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ABSTRACT

One key step in the process of development is the transition from the per-
sonalistic rules and privileges that characterise developing societies to open
access orders and rational–legal bureaucracies sustaining impersonal rules.
This article uses a micro-data set of Spanish officers to study the politicisa-
tion of the army during the Second Republic (1931–1939) taking Franco’s
Africanist faction as the case study. The military reforms during 1931–
1933 increased the impersonality of rules determining the promotion of offi-
cers, but executive discretionary powers persisted. The results suggest that
changes in the government affected the dynamics of the army.Underconser-
vative governments (1934–1935), Africanists were promoted more rapidly.
Centre-left governments during the period of 1931–1933 did not systematic-
ally promote Africanists differently, but the revision of promotions in 1933
slowed their careers. The politicisation of the army was one of the factors
contributing to the military coup that started the Spanish Civil War.
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RESUMEN

Un paso clave para el desarrollo es la transición de las reglas personales
y los privilegios que caracterizan a las sociedades en vías de desarrollo a
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las reglas impersonales que rigen los órdenes de acceso abierto y sus bur-
ocracias racional-legales. Este artículo estudia la politización del ejército
español durante la Segunda República (1931–1939) utilizando
información individual para los oficiales en activo durante la República
y centrándose en el caso de la facción africanista. Las reformas militares
entre 1931 y 1933 aumentaron la impersonalidad de las reglas para el
ascenso de los oficiales, pero el poder discrecional del ejecutivo perduró.
Los resultados sugieren que la dinámica del ejército se vio influida por
los cambios en el gobierno. Bajo gobiernos conservadores (1934–1935),
los africanistas gozaron de más promociones. Los gobiernos de centro-
izquierda entre 1931 y 1933 no promocionaron sistemáticamente a los
africanistas de manera distinta, pero la revisión de promociones en 1933
ralentizó sus carreras. La politización del ejército fue uno de los factores
que contribuyó al estallido de la Guerra Civil.

Palabras clave: burocracia, Segunda República, ejército, Guerra Civil
Española, Africanistas

Developed societies are characterised by open political and economic mar-
kets with general incorporation acts and competition between organisa-
tions (North et al. 2009). One of the key elements sustaining open access
orders is the existence of impersonal rules that treat everyone the same.
From a historical perspective, however, the competition and establishment
of impersonal rules are an exception rather than the rule. Impersonal rules
have only been sustained by a handful of countries starting around 200
years ago (North et al. 2009; Wallis 2011). For most of human history,
social orders relied on coalitions of elites that created a dominant coalition
maintained by the economic rents derived from privileged access to
resources and the formation of organisations (what North et al. 2009,
call «natural states»).

Before North et al. proposed their theory of institutional development,
Max Weber had emphasised the importance of impersonal rules and
their coevolution with the organisation of the personnel of the state during
the transition to modern societies. The German sociologist distinguished
between patrimonial regimes—in which the nature of the office holders
is fundamentally personal—and modern bureaucracies—where office-
holding is structured by impersonal and functional purposes (Weber
1978, p. 959). Thus, with respect to the personnel of the state, institutional
development requires the transition from bureaucracies dominated by per-
sonal links across the hierarchy to a model characterised by impersonal
rules, bureaucrats’ professionalism, and meritocracy. In its ideal type,
Weberian bureaucracies are rational–legal organisations that are «forma-
lized, hierarchical, specialized with a clear functional division of labor
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and demarcation of jurisdiction, standardized, rule-based, and impersonal.
Staff is appointed to office and rewarded on the basis of formal education,
merit, and tenure» (Olsen 2006, p. 2).

In this study, La Parra-Perez’s micro-data set of officers (2019) has been
used to study one of the most important bureaucratic structures in early
20th-century Spain (the army) in the context of a non-consolidated democ-
racy (the Second Spanish Republic, 1931–1939). The data set comprises
data from military yearbooks published by the Spanish Ministry of War
in order to trace the professional trajectory of more than 10,000 officers
who were active in the period 1931–1936. The results for the empirical ana-
lysis of officers’ promotions under different ruling coalitions suggest that
conservative factions within the army were favoured during the ruling of
conservative governments (1934–35) and were harmed by some of the mili-
tary policies (in particular the revision of promotions passed in the 1920s)
introduced by the centre-left governments during the period 1931–33. To
test the robustness of the results, I also use a new data set comprising all
the colonels and generals active between 1932 and 1936. Rather than a
modern Weberian bureaucracy, the army during the Second Republic
was still subject to the politicised appointments that characterise patrimo-
nial regimes and natural states.

The Second Republic represented an ambitious attempt to reform and
modernise Spanish institutions. As part of the reformist efforts, Manuel
Azaña, Minister of War between 1931 and 1933, implemented a series of
military reforms that increased impersonality in officers’ promotion but
left the door open to discretionary powers to appoint personnel to the
top ranks. The military is a relevant case study to explore the politicisation
of the Spanish bureaucracy for at least three reasons. First, the army exem-
plifies the merits and limits of the centre-left reformist agenda in the early
years of the Republic. Azaña’s government took important steps to create a
more impersonal system, but key elements of natural states persisted.
Second, the Spanish Civil War (henceforth, SCW), which ended the
Republic and led to Franco’s dictatorship (1939–1975), began with a mili-
tary coup that showed the animosity of some military factions against
Azaña’s Popular Front government in 1936. Politicisation in military
appointments can shed some light on some of the officers’ sources of ani-
mosity towards the government in 1936. Finally, the military was not
under consolidated civilian control, a feature that Spain shared with
many developing countries in the 1930s (Kamrava 2000; Golts and
Putnam 2004; North et al. 2009, pp. 169–180), particularly in interwar
Europe (Agøy 1996). The internal dynamics of the army is a relevant vari-
able in its own right when analysing political change and the challenges
faced by non-consolidated democracies such as the Second Republic
(Agüero 1995). In North et al.’s words:
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«If active support of the military forces is necessary to hold or obtain
control of the civilian government institutions, then a society does
not have political control of the military. If military officers serve
as officers (…) in the civilian government, for example as legislators
or executives, then a society does not have political control of the
military» (North et al. 2009, p. 170).

The Republic inherited and operated an institutional arrangement lack-
ing consolidated control of the military. It is not surprising then that some
of the most important political figures of the Second Republic (such as
Manuel Azaña and José María Gil Robles) occupied the post of Minister
of War at different points between 1931 and 1936. Relationships between
the government and the army were very important in the Spain of the
1930s and military policies «from above» interacted with the military’s ten-
dency to intervene «from below»1.

Studying politicisation in military promotions is challenging due to offi-
cers’ unobservable ideology. Few officers unequivocally signalled their
beliefs and political affinities through affiliation to a political party or writ-
ten political statements2. This article focuses on the members of the
Africanist faction (officers who fought in wars against Berber tribes
between 1910 and 1927) for two reasons. First, Africanist officers formed
one of the most conservative groups within the army (Payne 1967,
p. 327; Graham 2005, p. 9; Preston 2012, p. 34). In other words, member-
ship of the Africanist faction is a good proxy for officers’ (conservative)
ideology. Second, membership of the Africanist faction can be observed
using the military yearbooks to identify the officers posted to the units
that formed the core of the faction.

The results provide evidence of the politics driving military promotions
and reforms. Africanists’ careers slowed down under the rule of centre-left
governments (1931–33) but significantly improved during the next two
years under conservative rule (1934–36). The mechanisms used by each

1 The terms «from above» and «from below» accept the de iure subordination of the army to the
Minister of War to trace a parallel with the concepts of politicisation used in the literature
(Lapuente and Rothstein 2014). As noted, the army acted as a de facto independent political player.
It would then maybe more accurate to speak of the army acting «from the sides».

2 The two most important political organisations within the army—the conservative Unión
Militar Española and the leftist Unión Militar Republicana Antifascista—were semi clandestine
organisations for which there are no records of their members. In the historical search engine of
the Spanish Congress, only sixteen members of the Republican Cortes between 1931 and 1936
are listed as «military officer» (active or retired). Among the fifteen for whom their political party
is listed, two-thirds represented conservative parties and one-third belonged to left-wing parties.
Information obtained from the «Historic summary of members of the Congress» available
at http://www.congreso.es/portal/page/portal/Congreso/Congreso/SDocum/ArchCon/SDHistoDipu/
SDBuscHisDip (accessed on 8 June 2019) after entering «militar» in the «Cualquier campo»
field for the period between 14 April 1931 and 18 July 1936.
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administration to affect Africanists’ careers differed. Whereas conservative
governments were more likely to choose Africanists for promotion to the
top ranks in the army, the results do not unequivocally suggest that centre-
left governments had a different propensity to promote Africanist and
non-Africanist officers. It seems clear, however, that the revision of promo-
tions performed by Azaña in 1933 targeted Africanists by slowing their
careers and making them ineligible for promotion the next year.

Neoclassical theories of the state typically rely on single rulers or a
homogenous bloc of elites (e.g. North 1981; Levi 1989; Tilly 1992;
Acemoglu and Robinson 2006). The results in this article, however, are
in line with the idea that intra-elite competition and conflict of interest
play a key role in the dynamics of natural states and their patrimonial bur-
eaucracies (North et al. 2009, pp. 36, 148–149, 157). The vicissitudes of
Africanist officers during the Second Republic are one example of the rea-
lignments of the Spanish dominant coalitions during the 1930s. Details on
the military factionalism and institutional reforms are contingent to the
Spanish case, but the need to study elite factionalism is generalisable to
the agendas of empirical research on political and economic development.

There are many reasons why uncovering the evidence of the politicisa-
tion of the Spanish bureaucracy during the Republic is an important elem-
ent to understand the challenges that the republican regime faced.
Meritocratic, non-politicised bureaucracies with separate careers for politi-
cians and bureaucrats have been found to lead to lower levels of corruption
and more effective governments (Dahlström et al. 2012; Dahlström and
Lapuente 2017). More importantly for the Second Republic, Lapuente
and Rothstein pointed out that «the (lack of) separation of politics and
administration is a variable that, interacted with a given social divide, multi-
plies its effects by providing incentives for radicalization to a large number
of state officials and would-be officials» (2014, p. 1425). Exploring the
mechanisms that politicised the functioning of the Spanishmilitary bureau-
cracy and the changing nature of alliances between the government and
military factions adds to the many factors that fuelled tensions and ultim-
ately contributed to the failure to consolidate a stable dominant coalition,
the SCW, and the demise of Spain’s first democracy.

The core ideas in this article are not new. First, the non-Weberian char-
acter of the Spanish (non-military) bureaucracy before and during the
Second Republic has been documented before (Serrallonga i Urquidi
2007; Lapuente and Rothstein 2014). In this sense, the Republic did not
break with one key institutional feature of previous regimes. The
Restoration (1873–1923) used clientelistic networks dominated by caci-
ques—local rural elites—to manipulate elections. Changes in the govern-
ments also implied an almost complete restructuration of bureaucrats
(there was even a term—cesante—to describe the public servant who
would end his term after the party in government lost the elections).
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Second, the role of the army as an independent political player at the cen-
tre of the institutional dynamics during and before the Second Republic
has also been extensively studied (see, e.g. Payne 1967; Boyd 1980;
Cardona 1983; La Parra-Perez 2016). This article provides, to the best of
my knowledge, the first empirical case study at the intersection of the stud-
ies on the politicisation of the Spanish bureaucracy and the military. It also
relates to the literature exploring the functioning of different organisations
in the Spanish bureaucracy during the first third of the 20th century
(Domenech 2015).

The rest of this article is organised as follows: Section 1 describes the pol-
itical importance of the military in Spanish history and the military reforms
implemented during the Second Republic; Section 2 presents the data used
for the empirical analysis presented in Section 3; Section 4 concludes.

1. ARMY FACTIONALISM IN SPANISH HISTORY AND MILITARY
REFORMS DURING THE SECOND REPUBLIC

Military intervention in politics was constant in Spanish history. During
the 19th century, nine pronunciamientos (military coups) overthrew or suc-
cessfully lobbied to reshuffle governments. More than thirty additional pro-
nunciamientos were also attempted during the same period, but all failed
(Barciela López et al. 2005, pp. 1,085–1,086). The regime established in
Spainbetween1873and1923—knownastheRestoration—wascharacterised
by its «praetorian politics» and the far-reaching powers that the Constitution
gave to the army (Boyd1980). TheRestorationwas followedbyGeneralPrimo
deRivera’s dictatorship (1923/30) after theofficercame topower via apronun-
ciamiento with the King’s acquiescence. Contrary to the precedent regimes,
theSecondSpanishRepublic (1931–39)didnot come into existence via amili-
tary coup. After the republican parties won the municipal elections in
February 1931 in the biggest Spanish cities, the King fled the country and
theRepublicwas established. The republican regime, however, did not escape
the longshadowofmilitary influence inSpanishpolitics; aftera failedmilitary
coup in 1932, another coup in 1936 led to the SCW (1936–39) and General
Francisco Franco’s dictatorship (1939–75).

Military intervention in politics has often shown that the Spanish army
was not a monolithic organisation (La Parra-Perez 2016). One of the most
important divisions in the Spanish military in the early 20th century was
the geographical divide between officers posted in the Spanish colonies
in Northern Africa (Africanists) and officers posted in the Iberian
Peninsula (Peninsulares). The main contention between these factions
revolved around methods of promotion. Africanists were proponents of
combat merits as a path towards promotion, whereas Peninsulares pre-
ferred a closed method of promotion exclusively based on seniority. It is
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not difficult to see how self-interest motivated the position of each faction;
Peninsulares were not exposed to the battlefield and feared that a method
that considered combat merits for promotion would harm their career
advancement. Conversely, Africanists were exposed to conflict with
Berber tribes—especially between 1910 and 1927—and would gain from
a system that rewarded combat actions when determining promotions.

Thedisputes betweenAfricanists andPeninsulares transcendedpurelymili-
tary considerations.When, in 1917, the government passed a law that allowed
promotions by combat merit, Peninsulares lobbied through the so-called
Juntas de Defensa and forced the fall of the government. The new government
ceded to Peninsulares’ lobbying and restored the pre-eminence of promotions
by strict seniority (Cardona 1983, p. 145). However, the controversy between
Africanists and Peninsulares did not end there. During Primo’s dictatorship,
promotions by combat merit and election (i.e. freely determined by the dicta-
tor) were reintroduced; therefore, the Second Republic inherited a military
hierarchy in which combat merit had played a significant role in the rank of
many active officers (especially Africanists). The revision of the methods of
promotion would be one of the main military reforms undertaken by
Manuel Azaña, Minister of War between 1931 and 1933.

In addition to their shared economic interests, the Africanists developed a
strong esprit de corps, and most of them were profoundly conservative.
Graham points out that «the experience of the North African campaigns
forgedabrandofwarriornationalism that only furtherhardenedmilitaryatti-
tudes» (Graham 2005, p. 9). Africanists’ conservatism was at odds with the
reformist programme of the centre-left government that ruled the Second
Republic between 1931 and 1933. As Preston explains, «Africanista officers
and Civil Guards were the most violent exponents of right-wing hostility
towards the Second Republic and its working-class supporters» (Preston
2012, p. 34). TalkingaboutMillánAstray, aprominentAfricanistwho founded
the Tercio de Extranjeros, Preston states that «the step from Africanista to
fascista was a short one» (Preston 2000, p. 34). It is then not surprising
that Africanist officers were among the strongest backers of the military
coup in 1936 (Payne 1967, p. 327). The three successive leaders of the
coup (Generals Mola, Sanjurjo and Franco) were prominent Africanists
with stunning careers in largepartdue to theiractionsonAfricanbattlefields3.

3 Franco became the rebels’ leader during the SCW after Sanjurjo and Mola died in two separ-
ate plane crashes. The correlation between Africanism and conservatism is not perfect. Let us con-
sider the case of Colonel José Asensio Torrado, who benefited from promotions by combat merit in
the 1920s after participating in the African campaigns. In 1933, he was among the officers demoted
when Azaña revised the promotions by combat merit (see below). Despite being among the greatest
losers as a result of Azaña’s policies, in 1936, he remained loyal to the government, but the com-
munist members of the republican coalition during the SCW saw him with suspicion. The cam-
paign against Asensio ended with him going to jail; later, after being rehabilitated, he left Spain
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There are many possible explanations for Africanists’ greater propensity
to sustain harder militarist or conservative positions. First, self-selection
surely played a role in the case of those officers who volunteered to serve
in the Spanish African colonies between 1910 and 1927. The Spanish colo-
nial adventures and military operations in Africa were very unpopular
among leftist organisations4. It is possible, then, that those officers with
leftist ideas were less likely to volunteer to serve in Africa. Second, there
could be an «Africanist treatment» whereby those officers who served
longer in Africa and those who were posted there without volunteering
were more exposed, and internalised the conservative mentality and esprit
de corps that characterised officers in the colonies more strongly5. In an
interview in 1938, for example, Franco declared that «[m]y years in
Africa live within me with indescribable force. There was founded the
idea which today redeem us. Without Africa, I can scarcely explain myself
to myself, nor can I explain myself properly to my comrades in arms»
(Preston 2000, p. 50).6 Whatever the mechanism linking Africanism to offi-
cers’ animosity towards the leftist Popular Front government in 1936, note
that both channels above suggest that more years in Africa should correlate
with greater conservatism (either because a longer stay in Africa signalled
a greater commitment with the colonial cause or because it implied greater
exposure to the «Africanist treatment»).

After the declaration of the Republic in April 1931, a centre-left govern-
ment ruled until December 1933. The new government immediately
started to draft a new Constitution and put an ambitious reformist pro-
gramme in place: female suffrage was recognised for the first time in
Spanish history, a land reform that redistributed land was approved in

before the rebels’ final victory (Suero Roca and Busquets 1981, pp. 27–52). Communists’ suspicion
of Asensio was largely due to the political intrigues between the communist and the socialist fac-
tions of the republican coalition, but his Africanist past surely did not help. See Balfour and La
Porte (2000) for the existence of many «cultures» within Africanism. For the importance of stereo-
types in the repression of officers, see McLauchlin and La Parra-Pérez (2019).

4 Moreno Juste (1990) studies the critiques of the socialist press against the Moroccan cam-
paigns after the defeat of Annual in 1921. See Balfour (2002, pp. 9–10) for the connections between
the beginning of the Moroccan campaigns and the conservative turn of the army in the early 1900s.

5 The Real Decreto published on 2 December 1920 established that officers in Africa would be
chosen from volunteers. The decree also left the door open for non-volunteers to be posted to Africa,
presumably for cases in which there were not enough volunteers to cover the vacancies (Gaceta de
Madrid, p. 337 available at https://www.boe.es/datos/pdfs/BOE//1920/337/A00937-00937.pdf;
accessed 19 June 2019).

6 One possible critique of the two mechanisms above is that the «left vs. right» distinction to
explain officers’ attitudes towards the Spanish campaigns in Africa could be anachronistic and
«tainted» by events during the Second Republic and the Civil War. The military nationalism and
colonial pride that pushed many officers to Africa was compatible with 1920s Spanish republican-
ism. The events in the 1930s, however, pushed most of the holders of these values to the conserva-
tive bloc. This provides an alternative and more indirect mechanism linking Africanism to the
right-wing block in 1930s Spain. I am grateful to Diego Palacios Cerezales for this observation.
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1932 (but faced serious limitations and delays in its implementation), and
the Constitution established the separation between the Church and the
State. The conflict with the Catholic Church was exacerbated by the sup-
pression of the Society of Jesus in 1932 and the end of the pre-eminence
that the Catholic Church had enjoyed in the Spanish schooling system
before the Republic.

The army did not escape the reformist wave. Manuel Azaña was in
charge of reforming the Spanish Army. Azaña was the leader of the centre-
left Acción Republicana and is considered as one of the most emblematic
symbols of the Republic. At the start of the SCW, he was the President
of the Republic and the leader of the Popular Front, the leftist coalition
that had won the elections held in February 1936.

One of Azaña’s main goals as the Minister of War was limiting the trad-
itional influence that the army had in Spanish politics (Cardona 1983,
pp. 117, 127; Preston 2000, p. 199). Azaña knew the danger of military con-
spiracies against his government, but he was confident that his legislative
reforms based on the «national will» would suffice to change the country
(Cardona 1983, pp. 126, 129–131; Navajas Zubeldia 2011, p. 92; Juliá 2015,
pp. 51, 282).

The military reforms that focused on officers’ promotion fell into two
categories: the establishment of a new system of promotions and the revi-
sion of some pre-republican policies which were deemed arbitrary. In the
preamble to one decree, Azaña stated his intention to suppress favouritism
in military appointments. He wrote: «[The commanding powers given to
the Minister of War] have been used too often to establishing favoritism,
promoting clientelism, hindering merit, and sowing unhappiness among
[officers’] spirits»7. Azaña was confident that the problem of favouritism
could be solved through «hard work and disinterest». These goals were,
at least in theory, consistent with the impersonal rules that must character-
ise a modern bureaucracy.

Before establishing the new methods of promotion in the republican
army, Azaña revised the promotions that had taken place before 1931.
Two types of promotions were under scrutiny. First, the promotions
approved during Primo’s dictatorship that contradicted the legislation
passed before 1923 by the pseudo-democratic Parliament of the
Restoration were revised and cancelled. Second, Primo’s promotions
deemed arbitrary (e.g. those by election) were revised and cancelled if
they could not be maintained on purely seniority grounds at the time of
the revision. The results of the revision were published in 1933, which
resulted in a lower position for many officers8. Franco, for example,

7 Gaceta de Madrid, 27 April 1931, p. 350; available at https://www.boe.es/datos/pdfs/BOE//1931/
117/A00349-00350.pdf (accessed on 19 June 2019).

8 Diario Oficial del Ministerio de la Guerra, 31 January 1933, pp. 215–220.

IT WAS PERSONAL

Revista de Historia Económica / Journal of Iberian and Latin American Economic History 71

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610919000247 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610919000247


went from being the first brigadier general in the 1933 yearbook to the fif-
teenth position in 1934.

In a law published on 12 September 1932, Azaña established the
method of promotion for military officers. Seniority was the main channel
to advance positions and ranks, thus rendering the promotion of officers
more impersonal than in previous regimes and closer to a rational–legal
Weberian military bureaucracy. Captains and colonels also had to pass a
training course for promotion (Cursos de Preparación para el Ascenso) in
order to be eligible for promotion to the position of major and brigadier
general, respectively (see Table 1 for ranks and hierarchy in the Spanish
Army). Officers’ position on the scale would be changed depending on
the grade obtained in the training course9. In 1923, Azaña had written
that «intellectual test should be the first, if not the only one, criteria in
the selection of a commander» (Azaña 1966, p. 507)10. Reinforcing the
importance of study and merit in promotion was another step towards a
Weberian military bureaucracy.

Despite the steps towards greater impersonality and meritocracy in offi-
cers’ promotions, Azaña’s reforms did not completely end with discretion-
ary appointments in the army. In particular, the Minister could freely
appoint the officers who would be promoted from colonel to brigadier gen-
eral and from captain to major among those who had successfully passed
the training course and were in the top third of their rank scale.
Promotions from brigadier to division general were also at the Minister’s
discretion11. Thus, both meritocracy (through study and the score obtained
in the training course) and the Minister’s election determined the promo-
tion to the highest ranks of the army.

The tension between impersonal rules and discretionary appointments
is a controversial question in military circles that has also existed in other
countries. Speaking of the US Army in the 1920s, Huntington points out
that «[t]he basic issue confronting the Army was still the old controversy
of seniority versus selection» (Huntington 2008, p. 297). However, in con-
trast with the United States, Spain was a country lacking a consolidated
control of the military and with a long history of politicisation of its bur-
eaucracy that still continued in the 1930s (Lapuente and Rothstein
2014). The government’s discretionary powers for military promotions
had different implications in the United States and in Spain.

9 Gaceta de Madrid, No. 125, 4 May 1932, p. 867.
10 «La prueba intelectual debiera, pues, tener en la selección de un caudillo el primero, ya que no

único, puesto.» The training course for promotion from colonel to brigadier general included con-
ferences and lectures with different writing tests and applied tactical military problems (Ruiz
Vidondo 2004, pp. 114–115).

11 Decree of 4 May 1931 published in the Gaceta de Madrid, 125, p. 535; available at https://
www.boe.es/datos/pdfs/BOE//1931/125/A00535-00536.pdf (accessed on 19 June 2019).
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Azaña’s contemporary political rivals and some modern historians have
suggested that despite his declared intentions, Azaña was actually guided
by favouritism and political criteria when using his discretionary powers
to promote officers (Ruiz Vidondo 2004, p. 102). Emilio Mola criticised
Azaña’s system of promotions arguing that it led to favouritism and intrigue
(Mola 1934, pp. 187–199). Stanley Payne described Azaña as «the last in a
long line of nineteenth-century sectarian bourgeois politicians» (Payne
2006, p. 356). Azaña’s enemies coined the term «black cabinet» referring
to the group that advised the Minister on military affairs and promotions
(Alpert 2008, pp. 165–166; Navajas Zubeldia 2011, pp. 101–104).

Azaña’s motivations for revising promotions implemented before the
Republic were particularly controversial. Some argued that rather than
political considerations, Azaña was motivated by the lack of legitimacy
of Primo’s dictatorship. The Ley de Bases of 1918 was the last regulation
of promotions passed by the (pseudo) democratic parliament during the
Restoration, which Azaña considered a more legitimate legislative source
than Primo’s regime (Alpert 2008, p. 130; Navajas Zubeldia 2011, p. 95).
In the preamble of the decree that ordered the revision of Primo’s promo-
tions by election, Azaña declared:

«[Primo’s decree allowing promotions by elections], besides being
contrary to the Law, has produced within the Army undeniable troub-
ling and concern that must be urgently remedied in two ways: first,
reestablishing the system voted by the legislative Power, and second,

TABLE 1
RANKS IN THE SPANISH ARMY

General Officers (GO) [Lieutenant Generals (Tenientes
Generales)] Eliminated in 1932

1. Major Generals (Generales de
División)

2. Brigadier General (Generales de
Brigada)

Senior Commissioned Officers (SCO) 3. Colonels (Coroneles)
4. Lieutenant Colonel (Tenientes

Coroneles)
5. Major (Comandante)

Junior Commissioned Officers (JCO) 6. Captain (Capitán)
7. Lieutenant (Teniente)
8. Second Lieutenant (Alférez)
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rectifying the effects of the aforementioned decree in those instances
in which it has altered the effects of seniority.» (p. 800)12

Legitimacy considerations aside, Azaña was also aware of the harm that
the revision of promotions would inflict on Africanists’ careers. On 8
February 1933, he wrote

«[General Vera] told me that general Franco is very angry at the revi-
sions of promotions. He passed from being the first brigadier general
to the twenty fourth place. It is the least that could have happened to
him. I thought that he would descend even more.» (Azaña 2011)13

Salas Larrazábal, a historian and a military officer who fought in
Franco’s army during the SCW, probably had the revision of promotions
in mind when he accused Azaña of harming officers who had advanced
quickly in the regimes predating the Republic (Salas Larrazábal 1987).

Azaña had reasons to distrust Africanists. In August 1932, General
Sanjurjo, an Africanist, led a failed military coup against the Republic to
establish a dictatorship. The coup was in part a response to Azaña’s mili-
tary reforms and Sanjurjo’s transfer to what he considered a less important
post (Casanova 2014, p. 88). The coup was easily suppressed by the repub-
lican security forces, but it could have reinforced Azaña’s determination to
use his powers as Minister of War to ostracise those members of the
Africanist faction who openly opposed him and his political coalition.
The impact that the revision of promotions had on Africanists’ careers
(see empirical analysis below) is in line with this idea.

In the elections held in December 1933, the ruling centre-left coalition
lost its majority in the parliament, and a centre-right coalition ruled
between January 1934 and December 1935. Despite the fact that Azaña’s
methods of promotion remained in place, there is anecdotal evidence indi-
cating changes in the selection of top military officers that took place
under the different conservative coalitions that were in power. Cardona
sees Diego Hidalgo’s tenure as head of the Ministry of War (January to

12 «El Decreto de 26 de Julio de 1926, además de ser contrario a lo establecido en la Ley, ha pro-
ducido dentro del Ejército perturbación y molestias innegables, a las que hay que poner urgente reme-
dio en dos formas: primero, restableciendo el régimen votado por el Poder legislativo, y segundo,
rectificando los efectos del mentado decreto en cuanto haya alterado, en cada caso, los efectos de la
antigüedad.» Gaceta de Madrid, May 19 1931, available at https://www.boe.es/datos/pdfs/BOE//
1931/139/A00800-00801.pdf (accessed on 19 June 2019).

13 «[El general Vera] me dice que el general Franco está muy enojado por la revisión de ascensos.
De hacer el número uno de los generales de brigada, ha pasado a ser el veinticuatro. Es lo menos que ha
podido ocurrirle. Yo creí durante algún tiempo que aún descendería más.» Franco, indeed, appears as
the number 1 brigadier general in the 1933 military yearbook. In 1934, however, he was in the 15th

position.
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November 1934) as an attempt to detract from Azaña’s reforms and benefit
some of the former minister’s enemies (Cardona 1983, p. 198). José María
Gil Robles, the main figure of the leading conservative party who became
Minister of War between May and December 1935, described his term as
follows: «I relieved many officers of their post, I deprived of command
many officers that did not deserve such responsibility and, consequently,
I purged the Army of clearly undesirable elements» (Gil Robles and
Beltrán de Heredia 1968, p. 238). The «clearly undesirable elements» prob-
ably referred to Azaña’s loyal officers14.

Africanists were at the centre of the coalition realignments under differ-
ent administrations. When Azaña was the Minister of War, only two
Africanists were promoted to the rank of brigadier general in 1932–33
(Eliseo Álvarez Arenas-Moreno in 1932 and Alejandro Rodríguez
González in 1933)15. In 1934 and 1935, by contrast, three and four
Africanists, respectively, were promoted to brigadier or division general
or reintegrated into active service. Two distinguished Africanists and the
leaders of the 1936 coup benefited from Hildago’s policies in 1934:
Francisco Franco was promoted to the rank of division general, and
Emilio Mola was reintegrated into active service as brigadier general.

In summary, the Minister of War’s discretionary powers fuelled suspi-
cions about top-rank officers’ appointments despite Azaña’s declared goals
to end favouritism. The revision of promotions also affected the careers of
many officers. Did Azaña’s revisions especially target military factions
(such as Africanists) perceived as more hostile to progressive governments?
Did Azaña also implement an active discrimination against Africanists when
appointing top officers, as his critics suggest? Is there evidence of conserva-
tive governments during 1934–35 significantly reversing the policies of the
previous years in favour of ideologically akin military factions?

The interaction between politics and military promotions has long been
discussed in historical studies with generally positive answers to the previ-
ous questions. The hypothesis, however, has not been put to the (econo-
metric) test. The next section presents the data used to assess
empirically whether different governments resulted in different chances
of promotion for Africanists and the extent to which the revision of

14 This is Cardona’s interpretation when he states that under Gil Robles’ mandate «notorious
Africanist and Peninsular conspirators replaced liberals and republicans» (Cardona 1983, p. 212).

15 In 1931, five Africanists were promoted to brigadier or division general. This year is not rep-
resentative due to the fact that many colonels and generals left active service after the government
passed a law incentivizing officers’ retirement. The vacancies were so numerous that they resulted in
a shortage of available officers for promotion and the government could not be selective in filling
the posts. Even some colonels who had not passed the training course to become generals were pro-
moted (Alpert 2008, p. 110; Ruiz Vidondo 2004, p. 132). In his diaries, Azaña wrote on 6 July 1931:
«I created very important military posts (…) and I do not have people to fill the vacancies.» (Azaña y
Díaz 1981, p. 21). The empirical analysis below, then, focuses on the 1932–36 period.
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promotions affected their careers. The results generally agree with histor-
ians’ conclusions but also suggest some nuances.

2. DATA DESCRIPTION

The empirical analysis first uses La Parra-Perez’s data set (2019) for
active officers in 1936. The data set is also expanded to contain annual
data for all active colonels and generals between 1931 and 1936.

La Parra-Perez’s data set contains individual information for active offi-
cers in 1936 belonging to the corps more directly involved in combat (gen-
eral staff, infantry, cavalry, engineers, artillery, aviation, transportation,
civil guard, Tercio officers—officers deployed in Africa, and frontier
guards). Information about officers’ name, date of birth, tenure in the
army (years since the officer entered the army), rank and corps come
from the 1936 military yearbook. The data set also contains two key vari-
ables for the empirical analysis in this article: officers’ years spent in spe-
cial African units between 1910 and 1927 and officers’ annual changes of
position between 1931 and 1936.

In his study of the Africanist group, Mas Chao states that «the majority
of the [Africanist] group was formed by officers who stayed many years in
Morocco, Ifni or Sahara posted in La Legión [Spanish Foreign Legion],
African regular Army, Marksmen, Nomads, Mehal-las, Police,
Intervention Corps, and so on» (Mas Chao 1988, pp. 8–9). Balfour and
La Porte similarly pointed out that «in the course of the intermittent
wars with the tribes of northern Morocco between 1909 and 1927, a new
military culture called Africanismo was forged among an elite of colonial
officers» (Balfour and La Porte 2000, p. 309). This elite excluded officers
posted to Africa «who had not volunteered to fight in, but had been posted
to Morocco, and for whommilitary intervention there had little ideological
or political appeal» (Balfour and La Porte 2000, p. 313). In the same line
but more generally, Navajas affirms that «regular and Foreign Legion
forces were the core of military Africanism» (Navajas Zubeldia 2011,
p. 66). In all these definitions, a subset of officers posted to Africa between
1910 and 1927 form the Africanista faction. Following these definitions,
military yearbooks between 1910 and 1927 are used to construct a variable
called «Years Core Africa» that measures the number of years that officers
spent posted to the special forces who were permanently posted to the
Spanish Protectorate in Africa between 1910 and 1927 and were more dir-
ectly engaged in military actions. These units were the Spanish Foreign
Legion (Tercio de Extranjeros), the Native Regulars (Grupos de Fuerzas
Regulares Indígenas), the Mehal·las, the Harkas, the Native Police
(Policía Indígena) and African Military Intervention. In the rest of this art-
icle, the term «Africanist» will refer to those officers who spent at least one
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year in at least one of the previous special African units between 1910 and
1927.

In order to assess officers’ careers and changes of position each year,
officers’ relative position (RP) is computed for each year. For any officer
i, holding rank r, in corps c and in year t, RPi,c,r(t) is equal to i’s position
in the scale for rank r and corps c in t divided by the total number of offi-
cers in the scale. The officer at the bottom of the scale, for example, will
have an RP equal to 1 and the officer at the median position will have
an RP equal to 0.5. After computing officers’ RPs, officers’ yearly change
of position (ΔCPi(t)) is calculated. For officers who keep the same rank
in t − 1 and t, ΔCPi(t) is equal to RPi,c,r(t − 1)–RPi,c,r(t). By definition, the
number will be between zero and one. The more the officer progressed
within the scale, the closer ΔCPi(t) is to one. If the officer was promoted
N ranks between t − 1 and t, ΔCPi(t) equals N +RPi,c,r(t − 1); where RPi,c,

r(t − 1) measures the portion of his previous rank’s scale that he advanced
(this is typically a small number because promoted officers were at the top
of the scale of the previous rank). If, however, the officer was demoted N
ranks, ΔCPi(t) equals (RPi,c,r(t − 1)−1)−N, to account for the fall over his
old rank’s scale (RPi,c,r(t − 1)−1) and the number of ranks being demoted
(N)16. Because military yearbooks were published at the beginning of the
year, ΔCPi(t) reflects changes that took place in t − 117. The bottom line
is that officers with a faster (slower) career progress in year t will have a
larger (smaller) value for their ΔCPt. Alternatively, the data set also con-
tains information for officers’ changes of rank (number of ranks advanced
or regressed) in a given year.

Table 2 shows the summary statistics for changes of RP, rank and
other individual variables for active officers in 1936. Officers are divided
into Africanists (those having spent at least one year in special African
units) and non-Africanists. For reasons discussed in the next section,
the empirical analysis also uses an alternative data set that contains
the entire population of active colonels and generals for each year
between 1932 and 193618. The summary of statistics for the alternative

16 For those officers who joined the army in the year t (so there are no records for any previous
year), ΔCPi(t) is computed as if they were promoted. The same assumption applies to officers who
were passed to the reserve in any previous year and were reincorporated into the active service by
the government in t.

17 An example of the practical application of the variable can be found on pages 6–8 of
McLauchlin and La Parra-Pérez (2019) online appendix at https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/
10.1177/0010414018774373/suppl_file/CPS_appendix_revised_for_conditional_acceptance_(1).pdf

18 An example might help to understand the differences between the two samples. Imagine two
generals—A and B—who were active in 1932. General A retired some time in 1933, whereas B con-
tinued serving continuously beyond 1936. Officer A is not included in Table 2 because he was no
longer active in 1936, whereas general B is included in the data. In Table 3, General A and B are
included in 1933. In 1934, 1935 and 1936 only General B is in the population of officers.
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sample is shown in Table 3. Figure 1 also shows one of the variables of
interest (change in RP) for both samples. Africanist officers had, on
average, slower careers during the years of leftist rule (as shown by
the average change of position in the 1933 and 1934 yearbooks).
When a conservative coalition came to power in 1934, Africanists
experienced faster careers on average. It is noteworthy that average
change of position of Africanist colonels and generals in 1934—the

TABLE 2
SUMMARY STATISTICS (ACTIVE OFFICERS IN 1936)

Africanists Non-Africanists
Mean
Diff.

N Mean
Std.
Dev. N Mean

Std.
Dev. P-value

Tenure 1,366 21.59 6.713 10,543 22.33 8.674 0.003

Rank 1936 1,366 4.212 1.012 10,543 3.253 1.543 0

General Staff 1936 1,366 0.011 0.105 10,543 0.021 0.143 0

Infantry 1936 1,366 0.612 0.487 10,543 0.389 0.487 0

Cavalry 1936 1,366 0.142 0.349 10,543 0.074 0.262 0

Engineers 1936 1,366 0.009 0.094 10,543 0.092 0.289 0

Artillery 1936 1,366 0.014 0.118 10,543 0.198 0.398 0

Aviation 1936 1,366 0.072 0.258 10,543 0.033 0.178 0

Frontier Guard 1936 1,366 0.037 0.19 10,543 0.065 0.246 0.022

Transportation 1936 1,366 0.003 0.055 10,543 0.01 0.098 0.032

Civil Guard 1936 1,366 0.099 0.299 10,543 0.119 0.324 0

Assault Guard 1936 1,366 0.042 0.2 10,543 0.03 0.169 0.093

Years Core Africa 1,366 2.095 1.502 10,543 0 0 0

Change Position 1933 1,366 0.03 0.207 10,543 0.092 0.267 0.012

Change Position 1934 1,366 0.002 0.228 10,543 0.062 0.198 0

Change Position 1935 1,366 0.081 0.213 10,543 0.096 0.237 0

Change Position 1936 1,366 0.373 0.416 10,543 0.543 0.63 0

Change Rank 1933 1,366 0.012 0.115 10,543 0.044 0.206 0

Change Rank 1934 1,366 0.005 0.072 10,543 0.024 0.161 0

Change Rank 1935 1,366 0.028 0.166 10,543 0.045 0.207 0.001

Change Rank 1936 1,366 0.195 0.397 10,543 0.324 0.473 0

Demoted 1933 1,366 0.154 0.361 10,543 0.026 0.159 0

Note: An officer is considered part of the Africanist group if he spent at least one year deployed in one
of the special units that formed the core of the Spanish Army in Morocco (see main text).
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TABLE 3
SUMMARY STATISTICS (COLONELS AND GENERALS 1933–36)

Africanists Non-Africanists
Mean
Diff.

N Mean Std. Dev. N Mean Std. Dev. P-value

1933 Tenure 38 40.053 5.881 244 44.344 3.141 0

Rank 38 1.842 0.886 244 1.295 0.611 0.001

General Staff 38 0.079 0.273 244 0.057 0.233 0.647

Infantry 38 0.658 0.481 244 0.389 0.489 0.002

Cavalry 38 0.237 0.431 244 0.057 0.233 0.016

Engineers 38 0.026 0.162 244 0.082 0.275 0.083

Artillery 38 0 0 244 0.164 0.371 0

Frontier Guard 38 0 0 244 0.09 0.287 0

Civil Guard 38 0 0 244 0.16 0.367 0

Years Core Africa 38 3.289 2.155 244 0 0 0

Change Position 38 0.285 0.338 244 0.439 0.486 0.017

Change Rank 38 0.026 0.162 244 0.057 0.233 0.308

1934 Tenure 35 39.514 5.808 239 43.946 2.965 0

Rank 35 1.829 0.891 239 1.326 0.624 0.003

General Staff 35 0.057 0.236 239 0.054 0.227 0.949

Infantry 35 0.686 0.471 239 0.372 0.484 0.001

Cavalry 35 0.229 0.426 239 0.059 0.235 0.027

Engineers 35 0.029 0.169 239 0.084 0.277 0.107

Artillery 35 0 0 239 0.188 0.392 0

Frontier Guard 35 0 0 239 0.084 0.277 0

Civil Guard 35 0 0 239 0.159 0.366 0

Years Core Africa 35 3.286 2.217 239 0 0 0

Change Position 35 −0.086 0.435 239 0.323 0.427 0

Change Rank 35 0.029 0.169 239 0.075 0.264 0.165

Demoted 1933 35 0.371 0.490 239 0.038 0.191 0
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TABLE 3 (Cont.)

Africanists Non-Africanists Mean
Diff.

N Mean Std. Dev. N Mean Std. Dev. P-value

1935 Tenure 37 39.541 5.419 265 43.181 2.691 0

Rank 37 1.865 0.887 265 1.332 0.612 0.001

General Staff 37 0.054 0.229 265 0.064 0.245 0.805

Infantry 37 0.73 0.45 265 0.381 0.487 0

Cavalry 37 0.189 0.397 265 0.064 0.245 0.069

Engineers 37 0.027 0.164 265 0.087 0.282 0.067

Artillery 37 0 0 265 0.208 0.406 0

Frontier Guard 37 0 0 265 0.075 0.265 0

Civil Guard 37 0 0 265 0.121 0.326 0

Years Core Africa 37 3.27 2.219 265 0 0 0

Change Position 37 0.225 0.454 265 0.469 0.473 0.004

Change Rank 37 0.054 0.229 265 0.060 0.239 0.876

1936 Tenure 63 36.698 6.632 312 42.34 2.89 0

Rank 63 1.556 0.799 312 1.276 0.579 0.01

General Staff 63 0.032 0.177 312 0.083 0.277 0.06

Infantry 63 0.762 0.429 312 0.385 0.487 0

Cavalry 63 0.19 0.396 312 0.074 0.262 0.028

Engineers 63 0 0 312 0.061 0.24 0

Artillery 63 0 0 312 0.202 0.402 0

Frontier Guard 63 0 0 312 0.064 0.245 0

Civil Guard 63 0 0 312 0.112 0.316 0

Years Core Africa 63 3.984 2.556 312 0 0 0

Change Position 63 0.775 0.604 312 0.519 0.564 0.003

Change Rank 63 0.048 0.215 312 0.019 0.138 0.316

Note: An officer is considered part of the Africanist group if he spent at least one year deployed in one of the special units that formed the core of the
Spanish Army in Morocco (see main text).

Á
L
V
A
R
O

L
A

P
A
R
R
A
-P
É
R
E
Z

80
R
evista

de
H
istoria

E
conóm

ica
/
Journalof

Iberian
and

Latin
A
m
erican

E
conom

ic
H
istory

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610919000247 Published online by Cam
bridge U

niversity Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0212610919000247


year in which Azaña’s revisions of promotions were reflected in the
military yearbook—is negative (Figure 1, Panel B). One cannot infer
much from these differences because Tables 2 and 3 also reveal consist-
ent observable differences between Africanists and non-Africanist

FIGURE 1
CHANGE IN THE RELATIVE POSITION OF AFRICANIST AND NON-AFRICANIST
OFFICERS (1933–36). (A) ACTIVE OFFICERS IN 1936. (B) ACTIVE COLONELS AND

GENERALS EACH YEAR (1933–36).
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officers19. Africanists overwhelmingly belonged to the Infantry and the
Cavalry (the two most-used corps in warfare against Berber tribes)
and despite having spent less time in the Army (21.59 against 22.33),
on an average Africanists held higher ranks. This last fact probably
reflects the meteoric careers thanks to the promotions by combat merits
in the 1920s (Franco was promoted to the rank of brigadier general in
1926 when he was only 33 years old) and the personal favours obtained
by Africanists via promotions by election during Primo’s dictatorship
(Ben-Ami 1984, pp. 360–362; Alpert 2008, p. 131).

3. EMPIRICAL ANALYSIS

In order to test the impact of Azaña’s military policies and the impact
that different administrations had on Africanists’ careers, we start with
La Parra-Perez’s data set for almost 12,000 officers who were active in
1936. The following regression equation is run for each year between
1933 and 1936:

yi(t) =b0 + b1YCAi + b2T(t)i + b3R(t− 1)i + b4C(t− 1)i
+ b5P(t− 1)i + I1934 × Demoted1933i + 1i

(1)

Regressions use two dependent variables: ΔPi(t) and ΔRanki(t). ΔPi(t)
measures officer i’s change of position as reflected in the military yearbook
for year t. ΔRanki(t) measures officer i’s change of rank between t − 1 and t.
ΔRanki(t) equals 0 if the officer kept his rank, 1 (−1) if the officer was pro-
moted (demoted) one rank, 2 (−2) if the officer was promoted (demoted) 2
ranks, and so on. The main independent variable of interest is YCA, which
measures the number of years that officer i spent posted to special African
units between 1910 and 1927 and ranges from 0 to 10. T measures officer
i’s tenure (the number of years elapsed between his entry in the military
and t). R(t − 1) controls for officer i’s rank in t − 1 and ranges from 1
(second lieutenant) to 10 (lieutenant general). C is a dummy for an officer’s
corps. Pi controls for an officer’s position in the scale in t − 1. A dummy
that identifies officers negatively affected by the revision of promotions
implemented in 1933—Demoted 1933—is included in the regressions cor-
responding to 1934; therefore, I1934 is an indicator variable that equals 1
when t = 1934 and 0 otherwise. When regressing yi(t), the sample is com-
posed of those active officers in 1936 who were also active in t (observa-
tions range from 7,143 in 1933 to 8,702 in 1936).

19 The term Peninsulares in the military literature is typically ascribed to the 1910s controversy.
Therefore, in the rest of the article, I will refer to Africanists (if the officer spent at least one year in
special African units between 1910 and 1927) and non-Africanists.
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If officers’ promotions under different administrations were not favour-
ing or discriminating against Africanists, the careers of the members of the
faction should not differ throughout 1932–36. If Africanist officers had
some particular unobservable characteristic that made them more (less)
apt for professional progression (e.g. by being more likely to excel at the
training course to become brigadier general) and merit was governments’
only criteria to determine promotions to top ranks, Africanists should have
been consistently more (less) likely to be promoted than non-Africanists. If
Africanists did not differ from their peers in their abilities, being an
Africanist should not have had any significant impact on the chances of
progressing through the scale and the coefficient for Years Core Africa
should be insignificant in all years.

Table 4 shows the coefficients for yearly regressions corresponding to
1933–36. During the ruling of centre-left governments (columns 1–4),
each year an officer spent in a special African unit between 1910 and 1927
is associated with a lower change in their RP (−0.009 for 1932 and −0.006
for 1933; columns 1 and 3) but the coefficient for changing rank is insignifi-
cant (columns 2 and 4)20. The lower change of position for the median
Africanist was equal to 6 per cent of non-Africanists’ standard deviation.
During the ruling of conservative governments, the coefficient for Years
Core Africa loses its negative sign and even becomes significantly positive
for changes of RP and rank in the 1936 yearbook (columns 7 and 8). For
the median Africanist, the coefficient implies a career in 1935 that was 16
per cent faster than non-Africanists’ standard deviation. In case of rank
change, the median Africanist had, on an average, a higher chance of pro-
motion equivalent to 7.6 per cent of non-Africanists’ standard deviation.

In summary, the coefficients for Africanists’ change of position and
rank, albeit small, generally conform to the expectations: Africanists’
careers advanced less rapidly than Peninsulares’ during leftist govern-
ments. A reversal of fortunes took place with the arrival of conservative
governments and particularly during Gil Robles’ tenure as Minister of
War in 1935, when Africanist officers still active in 1936 were promoted
more rapidly.

The coefficient for Demoted 1933 in Column 3 also shows the expected
negative sign. Officers affected by Azaña’s revisions of promotions had a
slower career. Column 1 in Table 5 shows the coefficients of probit regres-
sion studying the determinants of being affected by the revisions for the
sample of officers who were active in both 1933 and 1936. The dependent
variable takes the value 1 if the officer was demoted in 1933 (i.e. occupied a
lower–higher numbered position in the scale for 1934 than in 1933) and 0
otherwise. Africanists were particularly affected by Azaña’s revisions. For

20 Remember that «Change of Position in t» reflects changes that took place in t−1.
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TABLE 4
CHANGE OF POSITION 1933–36 FOR ACTIVE OFFICERS IN 1936 (OLS)

Center-Left Governments Center-Right Governments

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

Variables ΔP1933 ΔRank1933 ΔP1934 ΔRank1934 ΔP1935 ΔRank1935 ΔP1936 ΔRank1936

Years Core Africa −0.009*** −0.001 −0.006*** −0.000 −0.000 0.002 0.050*** 0.021***

[0.003] [0.002] [0.002] [0.001] [0.004] [0.003] [0.006] [0.005]

Tenure (t−1) 0.020*** 0.014*** 0.005*** 0.003*** 0.012*** 0.009*** 0.020*** 0.014***

[0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001] [0.001]

Rank (t−1) −0.168*** −0.123*** −0.033*** −0.033*** −0.069*** −0.067*** −0.243*** −0.193***

[0.010] [0.007] [0.005] [0.005] [0.006] [0.005] [0.007] [0.005]

Cavalry (t−1) −0.166*** −0.096*** −0.069*** −0.068*** −0.105*** −0.066*** 0.094*** 0.039***

[0.013] [0.010] [0.009] [0.007] [0.010] [0.009] [0.016] [0.015]

General Staff (t−1) −0.149*** −0.069*** −0.121*** −0.057*** −0.074*** −0.022 0.202*** 0.130***

[0.013] [0.010] [0.012] [0.009] [0.018] [0.018] [0.030] [0.029]

Infantry (t−1) −0.114*** −0.021** −0.106*** −0.036*** −0.094*** −0.027*** 0.176*** 0.185***

[0.012] [0.009] [0.007] [0.006] [0.008] [0.008] [0.013] [0.011]

Engineers (t−1) 0.004 −0.006 0.033*** 0.006 0.045*** 0.020 −0.044*** −0.048***

[0.014] [0.014] [0.012] [0.012] [0.013] [0.013] [0.014] [0.012]

Frontier Guard (t−1) −0.024 −0.081*** −0.032* −0.033* −0.011 −0.041** −0.180*** −0.187***

[0.022] [0.019] [0.019] [0.019] [0.018] [0.018] [0.021] [0.020]

Civil Guard (t−1) −0.064*** −0.078*** 0.038*** 0.007 0.134*** 0.048*** −0.086*** −0.093***

[0.016] [0.015] [0.013] [0.013] [0.016] [0.015] [0.016] [0.014]

Tercio Officers (t−1) −0.158 −0.066 −0.155*** −0.094*** −0.185*** −0.121*** 0.056 −0.044

[0.145] [0.098] [0.011] [0.011] [0.017] [0.017] [0.208] [0.141]
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Demoted 1933 No No −0.411*** −0.047*** No No No No

[0.014] [0.009]

Position (t−1) −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000*** −0.000***

[0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000] [0.000]

Constant 0.430*** 0.288*** 0.170*** 0.136*** 0.200*** 0.169*** 0.908*** 0.695***

[0.025] [0.019] [0.016] [0.015] [0.017] [0.017] [0.022] [0.017]

Observations 7,143 7,143 7,527 7,527 7,903 7,903 8,702 8,702

R2 0.242 0.185 0.311 0.067 0.231 0.123 0.347 0.331

Notes: Years Core Africa measures the number of years that the officer spent posted to special African units (Spanish Foreign Legion, Native Regulars,
Mehal.las, Harkas, Native Police and African Military Intervention) between 1910 and 1927. Tenure measures the number that the officer has spent in the
army. Rank ranges from 1 (second lieutenant) to 10 (lieutenant general). Demoted equals 1 of the officer occupied a lower (i.e. higher-numbered) position in
the scale in 1934 than 1933 and 0 otherwise. Position equals officers’ number in the scale for his rank in t−1.

Robust standard errors in brackets. ***P < 0.01, **P < 0.05, *P < 0.1.
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each year spent in African special units, the probability of being demoted
in 1933 increases by 2.4 points. The median active Africanist in 1936 was
4.8 percentage points more likely to suffer a demotion in 1933 than his
non-Africanist peers. The reasons for this are not hard to understand.
First, the revisions were aimed at promotions by combat merit mostly
enjoyed by Africanists between 1923 and 1926. In addition, Primo’s
promotions by election—the other type of promotions subject to revision

TABLE 5
DETERMINANTS OF DEMOTION IN 1933 (PROBIT AVERAGE MARGINAL

EFFECTS)

Active 1936 Officers Colonels and Generals 1933

(1) (2)

Variables Demoted 1933 Demoted 1933

Years Core Africa 0.024*** 0.025**

[0.002] [0.011]

Rank 1933 −0.001 −0.015***

[0.001] [0.004]

Tenure 0.021*** 0.042**

[0.004] [0.021]

Cavalry 1933 0.086*** 0.341***

[0.010] [0.097]

General Staff 1933 0.062*** 0.545***

[0.013] [0.098]

Infantry 1933 0.021* 0.423***

[0.013] [0.089]

Frontier Guard 1933 0.045*** No

[0.015]

Civil Guard 1933 0.024*** No

[0.009]

Engineers 1933 −0.027* No

[0.016]

Pseudo R2 0.1166 0.4362

Observations 7,788 195

Notes: See Table 4. Demoted 1933 equals 1 if the officer’s position in the scale in 1934 was lower than
in 1933 and 0 otherwise.

Robust standard errors in brackets.
***P < 0.01, **P < 0.05, *P < 0.1.
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and potential cancellation in 1933—disproportionally benefited Africanists
(Ben-Ami 1984, pp. 360–362; Alpert 2008, p. 131). Azaña’s revisions of pro-
motions harmed Africanists’ careers by displacing them to a lower position
in the scale and reducing or eliminating their chances of promotion. It has
been suggested that the revisions significantly contributed to officers’ ani-
mosity towards Azaña and his political coalition in 1936 (Puell de la Villa
and Huerta Barajas 2007, p. 45; Sánchez Pérez 2013, p. 24).

Finally, officers’ position has the expected negative and significant sign
because officers eligible to be promoted to the next rank had to be chosen
among the officers in the top third of the scale (therefore having a lower-
numbered position in the scale). The norm was that, for those promotions
under the executive’s discretion, the Minister of War chose the officers who
were eligible and at the top of the scale.

Coefficients in Table 4 provide the first evidence that Azaña’s revisions
of promotions and the «colour» of the party in power affected Africanists’
careers. The data has the advantage of using a large sample containing
over 1,300 Africanist officers, but it also has limitations because officers
who retired before 1936 are excluded from the sample. This could bias esti-
mates if, for example, non-Africanists with unobservable characteristics
that would slow their careers left the army at a greater rate than
Africanists with similar unobservable characteristics. This is plausible
because artillerymen and engineers (two corps in which Africanists were
under-represented) had more outside professional opportunities, thanks
to their technical education and skills. Cardona also points out that the
incentives that Azaña gave officers for retirement in 1931 resulted in a
more conservative army because rightist officers were more likely to stay
active (Cardona 1983, pp. 141–144). The results are not driven by the
1931 law because that year is not included in the analysis, but a similar
process of self-selection of active officers could have persisted between
1932 and 1936. It is reassuring that the coefficient for Africanists changes
as soon as conservative governments came to power. In order to err on the
side of caution, I built an alternative data set for the entire population of
colonels and generals between 1933 and 1936 to test the robustness of
the results in Table 4.

The main advantage of the alternative sample is that it contains the
entire population of active colonels and generals for each year between
1933 and 1936. The main drawback with respect to the initial data set is
that this sample is restricted to a subset of ranks. It must be noted, how-
ever, that colonels and generals were the most important ranks for
which the Minister of War had discretionary powers to determine promo-
tions. If promotions were politically driven, these top ranks should show
evidence of it.

Table 6 shows the coefficients for the four annual regressions corre-
sponding to 1932–1936. For colonels and generals, ΔRank(t) is binary
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TABLE 6
CHANGE OF POSITION AND CHANGE OF RANK FOR COLONELS AND GENERALS 1933–36

Left-Wing Governments Right-Wing Governments

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)

OLS

Probit
Mg.

Effects OLS

Probit
Mg.

Effects OLS

Probit
Mg.

Effects OLS
Probit Mg.
Effects

Variables ΔP1933
ΔRank
1933 ΔP1934

ΔRank
1934 ΔP1935

ΔRank
1935 ΔP1936 ΔRank1936

Years Core Africa 0.011 −0.011 −0.008 −0.025 0.043 0.027* 0.073*** 0.018**

[0.014] [0.018] [0.016] [0.025] [0.027] [0.015] [0.023] [0.008]

Tenure (t−1) 0.013** −0.002 0.012 0.007 −0.001 −0.002 0.008 0.003

[0.006] [0.007] [0.007] [0.006] [0.007] [0.006] [0.008] [0.003]

Rank (t−1) −0.133*** −0.058 −0.056 −0.047* −0.191*** −0.038* −0.129*** −0.035*

[0.031] [0.036] [0.037] [0.027] [0.024] [0.022] [0.027] [0.018]

Cavalry (t−1) −0.205** −0.090 0.038 0.024 −0.172** −0.094 0.192*** 0.220***

[0.080] [0.071] [0.093] [0.057] [0.076] [0.073] [0.065] [0.067]

General Staff (t−1) −0.363*** – 0.269* 0.073 −0.227** −0.072 0.548*** 0.292***

[0.073] [0.152] [0.068] [0.099] [0.080] [0.140] [0.071]

Infantry (t−1) −0.096 0.048 0.098 0.090* −0.099* −0.040 0.084*** 0.126**

[0.083] [0.059] [0.066] [0.050] [0.052] [0.047] [0.019] [0.049]

Engineers (t−1) −0.091 −0.001 0.085 0.010 −0.150* −0.031 0.122*** 0.220***

[0.103] [0.055] [0.101] [0.063] [0.081] [0.058] [0.043] [0.059]

Frontier Guard (t−1) −0.425*** – −0.050 −0.056 −0.326*** – 0.362*** 0.241***

[0.065] [0.074] [0.066] [0.064] [0.076] [0.067]

Civil Guard (t−1) −0.545*** – −0.146*** −0.090 −0.047 0.022 0.202*** 0.219***
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[0.067] [0.054] [0.066] [0.074] [0.047] [0.040] [0.062]

Position (t−1) −0.003* −0.013*** −0.003** −0.007*** −0.005*** −0.005*** 0.005*** −0.000

[0.002] [0.003] [0.001] [0.002] [0.001] [0.002] [0.001] [0.001]

Demoted 1933 No No −0.763*** – No No No No

[0.093]

Constant 0.073 – −0.150 – 0.753** −0.223 −

[0.261] [0.312] [0.314] [0.337]

Observations 224 151 249 224 243 226 249 246

R2/Pseudo R2 0.379 0.3337 0.383 0.2479 0.274 0.197 0.398 0.3426

Notes: See Table 4. Rank ranges from 1 (colonel) to 4 (lieutenant general).
Robust standard errors in brackets ***P < 0.01, **P < 0.05, *P < 0.1.
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(no one was demoted or promoted more than one rank at a time); there-
fore, a probit regression is used, and the coefficients in columns reflect
the average marginal effects.

Table 6 suggests a slightly different picture than the one obtained when
using the sample with active officers in 1936. Results for the new sample
suggest that tailwinds for Africanists’ promotions were much stronger
under conservatives than headwinds under the ruling of the leftist coali-
tion. Changes in position and rank during Gil Robles’ tenure as Minister
of War (columns 7 and 8) remain significantly positive for officers who
had spent at least one year in special African units. The median
Africanist was 5.4 percentage points more likely to be promoted than
non-Africanist officers. Interestingly, the coefficient for Position is not sig-
nificant for change of rank in 1935 (it has the expected negative and signifi-
cant sign in all other years). This suggests that, against the norm, Gil
Robles’ strong desire to «purge the Army of clearly undesirable elements»
probably came with a willingness to promote officers who were not neces-
sarily at the top of the scale. During Hidalgo’s tenure as Minister of War in
1934, Africanists’ coefficient for change of rank has the expected positive
sign but is only marginally significant (P-value = 0.078). Under Hidalgo
and Gil Robles, prominent Africanists, such as Francisco Franco, became
division general (1934) and Chief of the General Staff (1935). Emilio Mola
(leader of the conspiracy leading to the military coup in 1936) was reinte-
grated into the second position of active brigadier generals after having
been moved to the reserve without wage by Azaña’s government in
193321. The number of Africanist generals—which had decreased from
twenty-one to nineteen with centre-left governments in 1931–1933—
increased to 24.

The numbers above might not seem large. However, given the import-
ance of hierarchy in the army, generals’ actions had a cascade effect
among subordinates. Recent research suggests that during the SCW, sub-
ordinates were influenced by their superior’s decision to rebel or remain
loyal to the government (La Parra-Perez 2019). Also, Africanists were not
the only faction in the Spanish army. Despite being a good proxy for offi-
cers’ conservatism, not all conservative officers were Africanists, and there
were many military cleavages22. Politicisation for (or against) Africanists
in promotions almost surely implies that other manipulations were in
place for factions that the ruling government considered loyal (or disloyal).
In an ideal Weberian bureaucracy, meritocracy, not belonging to a given
faction, should be the determinant of career advancement.

21 Mola’s transfer to the reserve was due to his involvement in General Sanjurjo’s failed military
coup in 1932.

22 For the conflict of interests in the Spanish Army, see La Parra-Perez (2014, 2016). For a gen-
eral discussion of military conservatism, see Huntington (2008, pp. 93–94).
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The main discrepancy in the coefficients of Table 6 with respect to
Table 4 concerns the promotion of Africanist officers between 1931 and
1933. Results for the yearly population of colonels and generals do not sug-
gest that leftist governments in 1931–33 had a lower propensity to promote
Africanists. Both the coefficients for change of position and the average
marginal effect for changing rank (columns 1–4 in Table 6) generally
have the expected negative sign for years spent in African special units
but are imprecisely estimated. The discrepancy between the two samples
could be explained by a selection bias in the officers who retired between
1934 and 1936. If officers who did better with Azaña between 1931 and
1933 retired (willingly or because they were marginalised by conservative
governments) at a higher rate between 1934 and 1936, the Popular Front in
1936 inherited an army where groups that did worse during Azaña’s man-
date as Minister of War were over-represented.

Even if the results in Table 6 do not show any direct discrimination
against Africanists by Azaña’s government, the results for the revisions
of promotions are in line with those for the sample of active officers in
1936 and suggest that centre-left governments indirectly harmed
Africanists’ careers. First, it must be noted that the colonels and generals
who were displaced to a lower position in the scale after the revisions in
1933 suffered a negative career shock by becoming ineligible for promo-
tion. In fact, demoted officers are excluded from the probit regression in
column 4 of Table 6 because displacement to a lower position perfectly
predicts failure to be promoted. Second, column 2 in Table 5 repeats the
analysis of the determinants of being negatively affected by Azaña’s revi-
sions in column 1 but using the entire population of colonels and generals
in the 1934 yearbook. The results are very similar to those obtained in
column 1, which focused on officers active in both 1934 and 1936.
Africanist colonels and generals were significantly more likely to be
affected by the revision of promotions, and the coefficient is remarkably
similar to that in column 1. For each year spent in special African units,
the likelihood of generals and colonels being demoted increases by 2.5
points. The median senior Africanist officer in 1933 was on an average
7.5 points more likely to be affected by the revision of promotions than
non-Africanist peers. Azaña’s revision of promotions effectively closed
the doors of promotion to an important part of the Africanist faction23.

In summary, with the pretext that some of Primo’s promotions contra-
vened the legislation of the Parliament during the Restoration, Azaña may
have used the revisions of promotions as a strategy to form a coalition that
excluded Africanists from the top posts in the army. Conservative ministers

23 Out of 274 generals and colonels in 1934, 22 (8.03 per cent) were affected by the revision of
promotions the previous year. Among the 35 Africanist officers with the rank of colonel or higher in
1934, 13 (37 per cent) were affected.
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in 1934 and 1935 pushed in the opposite direction by favouring Africanists
for promotions to brigadier and division general. Independently of strat-
egies followed by different governments, it does not seem that the
Spanish army worked according to the impersonal and meritocratic
rules of a rational–legal bureaucracy.

Figure 2 provides a visual representation of the main story suggested by
the empirical results. The figure shows the average predicted change in
relative position (APCRP) between 1933 and 1936 for Africanist and
non-Africanist colonels and generals using coefficients from Table 6
(columns 1, 3, 5 and 7). Before 1934, when the Republic was ruled by a
centre-left coalition, the Africanists’ APCRP declined significantly.
Azaña’s revision of promotions even resulted in a negative APCRP for
Africanists in the 1934 yearbook. With the arrival of conservative
governments in November 1933, a reversal of fortunes took place.
Africanist generals are predicted to experience an increasingly fast change
in their APCRP after 1934, which contrasts with the slower careers pre-
dicted for non-Africanists during Gil Robles’ term as Minister of War (as
reflected in the 1936 yearbook).

FIGURE 2
AVERAGE PREDICTED CHANGE IN RELATIVE POSITION FOR AFRICANIST AND

NON-AFRICANIST COLONELS AND GENERALS BY YEAR WITH 95 PER
CENT-CONFIDENCE INTERVALS (1933–36).

Note: Average predicted change of relative position for colonels, brigadier, division and lieutenant gen-
erals between 1933 and 1936. Probabilities computed using the coefficients from Table 6 (Columns 1, 3, 5
and 7). Officers having spent at least 1 year in special African units between 1910 and 1927 are considered
Africanists.
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The interpretation of Africanists’ different career pace under rightist
and leftist government requires a final discussion of the role of skills in pro-
motions. Promotion from colonel to brigadier general had two compo-
nents: passing the training course and the Ministers’ discretionary
appointment. Because eligibility for promotion was conditional on offi-
cers’ performance in the course, the interpretation of the previous coeffi-
cients implicitly relies on assumptions regarding Africanists’ relative
skills. If being an Africanist resulted in a similar or worse performance
in the course than non-Africanist peers (i.e. being an Africanist did not
increase professional competence as measured in the course), the results
would be consistent with conservative governments favouring Africanists
because there was no reason for their higher rate of promotions. If, on
the contrary, Africanists signalled greater professional competence via
higher grades in the training course, the correct interpretation of the
results would be that leftist governments discriminated against the faction
by not advancing Africanists’ careers at a faster rate before 1934.

Officers’ scores in the course are not publicly available, but, to the best
of my knowledge, there is no evidence in the literature suggesting that
Africanists were more professionally prepared than Peninsulares24. There
are two additional reasons to think that the previous results are not funda-
mentally driven by differences in skills in favour of Africanists. First, the
decree of 2 May 1932, establishing the new methods of promotions during
the Republic stated that «the grades [in the training course to promote to
Colonel or Brigadier General] will rectify officers’ position in their scale
since they left the Academy»25. To the extent that officers with better
grades obtained a higher new position in their scale, the variable
«Position» is a proxy for officers’ technical skills. The non-significance of
«Position» in 1935 suggests that Gil Robles—Minister of War during
most of that period—was strongly committed to selecting the officers for
promotion on grounds other than seniority or merit. It is hard to believe
that the significant coefficient for Africanists (a group traditionally linked
to Gil Robles’ ideological tendencies) is mostly due to their professional
competence. Second, more than half (59 per cent) of Africanists in the
top ranks of the army in 1932 were already generals. Promotion of officers
at this level was entirely at the discretion of the government. Many of these
generals (including some prominent Africanists such as Franco, Ordaz or
Pozas) had not even passed a training course because they had been pro-
moted to the rank of brigadier general in the 1920s. Their promotions

24 There is anecdotal evidence even suggesting the opposite. Franco’s military strategy during
the Spanish Civil War exasperated his fascist and Nazi allies because it was too cautious (Preston
2000, p. 54).

25 Gaceta de Madrid, No. 125, 4 May 1932, p. 867.
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probably responded to the Minister’s choice rather than to any objective
proof of professional competence.

4. CONCLUSION

Why did the Second Spanish Republic fail? The answer is inevitably
complex and multicausal (Casanova 2007, pp. 176–184). This article pro-
vides empirical evidence for a factor that fuelled the tensions leading to
the military coup that started the SCW: the politicisation of Spanish bur-
eaucracy and, in particular, the military.

The army and its system of promotions exemplify the achievements and
limitations of the Second Republic and its reformist attempts. On the one
hand, Azaña’s reform rationalised the army by reducing the excessive num-
ber of officers (a long-time goal of many previous governments) and took
significant steps to make the system of promotions more impersonal and
meritocratic, in line with the rules that characterise modern, Weberian
bureaucracies. On the other hand, the reforms fell short of isolating the
army from political manipulations, privilege and personalistic rules. The
discretionary powers of the government to determine promotions, espe-
cially in the top ranks, persisted. In a social order that lacked consolidated
control of the military, these discretionary powers resulted in the politi-
cisation of promotions under different administrations. Africanists, a fac-
tion associated with the more conservative sectors of the army, were at
the centre of the ups and downs in the military elite with each government.

The results suggest that the centre-right republican governments that
ruled between November 1933 and February 1936 favoured Africanists,
particularly in 1935 during Gil Robles’ tenure. Conservative governments
in 1935 went as far as not respecting the order in the scale when choosing
the officers for promotion to brigadier or division general.

The results are also consistent with the idea that Azaña used the revi-
sion of promotions in 1933 to target Africanist officers. The data cannot
ascertain whether the revisions were motivated by Azaña’s concerns
about the legitimacy of Primo’s dictatorship or his desire to find a way
to harm factions that he judged more disloyal. What seems certain is
that Azaña was aware that the measure would hit Africanists’ careers.
The empirical analysis unequivocally supports the claim that revisions
impacted the careers of those officers who had advanced more rapidly in
the past, particularly those who, like Africanists, benefited from promo-
tions by combat merit. Perhaps, as pointed out by Navajas Zubeldia,
instead of revising all the promotions by combat merit, each promotion
could have been evaluated independently to determine which ones were
fair and which deserved to be cancelled (Navajas Zubeldia 2011, p. 101).
When choosing the former rather than the latter option, Azaña might
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have been signalling that the negative shock to Africanists’ careers was, at
the very least, a desirable byproduct of the policy for him.

As suggested by Lapuente and Rothstein (2014), the politicisation of the
bureaucracy can act as a catalyst that contributed to the violent end of the
Republic. During the Second Republic, the army presented a special ver-
sion of what Lapuente and Rothstein call politicisation «from above»
and «from below»26. The discretionary appointments for brigadier and div-
ision generals led to a politicisation «from above». Other countries such as
the United States also allowed discretionary appointments for top ranks by
a bureau. Spain in the 1930s was different from the United States in that it
lacked consolidated control of its army. Spain had a well-established trad-
ition of «military politicisation from below» in which the army acted as the
arbiter of governments’ fate. The two types of politicisation reinforced each
other in a perverse «institutional praetorian trap». The lack of consolidated
control of the military might explain why Azaña decided to maintain dis-
cretionary appointments. Against the perceived disloyalty of some military
factions and given the influence that hierarchy can play in subordinates’
actions following a coup, Ministers of War had incentives to make sure
that the top ranks were filled with loyal officers. The expected changes in
the top military ranks when the government changed, however, reinforced
the army’s tendency to intervene in politics when officers felt that their
careers were threatened under the new government.

There are no shortcuts in the transition from natural states to open
access orders. Development is a slow, gradual process (Hough and Grier
2015). It has been noted that one feature of rational–legal bureaucracies
is that «bureaucracy implies a larger organizational and normative struc-
ture where government is founded on authority» (Olsen 2006, p. 2). The
Second Republic illustrates the difficulties that developing countries face
to achieve this condition. As North, Wallis, and Weingast point out,
«achieving consolidated control of the military appears to be the most dif-
ficult (…) [condition for transitioning to an open access order] for a nat-
ural state to achieve. (…) Consolidating control of the military involves
severing the close links among economics, politics, and the military in nat-
ural states» (2009, p. 169). Solving this complicated question falls beyond
the scope of this article. If anything, the perverse institutional reinforce-
ment between politicisation from above and below adds another layer of
complexity in the transition from natural states to open access orders
with consolidated control of the military.

The republican reforms took promising steps towards severing the links
between politics and the military, but they fell short of eradicating

26 Politicisation from below is defined as the situation in which politicians occupy positions
reserved for civil servants. Politicisation from below occurs when bureaucrats themselves have pol-
itical careers and eventually become party leaders (Lapuente and Rothstein 2014, p. 1,427).
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favouritism. The politicisation in military promotions was one of the fac-
tors that likely contributed to the final demise of the Second Republic.
The consolidation of Spanish democracy had to wait.
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