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Towards a new Catalan 
party system

by Enriqueta Aragonès* 

The Catalan political debate has always 
been spread between two policy dimen-
sions: the economy and sovereignty. 
The economic dimension is considered 
to represent the main, and sometimes 
unique, concern of political debates in 
many countries. On this dimension 
policy positions are defined as right-
ist or leftist according to the degree of 
government intervention in the econo-
my. The sovereignty dimension is spe-
cific to countries with different levels 
of government (central, regional, mu-
nicipal and so on). On this dimension 
policy positions are defined according 
to the degree of decentralization of the 
power to take decisions among the dif-
ferent levels of government. Policy po-
sitions on the sovereignty issue range 
from full centralization (concentra-
tion of all the decision-making power 
at a single level of government) to full 
decentralization (allocation of all the 
decision-making power to each of the 
regional governments).
 Until the first decade of the twenty 
first century the political preferences 
of Catalan society with regard to the 
economic dimension covered most of 
the spectrum: from the extreme right 

In the last few years the political preferences of Catalan society have undergone intense and continuous 
changes. Large popular demonstrations and the findings of numerous opinion polls are proof of such changes. 
The growing desire among the general population for an independent state has become the main topic of po-
litical debates. Political parties have been forced to modify their positions on the political landscape in order 
to be in line with society’s new preferences. The party system, which has remained a stable arrangement for 
over two decades, is bound to give rise to a new party constellation.

to the extreme left. Nevertheless, po-
litical preferences with respect to the 
sovereignty dimension were rather 
moderate. There were indeed claims 
for different degrees of decentraliza-
tion, but on the extremes these claims 
were rather weak: demands for policies 
close to full centralization or to full in-
dependence were supported by a very 
small minority of the population. Ac-
cordingly, the chosen policy positions 
of the political parties regarding these 
two issues were moderate with respect 
to the sovereignty issue and covered the 
full range of policies on the economic 
issue.
 Over the first decade of the demo-
cratic period (1980-1990) the Catalan 
party system was taking shape and dur-
ing the following two decades (1990-
2010) it appeared as a stable system 
that contained five political parties. 
Convergència i Unió (CiU), a Catalan 
centre-right coalition that stood for in-
creasing decentralization had the larg-
est electoral support. Partit Socialista 
de Catalunya (PSC), a Catalan centre-
left party with decentralization claims 
which changed over time had the 
second-largest electoral support. Two 
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other parties had less electoral support, 
but still played a significant role in the 
governing coalitions that formed dur-
ing the period: a Spanish rightist, cen-
tralist party, Partido Popular (PP) and 
a Catalan leftist, pro-Independence 
party, Esquerra Republicana de Cata-
lunya (ERC). Finally, Iniciativa per 
Catalunya-Verds (ICV), a leftist green 
party that were mildly in favour of de-
centralization had the least electoral 
support.
 Given ICV’s lack of seats in parlia-
ment, its relevance in building govern-
ing coalitions was so small that basi-
cally its only chance was to join forces 
with its closest ideological neighbour, 
PSC. If we assume that PSC and ICV 
always form a de facto coalition, the 
possible governing coalitions in this 
environment were characterized by two 
possible scenarios: a dominant party 
scenario and a dominated party sce-
nario. 
 If the number of seats won by CiU 
(the party with the largest electoral 
support) were large enough, such that 
CiU could form a majoritarian coali-
tion with any other party, then CiU 
could be said to hold a dominant po-

sition: CiU could indeed choose any 
partner it wished to form a government. 
In this case, given CiU’s ideological af-
finities, a reasonable prediction for a 
governing coalition would be that CiU 
joined forces either with ERC or with 
PP. 
 On the other hand, if CiU were una-
ble to form a majoritarian coalition with 

The Catalan political debate has always 
been spread between two policy dimensions: 
the economy and sovereignty

at least one of the other parties, then 
the party with the least support would 
not form part of any two-party majori-
tarian coalition. In this case we can say 
that such a party holds a dominated 
position. In the case we are analyzing 
the role of the dominated party could 
either be played by PP or by ERC. In 
the dominated party scenario the sec-
ond smallest party is the one that has 
the best chances of forming a govern-
ment: this party can form a majoritar-
ian coalition with any of its ideological 
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neighbours. If ERC was the dominated 
party, realistic predictions for govern-
ing coalitions would be PP and CiU 
or PP and PSC+ICV. Similarly if PP 
was the dominated party, reasonable 
predictions for governing coalitions 
would be ERC and CiU or ERC and 
PSC+ICV.

 Given the characteristics of the par-
ty system outlined above, the possibili-
ties of majoritarian coalitions involve all 
kinds of cross ideological agreements 
among parties on both issues. However, 
the governments that actually formed 
during this period (1990-2010) were 
defined by the parties’ position on the 
economic issue. Some of these gov-
ernments were minority governments 
with the support of external parties, 
some were governments with an abso-
lute majority, and others were genuine 
coalition governments. Meanwhile, on 
the ideological front we only observe 

two kinds of governments: those sup-
ported by rightist parties (CiU and PP) 
and those supported by leftist parties 
(PSC, ERC, and ICV). A government 
was never formed or supported by par-
ties that shared the same political views 
on the sovereignty issue. 
 This observation leads us to con-
clude that it was more costly for politi-
cal parties to compromise their posi-
tions on the economic issue than on the 
sovereignty issue. They were willing to 
give up their ideological views on de-
centralization in order to become part 
of the governing coalition. This seemed 
to apply to all parties: whether right-
ist, leftist, centralist, pro-independence 
and so on. This situation could be ex-
plained either by the lower relative 
ideological cost of the parties’ position 
on the sovereignty issue or due to elec-
toral reasons: voters exhibited a lower 
preference intensity on the sovereignty 
issue and this implied a lower relative 
electoral cost for the parties that com-
promised their positions on the sover-
eignty issue. Be that as it may, the im-
plication of this observation is that the 
salience of the sovereignty issue was 
clearly dominated by the salience of the 
economic issue during this first period.
 The numerous grassroots move-
ments that have repeatedly sprung up 
in the last few years and the results of 
the recent polls are signs that the sta-
bility that such a party system has ex-
hibited for over twenty years cannot 
survive. Recent events have shown that 
Catalan society’s political preferences 
have changed. In particular, increasing 
support for a position of full independ-
ence in terms of numbers and the in-
tensity of preferences is an obvious re-
sult in all recent opinion polls. This fact 
implies that the relevant policy space 
that parties should cover has been en-
larged: it now contains extreme decen-
tralization positions that are supported 
by an increasing number of voters. The 

Stable party system (1990-2010)

It is clear that the current scenario is 
only the reflection of a transitional 
period that will lead to a new party 
system that is bound to become stable in 
the coming years
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same events show that the intensity of 
voters’ preferences for extreme policy 
positions on the sovereignty issue has 
also increased. Thus the relative promi-
nence of the two issues has changed 
dramatically with the sovereignty issue 
becoming much more salient than the 
economic issue.
 At the same time three new par-
ties have entered the political area. 
Ciutadans-Ciudadanos (C) declares it-
self not to hold a position on the eco-
nomic issue while taking a strong posi-
tion on the sovereignty issue in favour 
of extreme centralization. Candidatura 
d’Unitat Popular (CUP) has a strong 
pro-independence, leftist position. 
And more recently, Podemos (P) with 
a strong centralist leftist position has 
emerged with great success in the latest 
European elections.
 The political parties have had to 
adapt their policy positions to the new 
political climate. It is interesting to 
notice how different parties have used 
strikingly different strategies to deal 
with the voters’ new preferences. On 
the one hand, we observe that a few 
parties have adapted in a very easy and 
natural way. C has not moved from its 
initial position of extreme centraliza-
tion. The PP has slightly shifted its 
position from moderate to more ex-
treme calls for centralization, in order 
to defend its constituency from the 
emerging C party. ERC has moved 
its position from moderate calls for 
decentralization to demand full inde-
pendence. This is an easy move since 
ERC’s platform has always contained 
desires of full independence. However, 
other parties have had a harder time in 
adapting to the new political climate. 
PSC has suffered severe internal party 
tensions that have driven it to fracture 
into several small factions that have be-
come new parties holding leftist-pro-
independence positions and a larger 
faction holding a leftist-centralist po-

sition. The strategy chosen by ICV on 
the sovereignty issue has been full of 
ambiguity: they have openly declared 
that the party did not take a position 
on this issue. Finally, CiU has solved its 
internal tensions by using its two lead-
ers to represent two different positions: 
one that calls for full independence 
and another that maintains its initial 
moderate decentralization position. 
This strategy was easily implemented 
because CiU is in fact a long-lasting 
coalition of two different parties: Con-
vergència Democràtica de Catalunya and 
Unió Democràtica de Catalunya. In this 
case, each of the parties in the coalition 
held different positions on the sover-
eignty issue.

 It is apparent that the current sce-
nario is different from the stable party 
system described above for the 1990-
2010 period. It is worth noting that the 
number of parties with the chance of 
playing a significant role has basically 
doubled. From their newly chosen po-
sitions we can see stiff competition on 
the extreme centralization axis: C and 
PP are competing for rightist votes, and 

Transition towards a new party system (2014)
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ICV, P and PSC are competing for left-
ist votes. There is also stiff competition 
on the leftist axis. Here CUP, ERC, ICV 
and the PSC’s pro-independence fac-
tions are competing for the independ-
ence votes, and ICV, PSC, and P are 
competing for centralist votes. Things are 
much calmer on the rightist axis: CiU’s 
support has been decreasing of late, but 
it is still much larger than its main oppo-
nent, PP. Finally, on the pro-independ-
ence axis is where we find the two parties 
with the largest expected support, CiU 
and ERC, besides some smaller parties. 
This implies that the outcome of the 
competition on this axis will be crucial to 
the electoral outcome as a whole.

 It is clear that the current scenario is 
only the reflection of a transitional period 
that will lead to a new party system that 
is bound to become stable in the com-
ing years. It is difficult to predict the key 
features of this new party system. Opin-
ion polls are not particularly helpful in 
times of big changes in the voters’ politi-
cal preferences, as was evidenced by the 
most recent Catalan electoral campaign 
of 2012. Thus, only the results from the 
coming elections themselves will help us 
to imagine the shape of the new party 
system. However, there are some claims 

that one can entertain based on the pre-
vious analysis.
 Due to the fierce competition the ex-
treme centralist parties will have to face, 
some of them may be unable to survive 
or may become irrelevant coalition-wise 
in the new party system. It is reasonable 
to expect that one rightist and one leftist 
party at most will remain on this axis.
 Since the largest stakes are at play in 
competition on the pro-independence 
axis, it is reasonable to think that the 
small pro-independence parties that 
have emerged from the PSC factions 
will have incentives to unite with the 
larger, moderate, leftist ERC option.
 Given the small initial size of ICV 
and the quantity of alternatives avail-
able to voters that are its close rivals, 
the strategy chosen by ICV of not tak-
ing a position on what is currently the 
hottest electoral issue is bound to be a 
losing one, which may drive ICV out of 
the new party system.
 These initial predictions seem to 
point to a party system that very much 
resembles the original one. In fact, if 
after the transition period the policy 
space maintains its two dimensions, it 
seems reasonable to think that this will 
be the case because political stability in 
two dimensions requires such a  kind of 
party constellation. 
 However, if the pro-independence 
movement succeeds, then the Catalan 
political debate may lose what has been 
one of its typical dimensions until now 
and the policy space may be reduced to 
the economic dimension. In this case, 
the number of parties that will become 
insignificant coalition-wise will be even 
larger.
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