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Abstract 
 

As Spain approached its General Election on December 15, 2015, political divisions had 

become so severe throughout the country that a political crisis was inevitable. The results of the 

general election revealed that no single political party received the required threshold number of 

votes to assume power, and the country was plunged into a political deadlock. New anti-

establishment parties rose to challenge the existing majority leadership. After finally achieving 

democracy only four decades earlier, Spanish voters once again faced an uncertain future filled 

with a fragmented government and a contentious pending election. 

Even more threatening to the country’s young democracy was the rise of secessionist 

movements by two autonomous regions within Spain. Activity in the Independence Movements 

of Catalonia and the Basque Country had increased over the previous decade, as the presidents, 

politicians and millions of Spanish citizens living in these two regions applied increasing 

political pressure in an effort to secede from the central Spanish government. 

The Spanish political deadlock resulted from several variant factors, and demonstrated 

quickly and devastatingly a European Union member state can be reduced to a decentralized 

standstill. Spain may possess many unique social and cultural qualities, but nevertheless 

represents a microcosm of the political evolution currently taking place throughout Europe. 

Public dissatisfaction with the existing government and its leaders has exposed deep divisions 

within Spain, and the deadlock has become the most recent and pointed example of how 

unappeased and disgruntled populations can cause political crisis in a contemporary European 

Union country.   

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of the factors leading up to the 2015 

political deadlock, and its impact upon the government of Spain as a democracy and as a 

member of the European Union. 
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Part I: Introduction to Spain’s Political Deadlock 

The political evolution of Spain throughout the 20th century was unprecedented in the 
history of Europe. España has always provided a volatile breeding ground for divisive 
government action, from the Spanish Inquisition to the Spanish Civil War. The 1900’s were 
especially dramatic, as Spain endured decades of political instability, a civil war, and 37 years of 
military dictatorship. And yet Spain, arguably the most ethnically, linguistically, and culturally 
diverse country in Western Europe, emerged from the old millennium as a powerful symbol of 
uncommon unity through effective democracy.  

The path to modern Spanish democracy began on November 20, 1975, the day that 
military dictator Generalissimo Francisco Franco died. Not only did Franco anoint Juan Carlos I 
as his successor, but he also directed the new ruler to establish a democratic constitutional 
monarchy in Spain. The new Spanish monarch initiated La Transición Democrática Española – 
the Spanish Democratic Transition, a process which would transform Franco’s authoritarian 
regime into an efficient democratic system for its central government and 17 autonomous 
regions. 

However, after forty years of democracy Spain once again faces an uncertain political 
future. Contemporary Spanish politics have become increasingly polarized by clashing left-wing 
and right-wing political forces. Subsequently, the Spanish populace has become increasingly 
frustrated with the results of Spain’s top two political parties, the PP (Partido Popular) and the 
PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Español). Widespread dissatisfaction now threatens the 
traditional two-party system in Spain, and a new generation of disgruntled Spaniards has 
abandoned the PP and PSOE in favor of new anti-establishment political parties. 

Even more threatening to the country’s democracy is the rise of secessionist movements 
by two autonomous regions within Spain. Over the last decade, the presidents and politicians of 
Catalonia and the Basque Country, not to mention the millions of Spanish citizens living in these 
two regions, have applied increasing political pressure in an effort to secede from the central 
Spanish government. 

As Spain approached its General Election on December 15, 2015, the political divisions 
had become so severe throughout the country that a political crisis was inevitable. The results of 
the general election revealed that no single political party received the required threshold number 
of votes to assume power, and the country was plunged into a political deadlock. Spanish voters 
faced an uncertain future filled with a fragmented government and a contentious pending 
election.  

This paper provides a comprehensive analysis of the factors leading up to the 2015 
political deadlock, and its impact upon the government of Spain as a democracy and as a 
member of the European Union.  

Because of the myriad of different conflicts and events resulting in Spain’s political 
deadlock, the relevant factors of Spanish history have been separated into three distinct time 
periods. The first period of relevance begins with the Spanish Civil War in 1936 through the 
death of Franco in 1975. The second relevant period of Spanish history lasts from the Spanish 
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Democratic Transition following the death of Franco through the end of president Mariano 
Rajoy’s first term in office in December of 2015. The political deadlock in Spain, which lasted 
from December 5th, 2015 through October 21st, 2016, represents the third period of relevant 
history. 

 In order to understand how quickly and decisively political-social movements can evolve 
to shape Spanish politics, it is important to study the rise of the new “anti-establishment” parties.   
Less than two years after it was formed, the left-leaning Podemos political party secured over 
20% of the general vote for their prime minister candidate Pablo Iglesias in the 2015 General 
Election. Ciudadanos, the other new party known as the “Podemos of the right”, had existed in 
relative obscurity for 10 years, despite the fact that founder Albert Rivera launched his political 
party in 2006 by posing nude on thousands of informational pamphlets. By December 2015 
however, Ciudadanos seized upon the dissatisfaction of Spanish voters to secure 14% of the 
popular vote in the General Election.  

The rise of each of these two parties constituted both a cause and a result of Spain’s 
political crisis, and thus it is essential to analyze the history of each of them to better understand 
how they managed to inflict chaos upon a traditional two-party democracy. Such insight is 
especially important to the European Union, which must recognize how an upstart group like 
Podemos could compromise the political system of a Western democracy if the EU wishes to 
prevent future political deadlocks from taking place in other member countries.  

With the central Spanish government hobbled by the sudden political deadlock, the 17 
autonomous regions of Spain demonstrated their ability to self-govern in response to the crisis. 
This shift of political power from Madrid to the outer districts has had the greatest impact upon 
two of these regions, Catalonia and Basque Country. Ten months of independent regional 
governance has bolstered the popularity and legitimacy of independence movements in both 
regions. 

The leaders of these two movements have evidenced the successful governance of each 
autonomous region to promote how each region can effectively rule independent of Spain’s 
central government. Further, they have publicly declared that their independence from Spain will 
be followed by an attempt to join the European Union as independent member states. Provided 
that either of these independence movements are successful, the European Union must determine 
whether to recognize the legitimacy of an independent Catalonia or Basque Country. Thus, if the 
European Union identifies either region as an independent country, it must also determine 
whether to admit that region as a member state to the European Union. If the European Union 
does not recognize the legitimacy of either region as an independent state, it must determine 
whether to pressure that region to rejoin Spain. 

Independence movements aside, the Spanish political deadlock demonstrates how quickly 
and devastatingly a European Union member state can be reduced to a decentralized standstill. 
Spain may possess many unique social and cultural qualities, but nevertheless represents a 
microcosm of the political evolution currently taking place throughout Europe. Public 
dissatisfaction with the existing government and its leaders has not only exposed deep divisions 
within Spain, but within fellow EU member states as well. The 2015 political deadlock in Spain 
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has become the most recent and pointed example of how unappeased and disgruntled populations 
can cause political crisis in a contemporary European Union country. 

 

Part II: From Dictatorship to Democracy 

 

         1) Francisco Franco and La Transición Democrática Española 

The military dictatorship of Francisco Franco from 1938 to 1975 constituted the first 
period that influenced Spain’s political deadlock in 2015. The origins of Spain’s modern 
democracy can be traced to 1969, when Francisco Franco initiated his surprisingly assiduous 
preparation for the transition away from military dictatorship. Six years before his death, Franco 
began arranging private meetings with his chosen successor, Juan Carlos I, to groom the next 
Spanish monarch for the conversion to democratic power (Juan Carlos 3). This change was all 
the more surprising since Franco had maintained the second longest military dictatorship of the 
20th century, behind only Fidel Castro of Cuba, a close ally and long-time Franco supporter.  

Before Franco led his successful revolution in the 1930’s, Spain had endured a long and 
violent history of foreign invasions and civil wars throughout the Iberian Peninsula. Such a 
harrowing and tumultuous past in turn created an incoherent and diverse Spanish populace with 
deep-seated political tensions. Franco’s rise to power in Spain was similarly ruthless, as 
evidenced by the military attacks he authorized against unarmed civilians during the Spanish 
Civil War, and throughout his regime, as a means to silence governmental opposition. By 1938 
Franco consolidated his power and assumed control over the country, but his unrelenting and 
forceful rule during the subsequent four decades deepened the ethnic, linguistic, religious and 
cultural divide amongst the Spanish populace.  

Therefore, the relatively sudden conversion to a democratic state came as a dramatic and 
unexpected relief, to say the least. It is unknown whether the aging dictator viewed the political 
shift as recompense for the brutality he imposed to maintain order, or if the transformation to 
democracy was his plan all along. Regardless of his motivations, La Transición Democrática 
initiated a complete restructuring of political institutions in a country unaccustomed to free and 
fair elections and autonomous regional governance, and was nothing short of revolutionary. 

However, the new Spanish democracy inherited problematic issues which would continue 
to affect the political landscape. Most notably, Franco created serious religious discord 
throughout Spain, a country that was historically one of the most violent religious states in 
Western Europe. In August of 1953 Franco formally aligned Spain with the Catholic Church 
when he made an agreement with the Vatican that Spain would recognize Catholicism as “the 
official religion of the country” (Franco 3). Franco mandated “religious instruction at all 
educational levels in conformity with Catholic dogma”, granted “financial support” to the church 
from the state, and represented the church in both the national press and radio of Spain (Franco 
4). These actions inflamed religious tensions throughout the country, and the rift between 
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Catholic and non-Catholic Spanish citizens continues to be a contentious and dividing factor in 
contemporary Spanish politics.  

As Spain transitioned to democracy, the conflicts created by mandated Catholicism 
during Franco’s dictatorship were adopted into the emerging political parties as partisan religious 
issues. Because Franco aligned his conservative regime with Catholicism, anti-religious 
sentiment, and more specifically anti-Catholic sentiment, has manifested in the political 
ideologies of Spain’s left-leaning political parties. The more right-leaning Partido Popular has 
traditionally fostered a greater tolerance and engagement with Spain’s Catholic population than 
the left-leaning PSOE. Yet, this political-religious alignment is best represented in Spain’s new 
party Podemos, which self-characterizes as anti-Catholic with its leaders going so far as to 
threaten to shut down Spain’s public and private Catholic schools (Gonzalez 2). In Spain, politics 
and religion are inextricably linked, a political-cultural phenomenon that survives the ever-
changing landscape of Spanish government. 

Upon Franco’s death, the potential for a democratic Spain was finally realized for the 
first time in 38 years. Yet, the actions undertaken throughout Franco’s brutal authoritarian 
regime, dividing Spaniards along adamant religious and socio-political polarized ideologies, 
could not be undone. 

 
           2) A Brief History of Spain’s Two Most Influential Political Parties 

The second period of relevant history began with Juan Carlos I’s assumption of power in 
1975, a seminal event in the development of Spain’s modern democracy. In his first few years as 
the Spanish head of State, Carlos enacted a series of sweeping reforms to set Spain on the path to 
a constitutional monarchy with free and fair elections. In 1976 the Spanish monarch appointed a 
prime minister to oversee Spain’s transitioning government, and in 1977 he enacted political 
reforms to establish the first democratic election in Spain since 1936 (CNN 4).  

The first political party to hold executive office in Spain following Franco’s death was 
Falange in 1975. Falange was a conservative-fascist party, which ironically functioned as the 
sole legal party throughout Spain during Franco’s dictatorship. When Carlos allowed for 
democratic parties to develop in 1977, Falange was dissolved, and new political parties began to 
form throughout Spain (Britannica 2). Later that same year a democratic election finally took 
place, and Adolfo Suárez of the Union of the Democratic Centre (UCD) party became prime 
minister of Spain. Suarez would go on to win re-election in 1979, which would mark the last 
Spanish General Election victory by a party other than the PP or PSOE parties (Economist 2).  

This brings us to the two most popular political parties in Spanish democratic history: the 
PP (Partido Popular), representing the conservative right, and the PSOE (Partido Socialista 
Obrero Español), representing the liberal left. Of the two parties, the PSOE was the first party to 
assume governmental power, which occurred on December 2, 1982 with the election of prime 
minister Felipe González (Penniman 158). In every general election since, either the PP or the 
PSOE party has held administrative power in Spain’s national government. Yet despite the two-
party domination since 1982, third parties have maintained a consistently sizable representation 
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in Spain’s General Elections. Third party turnout for General Elections has varied, from a high of 
34.6% of the overall vote in 1989, to a low of 16.2% in 2008. Because congressional seats are 
awarded proportionally based on the popular vote in the General Election, Spanish third parties 
have always held legislative power, unlike non-parliamentary systems such as the United States 
legislative branch. The results for each of Spain’s General Elections between 1982 and 2011 are 
included in the chart below.   

 

(Durden 1) 

Despite this record of third party influence and representation, no Spanish third party had 
ever managed to significantly affect a General Election result. This all changed at the General 
Election of December 20th, 2015. In this General Election, the PP received the most votes with 
28.72%, and the PSOE received the second-most with 22.01%. Combined, Spain’s two most 
popular parties accounted for less than 51% of the General Election vote, but the third parties 
accounted for over 49%. In a sure sign that the political landscape had shifted, the combined 
representation of the PP and PSOE parties dropped from 73.4% in 2011 to 51% in 2015. The 
results for the 2015 Spanish General Election are displayed on the chart below. 
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(BBC Spain Election 2) 

 

What caused the PP and PSOE parties to lose over 22% of the Spanish popular vote in 
just four years? The rapid rise of two virtually unknown political parties drastically affected the 
results of the 2015 General Election by receiving a combined 34.59% of the popular vote. The 
first party, Ciudadanos, had been founded nine years earlier in 2006. Until the 2015 General 
Election, Ciudadanos, which translates to “Citizens” and identifies as a center-right party, was 
unheard of outside of Catalonia, the region where it was founded. 

The second party, Podemos, was founded on January 14th, 2014, only 23 months before 
the 2015 Spanish general election (Tremlett 2). Podemos translates to “We Can” and identifies as 
a far-left party. Neither party had previously competed in a Spanish general election and both ran 
strong anti-establishment and anti-corruption campaigns throughout 2015. 

  3) The Great Recession-Zapatero and the PSOE 

 The rise of Ciudadanos and Podemos in 2015 was primarily a result of Spain’s two 
previous prime ministers to hold office between 2004-2015. The first is prime minister Jose Luis 
Rodriguez Zapatero, a member of the PSOE party, who served 2 terms in office from 2004-2011 
(BBC Europe 1-3). The second is prime minister Mariano Rajoy, a member of the PP party, who 
has served 1 term in office from 2011-2015. Each prime minister was poorly received by the 
Spanish public during their respective tenures, prompting Spanish citizens to seek out political 
alternatives. These “alternative” political parties would end up causing Spain’s political deadlock 
by denying a majority win to any single party during Spain’s 2015 general election. Thus, it is 
essential to understand how the administrations of prime ministers Zapatero and Rajoy caused so 
much dissatisfaction amongst the Spanish populace.  

Jose Luis Rodriguez Zapatero was prime minister of the PSOE party during the Great 
recession, overseeing the devastation of the Spanish economy. 1 in 4 people in Spain were 
unemployed by the end of his second term in 2011, and Spain had experienced a negative GDP 
growth rate each year since 2008 (Karlsen 3-4). Ironically, he was well received throughout his 
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first term from 2004-2008, when the Spanish economy thrived and the possibility of an 
impending recession was inconceivable (Karlsen 7-8). Between 2004 and 2008 Spain had and 
average annual GDP increase of 3.75 percent and an unemployment rate of 10 percent (Karlsen 
6). Zapatero’s administration would become characterized by his inability to stabilize Spain’s 
economy, at a time when millions of Spaniards had become unemployed and destitute. The chart 
below displays the annual unemployment rates in Spain compared to 9 other European Union 
member countries between January 2007 (approx. 2 years before Spain’s recession) and January 
2015 (approx. 6 years after Spain’s recession) (Chorley 1). As the end of Zapatero’s second term 

neared in 2011, dissatisfaction with the 
PSOE administration would lead to 
Zapatero refusing to run for a third term as 
prime minister, foreshadowing a major shift 
in the balance of political power in Spain. 

     4) Mariano Rajoy and the Partido    
 Popular From 2011-2015 

Out of dissatisfaction with Zapatero 
and his PSOE administration, the PP won 
Spain’s 2011 general election easily, and 
the PSOE had its worst voter turnout since 
the democratic transition. Rajoy’s sweeping 
victory was complemented by major PP 
victories in Spain’s regional elections,  

                   (Chorley 1) 

granting the PP unprecedented regional authority in addition to having a prime minister in power 
and holding the most legislative authority. Since Rajoy began his first term in 2011, Spain’s 
economy has undergone a gradual recovery. In 2014, Spain reported that it had achieved a 
positive growth rate in annual GDP for the first time in 6 years (GDP by Country 1). For many 
Spanish citizens, however, Spain’s economic recovery was occurring too slowly to call Rajoy’s 
economic policies a success. As the general election of 2015 drew nearer, dissatisfaction with 
Spain’s sluggish economic growth intensified from both PP and PSOE party members. 

Growing skepticism of Rajoy’s job combating Spain’s recession was complemented by a 
series of corruption scandals accusing the Partido Popular and prime minister Rajoy himself of 
illegal activity. One of the most notorious of the scandals, the “Barcenas affair” of 2013, accused 
high ranking PP government officials including president Rajoy of accepting illegal funds 
embezzled by the treasurer of the PP (Spain's ruling party 1). Another major scandal was 
exposed in March of 2015, when Spain’s high court accused the PP of using slush funds to fund 
party expenses over the previous 18 years (Spain’s ruling Party 2-3). These two scandals are 
among dozens of major and minor scandals that have emerged throughout Rajoy’s first term as 
prime minister. As allegations of corruption within the PP party began to mount, many former 
Rajoy supporters became disillusioned with the prime minister (Rodon 340-341). According to a 
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national consensus poll taken in May of 2015, 60% of Spaniards reported corruption as a major 
issue in the country, only a month before Spain’s regional elections where the PP party’s 
regional representation decreased substantially (Rodon 342). As the end of Rajoy’s first term 
neared, the Spanish prime minister found himself in the same position as Zapatero 4 years prior: 
bracing for a poor turnout in the upcoming general election. 

Just like the PSOE party in the 2011 general election, the PP party would experience a 
sharp decrease in voter representation in the 2015 general elections (BBC Spain Election 2). But 
unlike 2011, in 2015 the general election results would be affected by disfavor with both the 
PSOE and the PP parties, and would prompt Spanish voters to seek out new alternatives to a 
dysfunctional two-party system. Many Spanish citizens felt abandoned by the PP and PSOE 
parties leading up to the general election of 2015, and would embrace new and inexperienced 
parties that offered more palpable change. 

 

 Part III: New Parties and Political Deadlock 

 The emergence of new political parties in Spain attracted enough voters to deny any 
single party an absolute majority in the election, thus forcing the country into a political 
stalemate. In every general election since 1982, the PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Español) 
and the PP (Partido Popular) have dominated Spanish politics as the two controlling political 
parties (Durden 1). In the general election of 2015 however, Spain witnessed the rise of the 
Ciudadanos (Citizens) and Podemos (We Can) political parties and their roles as the most 
dramatic political spoilers in Spanish history. Together, Ciudadanos and Podemos received one-
third of the overall popular vote, thereby blocking any single political party from assuming 
power for the following 10 months (BBC Spain Election 2). The origins and maturity of 
Ciudadanos presents an intriguing study of how a small regional party can rise to exploit voter 
disconfidence in a Spanish general election. 

    1) Ciudadanos y Albert Rivera 

Ciudadanos was founded by Albert Rivera in 2006 as a middle-right political party, 
operating primarily in the region of Catalonia. Rivera, who would become Ciudadanos’ 
presidential candidate a decade later, established himself as a unique and controversial politician 
by posing nude on thousands of leaflets in 2006 to symbolize the birth of his party. Remarkably, 
the leader of Ciudadanos was only 26 years old when Rivera founded his party almost a decade 
before the general election of 2015. 
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Rivera depicted holding sample fliers from his 2006 campaign to start Ciudadanos. The flyers announce: 

“Ha nacido tu partido” (“Your party has been born”) and are accompanied by a nude photo of Rivera. 
(Prats 1) Thank God neither Trump or Clinton pulled a stunt like this. 

 
From its inception, Ciudadanos was known for its unwavering opposition to the Catalan 

Independence Movement (CIM), which had worked for decades to disassociate Catalonia from 
the Spanish government. Although CIM had not yet achieved true independence, it had steadily 
increased its power with the support of millions of Catalans, including high ranking government 
officials in the region. No individual or political party, including PP and PSOE, had ever 
managed to mount an effective, focused opposition to CIM until Ciudadanos was formed. For 
the next nine years, Ciudadanos slowly increased its recognition and influence in Catalonia and 
throughout Spain, especially as the confidence and approval of the two major parties slowly 
eroded.  

Rivera’s ability to mobilize Spanish voters who were dissatisfied with the PP and PSOE 
parties allowed Ciudadanos to rise to prominence during the 2015 General Election campaign. 
At 36, Albert Rivera was the youngest candidate for the 2015-16 Spanish Presidential Elections. 
On the campaign trail, Rivera created an anti-corruption platform directed at former PP voters 
who were disillusioned by a series of corruption scandals involving PP party members. As the 
only conservative alternative to the PP party, Ciudadanos rose to present a major challenge to 
Spain’s conservative voter base and to the country’s political status quo. Rivera’s campaign 
platform also adopted a wide variety of liberal policies to complement Ciudadanos’ 
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predominantly “right-wing” agenda, to encourage voters that Ciudadanos was the most 
politically balanced of Spain’s political parties. 

Under Rivera’s leadership, the Ciudadanos party distinguished its platform from other 
Spanish political parties by adopting politically balanced, center-right principles it described 
as “cambio sensato”, or “sensible change”. Rivera’s more “conservative policies” included the 
lowering of Spain’s corporate tax rate from 30% to 25%, capping income taxes at 40%, and 
merging small municipalities to decrease government spending (Tadeo 3). Among his campaign 
platform’s more “liberal policies” included the legalization of prostitution and marijuana, 
increased government investment in education and health care, and providing tax credits for 
workers who earned less than the minimum salary (Tadeo 4).  

In a 2015 interview, Rivera summed up the goals of Ciudadanos: “The party system is 
corrupt and lacks transparency. Podemos is promising the impossible. How about we go for the 
middle ground? How about we fix the system without destroying it? We need to understand that 
this isn’t about just forming the next government, it’s about creating a new era for Spain” 
(Dawber 6). 

 
      2) Podemos y Pablo Iglesias 

         Although the rise of Ciudadanos prior to the 2015 
general election was extraordinary, it was completely 
overshadowed by the ascension of a new and, according to Albert 
Rivera, reckless political party. Podemos, which translates to “We 
Can”, is a far-left party in Spain, launched in January 2014 by a 
university professor named Pablo Iglesias (Tremlett 2). Dozens of 
Spanish intellectuals and government officials joined the 36-year-
old ponytailed populist, who immediately gained a widespread 
following. Less than two years after its founding, this new and 
inexperienced Spanish party would claim 21% of the popular vote 
in Spain’s 2015 General Election, joining with Ciudadanos to deny 
both the PP and PSOE parties a majority to form a government 
(BBC Spain Election 2). 

 There are a multitude of reasons and viewpoints to 
explain the remarkable and perplexing rise of Pablo Iglesias. First 

and  

       (A. Iglesias 1)  

foremost is his casual and unkempt appearance, which gained him instant notoriety, as well as 
instant appeal with voters discouraged by traditional Spanish politicians. The image above and to 
the left depicts Iglesias -- and his signature appearance -- as he debated during the 2015 General 
Election. Despite never running or holding a political office, the charismatic leader of Podemos 
became the second youngest of the four candidates (behind Ciudadanos candidate Albert 
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Riviera) in the presidential race. His campaign attire consisted of casual dress shoes, dark blue 
jeans held up by a belt, and a tucked-in, tieless, unbuttoned, white dress shirt with the sleeves 
rolled up just below the elbows. He wore his hair in a thick man-bun, with a goatee and stubble 
on the sides of his face. In the image below, the Podemos leader is easily recognizable amidst the 
“more-polished, presidential” appearing candidates. 

 

From left to right: Mariano Rajoy of the PP, Pedro Sanchez of the PSOE, Albert Rivera of 
Ciudadanos, and Pablo Iglesias of Podemos (Torres 1) 

The physical image of Pablo Iglesias was more recognizable and more effective than any 
slogan or refrain, and became an essential aspect of his revolutionary campaign. To his 
supporters, Iglesias is perceived as a champion of the common man, dressed like an everyday 
Spanish citizen one might see walking through downtown Madrid. Iglesias’ unorthodox style and 
appearance constituted a refreshing change from the dictators and corrupt, ineffective politicians 
who had been running the country for the last 80 years. 

More importantly, Iglesias enticed voters from the two main political parties, and 
especially from the PSOE, by establishing a Podemos platform of intolerance with governmental 
corruption and far-left liberal policies.  Podemos’ proposed policies include an increase in the 
minimum wage, major increases in government spending, and salary caps for Spain’s wealthiest 
citizens (Local 1).  

The successful 2015 campaigns of Ciudadanos and Podemos signaled a major shift away 
from conventional Spanish politics. Each party offered palpable change, fresh solutions to a 
disgruntled Spanish voter base which had developed over the previous decade. Albert Rivera and 
Pablo Iglesias were anomalies in the history of Spanish politics, capable of running successful 
campaigns without appearing “presidential” or “polished” in their appearances and political 
rhetoric. Perhaps this phenomenon is becoming more prevalent, as evidenced by the American 
elections in 2016. Nonetheless, the recent history of Spanish government has provided a unique 
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position that Spanish voters now occupy, and these two-new anti-establishment political parties 
have utilized their message, image, and accessibility to take full advantage of the situation.  

    3) Aftermath and Moving Forward 

A decade of political discontentment culminated in political deadlock on December 20th, 
2015. In just four years, Spain evolved from a two-party system to a multi-party system. None of 

Spain’s four most-
represented parties: PP, 
PSOE, Ciudadanos, or 
Podemos, received a 
majority of the votes to win 
the election. In Spain, if a 
political deadlock occurs, 
parties can form coalitions 
amongst themselves to 
establish a government and 
end the deadlock. In these 
situations, however, 
coalitions are difficult to 
form, as parties will 

request major concessions from possible coalition partners. The PP, PSOE, Ciudadanos, and 
Podemos were unwilling to form a coalition amongst themselves, and Spain would be without a 
fully-functioning national government for 10 months. 

      4) The Functionality of the Spanish Government: 

Because no party outright won a majority in the 2015 general election, a provisional, 
caretaker government was established. This caretaker government however had many 
limitations, restricting the normal functions of Spain’s national government. President Mariano 
Rajoy served as caretaker prime minister, but his administrative power was extremely limited. 
For one, Rajoy had no power to appoint new officials to fill government vacancies, resulting in 
numerous vacant governmental positions (Moffett 2-3). Because of this, the heads of the 
ministries of development, Industry, and Health were all vacant by the time the political 
deadlock ended (Zucchino 4). Rajoy additionally could not propose legislation or sign 
international agreements with foreign powers.  

The 10-month long deadlock would become characterized by failed external negotiations 
between each political party as well as internal fighting within the parties, particularly the PSOE 
and PP. Following the onset of Spain’s political deadlock, it was determined that there would be 
a “follow-up” general election to be held on June 26th 2016. Unfortunately, the second election 
results, like the first, did not result in a single party receiving a majority of the popular vote, and 
the deadlock lingered on. The one notable change between the two General elections is that the 
PP received nearly 5% more of the popular vote in June 2016 than in December 2015. The chart 
to the left displays the June 26, 2016 Spanish general election results (BBC Spain Election 2). 
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On October 26th, 2016, the political deadlock finally ended following a coup within the PSOE 
party, resulting in new leadership willing to negotiate with Mariano Rajoy and end the deadlock. 
On October 23rd following the coup, senior members of the PSOE party agreed to abstain from a 
parliamentary confidence vote to take place later that week, in which Spain’s legislative body 
voted in favor of allowing Mariano Rajoy to assume power of Spain’s central government (D.W. 
1). The PSOE determined that it would be better to allow Rajoy to govern then to endure a third 
general election several months later. Though this decision by the PSOE was made largely out of 
fear that Podemos might overtake them in a third general election as Spain’s leading leftist 
political party, it nonetheless symbolized a willingness for the PP and PSOE to officially end the 
deadlock. 

 This brings us to the current political situation in Spain. It has been just over 4 months 
since the political deadlock ended, and a shaky but unbroken peace has been preserved amongst 
Spain’s political parties. Yet despite the peace, the future of Spanish politics is no more certain 
than it was throughout the deadlock. Spain’s most influential party since the democratic 
transition, the PSOE, has witnessed its political influence in Spain diminish throughout the last 
decade. The internal PSOE coup in October of 2016, exposed deep-rooted tensions and political 
disagreements within the party. With Podemos pulling within 2% of the PSOE in both general 
elections, the party of Pablo Iglesias is perfectly positioned to overtake the PSOE as the true 
liberal-leftist party of Spain. As corruption allegations continue against Mariano Rajoy and the 
Partido Popular, the center-right party of Ciudadanos is likewise positioned to exploit the 
dissatisfactions of dissenting supporters of Rajoy and his administration. Podemos and 
Ciudadanos have only had “one-go” at a Spanish general election. It is impossible to predict 
what they will be capable of in 4 years. If the political deadlock is any indication however, the 
PP and PSOE are in trouble, as Podemos and Ciudadanos have rejected the traditions of Spanish 
political parties and achieved unprecedented success in such short periods. They have redefined 
Spanish politics, and if the PP and PSOE parties cannot adapt, they will eventually cease to exist. 

Such a prolonged political deadlock symbolizes how unsure Spain is about its future. 
Even four months after the end of Spain’s political deadlock, there are no major physical or 
perceivable injurious effects on the Spanish economy and populace that have occurred. Yet a 
country in political crisis and uncertainty can be far more dangerous to the country in the long 
run than any political action in the short run. The rapid shift in political party dynamics between 
2011 and 2015 shows how vulnerable Spain’s government is to more populist, inexperienced 
Spanish political parties. Spain’s top four political parties have proven that they are 
uncooperative and incapable of forming a coalition, even if that agreement would end political 
deadlock and institute a functioning national government. It took a coup from within the PSOE 
party to allow Mariano Rajoy to form a minority government and bring an official end to the 
deadlock.  

Unfortunately for Spain, the political deadlock not only threatened the future of Spain’s 
political parties but also the future of Spain’s regions. The independence movements in Catalonia 
and the Basque Country, two of Spain’s 17 autonomous regions, have thrived in the absence of a 
central Spanish government, proving that these regional governments are capable of functioning 
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on their own. Thus, Spain’s political crisis extends far beyond uncertainty for the future of 
Spanish politics, but rather uncertainty for whether Catalonia and the Basque Country will 
remain regions in Spain.  

Part IV: The Spanish Independence Movements in  

Catalonia and the Basque Country 

The independence movements in Catalonia and the Basque Country are prime examples 
of how historic regional divisions still shape contemporary politics in Spain. Since the 
democratic transition, Spain has developed more closely into a decentralized, unitary state than a 
federation. It is composed of 17 autonomous communities or comunidades autónomas which are 
each empowered by their own regional governments. This unprecedented degree of regional 
autonomy has enabled the regions to establish sovereign governments independent of Spanish 
federal jurisdiction. Decentralization has allowed the two largest regions, Catalonia and the 
Basque Country, to not only thrive but to seek greater independence.  

To understand how Spain can produce such powerful independence movements, it is 
essential to understand the history of each region under Spanish control. 

1) The History of the Basques 
 The Basque people are among the most mysterious and ancient of all European ethnic 
groups. The Basques have occupied the north Atlantic coast of the Iberian Peninsula for over 
2,000 years, yet little is known about their true origins (Kurlansky 1-3). They speak a language 
known as Euskara, which is radically dissimilar to Spanish as well as any other language 
originating in Europe. A small race predominantly occupying a small mountainous region along 
the north coast of the Iberian Peninsula, the Basques have maintained a long history of 
cooperation with larger, more powerful empires and invading armies. The greatest militaries in 
European history, including the Romans, Visigoths, French and Umayyads all intended to 
conquer the Basques only to reach various compromises with the Basque peoples (History of BC 
1-2). As a result, the Basques have maintained their unique cultural, linguistic, and ethnic 
traditions, despite the constant threat military conquest and invasion.  

 For centuries, writers have admired the preservation of Basque traditions throughout the 
Basqueland, which is a borderless region comprised of parts of Northern Spain and Southern 
France. Miguel de Cervantes and Ernest Hemingway emphasized how the “character preserving” 
and “rugged” Basques continued an ancient practice of proud isolation from their Spaniard 
cousins. (Kurlansky 12).  

 The Spanish Civil War kicked off one of the most devastating periods in Basque history. 
When the war began in 1936, many of the Basque people were divided between the Republicans 
loyal to the left-leaning, democratic Second Spanish Republic, and the conservative Nationalists 
led by General Francisco Franco (R.J. 3). The Basque Country and Navarra, two heavily Basque 
populated regions in Spain, became key battle ground regions throughout the vicious civil war. 
The Franco Nationalists engaged in three years of brutal war tactics, resulting in the death or 
displacement of thousands of Basque Republican sympathizers and civilians (Editors 3). Yet one 



 

Hess 18 

 

 

event would forever symbolize the oppression of the Basque people during the Spanish Civil 
War -- the bombing of Guernica.   

    2) Guernica 

On April 26, 1937, Franco-allied Nazi Germany engaged in aerial bombing of Guernica, 
a town in the Basque Country (Editors 3). Guernica was a staging area for Basque Republican 
loyalists, but the German airstrikes targeted unarmed men, women, and children killing between 
an estimated 300 to 1,700 Basque civilians (the death toll has never been officially verified, as 
estimates were based on several uncommon sources). As a result, the bombing of Guernica came 
to symbolize Basque oppression by Spanish Nationalists, created a desperate unity among the 
Basques against the Franco regime (Editors 4-5).   

Artist Pablo Picasso would forever enshrine the memory of the Basque massacre in his 
work Guernica, which 
portrays the bodies of 
Basque civilians and 
animals dismembered and 
agonized by the bombings. 
The image to the left 
portrays Picasso’s famous 
work, completed that same 
year, 1937.   

  (Pownall 7) 

       

 3) The Basques Under Franco & the Emergence of the ETA 

When Franco became military dictator in 1939, he pursued a strict “Spanish first” 
ideology throughout his administration, restricting cultural practices that were not in keeping 
with Spanish tradition. This included language, and Franco decreed that only Spanish be spoken 
throughout the country. Some distinct Spanish dialects were allowed, but the language of the 
Basques, Euskara, was deemed unacceptable as it bore no similarity to Spanish. Not only was it 
illegal to speak Euskara outside of the home, but for the entirety of the Franco regime Basque 
babies could not have Basque names (Kurlansky 1).   

As a result, in the 1950’s Basque nationalist groups emerged to oppose Franco’s laws. 
The most violent group, known as the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (“Basque Homeland and 
Liberty”) or ETA, formed in 1959, and engaged in terrorist acts targeted at public figures, armed 
government forces, and innocent civilians associated with the Franco regime (Editors ETA 1). 
The ETA continued to commit frequent terrorist attacks in the decades following the democratic 
transition, justifying their ruthless terrorist attacks by evoking the fight for an independent united 
Basque Country (Britannica ETA 4). As the face of the Basque Country Independence 
Movement, the ETA continued its terrorist campaign even after the Franco regime ended. 
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     4) The Basque Independence Movement  

 During Franco’s dictatorship, the ETA came to personify the fiercely independent Basque 
people, and this continued even after the language and cultural restrictions were restored 
following the democratic transition. The ETA continued its campaign of violence, which 
according to Spanish government has involved over 1,600 terrorist attacks and has killed over 
800 people (Britannica ETA 4). Nevertheless, the ETA generated enormous publicity for the 
Basque Independence Movement, and over the last decade has slowly decreased its violence 
through a series of ceasefires and promises to disarm, which has allowed for more civil political 
discussions over the debate for Basque Country secession (Editors ETA 4). 

As of 2017 the Basque Independence Movement carries more influence and support than 
at any other period since the democratic transition. The Basque Nationalist Party or PNV 
(Partido Nacionalista Vasco) has represented a legislative majority in the Basque Country in 
every election since 1980 except for one three-year period between 2009-2012 (Editors PNV 1-
3). Without unilaterally aligning himself with the movement, Basque Country president iñigo 
urkullu has supported the discussions over Basque Country seceding from Spain (McMurtry 5). 

   5) History of the Catalans Through Franco  

 Though the Catalans have not endured the foreign and domestic struggles that plagued 
the Basques, they have nevertheless struggled against Spanish regimes for centuries. On 
September 11, 1714, Spanish forces conquered Barcelona, the capital of Catalonia, and shortly 
thereafter the whole region of Catalonia became a territory of Spain (Blend 1). These losses cost 
Catalans their autonomy and independence from the Spanish government, and in the ensuing 200 
years they have strived unsuccessfully to regain it. 

The Catalan Independence Movement originated in 1922 with the founding of a “Catalan 
State” by Francesc Macià, a Catalan who intended to restore his homeland to its former 
sovereign status. (Blend 3) By the early 1930’s, Catalonia had become an autonomous region of 
Spain though not independent of the Spanish government. Yet when Franco assumed power in 
1938, he reinstituted the Spanish national government, and regional government of Catalonia 
was once again abolished. 

As he did with the Basques, Franco prohibited the Catalans from speaking their native 
language or practicing any Catalan customs and traditions that the dictator deemed “Non-
Spanish”, under threat of imprisonment. Franco’s death in 1975 and the democratic transition 
allowed the restoration of Catalan culture and language, as well as the formation of new political 
parties in Catalonia. Although these parties mainly supported Catalonia’s regional autonomy 
rather than Catalan independence from Spain, they still would have major effects on the future of 
Catalonia’s Independence Movement. 

           6) Catalan Independence Movement 

Several years after the death of Franco, a new constitution alongside a corresponding 
“Statute of Catalonia” (a set of Catalonian laws) were drafted, outlining the regional autonomy to 
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be implemented in Catalonia which would result in near-complete self-governance (Blend 3-4). 
In the decades since the democratic transition, pro-independence political parties have gradually 
assumed more and more power within Catalonia’s regional government. With this increase in 
power for the pro-independence Catalan parties has come a vast increase in Catalan popular 
support.  

For thirty years Catalans enjoyed near absolute regional autonomy until 2010, when the 
majority PP constitutional court struck down crucial tenets of the Statute of Catalonia (Blend 5). 
Following the 2010 incident, almost a million Catalans protested throughout Barcelona, calling 
for a referendum on independence from Spain to be held. The 2010 incident served as a unifying 
cry for Catalan nationalists throughout the region. Each year following 2010 on September 11th, 
Catalan Independence Day, hundreds of thousands to millions of Catalans have taken to the 
streets throughout Barcelona.   

While the Basque Independence Movement presents a potential threat to Spain’s national 
government, the Catalonian Independence Movement is far more dangerous and has a much 
greater chance of success. Catalonia maintains the strongest economy and the second-largest 
population in all of Spain. The potential secession of the region of Catalonia could deprive Spain 
of its most powerful and prosperous region of roughly 7 million Spanish citizens (CWP 1).  

        7) The Independence Movements During the Political Deadlock 

The Basque Country and Catalonia comprise approximately 9.7 million of the 46.8 
million Spanish citizens, (over 20% of the Spanish population) (CWP 1). Each maintains 
extensive economic influence throughout Spain especially Catalonia, which has the largest 
economy in the country. The independence movements in each region have prompted 
contemporary Spanish politicians at regional and federal levels to take strong stances in support 
of or opposition of their secession from Spain.  

Throughout the 316 days of Spain’s political deadlock, the 17 regional governments of 
Spain remained fully operational, creating concern over the true importance of the central 
Spanish government. While the Basque Country president has remained mostly neutral from 
publicly supporting the Basque Independence Movement, the Catalonian president has not. On 
January 24th, 2017, Catalonian President Carles Puigdemont announced that "at the latest in 
September 2017, Catalonia will hold a binding independence referendum" for independence 
from Spain (Maurice 1).  

Should the Catalans achieve their dream and gain independence from Spain, they will 
most likely celebrate nonstop for a month, but the reality is, that it will thereafter take many 
months if not years to establish a solid economy etc. No matter what happens it's going to be 
bad. Even if the Catalans achieve their goals, it is going to be chaos for a long time. For Spain, 
for the EU, and for the rest of the world. What is the Spanish return policy should newly 
independent states realize that they have made a grave mistake? 
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Part V: Conclusion 

Spain finally achieved democratic status forty-one years ago, but its tumultuous history 
and diverse people have prevented the transition from becoming smooth, sane or successful. And 
yet, the very attributes which brought the government to its knees are the same ones that make 
the country so intriguing and inspiring.  

I was introduced to the world of Spanish politics in the Summer of 2016, as a student 
intern living in Madrid, Barcelona, and Gijon, a city in Asturias, one of Spain’s 17 autonomous 
regions bordering the Basque Country. While practicing new dialects of Spanish and sampling 
authentic local cuisine, I learned how involved and passionate the Spaniards were about current 
events and the future of their government. This discovery inspired me to investigate the history 
and causes of the political deadlock, and the significance it will play in the near future. 

  During my travels through Spain, two experiences made distinct impressions on me and 
how I viewed the current state of political affairs. The first occurred in Madrid at the Reina Sofia 
Art Museum, home of Pablo Picasso’s masterpiece Guernica. While observing the giant 11”x 
25.6” mural, I read about the Basque history, and the bombing, and I learned a Basque phrase: 
“Izena duen guzia omen da”, meaning “That which has a name exists”. Guernica has come to 
represent not just an event but the entire historical legacy of the Basque people, and their 
oppression at the hands of Spanish governments throughout the centuries, which continues to 
inspire them during their fight for independence and regional autonomy. 

My second experience was a direct encounter with the Spanish government. On June 
24th, 2016, I attended a rally for President Mariano Rajoy in Madrid -- six months into the 
political deadlock, and just two days before the second General Election for prime minister. I 
exited the bus at the Plaza de Colon, walked up the street, and got in line to enter the building 
where the President would be speaking.  

Security for the rally consisted of a few armed military personnel along the perimeter of 
the rally; no armed personnel were visible within the rally. At the entrance, a member of Partido 
Popular examined me and allowed me to enter the event without any type of frisking. 

 President Rajoy gave an inspiring speech before descending from his platform and 
meeting hundreds of his supporters. After half an hour of waiting, I reached Rajoy through the 
crowd, looked him in the eye, shook his hand and in my polished Spanish accent exclaimed, 
“Gracias Senor Presidente!” He responded with an emphatic “Gracias Senor!”  
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The picture to the left portrays 
President Mariano Rajoy in a grey suit 
looking off to the left, and the author 
looking at the camera, just moments 
after shaking hands. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As Mariano Rajoy moved on through the crowd, I smiled in amazement that the President 
of Spain, representing over 45 million Spanish citizens and a democratic member of the EU, 
could be so approachable and friendly to a random American college student. I was also 
surprised that the President continued to walk through a crush of people, surrounded by five or 
six bodyguards in mismatched civilian clothing, while supporters constantly rushed up to hug, 
tap and shake hands with him. At first I was concerned about the minimal security, at least by 
U.S. standards, of a major political event during a tense period throughout the country. Then it 
dawned on me that Spanish politics, and politicians, were very accessible to the public. I realized 
that the current situation of the Spanish government, whether viewed as good or bad, was due in 
large part to the passion of the Spaniards and the unique personal responsibility they felt for their 
country.  

There is so much discord in contemporary Spanish politics that it is impossible to predict 
the future of Spain’s democracy. Based upon the steady rise of the new political parties and the 
results of the last election, it is unlikely that Spain will return to its traditional two-party system. 
Podemos and Ciudadanos will only increase their power and representation, and Podemos has a 
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good chance to overtake the PSOE party in the next election due to decreasing support and 
internal fighting within the PSOE, and its continuing disregard for Spanish political traditions. 
Spain’s future status within the European Union will remain uncertain until political stability is 
established and regional autonomy issues are resolved. What is certain however, given the 
divisiveness of Spanish politics and the increasing support for anti-establishment parties and the 
Basque and Catalan independence movements, is that any outcome will preserve the Spanish 
tradition of changing allegiances and political upheaval.  
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