INTRODUCTION TO PABLO IGLESIAS

As emergency policies have hardened into a new political order, Europe’s two-
party system has come under increasing strain. The discredited centre lefts of
the Socialist International have been deserted by their core electorates, who
have shifted both to the right and to the left. For the most part, popular anger
has found expression through existing anti-establishment parties: UKIP and
the Front National in England and France, the SNP and Sinn Féin in Scotland
and Ireland, Syriza in Greece. In Italy and Spain, however, anti-austerity
parties have been set up from scratch—the first mass-based left parties to be
founded anywhere since the Brazilian PT in 1982. In Greece, Troika manage-
ment has forced the Syriza government to confront the German-led Eurozone
regime head-on; for Spain’s Podemos and Italy’s Five Star Movement, the
principal target is still the national system and its ruling order, which both
call ‘the Caste’. Unlike the Five Stars, however, Podemos has a mass protest
movement behind it: the May 2011 indignado occupations and the two years
of direct action against evictions and cuts that followed. In generation and for-
mation, too, the leaderships are quite distinct. The core group of Complutense
University lecturers who founded Podemos in 2014 are thirty years younger
than M5S’s directors. Intellectuals and publicists, they were radicalized in the
nineties, amid swirling currents of Negrian political theory and alter-globalism;
their presentational skills were first honed on community Tv. The hands-on
confidence gained working with radical governments in Bolivia, Ecuador or
Venezuela helps explain the audacity of their bid to mobilize the discontent of
the indignados in a national political project. Pablo Iglesias, Podemos general
secretary, was born into a leftist madrilefio family in 1978, and cut his teeth as
a schoolboy activist in the PCE. Iglesias read law, then politics and film studies;
moving from post-autonomism—his doctoral dissertation was Multitude
and Collective Post-National Action—to Gramscian cultural criticism:
Machiavelli before the Big Screen (2013) offers readings of A Few Good
Men, Dogyville, Katyn, Ispansi, Amores Perros and Kubrick’s Lolita through
the lenses of Gramsci, Said, Agamben, Wallerstein, Brecht, Harvey, Butler.
Disputar la Democracia (2014) was a tightly written manifesto excoriating
the corruption of Spain’s political order as consubstantial with a development
model based on real-estate speculation. On the eve of the May 2015 Spanish
regional elections, Iglesias sets out the strategic thinking behind Podemos and,
below, responds to NLR’s questions about the project.
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New Masses, New Media—8

PABLO IGLESIAS

UNDERSTANDING PODEMOS

HE EXPLOSION OF the 2008 financial crisis has produced a

series of unforeseen political consequences, in Europe in par-

ticular. How can the forces of the radical left best respond to

this unprecedented challenge? The aim here is to explain the
analysis that has informed Podemos’s political strategy in Spain: who
we are, where we're coming from and where we want to go—the full-
est reflection on these questions that I've been able to set down since
being elected leader of Podemos last November. It’s also an opportunity
to speak in my own voice, outside the format of mainstream media inter-
views. Of my combined roles as party General Secretary and political
scientist and theorist, the first would not have been possible without the
second. This is one of the defining characteristics of Podemos.

Faced with the unprecedented political situation created by the Eurozone
crisis, our starting-point was a recognition of the twentieth-century left’s
defeat, already registered by NLR.! Hobsbawm’s ‘short century’, from
the Bolshevik Revolution to the fall of the Berlin Wall, saw the horrors
of fascism, war and colonial violence, but was also an age of hope and
social progress. After 1945, social programmes in the advanced-capitalist
countries brought a limited redistribution of wealth and higher liv-
ing standards for major sectors of the working class, especially where
trade unions were strong. The Russian and Chinese revolutions proved
incapable of combining economic redistribution with democracy, but
produced undeniable advances in modernization and industrialization;
Soviet military strength, primarily responsible for the defeat of Nazism,
was also proof of economic development. In the post-war period, the
USSR represented a real counter-weight to Us interventionism. If the
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Cold War generated Eastern-bloc satellite states devoid of any real sov-
ereignty, it also opened up space for anti-colonial movements to defy Us
hegemony, and helped to buttress welfare states and the extension of
social rights in the West.

From the 19705, Washington and the other Western powers wagered on a
new set of policies to address the gathering problems of their economies:
beating back trade unions, empowering financial sectors, privatizing
public assets and accelerating the relocation of production to low-wage
zones, along with the establishment of the fiat-dollar system. The fall of
the Soviet bloc was an enormous boost for the Washington Consensus,
but also for the preponderance of finance capital within the European
Union. This took constitutional form in the Maastricht Treaty, whereby
member states agreed to surrender monetary sovereignty to an ‘inde-
pendent’ European Central Bank. The convergence criteria and Stability
Pact hedging the new single currency signalled the growing hegemony of
a united Germany within the European project; national macro-economic
policies were restricted to reducing public spending, imposing wage
restraint and promoting privatization—or emigration. Many of the
struggles of the past decades in Europe can be seen as defensive stands
against the ongoing attrition of national sovereignty. In this context of
defeat for the existing lefts, critical thought was largely separated from
political praxis—in stark contrast to the organic links between theoretical
production and revolutionary strategy that characterized the early twen-
tieth century. It became the work of professionalized university teachers,
rather than radical political leaders. Indeed the themes of contemporary
critical thinking are intimately related to historical defeat.

Nevertheless, despite the narrowing of political possibilities due to
the hollowing of state sovereignty, the past fifteen years have seen the
emergence of new adversaries for neoliberalism, not just in the form
of social movements but also at state level. In Latin America, in condi-
tions of severe economic and political crisis, popular and progressive
formations won electoral victories which they transformed into projects
for the recuperation of sovereignty, both in national and regional terms.

"“The only starting-point for a realistic left today is a lucid registration of historical
defeat’: Perry Anderson, ‘Renewals’, NIR 1, Jan—Feb 2000. Anderson called for a
stance of uncompromising realism, refusing any accommodation with the ruling
system and rejecting any consoling understatement of its power: pp. 16, 13-14.
[This and subsequent footnotes: NLR]
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While the context that produced these processes differed in numerous
respects—economic, social and cultural structures, strength of the state,
geopolitical situation—from that of Europe, let alone the Us, there was
one similarity. Latin America too had seen the historic defeat of the old
left in the disastrous years of the seventies and eighties. The emergence
of these new forces was a reminder that politics, as a stage for struggles
in constantly shifting conditions, never comes to a halt, however hard
the conditions in which it operates.

Even without the threat of the old spectre, the world order has entered
into a period of geopolitical transition over the past fifteen years, an
expression in part of the displacement of the industrial balance between
the North Atlantic and East Asia. Washington’s unilateral predominance
has been qualified, at least, by the emergence of great powers, old and
new, whose interests may not easily be subsumed into those of the Us.
Deng Xiaoping’s reforms demonstrated the viability of a state-planned
ultra-capitalism, converting the land of the Cultural Revolution into the
world’s foremost productive zone and a powerful international actor. In
the ‘pivot region’ of Eurasia, Putin’s semi-democratic Russia continues
to demonstrate that Moscow is back on the world stage.

Faultlines

The 2008 crisis has now produced unexpected new political openings,
in southern Europe in particular, in forms that few could have predicted.
State bailouts for bankrupt financial institutions led to ballooning
national debts and soaring interest-rate spreads. The emergency policies
to ‘save the euro’ imposed—and soon normalized—by the German-
led bloc have had disastrous effects in Portugal, Ireland, Italy, Greece
and Spain, where millions have lost their jobs, tens of thousands have
been evicted from their homes and the dismantling and privatization of
public-health and education systems has sharply accelerated, as the debt
burden was shifted from banks to citizens. The EU has been split along
north—south lines, a division of labour that mandates a low-wage work-
force and cheap goods and services for the Mediterranean countries,
while the young and better-trained are forced to migrate. The 2014—20
EU budget represents a victory for this line.

Not so long ago, Spain was being hailed as an EU economic success story
thanks to a development model based on real-estate bubbles and corrupt
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urban projects, overseen since the post-Franco Transition by the Partido
Socialista Obrero Espanol (PSOE) and Partido Popular (PP). Now, along
with the other PIIGS, it is being forced to surrender historic social rights
through austerity policies that Germany and its northern allies would
never impose at home. But the crisis itself has helped to forge new politi-
cal forces, most notably Syriza in Greece—which finally has a sovereign
government, defending a social Europe—as well as Podemos in Spain,
opening up the possibility of real political change and the recuperation
of social rights. Clearly in present conditions this has nothing to do with
revolution, or a transition to socialism, in the historic sense of those
terms. But it does become feasible to aim at sovereign processes that
would limit the power of finance, spur the transformation of production,
ensure a wider redistribution of wealth and push for a more democratic
configuration of European institutions.

Regime crisis?

But what type of crisis is roiling Spain? In Gramsci’s classic definition,
hegemony is the power of the leading elites to convince subaltern groups
that they share the same interests, including them within a general
consensus, albeit in a subordinate role. Loss of that hegemony creates
an organic crisis, which can manifest itself in the failure of the ruling
institutions—including the mainstream political parties—to preserve
and renew their legitimacy. In Spain, as in other Eurozone countries,
the economic meltdown and the measures imposed to ‘save the single
currency’ raised the spectre of an organic crisis, which led in political
terms to what we call a regime crisis: that is, the exhaustion of the politi-
cal and social system that emerged from the post-Franco transition. The
principal social expression of this regime crisis was the 15-M movement,
the vast indignado mobilization which, starting on 15 May 2011, occupied
city squares across Spain for weeks on end. Its principal political expres-
sion has been Podemos.

Spain’s post-1975 transition transformed Francoism into a liberal-
democratic system, comparable to that of most Western countries.
Crucially, it left the Francoist economic elites untouched and helped to
recycle a good part of the political and administrative leadership, who
retained their positions within the state apparatus even after the land-
slide election victory of the PSOE in 1982. A ‘spirit of consensus’ governed
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not only the Francoist reformers, led by Adolfo Suarez, but also the
democratic opposition—the Spanish Communist Party (PCE), mainstay
of underground resistance to the dictatorship, and PsoOE, initially much
smaller. With unstinting support from the mainstream media, above
all the Prisa group’s influential new daily El Pais, this consensus was
embodied in the 1977 Moncloa Pacts, tying the unions to wage restraint
in exchange for social benefits. It was translated into juridical norms by
the 19778 Constitution, affirmed by referendum, which gave its name to
the 78 Regime’. Little by little, despite the resistance of well-established
Catalan and Basque nationalist parties and certain sectors of the left, this
consensus gained the support of a majority of the Spanish population.
Enshrined in a ‘constitutional monarchy’ under Franco’s handpicked suc-
cessor, Juan Carlos I, the new arrangements guaranteed Spain’s accession
to NATO and the European Community, at little cost to the economic elite.

The PCE’s poor results in the 1978 election did not alter their possibilist
tactics, following the same ‘pragmatic’ Euro-communist line, with the
same conservative style, as the French and Italian parties. At the height
of the debate on Euro-communism, its meagre electoral returns and
the dismantling of the social movement, Manuel Sacristin—perhaps
Spanish Marxism’s best mind—referred to the historic defeat of the
workers” movement and the left within a new socioeconomic context
dominated by consumerism, the growing influence of the mass media
and an international situation that imposed strict limits on any mean-
ingful transformation in Southern Europe.* The lesson drawn was not
only the impossibility of socialism and revolution—seen from the pre-
sent, it is quite moving that there were political leaders in Spain who
believed in the viability of these projects—but the impossibility of quite
moderate schemes of social amelioration, deemed electorally unworka-
ble in the context of rising neoliberal hegemony. ‘In the meantime’, what
had to be done, according to Sacristin, was to undertake micro-level
political action, outside the state, in the environmental, peace and femi-
nist movements, building alternative forms of daily life. For electoral

>For an alternative view, arguing that a determined alliance between the PCE and
PSOE could have extracted a significantly more democratic settlement from the
Francoists, especially given the high levels of worker militancy at the time, see
the two articles by Patrick Camiller: ‘Spanish Socialism in the Atlantic Order’,
NLR 1/156, March—April 1986, and ‘The Eclipse of Spanish Communism’,
NLR 1/147, Sept-Oct 1984.
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purposes, the PCE formed a broader alliance in 1986, Izquierda Unida.
For the Spanish left, it seemed, there were no better options.

After 2011

Today, as a result of the Eurozone débicle, we are no longer living ‘in
the meantime’ but in a full-blown regime crisis—a situation in which
it may be possible to alter the parameters of Spanish politics in a way
that hasn't happened since the post-Franco Transition. It should be
stressed that this is not a state crisis, a collapse of the administrative
apparatus, as was beginning to unfold in Bolivia and Ecuador before
Morales and Correa were swept into office in 2006. State institutions
in Spain, however impoverished and sapped by corruption, still fulfil
their functions—which go far beyond the monopoly of force—providing
the regulatory mechanisms for social existence, as well as generating
loyalty and security for the ruling order. Yet the indisputable failure
of austerity policies in Spain has helped trigger a regime crisis, which
has opened—for how long, we don’t know—an unprecedented set of
political opportunities. The frustration of expectations among important
sectors of the middle classes and the salariat, as a result of the ‘structural
reforms’, is one of the most decisive factors for understanding the politi-
cal possibilities of the present.

The 15-M movement served as a safety valve for these frustrations. The
fact that it found no electoral expression demonstrated that the hegem-
onic crisis brought to the fore by this upsurge, which surprised the
world, was also a crisis of the existing Spanish left. The 15-M held up a
mirror to the left, revealing its deficiencies. It also put on the table the
main component of a new common sense: rejection of the dominant
political and economic elites, systematically signalled as corrupt. The
15-M also crystallized a new culture of contestation that could not be
grasped by the categories of left and right—something that the leaders
of the existing left refused to acknowledge from the start. The logic of the
15-M movement led to its exhaustion; it didn’t achieve the effects desired
by its committed activists, who hoped that the social could substitute
for the institutional. Aiming to reduce politics to the mere expression
of countervailing social powers, built through mobilization and patient
activism, was one of the major blunders of the movementist intelli-
gentsia in Spain, which failed to realize that the ‘in the meantime’ was
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precisely that: a way of working up until the arrival of the moment for
audacity, which would require quite different political techniques.

The defeats suffered by PSOE in the 2011 regional and national elections
that followed 15-M were of a historic severity; it lost nearly 40 per cent of
its 2008 vote. The immediate result was that the PP swept into a series
of regional governments and won an absolute majority in the Cortes. But
from that moment on, one could feel the shifts taking place within the
party system. It was clear from the polls that both the governing PP and
PSOE were losing electoral support, while Izquierda Unida and the small
liberal parties—Ciudadanos, founded in Catalonia in 2006, and Unién
Progreso y Democracia (UPyD), set up in 2007—were doing better. In
this new conjuncture, 1U had the opportunity to draw up a more auda-
cious—or at least, less timid—strategy than the one it was pursuing. It
would have been enough to follow the example of the Left Alternative
in Galicia (AGE), an alliance of 1U, Anova—a left-nationalist Galician
party—ecologists and others. A move of this sort at a national level could
have allowed 1U to give electoral representation to the seething social
discontent, but it didn’t seize the chance.

In Catalonia, meanwhile, it was obvious that Convergéncia i Unid,
the hegemonic conservative-nationalist party, was losing ground to
its mildly social-democratic counterpart, Esquerra Republicana de
Catalunya, which was aiming to become the main party within the pro-
independence process—clearly the backbone of social discontent at the
time. In the Basque Country and Navarra, the return of the abertzale
left to the electoral arena was threatening the hegemony of the Basque
Nationalist Party in Fuskadi and even that of the conservative Unién
del Pueblo Navarro.

If we add to these trends the irruption of Podemos, its results in the
May 2014 European elections and subsequent trajectory in the polls, the
Spanish two-party model would seem to be in trouble. The unceasing
offensive against Podemos, conducted with a virulence unprecedented
for Spain, reveals the extent to which we are seen as a real threat to
the dynastic parties’ system. It's obvious that the game has only just
begun. In the months ahead we’ll face tough challenges, starting with
the 24 May regional elections. But it also seems clear that, beyond the
immediate outcomes at the ballot box, there are signs of irreversibility
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in this regime crisis. Spanish politics will not return to how things
were before Podemos.

The Podemos hypothesis

Assuming that, under determinant conditions, it is possible to gener-
ate discursively a popular identity that can be politicized along electoral
lines, then in Spain, in the context of the incipient regime crisis pro-
duced by the Eurozone disaster, those conditions seemed to be met. The
task, then, was to aggregate the new demands generated by the crisis
around a mediatic leadership, capable of dichotomizing the political
space. Given these factors, our hypothesis is not difficult to understand.
In Spain, the spectre of an organic crisis was generating the conditions
for the articulation of a dichotomizing discourse, capable of building the
15-M’s new ideological constructs into a popular subject, in opposition
to the elites.

For the founders of Podemos, this was not a novel hypothesis; we had
begun to sketch it out in our initial reflections on the 15-M movement.
Our thinking drew on a particular set of political experiences—Latin
America’s ‘gained decade’—and a specific model for political
communication: our television programme, La Tuerka [The Screw].
Analysis of the developments in Latin America offered us new theo-
retical tools for interpreting the reality of the Spanish crisis, within the
context of the Eurozone periphery; from 2011, we began to talk about the
‘latinamericanization’ of Southern Europe as opening a new structure of
political opportunity. This populist possibility was theorized most spe-
cifically by ffigo Errejon, drawing on the work of Ernesto Laclau.

The second key to this hypothesis was La Tuerka. From the start, within
our modest means, we understood La Tuerka as a ‘party’. People no
longer engage politically through parties, we thought, but through the
media. La Tuerka and our second programme, Fort Apache, were the ‘par-
ties’ through which we would wage our political struggle on the most
fundamental terrain of ideological production: television. La Tuerka
became our preparatory school, teaching us how to intervene most
effectively on mainstream television talk shows. It also trained us for the
consultancy work in political communication that we developed, which
in turn gave us experience in planning electoral campaigns and advising
spokespeople and political leaders. Thanks to La Tuerka and the training
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it gave us, we learned how to produce television ‘slots—and how to
think politically within the medium of Tv.

Our goals at that stage were modest; we never thought we’d get this far.
But accomplishing those limited objectives—writing papers, promoting
small-scale initiatives, producing and presenting Tv programmes, study-
ing audiovisual communication, advising political leaders on media
strategy—ensured that we were well prepared for the indispensable
ingredient of the Podemos hypothesis: a leadership figure with a high
recognition factor in Spain. There was no inevitability about our Tv pres-
ence, and no guarantee that it would prove effective and enduring. From
May 2013, however, I was constantly in the mass media. That summer,
we started thinking about the possibility of using my media presence for
a national political intervention. At that stage, my view was that such a
project could only be carried out in collaboration with the existing left.
The proposal we made to the left parties for joint open primaries sig-
nalled this orientation. We thought that opening the choice of candidates
to the citizens would help to tilt the balance of forces on the political
board in our favour: the left would look more like the people.

We saw ourselves as a force for renewal; what we didn’t anticipate was
that the coldness, not to say open hostility, with which our propos-
als were received would enable us to go much farther. The stubborn
conservatism of the 1U leaders, incapable of taking on other styles or
perspectives, and the disdain of some of the activist groups, forced us
to start putting our hypothesis into practice in virtual solitude; but that
also meant that we were under no obligation to make concessions to the
left’s conservatism, or to the paralysing styles of some of the social move-
ments. Paradoxes of history: the enabling conditions of the Podemos
phenomenon included the reservations it generated among those theo-
retically most likely to share our project—thanks to which we could fly
higher and more freely.

For the configuration of the political field into a left-right division cre-
ated a setting in which change, in a progressive direction, was no longer
possible in Spain. On the symbolic terrain of left and right, those of
us who advocate a post-neoliberal transformation through the state—
defending human rights, sovereignty and the link between democracy
and redistributive policies—have not the slightest chance of electoral vic-
tory. When our adversaries dub us the ‘radical left’ and try, incessantly,
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to identify us with its symbols, they push us onto terrain where their vic-
tory is easier. Our most important political-discursive task was to contest
the symbolic structure of positions, to fight for the ‘terms of the conver-
sation’. In politics, those who decide the terms of the contest determine
much of its outcome. This has nothing to do with ‘abandoning princi-
ples’ or ‘moderation’, but with the assumption that unless we ourselves
define the terrain of ideological struggle, it will limit the discursive rep-
ertoire at our disposal.

This is only possible in exceptional situations, such as the one we are
now in. It demands a specific strategy to identify the frameworks that
could define this new setting, as well as the discourse to project it in the
mediasphere. When we insist on talking about evictions, corruption and
inequality, for example, and resist getting dragged into debates on the
form of the state (monarchy or republic), historical memory or prison
policy, it doesn’t mean that we don’t have a stance on those issues or
that we've ‘moderated’ our position. Rather, we assume that, without
the machinery of institutional power, it makes no sense at this point
to focus on zones of struggle that would alienate us from the majority,
who are not ‘on the left’. And without being a majority, it is not pos-
sible to get access to the administrative machinery that would allow us
to fight these discursive battles in other conditions, while intervening
with public policies.

TV Nation

For decades, television has been the central ideological apparatus in
our societies. In recent years social networks have opened up new sites
of ideological contestation, democratizing access to the public sphere,
despite their unequal penetration of different strata. Even if they are still
far from competing with Tv, they played a key role in our campaign
for the Furopean elections and remain one of Podemos’s distinctive fea-
tures. Television, however, conditions and even helps to manufacture
the frameworks through which people think—the mental structures and
their associated values—at a much higher level of intensity than the tra-
ditional sites of ideological production: family, school, religion. As far as
political attitudes and opinions are concerned, in Spain Tv talk shows
are probably the major producers of arguments explicitly for popular
use. Most of the arguments heard in bars or workplaces are generated
by ‘opinion-makers’ who appear on Tv and radio. Social imaginaries
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are clearly shaped by apparently non-ideological and apolitical formats,
presented as ‘merely’ entertainment—the most important ideological
operations are those that give the appearance of being non-ideological to
notions that are perceived as common sense. In the context of the crisis,
however, as far as specifically political debates are concerned, Tv studios
have become the real parliaments. Indeed one of the most important
manifestations of the crisis was the opening of a new space within tele-
vision debates, which we could occupy; someone had to represent the
‘victims’ of the crisis. What we said allowed these victims—subaltern
layers, above all the impoverished middle classes—to identify them-
selves as such and to visualize, through the form of a new ‘us’, the ‘them’
of their adversaries: the old elites.

The TV phenomenon of ‘the pony-tailed professor’ might be defined
as the most effective occupation of that space, previously attempted
by others on the left, either through luck or through practice. In fact
this televisual discourse was the result of intense preparation for each
intervention. Step by step, an unconventional left-wing talk-show guest
became a reference-point for the socio-political discontent caused by the
crisis. Converting this reference-point into a candidate was a high-risk
strategy; our Euro-election campaign succeeded because we managed
to maintain that media presence which, until the last two weeks of the
campaign, was basically that of an unusual talk-show guest rather than
a candidate or political leader. The main goal of the campaign was to
explain that ‘the guy with the pony-tail' on Tv was taking part in the
elections. That's why we opted for something that had never been done
before in Spain: using the candidate’s face on the ballot. The ‘People of
the Television'—el pueblo de la television, or the Tv nation, so to speak—
didn’t know about a new political party called Podemos, but they knew
about the guy with the pony-tail.

This populace, politically socialized through television, was not ‘repre-
sentable’ within the traditional left-right categories of the political space.
In the context of high dissatisfaction with the elites, our objective of
identifying a new ‘we’ that included the Tv nation initially came together
around the signifier ‘Pablo Iglesias’. Before and during the campaign,
our work on Tv talk shows aimed to introduce new concepts and argu-
ments that would help to define the political battlefield to our advantage.
The way in which the notion of ‘the Caste’ was brought to bear—denoting
Spain’s political and economic establishment—is perhaps the best
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example. This new media space, susceptible to politicization, had been
in the making for some time, as programme analysis has revealed. The
overwhelming popularity of the weekly current-affairs show Salvados and
its presenter Jordi Evole can’t be explained solely by the social sensitivity
of its topics or by Evole’s progressive stance. The key to its success was
its ability to focus on the central issues of social dissatisfaction, creat-
ing—whether consciously or not—a new discourse that crossed political
boundaries; in Laclau’s terms, it was transversal.

Towards a party

From our launch in January 2014 until the Euro-elections that May,
the political leadership of Podemos was constituted by a group of a few
dozen cadres, who took on all the usual tasks of a campaign team. Along
with a group of lecturers and researchers at the Complutense University
of Madrid, this drew on a new generation of militants from Juventud
sin Futuro (Youth without a Future), student associations, La Tuerka and
other political and social organizations, as well as alternative cultural
projects and 15-M. This group formed the initial nucleus of Podemos and
ran its initial campaign, focusing on communication—social networks,
TV shows, public events, propaganda. A few weeks after the launch, we
put out a call for the creation of Podemos Circles, local and sectoral
groups which began to flower, establishing our presence throughout the
country. But in spite of this extended teamwork, we were far from being
a political organization. Podemos was still a citizens’ movement that had
sparked tremendous enthusiasm, expressed in the establishment of the
Circles, the growing participation at our events, the activity of thousands
in the social networks and the possibility that this hope could be trans-
lated into votes on 25 May. But we were not yet a political organization.

After the Euro-elections Podemos had five MEPs, although it still lacked a
formal political leadership and an organized territorial and sectoral struc-
ture across regions, as well as formal mechanisms for decision-making.
From the start we wagered on processes that would allow popular partici-
pation in the most important decisions; this was how the technical team
that organized our founding congress, the November 2014 Citizens’
Assembly, was chosen. At the Assembly, which represented a historic
milestone in terms of participation, Podemos converted itself from a
citizens’ movement with an electoral project into a political organization
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with leading bodies, internal systems of control, political and tactical
guidelines and a clear goal of organizational efficiency. From that point
we started our local and regional construction processes, which have
just been completed. In the course of the Assembly we agreed our basic
electoral strategy, supporting popular unity candidates in the municipal
elections, for which Podemos would not stand independently, while run-
ning in the regional elections under our own ‘brand’.

Our Constituent Assembly, and the regional and local processes that fol-
lowed, established the skeletal structure of a political party, on track for
the November 2015 general election. But Podemos’s muscle-tissue, so to
speak, reaches well beyond the organization itself, for it has the capacity
to link the most advanced sectors of civil society into a broader project of
political change, working to include popular movements in a process that
cannot be undertaken alone. To be a governing party, Podemos needs the
best cadres of civil society; winning elections will require us to safeguard
those decision-making links with the broader society through open vot-
ing. If anything has made us strong, it is that we haven't allowed militant
nuclei to isolate us from the wishes of society, to hijack an organization
that is—over and above the identities of its political leaders, cadres and
militants—an instrument for political change in Spain.

Podemos’s March for Change on 31 January this year was not just a his-
toric event in terms of the scale of participation—between 100,000 and
300,000 people—but also in its unconventional character. It was not a
protest, nor was it intended to raise a particular set of social demands.
The history of the twentieth-century workers’ movement showed that
not all strikes needed to be justified by specific labour demands; rather,
in decisive moments, a strike can be converted into a political instru-
ment, without representative interfaces or mediations. The March for
Change was a specifically political event, linked to the public represen-
tation of a social will that takes Podemos as a fundamental instrument
for change. Its importance lay not just in the fact that no other political
force in Spain had the capacity for a mobilization on this scale. Much
more importantly, the March for Change signalled a determination to
end the disassociation between mass mobilizations and electoral poli-
tics. The old political parties in Spain appear to the citizens as little more
than machines for getting access to the state administration by electoral
means. In fact the elections that followed the 15-M movement had the
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feeling of an optical illusion: politicians and parties that were utterly dis-
credited, perceived as the main problem by the citizens, were apparently
inescapable, still dominating the realm of formal democracy. The March
for Change brought politics back to the streets. If it was not as vast as
the March for Dignity of March 2014, which brought together the trade
unions and social movements under the slogan ‘Bread, Work, Housing,
it nevertheless demonstrated both the strength of our organizational
abilities and the massive support of Spain’s citizens. The sneering
response of the old elites to the 15-M movement—telling the demonstra-
tors in the squares that they should run for election—is unlikely to be
repeated any time soon. The January 2015 mobilization signalled the
start of a new cycle, opening a decisive year for Spain.

Shifting ground

Since the Euro-elections, but particularly since the start of 2015, the
establishment attacks on Podemos have been unceasing, far surpassing
what’s meted out to the other political forces. This was entirely predict-
able, proof of how much we alarm the historic power-holders in Spain.
The dizzying upsurge of an organization like Podemos in the polls has
caused jitters among our opponents. In the first months of 2013, the
arguments thrown at us by the propagandists of the PP and the PSOE
usually had a boomerang effect, increasing our support and allowing
our spokespeople to hit back with notable effect in the mass media.
Over the last few months, the techniques and character of these attacks
have sharpened, and have slowly become more damaging. We need to
assume that our media battles will no longer be conducted in the same
advantageous conditions as before and that the attacks will continue, at
least until we achieve an institutional footing in the regional and local
elections. The latest campaigns against us have shown that we could lose
our offensive capacity for putting topics on the political agenda.

The most important challenge facing us is the November general elec-
tion. It is difficult to predict where we’ll come, but what we need to work
towards is a plebiscite that will simplify the political options into a choice
between the conservative PP and Podemos. But though it may be pos-
sible for us to overtake the PSOE, it is still far from ‘Pasokization'—the
complete collapse undergone by the centre-left PASOK, once the most
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powerful party in Greece but reduced to irrelevance after its pro-austerity
coalition with New Democracy. The PSOE still has significant electoral
support. It was given a political oxygen cylinder by the Andalusian
regional elections in March, even if its result there was largely due to
local conditions. Podemos tripled its vote since the Euro-elections, win-
ning 15 seats in Andalusia and 15 per cent of the vote—a good result, but
it doesn’t prefigure our overtaking the traditional parties, PP and PSOE.
This is why the regional elections on 24 May—above all in Madrid,
Valencia and Asturias—and the Catalonian election in September are so
important for us.

Our vital goal this year is to overtake PSOE—an essential pre-condition
for political change in Spain, even if we don’t manage to outstrip the
pP. The hypothesis of the Socialists undertaking a 18o-degree turn and
rejecting austerity policies, so that we could reach an understanding with
them, will only come into play if we effectively outdo them. At that stage,
psOE will either accept the leadership of Podemos or commit political
suicide by submitting to that of the Pp. The PSOE leadership and the
different factions within the party are well aware of this and have been
working flat out to minimize our lead. Holding the Andalusian election
two months early was a clear attempt by the regional PSOE baroness,
Susana Diaz, to make sure that the first test in this decisive electoral year
would be held where the Socialists had suffered the least attrition—and
they pulled it off.

Another crucial question to be determined in 2015 will be our responsibil-
ities in the post-electoral scene, where Podemos may face the possibility
of governing with the support of other parties, or supporting others so
they can take office. We may yet see a series of regional-level ‘grand coa-
litions’ between the PP and PSOE, which would strengthen Podemos’s
role as the main opposition, though they would be disastrous for Spain.
But for the Socialists this would imply Pasokization and their leaders are
likely to explore other options. PSOE will be locked into the contradiction
between the logic of the state and its interests as a party, and it is not
clear how this will be resolved. The same dilemma awaits Ciudadanos,
the white-label party of the elites, promoted as the ‘right-wing Podemos’:
it is bound to discuss potential agreements with the PP but knows what
a negative impact this would have on its electoral growth.
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For Podemos, it will be important to play a part in regional governments
after the regional elections and to keep the PP out of office. But most
critical of all is to enter the general election in the strongest possible
position. Institutional empowerment will offer us safeguards and give
us vital experience, but it could also mean we lose our ‘outsider’ advan-
tage. We may face contradictions that could undermine our fundamental
objective: going into the general election with the best hope of redefin-
ing the political force-field in Spain.

Translated by Fruela Ferndndez
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