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Comparing local transitions in Southern Europe: center-pe-
riphery relations and governors in the South of Spain and 
Portugal, 1970-1980.  This article focuses on a comparative 
history of civil governors in Spain and Portugal, particularly 
on the role played by governors in the transitional processes 
in the South of each country. Two databases of governors have 
been made available, one for Portugal and another for Spain. 
Our research pays special attention to governors’ political pro-
files and their relations with the central government and local 
powers. Eight Spanish provinces (Almería, Cádiz, Córdoba, 
Granada, Huelva, Jaén, Málaga and Sevilla) and five Portu-
guese districts (Beja, Évora, Faro, Portalegre and Setúbal) were 
analysed. Our conclusions emphasise the need to consider the 
local dimension to better understand democratisation pro-
cesses.
keywords: Southern Europe; transition processes; governors; 
local administration; centre-periphery relations.

Comparando as transições locais no Sul da Europa: relações 
centro-periferia e os governadores civis do Sul de Espanha 
e Portugal, 1970-1980.  Este artigo incide sobre a história 
comparativa dos governadores civis em Espanha e Portugal, 
especialmente no papel que desempenharam nos processos 
de transição no sul de cada país. Duas bases de dados foram 
disponibilizadas, uma para Portugal e outra para Espanha. 
A nossa investigação dá especial atenção aos perfis políticos 
dos governadores civis e às suas relações com o governo cen-
tral e com os poderes locais. Foram analisados oito províncias 
espanholas (Almería, Cádiz, Córdoba, Granada, Huelva, Jaén, 
Málaga e Sevilla) e cinco distritos portugueses (Beja, Évora, 
Faro, Portalegre e Setúbal). As nossas conclusões enfatizam a 
necessidade de considerar a dimensão local para melhor com-
preender os processos de democratização.
palavras-chave: Europa do sul; Processos de transição; 
governadores civis; administração local; relações centro-peri-
feria.
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I N T RODU C T ION

Comparative studies of political transition processes are well developed in the 
Social Sciences, especially in Political Science, in which so-called transitology 
studies are almost a classic. Despite a certain delay, throughout the last 15 years 
historians too have been responsible for a substantial rise in the number of 
studies devoted to these processes. Nevertheless, comparative historical stud-
ies remain relatively scarce, but to date, monographs and an array of articles 
on the political transition processes of both Spain and Portugal are available 
(Muñoz, 1997; Medina, 1995; Bernecker, 1990; Cervelló, 1995; Dulphy & Yvés, 
200; Diamandouros & Gunther, 2001; Lemus, Rosas & Varela, 2010). Likewise, 
a number of comparative analyses of the dictatorships in Southern Europe 
have been published (Fernández, 2011; González, 2015). There are also other 
examples of comparative studies, in this case with South America (Sánchez, 
2003; Ortiz & Yunuen, 2000).

These processes of transformation have been revisited as time has passed. 
The initial optimism derived from the successful culmination of political 
change gradually gave way to more nuanced accounts once these Southern 
democracies were firmly established inside the European Union (eu). Even 
critical analyses of transition processes have arisen, particularly in Spain, in 
the context of a revision of the country’s recent past, which has focused above 
all on the Civil War and Francoist dictatorship, including the succession to the 
office of Head of State for which the groundwork was laid in 1969.

The historical study of transition processes has been conducted through a 
multitude of lenses. Regime change, ideological transformation, and the new 
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political relations determined by the restoration of political freedoms have all 
attracted attention from researchers. Other fields of great potential remain 
largely unexplored, however. Among these is the role of the state (Dyson, 
1980), whose structures experienced a much slower transformation, with 
certain traits remaining unaltered for years (aside from its role as a domina-
tion structure, as analyzed – Raphael, 2008 – for the 19th Century). A case in 
point is the continuity of the Administrative Procedures Law in the case of 
Spain (1992), making no mention of the persistence of certain administrative 
cultures, a field scarcely explored in Spain and Portugal that could be of the 
utmost interest (Jamil-Askvik-Hossain, 2013M; Shama, 2002). In this regard, 
we believe it is worthwhile to clarify the differences between the concepts of 
“regime” and “state” in order to better understand instances of political trans-
formation in which the former is profoundly altered while the second remains 
untouched (Fishman, 1990; Linz & Stepan, 1996).

The transformation of the state is often conflated with the establishment of 
new institutions under a system of constitutional guarantees. But the state is 
much more than that, and such a limited view fails to account for administra-
tive structures, bureaucracy, and public policy, among other elements (Raphael, 
2008). Indeed, it is necessary to highlight that the fundamental structures of the 
state remained unaltered in the Spanish case throughout the early years of the 
Transition and at least until the establishment of Autonomous Regions. Obvi-
ously, the implementation of Title viii of the Spanish Constitution modified 
the territorial organization of the state and thus its structure. Yet even so, the 
true reach of the emergence of Autonomous Regions, in terms of the treatment 
received by local administrations as well as the extent to which the administra-
tive culture may have suffered a radical transformation, is not altogether clear.

We can likewise place the Portuguese case under scrutiny, despite the sud-
den nature of the advent of democracy through the revolution of 25 April 
1974. Indeed the pace of political change was rapid throughout the first 
19 months (the so-called Processo Revolucionário em Curso or prec), until the 
situation stabilized in 1976 with the approval of the Constitution (April) and 
the first legislative (April), presidential (June) and local (December) elections. 
However, the general structure of the Portuguese state would experience a 
much slower transformation, as would the country’s administrative cultures 
and the general shape of its administrative codes. In fact, the 1940 Administra-
tive Code remains in force to this day, although parts of it were repealed by the 
1976 Constitution and later legislation. Further, even though those who had 
held key offices in the Estado Novo were deprived of the right to vote and stand 
for election (Decreto-Lei 621-a/74, of 15 November 1974), most of the state’s 
civil servants retained their posts.
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The greater resistance to change exhibited by administrative structures, as 
compared to political ones, by no means implies that the former were never 
modified. However, their transformation was neither complete nor imme-
diate. To the extent that Autonomous Regions were developed in Spain and 
that greater autonomy was granted to Portuguese local administrations, gov-
ernors gradually lost their raison d’ être in both countries. In Spain, the office 
was eliminated in 1997 (giving way, however, to Government delegations and 
sub-delegations in each province); in Portugal, governors disappeared in 2011, 
their powers taken over by other administrative bodies.1

In view of the above, the analytical lens we propose is the study of the state 
from “below”, that is to say from the local dimension (with the concept of 
“local” encompassing the periphery in a broad sense, including provinces and 
sub-state entities) (Goldsmith, 1996; Loughlin-Hendriks-Lidsröm, 1997; and 
Page, 1991). This dimension has been partially studied from a social perspec-
tive (Fernandes, 2014, 2017; Herrera, 2007; Ortíz Heras, 2016), but the angle 
of analysis we propose here involves studying how the Portuguese and Spanish 
transitions were implemented in each country’s provinces and districts and how 
change was experienced in local councils, concelhos and freguesias. Obviously, 
this approach implies methodological problems given the wide range of local 
and provincial institutions (in the case of Spain, the numerous ayuntamientos 
aside from one diputación in each province; similar to the Portuguese conce­
lhos and distritos). To this end, we consider that the most appropriate research 
strategy is to analyze civil government institutions in each country using the 
databases published by the authors and made available to the academic com-
munity (see http://grupo.us.es/estadoypoder/index.php?page=Base-de-dato 
s-de-Gobernadores-Civiles). In both cases, local and provincial bodies were 
intensely dominated by the governador or gobernador civil, who was appointed 
by the central government and acted as its representative in each province or 
district. In the following pages we shed light on who these governors were in 
the South of each country and examine how they acted following guidelines 
established by the central government. In other words, we hope to provide 
answers to at least two broad questions: (1) who these governors were and how 
they fulfilled their role, (2) to what extent the local transition processes in the 
two countries were similar in these Southern provinces/districts.

1	 Spanish and Portuguese laws respectively: Ley 6/1997, 14 April 1997, de Organización 
y Funcionamiento de la Administración General del Estado y Decreto-Lei nº 114/2011, 30 
November 2011.
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G OV E R NOR S I N S OU T H E R N SPA I N :
T H E E IG H T A N DA LU SIA N PROV I NC E S

One basic tenet of the Spanish transition was its incremental nature. If this 
feature was salient in initiatives originating in the central government, it was 
even more visible in local administrations, which had remained in the hands 
of the same authorities carried over from the Francoist regime. The political 
leadership of local institutions (city and provincial councils) did not change 
upon Franco’s death, with the exception of a few which had to be replaced by 
interim managing committees. This rather anomalous situation persisted until 
April 1979. Cabinet members and civil governors were by and large newly 
appointed to such offices (though many had previously collaborated with the 
dictatorship in other roles) and as such responded to the guidelines laid out for 
the country’s political transformation, whereas mayors and provincial council 
presidents remained virtually unchanged. If there were no serious confronta-
tions between the “new” central and the “old” local politicians this was only 
due to the inertia left behind by the Francoist regime. Local politicians were 
considered, above all, administrators of public affairs, and were thus quite 
accustomed to following guidelines from civil governors in the framework of a 
hierarchical political-administrative pyramid structure (Ponce, 2014c).

It is true that by 1975 governors had lost part of the extraordinary power 
they had enjoyed in the past (for example, during the 1940s), but their pow-
ers were still broad and, more importantly, popular perception of the office 
remained imbued with the respect and veneration inspired at the time by 
the central government’s representative in local spheres (Ponce, 2012, 2014a, 
2014b). The governor’s guidelines were generally followed without argument. 
Further, governors controlled the mechanisms for law and order as well as 
official propaganda and exercised oversight of local administrations. The cen-
tral government was well aware of their power and did not hesitate to use it 
in favor of a gradual restoration of political freedoms and the advance of the 
democratization process. In that context, local institutions (ayuntamientos and 
diputaciones) would not jeopardize government-initiated reforms.

The selection of governors was a delicate matter involving an array of cri-
teria, among which the government’s trust and the candidate’s suitability for 
the post were paramount. During the Francoist dictatorship, a governor’s 
appointment required the acquiescence of both the Home Office (Ministerio 
de la Gobernación) and the Secretariat General of the Movimiento, as gover-
nors were the highest representatives in each province for both state and party 
(though the latter lost pre-eminence as time went by). In the changing 1960s, 
governors became even more significant as economic crisis, popular unrest, 
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attempts at reform, and uncertainty regarding the future increased the diffi-
culty of political coordination at the local level, a task that was complex and 
diverse to begin with. Hence the relatively long permanence of civil governors, 
which had been a hallmark of the ‘50s and ‘60s, gave way to more frequent ren-
ovation in the ‘70s. Indeed, president Carlos Arias Navarro (1974-1976) and 
president Adolfo Suárez (July 1976 on) – both of whom, incidentally, had been 
civil governors in the past – often renovated their civil governors, whether 
by rotating existing ones among different provinces or by incorporating new 
appointees (Ponce, 2018).

Certainly, president Arias Navarro never went beyond timid attempts at 
reform that proved clearly insufficient. But with the appointment of Adolfo 
Suárez, the situation changed considerably. A profound political reform was 
proposed that required the cooperation of civil governments. Thus, in late 
August a meeting of civil governors was held in Madrid, called by Suárez’s 
new cabinet and his Home Secretary Rodolfo Martín Villa. The profiles of the 
attendees reflects the increasing frequency of appointments – around 60 per 
cent had been appointed by Arias Navarro cabinets (after 1974), with up to 40 
per cent having been appointed in the brief two months that Suárez had been 
in power. The main aim of the meeting was to ensure the preservation of law 
and order and the adequate celebration of the referendum that was to take 
place in the following months in order to pass the Law for Political Reform.

The number of governors appointed in the Andalusian provinces, in rela-
tion to the national total, is shown in Table 1.

As seen, in Spain as a whole 218 governors were appointed between 
January 1970 and December 1979. Of these, 36 appointments (16.5 per cent) 
were to the Andalusian provinces. This percentage for Andalusia corresponds 
roughly to the percentage of Spain’s total provinces accounted for by Andalusia 
(16 per cent). In Spain, as in the region, appointments became slightly more 
frequent starting in 1975, with 45 per cent of the decade’s appointments taking 
place before the end of that year and a full 55 per cent over the subsequent 
three and a half years, and especially in 1976-1977. This was a result of the 

TABLE 1

Governors named per year, 1970-1979. Spain and Andalusia

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979

Spain total 16 8 17 18 32 7 49 39 15 17

Andalusia 3 0 3 3 6 2 7 6 3 3

SOURCE: Official State Gazette (Boletín Oficial del Estado). Compiled by authors (data base http://grupo.us.es/

estadoypoder/index.php?page=Base-de-datos-de-Gobernadores-Civiles).
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numerous appointments made by the Adolfo Suárez government, as governors 
were tasked with much of the responsibility for maintaining law and order in 
the provinces while the political transformation process gained traction.

Among the 36 appointments to governor in Andalusian provinces between 
1970 and 1979 (as shown in Table 2), 3 names appear on more than one occa-
sion: Manuel Hernández Sánchez (Cordoba 1970-1973 and Malaga 1973-
1974), Rafael Hurtado (Huelva 1977-1978 and Malaga 1978-1979), and 
Alberto Leyva Rey (Granada 1970-1974 and Seville 1974-1976). This leaves 
the total number of governors appointed to Andalusia at 33. On average, a 
governor in that decade remained in office for little over two years, with a 
notable increase in instability after 1975 (2.2 years on average until 1975; 1.9 
after that year).

A large share of those 33 men had gained experience in similar posts before 
or after being appointed to an Andalusian province: though 15 governors held 
such a position only once, 11 of them were civil governors on two occasions 

TABLE 2

Governors appointed to Andalusian provinces, by date of appointment, 
from 1 January 1970 to late July 1979

Surnames Name Province Appointment Dismissal

Arroyo Arroyo Víctor Málaga 26/01/1970 20/08/1973

Hernández Sánchez Manuel Córdoba 28/09/1970 20/08/1973

Leyva Rey Alberto Granada 28/09/1970 2/04/1974

Gías Jové Joaquín Almería 22/09/1972 2/04/1974

Calderón Ostos Pascual Jaén 22/09/1972 28/07/1975

Hellín Sol Víctor Sevilla 22/09/1972 2/04/1974

Ortíz Sánchez Manuel Huelva 16/01/1973 2/04/1974

Nicolás García Mariano Córdoba 20/08/1973 10/04/1976

Hernández Sánchez Manuel Málaga 20/08/1973 22/01/1974

Aparicio Arce José María Málaga 22/01/1974 8/03/1975

Santiago y Juárez Antolín de Cádiz 13/02/1974 6/08/1977

Merino González Antonio Almería 2/04/1974 10/04/1976

Menéndez-Manjón y Sancho-Miñano José Manuel Granada 2/04/1974 10/08/1976

Valdecantos García Matías Huelva 2/04/1974 23/02/1976

Leyva Rey Alberto Sevilla 2/04/1974 7/06/1976

González de La Puerta José Málaga 8/03/1975 7/06/1976

Martínez-Cañavate Moreno Enrique Jaén 28/07/1975 3/05/1978

Gil Nieto Fernando Huelva 27/02/1976 10/08/1976

García-Calvo Montiel Roberto Almería 10/04/1976 28/02/1977
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Surnames Name Province Appointment Dismissal

Perez-Beneyto y Canicio Isidro Córdoba 13/04/1976 28/02/1977

Riverola Pelayo Enrique Málaga 7/06/1976 3/05/1978

Ruiz De Gordoa y Quintana José Sevilla 7/06/1976 6/08/1977

Belloch Puig José María Huelva 10/08/1976 24/01/1977

Fernández del Río y Fernández José María Granada 18/08/1976 5/06/1979

Hurtado Ortega Rafael Huelva 24/01/1977 3/05/1978

Bancés Álvarez José María Almería 28/02/1977 16/12/1982

Herrera Martín Eugenio de Córdoba 28/02/1977 6/08/1977

Ansuátegui y Gárate Francisco Javier Córdoba 6/08/1977 19/07/1980

Fernández y Fernández-Madrid Luis Sevilla 6/08/1977 19/07/1980

Sanz-Pastor Mellado José M. Cádiz 10/08/1977 19/07/1980

Gómez Palmero Enrique Jaén 3/05/1978 19/07/1980

Hurtado Ortega Rafael Málaga 3/05/1978 31/07/1979

Jaquete Molinero Ezequiel Huelva 8/05/1978 13/07/1979

Sánchez-Harguindey Pimentel Luis Granada 18/06/1979 16/06/1980

Posada Moreno Jesús Huelva 21/07/1979 12/03/1981

Estévez Méndez José Málaga 31/07/1979 18/12/1982

SOURCE: Official Government Gazette (Boletín Oficial del Estado). Compiled by authors (data base http://grupo.

us.es/estadoypoder/index.php?page=Base-de-datos-de-Gobernadores-Civiles).

and 5 on three occasions, in addition to the exceptional cases of Hellín Sol 
(appointed governor four times) and Nicolás García (five appointments). The 
average age of a governor upon his appointment to Andalusia was 46, with 
Eugenio Herrera Martín (63 when he was sent to Cordoba) and José Manuel 
Menéndez-Manjón (34 when he arrived in Granada), among others, at each 
end of the age spectrum. Most had been born between 1920 and 1939 and 
were thus part of the so-called generation of silence, which had played no active 
role in the Civil War but was very present in the last few years of the dictator-
ship and the early years of the transition to democracy. A comparison between 
the average age of appointees before and after 1975 yields a small decrease 
(47 years old in the earlier period versus 45.7 in the later one) – governors 
appointed after Franco’s death were generally younger. But the age profile was 
not very different from that of the early 1960s, when the incorporation of 
younger governors who had not participated in the war first started and 20 out 
of 50 governors were under 45 years of age (Herrero Tejedor, 1962).

A true generational renewal among civil governors would not come until 
1982, when the first Socialist (psoe) government appointed a great deal of new 
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governors averaging 35 years of age2, clearly younger than what had previously 
been the norm for such posts.

By place of origin, we know that most governors appointed to Andalu-
sian provinces were not natives of the region (up to 75 per cent according to 
our data). This reluctance to appoint governors to their own provinces was 
common and aimed at minimizing their susceptibility to local pressure and 
influences. Yet this did not preclude the governor from identifying with “his” 
province or being sensible to its demands. In fact the government occasion-
ally selected people from the region or familiar with it. There were indeed 8 
Andalusian governors appointed to provinces in the region throughout the 
1970s due to specific local circumstances that had to be taken into account 
when appointing a governor to a province. An extreme case was José González 
de la Puerta, appointed governor of his native Malaga in 1975 as the right-
hand man of the then Minister-Secretary of the Movimiento, the likewise Mal-
aga-born José Utrera Molina.

In terms of education, most governors had studied Law and were employed 
in this field (lawyers, judges, public prosecutors, members of the State Admin-
istration, Vertical Syndicate attorneys). Around 60 per cent of governors were 
in this group, followed by military men (almost 10 per cent) and an array of 
degrees (journalists, doctors, agricultural engineers, economists, etc.). It is 
worth noting that until 1975 governors who had studied Law accounted for a 
vast majority; it was only after 1976 that there was a rise in governors educated 
in other fields, though experience in Law retained its weight. Governors orig-
inating in the armed forces disappeared after 1977, when a royal-decree act 
made the two incompatible. Yet there was no need to implement this change 
in the Andalusian provinces, as the region’s governors were all civilians at that 
point, unlike in Portugal, where military men played a key role.3

Obviously, governors’ political allegiance was linked to the Movimiento, 
especially to the Francoist Vertical Syndicate, which was only natural given the 
fact that governors were also provincial heads of the Movimiento until 1977. 
Hence, we have Víctor Arroyo, Manuel Hernández, Enrique Gómez (syndi-
cate delegates), and the syndicate attorneys José María Bancés and Mariano 
Nicolás. But it must be added that although Movimiento membership was a 

2	 See El País, 17 December 1982. That year, a woman was appointed civil governor for the 
first time since the years of the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939).
3	 See Real Decreto-ley 10/1977, 8 February regulating the public activities of armed forces 
members. Article 5th was mandatory for officers (Jefes, Oficiales, Suboficiales y clases profesio­
nales); however, the highest-ranking officers (Oficiales Generales) could continue their political 
activity. For the officers affected by this law, the deadline to end their terms as civil governors 
was August 1977.
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common denominator among most governors, not all of them understood and 
interpreted their membership in the same way. There were deeply Francoist 
governors, such as the Lerida-born Joaquín Gías Jové (National Counselor of 
the Movimiento and member of Cortes), who opposed the Law for Political 
Reform, while others experienced an evolution from the single party to Adolfo 
Suárez’s Democratic Centre Union (Unión del Centro Democrático or ucd). 
A clear instance of the latter was Mariano Nicolás García, five times governor 
between 1963 and 1977 and later appointed Director General of Security by 
Home Secretary Rodolfo Martín Villa (see the above-mentioned database and 
Ponce 2012, 2014c, 2018).

The flexibility exhibited by most governors in their identification with and 
interpretation of the single party reflected the moderation and tact required 
to perform their duties. Excessive radicalism of any kind would not have 
suited their role as representatives of the central government in the provinces. 
It was precisely those governors who showed the greatest adaptability who 
were appointed to subsequent posts as civil governors in other provinces. Fur-
ther, some were promoted to posts in Madrid (generally as Directors General). 
Indeed, being a member of the Movimiento did not preclude later joining the 
ucd and pursuing a political career. Selection criteria were based more on 
tact and moderation, as well as the necessary loyalty to the government and 
a commitment to political change. To them, it was evident that Francoism 
would not survive with Franco gone, regardless of any past allegiance to the 
Movimiento.

A cursory glance at the offices held by governors before and after a post-
ing at a civil government reveals the importance of being able to adapt to the 
circumstances if one wanted to pursue a political career. Despite having been 
appointed by very different cabinets, governors before and after 1975 present 
similar profiles in terms of the start of their career in politics. Most had been 
provincial delegates for one Ministry or another, syndicate delegates, members 
of the Spanish University Syndicate (seu), local authorities (mayors, provincial 
council presidents), and civil servants in a variety of ranks. Those who under-
stood how times were changing were able to adapt and become the appropri-
ate governors to launch the political reform process in the provinces or even 
cooperate with the central government in Madrid. As one would expect, most 
among the latter group had been appointed after 1975 (José María Fernández, 
José María Bancés, Enrique Gómez, and José Estévez), but there were also 
governors appointed before Franco’s death, such as Manuel Ortiz, who would 
reach the post of undersecretary with President Suárez (Sánchez, 2006).

We shall now examine their Portuguese counterparts in order to analyze 
similarities and differences between the two countries.
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P ORT U G U E SE G OV E R NOR S OF BE JA ,  É VOR A ,  FA RO,  SET Ú BA L ,
A N D P ORTA L E G R E

We have solid data on Portuguese governors in the 1970s as well as much larger 
thematic, spatial, and chronological framework, with the biographies of 3,102 
chamber presidents and 402 civil governors in the 18 districts of continental 
Portugal plus another 4 districts corresponding to the islands (Madeira and 
Azores) since 1936 (Almeida, 2013, 2014, 2017).

Just as they had been in Spain (since 1849), Portuguese governors were 
an essential tool in the construction of the liberal state from the moment the 
post was created (1835). Included among their broad powers were the organi-
zation of elections and the transmission of legislation and orders from above 
to subordinate local authorities. This model was passed on to the Republic of 
1910 and consolidated after the coup of 1926. As the highest representatives of 
the central government, they served as an instrument for the establishment of 
the Estado Novo across the length and breadth of Portugal. In this regard, it is 
worth highlighting how old elites were incorporated into the local authorities 
of the dictatorship, just as the Republic had previously recruited monarchic 
local elites. Such phenomena help to understand the significance of civil gov-
ernors in the Portuguese transition process. Above all, it is interesting to know 
who these governors were and how their political action compared to that of 
their Spanish counterparts.

The first thing to highlight is their number. In the five Portuguese districts 
under study (Setúbal, Portalegre, Évora, Beja, and Faro) there were a total of 25 
appointments between 1970 and 1979. This gives us an average of 5 appoint-
ments per district (as opposed to 4.5 in Spain), with a smaller deviation from 
the average in these Portuguese districts than in the Andalusian provinces 
(where Huelva had 7 appointments and Cadiz only 2). A comparison between 
governors appointed in Portugal as a whole and those appointed in the dis-
tricts analyzed can be seen in Table 3:

TABLE 3

Civil governor appointments per year, 1970-1979. Portugal and southern districts

1970 1971 1972 1973 1974 1975 1976 1977 1978 1979

Portugal total 5 2 7 5 30 8 11 1 6 2

Southern 
districts 1 0 4 1 6 4 4 1 4 0

SOURCE: Official Government Gazette (Diários do Governo/Diário da República, IIª série). Compiled by authors. 

National total: 77. Southern districts total: 25. (Data base: http://grupo.us.es/estadoypoder/index.php?pa-

ge=Base-de-datos-de-Gobernadores-Civiles).
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Two features of the data above stand out. In the first place, the revolution 
of April 1974 led to the replacement of governors in every district in Portugal. 
Further, there were several districts where governors changed twice during 
1974 (though not always due to the effects of the revolution: in the case of 
Setúbal, there were 2 appointments that year because the last cabinet of the 
dictatorship had named Serafim de Jesus Silveira in February). In any case, 
permanence in the post had become more volatile due to the massive wave of 
initial replacements as well as the instability derived from difficulties in con-
solidating political change. The five districts studied accounted for roughly 
25 per cent of Portuguese districts, but the number of appointments was well 
above that percentage between 1975 and 1978. This means that the Southern 
districts were above the national average in terms of the number of appoint-
ments per year. Only one of these years offered a different snapshot: in 1974, 
there were proportionally fewer appointments in the South.

Who were these governors? Between 1970 and 1980 there were 25 appoint-
ments. To this we must add the 4 governors who had been in their post since 
the early 1960s, yielding a total of 29 governors. Significantly, there was no 
rotation among these postings (that is, no governors were moved to different 
provinces in the South) between 1974 and 1980. This was a departure from 
what had been common practice during the Portuguese dictatorship. Before 
the revolution, many governors ended up being appointed to a different dis-
trict, creating a closed “corps” of sorts with relatively few new appointees. Out 
of the total 29 governors, we know that 11 were already governors during the 
dictatorship, while 18 became so after 14 April. Table 4 lists the civil governors 
under study:

We know the ages of 18 of the 29 governors, who averaged 45.9 years old 
when appointed. But it is remarkable that the average age was higher (53.3) 
in the later years of the Estado Novo than it was after 25 April (42.2). This 
was the outcome of the Salazar regime’s aging political personnel as well as 
of the relative youth of the new authorities, who would then go on to age as 
well: the average age of Portuguese governors between 1974 and 2011 was 48.5 
years old. As we have seen, a similar trend transpired in Spain, albeit nuanced: 
late Francoist governors were not that old, nor those appointed by Suárez that 
young.

In terms of their place of birth, it is worth noting that up to 42.9 per cent 
of these governors had been born in the same district to which they were 
appointed, while 57.1 per cent had a different place of origin. This suggests 
that their district of origin was not a significant factor in determining who 
was to be appointed to any given district. In Spain, by contrast, it was fairly 
common to avoid appointing governors to their own province of birth. This 
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TABLE 4

Civil governors in Portugal’s southern districts, 1970-1980

Surnames Name Province Appointment Dismissal

Carneiro António Eduardo Portalegre 09/01/1970 10/02/1972

Marchante Mário Costa Pinto Portalegre 29/02/1972 25/04/1974

Esquível Manuel Sanches Inglês Setúbal 20/06/1972 20/02/1974

Ribeiro Fernando Gerardo de Almeida Nunes Beja 25/11/1972 25/04/1974

Silva João Luís Graça Zagalo Vieira da Évora 25/11/1972 25/04/1974

Serra António Américo Lopes Faro 22/02/1973 25/04/1974

Silveira Júnior Serafim de Jesus Setúbal 28/02/1974 25/04/1974

Pimenta João Alves Évora 16/08/1974 25/03/1975

Madeira Luís Filipe Nascimento Faro 16/08/1974 28/02/1975

Ponte António Carlos Fuzeta da Setúbal 13/09/1974 18/08/1975

Madeira Florindo Hipólito Sajara Portalegre 30/09/1974 22/09/1976

Carvalho Francisco Ramos Brissos de Beja  30/09/1974 12/02/1976

Fernandes Manuel José Ramires Faro 08/04/1975 17/10/1975

Cardoso José Luís da Conceição Évora  14/05/1975 20/12/1976

Carrapato Júlio Filipe de Almeida Faro 17/10/1975 14/02/1980

Madeira Hélder da Silva Nobre Setúbal 30/10/1975 22/09/1976

Mendes Fernando José Capelo Setúbal 23/09/1976 22/05/1978

Figueira
José Manuel Caldeira de Pina Castelo 
Branco de Carvalho

Beja 23/09/1976 17/05/1977

Calha Júlio Francisco Miranda Portalegre 23/09/1976 27/02/1978

Costa Manuel Francisco da Évora 20/12/1976 23/05/1978

Bastos José Manuel Pereira de Beja 17/05/1977 16/04/1978

Manso Armando Lopes de Almeida Beja 23/05/1978 14/02/1980

Martins Fausto Lucas Évora 23/05/1978 14/02/1980

Cáceres Manuel da Mata Setúbal 23/05/1978 14/02/1980

Feitinha Francisco Manuel Serrana Portalegre 05/06/1978 14/02/1980

SOURCE: Compiled by authors (data base http://grupo.us.es/estadoypoder/index.php?page=Base-de-datos-d 

e-Gobernadores-Civiles).

was an attempt to reinforce a governor’s autonomy from the possible influence 
of local networks –a goal that, nonetheless, sometimes proved elusive. Was 
this difference due to a higher degree of “localism” among Portuguese gover-
nors with regard to Spanish ones? Were Portuguese governors better attuned 
to their respective districts?

We can offer no conclusive answers to these questions in this paper, but one 
fact may shed some light on the issue: Portuguese governors slightly outlasted 
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their Spanish counterparts in their postings, at least in the South of each coun-
try toward the end of their respective dictatorships (2.3 versus 2.2 years on 
average). Yet in the early years of each country’s democratic regime the situa-
tion was reversed: 1.5 versus 1.9 years for Portugal and Spain respectively. This 
seems to align well with each country’s general landscape: under dictatorship, 
Portuguese governors generally remained longer in office, with an average 
of 4.3 years between 1936 and 1974 against the Spanish average of 2.8 years 
(counting those appointed between 18 July 1936 and 20 November 1975). As 
noted, Portuguese governors were often appointed to their own districts of 
origin (this was not the case in Spain) and this trend seems to suggest more 
intense relations between the Civil Government and local spheres. This may 
well have favored stability and governors’ permanence in their postings. As a 
consequence, it is possible to state – pending further research on the matter – 
that Portuguese governors were more “localized” with regard to local inter-
ests than Spanish ones. However, this trend was reversed starting in the early 
1970s and at least until 1980 (and probably thereafter). Portuguese governors 
became more volatile, as opposed to local authorities such as mayors, who 
managed to string together term after term (the so-called dinosaurs), to the 
point that the number of terms for this office has had to be capped to a total of 
three (Law 46/2005 of 29 August 2005, first applied in the autarchic elections 
of 2013). This was not the case in Spain, where mayors lasted less time and 
governors could easily remain in their postings for longer periods, even as they 
gradually lost powers throughout the 1980s and 1990s.

In terms of education, most Portuguese governors in the 1970s had an 
advanced university degree (85 per cent). Until the revolution of 1974, all gov-
ernors had such qualifications; it was only after the establishment of a dem-
ocratic regime that people with shorter university degrees or only secondary 
education were appointed civil governors. After this date, around 23 per cent of 
Portuguese governors in the South lacked higher-level university degrees. This 
situation had no parallel in Spain, where higher-level degrees (particularly in 
Law) were the norm until 1980. As for Portuguese governors, their professional 
profile until the 1970s was the following: 50 per cent specialists in intellectual 
and scientific professions; 17.9 per cent officers in the armed forces (with ranks 
mostly ranging from commander to lieutenant); 10.7 per cent civil servants; 
7.1 per cent employed in education, and a further 7.1 per cent with technical 
bachelor’s degrees (bachelor’s in engineering); and 7 per cent other professions. 
Overall, governors in the Southern districts had a very similar breakdown, 
albeit with a lower percentage of professionals in the intellectual and scientific 
areas (45.8 per cent) and a much larger percentage of officers in the armed 
forces (29.2 per cent). Among professionals, there were a great deal of attorneys 
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(and other legal professions), but there were also teachers, engineers, veteri-
narians, etc. Thus, the legal professions (attorneys, lawyers, and magistrates) 
were not as predominant in the Portuguese case as they were in Spain. The 
opposite was true regarding the military: in Spain, military men were scarce 
during the later years of the dictatorship and all but disappeared after 1977 due 
to the effects of the above-mentioned royal-decree act 10/1977 (8 February), 
which discouraged many officers from continuing to pursue a political career. 
In Portugal, by contrast, the military was endowed with the prestige resulting 
from its role in the recovery of political freedoms and considered a guarantee 
of democratization and political change. Indeed the number of military men at 
the front of civil governments was quite considerable during the Período Revo­
lucionário em Curso (prec), from April 1974 to April 1976.

In Spain more than in Portugal, being governor was usually a stepping-stone 
in a political career. Among the 12 governors in office between 1970 and 1974, 
we know that 5 had previously been municipal chamber presidents. As was 
also the case in Spain, those occupying significant local offices were often a 
recruitment pool for governors. They had local political experience, were well 
acquainted with the administrative machinery, had contacts among central 
powers, and were trusted by the government in a world in which the local 
sphere was subordinate to a centralized territorial organization. Every single 
Portuguese governor was dismissed after the Carnation Revolution, but this is 
not to say that their replacements were all “new men”. There were exceptions. 
Of the 18 appointed after 25 April, at least 2 had prior experience at the local 
level after the 1974 revolution: 1 as president of the administrative commission 
in Faro (1974-1975) and another as mayor in Moura, district of Beja (1978- 
-1980). There was indeed a context of path-breaking change through revolu-
tion and such cases were obviously in the minority, but it is nonetheless note-
worthy that they were appointed governors to the very same districts (Faro 
and Beja) in which they had held previous responsibilities.

Exceptions aside, the change in governors was much more profound in 
Portugal than in Spain, as befitting the sudden fall of the dictatorship in the 
former as opposed to its slow extinction in the latter. In Portugal, the dictator-
ship’s governors did not continue their political careers under the new dem-
ocratic regime (as opposed to the Spanish case, where even president Adolfo 
Suárez had been civil governor in the 1960s). By contrast, many of the newly 
appointed Portuguese governors would go on to pursue later political careers. 
Three out of 18 returned to local politics in the same districts where they had 
been governors (something which was very rare in Spain), with 2 Setúbal gov-
ernors elected municipal chamber presidents (in Barreiro and Setúbal) and 
another becoming municipal assembly president.
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There are also considerable differences between the districts/provinces of 
each country in terms of governors’ occupation of representative offices at the 
national level. Around 40 per cent of the governors appointed in Spain between 
1936 and 1975 were members of the Cortes at some point in their careers; in 
Portugal, however, only 23 per cent were members of the National Assem-
bly (Parliament) between 1936 and 1974. This was largely a consequence of 
the large presence of mayors or labor guild presidents in the Spanish National 
Assembly, at the expense of other groups such as governors, as in Portugal 
only 13 per cent of mayors had been members of the National Assembly or 
the Corporate Chamber. The upshot is that before 1974 very few governors 
were politically promoted to postings in the Portuguese central government. 
Only 3 of them managed to become cabinet members, a striking contrast to 
the Spanish case, in which a considerably larger number rose to minister or 
even president of the government (Arias Navarro and Suárez). In the case of 
the Southern districts and provinces, the contrast was evident: whereas not a 
single one of these governors in Portugal was simultaneously a member of the 
National Assembly between 1970 and 1974, in the eight Andalusian provinces 
there were up to 15 governors appointed in the 1970s who were or had been 
members of the Cortes.4

However, after the Carnation Revolution the upward mobility of Portu-
guese governors into significant posts in legislative chambers experienced a 
considerable rise, whereas the opposite happened in Spain. Our figures leave 
little room for doubt: taking all Portuguese districts into account, 47.7 per cent 
of governors appointed after 1974 were members of the Constituent Assembly 
and the Assembly of the Republic, setting aside the fact that 5five of them even 
became ministers. As for the 18 Southern governors analyzed here, the per-
centage was 38.9. Yet it has to be taken into account that holding both offices 
simultaneously was not possible under either country’s democratic regimes. 
In this regard, Portuguese governors either went on to become assembly 
members after their posting or had to leave their seat in the assembly to 
become Civil Governor, but were not allowed to do both things at once. This 
slowly turned the post of civil governor into a second-tier position of trust, 
as was the case in Spain, where governors gradually lost powers until their 
disappearance (in 1997 for Spain and in 2011 for Portugal). As opposed to 
governors, locally elected authorities could hold other offices simultaneously, 

4	 Many of the Spanish civil governors were also members of the Francoist Cortes (procura­
dores en Cortes) under the dictatorship. Some of those former procuradores were also governors 
under the democratic transition, as in the cases of Enrique Martínez-Cañavate (governor in 
Jaén, 1975-1978) and Enrique Riverola (governor in Málaga, 1976-1978).
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leading to greater political potential and even a greater degree of profession-
alization (Borchert, 2003).

T H E P OL I T IC A L AC T ION OF G OV E R NOR S I N S OU T H E R N
SPA I N A N D P ORT U G A L :  SI M I L A R I T I E S ,  DI F F E R E NC E S , 

A N D A F E W C ONC LU SION S

The above analysis allows us to establish significant differences between Span-
ish and Portuguese governors, despite the similarities between the two. This 
comparison is especially important to the period of political change experi-
enced by both countries in the 1970s. It is worth highlighting that such differ-
ences were palpable both in the later years of each dictatorship and in the early 
moments of the two transitions to democracy. There is no doubt that both 
figures were the highest representatives of central powers in their districts and 
provinces. And in both cases, the need to balance the interests of the central 
government and those of local forces (institutional or otherwise) in a more or 
less harmonious manner was of paramount importance.

One key difference between Portuguese governors and Spanish ones was 
the longer duration of the former’s terms before 1974. This was probably con-
nected to the position of Portuguese governors, who were closer to and more 
identified with their districts (of which they were indeed natives in many cases) 
and with a lower presence in national legislative chambers. It is in this frame-
work that governors’ relations with their districts, and their popular percep-
tion, must be understood. Although respected figures, they seem to have been 
less so than their Spanish counterparts. In 1973 an open letter was published 
against the governor of Braga, Manuel Augusto de Ascenção Azevedo. Its 
author, the well-known opposition leader Santos Simōes, spoke out against the 
autocratic methods of the recently appointed governor, who had banned the 
celebration of a series of talks on infant mortality (which in Braga reached the 
staggering rate of 60.4 per thousand at the time). Santos Simões, a teacher and 
a politician, had been arrested in 1968 by the secret police pide (Polícia Inter­
nacional e de Defesa do Estado). The letter dealt a crushing blow from the start:

For most of the Portuguese people, the authorities’ acts of arrogance are so common to 
the country’s daily routine that they rarely surprise us, although a significant part of the 
population is now starting to refuse to accept them [Simões, 1973].

To our knowledge, nothing of the sort happened in Spain in those years. 
The press could deliver more or less veiled criticism of local authorities, but 
openly discrediting a civil governor in a signed publication was a dangerous 
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line to cross. The somewhat majestic distance between a Spanish civil gover-
nor and the province he had been appointed to, including its local authorities, 
reflected his standing. Additionally, he was the Provincial Head of the Movi­
miento, whereas Portuguese civil governors were not presidents of the district 
commission of Acção Nacional. Hence, aside from the usual interlocutors, Por-
tuguese civil governors also had to deal with the Party’s local authorities, a task 
further complicated by the fact that some governors had previously held local 
offices in the same districts. As an example, in 1972 the president of National 
Action (Acção Nacional Popular, the official government party since 1970) in 
Braga asked the new governor for dialog and mediation (Ruivo, 1972).

In both countries, governors’ public statements referenced respect toward 
and defense of local interests, but in Spain this was balanced with the suprem-
acy of the central government, conveniently identified with the general interest 
or the nation as a whole. By contrast, in Portugal some governors even dared to 
criticize the general situation upon their inauguration. Such was the case of the 
Civil Governor of Évora, Sílvio Belford de Cerqueira, who criticized the state 
of charity policies, the staggering rural unemployment rate, and the healthcare 
and water supply systems (Cerqueira, 1937).

The political transformation that took place in both countries did not 
lessen these differences at all. In fact, the total replacement of Portuguese gov-
ernors and the gradual replacement of their Spanish counterparts only accen-
tuated the differences. The length of Portuguese governors’ terms grew shorter 
in comparison to those of Spanish ones, as political change was more rapid 
and originated in the very structures of the state, whereas Spain experienced a 
gradual transformation of its regime while preserving the stability of the state 
and its administrative bodies. The principle of unity of power was preserved 
in Spain, and governors retained their authority. In Portugal, on the other 
hand, it was not altogether clear where power resided in the months following 
25 April, as provisional governments succeeded one another. In such excep-
tional circumstances, governors faced significant local instability. It was not 
necessary to bring the revolution to the districts: mobilization was heavy 
enough, particularly in the Southern districts, where a very intense activ-
ist movement arose and implemented an agrarian reform (Almeida, 2006, 
Almeida, 2013). Rather, what was needed was to suppress revolutionary spirits 
and maintain balance in the provinces. Civilians did not replace military men 
as governors until 1976, whereas in Spain officers of the armed forces had been 
gradually disappearing from such posts until their full elimination in 1977.

In both countries, governors were relatively successful in directing the flow 
of political change. There were no districts or provinces with enough instabil-
ity to seriously endanger the transition to democracy. This is not to say that the 
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consolidation of a democratic regime was never at risk, particularly in Portu-
gal. Indeed, during the prec the advance of Communism in Southern districts 
was perceived as a genuine threat. Governors in these districts, despite mostly 
being members of the Communist party themselves, grappled with serious 
difficulties in maintaining law and order. The temptation to slowly shape the 
regime into a Communist one was only definitively sidestepped after the coup 
of 25 November 1975, the intervention of President Francisco da Costa Gomes 
(1974-1976), and the stabilization efforts of President António Ramalho Eanes 
(1976-1986).

Aside from the particularities derived from the Portuguese revolution, 
there were few significant differences in 1974-1975 between provinces and 
districts in terms of the political action of civil governors in the relationship 
between the center and local spheres. Maintaining a balance between central 
powers and the periphery was the key goal in both countries. The overall uni-
formity of governors’ actions, despite the above-mentioned differences, is bet-
ter understood if one takes into account the fact that most governors were 
content to perform their role as government appointees, fulfil their duties as 
best they could, keep their province or district calm, and convey guidelines 
from Madrid or Lisbon as accurately as possible, albeit with what appears to 
be a greater degree of “localism” in the Portuguese case.

Flexibility and adaptability were key traits. Indeed the same governor could 
conduct affairs quite differently in two different provinces or districts, be it due 
to determining local factors or in the application of government orders. One 
case was Seville, where governor José Ruiz de Gordoa y Quintana was broadly 
considered to identify with the Francoist dictatorship in which he had held 
various political offices. Gordoa had previously been governor in Navarra, 
playing a questionable role in the bloody events of Montejurra in May 1976. 
Despite this, between June 1976 and August 1977 he continued in office in 
Seville, loyally transmitting the guidelines set forth by Adolfo Suárez’s new 
government, promoting political reform, and preparing for the first general 
election after the legalization of political parties. He had served under Carrero 
Blanco and later Arias Navarro in both his terms, and was just as loyal in serv-
ing under Suárez to facilitate political change in Seville.
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