
10_Spain.fm  Page 288  Wednesday, February 17, 2010  12:38 PM



Kingdom of Spain

l u i s  m o r e n o  a n d  c é s a r  c o l i n o  

i n t r o du c t o ry  ov e rv i e w
∗

The so-called “Autonomic State” (Estado Autonómico or Estado de las Au-
tonomías) is a state made up of Comunidades Autónomas or Autonomous
Communities (acs). This autonomic state was envisaged in Spain’s 1978
democratic Constitution, following a general cross-party political and social
consensus reached after the demise of General Francisco Franco’s dictator-
ship. As a consequence, it has implied the creation and accommodation of
seventeen regions and nationalities by way of an extensive decentralization
of powers and responsibilities and constitutional recognition of regional
self-rule and cultural diversity. The existence of different languages, politi-
cal traditions, distinct civil-law traditions, peculiar ways of financing govern-
ments in some acs, and insular conditions of others was recognized in the
1978 Constitution.2

Spain is one of the world’s leading industrialized countries. Spain’s gdp

was us$1.362 trillion in 2007. gdp per capita was approximately us$33,700
(see table 1 for basic regional data). Spanish acs are very different not only
in size and population (e.g., Andalusia, Catalonia, Madrid, and Valencia ac-
count for 57.8 percent of all Spaniards) but also in economic terms – those
four acs represent 59.9 percent of gdp.

Relevant diversities are territorially concentrated.3 The 1978 Constitu-
tion refers to the concept of sub-state nacionalidad, but rather than primor-
dial differences such as race or religion, Spain’s internal diversity is
manifested territorially in various forms of historical interpretations and
identity politics. There is also considerable linguistic diversity, where three
co-official regional languages (Basque, Catalan, and Galician) are spoken
alongside castellano (or Spanish as it is known elsewhere) in six acs. Politi-
cal aspirations by sub-state nationalities and regions are thus articulated
around common cultural, historical, linguistic, and political facts that any
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person in those territories can assume and get identified with, regardless of
his origin, family homeland, or ancestors’ background.

Other than exclusive territorial identities expressed by groups of citizens
within acs that claim independence for their territory – among them, those
who support the terrorist Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (eta, meaning Basque
Homeland and Freedom) in the Basque Country and Navarre – two-thirds of
Spaniards share a ‘dual identity’ or ‘compound nationality.’ This dual iden-
tity incorporates both regional and state-wide (i.e., Spanish) identities in var-
ious degrees and without apparent contradiction between them.4

Constitutional Principles of the Autonomic State

After Franco’s death in 1975, the necessity of a deep devolution of powers
from the centre to the regions went hand in hand with the necessity of de-
mocratization, better governance, and economic development. Proximity of
decision-making and rationalization of public management and policies,

Table 1
Spanish regional data

acs Population Share of gdp Average gdp per capita
Total Percentage 2000 2005 2000 2005

SPAIN 44,108,530 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Andalusia 7,849,799 17.8 13.3 13.8 73.7 77.3

Aragon 1,269,027 2.9 3.1 3.1 104.5 107.5

Asturias 1,076,635 2.4 2.2 2.2 83.6 88.9

Balearic Islands 983,131 2.2 2.6 2.5 123.2 110.1

Basque Country 2,124,846 4.8 6.3 6.2 122.5 127.2

Canary Islands 1,968,280 4.5 4.0 4.0 94.8 90.6

Cantabria 562,309 1.3 1.2 1.3 93.5 98.6

Castille and Leon 2,510,849 5.7 5.5 5.4 90.5 94.9

Castille-La Mancha 1,894,667 4.3 3.4 3.4 78.6 78.3

Catalonia 6,995,206 15.9 18.9 18.8 121.8 119.3

Extremadura 1,083,879 2.5 1.7 1.7 63.7 67.4

Galicia 2,762,198 6.3 5.2 5.1 77.7 81.0

Madrid 5,964,143 13.5 17.6 17.7 136.0 130.9

Murcia 1,335,792 3.0 2.4 2.5 83.9 83.1

Navarre 593,472 1.3 1.7 1.7 127.3 127.1

Rioja, La 301,084 0.7 0.8 0.7 113.9 108.2

Valencia 4,692,449 10.6 9.7 9.6 96.5 91.5

Source: ine (Spanish Statistical Institute); www.ine.es. Accessed 15 December 2007.

10_Spain.fm  Page 290  Wednesday, February 17, 2010  12:38 PM



Kingdom of Spain 291

which are the usual rationales for the quest for decentralization in many
countries, would come as a side effect and would be used as an ex post justifi-
cation. But the initial drivers of decentralization, and eventual federaliza-
tion, were mainly political, not functional.5 

The Constitution initiated a deep process of political and administrative
decentralization that took place in tandem with democratization and ex-
tended to all of Spain’s territory. The Constitution opted for an open-
ended model of territorial organization of a federalizing nature but explic-
itly avoided federal language. Although the f word does not appear in the
Constitution, the document established provisions intended to accommo-
date a diversity of collective identities, overhaul historical grievances, and
articulate a long-standing inclination for regional self-rule. Article 2 ac-
knowledges the existence of “nationalities and regions” with a right to au-
tonomy and self-rule within the “insoluble unity of the Spanish nation,”
but the Constitution does not derive institutional consequences from this
distinction in the territorial organization of Spain. Some asymmetries,
however, were constitutionally preserved, such as the recognition of co-offi-
cial languages, maintenance of traditional civil-law systems, and protection
of special economic and fiscal arrangements (with the Basque Country and
Navarre having more fiscal authority than other acs and with special provi-
sions on the vat for the Canary Islands). These asymmetries have periodi-
cally fuelled demands for the recognition of a “differential status,”
particularly in the so-called “historical nationalities” (i.e., the Basque
Country, Catalonia, and Galicia). The 1978 Constitution also proclaims
the principle of solidarity, which is to be implemented effectively by the in-
stitutions of the state. 

The right to self-government by the acs is guaranteed by constitutional
safeguards reflected in mechanisms of constitutional rigidity and Constitu-
tional Court review. This means, for instance, that the Spanish Parliament
may not pass legislation that conflicts with the regions’ statutes of auton-
omy or curtails the principle of territorial autonomy. Regional statutes are
thus treated as constitutional laws to avoid possible encroachments from
the central government.

According to a process of mimesis or emulation, the historical nationali-
ties initially aimed to replicate the powers and symbols of the Spanish cen-
tral government (e. g., their own police force, official visits abroad,
education and health policies, and external and ornamental signs such as a
flag and an anthem). During the 1980s, a second group of acs also made
explicit their aspirations for home rule (i.e., Andalusia, Canary Islands,
Navarre, and Valencia) by attempting to ‘imitate’ the institutional outlook
of the historical nationalities. A third group of ‘latecomer’ regions in the
home-rule process of decentralization (i.e., Aragon, Asturias, the Balearic
Islands, both Castilles, Extremadura, and Murcia) also struggled to achieve
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the powers and resources of the ‘early-rising’ acs. Such imitation also ap-
plied to regions with less strong political identities, but with either histori-
cal or political reasons for becoming self-governed regions (i.e., Cantabria,
La Rioja, and Madrid).6

This extension of home rule to all Spanish acs implied the genesis of a
de facto federal state in all but name.7 Although already recognized by
many Spanish and foreign academics as such, there is still much contro-
versy among Spanish scholars on whether Spain can be considered a full-
fledged federal state.8 This debate partly reflects the political discourse,
where the term federalism is hardly used because it often has different
meanings for some regional (or minority) nationalists and some Spanish
(or majority) nationalists from the left or the right.

Expressed wishes for more autonomy, together with complaints about
the limited discretion available to acs’ self-government and a re-asserting
of territorial identities, have prompted a round of reforms since 2005. Stat-
utes of autonomy have been amended so as to reinforce the acs’ powers in
Catalonia and the Valencian Community (2006) and in Andalusia,
Aragon, the Balearic Islands, and Castille and Leon (2007). These devel-
opments have revolved around several issues or demands relating to iden-
tity and symbolism, the articulation of new competences, and the
regulation of regional revenue sources, including new criteria for financ-
ing the acs and increasing regional tax autonomy and fiscal responsibili-
ties. Other issues include various innovations regarding the autonomy of
local units, the establishment of regional tax-administration agencies, the
reinforcement of the authority of regional supreme courts of justice, new
bilateral (central state and ac) commissions for policy and financial issues,
and provisions for the participation of ac officials in central government
and European Union bodies.9

[2]Concepts of Diversity
Debates about Spain’s diversity in the media and among politicians and

academics usually revolve around the symbolic issues related to the differ-
ent concepts assigned to “nation state,” “nationalities,” and so-called “pe-
ripheral” or “minority” nationalisms, as well as around issues concerning
accommodation, integration, recognition, “differential facts,” historical
rights, unity, cohesion, asymmetry, language, and finance, to name some of
the most prominent.10 The inevitable ambiguity of the 1978 constitutional
pact, which made decentralization and federalization possible, has facili-
tated internal accommodation of the acs, but has also been the cause of
some tensions.

Nationalist parties in Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Galicia have
advocated some re-interpretations of the constitutional provisions that rec-
ognize some ‘historical rights’ and prerogatives alone for the Basque
Country and Navarre. These re-interpretations are sometimes in line with
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new proposals of sovereignty-association or of a special status of a confed-
eral nature. Other regional nationalists have referred to historical rights to
justify aspirations to more home rule for their ac. Catalonia defined itself
as a “nation” in the preamble to its 2006 Statute of Autonomy. This defini-
tion has produced big controversy and has been challenged before the
Constitutional Court by the main Spanish centre-right party (Partido Popu-
lar).11 Other acs have defined themselves in their recently reformed
constitutional laws or statutes of autonomy (Estatutos de Autonomía) as “na-
tional entities” or “nationalities” (i.e., Andalusia and the Canary Islands)
or as “historical” acs (i.e., Valencia and Aragon). The Basque Country and
Galicia were already established as “historical nationalities” in their statutes
of autonomy. These developments have stimulated competition among the
acs to ensure that no special political privileges can be derived from the
manner in which regions define themselves. In acs with strong nationalist
parties, these symbolic definitions have been seen as providing justification
for further claims of powers and resources and for conducting their own
bilateral relations with the central government.

There are different conceptions of Spain within the country. As Juan
Linz put it some years ago, “Spain today is a state for all Spaniards, a na-
tion-state for a large part of the population, and only a state but not a na-
tion for important minorities.”12 Accordingly, different formulations
present different configurations of the relationship between nation and
state. While the Constitution of 1978 implicitly defines Spain as a nation of
nationalities and regions, many politicians and intellectuals have defined
Spain as a “nation of nations,”13 or more recently as a post-national state.14

Many minority (regional, sub-state, or peripheral) nationalists hold the
view that there is no such thing as a Spanish nation. For them, Spain is
merely a state composed of several nations. Some politicians and members
of the Catalan intelligentsia, in particular, have espoused the notion of
Spain as a plurinational state that would accordingly require some federal
and confederal arrangements among Spain’s main ethno-linguistic com-
munities. Since 2004, the psoe (Partido Socialista Obrero Español, Spanish
Socialist Workers’ Party) government, under the leadership of José Luis
Rodríguez Zapatero, has promoted the concept of ‘plural Spain,’ along-
side the more traditional concept of Spain as a nation of nations. This un-
derstanding contrasts sharply with that of the former conservative pp

(Partido Popular, People’s Party) prime minister, José María Aznar, who has
repeatedly conveyed a unitary and re-centralizing concept of Spain’s na-
tionalism. These perspectives are not shared unanimously within both par-
ties, where centralist and decentralist views coexist.

The liberal conception of the Spanish nation seemed to have prevailed
with the approval of the 1978 Constitution. This vision of majority Spanish
nationalism coexisted with other conservative or Roman Catholic versions
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associated with the long period of Franco’s dictatorship (1939–75), which
somewhat contaminated all versions of Spanish nationalism. Minority (re-
gional, sub-state, or peripheral) nationalisms and their symbols, in con-
trast, were associated with the struggle for democracy, also supported by
the Spanish left, so the ‘autonomy’ and ‘democratic’ struggles came hand
in hand.15

Although a single Spanish national identity has not been able to attract
all Spaniards, residents of the Basque Country do not identify exclusively
with a Basque nation nor do all Catalans with a Catalan nation. None of
the nationalisms, either the Spanish one or the peripheral nationalisms,
have been able to achieve hegemony in their territories and populations if
measured by the identities and allegiances declared by respondents in pub-
lic surveys.16 

In academic and political discourses, the concept of ‘differential fact’
(hecho diferencial)17 refers to the constitutional protection of some regional
differences. Since the mid-1990s, constitutional lawyers and political scien-
tists have sought to find an agreement – without much success – on the im-
plications of these constitutionally protected regional differential facts,
which of them should be expanded, and the likely prospects for potential
reforms. Since the beginning of the process of decentralization in the late
1970s, nationalists have aimed at deriving institutional consequences from
the assumption of their differential facts. This concept has been used in
connection not only with that of asymmetry or asymmetrical federalism but
also with that of the ‘national character’ of some acs. It remains to be seen
whether such a quest for the political ‘difference’ can be extended to
other fields because historical differential facts (e.g., economic, institu-
tional, or social) may be wielded by almost all the regions of Spain.

s o c i o - e c o n o m i c ,  d e m o g r a p h i c ,

a n d  s pat i a l  d i v e r s i t y

In Spain there are large demographic differences among regions. The largest
constituent unit of the Estado Autonómico is Andalusia, with nearly 8 million in-
habitants; the smallest is La Rioja with 0.3 million (see table 1). There are also
clear differences in social and economic structure.18 As a product of history,
however, most constituent units have a similar composition in terms of primor-
dial features or family origins. Spain’s population is mixed due to internal mi-
grations and intermarriage. Traditionally there has been immigration from
poorer areas in the South and central hinterland to the more industrialized
zones in the North and Northwest. To give one example, in the Basque Coun-
try, more than a quarter of its registered residents were born outside the
Basque provinces. Out of the 454,245 couples living together in the Basque
Country, just 43 percent have partners born in the Basque Country.19 
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In Catalonia, almost 70 percent of the population have ancestors outside
Catalonia and 45 percent of the current population was born outside Cata-
lonia. There are also around a million inhabitants of Andalusian descent
in Catalonia. Although they are considered by some to be a minority,
which some have called ‘the other Catalans’ (els altres catalans), they have
never been treated as such (the current regional Catalan premier is one of
them). Residents in the Madrid region come from all over Spain (e.g.,
around 100,000 and 90,000 are of Catalan and Basque origin, respec-
tively). None regard themselves as minorities.20 In Navarre, about 15 per-
cent of the population are euskaldunes or Basque-speakers. Also, in Valencia
and Balearic, there are some groups that consider themselves part of the
‘Catalan-speaking Countries’ (Països Catalans), perceived by some Catalan
nationalists as a whole political community with a composite identity. 

Spain is an economically and culturally polycentric country. At present,
Madrid is the country’s main population, economic, and political centre, al-
though it has not always been so. For most of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, Barcelona was a leading industrial and economic centre in Spain,
resulting in a non-congruence of economic and/or political centres. The
traditional political and economic non-congruence in Spain has been trans-
lated into a permanent rivalry between centre and periphery.21 acs diverge
largely in population (e.g., Andalusia versus La Rioja); land area (Castille
and Leon covers 94,225 square kilometres while the Balearic Islands cover
4,992 square kilometres); number of municipalities (e.g., Castille and Leon
is comprised of 2,248 and Murcia of only 45); income (e.g., the Basque
Country with us$43,827 and Extremadura with us $23,031 per capita); and
poverty levels (e.g., the Basque Country, 9.8 percent and Extremadura,
38.6 percent). Income disparities across acs have declined, albeit slowly, and
were narrower than in many other oecd countries in 2001. eu structural
funds and central-government investments to develop infrastructure in low-
income acs have played a role in fostering convergence. 

New Diversity Produced by Migration

Spain has become a country of immigration. The immigrant population
has increased dramatically in the last ten years. The number of immigrants
doubled from 2,664,168 in 2003 (6.2 percent of Spain’s population) to
4,482,568 in 2007 (10 percent). According to the 2007 oecd Report on
Migration, Spain was the eu country that had received the largest number
of immigrants in 2007. As a further example, in 2009, 18.1 percent of
Barcelona’s population was foreign.

In various areas of social life such as employment, education, housing, and
segregation of urban space, the presence of a significant number of immi-
grants has given rise to some problems of racial and ethnic discrimination.
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Problems have been observed in the coexistence of neighbours, particularly
among youth, in certain neighbourhoods and certain cities and towns. Of-
ten, these conflicts have to do with problems of unemployment or exclusion
suffered by Spaniards and foreigners alike.22 Different social practices and
customs among different population groups also come into play. Muslim
and Latin American immigrants are the largest groups, and their distribu-
tion among the acs is uneven. Muslim immigrants have settled in the acs
along the Mediterranean coast (i.e., Catalonia, Valencia, and East Andalu-
sia), while Latin Americans are located primarily in Madrid and other acs in
the hinterland. The fact that many of these immigrants come from Spanish-
speaking countries can be said to have eased integration, although some pol-
iticians in acs with high numbers of people having dual identities have felt
the integration of immigrants to be an additional hurdle in their nation-
building project.23 

Immigration has been regarded as the cause of some manifestations of
racism and xenophobia. In Catalonia, for instance, some newly formed ex-
treme-right parties, such as the Plataforma per Catalunya, campaign against
Muslim immigration into Catalonia and have had some success in local elec-
tions in several municipalities.24 There are also elected Muslim deputies in
the Catalan Parliament, and some Muslim activists have publicly embraced
not only Catalan nationalism but also secessionism. The issue of immigration
entered the arena of public debate during the campaign for the Spanish
2008 general election. Until then, it had only figured marginally in debates
between the two main Spanish parties. The conservative pp claimed that im-
migration was one of the greatest concerns for Spaniards, and pledged to
implement legislation to stop any further regularization of illegal immi-
grants and to re-patriate them. It also proposed the establishment of a “con-
tract of integration” listing the rights and duties of immigrants wishing to
live in the country.25 However, the psoe won the 2008 elections.

c u lt u r a l - i d e n t i t y  d i v e r s i t y

There are no significant differences between segments of the population
in terms of primordial cleavages such as religion, language, or race. How-
ever, interpretations and re-interpretations of historical events have shaped
collective identities, ethnocultural communities, and national groups that
are concentrated in the territories of the acs.

The so-called ‘Basque conflict,’ with the persistence of a terrorist group
(eta) that attracts sizeable support from the Basque population,26 also has
important implications for Spanish politics and how the issue of identity
and territorial accommodation is viewed or dealt with state-wide. eta,
founded in 1959 in opposition to Franco’s regime, has advocated secession
for Euskalherria with the annexation of Navarre and the French Basque
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Country by means of armed violence.27 eta has been responsible for kill-
ing nearly 900 people. Different approaches to fighting the terrorist sepa-
ratist movement have been a source of continuous tension between the
central and regional Basque governments. 

Religion

In 2006, about 77 percent of Spaniards identified themselves as Roman
Catholics, about 4 percent professed a different religious faith, and about
19 percent defined themselves as non-religious. As a consequence of secular-
ization and immigration, the percentage of Catholics has dropped below
70 percent in Catalonia, the Basque Country, and Madrid. The recent flows
of immigrants have led to an increasing number of Muslims, now accounting
for around 1 million. The North African towns of Ceuta and Melilla
(autonomous cities of Spain located on the North African side of the Strait
of Gibraltar) have Muslim minorities of around 30 percent of the popula-
tion. Protestant denominations, which have grown as a result of numerous
Latin American immigrants belonging to evangelical churches, have had an
impact on the traditional pre-eminence of the Catholic Church.

Language

Castellano (Castilian), most commonly known elsewhere as Spanish or Espa-
ñol, is Spain’s official language. Nonetheless, regional languages are co-
official in the territories where they are spoken, namely, Aranese (Aranés, a
variant of Occitan) in Catalonia; Basque (Euskera) in the Basque Country
and Navarre; Catalan (Català) in Catalonia, the Balearic Islands, and the
Valencian Community (officially as Valenciano); and Galician (Galego) in
Galicia. Asturian (Asturianu), though not official, is a ‘protected’ language
in Asturias28. There are also some surviving minority Romance languages
or dialects such as Astur-Leonese, Leonese, Extremaduran, Cantabrian,
and Aragonese. Unlike Aranese, Basque, Catalan/Valencian, and Galician,
these minority languages have no official status because of their very small
number of speakers.

In Catalonia, 95 percent of the residents state that they understand
Catalan and 84 percent that they are able to speak the language. In the
Balearic Islands, 93 percent understand Catalan, and 75 percent speak it
daily. In Valencia, 86 percent understand Valencian and 48 percent can
speak and read it. In the Basque Country, the Basque language is spoken
by about a third of the population, but half of the population is unable to
understand it. Basque is also spoken in a small part of Navarre, but 83 per-
cent of all Navarrans do not understand it. In Galicia, 98 percent under-
stand Galician and 89 percent speak it.29
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In acs with official languages other than Spanish, most of the people
whose mother tongue is the regional language are bilingual. Bilingualism
of residents whose mother tongue is Spanish and who live in those acs with
official regional languages is not as widespread. Certainly, it can be said
that Spanish is spoken throughout Spain, serving as a lingua franca, virtu-
ally including all Catalans, Basques, and Galicians. Unlike the situation in
cantons in Switzerland, Québec in Canada, and Flanders and Wallonia in
Belgium, societal bilingualism and linguistic heterogeneity characterize
the Spanish acs that have their own regional languages.30 In Catalonia,
one can also find a clear contrast between the political elites and the popu-
lation at large. For example, while some 53 percent of Catalans have Castil-
ian Spanish as their mother tongue, only around 7 percent of Catalan
members of parliament (mps) have Spanish as their mother tongue.

Race and Ethno-territorial Identity

Spain lacks a single and all-embracing national state identity extended
throughout the country. The persistence of a dual identity or compound
nationality reflects the ambivalent nature of the internal ethno-territorial
relations that have existed within Spain throughout its long history. The
concept of dual identity or compound nationality concerns the way in
which citizens identify themselves in sub-state minority nations or acs.31

In all seventeen acs, a high proportion of citizens claims some form of
dual identity. During the last two decades, aggregate data have indicated
that a degree of duality has been expressed by about 70 percent of Spain’s
total population.32 In some acs (e.g., La Rioja, Navarre, Extremadura, and
Galicia) the indications of dual identity are higher than 75 percent. Not
surprisingly, a growing majority of Spaniards is satisfied with the Estado Au-
tonómico: support increased from 33 percent in 1987 to 51 percent in
2003. A second group is happy with the autonomic state, but would like
more regional autonomy (19 percent in 1987; 23 percent in 2003). Asked
about alternative forms of state organization, support for centralism de-
creased from 43 percent in 1976 to 9 percent in 2005. Only in some acs
(i.e., Aragon, both Castilles, Madrid, Murcia, and Valencia) do more than
10 percent support the return of the centralized state. In the Basque Coun-
try (29 percent), Catalonia (21 per cent), and Navarre (13 percent), sig-
nificant minorities would like the state to recognize a possibility for the acs
to gain independence. However, political elites in the country as a whole,
and also in certain acs such as the Basque Country and Catalonia, may
show very different preferences and identities from the general public. Re-
search on the political attitudes of politicians and civil servants of Catalo-
nia reveals that nationalist standpoints are strongly over-represented as
compared to the attitudes of the population at large.33
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p o l i t i c a l  d i v e r s i t y

Spain’s decentralization and devolution of powers have been advocated
not only to accommodate national minorities but also to advance democra-
tization and better governance. These goals often conflict with each other.
In general, Spanish political, economic, and intellectual elites reject claims
to self-determination by internal minority nations.

Political Culture and Ideology

The multinational and multilingual character of Spain is channelled pri-
marily by sub-state parties (regionalist and nationalist). In electoral
terms, nationalist parties are strong in the Basque Country, Catalonia,
and to a lesser degree in Galicia and the Canary Islands. In all these acs,
they often have a prominent role in running both the regional and local
governments, as do regionalist parties in Aragon, the Baleric Islands,
Cantabria, and Navarre. In the 2008 Spanish general elections, 89 per-
cent of the electors cast their votes for state-wide parties, which captured
93 percent of the parliamentary seats. Sub-state nationalist and regional-
ist parties received 7 percent of the total vote in the country (7 percent
of the seats).

If Spain as a whole is diverse in political terms, more diversity can be
found in the so-called historical nationalities. In Catalonia, 62 percent of
the Catalans voted in the general elections in 2008 for state-wide Spanish
parties (or for their federated/regional branches), while this percentage
usually drops to 40.5 percent in regional elections. In the Basque Country,
around 57 percent of Basques voted for state-wide Spanish parties in the
general elections, and around 45 percent did so in regional elections. In
Galicia, the same state-wide parties received 85 percent of the vote in the
general elections and 78 percent in the regional elections. State-wide par-
ties can be regarded as playing an integrating role that mitigates centrifu-
gal tendencies in the overall system.

Structures of the Party System

Distinct regional party systems exist in Catalonia, the Basque Country, Gali-
cia, and, in a weaker form, in the Canary Islands, Aragon, the Baleric Is-
lands, Cantabria, and Navarre. Since the inception of its constitutional law
(Estatuto de Autonomía), the Basque Country had been governed by nation-
alist parties (or coalitions with non-nationalists led by nationalist parties)
until 2009, when non-nationalists won a majority of seats. The same hap-
pened in Catalonia before 2003. Since then, a left nationalist party (Re-
publican Left of Catalonia) has shared government with the Socialists and
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a Catalan Left and Green party (Initiative for Catalonia–The Greens). The
Canary Islands have traditionally had different internal party systems
within the different islands, as is somewhat the case among the Balearic Is-
lands, too. In Galicia, the Galician nationalist party (bng) comes in third
usually in the electorate’s preferences, but from 2005 to 2009 it was in co-
alition with the Socialists in the regional government. In all other acs, ex-
cept three of them, regionalist parties have achieved representation in
their regional parliament.

Voting patterns may be incongruent between general elections and re-
gional elections. As usually happens in the Basque Country and Catalonia,
a sizable portion of votes goes for state-wide Spanish parties in the general
elections and for nationalist regional parties in the regional elections.

Political Participation and Interest Groups

According to European standards, electoral participation in Spain is rela-
tively high. Turnouts usually range from 60 percent to 75 percent of the
registered electorate. Parties’ membership is lower than in other eu coun-
tries, but the two main Spanish parties (psoe and pp) claim to have more
than 250,000 fee-paying members each.

Social partners (agentes sociales), namely, the employers’ confederation
(ceoe) and the two main trade unions (General Union of Workers, ugt,
and Workers’ Commissions, ccoo), have had a decisive influence on eco-
nomic policy-making. They have been highly influential in maintaining a
climate of diálogo social (social dialogue), which has made the development
and expansion of Spain’s welfare state viable. They have been particularly
active in the regional arenas on the expansion of social services and poli-
cies, such as the implementation of basic income support (imis) schemes.
The Catholic Church and other religious organizations have continued to
campaign – with varying degrees of success – in order to influence govern-
ments’ policies concerning moral issues and institutional arrangements,
primarily education.

d i v e r s i t y  o f  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s

All acs have parliamentary systems with proportional representation, whose
governments are politically responsible to regional assemblies. Regional leg-
islatures are renewed every four years, and all acs but four hold regional and
local elections on the same day. Regional parliaments, comprising overall
more than 1,000 mps, play an important role in shaping regional politics
and policies. Their role, however, is limited by the predominance of regional
executives. A regional political class has developed, but there is also a high
degree of circulation between regional and national political careers.
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Institutional co-operation between the central and regional govern-
ments finds expression in around thirty sectoral conferences and other
consultative bodies that meet regularly. In addition, a Conference of Presi-
dents (Conferencia de Presidentes, with the presence of the Spanish prime
minister) was established in 2004. Several hundred agreements of collabo-
ration (convenios) are being signed each year between the central and re-
gional governments in order to manage the planning and financial aspects
of specific common policies and programs.

Second Chamber

Article 69.1 of the Constitution defines the Senate as “the Chamber of Ter-
ritorial Representation.” The Senate is formed by 208 senators who are
elected directly by Spanish voters in a majority system according to provin-
cial multi-nominal constituencies. (Note that acs are not the constituen-
cies, which would make the upper chamber more responsive to regional
issues.) Consequently, constituencies that have several million inhabitants
(such as the provinces of Madrid and Barcelona) are assigned the same
number of senators as constituencies that have barely 100,000 voters. Ad-
ditionally, each ac is entitled to appoint one senator, plus one more for ev-
ery million inhabitants. These senators are appointed by the regional
parliaments according to the procedure laid down in their own legislation.
At present, the acs are represented in the Senate by fifty-six appointed sen-
ators. Thus, the Senate has a mixed composition: three-fourths are elected
in provincial districts by a majoritarian system, and one-fourth are ap-
pointed by the regional legislatures.

Despite its constitutional definition as a “territorial chamber,” the Span-
ish upper house mainly performs functions that duplicate those of the full-
fledged Congress of Deputies, or lower house. Its value has been basically
instrumental, offering the parties of government and opposition a second
chance to agree on legislative projects or to introduce amendments where
legislative readings in the lower house were hurried or superficial. This has
contributed to the Senate’s poor political reputation and to its low estima-
tion among citizens with respect to its place and function. In 1994, the
Senate established a legislative standing committee, the General Commit-
tee of the Autonomous Communities, that has some control over certain
policies related to regional issues. Apart from this scrutiny role on the ac-
tion of both the central and the regional executives, the General Commit-
tee has struggled to establish itself as a participation channel for the acs.
The committee is composed of sixty-two senators, half of whom are region-
ally appointed senators, and it may integrate into its functioning and meet-
ings both senators and members of both the central and regional
executives. Depending on the topic, the latter are invited to participate in
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the debates of the committee. Some observers regard the General Commit-
tee as a stepping-stone toward the institutionalization of a more classical
kind of federal Senate, a reform that would require the agreement of the
two main Spanish parties (pp and psoe).

Constitutional Amendment Rules

Although acs are not given a direct role in constitutional reform, ac par-
liaments have to intervene, along with the Spanish Parliament, in the elab-
oration and modification of their regional statutes. In some acs the
populations concerned must approve the statutes in a popular referen-
dum. Statutes of autonomy (regional constitutional laws) have thus to be
approved and amended through a procedure that implies a pact between
the regional parliaments and the Spanish Parliament.

The central government must refrain from amending the Constitution
unilaterally because any constitutional reform affecting regional powers
needs the consent of the Senate. One-tenth of senators, which is around
half of the senators appointed by the regional parliaments, may challenge
any constitutional reform that acs deem to be against their autonomy and
request a national referendum to be held to decide the amendment (arti-
cle 167.3 of the Constitution), this means that in practice acs have a cer-
tain veto power in this process.

Asymmetries

Several types of asymmetries can be identified.34 First, there are transitory
asymmetries, some of which are now obsolete or no longer applicable – for
instance, the differential access tracks to regional autonomy established in
the 1978 Constitution. Second, there are permanent asymmetries such as
co-official languages and traditional civil-law systems in six acs, as well as a
special economic and fiscal regime for the Canary Islands and the concierto
system of special fiscal powers for the Basque Country and Navarre. Finally,
there are some asymmetries in terms of policy-making and implementa-
tion, and executive powers.35 The North African cities of Ceuta and Melilla
have a special status as autonomous cities, and the central government re-
tains some powers there that have devolved to other acs.36

Judicial Power

Spain has one integrated state-wide judicial system. Some courts have been
‘de-concentrated’ and high regional courts have been established to exer-
cise final jurisdiction over cases of regional law. The Constitutional Court
of Spain (Tribunal Constitucional) is the highest judicial body, and it has the
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power to review the constitutionality of the legislation enacted by the Span-
ish government and by the ac governments. The Court is the “supreme in-
terpreter” of the Constitution, but because the Court is not an integral part
of the judiciary, the Supreme Court (Tribunal Supremo) is the highest ap-
pealing court for almost all other judicial matters. The Constitutional
Court consists of twelve members. Of these, four are nominated by the
Congress of Deputies by a vote of three-fifths of its members, four are nom-
inated by the Senate by the same majority, two are appointed by the gov-
ernment, and the last two are appointed by the General Council of the
Judicial Power.

The Constitutional Court has jurisdiction over the whole Spanish terri-
tory and is entitled to intervene in cases of (a) alleged unconstitutionality
of acts and statutes having the force of an act, (b) individual appeals for
protection against violations of constitutional rights and freedoms, and (c)
conflicts of jurisdiction between the central government and the acs or be-
tween the acs themselves. The government may appeal to the Constitu-
tional Court against provisions and resolutions adopted by the acs, which
in some cases brings about the temporary suspension of the contested pro-
visions or resolutions.

The Constitutional Court has been increasingly politicized as a result of
polarization between the two main state-wide parties (pp and psoe); it is
considered to be split between progressive and conservative justices. This
means that some of their decisions run the risk of being delegitimized.
Sub-state nationalists complain that acs do not have a role in selecting
judges. Recently, a reform of the Law on the Constitutional Court and of
the Senate’s standing orders has established that regional parliaments will
propose the judges who have to be appointed by the Senate.

Consociational Arrangements and Extra-judicial Dispute Resolution

Elite accommodation and pacts, and successful accommodation of diver-
sity of interests through negotiation have been the practice since the tran-
sition to democracy, be it through intergovernmental relations such as the
sectoral conferences, the new Conference of Presidents, or some informal
practices such as the presence of important regional leaders from different
acs in the central cabinet.

In general, the Spanish system of territorial politics has provided the
presidents of the regional executives (presidentes autonómicos) with consider-
able influence state-wide. The fact that they are usually the leaders of their
party’s regional branches, along with the effects of the parliamentary sys-
tem, has made them the main representatives of their territories’ interests.
They have also achieved political influence at the centre, particularly when
their own parties are not in office in the central government. Conflicts in
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the system may be resolved via party negotiations. Before a conflict be-
tween governments is put before the Constitutional Court, an institutional-
ized system of extra-judicial conflict resolution is followed. This procedure
is successful up to 30 percent of the cases. During the 1980s and 1990s,
the Constitutional Court was often involved in conflict resolution between
the central government and acs. The number of cases has dropped sub-
stantially since then.

Citizenship Regulations

Citizenship regulations include elements of both jus soli and jus sanguinis.
Being born in Spain does not confer automatic Spanish citizenship, but
the legal residence requirement to acquire citizenship immediately after
birth is only one year. One year of legal residence is also required of for-
eign citizens married to Spanish citizens. Legal residents of Spain who
were born abroad must wait ten years before they are entitled to apply for
Spanish citizenship, except if they are Sephardic Jews or born in Portugal,
Andorra, or any of the countries that were part of the former Spanish colo-
nies on the American continent (a waiting period of two years has to elapse
before they can apply for Spanish citizenship). The law on Spanish nation-
ality also includes a ius sanguinis element, expressed in the granting of
Spanish citizenship to all descendants of Spanish parents or grandparents.
In general terms, naturalization requirements are similar to those found in
other Western democracies.37 Recent research shows that numerous obsta-
cles to obtaining legal residence seem to substantially undermine the lib-
eral character of Spain’s citizenship model.

The Law on Historic Memory (2007) has made it possible for individuals
residing in Latin American countries to become Spanish citizens if their
parents were Spanish or their grandparents had to give up their Spanish
citizenship due to exile as a consequence of the Civil War (1936–39). As a
result, almost 40,000 people have applied for Spanish citizenship. In 2008,
10,000 applicants became Spanish nationals by swearing fealty to the Span-
ish Constitution.

Human Rights and Minority Rights

Spain is a “social and democratic State, subject to the rule of law, which ad-
vocates freedom, justice, equality and political pluralism as the highest val-
ues in its legal system” (article 1 of the Constitution). This provision must
be read in conjunction with article 10.2, which establishes that “provisions
relating to the fundamental rights and liberties recognized by the Constitu-
tion shall be construed in conformity with the Universal Declaration of Hu-
man Rights and international treaties and agreements thereon ratified by
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Spain.” Article 14 of the Constitution prohibits discrimination against citi-
zens, and any citizen may assert a claim to protect the freedoms and rights
recognized constitutionally.

Most of the regional statutes of autonomy have recently included bills of
rights containing basic citizens’ rights and state goals of government activ-
ity. They include last-generation rights regulating, for instance, access to
new technologies, environmental protection, minimum income, gender
equality, sexual orientation, and protection against domestic violence. Also
same-sex marriages have been legal in Spain since 2005. Despite support
by 66 percent of the population, the Roman Catholic hierarchy fiercely op-
posed legislation allowing same-sex marriage, and the conservative pp chal-
lenged the law before the Constitutional Court (pending a ruling at the
time of writing).38 

The judicial guarantee of individual rights has been used by some indi-
viduals within bilingual acs to defend their right to educate their children
in Spanish. This has been an issue in Catalonia, where courts have nor-
mally endorsed the policies of positive discrimination favouring the exclu-
sive use of the regional language in education and public administration.

Electoral Systems

The Congress of Deputies, or lower house, is composed of 350 members.
They are directly elected by universal adult suffrage for a four-year term of
office. Each of Spain’s fifty provincial constituencies elects a minimum of
two seats and the autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla elect one mem-
ber each. The remaining 248 seats are allocated among the fifty provinces
in proportion to their populations.39 The seats in each constituency are ap-
portioned according to proportional representation (d’Hont system).
However, in order to participate in the allocation of seats, a list of candi-
dates must overcome a 3 percent threshold of all valid votes cast in the pro-
vincial constituency, including blank ballots.

The procedure to elect senators is majoritarian, and favours the major-
ity party to a much higher degree than the lower house’s proportional-
representation system. Moreover, it penalizes smaller parties that have
geographically dispersed support, often to the point of exclusion from
the upper house.

The electoral system has a clear majoritarian effect in most of the con-
stituencies due to the size of these, the required thresholds, and other re-
lated elements. Consequently, rural districts are over-represented in the
lower house at the expense of the more-populated and predominantly ur-
ban districts.

Sub-state nationalist and regionalist parties are fairly represented by the elec-
toral system because they have their vote concentrated in a few constituencies.
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Proposals have been voiced to reduce the political weight of these territorial
parties, as they are regarded by some Spanish politicians to hold disproportion-
ate power in relation to their electoral support.

Secession

Neither the Constitution nor the established jurisprudence recognize the
right of self-determination of Spain’s nationalities or regions. The Spanish
Parliament has the exclusive competence for permitting referenda. How-
ever, both the Basque and Catalan parliaments have already voted symboli-
cally in favour of the recognition of the right for self-determination for
their acs. Legally, a referendum on an eventual secession of any autono-
mous community may not be held without the consent of the central gov-
ernment and its result would not be legally binding.

The Basque president (Lehendakari) attempted to hold an illegal consul-
tation by announcing the celebration of a popular referendum to consult
the Basque population about a future process of negotiation with eta ter-
rorists. In June 2008, the Basque Parliament passed a “Law on a popular
consultation in order to know the citizens’ opinion about the opening of a
negotiation process to reach peace and political normalization.” This im-
plied the holding of a referendum, which was to take place around mid-
October 2008 and thus challenge openly the warnings of illegality. The
central government contested this regional law before the Constitutional
Court, which confirmed the unconstitutionality of this law on several legal
grounds, particularly regarding the lack of jurisdiction of the Basque Par-
liament to organize a referendum, especially on issues that affect the whole
country.40 The Basque government abided by the Constitutional Court rul-
ing, abandoning the idea of holding the referendum.

p o l i c i e s  f o r  m a n ag i n g  d i v e r s i t y

a n d  d i v e r g e n c e  i n  o u t c o m e s

The 1978 Constitution does not contain provisions to provide services to
particular cultural, linguistic, or religious communities. Public policies are
generally implemented by the three-tier system of government. There are no
formal consociational arrangements such as a general-quotas policy or affir-
mative action for the recruitment of personnel in national public adminis-
tration, the armed and security forces, or the courts on the basis of ethnic
belonging or territorial origin. The wide political consensus that made the
democratic 1978 Constitution possible created highly legitimized common
institutions. However, different sets of public policy preferences have been
implemented by the acs, which has resulted in diverse outcomes and institu-
tional arrangements, particularly regarding welfare provision.41
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Fiscal Policies

The principle of “inter-territorial solidarity” is laid down in the Constitu-
tion (article 2) as a fundamental tenet to forge unity and to guarantee the
integration and interplay of Spain’s nationalities and regions. It implies
the transfer of funds from the richer to the poorer acs, with the aim of at-
taining a minimal level of basic services state-wide, together with a fair and
adequate distribution of the financial burdens. 

There are two distinct funding arrangements and tax systems for the
acs: the special or charter regime and the common regime. For historic
reasons, the Basque Country and Navarre have a special regime with its
own tax and budget arrangements (the concierto económico). This allows
them to levy their own taxes and negotiate a transfer to Madrid to pay for
common services. This is a source of tension, but agreement has always
been reached. This scheme causes some resentment in other acs, because
the Basque Country and Navarre are able not only to have a higher level of
regional public expenditures per capita but also to remain outside the
structured system of state-wide fiscal equalization, despite being among the
wealthiest acs in Spain.

Within the common regime, the equalization system seems to have quite
significant redistributive effects. acs such as Madrid, Catalonia, the Bal-
earic Islands, and Valencia are net contributors to horizontal solidarity,
while Andalusia, Galicia, Castille–Leon, Asturias, and Extremadura receive
the most benefit from equalization.42 Criticisms voiced in some wealthier
acs argue that the system is far too redistributive and lacks clear distribu-
tive criteria so as to motivate the subsidized acs to improve their perform-
ance.43 Some of the redistribution comes in the form of central public
investments in large infrastructure projects, which may be discretionary
and may neglect or discriminate against some acs for ‘unconfessed’ (i.e.,
covert) party-political reasons.

Language Policies

According to the Constitution and the regional statutes of autonomy, lan-
guage policies are a responsibility of the acs in all that concerns the regu-
lation of co-official regional languages within bilingual acs. Regional
languages have been considerably protected and promoted during the
past twenty years. According to the report of the Committee of Experts on
the application of the Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, Spain
has been “among the countries more firmly committed to the protection
and promotion of regional and minority languages.”44

Since the early 1980s, bilingual communities such as the Basque Coun-
try and Catalonia, Galicia, the Balearic Islands, and Valencia have initiated
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policies for the promotion of their regional languages that incorporate
positive discrimination. Both Basque and Catalan language policies have
been the result of wide cross-party agreement. For some critics, they have
gone too far now, jeopardizing the individual rights of significant groups of
the population. The public sphere has been the main vehicle for language
policies, which have been based on the idea of a policy of positive discrimi-
nation, so-called “normalization,” through which an almost exclusive use
of Catalan is promoted in all public regional institutions and in education.

The Catalan Statute of Autonomy (2006) reinforced and enshrined the
main elements of traditional nationalist language policy in its text, thus giv-
ing it a more important legal status. It establishes Catalan as the language
of preferential use in public administration, in the publicly owned media,
and, normally, in teaching and learning in the education system, including
university education. An additional novelty, established in article 6, is the
duty to know the regional language, thus equalizing its status with that of
Castilian in the Constitution. It also introduces the obligation of “linguistic
availability” for businesses and corporations operating in Catalonia. This
establishes the obligation of communicating with users or consumers in
the language of their choice (Catalan or Castillian).

In the Basque Country, public language policies have established the right
to choose the language of education (Basque or Castilian), although the ac

government has provided generous financial aid to Basque-speaking
schools. In public administration agencies and bodies, there has been an
internal territorial ‘adaptation,’ and encouragement, and economic incen-
tives have been made available to civil servants to improve their knowledge
of the Basque language.45 Basque nationalists recognized that a sizeable
section of the population would not be willing to accept a forceful and
quick introduction of the Basque language in the education system and
the public administration.46 However, citizens would accept a policy based
on either individual choice or adaptation to local situations (areas where
the use of the Basque language predominates vis-à-vis Castillian, and vice
versa). This consensus was broken by the last nationalist government,
which attempted to impose the exclusive use of the Basque language in all
levels of education.

All things considered, policies carried out to preserve and promote minor-
ity languages have increased the knowledge of regional languages but have
not necessarily extended their use. Some of these policies have been based
on notions that Catalan or Basque are the true ‘proper’ languages of the
Catalan and the Basque nations and, according to some critics, these policies
have regarded Spanish – despite being the majority language among
Basques and Catalans – as a foreign language in those acs. Their ultimate
aim seemed to be, despite the lip service paid to the need for achieving bilin-
gualism, not bilingualism but monolingualism of the regional language.
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Their justification is the fear that without this strong positive discrimination,
the regional languages will be increasingly replaced by Spanish. Their lan-
guage policies, however, are increasingly confronted with the existing lin-
guistic uses of the population and with the increasing mobilization of some
groups that are defending Spanish through political associations or actions
in courts. New non-nationalist governments in both Galicia and the Basque
Country have promised to ease the restrictions for Spanish in education and
public administration.

As far as language policies by the central government are concerned,
there has been in recent years a promotion of the use of co-official languages
in delivering the central governments’ public services in bilingual acs, and
also in their state-wide official documents (e.g., id cards) and web pages. Of
symbolic importance has been the use of all the co-official languages in the de-
bates on the “State of the Autonomic State” held in the Senate. Furthermore,
the central government has established a Council for Official Languages (Con-
sejo de las Lenguas Oficiales) within the Ministry for Public Administrations (now
called Ministry of Territorial Policy) and a Bureau of Languages to deal with
the problems of adaptation of the services of the central administration to bi-
lingualism in several acs. Some politicians and academics from bilingual acs
have defended the use of co-official languages in state common institutions,
such as the Senate, as a way of recognizing diversity. For others, it seems un-
reasonable to renounce the use of the existing common language (castel-
lano) within the common institutions.

Education Policies

Legislation to effect the constitutional right to education remains a shared
responsibility of both the central government and the acs. Management of
the education system in Spain is a responsibility of the acs; hence, acs with
co-official regional languages have been very active in expanding educa-
tion policies of their own as a means to extend the use of regional lan-
guages. The regional legislation in this area establishes that all students
have to be competent in both official languages upon graduating from ba-
sic schooling (e.g., Catalan and Spanish). In order to achieve this goal,
over the course of the 1990s, all primary and secondary schooling gradu-
ally came to be conducted in Catalan. So far, the Basque Country has main-
tained three different tracks or education models: one is only Basque, one
is bilingual, and one is only Castilian. Despite the different sociolinguistic
conditions, and due to the perceived lack of success in gaining more speak-
ers for the Basque language, the last Basque government imitated the Cat-
alan path, by making Basque the only ‘vehicular’ language of education
from kindergarten to university. This issue has raised problems and politi-
cal controversy among parents and educators and is bound to resurface in
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the years to come. In Galicia, policies allow students to choose in which
language (Galician or Castillian) to communicate with teachers and to
take exams.

Courts and Police

Within Spain’s internal distribution of powers and responsibilities, the orga-
nization of justice as well as all procedural, criminal, and commercial legisla-
tion rests with the central state, without prejudice to the prerogatives of
those acs that have their own civil-law code. According to the Constitution,
justice is administered and managed by judges and magistrates, whose ruling
body is the General Council of the Judicial Power. Judges and magistrates are
independent state actors accountable directly to the rule of law. 

This is one area where Spanish institutions have adapted less to the mul-
tilingual and plural character of the country. This can be explained, at
least partly, by the way in which judges and magistrates govern themselves.
Vacancies are filled throughout Spain with appointments made by state-
wide bodies. Both judges and prosecutors are members of a state-wide
corps that is filled by public recruitment based on meritocratic competi-
tion, and that has traditionally preferred to use the common language,
Castillian-Spanish. However, both national and regional laws are now en-
couraging the knowledge and the use of regional languages by judges who
serve in the bilingual acs. Citizens in the acs with co-official regional lan-
guages have, however, the right to simultaneous language translation in
court proceedings, as well as to be addressed and to express themselves in
their local language. Given this context, the acs have the responsibility of
providing the administrative services and material resources for the func-
tioning of the administration of justice.

There are regional police forces in Navarra, the Basque Country, and
Catalonia. Several other statutes of autonomy include the possibility of tak-
ing on this competence (e.g., Galicia, Andalusia, Valencia, and the Canary
Islands). Most acs have preferred not to establish regional police.

Religion Policies

There is a constitutionally recognized separation between church and
state. Relations with the Roman Catholic Church – the majority religious
denomination – are regulated by the 1979 Concordat between the Vatican
and the Spanish state. Accordingly, the church receives financial subsidies
from central public sources, which have been decreasing at the same time
that voluntary contributions transferred by taxpayers in their annual tax re-
turns have increased. Thanks to those subsidies, the Roman Catholic
Church controls powerful mass media and pays the salaries of its priests.
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For some other religions and secularists, this system of funding the Catho-
lic Church goes against the constitutional principles of non-discrimination
and equality, also appearing in the Organic Law on Religious Freedom,
and belies the aconfessionality of the Spanish state. Other denominations
demand similar financial support from the state. In 2004, the Ministry of
Justice established the public foundation, Pluralism and Convivence,
which aims to finance projects for minority religious denominations (Evan-
gelical, Jewish, and Muslim) that have signed agreements with the govern-
ment. For example, in 2008, subsidies for these three religions with
around 3 million followers had reached the sum of us$6.5 million in total.
Islamic communities, mosques, and religious associations receive around
us$1.7 million. The Ministry of Education has hired some teachers of the
Muslim religion for primary schools; twenty of them are for schools in
Ceuta and Melilla.

There are no national, regional, or local religious courts or there is na-
tional, regional, or local recognition of religious law, except for Catholic
marriage, which is recognized by the law as having the same effect as civil
marriage. In Ceuta and Melilla – the Spanish North-African cities – judges
have repeatedly refused to recognize polygamy, and several pragmatic
agreements have been reached with Muslims for the celebration of their
animal sacrifices.

According to the 1992 Agreement on Cooperation between the Spanish
State and the Islamic Commission in Spain, Muslim students have the right
to receive Islamic education in publicly funded schools, provided they
form a group of ten or more. As well, places for religious cult practices are
protected, and work hours for Muslims may end one hour before dusk dur-
ing Ramadan. Also public centres are suggested to adapt meals to Muslim
precepts. However, eighteen years after signing of the 1992 agreement,
many of these arrangements have not been implemented. In Spain, there
are around 450 officially registered mosques and another fifty in the pro-
cess of being awarded permits. Another 200 mosques are thought to oper-
ate ‘a-legally’ because residents nearby oppose the building of a mosque. It
is estimated that more than 1 million Muslims live in the country. Esti-
mates for the Jewish and Evangelical populations are 30,000 and 1.5 mil-
lion, respectively.

Media Policies

Central-state regulations set the basic legal regime for media operations. The
acs may further develop the media together with full implementing responsi-
bilities. The central state owns two state-wide public television networks (tve 1
and tve 2) and one state-wide radio network (rne). Since the 1980s, re-
gional tv and radio networks have been established using primarily co-official
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regional languages. The Catalan Media Corporation, for instance, has estab-
lished itself in open concurrence with other general private and public net-
works. Its impact on the normalization of the daily use of Catalan has been
considerable. Unlike the main private media networks, Spanish public net-
works have programs in regional languages in the territories where those lan-
guages are co-official. In most instances, both state and regional law and
authorities provide broadcasting regulations for media groups and allow for a
great expansion of the press and broadcasting networks all over Spain. Re-
gional public networks are controlled by regional governments and, thus, are
very politicized.

Health Policies

Health-care policies are decided mainly by the ac governments; when
framework legislation is passed by the central government, it is fully imple-
mented and managed by the regional executives of the acs. Whereas the
health situation of Spanish people is assessed positively by international
standards, the health-care system offers some weaknesses from the stand-
point of quality and efficiency. The Spanish public expenditure on health
is comparatively low within the eu context, which helps to explain social
polarization, with approximately the wealthiest 30 percent of the popula-
tion making use of private health care alongside their full entitlement to
the universal public health system. 

Decentralization has stimulated regional competition in the provision of
services. So far, this competition has had an equalization impact because re-
gional health systems do not want to be regarded as lagging behind, although
some regional differences in health indicators and service quality remain.

Multiculturalism and Immigration Policies

Immigration policy has revolved around the control of flows and the re-
duction of illegal immigrants. In 2005, an extraordinary process of regu-
larization of foreign workers was implemented to reduce the number of
illegal immigrants. Around 600,000 immigrants were regularized and ac-
quired residence permits. Although there was a drop in the number of ille-
gal immigrants, their number rose again at the beginning of 2006. The
priority of immigrant integration in Spanish society is reflected in the Stra-
tegic Plan for Citizenship and Integration 2007–10 approved by the cen-
tral government. Immigrants have unrestricted access to universal health
care and education as soon as they are registered in a municipality.

acs have major competences in education and social policy, but citizen-
ship and labour-permit regulations affecting immigrants are controlled cen-
trally.47 This makes coordination and collaboration between the central state
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and the acs very important; however, it has not been optimal. Consequently,
the levels of immigrant integration diverge between acs because resources
are allocated very inefficiently. ngos and Third Sector organizations have at-
tempted to cover the shortcomings of public intervention. Increasingly neg-
ative public attitudes toward immigration, as well as social conflicts, seem to
be on the rise. 

Some regional governments such as Catalonia have recently approved a
so-called Pacto Nacional para la Inmigración, which has as one of its strategic
aims the integration of immigrants through the use of Catalan as the com-
mon public language in that autonomous community. There also are some
political movements advocating the right to vote for immigrants.

The approaches by both the central government and the ac govern-
ments have been rather liberal or assimilationist. For some observers, this
rationale is in contrast to the explicitly multiculturalist spirit that charac-
terizes the Spanish Constitution in its protection of the cultures, tradi-
tions, languages, and institutions of minorities. Despite the protection
and promotion policies described above for Muslims, both the central
government and the ac governments have remained neutral with respect
to the different immigrant cultures, which could be regarded in practice
as a policy of linguistic assimilation and of institutional discrimination
against religions other than Catholicism. This is clearly seen in the case
of Spain’s North African autonomous cities of Ceuta and Melilla where
Muslims, most of whom are well integrated Spanish nationals and ac-
count for almost a third of the population, lack any protection for their
vernacular language in education.48

c o n c l u s i o n

The Autonomic State (Estado de las Autonomías) has, to a large extent, tran-
scended patterns of internal confrontation in Spain. It has also reactivated
a regional creativity that was smothered by failed uniformization and lin-
gering institutional degradation during Franco’s dictatorship. The deep
and widespread process of decentralization can be regarded as one of fed-
eralization taking into account Spain’s internal hetereogeneity. It serves
the purpose of accommodating a long-standing diversity within the unity
of a member state of the European Union.

There are several contentious issues regarding the furthering of the pro-
cess of federalization. A major drawback in the functioning of the Estado de
las Autonomías is the inadequacy of existing integration and coordination
mechanisms such as the Senate. Others relate to the claim by some acs of
further recognition of their distinctiveness on the basis of historic rights
said to exist prior to the 1978 Constitution. The legacy of past civil con-
frontations is still considerable. As well, the effects of political violence in
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the Basque Country continue to be the negative referent in the generally
peaceful cohabitation of the Spanish territories and peoples.

A return to a more centralized version of the autonomic state is out of
the question. Deficiencies and contentious issues cannot hide the political
feeling that the existence of democracy and freedom in Spain is inexorably
linked to the continued legitimacy of power in a federalized form and to
the autonomy of the acs. The long-standing absence of an enlightened
and authoritative Spanish elite, and the disappearance of a centralizing po-
litical leadership, have gone hand in hand with a constant affirmation of
internal diversity. 

However, and despite the persistence and even reinforcement of re-
gional identities (mainly among some regional political and intellectual
elites), the Spanish identity in the majority of the population seems to re-
main strong even as the 1978 generation, which protagonized the making
of the democratic constitution, is dying off. This ‘good health’ of Spain’s
model of accommodation, despite its current tensions, can be explained by
factors such as the social ‘limitations’ of exclusive nation-building projects
put forward in some acs by sub-state nationalists, the vitality of Spanish as a
common lingua franca (unlike the cases of Canada, Belgium, and Switzer-
land), and the impact of modern media and all kinds of economic and cul-
tural exchanges among the acs. It is also important to underline the
integrative role of state-wide parties, present in all the acs, as well as the
relatively large number of constituent units and the lack of one demo-
graphically, economically, and politically predominant ac. Last but not
least, the roles of a long-standing shared history and other generally ac-
cepted symbols, such as the monarchy and manifestations of Spain’s ‘ba-
nal’ nationalism (e.g., mass sports), will continue to shape a common
Spanish identity for the years to come.
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