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Foundations of National Identity

That there is currently a good dose of malaise within the anthropological dis-
cipline with respect to the concept of culture is quite certain. The reason for this
is not clear, despite the widespread success of the term culture, or perhaps because
of it. There are a number of anthropologists who feel uncomfortable with a con-
cept which, according to them, objectifies the Other, which helps to construct
and maintain cultural differences: a concept of culture which is presented in a sta-
tic and oppressive way; a concept of culture which dehumanises because it
homogenises; in other words, a concept of culture that exaggerates the borders
between cultures. This is the way in which Lila Abu-Lughod (Ortner 1999)
expressed herself — an anthropologist who, as Jonathan Friedmann said, confesses
to embracing her hybridity. It must be remembered that her voice is typical of the
postmodern generation of anthropologists in the U.S.A.

As for Britain, there is nothing new in saying that many British anthropolo-
gist are suspicious of, and hence distrust, the concepr of culture. From Radcdliffe-
Brown onwards, British social anthropology has generally rejected the concept
of culture. This author considered culture as something vague and abstract, pre-
ferring the concept of social structure. For Raddliffe-Brown, culture tells us very
little about real relationships. At present, British anthropologists rarely use the
term culture — very unlike the rank-and-file American anthropologist. In certain
cases, eager anthropologists — and Tim Ingold is a good example — insist that
culture is a concept that fragments the world and imposes unnecessary cate-
gories.

We have seen that a good number of anthropologists, at least the spokespeo-
ple of the new tendencies, criticise the concept of culture. The most radical mem-
bers of the group wish to abandon the concept completely, perhaps to substitute
it, as Marshall Sahlins (1999) has suggested through the Foucaultian concept of
discourse. Is there, however, a more reified, essentialised, hegemonic and totalis-
ing concept than that of the discourse, with the idea of an omnipresent and mys-
terious power which penetrates all social relations and institutions? I tend to agree
with the bright line of enquiry presented by Sahlins: the concept of discourse has
been a fatal acquisition for the discipline. It would be more valuable to embrace
the concept of culture, which is not only essential to account for nationalism, but
has also, in spite of its limitations and contradictions, provided an important ser-
vice to anthropology for over a century.

Conclusion: The Catalan Case

The objective of this chapter was to investigate the complexity of the concept of
culture in the context of a complex and changing reality. In many respects, the
local, the regional, the national, the European and the global are presented as the-
oretical discussions in which anthropologists and other social scientists partici-
pate. It would be naive to present the Catalan reality from a purely internalist
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perspective. The reality of the country is multidimensional, and the implication
of this fact is often ignored by the locals.

Having said that, it is important to look at the past realities of Catalan lan-
guage and culture. In this respect, it is essential to remember that they were heav-
ily persecuted under Franco. Franco’s regime exhibited a totalitarian philosophy,
which meant that any cultural, linguistic or national plurality was totally forbid-
den. It was characterised by the belief that any transgression or sedition had to be
annihilated (Solé and Villaroya 1993: 8).

For the first decade of dictatorship, Francoism exerted a policy of total violence
against the Catalan language and culture. The truth is that the repression of Cata-
lan identity affected all the public spheres of Catalan society, from the school to
publications, from the names of shops to cemetery gravestones. Francoism was an
autocratic, authoritarian and dictatorial regime. The history of its first decade
shows without any doubt that the objective of the regime was to demolish the
Catalan language and culture. It may be suggested that the situation improved in
the 1960s, but this only reflected the growing number of Catalan people who
wanted to express their identity. It is a well-known fact that, as late as 1968, the
then Minister of Information, the so-called ‘progressive’ Mr Manuel Fraga, wrote
to a linguistic requester the following:

Catalonia was occupied by Philip IV and again occupied and defeated by Philip V.
Later it was bombarded by the revolutionary General Espartero in the nineteenth cen-
tury. We occupied Catalonia in 1939, and we are ready to occupy it again as many
times as it is necessary. To that end I am ready to use weapons and have a gun ready for
use again (Solé and Villarroya 1993: 217).

At present, it would be naive to believe that the Spaniards have emotionally
and intellectually understood the realities of Catalan language and culture. In par-
ticular, the growing Spanish domination by the Popular Party (a right-wing and
centralist party) shows a governmental policy which is against a decentralised
vision of the Spanish reality. It is interesting, for example, that in 2001, even King
Juan Carlos gave a public speech in which he denied the aggressive character of
Spanish language and culture — a fact that Catalans, Basques or Latin Ameticans
could not accept.

It is obvious that any concern about the position of Catalan language and cul-
ture today has to take into account the period following the Spanish Civil War.
As we have scen, this was characterised by a period of approximately two scores
years during which Catalan language and culture were subjected to a compre-
hensive and brutal repression. The survival of Catalan identity tells a great deal
about its basic strength, which had developed since the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury. The Francoist period not only aimed at suppressing the public manifestation
of Catalanism in the language and culture, but was, if not active, at least sympa-
thetic with a massive immigration into Catalonia that took place in the 1950s and
1960s from a number of Spanish regions (particularly Andalusia).
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The return of democracy in 1978 enabled the reconstitution of the Catalan
reality. However, the idealism that characterised Catalan politicians and intellec-
tuals would eventually have to come to terms with the fact that approximately 50
per cent of the population who lived in Catalonia were of an ‘alien’ origin, both
linguistically and culturally. At another level, Catalonia became more integrated
within a number of different realities: Spain, the European Union and the world.
To put it in a different way: it was difficult to maintain on€’s own linguistic and
cultural identity in a changing situation, in a reality in which geography was no
longer a barrier. To explore these realities, I will use the sociological research pro-
vided by Salvador Giner et al. (1996).

The process of industrialisation in the Francoist period created a homoge-
neous middle class for the whole of Spain. An additional factor in Catalonia was,
as we have said, the immigration from the rest of Spain from the 1940s to the
1960s. A consequence of these two events was the progressive disappearance of
the ‘Catalan differential fact’. Two differential elements of the Catalans compared
with Spaniards and Europeans in general are important: the language and politics
(the legal system of the Parliament and the governmental action of the Generali-
tat). As Giner et al. say:

The language maintains certain attitudes, symbols, traditions and myths which form the
core of Catalan culture and that serve as an instantaneous sign to identify it and as a tool
to provide cultural continuity for the future. The survival and prosperity of our civil
society, of the civic cults, nationalism and language (without excluding certain charac-
teristic Catalan popular customs) are the features which alongside an autonomous gov-
ernment, can guarantee a well-differentiated future for Catalonia (1996: 47).

Finally, another, more confused, element has to be added: social forms or con-
ventions of Catalan life. As Catalan language is the key element with which to
identify Catalan identity, there follows a process of language politicisation. The
confrontation between the Spanish and the Catalan governments with respect to
the linguistic factor is becoming more acute; the progressive characterisation of
the people who live in Catalonia into two communities (Spanish-speaking and
Catalan-speaking) is an increasing characterisation of a reality which was ideally
conceived as bilingual. Tt should be added here that the linguistic diversity may
also correspond to cultural diversity.

The survival of the Catalan language during the period of Francoist repression
can partly be explained by the existence of the pre-modern conditions that
allowed the survival of the language. However, the penetration of the modern
media (radio, television, etc.) and the change in the composition of the popula-
tion (a massive Castilian-speaking immigration) have produced a notable chal-
lenge to a situation in which not only rural people, but also the bourgeoisie, the
middle class and the artisans of Barcelona preserved their identity until well into
the 1930s. A well-known factor in this success was the weakness of the Spanish
state (Giner at al. 1996: 50).
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