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A uniform “political centre” or even a centrist party does not
exist in Spain. The major parties clearly position themselves
as centre-left or centre-right. Over the decades, this moderate
degree of polarisation has not harmed Spanish democracy,
and has in fact stabilised it. In recent years, however,
polarisation has reached a point where it is eroding the
country’s democratic institutions. Some of the factors
driving this development are heterogeneous social values,
separatism - and, not least, Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez.

There is no uniform “political centre” in Spain.
In the last national elections in 2023, the two
main parties, the centre-right PP (Partido Popu-
lar) and the centre-left PSOE (Partido Socialista
Obrero Espaiiol), which is drifting further to the
left, each won more than 30 per cent of the vote
and together achieved just under 65 per cent.
On the face of it, the losses of the far-left and
right-wing populist parties can also be seen as a
stabilisation or even a strengthening of the polit-
ical centre. However, none of the major parties
in Spain clearly define themselves as centrist,
but rather position themselves as centre-left or
centre-right.

The term “political centre” is vague or open to
interpretation. Extremist forces now claim that
positions or attitudes that were deemed centrist
20 years ago are either “right” or “left” in order
to combat them as part of their political tactics.*
Historical experience and increasing polarisation
in recent years explain the Spanish parties’ reluc-
tance to aim for the centre as a political category.

Spanish Centrist Parties Have
Historically Failed

The centrist UCD (Unién del Centro Demo-
cratico) under the leadership of Prime Minister
Adolfo Suarez played a key role in the transition
phase from Franco’s dictatorship to full democ-
racy between 1975 and 1982. True to its name, it
was a moderate, partly Christian social, partly
social-liberal reform party that pursued centrist
policies. It succeeded in becoming the strongest
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force in parliament in the first national elections
in 1977, winning 165 of 350 seats as a centrist
party. This position of strength enabled the
UCD to forge groundbreaking compromises
across the whole political spectrum from right
to left. In this exceptional political situation, all
parties set aside ideological differences where
necessary in order to advance the transition.
According to polls at that time, most Spaniards
also positioned themselves in the centre.

Nevertheless, the UCD failed to establish its
centrist concept over the long term. A variety
of internal party currents tended to bring lines
of social conflict into the party and government
instead of projecting them onto political com-
petitors. To a certain extent, the UCD became
a victim of its own success. When it came to
resolving systemic issues, it was able to mobi-
lise more apolitical voters. But following the
adoption of the democratic constitution in 1978,
the importance of its centrist concept began
to wane and conflictive, ideologically charged
economic and socio-political issues came to the
fore. In the 1982 national elections, the UCD
gained only eleven seats. For the first time, the
strengthened PSOE (202) and the Alianza Popu-
lar-PDP (107) divided the Congress of Deputies
along centre-left/centre-right lines.

With the rise and fall of Ciudadanos, the second
attempt in recent Spanish history to establish a
(new) political grouping with a centrist concept
has also failed. Originally social-liberal, the Cit-
izens’ Party (C’s) was initially founded in 2006
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as a regional, constitutionally loyal alternative

to the Socialist Party of Catalonia (PSC), which

had increasingly moved closer to the Cata-
lan separatists. Ciudadanos grew rapidly and

seemed to be unstoppable, reaching its peak in

2017 with 36 out of 135 seats in the regional par-
liament of Catalonia (25.35 per cent) and with 57
out of 350 mandates in the national parliament
in April 2019 (15.9 per cent). It looked as if it was

on its way to becoming a liberal party in the cen-
tre between the then more conservative PP and
the socialist PSOE.

After the failure of the Catalan separatists, C’s
quickly lost relevance. In a way, history was
repeating itself: as the Catalan bid for independ-
ence faded into the background as a temporary

political anomaly, the party found it increasingly
difficult to communicate a consistent political
direction. The downright contradictory posi-
tioning on the spectrum from liberal-conserva-
tive to social-liberal on the regional level as well
as tactical coalition manoeuvres with both the
PP and the PSOE, fostered the negative image
of Ciudadanos as an uncertain, undefined and
ultimately superfluous political player. Follow-
ing a few years of agony, C’s disappeared from
all regional, national and European parliaments
in elections held in 2023/2024.

It is worth contrasting these past developments
with how the Spanish electorate positions itself
on the political spectrum in terms of ideology.
Today, just under a third of Spanish voters align

Fig. 1: How Spaniards Position Themselves in Terms of Political Ideology
(Random Sample Taken from May 2004 to May 2024, in Per Cent)

May May | May | May May
2004 2009 2014|2019 2024
1 |Far-left 2.1 13.3
6.4 18.9
2 |Far-left 4.3 5.6
37.2 384
3 |Centre-left 15.1 59.2|54.2 | 55.3 | 55.8 | 62.2 10.8
30.8 195
4 | Centre-left 15.7 8.7
5 |Centre 21.4 23.8
29.3| 29.3 31.8 | 31.8
6 |Centre 7.9 8.0
7 |Centre-right 5.0 7.4
7.9 13.6
8 |Centre-right 2.9 17.0(/22.0|17.6|21.7 | 31.1 6.2
9.1 23.1
9 |Far-right 0.5 1.8
1.2 9.5
10 |Far-right 0.7 7.7
— | Undetermined 109/109/109|109 116|136 | 7.7 | 1.7 | 1.7 | 1.7 | 1.7
— | Noreply 13.5/135|/13.5|135/123|136| 48 | 51| 51 | 51 | 5.1

In the original language, the CIS survey only refers to the values one as left-wing and ten as right-wing. For better
understanding, an approximate ideological positioning was added to each value, which corresponds to the termi-
nology used by the Fundacién Alternativas, see Cordero Garcia, Guillermo/Martin Cortés, Irene 2010: ;Quiénes
son 'y cdmo votan los espafioles “de izquierdas"?, in: https://ogy.de/tgx6 [3 Jul 2024].
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themselves with the poltical centre in a narrow
sense (31.8 per cent), as they did 20 years ago.
38.4 per cent of voters place themselves on the
centre-left to far-left of the political spectrum,
while 23.1 per cent position themselves on the
centre-right to far-right. Overall, Spanish society
therefore positions itself more to the left of the
centre.

The number of people who categorise them-
selves as far-left has more than doubled in the
past two decades. Similarly, the number of those
who categorise themselves as far-right has also
increased. From the additional finding that there
are currently considerably fewer undecided vot-
ers, it can be concluded that Spanish society has
become increasingly politicised (see figure 1).

At this point, it should be noted that the term far-
right in Spain is not identical with the German
definition of far-right. It should also be noted
that many Spanish regionalist voters “automat-
ically” perceive themselves as left-wing because
the Spanish left - in contrast to many more uni-
tary, centralist socialists in Europe - has posi-
tioned itself as a supporter of more extensive
autonomy rights. The historical reasons for this
lie in the opposition to the Francoist unitary
state.

Courting the “Silent Majority”

In light of these figures, the two major parties,
the PP and PSOE, are aware that they need to

achieve two strategic aims. On the one hand,
they need to fulfil their respective core elec-
torates’ desire for a clear ideological position-
ing, preventing the “all things to all people”
approach that is typical of the centre ground.
On the other hand, they have to appeal to the

almost 32 per cent of voters who identify them-
selves as true centrists. There is talk of the “stra-
tegic centrality” or the “silent majority” of the

rather apolitical citizenry that the PP and PSOE

are striving to attract. In concrete terms, they
have traditionally made a clear ideological left-
right distinction in their election campaigns and

day-to-day political rhetoric, but have tended to

be moderate in actual government.
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The PP illustrates just how complex and risky
such a balancing act is. At the end of 2011, after
winning an absolute majority in the parliamen-
tary elections, it defined itself as a “reformist
party of the centre”. The PP’s intended shift
towards the centre at that time was accompa-
nied by the emergence of the far-right Vox party,
a de facto offshoot of the PP. The PP’s worst per-
formance in the national elections in November
2019 coincided with Vox reaching its peak by
winning 52 out of 350 seats. This was a clear sig-
nal of protest by Vox voters, rejecting centrism
and the perceived “dilution” of attitudes regard-
ing loyalty to the constitution, the constitutional
monarchy, patriotism, the family, and so on. In
this case, the PP’s shift towards the centre that
began in 2011 was not a step towards gaining
more votes, but instead paved the way for a
political competitor that was, at least initially, its
own offspring, namely Vox.?

In Spain, we have to speak of
polarisation in the plural.

The PP’s current party leader, Alberto Nufiez
Feijoo, is attempting to exploit “strategic cen-
trality” by adopting a decidedly moderate
stance and offering a conciliatory programme
to very different milieus. After all, the results
of the 2023 national elections highlighted how
the PP cannot form a majority government
solely by appealing to voters on the right of the
centre. By appealing for centrality and mod-
eration, Feijoo also seeks to improve a situa-
tion for which he justifiably holds the current
left-wing government, and above all its leader
Pedro Sanchez, largely responsible: the enor-
mous polarisation of political culture. In this
sense, Feijoo has described the PP as a “cen-
tre-right reform party” since 2023.

Manifestations of Polarisation
Both internal and external observers have noted

a sharp increase in polarisation in Spain. As
correct as this finding is, it seems necessary to
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Right in the middle: Alberto Nufez Feijéo, leader of the People’s Party (PP), takes a moderate stance and tries to
appeal to different milieus.

differentiate between constructive polarisation,
which can in fact stabilise Spanish democracy,
and authoritarian polarisation, which damages
the political culture and even endangers the sys-
tem. In Spain, it is more important than ever to
speak of polarisation in the plural.

Polarisation through the
Fragmentation of Parliament

In the early decades of young Spanish democ-
racy, a stabilising two-party system emerged
(bipartidismo). This did not mean that there
were only two parties. On the contrary, the
Spanish party system has always been charac-
terised by a plurality of parties. Yet the PP and
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the PSOE were by far the largest political forces.
They invariably provided the head of govern-
ment, occasionally alternating, and had small
partners at their side. There was no centre in the
narrower sense - voters could choose between
two clear alternatives. The partners were so
small that the major parties were able to imple-
ment their core policies.

This alternating system of power distribution
gave rise to the anti-system party Podemos in
the wake of the 2008/2009 financial crisis, the
liberal Ciudadanos after 2006 and the right-
wing populist party Vox in 2013. The challeng-
ers Podemos and Ciudadanos came close to
overtaking the two established parties PSOE
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and PP in terms of parliamentary seats (sor-
passo). In the 2016 elections, Podemos won 5.1
million votes, almost as many as the traditional
labour party PSOE, which received 5.4 million
votes, while Ciudadanos won only nine seats
less than the PP in April 2019 (57 vs. 66 seats).
The new parties’ increased weight made the
political system more unstable. Since 2015,
there have been five new elections to the Con-
gress of Deputies and the Senate, resulting in
relatively fragile minority governments and a
fragmented parliament with up to 19 different
parties. In 2019, the PSOE and PP only received
around 11.8 million votes in both elections - less
than 50 per cent of the vote.

The territorial conflicts are
exacerbating polarisation
in Spain.

The nationalist regional parties have always
been represented in parliament due to an
electoral system that favours them, but due
to the slim majority have disproportionately
increased their ability to shape, or rather block
policies. Political groups such as the far-left
Basque EH Bildu, a successor organisation
to Batasuna, the banned former political arm
of the terrorist organisation ETA, have bene-
fited from increasing “normalisation”, or even
upgrading, especially by Pedro Sanchez. At
present, Sanchez’s minority government is
dependent on the successor organisation to
Podemos, the Sumar electoral platform, as well
as the four nationalist-separatist parties in the
Basque Country and Catalonia. The latter can
now enforce maximum regionalist demands
such as the amnesty of convicted rebels, trans-
fers of powers or financial relief at the expense
of Spain as a whole.

These partial territorial conflicts are exac-
erbating polarisation in Spain. Any kind of
coalition between the PSOE and PP is cur-
rently inconceivable. Existing barriers to the
fringe parties are in many cases even less easy
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to overcome: Podemos, EH Bildu, Esquerra
Republicana, CUP and the Galician Bloc reject
any active cooperation with the PP as this
could mean an irreparable loss of trust among
their voters.

Pedro Sanchez ensures his political survival
largely through polarisation. He has consis-
tently rejected agreements with the moderate
PP and favoured concluding agreements with
extremists and separatists. In terms of rheto-
ric and content, his election campaigns basi-
cally came down to a dichotomous “us” versus
“them”. By “us”, he meant all “progressive”
forces, and thus all those who were not PP or
Vox - regardless of their substantive positions.
Under “them”, he subsumes PP and Vox, which
he basically describes in the same breath as the
“right and far-right”, against which his progres-
sive majority must build a dam, even a “wall”.
Sanchez has thus defined half of Spaniards as
being outside the democratic spectrum.

Polarisation Due to Differing Economic
and Socio-political Ideas

In terms of economic policy, in Spain we also see
the classic polarisation between the more statist
left and the more liberal right. However, it is pos-
itive to note that, particularly in the autonomous
regions, both the PP and the PSOE are pursuing
less ideological and more pragmatic approaches.

Another, deeper layer of polarisation between
the camps is likely to be a fundamentally dif-
ferent view of the world, society and family -
something that is difficult to resolve through
negotiation. The Sanchez government, and
particularly its coalition partners Podemos and
Sumar, adopted socio-political laws based on
the conviction that institutions such as “the

parties”, “the family”, “the church” and rep-
resentative parliamentarianism are essentially
undemocratic. In their opinion, “the system”
oppresses disadvantaged collectives (“migrants”,
“women”, and so on). The affected collectives
must be emancipated from these “powers”
through politics, which is to be achieved by pri-
oritising social rights over individual civil rights.
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Examples of this attitude are laws that allow
minors to have an abortion or change their gen-
der without their parents’ consent. Parents are
to be pushed ever further out of the education
system. Parents are fighting back and criticising
the fact that state authorities are increasingly
transporting the ideology of Podemos, Sumar
and the PSOE into the classroom.

From the PP’s point of view,
the left-wing government has
in fact divided society.

From the left’s perspective, all these measures
advance the “progress” and “modernisation” of
Spain. The PP is deeply opposed to such trends,
believing that the left-wing government has in
fact divided society. Contrary to the left’s elec-
tion campaign slogans, the PP does not want to
return to the old way of doing things, but instead
to tone down excessive responses, for example
by promoting cooperative rather than confron-
tational feminism. In any case, social policy is
another source of polarisation.

Polarisation as an Expression of a Divergent
Understanding of Democracy

For years, political observers have noted an
erosion in Spain’s institutions. This includes an
unprecedented politicisation of the judiciary,
which found expression in long-standing con-
flicts over the appointment procedures at the
Spanish Constitutional Court (Tribunal Con-
stitucional) and the highest judicial authority,
the General Council of the Judiciary (Consejo
General del Poder Judicial, CGPJ), which were
only recently resolved.

First and foremost, there are tangible political
interests underpinning the blockade. Those
holding the reins of the judiciary have greater
power to implement political decisions. The PP
accused the PSOE of undermining the separa-
tion of powers given that Sanchez systematically
places political loyalists in top positions within
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public institutions in the judiciary and beyond.
Conversely, the PSOE accused the PP of not rec-
ognising the new realities of power and wanting
to preserve traditional power structures.

In June 2024, a highly controversial amnesty law
came into force for ringleaders of the unconsti-
tutional Catalan independence referendum of
1 October 2017 who are still being prosecuted
or have already been convicted. Up until the
national elections on 23 July 2023, Sanchez had
always ruled out such a law because he deemed
it unconstitutional. A clear majority of consti-
tutional experts and judges still hold this view
today.

Beyond all the legal implications, it is politically
relevant that the judiciary is directly subjected
to politics in several respects. It is, in fact, a deal:
impunity in exchange for retaining power. Spe-
cifically, Sanchez secured the seven votes from
the Catalan separatist Junts party required for
his re-election by changing the law specifically
for their leaders and in their favour.

Nevertheless, Sanchez dismissed the subse-
quent massive criticism of this undermining
of the separation of powers and the princi-
ple of equality of all citizens before the law by
large sections of society and many professional
organisations with the argument that it was
merely an alleged “fascist sphere (fachosfera)
that wanted to overthrow his government”.?
The judiciary feels discredited. The intention of
the PSOE and Junts to set up so-called control
commissions in parliament to “scrutinise” court
rulings contributes to this. Behind this plan is
the accusation of “lawfare”.*

Widespread critical reporting on corruption
scandals in Sanchez’s closest political and even
family circle led to him targeting the media that
criticised him. Sanchez announced “measures
to preserve democracy”. Consequently, this is
seen as an attempt at intimidation and an attack
on the freedom of the press. Unsurprisingly,
these events are significantly contributing to the
processes of polarisation. There is only for and
against here, no moderating position.
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These events and, above all, the way they are
handled, reveal a drifting understanding of

democracy. Sanchez and his closest support-
ers see themselves as progressive innovators
of democracy, in which the will of the people
must become directly effective. Its progress
and exercise of will must not be hindered by

traditional power structures in institutions that
have always been supposedly dominated by the
“right”. It must be borne in mind that the PSOE
has now governed at national level for a total of
27 years, while the PP has only been in power
for 14.5 years, which means the Socialists have
exerted far more influence on the configura-
tion of the Spanish political and judicial system
than the PP. However, Sanchez is now reversing

this rhetorically because he does not have a
clear majority. To put it bluntly, according to
the left-wing narrative, democracy must be
“democratised”. Although numerous elections
in 2023 and 2024 objectively caused the left-
wing parties in particular to suffer severe elec-
toral defeats, the election losers are postulating
a “social majority”, alluding to the mere sum of
all political forces beyond the PP and Vox. This
legitimises the complete exclusion of right-of-
centre parties from political decision-making.

What Sanchez declares as an improvement to
democracy is strongly criticised by his oppo-
nents; the latter view it as hugely damaging
to Spain’s representative democracy, which is

§ T r

Very black and white: In Pedro Sanchez's political world view, the good guys - i.e. the left - and the bad guys -
i.e. the right - are pitted against each other. This rhetoric is one of the reasons why polarisation in Spain has

recently exceeded reasonable levels.
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based on the separation of powers. They see
signs of a system-changing, creeping authori-
tarianism in the way the law is handled and in
the attacks on the judiciary and the press. For
the PP and Vox, the 1978 constitution repre-
sents the crowning achievement of the unifying
transition from the Franco dictatorship to full
democracy, and it must not be infringed upon
under any circumstances.

Putin’s ultra-nationalism
holds a certain appeal for far-
left, far-right and separatist
movements in Spain.

This is giving rise to a new polarisation: repre-
sentative democracy versus a “popular de-
mocracy” based on Latin American Bolivarian
models such as Venezuela, Bolivia and Ecuador.
A worrying negative dynamic is underway that
does not currently allow for a moderating centre.

Geopolitical Context of Polarisation

The polarisation in Spain, as in other EU coun-
tries and worldwide, is not determined by
domestic policy issues alone. Russia, for exam-
ple, is also trying to exert influence on Spain.
Vladimir Putin’s conservative and religious
ultra-nationalism holds a certain appeal for far-
left, far-right and separatist movements in Spain.

The far-left parties Sumar and Podemos have
never officially condemned Stalinism, which
claimed many millions of victims. Sumar and
Podemos also show understanding for Putin’s
expansionist course towards the West as a sup-
posed countermovement to NATO, which they
reject. Both have been able to keep Spanish
arms deliveries to Ukraine relatively low since
2022 thanks to their participation in the coali-
tion.

Court hearings on the accusation of treason

in the context of the unconstitutional referen-
dum in Catalonia on 1 October 2017 are still
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ongoing. Among other things, Putin’s sup-
port for the then regional president, Carles
Puigdemont, via agents and media messages
will be assessed.

The discourse of religious and nationalist patri-
otism is becoming increasingly appealing to
the national conservative to right-wing pop-
ulist Vox. Having recently cut its liberal wing,
the national party leadership around Santiago
Abascal is drifting ever further in the direction
of an eastward-looking ultra-nationalism. This
has been reflected in the European Parliament
in its departure from the European Conserva-
tives and Reformists Group (ECR) and its turn
towards the identitarian “Patriots” around Vik-
tor Orban.

Russian troll farms on social media are feeding
their polarising messages into all of the afore-
mentioned voter sectors. Time and again, there
are also rumours and investigations into alleged
flows of Russian money to Russia-friendly fringe
parties and media in Spain.

Polarisation and the Functionality
of the Political System

The effects of the multiple polarisations are
most visible at national level - to the point of
blocking reforms. PP leader Feijoo had offered
Pedro Sdnchez several “state pacts” on territo-
rial organisation, economic and social policy,
Spain’s foreign relations and so on. Yet, this will
not happen as long as Sanchez benefits more
from polarisation than from cooperation with
the largest opposition party.

Due to its heterogeneity, the Sanchez govern-
ment has no common political project beyond
the empty formula progresismo (progress). For
example, at NATO summits, Sanchez pledges
the two per cent target to strengthen Europe’s
defence capabilities, whereas his coalition part-
ner Sumar opposes this. The nationalist-separa-
tist regional parties are demanding transfers of
powers, debt relief and other financial benefits;
against which even PSOE representatives from
the other autonomous regions are levelling
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criticism because they see it as unequal treat-
ment. When it comes to economic and social
policy, the left-wing and right-wing parties
that support the government are worlds apart.
A budget for 2024 could not be drawn up due
to major differences and it remains uncertain
whether there will be a new budget for 2025.

Constructive polarisation
offers voters alternatives.

Spain’s advantage lies in its distinctly federal,
autonomous structure. This means that block-
ades at national level are compensated for by
regional governments capable of taking action.
Spain’s public administration works well, too.
Despite all the problems, the provincial cities
have managed to drive innovation, digitalisation
and industrial development. The country is very
active in environmental policy, although there is
no explicitly green party.

It is also worth recalling that the share of votes
for the two major parties increased to just under
65 per cent in the most recent national elections.
The extreme parties Sumar and Podemos on the
left, and Vox on the right, have lost significant
ground and now only account for one third of
the votes of the major parties. The regional par-
ties have lost voter support, too. Their excessive
influence on politics is due to Sanchez’s frag-
ile situation and is therefore likely to be only
temporary. All these facts stabilise Spain in the
extended centre.

And not all polarisation is detrimental. Democ-
racy thrives on the pluralism of concepts and
opinions. Constructive polarisation offers voters
alternatives. While strong opposition strength-
ens democracy, branding every rejection of
government proposals as “polarisation” vio-
lates this vital element underpinning all parlia-
mentarianism. Polarisation becomes dangerous,
however, when it is so radical that it abandons
the common understanding of democracy and
the common constitutional basis.

How Much Polarisation Can Democracy Bear?

More Cooperation, Less Division?

In Spain, there is no comparable drive towards
the political centre as is the case in Germany.
Due to their different historical experiences,
people openly admit to being on the left or right.
Nevertheless, the “right-wing” category in Spain
is still a long way from extremist or even fascist
thinking as they are defined in Germany; even
if it is important to keep an eye on the extent to
which Vox is becoming radicalised by its rap-
prochement with Viktor Orban. The PSOE is
(still) comparable to the German Social Demo-
crats. The fact that the leader of the Communist
Party can be deputy head of government can be
explained by the lack of experience of a commu-
nist dictatorship in Spain.

The majority of the Spanish population would
like their respective parties to adopt a clear posi-
tion. In their view, no so-called “centre party”
could provide such clarity, with too many “all
things to all people” positions on key issues such
as more or less state involvement in the econ-
omy and education, more or less national unity
or more or less privacy in educational matters.
Nevertheless, prior to elections, the major main-
stream parties try to win majorities among the
volatile groups of voters in the strategic centre
who do not have a strong ideological commit-
ment.

Clear positioning means a stronger polarisation
of political culture, which is perceived by out-
side observers and Spaniards alike. To a certain
extent, offering real alternatives stabilises Span-
ish democracy. However, we currently witness
how Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez in particular
is using polarisation as a mobilisation tool and a
political survival strategy. The most visible sign
of this is his adamant rejection of compromises
with the largest (opposition) party in Spain today,
the Partido Popular.

Conversely, there is hope that the current inten-
sification of polarisation may be temporary.
Once Pedro Sanchez is no longer head of gov-
ernment and PSOE leader, there could be a way
back to greater moderation and cooperation
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between the major parties and thus to the politi-
cal centre. A comparative analysis of the elec-
tion manifestos for the 2023 local, regional and
national elections provides one reason for this
optimistic outlook, with the surprising find-
ing that the positions of the PP and the PSOE
in particular are largely compatible when it
comes to society’s “real problems” - such as
jobs, inflation, healthcare, education, justice,
the environment and finances. The PP unde-
niably favours liberal solutions, especially in
economic policy, while the PSOE prefers to
rely on the guiding and active role of the state
to correct the assumed “market failure”. The
PP emphasises strengthening the individual in
social, family and education policy, whereas the
PSOE focuses more on community institutions.
Unlike the election programmes of Vox or Pode-
mos, however, neither the PP nor the PSOE con-
tain extreme, irreconcilable policy approaches.
Coalitions or at least selective agreements (pac-
tos) would be entirely possible.

The Spanish parties do not strive to occupy the
centre ground. Nevertheless, Spain has suc-
ceeded in building a stable democracy with
a distinctive structurally moderately polaris-
ing extended two-party system (bipartidismo).
Almost contrary to the overall European trend,
extreme forces on the left, right and separatist
spectrum are losing support among the popula-
tion in Spanish elections. It remains to be seen
whether and what long-term consequences the
negative polarisation induced by the Sanchez
government will have for Spanish democracy.

- translated from German -

Dr Ludger Gruber is Head of the Konrad-Adenauer-
Stiftung's Spain and Portugal Office based in Madrid.

Martin Friedek is a Research Assistant at the Konrad-
Adenauer-Stiftung's Spain and Portugal Office.
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Mueller, Jan-Werner 2021: Welche Bedeutung

hat die politische Mitte noch?, Project Syndicate,
30 Nov 2021, in: https://ogy.de/86lo [11 Sep 2024].
The PP’s poor performance in the 2015 and 2016
elections is not only due to its programmatic
narrowing to an ideology-free centre, but also to
the tough austerity and reform programmes’ impact
on the population. Following Mariano Rajoy’s
resignation, his successor Pablo Casado took over
the party presidency in 2018 with the slogan of
an “ideological PP without complexes”, which,
however, repeatedly led him into difficulties with
Vox in terms of content and strategy, for example
on the issue of abortion rights. As a result, the
fragmentation of the centre-right camp reached its
peak in the parliamentary elections of April 2019
(Ciudadanos, PP, Vox) and the PP achieved its worst
result ever.

Onda Cero 2024: Pedro Sanchez cree que hay una
“fachosfera” que busca “derrocar al Gobierno”,

29 Jan 2024, in: https://ogy.de/pbnj [11 Sep 2024].
For years, Catalan supporters of independence
have been claiming that the Spanish judicial
system is being used as a political weapon against
them in relation to their actions, many of which
have been legally established as unconstitutional
and/or punishable by law. What is new is that a
prime minister such as Pedro Sanchez, who lacks
a clear government majority, is now also using
this argument against the Spanish judiciary, the
political opposition and critical media. This is
surprising given that prime ministers from the
PSOE have governed Spain for over 27 years -
almost twice as long as those from the PP. The
PSOE is therefore the main political force that
has decisively shaped the country’s institutional
structure. Suddenly adopting the role of victim
therefore seems implausible.
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