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Introduction
Spain since the transition to democracy:
an overview

Sebastian Balfour

The bomb outrage in Madrid on 11 March 2004 caused the world’s media to
focus their lenses briefly on Spain. What they witnessed was a society with a
continued power to mobilise. This mobilisation took new forms. Text
messaging and mobile phone calls brought people out into the streets and
squares of the cities in solidarity and protest, and helped to rally voters for
the election. Far from being intimidated by the terrorists, Spanish voters
turned out in unprecedented numbers a few days later on 14 March to make
their electoral choices (some 2.5 million more people voted than in the 2000
elections, a rise in voter turnout of 8.5 per cent). Against most predictions,
the Socialists won a majority of votes and formed a new government to
replace that of the Popular Party, which had been in power since 1996. The
startling alternation of government represented a sea-change in political
culture because the political system had become increasingly polarised.
Twenty-seven years earlier, the transition to democracy, on the contrary,
had been characterised by a high level of consensus.

One of the aims of this book is to explain why. The Politics of Contem-
porary Spain charts the trajectory of Spanish politics since the transition to
the present day, looking inwards as well as outwards. It does so by focusing
in depth on a number of key political processes, policies and parties. It thus
goes beyond the textbook summaries about Spanish politics that are
beginning to appear in response to a growing international interest in Spain.
The authors, largely historians and political scientists from Spain and the
UK, are either well-known experts in specific fields of contemporary Spain
or young academics with fresh perspectives, many of whom first presented
some of their ideas in a seminar series with the same title as this book
organised by the Cañada Blanch Centre for Contemporary Spanish Studies
at the London School of Economics and Political Science.

In his chapter on the politics of the transition and consolidation, for
example, Jonathan Hopkin argues against the widely held view that Spain
provides a model for a well-oiled evolution from consensus to majoritarian
democracy. On the contrary, he claims that the emergence of a competitive,
rather than collusive, party system was the result to a great extent of
contingency, and that Spain was fortunate that the hasty abandonment of
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consensual decision-making in 1980–1 did not fatally destabilise the delicate
transition process. Paul Preston traces the reasons why Juan Carlos became
a popular monarch in a society with weak monarchical roots. In the course of
the dictator’s final years, motivated by a healthy instinct for self-preser-
vation, Juan Carlos dramatically redefined his role. Throughout the process,
there was an element of cynicism and calculation and a considerable
contribution from a number of shrewd political advisers. Through his
intervention against the attempted coup of 1981, the king cleared the
monarchy of the stigma of Francoism and earned the right to be head of
state. But Preston argues that his legitimacy is a very personal one and not
necessarily a guarantee of the legitimacy of the crown. For his part, Paul
Heywood examines political corruption in Spain and argues that traditional
analytical approaches emphasising structural factors and the influence of
social capital are insufficient as explanations. Instead, he emphasises the
importance of incentives and opportunity structures associated with the
changing nature of governance in Spain since democracy. The apparent
fluctuations in the level of corruption are due more to oversaturation in the
media and ‘cycles of contestation’ than any real diminution of corrupt
practices.

The three following chapters about regional nationalism and the state also
challenge existing analyses about Spanish politics. In the first, the Irish
writer and journalist Paddy Woodworth looks back on the war against
terrorism which Spain has been fighting for many years, examining in
particular the state’s use of dirty war tactics against ETA in the 1980s and the
consequences for Spanish democracy since then. He argues that this dirty
war undermined the democratic struggle against political violence but that
this lesson seems to have been assimilated by policy-makers and counter-
terrorist strategists alike. The relative success of the Spanish media and
judiciary in exposing it was a remarkably mature achievement for Spain’s
young democracy. In a sombre analysis, José Manuel Mata examines the
present-day situation in the Basque Country in which nationalist terrorism
and persecution continue with the support of important sections of the
Basque population, whose political culture, he maintains, is anti-
democratic. Ethno-political discrimination against non-nationalist Basques,
who number half the population, is rooted in a retrograde and essentialist
nationalism that has succeeded in destroying the consensus vital to the
functioning of democracy. Andrew Dowling, on the other hand, looks at the
relatively successful trajectory of political Catalanism from the end of
Francoism to the left-wing rainbow coalition that won the regional elections
of 2003. He focuses in particular on the party that dominated Catalan
politics in all that period, Convergència i Unió (CiU), as a result of a series of
conjunctural factors, from strategic errors on the part of Spanish and
Catalan social democracy to the role of Catalan communism in the shaping
of the democratic environment in Catalonia. The CiU, he argues, trans-
formed the terrain of politics in Catalonia to such an extent that the new
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government led by the Socialists has adopted Catalanisation as its flagship
policy.

Xosé-Manoel Núñez and I both bring new perspectives to bear on the
phenomenon of rehabilitated conservatism in contemporary Spain. Nuñez
gives an overview of the new ‘patriotic’ discourse of Spanish conservative
intellectuals and policy-makers linked to the Popular Party since the early
1990s, particularly during its two terms of office between 1996 and 2004. He
argues that the renovation of this discourse is more apparent than real and
that it still suffers from legitimacy deficits, above all in its failure to condemn
the Francoist regime. This makes a common understanding with the left
difficult in matters such as national symbols, liturgy and particularly the
defence of Spain’s territorial unity against peripheral nationalisms. Indeed,
the absence of politics of memory plays a very important role in Spain’s
present-day public opinion. I examine the reinvention of Spanish conserva-
tism since the transition to democracy, arguing that the Popular Party is not
old wine in a new bottle but has undergone considerable renewal in its
engagement with democratic politics. Nevertheless, authoritarian and right-
wing mentalities persist in the party, matched by an incomplete assimilation
of parliamentary democracy, as exemplified in the decision to join the Iraq
war coalition. In the post-Aznar regime, the party, with a new unelected
leader, found itself unexpectedly in opposition and isolated in a parliament
celebrating the post-electoral honeymoon of its rival, the Socialist Party.

Mónica Méndez-Lago demonstrates that the effect of governmental
power on the Socialist Party when it won the elections of 1982 was extreme
because it had little time to develop its organisation before assuming office.
Although attaining power was a catalyst for membership growth, it also
hindered the internal dynamism of party organisation and shaped its growth
in a way that had diminishing returns over time. Reliance on the resources
made available by government constrained the party’s organisational
capacity to react to new environments, particularly once it lost most of those
resources. Its unexpected victory in the 2004 general elections opened up a
new phase both in Spanish politics and in the development of the party.

The last two chapters look at Spain’s external relations. Richard Gillespie
examines the growing importance to Spain of the Mediterranean, particu-
larly in terms of national security concerns relating to immigration, the
challenge posed by Islamist movements in North Africa, and Moroccan
claims to Spanish territorial possessions. He identifies the main trends in
Spanish Mediterranean policy since the death of Franco, looking at both
domestic and exogenous factors such as the collapse of the Middle East
peace process, 9/11, the war on Iraq, the bomb outrage in Madrid and the
electoral victory of the Socialists. Mary Farrell argues that while Spain
has benefited hugely from the European Union both economically and
politically since its accession in 1986, Spain’s alignment in the war in Iraq
under the Aznar government, EU enlargement and internal regional
tensions have threatened internal unity and external consensus. With the
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new Socialist-led government in office comes a return to the philosophy that
shaped the national policy of their predecessors who took the country into
the European Community; that it is through constructing and consolidating
Europe’s role in the world that member states, and Spain in particular, can
define the national interest.

To go back to the opening words of this introduction, the elections of 14
March 2004 were a sign of the strength of the democratic process in Spain
today; and it is a measure of the success of the transition to and consolidation
of democracy over three decades. The unsung heroes of the transition were
those who organised mass protests against the Dictatorship of Franco, many
of whom suffered torture and imprisonment. They helped to create the
conditions in which authoritarian rule became untenable and democracy
virtually irrepressible. The political system that emerged was the result of
tough and protracted bargaining between political elites of the centre and
the left and those on the right willing to accept democracy. The dynamics of
this pacted transaction have been the subject of intense investigation. But it
is usually forgotten in the abundant literature that elite accommodation was
conditioned by mass pro-democracy mobilisations in the streets and squares
of urban Spain.

Another aspect of the transition that is often ignored is that Spaniards
embraced democracy so easily not because of the skills of the negotiators
but because they had already embraced the civic values that underpin
democratic organisation and this, in turn, was partly the result of the
accelerated modernisation of the 1950s and 1960s and Spain’s economic
assimilation into Europe. That does not mean that civil society emerged
ready made. Indeed the relative weakness of civil networks and the lack
of pluralist traditions and associational activity in Spain remained for
some time, and still remains to some extent, one of the deficits of Spanish
political life.

The democratic transaction that ensued was impelled by pragmatism and
rational choice and based on a calculation of the balance of power between
right and left and changing electoral opportunities. With the reluctant
compliance of its politicians, the Dictatorship of Franco was eased out of
existence rather than overthrown, as the left had hoped. A price was exacted
by the right for the new democracy, part of which was a tacit agreement that
reconciliation in the present did not have to entail reconciliation with the
past. Franco’s torturers were quietly pensioned off and the injustices of the
past remained shrouded in silence. The revival of civil society is exemplified
by the recent efforts of the nationwide popular organisation, the Association
for the Recuperation of Historical Memory, to uncover the mass graves of
those murdered by the rebels in 1936 and to bury the victims. Acknow-
ledging the crimes of the recent past can only strengthen democracy.

The Constitution was itself a model of consensual politics but where
agreement could not be reached crucial issues were left ambiguous, to be
resolved when democracy was fully consolidated. At least in one area, the
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price of ambiguity is still being paid today. The thorny question of the real
nature of the semi-federal model adopted during the transition after much
compromise has not been resolved and may turn out to be a major headache
for the government of the Socialist PSOE. In principle, the Constitution
envisages the eventual integration of all Spain’s regions, both the historic
and the semi-invented, into a symmetrical, quasi-federal system. But the
Catalan government seeks to maintain the existing asymmetry by deepening
the process of devolution to its region, while the Basque government seeks
to go beyond the Constitution to establish a new relationship of de facto
independence from Spain. In the absence of any compensatory measures,
the renegotiation of their statutes of autonomy agreed by the Socialist
government (which falls short of Basque nationalist demands) entails not
just the widening of the differential between the regions but also the risk of
a substantial deficit in the financial system of the state of the autonomies
as a whole.

Yet the Socialist government has demonstrated its willingness to address
many of the issues left unresolved since the transitional pact, some of which
require constitutional reform, such as the need to transform the Senate into
a genuine chamber of regional representation. It would be rash to suggest
that the transition to and consolidation of democracy may finally be
completed soon (when it won power in 1996 the Popular Party government
unwisely proclaimed the beginning of the second transition), but for all the
continued belligerence of the PP and the residue of presidentialism in the
Socialist government, the signs are positive for democracy in that a new
spirit of dialogue permeates political life in Spain.



1 From consensus to competition
The changing nature of democracy
in the Spanish transition

Jonathan Hopkin1

Introduction

The Spanish transition to democracy attracted a wave of scholarly interest in
the late 1970s and early 1980s, and few aspects of the process remain
unstudied. The juridical mechanisms and political negotiations under-
pinning the reform,2 the emergence of parties and electoral politics,3 the role
of the military,4 and the attempts to address territorial tensions5 all received
extensive attention. Subsequent work focused on the concept of consoli-
dation, with threats to democratic stability itself constituting the main
concern.6

Now that the dust has settled and no one doubts the sustainability of
Spanish democracy, it seems appropriate to look into what kind of demo-
cracy has emerged in Spain, and why. Despite the predominant role played
by negotiation and consensus in the process of regime change, by the early
1980s the new political system had developed the key characteristics of
a majoritarian democracy.7 In other words, although cooperation and
negotiation between political forces was necessary to establish democracy in
Spain, cooperation gave way to free, and sometimes intense, competition for
power once democracy was perceived as consolidated. Rather than the
coalitional form of government characteristic of countries such as Italy,
Belgium or the Netherlands, Spain has been governed by single-party
administrations, alternating between left and right: a qualified version of the
‘Westminster model’.

This shift from ‘consensus’ to ‘majoritarian’ democracy makes the
Spanish case central to recent debates on building and consolidating new
democratic regimes. The literature on democratization posits an intractable
dilemma between democracy as cooperation and democracy as competition.
On the one hand, scholars have argued that ideological polarization
threatens democratic consolidation, and that institutions should therefore
be designed in such a way as to avoid political competition becoming too
conflictual.8 Juan Linz, for example, has argued powerfully that presidential
democracies tend to polarize political positions, putting democracy at risk.9
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On similar lines, much of the literature on transitions has emphasized the
importance of elite pacts and consensus in building support for new
democratic regimes.10 On the other hand, an alternative view emphasizes the
dangers for democracy if political competition is restricted or suppressed.
For example, Hagopian took issue with the ‘elite settlement’ route to
democracy as adopted in Brazil, arguing that it entrenched non-democratic
practices and protected the positions of privileged groups, undermining the
quality of the emerging democracy.11

The debate therefore seems to draw two conflicting conclusions: demo-
cratization is most likely to succeed if political competition is constrained,
but the quality of the resulting democracy will suffer if collusion between
political elites becomes institutionalized.12 The process of democratization
in Spain, however, has benefited from the ‘best of both worlds’. The Spanish
‘model’ of pacted transition has been lavishly praised for its success in
overcoming what most observers believe was a significant potential for
political conflict at the end of the Franco era. Yet this consensual transition
to democracy quickly gave way to a competitive battle for power between
government and opposition, averting the ills of collusive democracy that
have afflicted Italy, for example.

This chapter is concerned with how the contest between competing types
of democracy was resolved in post-Franco Spain. It shows how, as the
transition period drew to a close, Spain underwent a shift from a ‘consensual’
mode of democratic government to a more competitive or ‘majoritarian’
kind of democracy, to use Arend Lijphart’s terminology. It explores the
reasons for this shift, emphasizing the importance of contingent strategic
choices made by political and social elites, and concludes by assessing the
implications of the Spanish case for theories of democratization.

The rise and fall of consensus in the Spanish transition

Lijphart’s definition of consensus and majoritarian democracy is based on
two dimensions: the executive-parties dimension, which looks at the nature
of party competition and government formation, and the federal-unitary
dimension, which focuses on the territorial structure of the state and the type
of constitution. Lijphart found that democracies tended to cluster into two
types: consensus democracies, characterized by multi-party systems,
balanced executive-legislative relations, and decentralized constitutional
structures, and majoritarian democracies, in which a smaller number of
parties compete for control over a relatively strong executive in a basically
centralized, unitary state.13

In the Spanish case, there has been movement on both the executive-
parties dimension and the federal-unitary dimension in the quarter of a
century of democratic government. There is little dispute that Spain has
become a more ‘federal’ state since the transition to democracy, as the 1978
constitution provided for the transfer of significant powers from the centre
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to the autonomous regions.14 On this dimension Spain is closer to the
consensual end of the scale. However on the executive-parties dimension
Spain has moved in the opposite direction, to such an extent that it appears
closer to the majoritarian than to the consensus model, with a pattern of
‘government and opposition’, in which two large parties alternate in power.
This shift has taken place without constitutional changes, and under the
same electoral system (a form of proportional representation with a
majoritarian bias which penalizes small parties with dispersed support).15

This can be seen in three areas: the composition of government, the pattern
of executive-legislative relations, and the party system.

From government by consensus to single-party rule

Clearly Spain’s transition was not the work of a broad multi-party coalition.
On Franco’s death in November 1975, a single-party authoritarian state was
in place, and none of its institutions were composed of freely elected
representatives – indeed, political parties were at that time illegal. The
transition was initiated and implemented by a government nominated by the
dictator’s successor King Juan Carlos in July 1976. But in spite of its
undemocratic origins, the government of Adolfo Suárez in fact consulted
widely with all the relevant political forces. Suárez had secret talks with
opposition leaders, including the leader of the banned Communist Party
(PCE), Carrillo, to convince them that he intended to establish full
democracy in Spain. At the same time, he convinced the components of the
Dictatorship that his plans would respect the constitutional order and
maintain political stability. A Law for Political Reform was passed, within
the Francoist constitutional framework, which envisaged free elections with
an electoral law designed in consultation with both regime conservatives
and opposition leaders. Such was the degree of consultation on the reform
that the text was described as ‘cross-eyed’ (estrábico), since it appeared
simultaneously to satisfy incompatible demands: full democracy for the
opposition and constitutional continuity for regime conservatives.16

This consensual theme continued after the first democratic elections.
Adolfo Suárez’s hastily organized party, the Union of Democratic Centre
(UCD), won the elections, allowing him to remain in power to direct the
remainder of the transition. Although the UCD governments of 1977–82
were not formally coalitions, they fell into the ‘consensus’ category in a
number of ways. The party itself was heterogeneous, originating as a
coalition and following a broadly factional dynamic in the distribution
of power both in the party and in the government.17 Moreover, especially
in the 1977–9 period, a number of prestigious independents served in the
UCD governments, undermining its ‘partisan’ quality. The high levels of
cabinet instability – five mid-legislature reshuffles in as many years – and
extensive policy disagreements reflect a lack of party discipline inside the
government.
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Moreover, as minority administrations, the UCD governments were
obliged to build coalitions in order to pass legislation. In the 1977–9 period,
supermajorities integrating virtually all the parliamentary groups were
commonplace (this has been described as a ‘consociational model of
transition’).18 Despite the sometimes fractious nature of interparty relations
in the 1979–82 parliament, analyses of legislative votes reveal a persistently
high level of interparty collaboration in parliamentary votes.19 This was
partly a response to the need to update Spanish legislation in a variety of
areas, but partly a consequence of the UCD’s vocation as a centrist party
seeking to govern ‘for all Spaniards’.

The PSOE governments from 1982 to 1993 were, in contrast, almost
exclusively partisan, highly cohesive and supported by solid single-party
majorities which allowed them to push through very partisan legislative
programmes. Although, like any party, the PSOE had its own internal
factional dynamics, there was no detectable pattern of proportional allo-
cation of portfolios to structured party factions. Although a degree of
interparty cooperation on some legislation persisted, governments in this
period followed a party programme and rarely bothered to seek support
from other parliamentary groups.20 Between 1993 and 2000, first the PSOE
and then the PP fell short of parliamentary majorities, and were forced into
pacts with ‘peripheral nationalists’ to maintain their minority administra-
tions, although the executive remained strongly partisan in both cases. In the
2000–4 parliament the PP enjoyed an overall majority, and the pattern of
single-party majority government returned.

Executive-legislative relations: the weakening of parliament

The constitutional framework governing executive-legislative relations in
post-Franco Spain has facilitated executive dominance over parliament,
both under the Francoist Fundamental Laws, but also under the democratic
1978 constitution.21 However, there has been considerable variation in the
balance of power under the democratic institutional framework: the
executive-legislative relationship was relatively balanced between 1977 and
1982, whilst the executive has clearly dominated since 1982 (again with a
parenthesis in 1993–2000).22

The 1977–9 parliament was in effect a constituent assembly, and Suárez
used his party’s plurality status to negotiate consensual solutions to divisive
constitutional issues, rather than imposing a partisan text. The pattern of
executive-legislative relations was therefore rather balanced, although
Suárez used his dominant position within the UCD to deny his own parlia-
mentary group any real influence over government policy. The most critical
negotiations over contentious constitutional issues took place outside
parliament, and the UCD parliamentarians with formal responsibility for the
constituent process were marginalized.23 Paradoxically, however, Suárez’s
neglect of his own parliamentary supporters served the purpose of integrating
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the parliamentary opposition more fully into the process of drafting the
constitution. Suárez’s objective was to pass a constitution with the over-
whelming support of the parliament. As a result, the other parliamentary
groups had an effective power of veto over some government proposals.24

After 1979, the deterioration of Suárez’s leadership position strengthened
parliament. The end of the constituent process made it more difficult to
build supermajorities, and the UCD’s minority status left it vulnerable to
parliamentary defeats. Growing divisions within the party undermined the
discipline of the UCD parliamentary group. Consensus was maintained for
the passing of Autonomy Statutes for the pressing cases of the Basque
Country and Catalonia, but broke down for some of the remaining regions.
The UCD minority government began to suffer regular parliamentary
defeats, and attempts to find consensual solutions for divisive questions such
as education, workers’ rights and family law failed, although there was a
brief revival of consensus after the 1981 coup attempt. In short, between
1979 and 1982 the executive was in no position to impose policy on
parliament. The difficult investiture votes of March 1979 and February 1981
and the censure motion of May 1980 testify to this executive weakness and
the resurgence of the legislature.

After 1982 the González governments had cohesive parliamentary
majorities which obviated the need for consensus or consultation with the
ideologically antagonistic opposition, AP (Alianza Popular).25 Executive
dominance permitted a series of highly partisan and potentially divisive
measures (the legalization of abortion, educational reforms favouring the
state sector, significant increases in taxation) to be implemented with little
parliamentary difficulty. González’s position as Prime Minister remained
secure even after major political setbacks, such as his change of heart over
NATO, soaring unemployment and a successful general strike. Only with
the loss of its majority in 1993 was the González government’s authority
curtailed. In 2000–4, the Aznar government had a solid majority, and parlia-
ment reverted to a subordinate role. A quantitative study of the proportion
of legislation originating from the executive rather than parliament during
these different periods, reported by Lynn Maurer,26 confirms this picture.

The emergence of an ‘adulterated’ two-party system

Spain has had a multi-party system throughout the post-Franco period.
However the nature of that system has changed over time, with significant
shifts occurring both in 1982 and in 1993. Measures such as the number of
effective parliamentary parties and the number of issue dimensions fail to
capture the extent of this shift (Table 1.1). So what has happened to the
Spanish party system to make it more majoritarian?

The best way to illustrate the shift is to look at the proportion of the vote
won by the two largest parties in the system (Figure 1.1). In the first two
democratic elections (1977 and 1979), the two biggest parties, the PSOE and
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Table 1.1 The Spanish party system – some basic indicators (1977–2000)

Election Number of Effective number Effective number
parties of parties of parties
(Congress) (Electoral) (Congress)

1977 11 4.16 2.85
1979 14 4.16 2.77
1982 10 3.33 2.32
1986 12 3.57 2.63
1989 13 4.16 2.77
1993 11 3.53 2.70
1996 11 3.28 2.72
2000 12 3.12 2.48

Average 11.8 3.66 2.66

Sources: José Ramón Montero, ‘Stabilizing the Democratic Order: Electoral Behaviour in
Spain’, in Paul Heywood (ed.), Politics and Policy in Democratic Spain: No Longer Different?
(London: Frank Cass, 1999), pp. 53–79; José Ramón Montero and Juan Linz, ‘The Party
Systems of Spain: Old Cleavages and New Challenges’, in Lauri Karvonen and Stein Kuhnle
(eds), Party Systems and Voter Alignments Revisited (London: Routledge, 2001), pp. 150–96.
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the UCD, together won just short of two-thirds of the total votes. In 1982,
the proportion of the vote won by the two largest parties (this time the
PSOE and the AP) leapt to 74.5 per cent. Although this number dropped
back a little during the rest of the 1980s, it rose again through the 1990s,
reaching a new peak of 78.6 per cent in the 2000 elections. There is therefore
a clear tendency towards a bipolar system, in which the two most powerful
parties win over three-quarters of the total vote – a situation roughly
equivalent to that of the United Kingdom.

This tendency is in part disguised by the persistently large number of
parties winning parliamentary representation in Spain (Table 1.1). Party
system fragmentation has been maintained at high levels by the strong
performance of non-statewide parties, whose vote share has grown steadily
from around 10 per cent in the first democratic elections to just under 15 per
cent in 2000. In short, the Spanish party system has displayed two contra-
dictory trends: an increasing concentration of the vote around the two large
statewide parties, and a growth (and increasing dispersion) of the vote for
non-statewide parties.

The changes in the distribution of votes amongst statewide parties, which
win around 90 per cent of the parliamentary seats, have fundamentally
altered the dynamic of the party system (see the changing vote shares in
Table 1.2). The pre-1982 party system could be classified as moderate

Figure 1.2 Percentage of overall vote won by non-statewide parties, in Spain,
1977–2000.
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pluralism, with two large centre-oriented parties both potentially capable of
governing (the UCD and the PSOE) flanked by two smaller less moderate
parties (the AP and the PCE), neither of which were genuine anti-system
parties. The presence of four relevant statewide parties imposed a coalitional
logic on party interactions.

After 1982, this balance was overturned as the PSOE obtained a
comfortable and sustainable single-party governing majority. The UCD’s
disappearance allowed the Socialists to monopolize the pivotal centre space
in the party system, whilst the PCE’s decline minimized the threats to its left
wing. In short, the system shifted from a balanced and fluid moderate
pluralism with a coalitional dynamic to a dominant party system with higher
levels of polarization and interparty antagonism. But as the Socialist vote
entered into decline, a further shift in 1993 brought greater balance to the
system. The disappearance of the centrist CDS mostly benefited the PP,
which emerged as a potential governing party to rival the PSOE. In 1996 it
overtook the PSOE, and in 2000 won an overall majority. The recent 2004
election resulted in a further alternation.

The Spanish party system has therefore developed into what could be
described as an ‘adulterated’ two-party system. Despite quite a high number
of parties represented in parliament, the party system essentially revolves
around a bipolar competition between two large statewide parties. The
strong presence of non-statewide parties, and the nature of the electoral
system, place obstacles in the way of the winning party achieving an overall
majority. However, the post-1982 pattern of alternating single-party

Table 1.2 Shares of votes and seats in Spanish parliamentary elections, 1977–2000

1977 1979 1982 1986 1989 1993 1996 2000

%V %S %V %S %V %S %V %S %V %S %V %S %V %S %V %S

PSOE 29.3 33.7 30.4 34.6 48.1 57.7 44.1 52.6 39.6 50.0 38.8 45.4 37.5 40.3 34.1 35.7
AP/PP 8.2 4.6 6.1 2.9 26.4 30.6 26.0 30.0 25.8 30.6 34.7 40.3 38.9 44.6 44.5 52.3
UCD 34.4 47.4 34.8 48.0 6.8 3.1 – – – – – – – – – –
CDS – – – – 2.9 0.6 9.2 5.4 7.9 4.0 1.8 0.0 – – – –
PCE/IU 9.3 5.4 10.8 6.6 4.0 1.1 4.6 1.7 9.1 4.9 9.6 5.1 10.6 6.0 5.5 2.3
Other SW 8.8 1.8 6.9 0.3 1.8 0 3.4 0 4.0 0 1.4 0 0.6 0 1.3 0
CiU 2.8 3.1 2.7 2.3 3.7 3.4 5.0 5.1 5.0 5.1 4.9 4.9 4.6 4.6 4.2 4.3
EAJ–PNV 1.6 2.3 1.7 2.0 1.9 2.3 1.5 1.7 1.2 1.4 1.2 1.4 1.3 1.4 1.5 2.0
Other NSW 5.6 1.8 6.6 3.3 4.4 1.2 6.2 3.4 7.4 4.0 7.6 2.9 6.5 3.1 8.9 3.4

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

Source: Spanish Ministry of Interior, elaboration Ingrid van Biezen and Jonathan Hopkin.

Notes
%V = share of votes cast.
%S = share of seats in Congress of Deputies.
Other SW = other statewide parties.
Other NSW = other non-statewide parties.
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majority or minority administrations places Spain closer to the majoritarian
than to the consensual end of the scale.

From consensus to majoritarian democracy: a natural move?

It could be argued that these changes are unremarkable. Parties will
obviously form coalitions and alliances if they fail to achieve parliamentary
majorities to govern alone; if electoral rules are held constant, ‘consensus’
and ‘majoritarian’ democracy may just be neat ways of describing the
outcomes of general elections. Moreover, consensus democracy in Spain
coincided with the transition to democracy – what could be more natural
than a move to ‘real’ party competition once this delicate phase was over?

However, the outcomes of general elections are dependent as well
as independent variables, and movements between ‘consensual’ and
‘majoritarian’ behaviour on the part of party elites determine party system
characteristics as well as being determined by them.27 In fact, there is
compelling evidence that ‘majoritarianism’ in the Spanish case in fact
resulted from conscious choices on the part of some political and social
elites, despite a number of factors favourable to a ‘consensus’ type of
democracy (in particular, the persistence of important divisions in Spanish
society). These choices are all the more puzzling in view of the lack of
enthusiasm for majoritarian democracy amongst the most prominent
political leaders involved in the transition process.

The main supporters of majoritarianism were the conservative reformers
led by Manuel Fraga who admired the British path to democracy through
gradual reform, and hoped to establish the two-party Westminster model in
Spain.28 This group was sufficiently influential within the Francoist institu-
tions to introduce a majoritarian bias into the new electoral system, although
its influence waned after the AP’s poor electoral showing in 1977–9.

The remaining political forces backed an electoral system based on the
principle of proportional representation. Reformist Prime Minister Suárez
saw a proportional electoral system as a precondition of his reform strategy
based around consensus, and generally favoured a more consensual style of
democracy based on continuous negotiation as an antidote to the disastrous
consequences of a confrontational style of politics in the 1930s.29 Key UCD
factions supported this line.30

The forces of opposition to the Franco regime rejected negotiations with
the Dictatorship, insisting instead on the immediate formation of a pro-
visional government. However, they strongly supported the maximum
degree of proportionality in the electoral system.31 The Communist PCE was
unlikely to enjoy the kind of broad social support necessary for it to benefit
from a majoritarian system, and until the first elections the Socialists could
not be sure of benefiting either, since they faced strong competition
from both the Communists and other Socialist parties (such as the PSP) for
their political space. Non-statewide parties also favoured proportional
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representation, since single-party government would marginalize them in
the national parliament. In sum, all the major political forces in the 1977
elections favoured proportional representation, with the sole exception of
AP. The emergence of majoritarian democracy is therefore best understood
in terms of the changing strategic environment facing the various political
forces.

Why transition through consensus?: the constituent period

The electoral law negotiated between these forces was itself a product of
consensus, as Suárez’s stated aim was a law ‘acceptable to all’.32 In the first
democratic elections in 1977 this law produced the ideal parliament for a
consensual transition, with a plurality, but not a majority, of seats going to
the UCD, a party committed to a negotiated constitution. The UCD’s
plurality in the chamber allowed it to dominate legislative activity, whilst its
inability to govern on its own obliged it to seek agreements with other forces,
allowing Suárez to resist pressures from the conservative sector of the UCD
to limit political change. The Socialists’ domination of the left political space
meant that any measure the UCD agreed with them would have an unassail-
able majority. More radical forces, such as the AP and the PCE, had limited
parliamentary clout. The parliamentary arithmetic turned out to be ideal for
a consensual constituent process directed by the two largest parties.

Consensus was further assisted by the positions adopted by parties which
could potentially destabilize the process, such as the PCE. Despite the
strong Communist presence in the trade union movement, the party’s 9 per
cent vote share in 1977 undermined any ambition to condition Suárez’s
transition project,33 and its position in the party system left it few options. It
was isolated on the left, and had historically poor relations with the PSOE,
which had little interest in forming a broad left front.34 González’s view as
early as June 1976 was that ‘any bilateral alliance which could provoke
reactions against us and undermine the process of stability we are aiming for
would be an error’.35 Only a broad-based ‘national government’ (gobierno
de concertación) could provide the PCE with any real influence. The Com-
munists’ willingness to participate in consensus is therefore easily explained
in terms of its strategic position.

The Socialists’ position was far more complex, and led to regular changes
in strategy throughout the 1976–82 period. Strategy was driven by the
aspiration to form an electoral majority, an aspiration made possible by the
promising 1977 results and encouraged by the overwhelming influence in
the PSOE of the German Social Democrats, who opposed alliances with
forces such as the Communist Party.36 The Socialists faced conflicting
incentives. On the one hand, the PSOE had a clear interest in participating
in the elaboration of the new constitution, in order to shape the future
institutions and impress its electorate. At the same time, collaboration
with the UCD would undermine the Socialists’ profile as the alternative
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governing party, and would favour their opponents in the subsequent
elections.

Ultimately, however, the Socialists had to be incorporated if the
constitution was to achieve broad parliamentary backing, and the Socialists
themselves were not prepared to jeopardize the transition by blocking the
constituent process. The UCD’s ability to form majority coalitions with both
the PCE and the AP constituted a useful threat to push the Socialists into
compromise positions. When the draft constitution began its passage
through the parliamentary commission, the UCD negotiated the first 25
articles with the AP, forming a conservative majority. The PSOE protested
furiously, and the rest of the constitutional text was drawn up through joint
negotiations between the two major parties.37 Once the uncomfortable issue
of the monarchy had been overcome, the Socialists participated in the
constitutional consensus – with occasional slamming of doors to emphasize
their distinctiveness from the governing party38 – and profited from a sub-
stantial input into the constitutional text. The UCD, for its part, benefited
from having piloted a successful constituent process in which practically all-
party agreement had been reached. Among the most significant parties, only
the Basque Nationalists (PNV) and part of the AP failed to ratify the text.
Cross-party agreement was also reached on a package of measures to
address the economic crisis (the Moncloa Pacts, September 1977). However,
this consensual relationship was, as we see below, fundamentally unstable.

Interparty competition and the decline of the centre

The new constitution came into force in December 1978, and elections were
called for March 1979, producing largely similar results to 1977. But despite
the essential continuity of the party system format, consensus quickly began
to falter. This change of climate can be explained in terms of the changing
opportunity structure.

Perhaps the most important change in the strategic scenario was the
apparent resolution of the constitutional question. The success of the refer-
endum on the new constitution (only in the Basque Country did a majority
fail to support it) and the agreement of Statutes of Autonomy for the Basque
Country and Catalonia in the summer of 1979, gave the impression that the
transition was over. One UCD politician recalled: ‘it was generally a feeling
in public opinion, exaggerated by the media, that consensus politics were for
the constituent period, and that after that, parties should take up their real
positions’.39 The fear of civil war in Spain, based on the traumatic memory of
the 1936–9 conflict,40 was sufficiently real for the key political elites to
compromise on contentious issues rather than risk confrontation during the
transition period. With the success of the constituent process in 1977–8, and
the failure of Francoist hardliners to destabilize the democratization
process, this fear began to fade, providing an incentive for parties such as the
Socialists to abandon restraint and adopt opportunistic electoral strategies.
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The UCD, despite reaffirming its position as the largest party in the 1979
elections, suddenly found itself in a vulnerable position. Suárez aimed to
continue governing as a minority administration after March 1979, seeking
consensus on broad constitutional issues and ad hoc alliances on other
matters. The strategy was reflected in the UCD’s failure to publish any
partisan programme of government, and in its post-election commitment to
‘carry out a moderate set of policies, in a spirit of service to the whole
Spanish people, accepting all the responsibilities deriving from its popular
mandate and in full respect of the other political forces’.41 This strategy ran
into trouble as early as the investiture vote, when Suárez struggled to find
the eight votes necessary to achieve majority backing. The AP offered its
parliamentary support, but on the understanding that Suárez ‘abandoned
the ambiguities of his previous government and the concessions to the left’,
adding that ‘it is our intention to clear the path so that Adolfo Suárez can
adopt a proper right-wing programme, without concessions’.42 At the same
time, the PSOE began to adopt a tougher line towards the UCD, represent-
ing it as a party of the classic conservative right,43 and announcing the end of
consensus, which ‘would remain in the archives of history’.44 In the end
Suárez was forced to hammer out a deal with regionalist parties.

The shift in strategic incentives fatally undermined Suárez’s consensus
strategy. On the part of the Socialists, the rationale for adopting an aggressive
strategy of opposition was clear enough: they had confirmed their position as
the hegemonic party of the left in the 1979 poll, but had made little progress
towards replacing the UCD as the governing party. The kind of electoral
growth the PSOE needed in order to win elections could only come from the
right, and taking votes from the UCD would also weaken the only other
potential party of government. A prerequisite for this strategy was a shift
towards the ideological centre, achieved by the abandonment of Marxism in
an Extraordinary Congress in September 1979,45 and contacts with the
Spanish ‘power elites’ (the big banks, the church and sectors of the military)
and Washington to establish the PSOE’s credentials as a ‘responsible’ party
of government.46 The party could then set about attacking the UCD govern-
ment for its failure to respond to the pressing economic and public order
problems facing Spain in 1979–80. Consensus had threatened the PSOE’s
identity as an alternative party of government,47 so the Socialists became
selectively unavailable for agreements with the UCD. An example of this was
the UCD’s attempt to contain the process of political decentralization by
imposing a restrictive Statute of Autonomy on the regions of Galicia and
Andalusia. The Socialist leadership reneged on an agreement over Galicia,
and then ran a demagogical campaign for increased autonomy in Andalusia,
sensing an opportunity for electoral growth in Spain’s most populous region.48

Rather more complex changes were also taking place on the right of the
political spectrum. The UCD contained a conservative sector of mainly
Christian Democrats and Liberals who had had little option but to join
Suárez in 1977, but were far less enthusiastic about consensus with the
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parties of the left; as one party leader recalled in an interview, ‘consensus
was very strongly attacked; it provoked a great deal of tension within the
party’.49 During the constituent period, these groups were too weak to
challenge Suárez, as the Liberal faction leader admitted in 1978:

Adolfo Suárez is at the moment the only man inside the UCD who
possesses sufficient political capital to exercise the functions of
president of the party and of the government . . . I think that we should
support him, since he continues to represent the safest option for the
consolidation of democracy.50

By 1979 this support was running out, and other options became open to
UCD conservatives.

The changing mood amongst Spanish business elites was fundamental in
this respect. One UCD leader neatly explained the shifting position of
conservative interests in Spain in the course of the transition period:

The Spanish right was, in 1974–75, terrified at what might happen after
Franco’s death; the feeling of a ‘leap in the dark’ was widespread. When
Suárez offered them a possibility of change without trauma, they went
along with that. But when they found that instead of a right-wing policy
he was adopting policies which only partly satisfied that electorate, then
these circles went out for revenge. It’s obvious! If only we could have
gone all out instead of making concessions. So then there is a movement
to support Fraga, thinking that instead of giving up ‘30 per cent’ they
could have got away with just giving up ‘five per cent’, so to speak.51

This contrasted sharply with the UCD leadership’s strategy of negotiating
broad cross-party agreements on contentious issues such as the decentral-
ization process, family law, labour law and education. One UCD leader
defended this strategy in the following terms: ‘party interests could not be
allowed to prevail. The interest of the state had to prevail and that interest
was to consolidate a system of freedoms in which all Spaniards would have a
comfortable and secure place’; ‘there are a series of laws which have to be
passed in consensus between the major political forces, because they are
permanent laws . . . Without that consensus there is no way of creating an
integrated society.’52

UCD conservatives tried to push for an end to Suárez’s strategy of
consensus, and on a number of occasions used their parliamentary leverage
to push for more partisan policies.53 Their position within the UCD did not
permit them to take over the party leadership, so instead they sought to push
Suárez into a parliamentary deal with Fraga’s AP, a strategy known as the
‘natural majority’ (mayoría natural) and strongly supported by business
interests (the big banks and the employers’ federation CEOE). Suárez
resisted such a deal, which would have undermined his consensus strategy
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and his electoral appeal to centrist voters. At this point the strategies of the
conservative right and the PSOE coincided, as one UCD leader explained:

On the one hand AP is aware that unless UCD becomes weaker it
cannot gain support . . . On the other the Socialist Party understands that
anything that weakens UCD and helps it gain a moderate image will
bring electoral advantage, so there is a kind of tacit understanding
between AP and the PSOE to weaken UCD and encourage internal
divisions in UCD.54

This collusion found its clearest expression in a parliamentary censure
motion tabled by the Socialists in May 1980. Ostensibly this formed part of
the Socialist strategy of distancing itself from consensus and presenting itself
as an alternative governing party, capitalizing on Suárez’s increasing
weakness. In practice it developed into a curious pincer movement involving
both the PSOE and the AP. On the one hand, the Socialist Guerra
denounced Suárez as a throwback to Francoism, incapable of governing
democratically; on the other, Fraga denounced Suárez for being too weak
and failing to impose public order.55 At the same time, the two parties
complimented each other, with González suggesting that ‘with that brain big
enough to fit the state inside, if Mr Fraga was on the left, this country would
have a great leader of the left’,56 and Fraga offering his counterpart similar
praise. The two parties shared a common interest: by undermining the UCD,
they could push interparty relations towards a competitive majoritarian
dynamic which would improve the position of both.

The 1982 elections and the triumph of majoritarianism

The final push towards majoritarianism required the UCD to become a
more clearly conservative party tied to Alianza Popular, and to abandon its
strategy of consensus with an increasingly aggressive Socialist Party.
Suárez’s opposition to majoritarianism and his close control over the party
machinery were a formidable obstacle to this. Moreover, the coup attempt
of February 1981 temporarily restored consensus as the Socialists and
conservatives took fright and called off their assault on the government.
Agreement was reached to slow down the decentralization process, and
unions and employers reached a deal on wages and working conditions. The
perceived negative consequences of mutual intransigence in the aftermath
of military intervention were responsible for this, but fear of a further coup
quickly subsided and consensus collapsed again in the summer of 1981.

The bipolar majoritarian competition between socialism and conservativ-
ism in the 1982 elections became possible as a result of the UCD’s implosion.
The causes of this implosion were in large part internal,57 but a decisive
contribution was made by both the PSOE and the conservative interests
backing Fraga. Both stood to gain from the UCD’s collapse: around a fifth of



20 Jonathan Hopkin

the UCD’s 1979 electorate voted Socialist in 1982, and around half voted for
the AP.58 The Socialists’ contribution was to entice prominent figures in the
UCD’s Social Democrat faction to cross the floor with offers of ministries in
a future PSOE government, whilst the AP, with the encouragement of the
CEOE, offered conservative sectors of the UCD prime places on its
electoral lists if they defected. The business elite, which had bankrolled the
UCD from the beginning, had long criticized the Suárez governments’
economic policies, but in the tense transition period felt that the UCD
represented the safest bet for political stability. Their perception of strategic
opportunities had shifted by 1981, according to one UCD minister:

Between 1981 and 1982 an important sector of Spanish public life, and
particularly in financial circles, organized a manoeuvre which would
involve splitting UCD and electing Manuel Fraga as the leader of the
new formation . . . Reagan and Thatcher’s election victories had a big
impact in this; they made the CEOE believe that given the world climate
it was possible for a clearly right-wing party to win here.59

A senior UCD figure recognized that the Socialists’ increasingly centrist
strategy made a high-risk strategy more attractive to conservative circles:
‘the PSOE now has a much more moderate image, and for this reason
conservative sectors feel they don’t have to accept the UCD’s reformist
position just for fear of a Socialist victory’.60 Business interests were also
much better organized than at the beginning of the transition: by 1981 the
CEOE represented 80 per cent of private sector employment in Spain.61 The
CEOE threw its weight behind the AP in regional elections in Galicia and
Andalusia, and the AP managed to overtake the UCD’s vote share in both
these regional elections. Business circles also bankrolled the ‘critical’
movement within the UCD, which attempted to push the UCD into the
‘natural majority’ alliance with the AP.62

Once it became clear that they would not be able to take control of the
UCD (at the party congress in early 1981) and convert it into a more right-
wing party, these conservative Liberals and Christian Democrats set out to
weaken the UCD as a prelude to crossing over to the AP. One minister
recalls that:

After the Palma congress the critics had given up on UCD, and they
were already making different plans. There was a decision to change
UCD, a view that UCD’s purpose had been fulfilled, that the idea of a
broad-based party was no longer viable and that there needed to be a
much more precise definition of the political space, and that that
definition could be achieved through AP.63

The same minister also explained how this would be done: ‘there were
meetings, hosted by the CEOE, in which they more or less reached the
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conclusion that since it was not possible to reform and change UCD, it was
necessary to do everything possible to destroy it’.64 The CEOE’s president
Ferrer Salat made thinly veiled threats in public, stating that ‘if [the UCD’s]
leaders do not manage to move beyond the illogical conception of the centre
as a mixture of disparate ideologies . . . we foresee an inevitable election
defeat in the next elections’.65 This prophecy was fulfilled in 1982, with the
help of significant defections from the UCD to Coalición Popular, the
electoral alliance constituted by Fraga’s AP. The Christian Democrat group
formed a separate party, the PDP, in order to make the shift. According to
one AP provincial leader interviewed by Richard Gunther, ‘the PDP was an
operation designed to destroy the UCD’.66

The business circles which backed the Suárez reform operation had grown
tired of a formula in which they bankrolled a centre-right party which then
governed through consensus with the left. They preferred to push for the
UCD to be replaced by a more conservative party, thus reconstituting party
competition into a left–right battle in which they were confident their money
and social influence would prevail. The AP and the tiny conservative
factions marginalized within the UCD were only too happy to join this
operation. The Socialists realized that a clearly right-wing party would be a
much less dangerous competitor than the UCD, given the broadly centre-left
orientation of the Spanish electorate,67 and welcomed these developments.
One UCD leader complained bitterly that the PSOE and the AP combined
to deny the small UCD parliamentary group access to its state funding after
the 1982 elections: ‘The Socialist Party did nothing to help us out, to stop
UCD disappearing as a political force. Why? . . . Because the PSOE is
happier with Fraga in opposition than with UCD.’68

Another UCD leader with particular responsibility for financial affairs
told the author that ‘important figures in the banking sector told me that if
you dissolve, then there will be no problem, there won’t be anyone to pay us,
and that will be that. But if you intend to carry on, we are going to call in your
debts – which were 5,000 million pesetas’.69 The 1982 elections were not
simply an alternation in government between political parties, or even a case
of a particularly heavy electoral defeat by an unpopular governing party
(although the UCD did have plenty of responsibility for its own decline). It
was also the outcome of a deliberate and sustained campaign by two political
parties and influential business interests to realign the Spanish party system
on a bipolar basis, in which ‘the best of the left could compete with the best
of the centre’.70 The UCD was duly dissolved in early 1983, and Spain had, at
the statewide level at least, taken a decisive step towards a majoritarian
pattern of party competition.

Conclusions

This account of the shift from consensus to majoritarian democracy in post-
Franco Spain rests largely on political forces’ perceptions of their strategic
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opportunities, and the ways in which these strategic opportunities changed
over the transition period, within a more or less constant institutional
framework. The thrust of my argument is that the Socialists’ unexpected
electoral success and the Communists’ corresponding failure provided a
rationale for the PSOE to switch to a majoritarian strategy, abandoning
consensus politics and collaborating with conservative forces in
undermining the UCD, the party around which consensus politics had been
based. The conservative AP’s preference for majoritarian democracy
remained constant throughout the period; what changed were the resources
available to them, and in particular the changing position of Spanish
business elites. The electoral stagnation of communism, and the aimless
leadership of the UCD after 1978, provided the Socialists and the AP with
the opportunity to reshape the party system in terms of their own electoral
interests.

What does this tell us about how majoritarian and consensus democracy
come about? First of all, consensus democracy was difficult to sustain in
Spain because of the way in which a fairly disproportional electoral system
interacted with the electoral choices made by Spanish voters. The concen-
tration of electoral support around the two most centre-oriented statewide
parties, the UCD and the PSOE, gave the party system a centripetal
dynamic, as both parties had to adopt centrist strategies in order to increase
their parliamentary representation. Had the Communists become the
largest party on the left, there would have been strong incentives for the
UCD and the PSOE to coalesce in a centre-oriented governing majority, as
in the Italian case after 1962. Instead, in the party system that emerged in
1977 the Socialists had an incentive to adopt an aggressive strategy of
opposition to the UCD in order to win power.

Second, the incentives produced by the party system did not, in the
Spanish case, lead directly to a predictable outcome. The Socialist leader-
ship refrained from adopting a competitive strategy during the early stages
of the transition, cooperating with the UCD government in maintaining the
consensual pattern of decision-making Suárez had initiated in 1976. Fears
about military intervention and a reversal of the democratization process
contributed to this decision. But a decline in the fear of civil confrontation
after 1979 led political actors to perceive intransigent positions as less
dangerous than they had been in the initial phase of the transition. The
attempted coup of 1981 suggests that this was a dangerous miscalculation,
and that continued cooperation may well have been a more appropriate
strategy. The strategic shift of 1979–80 ultimately paid off for the Socialist
leadership, but only after they spent several hours at gunpoint on 23
February 1981. This shows that the ways in which institutional engineering
feeds through into political outcomes are conditioned by moments of fine
political judgment, impossible for constitution-writers to foresee.

It is therefore difficult to argue that Spain constitutes a model for a well-
timed move from consensus to competition. The fortunate outcome was
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serendipity – many of the decisions were taken in terms of partisan interest,
and the balance of forces, plus the broad support of the population and a bit
of luck, secured democracy. The constitutional framework cannot alone
explain this shift, since it could comfortably accommodate both types of
democracy. In sum, the consolidation of a particular type of democracy in
Spain was indeterminate, subject to a substantial degree of contingency.

This case study bears out some of Lijphart’s own comparative conclusions.
First, ‘the institutions of consensus democracy on the executive-parties
dimension do not depend as directly on constitutional provisions as the
divided-power institutions’.71 The emergence of an ‘adulterated two-party
system’ in Spain depended as much on the contingent choices of party
leaders and voters as on the choice of electoral system. Second, Lijphart
concluded that ‘both institutional and cultural traditions may present strong
resistance to consensus democracy’, and that ‘consensus democracy may not
be able to take root and thrive unless it is supported by a consensual political
culture’.72 Statements cited in this chapter suggest that, for some key
political actors, democracy was largely conceptualized in terms of the
features of majoritarian party politics: government and opposition, highly
competitive electoral contests, and clear, cohesive governing majorities. In
particular, Spanish business elites were quick to reject consensus as a mode
of economic decision-making, and complained bitterly that UCD ministers
were following policies dictated by the Socialist opposition.

Consensus democracy may indeed require a consensual political culture,
and a consensual political culture requires social as well as political actors to
be willing to engage in negotiation and compromise. Spain is perhaps fortu-
nate that the more intransigent sectors of its political and social elite held off
their fire until the most dangerous phases of the transition had passed.
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2 The monarchy of Juan Carlos
From dictator’s dreams to
democratic realities

Paul Preston

King Juan Carlos has been described by a recent biographer as a ‘self-made
monarch’. Had such a phrase been used to describe any of his predecessors
over the last two centuries, it would have provoked reactions along the lines
of ‘yet another example of shoddy Spanish workmanship’. The claim is
justified in that Juan Carlos played a crucial part during the relatively pacific
transition to democracy between 1975 and 1977, in his subsequent role as
head of the armed forces in restraining golpismo, and finally, and most
courageously, intervening on the night of 23 February 1981 to stifle the
attempted coup.

It would, however, be wrong to give the impression that Juan Carlos
was the prince born to bring Spain back to democracy and a democratic
monarchy back to Spain. Numerous interviewers of the king and some
scholars have interpreted the entire transition process as a consequence of
the clairvoyance of the king and his advisers. The very presence of Juan
Carlos on the throne was the culmination of a process whereby Franco set
out to construct a ‘Francoist’ monarchy to ensure the continuation of his
regime after his death. That role was willingly accepted by Juan Carlos,
although, in the course of the dictator’s final years, motivated by a healthy
instinct for self-preservation, he dramatically redefined his role. Through-
out the process there was an element of cynicism and calculation and a
considerable contribution from a number of shrewd political advisers. That
does not mean that the transition to democracy in Spain was made possible
by political engineering carried out by a group of experts in the employ of a
far-sighted king. This is not the place to explain the process in detail, but
suffice it to say that there would have been no transition had it not been for
the profound social changes of the preceding 20 years. The mass pressure of
workers, students, women’s groups and the traditional anti-Francoist
opposition obliged the king’s advisers to see that real concessions would
have to be made if the monarchy were to survive more than a few months
after the death of the dictator. However, that in turn, does not mean that the
role of democratic protagonism played by the king did not signify ‘earning’
not the restoration of the monarchy – that was Franco’s work – but the right
to remain on merit as head of state.
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In order to understand what was involved in Juan Carlos’s redefinition of
his role it is necessary to focus on General Franco’s contribution to the
process of bringing back the monarchy to Spain. Franco’s attitude towards
the Borbón family was a complex mixture of slavish adulation underlain
with an intensely critical perception of its historical failures. He had been
born in the naval port of El Ferrol which felt with particular bitterness the
loss of the remnants of empire in 1898. In 1941, believing himself to be on the
verge of creating a new empire, he declared: ‘when we began our life . . . we
saw our childhood dominated by the contemptible incompetence of those
men who abandoned half of the fatherland’s territory to foreigners’.1

Although he had accepted very considerable preferment from King Alfonso
XIII, he did nothing to defend him in April 1931 when the Second Republic
was established. Deeply tainted by his acquiescence in the establishment of
the military dictatorship of General Miguel Primo de Rivera, Alfonso had
been unable to survive its failure. Lacking the will – or brutality – to hold
onto his throne by violence, he had withdrawn from Spain – not abdicated –
in the hope that his followers would be able to destroy the Republic and call
him back. Throughout the Spanish Civil War, the conviction grew in Franco
that he was doing what Alfonso XIII had been incapable of doing: definitely
eradicating the poisons of liberalism, democracy, freemasonry, socialism,
communism and anarchism from Spain. Nevertheless, his damning view of
Alfonso was never voiced publicly. Most army officers believed that they
were fighting in order to restore the monarchy. Franco always gave the
impression that he shared that ambition although he was to devote massive
effort to ensuring that the monarchy would not return until 36 years after the
end of the war. Even then, there would be no restoration of the monarchy
that came to an end in April 1931, but rather, to use Francoist terms, the
installation of a new institution.

On 15 August 1936, Franco had announced in Seville the adoption of the
red and yellow monarchist flag as the banner of the Nationalists. This
gesture was one factor which clinched the support of key monarchist
generals for Franco to become commander-in-chief of the Nationalist forces
and then, on 1 October 1936, head of state of Nationalist Spain. On 7
December 1936, the then heir to the throne, Alfonso XIII’s third son, Don
Juan, wrote to Franco to express his desire to fight for the military rebels by
joining the crew of a Nationalist warship. As son of the English queen of
Spain, Victoria Eugenia, and having served in the Royal Navy, Don Juan
was irremediably tainted with all the ‘isms’ that he wanted to eradicate from
Spain. More immediately, Franco sensed the danger to himself in having the
heir to the throne as a potential focus for monarchist agitation and he
responded with consummate cunning:

It would have given me great pleasure to accede to your request . . .
However, the need to keep you safe would not permit you to live as a
simple officer . . . the place which you occupy in the dynastic order and
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the obligations which arise from that impose upon us all, and demand of
you, the sacrifice of desires which are as patriotic as they are noble and
deeply felt, in the interests of the Patria.

He told the monarchist daily, ABC of Seville:

My responsibilities are great and among them is the duty not to put his
life in danger, since one day it may be precious to us . . . If one day a King
returns to rule over the State, he will have to come as a peace-maker and
should not be found among the victors.

The cynicism of such sentiments could be appreciated only after nearly four
decades had elapsed during which Franco had dedicated his efforts to
institutionalizing the division of Spain into victors and vanquished and
omitting to restore the monarchy.2

Had they been a little more suspicious, Spanish monarchists might have
been alarmed to note that the newly installed head of state began to comport
himself as if he were the king rather than simply the praetorian guard
responsible for bringing back the monarchy. With the support of the
Catholic Church which had blessed the Nationalist war effort as a religious
crusade, Franco began to project himself as the defender of Spain and the
defender of the universal faith, both roles normally associated with the great
kings of the past. Religious ritual was used to legitimize his power as it had
those of the medieval king. The liturgy and iconography of his regime
presented him as a holy crusader, he had a personal chaplain and he usurped
the royal prerogative of entering and leaving churches under a canopy. The
confidence in himself and his office generated by such ceremonial was
revealed in a letter to Alfonso XIII who had written to him expressing
concern about the low priority being given to the restoration of the
monarchy. Franco’s reply, on 4 December 1937, was harsh and dismissive:
insinuating that the problems which caused the Civil War were of the king’s
own making and outlining both his own achievements and the tasks
remaining to be carried out after the war. He made it clear that Alfonso XIII
could expect to play no part in that future: ‘the new Spain which we are
forging has so little in common with the liberal and constitutional Spain over
which you ruled that your training and old-fashioned political practices
necessarily provoke the anxieties and resentments of Spaniards’.

At the end of the Civil War, Franco failed to send Alfonso XIII a telegram
announcing the capture of Madrid which the king took as an unequivocal
sign that he had no intention of restoring the monarchy. Rather, in all kinds
of ways, Franco revealed his own monarchical pretensions, insisting on the
right to name bishops, on the royal march being played every time his wife
arrived at any official ceremony, and planning, until dissuaded by his
brother-in-law, to establish his residence in the massive Palacio Real in
Madrid. The Ley de la Jefatura del Estado on 8 August 1939 gave him
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legislative power to make laws and decrees without consulting the cabinet. It
gave him ‘the supreme power to issue laws of a general nature’, and to issue
specific decrees and laws without discussing them first with the cabinet
‘when reasons of urgency so advise’. According to the exegetes of his con-
trolled press, the ‘supreme chief’ was simply assuming the powers necessary
to allow him to fulfil his historic destiny of national reconstruction. It was
power of a kind previously enjoyed only by the kings of medieval Spain.3

During the Second World War, external dangers and an internal power
struggle between Falangists and monarchists gave Franco ample excuse not
to pursue the subject of the restoration of the monarchy. In fact, Alfonso
XIII had finally abdicated on 15 January 1941 and died six weeks late on 28
February. The Caudillo gave little thought to the heir to the throne until the
fall of Mussolini on 25 July 1943. Seizing this opportunity, Don Juan sent
Franco a telegram recommending the restoration of the monarchy as the
only way in which he might avoid the fate of the Duce. It was the beginning
of a long duel between the two. Mortified, but storing his resentment for a
better moment, Franco replied with an appeal to Don Juan’s patriotism,
begging him not to make any public statement which might weaken the
regime.4 At the end of 1943, the Dictatorship’s intelligence service inter-
cepted a letter from Don Juan to one of his followers calling upon them to
break publicly with the regime. The Caudillo wrote to him again in terms
which made it brutally clear that he considered his own right to rule Spain as
infinitely superior to that of Juan III: ‘Among the rights that underlie
sovereign authority are the rights of occupation and conquest, not to
mention that which is engendered by saving an entire society.’

Despite his virtually limitless confidence in his own superiority over the
House of Borbón, and his belief in the legitimacy of his power by dint of the
right of conquest, he felt seriously threatened by Don Juan’s so-called
Manifesto of Lausanne. With the defeat of the Axis imminent, this docu-
ment, broadcast by the BBC on 19 March 1945, was a denunciation of the
fascist origins and the totalitarian nature of the regime. It called upon
Franco to withdraw and make way for a moderate, democratic, consti-
tutional monarchy. It infuriated Franco and set in stone his prior
determination that Don Juan would never be king of Spain. He was, as usual,
publicly prudent although he privately told the monarchist General Alfredo
Kindelán: ‘as long as I live, I will never be a queen mother.’5 He called a
meeting of his military high command on the next day and dismissed
suggestions that he stand down with a boast that the Western powers, eaten
up with jealousy of his success, would soon imitate his regime.6 However, in
response to the hostility of the democratic powers and to the monarchist
ambitions of his own generals, he began to take practical steps to give
substance to his claims to be the best hope for the monarchy.

At a cabinet meeting held in early April, he talked of adopting ‘a
monarchical form of government’. A ‘Council of the Kingdom’ would be set
up to establish the eventual succession. It was an idea whose daring was
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matched only by its duplicity. Franco would continue as head of state and,
whoever the eventual monarchist successor might be, the candidate would
not take the crown until Franco either died or abandoned power. Speaking
on 1 May 1945 to his future Minister of Foreign Affairs (from 18 July 1945),
the influential Catholic and monarchist, Alberto Martín Artajo, Franco
outlined this plan for surviving the fall of the Axis. He would produce a law
which turned Spain into a kingdom, but that would not necessarily mean
bringing back the Bourbons. When Martín Artajo referred to Don Juan as
the king and suggested that the proposed law should be discussed with him,
Franco replied ‘Don Juan is a pretender. It is up to me to decide.’ In brutal
language, he expressed his contempt for the track record of the decadent
constitutional monarchy which had ended with Alfonso XIII by reference to
the notorious immorality of the latter’s grandmother, the nineteenth-
century Queen Isabel II. It will be recalled that Isabel was noted for the
eclectic nature of her sexual predilections which ranged broadly across the
social spectrum and throughout the animal kingdom. There are those who
believe that she was the inspiration behind Tom Lehrer’s much-quoted
remark about the literal meaning of the phrase ‘animal husbandry’. Franco
said ‘The last man to sleep with Doña Isabel cannot be the father of the king
and what comes out of the belly of the Queen must be examined to see if it is
fit.’ Clearly, Franco did not regard Don Juan de Borbón as fit to be king – ‘he
has neither will nor character’. A monarchical restoration would take place,
declared Franco, only when he, the Caudillo, decided and the pretender had
sworn an oath to uphold the fundamental laws of the regime.7

In an attempt to neutralize Don Juan, Franco had been suggesting that he
take up residence in Spain. However, the heir to the throne was determined
not to return until Franco left and, at the beginning of February 1946, he
took up residence in the fashionable Portuguese resort of Estoril near
Lisbon. His arrival in the Iberian peninsula set off a wave of monarchist
enthusiasm which was expressed in various ways. Most worryingly from
Franco’s point of view was a collective letter of greeting signed by 458 of the
most important figures of the Spanish establishment, including 20 ex-
ministers, the presidents of the country’s five biggest banks, many aristo-
crats and prominent university professors. It expressed their wish to see the
restoration of the monarchy, ‘incarnated by Your Majesty’.8 Published on 13
January 1946, it infuriated Franco. He reacted violently, telling a cabinet
meeting on 15 February, ‘This is a declaration of war, they must be crushed
like worms.’ His first reaction was say that he would put all the signatories in
prison without trial. Advised by ministers of the potentially damaging
international repercussions of such a move, he then went through the list of
signatories, writing next to their names different ways of punishing them, by
withdrawing passports, tax inspections or dismissal from their posts. In the
case of General Kindelán, Franco had him exiled to the Canary Islands.9 He
instructed elements of the Falangist Sindicato Español Universitario to
disrupt the classes of the professors who had signed the document and sent a
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note to Don Juan in which he announced that relations between them were
broken.10

He drew the conclusion from the incident, and the broad range of support
manifested for Don Juan from Carlists on the extreme right to Socialists on
the left, that he must accelerate his plans to ‘monarchize’ his regime. This
took the form of the ‘Law of Succession’ on 31 March 1947. The first article
declared that ‘Spain, as a political unit, is a Catholic, social and representa-
tive state which, in keeping with her tradition, declares herself constituted as
a kingdom’. The second article declared that ‘the Head of State is the
Caudillo of Spain and of the Crusade, Generalísimo of the Armed Forces,
Don Francisco Franco Bahamonde’. The declaration that Franco would
govern until prevented by death or incapacity, the Caudillo’s right to name
his own royal successor, the lack of any indication that the royal family had
any rights of dynastic succession, the statement that the future king must
uphold the fundamental laws of the regime and could be removed if he
departed from them – all this showed that nothing but the label had changed.
However, when the Korean War broke out three years later, that repack-
aging was virtually all that would be needed to put an end to international
ostracism and open the way to incorporation into the Western community.

The Law of Succession received considerable popular backing in the
referendum of 6 July 1947. Nevertheless, Franco was sufficiently concerned
by the threat to his position constituted by Don Juan that he went to great
lengths to organize a meeting with him on his yacht, Azor, on 25 August
1948. He quickly dashed any hopes that Don Juan might have still enter-
tained of ascending the throne by telling him that he had excellent health
and expected to rule Spain for at least another 20 years. His excuse for not
restoring the monarchy was a concern that Don Juan would not have the
firmness of command (mando) necessary. In contrast to what he imagined
would be Don Juan’s practice, he declared ‘I do not permit my ministers to
answer me back. I give them orders and they obey.’ Franco’s real purpose in
arranging the meeting finally became apparent when he showed immense
interest in the pretender’s ten-year-old son Juan Carlos completing his
education in Spain. Juan Carlos in Spain would be a hostage to justify
Franco’s indefinite assumption of the role of regent and an instrument to
control the political direction of any future monarchical restoration. Franco
spoke with a mixture of cunning and prejudice of the dangers run by princes
under foreign influence (príncipes extranjerizados). Although no agreement
had been reached on the subject, Franco leaked the news that the young
prince was to be educated in Spain. Fearful of the consequences for a future
restoration, Don Juan was forced to agree, knowing full well that any
announcement that Juan Carlos was going to live under Franco’s tutelage
would be used by the regime to imply that he had abdicated. The ten-year-
old prince arrived in Spain on 9 November 1948 to a barrage of regime
publicity which gave the impression that the monarchy was in every way
subordinate to the wishes of the dictator.11
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The contempt with which he was treated by Franco inclined Don Juan to
flex his muscles one last time. Juan Carlos had finished the secondary
education imparted by his private tutors and, on 16 July 1954, Don Juan sent
a note verbale to the Caudillo to say that it was time for his son to begin his
university education at Louvain. Franco had his own plans for Juan Carlos to
enter the military academy at Zaragoza for a period, followed by time at the
naval and air academies, the social science and engineering faculties of
Madrid University and then some practice in the art of government ‘at the
side of the Caudillo’. His reply to Don Juan coldly stated that those who
hoped to govern Spain should be educated in Spain. The contemptuous
implication was that Don Juan did not figure in his plans for any future
monarchical restoration. Franco’s letter also threatened that if Don Juan did
not accept the programme for Juan Carlos, he would be ‘closing the natural
and viable road that could be offered for the installation of the monarchy in
our Patria’.12

Nevertheless, innumerable outbursts of monarchist fervour inclined
Franco to meet Don Juan again in December 1954. As with the Azor
meeting in 1948, he simply wanted to convey to royalists inside Spain an
illusion of his own good faith as a monarchist, but behind closed doors
Franco left no room for doubt that he would hand over only on his death or
total incapacity and then only to a king who was committed to the uncon-
ditional maintenance of the Dictatorship. Not to accept that his son Juan
Carlos should be educated entirely within the values of Franco’s system
would be taken as a renunciation of the throne.13

In his end-of-year message on 31 December 1954, Franco, using the ‘royal
we’ declared that, ‘if . . . we took from our traditions the form of a kingdom,
which gave unity and authority to our Golden Age, this does not mean under
any circumstances the resuscitation of the vices and defects which in the last
centuries ruined it’. In Francoist code, this meant that there would be no
restoration of the Bourbon dynasty.14 To Falangist concerns that he might be
considering an early transition to the monarchy, Franco responded with a
widely reproduced interview which dispelled hopes of his early departure.
‘Although my magistracy is for life’, he declared pompously, ‘it is to be
hoped that there are many years before me, and the immediate interest of
the issue is diluted in time.’ The message was that any future monarchy
would be a Falangist one devoid of the constitutional weaknesses of that
which fell in 1931.15

It seemed in the mid-1950s as if, having rejected the possibility of a
transition to Don Juan, Franco planned to withdraw into hard-line
Falangism. It took the joint efforts of two of his servants to get the monarchy
back on the agenda for a post-Francoist Spain. His éminence grise and
cabinet secretary, Admiral Carrero Blanco, together with the Opus Dei
technocrat Laureano López Rodó, pushed the idea of an authoritarian
monarchy which would guarantee the continuity of Francoism. The first
draft of their constitutional scheme for the post-Franco succession was given
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to Franco by Carrero Blanco on 7 March 1959, together with a sycophantic
note urging the completion of the ‘constitutional process’:

If the king were to inherit the powers which Your Excellency has, we
would find it alarming since he will change everything. We must ratify
the life-time character of the magistracy of Your Excellency who is
Caudillo which is greater than king because you are founding a
monarchy.16

So hostile was Franco to the idea of bringing nearer his own departure from
the political scene that he did nothing with the draft for nearly eight years.

Franco finally permitted the law drafted so long ago be presented to the
Cortes in November 1966 as the Ley Orgánica del Estado which created the
mechanisms for the future without specifically naming a candidate. As
beneficiary, the Caudillo’s immediate entourage favoured the more reliably
Falangist príncipe azul, Alfonso de Borbón Dampierre (who was the fiancé
of Franco’s granddaughter María del Carmen, whom he was to marry on 18
March 1972). The job of implementing the law in favour of Juan Carlos fell
to Admiral Carrero Blanco, whom, on 21 September 1967, Franco named
vice-president of the government.17 For his part, to ensure that he would be
the favoured candidate on 8 January 1969, in an interview with the official
news agency EFE, Juan Carlos declared his unreserved commitment to the
Francoist principle of monarchical installation rather than restoration.
López Rodó said to Franco: ‘The Prince has burned his boats. Now all that is
lacking is Your Excellency’s decision.’

When he took the decision in July 1969, Franco wrote to Don Juan asking
for his formal acceptance of his son’s designation as ‘the coronation of the
political process of the regime’. Don Juan declined with dignity, pointing out
that the monarch should be king of all Spaniards, above groups and parties,
based on popular support and committed to individual and collective liber-
ties. He thereby condemned implicitly his son’s monarchy as irrevocably
linked to the dictatorship. 18 Bestowing upon Juan Carlos of the title of
Príncipe de España, and not Príncipe de Asturias, the traditional title of the
heir to the throne, was Franco’s device to severe both the continuity and the
legitimacy of the Borbón line. The new monarchy would be his and his alone.
In the Cortes, on 22 July 1969, the prince swore fidelity to the principles of
the Movimiento.19

In the summer of 1973 Franco handed over the powers of head of the
government to Admiral Carrero Blanco, whose job was to be the political
bodyguard of the prince. There has been considerable recent debate over
the commitment of Carrero to ushering in a constitutional monarchy under
Juan Carlos.20 However, the tone of his political thought can be derived from
his statement that ‘to attempt to liberalize Spain would be like offering a
reformed alcoholic a drink’.21 It did not matter, since Carrero Blanco was
assassinated on 20 December 1973. It was hardly surprising that, in the two
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years preceding Franco’s death on 20 November 1975, the brutal incom-
petence which poisoned relations with the Basques, the clergy and the
workers caused growing disquiet among supporters of Juan Carlos, who
began to fear that his future was being irrevocably compromised. During
that period, Juan Carlos twice became provisional head of state. In July
1974, he assumed the position for barely six weeks. On 20 October 1975,
Article 11 of the Ley Orgánica was reactivated. The first experience was
sufficiently distressing for him to endeavour to insist on it not being
provisional this time. It was rumoured that when he asked Franco if this time
it would be for good, the dictator was alleged to have replied, ‘Well, it can be
until you die but then I will resume my rule.’ In fact he was too ill to reply one
way or the other.

Success for the monarchy could be measured only in terms of permanence,
and that required freeing it of its Francoist stigma. The ultra-rightist Blas
Piñar expressed the dilemma facing the new king when he declared: ‘This
is no monarchical restoration, but the installation of a new Francoist
monarchy which has no other thought behind it than the Nationalist victory
in the Civil War.’22 It is hardly surprising that the clandestine opposition
press greeted Juan Carlos’s coronation with headlines like ‘¡No a un Rey
impuesto!’ and ‘¡No a un Rey franquista!’23 Considerable popular goodwill
greeted the beginnings of Juan Carlos’s reign, but the bunker remained
powerful, entrenched in the Army, the police and the Civil Guard. Through-
out the next few years, Juan Carlos would make careful use of his position as
commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Three weeks before Franco died,
he had flown his own aircraft to El Aaiún in Spanish Sahara under threat
from Morocco and visited the garrison there, which provoked considerable
praise and enthusiasm among the officer corps.24 The problem was illust-
rated starkly on 22 November when Juan Carlos addressed the Francoist
Cortes. His mildly progressive speech, which ostentatiously omitted
references to 18 July 1936, was received coldly by the procuradores, who
then gave an ecstatic ovation to Franco’s daughter.

The survival of the monarchy, let alone the bloodless resolution of the
crisis in which Spain found itself at the death of Franco, depended on the
skill of Juan Carlos, of the ministers that he chose and, lest it be forgotten, of
the leaders of the opposition. Juan Carlos knew that important sectors of
Spanish capitalism were anxious to ditch the political mechanisms of
Francoism. Through his wife, he was equally conscious of the consequences
of the Greek royal family’s costly errors. The views of his father were also
influential. By opting boldly for progress, he would be assured of mass
support for the monarchy. If his long-term survival depended on him
responding to the overwhelming popular urge for democracy, Franco had
rigged the constitutional cards to prevent him doing so.

The regime’s institutions, the Consejo del Reino, the Consejo Nacional
del Movimiento and the Cortes were in the hands of hard-line Francoists and
behind them stood the Army and the Civil Guard. Aware of the strength,
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determination and ill-will of the bunker in the early days of his reign, Juan
Carlos opted for caution and severely disappointed those who had placed
their hopes in him by asking Franco’s last prime minister, Carlos Arias
Navarro, to stay on. He would have preferred to appoint his one-time tutor,
the expert in Francoist constitutional law, Torcuato Fernández Miranda.
The Talleyrand-like Fernández Miranda was hardly a liberal but his
expertise would make him the brains behind the reform project. Fernandez
Miranda and the king agreed that he would be more use as president of the
Cortes (which would have to ratify any reform scheme) and of the Consejo
del Reino (which chose prime ministers), from which positions he could
facilitate a ‘legal’ reform.25 His first crucial move was to use his position to
persuade Arias Navarro to include the young Adolfo Suárez in his cabinet as
Minister-Secretary of the Movimiento. When Juan Carlos finally felt strong
enough to replace Arias in the summer of 1976, Torcuato also used his power
within the Consejo del Reino to ensure that Suárez was in the terna from
which the candidates were to be picked.26 Thereafter, with Fernández
Miranda as a shrewd script-writer, Suárez fronted the complex operation
whereby the Francoist establishment effectively dismantled itself.

During the transition, the king kept a relatively low profile and accepted
that if the reform programme planned by Torcuato Fernández Miranda and
Suárez were to be successful, it would leave the monarchy effectively
powerless. The particular contribution of Juan Carlos lay first of all in
persuading relatively heavy-weight figures to join Suárez’s first cabinet,27

in riding out the storm of opprobrium provoked by his nomination of a
Falangist and, above all, in the skill with which he neutralized the high com-
mand of the army. Throughout the entire transition process, he travelled
indefatigably throughout Spain, which did much to generate support for the
reform.

He made a very considerable effort to make contact with members of the
opposition and, when he did so, treated them with great affability. On their
first meeting in 1976, Juan Carlos said to Miquel Roca i Junyent, ‘Tu y yo,
por edad, no somos monárquicos.’ In a similar vein, during the period in 1978
when the new democratic Constitution was being elaborated by a parlia-
mentary commission or Ponencia of which Roca was a member, there was a
reception for Giscard d’Estaing who was visiting Madrid. At one point, Juan
Carlos sidled over to Miquel Roca and whispered ‘Parece más rey que yo,
¿verdad?’28 Indeed, while it might be said that the transition was about the
interaction of broad social forces and was merely articulated through the
political roles of the negotiators from each side, Juan Carlos’s role was one
of persuading the opposition that he could eventually play a role in demo-
cratization while still maintaining the support of Francoists by dint of
continuing to respect the Leyes Fundamentales on which, for the moment,
his ‘legitimacy’ rested. Through his intermediaries, he was able to give
Socialists and Communists the hint that he might be able to take the risk of
breaking with the Francoist institutions.
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However, it was precisely this process which caused the greatest problem.
The legalization of the Communist Party on 9 April 1977 triggered the
military’s belief that its job was not so much to defend Spain from external
enemies but to safeguard Franco’s Civil War victory. From 1977 until 1982,
barely a month went by in which Juan Carlos did not have to impose all of his
authority as commander-in-chief of the armed forces on senior officers who
were outraged at Suárez’s government promoting liberal officers out of turn.
The situation was perilous because of the relentless provocation of ETA
murders of officers. The response of the ultras within the army was
golpismo. Juan Carlos received senior officers at the Zarzuela and visited
garrisons to take the message that the only acceptable response was unity
and discipline. The crisis intensified and in late 1980 the plot which
culminated in the Tejerazo of 23 February 1981 was hatched. The ex-
secretary general of the royal household, General Alfonso Armada,
persuaded other generals, most notably the captain-general of Valencia, the
ultra Jaime Milans del Bosch, that he had royal approval for a military coup.
On 29 January 1981, with his own party, Unión de Centro Democrático
crumbling, Adolfo Suárez resigned as prime minister. This left the king as
the most visible guarantor of democracy, but a series of meetings with
Armada enabled the latter to give the impression of royal collusion in what
was being plotted. On 23 February 1981, Lieutenant-Colonel Antonio
Tejero seized the entire Spanish political elite as they attended the Cortes
ceremony of the investiture of a new cabinet under Leopoldo Calvo Sotelo,
and Milans del Bosch ordered tanks into the streets of Valencia. Alone with
his immediate staff, the king courageously took charge of the operation to
dismantle the coup. In the course of a tense night, he made it quite clear to
the military that he would be upholding the Constitution, appearing on
television and personally informing Milans ‘No golpe de estado of any kind
can shelter behind the person of the king. It is against the king.’ He
effectively told Milans that he would have to kill him in order to succeed: ‘I
swear to you that I will neither abdicate nor leave Spain.’ Thereafter, he was
insistent that, while the culprits should be brought to justice, there should be
no generalized grudge against the military. He had cleared the monarchy of
the stigma of Francoism and earned the right to be head of state. Thereafter,
it could be said that Spain had become a Juancarlista country. Whether it has
become monarchist remains to be seen.
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3 Corruption, democracy and
governance in contemporary
Spain

Paul M. Heywood

There is no doubt that Spain’s post-Franco transition from dictatorship to
democracy represents a remarkable political achievement. Indeed, the
Spanish transition has often been invoked as a ‘model’ for achieving the
successful reconciliation of opposing forces and demands: not only were
competing visions of the country’s future accommodated within a flexible
constitutional settlement, but there was also a widespread consensus over
the need to draw a line under the past and avoid apportioning blame and
responsibility. However, whilst Spain’s transition has been almost univer-
sally hailed as a triumph, there is less consensus over the quality of the
democracy which resulted. In technical terms, contemporary Spain is
unquestionably a fully fledged democratic member of the European and
international communities, meeting such generally accepted indicators as
open and widespread participation in the political system and its decision-
making processes, defence of civil liberties and human rights, relative
freedom of information, and the rule of law. At the very least, Spain stands
comparison in these areas with its European neighbours.

Yet, none the less, concerns continue to be expressed about various
aspects of how democracy functions in Spain. Questions have been raised
over the supposed poor development of civil society, the ‘hijacking’ of
decision-making by a reduced elite, the marginalisation of trade unions, the
continued tension between the centre and the regions, and the low standard
of corporate governance.1 Of particular note, however, have been the
accusations of corruption levelled at governments – especially during the
final years of the Socialist (PSOE) administrations of Felipe González
(1982–96). Although there were fewer high-profile corruption scandals
following the accession to power in 1996 of José María Aznar’s right-wing
Popular Party (PP), the Gescartera investment company and the BBVA
Bank cases which emerged respectively in 2001 and 2002 ensured that the
issue of corruption has remained high on the agenda of critics of Spain’s
democratic functioning. Indeed, Spain tends to be bracketed with its
neighbours ‘below the olive line’ as being ‘more corrupt’ than northern
European countries (see Table 3.1).
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That corruption should be a particular concern is understandable, given
the clear and growing evidence that it not only undermines economic
efficiency and good governance, but can also lead to public disillusionment
with the very process of democracy.2 Transparency International’s Corrup-
tion Perception Index (CPI), published annually since 1995, is probably the
most widely used benchmark to measure corruption. CPI rankings of
corruption in Spain since 1980 show a clear perception that the problem
worsened markedly under the Socialist administrations of the mid-1990s,
when there was a host of high-profile scandals involving senior government
figures (see Figure 3.1). This is certainly consistent with the view expressed
in September 2001 by Vicente Martínez Pujalte, PP spokesman on the
economy: ‘There are two facts that are radically different. Under the
Socialist government, corruption was possible. Under the Popular Party
government, corruption is not possible.’3 Can we therefore simply conclude
that corruption in contemporary Spain has been a problem primarily linked
to and caused by the Socialist Party in power, and that following the March
2004 general elections we should expect to see another upsurge in corrup-
tion scandals? Or can we learn more from other explanatory approaches?
The thrust of much recent research into the variables which best explain a
country’s corruption propensity points to more structural and long-term
factors. Amongst the clearest – or at least most statistically robust – findings
are that corruption tends to be correlated with Catholicism, a civil law legal
tradition, low levels of economic development, federal rather than unitary
state structures, limited exposure to or experience of democracy, and
economic protectionism. Such factors not only suggest that levels of

Table 3.1 The 2003 Corruption Perceptions Index (Western Europe)

Overall Country 2003CPI Surveys Standard High–low
country score used deviation range
rank

3 Denmark 9.5 9 0.4 8.8–9.9
6 Sweden 9.3 11 0.2 8.8–9.6
7 Netherlands 8.9 9 0.3 8.5–9.3
8 Norway 8.8 8 0.5 8.0–9.3
8 Switzerland 8.8 9 0.8 6.9–9.4

11 Luxembourg 8.7 6 0.4 8.0–9.2
11 United Kingdom 8.7 13 0.5 7.8–9.2
14 Austria 8.0 9 0.7 7.3–9.3
16 Germany 7.7 11 1.2 4.9–9.2
17 Belgium 7.6 9 0.9 6.6–9.2
18 Ireland 7.5 9 0.7 6.5–8.8
23 Spain 6.9 11 0.8 5.2–7.8
23 France 6.9 12 1.1 4.8–9.0
25 Portugal 6.6 9 1.2 4.9–8.1
35 Italy 5.3 11 1.1 3.3–7.3
50 Greece 4.3 9 0.8 3.7–5.6
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corruption should be fairly consistent in any given country, or else change
only gradually, but also that we might well expect Spain to have a problem
with corruption. An alternative approach, which has received considerable
recent attention, stresses the role of social capital in protecting against
corruption: is Spain characterised by a clientelistic tradition which has
hindered the development of those crucial networks of civic engagement
which promote trust and norms of reciprocity?

This chapter argues that all these approaches to analysing political
corruption have serious drawbacks when applied to Spain, and fail to
provide a convincing account of either the reasons for, or the nature of, its
development. The argument is developed in four sections. The first discusses
the use of perceptions indices to measure corruption and some of the key
explanatory variables which have been derived from them. In the second
section, structural factors, as well as the influence of social capital in explain-
ing corruption, are explored and also found to be wanting. The third section
argues that we need to deploy more nuanced definitions of the concept of
corruption, and the reasons for its emergence. Particular emphasis is placed
on the importance of incentives and opportunity structures, associated with
the changing nature of governance in Spain since the return of democracy.
The final section discusses the mobilisation of scandal, and argues that
‘cycles of contestation’ may help to explain the apparent fluctuations in the
level of corruption in contemporary Spain.
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Perceptions of corruption in Spain

As shown in Table 3.1, Spain was ranked twelfth out of sixteen established
European democracies, and twenty-third overall, in the 2003 Transparency
International Corruption Perception Index. The 2003 ranking reflects the
steady improvement in perceptions of corruption in Spain since the index
was first published in its present form in 1995, with its CPI score rising from a
poor 4.35 to a more positive 7.1 (in 2002) over the period in question. Prior to
then, however, in the composite indices for 1980–5 and for 1988–92 respec-
tively, Spain’s score fell from 6.82 and 5.06, suggesting a clear downward
trend which paralleled the Socialist Party’s accession to office in 1982 (see
Figure 3.1). Spain’s position amongst the sixteen countries listed in Table 3.1
remained more or less constant, rising from thirteenth in 1995 to twelfth in
2003. The global ranking also improved marginally, although these last
figures must be treated with considerable caution as the number of countries
covered in each index has not been constant. Overall, then, it appears that
perceptions of corruption in Spain have reduced in recent years, bringing the
country more into line with (though still somewhat distant from) most of its
European counterparts: only Italy and Greece have consistently received
lower scores, joined more recently by Portugal and France.

Such findings may seem at first sight to be unsurprising, given the
corruption scandals which dogged Spanish politics from the early 1990s.
Accusations of corrupt or underhand practices by the PSOE government
had simmered in a rather inchoate fashion since 1982, but the catalyst for an
upsurge in media interest in the issue was the emergence of the so-called
‘Juan Guerra case’ at the start of 1990, when it was alleged that the then
deputy prime minister’s brother had used official PSOE premises in Seville
for private business purposes. Alfonso Guerra was eventually forced to
resign in January 1991, his departure signalling the start of a full-scale
assault on the probity of the PSOE government – but it was only after the
‘Mani Pulite’ investigations and the emergence of the Tangentopoli scandals
in Italy during 1992 that political corruption became the dominant focus of
attention in Spain, as journalists sought out evidence of parallel news-
grabbing (and copy-selling) scandals. The PSOE government became a
particular target of the newspaper, El Mundo, launched in 1989 by Pedro J.
Ramírez. Appointed editor of Diario16 in 1980 at the age of twenty-eight,
Ramírez’s previous newspaper had started to investigate the PSOE govern-
ment’s links to the GAL (anti-terrorist liberation groups), which fought a
dirty war against ETA separatists between 1983 and 1987 and which would
become the source of a major scandal during the 1990s. He was fired from
the editorship at the start of 1989, and remained convinced that his dismissal
had been engineered by the government.

Whilst Ramírez and El Mundo were key players in the revelation of
scandals, the PSOE government seemed almost to harbour a perverse wish
to offer all possible assistance. An array of major corruption stories rocked
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the Socialists in early 1994, the low point of what was beginning to look like a
never-ending saga of scandal and sleaze.4 Most spectacular was the fall from
grace of two high-profile PSOE appointees: Mariano Rubio, the former
governor of the Bank of Spain, who was accused of tax fraud and insider
dealing, and Luis Roldán, first civilian head of the Civil Guard, who was
arrested for bribery and misappropriation of funds. To compound matters,
Roldán managed to escape from custody in farcical circumstances, before
being re-arrested in Laos. The Rubio and Roldán cases led directly to the
political downfall of Carlos Solchaga, minister of the economy and a key
player in the González administration, José Luis Corcuera, former minister
of justice, and Antonio Asunción, minister of the interior. A further scandal
led to the resignation of Vicente Alberón, minister of agriculture, who was
implicated in a financial scam set up by Rubio’s financial adviser, Manuel de
la Concha.

The 1994 scandals were just the latest in a growing list of improprieties by
figures associated with the PSOE. For instance, in 1991 investigations began
into a party funding racket in which it emerged that elected Socialist
representatives ran a group of front companies (called Filesa, Malesa and
Time Export) that paid bills for the PSOE with money obtained by charging
sympathetic companies and banks for fictitious consultancy work. The
following year it was reported that the national railway, Renfe, had been
involved in land speculation, leading to the resignation of the health
minister and former Renfe president, Julián García Valverde. Further
questions were raised over the award of contracts relating to the high-speed
rail link between Madrid and Seville, as well as the Expo92 site and other
infrastructure projects in Andalusia. A senior PSOE figure, Aida Alvarez,
was prosecuted for collecting bribes in connection with the award of public
sector contracts to foreign firms such as Volkswagen and Siemens. In 1993,
the director-general of the state’s official journal of record, the BOE,
resigned after it was revealed that she had siphoned off funds by massively
overcharging for the purchase of paper.

Most damaging of all, though, was the scandal surrounding the use of
Ministry of Interior secret funds to set up the GAL, which re-emerged as an
issue during 1994 and came to dominate the final two years of the PSOE
administration. Ultimately, the GAL case led in 1998 to the imprisonment of
the former minister of the interior, José Barrionuevo, and former director of
state security, Rafael Vera, for illegal detention and misappropriation of
state funds.5 Probably more than any other issue, the GAL scandal served to
undermine the credibility and reputation of the Socialist government and
contributed directly to the PSOE’s defeat in the 1996 general election.
Ironically, the key figure in re-opening investigations into the GAL affair in
1994 was the investigating magistrate, Baltasar Garzón, who had been
included in second place behind Felipe González as an independent candi-
date on the PSOE’s electoral list for Madrid in the 1993 general elections.
Seen at the time as a cunning move to co-opt the highly popular judge
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(dubbed ‘Super Garzón’ in the press) and demonstrate the government’s
commitment to combat corruption, the move backfired badly. Garzón
resigned in May 1994, accusing the government of lacking sincerity, and
immediately became one of the major thorns in the PSOE’s flesh, alongside
Pedro J. Ramírez.

In the context of such a catalogue of corruption-related scandals, it
therefore seems only logical to expect the Transparency International index
to reflect a change in perceptions during the mid-1990s. But the compilers of
the CPI have explicitly adopted a methodology designed to avoid such
short-term variations: it ‘combines assessments from the previous three
years to reduce abrupt variations in scoring. Such changes might be due to
high-level political scandals that affect perceptions, but do not reflect actual
changing levels of corruption.’6 But what exactly does the CPI show? Is it an
accurate reflection of levels of corruption? There are several reasons why
the index should be treated with caution. First, it should be stressed that the
index measures perceptions, not actual instances, of corruption.7 One key
issue for any such index is exactly whose perceptions are counted and
measured. The CPI is a composite index, drawing on various different
sampling frames, data sources and methodologies to provide what it
considers is a statistically robust overall result. For the 2003 index, for
instance, seventeen data sources were used, provided by the World Econ-
omic Forum, the World Bank’s World Business Environment Survey, the
Institute of Management Development (Lausanne), Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers, the Political and Economic Risk Consultancy (Hong Kong),
Information International, World Markets Research Centre, Columbia
University, ‘a multilateral development bank’, the Economist Intelligence
Unit and Freedom House. The range of sources looks impressively wide, but
the CPI appendix on sources reveals that the respondents comprised
‘expatriate business executives’, ‘top and middle company management’,
‘senior managers’, ‘chief finance officers’, ‘expert expatriate staff’,
and ‘senior business leaders’.8 In other words, the index almost certainly
privileges the views of western business leaders, and we might therefore
expect there to be a north–south, as well as east–west, division in the
rankings.

Whilst the CPI cautions that comparisons with figures in previous years
can be misleading, because the sources and methodology change from year
to year, it is striking that, in practice, most countries have very consistent
scores. As Manion has pointed out:

The scores span more than two decades, from 1980 through 2001. If …
we collapse the index to form three categories defined by thirds of the
ten-point scale, few scores change enough to cross categories: more than
90 per cent of the 54 countries for which scores are available for the
entire period have basically consistent high, low, or intermediate
scores.9
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Spain is one of the 10 per cent and does cross categories (twice): from low
(just) in the 1980–5 period, to intermediate between 1988 and 1998, to low
again since 1999. How can we explain this? Given the nature of the surveys
and the respondents, it seems highly plausible (though it cannot be proved)
that perceptions of corruption were indeed influenced by the kinds of
headlines being produced in Spain: indeed, it is hard to imagine how it could
be otherwise. Thus it is possible – even likely in the case of Spain – that the
CPI can operate more as a measure of headline-grabbing scandals than of
actual cases of corruption.10 Not all corruption results in scandals, of course,
and not all scandals are to do with corruption. Thus the fact that there was
undoubtedly a marked rise in the number of reported scandals in Spain
under the Socialist administrations of 1982–96 does not in itself prove that
there was actually more corruption during that period (which is not to deny
that there may well have been).

Linked to the issue of whose perceptions matter is the question of what
survey respondents actually understand by ‘corruption’. Like the elephant
which is difficult to describe, but recognised when seen, so corruption is
often understood in an intuitive sense but remains difficult to define
precisely. Transparency International operates with a straightforward
definition: ‘the misuse of public power for private benefit’.11 But perceptions
of ‘misuse’ (and ‘benefit’) may vary: what is acceptable to one person may be
anathema to another. In practice, the focus of most of the surveys used in the
CPI is on bribes and unofficial payments connected with licences, permits
and contracts, and the extent to which these operate as constraints on the
business environment.12 Such a focus may well capture a very important
aspect of corruption, but may also completely miss other dimensions of what
is actually a highly complex phenomenon. It will be argued below that we
need a more precise understanding of what we mean by corruption, but the
point to note here is that only some (and probably not the most shocking) of
the scandals which emerged during the PSOE period in office fit the
framework of side-payments and bribery for contracts and so forth. The
GAL scandal, for instance, certainly appears to have involved a misuse of
power, but not for ‘private’ or financial benefit. As will be seen, a key issue in
various scandals involving not just the PSOE was the attempt to generate
income for political parties rather than for individuals.13 It remains a
question for empirical research whether the business environment in Spain
has actually changed for the better since the mid-1990s in terms of any need
to pay bribes or make irregular extra payments when dealing with public
officials – and, if it has, how can this be explained?

A final concern about interpretations of the CPI relates to the interval
scales used: although the methodology used to standardise the data sources
before arriving at a mean value is clearly explained,14 what cannot be
controlled is what the estimations of respondents mean in the original
surveys. We have no way of knowing whether respondents have similar
conceptions of what any particular point on a scale means in terms of how
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much corruption they perceive to be taking place: what may be a poor score
for one person could be a perfectly acceptable one for another. The
questions used in surveys often invite relatively imprecise judgements, such
as ‘How do you rate corruption in terms of its quality or contribution to
the overall living/working environment?’ (Political and Economic Risk
Consultancy) or ‘Assess whether bribing and corruption prevail or do not
prevail in the public sphere’ (Institute for Management Development). We
might therefore expect CPI rankings to be quite impressionistic, but they are
presented with what appears to be a high degree of precision, supported by
seemingly sophisticated quantitative analytic techniques.

The question may be raised, of course, as to whether any of this matters
very much: after all, the CPI does not determine the actual level of
corruption in a given country, and so it could be argued that its rankings
should not be given too much attention. In practice, however, Transparency
International’s CPI rankings do receive very extensive international atten-
tion: not only are they highly publicised, but they are also used as an element
in decision-making about loans and creditworthiness, as well as under-
pinning moves – supported by the World Bank, the IMF, the OECD and
many western governments – which sponsor a particular, deregulated
market-based approach to achieving ‘good governance’. As will be argued
below, some components of the prevailing understanding of ‘good govern-
ance’ may actually generate additional incentives to engage in corrupt
practices. In addition, the CPI has been subjected to extensive analysis by
academics seeking to understand the reasons for the emergence of
corruption and its greater incidence in some countries as opposed to others:
it is to these causal hypotheses that the chapter now turns.

On the causes of corruption: structure and social capital

It would clearly be of great significance for anti-corruption strategies if key
causal factors which contribute to the emergence and persistence of
corruption could be identified. There have been several recent studies which
use large-n approaches to isolate the key explanatory variables, many of
them taking the CPI rankings, or else some of the surveys on which they are
based, as their starting point for analysis. Essentially, as indicated above,
some of the most consistent findings (or at least those which demonstrate the
greatest statistical significance) suggest that Spain should offer a fertile
environment for corruption to prosper. Amongst the key factors identified
are religious tradition, legal code, nature of state structure and economic
organisation. Thus La Porta et al., Treisman, Paldam, and Lambsdorff all
find a correlation between Protestantism and lower levels of corruption, and
point variously to the individualist emphasis in Protestantism on taking
personal responsibility for actions (as opposed to the Catholic emphasis on
inherent human fallibility); a lower reliance on family ties, with its attendant
risk of nepotism, than in hierarchical religions; and the tendency for
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Protestant countries to have a more vibrant civil society, with a clearer
separation between church and state.15 In short, the more collectivist tradi-
tion of Catholicism appears to offer fecund terrain in which family-linked,
favour-driven social mores can all too easily shade into corrupt practices.

In regard to legal codes, it has been argued that the common law tradition
of Britain and many of its former colonies is more flexible than the civil law
tradition which has predominated throughout most of the rest of Europe
and which has historically been closely tied to the interests of the sovereign.
Under common law, it is argued, there is less emphasis on hierarchy and high
office and a greater stress instead on the importance of procedural rectitude:
it is thus easier to prosecute individuals found transgressing the rules, no
matter what their social status or standing. That democracies should be seen
as less prone to corruption than non-democracies is hardly surprising, given
democracy’s definitional emphasis on the accountability of decision-makers
and citizens’ equality before the law. Slightly more puzzling, perhaps, is the
idea that federal regimes should be more prone to corruption than unitary
ones – although it may simply be the case that federal organisations create
more decision-making points which in turn generate additional incentives to
find ways of short-circuiting bureaucratic procedures.16 Finally, the idea that
free trade should be associated with lower levels of corruption closely fits
the findings of the CPI rankings, and lies at the heart of the emphasis in
conceptions of ‘good governance’ on establishing an appropriate environ-
ment for private enterprise.

The majority of these factors are essentially constants, or givens, resistant
to any short-term fix or change. Until the post-Franco transition to
democracy, Spain met all of the conditions associated with a propensity
towards corruption, except federalism. The transition brought about demo-
cracy, but also asymmetrical devolution, as well as free trade as Spain moved
towards its objective of joining the European Union. The Franco regime was
certainly characterised by the existence of routine corruption, which
extended from the highest levels of government down to the everyday
experience of dealings with officials and bureaucrats.17 If such day-to-day
corruption no longer characterises dealings with civil servants, can we point
to the fact that Spain is now a democracy as a major causal factor? At one
level the answer is almost certainly ‘yes’, but it is an answer which does not
take us very far. After all, other democracies – notably, Italy – have
experienced long periods of systemic corruption. One National Court judge,
Javier Gómez de Liaño, even claimed in 1996 that Spain was on a par with
Italy in having a gigantic corruption system which affected politics, the
justice system, the economy and the world of finance, and against which only
magistrates were taking action. If such a claim is plainly an exaggeration,
there have in recent years been major corruption scandals not just in Italy
and Spain, but also in Belgium, France, Germany and Greece, and concern
over standards in public life has been expressed in several other established
European democracies.
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Clearly neither the fact of democracy, nor the length of time it has been
established, act in themselves as effective safeguards against corruption. If
there is indeed some causal connection between democracy and lower levels
of corruption, we need to account for the variation in apparent levels of
corruption between otherwise similar democracies. The kinds of distinction
outlined above in regard to religious tradition and legal code fail to explain
such variations, since the recent scandals have occurred across a range of
countries with different historic traditions and trajectories. One potential
response might be to focus on the nature or quality of democracy in ques-
tion, and ask whether its particular organisation, structure or functioning in
a given state provides greater or lesser scope for corruption. Indeed, there is
a burgeoning literature on how best to measure the quality of democracy
and promote ‘good governance’, though no widespread consensus exists on
what exactly it entails.18 This chapter does not seek to engage with the wider
debate on the quality of democracy, but instead will discuss briefly the
related issue of social capital, the presence of which has been seen as offering
some protection against corruption.

The vogue concept of social capital, associated most directly with the
work of Robert Putnam,19 has received very considerable attention – with
some recent works looking specifically at the links between social capital
and corruption.20 As Putnam acknowledges, the term ‘social capital’ has a
long history and has been used in a number of different senses over time.
Currently, though, there is seemingly widespread agreement as to its
principal characteristics: stripped to its essentials, social capital refers to the
networks of civic engagement which promote social trust and norms of
reciprocity. These networks typically include such things as neighbourhood
civic associations, schools, churches, sports clubs, co-operatives and so forth.
Through a range of different channels – shared information, mutual aid,
collective action, solidarity – such networks give rise to mutual support
structures, generating positive value for those involved. The supposed link
between high levels of social capital and corruption is straightforward: if
norms of reciprocity and social trust are well established, it is more difficult
for corruption to prosper, whereas when they are lacking the possibilities of
engaging in corrupt practices are greatly enhanced. Whilst Putnam accepts
that not all social capital has positive benefits, and that it can engender
illiberal or exclusionary networks,21 the great majority of research on social
capital has tended to focus on the social benefits it produces: much of the
recent literature sees it as a positive asset, something to be aspired to on
account of its beneficial impact on social organisation and good governance.

Ideas related to the concept of social capital have been used to distinguish
between north and south. For instance, Tanzi distinguishes northern
efficiency and respect for rules from southern back-scratching and favours:
‘the very features that make a country a less cold and indifferent place are
the same that increase the difficulty of enforcing arm’s length rules essential
for modern efficient markets and governments’.22 Harrison makes the even
more starker claim that:
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human development is frustrated in most Hispanic-American countries
. . . by a way of seeing the world that impedes the achievement of
political pluralism, social equity, and dynamic economic progress. And
that way of the world has been driven, without significant deviation, by
the momentum of centuries.23

Although highly tendentious, Harrison’s comment shares with Putnam’s
original work on social capital in Italy the idea that deep-rooted historic and
institutional factors exercise a pervasive and continuing impact on political
structure and organisation. In looking at the emergence of effective demo-
cratic politics in northern Italy, as opposed to the south, Putnam focused on
the development of a vigorous and autonomous civil society, characterised
by the existence of voluntary institutions that engendered trust and
co-operation.24 Such ideas are in some respects similar to Banfield’s concept
of ‘amoral familism’: weak states, poorly developed and inefficient
bureaucracies, and a lack of civic virtue are all related to the creation of the
clientelistic ties typical of Greece, Portugal, Spain and southern Italy.25 In
contrast to northern European states with high stocks of social capital and
dense networks of associations, these southern states have been
characterised by patronage and ‘amiguismo’.26

Even if such characterisations have some validity as a description of social
and political arrangements (as they do, at least historically), a major
question remains over the precise nature and direction of any causal
relationship between such arrangements and social capital, as well as
between social capital and good governance. Social capital has explanatory
power only if it is conceived of as an independent variable, an exogenous
factor which is usually presented as a highly durable ‘given’. But it is equally
plausible to invert the causal relationship: if social capital is conceived of as
an endogenous, dependent variable, the question then becomes one of why
it takes the particular shape it does in any given state or context. Following
Coleman,27 far from acting to establish an immutable, embedded culture,
social capital may instead be a reflection of rational calculations by actors
according to the setting in which they find themselves. Thus, for example,
trust and reciprocity emerge in those markets where the costs of losing them
are very high, or people may join civic associations and networks when the
advantages of doing so are obvious, but not otherwise. Conceived in these
terms, social capital can be analysed in terms of incentive structures and
rational, strategic actions, a perspective which helps avoid reductionist
appeals to social norms or cultural generalities.

Linked to this issue of seeing social capital as an exogenous or an
endogenous variable is the issue of causal direction. Much of the literature
which sees social capital as a positive good also appears to assume that good
governance (associated with participation, accountability, transparency,
inclusiveness, the rule of law and so forth) in large measure reflects high
levels of social capital. But social capital could equally well be seen as
politically neutral, able to be influenced for good or ill according to a range
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of other factors. The key issue in this context is whether social capital
generates specific outcomes, such as good governance with associated low
levels of corruption, or whether particular institutional arrangements
generate social capital (good or bad). According to della Porta,28 there may
be ‘blessed’ and ‘unlucky’ communities in which a self-sustaining dynamic
becomes established between social capital, government performance and
trust in government. Depending on whether social capital or government
performance is the independent variable, there may be different outcomes
(see Figure 3.2). In Figure 3.2, scenarios 1 and 3 generate virtuous circles, in
which the good governance or positive social capital become self-sustaining,
whereas scenarios 2 and 4 generate vicious circles. Crucially, though, it may
be much more of a challenge to break out of the vicious circle in scenario 2
than the one in scenario 4, since institutional reform to promote good
governance may be a more practical aspiration than the generation of social
capital where it is absent, or moving ‘bad’ social capital in a positive
direction.

Spain provides a potentially valuable test case, precisely because it has
been identified as having low levels of social capital,29 but also had the
opportunity to engage in comprehensive institutional redesign following the
end of the Franco regime. If social capital (or some similar or related cultural
variable) is a key explanatory factor behind the propensity towards corrup-
tion, we should expect there to be some likelihood of a corruption problem
in Spain, which in turn should remain relatively consistent over time. If, on
the other hand, appropriate institutional design and organisation is what
generates good governance and low levels of corruption, we should be able
to investigate whether and in what ways the institutional reconfiguration of
the Spanish state after the Franco regime has contributed to the issue of
corruption. In practice, as will be argued below, both social capital and insti-
tutional design are important issues in explaining corruption in democratic

Independent Generates Results in Feeds back into
variable

1. High level of Good governance, Trust in government Positive social
positive social capital low corruption capital

2. Limited social Bad governance, Lack of trust in Limited social
capital high corruption government capital

3. ‘Good’ governance, Trust in government Positive social capital Good governance,
low corruption low corruption

4. ‘Bad’ governance, Lack of trust in Limited social capital Bad governance,
high corruption government high corruption

Figure 3.2 Self-sustaining relationships between social capital and governance.
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Spain, but the prior problem is that the concept of corruption itself needs to
be specified more precisely in order to understand its dimensions and
development.

Opportunities and incentives for corruption:
from clientelism to cartel parties

A central analytic problem with all the approaches outlined so far in this
chapter is that they effectively see corruption in generic terms, as if there
were some overall mean or level in any given country which may be
susceptible to measurement or explanation. To some extent, such a view
of corruption is understandable – but it does mask the fact that, in practice,
corruption takes many shapes and forms. It is not my aim here to suggest
that we need to construct highly detailed taxonomies of all the different
types of corruption possible. But it is important to distinguish between some
basic forms of corruption: for instance, there are well-established differ-
ences between grand (systemic) and petty (day-to-day routine) corruption,
between corruption for personal financial gain and for party political
gain, between extortive (enforced) and transactive (voluntary) corruption,
between administrative, political and financial corruption. It is also possible
to identify forms of corruption which involve no monetary exchange, such as
a ‘betrayal of the democratic transcript’, when political leaders act deliber-
ately to subvert transparency or accountability – a form of what Thompson
has termed ‘mediated’ corruption, which is concerned with the process of
democratic politics.30 It is logical that these different forms of corruption will
also have different causes, sometimes systemic (the nature of state
authority, weak institutions, poorly developed civil society), sometimes
contextually specific (mechanisms of accountability, perverse incentives),
sometimes simply down to personal venality. The challenge for analysis is to
identify how the mix of such factors contributes to the nature and extent of
corruption in a given setting.

Democratic Spain’s social and political organisation has undoubtedly
been influenced by a clientelist tradition which in turn reflects the nature of
state development. It could certainly be argued that path dependence has
contributed to the continued influence of clientelistic relationships,
particularly those involving political parties, and that this has been reflected
in a range of activities which some observers see as bordering on corruption
if not overtly corrupt. But Spain has also been subject to wider pressures and
trends which have affected political processes in all Europe’s established
democracies. It is possible that such pressures have generated new
incentives and opportunity structures for particular forms of corruption. It is
helpful in the context of this discussion to distinguish between ‘old-style’
clientelism, associated with patron–client relationships in predominantly
rural societies, and more modern versions linked to political parties.31 In this
latter version, parties act as patrons, but establish a relationship of mutual
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dependence with their clients (the electorate) on account of the need to win
support in the form of votes.32 Lyrintzis has described this process in the
Greek context as ‘bureaucratic clientelism’, whereby parties use the
resources of the state to build up clienteles by granting favours and resources,
leading to the systematic infiltration of the state machine by party devotees
who are thereby able to maintain control over the allocation of favours.33

Whereas Spain has long been associated with ‘classic’ clientelism, the
emergence of bureaucratic clientelism may reflect in part the circumstances
under which political parties were established after the Franco Dictatorship.
Parties faced a twin challenge in post-Franco Spain: as well as supporting the
creation of a democratic culture, they had to establish their own identities
within it. However, there was little time to sink roots in society: parties were
legalised a matter of months before the elections of June 1977. Electoral
success was a more immediate priority than developing a membership base.
Votes had to be the first objective; party structures could develop later –
although, as it would turn out, mass affiliation to the new parties never took
place and levels of party membership in Spain remained below the Euro-
pean average.34 Spanish parties have extended electoral and clientelistic,
rather than participatory, linkages to their supporters: party leaders
dominate their organisations and offer ‘favours’ in return for votes.35 Some
analysts have argued that the lack of a clear ruptura between the Franco
regime and the new democracy allowed established clientelistic networks to
continue operating: certainly, there is evidence that the UCD coalition,
under Adolfo Suárez, sought to take advantage of such networks.36 Indeed,
traditional practices of caciquismo were observed during the 1977 elections.
A local party leader in Segovia, interviewed by Gunther, recognised that
‘personal ties were very important in the selection of our candidates’.
Characteristics of UCD candidates, especially in rural provinces, included
prominent membership of Chambers of Agriculture, the Agricultural
Branches of the Francoist Vertical Syndicates, Irrigation Syndicates, or
positions in provincial delegations of the various Francoist ministries.37

Such concerns were not tied exclusively to the experience of the UCD
during the transitional period. Under the PSOE administration, an example
of ‘favours for votes’ concerned the Socialist heartland of Andalusia: under
Spanish law, in towns with a large rural proletariat, anyone who could
document working on a farm for sixty days in any one year qualified for
community employment benefits for the whole year. Official certification
was easy to come by if local officials decided not to look too closely at the
facts. In return for pledging support to the Socialists, a very vulnerable
sector of the population was helped to get through hard times and the PSOE
benefited from the clientelistic network which became established.38 In fact,
the Socialist administrations of Felipe González (1982–96) systematically
used their control of the state machinery to reward party members and
sympathisers by giving them jobs in the public administration. Between 1982
and 1994, more than half a million new state jobs were created.39 The PSOE
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also made direct appointments to some 25,000 administrative posts between
1984 and 1987, largely in relation to the new autonomous regions.40 Given
the small number of party members, such patronage appears highly signifi-
cant, with some 70 per cent of party members being either functionaries or
public office holders by the 1990s.41 In practice, however, the small numbers
involved (because of the small size of party membership) suggests that the
extent of bureaucratic clientelism in Spain should not be exaggerated.
Certainly there is little evidence to indicate that the PSOE engaged in a
similar scale of distributing jobs (or promises of jobs) to that of the Christian
Democratic and Socialist leaders in southern Italy.

Rather than develop relationships of exchange between party representa-
tives and voters, as in Italian case, the PSOE was more concerned to
establish links with business firms and entrepreneurs in order to secure party
funding.42 It is noteworthy that the Filesa/Malesa/Time Export affair, for
instance, formed part of a wider pattern of party-related corruption scandals
in western Europe which have emerged since the early 1990s: the Agusta-
Dassault military contracts affair in Belgium, the Urba and Elf Acquitaine
affairs in France, Helmut Kohl and secret CDU accounts in Germany, DC
and PSI involvement in a host of scandals in Italy, the funding of both
Conservative and Labour parties in the UK.43 These scandals cut across both
ideological and geographical divides, suggesting the likelihood of a common
causal factor at work in the organisational structure of west European
politics. The argument I seek to outline here is that the shift from ‘govern-
ment’ to ‘governance’, which has taken place in Spain as in other west
European democracies, has created new opportunity structures for corrup-
tion, especially where political parties are concerned. The transition from
‘government’ to ‘governance’ encompasses a shift of policy delivery from
traditional bureaucracies to a range of more fragmented service providers.44

The idea of governance thus covers such developments as the transfer of
policy responsibility to so-called third-sector agencies, the creation of quasi-
markets by separating purchasers and providers, and – most significant in
this context – extensive privatisation and contracting out. Known also as the
‘hollowing out of the state’, this steady ceding of power both to supra-
national and sub-national institutions (the European Union and the
Autonomous Communities in the case of Spain), alongside the creation of
independent and semi-independent agencies, has given rise to new networks
and power relationships in which governments act as just one amongst
several players.

The issue of privatisation is important. Rose-Ackerman has commented
that ‘the process of transferring assets to private ownership is fraught with
corrupt opportunities’.45 The Spanish privatisation process, under the Social-
ists in particular but also under the Partido Popular, has been decidedly
opaque as regards its precise operation, with questions raised about bribes
and back-handers in the award of concessions.46 Indeed, investigations
during 2001 into the role of the PP foreign affairs minister, Josep Pique, in
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the sale a decade earlier of Ertoil to Elf Acquitaine (the so-called Ercros
affair) was just one of a string of cases in which accusations have been made
about improper activity during state sell-offs. In Spain, as elsewhere,
contracting out (or the ‘out-sourcing’) of state supplies, has also contributed
to a sense that the accountability and transparency of government activity
have been undermined. Thus many of the changes associated with the shift
from government to governance and the hollowing out of the state can be
seen to have offered new opportunities for corruption – but not necessarily
the incentives which lead to those opportunities being acted upon.

It is undoubtedly the case that a major element in corruption cases is
straightforward rent-seeking behaviour by individuals, with the primary
incentive being the prospect of personal enrichment. Yet not all corruption
can be explained by self-interest or even individual motivation. Institutional
needs can also play a key role, and here the position of political parties is
critical. The chairman of Transparency International, Peter Eigen,
commented in October 2000 that ‘[t]he current wave of corruption scandals
we are witnessing across Europe is not about personal enrichment – it’s
about the purchase of access to policy-makers, and political parties are the
prime target in this game’.47 Political parties, particularly those in office,
have placed growing emphasis on cultivating relationships with the business
and financial worlds – and one obvious reason is that they require financial
support. Pilar del Castillo has described the role of brokers who mediate
between parties and business interests, negotiating the exchange of covert
funds for political influence.48 Spanish parties, like many in western Europe,
are state-funded – but, unlike in most other countries, the introduction of
state funding took place in parallel with the establishment of the parties
themselves at the start of the post-Franco transition. Most therefore had
limited financial patrimony on which they could rely. Whilst the principal
reason for adopting such a policy was to help ensure the survival of political
parties in what was seen as likely to be an increasingly media-dominated,
and therefore expensive, political marketplace, parties have none the less
struggled to generate sufficient income. Membership has remained low,
leading all Spain’s major parties into significant debt.

The requirement for extra resources in the context of low levels of
membership can certainly be seen as an incentive for parties to engage in
corrupt activity: ‘The demand for money makes even highly questionable
sources attractive to parties, and it is important to find ways of keeping such
funds hidden from public view.’49 Del Castillo states:

[t]he rules of party finance in Spain prescribe a dominant role for public
funding . . . By imposing a strongly statized system and condemning
private financing, continuing private financing operates outside the
control of the established mechanisms of the law. This system fosters
irregularities and corruption that would be less likely to develop in a
framework of complete freedom and disclosure.50
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Moreover, the adoption of state funding has also contributed to Spanish
parties resembling what Katz and Mair identified as ‘cartel parties’, heavily
reliant on state subsidies and with a professional core of salaried officials.51

Cartel parties tend to operate within the interstices between state and civil
society, leading to a risk of the distinction between the two spheres
becoming blurred as party bureaucracies effectively act as para-state
organisations. The shift from government to governance, meanwhile, has
further fuzzied the separation between public and private sectors, and given
rise to new opportunity structures for political parties to become involved in
corruption.

In sum, the argument in this section is that, whilst corruption has clearly
been a serious issue in democratic Spain, we should avoid collapsing the
various forms it has taken into some global assessment of the overall level of
corruption. In regard to political corruption, there have been abuses of
power – some linked to the country’s clientelist tradition (and involving all
major parties), but probably the most damaging involving the misuse of state
resources by the PSOE during the GAL scandal. There is little evidence of
systemic, routinised bureaucratic corruption in citizens’ day-to-day inter-
actions with state officials (i.e. having to pay bribes to receive service), as
opposed to venal rent-seeking behaviour on the part of a number of high-
profile individuals. But the particular nature of political party development
in Spain has not only given rise to a certain ‘cartelisation’, but has also
generated incentives to develop ever closer relationships with private
interests. In the meantime, the shift from government to governance has
created new opportunity structures to exploit such relationships in ways that
have contributed to many of the corruption scandals of the last decade. In
this regard, Spain stands comparison with most other established European
democracies – although, given the nature of corruption, we are unlikely ever
to know the full extent of corrupt activity in Spain.

Governance, scandal and cycles of contestation

Although corruption scandals in democratic Spain appeared to reach a peak
during the first half of the 1990s, they were hardly unknown before then.
Early in the transition, for instance, PSOE politicians found themselves
implicated in the West German Flick scandal through having received funds
from the SPD. More recently, too, there have been a number of significant
scandals, such the Ercros affair involving foreign minister Josep Pique,
supposed irregularities within the Ministry of the Environment in regard to
the expansion of the Yesa reservoir in Aragón, the resignation of Juan
Villalonga as head of Telefónica following allegations of insider trading, the
tax avoidance scandal involving the BBVA, and – most notably – the
Gescartera case, in which the brokerage company collapsed in 2001 having
‘lost’ major investment funds belonging to ONCE, the state institution
for social protection, amongst others.52 The Gescartera case led to the
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resignation of deputy treasury minister, Enrique Giménez-Reyna, whose
sister was managing director of the company, and of Pilar Valiente, head of
the Stock Exchange Commission, who was accused of passing confidential
information to Gescartera.

These latter scandals, which emerged under a PP administration,
attracted somewhat less frenzied media attention than did the scandals of
the mid-1990s under the PSOE. Indeed, according to The Economist it was
merely ‘all a bit embarrassing’ for the government of José María Aznar,
which had taken office in 1996 with a pledge to provide ‘clean government’.53

This brings us back to the question of perception raised at the start of this
chapter: what is the relationship between the objective circumstances of
corruption and the ways in which these reach the public domain? Did Spain
really become markedly less corrupt in the space of just five years, as
suggested in Transparency International’s Corruption Perceptions Index,
or is it rather that the issue has come to assume less public salience? Pujas
and Rhodes have described the generation of scandal as a process of
‘competitive elite mobilisation’, which follows a particular pattern: after the
revelation of usually small-scale corruption by magistrates, there follow
denunciation and an escalation of public outrage via a press campaign which
relies primarily on strategic leaks from the legal investigation. With public
opinion ‘scandalised’, politicians are subjected to a media-led campaign
which plays upon public indignation, and investigating magistrates are
encouraged to continue in their pursuit of corrupt activity.54

What has made such a process possible in western Europe is the changing
relationship since the end of the Cold War between political parties on the
one hand, and between political and other social actors on the other. In
contrast to the traditional organisation of political space in democratic
Europe during the Cold War era, when there was a clear ideological
distinction between left and right around which parties competed for votes,
the grounds of contemporary political competition have shifted. Control
over political space has been increasingly contested, with political parties
facing growing competition from the media and other interests to influence
public opinion. The long-established and clearly delineated boundaries
between the political, commercial, judicial and reporting worlds have
become steadily more porous, characterised by a growing number of high-
profile figures moving between these various spheres. Media proprietors
have become increasingly powerful political players in their own right,
politicians have developed closer ties with the business world, and
magistrates (such as Baltasar Garzón) have moved between the judiciary
and elected political office.55

In place of ideology, parties have increasingly sought to differentiate
themselves from their opponents on the basis of their claims to honesty,
reliability and effectiveness. The policy platforms which used to characterise
and distinguish left and right have increasingly converged, whilst the



Corruption, democracy and governance in Spain 57

pressure to demonstrate governmental effectiveness in an increasingly
complex and interdependent policy environment has led to an emphasis on
technocratic, rather than ideological, prescriptions.56 The grounds of
political competition have thus shifted, and political parties attempt to make
growing use of the public concern over corruption an issue over which
to attack their opponents. Indeed, as greater emphasis is placed by
organisations such as the World Bank and the European Union on ‘clean
government’ as a positive good, so parties have sought to claim the moral
high ground in order to appeal to ideologically disoriented voters.

What emerges, then, is a ‘cycle of contestation’ in which public attention is
captured by, and then ultimately tires of, media exposure of politicians’
shortcomings.57 The cycle is characterised by a process in which concern over
any given corruption scandal amongst both politicians and the public tends
to die down in parallel with the transient nature of media focus on news
stories: the media moves on, the public loses interest, and investigations run
out of steam.58 Such a cycle may help explain the seeming reduction in
the amount of corruption experienced in Spain after the Partido Popular
won power in 1996. Although, as we have seen, corruption scandals
continued, they generated far less media attention – a reflection, in part, of
over-saturation reducing the potential to generate scandal. Scandals are by
their very nature ephemeral. Corruption, on the other hand, is an ever-
present risk.
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4 Using terror against terrorists
The Spanish experience

Paddy Woodworth

Introduction

Since the ‘international war on terror’ declared by the United States after
the September 11th attacks on New York and Washington, we have been
reminded almost daily that terrorism is a threat to democracy. No democrat
would challenge that statement, but its apparent simplicity begins to unravel
as soon as we attempt to define these terms. The experience of recent
Spanish history indicates that the threat terrorism poses is more insidious –
and ultimately more dangerous – than is often realised.1 One of its greatest
dangers lies in the way in which terrorism tempts democracies to take short-
cuts, to break their own best rules. Terrorists begin to win when democracies
become less democratic in response to the terrorist threat. Concepts such as
tolerance, pluralism and respect for human rights must be numbered among
the potential long-term casualties of car-bombs and assassinations.

This chapter will look back on the war against terrorism which Spain has
been fighting for many years. In particular, it will examine the state’s use of
dirty war tactics against ETA in the 1980s, and the consequences for Spanish
democracy since then. When contemporary Spanish democracy was born,
with the 1978 constitution, the Spanish made the rule of law (Estado de
Derecho) the core value of their new society. That value would be sorely
tested over the next 20 years. The Spanish experience offers some valuable
insights into the ways in which counter-terrorists, as well as terrorists, can
undermine democracy.

Before we shift the focus entirely to Spain, however, we need to pause to
look briefly at the word ‘terrorism’ itself.

Defining terrorism – and state terrorism

Our experience of both the Basque and Irish conflicts over the last 30 years,
to go no further afield, should surely make us deeply uneasy with this word.
It often tells us more about its user’s point of view than about the situation
he or she is trying to describe. There is more than a grain of truth in a wry
comment made by the Irish playwright, Brendan Behan, a former IRA
bomber himself. Behan said that ‘the man with the small bomb is a terrorist,
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the man with the big bomb is a statesman’. All weapons of mass destruction
could indeed be legitimately considered terrorist from an ethical point of
view. The possession of nuclear, chemical and biological weapons implies a
willingness to terrorise civilian populations. It is no accident that analysts of
the Cold War period referred to the ‘balance of terror’ between NATO and
the Warsaw Pact.

Terrorism, though, is not a word we can easily avoid. It will be used here to
describe the illegitimate use of violence to achieve political goals. Immedi-
ately, however, we must make two crucial qualifications.2 First, such
violence should only be described as terrorist – that is, it is only illegitimate –
in a context where the democratic rule of law applies. When opposition
groups are denied the liberties of democracy, they may argue convincingly
that violence is their only option to achieve change. The African National
Congress (ANC) in apartheid South Africa, for example, used political
violence, among other strategies, to achieve democratic goals. The ANC
was clearly operating in a situation where all democratic freedoms were
denied to the vast majority of the population. Such violence can no more be
described meaningfully as terrorism than can the violence used by the
French Resistance against the Nazis. Conversely, it is equally important to
stress that the use of violence for political ends in a democracy is always
illegitimate, always terrorist.

Second, many commentators make a further distinction. The use of
violence against dictatorships is legitimate when its targets are representa-
tives of the state or members of the security forces, but terrorist when there
are civilian casualties. This qualification does, however, impose a moral
straitjacket on underground resistance movements, one that is not usually
imposed on the conventional armies of democracies. If the ANC’s bombing
of civilian bars must be described as terrorist, then so, surely, must the
bombing of Dresden by the RAF, to say nothing of the Russian bombing of
Chechnya in recent years.  We are back, in fact, to the question of whether or
not we should label the use of all weapons of mass destruction as terrorist per
se.We need to look at one more question about the term terrorism before we
move on to ETA’s violent campaign in pursuit of Basque independence, and
the Spanish state’s response to that campaign. The question is: can the term
terrorist be applied to actions carried out by the security forces? It seems
patently clear that it can: leaving a car-bomb on a busy street, assassinating
a political leader, shooting up a crowded bar, kidnapping, torturing and
‘disappearing’ suspects – all these actions terrorise the civilian population
for political ends, regardless of who carries them out.

Grant Wardlaw, an Australian specialist in terrorism theory, says that we
should ‘apply the term terrorism even-handedly to governments, groups and
individuals’.3 From this starting point, another qualification is especially
relevant to the Spanish situation we are about to examine. The use of
terrorism by a democratic administration is not only ethically wrong and
legally criminal: state terrorism is a disease which attacks the roots of the
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very democracy the administration purports to be defending. Worse still,
state terrorism will immunise the revolutionary terrorist groups from
criticism within their own community. And this immunisation may persist
for many years after such a campaign has been abandoned. That has
certainly been the case in Spain, as the consequences of the events which
unfolded in the French Basque Country in the mid-1980s illustrate all too
well.

The disappearance of Lasa and Zabala

On the night of 16 October 1983, two young Basques decided to go to a
village fiesta in the hinterland of Bayonne. Joxean Lasa and Joxe Zabala
seem to have led a fairly hectic social life. Like most young Basques, they
enjoyed txikiteando, a social custom which involves a rapid series of visits to
more bars than most of us can count. However, there was another and much
grimmer side to the two young men’s characters. They were members of
ETA, the Basque terrorist group, and had fled across the border from the
Spanish Basque Country some months previously, after a botched bank
raid.4 They had spent the Saturday night in question with other radical
Basques in Bayonne. At that time it was common knowledge that this town
was openly home to hundreds of ETA-supporting refugees. Around mid-
night, Lasa and Zabala borrowed car keys from one of their friends, but
never arrived at the fiesta. It turned out they had never even taken the car.
The two young men had simply disappeared. Or, as the Latin Americans put
it, they had ‘been disappeared’.

Demonstrators in Bayonne immediately accused the Spanish prime
minister Felipe González of being responsible for their murder. But they
had no proof whatsoever, not even proof that Lasa and Zabala had been
killed. For 11 years, their distraught relatives had no bodies to bury. In fact,
however, the bodies had been found, but not identified, only a year after the
disappearances. Thanks to the random curiosity of a hunting dog, their
remains – broken skeletons and a few bandages – were discovered, buried in
quicklime, in Alicante, 800 kilometres from Bayonne. But the local Guardia
Civil made no effort to match these remains with missing persons outside
that province. A local magistrate wanted the bones disposed of in a common
grave, but a diligent pathologist insisted they should be kept in a mortuary
drawer.

Ten years later, an equally diligent Alicante policeman was reading news
of the GAL investigations in Madrid. What he read made him wonder if
there was a connection between this shadowy organisation and the wretched
bundle of unidentified bones in the local mortuary. The GAL – Grupos
Antiterroristas de Liberación – had been responsible for a series of
shootings, bombings and kidnappings in the French Basque Country
between 1983 and 1987. They had killed 27 people, at least 9 of whom had no
connection with ETA. It had been evident from the outset that elements of
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the Spanish security forces were involved. In 1991, two middle-ranking
police officers, José Amedo and Michel Domínguez, had been convicted of
organising attacks on bars in St Jean de Luz and Bayonne.

 Every step of the GAL investigations had been obstructed by the Madrid
government. Privately assured that they had state backing, the two
policemen had pleaded not guilty, and kept their mouths shut, confident that
they would receive a quick pardon. After waiting in vain for three years, they
volunteered dramatic new evidence to a high-profile investigating magis-
trate, Baltasar Garzón.5 Amedo and Domínguez admitted participation in
the GAL, and implicated several key members of Spain’s former anti-
terrorist high command in its activities. The scandal became the story of the
year in Spain, as senior policemen were joined in custody by a former deputy
interior minister. Opposition politicians accused Felipe González of having
masterminded the GAL’s dirty war.

The diligent policeman in Alicante knew from the media that the bodies
of the GAL’s first victims, Lasa and Zabala, had never been found. But he
also read that there were rumours that they been buried in quicklime. He
sent dental records from the bones in the morgue to a prosecutor in Madrid.
The prosecutor consulted Lasa’s and Zabala’s families and confirmed the
identification of the bones. The news sparked a series of angry riots across
the Basque County, in which a Basque policeman received ghastly injuries.
This was just one small instance of how the GAL’s dirty war continued to
fuel a cycle of violence, long after the GAL itself had ceased to operate
in 1986.6

Indeed, the Lasa and Zabala saga was a massive propaganda coup for
ETA supporters. ETA had always claimed that little or nothing had changed
in the Basque Country since the Franco Dictatorship. The grim revelations
from Alicante, more proper to Pinochet’s Chile than to a democracy, made
that claim sound plausible, even to many people who abhorred ETA’s
violence. In the words of José Luis Barbería, one of the most experienced
and sober observers of the Basque scene, the GAL scandal made ‘rage
propagate itself like a blind tide, which threatens to bury all the Basques in
civil conflict’.7

Nevertheless, a great deal had of course changed in the Basque Country,
as in all of Spain, since the death of Franco. The outcome of the investigation
of the Lasa and Zabala case itself ultimately demonstrated precisely that.
On this occasion, the Spanish judiciary delivered remarkable results, aided
by a reformist Interior Ministry. In April 2000, 17 years after Lasa and
Zabala had disappeared, one of the Guardia’s Civil’s most charismatic
generals, Enrique Rodríguez Galindo, was convicted of their kidnapping
and murder. So was the Socialist civil governor of San Sebastian, Julen
Elgorriaga. A Madrid court found that the two men had organised an
irregular Guardia Civil unit to seize the two ETA members on French soil.
They were brought back to a villa in a smart suburb of San Sebastian, where
a special dungeon had been prepared. There they were interrogated for
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several weeks by two guardias with a well-deserved reputation as torturers.
Finally, in the chillingly euphemistic language of the investigating
magistrate, ‘General Galindo decided . . . given the lamentable physical
state of the two boys . . . that Lasa and Zabala should be taken to Alicante,
where they would be made to disappear.’8

Galindo and Elgorriaga were sentenced to 60 years in prison, and their
appeals have been rejected by Spain’s highest courts. The former general
remains in jail despite a campaign for pardon by his family, which has the
support of many influential figures in the Spanish establishment and media,
and a public petition which has attracted 100,000 signatures.9 It should be
said, however, that other high-profile GAL convicts have been treated much
more leniently, and that ETA terrorists are generally far more harshly
treated for similar crimes.10 The Lasa and Zabala case proved to be the most
dramatic of the GAL investigations, but it is only one of many.

ETA: the spiral of action–repression–action

To put the GAL’s dirty war in context, we must now return to the origins of
ETA late in the Franco Dictatorship.11 The acronym ETA stands for
Euskadi Ta Askatasuna – the Basque Country and Liberty. This group was
born as a clandestine student study circle in the 1950s. Its members were
young Basque nationalists impatient with the inaction of the Partido
Nacionalista Vasco (PNV) under the Franco regime. Franco’s repression of
Basque nationalists may not have been quite as bloody as that suffered by
the left elsewhere in Spain. But the Generalísimo’s determination to
eradicate the Basque language, culture and traditions made his Dictatorship
particularly suffocating in the region. The Franco regime confirmed, in the
lived experience of many Basques, what had previously seemed to be merely
nationalist rhetoric: their country now indeed appeared to be occupied by a
foreign power.12

The PNV focused on survival rather than resistance. It was good at
survival: it is one of those groups which are as much a society within a society
as a political party. Despite the repression, its members continued to meet
through a dense and extensive social network of choirs, mountaineering
clubs and, especially, gastronomic societies – the Basques do love their food.
Entertaining and sustaining as these activities may have been, they failed to
inspire the rising generation of nationalists, some of whom set up ETA in
1959. This group committed itself unambiguously to full independence for
the Basque Country. Within a year it had established a military wing, though
it was nine years before it carried out its first killing.13

During the 1960s, ETA went through intense ideological turmoil, heavily
influenced by Marxism and third-world liberation-movement thinking,
finally defining itself as ‘socialist’. Perhaps more significant, however, was its
espousal of a specific model of revolutionary practice in 1965. The so-called
‘spiral of action–repression–action’ is supposed to work like this: an initial



66 Paddy Woodworth

armed action by a revolutionary group produces a reaction of repression by
the state. This repression falls on a wider circle than the revolutionary group,
alienating sectors of the population from the state. The revolutionary group
thus gains popular sympathy, a broader support base, and new members.
The revolutionary group is then able to undertake more, and more dramatic
armed actions, which in turn provoke wider indiscriminate repression, which
duly produces more support for the group. This spiral should ultimately
build to a full-scale and victorious popular uprising.14

While ETA’s spiral has never approached that level, it has provided
sufficient grim momentum to sustain the group in action, with generation
after generation of new militants and supporters, for more than three
decades. For the spiral to function at all, however, the state must respond to
revolutionary violence with the kind of illegitimate repression that will win
popular sympathy for the revolutionaries. Saturation police presence,
indiscriminate arrests, torture of suspects and extrajudicial killings are all
essential grist to this particular mill. Under the Franco Dictatorship, the
Spanish state responded to the stimulus of ETA’s violence like one of
Pavlov’s dogs.

In 1968 ETA escalated its armed campaign. The group graduated from
bombing Francoist war memorials to killing members of Franco’s security
forces. A young guardia civil was shot dead by a charismatic ETA leader,
Txabi Etxebarrieta, in a chance encounter. This action by ETA immediately
triggered the repression which the group’s model predicted – and required.
Within 24 hours, Etxebarrieta had himself been shot dead. ETA had its first
victim, and its first martyr, in the space of a day. The huge attendance at
masses commemorating Etxebarrieta showed that ETA had struck a deep
chord in the Basque populace.

The dynamic spiral of action–repression–action continued to function in
ETA’s favour throughout the late Franco period. Further armed actions
were countered by the imposition of states of emergency. An aggressive
police force occupied city centres and put check-points on every country
road. Torture was commonplace, and the victims often had no connection
with ETA. Franco’s security forces became the best recruiting sergeants the
Basque revolutionaries could desire. The spiral reached a spectacular climax
in 1973. Striking in the heart of Madrid, ETA used a sophisticated tunnel-
bomb to assassinate Franco’s prime minister and intended political heir,
Admiral Luis Carrero Blanco. While all the major democratic opposition
parties formally condemned the killing, many of their members were at
least ambiguous about it in private, and some of them celebrated with
champagne.

This raises the question of whether we should consider this assassination
and other attacks in this period, as terrorist acts. Referring back to the
criteria cited earlier, ETA was operating in a context where all democratic
routes to their goals were closed off. Moreover, Carrero Blanco was no
innocent civilian but a key representative of the anti-democratic regime.
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The killing of Carrero Blanco can certainly be justified in the abstract – if
one is not a pacifist. Hindsight shows us, however, that in practice such
actions can set a very ominous precedent, and create their own negative
momentum. Carrero’s assassination had the effect of ‘sacramentalising’ the
use of violence for future generations of young Basques, with disastrous
consequences.

The first dirty war against ETA

Carrero Blanco himself left another hidden legacy, which also did much to
favour ETA’s continued existence. As prime minister, he had found that not
even the formidable repressive machinery available to him under Francoist
legality could stem the rising tide of militant democratic opposition.
Meanwhile, far-right groups, like the Warriors of Christ the King, were
springing up and using extra-legal violence against democrats. It appears
that Carrero Blanco decided to bring these ‘uncontrolled’ groups under
control. He wanted to use them to fight a dirty war – outside the law but
protected by the state – against the opposition, and especially against ETA.
The Madrid car-bomb ended Carrero’s involvement in this plan, but his
lieutenants gradually brought it to fruition.

A sustained campaign of assassinations, bombings and arson got under
way in the Basque Country within two years of Carrero’s death. An elusive
new organisation, which usually called itself the Batallón Vasco-Español
(the Basque-Spanish Battalion) targeted ETA members and many ordinary
Basque citizens as well. Its death squads were largely made up of mercen-
aries, directed by members of the security forces.15

The Basque-Spanish Battalion operated from 1975 to 1981. This period
covers virtually the whole of Spain’s supposedly exemplary transition to
democracy. It includes Franco’s death, the legalisation of opposition parties,
the referendum on the 1978 democratic constitution, the approval of the
Basque statute of autonomy and the attempted coup d’état in the Spanish
parliament by Lieutenant-Colonel Antonio Tejero. Given the experience of
dirty war throughout this period, it is perhaps not surprising that the
transition to democracy looked rather less rosy in the Basque Country than
elsewhere in Spain.16

ETA escalates terrorist attacks under democracy

During the very same period, it must also be stressed, ETA became more
lethally active than ever. In the mid-1970s, the group had averaged about 15
killings a year. In 1978 that figure more than quadrupled, and by 1980 it
reached a peak of 91. How can we explain this? Why, in the very years when
Spain adopted a democratic constitution, and a majority of Basques voted in
favour of Madrid’s offer of a statute of autonomy, should ETA have
escalated its violent campaign in this way? Why had a total amnesty for ETA
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prisoners failed to bring a single day’s peace? Most critically, why did up to
20 per cent of the Basque electorate still support ETA’s political fronts?

It would take far too long to attempt to answer those questions com-
prehensively here. Briefly, however, I think that three basic factors were
involved.17

First, ETA’s origins, and specific aspects of Basque religion and culture,
created a strong tendency to fetishise decisive ‘action’, and recoil from the
messy compromise involved in democratic politics.18 Second, the Francoist
regime, and the transitional Suárez administrations, continued to offer more
than enough illegitimate state violence, augmented by the Basque-Spanish
Batallion’s dirty war, to keep the action–repression–action spiral in
operation. Third, and perhaps most problematically, the entire Basque
nationalist community, moderate and radical, had refused to endorse the
1978 constitution, at least partly because it did not offer the Basques the
right to self-determination.

Ironically, this was also the constitution which laid such great emphasis on
replacing the arbitrary rule of the Dictatorship with the Estado de Derecho.
Roughly translated this means the rule of law. The concept includes the
separation of powers, the judicial oversight of government decisions, and
human rights guarantees.19 All of these principles would either be violated,
or come under extreme pressure, during the GAL campaign and the GAL
investigations.

The moderate Basque nationalists of the PNV, and former supporters of
ETA’s ‘political-military’ wing in Euskadiko Ezkerra, appeared to return to
the Spanish constitutional fold in 1980. Both parties endorsed a statute of
autonomy within the terms of the constitution they had rejected. Under this
statute, the Basque have enjoyed powers of self-government probably
unequalled by any region in Europe. However, the radicals who supported
ETA’s hardline ‘military’ wing emphatically rejected the new institutions.
Grotesquely exaggerated as it may sound, ETA-Militar20 supporters saw,
and see, ‘armed struggle’ as their last and legitimate resort against what they
call ‘genocide’ – the assimilation of their nation into a state they regard
as alien.

This was the intractable conflict which Felipe González’s youthful and
dynamic Socialist Party (PSOE) inherited when it won its historic absolute
majority in 1982. González’s administration was the first post-Franco
Spanish government with clean hands. By this I mean that, unlike many of
the ministers in the transitional administrations, all its members were free
from any close association with the Dictatorship. The Socialist Party victory
came at a time when Spain was still badly shaken by Tejero’s coup attempt
only 15 months earlier. The army and other security forces were still
dominated by former Francoists. They were still deeply distrustful of
democracy, and doubly so of a government they suspected of being Marxist.
ETA’s continuing campaign was probably the greatest single factor in
keeping that distrust on the edge of insurrection. The Socialists were
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painfully aware of the terrible price exacted from Spain’s last left-of-centre
government, the 1936 Popular Front, for failing to maintain ‘public order’. If
ETA continued to kill army officers and policemen, this government could
also be short-lived.

Initially, the Socialists expected that ETA would at least offer them a
breathing space, a de facto truce during which, perhaps, some new
accommodation might have been hammered out. Instead, González and his
colleagues got a rude awakening. Only days after he was elected prime
minister, ETA killed a general, the commander of the Brunete armoured
division. This was one of the Spanish army’s elite units, and had come
perilously close to participating in Tejero’s coup. By the end of the year,
ETA had claimed five more victims. The new interior minister, José
Barrionuevo, and his deputy, Rafael Vera, found that hardly a week passed
without their having to attend a funeral, face to face with officers furiously
demanding a harder line against the terrorists.

Coupled with this tremendous pressure at home, the Socialists met with a
grave disappointment abroad. As we have seen, the French Basque Country
had long been a sanctuary for ETA militants. France was proud of its
reputation as a land which gave asylum to opponents of despotic regimes,
and had been slow to recognise Suárez’s governments as fully democratic.
But now, with parties affiliated to the Socialist International in government
in both Paris and Madrid, surely the Spanish could expect France to start
extraditing suspected terrorists to a fraternal democracy? Here again the
Socialists got a very nasty shock. France’s interior minister refused to take
Barrionuevo’s requests for extraditions seriously. He denied that senior
ETA members, who were visible to any well-informed observer on the
streets of Bayonne, were sheltering on French territory. Paris clearly wanted
to do nothing, at this stage, to disturb the delicate status quo in the French
Basque Country. González’s youthful and inexperienced government found
itself between a rock and a very hard place. As the funerals stacked up
through early 1983, it seems that elements in the security forces made some
members of this government an offer they found impossible to refuse.

The GAL in operation

The Basque-Spanish Battalion’s dirty war had petered out, somewhat
mysteriously, after Tejero’s coup had failed, but its expertise was still
available. According to one well-informed figure, Javier Pradera, launching
the new dirty war was simply a question of supply and demand. Pradera is a
senior journalist with El País, and one of ETA’s severest critics. He was a
close friend, confidante and supporter of the most senior Socialists on many
issues, but he believes they made a fatal error at this point. His conjecture is
that, in the case of the GAL, the supply came from the security forces, and
the demand from the Socialists. During my research for Dirty War, Clean
Hands, he told me:
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Someone in the state apparatus – we don’t know exactly who – accepted
the offer from these groups who said: ‘Give us the money and cover, and
we will clean things up for you. If you give us a free hand, we will finish
off ETA in a very short space of time. We don’t want to do it in an
amateur way, like it was done before, and under the fear we would be
reprimanded for doing it. We want to do it with the security of knowing
that we have the political support of a left-wing and democratic party.’
Well, knowing the Socialist leadership as I know them, Pradera said, I
think they could have fallen into that trap.21

 Pradera stressed that he was reconstructing a hypothetical conversation.
However, we now know that the pros and cons of launching a new dirty war
were being seriously analysed at the highest level by Spanish military
intelligence in the early months of the first González administration. A
paper drawn up in July, whose authenticity has been confirmed by the
Spanish Supreme Court, warned of the dangers of such operations. Rather
prophetically, military intelligence showed a keen appreciation that such
actions, if traced to the security forces, would be counter-productive and
boost popular support for ETA. Nevertheless, it concludes that ‘we consider
the most advisable form of action to be use of disappearances through
kidnapping’.22

Just months later, Lasa and Zabala disappeared. Over the next three
years, the GAL carried out dozens of attacks. The modus operandi varied.
The GAL started off with several kidnappings. Then there was a series of
surgically precise executions of significant members of ETA, particularly in
the first year of the campaign. Later, there were several car-bombs and a
number of random gun and grenade attacks on crowded bars. The concerns
of the military intelligence theoreticians seem to have been ignored; their
fears about boosting support for ETA were certainly realised.

The GAL’s death squads, so far as we know for certain from proven court
testimony, were either mercenaries acting on the direction of the Spanish
national police or civil guards reporting to their own commanders. There
may have been other groups involved. On one occasion, a death squad made
up of mercenaries was instructed to shoot ‘anyone with beards’ in a café in
Bayonne. On arrival, they found the bar was crowded with women and
children. They withdrew without firing. They were reprimanded by their
Spanish police controller, who told them that they were being squeamish.
The women in such bars, he said – and presumably the men without beards
as well – could all be assumed to be members of ETA. The following night,
the mercenaries returned to another bar in Bayonne, which has an entirely
glass frontage. Through it, they could see that two girls under five years old
were among the customers. ‘What about the children?’ one of the
mercenaries asked. His comrade replied decisively: ‘Let’s hit the children
too. ETA wouldn’t worry about something like that. That is how they
operate themselves.’23 This philosopher-king among hit-men was succinctly
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establishing the moral equivalence between state terrorism and its
revolutionary counterpart. The two little girls were both seriously wounded,
as the mercenaries raked the bar with shotgun and submachine-gun fire.

Achievements – and consequences – of the GAL

What did the democratic politicians who, actively or passively, approved the
GAL hope to achieve from such operations? Did they achieve these goals,
and, if so, what was the cost to Spanish democracy? I think we can say that
the goals of the dirty war were threefold: keeping the military and police
onside with democracy; hitting ETA hard; and pressurising France to crack
down on the terrorists in their ‘French sanctuary’.

We have seen that the Socialists were under immense pressure from the
security forces to take a harder line against ETA. Andrés Cassinello, a
senior general whose cynicism about democracy was notorious, said that the
GAL was ‘an imaginative campaign, successfully conducted’.24 We can take
it that his views were widely shared among his comrades, and that the dirty
war did provide a kind of safety valve for the angry frustrations of the
military and the police. It is a sad reflection, however, that the leadership of
a great democratic party like the PSOE preferred to appease the Francoists
within the security forces rather than to purge them.

Did the GAL really hit ETA hard? Several senior leaders of ETA were
indeed shot dead by them. Such killings were obviously a short-term blow to
the organisation. Nevertheless, ETA maintained its early 1980s killing rate
of roughly 40 victims a year throughout the GAL period. In 1987, the year
the GAL’s guns fell silent, ETA actually pushed that figure up to 54. The
elimination of experienced activists may have driven ETA to become more
reckless in the use of explosives, and to target civilians rather than the
security forces, thus pushing up the numbers killed. Such a change in
direction hardly constitutes a democratic success against terrorism.

 The cost to Spanish democracy, in any case, was very high indeed. ETA’s
skilful propagandists turned each GAL victim’s funeral into an act of well-
publicised and potent political theatre. ETA’s claim that its violence was
merely a response to the violence of the state is not supported by the
statistics, even during the GAL period. But the GAL campaign gave this
view popular currency, far outside the ranks of ETA’s own political wing,
Herri Batasuna. This was borne out by the GAL’s only political assassin-
ation, which was also its only action on the Spanish side of the border. Santi
Brouard was a popular medical doctor and Herri Batasuna’s most
charismatic leader. He was shot dead in October 1984, as he tended a young
child in his Bilbao surgery. His funeral was attended by as many as half a
million people, a staggering demonstration of support in a region of less than
three million.

GAL operations like the killing of Santi Brouard made the core task of
ETA supporters much easier: this was to persuade the first Basque generation
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that grew up under democracy that the new liberties and institutions were
merely a facade for the old Francoist repression.

Targeting the French sanctuary

The Socialist politicians who sponsored the GAL must have been aware of
this. But they obviously believed that the death squads were producing
positive effects which outweighed the negative fallout. It has been widely
noted that the GAL stopped operating once France committed itself to
effective and energetic collaboration against ETA suspects. Rafael Vera, a
former deputy interior minister indirectly conceded this in an interview he
gave me in 1997. ‘I believe that, speaking objectively, the dirty war was a
help in this respect.’25 A year after that interview took place, Vera was
convicted for participating in the kidnapping of Segundo Marey, the first
action publicly claimed by the GAL. It was also significant in that Marey was
known to be an innocent man, having been mistaken for an ETA member by
GAL mercenaries. Nevertheless, according to evidence given to Judge
Garzón,26 senior Interior Ministry figures decided to keep Marey in illegal
detention for ten days. They realised that holding an ordinary French citizen
could put more pressure on the French government than holding an ETA
member. In fact it seems that from the beginning the death squads were
working to an agenda aimed less at decapitating ETA than at persuading
Paris to abolish the group’s ‘French sanctuary’.

The dirty war certainly succeeded in creating an unprecedented climate
of terror in the French Basque Country. The GAL is often described as
chronically inefficient, given the high proportion of entirely innocent people
it killed and wounded. However, it seems more likely, cynical though it may
sound, that at least some of these ‘mistakes’ were deliberate. The threat to
French citizens was indeed much more persuasive to the French
government, and especially to French public opinion, than the killing of
ETA refugees. The price of being the land of asylum simply became too
high, even for those French Basques who regarded the ETA diaspora with
some benevolence.

From 1987 onwards, the French expelled hundreds of ETA suspects to
Spain. This shift in French policy has undoubtedly seriously undermined
ETA’s infrastructure, and was probably a major factor in the decline in the
group’s level of armed activity in the 1990s. As we are reminded all too
often, however, ETA still retains significant terrorist capacity today. Above
all, it has retained a remarkable level of popular support, the sine qua non
for an indigenous terrorist group to remain viable, as it were, in a democracy.

 ETA owes its deep roots in Basque society to complex causes, as we have
seen. But there can be no doubt that the GAL campaign gave those roots
vital nurture in the 1980s. Furthermore, the blatant obstruction of the GAL
investigations in the 1990s also provided fertile ground for Basque
scepticism about Spanish democracy. That democracy, unfortunately, had
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countenanced the kind of illegitimate repression which is an essential
component of ETA’s model of an ongoing spiral of violence.

Patxo Unzueta, another El País journalist, and an acute critic of ETA (of
which he was a leader in the 1960s), wrote that:

the GAL . . . have been decisive in the generational reproduction of
nationalist violence in the Basque Country . . . Even conceding that the
GAL were efficient in convincing the French . . . to dismantle the ETA
sanctuary installed in their territory, the GAL were much more efficient
as a destabilising factor in the democratic system and as a catalyst for a
new flow of members to ETA.

‘That is the paradox of terrorism’, Unzueta continues. ‘By itself, it is
impotent to overthrow the democratic state. But a mistaken response by
that same state can seriously destabilise the system.’27

The scandal of the GAL continued to destabilise Spanish democracy long
after the GAL ceased to kill people. Throughout the 1990s, Felipe González
and many of his colleagues used every political and judicial trick in the book
to prevent the truth about the GAL being known. There were times when
this policy of obstruction stretched the relationship between executive and
judiciary to breaking point. Indeed, there were times when González
seemed to attack the very principle of the separation of powers between
these two pillars of democracy.28 To this day, González refuses to acknow-
ledge what the courts have revealed about his administration.

Yet he does not seem to be able to speak about the subject without
ambiguity, without implying that the GAL had not been such a bad thing
after all. González’s famous dictum that ‘democracy is defended in the
sewers as well as in the salons’,29 is sadly typical of his debased argument in
this debate. His stance, and that of most of his party, damaged the credibility
of democratic politics, not only in the Basque Country, but throughout
Spain.

Manipulating the GAL scandal, muddying the waters

This damage to democracy and the standing of democratic institutions
during the period of the GAL investigations was compounded by the
conjuncture of several extraordinary circumstances in the early 1990s. The
opportunistic manipulation of the GAL scandal by an unholy alliance of
forces hostile to González further muddied the waters of this already turbid
affair. Legitimate (indeed essential) questions about the government’s links
to state terrorism became entangled in an obscure plot to blackmail the
government. The confusion among the public which this manoeuvre
generated gave the PSOE, in turn, an opportunity to paint all critics of the
GAL as anti-democratic conspirators. Those sections of the political
opposition, the media and the judiciary who had links to this conspiracy, or
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thought they could exploit it, did Spanish democracy a service almost as
poor as those who were trying to cover up the traces of the dirty war.

The complex narrative of this aspect of the legacy of the GAL demands
too much space to recount in full here. But some of its salient points will
indicate the dangerous opportunities which the dirty war created for unscru-
pulous forces with no interest in democracy, justice or the rule of law.30 The
context for conspiracy was created by González’s extraordinary success in
holding on to power, against all expectations, in the 1993 general elections.
José María Aznar’s revamped Partido Popular had been in the ascendant in
the early 1990s. Its leadership was confident that the odour of corruption
which had enveloped the PSOE would be sufficient to turn a majority of
voters away from the Socialists and towards the PP after 11 years in power.

González, however, here played his last master-stroke as PSOE leader.
He ostensibly demonstrated his determination to reform his administration
by successfully inviting some of his severest critics to stand as parliamentary
candidates for his party. These included Baltasar Garzón, the judge who had
investigated Amedo and Domínguez so tenaciously, and another magistrate
with strong human rights credentials, Juan Alberto Belloch. The Spanish
public, probably also unconvinced by the PP’s claim to have shifted from the
hard right to the centre-right, decide to give the PSOE one more chance,
albeit as a minority government.

The frustration felt by the PP leadership in the aftermath of this election
can hardly be overstated. There was undoubtedly a feeling in the party that
if normal democratic methods could not drive the PSOE from power after so
many years, other means would have to be considered. Even opinion-
formers and ideologues not sympathetic to the PP convinced themselves it
was their democratic duty to re-establish alternation of power in Spain, even
by dubious strategies. This feeling was rife in sectors of the media which had
become deeply hostile – viscerally so, in fact – to the Socialists’ apparent
hegemony in Spanish society. They claimed this was analogous to the
position of the Mexican PRI, which had never lost an election in 70 years,
despite massive corruption and human rights violations. Two key journalists
who held these views were Pedro J. Ramírez, editor of El Mundo, and Luis
María Anson, editor of ABC. Anson subsequently admitted that a cabal of
top media figures had decided to put the screws on González to a point
which could have ‘affected the stability of the state’.31

The dramatic fall from grace of the charismatic and maverick banker,
Mario Conde in December 1993 seems to have provided an opportunity to
move against González that some of his enemies could not resist. When the
Bank of Spain deprived Conde of control of his own bank, Banesto, after an
emergency audit, he found himself facing very serious fraud charges. He was
desperate for a lever against a government and financial establishment he
believed had shut him out of its own golden circle. And he found a powerful
ally in a senior military intelligence agent, Colonel Juan Alberto Perote,
who had also just lost his job.32
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Perote had left his office with many classified documents, some of which
appeared to incriminate not only the administration, but González himself,
in the GAL.33 He showed these documents to Conde, who promptly
recommended that they should share the same defence lawyer, Jesús
Santaella. This lawyer then took the audacious step of asking for a private
meeting with the prime minister. Even more exceptionally, González agreed
to receive him. Santaella denies that he attempted to blackmail González,
claiming that he was merely sharing information and concern about the
circulation of documents prejudicial to state security. But he made
outrageous demands on behalf of his clients, including massive financial
‘compensation’ for Conde.

Some sort of deal may have been struck, but if so it unravelled over the
summer of 1995, and documents identical to those taken from the CESID by
Perote34 began to appear on the front pages of El Mundo, apparently
implicating the government and its top 1980s counter-terrorists more and
more directly in the GAL. These leaks often coincided with judicial moves
against Perote or Conde. In 1997, El País revealed details of a 1994 meeting
which linked El Mundo’s Pedro J. Ramírez, the key GAL witness José
Amedo,35 and Aznar’s future deputy prime minister Francisco Álvarez
Cascos. This meeting occurred prior to crucial judicial revelations about the
Interior Ministry’s links to the GAL. By this time, the idea that the PP was
directly involved in conspiratorial moves to unseat González was firmly
rooted in the Spanish public mind.36 And another remarkable turn of events
after the 1993 PSOE election victory had contributed to an equally strong
belief that the judiciary was also tainted by this conspiracy.

Baltasar Garzón had been returned to the Cortes as one González’s MPs
in 1993, but he left the administration in controversial circumstances the
following year. Returning to his judge’s chambers, he found a GAL
investigation on his desk, which he pursued with a relentless energy that
many observers believed was generated by personal animus against the
premier for not making him a minister. These charges have never been
substantiated, however. Maverick as he undoubtedly is, Garzón is probably
far too much his own man to participate in a conspiracy. Some of the
conspirators certainly passed through his hands, and the evidence they left
behind was sometimes reliable, sometimes not. Good testimony from bad
witnesses was a characteristic of the GAL cases, another distorting mirror in
this murky saga.37

While the various conspiracies associated with the GAL investigations
make the establishment of the facts even more problematic, they do not
support the Socialist argument that links between their administration
and the dirty war were fabricated by their enemies. The PSOE, as the late
novelist and commentator Manuel Vázquez Montalbán pointed out,
‘sometimes have fallen back on the childish formula that because the aims of
the conspirators are illegitimate, the facts did not exist. Excuse me, Sir, the
facts did exist.’38
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The conspiracies tell us much about the state of Spanish political culture in
the 1990s, but the buck for the dirty war still stops at the González cabinet
table. No judicial responsibility has been attached to the former prime
minister for the dirty war. But the conviction for GAL crimes of his long-
term interior minister, and most of his 1980s terrorist high command, make
his political responsibility crystal clear.

One cheer for democracy

This account of the GAL would be incomplete without making one positive
point: despite all the machinations, obstruction and hypocrisy involved, the
GAL investigations do suggest something remarkably healthy in the new
Spanish democratic institutions. It is notoriously difficult to subject Interior
Ministries and security forces to effective scrutiny in any country. Think of
the huge difficulties faced – and not yet overcome – by the likes of the
Stalker, Stevens and Saville inquiries into Britain’s alleged use of state
terror in Northern Ireland. Then compare the achievement of democratic
sectors of the Spanish judiciary, aided by courageous investigative
journalists and a minority of campaigning politicians and intellectuals. It is a
remarkable record, especially in a country that had so recently emerged
from a dictatorship. If the GAL was a dark stain on Spanish democracy – and
it was – then the relative success of the investigations was an example which
much more established democracies would do well to follow. The Spanish
courts have shown they have the nerve, when presented with sufficient
evidence under due process, to convict very senior counter-terrorist
politicians, policemen and generals.

However, several commentators, including senior jurists, have pointed to
a flaw in the GAL sentences, which brings us back to the question of the
nature of terrorism itself. This was the failure, or refusal, of the courts to
recognise that the GAL was a terrorist organisation. In the first Amedo case,
in 1991, a Madrid court ruled that the crime of terrorism only existed if the
aim was to destroy democracy. Groups like the GAL, which claimed to be
defending democracy, could not be defined as terrorist even if, as the court
so delicately put it, they used ‘reprehensible methods’.39

When the Supreme Court convicted the 1980s anti-terrorist high
command for the Segundo Marey kidnapping in 1998, the judges explicitly
closed this rather extraordinary loophole. Nevertheless, they argued that
the defendants were not terrorists, mainly because the kidnappers did not
seek to produce ‘the alarm or fear specific to terrorism’.40 This judgement
curiously ignores both the calculated impact of the kidnapping on Segundo
Marey’s fellow citizens, and the communiqué which the GAL left with the
victim, which clearly threatened further attacks.41 In the Lasa and Zabala
case two years later, the prosecutor Jesús Santos made a lucid and
impassioned case to show that General Galindo and his colleagues were
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state terrorists. Yet again, the court convicted the defendants of specific and
appalling crimes, but resisted calling them terrorists.42

It is therefore arguable that, despite the judiciary’s relatively laudable
record in prosecuting GAL crimes, there was and still is some inhibition
about recognising the full enormity of what this organisation represented in
a democracy. The courts, it seemed, dared not speak the real name of the
GAL’s campaign or pursue its relationship to government beyond certain
limits.

Positive lessons and uncertain prospects

There is no doubt, though, that there were some other positive consequences
of the GAL debacle. Spanish citizens have learned the hard way that
democratic governments and their security forces can abuse power in
terrible ways. But they have also learned that politicians and counter-
terrorists can, to some degree at least, be held accountable. And, given what
public opinion has learned from the GAL investigations, it seems unlikely
that any democratic government in Madrid will ever re-activate the dirty
war option against ETA.

The centre-right Partido Popular may be no more ideologically immune
to such a temptation than the Socialists. Perhaps rather less so. But the PP’s
record in opposition, when it attacked the Socialist Party so relentlessly for
its links to death squads, meant that it could hardly espouse a dirty war
strategy once in power. More positively, it seems fairly clear that its counter-
terrorist strategists have indeed understood the degree to which a dirty war
undermines the democratic struggle against political violence. There were
shoot-to-kill incidents in the Basque Country after the PP came to power in
1996, and at least one person died in circumstances that suggest an extra-
judicial killing. But all the evidence is that such incidents, deplorable as they
are, were aberrations, and not part of any officially sanctioned campaign.
And we must remember that ETA’s persistent targeting of the Partido
Popular’s vulnerable local councillors must often have made the temptation
to go outside the law bitterly attractive.

Some observers argue, however, that the PP’s post-2000 strategy of
banning Batasuna, and indeed its crusading zeal against Basque nationalism
in general, could have counter-productive effects similar to the damage
done by the GAL. The jury is still out on this question, and this is not the
place to call it in, but it must be said that the banning of any political party in
a democracy is very disturbing step, and deserves very careful scrutiny.
Moreover, the extraordinarily close co-ordination between the executive
and the judiciary in these matters raises very serious concerns that these two
powers are still far less separate in Spain than they should be.43

Spain’s experience of the GAL teaches us a fundamental lesson: when
democracy breaks its own rules to fight terrorism, it is democracy that is
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damaged, and the terrorists who make gains. It may be that this applies as
much in the political and judicial fields as in the specific area of counter-
terrorist operations.
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5 Terrorism and nationalist conflict
The weakness of democracy in the
Basque Country

José Manuel Mata1

Translated by Alejandro Quiroga

According to most analysts, democracy in the Basque Country is weak and
even in crisis. The Basque Country is today convulsed by terrorism, backed
by a significant collective, with an anti-system and anti-democratic culture
with totalitarian features. Nationalist parties and organisations have created
tensions within the political and social arena with a discourse that challenges
the state and the rule of law and its institutions – especially since the so-
called Lizarra Pact and ETA ceasefire in 1998 and later with the so-called
Ibarretxe Plan. In the Basque Country today there is still a biased ethno-
political substratum that mistakes being Basque for being nationalist. The
Basque citizens are divided because those political forces which consider
that just one sector of the population possesses the original features of the
Basque people have tried to capture social and political legitimacy. In sum,
there has been a breakdown of the consensus necessary to hold a democratic
system together.

The framework of Basque autonomy

The CAV (Comunidad Autónoma Vasca, Basque Autonomous Com-
munity) has a Statute of Autonomy which was approved in the 1979
referendum by the Basque people. The Statute is the main legal body of a
self-governing system, which is, in turn, unique and unlike that of the other
Spanish autonomous communities. The CAV’s internal political framework
is based on a provincial (foral) system. This system divides the CAV into
three historical territories according to the traditional characteristics of the
Basque Country’s institutional design, including a specific ‘economic
agreement’ (concierto económico) – the latter being one of the sources of
legitimacy (if not the most important) of the current autonomous model.

In addition to the executive and legislative powers enjoyed by the
Community and the provincial administrations, a Basque Supreme Court of
Justice also operates in the CAV. Among the CAV’s most important powers
are those related to local councils, public order, tax collection, the health
system, labour relations, education, culture and the mass media. One of the
main pillars of the CAV is the ‘economic agreement’, a deal which entitles
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the Basque government to collect all taxes, a share of which it then passes on
to the state. The implementation of home rule has also endowed the Basque
government with a great deal of symbolic power, such as the official
promotion of the Basque anthem and flag, the creation of a Basque police
force (ertzaintza), the fostering of the Basque language and the legal
mechanisms to incorporate Navarre into the CAV. Even though the com-
plete transfer of powers and competences established in the Statute has not
been completed, most scholars point out that the Statute of Autonomy has
endowed the Basque Country with the highest level of regional self-
government in the European Union.2

Moreover, the Basque Statute and the Spanish Constitution acknowledge
the possibility of transferring exclusive state competences to the Basque
government and establish provisions for a further development of the
Statute beyond its current limits. By the same token, both the Constitution
and the Statute have their own legal mechanisms to be reformed. The
Statute is an ‘open’ norm in all senses. There is no pre-established limit.
Theoretically, all competences may be transferred to the Basque government,
although technically there could be some limits regarding legal proceedings.

The Statute states that Basques are all those administratively registered in
any municipality of the CAV. It also assigns to Basque authorities the task of
protecting and fostering the fundamental rights and duties established by
the Constitution. In addition, the Statute divides the CAV into three
provinces, the Historic Territories of Álava, Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya, and
opens the door to an eventual incorporation of Navarre, whenever the
Navarrese people choose it.

The historical development of each of the Historic Territories, or Basque
provinces, has differed and each has had different cultural and political
features and diverse political behaviour. Every province has a specific and
relevant set of powers (for example, tax collection) which is co-ordinated by
and, at the same time, ‘competes’ with the CAV government. This peculi-
arity is included in and legitimised by the Spanish Constitution.

The struggle over the Statute

Nowadays, the Statute is one of the cornerstones of the conflict in the
Basque Country. Whereas the nationalist parties consider the Statute
useless, the constitutionalist parties underline its validity. There are three
main areas in which the Statute is at the core of the conflict. First, Spanish
integration into the European Union limited the level of regional autonomy
within the state, as well as the state level of autonomy within the Union.
Initially, integration led to tensions because of the necessary harmonisation
over a range of issues between the Basque and the Spanish governments and
Brussels. Second, the Constitutional Court turned down the main articles
of the LOAPA, a bill seeking to establish a basic symmetry between all
Autonomous Communities. Third, nationalists claim that the basis of the
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agreement within the Statute has been broken, since not all powers have
been transferred to the Basque government. Therefore, they feel entitled to
challenge the whole Statute.

As some scholars have correctly pointed out, instruments to facilitate the
regional governments’ participation in state policies, such as a territorial
chamber, and participation at the European level in those areas in which
the CAV have exclusive powers, are absent from the current political
framework.3 Nevertheless, the evaluation of the dynamics of devolution
varies according to political positions. A thorough and realistic analysis of
the transfers and the final completion of the Basque Statute has yet to be
undertaken.4

When examining the dissensions about the Statute, some authors have
argued that the political conflict over devolution lies in the legal nature of
the Statute, for it is a law derived from the Constitution and dependent
on the state, that is, central government and the Constitutional Court.5

However, it needs to be stressed here that this is not a conflict between
abstract entities but rather a struggle between political parties temporarily
in power in both governments (in Madrid and Vitoria).6

The PNV and the ambiguity of nationalism

The stamp of nationalism in general, and of the PNV in particular, can be
observed in the process of elaboration, drafting, development and imple-
mentation of the Statute. In addition to displaying a remarkable capacity
to intimidate political opponents during the constituent period and the
subsequent negotiations of the Statute, the PNV has followed a path
towards self-government that can be characterised as follows: first, ‘the
steady appeal to History, in an effort to overcome constitutional and
historical rationality . . . History is not History, but rather a title aimed
at gaining legitimacy.’ This is complemented by the ‘intensification of
an emotional discourse of pre-liberal rationality . . . the rejection of
political opponents on the grounds that “they don’t understand us”’, and a
permanent systematic sense of ‘victimisation’. The third factor ‘is moderate
nationalism’s ability to put political pressure on rivals because of the
existence of ETA and radical nationalism’. Fourth is ‘the use of possibilism,
justified to the radicals as the means of achieving independence, and
radicalism, used as a way of intimidating the central authorities’. Fifth is ‘the
increasing importance given to provincialist and foralist positions . . . seeking
to confirm the provincial personality of the territories in order to keep the
door open to an eventual incorporation of Navarre and to avoid problems
in Álava’.7

Since the approval of the Statute in 1979, the PNV has been the
hegemonic governing party in every single legislature. Yet the PNV and the
President of the Basque government, Ibarretxe, challenged the Statute in
2000.8 The PNV nationalists argued that the Statute was merely a means of
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frustrating further progress. In the process of elaborating the Statute, they
claimed, the very spirit and letter of its norms had been betrayed, it had
failed institutionally to incorporate those who initially rejected it, and it
had forcibly brought the CAV into Spanish jurisdiction.9

On the other hand, as mentioned above, the challenge of the Constitution
is a key discursive element in ETA’s and radical nationalism’s rejection of
autonomous institutions and the democratic system.10 Thus the PNV’s
assumption of the existence of a conflict between two generic entities, Spain
and the Basque Country, indirectly endows terrorism with an implicit
legitimacy when portrayed as the manifestation of that conflict.

Political conflict has gained a huge virulence and M. Oniandía, one of the
leaders of the PSE (Partido Socialista de Euzkadi), has pointed out that:

the PNV’s problem is that Basque society has taken on the nationalists’
most rational claims . . . this is a proven reality as shown by the fact that
the vast majority of Basque society has assumed the Statute and
everybody agrees with the necessity of promoting the Basque language
[euskaldunización] and completing the devolutionary process . . .
Continually stressing the divisions among Basques is not politically
operative . . . the only division is between democrats and non-
democrats.11

Even though Basque public opinion has systematically supported the
Statute, a certain disenchantment with its development and the transfer of
competences has recently been expressed, which can be attributed to an
imbalance between reality and the expectations that the Statute generated
at the beginning. Nevertheless, it should not be forgotten that this critical
view of the state of self-government may be due to a criticism of parties
responsible for governing the state, as well as of those nationalist parties in
the Basque government (see Tables 5.1 and 5.2).

In this sense, the Basques’ preferences for an alternative state framework
can be divided into three groups: those supporting the current autonomous
model, those advocating a Spanish federal state, and those opting for an
independent Basque state. Since all three options have a similar level of
popular support, it is clear that those who advocate independence are in a
minority, even though they are a significant minority.

Political forces, provincial phenomena and institutional
fragmentation

There are six political parties represented in the Basque parliament.12 These
parties can be placed along three axes: nationalists versus constitutionalists;
right versus left; and supporters of ETA’s terrorism versus opponents of
violence. This polarised party system has created two fronts, and thereby
blocked the possibility of reaching agreements on the governance of the
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Basque Country.13 In addition to the widespread fear generated by terrorist
violence, the polarisation of the political arena is projected into cultural and
social life, affecting many social relationships altered by violence in an
atmosphere of mistrust, tension and disaffection.

Until 1998, nationalists and constitutionalists formed coalition govern-
ments in the CAV for most of the periods of office. However, ever since the
Lizarra Pact was signed between the nationalists and ETA, the atmosphere
of extreme confrontation and the breakdown of dialogue between political
parties has led to the systematic formation of minority governments and
increasing problems of governance in the Basque Country. Political
instability has been aggravated by the fact that the radical nationalist party
close to ETA has become the ‘referee’ in many parliamentary votes, at times
blocking bills and projects, and thus virtually paralysing the Basque
parliament.

Territoriality is yet another cause of fragmentation. As I pointed out
earlier, the Historic Territories, provincial regions and the particular urban
networks have different political traditions, the origins and cultural–
linguistic roots of their inhabitants are different, the weight of different
sectors of production varies and so on. At the political level, there has been a

Table 5.1 Basque satisfaction with the Statute of Autonomy

Year 1993 1998 2000 2003
% % % %

Satisfied ( 31 (1, 43 (1,842 (1,830
Partially satisfied ( 25 (1, 30 (1,819 (1,840
Dissatisfied ( 26 (1, 25 (1,827 (1,825
No answer ( 18 (1, 2 (1,812 (1,8 5

% (100 (1,100 (1,100 (1,100

N (629) (1,400) (1,800) (1,200)

Table 5.2 Preferences regarding the state framework in the Basque Autonomous
Community

Year 1977 1982 1987 1993 1997 2000 2003
% % % % % % %

Centralism (1,209 (1,207 (1,203 (1,28 (1,205 (1,203 (1,201
Autonomy (1,229 (1,237 (1,229 (1,30 (1,239 (1,238 (1,232
Federalism (1,232 (1,218 (1,215 (1,30 (1,226 (1,227 (1,235
Independence (1,224 (1,217 (1,229 (1,28 (1,222 (1,230 (1,230
Don’t know (1,204 (1,217 (1,219 (1,22 (1,207 (1,202 (1,202
No answer (1,202 (1,204 (1,205 (1,22 (1,201 (1,20– (1,20–

% (1,100 (1,100 (1,100 (100 (1,100 (1,100 (1,100

N (1,200) (1,800) (1,800) (629) (1,400) (1,400) (1,200)



86 José Manuel Mata

debate on the assignment of competences and the relationship between the
provinces and the CAV institutions, as well as on the very nature of the
provincial governments’ powers (foralidad) because of the nationalist
attempt to centralise the Basque Country politically.14

The marginalisation experienced by the more or less influential political,
economic and cultural groups in the different provinces generates tensions
among the ‘political families’, giving rise not only to single-province parties
(Unidad Alavesa in Álava and Iniciativa Ciudadana Vasca in Vizcaya), but
also to splits, tensions, and different stances and leaderships in all political
parties. Clear indicators of this dynamic are the split from the PNV by Eusko
Alkartasuna, the transformation of Guipúzcoa into the radical nationalist
stronghold, and the tensions among the vizcaíno and guipúzcoano sectors of
the PSE.

What may help to explain this dynamic are the differences between and
consequences of fast and slow processes of nation-building.15 Basque
cultural nationalism has not been homogenous and yet it aims at national-
ising the entire territory as defined by its ideology. This has led to
contradictory strategies and internal crises. Unlike slow nation-building in
which formally autonomous political institutions were created throughout
the centuries, Basque nation-building has followed the fast track, seeking to
create a nation in a territory lacking a previous political base. It is for this
reason that centrifugal tendencies emerge based on diverse ideological,
cultural and localist claims.

The breakdown of the consensus

Democracy is about sharing and connecting. What is to be shared is related
to the existence of three types of consensus. The first one is at the
community level. Political society has to share the same values and goals.16

Even if it is not a sine qua non, the absence of this consensus would lead to an
atomised and heterogeneous political culture and democracy would be weak
and difficult to implement. Second, procedural consensus establishes the so-
called rules of the game (the processes regulating the exercise of power) and,
above all, the rules to solve conflicts. In a democratic system the main rule of
the game is respecting the will of the majority. Not sharing this rule makes
democracy impossible and paves the way for struggle and civil war. Third,
political consensus relates to the governments’ political actions and includes
dissent and opposition as defining elements of democracy.

When analysing the Basque situation, it is possible to detect various
breakdowns of the different forms of consensus. Some authors have defined
Basque society as a society of consensus and agreements, in which pheno-
mena of social and political privatisation, together with occasional apathy
and de-mobilisation, have secularised political confrontation. The popula-
tion at large, the argument goes, is much more interested in bread-and-
butter issues and solving everyday problems than in the parties’ political
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debate. However, an explicitly assumed and expressed basic consensus has
not been reached; nor has any agreement concerning the rules of the game
and conflict-solving mechanisms.

Exclusion and intolerance towards difference, systematic appeals to the
past and to mythological history, territorial tensions, almost endemic
violence, hatred for the opponent, and the belief that ‘the more one fights
the more one politically represents’ still persist in the Basque Country. In
addition, every political debate on specific policies is conditioned by the
possibility of the breakdown of the basic and procedural consensus. This
shows that the formation of coalition governments between nationalists and
constitutionalists for various periods of office, although an important
phenomenon, has not led to any greater integration of political life in
Basque society.

The Statute, the Spanish Constitution, the idea of citizenship, territorial
cohesion and the Basque language are systematically debated and chal-
lenged, and, on many occasions, subjected to a de-legitimating dynamic from
the Basque institutions themselves. Any observer can notice this in everyday
situations: among groups of friends, in textbooks, in the media, in speeches
by opinion-formers at the university, and in the politicians’ proposals.

Nationalist strategy: the core of the crisis

Three stages can be identified in the development of the PNV’s strategy in
the 1990s and in the first years of the new century. The first, identified by
both Aierdi and Vitoria as nacionalismo tranquilo, originated from the so-
called Arriaga spirit of 1988 and signalled a historic turning point in the
PNV’s perception of the Basque Country. In an attempt to catch up with a
changing Basque society, and probably also seeking to enlarge its electoral
and sociological base, the PNV modified its discourse.17 The starting point of
the Arriaga spirit was the explicit acknowledgement that not all Basques
were nationalists. If the Basque Country was eventually to become nation-
alist, this should be achieved by persuasion. The goal was to create a basic
consensus in which certain nationalist definitions and values of Basqueness
would be accepted. The former President of the Basque government, J. A.
Ardanza, pointed out:

The tendency to equate nationalism with Basqueness has had a perverse
effect, since non-nationalists mistook Basqueness for nationalism, thus
preventing them from accepting the former as something of their own.
Nationalism’s patrimonial sense has had a slowing-down effect on the
integration process, although this has also been used by the more
reticent as an excuse not to join in.18

At the time, the plan to put an end to violence was based on the following
premises: the rejection of any negotiations with ETA, the need to develop
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the legitimacy and efficacy of the political system, the acknowledgement of
the existence of non-nationalist Basques and therefore the need to reach a
consensus between nationalists and non-nationalists, and finally the belief
that the more unified nationalists and non-nationalists were the weaker
ETA’s terrorism would be. In the anti-terrorist struggle, these premises
crystallised into the Ajuria-Enea Pact, signed by all democratic parties.19

As I have pointed out, social and political privatisation affected young
people and urban areas above all, weakening the nationalist socialisation
networks. More importantly, nationalist discourse failed to retain its
hegemonic position in Basque society and nationalism lost its capacity for
social control.20

The assassination of the PP politician Miguel Ángel Blanco in July 1997
was a turning point. The nationalists understood that fighting against
terrorism on a common front together with the constitutionalist parties
would increase popular support for the latter. United social mobilisation of
the democratic parties against terrorism would box the nationalists into a
corner and lead to a loss of political initiative.

In these circumstances, the PNV decided to change its strategy. The new
approach involved prioritising unity among nationalists, pushing for further
self-government as a means of gaining sovereignty and independence from
Spain, strengthening the weakened nationalist networks and, finally,
integrating and deactivating ETA and its support in the belief that more self-
government and nationalist unity would lead to the weakening and eventual
disappearance of terrorism.

The change in the PNV’s official discourse began to take shape in 1997.
The organisation undertaking the task of giving a greater social legitimacy to
this strategic shift was Elkarri. Formed in 1992 in nationalist milieux, this
association explicitly seeks a peace agreement through active political
involvement. Its main tenet is that peace is only possible through negoti-
ation among the ‘parties in dispute’ and greater sovereignty concessions.
With this aim, Elkarri has adopted an intermediate position between ETA
and the democratic political forces in a so-called ‘third space’. This new
ideological plan took shape in the Elkarri peace talks, the conclusions of
which are basically copied from the PNV documents on pacification.

Another basic discursive tenet of the PNV’s shift is the so-called Ollora
route.21 It is based on two main arguments. The first is the acknowledgement
of the political nature of ETA’s conflict and the need to end this conflict
through dialogue and political negotiations. And the second is the creation
of a nation-building project based on the integration and unification of
Basque nationalisms, which would go beyond the Statute to win political
sovereignty via self-determination. Regarding the Ollora route, Oniandía
pointed out:

The PNV had to elaborate its own solution to the Basque question
via claiming sovereignty, or in its own words, a ‘Basque decision
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framework’. Once ETA and HB [Herri Batasuna] were taken on board,
a [nationalist] front would be formed to negotiate with the central
government the acceptance of this formula [of sovereignty] as
compensation for peace. This proposal breaks with the policy of
reconciling the construction of the nationalist community with the
further democratic development of self-government together with
other political forces, by prioritising the former project. In this manner,
those political forces still supporting self-government and the
Constitution were to be ostracised. But . . . far from finding this
inconvenient, nationalists understood it as a great virtue, since those
pro-Constitution Basque citizens should consider themselves repre-
sented by the central government.22

This strategy culminated in the talks between ETA and the PNV and
Eusko Alkartasuna (or EA), leading to the so-called Lizarra Pact. The
reference point for these discussions was the emerging Northern Ireland
peace talks, the key issues of which were applied to the Basque Country in
an almost mimetic manner. The Pact was signed in September 1998 by 23
groups, associations, trade unions and political parties. Eight of these groups
formed part of ETA’s orbit, providing support for the organisation and for
radical nationalism. None of the constitutionalist parties, trade unions or
associations signed the Pact, with the exception of Izquierda Unida (IU),
which later opted out of the declaration once it realised the consequences of
its implementation.23

The Pact expressed the changes that were taking place in Basque
nationalism and was endorsed by an ETA ceasefire that lasted just over a
year.24 In a nutshell, the agreement included the following points: the
characterisation of the Basque conflict as political; the definition of the
Spanish state and ETA as the conflicting parties; a method for the resolution
of conflicts based on dialogue and negotiation without pre-conditions; and
the identification of three issues on which the conflict was supposedly based:
territoriality (the six territories belonging to the Spanish and French states),
the Basque people as the decision-making subjects (defined in ethno-
cultural as opposed to civic terms), and political sovereignty expressed in the
right to self-determination.

This nationalist manoeuvre brought about a change in proposals to solve
the terrorist problem. In fact, it aimed to unite all the Basque nationalisms
(including ETA and its supporters) as the means of deactivating terrorism
and, at the same time, achieving sovereignty based on the hegemony of the
PNV in the Basque Country.

Thus the PNV–EA strategy went from gathering support from pro-
autonomy Basque citizens to searching for unity among nationalists. This
entailed drawing up more radical proposals in an effort to deactivate
terrorism and its network. The PNV’s official strategy was crystallised in the
2000 pro-sovereignty report and its tenet ‘to be in order to decide’ (ser para
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decidir). The report’s main arguments were similar to those of the Lizarra
Pact, though this time the PNV relied on ETA’s social bases rather than on
ETA itself. Its expressed aims were to unite all territories considered
Basque by the nationalists, achieve the right of self-determination, make use
of the European Union to achieve nationalist objectives, and create a new
legal framework through which sovereignty could be won. The starting point
was no longer the plurality of Basque society and its transformation into a
more tolerant, open, enriched and multicultural national reality, but rather
totally dissolving this plurality into an exclusively nationalist nation.25

In the 2001 regional elections, a change of government in the Basque
Country was possible for the first time since democracy. The PNV’s
electoral promises included the right of self-determination and the imple-
mentation of a plan to deepen self-government. In an atmosphere of intense
confrontation between constitutionalists and nationalists, the votes of many
of the radical nationalist social bases critical of ETA swung to the PNV–EA
coalition because of their promise to break from the state and fearing the
nationalists might lose control of the institutions. After its relatively
successful electoral victory, the PNV–EA launched the so-called Ibarretxe
Plan on its own.

The Ibarretxe Plan can be considered as a logical projection of the PNV
doctrines of the previous years and of Elkarri’s proposals to end violence.
The novelty of the Plan lies in its institutional character. It comes from the
President of the Basque government, it is supported by those parties in
power (PNV, EA and IU) and it has led to an unprecedented institutional
confrontation with the Spanish government and the two main Spanish
parties (PP and PSOE).

The three main pillars of the Plan rest on the assertion that the ‘Basque
people’ have their own identity and right to decide their own future and that
this decision must respect the rights of the citizens in the French Basque
Country and Navarre.26 Among other demands, the Plan claims: the judicial,
political and administrative acknowledgement of Basque nationality; an
open relationship with Navarre and the French Basque territories; full
judicial power for Basque legal institutions; exclusive competences in the
field of self-organisation, public security, local, provincial and private law,
together with language, cultural and sports education (including the right to
create national sports teams); infrastructures and natural resources
management; autonomous management of political economy, tax and fiscal
systems and social security; and direct representation, with the power to sign
treaties, in all international institutions and organisations, especially
European ones, under the status of an associated power.

Ibarretxe has always stressed that each and every article of his proposal is
negotiable. However, among other polemical aspects, his Plan can be
criticised for breaking with current legal and political norms, that is, the
Statute and the Constitution. Even though Ibarretxe and some legal experts
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maintain that the project is legal according to a flexible interpretation of
Spanish and international law,27 most analysts consider that it would be
necessary to carry out a root-and-branch transformation of the Constitution
and the Statute in order to implement the Plan, quite apart from the
difficulty of fulfilling the preconditions: getting the approval of the Basque
parliament and bringing ETA’s terrorism to an end.28

Without going into a deeper and more detailed analysis of the contents of
the Plan (its first articles betray a worrying differentiation between people
and society and between citizenship and nationality), it seems that those
problems that it allegedly seeks to solve will continue to exist or even
intensify. First of all, as ETA stated, terrorism will persist. If a ceasefire is
called, its aim will be to pressurise for the approval and enactment of the
Plan, for the demands of ETA and its supporters are different.29 It may even
stimulate radicalism and encourage its deeper penetration into the PNV by
reinforcing a sense of nationalist victimisation when it becomes clear that
the Plan cannot be implemented.

Second, the Plan provides a new pretext to those justifying the efficacy of
violence as the only way to ‘wake the PNV up’ and force all Spaniards to
acknowledge ‘the inalienable rights and the historical essences of the
Basque People’. Likewise, it exempts terrorists from any responsibility and
blames violence on ‘Spanish oppression’. The Ibarretxe Plan and the PNV
policy, which are opposed to the prosecution of ETA and the MLNV (the
broad Basque National Liberation Movement), hamper and may even
preclude the political defeat of terrorism. Third, the real goal of the Plan is to
establish a pact among nationalists to defeat the constitutionalists once and
for all by excluding half of the Basque population. However, even if this
happens, it seems that the Plan is unlikely to placate the demands of ETA
and most radical nationalism.

Fourth, the Plan is not going to unite Basque society in the pursuit of a
common goal. On the contrary, it is going to fragment and divide Basque
society further into two halves and this process is already underway. Fifth,
the Plan will not foster relations with Navarre and the French Basque
Country, in so far as these societies and their institutions demonstrate an
overwhelming rejection of independence adventures or being tied to the
CAV. Sixth, if the Ibarretxe Plan is implemented one of the territories within
the autonomy may opt out of the CAV. For instance, Álava could legally
abandon the CAV using the Constitution’s First Additional Disposition.
Seventh, unless the Plan undergoes profound reform, it will be difficult for a
consensus with the constitutionalist parties to be reached a posteriori, as in
the case of the Statute, because it is nationalist in its bases, methodology and
goals. Finally, the Plan is inappropriate at a time of terrorist persecution,
fear, uncertainty and confrontation.

Two further issues need to be stressed. First is the demand for
‘territoriality’ embracing the Autonomous Community of Navarre and the
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French Basque Country. The current Statute contemplates the option of
signing treaties with Navarre through special channels. It even establishes
the possibility of drafting a new Statute should the Navarrese vote in a
referendum to join the CAV. Today, however, the vast majority of the
Navarrese and their institutions do not want to vote on this issue. In the case
of the Basque provinces in the French state, the situation is even clearer. The
influence of Basque nationalism is minute and groups close to it seek the
formation of their own départments and the creation of cross-border
economic and cultural, rather than political, relations. The second issue is to
do with the proposal to call a referendum on self-determination. Together
with the obvious legal provisions, referenda always require a prior minimum
consensus, as well as prior guarantees, stipulations and definitions on which
the consensus should be based.30 This is especially true when the question at
stake affects the roots of the democratic system and the political basis of the
society.

For all these reasons the judgement made by the Canadian Supreme
Court over Quebec is apposite. It ruled that the right of self-determination is
a matter for all Canadians and that it would be illegal under both Canadian
and international law for Quebec unilaterally to declare independence.
However, it also stated that the secessionist wish of a part of the population
cannot be ignored but that if this wish is to be taken into account and
negotiated, it would have to be the result of a referendum in which a ‘clear
majority’ vote affirmatively in response to a ‘clear question’.

On the eve of the 2004 general elections, the PP and its government
continued to reject any reform of the Statutes and even proposed polemical
legal norms backed by prison terms for those who call referenda without
being legally authorised to do so. For its part, the PSOE continues to reject
the Ibarretxe Plan, but has openly raised the possibility of a reform of the
Statutes and the Constitution, above all as the result of pressure from the
Catalan President Pasqual Maragall and other leaders, as well as important
sections of the party in the Basque Country. The PSOE has offered the PNV
a legally valid accord for the reform of the Basque Statute. Izquierda Unida,
even though it had approved the Ibarretxe proposal within the Basque
government of which it forms part, has presented its own proposal termed
‘free adhesion federalism’ (federalismo de libre adhesión).

ETA has adopted an ambivalent position, accepting the Ibarretxe Plan
critically but rejecting it as ‘autonomist’ at the same time, yet regarding it as
a means of exercising the right of self-determination and advancing towards
the sovereignty and unity of the Basque Country. So Batasuna has been
insistently inviting PNV–EA to reach agreement with all the nationalists
with the implicit promise that the terrorist organisation might declare a
ceasefire or indeed lay down its arms. Although Ibarretxe refuses to have
talks with the representatives of Batasuna until they reject ETA’s terrorism,
and even though the new PNV President Imaz appears to be more willing to
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negotiate with the constitutionalist parties, several analysts have suggested
that negotiations are probably going to take place between the banned
Batasuna and the PNV–EA to reach agreement for an ETA truce, thus
complying with the condition of ‘absence of violence’ that Ibarretxe laid
down in order to further his objectives.

In the light of recent events and given the positions adopted by the parties
it seems doubtful that the State of the Autonomies can be maintained
without any change, so the victory of the Socialists in the March 2004
elections has been crucial in defining the territorial configuration of the
Spanish state.

Underlying ethno-political discrimination31

There is still today a big potential for discrimination in Basque society which
is inherent in nationalist beliefs especially those articulated by the radical
nationalists. It should be stressed that a good percentage of the Basque
population considers Basque and Spanish identities incompatible (see Table
5.3). Basque nationalism lays out a series of key characteristics concerning
belonging to the collective ‘we’, that is, to the ‘Basque people’. The starting
point draws upon the PNV founder Sabino Arana’s discourse: not all inhabi-
tants of the Basque Country are Basque.32 If they are legally Basque this is
only because of the Constitution and the Statute, but this does not turn them
into ‘real’ Basques, the argument goes.33

Nationalists do not publicly and explicitly adopt this discriminatory
stance, but rather implicitly through comments and ideological structures
that show that there are different levels of Basqueness. ETA’s terrorism and
the ethnic, at times xenophobic, principles of some nationalist discourses are
part of this context. The ensuing problems seriously and directly undermine
both the possibility of reaching a basic consensus within Basque society and
about the perception Basque society has of itself.

Table 5.3 Basque national identity

Year 1981 1987 1992 1997 2000 2003
% % % % % %

Spanish only (1,805 (1,805 (1,809 (1,805 (1,807 (1,804
More Spanish than Basque (1,828 (1,804 (1,808 (1,806 (1,807 (1,806
As much Spanish as Basque (1,80– (1,824 (1,835 (1,836 (1,833 (1,833
More Basque than Spanish (1,831 (1,825 (1,820 (1,820 (1,818 (1,825
Basque only (1,828 (1,834 (1,820 (1,826 (1,832 (1,829
Don’t know (1,803 (1,803 (1,804 (1,80– (1,801 (1,80–
No answer (1,805 (1,805 (1,804 (1,807 (1,802 (1,803

% (1,100 (1,100 (1,100 (1,100 (1,100 (1,100

N (1,800) (1,800) (1,615) (1,400) (1,800) (1,200)
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According to nationalists, within the Basque territory there are the
‘others’: constitutionalists who are accused of being Spanish nationalists.
The nationalists rely on a restricted concept of citizenship which challenges
the spirit of the Statute. In their eyes, those voting for constitutionalist
parties, or having different cultural and political views or a sense of a shared
Basque-Spanish identity or a Spanish identity, are Basques only because the
current institutional framework imposes it. Thus civic links are broken on
behalf of restrictive ethnic bonds.

Nationalist discourse blurs the distinction between being nationalist and
being Basque. The essential differential trait of a superior level of Basque-
ness is considered to be ‘the will to be Basque’, understood as ‘the fight
against Spanishness’ and ‘the defence of the Basque Country’. This will is
brought to fruition by knowing the Basque language Euskera. Bringing
together these characteristics means sharing a particular vision of the
situation in the Basque Country, according to which it has been ‘invaded’
and ‘oppressed’ by a foreign army and police, and the people’s demands
have not yet been met.

Language and the crisis of social relations

Democracy, freedom, armed struggle, terrorism, fascism, nazism, consti-
tutionalism, Euskadi, Euskal Herria (or Basque homeland): nowadays in the
Basque Country many words lose their meaning and acquire a different,
even opposite, symbolic connotation, depending on who uses them and
his/her political perspective. In addition to the use of Euskera as an
ethno-political weapon and a potential tool for ethnic and ideological
discrimination, Basque nationalists use certain classifications in the Spanish
language as devices for assimilation. As P. Bourdieu pointed out, ‘nothing
classifies us better than our own classifications’ and ‘political struggle is
essentially a struggle of words’.34

Nationalist discourse is transmitted through its own socialisation channels
that are structured within the nationalist community and it reaches beyond
family and friends, the fundamental agencies for the transmission of
nationalist codes in general and ETA’s supporters in particular. Moreover, it
is through the public mass media dependent on the Basque government
(EITB) that nationalism reproduces and launches its ‘official’ discourse to
the nationalist part of Basque society. Especially since the Lizarra Pact,
nationalism has adopted, transmitted and pervaded society with the sort of
language and classifying codes which subsume ideological elements and
nationalist beliefs often with essentialist features. For instance, the use of
the term Euskal Herria instead of Euskadi signals the transposition of a
democratic concept of citizenship at the political-institutional level to an
ethno-cultural one.35 Some other significant examples implicitly showing the
radicalisation of political language are those terms taken from the MLNV
and ETA’s vocabulary (for example. ‘repentants’, arrepentidos) and from
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the Northern Ireland case (‘Unionists’). Many years back, the words Spanish
and Spain were turned into stigmas and insults amounting to anti-
Basqueness by the nationalists.36

The spiral of silence in operation

Today approximately half the population in the Basque Country defines
itself as non-nationalist (see Table 5.4), yet the ‘spiral of silence’ is still
operating.37 The ‘spiral of silence’ is a sociological process that works as
follows: the individual is afraid of isolation and marginalisation, so he or she
observes the comments of those surrounding him; if this individual agrees,
then he/she will talk, otherwise he/she will remain quiet. This generates a
social climate in which dominant ideas are magnified, whilst minority ideas
are minimised as senseless. Consequently, the one who stays quiet seems to
consent, which in turn reinforces domination, notwithstanding the fact that
the majority may actually be the minority and vice versa. As a result,
allegedly minority ideas are socially stigmatised and the opportunity of their
spreading into society is severely restricted.

In this respect, it should be stressed that the majority of those identifying
themselves as both Spanish and Basque and constitutionalist fear talking
about politics in public and participating in the political process (see Tables
5.5 and 5.6). This has led to widespread mistrust and fear of voting and
asserting certain political options, as well as to enormous difficulties when
drawing up electoral lists. The cooling and breakdown of numerous social
and kinship relations is evident and has been demonstrated.38 A direct
consequence is that an indeterminate number of people have left the Basque
Country as a result of social pressure and terrorist attacks. The fact that a
large number of citizens would be willing to leave the Basque Country if
offered similar living conditions elsewhere is just another by-product of this
situation.39

The organisational network and social bases of terrorism40

At the beginning of the transition to democracy, ETA saw the need to adapt

Table 5.4 Basque nationalist identification

Year 1987 1991 1997 2000 2003
% % % % %

Nationalist (3,248 (3,245 (3,243 (3,242 (3,243
Non-nationalist (3,241 (3,244 (3,245 (3,254 (3,250
Don’t know/No answer (3,211 (3,211 (3,212 (3,204 (3,207

% (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100

N (3,200) (1,400) (1,400) (1,800) (1,200)
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its strategy to the new political system. Seeking an independent Basque
state, ETA created and developed a number of political and social
organisations to implement its tactical and strategic goals in different social
milieux. ETA’s strategy rests on the attitudes and beliefs that cement
the cohesion of its support network. Among them, the following can be
underlined: a mythification and support for ETA as unquestionable leader;
belonging to a ‘community of hate’ towards all those considered as
representatives of the Spanish state: non-nationalist politicians, police,
entrepreneurs, teachers, judges, journalists; self-identification as exclusively
Basque and anti-Spanish; the use of Euskera as a political symbol; the
rejection of representative democracy in favour of the so-called ‘identitarian
socialism’ – a mixture of a diffuse progressive ideology, decision-making by
assembly, self-management and autarky. Members of this network keep
their hopes and expectations alive through ETA’s terrorist actions and
street fighting (kale borroka). The feeling of belonging to a broader
nationalist community is also fuelled by the PNV–EA government’s weak-
ness or failure to enforce its responsibilities at different levels, which has led
to ‘areas of impunity’. In this manner, a social environment has been created
that facilitates the movement’s goals spreading and the belief that its
methods and objectives are appropriate.

Table 5.5 Fear of active participation in politics

Year 1979 1995 1998 2000 2003
% % % % %

Very afraid (3,211 (3,212 (3,226 (3,217 (3,212
Quite afraid (3,239 (3,239 (3,239 (3,224 (3,236
A bit afraid (3,240 (3,230 (3,220 (3,236 (3,232
Not afraid (1,807 (3,210 (3,210 (3,219 (3,218
Don’t know/No answer (1,803 (1,809 (1,805 (1,804 (1,802

% (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100

N (1,400) (1,400) (1,400) (1,800) (1,200)

Table 5.6 Feeling free to talk about politics

Year 1987 1995 1999 2001 2003
% % % % %

With everybody (3,240 (3,233 (3,236 (3,225 (3,243
With some people (3,240 (3,240 (3,241 (3,248 (3,237
With almost no one (1,807 (3,214 (3,213 (3,218 (3,212
With no one (1,807 (1,809 (1,808 (1,808 (1,808
Don’t know/No answer (1,806 (1,804 (1,802 (1,801 (1,80–

% (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100 (3,100

N (1,800) (1,400) (1,400) (1,200) (1,200)
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The MLNV itself has a mass media and communications network that
is used to articulate the discourses, language and propaganda of radical
nationalism. Among the most important are the newspaper Gara, the
magazine Herria 2000 Eliza, several publishers, ‘educational’ seminars, local
magazines and radio stations, and other channels and resources that stretch
from the use of new technologies to the production of countless posters,
placards and leaflets. Inside the terrorist and MLNV network there are
groups devoted to all sorts of actions covering all possible social sectors, such
as youth, students, trade unions, ecology, feminism, foreign affairs, educa-
tion, ideological debates, mass media, prisoner support groups and so on
(see Figure 5.1). It is important to note that the relationship between ETA
and its network of support is informal, intentionally blurred and hidden in
order to take advantage of the democratic legal system. For ETA, the
benefits of this method are impunity, the possibility of spreading conflicts to
different sectors of society, the legal status of many groups and organisations
close to the terrorist group, and the use of institutional flaws and legal gaps.

These groups employ a tactic called the ‘accumulation of forces’ in which
they seek to intensify conflicts through a process of infiltration and prosely-
tism in order to expand, deepen and radicalise the struggle in different social
sectors and thus to extend the movement’s field of influence. The goal of this
tactic is to gain such an accumulation of conflicts (both in quantity and
intensity) that it becomes unsustainable for the Spanish state to confront
what radical nationalists call the ‘Basque people’. A measure of its influence
was that in the 2003 local elections, approximately 150,000 blank votes were
cast, following the instructions of ETA and its radical circles.

The struggle against terrorism

The PP–PSOE Anti-Terrorist Pact signalled the start of unprecedented
political, judicial and police activity against ETA and its support network.41

It led to the banning of Batasuna and most of the MLNV organisations, the
closing-down of newspapers linked to the MLNV, the ban on electoral
platforms for political successors of Batasuna, prison reforms, the inclusion
of ETA–Batasuna in the list of international terrorist organisations and
French and European Union collaboration, among other things.42 For some
years, Judge Baltasar Garzón had prosecuted and banned some of the
terrorist network’s key organisations. The state powers’ anti-terrorist drive
may lead to a serious political, economic and social erosion of ETA. Its
leaders have attempted to radicalise the PNV and to show the PNV’s
grassroots that the Basque government is not going to break with Spanish
legality. But ETA supporters are facing a dilemma. Either they remain
outlawed and choose a dynamic of total confrontation with those that might
attract the radical nationalist grassroots (PNV–EA and the Aralar party,
which broke from Herri Batasuna), or they call for a new ceasefire in order
to influence the Ibarretxe Plan, testing how far the PNV is willing to go.



Figure 5.1 Putative structure of the Basque National Liberation Movement
(BNLM)’s basic network 2004: activities and organisations.

Sources: information gathered from legal proceedings and rulings, and media reports.

Note
Activities appear in bold, organisations proscribed by the Spanish state are underlined, the
BNLM’s main groups are in the shaded box, and publications are in italics. For further details
of the names and acronyms of organisations, see Mata, El nacionalismo.
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As an outstanding analyst has recently stated:

ETA is in an extremely weak situation and its supporters have been
unable to respond to its electoral retreat and banning, which means
there may be important changes that will turn 2004 into a crucial year.
However, it should always be borne in mind that for ETA truce and
assassination are not incompatible options, two divergent strategies . . .
but follow the same path whose final objective is [ETA’s] survival as a
real power.43

Differences with Northern Ireland

At the core of nationalist discourse about ETA’s terrorism lies a systematic
reference to the Northern Ireland peace process. But there are essential
differences between the situation in the Basque Country and that of
Northern Ireland. 44 Unlike the Basque Country, there are terrorist groups
on both sides of the Northern Irish divide. Unlike ETA, the IRA has
recognised that violence has been ineffective. While the IRA abandoned
violence because the moderates resisted its maximalist proposals, the
Basque nationalists have given up trying to defeat ETA. Their goal is to
integrate ETA within a non-violent greater nationalist community. In
Northern Ireland, it is widely accepted that the obstacles to a lasting peace
are internal. In contrast, Basque nationalism regards such obstacles as
external: that is, they derive from the Spanish government’s impositions.
In Northern Ireland, unlike the Basque Country, the Republicans’ right of
self-determination is conditioned by the Unionists’ own right of self-
determination through the principle of Unionist consent or acceptance.
Moreover, the plan accepted by the IRA did not centre on sovereignty, but
autonomy for both communities and the agreed solution implied the
formation of mixed governments including both parties in conflict. Finally,
the IRA’s rejection of violence was due not to a change of policy by the
British and Irish governments but rather to a reconsideration of the limits of
its own discourse.

The consequences: persecution, fear and marginalisation

Attacks against the militants and local branches of the constitutionalist
parties in many municipalities have prevented them from drawing up
electoral lists, leading them to fill the list with militants from outside the
Basque Country. Persecution and death threats against all those (teachers,
intellectuals, politicians, entrepreneurs, journalists and others) who publicly
refused, criticised, condemned, or acted against ETA’s nationalist plans
from a constitutionalist position have led many of them to leave the Basque
Country. Others have taken refuge in what is called ‘an internal exile’ or live
in constant uncertainty and ostracism, especially in small towns and villages
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where the majority of the population supports the terrorist network in
particular or nationalism in general.

In the Batasuna writ of suspension, the judges stated that ETA had
committed 3,391 terrorist acts, killing 836 people and injuring 2,367, of
whom 1,294 were physically incapacitated, 150 declared unfit for any job,
and 41 seriously disabled. In addition, according to data provided by the
judiciary and the Agencia Vasco Press, the so-called Y Groups linked to
ETA committed 3,954 acts of street violence between 1991 and September
2002. In the summer of 2002, 499 ETA prisoners were in Spanish jails and 99
were in French jails.45

In a report on ‘violence and persecution’ published in early 2003, the
pacifist organisation Gesto por la Paz calculated that over 42,000 people
were under direct threat and persecution in the CAV and Navarre.46 This
figure does not include grassroots members of the constitutionalist parties,
those attending PP and PSOE electoral meetings, and all those whose have
never made public that they have received threats. Among those directly
threatened by ETA are over 200 teachers and intellectuals, over 1,200
politicians and party militants, approximately 15,000 entrepreneurs, over
24,000 policemen, 350 judges and attorneys, 400 journalists and 800 prison
officers. To get an idea of the significance of the figures, we should take into
account that the population of the CAV in 2001 was 2,082,587, according to
the Basque Institute of Statistics, and that per capita income in the Basque
Country was 1 per cent above the European average in 2000.47

 Threatening telephone calls and letters sent to non-nationalists’ homes or
those of their relatives, verbal abuse in the street and other public places,
threatening graffiti, physical aggression and terrorist attacks all aim at
identifying, persecuting and isolating those who do not follow the nationalist
code. As a consequence, citizens under threat are forced to avoid company,
crowds, travelling to certain places and municipalities, and attending public
events and fiestas. They are also forced regularly to change their itineraries,
be constantly vigilant, check their vehicles for bombs and even employ
bodyguards. All of this, with the exception of assassinations, still produces a
timid social reaction. Notwithstanding the rejection of terrorism by the
majority of Basque society (see Table 5.7), an important sector of the
population turns a blind eye to these crimes and persecutions as if it were an
inexorable part of Basque ‘normality’. This passive attitude is fostered by a
certain institutional neglect and a permissive approach towards violent
Basque nationalist networks and actions.48

It should not be forgotten that ETA has nationalist political goals. The
persistence of terrorism is the main but not the only problem the Basque
Country faces. There is a climate of ostracism and an underlying ethnic
ideology that turns an important sector of the population into second-class
citizens. Likewise, Basque society and its language, symbols and attitudes
are impregnated with nationalism, which is reinforced through channels of
socialisation contaminated by nationalist values. In addition, the Basque
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language is used as both a political tool and a device for ideological
transmission.

After more than 20 years of nationalist governments and control of the
most important Basque institutions, a network of institutional dependencies
has emerged and the PNV and EA have moved towards a programmatic
radicalisation, accompanied by the social radicalisation of their grassroots.
This could break Basque society.
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6 Convergència i Unió, Catalonia
and the new Catalanism

Andrew Dowling

In December 2003 Pasqual Maragall, former mayor of Barcelona, and
leader of the Partit Socialista de Catalunya (Catalan Socialist Party), the
PSC, became president of the Generalitat and thus of the autonomous
government of Catalonia. His investiture as president brought to an end 23
years of continued government by the nationalist coalition Convergència i
Unió, CiU. Significantly, the victory of Maragall in 2003 was on the back of a
‘defeat’. His party performed worse than in the last Catalan elections in
1999, losing some 180,000 votes and ten seats.1 Maragall’s ‘victory’ and
CiU’s defeat were in fact made possible by the substantially improved
performance of the smaller progressive forces in Catalonia, both of which
doubled their representation. Maragall was thus able to form a rainbow
coalition government. Within a month of its formation it was plunged into a
crisis that led to the resignation of its chief minister.2

This chapter examines how CiU came to be such a remarkably successful
formation and analyses its slow, relative decline from the mid-1990s. To
unravel the trajectory of CiU we need to look back at the transformation of
political Catalanism during the Franco regime, in particular in the declining
years of the Dictatorship, and during the transition to and consolidation of
parliamentary democracy. CiU transformed political Catalanism and
Catalan political culture, yet its rise to power in the 1970s caught many
observers by surprise.

CiU is composed of two parties: the liberal and conservative nationalists
of Convergència Democràtica de Catalunya (CDC) and the smaller
Christian Democratic party of Unió Democràtic de Catalunya (UDC).
Since 1979, UDC and CDC have fought every election in coalition. In 2002
the relations between the parties were altered and their official status has
subsequently been that of a federation. CiU became the most important
nationalist formation in the Spanish state and the most successful
representative of stateless nationalism in western Europe. The political
dominance of CiU has turned the Catalan question into a central
preoccupation of the Spanish state since the transition, though clearly it has
a different dimension to the Basque problem. Furthermore, a constant
referent in Catalan political debate has been the place of Catalonia in Spain,
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what is called in Catalan l’encaix.3 The importance of Catalan and Basque
nationalisms in Spanish political culture is a reflection of the concern among
Spanish elites that Spain might lose these economically advanced territories.
Catalonia, after all, is one of the ten richest regions of Europe.

CiU played a pivotal role in the Spanish polity between 1993 and 2000 as a
result of the electoral arithmetic of the Spanish state. Jordi Pujol, CiU
president for 25 years, was described as almost a ‘co-president’ of the
Spanish government during this period.4 CiU’s support of the Madrid
government, first the Spanish Socialists (PSOE) from 1993 to 1996, and after
1996 the conservative Popular Party (PP), helped to ensure free-market
orthodoxy in Spain as well as convergence for entry into the euro. At a
Catalan level CiU’s health and education policies, among others, can hardly
be described as progressive, as party leaders claim. Expenditure on social
protection in Catalonia is only 17.5 per cent compared to a Spanish average
of 19.9 per cent and a European Union average of 27.6 per cent.5 Though
CiU has been consistent in its support for the PP since the mid-1990s, it has
often been able to blame the PP for the harshness of its measures of political
economy. This external support for all-Spanish governments by CiU can be
seen as a revival of the tradition of support for the Madrid government by
the conservative representatives of Catalan nationalism during the first
third of the twentieth century.6

The emergence and consolidation of CiU coincided with transformations
in the world economy that favoured the party. In that period Catalan society
also experienced profound social and cultural change. In the mid-1970s,
Catalonia was still often known as ‘Red Catalonia’ because of the domi-
nance of left political forces. As one commentator put it in 1977, following
the first democratic elections in Spain, ‘Catalonia has become a strong
bastion of western leftism’.7 Indeed, there was a genuine concern at the time
amongst business leaders and conservatives that Catalonia would be the first
west European country since the 1940s to have communists in the
government. There was a serious fear as the leader of Catalan business put it
in February 1980, that ‘Marxists’ would turn the Catalan autonomy statute
into ‘an instrument of class struggle and [a means] of taking power’.8 The
electoral campaign leading to the first autonomous elections of 1980 was
characterised by ‘Red Scare’ tactics on the part of the right, led by Catalan
business organisations. This was a response both to the radical position
adopted by Catalan social democracy and to the strength of the Catalan
communists of the Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya (PSUC).9 CiU was
the main beneficiary of this campaign and this was one factor in explaining
its surprising victory in 1980.

The years between the death of Franco in 1975 and the second Catalan
elections in 1984 were marked by the rising political confidence of the right
(increasingly represented by CiU) and the growing disorientation of the
radical and social democratic left. Social democratic projects in Europe,
from British Labourism to those of Mitterrand, were failing. During this
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period the market economy became both totemic and seemingly all-
victorious. These developments were of particular significance for Catalonia
because during the Franco regime and throughout Spain the most important
opposition force was the Communist Party. In Catalonia the Communists
had displaced the anarchists during the course of the Franco regime as the
main organisation of the left. As the transition to democracy demonstrated,
CiU thus faced an opponent with a vociferous and highly mobilised base.
Yet, at that time, the PSUC was promoting Euro-communism and pactisme
(the pragmatic Catalan tradition of dialogue and compromise) and, like its
Spanish equivalent, the Partido Comunista de España (PCE), was much
concerned with the ‘fetish’ of party legalisation. The PSUC has been seen by
some commentators as pivotal in labour demobilisation in the transition
years.10 For all the PSUC’s political moderation and commitment to
Catalanism, it was undermined by the crisis of Brezhnevism, Poland and
Solidarity, as well as the 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan. Thus the most
successful opposition force to the Franco regime split and declined.11 Like
the PCE, it was forced to restructure to ensure its political survival from the
mid-1980s. This process culminated in the creation of the Red–Green
alliance, Iniciativa per Catalunya (IC).

Paradoxically, there was near unanimity amongst Catalan political forces
about the future political shape of Catalonia by the end of Franco’s
Dictatorship. More importantly, the political left felt they dominated
Catalanism.12 Yet, between 1975 and 1984, the CiU skilfully manufactured
the perception that, in marked contrast to the final years of Francoism, only
they could represent Catalonia. This was aided by the fact that the Catalan
socialists were damaged by the policies pursued by the PSOE government
following its victory in 1982. The first of these was the LOAPA, a law
introduced in response to the attempted coup of 1981, in an attempt to slow
down the process of devolution. CiU was able successfully to portray the
PSC as part of the governing power in ‘Madrid’ that was negatively affecting
Catalonia. The PSC enjoyed a certain degree of autonomy from the PSOE
but its ultimate subordination to the Socialist headquarters made it
vulnerable to these attacks.

Catalanist sectors in the PSC were further undermined by Spanish
nationalist/anti-Catalanist voices in the PSOE, represented above all by
Alfonso Guerra, vice-president of the party and deputy prime minister until
1991. At one point, Guerra had called the Catalan autonomy process a
choteo or joke and ‘farce’.13 Thus in the 1984 election in Catalonia, which
gave an overall majority to the coalition led by Pujol, CiU labelled the PSC
as ‘Madrid’s representative’. In this election CiU received 46 per cent of the
vote and, contrary to many simplistic interpretations of Catalan voting
behaviour, a third of its votes came from Spanish immigrants. Perhaps
surprisingly, CiU’s victory (against the Catalan branch of the PSOE) was
interpreted in much of the conservative Madrid press as a victory for
‘moderation’ against ‘socialism’. For distinct reasons, then, in the years
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immediately following the transition, both the PSC and the PSUC lost
credibility as Catalan national forces. CiU would successfully rule Catalonia
as a majority government until 1995 and would be embroiled in innumerable
clashes with the PSOE concerning the devolution of powers to Catalonia
and challenges to Catalan legislation from ‘Madrid’.

The policies of CiU in power since 1980 also have their own historical
continuities. The incremental award of concessions from Madrid was a
continuation of the strategy of Pujolism inaugurated in the 1960s and early
1970s. This Pujol-led programme has come to be termed Fer país, ‘making a
country’; that is, its economic, social and cultural reconstruction. Fer país has
been central to the CiU’s programme of Catalan nationalism. Its key project
was the modernisation of the Catalan economy. Thus the plans for motor-
way construction under Franco were supported by the nationalist sector in
the 1960s. The Catalanist modernisers and nationalists centred around Pujol
and the Banca Catalana were acutely aware that the national project was
important because of the economic strength of Catalonia. These two
elements have been seen as interconnected, as Catalan prosperity could aid
in the dissemination of the discourse of Catalanism, as it had done in the
nineteenth century.

The revival of Catalan nationalism occurred during the period that has
been termed ‘neo-nationalism’.14 The Pujolist-led projects of Fer país and
the ‘construction’ of Catalonia were thus part of the regionalist response to
the transformations in the world economy that began to be discerned in the
1970s. Indeed, Pujolist Catalan nationalism has been labelled ‘bourgeois
regionalism’.15 Pujol’s qualified affirmation of globalisation was clear in his
remark in 1999 that ‘Globalisation is positive, but it has to be rounded off by
maintaining identity.’16

An added component of the project of contemporary Catalanism is that of
Europeanism. The vision of a ‘Catalanised Spain’ shared by the conservative
Catalan party of the early twentieth century, Lliga Regionalista, was
transformed during the Franco regime into that of a ‘Europeanised
Catalonia’. The Spanish market, once of pivotal importance to the Catalan
economy, is of declining importance. In 2003, Spain received only 50 per
cent of Catalonia’s exports.17 Catalan business associations have backed
pro-EEC and EU organisations from the very beginning. This cultural and
political shift can begin to be discerned in the 1950s in the work of Father
Josep Armengou, a pivotal influence on Jordi Pujol and Catholic
Catalanists, who declared in 1958: ‘Catalan nationalists have to be . . . the
promoters of European union and in answer to the question, “with Spain or
with Europe”, Catalonia has no option – “with Europe”.’18

Since the nineteenth century, ‘bourgeois’ Catalonia, far more than
anywhere else in the Iberian peninsula, has been keen to adopt the latest
cultural and political trends from Europe. In its view, Catalonia has acted as
a bridge between Spain and Europe.19 The ‘Europeanism’ of contemporary
Catalanism echoes a long tradition in Catalanist discourse, which has seen
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Catalonia as an integrally European culture. It has also been a celebration
of Catalan ‘modernity’, and often contrasted with Castilian/Spanish
‘backwardness’.20 This continues in the present day; for example the CiU’s
webpage at the end of the twentieth century showed Catalonia as an oasis in
a Spanish desert.21 The party’s self-definition has always been of a moderate
Catalanism and a reflection of the Catalan bourgeoisie, regarded as the most
progressive, modern and European in the Spanish state.

The Catalan bourgeois was given his opportunity when a new business
sector emerged during the 1950s centred on financial services and publish-
ing. This group became the backbone of the Catalan nationalist business
class during the latter half of the Franco regime. The growth of multinational
businesses in the Catalan economy began at that time, when the first
hesitant steps in the economic liberalisation of the Spanish economy were
taken.22 This shaped the emerging discourse of Catalan nationalism in the
1960s, which has consistently sought further autonomy but not indepen-
dence. These trends, as has been seen, were noted by Catalan business,
particularly during the mid-1980s. ‘Catalan industry is a dependent industry.
As an industry it has always been dependent on the Spanish economy and
it is becoming more [dependent] on the world economy.’23 A notable
transformation in the Catalan economy has taken place in the service sector,
with the tourist industry alone employing around 13 per cent of the Catalan
workforce. Catalonia receives 15 million tourists annually, more than two
and a half times the Catalan population. Furthermore, the Catalan rural
small proprietor sector has dramatically declined to around 3 per cent of the
populace.24 The Catalan economy, service-oriented and ever less reliant on
manufacturing, is a paradigmatic late-modern economy.25

The origins of CDC, founded in 1974, lay in the Catalan Church, the
business and financial strata and the cultural community, sectors that had
evaded Francoist repression. The new Catalan business elite identified with
its west European counterparts. This liberal and relatively enlightened
bourgeoisie believed that a western parliamentary system was a better
guarantor of business stability than the often irrational rule of Franco’s
governing elite. Although Convergència initially described itself as ‘social
democratic’, this was mere rhetoric, as Pujol has himself subsequently
acknowledged.26 In a speech made to Barcelona’s business school in 1974, he
clearly laid out his conception of an appropriate political structure:

The most important development of the Catalan economy has almost
always been the product of private enterprise, under the existence of a
strong political regime, with industrial peace, the expansion of the
western economy, tariff protection of the entrepreneur, [who] is the
creator of wealth.27

Nevertheless, the Catalan business class as a whole remained suspicious of
CiU until 1980 because of its rhetoric of social democracy. Subsequently
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CiU ensured for itself the support of the business sector. In late 2003, the
business vote was split between CiU and the PP, with only 6.7 per cent
supporting the PSC in spite of the Socialists’ efforts to court Catalan
business with pro-business policies.28

As we have seen, a series of factors, from the apparent strength of Catalan
communism to the ambiguous position of Catalan socialism regarding
Catalanism, as well as the peculiarities of the transition in Catalonia, helped
CiU attain its dominance. It was able to take advantage of a number of other
factors. As we have seen, what has become known as Pujolism was a
significant factor in late Francoism. Pujol himself had come to be the best-
known embodiment of Catalanism inside and outside Catalonia by the
1970s. During the transition, he met with leading figures, including the king
and the leader of the conservatives, Manuel Fraga. It was little noticed in
the mid-1970s but CDC was the fastest growing party in Catalonia by 1977
and was the biggest in the region by 1981.29 It was able to occupy a broad
political space stretching from Catalan conservatism to nationalism:
the Lliga Regionalista had disappeared and the left nationalist party
Esquerra Republicana (ERC) only attained any real strength in the
late 1990s.

Although Spanish conservatism has been ambivalent towards CiU for
most of the period since the transition, both have shared many of the same
values except that of the ‘nation’. As Manuel Fraga put in 1982, AP, UCD
and CiU were ‘the natural majority’.30 As for Catalan nationalism, CiU was
able to profit from the conflict with Madrid over the transference of powers
to the Catalan government, the Generalitat, following the victory of the
Spanish Socialists in October 1982.31 During Francoism and the transition
the Catalan left had dominated ‘popular’ Catalanism. After 1980, on the
contrary, Catalan identity became ‘institutionalised’ through the Generalitat.
Cultural manifestations of Catalanism provided new employment oppor-
tunities for cultural elites and a form of clientelism emerged promoted by
CiU. During the first CiU-led government between 1980 and 1984 there
emerged the triad ‘Pujol–CiU–Catalonia’, which would be politically
effective for the next 20 years. The Pujolist discourse equated any attack on,
or even lack of support for, Pujol or CiU with an attack on Catalonia.

Since the restoration of the Generalitat in 1977, Catalonia has sought to
cement and extend its self-government, and this extension and deepening of
autonomous power has been central to the political project of Catalanism.
This has been represented in recent years by calls from almost all Catalan
political forces for the creation of a new Statute of Autonomy. The new
statute will be certain to address questions of taxation and other fiscal
matters. The ‘financial’ question has been at the centre of Catalanist debate
since the 1960s. According to a leading bank in 1967, ‘a draining of capital
from Catalonia to the rest of the state would tend to slow the growth of
Catalonia, without necessarily producing more rapid growth in any other
parts of Spain’.32 It has been at the heart of power struggles between Madrid
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and Barcelona. It has also been closely linked to business calls for self-
government and is most directly related to Catalan competitiveness.

Indeed, the Generalitat and CiU have acted as a lobby for Catalan
business, concerned at what is seen as the financial ‘plundering’ of Catalonia.
Importantly, the ‘exploitation’ of Catalan wealth has also resonated with the
wider public. The Generalitat under CiU has also been able to capitalise on
popular perceptions that the Catalans are economically ‘exploited’ by
Madrid. Though they have damaged the reputation of Catalans with the
wider Spanish public, the Generalitat also encouraged populist campaigns
such as that against high Catalan motorway tolls that affect both business and
the populace at large.33 These popular/populist perceptions were also encap-
sulated in the early 1990s by ERC who declared that ‘Spain is robbing us’.34

Catalan nationalism, because it has a linguistic dimension, has kept the
question of the Catalan language at the centre of cultural and political
debate throughout the twentieth century. It has been central to the question
of Catalan identity. The Generalitat has repeatedly clashed with
governments in Madrid of varying political hues over the policies and
strategies of linguistic ‘Catalanisation’. In the Catalan legislature of 1995–9,
CiU proposed a language reform law strengthening the use of Catalan (Llei
de Política Lingüistica) which created its own polemics, particularly with the
government in Madrid, although it was supported by almost all parties in the
Catalan parliament. According to a Catalan commentator, the language law
‘was the most ambitious that could be achieved without provoking a social
rupture’.35 Even so, much of the language law has not been fully imple-
mented, nor have the fines that go with it been seriously applied, a perhaps
classic example of Catalan pragmatism.

The language question is of course closely related to that of immigration.
Between 1930 and 1970, when large numbers of Spaniards migrated in
search of work, Catalonia doubled its population, a dramatic demographic
revolution. As early as 1964, Pujol had spoken of the implications of this
mass transformation: ‘Our central problem as a country is not the language
or the social question, nor economic progress, nor is it a political problem:
our central problem is immigration, and therefore, integration.’36 ‘Integra-
tion’ in this sense has meant and means the adoption of the Catalan language
by those new arrivals. Immigrant labour has contributed to the economic
transformation of Catalonia and has not threatened the employment
prospects of native Catalans. Far from it: indigenous Catalans benefited
from this enormous influx.

Furthermore, Catalonia has been more secure in the vitality of its
language and culture than the Basque Country. Greater Barcelona has been
the area most affected by the pattern of migration, but in spite of the arrival
of large numbers of Spanish speakers it continued to have a strong presence
of Catalan speakers.37 The fears expressed by Pujol and others in the 1960s
that mass immigration would lead to de-Catalanisation have not been borne
out. It is true that most first-generation immigrants to Catalonia have not
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fully integrated in the sense that they have not learnt Catalan. More
importantly, though, they have not mobilised against nor become hostile to
Catalanism. In spite of controversies over language planning laws, post-
transition Catalonia has not experienced a resurgence of the anti-Catalanist
popular movement of the 1930s, Lerrouxism.38 The broad consensus in
Catalonia continues to be in striking contrast to the divisions faced in the
Basque Country. The question of immigration, however, has re-emerged
with renewed vigour since the mid-1990s as in all European countries. The
new immigrants are no longer Spanish and this therefore represents a
further challenge to Catalan integration policies.

The failure of the PSC and progressive Catalanists to remove CiU from
power after 1980 has its parallel in the first quarter of the twentieth century.
Conservative Catalanism, then embodied in the Lliga Regionalista, was
hegemonic, whilst parliamentary liberal Catalanists were prone to divisions
and splits. The emergence of the PSC at the beginning of the twenty-first
century under the leadership of Pasqual Maragall transformed the political
culture of the diverse forces of the Catalan parliamentary left. After the
great disappointment in the elections of 1999, they finally displaced CiU in
government in December 2003. Yet almost immediately, in January 2004,
the three-party government, the tripartit of the PSC, ERC and IC, was
plunged into crisis leading to the resignation from the government of the
ERC party leader and chief minister, conseller en cap, Josep-Lluís Carod
Rovira, following a political and politically manipulated scandal concerning
a clandestine meeting held by him with the leadership of ETA. The origins
of this crisis are to be found in the changes experienced by the tripartit
parties over the course of the 1990s.

The liberal nationalists of ERC were the striking victors in the election of
November 2003 in spite of the split and ideological crisis they suffered in the
early 1990s. ERC, as mentioned, did not re-emerge as an important
formation in the transition and, owing to its support for CiU in 1980, almost
imploded. Over the course of the 1980s, ERC was ineffectual until a new
leadership emerged that prioritised the question of political independence.
This had some electoral benefits to the party but the party was convulsed by
a new crisis as many within it felt it had forgotten its social agenda and that
ERC had come to be seen as little more than a campaigning platform for
(an improbable) Catalan independence. Since the mid-1990s, ERC has
re-launched itself as a pragmatic party supporting Catalan independence.39

Yet it has also given renewed importance to social questions and has
successfully capitalised on CiU’s closeness to the PP on ‘social’ issues. It was
noticeable after the municipal elections of May 2003 that ERC was more
inclined to enter into electoral agreements with the PSC rather than CiU,
and was an early indication of the choice of coalition partner the party would
make later that year. The peculiar circumstances of the Spanish general
election of March 2004 also resulted in a triumph for ERC, increasing its
representation from one to eight seats in Madrid.
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For its part, the PSC, following its fifth successive defeat at the hands of
Pujol in 1995, had embarked on a thorough revision of its strategy to defeat
CiU by seeking to occupy its political space. This would culminate in the
choice of Maragall as party leader and a programme of ‘Catalanisation’ of
the party. Officially, the PSC is the Catalan federation of the PSOE and this
has enabled nationalists to accuse it of sucursalisme, or subordination to the
party centre. CiU has successfully marketed itself as the only ‘true’ Catalan
political force. In one poll held before the elections of 1999, only 10 per cent
of those polled considered that Maragall and the PSC would defend ‘the
interests of Catalonia’. The figure for Pujol and CiU was 70 per cent.40

Maragall sought to challenge these electorally damaging accusations. As
one of the leading figures in CiU, Miquel Roca, put it as early as 1977, ‘What
is the use of voting in Catalonia for a candidature who also stands in
Madrid?’41 The ‘Maragall’ project of the ‘Catalanisation’ of the PSC
envisaged capturing what has been called the ‘dual vote’ in Catalonia,
meaning sectors of the Catalan electorate that vote CiU in Catalan elections
but PSC in the general elections.42 Just as CiU won every Catalan election
after 1980, so the PSC won a majority in Catalonia in every general election
between 1977 and 2000. A huge component of the membership and voter
base of both the PSC and the PSUC consisted of immigrants. The PSC
electorate is mostly made up of those born in other areas of Spain, or, as one
writer has put it, ‘one might infer that we are faced with a PSC electorate
loyal to the PSOE’.43

Maragall created a civic organisation, Ciutadans pel Canvi (Citizens for
Change), to Catalanise the Catalan socialists. Inspired by Blairism, Maragall
also saw the changes in the PSC as indicative of a move beyond the politics of
left and right. A consequence of this broad church strategy was a further
dilution of the social-democratic content of the PSC and thus a narrowing of
its differences with CiU on questions of political economy. Since the
transition, divisions within the PSC have also related to its electoral
constituency, its ‘core vote’, made up, on the one hand, of Spanish-speaking
workers and, on the other, of liberal-social democratic middle-class and
cosmopolitan Catalanists. Like other west European social democrats, this
has been a fragile coalition. The PSC won in 2003 by a narrow margin and
with a substantial loss of votes. Notably, abstention in the industrial areas
surrounding Barcelona was high.44 This fragility has been heightened by
Maragall’s courting of the Catalan business lobby. As the president of the
most important forum of Catalan business, the Fomento de Trabajo
Nacional, declared before the Catalan elections of 2003: ‘Business does not
fear a Maragall government.’45 This represents a considerable shift on the
part of Catalan business from their negative attitude towards the prospect of
a PSC government in 1980.

Maragall’s Catalanisation of the PSC was reflected in its policy call for the
federalisation of Spain and for a new Statute of Autonomy. The Maragallian
paradox has been to combine appeals to the centre-left with appeals to



Catalonia and the new Catalanism 115

nationalism (traditionally Catalan liberals and leftists prefer the term
‘Catalanist’). Since his emergence as party leader, Maragall’s Catalanist
shift has frequently clashed with sectors of the PSOE. Many commentators
have noted that Spanish nationalism has re-emerged with renewed vigour in
the early twenty-first century (see Chapter 7), and the Popular Party has
attempted to tarnish the PSOE with being ‘weak’ on Spanish unity. One
response in the PSOE has been the ‘Jacobin’ Declaration of Mérida, which
defended the Spanish state and present constitutional arrangements and
was a direct response to the so-called Declaration of Barcelona.

The document and agreement that became known as the Declaration of
Barcelona of July 1998 was made with the political forces of Basque and
Galician nationalism. The core of the text is a call for the recognition of the
multinational nature of the Spanish state.46 This defence of Spanish unity
has continued to be made by the same sectors in subsequent years and
the comments of PSOE regional barons such as José Bono, who called
nationalism ‘out of date’ during the Catalan elections, were seen as
damaging to the PSC. Maragall’s incorporation of the ‘separatist’ ERC in his
government and the controversies of January and February 2004 were
further seen as damaging to the PSOE in the Spanish general election
campaign of early 2004. Indeed, the Socialist leader Rodríguez Zapatero
was accused of collaborating with ERC and of being ‘soft’ on ‘separatist’
nationalism by the PP, and was the object of strong criticism from sectors
within his own party.

Although Spanish socialism was greatly damaged by questions of
corruption in the 1990s, the PSC seemed unable to capitalise on the
increasing cases of corruption that have been periodically linked to the
Generalitat because of the memory of the scandals associated with the
PSOE in power.47 Perhaps the only area in which Maragall differentiated
himself from Pujol was that of language. But even here he has called for the
polemical Llei de Política Lingüistica not to be reformed or abolished but to
be applied with more caution, clearly reflecting the sensitivities of his
electorate.48 However, in all other questions, from the ‘financial’ question to
the policy of federalism and the creation of Catalan sporting entities,
Maragall and the PSC have followed CiU. The positions adopted by the PSC
are then a reflection of the CiU-led Catalanisation of society.

As was made clear at the beginning of the 2003 electoral campaign for the
Catalan parliament, nearly all Catalan parties, from CiU to the Greens, call
for greater Catalan autonomy. The only party opposed to further quotas of
self-government, the conservative Popular Party, obtained around 12 per
cent of the vote, and has in recent years tried to obtain greater support by
presenting itself as ‘Catalanist’ through name and leadership changes and by
evoking the conservative Catalanism represented in the early twentieth
century by Francesc Cambó, one of the founders of the Lliga Regionalista. It
would therefore be erroneous to see the relative decline of CiU since the
mid-1990s as an indication that Catalan nationalist sentiment has peaked.
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Maragall and the PSC had two possibilities to defeat CiU: mobilisation
or Catalanisation. The fact that Maragall chose the latter is a confirmation
of how much CiU has transformed the terrain of Catalanism in the past
20 years.

Many questions arise concerning the future trajectory of political
Catalanism. As noted, it has invested highly in Europeanism as a project that
would enable Catalonia to ‘by-pass’ the Spanish state. CiU and Pujol were
firm believers throughout the 1990s that globalisation and European
integration were leading to the decline of the nation state. Yet the constitu-
tion of the European Union appears certain to consolidate existing nation
states and their territorial integrity and seems unlikely to allow for an
increased role for the regions.49 Catalanism is therefore going through a
period of ideological renewal in the new post-Pujol period. The first
indications of this renewal are the wide-ranging and broadly supported calls
for the reform of the Statute of Autonomy promoted by all parties in
Catalonia except the PP. These have not stirred up much controversy at
a Spanish level because they coincided with the Basque Ibarretxe Plan
(see Chapter 5), which many argue might lead to the break-up of Spain.

Indeed, in recent years, the question of the nature of Spain and of Spanish
unity has come to be at the forefront of Spanish political debate. As a
headline in El País noted in 2003: ‘PP and PSOE open the [electoral]
campaign with a debate on the unity of Spain.’50 The increased hostility on
the part of the PP towards the sovereignty drive of the regional nationalists,
whether Basque or Catalan, led Pujol to accuse Aznar of breaking the pact
of the transition concerning Spain.51 CiU has paid the price for its support for
the PP. Though it has been experiencing electoral decline since the mid-
1990s, it is clear that the votes lost to ERC in 2003 and in the 2004 elections
are part of the electorate’s punishment of CiU’s support for a PP that had
hardened its political strategy after obtaining an overall majority in the
Spanish general elections of 2000. CiU governed Catalonia from 1995
thanks to support from the PP, and Pujol has recognised that being seen to
be allied with the PP has cost CiU electorally yet felt CiU had to do it ‘out of
responsibility towards Catalonia and the governability of Spain’.52

Pujol’s decision not to stand again for the post of president of Catalonia
and his anointing of Artur Mas as successor was initially interpreted as a
radicalisation on the part of CiU towards more nationalist positions. The
government of Pujol has zig-zagged since the late 1990s with, on the one
hand, its support for the conservative Spanish Popular Party and, on the
other, its attempts to prevent its own decline by increasing the tempo of
Catalan nationalism. CiU-led Catalan nationalism also increasingly adopted
other populist strategies, as seen, for example, in its call for the creation of
Catalan sporting entities, particularly a Catalan football team.53 Mas has
performed the classical Pujolian balancing act of nationalist rhetoric and
pragmatism. The 1998 regional nationalist Declaration of Barcelona, signed
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by CiU alongside the more radical Basque and Galician nationalisms
and once interpreted as a sea-change in CiU’s policies, has effectively been
put on ice.

Pujol’s retirement as party leader and his choice of Mas as successor have
placed CiU in a fluid situation. The decision initially caused a serious
deterioration in relations between the partners of the CDC and UDC
coalition Within CDC, there emerged two factions to battle over the Pujolist
inheritance. Like all successful formations, political office had held the
disparate elements within the party together. With the leader of UDC now
leading CiU representation in Madrid following the Spanish general
election of March 2004, and Mas leading the federation in opposition in
Catalonia, CiU faces uncertain times. The real danger may be an unravelling
of the coalition if it is excluded from power for long. It is most unlikely that
Mas will ever attain the status of Pujol within CiU and be able to overcome
these potential crises. There is also the possibility of a pincer movement
between the PSC, ERC and the PPC54 to carve off sectors of the CiU
electorate. CiU thus faces a serious challenge over the next few years and its
status as a ‘catch-all party’ could be fatally undermined.

Dividing Catalan politics between a nationalist axis based on CiU/ERC
and a ‘state-wide’ axis with the PP, PSC-PSOE and IC, fails to capture the
Catalanism of IC as well as much of the PSC. This state–nationalist division
also misses the CiU alliance with the PP on many issues, as well as UDC’s
greater proximity to some sectors of the PP. 55 Strikingly, only the PP in
Catalan politics sees Spain as a nation.

The new governing coalition of Catalonia, made up of the PSC, ERC and
IC, is unambiguously a Catalanist coalition and has defined itself in opposi-
tion to the Catalanism of the Right (CiU). The Maragall-led coalition will be
careful not to alienate important sectors of Catalan society and will have
noted how the rainbow coalition, the Govern de ‘progres’, in the Balearics
was removed from power in May 2003 after only one period in office. Yet
moderation by the tripartite government may not be enough either, and
there is an expectation in Catalan society that it will have to carry out social
reforms.

Catalan politics since the death of Franco represents a complex pheno-
menon and we still require more detailed data on how second-generation
Spanish-speaking immigrants may have shifted the PSC towards a more
Catalanist position. The election of 1999 saw a part coalition between PSC
and IC obtain a higher vote than CiU because of seat distribution, though
CiU obtained more seats and kept out Maragall. The year 1999 was also the
high point for the socialist vote in Catalonia in the autonomous elections.
The election of November 2003 has signified many things and one of them is
that the domination of the great forces in Catalan politics, the PSC and CiU,
has been seriously challenged for the first time, both forces mustering only
60 per cent of the Catalan vote, a drop from a figure of around 75 per cent for
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nearly all Catalan elections since 1984.56 Catalonia, however, continues to
experience broad political consensus where the general principles of
Catalanism are shared by around 85 per cent of the Catalan electorate.

The unexpected electoral victory of the PSOE in March 2004 means that
CiU will, for the first time in its history, lack serious political influence
at both a Catalan and a Spanish level. The dramatic political changes
experienced in Catalonia since the mid-1990s seem to confirm that since the
transition Catalan politics has really been about capturing the space
occupied by Convergència i Unió. It is also confirmation of the profound
impact that this formation has had on Catalan political culture. Yet one of
Catalonia’s, Spain’s and Europe’s most successful political formations may
face its greatest challenge in the years to come.
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7 From National-Catholic nostalgia
to constitutional patriotism
Conservative Spanish nationalism
since the early 1990s

Xosé-Manoel Núñez Seixas1

What is the current status of Spanish nationalism, at the beginning of the
twenty-first century? One of the least researched areas of Spanish politics is
the ideological, political and social weight of Spanish nationalism. The
purported non-existence of Spanish nationalism is a common belief echoed
by prominent intellectuals, politicians and the mass media. Even among
most Spanish public opinion shapers, and for a large part of the Spanish
academic community, Spanish nationalism is virtually absent, a pheno-
menon that dissolved with the end of Francoism and the birth of the
democratic monarchy. Yet this is just one side of the issue. Most Spaniards,
including many intellectuals and influential public figures, have no difficulty
claiming Spain is a multicultural and historical nation. To its defenders, this
affirmation seems to fall entirely outside the category of nationalism.

This illustrates the ambiguity surrounding Spanish nationalism when one
attempts to identify it as an object of study. Spanish state nationalism may
express itself in a diffuse form, as a component of public policy and the
state’s institutional agency. Like every state nationalism that develops
within the frontiers of a political community and has existed in a recognised
form since the pre-modern period, Spanish nationalism does not always
function as such; nor does it adopt the form of a political organisation or a
social movement associated with a visible nationalist creed. On the contrary,
it may be identified as a political ideology permeating the agency of diverse
socio-political actors, as well as a social sentiment of identity, as an imagined
community shared by a majority of the Spanish population. The presence of
state nationalism may be diluted, but it is persistent. Its intensity varies
according to the presence of external and internal opponents. It may even be
an idea underlying everyday phenomena, aptly labelled by Michael Billig as
banal nationalism.2

My aim in this chapter is to provide an overview of the present trends and
competing discourses that coexist within conservative-leaning Spanish
nationalism, or rather of the various discourses of Spanish patriotic affir-
mation within the right-wing political spectrum. An attempt will be made,
therefore, to establish a basic typology. However, the trends that are
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analysed below have to be understood as ideal typical constructions. In fact,
the object of my analysis, Spanish nationalist discourse, constitutes an often
confusing set of very different ideological elements that are present to some
extent in the views expressed by a range of actors.3

The indelible Francoist stigma

The monopolisation of Spanish nationalist discourse by Francoism and the
anti-democratic right had a significant impact on the entire spectrum
of Spanish nationalism, particularly when it was forced to present a
democratically legitimised face during the last years of Francoism and the
democratic transition. At that time any explicit affirmation of Spanish
patriotism was automatically delegitimised and identified with the defence
of the old National-Catholic tenets. This was particularly noticeable among
liberal and left-wing milieux, and during the first phase of the transition it
manifested itself somewhat chaotically in the problems that most demo-
cratic parties experienced concerning public use of the term ‘Spain’.4 State
nationalism seemed to lack all coherence in its social and organisational
expression, at least until the mid-1990s. However, though organisationally
and politically less visible, Spanish nationalism continued to exist, both on
the right and on the left of the political spectrum. Like every nationalist
ideology, whether stateless or not, it displays a broad internal diversity.
Different political and social actors with a plethora of worldviews and
ideological programmes support the common cause of turning Spain into the
sole sovereign entity with collective political rights. As with stateless
nationalisms, civic tenets and ethnocultural elements combine to form
complex and elaborate ideologies.5

The 1978 Constitution was ambiguous when it came to defining the
nation. On the one hand, it stated that Spain is the sole existing nation and
should enjoy ‘indivisible unity’ as the ‘common and indivisible Fatherland of
all Spaniards’. Hence, Spain was the sole collective entity to have full
sovereignty. On the other hand, it also recognised nationalities and regions.
The difference between a nationality and a nation was not clearly estab-
lished in the constitutional text, though during the parliamentary debates
the meaning of ‘nationality’ was reduced in practice to that of a cultural and
linguistic community without sovereignty.6 By mentioning the existence of
nationalities, the Constitution intended to satisfy peripheral nationalist
demands that the new territorial structure of the state recognise the
qualitative historical and cultural peculiarities of their territories. The State
of the Autonomous Communities was accepted by the main substate
nationalist parties as a first step towards the consolidation of regional self-
government. In contrast, for most Spanish parties the model established by
the Constitution was the final stage of the decentralisation process.7

Nevertheless, some were not at all convinced of the long-term effective-
ness of the autonomy system. The leader of Alianza Popular (AP), Manuel
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Fraga, strongly criticised ‘Part VIII’ of the Constitution, and four AP
parliamentary representatives voted against the Constitution. AP
subsequently opposed the term ‘historical nationalities’ and was reluctant to
accept full bilingualism in those autonomous communities that had their
own language. AP bitterly opposed further political decentralisation until
1982, emphasising instead the idea of ‘Spain’s unity’ and healthy regionalism
to avoid ‘anarchy and disorder’ in the periphery. This attitude was to endure
throughout the 1980s.8

However, the new territorial framework drawn up by the 1978 Consti-
tution meant that Spanish nationalist discourse had to be reinvented.
Explicit Spanish nationalism disappeared from the statements and speeches
of most political parties and leaders, with the exception of the far right and
some AP spokesmen. This denial of the ‘nationalism’ label allowed pro-
gressive intellectuals from the mid-1980s to brandish a pervasive but
frequently used argument to oppose substate nationalist claims. Their
strategy basically consisted of censuring all forms of explicit nationalism,
repudiating and criticising them as potentially totalitarian and exclusive.9

Since the defence of the territorial integrity of the Spanish nation by left-
wing leaders and intellectuals was never defined as nationalism but as
‘patriotism’, or later on ‘loyalty to the Constitution’, what had been a form of
political renunciation in the 1960s and 1970s became a politically persuasive
tool during the 1980s and 1990s.10 Only substate nationalists used the term
‘nationalism’ to define themselves, though they gave a very different
meaning to that concept.

However, since the mid-1990s conservatives have increasingly held high
the banner of ‘explicit’ Spanish patriotism, which in some cases is equated
with ‘good nationalism’ or with a vaguely defined ‘supranationalism’.11 But
patriotism is also used as a synonym for ‘personal virtue’, a means of
enhancing respect for liberty as well as pride in the best liberal traditions of
Spanish history.12 In the twenty-first century, Spanish conservatives seem to
have ‘reappropriated’ Spanish nationalist discourse, and to some extent they
also claim to have reinvented it. Nevertheless, as will be explained, the limits
of this discursive renovation are quite evident, particularly regarding the
tortuous relationship of contemporary conservative patriotism with Spain’s
recent past.

Since the 1990s, Spanish patriotic discourse has run through the public
sphere particularly the mass media, books and pamphlets. The rearticu-
lation of Spanish nationalism springs from confrontations with the stateless
nationalisms. During the late 1980s the ongoing debates about the existence
of a ‘regional problem’ led to a recurrence of the disputes among exiled
Spanish Republicans in the 1950s, now reformulated and updated: does a
‘Spanish problem’ exist? This has given rise to a myriad of booklets and
newspaper articles whose main concern is to uphold the existence of Spain as
a nation, while opposing and stigmatising minority nationalisms.13 What
took place during this debate was a slow process of adaptation of the main
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ideological currents of Spanish nationalism and patriotic discourse to the
new circumstances of democratic Spain.

Since 1978 Spanish nationalist discourse has had to face three simul-
taneous challenges. The first entailed adapting to the new political/
institutional framework set up by the 1978 Constitution and the State of the
Autonomous Communities. The renewal of Spanish nationalist discourse
had to take into account the institutional plurality brought about by the
pressure exerted by the stateless nationalisms, as well as adjust to political
decentralisation and the renewal of regional cultural diversity. However, the
extent of its tolerance is not clearly defined.

The second challenge was to reinvent a new political and historical
legitimacy, side-stepping the heritage of Francoism and the legacy of recent
historical memories, and starting anew at the most basic symbolic level.
Nevertheless, this new legitimacy could not derive from an explicit
condemnation of Francoism because that would mean that Spain would be
refounded around an ‘anti-fascist consensus’, the road taken by other post-
war European state nationalisms.14 The need to ‘forget’ the Civil War and
the Franco regime in order to maintain coexistence with the transition’s
main actors has made it difficult for many of Spain’s democratic nationalists
to unite around common issues.15 Thus, even though left-wing parties and
organisations have continued to venerate their leaders and their past,
including exile and the Civil War, the Socialist government (1982–96)
focused on celebrating events such as the quincentenary of the discovery
of America (1992), or the bicentenary of the death of the Enlightenment
king, Charles III. The recent past, that is the Civil War and the Franco
Dictatorship, was left in oblivion. This was combined with a selective
appropriation of the particular collective memories of regionalisms and
substate nationalisms by adopting as symbols those intellectuals and
political leaders who had not advocated independence. There was renewed
interest in the liberal left-wing nationalist/patriotic tradition, from
nineteenth-century republicanism to former president of the Second
Republic Manuel Azaña. However, the historical pessimism of these and
other authors, along with the thesis of the two Spains and of ‘Spain’s
problem’, it was believed, had to be evaded. A change began only in 1996,
and became more evident in 1999, when the Socialist Party ‘rediscovered’
the memory of the Civil War in order to use it as an electoral weapon against
the conservatives.16

The reluctance of the PP explicitly to condemn the 1936 coup d’état and
the Francoist regime (until the parliamentary bill of November 2002), as
well as its continued resistance to the idea of removing Francoist symbols
from streets and squares, have also contributed to the re-emergence of
recent historical memory as a barrier between the right-wing and left-wing
variants of Spanish patriotic discourse. This dynamic had been intensified by
the PSOE’s search for commonalities with organisations further to the left
and with substate nationalist parties, all of which cultivate memories of the
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Civil War, anti-Francoist resistance and exile as their foundational and
relegitimising myths.17 A sort of ‘common republican’ identity is only
feasible in places where the peripheral nationalist challenge and terrorist
violence are so intense that Spanish parties must seek to overcome the past,
even if this is done by agreeing temporarily to forget the Dictatorship.18

The ‘guilty conscience’ has tended to encourage the emergence of two
parallel and frequently overlapping tendencies within Spanish nationalist
discourse. One is to look back in history for respectable forerunners to
Spanish liberal nationalism, preferably in the period prior to 1931. The
second is to emphasise universal values (individual rights, etc.) as a new basis
on which to legitimise Spanish patriotism by adopting the concept of
‘constitutional patriotism’ and trying to adapt it to the Iberian context. In
practice this has resulted in the emergence of a kind of ‘constitutional
nationalism’ whose similarities with Habermas’s concept are more super-
ficial than real.

The theoretical foundations for Spanish ‘constitutional nationalism’ are
based on the legacy of philosopher José Ortega y Gasset, combined with a
continued reaction against minority nationalisms. Ortega y Gasset’s
reflections on the national question in his 1921 book, España invertebrada,
are a mixture of historical determinism – the idea that Castile had been the
forging power of Spanish unity under the monarchy and that the Iberian
kingdoms united around Castile’s hegemony as an unavoidable outcome of
this process – and a search for a ‘common project’ for all the Spanish peoples.
This first took shape during the discovery of America, enabling Spain’s
various ethnic groups to coalesce into a ‘superior unity’.19 For constitutional
nationalists, this emphasis on a ‘common project’ oriented towards the
future had the advantage of being tremendously flexible and malleable. A
new common goal was defined: reconquering democracy and modernising
Spain through membership in the European Union; the first step was taken
with the framing of the 1978 Constitution. Nevertheless, Ortega y Gasset’s
historical determinism remained as the often hidden and implicit basis of the
discourse of constitutional nationalism.20

The third challenge facing Spanish nationalism comes from the minority
nationalisms. The latter have set no limit to their constant demands for
increased self-government, and reiterate their determination to achieve
political goals that clearly go beyond the 1978 Constitution, as stated in the
Barcelona Declaration (June 1998) by the main Basque, Catalan and
Galician nationalist parties, and particularly in the radical strategy pursued
by Basque nationalism since 1998 aimed at achieving a status of shared
sovereignty with Spain. The persistence of certain ethnocentric tenets in the
discourse and praxis of minority nationalisms, along with continuing Basque
terrorist violence, has encouraged the re-emergence of Spanish patriotic
discourse in constant reaction to stateless nationalisms and particularly to
Basque nationalism.21
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Conservative nationalism: the search for an (unfulfilled)
renovation

Within this ideological camp, two main tendencies may be distinguished:
(a) the persistence of National-Catholicism on the far right, now a rather
marginal phenomenon in Spanish politics, and (b) the slow, multifaceted
evolution of the democratic right. Within the latter, three variants will be
analysed: a very minor current, which may be labelled as ‘neo-foralist
nationalism’; an important variant in some regions, which may be termed
‘regionalist nationalism’; and the majority trend nowadays within this camp,
‘Spanish neo-regenerationism’, which may currently be considered as the
conservative variant of constitutional nationalism.

National-Catholic nostalgia

During the transition to and the consolidation of democracy, explicit
Spanish nationalism visibly persisted among the far-right parties and
organisations on ideological and symbolic levels. The transparency of this
discourse, mostly inherited from Francoist principles, has led researchers
more fully to identify and analyse its nationalist characteristics. Most parties
within the Spanish extreme right, from Fuerza Nueva to the Frente
Nacional, as well as the remnants of the single party of the Dictatorship,
stayed loyal to the legacy of National-Catholicism. For some of its most
prominent leaders, such as Blas Piñar, this ideology promoted a mystical
identification of Spain with the Catholic faith.22 The persistence of National-
Catholicism went hand in hand with an idealised nostalgia for the pre-
modern Spanish Empire, along with an emphasis on cultural imperialism
towards Latin America, opposition to ‘Europe’ and membership of the
European Economic Community, and a strong ‘anti-separatism’ that
identified Spain’s historical enemy as Basque and Catalan nationalism.
During the transition this took the form of a repeated condemnation of
political ‘blackmailing’ by minority nationalisms, depicted as traitors and
ambitious provincial elites serving the interests of Spain’s foreign enemies:
‘Europe’ as a whole.23 Moreover, the new territorial structure set up under
the State of the Autonomous Communities was regarded as a complete
waste of money and a falsification of Spain’s traditions.

This basic interpretation has remained throughout the 1990s, particularly
among some late-Francoist intellectuals who advocated the return to a form
of authoritarian rule under a more or less technocratic appearance, though
devoid of religious and traditional codes. Thus the former Francoist minister
and neo-conservative intellectual Gonzalo Fernández de la Mora spoke in
2000 of how Spain had entered a process of ‘denationalisation’ since the
restoration of democracy. This denationalising process was due to the
impact of three factors: the influence of certain minority-led peripheral
nationalisms as a result of the 1978 Constitution, the transfer of sovereignty
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to the European Union, and the ‘demographic denationalisation’ caused by
the arrival of inassimilable Muslim and Amerindian immigrants. All this has
led to the fragmentation of Spain, a country that should be considered the
product of a positive historical evolution due to the constructive efforts of
the Visigoth kings, the Reconquest of Spain from the Muslims, the national
unification decreed by the Catholic kings in the fifteenth century and the
colonial venture as seen at its high point: the colonisation of America.24

Certain extreme-right organisations emerged during the first half of the
1990s in an attempt to overcome the electoral weakness of their elders. They
emphasised a more statist, radical and explicitly non-religious nationalism.
Their intellectual roots can be found in the fascist thinkers of the 1930s, such
as Ramiro Ledesma Ramos. This ultranationalist discourse recently raised
the ghost of a new other, a threat that should be fought in order to preserve
the purity of the Spanish nation: non-European immigrants (whose
presence has increased in Spain since the mid-1980s). Nevertheless, the
relatively moderate number of immigrants until very recently, along with
the electoral hegemony of the Popular Party over the right, has made it
difficult for this kind of discourse to gain any broad support. Old National-
Catholicism is still present in the ideological discourse of some young
leaders of the Spanish far right. In contrast, the most sophisticated and
elaborate theories of the Spanish neo-Nazis are characterised by openness
towards other Iberian nationalisms, fuelled by a desire to win adherents for
their racial and Pan-European project under the banner of ‘European
ethnicism’. However, this programme seems to have got nowhere.25

The slow evolution of the democratic right wing

Francoism interrupted the tradition of liberal-democratic Spanish national-
ism after 1936, and also left the democratic right with some obvious
problems of legitimacy. But because they have difficulty coping with the
recent past, particularly over openly rejecting the legacy of the Francoist
regime, conservatives find it hard to invoke that liberal tradition convin-
cingly. The National-Catholic worldview, though confined to a less visible
and mostly academic historiographical expression, has not entirely dis-
appeared from the spectrum of right-wing Spanish nationalism, particularly
among older leaders such as Manuel Fraga and more conservative
currents.26 Intellectuals close to the PP still insist that Spain’s historical roots
lie in the struggle of the Christian kingdoms against the Muslims in the
Middle Ages, while also emphasising the role played by the unifying agency
of the Spanish monarchy – which is taken to be part of the essence of the
nation – and the intrinsic Catholic nature of the Spanish nation, whose
moment of glory was the discovery and conquest of America.27 This
perspective holds that the substate nationalisms are principally a product of
foreign conspiracies to weaken Spain’s power and to erase its glorious
contribution to the history of mankind.28 Although these attitudes are still
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present today, Spanish conservatives do not openly display them. A small
current tends towards neo-foralism, while the majority may be labelled as
‘constitutional nationalists’.

A minority current: neo-foralist Spanish nationalism

A very small variant, represented by several isolated members of the
Spanish right, recognises the multinational character of the Spanish state.
Their preferred formula for accommodating national plurality within a
single state would be to resurrect the old concepts that inspired the
‘composite monarchy’ of the Habsburgs in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries in the belief that regional liberties and fueros (or local historical
rights) could be transplanted today into a ‘composite state’ based on the
traditional divided sovereignty. The mechanism for implementing this
solution would be a reinterpretation and reform of the 1978 Constitution
through the possibilities offered by its ‘additional provision’, which opens
the way for renewing and deepening the fueros of the Basque provinces and
Navarre.

The solitary, though intellectually influential, representative of this
current is former UCD minister Miguel Herrero de Miñón, one of the
members of the parliamentary committee that framed the text of the 1978
Constitution.29 However, his proposals, which have received a positive
response from several sectors of Basque nationalism, have had no real influ-
ence on conservative policy-makers. Instead, they stirred up bitter reaction
from both right- and left-wing ideologues of ‘constitutional nationalism’,
who consider Herrero de Miñón’s thesis a return to the ancien régime.

The ‘regionalist’ variant

The political praxis of the conservatives in Galicia and the Balearic Islands,
regions that the party has governed since the early 1980s, has been one of
implementing a moderate policy of defence of the peripheral language and
culture, along with a policy of promoting the regional ‘autonomous’ identity.
This has sometimes clashed with the more centralist positions of the central
organs of the Spanish conservative party. The process of ‘regionalisation’
has been a strategic tool used to combat the rise of left and substate
nationalisms in regions where there is a distinct culture and language. But
the rapid integration of regionalist local elites, and the need to maintain
regional power in a context marked by territorial competition, led both
regional branches to reinforce their regionalist tenets during the 1980s. The
term ‘historical nationality’ was first accepted in 1991 by Galicia’s PP
branch.30 Under Fraga’s charismatic leadership, the Galician PP has grad-
ually proposed a new formula seeking to combine Spanish constitutional
loyalty with a reinforced regional identity. This ‘self-identification’ includes
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pride in being Galician and loving the ‘dignified’ language and traditions of
the region, combined with the promotion of folklore, popular culture and
the ‘recognition of our own personality’, from which a right to ‘a real self-
government and administration’ emerges.31 Support for the regional culture
often adopts a banal and populist tone but there are also theoretical
initiatives to adopt and ‘reconvert’ the historical legacy of peripheral
nationalism into a form of ‘healthy regionalism’ that does not damage the
integrity of Spain as a nation. Nevertheless, a clear distinction is made
between this ‘healthy’ concept and self-determination, which is fiercely
rejected.32 An autonomous identity is legitimised through references to
regional history and especially by means of a suitable reinterpretation and
appropriation of certain peripheral historical traditions, emphasising their
non-separatist aspects. Thus, the moderate leader of conservative Catalan-
ism before 1936, Francesc Cambó, who stressed the Catalan objective of
‘regenerating’ Spain is often quoted. Organic intellectuals of the Galician
PP have even claimed that the whole tradition of Galician nationalism
prior to 1950 may be subsumed within the regionalist doctrine of the
conservatives.33

Likewise, several conservative presidents of regional governments have
become staunch defenders of the principle of subsidiarity and the need for a
vigorous decentralisation. A good example of this has been the ‘single
administration’ formula proposed by Fraga, which envisages full devolution
to the regional administrations and the elimination of any overlapping of
central and regional spheres of government. The government in Madrid
would retain power in areas considered of essential interest to Spain’s social,
economic and political cohesion. Fraga argues that this would serve to
deepen the State of the Autonomous Communities while also freezing
the growing demands for self-government among substate nationalists.
The final stage is the full implementation of autonomy as outlined in the
Constitution.34

The consolidation since the mid-1980s of this regionalist alternative has
been decisive in persuading the conservatives to accept the autonomy model
established in the 1978 Constitution. At the same time, they see Spain as a
unitary sovereign nation that includes different cultures, languages and
regional institutions. Decentralisation therefore means the reinforcement
of Spanishness from the bottom up, making the ‘provinces’ fully responsible
for their own part of a joint project.35 The PP advocates complete uniformity
of competencies for all autonomous communities, though it acknowledges
the existence of ‘linguistic and geographical’ as well as juridical peculiarities
in certain regions. And the PP’s discourse obviously denies the nationalities
any possibility of becoming sovereign, rejecting any idea of the ‘divided
sovereignty’ demanded by minority nationalist parties. In fact, the
regionalist praxis of some PP branches has faded considerably since 2000 as
the new ‘constitutional nationalism’ has taken shape.
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The new right-wing ‘constitutional nationalism’

This current insistently waves liberalism and civic principles as its flag. There
are at least two main discourses that intertwine intricately, so much so that
one may have arisen in response to the other.

First, it should be stressed that this tendency emerged from a highly
reactive nationalism. That is, it represents a continuous reaction against
peripheral nationalism and shares this with left-wing patriotic discourse.
Right-wing nationalism, and particularly the PP’s political strategy in the
Basque Country and Catalonia, has taken advantage of the confrontations
with substate nationalists and exploited the linguistic conflict. During the
1980s and 1990s a number of books and leaflets, as well as articles in journals
and newspapers, insisted on the ‘discriminatory’ nature of the cultural and
linguistic policies implemented by Catalan and Basque nationalists, warning
that Castilian would become a persecuted language in these regions. This
was presented as the first step in the Balkanisation and deconstruction of the
Spanish nation. A debate also arose concerning individual versus collective
rights. Nonetheless, what was really at stake in most cases was the allegedly
traditional and natural supremacy of Castilian. This type of nostalgia reveals
how for much of the Spanish right Castilian is a defining cultural marker of
Spanish national identity, a common tie uniting all Spaniards of any regional
origin, and a distinctive contribution to universal culture.36

These authors presented substate nationalism as a step on the road to
totalitarianism, since it would impose a monolithic culture on all citizens
under its authority. This view initially arose because of the Catalan
government’s linguistic policies.37 Similar reactions continued during the
early 1990s, though less prominently or frequently, and more recently they
have been voiced in the Basque Country.38 Since 1993 there has been a
noticeable increase in the frequency of these types of books, some of them
written by prestigious ex-left-wing intellectuals. This group has grown as
articles in the press and remarks in the media – particularly on radio
broadcasts – were directed against the main Spanish parties (first the PSOE
and later the PP) for their dependency on the parliamentary support of
Catalan and Basque nationalists to maintain a majority in the Spanish
parliament between 1993 and 2000.

An additional factor encouraging the proliferation of this ‘reactive
literature’ has undoubtedly been the persistence and intensification of
Basque terrorism since the mid-1990s, as well as the strategic radicalisation
of Basque nationalist parties since 1998. Well-written essays by academics
and journalists (such as Jon Juaristi, Fernando Savater or José Mª Calleja)
devoted to combating Basque nationalism ideologically have become best-
sellers. Most of this new wave of ‘reactive’ literature has not been concerned
with theorising the Spanish nation. Instead, it censured radical Basque
nationalism, stressing its anti-democratic and violent side. But its criticism
has extended since 1998–9 to mainstream democratic Basque nationalism,
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blaming it for the persistence of violence and accusing it of anti-democratic
tenets. In the end, however, this has become an authentic ‘vindication’ of
Spanish patriotism. Many of the most important proponents of a new
formulation of Spanish patriotic discourse from right and left come from
either Catalonia or, in particular, the Basque Country. Conversely, the
increasing demands for sovereignty and self-determination emanating from
some of the most important nationalist parties of the periphery led the
conservatives to ascribe an absolute and unchangeable character to the 1978
Constitution.

Moreover, this tendency has been characterised by a constant call for the
renovation of historical legitimacy. Since the mid-1980s, Spanish right-wing
intellectuals have undertaken the task of reinterpreting the history of Spain
by presenting it as an example of ‘unity within diversity’, which would
inevitably lead to the constitutional formula of 1978. According to this view,
Spain had been a mosaic of different peoples and cultures since Roman
times, unified either by the historical destiny of sharing a common space and
a common project, or by the will of constituting a political unit since the early
Middle Ages, during the Christian kingdoms’ struggle against the Muslims,
who are usually excluded from the legacy of ‘Spanishness’ along with Jews,
deported in 1492. The traditional notion of ‘unity in diversity’ proposed by
Spanish traditionalist thinkers since the late nineteenth century, such as
Menéndez y Pelayo, has been renewed and resurrected in a novel form: the
‘different Spains’ (las Españas), in spite of their variegated cultures and
peculiarities, have always been part of a greater national community whose
supreme manifestation would be the present State of the Autonomous
Communities. According to this teleological conception of history, Spain is a
true outcome of historical experience, and its objective ‘body’ has adopted
different forms over time. In contrast, the stateless nationalisms are said to
be based on historical fantasy and non-scientific literary imagination, the
invention of second-rate intellectuals.39

The new conservatives define Spain as a single, though multicultural and
decentralised, nation. They accept the State of the Autonomous Commu-
nities in its present shape without leaving room for further evolution in
a ‘federalising’ direction, as the left proposes. Any further symbolic
recognition of Spain’s cultural and ethnoterritorial plurality would be
considered an unwarranted capitulation that might threaten the very
integrity of Spain. According to José María Aznar, the Spanish people
should instead be renationalised and become ‘normal’ within a European
context. Moreover, Spain should not make further concessions to peripheral
nationalisms, since their demands have proven impossible to satisfy.40 The
real fear is neither for the continuity of the state structure nor for the
existence of the states within the European Union, which continue to be
considered the main actors of European life,41 but for the survival of the
nation. According to European MP and former leader of the Catalan branch
of the PP, Aleix Vidal-Quadras, the Spanish state will not survive if it ceases
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to be a nation. The Spanish ‘national fact’, however, is not to be confused
with exalted nationalism, which is exclusive to the periphery.42

This illustrates the main contradiction of this position. Nationalism as
such is reputed to be obsolete and pre-modern, an expression of tribal ties
and totalitarian dreams of homogeneous ethnic identity. Of course all
substate nationalisms are subsumed within the category of ethnic national-
isms, as distinguished from political nationalism, which is a sort of purely
civic and healthy form of patriotism represented by nation-states such as
Spain.43 Liberal individualism and individual rights are held to be above any
form of collective rights. Spanish state nationalism and all the state
nationalisms that emerged and developed in the nineteenth century are
deemed to produce positive results, such as economic modernisation,
consolidation of the liberal revolution, etc.: ‘the apostles of the new States
have invoked progress, ambition and the future’. According to Vidal-
Quadras, the Spanish national community constitutes a given reality forged
by a common history whose existence is unquestionable. The concept of a
Spanish nation means ‘a common project, a common spiritual substance, a
common language, a common cultural matrix and a common History, all
fully compatible with cultural and linguistic plurality . . . in the State of the
Autonomous Communities’. The acceptance of cultural and linguistic
plurality presupposes the existence of a widespread social sentiment of
cohesion around a common objective. Certainly this concept of a ‘plural
Spanish nation’, later redefined by the same author as a ‘nation-project’
providing a corporal existence for the state, is legitimised by its efficiency in
protecting the liberty, dignity and material/cultural advancement of its
citizens, free from ‘any mystic or primordial essences’. But Vidal-Quadras
also proposes retaining the strength of ‘emotional cohesion sustained by
historical, religious, linguistic or ethnic facts, as expressed in the use of
symbols and nationalising liturgy’, though the latter should be void of any
‘instinctive tribal identity’.44 In his opinion, the fact that the territorial and
historical existence of Spain was considered a given fact in the 1978
Constitution does not undermine its democratic legitimacy.45

Other conservative leaders and MPs express this more radically, particu-
larly since 1998–9. History is considered to be a ‘more authentic’ basis for the
national legitimisation of Spain than ethnocultural and linguistic features.
According to a member of the team that drafted the Constitution and
currently a conservative MP, it is an ‘axiomatic fact’ that ‘the Spanish nation,
subject and object of the constitutional pact, is a reality that exists prior to
the Constitution’, shaped from an ontological point of view since Roman
times, and from an intellectual point of view since the Middle Ages.46

Moreover, Spain is an ancient nation, ‘a secular reality’ which, like many
other old European nations, is based on ‘deeper and more solid elements,
and thus less emotional ones than the purely ethnic links that define so many
of the aspiring nations that are so frequent nowadays in Europe’.47 Brilliant
polemicists, such as the journalist Federico Jiménez Losantos, have recently
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undertaken the task of ‘rewriting’ a nationalist history of Spain going all the
way back to pre-Roman times. History and a kind of shared memory of
common coexistence thus constitute the real basis for the legitimacy of
Spain; but for those who defend the ‘objectively defined fact’ that Spain is a
nation, this does not mean that they are nationalists.48

Nevertheless, it must be noted that right-wing Spanish nationalism also
attempted to carry out a limited reformulation of its reading of history. By
the early 1990s it had undertaken to ‘recover’ and reinterpret the historical
legacy of Republican reformism that arose in the first third of the twentieth
century. Through a convenient reinterpretation, conservative intellectuals
were able to invoke the memory and the ‘patriotic’ intellectual legacy of
Republican President Manuel Azaña.49 Aznar, the PP’s leader from 1989 to
2003, also partly joined this tendency, arguing that Spain is a historical
reality forged in the fifteenth century and unified by the agency of the
monarchy and the existence of a common project, best expressed in the
‘generous’ Spanish conquest of America. This historical tradition should
sustain the legitimacy of the Spanish nation, which pre-dates the liberal
Spanish constitutions: Spain is ‘one of the most ancient nations of Europe’.
In spite of the fact that there was a long period lacking in ‘normality’ after
1812, the 1978 Constitution consecrated the idea of a Spanish nation based
upon principles of democracy, cultural plurality and progress.50 From this
point of view, Spain’s full participation in the European project involves
putting an end to the traditional ‘isolationism’ of Spanish history and
returning it to the normality it had lost.

Since the beginning of the Popular Party’s second government in March
2000, its absolute majority inspired the conservative intellectual and
political elites towards a more decisive public emphasis on the existence of a
historically based Spanish nation. But this historicism has been conveniently
incorporated within an apparently more sophisticated ideological construct
adopted from the repertory of the Spanish left. This can be seen in the PP’s
programme on ‘The Constitutional Patriotism of the Twenty-First Century’,
approved during its fourteenth Party Conference (January 2002) and
penned by two prominent Catalan and Basque PP leaders, former Minister
Josep Piqué and San Sebastian town councillor, María San Gil. The concept
of constitutional patriotism, developed by German philosophers Stern-
berger and Habermas, was incorporated into the political vocabulary of the
Spanish left during the early 1990s,51 and has now been reappropriated by
the PP in a contradictory way. First, it has been reinterpreted not as the
complete refounding of the political community on the basis of purely civic
values, but as a new cover for a more primordial attachment: a ‘political
updating of a form of loyalty to Spain – that integrating and plural Spain of
the 1978 Constitution – with deep roots in our history’. Spain is once again
defined as a ‘plural nation’, with its values embodied in the Constitution.
This plural nation also expresses its collective pride in the fact that it
successfully concluded the democratic transition. The 1978 Constitution is
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implicitly and purposefully presented as a kind of historical achievement of
the entire national community, and therefore as a patrimony that should be
preserved in its pure and original form, which in practice means setting it in
stone.52 Hence, the real challenge for Spanish identity consists in looking
towards the ‘future’ while relying on a solid historical base. The idea of Spain
ought to be accepted by Spaniards ‘naturally, without historical complexes’,
since:

Spain is a great country, a nation shaped through the centuries . . . A
plural nation with an identity that is not ethnically based, but politically,
historically and culturally based, which developed through its contri-
bution to universal History and Culture, its own constituting plurality,
and its historical project rooted in two worlds, Europe and America.53

Hence, Spain is a product of history and culture. The new ‘modern’
character of the present concept of the Spanish nation is clear, as well as its
‘indissoluble’ character and the impossibility of tolerating any secession. By
drawing a further line between the ‘exclusive nationalists’ of the periphery,
particularly Basques, and constitutional patriotism, defenders of the latter
conclude that ‘we are not nationalists’. Thus, the concept of ‘constitutional
patriotism’ is used as a general label to increase respect for values such as
liberty, tolerance and pluralism, while also creating new confidence in the
Spanish national project. This is presented as the reshaping of a nation that
should now play an important role in Europe, Latin America and the
Mediterranean.54

However, since 2002 other conservative thinkers have explicitly stressed
that the new meaning of constitutional patriotism makes it synonymous with
political (civic) nationalism. Contrary to the most common interpretation of
the concept within the intellectual ranks of the left, this new meaning
emphasises not only the civic values embodied in the Constitution but also
the Fatherland of the Constitution, as well as Spanish history, symbols and
culture. The ‘emotional limits’ of the concept of pure constitutional
patriotism based on exclusively civic and contractual terms should be
overcome by increasing recourse to history, symbols and a new liturgy.55

Moreover, some Basque intellectuals insist on the fact that ETA’s violence
and substate radical ethnonationalism have contributed to relegitimise the
new Spanish patriotism. Since Spanish patriots are persecuted and
physically threatened, particularly in the Basque Country, or at least
attacked in the public sphere of other regions, a defence of the Spanish
nation becomes a defence of freedom, of pluralism and of European values.
Specifically, ‘ETA clearly shows citizens . . . that Spain means democracy
and that the anti-Spain [movement] means totalitarianism, crime and
persecution’.56 Spanish patriotism would therefore be an incarnation of
political and civic nationalism, mostly void of ethnocultural elements but
retaining the Spanish language as a cultural marker that impregnates the
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political nation. Spanish patriotism would act as a precondition for the
positive development of democracy. The national cohesion of Spain
constitutes a prerequisite for long-term democratic consolidation.57 In other
words, conservative Spanish nationalism does not seek to become ‘consti-
tutional patriotism’ in a purely civic sense, but a full-fledged ‘constitutional
nationalism’ without complexes.

This emphasis on a new democratic patriotism runs in tandem with an
insistence on building and expanding common symbols. This requires
shaping and fostering a new patriotic liturgy. The former UCD minister José
Manuel Otero Novás already argued in 1998 that it was urgent for the state
to reinforce patriotic liturgy in order to strengthen Spanish national feelings
and regenerate Spain by emphasising the commemoration of the Día de la
Hispanidad (12 October). Conservatives have shown themselves to be
particularly interested in promoting the public use of the Spanish flag,
national anthem and coat of arms. Proof of this lies in the attempt by the
officially sponsored Centre of Political and Constitutional Studies to outline
the historical origins and evolution of the Spanish flag, coat of arms and
national anthem, which are considered to be the most visible expression of
‘democratic patriotism . . . that provide a certain level of cohesion and values
for people to be able to learn to live with one other’. Since 2000, the PP’s in-
house intellectuals have likewise proclaimed the need to retrieve and
support collective ceremonies, events and even sports that strengthen the
cohesion of different social strata, ‘by giving them a communitarian sense of
common coexistence’ within Spain. In fact, recent disputes between the
Spanish conservative government and substate nationalists have centred on
Madrid’s attempt to regulate use of these symbols by law, requiring the
national anthem to be played when the king attends a ceremony. Further
proof of this attempt at restoring the public use of ‘nationalising’ symbols
was seen in September 2002, when the government put up a huge Spanish
flag in the central Plaza de Colón in Madrid. This included a practice
maintained by the conservatives of regularly holding public ceremonies for
the Spanish army to pay homage to the flag. The explicit aim of this measure
was to make the place a site for ‘constitutional’ patriotic liturgy, particularly
on national holidays.58

This new insistence on reinforcing common Spanish symbols is combined
with a no less emphatic revival of Spain’s ‘glorious’ past. The recent history
of Spain should not be presented as a series of exceptional collective failures,
but as a new beginning exemplified in the democratic transition. This period
is regarded as a success story that has contributed decisively to overcoming
the dark periods of Spanish decadence and intolerance, and it has to be
presented as a positive contrast to the ‘tragic’ confrontation that took place
during the Civil War.59 Paradoxically, this means forgetting the recent past.
Conservative thinkers have repeatedly stressed the expediency of putting
aside such ‘shameful’ episodes of the past as the Civil War and the Franco
Dictatorship for the sake of Spain’s unity. Recent historical memory should
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not play any significant part in the recovery of a new national pride. In
addition, the Franco Dictatorship is said to have emerged from a war
between two totalitarian worldviews, Fascism and Bolshevism, both born
out of Marxism. So the Spanish Civil War should not be considered a
Spanish failure, but rather the expression of a European conflict. In spite of
the fact that a renewed historical interest in the memory of the victims of
Francoism re-emerged at the end of the 1990s among broad sectors of
Spanish public opinion, the official discourse of conservative patriotism
emphasised that Francoism belongs to the forgotten past. According to
Edurne Uriarte, most Spaniards do not remember that distant period at all.
Rather, they are increasingly proud of the collective enterprise known as the
successful Spanish transition to democracy and pay little attention to
‘isolated’ disputes concerning the rather remarkable survival of Francoist
monuments, street names and historical sites.60

Moreover, the pessimistic view of Spain’s history since the sixteenth
century as a decadent empire and an inefficient modern state should be
abandoned since it constitutes a relic of an outdated view predominant in
Spanish ‘leftist’ historiography since the fin-de-siècle disaster of 1898.61 A
new national project needs a new historical narrative. However, historio-
graphically speaking, the reconstruction of a renewed Spanish historical
memory remains heavily dependent on the old discursive patterns inherited
from Spanish traditionalist and National-Catholic historiography. Proof of
this may be found in the official support given since 1996 to the revival of the
Spanish empire’s historical personalities of the Golden Age, such as the
Habsburg emperors Charles I and Philip II, or the ‘Catholic’ Queen Isabel.
Some biographies of these historical figures, written by historians of the
Royal Academy of History, have found an unexpectedly broad audience.62

These works have an extremely traditional focus and their express purpose
is not to provide the public with the benefits of recent advances in histori-
ography but to present the old themes of imperial Spain, shining a positive
light on the personalities that symbolise Spain’s unity and greatness in the
past and for the future.63

This rekindled interest in the Golden Age of Spanish history goes hand in
hand with what might be termed a benevolent interpretation of the conquest
and colonisation of America by the Spanish monarchs. This is seen in the PP
Ministry of Education’s clear preference between 1998 and 2004 for a
classical narrative and chronology of the history of Spain in primary and
secondary schools. This reform of the history curriculum, according to the
PP government, should include more ‘common’ elements in all regions, thus
contributing to the reshaping of a shared consciousness of the historical
unity of Spain.64 The conservative government also demonstrated a strong
partiality for institutions that remain loyal to the most traditional tenets of
nineteenth-century nationalist historiography. This is the case with the
Royal Academy of History, which has taken up the task of rewriting a
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historical legitimisation of the Spanish nation by appealing to the classic
‘golden periods’ of Spanish history.65

Besides restoring the traditional historical narrative of Spain’s past as a
teleological process leading to Spain’s political unity in the pre-modern
period, the conservatives warmly support rewriting the history of Spanish
liberalism in the pre-Civil War period. This has focused on the implicitly
stigmatised period of the Second Republic,66 but especially on the real
policy-maker of the Restoration and architect of the Constitution of 1876,
the staunch conservative leader Antonio Cánovas del Castillo.67 Given that
the Restoration governments had embarked on a process of redefining
Spanishness on the basis of a liberal and secularised national project, a
recovery of its positive values is now taking place, including its supposed
national stability. This stability flowed from the basic consensus established
between the two main political parties concerning the state structure, which,
according to this interpretation, ought to be imitated by present-day
conservatives and Socialists for the sake of Spain’s constitutional unity.68

However, the pessimistic view of the political system held by the writers of
the so-called 1898 Generation and later on by the 1914 Generation blocked
that project, so the argument goes, and gave the following decades an unfair
interpretation of what the restored monarchy might have achieved in terms
of national cohesion. This view would have been essentially maintained
after 1939 by exiled Spanish liberals such as historians Américo Castro and
Claudio Sánchez Albornoz. But now the time has come, according to this
view, to revise that distorted image.69

This new historical memory is officially presented as patriotic memory.
But, as has been mentioned, whenever possible it consciously avoids men-
tioning Francoism and the Civil War. The conservative-leaning patriotic
discourse on historical memories rejects the Franco Dictatorship in a rather
generic way while hardly mentioning uncomfortable matters such as state-
led repression and Republican exile. In November 2002 the PP finally
condemned the Dictatorship in the Spanish parliament and promised to
rehabilitate the memory of the victims of Francoism. This was intended to
stop the ‘endless’ discussions about the past by means of a political agree-
ment that would avoid public debate on the lingering responsibilities for the
Civil War. This ‘concession’ was bitterly criticised by some ideological
spokespersons of the conservatives.70

In contrast certain journalists and some of the media (including the
second channel of Spanish state TV) have supported a younger generation
of non-professional revisionist historians such as former communist Pío
Moa.71 Moa’s writings insist on how the left, the Republicans and substate
nationalists all ‘shared responsibility’ for the outbreak of the Civil War. In
the final run-up to the war, Moa argues, the Republicans and left-wing
parties were the ones to provoke the conflict by forcing the right defensively
to ‘counteract’ the communist and separatist threat through a pre-emptive
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coup d’état. This revisionist theory has had an unexpected appeal among
broad sectors of conservative public opinion, as voiced in newspapers,
internet fora, and so on. But this is not as new a development as it may seem.
Aside from the profuse writings of older authors who claim to be heirs of
Francoism, such as Ricardo de la Cierva, the aim of ‘revisiting’ the history of
the Spanish Civil War had already been articulated by certain conservative
thinkers and historians at the end of the 1990s. They presented the Spanish
conflict as a consequence of the ‘totalitarian infection’ of Spanish political
forces, which frustrated Manuel Azaña’s modernising attempts to make
Spain a fully integrated nation.72 But political and intellectual circles close to
the PP have reinterpreted Moa’s revisionism in the light of present political
circumstances.73 They argue that the left made a historical mistake in
supporting ‘Russian Bolshevism’ and regional separatism in 1936. This error
is said to persist today in a similar way: nowadays the left has made the
mistake of not being clearly identified with a well-defined national project,
which could lead Spain to a new disaster.74 A revised history should show the
correct way to defend Spain’s unity to the present-day Spanish left.

Furthermore, the persistence of this discourse within right-wing political
forces also reveals the limits of the term ‘constitutional patriotism’.
In contrast to Habermas, Spanish conservatives talk about it without
previously undertaking a rigorous Vergangenheitsbewältigung, a criticism of
the recent past, or an explicit rejection of Francoism and the refoundation of
the national community upon a broad anti-fascist consensus. The absence of
this element makes the PP’s constitutional patriotism a hybrid product, with
limited credibility among other political forces. In other words, it appears to
be old wine in a new bottle.

The future of Spanish identities and Spanish ‘patriotic’ discourse

To what extent are these national identity discourses shared by the citizens
in contemporary Spain? It seems that a delicate balance exists between
Spanish state nationalism and the stateless nationalisms. It could even be
said that Spain constitutes a paradoxical example of the failure of both state
and minority nationalisms. Neither Spanish nationalism nor Catalan,
Basque or Galician nationalism has been able to impose itself as the
hegemonic doctrine and exclusive identity of the territories they target.75

‘Classical’ instruments of nation-building since the nineteenth century, such
as education, symbolism and public ceremonies, are now being questioned
by more pragmatic forces that in a global society influence citizens but evade
the controls imposed by public policies.

Thus a Spanish paradox has emerged. On the one hand, Francoist state
policies were unable to uproot alternative nationalisms at the grassroots
level and were incapable of extinguishing the use of regional languages.
Likewise, the democratic state has been unsuccessful in convincing all the
citizens of the Basque Country, Catalonia and Galicia of the new national
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legitimacy of the Spanish political community. On the other hand, the
Basque and Catalan regional governments have also been relatively
unsuccessful in promoting the new exclusive national loyalties, in spite of the
resources and power at their disposal. Even in the Basque Country and
Catalonia, a peculiar form of ‘dual patriotism’ predominates: among their
citizens there coexists a variable identification with the peripheral
nationality and a feeling of solidarity or identification with Spain as a whole.
Opinion polls demonstrate that those who feel Basque/Catalan/Galician,
etc. and Spanish constitute a variable majority of the population.76

Feelings of Spanish identity express themselves in a contradictory but
very effective way as far as social spread is concerned. On the one hand,
certain traditional vehicles for Spanish national cohesion, especially
anything that refers to formal national symbolism – the bicoloured flag, the
national anthem – are weaker than in other countries. And the concepts of
‘Spanish nationalism’ and ‘patriotism’ are still associated with right-wing
positions by a majority of citizens.77 On the other hand, some surveys have
recently suggested that most Spaniards, including many in the periphery,
also share some degree of emotional identification with certain formal
Spanish symbols. So most Spaniards feel ‘emotional’ when they hear their
national anthem. The level of identification peaks when informal symbols
that have no Francoist memories attached to them are at stake, such as
Spain’s national sports teams when competing abroad.78 Nonetheless, with
the possible exception of the monarchy, it is still difficult to find common
symbols within democratic Spain that have an emotive force capable of
overcoming the conflict of national identities.

There is not one Spanish nationalism, but several Spanish nationalist
discourses. Most of them accept the 1978 constitutional agreement as the
legitimate basis for maintaining political unity in Spain and for advocating
Spain’s national existence. Leaving aside the undeniable democratic
contents of the 1978 Constitution, the democratic agreement was not
considered the founding moment of a new political community. On the
contrary, it supposedly gave new political content to a pre-existing nation,
whose existence as a demos was taken for granted and remained
unquestioned by most of the framers of the Constitution as the result of an
explicitly cultural and historicist determinism. However, the defenders of
Spanish constitutional nationalism insist on its ostensibly civic nature.
Conservative intellectuals add to this another legitimising argument: Spain
is already established, both historically and culturally, and therefore Spanish
patriotism flows ‘in a single and natural direction’, resisting ‘the dual
harassment of falsehood and ignorance’ as well as ‘the underrating of its
symbols’. Patriotism is considered to be ‘the nationalism of the great nations
consecrated by history and by the present’.79

In contrast, minority nationalisms are accused of being essentialist and
potentially anti-democratic. Although appeals to language, history and
territory are more visible in minority nationalisms, it would be unfair to
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ascribe only essentialist traits to all of them: first, because Spanish ‘patriotic’
discourses, with the possible exception of the predominant discourse within
the (post-)communist left, also include an appeal to supposedly objective
elements such as history, culture and even language, which are reputed to be
the basic founding elements of the Spanish nation, though they are
relegitimised through the acceptance of an internal and limited cultural
plurality; and, second, because minority nationalisms are not exclusively
cultural, nor entirely ethnically based. Instead they are a mixture of civic and
ethnocultural ideological elements, like almost all nationalist discourses.80

Conservative Spanish nationalism has by and large accepted cultural
pluralism and has apparently abandoned the claim to full ethnocultural and
linguistic homogeneity. Nevertheless, the extent of its tolerance towards the
practice of ethnoterritorial pluralism and multiculturalism is unclear. For
many Spanish ‘patriots’, particularly those living outside bilingual regions,
multilingualism is a social reality that is difficult to accept beyond the limits
imposed by the Constitution and the widespread belief that Castilian is, and
should remain, the dominant and common language. Its superiority is held
to derive from history and in the future it is intended to be the weapon of
new digital technologies, forging a common linguistic market with Latin-
America and the Hispanic community of the United States.81 Thus the
policies of ‘positive linguistic discrimination’ implemented by some regional
governments are hardly acceptable to Spanish conservatives.82 The same
applies to the use of regional symbols in several domains, such as flags and
anthems.

Finally, it must be noted that Spanish nationalism has to face a completely
new challenge: the integration of African, Muslim and Eastern European
immigrants. The recent surge in the rate of immigration to Spain has created
a completely new preoccupation for most Spaniards. Hence multicultural-
ism, as a multidimensional experience and as political praxis, will alter the
basic profile of Spanish nationalism in the twenty-first century, as it will
affect peripheral nationalist claims to sovereignty. Spanish identity is being
reshaped in ‘laboratories’ such as the Northern African enclaves of Ceuta
and Melilla, where Spanish ‘patriotism’ has taken up many ethnically exclu-
sive features dating back to the sixteenth century, such as the expression of
Spanishness as a positive ethnocultural stereotype in contradistinction with
Muslims and Jews.83 In fact, a new concern has emerged among some
conservative intellectuals committed to the reinforcement of Spain as a
cohesive nation: the danger that multiculturalism and the integration of new
waves of immigrants allegedly pose to Spanish identity.84 How far
immigration will affect the patriotic discourses of the Spanish right wing,
particularly after its unexpected electoral defeat in March 2004, remains to
be seen.
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8 The reinvention of Spanish
conservatism
The Popular Party since 1989

Sebastian Balfour

Introduction

No critical examination of the Popular Party (PP) can deny its considerable
achievements since it was founded in 1989 under the leadership of José
María Aznar. The party overcame the bitter internal divisions of the 1980s,
modernised its image, created a formidable PR team and policy unit, and
won a qualified majority in the 1996 elections and an absolute majority in
2000. The PP government’s most important achievement during its two
terms of office was macro-economic. It oversaw Spain’s incorporation into
the EMU and fulfilled the conditions of the EU Growth and Stability Pact.

The success of the PP is part of the broader process of the consolidation of
Spanish democracy through the stabilisation in the 1990s of a party system
and party competition sharing many of the characteristics of Western
European democracies.1 At national level, two catch-all parties of centre-
left and centre-right now dominate a relatively closed, bipolar system of
competition and at least until recently have shared an unacknowledged
consensus on a range of policy issues.

The transformation of the democratic right in Spain into a governing
party was the result more of its search for office than a change in its internal
ideology or a generational renovation, though these were important. As a
party seeking office and then maintaining power, the PP has faced similar
problems of self-definition to the Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE). For both,
it entailed moving towards the political centre, normally the key to electoral
success, on a range of policy issues, while endeavouring to maintain the vote
of their traditional supporters. For the PP it also meant reinventing Spanish
conservatism. To do so, it needed to disassociate itself, explicitly or
implicitly, from Francoism.

The new attempt at repositioning as a catch-all party in the 1990s was the
result of considerable internal argument, won by a new and pragmatic
generation of leaders. The key to their success was the prolonged occupation
of the opposition benches. Opposition is of course a school for power. The
Spanish statesman of the early twentieth century, Antonio Maura, put it in
his characteristically succinct way: ‘Parties break down in power and remake
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themselves in opposition.’2 For almost 20 years, the conservatives remained
in opposition. They fought six general elections and until 1993 failed to go
beyond a ceiling of 25 per cent of the votes. Only on their seventh bid for
power in 1996 did they win enough votes to form a minority government.

The PP’s journey towards the centre meant shedding inherited right-wing
ideologies. The process of realignment was a painful one, fraught with
factionalism, confrontation and conspiracy. But the internal disputes were
as much concerned with personalities as with policies. One of the problems
facing any study of the PP is its hermeticism. While there are some accounts
of the internal wrangling from disillusioned actors, access to information
became very limited once the party achieved unity and imposed a strict
internal discipline.3 This was even truer of the PP during its eight years in
power. The party presented a united front that was hardly ever breached
from within, despite differences among its ideological and political
‘families’. Thus some of the analysis that follows is based on surmise rather
than hard facts or explicit documents. This account focuses on the origins of
the party, party organisation, ideology and positioning, and the policies of
the first and second administrations between 1996 and 2004. It is not
intended to be a history of the party and its two governments. A number of
issues, such as the oil spillage of the tanker Prestige, the mini-war with
Morocco and the problem of Gibraltar, will not be examined at any length.
Some of these, such as the European Union, corruption, Gibraltar and the
PP government’s handling of the Basque and nationalist questions, are
discussed in other chapters of this book.

The origins of the Popular Party

The PP has both family and ideological roots in Francoism. Apart from
Manuel Fraga, ex-minister of Franco and founder of PP’s predecessor,
Alianza Popular (AP), the majority of its leaders are sons, daughters or
grandchildren of leading members of the Francoist political elites. Its
political roots lie in the variegated reformist elements of the Francoist state
that sought to take part in the new democracy. It is hardly surprising that it
took a relatively long time for the new conservative party to materialise out
of the alliance of political families as it first emerged. Without the demo-
cratic traditions from which the new party could draw its politics, fragments
from a range of conservative ideologies grouped around individual
politicians to form factions needing to test their ideas in electoral contests
and submit them to internal debates to forge common ideas and objectives.4

During the transition, the fundamental cleavage within the AP concerned
the extent of democratic reform and devolution. Half of AP’s deputies
refused to vote in favour of the Constitution in 1978, largely because of the
autonomy it granted to the regions. The Basque branch of AP campaigned
against the Gernika Statute of 1979 giving the Basque Country a substantial
measure of autonomy as part of the process of devolution. Another cleavage
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regarded AP’s internal structure: whether it should be open to debate and
competition or a disciplined and hierarchical party dependent on the
leadership.5 A further problem for the AP lay in maintaining the alliance
with a range of parties with differing agendas, as well as electoral coalitions
with right-wing regional parties. This required considerable negotiations,
programmatic concessions and the over-representation of minority parties
within AP, a dilemma that plagued the party during the early to mid-1980s.

A fragile balance among the internal elites was finally achieved at some
cost. But Fraga’s search to merge the parties of the electoral coalition into a
single party called Partido Popular was blocked because they wished to
retain their identity as parties. The Christian Democrats in particular were
keen not to be merged in a party of the right in which they would no longer
be able to exercise the same pressure for centre politics.6 In any case, the
Church was not offering AP the kind of support the party thought it deserved
in the light of its anti-abortionist stand, just as there were sectors of the
bankers and employers who were in sympathy with the now economically
liberal Socialist government.7

The sudden disintegration of the UCD between 1980 and 1982 (partly
engineered by a pincer movement between the AP and the Socialists, as
Hopkin’s chapter argues) offered the coalition renewed hope that it might
achieve its aspiration of forming a Gaullist-type ‘natural majority of the
centre right’ led by Fraga.8 An even more influential foreign model for Fraga
and his close followers was Thatcherism, with its mix of populism, economic
liberalism and conservative morality. But the 1982 and 1986 elections were
won emphatically by the PSOE. Although the AP was now the main oppo-
sition party, it became clear that its electoral ceiling would remain at 25 per
cent of the popular vote unless it moved towards the centre.9 Although
Fraga was prepared to contemplate repositioning the party, many of his
internal critics were also convinced he needed to be replaced because he was
too tainted by his Francoist past. Some of the financial and business leaders
closest to the party urged Fraga to resign in December 1984.10

The AP’s two main coalition partners walked out after the 1986 elections,
and Fraga, overwhelmed by internal divisions and party debts and conscious
of his failure to attract the centre vote, finally resigned as party leader. A
bitter battle for his succession began, from which a new party model
emerged that formed the basis of the Popular Party of the 1990s.11 The
crucial issue in the contest for the leadership of AP was not so much party
policy as a conflict between two different party models. The divisions there-
fore cut across political or ideological differences. One model represented a
continuation of Fraga’s populism and search for a ‘natural majority’. The
other, backed by Opus Dei members of the party, sought to restructure the
party into a disciplined organisation, eschewing populist leadership and
coalition politics.12 The first faction, led by the young Andalusian senator
Hernández Mancha and endorsed by Fraga, won a resounding success in a
special congress in 1987.
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Opposition within the opposition was as much a school of political power
as the spell in opposition of the party as a whole. Internal opposition forged
close relations with the new generation of middle-ranking AP leaders who
had supported the rival faction. It gave them the opportunity to build
networks of support in the media and in business and financial circles
unhappy with the direction of AP. One of the most ambitious and active
amongst these leaders was José María Aznar. He had been a younger
member of the so-called Valladolid clan, and when he was elected President
of Castilla y León in 1985 he filled the top layer of the new administration
with his closest advisers and friends, an old tradition of Spanish politics.
Aznar’s role in the opposition to Hernández Mancha was strengthened by
his efficient presidency of one of only three autonomous governments
controlled by AP. He cannot be described as charismatic by any standards
but he had demonstrated considerable political skill and won the respect of
liberal conservatives for his cost-cutting and anti-interventionist measures.
As a relatively young politician he also had no Francoist past.

With party support fast eroding, Hernández Mancha resigned in
December. The ninth AP Congress of January 1989 (nicknamed the
Refoundation Congress) voted in Fraga as President and approved a
fundamental reform of the party’s statutes, reducing internal democracy and
strengthening party hierarchy and cohesion. The congress also voted to
change the AP’s name to the Popular Party, thus stressing its new organisa-
tional identity but also conforming to the generic European Christian
Democratic family. In the same motion, the party was defined as liberal,
conservative and Christian Democratic in acknowledgement of the
existence within its own ranks of different ideological tendencies.13 The
ascendancy of Aznar’s team within the PP was consolidated by a modest
swing towards the party in the general elections of October 1989. Having
initiated the reorganisation of the party, Fraga then ceded the presidency of
the PP to Aznar after his victory in the Galician elections the following
December and redirected his considerable energies towards his new post as
President of the Galician government, though he continued to play a key
role in the party.

Party organisation, ideology and positioning

Under the leadership of Aznar, the PP was further reorganised into a
cohesive and highly specialised and hierarchical organisation. He created a
compact opposition team drawn largely from those party members of his
own generation who had collaborated with him in the campaign to transform
the party. The unwieldy system of elite representation within the party
constructed by Fraga was comprehensively dismantled. Aznar and his
closest collaborators intensified the reforms which Fraga had initiated after
the 1989 Party Congress. They constructed a centralised, presidentialist
party, concentrating all the party’s resources into the hands of the leadership
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and awarding the leader of the party an extraordinary range of powers,
including the ability to co-opt political figures from inside and outside the
party into the leadership.14 Tough negotiations brought almost all the local
party bosses from the traditional cacique mould more or less into line with
headquarters, while the provincial party apparatuses were overhauled. In
January 1989, 26 of the party’s provincial committees had been taken over
by management committees appointed by headquarters because of internal
problems; two years later, under Aznar’s presidency, all but two had been
put back into the hands of local officials.15

The whole operation of institutionalising the party along presidentialist
lines gave rise to innumerable and bitter conflicts, but Aznar always ensured
he had the decisive support of Fraga and his still powerful party faction.16

The party’s social constituencies also played an important role in creating
internal unity and discipline. Of these, the backing given to Aznar’s team by
the main employers’ organisation was crucial. The CEOE was keen to
establish policy convergence with the PP leadership and avoid the sort of
divisions plaguing the relationship between the Socialist government and its
main social partner, the Unión General de Trabajadores.

The redefinition of the PP’s ideology under Aznar, like the internal
reorganisation of the party, has its roots in the trauma of the years spent in
opposition. It can be argued that it was driven more by electoral strategy
than a need for political definition, as some commentators have claimed.17

Aznar’s own trajectory is an example of the pragmatic readjustment of
political positioning in the search for power typical of his generation of con-
servatives. He was the grandson and son of close friends and collaborators of
Franco. As a 16-year-old, he had written a letter in his local paper attacking
the official Francoist movement and declaring his membership of the
independent Falangists, the ‘authentic incarnation’, in his own words, of
José Antonio, the founder of the fascist Falange.18 Ten years later, he joined
the AP branch of La Rioja, where he was working as a tax inspector, and
immediately began to contribute to the local conservative paper Nueva
Rioja, attacking the UCD government, criticising the Constitution for its
ambiguity and alternately calling for a vote for the right and, five days later,
for ‘belligerent abstention’ in the 1979 elections.19 By 1991, on the contrary,
he was seeking to define the PP as a centre party heir to the UCD.20

Aznar’s ideological journey was typical of the young generation from
middle- and upper-class Francoist families who joined AP in the 1970s and
formed the core of its ruling elite in the 1990s.21 Their university experience
and professional training had alienated them from the inefficient
corporatism and bloated ceremony of the old regime within which they had
grown up.22 Quite a number were steeped from their youth in the messianic
values of the Opus Dei, perhaps the most powerful of the Francoist families,
with its mix of economic liberalism, profound religiosity and ultra-
conservative morality (and indeed several remain members of the secret
organisation along with government advisers). Undoubtedly, Opus Dei
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exercises considerable influence within the PP but does not appear to be an
organised faction. In fact from the early 1990s it became ever more difficult
to demarcate the different tendencies amongst the PP elites as party
discipline was strengthened. Thus a transmogrified opusdeísmo survives in
some of the policies of the government, while other features of the old
regime also endure in the PP not as ideology but as mentalities and cultures.

This may explain in part the remarkable care the PP has taken to avoid
any reference to the Dictatorship, far beyond any concern to avoid upsetting
the dwindling band of nostalgic voters. With customary obliqueness, Aznar
claimed in an interview: ‘we need time before we start looking at our history
without excessive passions, with the normality with which others do it’.23

Nevertheless, when it formed its second government in 2000, based this time
on an absolute majority, the PP awarded the Fundación Francisco Franco
one of the highest annual state subsidies to non-profit-making private
organisations in Spain, despite the fact that the Foundation openly pro-
motes the values of the Dictator.24 The Foundation, whose president is
Franco’s daughter, blocked access for years to all but the most fervent
supporters of the Dictator. Despite the PP’s purely formal disavowal of the
Dictatorship in a parliamentary bill in November 2002, Francoism is the
skeleton in the PP cupboard.

In their public pronouncements, on the contrary, the PP leaders and their
organic intellectuals searched for roots in the Spanish history of an earlier
period that they hoped would give greater respectability to their political
strategies. The model they have repeatedly conjured up is the two-party
political system set up in 1875 by Cánovas, the elder statesman of late
nineteenth-century Spain, based on a largely fictitious electoral contest
between conservatives and liberals, who negotiated between themselves the
share of power and spoils. One of PP’s intellectuals called for a policy of
‘neocanovismo’ through a pact between PP and PSOE to ensure the stability
of the state against the ‘disintegrative’ demands of regional nationalism.
Another historical figure, the Catalan politician Francesc Cambó, has been
presented as a model for relations between Catalan and Spanish conserva-
tives.25 Cambó’s ambition in the first quarter of the twentieth century was to
regenerate Spain from the modernised stronghold of Catalonia. Given the
enormous potential for PP of the conservative vote in Catalonia, it was a
means of reminding Catalan conservatives that there was a long tradition of
mutual support between them and their Spanish counterparts based on
recognition of common national interests.

The PP also sought to mobilise the symbolic value of conservative and
liberal writers in both Spain and Europe as markers of identity, from Ortega
to Popper and Dahrendorf, and then to the neo-liberals most in vogue in the
1990s such as Hayek and Fukuyama.26 Even the Republican Prime Minister
(and later President) Manuel Azaña made a brief appearance in this litany
of models. Aznar gave a speech at the launch in 1997 of Azaña’s stolen
diaries of 1932–3. He expressed sympathy with Azaña’s dilemmas, though
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he cannot have been in agreement with his policies. In any case Aznar
denuded his references of any context, so that Azaña appeared to have
existed in a historical limbo. He talked about Azaña’s tragedy but failed to
mention that it was the Spanish right, including its parliamentary confeder-
ation, that was directly responsible for the demise of the Republic, except to
say cagily that there had been ‘certain kinds of errors’.27

In fact some of PP’s in-house intellectuals have sustained the Francoist
demonisation of the Republic. Thus it was ‘maximalist’ compared to the
‘tolerance’ and ‘openness to dialogue’ of Cánovas and Alfonso XIII (who
had been happy to support the military coup that overthrew the Canovite
system).28 It was probably felt to be politically incorrect for the PP to find
any continuity with the parliamentary confederation of the right in the
1930s, the Confederación de Derechas Autónomas (CEDA), which, in the
opinion of many historians, did much to undermine Spanish democracy
under the Second Republic, so references to CEDA are extremely rare in
the PP-related literature, even though it cannot be ignored as one of the
precursors of contemporary Spanish conservatism.

It is no coincidence that the most intensive search for centre positioning
on the part of the PP occurred when it appeared to be making least progress
in the opinion polls. Two periods stand out in particular. The first was in the
early 1990s after the new executive had taken over the party following the
moderate results of the 1989 elections. Aznar’s speech of April 1991 defined
the PP as a party of the centre whose task was to recapture the spirit of the
transition to democracy and to launch ‘a common project of democratic
renovation’, an unambiguous appeal to the many people who had once
voted for the UCD and were now PSOE voters.29 In the run-up to the 1993
and 1996 elections, the PP made frequent reference to its vocation as a
centre party.

The most decided push to capture the centre votes was during PP’s
minority government of 1996–2000, when for a while the opinion polls
suggested the PSOE were overtaking the PP by almost five points.30 The
hardliners in the PP team were shunted off to other jobs and ministers and
PP intellectuals fell over themselves in the effort to locate the PP at the
centre. One of these intellectuals, with Fraga’s enthusiastic backing, went as
far as to identify PP’s policies with the ‘third way’ of Blair and Giddens.31 In
turn, the Secretary-General of the PP in 1999, Javier Arenas, likened
Aznar’s ‘reformist centre’ to that of Schröder, Blair and Clinton.

What is not clear is what was meant by the centre. Arenas rejected all the
traditional definitions of the political centre. ‘It is not the exclusive option of
a party, nor equidistance between right and left, nor the intermediate zone
between liberalism and extreme socialism. It is an attitude of openness
contrary to sectarianism.’32 This and many other statements suggest the PP
conceived of its shift to the political centre as a matter of presentation rather
than policy. In other words, the self-definitions as a centre party or a party of
the centre-right were driven essentially by electoral needs.33 The relative
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absence of references to the political centre after the PP won an absolute
majority in 2000 merely confirms this hypothesis.

It should be clear that throughout the process of political realignment the
PP’s organic intellectuals played an important role in redefining the PP’s
politics. Because of the party’s hermeticism, and the relative lack of
defectors from its ranks, it is difficult to estimate the extent to which they
have influenced the direction of policies. Aznar likes to give himself a
prominent role in the reinvention of Spanish conservatism. But he was
influenced by a number of intellectuals, in particular those attached to the
neo-liberal wing of the AP, who gave him considerable support in his
electoral campaigns in the 1980s. According to one of its intellectuals, Aznar
began his political career as an ‘intuitive conservative’ but ‘fell into our
hands and we gave him the veneer’.34 ‘He was like a sponge’, wrote another
sympathetic intellectual, ‘permeable to the influences of the milieu.’35

Conservative think-tanks, of which the most influential was the Fundación
para el Análisis y los Estudios Sociales (FAES), whose president is now
Aznar himself, helped to shape the PP’s strategy, gave advice on documents
and speeches, and sought to clothe the new policies with political respect-
ability.36

The Popular Party in opposition and in power

During the six years or so during which it was in opposition the newly formed
PP adopted an increasingly belligerent stance towards the Socialist
government. The AP had used aggressive tactics in its efforts to block
parliamentary bills during the first Socialist government, in particular its use
of the procedure to refer bills to the Constitutional Court on the dubious
grounds that they were against the Constitution.37 The tense climate these
tactics gave rise to in parliament was intensified by the PP’s campaign
against the minority Socialist government of 1993–6 over two issues in
particular: the GAL scandal and the cases of corruption involving PSOE
members.

The most important weapon in these campaigns was the media. It seems
likely that the war waged against the Socialist administration was a con-
certed campaign among media that had hitherto competed for conservative
consumers, in conjunction with PP politicians and friendly or paid sources in
the civil service and the CESID, the Spanish equivalent of MI5. The result
was that two antagonistic media blocks emerged with very different
explanations of political events, replete with accusations of conspiracy and
corruption. Political tensions were augmented by the PP’s attack on
the state-controlled national television and radio for bias and on the
government’s supposed incompetent management and failure to ensure
plurality in the private media sector.38 Thus also the campaigns of the 1996
general elections were marked by an unrivalled degree of acrimony and
personal smear.39
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Yet when the PP formed its first government in 1996, many of its policies
merely continued those of the PSOE administration. Moreover, the Aznar
government revealed a degree of moderation and pragmatism that
confounded the predictions of its opponents that it was Francoism by the
back door. This would be in marked contrast to the second PP government
of 2000–4, during which the deeply conservative agenda of the party rose to
the surface. To form a legislative majority after the 1996 elections, the PP
had to negotiate the parliamentary support of two immensely problematic
allies, the Catalan Convergència i Unió and the Basque Partido Nacionalista
Vasco. They may have shared some consensus over socio-economic policies
but they were profoundly divided over the status of nation, state and region.
Each separately demanded a high devolutionary payoff for their backing.
Disinclined to concede the full range of competencies envisaged in the
Constitution for the autonomous governments, the PP soon found itself
devolving more than any previous government, including the transfer of 30
per cent of tax revenues. Yet the party agreed to other measures, such as
reforming the Senate to make it more representative of the regional vote,
which it subsequently failed to fulfil and probably had no intention of
fulfilling in the first place.

The need to keep the Basque and Catalan conservative parties on board
the parliamentary alliance also drove the PP administration to adopt
moderate and pragmatic policies in both communities. The hard man of
Catalan PP conservatives and the party’s president in Barcelona, Vidal
Quadras, was replaced by a more accommodating Catalan, Fernández Díaz.
In the Basque Country the government carried out measures agreed in the
parliamentary pact with the PNV, conceding further devolution to the
region and bringing to an end for a brief period the traditional confrontation
between the Spanish right and the Basque nationalists.40

The new government had also to win over centre voters and to do so it felt
obliged not just to dilute its agenda but also to present a moderate image.
The PR search for the centre vote was orchestrated by Aznar’s Secretary
of State for Communications, Miguel Angel Rodríguez, the Spanish
equivalent of Blair’s Alistair Campbell. The new legislature was nicknamed
the ‘second transition’, the title of a book appearing under Aznar’s name in
1994, as if the Socialist government had failed to consolidate democracy. In
fact the PP government owed an enormous debt to the Socialists who had
persuaded and fought with the left to accept privatisation and deregulation
in a way no conservative government could have done. A well-organised,
hard-nosed campaign was launched to dominate the media and to exclude
the more critical voices from the supply of information.

Far from applying the norms it had criticised the PSOE government for
ignoring, the PP encouraged the creation of a powerful pro-PP multimedia
group headed by the privatised Telefónica in which sole ownership rose
from the previously agreed limit of 25 per cent to 49 per cent. Further legal
and technological efforts were made to undermine the pro-Socialist media
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giant PRISA. The PP attempted to block PRISA’s initiative to launch digital
television and passed a law prohibiting the digital retransmission of football
matches until the pro-PP media group was set up.41 And in the media
controlled by the government, such as the national television and radio net-
works, or in those close to the PP, reports and interviews with PP politicians
were carefully choreographed for maximum effect. The complaisant
interviewers, the prepared questions and answers, the lack of contrasting
opinions and the absence of information in the public domain represented a
continued deficit in Spanish democracy.

Similarly, the PP filled the civil service where and when it could with its
own appointees, who were usually party members and often family and
friends. Nepotism and cronyism was an old tradition in Spanish politics to
which the Socialists had equally adhered in 1982. In the case of the PP
government, the rhythm of appointments was hampered by the time-lag of
contractual obligations to those selected by the previous government. But
gradually the top echelons of state administration, from Justice to the
Foreign Office, were filled with PP members and sympathisers.42 The
symbiosis between the party and the state meant that there were few
independent voices either in the formulation of policy or in the interface
between state administration and the public.

Nevertheless, in the early stages of its first administration, the PP
leadership appointed a number of independents as government ministers
and state officials as part of a further effort to win the centre vote. It hoped
thus to cultivate an image of efficiency free of ideology, balancing the core
PP cabinet with technocrats without any clear political affiliation. In several
key policy areas, the government sought to maintain some continuity with
Socialist government efforts to reach agreement with employers and unions
over employment policies, collective bargaining, pensions and welfare
benefits in general.43 In keeping with its cultivation of a moderate image, the
government refused to give way to the pressure of the Church for the repeal
of the Socialist measures legalising abortion.44

The PP administration’s more radical agenda was evident in its economic
policies and in education and health. It carried through a raft of measures
intended to liberalise the economy through privatisation and deregulation.
They coincided with a period of unprecedented growth in the international
markets from which Spain in particular was able to benefit. Macro-economic
stability and growth enabled Spain to fulfil the Maastricht criteria in 1998
and join the European Monetary Union.45 But privatisation under the PP did
not lead to correspondingly greater competition. Many of the public services
sold on the market became part of a few major monopolies through a rapid
process of mergers and takeovers, with the result that, by the end of the PP’s
first administration, capital had not diversified to any great extent, in
particular in the banking, energy and telecommunications sectors (though
the EU Commission’s minimum liberalisation framework had been com-
plied with).46 It was no coincidence that most of the companies that benefited
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were closely connected to the PP, wrapping business and politics ever
closer.47 The PP’s economic policies could not therefore be described as neo-
liberal, since they were aimed not so much at creating a fully competitive
environment but at raising money, reducing government expenditure, and
rewarding powerful benefactors.

As if to keep the traditionalist constituency happy, the moderation of PP’s
social policies was balanced by more radical policies in education. The new
Minister of Education, Esperanza Aguirre, was given the freedom to deliver
a full agenda of counter-reforms, especially in secondary education. In her
project, private schools were to continue to receive state subsidies and ethics
were to be reintroduced as a compulsory alternative to religion. Without
sounding out opinion, she delivered an ambitious programme for the reform
of the teaching of humanities throughout Spain with a detailed syllabus
criticised by many teachers for rewarding encyclopaedic knowledge over
intellectual skills.48 Two of the PP’s crucial allies in parliament, the Catalan
Convergència i Unió (CiU) and the Basque PNV, joined forces with the
opposition to block the passage of the bill because they claimed it sought to
impose a Spanish nationalist and centralised model of education on their
regions.

The PP’s health policies also envisaged a radical reform of the health
system but this was more in tune with the previous government’s agenda
than its educational policies. A range of medicines were formally struck off
the national health list (despite the fact that the PP had fought a hard
campaign during the last PSOE administration against a similar measure).
The national health system in Spain was further decentralised, and
foundation hospitals were created with the powers to subcontract to private
firms. Finally, tax subsidies were offered to encourage people to buy private
health insurance.49 Health spending in Spain had still not caught up with the
European average, but under the PP government it fell even further,
representing just 5.8 per cent of GDP, compared to the 7.2 per cent of the
average for the European Union. Social spending as a whole was estimated
to have fallen to 19.2 per cent of GDP while it was some 27 per cent in the
European Union.50

The PP’s success in the 2000 elections was due in part to its relative
moderation and pragmatism, indeed the caution it displayed as it felt its way
into the policy networks during its first term of office. The government could
claim to be responsible for a number of policy successes, such as economic
growth and stability, monetary convergence with the European Union, and
the ETA ceasefire, even though some of these factors responded to
dynamics outside the PP’s control. The unity of the government and party,
fuelled by a determination to overcome the divisions of the 1980s, contrasted
with the disunity and disarray of the PSOE. And, at least during its first
period in office, the PP clearly took opinion polls seriously. As we have seen,
the brief period mid-way in its 1996–2000 administration when the PSOE
rose above the PP in the opinion polls led the government to market a
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political identity even closer to the centre. These factors helped to reassure
some centre voters disillusioned with the PSOE that the PP was no longer a
traditional party of the right (though the abstention of a million PSOE
voters played a more important role in the PP’s electoral victory).51

Another striking example of the PP’s pragmatism was its espousal of
gender issues post-1989. Survey data had suggested that women were more
likely to vote for the Socialists, not least because the PSOE had taken on
board some of the feminist demands. In response the PP not only incorpor-
ated into its programme some of the more politically neutral social claims
affecting women, such as family protection, but also encouraged greater
participation by women in the party at all levels. While only 12 per cent of
the Executive Committee of AP in 1979 had been women, the percentage
rose to 22 per cent 20 years later. In the 1977–9 parliament, only 6 per cent of
AP’s MPs were women. By 2000, this figure had risen to 25 per cent.52 Four
ministers of the PP’s first administration in 1996 and three in that of 2000
were women. The increased presence of women within the party was part of
the PP’s process of modernisation post-1989 and part of its effort to seek
office. But it also generated further demands for gender-related policies and
created a new political culture within a party that had once been a largely
male preserve.

The PP’s search to become a catch-all party was also helped by changes in
the social and economic profile and in the values of the electorate. Sections
of the urban youth, and the increasingly taxed middle and skilled working
classes began to shift towards the PP. The most remarkable change was that
amongst the working class. In 1982 only 9 per cent voted PP while by the
mid-1990s this figure had risen to 27 per cent.53 The consolidation of this new
electoral profile, added to the positive approval ratings of its first admin-
istration, gave the PP a clear majority in the general elections of 2000,
allowing it to form a government able to formulate policy without the
constraints of legislative bargaining and compromise. While the relative
victory of the PP in the 1996 polls was to some extent the result of the erosion
of support for the PSOE, the 2000 victory reflected a more positive evalu-
ation of the PP on the part of many voters.

Just as the solid majority enjoyed by the Socialist administration of 1982–
93 gave it the platform to move towards more liberal economic policies, so
the new PP government of 2000 was able to shift the centre of gravity in its
policy-making from centre to right. Among the first legislative proposals
was the toughening of the immigration law drawn up during the last days of
the first PP administration, and the transfer of overall responsibility for
immigration from the Ministry of Labour to that of the Interior. Between
1996 and 2004 the number of immigrants in Spain rose from half a million to
around 2.5 million, of which 853,000 were illegal. The first outbreak of racist
violence against the immigrant community occurred shortly before the PP’s
electoral victory of 2000. The new government’s proposed regulations went
far beyond EU directives, curtailing the rights of illegal immigrants and
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criminalising their activities in Spain. Nevertheless, the government was
forced to re-draft its proposals several times after objections by the Supreme
Tribunal and the opposition.

Another policy area reflecting the underlying right-wing agenda of the PP
was education. Backed by an unassailable majority in parliament, the new
Minister of Education, Pilar del Castillo, introduced in 2003 a far more
radical raft of reforms for schools and universities than her predecessor in
the 1996 cabinet. Some of the curriculum changes she envisaged were
designed to shape the values of new generations of Spaniards along
traditionalist lines. For example, religion became a compulsory subject in
both primary and secondary state schools. Pupils had to choose between
classes of catechism and religious instruction taught by teachers approved
by the Vatican according to a curriculum defined by the religious
authorities, and classes about religion (entitled El Hecho Religioso or ‘The
Religious Fact’) taught by state teachers.54 The status of religious education
was raised to that of the most important subjects in the curriculum. In her
initial proposal, subsequently withdrawn because of mass protest, the grades
from these courses counted towards end-of-year results and university
entrance. This one measure overturned educational policy since the transi-
tion to democracy by making religion a compulsory subject in state schools,
as it had been under the Dictatorship, despite the ruling by the Supreme
Tribunal in 1998 that schools had to provide alternatives. The measure was
all the more significant because the Spanish Constitution envisaged the
separation of church and state. This is an area where arguably the least
progress has been made in fulfilling the constitutional provisions. Far from
abiding by these principles, the PP sought to maintain the status of the
Catholic Church as a para-state body.55

The PP’s contradictory stance towards the Constitution is nowhere more
transparent than in its call for ‘constitutional patriotism’. In a policy
document adopted at its Fourteenth Congress in January 2002, the party
suddenly came up with this quasi-oxymoron, originally borrowed from the
German left and toyed with by Spanish Socialists in the 1990s, to define
above all its stance on the problematic issue of nationalism (see Chapter 7
for a more extended analysis). That the PP should identify itself with such a
progressive term took everyone by surprise. It was yet another demonstra-
tion of the shrewdness with which the PP sought to steal the thunder of the
left in its discourse, another discursive effort to occupy the centre of Spanish
politics. But buried in the text is an implicit caricature of regional national-
isms as exclusive nationalisms.56 And in some of its policies and pronounce-
ments, on the contrary, the PP has revealed its attachment to traditional
Spanish patriotism and dogmas that hardly conform to the spirit of the
Constitution. The continued privileged status of the Catholic Church, to
take only one example, is in breach of Article 16 of the document the PP has
made the very test and definition of Spanish patriotism.
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It can also be argued that beneath the surface of this progressive discourse
there lies an agenda that suits the more conservative strategy of the PP. The
document seeks to set the Constitution in stone, overlooking the historically
conditioned circumstances in which it was negotiated. The Constitution was
the result of a skilful and laborious process of compromise between political
parties at a time when the shape of democracy was not yet clearly defined
and the threat of reaction hung in the air. One of the unacknowledged prices
of the transition that appeared necessary at the time was the immunity of the
officials (including the torturers) of the Franco Dictatorship, a regime from
which the families of the present leaders of the PP had benefited enor-
mously. The Constitution was part of this process of closure of the recent past.

In those areas where agreement could not be reached in the negotiations,
the wording was left deliberately ambiguous, with the implicit under-
standing that the issue would eventually be resolved as democracy unfolded.
Of these areas, the most important was the definition of nation, state and
region. To find a balance between Spanish and regional nationalisms, both
of which defined themselves as nations, the latter were awarded, after much
wrangling, the ambiguous designation of ‘nationalities’. In its ‘Consti-
tutional Patriotism’ document, the PP rejected Spanish neo-nationalism and
acknowledged the plurality of the Spanish nation. But it implicitly denied
the possibility of further negotiating the relationship between the regions
and the state. Thus any reconsideration of the existing statutes of autonomy
represented a challenge to the patries.

It is easy to comprehend the logic of this view in the case of the Basque
nationalists who wish to move outside the Constitution in order for Euskadi
to achieve the status of an associated nation. However, the Constitution
offers only a limited degree of power to those ‘nationalities’ willing to
remain within Spain under its terms. Despite the remarkable breadth of
competency devolution, the historic regions enjoy only limited self-
government. The state devolved the administration of many functions but
retained the power to define national policy. Hedged by state controls and
without a representative chamber at national level, the regions can
formulate only a limited range of policies and make no contribution to
policy-making at a national and European level.57 In the context of tense
discussions over sovereignty and competency, the appeal to constitutional
patriotism was thus not only the assertion of the hegemony of the state and
the concept of a united Spain on which it is based but also a rejection of the
possibility of further devolution or the renegotiation of existing statutes, as
the Catalan CiU was demanding. The adoption of the document did not
therefore signal a policy drift towards the centre so much as a strategy to
deal with growing demands for greater devolution. Yet what was astonishing
was the self-discipline with which the PP delegates adopted the document,
many of whom must have felt shocked by the sudden abandonment of
traditional Spanish patriotism.
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Another policy area where it was argued that the PP government failed
to respect the Constitution was the manner in which it joined the United
States-dominated coalition in the unilateral and pre-emptive war against
Iraq. Constitutional norms require the government to seek the approval of
parliament before entering war. Aznar took the decision without formal
parliamentary debate, arguing that Spanish support for the war was
diplomatic and that the troops sent to Iraq were engaged only in post-war
peacekeeping efforts. While the claim of the constitutional legitimacy of his
decision rested on a strict interpretation of the wording of the document,
there were grounds for arguing that the government was going against the
spirit of the Constitution.

More importantly, the decision to back the war coalition went against the
wishes of the overwhelming majority of the Spanish people as expressed in
all the opinion polls. It also overturned a tacit consensus between left and
right in Spain over foreign policy: the centrality of the United Nations in
matters of peace and international law, the maintenance of good relations
with the Arab world, and the need for the European Union to forge a united
foreign and security policy. Aznar had made a passionate defence of the role
of the UN during the first Gulf War in 1990, criticising the PSOE govern-
ment for failing to achieve sufficient backing from the public for its highly
limited role in the UN-backed action against Iraq. He had insisted that ‘the
exercise of government responsibility in a situation like this demands
the permanent search for the widest possible political agreement and the
highest level of support of public opinion’.58

In the absence of documentation, the reasons why the government took
such a momentous decision over the war in Iraq in 2003 are difficult to
determine. There may have been some opposition within the government
and the party to the stand adopted by the leadership, but on the rare
occasions when this opposition was expressed or reflected publicly, it merely
registered disquiet about the war or about the risk of too close an alignment
with the Bush administration.59 In support of their action, Aznar and his
ministers always flagged the war against terrorism and the assertion of
international security, downplaying the fact that what was really at stake was
the legality in international law of the US-led campaign against the Saddam
regime in defiance of the United Nations.

Amongst the many possible motives for Spanish support for the US
strategy, three stand out. The first is Aznar’s own experience of Basque
terrorism. Just before he formed his first government, Aznar survived
unhurt an assassination attempt by Basque terrorists. Since his youth ETA
has been killing conservative politicians he closely identified with. The
terrorist attack in New York on 11 September 2001 strengthened his
conviction that a concerted effort was needed to stamp out terrorism
worldwide. From information provided by the CIA, he was well aware of the
networks linking several terrorist groups and providing secret bank
accounts. His position on Basque terrorism was similar to that of the US
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administration on ‘Muslim terrorism’. The only effective strategy, in this
view, was international action and direct or indirect repression against those
political forces as well as the social milieu that provided support for
terrorists if judicial measures were insufficient. As he repeatedly claimed,
any transigeance merely strengthened terrorism. Joining the war coalition
was part of a ‘vision of the role of Spain in the defence of a civilised world
order’.60 Such arguments, however, ignored the complexities of terrorism
worldwide. In the case of Iraq, Spain and the other members of the war
coalition failed to acknowledge the absence of any proof of links between
Muslim fundamentalism and the Saddam regime. In his pronouncements
over the Iraq war, Aznar appeared to share the Manichaean, almost
evangelical concept of good against evil that characterised some of the
statements of Bush and Blair.

The second reason lay in the close relationship that was being built
between the Aznar and the Bush administrations. US intelligence had been
providing useful information about ETA activities abroad and the US
Secretary of State Colin Powell had brokered an agreement between Spain
and Morocco over their dispute about the island of Perejil. Deepening the
transatlantic bond was seen by Spanish conservatives as crucial to Spain’s
defence and security, as Aznar argued in a speech in parliament on 26 March
2003.61 Indeed, it appears that Aznar was very much at the centre of the
British, Spanish and Italian initiative to back the US strategy over Iraq. The
first statement of support, the Letter of Eight, was apparently drawn up in
Aznar’s office in January 2003 and a draft was sent to the Bush administra-
tion for approval, without the knowledge of France, Germany or the
European Union, before it was published on the 30th of the month.62

Close ties between Spanish conservatives and US administrations had
existed ever since the United States rescued Franco from his international
isolation in the Cold War. In contrast, Spain’s relations with France had
often been tense, and the reluctance of the Mitterand government to
cooperate with Spanish efforts to crack down on ETA safe havens across the
French border had soured relations. Thus a third and more speculative
reason for Spain’s decision to support the US strategy over Iraq lies in
Aznar’s instinctive sympathy with the US administration and antipathy
towards the French and German governments, strengthened by his
ideological inclinations. It is possible he had hoped Spain might also benefit
from the split within the European Union. A new alignment critical of the
Franco-German axis within the Union backed by the United States might
have provided opportunities for Spain to flex its muscles in the negotiations
over the Constitution, voting rights in an enlarged Europe and the
distribution of EU funds. Yet even before the PP lost the elections in March
2004, the differences within Europe over Iraq were largely resolved and
neither Italy nor Britain demonstrated support for the PP government’s plea
to retain the power to block decisions in the European Union that it had
won in the Nice Treaty. The only new alignment that emerged over the
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Constitution was a Spanish–Polish axis, hardly the stuff of international
power that the PP claimed to have forged.

Purely in electoral terms, the PP’s decision was an audacious move but it
may have been based on the calculation that the backing it gave to the Iraq
war of 2003, however unpopular, would not depress electoral support for the
PP unduly because voters were more concerned about domestic issues.
Indeed, the elections of 25 May of the same year in the majority of munici-
palities and regions registered only a slight fall in the PP vote. Nevertheless,
as a public opinion survey revealed in April 2003, the misgivings of many
Spaniards about the PP’s foreign policy, in particular its new international
alignment, would not be easily dispelled and, among the centre electorate,
might weigh against the government in the future.63 Revelations later that
year exposing levels of spin, exaggeration and inaccuracy on the part of the
government that exceeded those in claims critical of the British government,
could not have reassured voters.64 Nor were Aznar or the Minister of
Defence, Federico Trillo, ever required to appear before a committee to
justify their decisions, as many members of Blair’s cabinet were. Even if the
special conditions of the Hutton enquiry are taken into account, the British
parliamentary system showed a greater power of democratic accountability
than its Spanish counterpart.

Indeed the way in which the PP government handled the issue of the Iraq
war and the post-war involvement of Spanish troops contributed to the
continuing erosion of democratic legitimacy in Spain. In addition to the
progressive side-lining of parliament, the level of democratic debate
continued to slip. It was above all the PP that was responsible for the spiral of
rhetorical vilification in which other parties progressively found themselves
caught, with the result that parliamentary debates often degenerated into a
discourse of mutual defamation similar to the worst diatribes against
wartime enemies. A largely bemused public watched as party leaders
jousted with vicious invective and recrimination in the atrophied language
of adversarial politics.

The bomb outrage of 11 March 2004, just three days before the general
elections, overturned the majority the PP had enjoyed in most opinion polls.
The PP’s vote fell from the 44.52 per cent it had won in the 2000 elections to
37.64 per cent, while the PSOE’s votes rose from 34.16 per cent to 42.64 per
cent over the same period. A subsequent survey suggested that the atrocity
had brought the issue of international terrorism, and by implication the
government’s involvement in the intervention in Iraq, to the forefront of
voters’ minds.65 The government’s insistence until the eve of the elections
that ETA was probably to blame, despite mounting evidence that the
bombing was the work of international terrorists, undermined some of its
support and mobilised the left vote. A likely assumption is that the PP’s
currency would have been immeasurably strengthened had ETA been
responsible. The survey revealed that 16 per cent of PP voters believed the
government had handled the issue badly. More importantly, the PSOE was
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the main beneficiary of an almost 10 per cent increase in voter turn-out, a
massive affirmation of democracy against terrorist intimidation.

It would be wrong, however, to attribute the electoral swing solely to the
Madrid events. What the vast majority of the opinion polls prior to the
election had failed to pick up was the unpopularity of specific policies of
the government that had nothing to do with the atrocity. Thus, for example,
the swing away from the PP was particularly strong in the Basque Country
and Catalonia (confirming an earlier trend in the Catalan regional elections
of 2003). It was a measure of the alienation of some traditional conservative
voters in those regions from government policies towards their regions. But
the swing in Catalonia was also a swing to the left because the Catalan
conservatives, the CiU, unidentifiable with either the handling of the
Madrid bombings or support for the war in Iraq, registered a fall of over
8 per cent of votes.

Conclusion

Perhaps the most striking feature of the PP has been its internal cohesion.
The different ideological families within the party, from Christian
Democrats to neo-liberals to neo-conservatives, have been able to maintain
a consensus since 1990, even if some of the policies adopted by the
government have made one or other of them uncomfortable. It should once
again be stressed, however, that these families are not organised. Rather,
they are tendencies made up of an assortment of ideas and policy prescrip-
tions from which actors make choices depending on the prevailing political
conditions. Another party constituency that the headquarters has managed
to preside over is the strongholds based on the control of regional and local
government. Outside the party, conservative business and financial elites,
church leaders and the media group bosses generally supported the
government. The party leadership took care to try to reward, represent or
placate these power networks in government appointments, state contracts
or policies. However, in a modern, plural and highly segmented society, this
support is unlikely to be the basis of a contemporary version of the 1930s
historic bloc of the Spanish right, as a recent book argues.66

The internal cohesion of the PP has also been driven by the experience of
political marginalisation in the past and by the highly centralised party
apparatus which frowns on internal dissidence and the open debate of
differences. The absence of internal democracy was patent in the way
Aznar’s replacement as the prime ministerial candidate, Mariano Rajoy,
was selected. The PP’s method of deciding on its candidate became a simple
choice by the party leader at a moment chosen by him followed by a congress
to ratify his decision without any consideration of alternative candidates.
This method was adopted in the special circumstances of 1989 when
the party was facing an internal crisis. That it should have become the
norm is a measure of the concentration of power at the top and the lack of
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pressure from the PP’s rank and file for greater participation in decision-
making.

This is one of the expressions of the persistence in the party of authori-
tarian and right-wing habits and mentalities. The relative absence of internal
democracy is matched by an incomplete assimilation of parliamentary
democracy. Rather than a chamber for debating policy, parliament became
a forum for denouncing the opposition and scoring media points. Of the 56
investigative committees requested in parliament in the course of the PP’s
eight years in power, only three were constituted, not one of which dealt
with the environmental calamity of the tanker Prestige.67 Parliament was
also sidelined in the formulation of policy, in particular over the Iraq issue.
The constitutional norms equip the Prime Minister with the power to pass
decrees under certain criteria without submitting them to parliament. Both
Felipe González and Aznar used this option, the first during the early
administration of the PSOE government in order to bypass the parlia-
mentary obstruction of bills at a time of democratic consolidation. In very
different circumstances, Aznar felt little compunction to win parliamentary
approval for his policies or to explain them to the chamber, in particular
after the PP won an absolute majority in 2000. His final annual state-of-the-
nation speech to parliament on 1 July 2003 was a bland statement that gave
little explanation of the problems the government had faced since the
previous year.

The right-wing tendencies of the PP also surfaced, as we have seen, in its
second term of office over policies such as immigration, education and the
relationship between centre and periphery. The discourse of constitutional
patriotism was balanced by a re-affirmation of the unity of the Spanish
nation and a traditionalist interpretation of its history. The confidence
derived from the absolute majority in the 2000 elections and the continuing
favourable tendency in the opinion polls led the PP to shift its emphasis from
centre-right to right, even though it continued to couch its electoral appeal
in terms of a catch-all party. Nevertheless, the PP has shown a high degree of
pragmatism and ideological flexibility when circumstances have demanded
it. In this sense, the PP is as democratic and as moderate as the electorate
forces it to be.

It should be clear from the above analysis that the PP is not old wine in a
new bottle, as some commentators have suggested.68 It has undergone
considerable repackaging since 1977, but in the process of democratic
politics it has become as transformed by contact with the political environ-
ment as the Socialists were. Thus many of the policies it originally adopted
for electoral purposes became assimilated into party culture. The PP is no
more and no less coherent than other conservative parties striving to win
elections or stay in power. This is also true of social democracy of course.
The ideological distinctiveness of parties in Western Europe has become
eroded by the decline of traditional party constituencies because of
changing demography and the acceleration of social mobility.69 At the same
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time, the margins for formulating distinct policies on the part of parties of
left and right have narrowed considerably. The increasing international-
isation and interdependence of the world economy, combined with the
growth of supra-state bodies such as the European Union, have eroded the
autonomy of government policy formation. There has thus been consider-
able convergence in some policy areas between conservative and social
democratic parties, as there was between the PSOE and the PP governments
between 1993 and 2000.

Indeed, for all its contradictions and democratic deficits, the PP
government was not such a strange animal as its critics make out. Like the
Blair government, it sought to be the ‘natural party of government’ through
its mix of policies and through its catch-all discourse. Yet its strength, like
that of its Labour counterpart, lay above all in the weakness of the
opposition. The renewal of the PSOE mandate is likely to force the PP to re-
examine its electoral appeal and seek to recreate the more consensual
policies and political style of its period of minority government between
1996 and 2000. The PP’s future also rests on the ability of the new PSOE
government to meet the expectations of an electorate mobilised by the
atrocity in Madrid.
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9 The Socialist Party in government
and in opposition

Mónica Méndez-Lago1

Introduction

The electoral defeat of the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) in
1996, after 14 years in power, confronted the party with two main challenges.
The first was to replace Felipe González, who had served as Secretary-
General of the party for 23 years and as Prime Minister during the whole of
the PSOE’s period of office. The fact that the PSOE had four different
leaders between June 1997, when González decided not to stand again as
Secretary-General and July 2000, when the current leader was elected,
illustrates how formidable this challenge was. The second was to relaunch
party organisation and undertake a process of programmatic renewal in
order to regain office.

The difficulties experienced by the PSOE in accomplishing these two
goals can be explained in terms of the party’s recent history, that is, by the
way the party rebuilt its organisation at the time of the transition to
democracy and during its time in government. In this chapter I argue that the
choices made about its organisational structure and the way the party
organisation functioned during the late 1970s and early 1980s acted as heavy
burdens for the party when it tried to change some of its organisational
features after it lost office in the mid-1990s. These choices, therefore,
amounted to a sort of ‘genetic imprint’2 that conditioned the subsequent
development of the party.

Maintaining a high degree of internal cohesion and control became the
main priority of the party shortly after it reconstructed its organisation. This
strategy was based on two pillars: the leadership of González and the intense
concentration of power in the hands of the party leaders, González himself
and Alfonso Guerra. This proved to be an advantage at the end of the 1970s
and the early 1980s, in a context of uncertainty regarding the stability of
democracy and intense competition from other political parties. These
organisational features did not seem to be a problem for the party during the
rest of the decade, when there was hardly any competition from other
parties, but they produced diminishing returns as the political context
changed at the end of the 1980s, becoming clearly unsuitable for in the
increasingly competitive political environment of the 1990s.
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The general context in which the PSOE reconstructed its organisation
must also be taken into account when considering the alternative courses of
action it might have adopted. It was a context in which social democratic
parties were having increasing difficulty distinguishing themselves from
their liberal and conservative competitors. Developing strategies that kept
the essence of their traditional policies while at the same time adapting to
the new economic constraints was also an increasingly difficult task. Even
though there is a certain degree of variation in the economic and political
contexts that characterise different political systems, there seems to be some
consensus that the emerging post-industrial international order and the
changes in social and political structures have generated problems for the
left parties everywhere. During the span of time studied in the chapter,
additional constraints emerged on the domestic policies that social demo-
cratic parties can offer, such as European integration and globalisation. This
is not the place to examine the extent to which these economic conditions
are restricting the room for manoeuvre for social democratic parties or
whether it is in fact the ways in which political leaders think of the processes
of globalisation that matter rather than the conditions themselves.3

Context also helps us to understand organisational choices. The PSOE
reconstructed its organisation in an era of widespread mass media in which
parties had few incentives to develop mass parties.4 Other factors, such as
the availability of public finance for political parties, help to explain why this
context was not conducive to the development of large membership organi-
sations. Voters could be mobilised by means other than building a large
organisation, which entailed substantial investment both in material and
human resources. This is not to say that a party that developed in this new
environment did not need members, but the type of party organisation, even
if we are talking of a social democratic party, was likely to be different from
its counterparts in other Western democracies, which were characterised by
a more stable political evolution since the nineteenth century when they
generally built large membership organisations.

With this in mind, the following pages explore the development of the
PSOE since its reconstruction in the mid-1970s and conclude by examining
the main problems it faced during its time in opposition since it lost power in
1996 until it returned to office in April 2004.

The re-foundation of the PSOE in the 1970s

The PSOE virtually disappeared as an organisation during Franco’s
Dictatorship. Suffering severe repression by the regime, its clandestine
executive went into exile in the 1950s. As a result, the PSOE gradually lost
its presence in Spain, except for a few groups scattered in different regions.
The reconstruction of the party organisation began in the late 1960s and
early 1970s when parties were still illegal, but gathered pace once the
transition had started in the mid-1970s. Unlike the Communist Party, the
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PSOE had a new leadership headed by González as Secretary-General and
Guerra as Deputy Secretary-General but very little organisational presence
in Spain. Except for a few regions where it was already active at that time,
the PSOE had to build its party organisation from scratch.5

The PSOE reconstructed its organisation on a territorial basis. According
to the statutes approved at the Twenty-Seventh Party Congress in December
1976, the PSOE has a federal structure composed of four territorial layers:
the local branch, the provincial,6 regional and national levels. The main
governing bodies are the Federal Congress, the party’s highest decision-
making body, which elects the Federal Executive Committee, the most
important day-to-day decision-making party body and, since 1984, part of
the Federal Committee,7 whose tasks are to control the Federal Executive
Committee and deliberate on the main political decisions of the party.8

The PSOE is a centrally created (or reconstructed) party at least in its
post-Francoist form. In most cases, regional federations were created as a
second step in the reconstruction of the party after the provincial branches
had been set up. The central authorities of the party closely controlled
this process, in particular Guerra, then Secretary of Organisation. The
characteristics of this process varied across provinces and the resulting
provincial branches were a varying mix of remnants of the PSOE from the
Republic (in those areas where they had remained active), plus new
members that had joined during the Dictatorship, together with socialists
from other parties such as the Federation of Socialist Parties.

During the late 1970s and early 1980s the federalisation of the party is
mentioned in the party documents as one of the first priorities for the
Secretary of Organisation. The term federalisation in this context referred
to the creation of regional federations while their provincial equivalents
were retained. The process started around 1979 as an attempt to adjust the
party structures to the organisation of the state approved in the 1978
Constitution.9 Already at that time there was some internal debate over the
difference between a federation of parties and a federal party. The leaders
of the PSOE insisted that the party was federal in its structure and func-
tioning, but not a federation or confederation of parties. They expressed
their fear that federalisation would entail a lack of a unified message across
the Spanish territory:

We cannot permit our political project to fragment in the same way that
the interests of the right are fragmented . . . If we do, we will lose what is
perhaps our major advantage in the medium term, i.e., the fact that we
are the only political party that is capable of giving backbone to the
whole state, that is, the only party that is able to govern this country.10

The control of the process of territorial expansion by the federal auth-
orities of the party facilitated the subsequent centralisation of resources and
decision-making capacity. Juliá11 claims it is extremely important to take
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into account that the reconstruction of the party and the command of the
dominant coalition took place before regional or local elites had time to
develop. The party’s federal (central) authorities were in control of this
process and managed to commandeer resources that would otherwise have
made regional/provincial leaders more powerful. Provisions were made so
that the Federal Executive Committee had the power to decide on political
alliances and to veto candidates in the lists for public office.12

During the first stage of the PSOE’s reconstruction, from the beginning of
transition to the 1982 elections, the organisational strategy was governed by
the need to grow numerically and to improve its territorial spread. Since the
departure point was an organisation with virtually no members, the goal of
organisational growth was a fairly obvious one that all intra-party actors
shared. Party strategists and organisers also believed it was important to
convey an image of a strong organisation, given that the other main party of
the left, the Communists, had a strong membership base. Thus membership
growth was an important concern, at least to reach a certain minimum
threshold in order to provide candidates for office and have the basic
capacity to organise election campaigns. Candidates had to be found not
only for parliamentary but also for regional and local elections. As Table 9.1
indicates, there are many local governments in Spain and it is difficult for a
party organisation to muster candidates in all of them. The ‘coverage’ of the
PSOE clearly improved over the 1980s.

The PSOE kept its historically strong ties with the Socialist union, the
Unión General de Trabajadores (UGT). The period from the transition to
democracy to the electoral victory in 1982 was characterised by close co-
operation between the two organisations. An example of this collaboration
is the stipulation in the party statutes that PSOE members should also join

Table 9.1 Total number of candidatures and percentage out of the total number of
municipalities

1979 1983 1987 1991

PSOE 3,368 (41.4) 5,588 (68.6) 5,969 (73.3) 6,522 (80.1)
AP–PP 991 (12.3) 5,618 (69.0) 5,200 (63.8) 6,343 (77.9)
UCD–CDS 6,150 (75.5) 1,003 (12.3) 3,150 (38.7) 2,253 (27.7)
PCE–IU 1,525 (18.7) 1,666 (20.5) 1,466 (18.0) 1,561 (19.2)
CiU 385 (4.7) 683 (8.4) 841 (10.3) 863 (10.6)
PNV 186 (2.3) 229 (2.8) 209 (2.6) 217 (2.7)
Others 6,935(80.1) 5,147(80.1) 5,277(80.1) 5,115 (80.1)

Total 19,540(80.1) 19,934(80.1) 22,112(80.1) 22,874(80.1)

Source: Lourdes López Nieto, ‘Local Elections in the Spanish Political System: 1979–1991’, in
Local Elections in Europe (Barcelona: Institut de Ciències Polítiques i Socials, 1994).

Note
The figures in parentheses show the percentage out of the whole number of municipalities
(around 8,000 for the whole period) and have been added to the original table in López
Nieto.13
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the UGT. Co-operation was facilitated by the fact that the goals of the
PSOE and the UGT were compatible and complementary: both wanted to
secure the process of democratisation and, at the same time, dominate their
respective arenas of competition. Both organisations helped each other in
the electoral processes that took place in both the corporate and the partisan
arena of action. Thus, the PSOE and the UGT managed to collaborate at a
historical stage when the ‘political exchange’ was becoming difficult to
deliver.14

Clearly the PSOE was not a new party. On the contrary, its historical
legacy was intelligently managed during this phase: the leaders succeeded in
maintaining a link with the past of their hundred-year-old organisation,
while at the same time offering new ideas and, more importantly, new
leaders. The PSOE provided a combination characterised by ‘symbolic
continuity and political discontinuity’.15

Apart from the establishment of democracy, the other main goal of the
PSOE was to maximise its electoral support. In the resolutions of the
Twenty-Seventh Party Congress, the PSOE stated that it ‘should get as
many votes as possible in order to advance on the parliamentary road to
socialism, which should be combined with a strategy of mass mobilisation’.16

Although the PSOE had always been in favour of combining these two
strategies, achieving a parliamentary majority as a goal was formulated in a
more explicit way as its likelihood increased. This occurred after the 1977
general elections when the PSOE became the main party in the opposition
and the dominant political force on the left.

After 1977 the PSOE explicitly presented itself as the alternative to the
Unión del Centro Democrático (UCD) in government (alternativa de
poder).17 This was important because it influenced other aspects of the party,
such as the choice of the social groups in the electorate it would seek to
mobilise, as well as its image and discourse. In order to win a parliamentary
majority the PSOE needed to appeal to broad sections of the electorate, and
this also had consequences for the type of organisational strategy needed to
achieve it. The discourse and electoral strategy of the PSOE became more
moderate. Thus, while in 1976 the PSOE defined itself as ‘a class party and
therefore of the masses, Marxist and democratic’18 and the general tone of
the resolutions was based on a strict definition of working class, over time
the definition of what working class constituted gradually changed to suit
the electoral aspirations of the party. Only three years later, in 1979, the
definition was looser and avoided making reference to the working class in
an attempt to reach all workers. For instance, the handbook for the 1979
general election campaign instructs campaigners to ‘insist on explaining
what it is that the PSOE understands by workers, i.e., anyone who earns a
salary’.19 This is an example of the ideological pragmatism that has
characterised the party since its reconstruction in the 1970s.

At this time two ‘souls’ co-existed within the PSOE: one that sustained a
more radical strategy (class party, radical programme, a Marxist definition



174 Mónica Méndez-Lago

of the party) and a moderate one that appealed to the middle class and those
sectors of the electorate that had voted UCD in 1977. However, the capacity
to combine both discourses depending on the situation and the type of public
had certain limitations that became clear in the 1979 elections. The results
of the 1979 elections were considered a failure by the PSOE20 since there
was virtually no improvement over the 1977 elections. The UCD won the
elections with 35 per cent of the vote, while the PSOE obtained 30.5 per
cent, only managing to improve slightly on the 29.3 per cent it had obtained
in 1977.

This caused widespread frustration within the party, exacerbated by the
impression that a decisive part of the electorate was influenced by the UCD
leader’s televised message on the last day of the campaign undermining the
PSOE’s moderate image. In his speech Suárez insisted on the perils of voting
for a party that defined itself as Marxist and had such a radical programme.21

By so doing, the UCD was able to take advantage of the contradiction
between the PSOE’s radical party platform and its moderate image
and style.22

The stagnation of the PSOE’s vote at the 1979 elections provoked
different opinions regarding the strategy the party should follow. According
to the PSOE’s left (the críticos), the party had been punished by abstention
in traditional Socialist strongholds as a result of its conciliatory attitude
during the ‘consensus’ period. On the other hand, the party leadership
considered it proof that the co-existence of the two styles, radical and
moderate, made it virtually impossible for the party to obtain enough votes
to win the elections.23 Thus a majority in the party argued that it had to
moderate its image further to win an election. An analysis of a survey
commissioned by the PSOE24 argued that defining the PSOE as a class party
failed to take into account the importance of new social sectors and could
lead to a serious decline in electoral support. It concluded: ‘The PSOE has
chances to improve its vote both to its left and to its right, but quantitatively
speaking the latter yields by far a greater probability of growth.’

The Marxist definition of the party and the strict definition of the working
class were perceived as the main impediment to further electoral growth. In
fact, Felipe González had already announced his intention to ask the party
to remove the term ‘Marxist’ from the PSOE programme in May 1978. This
provoked serious upheaval within the party that remained unresolved until
the Twenty-Eighth Party Congress of May 1979, which was dominated
precisely by the conflict over the Marxist definition of the party.25 The
conflict emerged between the group of oficialistas, sometimes referred to as
felipistas, and their critics (críticos). The oficialistas were more numerous in
the Executive Committee of the PSOE but some of the críticos were also
members of this governing body. The críticos were opposed to what they
thought of as the party’s electoralist line that implied changing the party’s
identity as a workers’ party. They preferred a strategy of left-wing unity to
that of achieving an electoral majority by becoming a catch-all party. They
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were against diluting the working-class character of the party and
renouncing the term Marxism to define the party’s programme. They also
denounced the erosion of internal democracy and the increasing concen-
tration of power in the hands of González and Guerra,26 arguing for the right
to form internal organised tendencies.27

The críticos advocated a strategy of mass mobilisation similar to that
which the party had formally adopted in 1976 but had not put into practice.
They considered that abandoning a strategy of mass mobilisation so as to
follow the politics of consensus during the making of the Constitution had
carried a heavy price for the goals of the party. It was time to put more effort
into mobilising the working class.28

The delegates to the Twenty-Eighth Party Congress, directly chosen by
the local branches, backed the críticos but at the same time expressed their
wish to keep González as the PSOE’s General Secretary. González refused
to stand for re-election since this meant defending the contents of the
Political Resolution with which he did not agree, as he mentioned in the
closing speech. The críticos had not prepared an alternative candidate
because they probably never thought that González would decline to stand,
so a Steering Committee was appointed to run the party until an Extra-
ordinary Congress was convened.

The main results of the Extraordinary Congress three months later were
the re-election of González as the Secretary-General of the party and
Guerra as the Vice-Secretary-General, and a compromise solution by which
the PSOE disregarded Marxism as one of its defining traits but admitted its
utility as an instrument of analysis. Together with ideological moderation,
this Congress introduced reforms to facilitate central control in an
organisation that had grown very quickly and was becoming increasingly
difficult to govern. This control was achieved by a series of statutory reforms
that enhanced the ability of central party authorities to influence the
composition of regional and provincial delegations to Party Congresses and
the way they voted in Congress. The connection between programmatic
moderation and internal organisation was clear. The reforms that gave
leaders more control and room for manoeuvre also facilitated ideological
moderation designed to attract larger sectors of the electorate.

Apart from the consequences that this victory had in the internal party
arena, it was important in that it unified the goals of the party around a
cohesive leadership and a primary objective, to become the party in power
while preserving the ‘autonomy of the socialist project’: that is, the PSOE
rejected the formation of broad alliances with other political forces in order
to become the governmental alternative to the UCD. While the (defeated)
críticos were more eager to reach pacts with political forces to the left of the
PSOE, the largest sector, including its leaders, wanted the PSOE to attract
enough voters to carry out its own electoral programme independently.29

From the end of the 1970s and during the 1980s internal control and
discipline prevailed over any other organisational concern. The extent and
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nature of the investment in different aspects of its organisation – electoral
campaigns, increasing membership and the links with the UGT – were
subordinated to keeping the party cohesive and united. Party structures
enhancing central control over the growth of the organisation were
maintained or created anew, and the territorial-hierarchical principle was
preferred over other potential forms of organisation (for instance, along
functional lines), that might undermine this central control.

Several reasons have been given to account for these options. First, the
memories of past fratricidal struggles, particularly during the Second
Republic, when the bitter internal conflict among different party factions
had contributed to the breakdown not only of the PSOE but of democracy
itself.30 Second, the electoral defeat of March 1979 was attributed to the
internal divisions in the party over strategy and policies. Finally, the PSOE
saw in the UCD government coalition an example of how damaging internal
factions could be for a party. This concern is illustrated by the insistence of
various party documents on the need to portray the image of a united party,
in marked contrast to that of internal crisis exemplified by the Communists
and the UCD governmental coalition.

It was not only a matter of organisational norms and rules; the practices
followed in the day-to-day party functioning and at Party Congresses also
revealed an increasing concern with limiting the possibilities of disorder
within the party. Internal struggles were perceived to have high electoral
costs, a perception that was reinforced by the bad results obtained by other
main political parties, such as the PCE and the UCD which were both
undergoing severe internal crises. As in other political systems in Spain there
is a premium on party unity, and the PSOE leaders were well aware of it.

The PSOE in government

In 1982 the PSOE won the elections with a reformist programme with no
reference to a ‘qualitative break’ with capitalism. The main commitments of
the PSOE’s programme were the modernisation of Spain and the consoli-
dation of democracy. The government’s priorities were to conclude the
process of political decentralisation of the state, to introduce reforms
protecting civil rights, and to consolidate Spanish foreign relations after a
long period of isolation, particularly focused on integration into the
European Community.31

Its central concern, however, was to confront the difficulties the Spanish
economy was facing: the economy was growing at only 1.2 per cent, inflation
was around 14 per cent, the unemployment rate was 17 per cent, the public
deficit 5.5 per cent, and there was a high external deficit. As soon as it came
in office, the Socialist government left aside the ‘expansionist-oriented’
electoral programme which sought to use state investment to stimulate
economic growth, create employment and restructure industry, and adopted
instead an economic adjustment plan advocated by the social democratic
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sectors of the party.32 According to several sources, the previous experience
of the French socialists had much to do with the ease, or on other occasions,
the resignation, with which this was accepted.33 The Socialist government
introduced a strict programme of economic adjustment and structural
reforms from 1982 to 1985, including devaluation, a reduction of the money
supply, industrial restructuring and greater labour market flexibility.34 Its
objectives were to reduce inflation by limiting wages and cutting state
expenditure. It included an industrial restructuring programme to eliminate
inefficient industries and re-direct resources towards other industries. The
government also engaged in a process of renovating the fiscal system to help
with this readjustment period, involving a tax increase, particularly
increases in tax revenues35 and the creation of a more progressive system, as
well as the design of measures to fight fiscal fraud.

By 1985 inflation was down to 8 per cent, and the external deficit had
turned into a surplus, but the costs were a higher unemployment rate, which
had gone up to nearly three million. This was potentially very damaging for
the Socialists because they had made combating unemployment and
creating jobs the focus of their 1982 programme. Expansionist measures
were adopted; incentives for consumption through a reduction in tax
revenue and incentives for investment were implemented. This shift in
policy coincided with the worldwide economic recovery. Profits rose and
foreign investment in Spain increased dramatically, particularly after
Spain’s entry into the European Community on 1 January 1986. However,
the promise of creating 800,000 jobs made in the 1982 programme was not
fulfilled and unemployment remained a worry for the government and a
serious political and economic problem.

Another important problem confronting the government during these
years was the NATO referendum. The PSOE had been a fierce advocate of
non-entry at the end of the 1970s and early 1980s when the UCD
government led by Leopoldo Calvo-Sotelo agreed to join NATO. When this
effectively took place, in the autumn of 1981, the PSOE organised an anti-
NATO campaign and the resolutions of the Twenty-Ninth PSOE Party
Congress held in the same year called for withdrawal from NATO.36 The
terms of the debate were substantially changed when the time came to
maintain their promise. The question was no longer whether to enter NATO
or not, but instead whether to leave NATO or remain,37 but even accepting
the status quo (remaining in NATO) involved a shift of the PSOE’s official
position. In the 1982 general elections the PSOE included in its manifesto
the commitment to hold a referendum on the issue and the promise to freeze
the entry into the integrated military command of NATO until citizens had
expressed their opinion.

Although this proved to be a very divisive question inside the PSOE,
Maravall points out that ‘the party was not very difficult to convince’,38

particularly compared to the difficulty in convincing Spanish society at
large. The definition of the new position on the NATO issue ended in an
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intermediary solution that entailed remaining within NATO without
integrating into its military command, banning nuclear weapons on Spanish
territory, and reducing the number of US troops based in Spain.39 The
change of policy took place officially at the Thirtieth Party Congress (1984).
There was hardly any debate at the Congress about the U-turn40 but together
with the referendum campaign it was a dramatic experience for the party
and for a large part of the electorate. The policies of other parties as well as
the political atmosphere turned the referendum into a sort of popular vote
of confidence in González. It was held in March 1986 and the results were a
narrow victory for the option of remaining in NATO.

The most important features of the second term of the PSOE in govern-
ment (1986–9) were the continuity in political objectives related to the
social, economic and political modernisation of Spain, and the rise of
political tension, particularly within the labour movement. The term
coincided with a period of economic growth as part of the worldwide
economic upturn. There was an important increase in foreign capital
investment in Spain. GDP grew at a rate of over 5 per cent and significant
numbers of new jobs were created. However, the labour movement
complained that the benefits of this growth did not reach workers, while an
atmosphere of making a fast buck pervaded Spain.

In 1987 Solchaga, then Minister of Economics, recommended employers
to negotiate wage increases of around 5 per cent. This was rejected by the
unions, who after the years of economic restructuring refused to internalise
the cost of moderation in a context of economic growth and increasing
profits. Labour protest intensified and the government failed to convince
the union confederations of the need to negotiate. The result of the
increasing confrontation was the general strike of December 1988. The
strike was significant not only as a protest against the economic policy of the
government, but because it channelled protest against the Socialists’ style of
politics, which were seen as distant, even authoritarian.41

The conditions that had facilitated the close links between the two
organisations gradually vanished while the PSOE was in office, culminating
in the UGT’s support for the general strike. The confrontation between the
UGT and the Socialist government deeply undermined party–union ties.
The compulsory membership of both organisations (respected by less than
50 per cent of the party membership), was finally abolished at the Thirty-
Second Party Congress (November 1990). The article that regulated double
membership in the party statutes was replaced by the obligation to be active
in any social movement. The party’s lack of independence from the govern-
ment blocked any of its attempts to maintain strong links with the UGT.

The general strike also had important indirect consequences in the
definition of preferences of intra-party actors. Tension within the party
increased among the different sectors that had divergent ideas regarding
both socio-economic policy and internal party matters. These internal
struggles intensified after rumours emerged a few months after the general
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strike that González intended to resign, since this implied that a successor
had to be elected.

The success of the general strike marked a turning point in the social and
economic policies of the PSOE. With this move, the government concen-
trated on regaining, and maintaining, the support of its ‘core’ constituencies
in an attempt to avoid the electoral dilemma faced by other social
democratic parties in their efforts to satisfy the demands of their traditional
electoral base, the working class, and those of the middle classes.42 Owing to
the exceptional circumstances in which the PSOE entered office, this
dilemma had not been so visible before the end of the 1980s. Changes in
socio-economic policy included an increase in social expenditure from 17
per cent to 20 per cent of GDP, a rise in the number of people covered by
unemployment benefit, whose coverage went from 34 per cent to 67 per cent
between 1993 and 1994, and the creation of non-contributory pensions.43 All
of this occurred during an economic expansion lasting until 1992, when a
serious crisis hit the Spanish economy.44

The party as an organisation

The PSOE’s landslide victory in the 1982 general elections marked a new
phase in the development of the party. This success was followed by victory
in most local and regional governments in the 1983 elections. Being in
government at the different territorial levels had a clear impact on the PSOE
as an organisation. First, it had the immediate effect of emptying the party
organisation of cadres who took on governmental responsibilities and
abandoned, at least temporarily, their tasks in the party organisation. This
void was deepened by the lack of a clear idea of the role the PSOE (qua
organisation) should have when the party was in government: whether it was
required simply to back the government and explain its policies, or whether
it had other roles similar to those performed in the pre-governmental phase.
It ended up playing the role of loyal follower, but this loyalty was not the
result of intense debate but rather the consequence of its internal discipline.

Once in power the PSOE enjoyed a huge number of resources with which
to influence society. Apart from developing policies with some ease, given
that it had an absolute majority of seats during the first three terms in office,
power meant making appointments and exercising patronage. In short, it
opened a pool of resources that went far beyond the existing and the
potential party’s organisational resources, and diminished the need and the
‘profitability’ of investing in party organisation. Moreover, as I have already
argued, the institutional, political and social context in which the PSOE
operated did not provide incentives for building a mass membership party.
The existence of public finance for political parties meant that recruiting
new members was not of great importance financially. Nor was having a
large membership base essential for election purposes in an era of television
and mass media campaigns.
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Thus the PSOE needed members to fill all the positions at the different
governmental and administrative levels, but they were less needed for vote-
seeking purposes, particularly if enlarging the membership base meant
losing control of how the party organisation behaved in relation to the
government. Except for the initial attempts during its early years in office to
find candidates for local elections or the membership drives designed to
convert electoral support into organisational resources, as Figure 9.1 shows,
there was a decreasing emphasis on recruiting and maintaining members.
This does not mean that the PSOE did not cease to grow during these years,
as Figure 9.2 shows, but the party organisation made fewer efforts to
recruit.45

The main organisational novelty of the 1980s was the expansion of the
regional federations and the increase in power of their leaders, the regional
barons. This outcome was facilitated by the process of political decentral-
isation that had started during the transition to democracy and led to the
development of a highly decentralised state, the Estado de las Autono-
mías.46 In spite of the varying degrees of autonomy, the most important
effect on party organisation and strategy was that there were seventeen new
political arenas, with their own parliaments and governments. For most of
the 1980s, the PSOE was in power in a majority of these Autonomous
Communities.

The decentralisation of the state affected the internal functioning of the
party. Regional party leaders, who at the time the party was reconstructed
were tightly controlled by its central authorities, began exploiting their
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command of votes and patronage, and sometimes large Party Congress
delegations, in order to assert some autonomy from the federal party
authorities.47 One result of this transformation was reflected in the
composition of federal party bodies. As Table 9.2 shows, in the 1980s the
Federal Executive Committee started including regional party leaders
among its members. As a consequence, regional leaders would also
gradually gain influence in central decision-making in spite of attempts by
the federal party authorities to keep them under control. However, as we
shall see later, the internal power acquired by regional leaders would not
become evident until the 1990s.

During its time in government, the PSOE rules underwent minor
adjustments facilitating the representation of minorities in internal
governing bodies, but very little was done to transform party structures or
practices in order to increase rank-and-file participation in decision-making.
An exception could be made in the case of women, who increased their
presence in the decision-making bodies of the party and in the electoral lists
at different governmental levels through the introduction of a quota system
in the late 1980s.48 This innovation did not help to change a general image of
stagnation and lack of dynamism in the way the party organisation
functioned. This cannot be attributed merely to the exercise of office but
also to the PSOE’s incapacity for more than a decade to adapt its party
organisation to these circumstances. The interest in the PSOE qua
organisation gradually declined during these years.

The composition of the party’s governing bodies remained very stable
during these years. For example, as Table 9.3 shows, the most important
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party body, the Federal Executive Committee, had low rates of renewal.
Columns 4 and 5 represent two different ways of measuring the extent of
renewal; while ‘%perm’ represents the percentage of members of the old
Executive Committee that are re-elected, ‘perm2%’ is the percentage of the
newly elected Executive Committee that already belonged to the previous
one. The former way of measuring renewal is usually the only index
reported. However, given the variation in the size of the Executive, it is
misleading to use only this indicator, since it hides cases of non-renewal (see,

Table 9.2 Federal Executive Committee (FEC)

Composition Government Women Regional PSOE Heads of
members General Secretaries regional

and Presidents government

1976 – 5.3 0 0
1979 – 8.3 0 0
1981 0 (3) 12.0 2 0
1984 0 (1) 23.5 0 0
1988 1 21.7 3 1
1990 0 (1) 21.2 4 2
1994 3 30.6 9 4
1997 – 42.4 3 1
2000 – 34.6 6 3

Source: adapted from Mónica Méndez-Lago, La estrategia organizativa del Partido Socialista
Obrero Español 1975–96 (Madrid: Centro de Investigaciones Sociológicas, 2000).

Table 9.3 Degree of renewal (Federal Executive Committee, FEC)

Size Old members* % perm** % perm2***

27th (Dec. 1976) 19
Extraordinary Committee

(Sept. 1979) 24 9 47.4 37.5
29th (Oct. 1981) 25 17 70.8 68.0
30th (Dec. 1984) 17 17 68.0 100.0
31st (Jan. 1988) 23 13 76.5 56.5
32nd (Nov. 1990) 31 20 87.0 64.5
33rd (March 1994) 36 17 54.8 47.2
34th (June 1997) 33 11 30.3 33.3
35th (July 2000) 25 4 12.1 16.0

Source: adapted from Méndez-Lago, La estrategia organizativa del Partido Socialista Obrero
Español.

Notes
* ‘Old members’ represent the number of members of the FEC who were already members
in the previous term.
**  ‘%Perm’: percentage of old Executive Committee members who are re-elected.
*** ‘%Perm2’: percentage of new Executive Committee who already belonged to the
previous one.
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for example, the 1984 Executive Committee). In addition, it seems useful to
use both, to pinpoint cases in which new people joined the Executive with-
out diminishing the presence of the previously dominant group. According
to the information I obtained in interviews with several party officials this
also seemed to be the pattern at lower territorial levels. Other indicators of a
process of stagnation were, for example, the long periods that elapsed
between congresses (three or four years).

The electoral success the PSOE enjoyed at the different governmental
levels during the 1980s discouraged their taking risks by changing the
organisational structure, rules or practices. The lack of competitiveness in
the party system for most of the 1980s contributed to a stabilisation of these
characteristics: there were few external challenges to act as catalyst for
change and there were also few intra-party incentives to initiate reforms.
This situation changed by the end of the decade when the Socialists came
under stress, on the one hand because of several political scandals that came
to light and, on the other, because of increasing competitiveness of the
electoral arena.

The 1990s: an increasingly competitive environment

From the 1990s the PSOE faced a more competitive environment in the
electoral arena. Already in the 1989 general elections the fear had arisen
that the PSOE would lose its absolute majority in the Chamber of Deputies.
The results of the elections confirmed these suspicions, given that the PSOE
was one seat short of an absolute majority. However, its closest competitor,
the old Alianza Popular, now called the Popular Party, with a new leader
Jose María Aznar, failed to increase its share of the vote and was still far
from being an alternative government. Izquierda Unida (IU) or United Left
nearly doubled its share of the votes and became the third state-wide party,
with 17 deputies in the Chamber of Deputies.

The public image of both the party and the government was eroding owing
to the emergence of several corruption cases exposed mainly by the press,
followed by judicial investigations (see Chapter 3). The consequences of this
deterioration on the Socialists’ electoral fortunes are difficult to assess, but it
seems clear that it helped to spread an atmosphere of political cynicism and
distrust of politicians, especially towards the Socialists.

Another distinctive feature of the early 1990s was the emergence of
important struggles within the PSOE. There were two main groups: one
organised around Guerra and the party apparatus, and the heterogeneous
group referred to as renovadores, who advocated a transformation of the
party discourse and the functioning of party organisation. The Thirty-
Second Party Congress (1990) was preceded by an overt expression of
discontent by a section of the party over the control of the party apparatus
exercised by Guerra and the excessive concentration of power within the
PSOE. This Party Congress mainly focused on internal questions related to
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intra-party disputes over power and control. The result of this Congress was
concisely described by one of the best-known renovadores, the then Minister
of Economics, Carlos Solchaga, who declared: ‘we [the renovadores] have
lost the Congress’.49 However, this provisional defeat did not quench the
internal struggle which escalated until the 1993 elections were held, and
continued afterwards.

Until 1991, when Guerra ceased to be Deputy Prime Minister, the co-
ordination of the different arenas in which the PSOE participated was
ensured by the presence of González and Guerra in all of them. González
was simultaneously Prime Minister and PSOE General Secretary, and
Guerra Deputy Prime Minister and Deputy General Secretary. The division
of roles between the two, through which González was able to concentrate
his energies on the government and Guerra on party organisation, led to
serious problems of co-ordination between the party in government and the
party organisation once Guerra was out of government. As a result of this, as
we shall see later, González would try to gain control of the party in the
Thirty-Third Congress (1994).

The PSOE started to suffer from a general governmental wear and tear.
By 1992, when the Socialists celebrated a decade in power, the sense of crisis,
both political and economic, was widespread among Spaniards.50 Intra-party
disputes, the fatigue of González and his doubts on whether to stand as
candidate in the following general elections, the economic crisis, the
opposition of the labour movement and the aggressiveness of part of the
press were the main defining characteristics of the atmosphere in which this
anniversary was celebrated. The deep intra-party divisions hampered any
response to the now clear external challenges.

For the first time since the Socialists’ accession to power, there was a
widespread feeling that the Partido Popular could win the 1993 general
elections. After an aggressive campaign in which González mobilised leftist
voters who had abstained in previous elections, the PSOE lost its absolute
majority but managed to increase its share of votes as a percentage of the
electorate; that is, it managed to mobilise a larger number of voters. The
elections confirmed trends in electoral behaviour that had appeared in the
previous ballot. Although the PSOE maintained roughly the same amount
of votes as in 1982, the characteristics of its voters had changed dramatically.
Young, urban and well-educated voters had been abandoning the PSOE
since 1982, increasing the relative weight of old, rural and less-educated
voters. 51

The results of the 1993 elections were interpreted by both the press and
the voters as a personal victory for González,52 who in his speech of thanks
insisted that he had ‘understood the message’ implied in those results
regarding the need to ‘change the change’.53 The PSOE’s loss of its absolute
majority led it to seek agreement with other political forces to maintain
office. Although sections of the PSOE favoured agreements with IU, there
were several aspects of its programme that were unacceptable to González,
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such as its rejection of the PSOE’s economic policy or its criticism of the
Maastricht Treaty. The agreement reached by the PSOE to govern with the
support of the Catalan Nationalists (CiU) did not satisfy a sector of the
party, who saw this as a further confirmation of the PSOE’s shift to the right.

According to Maravall, the best way to define the Socialists’ last term of
office (from 1993 to 1996) is to say that public attention was diverted from
policies to politics.54 Its most relevant feature was the harsh environment
that characterised Spanish politics. A good part of the media displayed even
greater bitterness towards the government than in the previous term. This
atmosphere was worsened by the scandals that continued to emerge, adding
to the cases that were still unsolved in various courts of justice. Thus while
the Filesa affair regarding the illicit financing of the PSOE was still under
investigation, other corruption scandals came to light. The attention of the
media and public opinion was so absorbed by political corruption and scandals
that little attention was paid to the actual policies carried out by the Socialists.
However, the government engaged in more reforms than it had done in
previous years, introducing labour reforms that had been postponed,
reforming housing legislation and adopting greater budgetary discipline.55

Within the PSOE the internal struggles continued, particularly until the
Thirty-Third Party Congress held in March 1994, in which the renovadores
achieved greater representation among delegates than the guerristas, or
supporters of Guerra, so the previous imbalance was redressed by providing
the government with greater control over party organisation. Slowly it
became clear that González had decided to abandon his neutral position and
to side with the renovadores. At the Congress the guerristas lost important
positions of power within the party but still managed to come to an agree-
ment with the renovadores to keep Guerra as Deputy General Secretary and
some guerristas in an Executive Committee dominated by renovadores. In
spite of this agreement, the wounds were not completely healed and the
PSOE remained divided.

Until that Congress the position of guerristas in the party had been
enhanced by the fact that many of them devoted a lot of their energies to
internal party matters. This tendency became more acute after a rule was
established that made it incompatible to hold an executive public office and
be a secretary in the Executive Committee in charge of one of the areas of
activity.56 As full-time participants, they had command both of information
and communications resources that other party leaders and regular party
members lacked.

The internal divisions increased the power and influence of regional
barons. The mutual ‘non-intervention’ relations or, in some important
issues, the submission of regional federations to the Federal Executive were
replaced by the active participation of the federal party bodies, particularly
in the Federal Executive Committee (see Table 9.1). The internal struggle
concentrated the time and energies of intra-party actors, engaged in an
ongoing fight for control over the party organisation. It also enhanced the
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character of the party organisation as the arena in which the struggle for
power occurred at the expense of its instrumental value; that is, existing
organisational resources were being used to favour the positions of one
internal group over the other, rather than for attaining external goals.

The effect of all of these problems on the electoral arena became clear in
June 1994, when the Popular Party obtained its first victory over the
Socialists at the European elections. In the following year the PP also won
the local and regional elections and made substantial progress in regions
where it had previously made little headway, such as Catalonia and the
Basque Country. The margin of victory of the PP over the PSOE in the
general elections of March 1996 was smaller than expected from the
different surveys that had been published all through the 1993–6 term. The
Socialists, who again focused their campaign around González, managed to
mobilise a substantial number of undecided voters, the majority of whom
voted for the PSOE in order to block the PP.57

The PSOE in opposition

The structures and practices set in place during the reconstruction of the
party and consolidated during the PSOE’s period in office worked against
the organisational and programmatic renewal of the party when it lost
office. This was evident in the problems the party experienced trying to
replace the leader of the party and adapt to its new role. In addition to the
vested interests and internal obstacles to change, the narrowness of the PP’s
victory in 1996 did not act as a strong external incentive for change. Thus,
although there had already been much debate on the need to start a process
of internal party democratisation, to recruit new members and revitalise a
languishing party organisation, it was difficult to get the party organisation
moving in that direction.

Adapting to its new role in the opposition was also difficult for the PSOE
because it had to defend its policies and performance while in office, on the
one hand, and, on the other, it had to distance itself from the worst memories
of corruption cases. This proved difficult especially because different courts
of justice were still examining some of these cases when it was already in the
opposition.

The debate before the Thirty-Fourth Party Congress (June 1997) was
dominated by the issue of whether Guerra should be re-elected as Deputy-
Secretary-General instead of focusing on proposals to turn the party into an
effective opposition to the new government. It was the first Congress the
party held when out of office, but it was dominated by ‘old’ questions.
Although he was not challenged as Guerra was, González was in a less
comfortable situation than in the past. He was still considered a very
charismatic leader, but he was also linked to the past. As Almunia points
out, guerristas preferred Felipe González to any other renovador while he
was a non-contested leader among renovadores.58 However, the continued
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presence at the helm of the party of veterans of the previous government,
including González and most of the party leadership, made it difficult to put
aside the internal struggles of the past and launch an effective opposition to
the party in power.

The question was solved by González himself when he decided not to
stand as candidate for the post of Secretary-General and communicated this
without previous warning in his opening speech to the Congress. The
suddenness of this decision made it difficult to choose a leader that had the
support of the party elite, delegates and members. González pointed out the
person who would replace him as Secretary-General, Joaquín Almunia, who
had served as minister in some PSOE governments and was known to be one
of the ‘founders’ of the renovadores. The difficult question of replacing
González had been solved by a solution concocted by a handful of party
leaders, headed by González himself, in a less than transparent process.

Less than a year later, in April 1998, Joaquín Almunia decided to apply
the mechanism of primary elections for the selection of the prime ministerial
candidate. Winning these internal elections would provide him with the
legitimacy he lacked because of the circumstances in which he was elected.
Short-term strategic considerations were not the only reason behind holding
primary elections. Almunia himself had declared that the new candidate for
Prime Minister could not be elected by just the party elite, and that he or she
would be elected in a process in which the party membership would
participate.59

However, the unexpected outcome of these primary elections was the
victory by a clear margin (55 per cent to 44 per cent) of Josep Borrell, a left-
winger who had served as minister with González. This first shock was
followed by yet another unexpected outcome. About a year after having
won the primaries, Borrell resigned. Although he formally resigned as a
result of the revelation of corrupt behaviour by several functionaries that he
had appointed while he served as minister, the lack of clear support by the
party elite was also an important factor that led him to that decision. The
co-existence of Almunia and Borrell in the highest positions of the leader-
ship had been plagued by tensions, appeased only after the regional barons
reached an agreement to act as ‘referees’ in internal party conflicts in the
absence of strong central leadership. After Borrell’s resignation, Almunia
stood as candidate for the general election of 2000.60

In spite of all the party’s problems, the primary elections generated a wave
of solidarity among members and sympathisers of the PSOE. It was seen as a
mechanism that broke with the closed and hierarchical character of party
decisions that had characterised the party during the previous decade.
However, the PSOE failed to take advantage of this solidarity because of the
internal conflict generated by the co-existence of Borrell and Almunia. This
showed that internal issues prevailed over external incentives. In other
words, internal power struggles hindered the much needed process of
organisational and ideological renewal necessary to win elections.
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The importance of the role played by the ‘regional’ barons in the conflict
between Borrell and Almunia should be stressed. They also filled the void
left by Borrell when he resigned. The new balance of power between the
centre and the periphery inside the party asserted itself when the leadership
was vulnerable in the early 1990s because of internal divisions and external
challenges, and later on at the end of the 1990s when there was no central
leadership at all.

One of the consequences of this new balance of power was that the party
discourse became more heterogeneous across the territory and party
federations diverged in several policy domains. This was used by the PP to
attack the Socialists and argue that they were no longer a ‘national’ party,
presenting themselves as the only political party able to put forward a
unified political project for the whole country and to defend the same
policies in every region.61 This issue thus became an electoral liability for the
PSOE, which failed to turn this diversity into an asset.

In short, the party behaved erratically at the end of the 1990s. Among the
more erratic of its decisions was a rapprochement with the IU just before the
2000 general elections. There had been severe disagreements between the
PSOE and the IU when the Socialists were in government. In the months
before the 2000 elections the PSOE, led by Joaquín Almunia, agreed with
the IU on a limited joint programme and decided to present single
candidatures in several electoral districts where the quasi-majoritarian
effects of the proportional electoral system were particularly adverse for the
IU. Finally this latter part of the agreement was applied only to the Senate
elections not to those of the lower chamber, the original intention of the
Socialists. The rapprochement between the two organisations, after their
difficult relationship during the PSOE government, was facilitated by the
new leadership of both organisations, Almunia instead of González and
Francisco Frutos instead of Julio Anguita.

The disastrous results for the PSOE in the 2000 general elections finally
acted as a catalyst for its transformation. If the 1996 results were character-
ised as a ‘sweet defeat’, those in 2000 were indeed bitter. The Popular Party
obtained an absolute majority of seats in the lower chamber, Congreso de
los Diputados, while the PSOE suffered its worst result since 1979. Almunia
resigned immediately afterwards. The replacement of González and the
question of leadership thus remained an open issue that would have to be
tackled in the next Party Congress in July 2000.

On the ideological and programmatic front, the huge defeat meant bad
news for those who were in favour of left-oriented policies, given that the
PSOE had contested the elections in alliance with the IU coalition. During
the election campaign the status of the agreement was not prominent. There
were few joint appearances of the leaders of the PSOE and the IU and the
pact was practically left out of the PSOE’s discourse. Thus it is not that clear
whether the failure of this pact should be attributed to the strategy itself or
to the way it was decided upon and carried out. It is also unclear to what
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extent the defeat of the PSOE and the margin of the PP’s victory could be
attributed to the agreement.62 Whatever the case, the identification between
the agreement and the dire electoral results was not a good precedent for
future collaboration between the two political forces.

On the leadership front, moves before the Congress reflected again the
difficulties of the PSOE in distancing itself from the past and starting a new
post-González era. The candidate best placed to win the election to become
Secretary-General, and the one that had the support of most of the party
elite, was José Bono, who was at the time president of the Autonomous
Community, Castilla La Mancha. Although he had never participated in any
González government, both belonged to the same political generation in the
eyes of public opinion. In short, Bono was not a new face.

Two of the other candidates for the post of Secretary-General were
women: Rosa Díez, a popular Basque politician who had been candidate in
one of the first primaries in the regional Basque PSOE, and Matilde
Fernández, who had served as minister with González but belonged to the
guerristas. Finally, the fourth contender was José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero,
who had been an MP since 1986. During the PSOE’s period in office he had
been a backbencher, unknown to the public and even to the party. In the
speech in which he presented his candidacy he concentrated on renewal, on
imbuing the party with a new impetus necessary to win power. Indeed,
ideological considerations were practically absent from the debate. It was
more a question of generations: whether it was time that the generation that
had carried out the transition to democracy and had held government
positions either at the national or at the regional level during the 1980s and
1990s should give way to a new generation.63

Bono’s narrow defeat by Zapatero (41.7 per cent of the vote to Bono’s
40.8 per cent) was facilitated by the composition of the delegations and by
the change of rules in the way delegates voted in party conferences in the
mid-1990s. The block vote by regional delegations was removed and
replaced by secret individual ballot. The new rules also hindered the control
of regional delegations by the party leaders. Thus in spite of the support that
central and regional-level party elites had expressed for Bono, a majority of
delegates supported the candidate representing change, or at least a change
of generation.

The mandate of Rodríguez Zapatero

Zapatero faced two important challenges when he became Secretary-
General. First, he had to pacify the party and consolidate his leadership,
proving that he was able to put an end to the González era, and, second, he
had to carry out an effective opposition to the PP government and engineer
a strategy that allowed the Socialists to win power.

He has proved fairly successful in achieving the first aim. Although the
PSOE has not entirely revitalised party organisation, it has left behind the
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deep and bitter internal divisions between guerristas and renovadores. Most
of the important leaders of both groups are not in the political front line any
more and the labels have not really survived into the new generation. It is
true that when an internal conflict breaks out the allegiances of its
participants can be traced back to the earlier divisions, and then the two
labels help to understand complicated combinations of interests, loyalties
and choices. However, they no longer play any role in day-to-day party
politics.

The developments that took place in the regional parliament of Madrid
after the 2003 regional elections showed the difficulties the PSOE faced in
distancing itself from the past whenever a corruption case arose implicating
one of its members. This type of event reveals the vulnerability of the
progress the party has made since 199664 and is a good illustration of the
weight of the past, or rather the burden of the past. It was the first scandal for
years connecting the PSOE with corruption but it proved damaging for the
party because it recalled bad memories of its recent past. After the ‘Madrid
affair’ PSOE lost the narrow advantage it enjoyed over the PP in opinion
polls during the first part of 2003.

As soon as Zapatero was re-elected Secretary-General, he declared his
intention to carry out an effective but constructive opposition. He promised
a ‘quiet change’ (el cambio tranquilo). As a result of this style of non-
confrontation, the PSOE reached pacts with the PP in several policy
domains such as the reform of the judiciary and the fight against terrorism.
Opposition style became more aggressive when the PP approved a large-
scale reform in the educational system and, in particular, when it backed the
war against Iraq.

In spite of this change in style, it is still doubtful that Zapatero managed to
portray an image of an effective opposition force, or at least it was not
perceived as such by the majority of Spaniards, as shown in the opinion polls
(see Figure 9.3). The evaluation of the role of the PSOE in the opposition
improved considerably when he was elected Secretary-General, reaching a
peak six months after his election. Since then there had been ups and downs,
but no significant improvement. This reveals the difficulties the new
leadership found in becoming a credible alternative to the governing PP and
in elaborating a party manifesto with policies that would allow the party to
get back into office.

This was the context in which the PSOE, with Zapatero as Prime
Ministerial candidate, confronted the 2004 general elections. Opinion polls
in the months before the elections forecast a victory for the PP, now with
Mariano Rajoy as candidate for Prime Minister instead of Aznar, but the
margin of victory was uncertain. Opinion polls also reflected that the
majority of the Spanish electorate wanted a change in the party in
government (34 per cent preferred the PSOE, while 32 per cent supported
the PP),65 but a majority thought the PP would win the elections (63.4 per
cent). As election day approached the margin of victory for the PP narrowed
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but it was always ahead of the PSOE.66 In short, polls revealed that there was
a mood for change, but this did not translate into victory for the PSOE; at
least the polls published a week before election day did not anticipate such
a move.

The scenario in which elections took place was transformed by the brutal
terrorist attacks by al-Qaeda in Madrid on 11 March. The PSOE won the
elections and obtained 164 out of 350 seats, regaining power after eight years
in opposition. It is impossible to know what the results would have been like
had the attack not taken place, and thus it is also difficult to ascertain its
impact on voter behaviour. However, all evidence points in one direction:
the way the PP government handled the situation after the attack helped
increase mobilisation. Turnout was more than 8 per cent higher than in the
2000 general elections. The PP’s insistence that ETA was responsible and its
reluctance to release information that pointed to any other possibility
mobilised an increasing number of voters, first to go out into the streets to
demand information, and second to vote. Most of these voters were located
on the left to centre of the ideological spectrum. Although more research is
needed on this issue,67 it is a plausible hypothesis that the terrorist attack and
the subsequent events acted as a catalyst for change; that is, they were the
last straw that helped mobilise voters already very critical of the PP
government who would otherwise have voted for other parties rather than
the PSOE, or abstained.68

Concluding remarks

The development of the PSOE since its reconstruction in the mid-1970s is a
good example of the weight of ‘genetic’ models in shaping party organisation
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and the way the party faces new challenges. The choices made during the
reconstruction of the party in the last half of the 1970s and consolidated
during the 1980s weighed heavily on the party when it lost office. It is
difficult to open up an organisation once it has been working for 20 years
under the same set of (restrictive) rules. These rules increased internal
cohesion and discipline and helped the move towards ideological
moderation at the end of the 1970s. It also made the party dependent on the
leadership of González. In short, these organisational traits were useful for
the party on its way to power. Thus the kind of organisational strategy
devised at a time when intra-party and inter-party competition was high was
sustained during the 1980s when it was low. The failure to monitor party
leaders and the type of organisation that resulted from these rules
undermined the PSOE’s ability to face the new challenges of the early 1990s.

The development of the PSOE confirms Panebianco’s claim that parties
slow down their organisational development once they attain power.69 To be
more precise, the party organisation continued to develop but at a
decreasing speed and intensity. The PSOE represents an extreme example
of the effect of governmental power on parties: extreme because the PSOE
had only a short period of time after its reconstruction to develop its
organisation before it assumed office. Although attaining power was a
catalyst for membership growth, it also hindered the internal dynamism of
party organisation and shaped its growth in a way that had diminishing
returns over time. Reliance on the resources made available by government
constrained the party’s organisational capacity to react to new environ-
ments, particularly once it lost most of those resources (in the 1996 general
elections and the 1995 regional and local elections).

The ideological evolution of the Socialists reveals an intense pragmatism
that has made the party moderate its policy stances whenever it was
necessary to broaden electoral support in order to attain office. This was
evident in the move towards ideological moderation made at the end of the
1970s, when it became clear that this transformation was necessary if the
PSOE wanted to win elections and become a governmental party without
needing the support of any other party. During the 1980s the PSOE focused
on carrying out policies to modernise Spain, managing to combine the
support of the working class and large sectors of the middle classes. In the
1980s, unlike its social democratic counterparts in Europe, the PSOE did not
face the electoral dilemma of having to choose between enlarging its support
among the middle classes, jeopardising its core constituency, the working
class, or keeping the support of the latter at the risk of losing its dominant
position in the party system.

However, this dilemma became evident to the PSOE from the early 1990s,
when it became increasingly difficult to keep the support of both the
working and the middle classes. By the end of its term in office the PSOE
had lost the middle ground of electoral competition, which began to be
dominated by the PP. When it went into the opposition the PSOE had
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difficulty regaining this space while keeping the support of its core
constituency. Although the IU is a small party, competition from the left
also made things difficult for the PSOE, which had to take care of both the
left and the middle ground when developing policy stances to gather enough
support to win office.

This chapter has also shown the difficulties the PSOE faced in choosing a
new leader who had the support of the party organisation, as well as the
difficulties encountered by Zapatero in carrying out an effective opposition
to the government of the Popular Party. The unexpected victory of the
PSOE in the 2004 general elections opened up a new phase both in Spanish
politics and in the development of the party.
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10 Between ambition and insecurity
Spanish politics and the
Mediterranean

Richard Gillespie

The Mediterranean has become an important element in Spanish political
life under the democracy established in the late 1970s. This applies to
domestic politics, where the presence of a fast-growing immigrant popu-
lation inevitably focuses attention on Morocco in particular. It also applies
to the profile of Spain’s external relations, within which the Mediterranean,1

far from simply representing an international regional environment for
Spain, has become a prominent feature of its European policy and also, in a
more ambivalent way, of Spanish global ambitions. Yet the degree of
priority afforded to the Mediterranean by Spain has differed over time,
partly as a result of changes of government in Madrid and partly owing to
challenges emanating from the South that have demanded more or less
Spanish attention at different moments in time, owing to their variable
potential to affect Spain’s own stability and interests. Moreover, within the
Mediterranean the degree of attention given by Spain has varied from
country to country and from sub-region to sub-region, bilateral relations
generally being cultivated more assiduously with countries of the Maghreb
(Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Mauritania) than with most eastern
Mediterranean countries.

This chapter will draw attention to the growing importance of the
Mediterranean to Spain and the evolving pattern of Spanish interests in the
area, while also seeking to analyse the influence of changes of government
(from the Partido Socialista Obrero Español or PSOE to the Partido
Popular or PP and back) upon shifts in Mediterranean policy. To what
extent has this policy and its degree of prioritisation been affected by elite
alternation in Spain? Has the country’s Mediterranean policy become a
‘policy of state’, involving relatively little divergence between the parties?
Perhaps it is changes in external circumstances that explain shifts in Spanish
approaches to the Mediterranean, rather than the transformation of the
Spanish ingredients? Finally, in addition to changes that appear to have
mainly internal or external origins, what is the significance of transversal
factors such as international terrorism and migration? To answer such
questions, one needs to focus on Spanish policy over a period long enough to
embrace several changes of government. For present purposes, in fact, we
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can address these questions while restricting the focus mainly to the last
decade, given that Spain has seen two government alternations during that
period,2 as well as dramatic changes in the global context.

Beginning with an overview of the evolving significance of the Mediter-
ranean for Spain, the chapter will proceed to discuss the external, domestic
and transversal factors involved in this evolution. The traditional analytical
procedure of differentiating between ‘external’ and ‘internal’ factors is still
useful, though not always easy to maintain in the era of globalisation; thus
there must be a separate discussion of transversal factors such as northward
migration to Spain from the Maghreb and the challenge of international
terrorism. Finally, as part of the conclusions, the chapter will comment on
the degree of success of Spanish Mediterranean policy in recent years.

Patterns in Spanish diplomacy in the Mediterranean

The salient characteristic of Spanish Mediterranean policy in the early years
of democracy was an effort to transform a very limited set of bilateral
relationships into a regional policy. In the course of this, earlier tendencies
to exploit Moroccan–Algerian rivalry in North Africa and give formal
support to the Palestinian cause in the Middle East evolved towards a more
comprehensive and even-handed set of diplomatic practices and postures. In
this way, by the 1980s Spain was treating the Mediterranean as a coherent
region. A decade later, through playing a central role in the launch of the
Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP), Spain then helped to commit the
European Union to a region-building project. Spanish initiative here con-
tinues to be recognised implicitly in the international practice of referring to
the EMP alternatively as the ‘Barcelona Process’.3 We are thus dealing with
a part of the world where Spain has demonstrated considerable ambition as
part of its post-Franco international re-emergence, even if the rhetoric used
by the country’s representatives, often decorated with perfunctory refer-
ences to the work of Braudel,4 has yet to be matched by a commensurate
investment of resources. While relatively large sums of money have been
involved in cooperation packages granted to certain countries of the
Maghreb, these have consisted mainly of the offer of credit on advantageous
terms, in some cases resulting in debt–equity swaps later on as Mediter-
ranean partners have struggled to meet mounting debt commitments;
meanwhile the level of Spanish aid has been disappointing, as has the failure
to expand the country’s diplomatic representation in the area.

During the Franco period, one could not really talk of there being a
Mediterranean policy – more a discourse of friendship towards the Arab
world (itself a romantic notion), at times purely rhetorical, at others
reflecting a flurry of diplomatic activity aimed at overcoming international
isolation or guaranteeing energy supplies in view of Spain’s acute
dependence on imported oil. Relatively little interest was shown in the
eastern Mediterranean, where there were no relations with Israel; rather the
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main focus was the Maghreb, where there was a traditional ‘fixation’ with
Morocco5 and what some have described as a ‘pendular’ policy in response
to regional rivalry between Morocco and Algeria. This referred to a Spanish
tendency, when faced with difficult attitudes on the part of one southern
partner, to court the other in order to apply pressure for a return to more
accommodating attitudes. Of course, the transparency of such tactics hardly
endeared Spain to either partner in the long run.

Departures from this pattern began to be made under the Suárez govern-
ments in the late 1970s, but became more explicit, deliberate and sustained
after the election of the Socialist government in 1982. Central features of the
new política mediterránea global developed under González included:

� A desire to become more actively involved throughout the whole
Mediterranean basin, not least because of the impact of events in the
eastern Mediterranean on the riparian states along its western shores.
This implied the adoption of a more even-handed position on the
Middle East conflict. Recognition of Israel in 1986 was required in any
case for Spanish entry into the European Community, an event that also
prompted Spain to adopt a foreign policy stance for the first time on
issues such as the divided Cyprus.

� In the case of the Maghreb, a commitment to develop improved
relations with all its countries simultaneously and even, after their
proclamation of the Arab Maghreb Union in 1989, to encourage a
process of regional integration among them.

� A policy of diversifying Spain’s relations with these countries in
particular, in order to overcome a traditionally very narrow basis of
exchanges (energy imports from Algeria and Libya, phosphate imports
and fishing access in the case of Morocco, and so on). The idea was to
diversify the composition of trade, promote Spanish investment and
engage in cooperation with the Maghreb countries in a whole range of
policy sectors, thereby creating relationships of interdependence.
Particularly in the case of Morocco, it was hoped that the creation of a
‘cushion of interests’ (colchón de intereses) would deter the southern
neighbour from pressing further its irridentist ambitions in relation to
the remaining Spanish territorial possessions in North Africa,6 and
would permit the containment of sectoral disputes in order to prevent
them becoming generalised and politicised.

In addition to this new policy design, associated with foreign minister
Fernando Morán (1982–5) and other diplomats with experience of Morocco,
the Mediterranean policy devised by the Socialists looked increasingly to
multilateral frameworks to reinforce Spanish diplomatic efforts to address
some of the causes of instability in the area. A variety of Spanish initiatives
designed to strengthen or complement EC/EU Mediterranean policy
eventually helped bring the EMP into existence in 1995; and Spain played a
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role too in persuading both NATO and the Western European Union to
take Mediterranean initiatives.

This policy was presented by the Socialists as a ‘policy of state’ (política de
estado), reflecting national interests, and thus aimed at removing partisan
preferences from the foreign policy agenda. The PSOE itself gradually
abandoned its own more ideologically driven postures, moving towards
pragmatic advocacy of diplomatic compromise in relation to the Middle
East and the Western Sahara, while coming to terms with Spanish member-
ship of NATO. However, the fact that José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero’s
nominee for foreign minister was again advocating a política de estado the
day after the 2004 general election7 indicates the persistence of party
divergence over foreign policy. Restricting analysis just to the major parties
(those capable of forming governments), it is necessary to look then at the
extent to which governmental alternation between the PSOE and the PP
affected Spain’s Mediterranean policy.

At no time did the PP in government expressly break with or implicitly
question the Mediterranean strategy developed by the Socialists; indeed,
the claim of officialdom was that continuity had prevailed. Yet there did
seem to be a relegation of the Mediterranean down the table of priorities of
Spanish external relations in the late 1990s and loss of momentum behind
the política global, or effort to build strong relations on a comprehensive
basis. With the exception of Turkey (where excellent prospects for arms
sales was to give way to much broader commercial opportunities), Spanish
diplomatic effort became less active. By the time of the second Aznar
government (2000–4) the traditional preoccupation with the western
Mediterranean and even the ‘fixation’ with Morocco seemed to return.
During the crisis with Morocco, which lasted from mid-2001 to early 2003,
there was even a suggestion of the PP dipping into the Francoist diplomatic
repertoire by resurrecting the old ‘pendular’ tactic of drawing closer to
Algeria when faced with an uncooperative Morocco. Hence, Aznar’s fêting
of President Abdelaziz Bouteflika at the Euro-Mediterranean conference of
foreign ministers in Valencia in April 2002, the planning of a second gas
pipeline linking Spain directly with Algeria (unlike the earlier western
Mediterranean pipeline, routed through Morocco) and the signing of a
Spanish–Algerian friendship treaty in October 2002, upgrading the range of
bilateral relations to the level achieved earlier with Morocco and Tunisia.

In fact, as will be argued below, some of the apparent ‘shifts’ in Spanish
policy under Aznar were more apparent than real. While the transition from
PSOE to PP did bring changes in the content of policy and the manner of its
conduct, there was also substantial strategic continuity, particularly during
the first Aznar government, as one might have expected in the absence of a
new Mediterranean vision. To some extent, it was shifts in overall foreign
policy ambitions that indirectly affected the Mediterranean policy. At the
same time, the international, transnational and domestic constraints on the
development of foreign policy changed over time and need to be factored
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in to analysis. With the PP less well endowed than the PSOE with leaders
noted for Mediterranean sensibilities or experience, a greater deal of
improvisation and reactive diplomacy became a hallmark of Mediterranean
relations under Aznar. At the same time, the increasing importance of
northward migration to Spain during these years meant that the Mediter-
ranean could not be neglected or ignored for long in the course of concen-
trating on new priority areas. Immigrants from Morocco and elsewhere
brought the Mediterranean into Spanish domestic politics, as well as making
the question of relations with their countries of origin an unavoidable topic
for diplomatic attention.

New environment, new challenges

While the Socialists’ foreign policy record was widely seen as successful,
there were plentiful reasons in the external environment for their Partido
Popular successors to aspire to more than mere policy continuity. Spain had
consolidated an influential middle-ranking position for itself within the EU
context (partly through a pro-active Mediterranean policy), but had not
managed to attach itself to the leading group of member states.8 This task
seemed rather more daunting when seen in the perspective of the forth-
coming eastern enlargement. At the same time, the country’s modernisation
and economic growth also encouraged a focus on wider horizons, as did the
reality of an increasingly global economy and the dynamism of both business
and defence links to the United States. In this context, a more pronounced
Atlanticism came to feature in the foreign policy orientations of the PP,9

seen as key to future Spanish membership of the Group of 8. Here there was
a concentration of effort not only on drawing closer to Washington but also
around exploiting historical and cultural links in order to establish a major
Spanish multinational presence in Latin America. Meanwhile, Madrid’s
efforts to establish a more globally comprehensive reach for Spanish
external relations10 were seen in diplomatic activity and commercial pro-
motion aimed at selected countries of central and eastern Europe and Asia
(with decidedly modest results).

Thus, without taking a deliberate decision to downgrade the Mediter-
ranean effort, the Aznar administration inevitably deprived the latter of
much of its energy purely because it attempted to do more elsewhere
without there being a significant increase in diplomatic resources. The only
Mediterranean policy innovation made during the first Aznar government
was the use of debt–equity swaps in relations with countries of the
Maghreb,11 yet these were already being mooted within government
ministries under González. At the same time, there is a sense in which
Madrid was obliged to ease off the accelerator (if not transfer to the back
seat of the Mediterranean vehicle) as a result of renewed conflict in the
Middle East. If the Oslo Accords had been a crucial facilitator of the launch
of the EMP, the gradual breakdown of the Middle East peace process
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(MEPP) from 1996 brought great difficulties and moments of crisis into the
Barcelona Process, and particularly its multilateral dimension. Neither
Spain, France nor any other European country was able to compensate for
the extent to which the return to violence in the Near East undermined a
project involving both Israelis and Arabs. Indeed, it was hardly in any
country’s interest to appear responsible for the EMP as it stumbled and lost
momentum. Spain did what little it could to help revive the MEPP – offering
Madrid (as in 1992) as the venue for another international peace conference
– but soon was to discover the limitations of European initiatives to end this
conflict.12

In the longer run, however, the damage wrought to the Barcelona Process
by the revival of Israeli–Palestinian violence did lead to fresh Mediterranean
initiatives on the part of Spain. With ‘sub-regional’ cooperation being
encouraged by the European Commission as a means of side-stepping the
Middle East problem, Spanish attention was stimulated once more in the
western Mediterranean and acquired a new vigour following the shock of
9/11 amid perceptions of an urgent need to act to avoid a Huntington-style
‘clash of civilisations’ scenario. Along with efforts to establish security
cooperation among the states of the western Mediterranean and Spanish
enlistment in the US ‘war on terror’, Spain followed Sweden in seeing the
need to add flesh to the initially skeletal cultural component of the EMP;
this was to be done through reinforcing Euro-Mediterranean cultural
cooperation projects and establishing a foundation to ensure a more
sustained approach to ‘dialogue between cultures’. Spain had the oppor-
tunity to introduce the new initiative itself owing to the coincidence of its
third EU presidency (during the first half of 2002) with a new mood among
European and Mediterranean partner countries, anxious to address at least
some of the underlying causes behind al-Qaeda terrorism and not merely see
this challenge as a war. Thus, after meeting European resistance to initial
Spanish lobbying for the creation of a new Euro-Mediterranean bank,
Madrid’s big idea for the Valencia Conference (where it was approved) was
the creation of a Euro-Mediterranean Foundation for dialogue between
cultures.13

Mediterranean activism on the part of Spain was also dictated at this time
by developments in the external environment closer to home, across the
straits of Gibraltar. The death of King Hassan II in July 1999 brought hopes
in Madrid of improved relations with Morocco under Mohamed VI. The
Spanish authorities made every effort to create the right environment in
which a privileged relationship might be established during the young king’s
visit to Spain in September 2000, offering him the rare privilege of
addressing the Cortes and also planning a special reception for him in
Granada (the historical capital of al-Andalus) – only to be dismayed when
signals came back from Rabat indicating that more modest and less
public arrangements were preferred.14 Thereafter, the growing importance
of Morocco on the Spanish policy agenda became a reflection of the
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deterioration in the bilateral relationship, its milestones being formed by the
termination of fisheries negotiations between Brussels and Rabat in April
2001 (with both Spain and Morocco blaming the other for the exclusion of
Spanish vessels from Atlantic fishing grounds off Morocco and Western
Sahara), the sudden withdrawal of the Moroccan ambassador from Madrid
the following October and the successive Moroccan and Spanish occu-
pations of Parsley Island (near Ceuta) the following July. Though the
reasons for the crisis in Spanish–Moroccan relations are too complex to be
fully addressed here,15 two of the motives behind greater Moroccan asser-
tiveness vis-à-vis Spain were, first, the conviction that growing international
support for Moroccan annexation of Western Sahara was leaving Spain
more isolated as the only major European obstacle to final victory, and,
second, the apparent breakthrough in British–Spanish talks on the future of
Gibraltar in 2001–2, which encouraged Rabat to see here a possible model
for achieving sovereignty over Ceuta and Melilla. It is arguable that
Morocco, under a new king surrounded by mostly new advisers, misread the
signs in both of these (linked) cases and that feelings of grievance towards
Spain resulted from the dashing of artificially raised hopes – though this
would be far from the whole story.

Whatever the full interpretation of this episode of deterioration, crisis and
attempts to rebuild the Hispano-Moroccan relationship, it did help to bring
the Mediterranean back into the picture of Spanish external relations – not
only because Morocco again loomed large but also because diversification of
Spanish relations in the Maghreb again acquired urgency. On the surface,
there seemed to be a return to the old Francoist policy of Madrid dealing
with Moroccan pressure tactics by moving closer to Algiers, and this was
indeed how many Moroccans viewed developments at this time.16 Yet, while
there may have been some reactive impulse behind Aznar’s courtship of
Bouteflika, the circumstantial evidence (as well as the claims of Spanish
diplomats) points to Spanish initiatives reflecting the ‘global’ Mediter-
ranean strategy pursued by the Socialists earlier. To misconstrue the
triangular Spain–Morocco–Algeria dynamics to suggest a change of allies by
Madrid would be to ignore the extent to which Mediterranean policy,
regardless of government, is largely delegated to the Ministry of Foreign
Affairs, with the Moncloa (Prime Minister’s Office) only involved when a
major crisis blows up or a prime ministerial visit is being prepared. With
greater North Africa expertise present in the Ministry than in the Moncloa,
the more sensible strategy of working simultaneously for improved relations
with all Maghrebi countries continued and, moreover, had an opportunity to
prosper once more, now that the Algerian conflict of the 1990s was largely
over and attempts to ‘normalise’ political life through permitting a degree of
pluralism were under way. Algeria remained very important as a source of
Spanish natural gas imports, and there was also some Spanish multinational
interest in infrastructural projects. Besides, cooperation between Madrid
and Algiers was facilitated now by a more pragmatic Algerian attitude
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towards the Western Sahara issue and by the North African country finally
reaching agreement with the European Union on a Euro-Mediterranean
association agreement (signed at the Valencia Conference).

This interpretation is also supported by the general pattern of Mediter-
ranean activity during the final years of the Aznar government, which saw
broader Spanish efforts to revive western Mediterranean cooperation
through the 5 + 5 grouping (France, Portugal, Spain, Italy, Malta +
Mauritania, Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Libya) and individual attention to
the various countries of the wider Maghreb, including Libya. In September
2003, Aznar became the first European prime minister post-Lockerbie to
visit Tripoli to encourage Libya to join the EMP following the lifting of UN
sanctions; four months earlier, the oil company Repsol YPF had announced
the investment of €75 million in exploration with the National Oil Company
of Libya. The old, simplistic and never successful pendular strategy had in
fact long been buried. Even during the period of poor relations with
Morocco, economic relations had remained largely unaffected and it is
worth noting too that Spain refrained from trying to use its presidency of the
EU Council in 2002 as an opportunity to apply pressure to Morocco (for
example, by thwarting the changes sought by Rabat to its association
agreement, or by blocking the idea of an improved ‘neighbourhood’ status
for Morocco vis-à-vis the EU).

Domestic politics and the Mediterranean

Spain’s Mediterranean policy under Aznar was also affected by the social
and electoral base of the PP, its standing in domestic political life, its
ideological orientations, public opinion and the personality of the prime
minister. By 1996 the PP had become a credible electoral option via a
strategy of presenting itself as a party of the ‘centre’ while continuing to
appeal to conservatives as the only alternative to the left. Yet while many
of its policies were moderate, the right-wing origins of the party were
frequently in evidence, with traditional Africanista sentiments being echoed
by party representatives, harbouring old colonial attitudes towards
Moroccans in particular.17 At the same time, the traditional economic
interests supporting the PP were taken into account in the party’s early
determination to retain access to fishing grounds controlled by Morocco
(among others, important to fishermen from the PP fiefdom of Galicia).
Moreover, by physically obstructing the transport of Moroccan produce
arriving by sea, agricultural producers of Mediterranean products had some
success in campaigning for continued national protection against southern
competition. The PP’s undiluted support for the virtues of capitalism mean-
while led to a new emphasis on the economic aspects of foreign policy, an
orientation that had some bearing on its foreign policy priorities, given that
investment markets in North Africa were seen as highly problematic.

However, the PP did not invariably seek to serve its conservative
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constituency. Lacking a competitor on the far right, needing to compete with
the PSOE for the centre vote and lacking an absolute majority in parliament
during its first government (1996–2000), the PP pursued moderate,
conciliatory policies in several areas. It was reliant on parliamentary support
from other parties, above all the Catalan nationalists (CiU) of Jordi Pujol
who had long defended the idea of Spain projecting influence in the
Mediterranean. It was because of the PP’s need to deal with other parlia-
mentary parties (and owing also to tactical miscalculations) that, at the end
of the first Aznar administration, Spain saw the introduction of the most
progressive immigration law18 in the European Union – this at a time of fast-
rising immigration, much of it outside legal channels. The achievement of an
absolute PP majority in March 2000 led to the immediate reversal of the law
and further restrictions thereafter, combined with a clear official preference
being shown for Latin American and eastern European migrants over
southern migrants, seen as harder to integrate for cultural reasons. Besides
pandering to popular prejudice, the PP government was concerned that
Spain might see the entry of the far right into domestic politics, especially
after the outburst of violence against Moroccan immigrants in El Ejido in
February 2000. Spurred too by increases in the number of immigrants trying
to reach the shores of Spain undetected, by boat, there were impatient
government demands that Morocco do more to regulate the passage of its
citizens and sub-Saharan Africans en route to Spain.

Certainly for immigration policy the year 2000 was a much more decisive
turning point than 1996. The ideology and social base of the PP found
reflection in a new intransigence (and ultimately in militarism) in dealing
with Morocco in 2001–2, before the depth of the bilateral crisis led finally to
a return to a more conciliatory approach on both sides. With public concern
about law and order becoming salient at this time, Aznar on occasion had no
compunction about trying to associate rising crime rates with ‘illegal’
immigrants, thus feeding strong xenophobic currents in Spanish society,
where prejudices are strongest against Arabs and moros.19 At the same time,
hard-line tendencies were questioned occasionally by other voices. Within
the foreign ministry, for example, Miquel Nadal, while secretary of state for
foreign affairs, made the case for making commercial concessions to
Moroccan produce in order to help stabilise the southern neighbour’s
economy and in the interests of reviving the ailing EMP;20 and there were
also moderating EU influences, which during the Spanish presidency
blocked the Blair–Aznar proposals to punish third countries that failed to
regulate migration to Europe adequately.

The PP proved highly attentive to public opinion polls, with the major
exception of its policy of going to war in Iraq in support of the US-led
coalition. Majority opposition to this policy failed to deter Aznar, who must
have felt vindicated when subsequent local and regional elections brought
the PP considerable success in spring 2003. His Iraq policy reflected the
centrality of Aznar’s strategy of alignment with the United States, further
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encouraged by a sense of enhanced national opportunity to be derived from
it in the aftermath of 9/11. Concern that Spanish military involvement in
Iraq would have adverse consequences for relations with Arab countries
proved exaggerated, at least at the level of intergovernmental relations,
given that many Arab regimes were using the ‘war against terror’ themselves
to clamp down on radical Islamist movements at home. In contrast, there is
evidence that the Spanish authorities have felt constrained by the strength
of societal sympathy for Polisario (the national liberation front of the
Saharans), at least to the extent of accepting that a simple pro-Moroccan
solution to the problem of Western Sahara (as advocated by France) was
unacceptable and of maintaining that the future lay in a UN-negotiated
compromise acceptable to all parties to the dispute. Another case in which
active civil society campaigning and press interest may have led the govern-
ment to take action in an atypical way was in 2003 when representations
were made to Morocco over the imprisonment of journalist Ali Lmrabet.21

One must note too here the effect on relations with Mediterranean partners
of the personalities representing Spain. The first two foreign ministers, Abel
Matutes and Josep Piqué, were both linked to the world of business, but the
latter showed decidedly more commitment to Mediterranean diplomacy
than the former. Matutes was a less assiduous visitor to Morocco than
his socialist predecessors; while still industry minister and government
spokesman in the Aznar government, even Piqué travelled there more
regularly.22 The third foreign minister, Ana Palacio, appointed shortly
before the Moroccan occupation of Parsley Island, was arguably the most
pragmatic of the three, lacking new ideas for the Mediterranean but
temperamentally well suited to the task of rebuilding bridges with the
southern neighbour.

The same cannot be said for the personality of prime minister Aznar,
which proved a seriously negative factor in the deterioration of bilateral
relations with Morocco in 2001–2. Both the Moroccan press and the
country’s diplomats make unfavourable comparisons between him and
González insofar as dealings with Morocco were concerned. Despite their
contrasting political orientations, an effective personal chemistry had
existed between Felipe González and King Hassan, perhaps owing
something to the former’s Andalusian origins and Mediterranean interest.
In the case of Aznar and the young King Mohamed VI, not only was this
absent (and worse still for Spain, present between Mohamed VI and the
French president, Jacques Chirac), but there were negative perceptions of
the ‘other’ as well. Aznar is said to have been disappointed in the new
Moroccan ruler, seen as a weak and inconsistent king, still something of a
playboy, not entirely devoted to the development of his country. During the
sensitive EU–Morocco fishing negotiation of 2000–1, the Spanish prime
minister believed that he had been given Mohamed’s personal assurance
that Spanish interests would be safeguarded, and he was furious when it
became clear that there would be no renewal of the agreement (at least not
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on terms acceptable to Spain).23 Thereafter came the oft-cited Aznar
declaration that the failure of the negotiation would have ‘consequences’ for
Morocco.24 Although the government does not in fact seem to have
delivered on its threat of reprisal, either in the bilateral or multilateral
context, the pejorative discourse (incorporating negative references to
immigrants as well) certainly helped to poison relations between Madrid
and Rabat. The Moroccan perception was of an arrogant, totally unsympa-
thetic Castilian leader, trying to bully his southern interlocutors into
compliance, an image fuelled by the recourse to military force to remove the
Moroccan gendarmes from Parsley Island in July 2002. Such impressions
need to be seen against a backcloth of prejudice and misunderstanding on
both sides, rooted in history25 but still reflected in press coverage on both
sides. Within this broader context, however, the personality of leading
individuals, above and beyond the institutions they represent, has had a
bearing on the climate in which diplomatic initiatives have been developed.
The replacement of Aznar by Zapatero following the March 2004 election
was warmly welcomed by the Moroccan press, which referred to the superior
relations that had existed in the González era, the presence of Mediter-
ranean experts in the new Socialist team and the good disposition of the new
prime minister.26

Transversal influences on Mediterranean policy

All these domestic factors have influenced the content of Spanish Mediter-
ranean policy and particularly that relating to Morocco, the closest non-
European Mediterranean partner in geographical, historical and – in some
respects – cultural terms. Unlike some other Mediterranean countries,
Morocco was not one that could simply be prioritised or deprioritised by
Spain: it was one that – even when Madrid was trying to reduce its reliance
on cooperation with Rabat – forced its attention on Spanish policy-makers
because of the way in which external–domestic divisions were eroding.
Migratory movements, within the space of a decade, had become a major
political issue by the late 1990s, and by 2004 Moroccans accounted for more
than one-fifth of the growing immigrant population of 2.5 million).27 The
second PP government’s determination to draw a firm line between legal
and illegal immigrants, its increasingly tough measures against those without
papers (which failed to deter their growth) and the lack of government
investment in social integration measures even for legal immigrants, all had
negative import for official (and societal) Spanish–Moroccan relations, as
did Madrid’s insistence that Morocco could do much more to police illegal
migration. To this claim, Moroccan officials replied that they were doing as
much as their resources permitted – a refrain that ignored the relevance of
other factors such as official and police corruption.

Spanish official declarations on illegal Moroccan immigration gave the
impression of Moroccans as poor, desperate and prone to crime, and thus a
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real threat to the lives as well as the livelihoods of Spaniards.28 To the extent
that there was also a positive government discourse on immigration, citing
the real needs of the economy and the problem represented by an ageing
indigenous population for the sustainability of the country’s welfare system,
this always seemed to relate to immigration in general and never to the
qualities of Moroccan workers in particular.

The other transversal factor that forced the Mediterranean back more
onto the Spanish foreign policy agenda was the new phenomenon of global
yet decentralised terrorism, associated with al-Qaeda. As mentioned
earlier, 9/11 brought responses in the domains of both security policy and
cultural dialogue as Spain pressed for greater coordination between interior
ministries and initiatives to avoid polarisation between Islamic countries
and the West. The feeling of being attacked by the same enemy began to
draw Spain and Morocco closer following the successive Casablanca and
Madrid bombings in May 2003 and March 2004. At least this was the
impression given by official declarations on both sides; how much substance
there was to this remains unclear. After the horrific devastation in Madrid,
some reports suggested that the Spanish security services had proved
disastrously distrustful of Moroccan intelligence reports on the threat from
extremist Moroccan elements in Spain.29

It is too early to assess the full political fallout from the bombs in Madrid,
their international repercussions and the Socialists’ return to power under
Zapatero in 2004. With policy towards Iraq changing and a new political
team taking charge, there were new opportunities for a more vigorous
Mediterranean policy to be pursued by Spain, seeking to influence the
southern dimension of the new EU Neighbourhood Policy. Morocco
showed real enthusiasm for this new European project, while many other
Mediterranean countries remained sceptical. One of the key questions for
the future will be whether new Spanish policies towards immigration
(putting resources into social integration and regularising ‘illegals’ for whom
there is work) will help make this area one of sustained cooperation with
Morocco, with material assistance from the European Union. The concern
must be that, whatever the outlook for immigration in general, the attitudes
of Spain’s indigenous population towards Moroccan residents will grow
even more distrustful following the way in which their nationality has been
associated with authorship of the Madrid bombings through the arrest of
Moroccan suspects.

A Spanish success story?

Spain has enjoyed some celebrated Mediterranean successes, from hosting
the Middle East Peace Conference in Madrid in 1992 to the Barcelona
Conference of 1995. Although it was never the sole protagonist, Spain
appeared on these occasions to play a constructive, influential international
role in a way that would have been unimaginable during the Franco era.
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From 1996, a variety of factors conspired to, first, relegate and, later, re-
promote the Mediterranean on the Spanish policy agenda during the Aznar
governments. The latter were devoid of a new strategic vision, but a degree
of continuity with the González era was provided by the diplomatic service,
whose members at least deserve some credit for the achievements of the
Valencia Conference, after the preceding EMP foreign ministers’ meetings
had registered little progress. There have been some far less publicised
success stories too. Economic links with Turkey have expanded to exceed
the growing links with Morocco, and could prove extremely valuable to
Spain in the future.30 But the bottom line for Spain in the Mediterranean has
always been security.31 It has been the national interest in a stable Mediter-
ranean, and a variety of security considerations, that have driven Spanish
Mediterranean policy – not so much the prospect of conquering markets,
which has always seemed more of a lure in other parts of the world. In this
regard, the key bilateral interlocutor for Spain is still Morocco. While the
‘global’ Mediterranean strategy remains an essential complement to this
bilateral relationship, Spain has in fact become more reliant on cooperation
with Morocco through the growth in immigration from the South. Other
relationships have developed but Morocco, as González has always insisted,
continues to require special attention, both as a neighbour and as the only
country seriously making claims to sovereignty over Spanish territory.32

The serious setback to Spain’s relations with Morocco represented by the
events of 2001–2 had been repaired only at a superficial level by the end of
the Aznar administration, albeit with some expansion of dialogue as part of
the process of reconciliation.33 In relation to the strategy of developing a
colchón de intereses, however, the dispute denoted only a partial failure: on
the one hand, the preceding effort in the 1980s and 1990s to increase and
diversify Hispano-Moroccan relations did not prevent the use of force
during the struggle over Parsley Island; from Madrid’s perspective these
efforts had not dissuaded Morocco from applying pressure to advance its
territorial objectives, and neither did they deter Spain from sending troops to
evict the Moroccan occupiers. On the other hand, while the crisis in bilateral
relations adversely affected university exchange schemes, Spanish develop-
ment projects in northern Morocco and inter-cultural activities, the suc-
cession of diplomatic hostilities did not affect economic relations between
the two countries, for trade and investment continued undisturbed.34

What of the rise of the new transnational terrorism that has come to
overshadow the security threat from ETA? Does this reflect adversely on
the policies developed by Spain in relation to the Mediterranean? To the
extent that al-Qaeda violence is linked to injustices in the Middle East, it is
evident that no single European country has the ability to effectively deliver
or even promote solutions. On the other hand, Spain under the PP did
attract explicit al-Qaeda condemnation through its military involvement in
Iraq. To the extent that the new terrorist variety is linked to economic
injustice, Spain could certainly be faulted for not helping to address the
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growing North–South divide across the Mediterranean.35 Despite its own
economic strides since the 1980s, the spread of prosperity to a growing
proportion of the Spanish population and the achievement of becoming a
net exporter of capital under Aznar,36 Spain’s contribution to aiding poorer
countries to develop is among the weakest in the EU-15.37 Moreover, in
terms of international cooperation to counter the activity of transnational
terrorist organisations at the level of police and security measures, it is fairly
clear that more could have been done (whether enough, is another question),
had it not been for the lack of trust and respect between the Spanish and
Moroccan authorities, so palpable during the dispute of 2001–3.38

Such is the balance of an attempt to weigh up the achievements and short-
comings of Spain’s own initiatives. For a more rounded view, it is also
pertinent to compare Spanish performance with that of other countries,
especially the Mediterranean member states of the European Union. Of
course, every achievement involving the European Union is collective up to
a point and requires coalitions to be built in support of initiatives, yet Spain
must be credited with rather more achievement within the EMP than any
other potential Mediterranean champion thus far. Although, at the bilateral
level, France under Chirac enjoyed generally better relations in the
Maghreb than did Spain under Aznar, at the multilateral level neither
France nor Italy have achieved the kinds of steps forward taken under
different Spanish governments at the Barcelona and Valencia conferences
and directly associated with Spanish initiative (although with important
preparatory work done by the European Commission as well).

Fresh opportunities arose with the arrival of a new government in Spain in
spring 2004, coinciding with closer integration being offered to southern
Mediterranean countries as part of the European Union’s new Neighbour-
hood strategy. These developments came at a time of new challenges too,
most dramatically that from groups inspired by al-Qaeda but also from the
eastern enlargement of the EU, which had already started to divert foreign
investment from Spain to central and eastern Europe; this enlargement
seems likely to make it harder for the southern European countries to
ensure that more EU resources will be committed to the Mediterranean in
the face of competing demands on funds required to narrow the east–west
gulf within Europe. If, as announced, the PSOE under Zapatero reverts to
an emphasis on Spanish alignment with strong European partners, and
places less reliance on Atlanticism, this could favour the articulation of a
more effective EU Mediterranean/Middle East policy, especially if Spain
and France can overcome their latent rivalry and push together within the
European Union in this direction. However, the issue of Spain’s retention of
a major share of European cohesion funding is bound to be an issue in any
bid to boost European spending on Mediterranean policy. It is also possible
that, in part owing to the difficulty it has had in dealing with Morocco, Spain
will play a less conservative role and start to promote regime change in a
more decisive way as part of its future Mediterranean policy.39 This would be
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necessary anyway in order to bring central and eastern European countries
on board for a reinforced European Mediterranean policy, and it would be
in line too with the new EU Neighbourhood Policy’s emphasis on political
conditionality.

With the eastern enlargement now a reality and with the United States
ambitiously developing a new strategy for the ‘Greater Middle East’,
Spanish Mediterranean policy in the future will need to be coherent with a
global outlook and not simply, as twenty years ago, triangulated with
European policy. It will need to be accompanied, however, by the careful
cultivation of a more constructive relationship with its immediate southern
neighbour. This challenge, which is one for Spanish society as much as the
Spanish state, remains one of the most difficult ones that the country faces.
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11 Spain in the new European
Union
In search of a new role and identity

Mary Farrell

Introduction

Throughout the years since its accession to the European Union (EU), Spain
was both an ardent supporter of integration and a major beneficiary of its
largesse, largely through the Structural and Cohesion Funds. Entry to the
European club was in fact a high point of the long post-Franco transition
period, marking the culmination of the reformist aspirations of the previous
decade. Membership was to consolidate a process of political and economic
modernisation envisaged in the principles and aspirations of the Spanish
Constitution approved in 1978.

The newly created social democratic state was constructed in part around
the notion of the myth of Europe, which epitomised everything that was
modern. Among those who shared the myth was the belief that Spain must
rejoin Europe, which was critical to the reinvention of a democratic
consciousness.1 Even before accession to the EU, national political elites
identified the national interest with European interests.2 This particular
perception of Spain’s interest was reflected in the linkage between national
identity and European identity. Subsequently, political discourse centred
upon bringing together national identity and European common interests to
legitimise domestic policy and the requisite adaptation to European
institutional frameworks. Both the Socialist-led government and its
successor the Partido Popular (PP) government of José María Aznar made
references to such legitimising discourse.

However, cleavages emerged in the hitherto solid support for European
integration during the 1990s. The cleavage in Spain’s position with regard to
that of its European partners was especially evident during 2003 as the
United States declared war on Iraq. As the US-UK alliance opted for
military action against the regime of Saddam Hussein in opposition to the
United Nations and many Western governments, Aznar threw his support
overwhelmingly behind the alliance. He did so without the support of the
other political parties in Spain or that of popular opinion.

Other sources of tension emerged during the period of the Aznar govern-
ment (1996–2004), particularly over European Union issues.3 Increasingly
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the Spanish government showed itself to be at odds with aspects of EU
policy and politics. In the discussions prior to and after the European
Convention, the government was less than enthusiastic about the entire
process of the Convention and the draft constitutional treaty produced
under the chairmanship of Valéry Giscard d’Estaing.

Aside from the Convention and its outcome, the other major aspect of
European integration to give cause for concern was the eastern enlargement
of the European Union. The accession of ten new member states from
eastern and southern Europe shifts the focus of policy eastwards and moves
the central heartland of Europe away from the western flank, leaving the
Iberian peninsula on the periphery.

This is the background against which tensions emerged in Spain–EU
relations. These tensions and cleavages may in one sense be seen as
temporary in the relations between the European Union and one of its
member states, aggravated by singular circumstances in international
politics and geo-strategic forces. But, at a more fundamental level, the
differences between Spanish policy and political aspirations constitute a
new point of departure with more far-reaching implications for how Spain
defines its role within the European Union and in the wider world.4

This chapter goes beyond the question of whether Aznar was a new
European or an Atlanticist to consider the broader context within which
national policies and strategies must be developed in the EU-25. The
argument of this chapter is that recent tensions in Spain–EU relations
extend beyond personalities and contemporary events in international
politics, and go to the heart of Spain’s search for identity in the new
European Union.

The argument is developed over the following sections, beginning with a
review of politics and EU relations under Aznar during the 1996–2003
period. Abroad, the prime minister sought to develop an international
presence for Spain on the global stage, and the chapter looks at some of the
reasons for this shift of emphasis in Spanish policy. The chapter considers
what particular challenges are likely to arise for Spain with the accession of
ten smaller and much poorer countries, as the new member states
undoubtedly constitute a competitive challenge for Spanish economic
interests, with lower labour costs and other indirect costs that attract foreign
direct investment away from countries such as Spain.

At home, the unity of the Spanish state has come under increasing
pressure from the regional communities, particularly since the beginning of
the 1990s. One possible result of the escalating demands for greater regional
autonomy is that the national Constitution, regarded as the bedrock of the
democratic state and the linchpin of national unity in the post-transition
phase of the new state, might have to be rewritten, at least in part. However,
throughout the term of office of the PP government, the central government
was very firmly opposed to any discussion on constitutional reform, despite
frequent internal tensions between the regional and central levels of
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government, with claims for greater autonomy in the Basque country and
Catalonia straining the system of national unity to an unprecedented extent
in the post-transition democratic state.5

It is evident that these new claims for regional autonomy do more than
challenge the framework accepted under the 1978 Constitution. Demands
for greater autonomy challenge the nature and role of the state itself. And
there appears to be very little scope for the state to take its case to Europe
and to rely on the European Union for a solution to the problem of national
unity in the same way that it did in the past. While Spain may be the problem,
it is no longer clear that Europe is the solution. For the European Union
remains a community of nation-states, and so Spain must resolve the
internal tensions in some form of domestic reconciliation of the national and
regional interests.

The EU-25 faces a new set of internal and external challenges distinctive
in nature from those of the past. It may be that Spain is one of the first
countries to begin to understand that the preferences, interests and motiva-
tions in a community of twenty-five states are likely to be significantly
different to those of the Community of twelve countries that it joined in
1986. In this new context, Spain has to search for a new role and shape a
distinct identity in a larger community where it may not be able to wield
influence or to establish alliances and extract benefits in the same way. The
next section looks at Spain–EU relations between 1996–2003.

From 1996 to 2003: Spain and the European Union

The Socialist government had guided the country into the European Com-
munity on the strength of certain anticipated benefits – the modernisation of
the economic system and greater access to the larger European market;
modernisation of the political and institutional system, using the European
model of democracy as the basis for the creation and consolidation of the
new national democracy; and the opportunity to integrate Spain within
international society.6 All of these outcomes were realised over the first
decade of EU membership.

Later on, this same desire for modernisation through Europe prompted
the government to seek early entry to monetary union, with the support of
the central bank and the financial system in general. Given the historical
failure to control inflation, there were good reasons for embracing the
monetary integration model with its requirements for fiscal rectitude and
the insistence upon financial stability.

However, the economic crisis of the early 1990s and difficulties
experienced with the European Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) in 1992
produced a heightened sense of uncertainty over the course of monetary
integration. When the decision was made at the Edinburgh summit of the
European Council (December 1992) to go ahead with the planned single
currency, the moment was also right for the then Spanish prime minister,
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Felipe González, to negotiate a financial support package for the four
poorest member states (Spain, Portugal, Greece and Ireland) to assist them
in preparing for monetary union.

By then Spaniards had become more critical of the European Union and
more demanding in terms of expectations and benefits.7 It was no longer
sufficient to rely on Europe as the moderniser, nor was it acceptable to
define the national interests in terms of European interests. When the PP
replaced the Socialist Party in government, the new and more critical
national perspective on Europe hardened. Aznar’s understanding of Spain’s
place in Europe and the world was distinct from that of the Socialists under
González.

No longer content with the myth of Europe as moderniser, or with the
idea that the national interest was the European interest, Aznar was more
pragmatic and expected Europe to deliver greater material and political
benefits for Spain. As one political analyst has noted, the prime minister’s
vision of Europe was Gaullist in nature. He regarded the sovereignty of the
nation-state as fundamental, while the integration process should be con-
ducted on the basis of respect for national autonomy.8 European integration
should always respect national identities. For Aznar, the identity of Spain
was that of a leading nation in Europe and in the world.

Although the PP had a different viewpoint on European integration than
the Socialist Party, favouring a more intergovernmental European Union,
the government continued with the policies of its predecessor. Hence, the
national authorities threw their support behind monetary integration,
and pursued policies in line with the requirements of the Maastricht
Convergence Criteria, and the subsequent Growth and Stability Pact. In
parallel, the privatisation programme gained momentum and the political
discourse favoured economic liberalisation and labour market reform.

Not surprisingly, the PP government supported the Lisbon Declaration
(2000), in particular the development of a knowledge-based economy, the
modernisation of the European social model, and the limitation of
government activity in the management of the economic system. Monetary
union remained a key priority during the PP term of office, with a consensus
among the political and financial elites that Spain needed the discipline of a
single currency monetary regime in order to reduce inflation, historically an
intractable problem for the authorities.

The acceptance of the stringent requirements on monetary union and the
adoption of economic liberalisation policies were not simply a reflection of
Spanish policy convergence towards the European model. The particular set
of policies was an extension of domestic interest preferences. The PP
government held the view that Europe should be a community based around
greater economic liberalisation, a viewpoint that it shared with the British
government under Blair. On the question of EU enlargement, the country
was ambivalent, with fears over the possible adverse effects on sectors and
markets and concern about future profits and growth.
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Nonetheless, Spain was unable to exert a strong voice in the EU
deliberations and failed to provide leadership among its partners in the
community. Despite Aznar’s more assertive style, the government did not
deliver any substantive proposals regarding European integration. Instead,
there was a vacuum in the contribution of the PP to the European
integration process. In the words of Closa, ‘if anything characterises the
Popular Party’s European policy, and above all the policy inspired by prime
minister Aznar, it is the absence of any Europeanist discourse or appeal to
European objectives either to legitimise Spanish aims or in the form of a
project in its own right’.9 The prime minister did not provide any ideas or
vision for a future Europe, unlike the other European leaders, so there was
no national debate or discussion around how a future Europe might
develop.

In search of international influence

Aznar’s support for the United States in the war against Iraq was surprising
for many people, given the long-standing support for European integration
(and hence for the European stance in international relations). It seemed an
unlikely alliance that brought together the United States, Britain and Spain,
placing the country in opposition to the rest of the European Union (EU-15)
and the vast majority of states across the Arab world, as well as the United
Nations and its Security Council.

The issue of terrorism was both a personal concern of the prime minister,
and a political priority of the PP government from the time it took office in
1996. When the United States launched what it called the international fight
against terrorism, the Aznar government saw the opportunity to ally itself
with a powerful partner, nurturing the hope that this might help to provide
an effective and permanent solution to the national problem in the
international arena.10

During Spain’s presidency of the European Union in the first half of 2002,
terrorism was top of the list of priorities for the presidential term of office.11

In effect, the PP government was pursuing its political agenda on two fronts
simultaneously: at EU level and through the Atlantic alliance. But there was
more to the strategy than the opportunistic support for America’s war with
Iraq. By fixing upon the American global strategy, and distancing himself
from ‘old Europe’, Aznar was breaking the internal consensus that had been
established since the transition to democracy. It was a conscious decision to
follow the hegemon, and thereby to raise the international presence of
Spain.

However, the prime minister’s decision to follow the hegemon had
consequences for relations with traditional allies within the European
Union, and in particular with France and Germany. Unlike his predecessor,
Felipe González, Aznar never established close personal relations with his
counterparts in the two core countries of the European Union. Regarded as
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haughty and arrogant, Aznar alienated his fellow statesmen within the
European Union by his insistence upon the defence of national interest and
a policy of aggressive nationalism – notably in the negotiations over Spain’s
share of the Structural and Cohesion Funds in the enlarged community, and
then during the negotiations over the draft Constitution which promised to
cut the number of votes that Spain had been originally allocated through the
Nice Treaty. His support for the Iraq war was seen as dividing the European
Union, and weakening internal unity precisely at a time when it was most
needed.

From the beginning, both France and Germany opposed the US war
against Iraq. Both countries were firmly committed to the multilateralist
tradition in international relations, and held to the view that any action
against Iraq should be conducted within the framework of international law
and with the approval of the United Nations Security Council. The failure to
get a Security Council resolution showed up the limitations of European
Union influence, and in particular the precarious nature of collective will
among the member states in international matters. When the eastern
European countries joined with Spain, Italy and Britain to sign the letter of
support for the United States, the conflicting positions within the European
Union were seized upon as representative of the divisions between ‘old’ and
‘new’ Europe.

These were not mere differences over the Iraq war, but real divisions over
issues long central to national policy in the core countries. France, as Spain’s
nearest neighbour, had collaborated closely with its southern counterpart in
matters of security and domestic terrorism. But the French government did
not share Aznar’s vision of a Europe dependent upon the United States to
provide a security framework for the region. France had always stood back
from the security community that had been developed under NATO, and
now the former Soviet states were joining both the European Union and
NATO. Its position that security problems and security policy should be
dealt with at the European level through common agreement was being
challenged.

Germany largely shared the French view that there should be a common
European Union position on security but it also realised the difficulties in
building a consensus. It was, however, anxious to see the enlargement
proceed smoothly, believing that once inside the European Union the new
member states would support the core EU countries. As the largest
contributor to the EU budget, Germany had attempted to wield its influence
over Spain during the accession negotiations when the latter sought to
protect its share of the Structural Funds, and subsequently threatened to cut
the flow of EU funds to Spain in retaliation for supporting the United States.

However, it was in the economic arena that differences between Germany
and Spain loomed large. Germany did not share the Spanish prime
minister’s fervour over economic liberalisation to quite the same extent, and
the government was still trying to withstand pressures to move ahead with
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economic reform and structural changes. When it became evident that
Germany would breach the conditions of the Growth and Stability Pact (an
agreement for which it was largely responsible), other countries that had
managed to keep their public spending under control (particularly Spain)
were critical of the differential treatment given to the European Union’s
largest country.

Spain set itself at odds with Germany and France over the enlargement
negotiations, and then with the deliberations of the European Convention
and the subsequent negotiations within the Intergovernmental Council over
the draft Constitution. The alliance with Poland during this period was in
effect a temporary one, useful to both countries as a way of combining their
strengths to secure their individual national interests. Certainly, the two
countries had common interests – keeping the voting rights won at Nice and
supporting the transatlantic security alliance. But these would ultimately
turn out to be temporary concerns, and neither country seemed able to
develop more long-term strategies for cooperation. In fact, Poland had
already been identified as a possible competitor in the battle to retain
foreign direct investment.

With the British prime minister, Aznar found a natural ally – one who
shared his view on security policy and the role of the United States in
protecting Europe. They both believed in a more intergovernmental
European Union, and were firmly wedded to economic liberalisation as the
preferred strategy for economic growth and stability. The Spanish prime
minister supported the vision for Europe set out in the Lisbon strategy,
agreed at the 2000 summit meeting of EU leaders, but it was a vision that
accorded more closely with the economic model of Anglo-Saxon capitalism
already well established in Britain than to the mixed economy of continental
capitalism. However, the alliance forged with Britain was also conducted to
the detriment of the traditional relations with France and Germany.

While Aznar’s stance on the war with Iraq placed him at odds with
domestic public opinion and the other political parties in the country, some
have identified a historical parallel in the agreement made in 1959 between
General Franco and the US president Dwight Eisenhower for the establish-
ment of American military bases in the country.12 Despite its peripheral
position in western Europe, Spain’s location has always had a geo-strategic
importance for the security of Europe, and the Eisenhower visit was
significant in its support for the Franco regime, while it also brought the
promise of financial support to a country that was starved of economic
resources.13 However, the contemporary regime needed no international
stamp of approval, nor was it devoid of economic resources.

New Europe, new challenges

Spain had become a major beneficiary under the EU Structural and
Cohesion Funds over the years. But the country also chalked up some
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contributions and achievements of its own. It had succeeded in securing the
commitment of the other member states to a programme for the
Mediterranean Region at the Barcelona summit in 1995; and it entered the
single currency in the first round, after an impressive adjustment to its public
finances and inflation rates. Yet despite this positive record on European
integration, and despite its size as the second-largest country in the EU-15,
Spain never succeeded in being part of the European core. In the community
largely dominated by the Franco-German alliance, sometimes with Britain
as a third partner, Spain was always marginalised. Under the PP govern-
ment, it failed to secure a more influential position at the heart of Europe.
Hence Aznar’s search for a greater international presence led him outside
the EU-15.

Although the new Europe has yet to be defined with clarity, certain
challenges emerge to strike at the heart of Spanish national interests and
preferences within European integration. These are grouped around three
categories: enlargement, decision-making and power-sharing, and the broad
issue of security (including immigration and defence). Enlargement is one of
the greatest challenges, representing the most complicated phase in the
history of the EU with the greatest potential to destabilise the community
that has been created.

The entry of ten new countries with an average income about 45 per cent
of the European average will have the effect of lowering the EU average
income, and thus affect the continued eligibility of Spain for receipts under
the Structural Funds. Currently, Spanish GDP per capita is about 86 per cent
of the European average. In the EU-25, this figure will go up to 90 per cent.
According to one study, if current eligibility criteria for Objective 1 receipts
are maintained, only three of the ten Spanish regions that now receive
support will continue to do so in 2007.14 Spain would also lose the assistance
received from the Cohesion Funds. Additionally, Spain will have to compete
for trade and foreign direct investment, with Spanish imports likely to
increase more than exports. Over the long term, structural adjustment will
be needed in the manufacturing sector, while in the context of enlargement
and liberalisation of the internal EU market Spanish industry is likely to lose
domestic market share.

In the area of decision-making and power-sharing, the difficulties became
apparent after the Nice summit. At the summit meeting, Spain was allocated
twenty-seven votes in the Council of Ministers, while Germany, France,
Italy and Britain were each granted twenty-nine. This division of votes
treated Spain as one of the large states. Then, in 2003, the European Con-
vention sought to change the voting system and to allocate votes more directly
in line with population size in each of the member states, with a proposal for
decision-making on the basis of a double majority, representing 60 per cent
of the total EU population. For Spain, this represented a clear deterioration
of the position proposed at Nice. For Aznar, it challenged the country’s
entitlement to membership of the club comprising the large countries.
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There is an important issue of image and perception underlying the
Convention proposal. Spain is still regarded by the other EU-15 member
states as a medium-sized country, yet it fought hard in the 2003 Inter-
governmental Council to retain the voting power on the Council of Ministers
that had been agreed under the Nice Treaty – placing it close to the
European Union’s four big countries: Germany, France, Britain and Italy.
More than ever before, the identity of Spain in the European Union is being
contested – inside the country itself as the political authorities seek to define
the role and influence of their country in the larger Union, and (albeit
indirectly or unintentionally) by the other member states through the
current reformulation of the European Union’s institutional and political
framework.

This contestation of Spain’s identity within the European Union emerged
quite clearly in the proceedings of the European Convention. The Spanish
representatives supported, or proposed such ideas as the concept of a union
of citizens (not peoples) and states; the guarantee of territorial integrity;
clarifying the division of competences, and the development of a space for
freedom and security; an effective mechanism for the control of subsidiarity
by national parliamentarians; and the solidarity clause in the face of terrorist
attacks and catastrophes.

But the big focus remained on institutional matters: the Council of
Ministers votes, the number of Commissioners, and the number of seats in
the European Parliament. Hence the tough bargaining by Spain in the lead-
up to the Inter-governmental Council prompted the Commission to suggest
enlarging the future Commission so that each member state would retain
one Commissioner, with bigger countries (including Spain and Poland)
having two; also, to give Spain and Poland more seats in the European
Parliament; an offer of additional aid; and a suggestion to adjust the
‘qualified majority’ thresholds to make it easier for the two countries to
block legislation.

Spain shares many characteristics in common with Poland, including
similar levels of population. Having previously regarded Poland as its
principal competitor in the enlarged European Union, with little political or
economic interaction between the two countries, the IGC negotiations saw
Spain move towards a rapprochement based upon the need to face the
challenges of enlargement. Under the PP government, there were shared
concerns that bound the two countries, and potential benefits to be gained
from joining forces, in particular the priority to retain votes in the Council of
Ministers; also, the preference for keeping NATO central to European
security; and, given a shared cultural tradition rooted in Catholicism, the
desire to see the Christian roots of Europe granted explicit recognition in
the Constitution.

Not everything in the new European draft constitutional treaty was
regarded as unacceptable to the PP government. Indeed, some areas of the
proposal struck a chord with the PP and other national interests that
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favoured the intergovernmental vision of Europe. For instance, the docu-
ment contained no references to a federal Community, while the references
to the values of respect for human dignity, liberty, democracy, rule of law
and human rights accorded with the values espoused by the PP, at least as
expressed in the political rhetoric of the party.

The proposal for a European Union foreign minister was acceptable to
Spain, but it had reservations about the proposed minister being both a
member of the European Commission and also presiding over the Council
of Foreign Ministers. On the issue of security, the Spanish position was that
EU security and defence policy should be subject to unanimity, and respect
the NATO obligations of the member states. Member states that wanted to
go further should sign a clause of mutual defence within the EU framework
and work closely within NATO.

One provision in the draft constitutional treaty with key importance for
domestic political relations was that concerning territorial integrity. The
implication of this provision is that the European Union must respect the
essential functions of the state, including those that have the objective of
guaranteeing the territorial integrity of the state, public order and internal
security. Implicit in this is the endorsement of the national state as the
primary sovereign political entity in the European political system. While
the draft constitutional treaty recognises regional autonomy and gives the
Committee of the Regions the right of appeal to the European Court of
Justice, the overall effect is more favourable to the state than to the sub-
national political levels of decision-making, since the Constitution does not
in any respect change the fundamental nature of the European Union as a
community of nation-states.

The third broad area of challenge in the new Europe is that of security. As
already indicated above, the Aznar government did not support the idea of a
European common security and defence policy, independent of the NATO
structure. Nor did it wish to see greater supranationality in this policy area.
Defined very much by the domestic context and especially the situation in
the Basque Country, security emerged as a key priority in the concerns of
the national government.

In contrast to the first two presidencies of the European Union held by
Spain, the third presidency in the first half of 2002 presented a programme
that was strongly oriented to issues of security, including the fight against
international terrorism. The approach, based upon the appeal to the
international arena, was a departure from the defining attitudes of the post-
accession years, when the national interest was viewed as being synonymous
with the European interest and the priorities were more broadly developed
to encompass modernisation, democratic values, social progress and
development.

The extent of policy convergence towards the United States position
during the Aznar government may be gauged by the tone and content of his
address to the Spanish defence forces in October 2003.15 Referring to
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terrorism as a powerful factor of insecurity at the beginning of the twenty-
first century, he emphasised the paramount role of the United States as a
guarantor of the security order. He urged the defence forces to be ready to
use preventative actions to fight against terrorist groups that could use
weapons of mass destruction, and for Spain to be ready to face such
challenges.

Although Aznar did not make specific reference in his speech to ETA, the
defence minister, Federico Trillo-Figuero, did so in a statement of support
for the prime minister’s position, declaring that ‘without preventative
actions, Spain cannot win the battle against ETA’.16 The position on security
(and defence) reflected the importance of such actions to deal with the
problem of terrorism in all its forms, whether at the domestic or inter-
national level. According to this view, security is not circumscribed by area
or limited by geographic boundaries.

The doctrine of preventative action that dominated Spanish security
policy during the latter years of the Aznar government was very much at
odds with the European approach. It was also at odds with the position
outlined by the European Union High Representative for External
Relations, Javier Solana, in a paper on security prepared in mid-2003. The
Solana defence doctrine did recognise the need to act before a crisis
emerges. But it also stressed the importance of a multifaceted approach,
using not only military means but also political, economic and intelligence
means to address the underlying political causes. In practice, Spanish
security policy under Aznar was shaped by much more narrowly defined
national priorities around the long-standing question of Basque separatism
and the activities of ETA, which the government regarded as a threat to the
stability of the state itself and to national unity in general.

Since security policy was interpreted so narrowly, constructive policy
actions in areas such as immigration were limited. In recent years, Spain, like
other European countries, has experienced large inflows of migrants,
particularly from North Africa, the Arab countries bordering the Mediter-
ranean and Latin America. The country’s location, at the western edge of
Europe and in close proximity to North Africa, makes it a natural point of
entry for many people. While immigration policy has tightened in an effort
to stem the inflow of migrants, the policy remains ad hoc. Moreover, the PP
government’s position was that immigration should be addressed by the
European Union as a whole, and that in this area at least there had to be a
common immigration policy for all the European member states.

The economic case for a more liberal immigration policy in Spain is
strong, despite the continued levels of unemployment above the European
average. Spain has an ageing population, with a declining birth rate that is no
longer capable of maintaining the overall population rate. It also has a
public social spending level that remains below the European average,
so that immigration can be a force in filling jobs, contributing to the
government revenue for the future, and lowering the dependency ratio.
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Internal tensions: from regional autonomy to constitutional
challenges

Any examination of Spain’s position in the future European Union must
take account of the internal political dynamics, and the relations between
the central and regional levels of government. Since the establishment of the
seventeen regional autonomous communities in 1978, these relations have
been subject to continual adaptation, with gradual and periodic transfers of
autonomy from the national to the regional level.17

The semi-federal system of government agreed under the Constitution
effectively evolved through the bilateral negotiations between the central
government and each region, with the levels of autonomy to be devolved for
each region being decided by negotiation and agreement between the two
parties. The result was a differentiated model of autonomy, with the two
regions of the Basque country and Catalonia having the greatest level of
autonomy while the other regions negotiated varying levels of autonomy in
each case.

In time, the decentralisation model began to exhibit tensions as regions
sought greater autonomy beyond what was originally granted. Also, the
regions began to compete in a process of catch-up, with the least decentral-
ised regions aiming to match the other regions with greater autonomy.18 This
competition between the regions began to escalate in the 1990s, especially
after the decision by the central government to allow regions greater
financial and fiscal responsibility. European monetary union imposed
certain obligations upon the government, particularly with regard to deficit
levels and public spending, so it was imperative for the central authorities to
reach an agreement with the regional governments over decentralised levels
of public spending.

From the early 1990s, spiralling levels of regional government debt
threatened to jeopardise the Spanish obligations under the Maastricht
Convergence Criteria and the Growth and Stability Pact. The regional
financing arrangement agreed by the central government for the period
1997–2001 allowed regional governments to retain control over a larger
share of the revenues collected in the region, in an attempt to establish fiscal
co-responsibility.19 This financing agreement also highlighted for perhaps
the first time how European integration was changing the relations between
the state and the regional governments, and re-ordering those relations in
ways that might not otherwise occur.

European integration continues to exert an influence on state–region
relations, sometimes in a positive way but at other times exacerbating
tensions between the two levels of government. In the Spanish case, the
strong regional identities are expressed in the desire for greater local
autonomy and a preference for less control by the central government over
regional affairs. Any consideration of Spain’s position in the European
Union must therefore take account of the internal dynamics between state
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and region, and of how European integration might affect the somewhat
delicate balance between the regional autonomous community and the
central government.

A recent escalation in demands for additional regional autonomy has led
some analysts to question whether the existing constitutional arrangements
can accommodate these aspirations, and ‘whether we can all fit within the
one-state model’.20 The Basque government’s proposal for sovereignty and
association status with Spain has been rejected by the Spanish state, and the
European Commission has also given its considered opinion against the pro-
posal. However, it will not disappear so easily from the political discussions
within the region nor between the region and the central government.

Regional self-determination is a growing force within many of the Spanish
regions. In Catalonia the leader of the Catalan Socialists, Pasqual Maragall,
proposed formal inter-regional collaboration within the EU framework.
Critical of the centripetal tendencies in the map of Spain, which tend not to
take account of such socio-spatial configurations as the Cantabrian axis, the
Ebro axis, or the Mediterranean, Maragall put forward a proposal for a
Euro-region model for the twelve million people within the area embracing
Catalonia, Aragon, the Balearic Islands, Valencia, and the French regions of
the South Pyrenees and Languedoc-Roussillon. Later, the left-nationalist
coalition government of Catalonia led by Maragall called for the renego-
tiation of the region’s Statute of Autonomy.

It is clear that tensions between the state and the regional autonomous
communities have not been resolved by either the arrangements set out in
the 1978 Constitution, or the subsequent amendments to the semi-federal
model that extended the original grant of autonomy, or indeed by the
development of financial co-responsibility. The state cannot continue to rely
upon the European Union and the financial transfers under the Structural
Funds to alleviate the state–region tensions. Yet it is evident that the state–
region dynamics do affect the domestic political stability and order, and
through it the position of Spain in the European Union. Already, there were
demands being made for a revision of the Constitution. But the PP govern-
ment remained unwilling to consider any revisions of the constitutional
clauses, claiming it would unsettle a fragile national unity. It seems ironic
that while debate on the European Constitution was possible and encour-
aged (albeit with very limited public interest), the PP showed no desire to
engage in a debate over the national Constitution.

Another problem concerns the status of the regions themselves within the
European Union. Direct representation of the regions at the Brussels level is
possible, but it is very much dependent upon the nature of regional/local
government in the member-states, and the degree of decentralisation in
each case.21 Representation does not mean the same thing as decision-
making, as the regions have discovered from their membership of the
European Union’s Committee of the Regions (CoR), itself a purely
consultative body within the EU institutional framework. For the more
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independent-minded regional parties, such as the Catalan Convergència i
Unió, the CoR has provided no opportunity to develop towards de facto
independence.

The EU is still a community of nation-states. It is the latter that exert the
power and influence in the European arena. The draft European Consti-
tution does recognise the issue of regional autonomy, and it is still the
nation-state that is the real force and voice for all the sub-national regions.
Of course, the most effective outcome of national representation is very
much dependent upon the central government being able to take all the
regional views into account when presenting the national case at the Euro-
pean level – and this unity of voice is in turn dependent upon the autonomous
communities being able to form common positions.

Given the privileged status of the state both within the European Union
draft constitutional treaty and in the decision-making frameworks of the
EU, the status of the regions is ambivalent at best. Consequently, for a
country such as Spain with its semi-federal state and strong regional
identities, there is a clear imperative for the state to address the challenge
posed by the demands for regional autonomy and constitutional change if it
is to preserve internal political stability and at the same time to assume the
responsibilities of its membership in the future EU-25.

Conclusion – a middle power in the remaking?

The series of bomb attacks in Madrid on 11 March 2004 had a cataclysmic
effect on the country in general, and on the political scene in particular.
Unexpectedly, the PP lost the election as the electorate slowly came to terms
with not only the horror of the carnage in the capital city but also the poorly
managed efforts of the Aznar government to capitalise upon the situation in
order to gain political advantage. The government was severely criticised for
its handling of the events in the wake of the bombings, for attempting to
mislead both the national public and the European partners by laying the
blame for the attacks on the Basque organisation, ETA, and subsequently
attempting to manage the information flow through the media as well as
failing to provide full information to the security organisations of its partner
states in the European Union. The electorate cast its vote in disapproval of
the way that the Aznar administration had responded to the attacks, and
returned the Socialist Party to power under the leadership of José Luis
Rodríguez Zapatero.

This sudden and unanticipated change in the political landscape had
several effects, identifiable at a number of levels. The relationship between
Spain and the United States or, more properly, between Aznar and George
Bush came apart. The new government withdrew the Spanish troops from
Iraq and sought new approaches towards resolving the deteriorating
situation within that country. While the new administration declared its
commitment towards the war on terrorism, it distanced itself from the Bush
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administration. The Socialist government was opposed to the doctrine of
pre-emptive war and held to the position that terrorism could not be
addressed through this doctrine but instead required an understanding of
the root causes. Moreover, it supported collective action on international
terrorism within the framework of international law.

As a result of the Zapatero decision, the United States could no longer
count upon the unconditional support of Spain, which had hitherto been
useful in weakening the European Union and preventing the forging of
European unity to challenge US dominance. In the months after the war, it
had become clear that Aznar’s friendship with the leader of the world’s only
superpower brought him plenty of photo opportunities but little real
influence and no power over decision-making. Even the British prime
minister showed by his actions that when it came to issues of importance in
European affairs, it was Germany and France that he needed to talk to.

The return of the Socialists changed the geo-political balance in Europe,
with Spain switching from a pro-US stance to one closer to the core
European Union countries. Relations with the European Union also took a
dramatic turn, as the Zapatero government announced a change of strategy
and declared its support for finding an agreement on the draft EU
Constitution. With Spain now willing to negotiate, Poland was left without
an ally and its original opposition to the Constitution was replaced by a more
conciliatory tone. The new Spanish government wanted to prove it was
committed to strengthening the European Union and restoring the
confidence of its European partners. Once again, the notion that Europe’s
interest and the national interest were the same was affirmed publicly by the
new prime minister in the course of his first official visit to meet the French
and German leaders.

The argument of this chapter has been that, with the changing circum-
stances in an enlarged European Union, Spain was under pressure to find a
new role for itself in the Union, not just because of the external challenges of
the new Europe but also because of the internal dynamic of state–region
relations.22 The election result on 14 March 2004 did not remove this
challenge, but it did suggest the possibility of alternative courses of action.

What possible actions and strategies are open to the Spanish government?
For one thing, it needs to rebuild relations with countries and regions of
importance to Spain – in particular, with Latin America and the Mediter-
ranean region.23 The Euro-Mediterranean Process grew out of the efforts
made by Spain when it held the presidency of the European Union in 1995,
but was largely sidelined owing to the insecurity in the Middle East and the
lack of capacity for action or intervention on the part of the EU, as well as
the preoccupation with eastern enlargement.

Given Spain’s close geographic proximity to the Mediterranean region in
general, with the cultural and economic ties that have built up over time, the
country is well placed to take (or perhaps re-take) a leadership role and to
reinvigorate the political and economic dimensions of the agreement made
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in Barcelona in 1995. It would also serve national security interests to have
greater influence with the countries of North Africa and along the further
reaches of the eastern Mediterranean. In the absence of a European
immigration policy, Spain continues to implement its own national policies
in the management of the inflows of people from that region, reconciling the
competing claims of an economic sector demanding cheap labour with the
more political desire to limit the number of immigrants.

The other area where Spain might take an active role in shaping EU policy
and also developing new strategies of its own is in Latin America. Aznar’s
support for the United States in the war with Iraq placed him at odds with
many Latin American countries and ultimately damaged the important
political and economic ties that had built up between the two. Spain’s
concern with security especially during the PP’s second term of office had
meant greater restrictions on the flow of economic immigrants from the
traditional sending countries in Latin America, a reversal of earlier policies
that allowed immigration from a region with shared historical ties – and to a
receiving country with its own history of large-scale emigration.

These are two strategic areas where Spain can define its role within the
European Union. Progress on policy towards the Mediterranean, and
enhanced cooperation agreements with Latin American countries and
Mercosur would create positive spillover for other areas of concern to the
European Union as a whole, most notably the area of security (in its
broadest sense) and that of trade liberalisation, as well as serve the Spanish
national interests.

In this regard, the issue of international presence can be addressed not by
separating policy on Europe from policy towards the rest of the world, but
by working within the EU framework to enhance Euro-Mediterranean
relations and to launch new political initiatives and closer ties with Latin
America and the Arab world.24 In the past decade, Spain has adopted a
defensive rather than a constructive position on the European Union,
particularly with regard to the current phase of European integration.25 The
stance was based upon an aggressive defence of the national interest,
pushing for the retention of existing financial benefits and decision-making
rights, while failing to consider substantive policies towards those regions of
the world with strategic significance for both the national interest and that of
the European Union at large.

Once again there is the opportunity to define the national interests with
the European interest. Even as Aznar took his government in a direction
contrary to the wishes of the people, popular and elite opinion continued to
support the European integration process. A Eurobarometer poll published
in February 2004 showed 85 per cent of the Spanish population believed
the European Union should adopt the draft Constitution, and 65 per cent
thought the Aznar government should make concessions to facilitate its
adoption.
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However, national support for the European Union is tempered with a
more rational calculation of the costs and benefits. Some 61 per cent of
Spaniards believed Europe was more important than America in a report
published by the Real Instituto Elcano at the end of February 2004, but
there was a preference for cooperation rather than rivalry between the
European Union and the United States. In the same report, three-quarters
of Spaniards thought Spain had benefited from the European Union, though
one in two considered the euro had damaged their interests.26 There is no
indication of an emerging European identity.27 On the contrary, the evidence
to date suggests that in Spain the majority of people (including the young)
have a stronger regional and local identity (expressed in terms of loyalty and
affiliation), with less than 12 per cent claiming European identity. This is
broadly in line with the experience in the other European countries.28

The search for Spain’s role in the new Europe is inextricably linked with
the internal search for national unity and stability. For one thing, the flow of
financial transfers under the Structural and Cohesion Funds will be reduced
in the EU-25 and, as demands for greater regional autonomy continue to
escalate, the Spanish state will be under pressure to balance the obligations
of EU membership with the demands for financial transfers to its poorer
regions. At the same time, it will face new demands for further autonomy,
which also have financial implications.

The system of regional autonomous communities constitutes an extra
layer of government with an unequal division of autonomy across the regions.
Regional identities remain strong, however, and for many of the regions the
aspirations for autonomy have yet to be fully realised. Spain is perhaps
the one member state in the EU-15 where the political system is still in the
process of being defined. In effect, the 1978 Constitution launched a
democratic state and a system of regional autonomous communities that
continues as work in progress.

Aznar held firm to the principle of national unity and was unsympathetic
to any regional aspirations regarding autonomy, other than those that could
be fulfilled according to the criteria laid down by the Constitution. The
Socialist government led by Zapatero partly reflected a more conciliatory
tone on taking office, indicating a new spirit of dialogue and a departure
from the previous governmental approach. The commitment of the prime
minister to renegotiate the Statutes of Autonomy and amend the Consti-
tution certainly reflects a different line of thinking, and opened the way for
the Basque leader, Juan José Ibarretxe, to indicate a willingness to negotiate
over the sovereignty proposals set out in the Ibarretxe Plan.

There will be ample opportunity to show how far the rhetoric extends to
commitment towards greater decentralisation in the face of escalating
demands from the regions. Since the new government does not have an
overall majority in parliament, it must remain sensitive to the claims of the
small regional parties and restore democratic pluralism in the national



232 Mary Farrell

parliament. The issue of regional (i.e. sub-national) representation at both
the national and supranational level is likely to loom large in the future
European Union, with communities and societies seeking to maintain and
extend local democratic representation and regional identity in the larger
political entity.

What of Aznar’s preoccupation with Spain as a ‘big country’ in the world?
The former prime minister had sought new allies and forged new alliances in
the search for international presence, and the decision to support George
Bush was a key element in the strategy. However, memories of great-power
status must suffice in the contemporary world where Spain has neither the
resources nor the capacity to exercise this role in the twenty-first century.
Lacking both economic and military capacity, national public sector
spending remains below that of the other large EU member states, while
spending on research and development falls short of the European average.

Limited national capacity and economic strength do not suggest a
convincing case for the country to become a member of the G-7, the club of
the world’s richest (and most influential) countries.29 In the EU-25, Spain
will still be a middle-sized power among the existing large countries (France,
Britain, Germany, and Italy) and some nineteen small states, so the issue of
strategic alliances will remain paramount in the redefinition of Spain’s role
and identity in the new Europe.

The one legacy of the Aznar term that is certain to remain under the new
government is the choice of economic policy. Under the PP government,
economic deregulation, tight monetary policy, and strict fiscal policy were
central elements in macro-economic management – in part, a reflection of
the government philosophy generally, but also in keeping with its obliga-
tions under monetary union. Even the predecessor Socialist government
followed a policy of economic liberalisation as a key element of the govern-
ment programme – privatisation, deregulation and the support of monetary
stability, as well as labour market reform – in the anticipation of entry to the
European monetary union. The obligations of euro membership mean that
with the former European Commissioner for Economic and Monetary
Affairs, Pedro Solbes, now holding the national portfolio, the continuity of
economic policy is assured. But the government will still have to address the
rising economic and social insecurity across the wider society, issues of
immigration, poverty and exclusion, and national house price inflation as
well as the continued challenge of retaining national competitiveness.

With the new Socialist-led government in office comes a return to the
philosophy that shaped the national policy of their predecessors who took
the country into the European Community – that it is through constructing
and consolidating Europe’s role in the world that member states, and Spain
in particular, can define the national interest. As The Economist magazine
remarked during the 2003 IGC negotiations, ‘the eagerness of so many
countries to join the EU is, in part, a recognition that the period of lone
national greatness is now in the past’.30
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