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External factors (such as financial constraints, or the cabinets’ incon-
sistent military policies) were not the only explanation for the Spanish 
army’s professional weaknesses. The army also suffered from its 
branches’ corporate factionalism. The latter fostered a parochial spirit 
which, far from promoting cooperation, strengthened distrust and 
hindered efforts to achieve military modernization. This chapter sur-
veys such corporatism, which took root during military education and 
affected even the professional elite of the officer corps: the staff officers.

The System of Separate Corps Academies

Spanish Military Education from 1800 to 1893

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the Spanish army trained 
most prospective infantry and cavalry officers in the regiments, while 
those of the artillery and engineer corps went to specialist schools.1 
During the war against Napoleon (1808–1814), the Spanish authorities 
set up several improvised military schools. Three of them (for infantry 
and cavalry officer candidates) survived after the war and, in addition 
to the restored artillery and engineer schools, carried on training offic-
ers until 1823. A new, single military academy—the Colegio General 
Militar (General Military College)—was opened in 1825. It was criti-
cized because of its adoption of unified teaching for all arms despite their 
different requirements and a decree dated 5 November 1850 set up a 
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system of separate academies for the infantry, cavalry, artillery, engineer 
and staff corps. Meanwhile, the system of regimental officer cadets was 
abolished and restored several times until its final abolition after the 
Third Carlist War (1872–1876).

War Minister General Martínez Campos set up the Academia General 
Militar (General Military Academy) in 1882. The officer candidates 
took basic officer training for two years and, after passing the second 
year, went to either the infantry or cavalry academies (where they were 
commissioned after one year) or followed a preparatory course for the 
artillery, engineer or staff corps academies. Those who passed the course 
were commissioned as second lieutenants before joining their specialist 
school. The General Military Academy aspired to diminish the tense rela-
tionship among the branches of the Spanish officer corps. Each branch’s 
academy doubtless impressed an indoctrination of general military values 
and attitudes in its graduates. But this was not enough to overcome the 
inward-looking corporatism of the arms of the service, eager to advance 
their own interests. A general academy, it was hoped, would make easier 
to develop an esprit d’armée that would prevail over the esprit de corps 
and its petty corporate interests. The General Military Academy was not 
as successful as intended. The syllabus did not reconcile sufficiently each 
branch’s educational requirements. Different syllabi were introduced 
and the academy eventually became rather a preparatory school for the 
corps academies. War Minister General José López Domínguez closed 
the academy in order to cut military expenses in 1893. But the lobbying 
of the learned corps, eager to preserve their touchy esprit de corps and 
reassume responsibility for all of the whole training process, must also 
be taken into account. López Domínguez, himself an artilleryman, was 
doubtless receptive to their arguments.2

The Reform of 1893

The decree (dated 8 February 1893) that ordered the closing of the 
General Military Academy also laid down the new structure of military 
education.3 Officers of the combat arms would be once again trained 
in separate corps academies, sited in Toledo (infantry), Valladolid (cav-
alry), Segovia (artillery) and Guadalajara (engineers). There would also 
be a staff college in Madrid. The introduction to the decree pointed out 
that the system of separate academies allowed the numbers of annual 
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admissions to be settled accurately according to the needs of each corps. 
The reform also intended to address one particularly unhealthy practice. 
Many sons of families with some private means (including lots of offic-
ers’ sons) who aspired to the military academies would join the army as 
volunteer privates and took advantage of the benefits (higher age limit, 
exemption from secondary education diploma, subsistence grants, free 
preparatory studies) for applicants coming from the enlisted ranks. Since 
the taxpayers’ money paid for the studies of those officer candidates who 
came from the enlisted ranks, volunteering had become a simple (and 
much abused) way of receiving a free commission. This had corrupted 
a procedure designed to assist deserving enlisted men. After 1893, the 
benefits were supposed to be limited to conscripts alone, but in practice 
the subterfuge carried on as usual.4

Applicants should have completed full secondary education and had 
to prove their proficiency in specific subjects through a system of com-
petitive examinations, with those with the best marks receiving admis-
sion. Nonetheless, provided that they got the minimum marks, orphans 
and brothers of military men who had died on campaign would be 
admitted as supernumerary students.5 The duration of the course of 
studies was either three (in the case of the infantry and cavalry) or five 
years (in the case of the artillery and engineers). Presence in the acad-
emy was only required in the final two years; the subjects in previous 
years could be studied privately and passed through examination alone. 
Students in the cavalry, artillery and engineer academies would live out-
side the academy; those in the infantry academy could be either boarders 
or external candidates. After passing the third year, the students would 
be commissioned as second lieutenants. They were promoted to first 
lieutenants after graduation at the academy (learned corps) or two years 
of service (infantry and cavalry).6 The graduates of the learned corps’ 
academies also received a professional certification that was equivalent 
to a university degree in engineering (industrial engineering for artillery 
officers and civil engineering for engineer officers).7 In fact, the engineer 
corps had recently made a case for accreditation of its commissions as an 
academic degree entitling its officers to work outside the army as civilian 
engineers.8 Since looking for a supplementary job out of the army was 
not uncommon in the officer corps, such accreditation was very useful 
indeed.
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The Reform of 1893 Under Criticism

López Domínguez’s reform was fated to be contentious.9 The alleged 
advantage of allowing prospective officers to choose their commissioning 
branch from the outset was not consistent with their freedom to sit entry 
examinations in several academies in the same year. If many applicants 
really wished to become officers in just one specific arm, they should 
have had no reason to apply for admission in other corps at the same 
time. In short, the 1893 reform did no more than suppress the inter-
mediate step of the General Military Academy and could therefore still 
produce officers who were dissatisfied with their arm of service. On the 
other hand, if this kind of dissatisfaction was as great a problem as the 
advocates of separate academies avowed, the fact is that the affected 
officers adapted themselves to their situation remarkably well—or at least 
did not make a public complaint. One plausible explanation lies in the 
motivation of applicants for the military career. As has been shown in 
Chap. 1, the economic security of a job on the state payroll was a major 
incentive (if not the only one in some cases) to take a career in the army. 
The effects of such a mindset on the Spanish army’s professionalism were 
deplorable, and the military academies were themselves partly responsi-
ble because of their failure to select the right officer material. A decree 
dated 4 October 1905 forbade applicants to take the entrance examina-
tion in more than one academy in the same year, but Antonio Cordón 
states that in 1911 he took the exams in the infantry, artillery, and engi-
neer academies, all of which admitted him.10

What were the faults of Spanish military education at this time? For a 
start, the military academies allowed the recruitment of applicants who 
could be as young as 14 years old (instances can be found by glancing 
through the Anuario Militar of España—the army yearbook). The keen-
ness to enter a military academy as soon as possible was a consequence 
of the closed list, since the younger an officer started his career, the 
greater his chances of reaching the highest ranks before his retirement.11 
Actually, when the courses of study were shortened because of the 1890s 
overseas wars, a ministerial order dated 4 July 1896 had to remind the 
academies of taking into account that, when setting the requirements for 
new admissions, officer candidates younger than 17 could not be com-
missioned.12 Miguel Campins, a graduate of the Academy of Infantry 
who would later play a prominent role in the restored General Military 
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Academy, deplored the commissioning of overly young officer candi-
dates, who could be as young as 16 years old and reported at the bar-
racks in immature conditions.13 Campins also concluded that, due to the 
excessive youth of their students, the academies of this period were more 
like secondary schools. The officer candidates were only under the sem-
blance of true military discipline. Hence, for instance, whenever a very 
important person visited the Academy of Infantry, the student corps 
felt entitled to ask for a general leave, an interruption of teaching or the 
release of classmates under arrest. According to Campins, the academies’ 
regulations and the pressure of the students’ families made it impossible 
to counter this behaviour.14

An additional cause helped to maintain such behaviour for years: 
the absence of a boarding regime in most academies. This happened 
although the 1897 regulations stated that all the officer candidates had 
to live in a boarding regime until they were promoted to second lieuten-
ants; if they had to carry on their studies in the academy, they would live 
in extramural lodgings. But the regulations accepted that circumstances 
could make it permissible for students to live outside the academy, thus 
providing an opening for non-compliance, and in 1917 the rule would 
be modified to allow students to live out of the academy if living with 
their parents, brothers or sisters.15 The Fifth Military Region’s report 
on the 1907 inspection review stated that those officer candidates living 
outside the academy walls did not get used to the essential disciplinary 
habits, thereby paving the way to the poor morality and indebtedness of 
many officers. The report recommended the implementation of compul-
sory boarding in all the military academies, since it was reckoned essen-
tial for inculcating military customs and ethos deeply and sparing the 
officer candidates’ parents from fears and expenses.16

The admission procedures of the military academies were also sub-
jected to criticism in the contemporary military literature. There was no 
real inquiry about the family and moral background of the applicants, 
meaning that the selection depended finally on the exam results alone.17 
The problem was exacerbated by the limited scope of the examinations, 
which could not assess the applicant’s specific fitness to be an officer, 
since they only tested his mathematical knowledge.18 Moreover, after 
an educational reform in 1894 lengthened the full secondary education 
(bachillerato) by one year, the military authorities decided to demand 
only the subjects of its first four years.19 These academic limitations made 
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admission easier for young teenagers whose later performance in the 
academy proved their physical or intellectual handicaps (and even their 
limited basic education: for instance, a memorandum of 1907 noted that 
spelling mistakes were frequent in the students’ work).20

The syllabi of the academies were another common target for con-
temporary critics. According to them, Spanish military education was 
dominated by theoretical studies, which was, to say the least, of dubious 
value for junior officers. On the other hand, professional matters such 
as the essential field service and junior command duties were relegated 
to a secondary status behind scientific and mathematical subjects.21 
The Academy of Infantry, when it had to shorten the training of offic-
ers to one year due to the colonial wars of 1895–1898, reportedly still 
maintained the teaching of the higher scientific subjects, while paying 
scant attention to the officer candidates’ physical fitness.22 The empha-
sis on science was also seen as being detrimental to the indoctrination 
of military morale and ethos. Colonel Modesto Navarro complained in 
1901 about the young officers coming out of the academies: they were 
well-versed in scientific theory, sometimes to the point of pedantry, but 
they lacked real military spirit and interest in the everyday details of the 
profession.23 A decade later, Ricardo Burguete, a tactical theorist who 
stressed the importance of moral factors on the battlefield, lambasted an 
education allegedly oriented to produce cool, rational-minded officers: 
the heavy mathematical content crushed ‘the ardent youthful fantasy, 
poetical and overwhelming, which makes up the most powerful lever of 
the warrior’.24 Within this context, the reader may guess which armies 
Captain Eduardo Herrera de la Rosa was thinking of when he wrote 
in his report on the Russo-Japanese War that the officer training in the 
Japanese army lacked the kind of contents which sapped the energy of

the unfortunate group of people who, in some countries, come up to 
nourish the officer corps, to the point of turning them into engineers, doc-
tors in science, architects, astronomers, geodesists, and so on; [these are] 
very respectable professional qualifications, but they are useless for devel-
oping leadership skills, getting used to command duties, deploying large 
masses of troops, being a good sapper or pontonnier or handling a gun, a 
rifle or a horse correctly.25

In addition, teaching methods were based on rote learning of huge 
quantities of information from textbooks, with no room for personal 
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work.26 Rote learning in the military academies has been regarded as 
prone to producing a tendency to conformity and uncritical acceptance 
of orders and established procedures.27 Perhaps this is the origin of the 
passive obedience which, according to a contemporary military essay-
ist, prevailed among the Spanish officers during the Melilla campaign of 
1909.28 Most professional officers on both sides during the Civil War 
had passed through the military academies after the reform of 1893. 
Writing after the conflict, General Alfredo Kindelán concluded that 
the Spanish officer had ‘an extraordinary fear of responsibility, a desire 
of being given detailed, precise orders which save him from the duty of 
thinking things over and having his own criteria’. According to Kindelán, 
as a result of this mental inertia prevailing in the Spanish officer corps, 
whose members were reluctant to conceive of their own solutions for 
operational problems, the rebel or Nationalist commanders displayed a 
deplorable lack of initiative during the war.29

Two of the few memoirs recalling with some detail the life in a 
Spanish military academy at that time were written by the artillerymen 
Carlos Martínez de Campos and Antonio Cordón. Each of them reflects 
the bookish nature of their training. Carlos Martínez de Campos, who 
entered the Academy of Artillery in 1903, recalled those years as endless 
lessons in the classroom, six hours every day. This burden was lightened 
by the afternoon gathering with his classmates, in which playing cards 
often replaced textbooks. Apart from the morning run to be present at 
the roll call, physical training was reduced to a weekly fencing session, 
horsemanship during the fourth year and a march to the firing range on 
some Saturdays. Martínez de Campos did not hesitate to define such a 
life as absurd for a career soldier.30

Cordón also reckoned that the education in the academy was unsat-
isfactory: ‘Training the students as engineers was actually much more 
valued… than the specific military training.’ The principal, more 
demanding subjects were the scientific ones, while the military matters—
artillery firing, tactics, and so on—were considered secondary subjects. 
Such order of priorities meant that ‘the artilleryman, after finishing his 
academy years, had limited military knowledge and not very deep and 
complete academic knowledge’.31 Cordón, like Martínez de Campos, 
was lodged in extramural accommodation (the boarding regime was not 
implemented until mid-1914 in the Segovia academy), but he had the 
opportunity to live for a while in the Academy of Infantry as a visiting 
student in 1913–1914. He concluded that, in contrast with Segovia, life 
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at the Toledo academy was more military, harder, and nearer to that of 
the soldier in the barracks.32

What the academies seemed to produce was no more than another 
class of bureaucrats, with no regard for their real proficiency for mili-
tary command. And too many officers were satisfied with this state of 
affairs, which provided a salary for life with little effort (especially if pro-
motion was based on seniority alone).33 They looked like ‘military offi-
cials’ rather than military officers and undemanding peacetime soldiering 
did not motivate them to hone professional proficiency during their later 
careers. For instance, the shortage of manoeuvres prevented the officers 
from putting into practice and improving their training. Thus, after leav-
ing the academy, many officers limited themselves to reading the tactical 
regulations before an exercise in order to remember the procedures for 
carrying out the movements.34 Nonetheless, it must also be said in fair-
ness that some of the deficiencies of the Spanish military academies, such 
as the prevalence of theory over practical teaching or the emphasis on the 
sheer cramming of information, were not unique among contemporary 
armies.35 And they mirrored those of the contemporary Spanish educa-
tional system as a whole, which has little or no regard for the benefits of 
physical fitness and vigorous sports, also neglected in Spanish society in 
general.36

Attempted Reforms

The idea of a general academy did not die in 1893. On 21 July 1904, 
War Minister Linares—aware that basic officer training should be as 
standardized as possible for all the corps—decreed the reopening of the 
General Military College in Toledo.37 But this decision was never imple-
mented because of the rapid turnover of cabinets at that time. The cabi-
net of which Linares was a member left office in December 1904 and, 
after two short-lived cabinets, War Minister Weyler, through a decree 
dated 17 August 1905, suspended the implementation of those reforms 
whose funding depended on a budget plan which had failed to get par-
liamentary approval.38 One of those reforms was the General Military 
College. Nevertheless, this setback did not dissuade Captain Herrera 
de la Rosa from advocating common training for officers, since it 
was the best way to instil a common spirit in all the army branches.39 
Nonetheless, a critic of the general academy model pointed out in 1905 
that the benefits of a common indoctrination and training would be very 
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small if they were not accompanied by a reform of the promotion sys-
tem, since the current one allowed the branches of the service different 
paces of promotion.40 This fact certainly would continue to cause bitter-
ness among members of the same class.

It does not seem casual that two years after the campaign of Melilla, 
which exposed some of the deficiencies of the Spanish army, War 
Minister Luque brought in a reform of the military academies’ stu-
dent selection procedure.41 Such reform inspired a desire of introduc-
ing a more practical orientation in the training of officer candidates and 
making sure, in particular, that they were fit enough for military life.42 
Henceforward the entrance examination would be the same for all the 
academies, although each one could determine the relative importance 
of each exam subject for the applicants’ overall score.43 The new proce-
dure introduced physical tests and balanced the academic requirements 
by reducing the weight of maths and introducing exams in geography 
and history (previously a school accreditation could substitute for them 
and the question paper in Spanish grammar).44 The minimum entrance 
age was set at 15, but applicants were no longer required to pass all the 
entrance examination’s question papers at the same time. Applicants who 
were at least 13 years old could take a few of the question papers of a 
summon; if they passed, their marks were recorded by the concerned 
academy and the applicants could take different papers in successive sum-
mons until passing all the papers of the entrance examination. Applicants 
could no longer take the exams after turning 21 (civilians), 24 (enlisted 
men who had served with the colours less than two years) or 27 (enlisted 
men who had served more time).45 Although a step forward, this reform 
made only a limited effort to raise the entrance age, while the option of 
passing the exams in the course of several years seems designed to assist 
sons of military men, besides making it less likely that officer candidates 
had a homogeneous academic knowledge when they eventually entered 
the academies (they could have virtually forgotten the subjects of the 
earliest exams).46

Later regulations developed the spirit of the reform in the academies 
by matching the importance of theory and practice in the officer can-
didates’ marks.47 This reformist spirit eventually reached their syllabi, 
which were revised in 1913, and the teaching methods. The new syllabi 
were based on the following assumptions: each academy could decide the 
weight of a subject in the grading of students; practical learning would 
take precedence over theory (exams would be divided into theoretical 
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and practical parts, with a view to remove exams and grade only the stu-
dents’ hands-on performance); military subjects would be as important 
as scientific and technical ones, and if he failed them, an officer candidate 
could not proceed to the following year’s training; officer candidates 
would continually prove adequate fitness; and their behaviour would 
be assessed as well, and such assessment only could be done success-
fully if boarding was compulsory.48 Teaching, in its turn, had to adapt 
to the new approach: it had to be a practical process and limit itself to 
the tasks an officer would face just after leaving the academy; textbooks 
would only be used for consultation after the lessons; the latter had to be 
active and participative, and students would take notes that would form 
the basis of their learning, supplemented by textbooks; the contents of 
the syllabi would be simplified, with less mathematics and more history 
and geography, and would include military moral education to develop 
soldierly habits and virtues, which only could be guaranteed through 
boarding; and students had to get an effective physical training.49

The reality did not match the expectations. There were no entrance 
exams in either geography or history, an omission justified by an alleged 
lack of ‘adequate’ textbooks to be recommended for the applicants’ pre-
paratory studies, and there were few requirements in Spanish grammar.50 
The reformist effort of the early 1910s was derailed by a decree of 30 
January 1918 and the abridged courses of the early 1920s.51 The decree 
argued that dual grading was no longer necessary because the students’ 
marks in the theoretical and practical parts of the exams usually coin-
cided.52 The effect was retrogressive. By 1918 teachers and students still 
had not got rid of the intellectual inertia binding them to the old meth-
ods and, once the need for a specific marking of the students’ practical 
proficiency was removed, teaching tended naturally to focus on the theo-
retical contents again. Moreover, the Spanish military academies’ facili-
ties had not been improved enough for an effective practical training. 
The Academy of Infantry’s Junta Facultativa (Academic Board) blew 
the whistle on this retrogression in 1924 and, in the three years to 1927, 
advocated a return to the dual exams and the enlargement of training 
facilities in the academies.53

With regard to the abridged courses, convened from 1921 to 1923, 
they were meant for meeting the increased demand of subalterns result-
ing from the escalation of military operations in Morocco after 1919. 
They were opposed by the military academies, which demanded at least 
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a rise of the entrance educational requirements in order to focus teach-
ing on the most essential subjects. The reality was quite the opposite, 
since the official policy facilitated the entrance of sons of military men 
who had died or were missing in war service. Afterwards the govern-
ment planned to close temporarily the military academies to new admis-
sions, but it eventually had to convene standard-length courses in 1924 
and 1925 for the many applicants who had passed partially the entrance 
examinations in the previous years.54 In the end, the most durable effect 
of the reforms may have been some revival of the regenerating spirit 
in the military academies, which was most evident in the Academy of 
Infantry.55

Over 30 years after López Domínguez’s reform, Spanish military 
education still fell short of amending its defects, despite some reformist 
attempts like those described above. Captain Vicente Rojo, a teacher at 
the Academy of Infantry during the 1920s (and a future chief of the loy-
alist or Republican General Staff in the Civil War), wrote a memorandum 
about the flaws of its syllabus dated May 1926, which basically reflected 
the views of the academy’s academic board.56 He described the syllabus 
as ‘bombast, pedantry, external garb more or less modernist, but without 
a soul giving it life’. Rojo judged the syllabus’ subjects disorganized and 
poorly balanced, keeping the students in the dark about which contents 
were really important. In addition, theoretical teaching and practical 
training were uncoordinated and sometimes at odds. So the faculty actu-
ally taught the officer candidates ‘to hate books by demonstrating that 
the latter were good for nothing’. And the academy’s graduates eventu-
ally joined the ‘mass of illiterate officers’.57 Perhaps the state of affairs 
was not so bleak in the other academies, but the reader must remind that 
the infantry branch was the largest one of the service by far, so training 
in its academy had an effect on the best part of the officer corps.

Thus the officer corps was already a not so united institution for the 
military academies’ new intakes. It should come as no surprise that these 
prospective officers later developed corporate factionalism and mistrust 
which damaged seriously the professionalization of the army as a whole. 
It is also remarkable how much of the regulations on military education 
became dead letter (for instance, the implementation of boarding). This 
neglect has been imputed to the disruption in entrance procedures and 
syllabi caused by the abridged courses of the late 1890s and, at least as a 
partial explanation, the case does not seem to be off the mark.58 In any 
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case, training in the academies displayed a much-criticized remoteness 
from the professional realities of the junior officer’s service. These major 
flaws did not go unnoticed and the period 1911–1913 saw an attempt to 
remedy some of them, but the reform had miscarried by the early 1920s.

Why was the 1893 model so resilient for more than three decades? 
The separate education better suited the exclusive corporate spirit of 
the learned corps than did a general academy, and the learned corps 
undoubtedly lobbied to thwart any proposed reform in depth. But direct 
access to the corps academies also meant more opportunities for entry 
into the officer corps, unlike the bottleneck of a general academy. This 
was advantageous for families keen to direct their male offspring into 
a military career, and since the head of many of these families was (or 
had been) an army officer as well, there also was a ‘peer pressure’ fac-
tor which worked to deter any far-reaching reform. Moreover, the 1893 
organization also suited the vested interests of the officers whose careers 
(and additional incomes) were closely bound to teaching in military 
academies.59 Captain Eduardo Gallego wrote of officers who sought to 
get and remain in teaching assignments at any cost because these were 
a handy way to increase their earnings.60 For these officers, the more 
academies and academic contents the better. One additional problem was 
that they included the reformist officers most likely to convey the defi-
ciencies of the existing system, but whose professional and financial gain 
depended on it.61 As a result, there was limited stimulus for any reform 
from within. It should come as no surprise to anyone that the two major 
reforms of military education before the Civil War (which will be tackled 
in Chap. 6) took place under circumstances out of the ordinary.

The Military Consequences of Corporatism

The Learned Corps’ Struggle for Responsibilities

The officers of the artillery and the engineer corps displayed the highest 
degree of inner cohesion (though most of the evidence used in this chap-
ter concerns the artillery, since they were the largest and most influential 
of the learned corps). This cohesion stemmed from their being trained 
entirely in their corps’ own academies and the adherence to a career pat-
tern based on the closed list (seniority promotion). A foreign observer, 
the French journalist Arthur Houghton, provided a portrait of the artil-
lery corps in the 1870s which is also valid for the following decades. 
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Houghton pointed out that the artillery officers made up a select net-
work (une espèce de franc-masonnerie aristocratique et sévère), which 
turned them somewhat into a separate branch from the rest of the officer 
corps. Zealous to hold their ground, they supported each other like an 
aristocratic oligarchy and their manner was distinguished, bordering on 
haughtiness, with the other corps. Such an attitude was allegedly based 
on higher professional standards, which—according to Houghton—bore 
well in comparison with all the European armies.62

By the last quarter of the nineteenth century, many artillery officers 
stood for the abolition of merit promotion (at least within their corps). 
According to Cordón, during the late 1910s and early 1920s, the junior 
officers of the corps still thought the closed list a small price to pay for 
securing fairness within the military and this did not affect the artillery-
men’s conduct in peacetime or in wartime.63 In order to satisfy such a 
desire, the corps’ board (junta) decided in 1891 to collect in an album 
the signatures of those artillery officers who agreed to renounce to war 
merit promotions. All the officers signed in the album and from that year 
on all the new graduates of the Academy of Artillery did it as well. The 
heading of the album was as follows:

The artillerymen who sign this album want to conserve in the corps – and 
transmit through example to those who will serve in it later – the tradi-
tional spirit of honour, union, and fellowship that they received from their 
forerunners, through which it [the corps] achieved the glory and pres-
tige it enjoys, both for the good of the fatherland and the honour of its 
members.

And by considering that the closed list is the indispensable condition for 
the attainment of such high goals, they resolve to maintain it among them-
selves, offering on their honour to renounce (through the ways allowed by 
the law) to any promotion within the corps or any general officer vacancy 
assigned to it which is not conceded due to seniority.64

The artillery and the engineer corps looked after their cohesion through 
their own semi-official juntas. The artillery corps organized its Junta 
Central de Artillería (Artillery Central Board) in 1888. This body also 
assumed the function of watching over the artillery corps’ prestige and 
traditions, and the morals of its officers. Due to this system, comradeship 
was strengthened and inner resentment disappeared within the corps, 
which developed a gentlemanly (hidalgo) spirit, fond of tradition and 
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hierarchies, and pleased to record the honours and awards of its mem-
bers. Perhaps, according to Jorge Vigón, an officer and historian of the 
corps, the artillery became too snobbish, thereby stirring desires for imi-
tation in the rest of the military as well.65 The Artillery Central Board 
also meddled in issues which were clearly outside its original field of 
responsibility. For instance, in 1903 it vetoed the publication in the corps 
journal (Memorial de Artillería) of an article which questioned the artil-
lery’s alleged monopoly on the use of machine guns. Even Vigón puts 
into doubt the competence of the board to judge the matter.66

This last example illustrates the mistrustful attitude of the learned 
corps with regard to issues of technological innovation. Artillerymen and 
engineers were jealous to preserve their privileged status (due to their 
academic education) in military technological and scientific matters, 
while they competed with each other for responsibilities in these issues.67 
Actually General López Domínguez, when he was war minister in the 
period 1892–1895, strengthened the corporate spirit of self-sufficiency 
by emphasizing the scientific and industrial responsibilities of the learned 
corps (artillery, engineer, and staff corps) and even the cavalry (on horse 
breeding and remount issues).68 Thus a reformist work of the early 
1920s complained about ‘the internal struggles between corps, trying to 
take away responsibilities from each other, not because of a noble desire 
for a better performance, but due to a spurious interest in holding vacan-
cies [that is, in getting assignments for officers of one’s own corps]’.69

Indeed, the learned corps often seemed more interested in scientific 
knowledge than in warfare, an attitude deplored by a number of con-
temporary military essayists. Captain Gallego, himself an engineer officer 
and a moderate critic, remarked in 1910 on the extraordinary contrast 
between the interest given in the Spanish army to the technical and edu-
cational institutions (firing schools, laboratories, technical commissions, 
and so on) and the neglect of the troops’ combat training.70 Two dec-
ades later, Brigadier General Emilio Mola, an infantryman, was still crit-
icizing harshly the excessive interest in scientific issues, which reflected 
and fostered the corporate rivalries:

I can offer even more proofs of petty corporatism. The fight between the 
corps to increase each one its importance and extend its influence over the 
army as a whole has reached anarchical proportions. There are laboratories 
and special establishments without discernment. A lot of chemistry, a lot of 
mechanics, and a lot of ballistics! And, above all, too many sages!71
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Moreover, such rivalries often meant the unnecessary squandering of 
public funds. Gallego pointed out in 1905 that three brand new labora-
tories (run by the military engineers, the artillery corps and the state civil 
engineers) had been set up in the period 1898–1899 for a similar task of 
testing materials. He argued that it would have been more economical 
and rational to create a single laboratory whose equipment and funding 
might well have been shared by its three institutional users.72

The Corporate Rivalry’s Effects on Military Effectiveness

How far the idea of ‘the more technical responsibilities, the more pres-
tige’ could lead is displayed by a manifesto written by the artillery offic-
ers of the Mahón garrison (in the Balearic Islands) in November 1914. 
They complained that the artillery corps had been deprived of any insti-
tutional role in the development of military ballooning; it had no over-
all responsibility for military motor transport nor involvement in its 
industrial dimension; and it was excluded from railway issues. They also 
complained that what they saw as the artillery corps’ exclusive scientific 
authority over the matters of ballistic science had diminished because the 
infantry and cavalry sections at the Firing School compiled their own fir-
ing tables for rifle and carbine. These officers also deplored the fact that 
the infantry had been granted, thanks to the machine gun, responsibilities 
for crew-served weapons (which had been a traditional monopoly of the 
artillerymen). According to them, all this proved that the artillery corps 
had not received its fair share of responsibilities as the number of new 
military devices grew.73 Thus these artillery officers felt aggrieved because 
the infantry corps was fully responsible for the ballistic studies of its own 
weaponry. And they lamented the fact that technological innovation did 
not always mean an extension of their authority over ordnance and its use. 
Faced with such obstacles, the general arms—and especially the infantry—
had to fight hard to overcome the institutional opposition of the more 
technical-minded corps and develop their own tactical doctrines.

An instance of the way the overlapping of corporate responsibilities 
could hamper the infantry’s own experimental labour was the Escuela 
Central de Tiro (ECT)—Central Firing School. It was formed in 1904 
from the Artillery Firing School and divided into four sections (field, 
fortress, and siege artillery; coastal artillery; infantry; cavalry). The crea-
tion of the school had been opposed by the artillery, which wanted to 
monopolize the ‘legal responsibility’ for everything related to weaponry 
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and firing matters. The existence of the cavalry section was odd anyway, 
for the cavalry weapons’ firing was similar to the infantry firing. Actually 
an inspection report of 1907 wondered if it would be a better arrange-
ment to consolidate the infantry and cavalry sections into a ‘portable 
arms school’.74 Perhaps it was reckoned that the cavalry section provided 
active assignments for a number of officers.

The ECT itself was an oddity as well because no other country had 
combined infantry and artillery firing schools: their respective modes 
of firing were too different and the infantry schools were rather tac-
tical training centres. On the other hand, the ECT did not work as a 
testing centre either, because this role was performed—even for small 
weapons—by the Artillery Section of the War Ministry. To add insult to 
injury, the infantry and cavalry sections’ own firing ranges were under 
the authority of the engineer corps. According to Cebreiros, worse than 
the organizational flaws was the almost worthless training. The courses 
had an ‘informative’ character only. Generals and regimental command-
ers were exempted from any course at all. Other corps’ officers attended 
the artillery courses but artillery officers did not attend the infantry 
courses. Moreover, according to Cebreiros again, the teaching staff did 
not keep its expertise up to date and easily lost track of new doctrines.75

Given this situation, it is unsurprising that, as late as 1918, a mili-
tary essayist, Captain Epifanio Gascueña, complained about the lack of 
tactical agreement between the fighting arms. The 1913 infantry tacti-
cal regulations did not offer a comprehensive picture of combined arms 
combat, which had become the most usual case, while the 1910 artil-
lery tactical regulations did not define in a clear way the mission of direct 
support to the infantry.76 As Gascueña put it:

Neither of the two regulations considers these more or less lasting group-
ings of artillery and infantry with a common mission, those frequent cases 
in which artillery elements are charged with directly supporting an infantry 
attack with subordination in mission, though not in command, or those 
exceptional ones in which temporary groupings are formed by making up 
a tactical unit with subordination of the artillery to the appointed com-
mander for such an unit.77

The need for tactical cooperation would not remain a matter of theo-
retical analysis because the Spanish army was to wage in the 1910s a 
low-intensity war in the Moroccan Protectorate, where all-arm columns 
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played an important role. During the first phase (1911–1916) the artil-
lery seems to have performed poorly. Vigón blames the dispersal of artil-
lery units in penny packets attached to the columns for this.78 But it can 
also be asked if a less corporate attitude to tactical training would have 
provided a better insight into combined arms operations.

Moreover, the scientific haughtiness of the learned corps may well 
have been responsible for fostering a fashion for bookish scholarship 
among the infantry officers, who tried to make up for their lower aca-
demic education. This trend seems to have been of no benefit for their 
professional performance. After the 1909 campaign in Melilla, the 
General Staff itself complained about the predominance given in the 
assessment of infantry officers to manifestations of written brainwork—
which fostered the production of superfluous works on military theory—
over the proficiency displayed in regimental service.79

Later scholarship offers somewhat contradictory views about this 
issue. According to the French scholar Andrée Bachoud, the military 
authorities fostered an increase in Spanish professional literature after 
1909 (at least until the mid-1910s), though the quality of this litera-
ture was sometimes poor, since authors seemed more concerned to add 
up pages than to make a new point.80 In any case, there were certainly 
officers who tried to improve their professional lot at any price as prolific 
authors of works of supposed military value.81 On the contrary, Andrés 
Mas Chao has pointed out that non-fighting assignments and scientific 
training lost prestige among the officers most engaged in the Moroccan 
war.82 And Julio Busquets even states that the attitude of anti-intellec-
tual pragmatism displayed by the officers fighting in Morocco was due to 
their limited military education.83

Busquets’ assessment is rather questionable. As has been shown above, 
the criticism of military education recorded in the contemporary profes-
sional literature alleged precisely that the academic content was exces-
sive. Perhaps the excess of theory in their academy years was the origin 
of many officers’ dislike of formal professional education for the rest of 
their careers. In any case, many officers of the fighting arms in Morocco 
paid small attention to the more cerebral side of military operations in 
this period. Such a dislike of intellectual effort in warfare could lead 
them to scorn methodical staff and logistical work, less glamorous than 
an infantry assault with fixed bayonets, and to boast of relying on cojones 
(testicles, meaning guts) alone.84
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The corporate rivalries were thus influential in disturbing the Spanish 
military environment and stood in the way of developments in military 
doctrine. Corporate rivalries were not unique to the Spanish army and 
were found in armies all over the world. Nevertheless, some armies over-
came the worst effects of them on military doctrine thanks to a type of 
organization developed in parallel with the mass armies of the late nine-
teenth century and whose authority stood above all the branches of the 
military: the general staff.85 Unfortunately, the development of the gen-
eral staff in Spain was linked to another case of corporate struggle. This 
is better understood through a survey of the odd position of the staff 
corps within the Spanish officer corps.

The Odd Corps Out: The Controversy About  
the Staff Corps

The Problem of the Reform of the Staff Corps

The war against Napoleon showed the Spanish army’s need for highly 
proficient officers helping the senior commanders in the conduct of 
operations. The staff corps (Cuerpo de Estado Mayor) was born in 
1810, after a proposal of General Joaquín Blake. However, as its offic-
ers were suspect of liberal leanings, the corps was disbanded during King 
Fernando VII’s periods of absolute power (1814–1820 and 1823–1833) 
and was not finally restored until 1838. From 1842 to 1893, the staff 
corps (which recruited prospective officers straight from civil life in the 
period 1850–1882) reached its highest level of institutional autonomy 
and specialization. It initially sought prestige through its mapmaking 
functions, but their officers became more focused on operational matters 
after 1875.86

Although the general arms and the learned corps distrusted each 
other, they nonetheless had common misgivings about the staff corps. 
This mistrust was based on the latter’s somewhat hybrid nature. The 
general arms reckoned that its elitist attitudes (based on higher educa-
tional standards) too closely resembled those of the traditional learned 
corps, whereas the artillery and the engineer corps saw the staff corps 
officers as rivals and parvenus of sorts (because their careers were not 
ruled by a closed list system). Indeed, the artillery officers even kept a 
tacit commitment not to join the staff corps.87 The staff corps certainly 
did not keep the solidarity with the other learned branches of the service 
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in the defence of the closed list. The bonds linking them on this issue 
were broken in January 1894, after a staff corps officer, Captain Juan 
Picasso, accepted a war merit promotion won during the small conflict of 
Melilla in late 1893. This meant the actual acceptance of the open list by 
the staff corps.88

Such behaviour was born from the staff corps officers’ realiza-
tion, from 1875 on, that the prestige won through their performance 
on campaign could be more influential than scientific achievement. 
Thenceforward, they sought to reach general officer rank with first-hand 
knowledge of the realities of combat and life in the fighting forces, which 
would support their claims to hold high operational command assign-
ments or high political-military office. Actually some staff corps offic-
ers (such as the future General Weyler) had stood out by following this 
career model, which was in line with General Martínez Campos’ policy 
of fostering the moral unity within the military through participation in 
the fighting.89

Nevertheless, such a policy could be overstretched by self-interested 
officers. A harsh critic of the Spanish military at the end of the nine-
teenth century reported that, in the Cuban campaigns of 1895–1898, 
many army corps and divisional chiefs of staff, instead of perform-
ing their essential staff duties, took command of operational columns 
with the backing of the general officers commanding the major units. 
Therefore, the staff work was never organized properly in the headquar-
ters. Even if the needs of colonial warfare were different from those of a 
European regular campaign, a good general staff organization was still 
required to maintain 200,000 troops in a theatre of operations of over 
100,000 square kilometres.90

The way staff duties should be performed, either through a sepa-
rate branch of the military (the staff corps) or through the temporary 
assignment of officers with special training (the concept of a ‘general 
staff service’), was an issue much discussed during the last quarter of 
the nineteenth century. By the 1880s a small group of reformist offic-
ers drew conclusions about the military events of the 1860–1880 period 
(especially the Prussian–German victory in the 1870–1871 war against 
France). One of these conclusions was that an efficient general staff was 
indispensable for the command of modern mass armies. The success of 
the Prussian model had convinced the reformists of the need to reform 
the mobilization system and its territorial organization in order to make 
effective use of the reserve manpower in wartime. Such a reform meant 
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changing the current organization of the staff corps, focused on its tradi-
tional mapmaking role.91

General Martínez Campos, the leading military personality of the 
early decades of the Restoration, was a moderate reformist, who thought 
that the mapmaking missions of the staff corps (though they had to be 
entrusted to a scientifically trained branch of it) played only a support-
ing role and were not essential for the staff work.92 However, he did not 
undertake any actual reform of the organization of the staff corps. By 
contrast, General Cassola, war minister in 1887–1888, was a more reso-
lute character. He reckoned that proficiency in cartography was not the 
monopoly of any corps and therefore should not determine the role of 
staff officers. Moreover, he thought that general staff assignments were 
nobody’s monopoly. So, after being appointed war minister, Cassola 
included among his reformist plans the abolition of the staff corps: 
from then on, he asserted, staff duties would be performed by especially 
trained officers of all the other corps, after the Prussian model. These 
officers would remain in their commissioning corps’ lists and alternate 
tours of regimental service and staff duty. On the other hand, although 
the traditional, overspecialized mapmaking tasks were discarded, the staff 
officer’s status would be enhanced by turning it into a more influential 
advisory and executive assignment near the commander.93

Although Cassola’s reformist proposals were finally defeated by the 
pressure of the vested interests within the military, the debate about the 
staff corps and the general staff service remained alive. General López 
Domínguez tried to solve the issue through a compromise in 1893. 
He retained the staff corps, whose new members thenceforth would be 
graduates of the staff college who decided to leave their commissioning 
branches; the other graduates would remain in their corps as diplomados 
de Estado Mayor (staff graduates).94 However, this arrangement did not 
solve the fundamental problem, as will be shown below.

The Training of Staff Officers After 1893

López Domínguez’s reform also affected the training of staff officers. 
A staff college was created at Madrid in 1842, where graduates of the 
General Military College got additional training. From 1850 to 1882, it 
admitted officers commissioned in other branches and civilians able to pay 
for their studies. After 1882, the college only admitted General Military 
Academy graduates.95 The staff college was renamed as Escuela Superior 
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de Guerra (ESG) in 1893. Requirements for sitting the entrance competi-
tive examination were the rank of first or second lieutenant and at least 
three years’ seniority after commissioning as second lieutenant (includ-
ing one year of regimental service); if the student wanted to join the staff 
corps after graduation, he must not be older than 29 years when enter-
ing the ESG. Since commissioning officer candidates when they were (or 
were about to be) 18 years old was not unusual, a Spanish officer could 
be an ESG student at 21.96 In the German army, by contrast, most offic-
ers were commissioned at 21 and had to fulfil four years of regimental 
service before applying for admission to the Kriegsakademie. The theo-
retical studies in the ESG lasted three years but the syllabus’ military con-
tents seem small in comparison with the academic ones:

First year

i.  �  Elements of astronomy, topography, fortification, military bridg-
ing, castramentation

ii.   �Artillery and engineer ordinances, regimental internal service, for-
eign tactical regulations

iii. � Algebra, spherical trigonometry and analytical geometry, general 
geometry and general history (optional subjects)

Second year

i.  �  Descriptive and strategic military geography, telegraphic and tel-
ephonic signals, railways, ballooning, cryptography

ii.   �Outline of military and naval organization (in Spain and major 
powers), military art, staff duties and regulations, survey of float-
ing material

iii. � Descriptive geometry, calculus and rational mechanics, chemistry, 
gunpowder and explosives, ordnance manufacture (optional sub-
jects)

iv.   �Foreign language (English, German or Arabic)

Third year

i.  �  Survey of Spanish naval artillery and foreign artillery
ii.   �Political economy, military administration, political and adminis-

trative law, international law, survey of medical and quartermaster 
equipment
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iii. � Astronomy and geodesy or elements of zoology and botany, min-
eralogy and geology

iv.   �Foreign language (English, German or Arabic)

The syllabus’ academic orientation repelled many artillery and engineer 
officers (actually no new student came from these corps in 1896), who 
thought their scientific ‘exclusivity’ under threat. This did not benefit the 
prestige of the ESG.97

The German army’s Kriegsakademie, by contrast, had the following 
syllabus (though this is the syllabus adopted in 1907, its contents seem 
not to show significant changes with regard to previous years):

First year

Tactics, military history, fortification, ordnance, medical service, gen-
eral history, military and international law; (optional subjects) pre-
1648 history, mathematics, physics, foreign languages

Second year

Tactics, military history, fortification, topography, communications, 
naval warfare, general history; (optional subjects) pre-1648 history, 
mathematics, foreign languages, chemistry, physical geography

Third year

Tactics, military history, staff duties, siege warfare, general history; 
(optional subjects) pre-1648 history, mathematics, foreign languages, 
topography, geodesy98

Comparing the German syllabus with the Spanish one, it can be seen 
that the former had a clear-cut core of military subjects centred around 
tactics and history, whereas all its scientific subjects remained optional. 
On the contrary, tactical and historical matters look underdeveloped in 
the Spanish staff college’s syllabus.

The teaching of the ESG was judged unsatisfactory in the early years 
of the twentieth century and the college was reorganized in 1904 by War 
Minister General Linares. He realized the need to increase the number of 
officers qualified for operational staff duties and stood for giving priority 
in promotion to general officer rank to those who had passed the staff 
college.99 The new syllabus was as follows:



2  MILITARY CORPORATISM UNDER THE RESTORATION   53

First year

i.  �  Military and strategic geography, basic notions of geology
ii.   �Political economy and military administration, hygiene, interna-

tional law, medical field service
iii. � Topography, notions of electricity
iv.  � Conversation and writing in French
v.  �  Horsemanship, fencing, photography, practical sessions of topog-

raphy and visits to medical and quartermaster corps centres

Second year

i.  �  Military history
ii.   �Mathematical algorithm, astronomy, geodesy, meteorology, mili-

tary industry, technical and practical studies in military communi-
cations (optional)

iii. � Art of war, grand tactics, military law
iv.   �Foreign language (English, German, Arabic, Portuguese), fencing
v.   �Landscape sketching, horsemanship, practical sessions in subjects 

of (ii) and (iii)

Third year

i.  �  Military history
ii.   �Use of artillery and fortification in warfare
iii. � Staff duties, wargaming, communications as a means of war
iv.   � Foreign language (English, German, Arabic, Portuguese), fencing
v.  �  Panoramic military sketching, horsemanship, practical sessions in 

subjects of (iii), staff ride and geographical surveys100

The non-military scientific content was substantially reduced (although 
one cannot help but wonder how far the staff officer’s proficiency 
depended on his skill with the sword). As a whole, this new syllabus bore 
more resemblance to those of other foreign staff colleges. For instance, 
in the French army, whose studies for the staff diploma lasted two years, 
the contents included the following subjects: military history, applied 
strategy and tactics, staff duties, fortification, ballooning, international 
law, geology and geography, military law and administration, mobiliza-
tion, German, Russian (optional), railways, hygiene, medical service, 
naval warfare, and horsemanship.101
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The teaching methods of the ESG were reportedly changed as well. 
Official textbooks were removed; instead the college’s teaching staff was 
supposed to encourage the development of analytical skills and judge-
ment through the writing of essays, group projects, and group debates in 
the classroom, which allowed the display of the students’ personal views. 
In short, any teaching only based on rote learning had to be banished.102 
Nevertheless, it is not clear how successful this change of methods was. 
A graduate of the ESG argued in 1921 that the college was still inflex-
ible and unwilling to accept critical views (at least in some subjects). And 
in the same year, a Spanish officer studying at the French army’s staff 
college commented, via Colonel Juan García Benítez (the military atta-
ché), on the too erudite learning system of the ESG, in contrast with the 
French institution, where teaching was based on case studies taken from 
recent campaigns.103

Attack and Defence of the Staff Corps

The reforms after 1893 did not stop the antagonism towards the staff 
corps. One of its most heated critics, Cebreiros, even lambasted the qual-
ity of its officers. According to Cebreiros, the root of the problem lay 
in the system of entrance into the staff corps. After the reform of 1904, 
applicants for the ESG had to be captains or first lieutenants with two 
years’ regimental service. An officer who got the staff diploma remained 
in his commissioning branch after leaving the ESG. In order to join the 
staff corps, an ESG graduate had to apply for admission whenever there 
were vacancies in its list and before being promoted to the rank of major 
in his commissioning branch (the career in the staff corps started at the 
rank of captain).104 But only the youngest officers (that is, those who 
could presume a career advance) applied for admission to the staff corps. 
However, they often graduated with the lowest marks of their class, due 
to their relative immaturity. Thus the worst qualified students got into 
the staff corps whereas the best ones—most of them older men with 
many years of service as captains—preferred to stay in their commis-
sioning branches rather than joining a new officer list and starting again 
behind younger captains belonging to a previous ESG class and who had 
been able to apply for a vacancy before. In order to attract the brightest 
graduates, the staff corps pursued a policy of fast promotions which was 
only feasible through the creation of as many assignments for staff corps 
officers as possible.105
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Cebreiros also pointed out that another result of the coexistence 
of the staff corps and the diplomados was the rivalry between the two 
groups of staff officers. The staff corps officers wanted to cut the num-
ber of diplomados to prevent them from occupying staff assignments—
if not, the policy of fast careers within the staff corps would be under 
threat. The fact that assignments near the high command were deemed 
almost a passport into it also spurred this attitude (which was not unjus-
tified: in 1895, 11 out of the Spanish army’s 39 lieutenant generals came 
from the staff corps, whereas 13 came from the infantry). What made 
this competition an even more lamentable case of corporate selfishness 
was the feeble state of the Spanish army. Since the budgets did not allow 
an effective preparation for war, the term ‘staff work’ (outside the forces 
in Morocco at least) and its alleged ‘technical’ complexity—which the 
staff corps used as a justification of its own existence—actually concealed 
more and more red tape. Indeed this institutional self-interest even fos-
tered more bureaucracy.106 As Cebreiros concluded, ‘[m]ainly due to 
the fault of the staff corps, the Spanish army is a lie wrapped in notepa-
per’.107 Nonetheless, the reader must bear in mind that Cebreiros was an 
infantry officer and therefore his criticism suffered from corporate bias as 
well. So, how justified was the antagonism towards the staff corps?

The military archives keep primary evidence which shows that the staff 
corps was not very pleased that diplomados received the same training 
as its prospective officers. There is no evidence to find out the extent 
of such a mood, but the fact that two staff corps officers of very differ-
ent rank and writing a decade apart proposed similar solutions to cope 
with the diplomados suggests that the mood was shared by large sections 
of the corps. The first piece of evidence comes from the report on the 
inspection of the ESG carried out by General Pío Suárez Inclán (who 
had been promoted from the list of the staff corps) in 1907.108 It is not 
clear if the points made in the report are actually General Suárez’s own 
ideas, but it seems plausible that his views were influential in the conclu-
sions of the report. It was certainly a good opportunity to defend his 
former corps’ interests. The report pointed out that it was not a good 
idea to allocate equal value to all the subjects of the syllabus, because 
this meant that a student who excelled in general academic matters could 
get a better place in the graduation list than another who obtained high 
marks in the essential professional subjects. So the report proposed allo-
cating to each subject a quotient which indicated its relative importance 
for the overall score of the student. So far, so good.
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But after that the report remarked that the ESG students had different 
motivations in their training as staff officers. The proposed change would 
not affect the students merely aiming for the diploma, but it would affect 
those aspiring to join the staff corps since their place in the graduation 
list settled the precedence for admission and their place in the corps’ list. 
Therefore, the report questioned the policy of teaching the same sylla-
bus to both groups, since it could be deficient for prospective staff corps 
officers and too demanding for those just looking for an extension of 
their professional expertise. The solution to this problem put forward in 
the report was to divide the syllabus into two parts. The first one would 
be a common course including the essential military matters; the second 
part would be a more demanding course reserved for those called to 
perform staff duties permanently (that is, the staff corps officers). Thus 
more officers would come to the ESG to improve their military educa-
tion without any need to turn themselves into ‘perfect’ staff officers after 
five years of theoretical studies and practice. The implied consequence of 
this proposal was to render diplomados unfit for staff assignments, since 
only the officers of the staff corps would be fully qualified to hold such 
posts. Therefore, the corps would be able to justify its enlargement (and 
new promotions) whenever there were staff vacancies. There is no evi-
dence in the files consulted by the present author about the later fate of 
the proposal, though it obviously found no favourable reception because 
there was no significant change in the ESG syllabus.

The second piece of evidence dates from early 1918, so it is contem-
porary with the political-military crisis caused by the juntas de defensa 
from 1917 on (see Chap. 5). The Junta Superior de Defensa (Higher 
Defence Board) of the staff corps consulted its officers in December 
1917 about the need for preserving a corporate organization to perform 
staff duties. The answer of an officer stationed in Valladolid, Captain 
Nicolás Benavides, argued for the absolute need for keeping the staff 
corps instead of replacing it with a general staff service.109 His first argu-
ment was that the common training, the constant performance of staff 
duties and the cohesion caused by belonging to a single branch provided 
unity in working procedures and methods. On the contrary, the differ-
ent corporate background of the diplomados—though they carried out 
similar tasks—would damage the unity of the whole if the general staff 
service was implemented.

Another of Benavides’ arguments was that the staff corps, due to 
its own corporate organization, limited unhealthy ambition among its 
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members, because all of them had the same legal rights. On the contrary, 
according to Benavides, the diplomado of the general staff service would 
be placed on a different level in relation to his commissioning branch’s 
fellow officers because of his separate staff duties and the special train-
ing for the staff diploma, whereas he would be keen to please his supe-
riors, who could back his career up. Therefore the general staff service 
would offer more fertile ground for unlimited personal ambition. Finally, 
Benavides reckoned it very difficult to achieve a good performance in 
staff duties if these were alternated with regimental service.

Benavides also pointed out several alleged dangers for the survival of 
the staff corps. One of them was the corps’ weak state, which was partly 
a reflection of the deterioration of the army as a whole, but it was also 
due to its own neglect and lack of collective effort. Another major dan-
ger he saw (and this point shows the degree of ill-will between the two 
groups of staff officers) were the diplomados. Their numbers (and fore-
seeable increase) and deeds caused and fostered hostility towards the 
corps in political circles and the press; even the archbishop of Tarragona, 
who also held a seat in the Senate, had allegedly displayed antagonism! 
Benavides expressed fears that the political debate could bring about a 
cut in the number of admissions to the staff corps, which would lead 
to a consequent increase of diplomados. Some political groups and sec-
tions of the press—mostly of leftist leanings—also were especially hostile 
because the corps (according to Benavides) strengthened the unity of the 
army (the major support of government) and therefore held back their 
ambitions. Benavides recommended the case for the staff corps to be 
presented to leading politicians, who could defend its cause in the parlia-
ment.

He also recommended the establishment of a secret record of data 
on the main foes of the corps, especially the diplomados (a proposal with 
somewhat sinister tinges). Benavides concluded with a proposal to turn 
the ESG into an institution which would graduate staff corps officers 
only. Those officers who did not want to join the corps would make up a 
sort of adjudantur (adjutant’s service) after two years of studies plus one 
more of practice.110 These officers would perform ancillary staff duties 
and become a reserve of staff officers in wartime; they would serve usu-
ally within their branches, though they could be called up to work in 
manoeuvres under the orders of staff corps officers.

The essential coincidence of Captain Benavides’ last point about the 
staff college with General Suárez’s views is significant. The ultimate aim 
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of both them was to turn the diplomados into second-class staff offic-
ers, who would therefore be denied the responsibilities and benefits of 
being fully qualified staff officers. Thus the staff corps would recover at 
least the monopoly of the most important staff duties. This monopoly 
had been broken by the 1893 reform, which gave the same professional 
qualification to prospective staff corps officers and those who aspired to 
the diploma alone. Therefore, the staff corps had to remove this equality 
if it wanted to maintain its raison d’être. The fact that a general officer 
in 1907 and a captain a decade later shared rather similar solutions to 
this problem makes it plausible to think that corporate self-interest was 
highly developed in the staff corps and hence that criticism of the staff 
corps as a whole on this ground was not unfounded. Furthermore, 
Benavides’ paper bear witness to the deep rivalries within the military; his 
suggestion to spy on the diplomados illustrates clearly how far the dete-
rioration of the inter-corps relationship could reach.

The Staff Corps and the Development of the General Staff

What made the rivalry of the staff corps with the rest of the military even 
more serious were its consequences for the development of the General 
Staff. According to García Benítez, the staff corps worked against the 
‘military bureau’ set up by War Minister Echagüe; it could not toler-
ate ideas alien to the corps on issues related to the reorganization of the 
army. Any crisis within the military caused by a reorganization project 
meant a crisis for the existence of the staff corps, so the latter was urged 
to take control of the reform by its esprit de corps and instinct of survival. 
The result was the preservation of the corps without any real improve-
ment of the army.111 Echagüe’s military bureau was kept idle by his suc-
cessor, General Luque, while the General Staff’s rebirth was prepared 
under the guidance of staff corps officers. According to García Benítez, 
their aim was to turn the General Staff into ‘an organization which saved 
the hegemony so endangered by that inconvenient military bureau, 
which had to be destroyed in a hurry, and this [the bureau’s disband-
ment] was carried out to the relief of many people’.112

García Benítez, despite his criticism of the attitude of the staff 
corps, stated that he did not underrate the individual value of its mem-
bers, whose educational standards were higher than those of the other 
branches. But this superiority also made more dangerous their corporate 
selfishness. And since they were facing up to another group with similar 
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professional qualifications (the diplomados), the struggle was waged on 
grounds which damaged the reforms badly needed by the army. The 
other corporate rivalries seriously affected the effectiveness of the army 
as well,

[b]ut these struggles among ‘guilds’ do not have the [same] importance… 
as that one waged by the guiding ‘guild’ against all the guided ‘guilds’; 
and its result is that an army whose general staff functions are still in 
embryo has got the following organizations to carry them out: the staff 
corps, a staff college, and a legion of diplomados; three sources of unsur-
passed material and a very deficient service, the most deficient one of our 
weak military body.113

Certainly, an in-depth reform of the army was not a very realistic goal 
when the officer corps quarrelled about who was most qualified to direct 
such a work. That the root of such division lay in corporate factionalism 
is proven by the fact that there was no criticism (excepting Cebreiros) of 
the professional proficiency of the staff corps officers as individuals: what 
displeased the rest of the military were their behaviour and privileges as 
a group. Nonetheless, a general staff service would not necessarily have 
been a panacea: the French army had adopted it after 1871, but, accord-
ing to the historian Douglas Porch, this did not prevent its staff officers 
from turning into an inward-looking body of careerists, entrenched in 
routine and the defence of their privileges.114

Conclusion

Rivalry between the branches of the service is not unusual in armies. 
Nonetheless, corporate factionalism and self-interest in the Spanish army 
were highly developed and turned into serious obstacles to military effec-
tiveness in the early decades of the twentieth century. Much of this cor-
poratism was reflected in military education. The reform introduced by 
López Domínguez in 1893 had imposed the learned corps’ approach to 
the training of officers, which even seems to have been imitated by the 
general arms’ academies, whose syllabi became more bookish. Moreover, 
the current organization and working of the academies reveal deficiencies 
and subterfuges that, despite damaging the quality of officer training, 
were tolerated because they served vested interests of the officer corps 
(for instance, the endemic excess of admitted applicants). The reforms 
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of the period 1911–1913 offered a chance of moving towards a new 
model of military education, but they were ruined by the modification 
of grading criteria in 1918 and the abridged courses of 1921–1923. The 
fact that these reforms have been missed by historians, excepting José 
Fernando García Moreno, may be a sign of their utter failure.

The learned branches, especially the artillery, were eager to enlarge 
their turf by monopolizing technical responsibilities, including the 
weaponry of the other corps. Thus the infantry found difficult to test 
new weapons and their effects on tactics because of the artillery’s insist-
ence in controlling all the matters related to firearms. The problem of 
corporate factionalism perhaps reached its apex in the case of the staff 
officers. Military reformists had advocated the Prussian–German model 
of staff officer who alternated tours of staff duties and regimental ser-
vice in his commissioning branch. The old staff corps lost the monopoly 
of staff duties after the reorganization of the staff college in 1893, but 
it managed to survive and thereafter sought to restore its former sta-
tus through subterfuges. This reinforced the antagonism of the other 
branches, which perceived the corps as a body of conceited careerists. 
The consequence of all this was that the Spanish army’s professional elite 
was divided and its role in the modernization was influenced negatively 
by the needs of corporate self-interest. The contribution of staff work to 
Spanish military successes in later conflicts perhaps must be seen more as 
a proof of the staff officers’ individual competence than as an evidence of 
institutional effectiveness.
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