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1.INTRODUCTION

The Spanish constitutional system has experienced its second 
historic episode of tension —the first was the unsuccessful coup 
d’état on the 23rd of February 1981— with the abdication of the 
King Juan Carlos I of Bourbon on the 2nd of June of this year and 
the proclamation of his son Felipe as King Felipe VI of Spain, the 
Price of Asturias, on the 19th of this month.  The strong friction of 
the system is due to a naive lack of foresight of the media and other 
social and political authorities who did not know how to foresee the 
events which were affecting the holder of the Crown and his family 
for some years.

In fact, the beginning of the criminal proceeding in November 2011 
against the son-in-law of the King by alleged tax offences and other 
crimes related to economic issues (falseness and money laundering) 
stopped being an isolated and exceptional problem for the Crown 
when, on the 14th of April 2012, the King fractured the hip in 
Botswana and had to come back urgently to Spain. Because of the 
fact that this trip took place during a tough social and economic 
moment for the country, the Head of State apologized publically 
on the 18th of April of that same year. However, this apologize did 
not avoid uncovering some private and not very edifying aspects of 
the private life of Juan Carlos, whose eldest daughter, the Princess 
Elena, had a notorious divorce, and the marriage of the King and 
the Queen Sofia collapsed notoriously in public. In this context, 
the health problems of Juan Carlos and the accusation this January 
of the Princess Cristina because of a possible involvement in some 
small crimes committed by her husband brought the monarchical 
institution to the worst and deepest crisis since 1978. 

The abdication, despite the denials of the Royal Household of Spain, 
started being seen as a chance to overcome the crisis of the end 
of 2012 and was also based on the fact that Felipe of Bourbon and 
Greece, Prince of Asturias, had all the abilities to succeed the King. 
However, Juan Carlos resisted for several reasons, the fi rst one 
because he needed to absorb the current situation as in his vital 
purpose —within the dynastic tradition— he did not contemplate the 
abdication which for him was seen as a defeat and failure. On the 
other hand, the lenience of the successive Governments —and the 
opposition of the Head of State himself— maintained the article 57 
of the Constitution which stipulates that the abdication should be 
accomplished by a constitutional law. 
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“The sign, sanction 
and promulgation of 

the abdication law took 
place in a ceremony 

in the Royal Palace of 
Madrid on the 18th of 

June”

The slow process of the 
abdication speeded up at the 
beginning of 2013 when it was 
obvious that the party system 
was strongly questioned in 
Spain to such an extent that the 
expected correlation of forces 
at the general elections of 
2015 foresaw a less favourable 
General Courts than the current 
ones to make the abdication and 
the subsequent proclamation of 
Felipe easier. However, it was in 
January 2014, when the King’s 
health got better but the rest 
of the matters which concerned 
the Monarchy (three fails in the 
barometers of the Centro de 
Investigaciones Sociales in 2011) 
got worse, when the Monarch 
accepted that he was not able 
to restore his popularity or to 
take the risk of trying to do so, 
overcoming, in this way, the 
current legislature and going into 
another more problematic one. 
 

2. THE ABDICATION 
PROCESS

Since this January, the so-called 
Abdication Operation set in 
motion. The chosen month was 
June and, in particular, the 
days 11th or 18th. However, 
the terrible results of the PSOE 
in the European elections on 
the 25th of last May, which led 
the General Secretary of the 
party to the announcement of 
an extraordinary Congress in 
June, obliged to bring forward 
the abdication which was 
communicated shortly on the 2nd 
of June. The King announced to 
the president of the Government 
both in person and in a written 

communication his intention to 
abdicate the Crown of Spain. The 
president of the Government 
and the General Secretary of 
the PSOE, together with the 
vice-president and the minister 
of the Presidency were involved 
in the strategy of the abdication 
and its later development. The 
vice-president, ignoring the 
Ministry of Justice, elaborated 
a very simple but intelligent 
constitutional law draft, as it 
avoided any debate about its 
contents, by which the Cortes 
Generales improved legally the 
abdication of the King. The law 
was passed in the Congress (11th 
of June) and in the Senate (17th 
of June) by urgency procedure 
and in one single reading.

The conjecture that a decision 
taken by surprise would catch 
the Spanish republican sectors 
off guard was accurate because, 
beyond the rejection of the 
abdication law (passed in the 
Congress by 299 votes against 
19 and 23 abstentions), the 
mobilization in the streets was 
very low and the Republicanism 
did not know how to construct 
an alternative discourse —lack 
of a definition of Republic: 
representative, presidential— 
and visualize a leader of 
reference for the alternative to 
the form of the State.

The sign, sanction and 
promulgation of the abdication 
law took place in a ceremony 
in the Royal Palace of Madrid 
on the 18th of June and the 
norm came into force at 
midnight. In this way, Felipe VI 
attended the joint session of 

Proclamation of Felipe VI on 19 June 2014
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the Congress and the Senate on 
the 19th of June being already 
the King, and being pending his 
proclamation in terms of the 
Tittle II of the Constitution. At 
11:20 am of the 19th of June, 
that is, in just seventeen days, 
the abdication of Juan Carlos 
and the proclamation of the 
new King were accomplished. It 
was a completely constitutional 
operation fulminant by its speed 
and efficiency, although it has 
implied a strong pressure to the 
system without precedents and, 
especially, a constitutional law 
which set out the decisions to 
adopt and establish the statute 
of the abdicated King which has 
been implemented through a 
Royal Decree of the Government 
by which Juan Carlos keeps 
the title of King —as well as 
the Queen—, the treatment of 
Majesty and, on a lifelong basis, 
his condition of Captain General 
of the Armies. His reward will 
depend freely on the new King, 
his son, as the Constitution 
says, as well as his symbolic and 
representative functions.  

Because of the lack of a 
constitutional law which 
regulates the statute of the 
abdicated King, the crown 
immunity of Juan Carlos has 
been articulated provisionally 
through an amendment in the 
draft constitutional law being 
processed on public sector 
rationalization which affects 
judges and magistrates. In this 
context, it is worth mentioning 
that the Parliamentary Group of 
the PP in the Congress, together 
with UPN and Foro Asturias, 
has the absolute majority, 

as well as in the Senate. The 
amendment foresees a civil 
and criminal crown immunity 
for the consort of the King, the 
Princess of Asturias, and for the 
abdicated King and his consort, 
incorporating a temporary 
regulation, so that the judicial 
proceedings which could be 
underway before the coming 
into force of this law were sent 
to the First (civil) or Second 
(penal) Chamber of the Supreme 
Court. It is expected that both 
the amendment and the law will 
be passed in less than a month 
and, in any case, before the 
conclusion of the current session 
period of the Congress and the 
Senate. At the time of writing 
this document, it is unknown 
which parliamentarian groups 
and proposers will support or, in 
his case, reject, the amendment 
of crown immunity.

Two spoken documents are 
explicative for constitutional 
and documentary purposes: the 
message of the King announcing 
and explaining his abdication 
to the Spanish society (2nd of 
June), built-in as Preamble to 
the abdication constitutional law 
and the proclamation speech of 
Felipe VI (19th of June) before 
the General Courts. In both 
documents, from the point of view 
of the political interpretation of 
the facts, it is understood that the 
abdication answers to an intention 
of renewing the Crown, immerged 
in a crisis of the system itself and 
with the aim of saving it, and to 
the projection for the new King of 
the monarchical institution who 
starts a period of maturity of the 
Spanish constitutionalism. 

“From the point of 
view of the political 

interpretation of the 
facts, it is understood 

that the abdication 
answers to an intention 
of renewing the Crown”
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3.CONCLUSION

As in every plural society where 
different ideological opinions 
coexist, a parliamentary and 
social debate has appeared. 
The succession in life of 
Juan Carlos to his son of the 
Leadership of the State has 
been a successful experience. 
However, it has revealed the 
necessity of the developing, 
throughout constitutional and 
ordinary laws and, in his case, 
regulating laws, of aspects 
regarding the functioning of 
the Crown.  This normative 
absence or emptiness has been 
the responsible for producing 
to the institutional system an 
added stress to the important 
facts that foresee important 
and different changes, because, 
as the Leadership of State has 
represented the key of the 
system, there will be many 
consequences which will affect 
the Crown and the different 
spheres of political, economic 
and social power in Spain. 

But ¿which are the challenges 
that King Felipe VI has to face? 
The question is wrongly posed: 
the King is an essential piece of 
the institutional system and the 
challenges are in conjunction 
with it. The Spanish people, 
according to a timely survey 
of the Instituto Nacional de 
Estadísitca on life conditions in 
2013 and published the day after 
the proclamation of the King, 
distinguish three aspects: the 
vital-personnel which receives 
a high mark (fl uctuates between 
6.9 and 7.3), his vision of the 

economic situation which has 
improved and reaches 5.8 and 
his assessment of the political 
and judicial system which 
collapses: with 1.9 and 1.3 
respectively. 

In this survey it is clear that, 
during the first years of the 
reign, King Felipe VI will have 
to “arbitrate and moderate” 
deep constitutional changes to 
solve the Catalan independence 
challenge, the distrust of the 
party system, the perception 
of justice politicization and, 
among other important aspects, 
the eradication of corruption 
in public spheres. All this in a 
situation of deep and tough 
economic and social crisis 
where Spain is coming out at the 
expense of a huge devaluation 
of the salary incomes and of 
assets of both families and 
companies, and probably, 
after having sacrificed without 
choice hundreds of thousands 
of people who, swallowed up by 
the long unemployment, have 
lost the hope of recovering 
their self-esteem. 

In short, Felipe VI has been 
proclaimed in an historic 
moment of deep adversity 
and, as he showed in his 
proclamation speech, and above 
all, in his attitude, is aware 
of it. It is in his hands to show 
a renewed attitude, but the 
Government, the opposition and 
the autonomous executives are 
responsible for regenerating, 
in line with the regeneration 
of the Crown, the politics and 
institutions of Spain. 
 

“The King is an 
essential piece of the 

institutional system and 
the challenges are in 
conjunction with it”
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