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Iberian Differences 

Although Portugal and Spain share borders within the Iberian Peninsula as well as 

cultural and historical similarities, they have different governments. Despite their similarities, the 

crowns and their respective peoples did not have a consistently positive mutual history; the two 

nations had long-lasting feuds consisting of local and colonial territory. Today, one could say 

that these feuds are a thing of the past. It is critical to analyze the respective democratizations of 

these two countries in order to understand why neighboring states have different political 

structures/ With the rise of the European Union, one could even argue that the unionization was 

important to the cultural and political growth of the two neighboring countries. How they first 

joined the European Community was in part due to their individual evolutions into democratic 

governments (Royo 2). Portugal had the Carnation Revolution in 1974 and Spain evolved in 

1975 with the death of longtime dictator Francisco Franco. From those revolutions, Spain 

developed a Constitutional Monarchy and Portugal founded their longest standing Republic. The 

democratization of each country was not a very quick one for each country in comparison with 

the rest of Europe; in fact both countries had the longest lasting regimes. Now that both have 

democratized in different ways, it is important to examine why Spain has a Constitutional 

Monarchy, whereas Portugal has a republic. We can attribute this interesting distinction between 

Spain and Portugal through: the overall history of the two nations individually and holistically, 

their previous attempts at democracy, the historical and cultural events before each respective 

regime, the general atmosphere of each pre-democratic regime, and the creation of each post-

regime government. 
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Portugal’s history with monarchies was stable throughout the years. The Kingdom of 

Portugal was established in 1139 after a series of battles and conquests for land. The only 

discrepancies to have existed with the Kingdom of Portugal were in the eras of Spanish conquest 

leaving Portugal to push their capital to the island of Terceira, which was also eventually 

conquered (Costa 241). Furthermore, the monarchy took its first step to democratization with the 

decision to start a Constitutional Monarchy in 1834. This was in the aftermath of the Liberalists 

beating the Authoritarian Absolutists in the Liberal Wars, which at one point had Spain’s support 

for both sides. The Constitutional Monarchy that arose from this civil war lasted until 1910, 

which was the year Portugal developed the First Republic. The political persona of the 

Portuguese people changed due to the duration of the Constitutional Monarchy and its pre-

existence before that of Spain. 

The First Republic of Portugal came into being after the Monarchy’s efforts of pushing 

extreme right policies and sweeping under the poor and weak citizens of Portugal. Many 

uprisings had occurred from 1891 up until October of 1910, when the uprising was finally 

successful. Many of these people sought to restore Portugal to glory, “Ultimately, the political 

response to this situation was revolutionary Republicanism, a political movement that sought to 

dismantle the monarchy and eradicate Catholicism to resurrect the Portuguese empire and restore 

it to its proper place within the evolving matrix of European political, economic, and cultural 

power” (Bennett 287). The stronghold of the old monarchy angered the Portuguese’s new 

provisional government into renouncing Catholicism by criminalizing it and developing strict, 

essentially fascist rules that prevented anyone from partaking in the religion, “It meant attacking 

a constellation of beliefs, practices, and institutional forms that had played key roles in the 

reproduction of Portuguese cultural identity for centuries” (Bennett 288). This restriction of 
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religious identity, like in some cases, was not the strongest because of the longstanding Catholic 

traditions. Nonetheless, it still angered the Portuguese. 

 This narrative could have been the norm for Portugal had it not been for the Great War, in 

which the Portuguese suffered a great deal of casualties, hurting their morale. This tore the 

country economically and culturally. The mentality of the Portuguese had changed when the 

small town of Fátima on October 13th of 1917, when an apparition of the Virgin Mary appeared 

in the sky to the whole town. Although there were a lot of believers and disbelievers, the 

controversy ultimately led to a political conversation that was one of the drivers to the Estado 

Novo (New State Regime) that Portugal developed in 1931. Although the apparition had 

occurred at a time where the First Republic could have easily gained more solidarity since the 

apparition had appeared to all corners of Portuguese society, it was critical to Portugal civic 

society as a whole. This was in part due to Cândido de Azevedo Mendes, a Jesuit who was 

within the First Republic’s government who was there to witness the event and a couple of other 

apparitions within Portugal. Although he unfortunately did not physically see the Virgin Mary, 

the predictions made by three children in Fátima and the spectacle in the sky gave Mendes 

reason to believe the event had truly taken place. His small, yet still existing role as a lawyer 

within the government was one of the motivators that would lead to fervor of Portuguese 

nationalism. This would inspire improvements to Portugal’s infrastructure, “liberal mobilization, 

reclaiming the French Revolution, strove to nurture a political identity, theoretically equal, on the 

margins of the religious discourses and authorities. Nationalism also played a crucial role in this 

as a system for the values and symbols diffused by the state, schools, science, the military 

institutions, trade unions, and associations” (Marques 260). This would then lead to the 

possibility of a fascist government that was eventually led by Antonio Salazar. 



 
 

Parada 4 

 Portugal’s fascist leader came into power after his time at the university in Coimbra. 

Salazar’s first role in government was the director of finance for Portugal. While he had this role, 

he made deficits into budget surpluses that would be placed into Portugal’s wish for new 

infrastructure. He gained a lot of supporters through his budget management. In the 50s and 60s 

of the Salazar’s regime, there had been an increase in focus to maintain their imperialist power. 

Spain had let go of their colonies in Africa just as most other countries in Europe had been 

doing. Portugal had yet to let go with the reason being, “New State (Estado Novo, 1933–1974) 

and that its colonial project was from the outset connected to the construction of an imperial 

myth based on the idea of a multiracial and pluri-continental nation” (Rezola 131). The regime’s 

desire to keep the colonies was shot down by institutions. The regime’s ego and nationalistic 

wishes made itself ignorant thus angering much of Portugal which would then spark the 

Carnation Revolution, “As in Spain, the regime was supported by a broad repressive and 

propagandistic apparatus, in which the subordination of institutions like the Church and the 

military proved crucial to the new order and for the construction of the authoritarian state” 

(Rezola 131). Just as what the Great War did to the Portuguese of the First Republic, the moral 

of the Portuguese will fade as the colonial wars continued. The difference between the two wars 

however was that the Portuguese government would not stop participating in their war theatre in 

Africa, where as they eventually did in the Great War. The military was getting fed up and the 

Portuguese were losing their young men to combat, which led to the military claiming that the 

deafened ears of the powerful saw no other way for their conflicts to resolve in Africa. 

Eventually, Antonio Salazar stepped down as prime minister of Portugal, which granted Marcelo 

Caetano power of the country. The change of power and the ongoing conflict in Africa became 

the motivator for the revolution itself, which was carried out by the MFA, originally known as 
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“Movimento dos Capitães” (movement of the captains, who were also composed of middle-

ranking officers) who executed a coup that succeeded in overthrowing the regime in 1974. 

Portugal’s military had divided itself for the sake of preventing a concentration of power. 

A legislative body had rose from the revolution creating the first constitution in April 11th of 

1975. Despite the new formation of government, there was a lot of concern for its stability. In 

fact, there was nearly a civil war due to the belief the MFA separated itself to maintain the grip 

on government when in reality it was to serve different functions of political government and 

party. To support this is the actuality that the MFA was doing a service by forming what would 

become the republic, “This crisis in terms of direction and the programmatic and ideological 

contradictions within the MFA, created a breeding ground for new political forces and social 

movements” (Rezola 133). There were even attacks on Spanish consuls in Lisbon and Oporto at 

the time, which raised tensions; however, these were in fact Basque rebels. 

Monarchies have been of cultural significance to Spain since the Visigoth Kingdom came 

into the Iberian Peninsula in the 5th century, having been re-established in 1516, and with the 

longstanding Bourbón dynasty restarting from 1874 to 1931 through a democratic vote that 

establish the Spanish second republic. Even while Francisco Franco was spearheading Spain, he 

claimed in 1947 the Kingdom of Spain, bringing back that reference to monarchism. This deep 

history with this form of government could be the reason why there was the development of a 

Constitutional Monarchy in 1978. However, the same could be said of Portugal who had their 

fair share of monarchies as well. 

 Spain was late to their rendition of Constitutional Monarchy but was not too late with 

democracy in general. In 1808, one can claim that their first big step towards some sort of 

democratization was in the shape of a limited monarchy, in which a parliament has most power, 
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and the monarchy is rather limited in its abilities (though not through the force of a constitution). 

The authentic attempt of a Republic came in 1873 and ended in 1874. The reason this attempt at 

democracy was cut short was because of the overall influence of Liberalism that had existed in 

the 19th century, starting with Portugal in the aforementioned war of 1834. Looking to literature 

could best explain the reason why liberalism was cut short, “...this literature of the First Republic 

was a key expression of a center-right belief that the political crisis of 1873–1874 was bringing 

an entire intellectual period, a siglo or century, to an end” (Ginger 60). This can be validated 

through the reintroduction of romanticism in literature, which is usually paired with monarchism, 

and the fading of realism, a genre of literature normally associated with political movements 

shifting towards democracy.  

The final democratic movement of the pre-regime attempts came in 1931 with the 

Spanish Second Republic. This was a result of the two different political narratives that have 

long existed within Spain, and still exist today: the “traditional, religious and conservative”, and 

the “modern, secular, and progressive” (Tavaana 2). The Republic was established as the 

representative of the Spanish people, standing for the very progressive side of Spain. Since Spain 

was half conservative and half-progressive, the government faced many political hardships with 

one instance changing the course of government, “The tipping point came with the 1936 

electoral victory of the Popular Front, a coalition of leftwing parties including communists. As 

hardline Socialists acclaimed the coming revolution, fascist terror squads stepped up their 

activities, strengthening conservatives’ support for a coup” (Tavaana 3). The fascist and right 

wing of Spain received support from Nazi Germany and Mussolini’s Italy that led to a successful 

coup d’état for Spanish nationalists, toppling the republican government. This brought life to 

Francisco Franco. 
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 Within Spain’s Supreme Leader’s regime, we saw Spanish fascism and nationalism 

dominate for nearly forty years, with Franco’s main goal of his leadership to prevent 

communism. Per Federico Martínez Roda in “Spanish Monarchy and the Portuguese Republic: 

Two Routes to Democratization”, Franco’s ability to hold onto the Spanish power was in part 

due to the Spanish Civil War in 1936. Although fascism was rising with popularity in Italy and 

Germany, Franco had a more open government, allowing different party members to participate. 

Spain was in a very divided moment of their history, the conservatives had the influence of the 

Catholic Church, self-righteous nationalism, and the power of the right-wing political party, the 

Falange. Media was controlled in order to prevent the full expression of social life and political 

ideas for the first two decades. Upon reaching the 60s and 70s, Spain was shifting towards a 

more democratic direction, “...piecemeal reforms and tentative liberalization occurred, but within 

a context of ongoing repression” (Tavaana 3). In 1969, Franco had appointed his longtime friend, 

whom he raised, Juan Carlos de Bourbón to lead Spain after his eventual passing. Franco did 

pass, and Juan Carlos, who is of lineage of then, Spain’s last monarchs (Bourbón), decided to 

push for democratic change. The Old Spanish parliament, known as Cortes voted itself out of 

existence allowing for the growth of democracy. Cortes also appointed a trusted leader, Adolfo 

Suárez as the new head of government (Tavaana 4). 

In 1978, Spain decided that the best form of democracy was one that included a 

monarchy. With Juan Carlos, of monarchical lineage still in some sort of power, we could see 

Social Contract Theory come into play. There were four different kinds of monarchies that Spain 

could have adopted with each kind of monarchy being generally right wing. This was in the 

sense that the monarchy would have the most power. Because of the general likeness for 

democracy and European political status quo, Spain opted for a “center-left” position per this 
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rationale of constitutional monarchy, “...the sovereignty too is parted into monarchy and 

parliament, just like the limited monarchy, but in this case, the parliament has general powers 

and the exclusive monarchy attributes the powers in the form expressed through the 

Constitution” (Revorio 67). Other options the Spanish politicians had were in the form of more 

traditional and centralized monarchies: an absolute monarchy, where the monarchy controls all 

aspects of government, and the limited monarchy, the case in which the monarchy has some 

power, but loses most of it to a parliament. The most democratic of the possibilities was in the 

shape of a parliamentary monarchy where all power is given to the parliament and the monarchy 

becomes a symbolic piece. Juan Carlos de Bourbón, although he did appoint a democratic leader, 

remained king until 2014, when he passed it on to Felipe VI who maintained the Spanish 

tradition of monarchy. 

Between Spain and Portugal, their differences truly appeared in terms of the formation of 

earlier and more monarchical based forms of government. Portugal’s early adoption of the 

Constitutional Monarchy probably had much to do with why they did not opt for one in 1975. 

They had gone 65 years without one by that time, and figured to democratize as holistically as 

possible to be competitive with the rest of Europe. Spain on the other hand, did have a more 

limited form of a democratic government with the existence of the limited monarchy in the early 

19th century, eventually adopting a republic twice in 1873 and again in 1931. This did not go 

well since Spain had extremely diverse cultural beliefs that eventually brought about the Spanish 

Civil War with the support of other European fascists, creating Franco’s regime. Since the 

monarchy was not as extinct and Franco had raised lineage of a monarch, through Juan Carlos de 

Bourbón, he figured to appoint him as his successor. Although a constitution was developed for 

the Spanish people, Juan Carlos de Bourbón remained king through constitutional monarchy to 
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keep the Spanish traditional government mixed with the expectations of a modernizing and post-

industrializing Europe. Despite their different governments, they both aim for democracy and a 

future in the European Union, a possible vessel of European identity and prosperity. 
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