, and some of their more important 
elements (such as the financial autonomy of the regions involved)
even managed to survive under the new form of ‘economic agree-
ments’ between the state and the Basque Provinces after 1878.
Legal codification advanced very slowly, and the state’s effort 
to modernize the administrative structure of Spain proved quite
limited.

After 1808, Spanish liberalism was characterized by a strong
historicist component in order to distance itself from the French
model represented by the Napoleonic invaders. Hence, early
nineteenth-century Spanish liberals invented a link between 
the new liberal freedom and the old ‘provincial’ liberties that 
supposedly existed prior to the ‘foreign’ monarchies of the
Habsburgs and the Bourbons. The medieval parliaments of the
kingdom of Aragón, and even to some extent the Basque Fueros,
were considered the real forerunners of modern Spanish liberal-
ism. Consequently, the defence of the region’s ‘political liberties’
was not always seen as contradictory to the new liberal nation-
building plan for Spain.14 This explains why both Carlists and
progressive-democrats used the defence of regional identities and
‘local liberties’ as a political weapon.15

Hence, the region became the locus of political agitation and
ideological instrumentalization. For the Carlists, the defence of
the Spanish regions’ ‘traditional liberties’ and privileges meant
upholding a pre-liberal view of the state, in the form of a ‘joint
monarchy’ composed of different institutional and territorial
‘bodies’, denying the liberal principle of national sovereignty.
Thus, they first incorporated the defence of regional Fueros
(affecting the Basque Country and Navarre) into their political
agenda in 1834, and thereafter also defended other so-called
‘regional liberties’. In contrast, for progresistas and democrats 
the defence of ‘regional liberties’ was seen as a manner of 
reinterpreting the medieval ‘liberties’ as a form of early Spanish
liberalism.

iii. One additional factor must be added: Spanish nation-
building during the nineteenth century was comparatively weak
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within the western European context, because of the state’s lack
of capacity to carry out a complete and efficient nationalization.
The vehicles of French and Italian nation-building in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries, such as schooling, male military
conscription, symbolic integration, and the development of pub-
lic administration, remained largely inefficient in Spain, although
there is some discussion about this point.16

Unsuccessful economic and social modernization, political
divisions, and the state’s partial failure to bring about a complete
nationalization of the Spanish territory certainly favoured the
strength of regional and local loyalties during the nineteenth 
century. This was manifest, for instance, in the weak acceptance
of the 1833 administrative division of the country into forty-nine
provinces. However, the new provincial structure neither broke
nor altered the limits of Spain’s historical regions by arbitrarily
partitioning the territory, as the French reform did. It basically
limited itself to dividing the regions into several units, including
several boundary alterations. Nevertheless, it only gradually
changed previous territorial and local loyalties, so that the nine-
teenth century demonstrates a proliferation of new models and
projects for Spain’s administrative division, each one including
elements of an ideological survival of the traditional territorial
model, shared by both democrats and traditionalists.17 The
provincial institutions concentrated on the task of political 
control and hardly served as modernization’s vehicle: unlike 
the French préfets, the state’s representatives in each province,
the Civil Governors, were not concerned with administrative 
co-ordination and organization.18

3. Regions and Regionalism during the Nineteenth Century

The social and political preconditions that ensured the survival
and growth of regional loyalties during the nineteenth century
also paved the way for the diverse dynamics that fostered 
regionalist discourses during that century’s second half. Several
factors shaped the conditions of the cultural revival of regional
languages, which became especially intense in Catalonia and
Galicia after 1850. One factor was the impact, from about 1840
on, of romanticism, which aroused new interest in the past, in
ethnographic characters and ‘little folk-cultures’. Another factor
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was the persistence of strong regional loyalties among broad 
segments of the middle class and the intelligentsia, along with the
tendency of certain conservative elites to revive the past in order
to counteract the social challenges posed by modernity — as has
been shown to be the case in the region of Catalonia.19

In spite of being minority intellectual movements, they were
crucial in two aspects. First, they contributed to relegitimizing
the literary use of peripheral languages, and therefore slowly to
initiating their modern standardization. Secondly, the cultural
revivals meant a certain historical legitimization of the regions
through the development of regional historiographies. These
were not necessarily conceived by their promoters as national
histories that were to stand as alternatives to that of Spain; on the
contrary, they saw their role as complementary to the latter. But
in the Catalan and Galician cases — as well as in the Basque
Country, where regional historiography already had deep roots in
the eighteenth century thanks to the fuerista tradition — the
development of regional histories introduced a potentially 
conflictive element with Spanish nationalism. Their products 
principally depicted the history of their regions as one of ancient
kingdoms and cultures that flourished in the middle ages, or even
earlier, applying to their regions the postulates of nineteenth-
century nationalist historiography. For that reason, regional 
historiographies increasingly considered Catalonia, the Basque
Country or Galicia to be dead nationalities, or communities that
once upon a time had potentially been nations, but which subse-
quently merged into a common Spanish nation. This model of
historical legitimization would subsequently be used by both
democrats and traditionalists.

Added to this incipient dynamic of peripheral cultural revival
was the interaction of socio-political factors. Although from 
very different perspectives, both democrats and traditionalists
adopted the defence of the historical regions, some of which were
already described as ‘nationalities’.

i. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, federalism
became the best expression of the Spanish liberal left’s ‘return to
the regions’. As elsewhere in Europe, Spanish federalism
advanced the need to rebuild the state from below, starting with
the local municipalities and achieving a new state structure com-
posed of several units. Although nineteenth-century federalism
has often been considered as the forerunner of ethnic nationalist
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movements, it must be noted that the Spanish federal project was
a national project, aimed at regenerating and democratizing the
state from the bottom up, never questioning Spain’s existence 
as a unitary nation. Nevertheless, after 1868 some segments of
the Catalan and Galician federalists began to interact with the
peripheral cultural movements. Basically, the federalists were
influenced by the historical and cultural legitimization of the
regions, and hence began to argue that a Federal Republic would
be the best solution to the challenge of adapting the laws of each
region to its own historical personality and culture. The basic
units forming the federation should be defined by ‘objective’ 
criteria.20 In return, the incipient regional movements received
from federal republicanism a more defined and precise political
model for restructuring the state. However a Federal Republic
was not acceptable to the traditionalists, who instead preferred to
coalesce around a ‘federated monarchy’ along the lines of the
ancien régime’s model of state, updating it afterwards along the
lines of Charles Maurras’ thought. Subsequently the Carlists 
and neo-traditionalists advanced the concept of ‘organic federal-
ism’, that is, a federation based on the addition of ‘natural’ social
entities (the family, the municipality and the region).

ii. For traditionalists and Carlists, regional claims consti-
tuted an increasingly important part of their political agenda.
Carlism gave birth to a regionalist doctrine based on the recovery
and redefinition of the ancient Fueros and regional liberties,
according to the traditional ‘Habsburg’ concept of Spain.21 By
seeking decentralization and ‘devolution’ to the town councils 
it was clear that their final political aim was, of course, very 
different in nature from that of the democrats. The defence of 
the historic regions, defined as an ‘organic’ objective entity
alongside the family and the corporations, came to be considered
by traditionalists as a barrier against state secularism and liberal-
ism, and after 1880 against socialism. Thus, traditionalist groups
were also interested in promoting the sub-national cultures, and
in this manner aided the incipient elaboration of a regionalist
ideology.22

Both dynamics contributed to the emergence of several region-
alist movements that were not opposed to the belief in a single
Spanish nation. All of them advanced the goal of reshaping the
state’s structure according to their Weltanschauung. But, at the
same time, they introduced ideological elements of regional 
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affirmation infused with objective and organic doctrines (such as
the recovery of their history, languages, traditions and laws).
These elements bordered on becoming alternative nationalist dis-
courses. Common to them all was a rejection of the moderado
centralized state model. This opposition increased after the
monarchical Restoration of 1874, and became radicalized among
certain social and political groups that had very limited opportu-
nities to intervene in state politics. At this time the possibility that
actual peripheral nationalist movements might develop became a
reality. These movements began to leave behind their primary
ideological heritage as currents of regional affirmation within the
defence of Spanish nationalism. The rise of peripheral national-
ism took place from the 1890s onwards in Catalonia and the
Basque Country, and from 1916 on but in a weaker fashion in
Galicia. That it did so was due basically to a combination of three
factors:

i. The final defeat of the traditionalists after the Third Carlist
War (1872–6) closed the door to an insurrectional restoration of
the ancien régime. In the Basque Country, and also in Catalonia,
certain currents within Carlism and native Fuerismo transformed
their rejection of the liberal state into a reaction against the
Spanish nation.

ii. Two of the Basque provinces, Vizcaya and (to a lesser
extent) Guipúzcoa, and — in a different manner — Catalonia
after 1876 all experienced sudden economic and social trans-
formations thanks to industrialization and the massive arrival of
immigrants from other Spanish regions. This favoured the emer-
gence of peripheral nationalism as a new ideology that in large
degree was a reaction against the new social context.

iii. Some segments of the peripheral bourgeoisies and large
portions of the middle classes lost their confidence in the Spanish
national project after Spain’s catastrophic defeat in the short
1898 colonial war against the United States. The loss of the last
colonies of the Spanish overseas empire (Cuba, Puerto Rico and
the Philippines) in the age of new imperialism brought about a
deep cultural pessimism and a widespread crisis of Spain’s
national sentiment.

The interaction between previous regionalist dynamics of 
fostering autonomous political projects and the new socio-
political circumstances made it possible for Basque and Catalan
nationalism to establish themselves as mass social movements
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during the first third of the twentieth century. The development
of Galician nationalism lagged far behind until 1931. But that is
beyond the scope of this article.

4. Spanish Regionalism, 1898–1936: Socio-political and 
Cultural Dynamics

What happened to the other Spanish regional movements
between 1898 and 1936? Several theses may be advanced:

i. The regionalisms that emerged in the last third of the 
nineteenth century had cultural and ideological roots that were
very similar to those of the peripheral nationalist movements.
However, their ideas on regional affirmation never became trans-
formed into a nationalist discourse (except in a few marginal
instances). Quite the opposite, they remained as a variant within,
or even a complement to, different currents within Spanish
nationalism.

ii. The pressure that the peripheral nationalist movements
exerted upon the state had a very important demonstration effect
on the regionalist movements, so much so that they had a 
tendency to follow the political strategies of the former. Catalan
mainstream nationalists never gave up the hope of incorporating
the Spanish regionalist movements into a common political 
project aimed at reshaping the entire structure of the Spanish
state, within which Catalonia would then exercise a sort of 
‘modernizing hegemony’.

iii. Intellectual and cultural dynamics of regional affirmation
throughout Spain did not imply the promotion of distinct 
‘minority nationalisms’, but rather a vehicle for regional and local
affirmation of the concept of a Spanish nation. Nevertheless,
some of these dynamics of regional culture and identity con-
struction gave rise over time to several points of tension with
Spanish state nationalism.

iv. The evolution of Spanish nationalism during the first third
of the twentieth century was strongly conditioned by its increas-
ing opposition to peripheral nationalist movements. Henceforth,
far-right and radical Spanish nationalists increasingly tended 
to consider all forms of regional identification as a potential
peripheral nationalism.23 This position was often opposed to
other currents within Spanish nationalism that advocated either
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full autonomy or, at the very least, generous decentralization in
favour of the regions and town councils.24

Regional identity is something broader than regionalism, but is
also a construct of regionalism. The invention of the region
was carried out by two sets of actors at several different levels
(political–ideological, literary and historical). One group, the
provincial intellectual elites and reformist currents of the pro-
fessional and middle classes, had been influenced by peripheral
nationalism’s image, by Krause’s organicism, and later by the
diffuse regenerationist movement. They undertook the task of
defining regional identities and advancing regional claims for
decentralization as a better means of revitalizing Spain, without
questioning its existence as a single nation. The conservative–
traditionalists were another group, composed in good measure of
former Carlists and Catholic integralists. They proclaimed the
regions as natural entities in an order above the family and the
municipality, and sought the revival of regional identity and
organic decentralization as the best manner of perpetuating a
new version of the pre-liberal concept of Spanish nation.

4.1. Socio-political Dynamics of Region-Building

On a political level the concept of region was understood in 
different manners. The two main ideological versions of 
‘regionalism’, the conservative–traditionalist option and the 
progressive–regenerationist one, at times were confusingly com-
bined into common programmes, associations or media.

i. The conservative–traditionalist view basically consisted in
an extension of the arguments for regional decentralization and
renewal of the Fueros which had been advanced by nineteenth-
century Carlism. According to the traditionalists, the defence and
preservation of regional identity (and therefore of local dialects,
regional mores etc.) went hand-in-hand with preserving tradition
as a whole, and hence opposing capitalist modernization, 
secularism and the liberal state.

By the last decades of the nineteenth century this theory had
been codified in several regions. The Galician regionalist leader
Alfredo Brañas maintained that regional decentralization should
be closely linked to a return to ancient privileges and ‘organic 
liberties’ in the political sphere, and to corporatism and a pre-
capitalist order in the economic sphere, although also incorporat-
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ing certain updated forms. Nevertheless, Brañas defined the
regions as natural entities, clearly marked by ‘certain ethno-
graphic borders’, even when not marked by geographical, admin-
istrative and political borders. ‘The nature of the native soil, the
dominance of mores, individual idiosyncrasies’, and traditional
institutions shaped ‘the true psyche that is regionalism’s soul’.25

Brañas applied to organic–objective regions exactly the same 
definition he used for organic–objective nations, without clearly
establishing the difference between them. Since the nation was
not seen by traditionalists as a voluntaristic union based on the
free will of citizens, the difference between nations and regions
remained obscure. Brañas tried to solve the problem theoretically
by establishing a hierarchy between the regions, sometimes
defined as ‘little fatherlands’ or ‘old nationalities’, and the
nations, ‘great fatherlands’ or ‘full nationalities’. The nations
were the result of a historical process integrating old, incomplete
nationalities.26 But even then the regions existed within the state
‘enjoying independent and exclusive life, without confusing their
sphere of action with that of the national interests’.27 The
Galician author exerted a strong influence on the development 
of conservative regionalism throughout Spain. However, he
remained loyal to the belief in a Spanish nation. Brañas’ model of
state decentralization mainly consisted in an updated version of
corporatist monarchy.

During the first two decades of the twentieth century similar
ideas were proclaimed by other conservative–traditionalist politi-
cians, such as the Carlists and the representatives of Social
Catholicism. The main Carlist ideologue of this period, the
Asturian Juan Vázquez de Mella, fully supported Brañas’ formu-
lations, since, for him, ‘regionalism has its foundations in Tradi-
tion’.28 Thus, it was intrinsically linked to the Catholic religion
and to the maintenance of a corporatist, organic and ‘natural’
order. The same view was shared by one of the main theoreticians
of Spanish counter-revolutionary and conservative thinking to-
wards the end of the nineteenth century, the historian and writer
Marcelino Menéndez y Pelayo. To him, Spain, as an objective
and organic nation, was composed of a set of old ‘nationalities’
and historical regions, which merged in the fifteenth century to
form a single nation united by two cohesive elements: the Mon-
archy and Catholic tradition.29

Still, the traditionalists’ ideological definition of a region 
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contained the same level of ambiguity and theoretical vagueness
as in Brañas’ case. For Vázquez de Mella, a region was ‘an 
incipient nation’ which at a given historical moment had been
unable to develop fully its personality and instead chose to join a
greater nation — either incipient or developed — to which the
region transferred ‘a part of its collective life, although retaining
its personality’. In sum, Spain was to be built upon the principle
of ‘diversity within unity’. The Spanish national spirit would be
the synthesis of several regional Volksgeist that complemented
each other as organic entities (along with the municipalities and
the whole Spanish nation).30 Vázquez de Mella attempted to draw
a clear distinction between the concepts of ‘social sovereignty’
and ‘political sovereignty’ which had been usurped by the state.
In his view, the regionalist revival which emerged throughout
Spain was not an expression of a fin-de-siècle decay, but rather 
‘a healthy and living movement, stimulated by the example of 
a great people [Catalonia]’. Nevertheless, Vázquez de Mella
explicitly disagreed with Catalan nationalists in one respect:
Spain was not a state composed of several nations, but a nation
formed by the aggregation of ‘the regional spirits, which are 
synthesized into a superior unity’. According to him, geography,
race and language were not sufficient elements to constitute a
nation. They also required another central element, the unity of a
joint independent history, generating ‘a moral unity . . . trans-
mitted from generation to generation’. Spain’s history was not to
be confused with the state. Instead, the state was at the service 
of the nation, since the latter had its own historical and cultural
heritage, with the regions as its basis. Suppressing regional 
liberties meant damaging the nation’s essence.31

According to the conservative Antonio Goicoechea in 1919,
Nature and History had laid down the foundations for regional
heterogeneity. This had to be preserved in accordance with
national unity, which the Monarchy could do by means of a 
generous delegation of power from the state to the natural–
historical regions.32 Traditionalist regionalists who did not 
entirely oppose the liberal form of the modern state at least had a
further argument to differentiate the regions from the nation. For
the Valencian Rafael Criado-Cervera, the regions were natural
entities with boundaries established by the existence of geo-
graphical factors, customs, language, a history and regional 
character of their own etc. The nation was the natural union of all
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regions marked by a common geography (‘limited by the Seas
and the Pyrenees’), a common history built upon the joint par-
ticipation of all regions, and a common language which was — in
theory — understood throughout Spain. In short, the nation was
composed of all the elements which to a more limited extent were
used to define the regions. But the Nation (Spain), because it was
more ‘perfect’ as a more complex entity than the individual
regions, deserved the attribute of sovereignty. The province was
merely an artificial entity without any ‘natural’ or objective basis
between the two natural entities (the region and the nation).33 As
the Asturian traditionalist P. Graciano-Martínez wrote in 1923,
the revival of the natural regions would erase the provinces, which
were seen as the product of ‘the absorbent centralism brought
into Spain by the Bourbons’ and the ‘exotic imperialism intro-
duced by the Habsburgs, aggravated by the liberalesque policy of
the last century’.34

ii. The progressive–regenerationist option grew out of the
1898 national crisis, although its intellectual roots may be traced
back to a decade earlier at least. As already mentioned, the 
origins of ‘federalist regionalism’ can be traced to the republican
and federalist thinking of the nineteenth century, as outlined 
by the Catalan republican leader Francesc Pi i Margall (and 
others).35 His argument was that decentralization and regional
autonomy were the most effective grounds for consolidating
democracy. Given that history was a central feature of the early
formulations of nineteenth-century Spanish liberalism, and that
later on Krausist organicism also heavily influenced them, even
republicans could not avoid including ‘objective’ organic ele-
ments in the definition of a region. The republican view held that
the region was the result of pre-existing historical and cultural
factors. As Gumersindo de Azcárate said in 1907, there are
‘social, natural entities which exist on their own and do not owe
their existence to the state or to the individual’s will’.36 But, for
the republicans, defending the historical personality of the
regions and arguing that they should become the federal units
composing the future Spanish republic did not imply a rejection
of Spain’s national sovereignty. Hence, the unitary nation was
Spain, which in their opinion was built upon a diversity of 
historical regions. For that reason provincial organization of
Spain as it had been decreed in 1833 was not appropriate, mostly
because it did not improve democracy. In many democrats’ 
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view, the provinces were only the lower echelon of a central-
ist–bureaucratic system based on electoral corruption and politi-
cal clientelism.

This combination of organic–objective criteria mixed with
republican tenets for defining the federal units became a source
of ideological tension within some segments of Spanish republi-
canism. From 1874 onwards, communication and interaction
with peripheral nationalists took place, and as in the case of 
traditionalist regionalism, the theoretical demarcation between
regionalism and peripheral nationalism remained quite tenu-
ous.37 After 1874 the idea of a federal restructuring of the state as
a means for achieving further democratization became a fixed
tenet for Spanish democrats, republicans and, at least in theory,
the workers’ movement. It also provided the budding minority
nationalisms with a model for the future reformulation of the
state. The main difference lay in that for Spanish republicans 
it should be a federal but national state, while for peripheral
nationalists Spain should become a federalized multinational
state.

Not all republicans were, however, fully convinced of the need
for regional devolution. Furthermore, there was much confusion
over the form of regionalization that the state should adopt.
Republican leaders each subscribed to one of several possi-
bilities: the model of administrative decentralization, the federal
model, or even another one based on regional autonomy. A
fourth element should also be considered: the idea of municipal
autonomy, which was also present in Spanish democratic thought
from the second third of the nineteenth century on.38 In contrast,
the dynastic Liberal Party was in favour of accepting a deeper
municipal autonomy without reinforcing ‘artificial’ provincial
and regional demarcations, since these, in minister Segismundo
Moret’s view, were superfluous to Spanish nation-building.39

4.1.1. The Regionalist Ambiguity of Regenerationism After 1890
the regenerationist movement, a distinctively Spanish ideological
phenomenon, contributed to reinforce the previously mentioned
trends. The colonial war disaster and its aftermath, including 
the spreading throughout Spain of a wave of Kulturpessimismus
and sense of national decadence, contributed to the forging of 
regenerationism as an ideological reaction against Spain’s 
prostration, although its ideological roots lie prior to 1898.
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Regenerationists wanted to transform Spain not by revolution
but by reform and education. The first requirement in order to
accomplish this was to overcome the institutional blockade
imposed until then by the two dominant parties (Conservative
and Liberal after 1874), by destroying caciquismo (political
clientelism) and oligarchy.40 With ideological ambiguity, re-
generationist proposals on the question of ‘What is Spain?’
attempted to answer this by offering a new common project based
on state modernization and renewal of Spanish values. This
would be achieved through decentralization, an emphasis on
Castile’s historical legacy and personality as Spain’s shaping 
element since the middle ages, and reinforcement of local 
democracy through municipal autonomy and decentralization. In
the regenerationists’ perspective, the usual setting for clientel-
ism’s machinery was again the provincial division established by
nineteenth-century liberals and reinforced after 1874 by the
Restoration system. Thus they advocated a variety of regional-
ization proposals, attempting to combine ‘historical regions’ with
geographically based new territorial entities. Ricardo Macías-
Picavea, for instance, proposed a territorial demarcation of 
eight ‘natural regions’ in conjunction with local and regional
autonomy.41

As a better means for reforming Spain, the regenerationist
tenets of regional decentralization opened up a novel route for the
emergence of new regionalisms, especially after the failure of 
the regenerationist plan for a political party spanning the 
entire country. They also had a strong influence on pre-existing
regionalisms and even peripheral nationalisms, such as the
Galician and Catalan versions.42 The new ‘regenerationist
regionalisms’ were generally limited to the provincial intelli-
gentsia, principally composed of intellectuals and professional
elites, but they achieved a wider audience in certain conservative
circles and local institutions. No less significant was the fact that
the first electoral victory of Catalan nationalism, in 1901, meant
that peripheral nationalism entered the scene as a new feature of
Spanish parliamentary politics. This encouraged both demon-
stration effects and political reactions in other regions. A com-
bination of these factors can be observed, for instance, in the case
of Andalusia and Extremadura.

Andalusian regionalism had previous political forerunners in
local nineteenth-century republicanism, but its main thinker 
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during the first decades of the twentieth century was lawyer Blas
Infante. This movement had its roots in a form of provincial
regenerationism which incorporated a strong element of agrarian
reformism. Blas Infante and a small group of followers attempted
to elaborate an ideology which, despite being limited to regional
affirmation, included emphasizing historical and cultural factors
in order better to define Andalusia’s ‘objective’ identity. It should
be pointed out that Infante’s proposals included a rather vague
definition of Andalusia as a ‘nationality’, basing the Andalusian
Volksgeist on historical and socio-economical conditions, but
without demanding self-determination. This doctrinal position
was never able to overcome an ambivalent and undefined politi-
cal stance prior to the Civil War. The ‘Andalusian Manifesto’ of
1919 sought full political autonomy as well as municipal autono-
my, emphasizing Andalusia’s role in regenerating the decadent
Spanish state.43 As the regionalist leader Dionisio Pérez wrote in
1916, once Andalusia recovered its historical personality and was
ruled by real democracy, the region could aim at being ‘Spain’s
keeper and the stronghold of Castile’s independence’.44

Immediately after the 1898 crisis, regionalism emerged in
Extremadura as a weak political trend with mainly republican
ideological origins. The colonial disaster led Extremadura’s
regionalists to reaffirm Spanish identity and firmly oppose what,
in their view, was the separatist betrayal of Catalan nationalism.
Nevertheless, the Catalanists provided these local regionalists
with new arguments in favour of decentralization and regional
autonomy. The press that defended regenerationist regionalism
from 1899 on stressed Extremadura’s role as a synthesis of
Spanish Volksgeist, while also attempting to develop arguments
from historical and literary sources in order to sustain the 
regional identity (which was undermined by the provincial 
organization that divided the region into the two provinces of
Cáceres and Badajoz). Hence, the ‘resurgence’ of the regions 
was supposed to reinforce Spain. Yet, in spite of ‘being the 
most Spanish region’ of the country, regionalists considered that
Extremadura had been neglected by the state, resulting in back-
wardness and poverty. Clientelism and centralism were the 
culprits. Therefore, the solution both for Extremadura and for the
whole of Spain lay in putting an end to centralism, reinforcing
regional identity in place of the divisive forms of provincialism,
and achieving autonomy for the town councils and regions of
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Spain without ‘favouring’ Catalonia.45 Regionalism was sup-
posed to be an inter-class movement, based on broad inter-group
solidarity. Therefore, the first task would be firmly to frame the
defining elements of regional identity.

Regenerationism also had a strong influence on the new
reformist movement which, headed by Antonio Maura, emerged
from the ranks of the Conservative Party in 1907. It was in power
between 1907 and 1909 and, in conjunction with the parliament-
ary pressure of Catalan nationalists and republicans in Madrid,
determined that the regional autonomy question was discussed in
the Spanish parliament on several occasions. The Mauristas
wanted to carry out reform ‘from above’, in order to ensure real
democratization and social–Christian reform. As part of their
regenerationist goals they designed a programme for municipal
autonomy, which included certain corporatist features. Never-
theless, an agreement between the Catalanists and Maura was 
a difficult matter. As their minimum objective, the Catalan
nationalists sought to achieve regional autonomy for ‘historical
regions’, that would be infused with legislative powers or based
upon a pseudo-federal relationship between Catalonia and the
rest of Spain. Maura’s party only accepted a somewhat revised
form of local autonomy based on town councils, which did not go
beyond the level of administrative decentralization.46 The law on
Mancomunidades finally came into effect in 1913, allowing the
provincial institutions (Diputaciones) of those regions which so
desired it to shape a unified institution, whose powers were in
practice limited to administrative matters. However restrictive
this law may have been for the scope of Catalan nationalism, it
was at least a first step in the recognition of regions as political
entities, and the first Catalan Mancomunitat was set up in 1914.47

The rest of the regions had, in theory, the right to form similar
regional administrative bodies. This encouraged other regionalist
movements to advance their claims for autonomy, which met
with limited success. In some cases the local elites sought to 
organize themselves on a regional basis in order better to repre-
sent their economic interests before the central government. 
In Castile there was interest in defending regional agriculture 
and protecting the national market through protectionist tariff 
policies established by the state, while the Catalan industrial
bourgeoisie was accused of defending a policy of free trade in
agricultural products. Moreover, these regionalist initiatives
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tended to imitate the Catalan example in a contradictory way 
that sometimes exhibited a certain paranoia. The conservative
local or provincial elites reacted against so-called ‘Catalan 
privileges’ by demanding regional decentralization and local
autonomy for all Spanish regions. In 1914, shortly after the 
constitution of the Catalan Mancomunitat, the presidents of the
provincial Diputaciones of Old Castile assembled in Burgos and
issued a proclamation requesting a similar level of autonomy to
Catalonia’s.48 Stirred up by the repeated accusations of ‘Castilian
hegemony’ over Spain that emanated from Catalan nationalism,
the theoretical elaboration of Castilian regionalism evidenced 
a high degree of confusion. Thus, when in 1918 A. Carretero
published his attempt to develop a theory on ‘Castilianism’, his
arguments were a blend of voluntaristic and objective factors to
uphold the demand for Castilian regional home-rule. For him the
difference between nation and region resided in the present full
sovereignty of the former, but nothing else. The devolution 
programme advocated by Carretero combined in an eclectic 
way administrative decentralization, municipal autonomy and
financial power.49

The intense impact of the First World War on Spanish politics
also influenced the development of peripheral nationalist 
strategies. Spain did not take part in the war, but the political
paralysis and the underlying social tensions of the country broke
loose in 1917, resulting in a threefold institutional, social and
political crisis. This Restoration régime’s moment of weakness
was exploited by the peripheral nationalist movements, who put
pressure on the Government in order to achieve home-rule for
Catalonia, the Basque Country and all the Spanish regions that
desired it. This strategy led the Catalans to search for partner
movements throughout Spain, consciously promoting the emer-
gence or development of local regionalist movements, either by
direct political or financial involvement.50 The Catalan autonomy
campaign of 1917–19 and its efforts to seek allies outside
Catalonia contributed to the reinforcement of regionalist claims
in Asturias, Extremadura and Aragón, among other regions.
Aragón’s geographical proximity to Catalonia and the economic
adjustment in the regional agricultural economy due to the 1898
crisis gave rise after 1912 to several groups and organizations led
by intellectuals and segments of the urban bourgeoisie that con-
sciously imitated Catalanist strategies. Yet their claims remained
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entirely within the limits of regenerationist regionalism.51 In
Asturias, the traditionalists were among the first to raise the 
banner of regional identity and to claim autonomy, using regional
history to legitimize a return to the Fueros and laws of the ancien
régime. A combination of Catalanist impulses, regional affirma-
tion and Spanish nationalism, can be seen in the political pro-
gramme of the regionalist group Liga Pro-Asturias that emerged
in 1917–18. The programme followed the model of Catalans
Muntanyola and Prat de la Riba’s Compendi de la doctrina 
catalanista (1894), structured as a popular catechism of questions
and answers. But the differences with the Catalan model were
meaningful. The answer to the question ‘What is the Fatherland
of the Asturians?’ was ‘Asturias and, by extension, Spain, which
is the historical, geographical and political continuation of the
Asturian state, from which it has received its essence.’ The
answer to the question ‘Has Asturias been a state?’ was ‘When
Asturias incarnated the whole personality of the Spanish nation,
it was a fully sovereign state’, and later on became ‘a state 
within another superior state.’ The rest of the text emphasized
Asturian traditions, historical personality, consuetudinary legal
codes and ethnic distinctiveness (expressed in the ‘race’ and the
use of a particular ‘dialect’), as well as the past historical grandeur
of regional institutions before 1835.52 At this time it became clear
that, although following a common strategy (the achievement of
home-rule for all Spanish regions), peripheral nationalists and
regionalists were in fact playing different games with the same
deck of cards.

A majority of the newly born regionalist organizations adopted
the novel concept of ‘healthy regionalism’, which did not imply
breaking with the Spanish nation. As P. Graciano suggested in
1923,

. . . the Fatherland is a very natural consequence of love for the region where
one is born. The family tends to expand and to become a village, the village
expands and becomes a region, and the region expands and becomes a State 
. . . Why should regionalism, that is love for the region which formed the
Fatherland, be opposed to the Fatherland? The more we love the region, the
more we love the Fatherland.53

4.1.2. The Authoritarian Dérive and Conservative Regionalisms
The sudden end of the Catalan autonomy campaign in 1919 due
to the outbreak of severe social conflicts in Barcelona (which
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forced the Catalan bourgeoisie to seek the Army’s protection and
to put aside demands for home-rule), along with the failure of
Catalanist attempts to regenerate the system by taking part in
Madrid’s government, in turn led the various regionalist move-
ments to cease their political agitation. Since these movements
were composed solely of segments of the provincial intelligentsia
and local elites, this mobilization process produced no enduring
regionalist organizations. In fact, when general Primo de Rivera,
with the support of the Army, put an end to the failing
Restoration system with the September 1923 coup d’état, most
regionalists and even a large number of the Catalan nationalists
saw him as a possible authoritarian ‘regenerator’ of Spain.
Hence, regionalists expected the new military Dictatorship to
undertake a reforming process, eliminating clientelism and re-
inforcing local and regional autonomy. But at that time the 
military was strongly influenced by authoritarian Spanish 
nationalism, which denied any possibility of regional home-rule
beyond the sphere of administrative decentralization.54 As a
result, shortly after the coup the military Government outlawed
the official use of minority languages, prohibiting their use in the
schools and even requesting that only Spanish be used during
religious ceremonies. In the end the promised home-rule con-
cessions were reduced to the Municipal Law of March 1924 
and the Provinces’ Law of 1925, which in fact reinforced both
municipal and provincial administration, while explicitly barring
the provincial institutions from merging together into a regional
one.55 Thus, Catalonia’s regional Mancomunitat was dissolved.

The Primo de Rivera dictatorship actually caused the periph-
eral nationalisms to radicalize their positions, while neither the
military nor their civil supporters were able to promote a new
project of inclusive Spanish nationalism. Moreover, the authori-
tarian right increasingly abandoned the regionalist tradition
inherited from Carlism. In 1929 the foremost intellectual pro-
ducer of propaganda for the Dictatorship, José-María Pemán,
expressed in a somewhat elaborate fashion the doubts in the
régime’s thinking. Pemán recognized that the region was a kind
of ‘intermediate link’ in the ‘spontaneous hierarchy of natural
societies’. The Region was simply an ‘aggregate of municipali-
ties, associated around a certain number of economic, historical
and geographical similarities’. But the legal embodiment of this
entity posed certain complex problems. Pemán recognized the
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geographical, historical and cultural diversity of Spain, but found
unifying factors in the Monarchy, the similarity of Iberian 
languages (except for Basque, which was considered a relic of the
past) and the common Catholic religion. Nevertheless, following
Ortega y Gasset’s ideas, Pemán regretted the lack of a common
Spanish project to forge a Schicksalsgemeinschaft, along with the
problem of territorial ‘divisions’. Finally, although he acknow-
ledged that the province was an ‘artificial element’, he supported
Calvo Sotelo’s project of administrative decentralization that
would empower the provinces and town councils, in order to
avoid the danger both of centralism and of ‘excessively’ reinforc-
ing the regions.56

The proclamation of the Spanish Second Republic (1931)
opened new political horizons for the resolution of the national
question. The peripheral nationalists, and especially the Catalans,
sought to achieve a federal republic from the very beginning, 
and established it as a condition for co-operation with Spanish
republicans, thus forcing the new régime to adopt a decentralized
structure. The Republican Constitution established Spain as an
‘integral state’, which is to say that the Spanish nation would be
the only subject to possess sovereignty. But it allowed the regions
to enjoy autonomy if a sufficient majority expressed their will 
for home-rule. In 1932 Catalan autonomy was passed by referen-
dum; in 1933 the population of the two coastal Basque provinces,
Vizcaya and Guipúzcoa, approved a project for Basque home-
rule; and in 1936 Galician autonomy was also established by 
referendum. Regional autonomy was now a reality.

As had happened in the 1900–23 period, the autonomy cam-
paign set in motion by the peripheral nationalists was echoed
throughout Spain. Regionalist claims re-emerged almost every-
where. But, as before, they demonstrated a contradictory charac-
ter. Some of the new regionalisms claimed to be a sort of ‘Spanish
regional affirmation’, seeking to ensure that all Spain’s regions
would enjoy similar rights to those ‘granted’ to Catalonia. As in
the pre-1923 period, provincial and local institutions, regional
elites, and bourgeois elements contributed to revive regenera-
tionist proposals which were often re-elaborated by local repub-
licans and a handful of enthusiastic regionalists.57 Some of the
new regionalist currents even attempted to ‘invent’ new entities
which had not formerly existed in any institutional or historical
sense.58
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Last but not least, during the Republican period Spanish con-
servative nationalism increasingly reacted against any regional
home-rule option. This process paralleled the ideological radical-
ization that took place between the Left and the Right, and hence
the anti-republican and authoritarian dérive experienced by right-
wing Spanish nationalism. The main counter-revolutionary 
right-wing party, the Confederación Española de Derechas
Autónomas (CEDA), was formed in 1933 when several regional
groups merged. Yet virtually none of the right-wing regional
organizations was interested in building regional political enti-
ties, with the exception of the Valencian party (Derecha Regional
Valenciana) and certain Galician leaders. But, in theory at 
least, CEDA’s tenets permitted the possibility of regional self-
government as a continuation of the historical Fueros, and 
furthermore as a means for preserving national sentiment, since
it was supposed to be based on love for the region and the 
‘local Fatherland’. And in the case of the Valencian right-wing
regionalists, some of whom came from the Carlist ranks, regional
home-rule was also seen as the best way to defend the economic
interests of the Valencian agrarian bourgeoisie.59

In 1931 the Spanish Carlists formed a coalition with Basque
nationalists seeking Basque–Navarrese autonomy, in order to
build a sort of autonomous anti-republican stronghold within
Spain. However, the Carlists steadily lost interest in regional
home-rule and became rather ambivalent on this issue. The
Carlists rejected regional autonomy as implemented by the
Spanish ‘secular’ Republic, but remained loyal to the defence of
regional home-rule in a form that would make love for the region
and love for the nation compatible, based on the traditional
Fueros. The Navarrese Carlist Víctor Pradera (who was to
become one of the pre-eminent theoretical defenders of the
Franco régime after 1936) favoured the concept of organic 
society, but in his scheme each of the ‘social elements’ involved
in shaping the nation (the family, the municipality and the region)
was deprived of any sovereignty, though granted some degree 
of independent personality. These social elements were ‘infra-
sovereign societies’ that should coexist harmoniously with each
other. The traditional Fueros would make it possible for the
whole system to function, in that the family, the municipality and
the region would each enjoy ‘autarchy’ for their ‘particular’ goals;
and the Nation would have full sovereignty. A return to the
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Fueros in the form of administrative decentralization, combined
with religion and the unifying role played by the Monarchy, was
supposed to be once again the solution to Spain’s national 
problem.60

The military uprising which took place in July 1936 inter-
rupted the new process of regionalization in Spain. Most con-
servative regionalists joined Franco’s side, as did the Carlists.
There was no place for regionalism and regionalization under the
new régime set up in 1939, since authoritarian and radical right-
wing Spanish nationalism became the dominant doctrine.

4.2. The Dynamics of Cultural Region-Building

Regionalists undertook the task of ‘inventing’ the regions, advo-
cating their existence and (in some cases) their political rights.
Region-building presents many points in common with the 
cultural nation-building processes which were taking place
almost at the same time in the Catalan, Basque and Galician
cases. A majority of the architects of the cultural construction of
the regions came from traditional–conservative political circles.
Nevertheless, in other cases provincial institutions, town councils
and bourgeois elites consciously promoted cultural events that
proclaimed the ideological affirmation of ‘historical regions’, 
and at the same time insisted upon their Spanishness. Regional
history was mostly seen as the means to emphasize the contribu-
tion made by each region to a common Spanish history dating
back to the middle ages. A third factor should also be pointed
out, which flows along the lines of what A.M. Thiesse has shown
to be the case in French literary regionalism. Specifically, cen-
tralization of cultural and literary activities in the capital caused
a reaction by the younger intellectual elites of the periphery, who
attempted to create new space for cultural expression by reviving
local traditions and making the region become the locus of their
creativity. In this sense, if Brittany was a paradoxical example 
for French provincial intellectuals proclaiming the revéil des
provinces,61 Catalonia became the equivalent for certain segments
of the Spanish ‘provincial’ intelligentsia.

Four aspects of this process may be pointed out:
i. From the mid-nineteenth century onward, an effort at 

elaborating regional historiographies took place, looking to the
past in search of differentiating elements. This task was carried
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out mainly by traditionalist historians, who attempted to revive
and idealize ancient forms of rural life, such as constructing social
harmony under the guidance of priests and nobility or gentry, and
even defending forms of pre-liberal rural ‘organic democracy’,
such as the communal councils of the middle ages. In Cantabria,
for example, this meant stressing the uniqueness of the most rural
part of the region (in this case the Montaña or upland zone) as a
reaction against the modernization and liberalism found in the
cities (or ‘the Coast’). This was the case for historians such as
Escagedo-Salmón and Menéndez y Pelayo, who inaugurated a
regional historiographic school that was institutionally consoli-
dated in the twentieth century by the foundation of the Centro de
Estudios Montañeses (1934).62 To a certain extent, parallel
dynamics were to be found in Asturias, where in 1920 the Centro
de Estudios Asturianos was set up by Carlist local historians 
who wanted to revive the region’s historical personality dating
back to the middle ages.63 Likewise, in 1844 the provincial
Historical Monuments Commissions (Comisiones de Monu-
mentos Históricos) were set up by the Government in each
province. In some cases they played an active role in encouraging
the study and recovery of regional history, and therefore of
regional identities — in spite of the fact that their functioning was
theoretically restricted to the administrative provinces. One of 
the first regionalist journals in Extremadura (the Revista de
Extremadura, 1899–1911), was in fact the mouthpiece for the
Monuments Commissions of Badajoz and Cáceres provinces.64

ii. Related to the previous activity, we encounter a recovery
of cultural traditions, which was undertaken especially by folk-
lorists, ethnologists and anthropologists. From the last third of
the nineteenth century onward, specialized periodicals on ethnol-
ogy and regional folklore emerged, as well as scholarly studies of
rural and ‘lost’ or disappearing traditions. In many cases they
were linked to the same intellectual and political circles that 
supported the promotion of regional history and literature.
Research on the traditional way of life and mostly rural culture 
of the regions sought to identify the similarities among the 
inhabitants of different provinces within the same historical
region. The best example of this can be found in some Andalu-
sian anthropologists between 1868 and 1890. Still, their purpose
was primarily to illustrate the personality of an organic part of the
Spanish nation.65
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iii. The development of a specific category of ‘regional 
literature’ took place from the mid-nineteenth century on, par-
tially inspired by romantic influences. In some cases, regional
languages or dialects were revived, although in a more limited
fashion than in the Galician and Catalan cases. The Asturian 
language, for instance, received its first grammar book in 1869,
and was then cultivated during the rest of the nineteenth and first
half of the twentieth century by several folklore writers (satirized
and traditional poems, short stories or children’s tales, etc.).66

And in Cantabria (Santander), the late romantic ‘regionalist 
literature’ of authors such as Amos de Escalante and José María
de Pereda attempted to revive a kind of pre-liberal and rural
regional life in their novels.67

Related to this we find the celebration of literary contests
(Juegos florales). Their origin lies in the 1859 Catalan literary
contests in vernacular language, imitated in Galicia in 1860. In
other regions, such as Valencia, regional literary celebrations
were held from 1874 onward. They were often presented as 
meetings for regionalist cultural affirmation and, on occasion,
served as political tribunes. In the Castilian case, for instance, 
literary contests started in 1878 in Burgos, and were subse-
quently held in Soria, Palencia, Zamora and Salamanca. An
analysis of the thematic contents of the Castilian literary contests
shows that between 1878 and 1923 regional topics increased in
frequency, while local–provincial and national ones decreased.
Nevertheless, regional topics emphasized both Castilian historic
glories and Castile’s contribution to Spain’s grandeur in the early
modern era. To give a contrasting example, the thematic evolu-
tion of Catalan literary contests displays a substantial difference:
before 1898, Catalan and Spanish historical topics coexisted in
harmony, with the former often being presented as part of
‘Spanish glories’. After that date, most topics referred almost
solely to Catalan historical myths that idealized Catalonia’s lost
independence.68

iv. An additional aspect was the promotion of regional
events, such as regional economic or agricultural fairs, art
exhibits, and the like. They were usually fostered by Chambers of
Commerce or provincial institutions, along with the institutional-
ization of regional symbols such as the celebration of ‘regional
holidays’, which generally implied the search for a ‘regional
patron saint’ and, if possible, a symbolic sanctuary (such as
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Covadonga in Asturias and Guadalupe in Extremadura). In
some cases a regional anthem was even created. Though these
initiatives received very weak social support before 1936, they
are meaningful as attempts to consolidate regional identity. But
it should also be noted that Spanish national symbolism, official
celebrations and ‘patron saints’ were not definitively set until
1923. An example of this is the late institutionalization (1918) of
the ‘Spanishness day’ (Día de la Hispanidad), which was sup-
posed to raise the Spanish-speaking Schicksalsgemeinschaft with
Latin American countries. The symbolic context and even the
repertoire of regional and national identities was very dynamic
indeed.

5. Some General Conclusions

i. The process of region-building implies historical dynamics
which, to a certain extent, are similar to nation-building ones.
The identity of the region tends to be built upon similar argu-
ments (history, tradition, the people’s will), that may be incorpo-
rated or defended by elites in accordance with their interests and
political motivations. The theoretical difference between the
region and the nation, and therefore between regionalism and
nationalism, lies in the notion of present collective sovereignty,
which is exclusively ascribed to the nation.

ii. The Spanish case illustrates how these dynamics may 
converge or diverge over time, but in any case they are deeply
interrelated since both have similar historical origins.69 The rela-
tively incomplete character of state-promoted Spanish nation-
building in the nineteenth century, and the persistence of strong
regional identities, as well as the existence of regional elites 
in need of preserving given social or economic interests, may 
succeed in pushing a regionalism to become a nationalism if 
confidence in the previous nation-state fails, or if the interests of
one or more social groups require a complete change in national
loyalties. In fact, it is hard to find a nationalist movement that has
not emerged from a previously existing form of collective identity
or ethnoterritorial mobilization.

iii. Peripheral nationalisms project a clear demonstration/
imitation effect vis-à-vis regionalist movements. This may have a
decisive influence on the level of theoretical discourse or ideology
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involved, but it hardly contributes to the social spreading of new
nationalisms.

iv. Regional identity, like the nation, constitutes an ‘imag-
ined community’, whose construction is initially carried out by
elites and intellectuals.70 Nevertheless, regional consciousness is
aided in spreading due to the presence of institutional mechan-
isms. Hence, the more real power regional institutions have, the
more they consciously promote the territorial loyalty of their 
citizens.

v. Regionalism and regional affirmation do not per se imply
a contradiction or opposition to nation-building, but in some
cases they may add elements of ideological friction into the
mesoterritorial political arena which under varying circum-
stances may result in the development of a distinct peripheral
nationalism. Otherwise expressed, region-building may be poten-
tially conflictive with nation-building. It depends, on the one
hand, upon the precise and concrete articulation of both pro-
cesses with social interests, as well as, on the other, upon their
interaction with political and social movements which tend to
‘regionalize’ their projects and aims.
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