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GEOGRAPHICAL PRESENCES AND ABSENCES 

THE ROLE OF SPANISH ACADEMIC GEOGRAPHY IN GEOPOLITICAL DEBATES  

Oriol NEL·LO & Antoni DURÀ 

Geography Department, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona  

 

The process of global change currently underway is having a particularly strong effect 

on Mediterranean countries. There are various reasons for this. Firstly, the 

Mediterranean brings societies that have only recently undergone the demographic 

transition process into contact with European countries with a low birth rate and an 

increasingly aging population. Furthermore, the contrast between the northern and 

southern shores of the Mediterranean in terms of economic development and income 

is one of the most blatant anywhere in the world, while the urbanization process has 

transformed the spatial structures of Mediterranean countries as a whole, leading to 

the depopulation of large regions and the emergence of large metropolises. Finally, 

climate change is expected to hit living conditions and the availability of resources 

particularly hard in this area. The main dynamics of global change –whether 

demographic, economic, urban or climatic– are thus felt with special intensity in the 

Mediterranean Basin and serve to exacerbate the contradictions and tensions within 

both individual countries and the region as a whole.    

Since the beginning of the century this combination of factors has triggered ever 

increasing alarm among the populations of European Mediterranean countries. 

Accordingly, debates about immigration, the upkeep of the welfare state, the 

European integration process, the distribution of public powers, land management and 

adaptation to climate change are now in the forefront of collective concerns. As we 

can see, these are all issues with a strong spatial element, and so a geographical 

perspective –and more particularly a geopolitical perspective– is of the utmost 

importance if they are to be more fully understood and discussed, and possibly 

resolved.  

In recent years, however, academic geography has made only a very patchy 

contribution to the geopolitical debate in European Mediterranean countries. So, while 

some subjects have sparked copious and stimulating research, in other cases the voice 

of academic geography has been notable for its absence. The reasons for this 

inconsistency are complex and not always easy to unravel: they vary from one country 

to another and depend on the historical circumstances, which serve to render the 

exploration of certain subjects either appealing or off-putting. Moreover, other factors 

intrinsic to the discipline, such as prevailing scientific traditions, corporate strategies, 

the structure of the academic system, outside influences and a greater or lesser 

propensity for social commitment, all play a role in this respect.   



 

This chapter focuses on Spain and seeks to analyze the involvement of its academic 

geography, at different levels, in the examination of the country's geopolitical 

problems. It will thus tackle issues related to both the Spanish State's policies and 

external geopolitical relationships (such as those affecting its external borders) and the 

territorial organization of the public powers within it. As we shall see, the contributions 

of academic geographers reveal, in both cases, the selective nature of their scrutiny of 

these subjects. While some issues and scales of analysis have repeatedly been studied 

–the delineation of the State's external frontiers, cross-border cooperation and 

metropolitan organization, to name a few–, academic geography has been notably 

reticent on others –such as the debate on the administrative structure of the Spanish 

State.  

The present work examines the contribution of Spanish geography in the first two 

decades of this century, on the basis of a systematic review of the main Spanish 

academic journals in the field, as well as reference to a very considerable –but not 

exhaustive– bibliography1. Apart from this introduction, the chapter comprises four 

sections: the first looks at the output of Spanish academic geography on the 

geopolitical position of the Iberian countries with respect to various geographical 

areas; the second focuses on studies concerning the borders of the Spanish state; the 

third section examines work dealing with the institutional organization of what the 

1978 Spanish Constitution calls “nationalities and regions”; finally, the fourth section 

homes in on research into the spatial aspects of local and metropolitan governments. 

The chapter is then rounded off by a few brief conclusions.    

 

1. EUROPEAN INTEGRATION AND THE GEOGRAPHICAL “VOCATION” OF THE 

IBERIAN COUNTRIES: THE MEDITERRANEAN, EUROPE, LATIN AMERICA AND 

NORTH AFRICA  

One of the elements that explains the current reality of the Iberian countries is 

undoubtedly the geographical context in which their historical saga unfolded. This 

context is conditioned, above all, by their “position”, according to the concept from 

classical geography invoked by Joan Vilà Valentí at the start of La Península Ibérica, one 

of the handbooks used to train various generations of geographers (Vilà, 1968: 17). 

Until recently, the debate on the position of the Iberian countries mainly revolved 

 
1 More specifically, the following geographical journals from the period 2000-2018 have been reviewed: 
Anales de Geografía (Madrid Complutense University), Cuadernos de Geografía (Valencia University), 
Cuadernos Geográficos (Granada University), Documents d’Anàlisi Geogràfica (Autonomous University 
of Barcelona, Girona University), Ería (Oviedo University), Estudios Geográficos (Spanish National 
Research Council), Geopolitica(s). Revista de Estudios sobre Espacio y Poder (Madrid Complutense 
University), Geographicalia (Zaragoza University), Investigaciones Geográficas (Alicante University), 
Lurralde (Basque Geographical Institute), Scripta Nova (Barcelona University), and Treballs de la Societat 
Catalana de Geografia (Institute of Catalan Studies).   
 



 

around the dualities of Europe/Africa and Mediterranean/Atlantic. These oppositions 

were explored by Manuel de Terán, another of the fathers of contemporary geography 

in Spain, in another widely publicized work: “Mediterranean and Atlantic, but more 

Mediterranean than Atlantic: such is the Iberian Peninsula, as a result of its location 

between two seas. But it cannot be deduced from its location between two continents 

that it is both European and African […] The Iberian Peninsula and Africa Minor are 

Mediterranean, and on this basis they resemble each other and relate to each other; 

but neither Iberia nor the Maghreb are African, properly speaking. The real Africa is 

the one that starts to the south of Africa Minor, in the Saharan desert.”  (Terán, 

1978:2).  

In recent decades, however, the preeminence of these dualities has been challenged 

by a more complicated and expansive framework: the globalization process has meant 

that the study of the Iberian countries' position can no longer be confined to a strictly 

regional –or even continental– prism but somehow or other has to take other 

geographical areas and ultimately the entire planet. This situation obviously does not 

preclude the European integration process, the Mediterranean context and the 

historical and cultural ties with Latin America from continuing to give rise to more 

close-knit relationships. Similarly, the proximity of borders brings a special intensity to 

the links between Spain and Portugal, the South of France (particularly in Catalonia 

and the Basque Country, where cultures are shared on both sides of the border), 

Andorra, Gibraltar, Morocco and the Western Mediterranean. It is hardly surprising, 

therefore, that political geography has bestowed particular attention on relationships 

with these areas, whether through analysis of thorny issues, such as conflicts, or 

through investigations into more stabilizing elements (progress on cooperation and 

integration).  

However, as stated above, the globalization process has enabled other geographical 

areas to rise up the scale as regards the intensity of relationships. Pride of place must 

go to the (already historic) ascendancy of the United States and, more recently, China, 

as economic and geopolitical world powers. Beyond them, other geopolitical 

configurations are emerging, for various reasons: Russia and the former Soviet bloc, 

Japan and the rest of East and Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, Oceania, the 

Middle East, Sub-Saharan Africa, Canada… Economic relationships (marked in the 

Spanish case by dependence on resources, externalization of production and paucity of 

R+D), political and military dependence, migratory flows and the establishment of 

transnational communities, as well as the interaction of multiple religions and 

identities, combine to form a mesh that is irreversibly becoming ever more dense. At 

the same time, there has been a noticeable and progressive change in the governance 

of these relationships, which is partly reflected in states' foreign affairs, participation in 

supra-state organizations and bilateral and multilateral cooperation agreements, but 

also in the growing prominence of sub-state bodies at every level. In any case, 



 

globalization and its various regional manifestations are posing tremendous 

challenges, as evident every day in the media and on social networks, and geography 

can and must provide valuable understanding from its own perspective. 

In this respect, our review of the works on geopolitics by Spanish geographers has 

revealed some areas in which advances have been made (sometimes through very 

substantial contributions that could provide the basis for a more robust research 

agenda in the future) as well as other significant blind spots. The contributions have 

been grouped here around six axes of reflection: political geography; globalization; 

Europe and the Eastern neighbours; Morocco and the Mediterranean; Latin America; 

and other parts of the world. 

 

1.1. The role of political geography: from stigma to vindication  

As in other countries, in Spanish academia the study of political geography in the 

fullest sense, and of geopolitics in particular, has had to confront the legacy of the use 

of this branch of the discipline by reactionary schools of political thought and, in the 

specific Spanish context, the role that it played in configuring the ideology of Franco's 

dictatorship. Accordingly, the vigorous Spanish research into geopolitics in the 1940s 

and 1950s, spearheaded by the Catalan historian Jaume Vicens Vives, was followed by 

a fallow period stretching over several decades (Losano, 2011; Gómez Mendoza, 

2019).     

Nevertheless, in the final phase of the dictatorship the inescapable urge to interpret 

global geopolitical dynamics gave rise to renewed output. The most important and 

innovative work in this respect was undoubtedly Geografía de la Sociedad Humana 

(1981-1984), edited by Enric Lluch, the founder of the Geography Department of the 

Autonomous University of Barcelona. This work expressly strived for innovation by 

interpreting areas of the world via an all-embracing vision of the social sciences and 

introducing new conceptual oppositions (centre/periphery, capitalism/planned 

economy). However, despite this and other contributions, the geographical community 

in Spain is aware that political geography is still underdeveloped in comparison with 

other areas of the discipline. This situation is recognized, for example, by Rubén Lois 

(professor at the University of Santiago de Compostela and current vice-president of 

the International Geographical Union) in his overview of the discipline published in a 

special monographic issue of the Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles (Lois, 

2009). It is unsurprising, therefore, that the period studied herein has given rise to 

repeated calls to develop Spanish political geography in order to deal with the 

challenges of the modern world. Two notable examples of this trend are articles by 

Javier Gómez Piñeiro (2002) and Josep Vicent Boira (2015) that both recognize political 

geography as a crucial tool for interpreting the changes thrown up by the 21st century. 



 

One particularly perceptive reflection on limitations of the discipline in this field - and a 

call to overcome them - can be found in the introduction by Juan Ignacio Plaza, a 

professor at Salamanca University, to a inspiring monographic work on “Geopolitical 

conflicts and tensions in the modern world”, published in Investigaciones Geográficas 

(Plaza, 2011). This article provides a useful overview of the achievements (sometimes 

outstanding, but all too few) and omissions in this field, from the early contributions in 

the 20th century to the present day. Along the same lines, two manuals that appeared 

around the turn of the century (López Trigal & Soto, 1999; and Nogué & Vicente, 2001) 

sought to provide a support for future advances in research. These overviews, 

particularly far-reaching in the latter two cases, have some significant elements in 

common: 

a) Recent international references –going beyond a historical presentation of the 

origins of the sub-discipline–, primarily from English-speaking sources but also 

from French and other sources.  

b) References to other disciplines with a well-established record in this field 

(political science, international relationships, law, etc.) 

c) A selection of the main topics for future research.  

The increasing interest in political geography evident today is reflected by the 

emphasis afforded it in the two manuals covering human geography in Spain published 

during the period studied herein: Geografía de España, edited by Antonio Gil Olcina 

and Josefina Gómez Mendoza (2002), and Geografía Humana de España, edited by 

Juan Romero (2016). Both these works devote an entire section to the subject. The 

formalization and reclamation of the academic study of political geography have even 

triggered the publication of a 280-entry Diccionario de Geografía Política y Geopolítica, 

compiled by Lorenzo López Trigal, a professor at the University of León (López Trigal, 

2013). Also worthy of note is the appearance of the volume Espacios globales y lugares 

próximos (written by a group of geographers from the Autonomous University of 

Barcelona and edited by Miguel Solana, 2016), which has the revealing subtitle Seventy 

concepts for understanding the territorial organization of capitalism. Taken as a whole, 

these works reflect the conceptual renewal that has occurred in the field of political 

geography since the times of Vicens Vives and Enric Lluch.  

One key element in this renewal has been the incorporation of –and dialogue with–

research from abroad. In this respect, apart from articles published in academic 

journals, another crucial factor has been the emergence and consolidation of the 

collection Espacios Críticos (“Critical Spaces”), edited by professors Abel Albet and 

Núria Benach: this series of books strives to introduce the thought of leading 

international figures into the Hispanic geographical arena. It is not insignificant or 

coincidental that the twelve volumes that have appeared to date include works 

devoted to such prominent figures in the field of political geography as Doreen 



 

Massey, Richard Peet, Franco Farinelli, Neil Smith, Neil Brenner, William Bunge and 

Claude Raffestin.    

 

1.2. Globalization: the undercurrent  

The theme underlying many of the contributions made to political geography is clearly 

the growing interrelationships and interdependence shared by modern societies as a 

result of the phenomenon of globalization. This trend is constantly reflected in 

geographical research by general observations on globalization (touching on both 

political and economic geography) and on various geopolitical processes unfolding on a 

worldwide scale. For example, the manuals published during this period have paid 

particular attention to globalization, whether they cover the global scenario (Romero 

& Nogué, 2007) or specifically focus on the human geography of Spain (Romero & 

Boira, 2016).  

Among the works specifically devoted to the subject of globalization, particularly 

worthy of note are that of Ricardo Méndez, a researcher at the Spanish National 

Research Council, on the world geopolitical map (Méndez, 2011) and the lecture he 

gave (Méndez, 2015) on receiving the International GeoCrítica Prize. Méndez has also 

tackled the issue of armed conflicts in the world (Méndez, 2011). Globalization and its 

effects have similarly been studied by other authors: Gómez Piñeiro (2001) has 

discussed regional systems and globalization; López del Moral (2013), environmental 

issues; and March (2013), the relationship between global capitalism and the 

environment. Marcu (2007) has examined Spain's place within the global processes, 

taking into account its new geopolitical position as a beacon for migrations from 

several continents that, in her opinion, create favourable effects in terms of wealth 

and diversity. And Martí Boada and David Saurí provided a synthesis of the process of 

global change (Boada & Saurí, 2002).  

The influence of foreign writers on this field has been particularly striking. Whereas at 

the tail end of the last century the predominating influences came from France, via the 

Hérodote group, and from England, via authors like Peter J. Taylor, in the opening 

decades of this century other authors have had a great impact. Foremost among these 

are the standard-bearers of what is known as "critical geography": Neil Smith, David 

Harvey and Doreen Massey. Spanish geography has struck up a dialogue with this 

critical current of thought that has proved fruitful, albeit one-sided, as if to reflect, 

paradoxically, within academia the very relationship of subordination and dependence 

prevailing in so many other walks of economic and cultural life. In contrast, Asian, 

African and Latin American authors have had little effect on Spanish political 

geography in these years –the main exception being the Brazilian geographer Milton 

Santos, who was even given a homage (Bosque Maurel & García Ballesteros, 2003). As 

for contributions from other disciplines, the interpretations of the globalization 



 

process formulated by sociologists such as Zygmunt Bauman, Saskia Sassen and 

Manuel Castells have had a notable impact.     

 

1.3. Europe: integration and European politics, neighbours to the East 

From a European perspective, it has to be admitted that Spanish geography has failed, 

by accident or by design, to play any significant role in the debate on the need for 

greater European integration, during the very period in which it is being widely 

questioned in some countries. Spanish academic geography has generally supported 

advances in this integration, probably in keeping with a society that still sees 

membership of the European Union in a positive light, despite condemnation of the 

austerity measures imposed at the height of the financial crisis. There has been 

growing criticism, however, of the “Fortress Europe”, particularly as regards the 

phenomenon of migration: from Bel (2002), who contemplated the dilemma of 

open/closed borders, to Domingo (2018), who discussed the EU's “thanatopolitical” 

climbdown with respect to refugees. Other authors, such as Schmite & Nin (2014), 

have covered the disillusion sparked by EU policies in the face of this crisis, an issue 

that probably needs to be tackled in greater depth in the coming years. 

In contrast, there has been greater emphasis on explaining and discussing European 

politics from a territorial standpoint, which are considered to impinge on the topics 

covered by many geographical studies. In the period under analysis herein, there have 

been notable works on particular issues in this political field: the new culture of 

territorial governance in Europe (Plaza, Romero and Farinós, 2003); policies for rural 

areas (Maya, Hidalgo, 2009, on adjustments to the CAP, and Esparcia, Escribano, 2009, 

on rural development, the CAP and the LEADER programme); the European Territorial 

Strategy (Camacho, Melikhova, 2010, and Lois et al, 2013); and the URBAN initiative 

(Gutiérrez, 2010). Among the foreign contributions, an article by Faludi (2005) on the 

touchstones and origins of the EU's politics of territorial cohesion provided a key 

reference, as did comparative studies by Van den Berg, Braun & Van den Meer (2007) 

and Colomb, Dürh & Nadin (2010). 

These overviews were complemented by other works that focused on the application 

and effects of European policies within Spain. These include a monographic issue of 

the Boletín de la Asociación de Geógrafos Españoles on “Governance of territory in 

Spain and initiatives of coordination and territorial cooperation”, overseen by two 

professors from Valencia University, Joan Romero and Joaquín Farinós (2005). This 

issue covered various European programmes, such as TERRA (Martín, 2005), LEADER 

(García Rodríguez et al., 2005) and PRODER (Plaza, 2005). Along similar lines, Nieto 

Gurría (2008) explored European rural policies for Extremadura; Burriel (2009), urban 

policies in relation to conflicts derived from city planning in Valencia; and Pillet (2015), 



 

the applicability of the European Territorial Strategy as a means of strengthening the 

cohesion of Castilla-La Mancha. 

Contrary to what might be expected, we found few works that dealt with international 

relationships with neighbouring European countries (one exception being Rodríguez, 

2005, on the Spain-Portugal relationship in the light of World War II). Iberism, 

historically of great concern to Spanish geography, was, however, barely discussed in 

its academic studies during the period in question, and there was also a paucity of 

studies on the Spanish relationships with France and Andorra, and the ever-present 

conflict over Gibraltar (given greater prominence since 2016 due to Brexit). 

Nevertheless, this century has been distinguished by numerous collaborations with 

French and Portuguese academic geographers, most notably the Iberian Geography 

Colloquium, which reached its 16th edition in 2018. And, as we shall see in the next 

section, there has also been a steady stream of studies on contiguous areas and cross-

border cooperation.  

Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union have been subjected to searching 

analysis, almost entirely due to works by Silvia Marcu, from the Spanish National 

Research Council, on integration in the Black Sea area (2004), the East European 

frontier (2005), the new geopolitics of post-Soviet Russia (2007), border geopolitics 

and migrations in Russia (2011a) and tensions and conflicts in the ex-USSR region 

(2011b). Moreover, Cuadernos Geográficos published a monographic issue on 

Rumanian and Bulgarian migration in Spain (Viruela, 2008, among others), while 

Machado et al (2004) examined the border between Estonia and Russia and Torres 

(2014) looked at human trafficking in post-Soviet Moldavia. 

 

1.4. Morocco and the Mediterranean: the overlooked connection  

In geopolitical terms, the Mediterranean –whether taken as a whole or with a focus on 

Morocco and the Maghreb– also seem to have received less attention than it deserves, 

in the light of its importance. The fact is that Spanish academic geography has tended 

to produce more work about Orientalism in the Maghreb and the historical perception 

of its culture than about the pressing problems currently affecting societies in both 

North Africa and the Mediterranean in general.  This omission is all the more striking if 

we consider that the foremost immigrant community in Spain comes from Morocco 

(numbering over 750,000 people in 2017).    

Be that as it may, the key work in this field is the overview by Villanova (2002) of 

Spanish geography's vision of Morocco and the Arab-Islamic world since 1975, divided 

into two parts: the first covering works on geography and Spanish colonialism, the 

second those exploring the Arab-Islamic world. As regards colonial geography, 

Villanova himself has published a book (2004) about the political and territorial 



 

organization of the Protectorate of Morocco. With respect to colonial cartography, a 

work by Muro, Nadal and Urteaga (2004) is worthy of mention, as is a subsequent 

study of military cartographers in Morocco (Urteaga, 2006). Other notable 

contributions are provided by the research led by Maria Dolors Garcia Ramon on 

women travellers' vision of the Maghreb in the early 20th century (Garcia Ramon, 

2002; Garcia Ramon et al. 2008), and the collection España en África. La ciencia 

española en la Sáhara Occidental. 1884-1976 (Rodríguez Esteban, ed., 2011), where 

the geopolitical element is very much to the fore. The latter also incorporates an 

audiovisual edition comprising 10 documentaries.  

These valuable cultural studies are complemented by numerous references to 

demographic, social, economic and historical geography that often touch on 

geopolitical matters. Examples of this kind would include works on Morocco by Nieto 

& Boulifa, 2008, focusing on demographics; by Nemmaoui & García Lorca, 2009, on 

agrarian politics; by Capote, 2011, on migration to Andalusia; by Martín & Arranz, 

2009, on development and migration; and by Girone & Lollo, 2011, on immigration via 

the Straits of Gibraltar and Sicily. More explicitly, Ferrer (2008, 2012) has reflected on 

the function of the Spanish-Moroccan border, which has also been critically examined 

by Vives (2008) in the light of racialization processes. Nevertheless, despite the 

strategic importance of the connection between Europe and the African continent via 

the Iberian Peninsula, Spanish geography has fallen well short of the body of work 

produced by the Colegio de la Frontera Norte in Tijuana, Mexico, to take just one 

example from the Spanish-speaking world.  

 

1.5. Latin America: a fertile exchange  

Latin America has been extremely well covered by Spanish geographical journals. This 

can largely be attributed to the substantial presence of Latin American academics in 

various universities and research centres in Spain, but another reason is the plethora 

of exchange programmes with Iberian-American institutions. The International 

Geocrítica Colloquia run by Horacio Capel, whose proceedings are published in Scripta 

Nova, and other more modest initiatives, such as the monographic issue of Cuadernos 

de Geografía (2007), are proof of this. In terms of geopolitics, some topics crop up 

frequently:  

a) Conflicts currently underway: conflicts in South America (Cadena, 2011); the 

US-Mexico border (Mollá, 2011); substatal paradiplomacy in Brazil (Martins et 

al., 2008).  

b) Geo-historical research: on state organization and territory, within the 

framework of a monographic work on independence and the construction of 

nation states in Latin America and Europe (Capel, 2012); the territorial 



 

formation of the USA and Argentina (Zusman, 2010); the construction and 

consolidation of state borders (Izard, 2002). 

c) Internal geo-economic conflicts (Raymond, 2004, the development of tourism; 

Ortiz, 2015, and Márquez, Díaz-Diego, 2016, struggles over land in Brazil).  

As for the specific relationship of Spain with Latin America, particularly worthy of note 

are the contributions of Bosque Maurel (2002 and 2006) –also along geo-historical 

lines– and of Ramos (2007) –dealing with the current Spanish-Mexican relationship, 

with particular attention to SMEs.  

 

1.6. Other areas: the need to broaden the scope 

Finally, there is no escaping the paucity of studies on other areas of the world in the 

academic publications of Spanish geography. Although parts of Asia (China, the Middle 

East) and Sub-Saharan Africa have received some attention, there are also sizable blind 

spots (North America, Oceania, East and South Asia in general), although, as far as 

geopolitical studies are concerned, there are a few exceptions. Gil (2011) provided an 

overview of the main conflicts taking place on the Asian continent, while Torres (2011) 

focused on Kurdistan. As for China, Martín (2014) examined territorial imbalances and 

Lois (2017) explored Chinese urban geography by presenting a dossier devoted to this 

topic in Documents d’Anàlisi Geogràfica.  

With respect to Sub-Saharan Africa, there has been some coverage of conflicts: by 

Mbuyi Kabunda (2011), an expert in International Relationships, on Central Africa and 

Sudan, and by Almeida (2011), on ethnic conflicts and development in the region as a 

whole. For historical reasons Equatorial Guinea has been more fully studied, 

particularly in relation to the historical presence of missionaries in the former Spanish 

colony, by Vilaró (2012a, 2012b, 2016), while Guerra (2015) has looked at the 

cartography of logging in the area.  

The broadening of the scope of Spanish academic geography to take in these parts of 

the world –which contain not only a large portion of the world's population but also 

the homelands of many of the immigrants currently residing in Spain– is undoubtedly 

one of the greatest challenges currently facing it today.  

 

2. THE IBERIAN FRONTIERS AND CROSS-BORDER COOPERATION. THE RESCALING 

OF POLITICS VIA RECONSIDERATION OF THE MEANING OF STATE BORDERS 

The border is obviously one of the essential, defining elements of the Westphalian 

state, serving to establish the limits of its sovereignty, mark out its territorial integrity 

and foster the homogenization of the territory within it. Over the last two centuries, 

one of the main functions of academic geography in European countries has been to 



 

study and legitimize states' borders by means of “scientific” argument. However, the 

globalization process discussed above has had a considerable impact on the 

sovereignty of states and, therefore, on the nature of their borders. So, it is hardly 

surprising that the study of borders –their demarcation, definition and effects– has 

incorporated many new elements in recent decades, and Spanish academic geography 

has not been immune to this general trend.  

One of the main geographical focal points in the Iberian countries this century has 

been the changing conditions of the areas with internal borders within the European 

Union. Much of the analysis has revolved around cross-border cooperation 

(henceforth, CBC), reflecting the spread of this phenomenon as a result of the general 

process of European integration (the Treaty of Union, Schengen Zone, Customs Union, 

Economic and Monetary Union, etc.). European policies in support of territorial 

cooperation have played a crucial role in this respect, especially after the Madrid 

Convention of 1981 –backed by the Council of Europe– and the start of the EU's 

Interreg financing programmes, which were launched in 1989 shortly after the entry of 

the Iberian countries. The signing of bilateral agreements between Spain and France 

(1995) and Portugal (2002) marked the explicit recognition of the capacity of sub-state 

bodies to develop cooperation agreements with territories in neighbouring states. 

(Andorra subsequently signed a similar agreement.) This favourable context, now 

enshrined in the European Territorial Cooperation objective, has resulted in a 

widespread deployment of cooperative activities, which in Spain have largely been 

driven by various sub-state levels of administration (autonomous communities, 

provinces, city councils). These activities have been embodied by both specific projects 

working under time constraints and more permanent agreements, with the so-called 

Euroregions as one of the most visible (although not necessarily the most effective) 

figureheads. 

The opening-up and coming-together of Iberian border areas can be interpreted as an 

important change at various levels. Firstly, the softening (albeit not disappearance) of 

borders has tended to somewhat reduce the peripheral nature of the spaces on either 

side of them, as access to these neighbouring areas has been improved and new 

opportunities for local development have arisen as a result. Apart from these new geo-

economic advantages, the increased permeability of borders has also given rise to a 

reassessment of these territories in terms of culture, identity and politics by triggering 

recognition of common interests, as well as a restoration of the collective bonds and 

feelings that had been present, to some extent, in historical periods prior to the 

consolidation of the nation-state in the last two centuries. This redefinition of cross-

border space has even wider repercussions, as it can ultimately contribute to a slow 

but progressive acknowledgement of a common European identity. Accordingly, we 

can speak of a territorial rescaling process based on the reinterpretation of these 

spaces, and also on their management by sub-state bodies, thus depriving central 



 

governments of an area that was traditionally their exclusive preserve as regards the 

state's international relationships.  

López Trigal (2017) recently produced an overview of geographical research into the 

borders of the Iberian Peninsula, which can be considered a starting point for our own 

examination herein. The works that we have assembled on this subject comprise over 

thirty articles (largely drawn from two monographic collections published by 

Documents d’Anàlisi Geogràfica in 2010 and 2018), as well as some specific books. 

These works can be categorized in terms of two complementary viewpoints:  

a) Those focusing on the global analysis of the phenomenon of borders, CBC and 

the collation of international experiences.  

b) Those examining cases and topics specifically pertaining to the Iberian 

Lusitanian and Pyrenean borders (leaving aside references to the border with 

Morocco, already discussed in the previous section). 

There follows a more detailed look at some of the major contributions to these two 

lines of research.  

 

2.1 Analysis of borders: definition, evolution and policies 

The phenomenon of borders has been broadly examined in the political geography 

manuals mentioned in the previous section: López Trigal & Soto (1999) devote a whole 

chapter specifically to “Borders and cross-border cooperation”, while Nogué & Vicente 

(2001) examine the subject transversally, within the framework of the crisis of the 

State. Meanwhile, the two manuals on the human geography of Spain published 

during the period studied herein (Olcina & Gómez Mendoza, 2001; Romero, 2016) 

unquestioningly accepted the frontiers of the Spanish state as their starting point and 

did not delve into any specific analysis of the demarcation of the current borders, or 

the integration into the State of the set of territories contained within them.  

Apart from these general accounts, the book edited by Farinós & Romero (2006) on 

territorial governance in Spain includes, among other interesting studies, chapters 

specifically devoted to CBC in the Basque Country (Cruz, Lozano & Koldobika, 2006), on 

the Atlantic Axis (Rodríguez, Lois, Miramonte, Piñeiro & Suárez, 2006) and in 

Extremadura-Alentejo (Mora & García Flores (2006). Furthermore, the aforementioned 

monographic editions of Documents d’Anàlisi Geogràfica, initiated by the Autonomous 

University of Barcelona and Girona University, provide European case histories, as well 

as a global perspective, in an attempt to align this area of research in Spanish political 

geography with current international thinking. Oliveras, Durà & Perkmann (2010), in 

the article introducing the first of these monographs, trace the main stages in the 

development of CBC in Europe, following the path marked out by the work of Markus 

Perkmann, the European trailblazer in this field. These authors saw CBC as having 



 

reached a phase of stabilization and greater institutionalization, following a period of 

spectacular growth. Eight years later, Giband & Vicente (2018), in the article that 

opens the second monograph, investigated this latter stage in depth, highlighting the 

tension existing in cross-border spaces between a desire for cooperation (within “soft 

spaces”) and states' tendency to tighten borders in response to the pressures of 

international migration. From a different angle, the jurist Beltrán (2010) analyzed the 

role of the European Groupings of Territorial Cooperation, and the political scientist 

Letamendia (2010) examined cross-border capital/labour relationships from a global 

viewpoint. Finally, these overviews were complemented in both monographs by 

comparative studies by various European authors of international experiments: Sohn 

(2010) looked at metropolitan areas, Dorrembacher (2010) at the Grande Région, 

Schönweitz (2010) at the Baltic Sea, Emsellem et al. (2010) at the French-Italian-

Monacan border, Bramanti and Rosso (2010) at the Adriatic-Ionic region, and Janzac 

(2018) at the German-Polish border. More generally, the Portuguese researcher 

Medeiros (2018) evaluated the recent policies of Interreg, while Feliu et al (2018) used 

a comparative analysis methodology to examine four European CBC projects. 

A recently published work by Durà et al. (2018) seeks to complement these European 

perspectives with a wide-ranging study that identifies and analyzes all the Euroregions 

active within the EU. This work provides data on their geographical profiles, their 

governance structures and their activities involving cooperation, along with a 

catalogue of good practices. 

 

2.2. The borders of the Spanish State: specific studies  

There has also been considerable output on CBC with respect to both the Iberian 

borders as a whole and to individual cases. Among the overviews, Mora Aliseda et al 

(2005) analyzed the Interreg III programme (2000-06) in Spain, which also covered the 

border with Morocco; overall, they gave a positive assessment of the programme, 

although the disputes between Autonomous Communities and regions in Portugal and 

France led them to propose the municipal and central scales as being more 

appropriate areas of cooperation. In contrast, Trillo & Lois (2014) noted that the 

Autonomous Communities have been able to deploy their own strategies through CBC, 

in a broader framework of international cooperation, thereby calling into question the 

control of central government: they use the Basque and Catalonian cases as examples 

of this trend. Martín & Castañer (2018) applied their project analysis methodology to 

the Interreg IV-A programme at both these borders and found that the autonomous 

communities do indeed have great leadership capacities, due to the solidity of their 

jurisdictions. The study of the Galician-Portuguese relationship was the subject of 

considerable attention from Trillo & Pires (2016), who edited a collection of reports on 

the Iberian Peninsula, the fruit of an illuminating session in the fourteenth Coloquio 



 

Ibérico de Geografía devoted to CBC and borders. Finally, Paül et al (2017) also 

provided a comprehensive overview of Spanish participation in CBC, and European 

territorial cooperation in general, as part of La Geografía regional de España, edited by 

Farinós and Olcina, thereby broaching a subject that had been poorly covered in 

previous manuals of this kind. 

Reflections on the Spanish-Portuguese border have traditionally summoned up the 

picture of a predominantly rural peripheral area (with relative exceptions in coastal 

areas and other places, particularly in Galicia-Northern Portugal) that still experiences 

significant socio-economic difficulties, albeit with a growing awareness of shared 

space. The last few decades, however, have given rise to new critical viewpoints. The 

journal Geopolitica(s). Revista de Estudios sobre Espacio y Poder (Universidad 

Complutense de Madrid) has been especially persistent in this respect, with no less 

than six articles on the topic since 2011, by Maria Lois & Cairo (2011), Kavanagh 

(2011), Rovisco (2011), Trillo & Lois (2011), López Trigal (2016) and Lange (2017). In 

this and other publications, the contributions have particularly focused on the 

relationship between Galicia and Castilla y León, on the one hand, and on territories 

bordering on Portugal, on the other. An overview of the border can be found in Lois & 

Carballo (2014), who highlighted its progressively increasing permeability, as well as 

the contrasting territorial dynamics along its length. The relationships between Galicia 

and Northern Portugal have also been examined at the scale of the Autonomous 

Community-Region by Palmeiro, Pazos (2008), by Trillo & Lois (2011,) and by the 

political scientist Cancela (2010); and at a local scale by the political scientist María Lois 

(2013), and by Trillo, Lois & Paül (2015). As regards the relationship between Castilla y 

León and Northern and Central Portugal, Manero (2012) provided a positive 

assessment of the dynamics of municipal CBC in the Duero-Douro Euroregion, while 

Martín & Hortelano (2017) cast light on the difficulties of some areas hard hit by 

depopulation and inactivity, and Trillo & Paül (2018) questioned the aims of the 

Biosfera Meseta Ibérica Reserve, which they consider excessively geared toward 

tourism. Gutiérrez et al. (2010) examined the local mobility between Extremadura and 

Portugal as a parameter of a border's increasing permeability. With respect to 

Andalusia-Southern Portugal, Mulero (2018) has pointed out the problems in 

cooperating on the preservation of natural spaces.   

The complex nature of the Pyrenean border is also reflected in the literature on the 

subject. It is more permeable and urbanized at its ends (particularly on the Western 

Basque coast) but has very few open spaces elsewhere, with an especially difficult 

terrain in its central section (Huesca-Altos Pirineos and Ariège). The detailed study by 

Capdevila (2008) of the border's demarcation process strikingly broke new ground. Of 

the works on the Pyrenees as a whole, Feliu et al (2013 and 2018) applied an analysis 

of Interreg projects to the area, highlighting the CTP's efficiency in distributing 

resources along the border, particular in those areas closest to it. Oliveras, Colomb & 



 

Durà (2016) provided a viewpoint that went beyond the Interreg projects, while 

Giménez-Capdevila (2005, 2012) have focused on cross-border transport policies. 

Homing in on specific areas, we have found various studies of the Basque border 

(Sansinenea, 2001; Koldobika, 2006; Lozano 2007, Alberdi 2013). The output on the 

Central Pyrenees is more limited, although the journal Geographicalia has published 

some articles (Gorría, 2011; Capdevila, 2013) as part of a monographic issue on 

Pyrenean CBC. The remaining publications have examined the Catalonian border from 

various viewpoints: the political scientist Morata (2010) on the Mediterranean 

Pyrenees Euroregion; Castañer et al (2011) and Castañer & Feliu (2012) on the white 

paper of the Catalonian Cross-Border Eurodistrict, working in collaboration with the 

French MOT (MOT, UdG, 2008); Pallarès et al (2013) on the Alto Segre; Oliveras & Durà 

(2013) on the Barcelona-Toulouse axis; the foreign perspective of Giband & Mary 

(2018) on higher education in the same area (2018); and, looking at the particularly 

rich experience of the border county of La Cerdaña, Oliveras (2013), Berzi & Castañer 

(2018) and Nogué & Sala (2018), the latter focusing on a cross-border landscape plan.  

It is appropriate to end with the contribution of Oliveras & Trillo (2013), two authors 

who have reflected deeply on CBC, while also taking a critical look at cooperation 

between Spanish Autonomous Communities, with an emphasis on areas that seem to 

replicate on a regional scale the paradigm of state borders and thus create a need for 

strategic approaches, along the historical lines of federal states. A similar focus could 

be ascribed to articles by Boira (2010), Oliveras & Durà (2010) and Durà (2012) on the 

relationship between the territories that comprise the Mediterranean Arc, understood 

as a shared geo-economic space. These studies suggest that management of the 

Iberian border territories (both inter- and intra-state) should evolve from the 

cooperation mechanisms currently in place to new visions more in keeping with the 

interdependencies triggered by the age of globalization. 

 

3. TERRITORIAL ORDERING OF THE SPANISH STATE. THE LONG SILENCE OF 

SPANISH ACADEMIC GEOGRAPHY 

One of the most notable consequences of the globalization process is the weakening of 

the power of states. It is well known that this process has several different origins. 

Technological advances and political agreements have enabled an unprecedented 

mobility of various factors: capital, goods, information and, to a lesser extent, people. 

This has led to an integration of economies and societies on a worldwide scale that has 

sparked flows that have overwhelmed the borders of states –flows that the latter find 

extremely difficult to not only manage but also to assess. Furthermore, globalization 

has been paralleled by the emergence of economic and political players –large 

corporations, lobbies– that act on a supra-state scale, have a great capacity to stand up 

to state powers and in many cases elude their regulations. In social terms, these 



 

dynamics, which have been exhaustively described and studied (Harvey, 2012; Stiglitz, 

2012; Urry, 2009), have propitiated the upsurge and consolidation of a so-called 

“corporate class”. This class has accumulated a very large proportion of the world's 

resources and consequently, due to its financial capacity and life style, it has been able 

to evade the obligations imposed by states on the rest of the population –including 

fiscal obligations.  

At the same time as states are seeing their power curtailed by phenomena that are too 

big for them to handle, they are often further weakened by their own internal 

dynamics. As so many geographical and sociological studies have shown (Harvey, 1990; 

Castells, 1997), the dismantling of spatial barriers, far from reducing the importance of 

place, has in fact boosted it. The globalization process and the subsequent increase in 

interdependence have bestowed a particular importance on the comparative 

advantages that each place can offer to attract activities and investments. Moreover, 

in societies governed by flows and interests that often bring with them evident 

threats, a place becomes a refuge and a source of meaning. This largely explains the 

emergence of the identity-based, nationalist and localist upsurges that are affecting 

modern societies, including, obviously, those of the European Mediterranean 

countries.  

The combination of these factors –globalization, on the one hand, and the increased 

importance of place, on the other– is one of the main wellsprings of the need for a 

"rescaling" of European politics (Keating, 2013). In the Spanish case, the issue is further 

complicated by historical developments, as the Spanish State contains within it a 

marked social, linguistic and cultural diversity that has, in the opinion of many 

historians, endowed it with a “plurinational” status (Romero & Furió, 2015). The 

Spanish Constitution of 1978 sought to channel this territorial diversity on an 

institutional basis, by recognizing the right to autonomy of the “nationalities and 

regions” that make up the State (article 2, Spanish Constitution). These previsions gave 

rise to the configuration, in the late 1970s and early 1980s, of the map that still holds 

sway today, consisting of 17 Autonomous Communities. Over the forty years since 

then, however, this process has been encumbered by problems and tensions of all 

kinds, most notably the difficulties of fitting the aspirations to self-government 

espoused in some parts of the State's territory (particularly Catalonia, the Basque 

Country and Galicia) into a relatively homogeneous framework. This has set in motion 

far-reaching disputes, from the long Basque conflict to the outbreak of the Catalonian 

crisis, that have had (and continue to have) a decisive influence on Spanish politics. 

The territorial component is clearly crucial to the birth and development of these 

conflicts, but, paradoxically, Spanish academic geography has played a very limited 

role in the research and public debate about the territorial ordering of the State in 

contemporary Spain.  

 



 

3.1. The debate on the configuration and development of the Autonomic State 

The failure of Spanish academic geography to intervene in this debate has been 

particularly striking in recent years but it has a longer history, stretching back, at the 

very least, to the aforementioned configuration of the Autonomic map after the 

passing of the Constitution in 1978. This has been pointed out by Professor Josefina 

Gómez Mendoza, who was a member of the Council of State and Rector of the 

Autonomous University of Madrid: “I have commented more than once on the 

startling fact that throughout the pre-Autonomic, Constitutional and Autonomic 

process, the voice of geographers was clamorously absent. It seems even more 

paradoxical to me taking into account that geographers, as a scientific community, had 

established the objective of regional division and had made the geography of Spain 

and, above all, the regional geography of Spain, the centrepiece of the first study plans 

for the geography curriculum. However, in the pre-Autonomic times, when what 

would go on to be the map of Autonomic Spain was being configured and big 

controversies were emerging […] geographers seemed to have nothing to say, or if 

they did nobody knew about it” (Gómez Mendoza, 2013).   

This behaviour cannot be attributed to any lack of polemics and tensions in the process 

of configuring the Autonomic map. In contrast, the very definition of the boundaries of 

the Autonomous Communities was fraught with numerous challenges of both a 

political and geographical nature (or geopolitical nature, as some would say): the 

possible fusion of Euskadi and Navarra; the relationship between the Catalan-speaking 

territories (Catalonia, Balearic Islands, the Valencian region); the position of Madrid on 

the Autonomic map; the fusion of Castilla and León; and, finally, the decision to 

establish single-province communities such as Murcia, Cantabria and La Rioja (Gómez 

Mendoza & García Álvarez, 2002). Furthermore, the evolution of the Autonomic map 

occasioned some extremely important turning points that have decisively influenced 

all subsequent developments. The most significant of these was undoubtedly the 

virtual homogenization of the systems of jurisdiction (with the notable exception of 

the Basque Country and Navarra). The Spanish Constitution foresaw, in principle, a 

distinction between regions with an "ordinary regime" and the so-called historic 

communities (Catalonia, the Basque Country and Galicia, which had already passed 

Statutes of Autonomy during the Second Spanish Republic of 1931-1939). This opened 

up the possibility of a territorial ordering of the State with two levels of self-

government: on the one hand, the historic nationalities and, on the other, the regions. 

However, after the referendum on the autonomy of Andalusia in 1982, which led to an 

equivalence between this territory and the historic nationalities, that interpretation of 

the Constitution was put aside and the doors were opened for the progressive 

homogenization of the Autonomic system over the entire territory of the State, which 

has taken shape via various pacts and provisions, with the aforementioned exception 

of the Basque Country and Navarra (Romero, 2009).  



 

Spanish academic geography has not only been absent, as we have seen, from the 

debate on the configuration of the Autonomic map, but also from that on the avatars 

that have marked its evolution. This avoidance of the topic of the territorial ordering of 

the State on a regional and national scale contrasts with the numerous studies on 

mapping in relation to local government (a subject that will be further discussed 

below). This reticence also contrasts with the notable participation of Spanish 

academic geographers in political life over recent decades, whether through taking on 

elected posts or responsibilities in State, Autonomic or local administrations. 

Consequently, it does not seem feasible to attribute their non-participation in the 

study and debate on the territorial ordering of the State to a general refusal to tackle 

questions of a political and administrative nature.  

In any case, the almost total absence of works on the configuration of the political map 

of the Spanish State in academic geographical journals is extremely striking. In all the 

issues of the 12 publications systematically consulted for the writing of this text, no 

more than half a dozen articles dealt with this topic in the period 2000-2018. There 

have been some notable exceptions, however –the most noteworthy undoubtedly 

being that of Joan Romero, a professor at Valencia University who, over the last two 

decades, has repeatedly published studies of the territorial organization of the State 

and the possibility of developing it along federal lines (Romero, 2006; 2009; 2012; 

2015; 2017).  

 

3.2. The crisis of the Autonomic State and the growing involvement of academic 

geography 

Nevertheless, this apathy does seem to have been changing over the last few years. It 

is evident that the territorial structure drawn up by the Spanish Constitution seems to 

have entered into a deep crisis at the start of the present decade. This crisis is not 

removed, in some ways, from the tensions sparked by the globalization processes 

common to all Mediterranean countries; in this particular case, the tensions have 

manifested themselves in demands for more self-government, on the one hand, and a 

push towards the recentralization of the State, on the other. The most striking 

expression of this situation is the crisis triggered by the aborted intent to renew 

Catalonia's Statute of Autonomy, and the subsequent rise of a powerful independence 

movement from 2010 onwards.  

This crisis had been building up for some time, but academic geography had barely 

referred to it, even in those parts of the territory in which the conflicts were most 

apparent, or in the publications whose subject matter would make them, in principle, 



 

best placed to tackle this issue2. In recent years, however, the tide seems to have 

turned somewhat, precisely because of the crisis that had flared up. Accordingly, a 

conference was held in Toledo in 2013 specifically to reflect on the topic, with the 

participation of some twenty geographers from universities in Andalusia, Catalonia, 

Castilla, Galicia, the Balearic Islands, Madrid, the Basque Country and Valencia. This 

meeting gave rise to the publication Repensar el Estado. Crisis económica, conflictos 

territoriales e identidades políticas en España, which dealt with the State's territorial 

crisis, with special reference to the Catalonian question but not exclusively so, through 

the prism of resources, infrastructures, culture, language and administration (Gómez 

Mendoza, Lois & Nel·lo, 2013).   

Initiatives of this kind had little discernible impact, however, although, more recently, 

the Spanish Association of Geography has embarked on a new phase by reinforcing the 

involvement of Spanish Geography in these debates of such importance to both 

politicians and the public at large. Accordingly, the Association's Geographical Thought 

Group organized another conference on the subject, which took place in the summer 

of 2018 in Cocentaina. This resulted in a new publication: España: geografías para un 

Estado postmoderno, whose editors advocated “a reinterpretation of sovereignties, 

the  coexistence of multiterritorialities –without spurning the specifics of each one in 

its own particular living space, which is already multi-tiered  and  multi-dimensional 

thanks to the means of transport and new computer technologies available– and the 

reconsideration of perimeters and borders, once sharply defined and impermeable but 

now diffuse boundaries of permeable spaces. In this new reality, sovereignty becomes 

flexible and shared, demanding the renunciation ―by agreement, foedus― of the use 

of force and defining in its turn new codes based on cohabitation and the stable and 

non-unilateral conjunction of interests. Therefore, the question is not one of more or 

less State but of what type of State we want, and need, for Spain; or for Spains, as our 

country has been called with normality throughout our history” (Farinós, Ojeda & 

Trillo, 2019).  

As we can see, such initiatives are still emerging, and they have been accompanied by 

the appearance of the occasional article or book chapter (Nel·lo, 2015; Rojas, 2017; 

Nel·lo & Gomà, 2018), but if academic geography wants to make a constructive and 

useful contribution to a debate that is crucial to the Spanish society of our times, it still 

has a great distance to catch up.  

 
2 Note, for example, that between 2000 and 2016, a period that coincided with a decisive phase in the 
evolution of the Basque conflict, Lurralde, the journal of the Basque Geographical Institute, did not 
publish any works on this issue. Meanwhile, Treballs de la Societat Catalana de Geografia, which over 
the course of these two decades has published around thirty articles on the administrative organization 
of Catalan territory, has not featured a single one dealing with how Catalonia fitted into the Iberian 
context. Nor has a journal such as Geopolítica(s), launched in 2011 with the express intention of 
contributing to the study “of the relationship between space and power”, particularly in Latin America 
and the Iberian countries, published any article on the territorial ordering of the Spanish State along 
Autonomic, federal or any other lines. 



 

 

4. THE MAPPING OF LOCAL POWERS: MUNICIPALITIES, COUNTIES, PROVINCES 

AND METROPOLITAN AREAS 

As mentioned above, the growing integration of European Mediterranean countries 

into the globalization process has occurred in parallel with substantial territorial 

transformations inside each of them. Over the course of the 20th century they were 

subject to extremely intense urbanization, which unfurled in two distinct phases: the 

first was distinguished by the concentration of the population and its activities in the 

main urban areas, resulting, on the one hand, in the depopulation of huge territories 

and, on the other, in the emergence of conurbations that concentrated a significant 

proportion of the population; the second phase was characterized by the growing 

expansion of these urban areas, the functional integration of the whole of the territory 

around them and the dispersion of urbanization.  

One of the main effects of this two-way movement –which, in keeping with the famous 

metaphor of Henri Lefebvre, could be seen as both an urban implosion and an urban 

explosion– has been to spark considerable tensions in the territorial organization of 

the public administration. This is particularly true of a country like Spain, which has an 

administrative base that was assembled in the 19th century according to a 

homogeneous and rigidly hierarchical Napoleonic template. As a result, over 8,000 

municipalities and some 50 provinces ended up covering the State's entire territory, 

like two all-embracing and barely diversified meshes. However, the demographic 

changes associated with urbanization have led to over 70% of Spain's 8,000 

municipalities having a population of less than 2,000, while one thousand of them 

contain less than 100 inhabitants –in other words, their population is so small that 

most of them find it extremely difficult to fulfil their jurisdictions and provide the 

services incumbent on their town councils. At the other extreme, the urbanization 

process has led to the configuration of over 40 metropolitan areas that embrace 

around 1,300 municipalities and are home to three quarters of the country's 

population. Despite their demographic weight and the complexities inherent in their 

administration, these metropolitan areas are almost invariably lacking in appropriate 

mechanisms of coordination and governance (Nel·lo, 2016; Feria & Martínez, 2016).  

While, as we have seen, Spanish academic geography has proved reluctant to enter 

into the debate on the State's territorial ordering with respect to nationalities and 

regions, it has, in contrast, produced numerous studies of local government. This 

output can be categorized in terms of municipal mapping, division into comarcas 

(counties), provincial mapping and, finally, the governance of the metropolitan areas.  

 

4.1. The municipal map: studies and proposals for an urgent reform  



 

For an overview of the characteristics of the Spanish municipal map and the 

geographical studies devoted to it, the work of Burgueño & Guerrero (2014) is 

extremely helpful. These authors not only analyze the main features of the municipal 

layout and provide a useful bibliography of the relevant geographical literature but 

also stress the importance of studying this topic from the viewpoint of academic 

geography: “We consider it necessary to stop regarding the municipal map as an 

established reality that  is inscrutable and intangible, and instead start to ask ourselves 

about its raison d'être, so that, with this in mind, we can also be capable of making 

proposals to rationalize it by reforms of all kinds: from a 'simple' improvement and 

clarification of the frontiers to a modification of the municipal layout by merging 

municipalities, optimizing boundaries and resolving territorial dysfunctions, especially 

when they affect urban continuums. The municipal map is a field of study particularly 

suited to geographers, in which political, cultural, physical and historical elements 

converge and interact.” (Burgueño and Guerrero, 2014).  

It is indeed the case that Spanish geography, which had already accumulated a 

relatively significant corpus of works on this subject in the second half of the 20th 

century, has continued this output in the last two decades. Particularly outstanding in 

this respect are the studies published by Jacobo García Álvarez (2004 and 2008), Jesús 

Burgueño (2004) and Román Rodríguez González (2005 and 2009) on the current 

reality of the layout and the possibilities of reforming it. Burgueño has also examined 

historical episodes in the evolution of the municipal map of the Balearic Islands 

(Burgueño, 2000), as well as its history in Catalonia (Burgueño & Lasso, 2002, 

Capdevila, 2005). The characteristics and dysfunctionalities of the municipal map have 

also been studied in Andalusia by Benito & de la Vega (2003), in the case of the 

Galician concellos by Rodríguez González (2004), and in Catalonia by Mendizábal 

(2014) and Guerrero & Burgueño (2018).   

 

4.2. The comarcas: a tradition of studies and thwarted expectations  

There is a strong tradition of studies of comarcas (counties) in Spanish geography. 

Throughout the 20th century, and even before, Spanish geographers expended great 

energy in demarcating these territorial areas, which are bigger than a municipality but 

smaller than a province. This academic tradition is particularly long in certain parts of 

the Spanish territory, such as Catalonia, Aragon, Galicia and the Valencian region. The 

laborious implementation of the provincial model (linked with the difficulties of the 

bourgeois revolution in Spain), the persistence of the areas with traditional rural 

markets and the desire to transpose the analytical methods of the French Possibilist 

school of geography to the scale of some the peninsular territories could help explain 

the liveliness of this line of research over the years.  



 

From the viewpoint of political geography, this matter is important because the 

comarca has often been seen as a field susceptible to administrative uses. Thus, on the 

basis of the precedent set by Catalonia, where, back in the 1930s, the autonomous 

government established its own division of the territory into counties as an alternative 

to that of the provinces (Vila, 1937; Lluch & Nel·lo, 1983; Lluch & Nel·lo, 1984), the 

county has repeatedly been championed as a basis for administrative organization, and 

recognized as such in several of the Statutes of regional autonomy passed during the 

period of the Constitution.  Accordingly, the county has been used as a demarcation 

for the constitution of local entities, as a means to organize territory, as a statistical 

unit and as a space for strategic planning and the promotion of local development 

(Precedo, 2007; Membrado-Tena, 2016). The process by which counties have been 

demarcated and put in place as an administrative tool has met with repeated 

resistance and obstacles, however, and in most cases they have failed to fulfil the 

expectations invested in them.  

In the last two decades Spanish academic geography has made a very active 

contribution to the debate about the counties, especially with respect to territories 

like Asturias, Aragón, Galicia and most particularly Catalonia, where the subject has 

been treated with such intensity that it has been said that the issue of territorial 

organization “can be considered the most important differential trait of the school of 

Catalonian Geography” (Luna & Mendizábal, 2004). So, since 2000 Treballs de la 

Societat Catalana de Geografia, the journal of the Catalonian geographers' association, 

has devoted no less than thirty articles to the subject, along with one monographic 

issue (published to mark the association's 75th anniversary) and three thematic 

dossiers. The counties of Galicia have similarly attracted great attention from 

geographers (Precedo, 2004; Paül & Pazos, 2009; Lois & Aldrey, 2010). It should be 

borne in mind that, as in the case of Catalan nationalism, Galicia's historic nationalism 

saw the counties as an alternative to the provinces within the framework of self-

government. There have also been noteworthy, and often critical, geographical 

contributions to this debate in territories such as Aragón (Infante, 2010; Calvo & 

Pueyo, 2006), Asturias (Maurin, 2013) and the Valencian region (Membrado-Tena, 

2013).     

 

4.3. The provincial question: inheritance and boundary  

There are some elements in the configuration of the governance of territory in Spain 

that are extremely striking. As explained above, the constitutional municipalities and 

the provinces were established in the 19th century with the advent of the modern 

State and the end of the diversity of jurisdictions under the ancien régime. The 

provinces, clearly inspired by the unifying, centralist French model, sought to 

guarantee the territorial ordering of the State and establish a homogeneous model of 



 

governance for the entire territory of Spain. However, the difficulties encountered by 

the bourgeois revolution in Spain meant that some notable exceptions had to be 

established –the three Basque provinces and Navarra (the so-called régimen foral)– 

and that the division into provinces would be viewed with animosity by those 

movements struggling to obtain a degree of self-government in some parts of the 

country (particularly Catalonia and Galicia) in the late 19th century. As we have already 

seen, these territories even explored other forms of territorial organization based on 

the counties or comarcas.  

As we have seen, the Spanish Constitution of 1978 tried to resolve this issue by 

establishing the possibility that the “nationalities and regions” that form the State 

could achieve a high degree of political and administrative autonomy via the creation 

of the 17 Autonomous Communities. In most of the territory, however, the 

establishment of the autonomic system did not lead to the abolition of the provincial 

system, either as a conduit for the peripheral administration of the State or as a 

conduit for local administration. Thus, despite the introduction of the Autonomous 

Communities, the diputaciones provinciales (the local governments corresponding to 

the provinces) continued to exist in most cases3. Furthermore, the modification of the 

provincial boundaries and the regulation of provincial government continued to be the 

responsibility of the State, rather than the Autonomous Communities. Hence the 

paradox that, while the Spanish Autonomous Communities have acquired a level of 

autonomy that in other states would make them entities of a federal nature, they do 

not have a free hand in the organization of the local governments within their 

respective territories.  

As we can see, this situation is imbued with a juridical and political complexity that has 

triggered a debate over the last forty years that has proved irresoluble –and Spanish 

academic geography has made some notable contributions to this debate over the last 

two decades. Firstly, it has studied the history of the provincial division, particularly 

through the work of Jesús Burgueño, who had already published some key texts on the 

subject in the 1990s and has continued working in the same vein in this century 

(Burgueño, 2011). Secondly, there have been analyses of the functioning of the current 

provincial system, such as works by Jacobo García Álvarez (2002) and Josep Báguena & 

Xavier Bertrana (2013). Thirdly, the possibilities of reform have been explored from a 

federal perspective by Romero (2009), and via a comparison with the Italian situation 

by Trupiano & Nel·lo (2013). The latter publication contains a study by Burgueño –who, 

as we have seen, has been one of the geographers who has examined the 

administrative map most thoroughly– which proposes a revision of the State's 

territorial ordering through reform of the provincial system (Burgueño, 2013).  
 

3 The exceptions to this rule were the single-province Autonomous Communities, i.e., those that were 
constituted on the basis of the territory of one province only: Asturias, Cantabria, La Rioja, Madrid and 
Múrcia. In these cases, the jurisdictions of the respective diputaciones provinciales were taken on by the 
autonomous governments and the diputaciones ceased to exist.  



 

Once again, it is in Catalonia that geographers have tackled this subject with the 

greatest insistence over the last twenty years. This is largely due to the fact that the 

2006 Statute of the Autonomy of Catalonia attempted to mediate the substitution of 

the provinces existing in Catalonia by newly created demarcations: the vegueries. The 

sentence passed by the Spanish Constitutional Court in July 2010 put a stop to this 

project by declaring that any modification of the provincial boundaries would require 

the acquiescence of the State legislator. Nevertheless, the proposal provoked a 

considerable debate, in which Catalan academic geographers have played their part 

(Burgueño, 2009; Nel·lo, 2008 and 2009; Oliveras, 2009).  

 

4.4. The metropolitan areas: administrative fragmentation and the need for 

governance 

We have already shown how the ordering and hierarchization of the Spanish urban 

system during the 19th and 20th centuries contrasts with the rigid homogenization of 

the administrative template. This was particularly evident in the context of the main 

Spanish cities, where the expansion of the urban areas has resulted in the 

incorporation therein of a great many municipalities. Spanish urban geography has 

studied this phenomenon closely, both from a general viewpoint, as in the works of 

Feria & Albertos (2010), Feria & Martínez (2016) and Nel·lo (2004 and 2016), and with 

a focus on specific urban areas: Madrid (Solís 2011), Barcelona (Muñoz, 2011; Nel·lo & 

López, 2016), Asturias (Rodríguez, Menéndez & Blanco, 2009), Mallorca (Rullan, 2002; 

Mestre, 2016), Valencia (Sorribes & Romero, 2001), Galicia (Souto, 2009; Lois & Pino, 

2015), to cite just a few examples.  

Such studies have shown that the expansion of the urban areas has led to considerable 

fragmentation and administrative complexity. According to the demarcation 

established by Feria & Martínez, for example, the urban area of Madrid contains 172 

municipalities, while that of Barcelona has 139 and that of Valencia 80 (Feria & 

Martínez, 2016). This situation has led to enormous complexity in the management of 

many fields, such as public transport and environmental control. It also makes it very 

difficult to plan the urban areas as a whole. Moreover, as this urban expansion was 

accompanied by the residential segregation of social groups, each of the municipalities 

within a metropolitan area tends to find itself segregated in terms of income, which in 

its turn prejudices the implementation of social policies. Finally, administrative 

fragmentation also brings with it problems of democratic representativity and a lack of 

transparency in decision-making.  

The attempts to endow major Spanish cities with a type of metropolitan 

administration that would enable them to tackle, even partially, the problems of 

administrative fragmentation have encountered a host of difficulties over the last few 

decades. So much so that multi-functional metropolitan governments can only be 



 

found in the metropolitan areas of Barcelona (reestablished in 2010) and Vigo (created 

in 2012).   

Spanish geography has paid attention to the problems and needs derived from this 

situation, as evidenced by a substantial number of studies on this subject, both in the 

form of overviews and of examinations of some of the issues associated with 

metropolitan governance, particularly territorial planning. Of particular note among 

the overviews are Sorribes & Romero (2006), Romero (2009) and Feria & Albertos 

(2010); as regards territorial planning in the metropolitan sphere, it is worth 

mentioning Hildebrand (2016), Feria (2011), De Miguel (2008) and Nel·lo (2012 and 

2014).      

  

5. BY WAY OF CONCLUSION 

Spanish academic geography boasts a long tradition of research in political geography, 

but at the present time the latter's focus and projection is highly dispersed. Whereas 

some fields have been covered, at various scales and via various territorial units, by 

numerous, thought-provoking studies, others have received markedly less attention. 

This chapter has sought to provide an overview of this situation, by looking firstly at 

studies of Spain's geopolitical position within Mediterranean, continental and global 

frameworks. This was followed by a discussion of works that examined the State 

borders and experiments in cross-border cooperation. Thirdly, we analyzed the 

(sparse) contribution of academic geography to the study and discussion of the 

territorial ordering of the State on the basis of nationalities and regions that integrate 

it, according to the terms of the Spanish Constitution. Finally, there was an exploration 

of the studies of the territorial organization of local governments (municipalities, 

counties and provinces) and problems related to metropolitan areas. This survey has 

led us to the following conclusions:  

a) There is a need to describe, analyze and understand the fact that the Iberian 

countries' place in the globalization process. This need derives not only from 

the challenges posed by its position and relationships in the global system but 

also from the growing diversity inside their societies. There has been an 

interesting revitalization in this respect on the part of Spanish political 

geography, which had been stigmatized for so long, due to its use for 

ideological purposes, even by the State. Spanish academic geography has 

conducted fruitful research on Latin America and elsewhere, but it presents 

some notable omissions as regards the European space, the Mediterranean 

and, most strikingly, the southern border, which is undoubtedly one of the 

most strategically important points of contact in the world. There is also little 

work available on more distant geographical areas such as Sub-Saharan Africa, 

Asia, Eastern Europe and North America. If Spanish political geography is to 



 

consolidate its output, it cannot afford to renounce the ambition to 

contemplate the world in its totality, as well as via each of its major 

geographical areas.  

b) Spanish academic geography traditionally defined itself largely through the 

justification of the State borders. In the current situation, where the dynamics 

of globalization tend to call into question the very concept of sovereignty, the 

study of borders often takes on another aspect. Spanish academic geography 

has a good body of research in this field, as regards both the demarcation of 

the State borders and the experiments in cross-border cooperation that have 

arisen after they have become more permeable. Obviously, the next stage 

would involve moving away from work on the border and its consequences to 

exploration of the possible effect of the two conflicting trends seen today: on 

the one hand, the push toward stronger state sovereignty and a return to hard 

borders (including physical barriers) and, on the other, the drive toward a 

gradual erosion of the traditional state borders, thanks to the combined effects 

of communication technologies and globalization.  

c) Paradoxically, the dynamics of globalization have led to an increase in the 

importance of place, and this has triggered a rebirth of national, identity-based 

tensions. In Spain this situation has been intensified by its considerable 

territorial, cultural and linguistic diversity, which has historically encountered 

great obstacles as regards acceptance via institutional means. The resulting 

conflicts have an evident spatial component, but Spanish academic geography 

has been reluctant to use its vantage point to tackle the issue of the territorial 

ordering of the State, even in periods of heated debate and upheaval when it 

could have made a useful and explicative contribution. This was the case with 

the drawing-up of the Autonomic map, this was the case during the long 

Basque conflict, and it continues to be the case in the institutional crisis opened 

up by the demands for independence emanating from Catalonia in recent 

years. This reticence contrasts with the unremitting output from other 

academic fields, particularly political science, administrative law and 

sociological studies. It is only recently that Spanish academic geography seems 

to have become more involved in this debate. If this engagement is further 

consolidated, a rigorous contribution from geography could be of great help in 

understanding and handling the conflicts that have been set in motion.    

d) Finally, the transformations described above have been accompanied, not by 

chance, by profound changes in demographics and land use, as well as in the 

relationship of society with the environment. One of the main vectors of these 

changes has been the urbanization process, which has led to a concentration of 

population on a territory, followed by an expansion of urban areas, an 

increased territorial interdependence and a dispersion of urbanization. The 

local administrative map, inspired by the 19th-century drive towards rigid 



 

homogenization, has thus become ever more obsolete, due both to the 

depopulation of large expanses and the emergence of enormous urban areas 

that straddle administrative boundaries. Spanish geography has observed these 

phenomena closely, with respect to both the municipal and the provincial 

maps. It has also contributed to the formulation of alternative organizational 

solutions, based on either counties or metropolitan areas. 

This survey shows the potential of political geography to confront some of our 

societies' crucial challenges: the avatars of the globalization process, the crisis of the 

Westphalian State, the emergence of new social agents, the increase in territorial 

conflicts and the struggle over resources. The usefulness and relevance of Spanish 

geography in the coming years will largely depend on its capacity to further 

understanding of these issues and improve how they are handled.      
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