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To my parents,
who gave me all the books I ever wanted.
This one is for them.
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‘There is no oil, there is no tin, no gold, no iron – positively none,’ said the functionary, growing vexed at such unreasonable rapacity.


‘What do you want with it?’


‘I am going as a journalist.’


‘Ah, well. To the journalist every country is rich.’


Evelyn Waugh, Scoop




PROLOGUE


A crisis reveals


I arrived in Madrid in December 2012, in time to celebrate the bleakest Christmas the city had seen in a generation.


Capital and country were reeling from a series of economic shocks that had brought Spain to the brink of ruin. As I started to find my way around the city, I saw reminders of the nation’s desperation everywhere. On days when I took my son to nursery school we would pass a long line of people – not all of them poorly dressed – waiting outside a church-run soup kitchen. Walking to my office in the morning, I would find that more and more shops had gone out of business. Inexplicably, the tiny store that sold and repaired mechanical typewriters held out, defying both technical obsolescence and the economic downturn. Then, one morning, I turned into Calle Hernán Cortés and found that it, too, had closed for good.


Part of my daily work as the correspondent for the Financial Times in Madrid was to survey the disaster zone that was Spain’s economy. Six months before my arrival, a slow-burning banking crisis had suddenly blazed out of control, forcing the government to request billions of euros in rescue aid from its European partners. The roots of that crisis in fact reached back more than four years, when Spain’s decade-long housing boom had dramatically turned to bust. But it was only in 2012 that the full extent of the economic calamity became clear. A big chunk of the nation’s banking system was now in state hands, investors had taken fright and the flow of credit to households and businesses had dried up. Every week brought a new piece of horrendous economic data: the budget deficit was on course to exceed 10 per cent of gross domestic product – more than three times the level allowed under European Union rules. Debt was inching ever closer to 100 per cent of national output, prompting stark warnings from rating agencies and bond traders. Worst of all was the steady drumbeat of dismal news from the labour market. Jobless numbers had more than tripled since the start of the crisis – from 1.8 million in 2007 to just over 6 million when I arrived. The unemployment rate would peak a few weeks later at 27 per cent of the workforce, a number that seemed fantastical to outsiders but painfully real to Spaniards themselves. Youth unemployment, meanwhile, was estimated to be twice as high.


Standing behind those numbers were millions of people, every one of them with a different story of failure, injustice, disappointment, frustration and fear. I would meet and interview countless victims of the crisis over the years that followed – more than I can remember. But I never forgot my first: his name was Roque Marchal, a middle-aged carpenter whose business had been ruined by the downturn, and who was now no longer able to pay off his mortgage. We sat in a bar close to Madrid’s Puerta del Sol, and he told me how scared he was of being evicted from his home. ‘The letter could arrive tomorrow,’ he said.1 Marchal spoke only for himself, but in a few short phrases he managed to capture the mood of bewildered anxiety that had befallen the whole nation. ‘All my life I considered myself middle-class, with my car and my house. I had a pretty good life,’ he said. ‘I never thought this could happen to me.’


Spain’s crisis was not confined to the economy, however. It spread and mutated as the months and years went by, touching an increasing number of institutions, and other parts of Spanish life. What started out as a housing crisis became an economic crisis, then a banking and financial crisis, and – eventually – a political and constitutional crisis that threatened to tear up the country.


A crisis reveals, for good and for bad. There was, I found, much to admire about the way Spain confronted the great economic downturn. Even at the worst moments of the crisis, Spain never felt like it was staring into the abyss of social collapse. Families helped each other. Communities rallied. People continued to treat each other with the decency and empathy that make Spanish society – for all its tensions and problems – so admirably resilient. There was anger, to be sure, but it was directed at people you saw on television, not in the street. Spaniards cursed the corrupt politicians and reckless bankers who had created this mess, and those merciless austerians in Brussels and Berlin who told them how to get out of it. But I never saw a bad word directed at the young West African migrant who sold pirate DVDs outside my house, or the foreign lady begging outside the local supermarket. Neighbours would greet them every morning, like people who belonged to the barrio. Madrid, and the country at large, came through the crisis with reserves of solidarity and grace that were at times hard to fathom, and harder still to forget.


The refusal to turn against migrants and minorities, the unspoken commitment not to look for scapegoats among the weakest in society, was remarkable in the context of political developments elsewhere in Europe. No less surprising was the absence of a populist far-right party in Spain at a time when such groups were surging into parliaments and governments across much of Europe. At the height of the crisis, Spain looked like a ripe target for the far right: it was home to millions of unemployed and millions of recent migrants, while faceless European officials were taking critical and painful decisions about the country’s economic future. Yet Spain remained, until very recently, deaf to the siren calls of anti-immigration and anti-European political parties. Over the course of the past two decades, millions of migrants from Latin America, Asia, North Africa and Eastern Europe found a new home in Spain. Most were made to feel not just safe but welcome. Whether this will remain the case in the years ahead is hard to say. Towards the end of 2018, there were unmistakable signs that the far right was finally starting to gain a foothold in Spanish politics, in the form of a new nationalist party called Vox. Fuelled by popular anger over Catalan separatism and the recent rise in migrant arrivals, Vox managed to win more than 10 per cent of the vote in Spain’s general election on 28 April 2019, shattering the notion that the country was somehow immune to the far-right surge taking place across Europe. The rise of Vox caused plenty of soul-searching in Spain. But it also seemed clear that the party enjoyed far less support than its extreme right peers in other European countries. Nor was there much evidence to suggest that the vast majority of Spaniards were abandoning their traditional backing for the European Union, or their broadly supportive attitude towards migrants.


Spain also managed to make – after much initial confusion and hesitation – bold reforms and brave changes to deal with the economic crisis itself. Recession gave way to recovery, and that recovery has been stronger and more durable than anyone predicted at the nadir of the crisis. The pain and dislocation wrought by the great downturn were terrible, and the effects will linger for years to come. But in economic terms, at least, Spain is no longer viewed as a basket case, but as proof that reforms can work – and that countries can learn from the policy mistakes of the past.


Spain’s crisis, however, also unveiled fragilities and fissures that could not be fixed by economic recovery alone. All the country’s institutions were put to the test in the years after the 2008 crash, along with some long-held assumptions that Spaniards made about themselves. Few survived without damage. Spain’s political system, for example, had been dominated for decades by the Socialists (PSOE) and the Popular party (PP), alternating flag-carriers of the establishment. Today, after three elections in four years, Spain’s parliament is fragmented and divided as never before. Recent governments have lacked the strength to win all but the most basic votes in the legislature. A seemingly unending string of corruption scandals eroded support not just for individual politicians and parties, but for the system as a whole. The banking sector was dismembered, too: of the fifty-five lenders that were vying for business in 2009, only ten were still around in 2017.2 Support for the royal house was shattered, forcing the abdication of King Juan Carlos in 2014. The judiciary, the police, the media – they all bled trust and confidence in the years of the great recession. But even these losses seem trivial (and recoverable) when set against the greatest challenge facing Spain today: Catalonia.


The Spanish region on the border with France would come to occupy more and more of my time and attention. After decades of relative harmony, relations between Catalonia and the central government took a marked turn for the worse during the years of the recession, giving rise to a powerful independence movement and – eventually – a full-blown constitutional crisis. The true extent of the political disaster brewing in Catalonia became clear to many only on 1 October 2017, the day the Catalan regional government tried to hold an independence referendum in defiance of the Spanish constitution and clear rulings from the courts and authorities in Madrid. Thousands of Spanish police officers were sent to the region to stop the voting, but they were hopelessly outnumbered. The images that went round the world that day were calamitous for Spain: they showed helmeted riot police storming into voting stations, Spanish batons crashing down on heads and bodies, and Catalan protesters kicked and dragged across the ground by Spanish officers. Everyone watching the events unfold that day could see that something had gone terribly wrong – for Spain and for Catalonia alike.


The violence-scarred referendum on 1 October would prove hugely significant. It set in train a series of events that led rapidly, inexorably, to a declaration of independence by the Catalan parliament twenty-six days later, and a no-holds-barred constitutional clash between the separatists and the Spanish government. It led to the arrest of Catalan independence leaders, and the flight of the Catalan president to Belgium. It also sparked an uncommon outburst of nationalist sentiment in the rest of the country, as Spaniards flew their country’s red-yellow-red banner from windows and balconies in untold numbers, offering a silent riposte to the countless independence flags fluttering across Catalonia. Barcelona and Madrid, those two great cosmopolitan cities, were suddenly awash in the primary colours of patriotism. The vote also led, eventually, to the suspension of Catalan autonomy and a new balance of power in the tension-filled region. Indeed, within less than eight months both Catalonia and Spain were under new political leadership, but the tensions never disappeared. The political, social and economic effects of the Catalan clash kept on coming, a remorseless cascade of blow and counterblow.


The origins of the secession campaign are complex, and reach back in time beyond the start of the crisis. But the separatist surge cannot be understood without the economic frustration caused by the downturn, and the broader longing for a new beginning – a decisive break with a country that many Catalans felt had nothing left to offer. It was part of a slow erosion, a gradual unravelling, of the structures, habits and traditions that held Spain together in the years after the death of the dictator Francisco Franco. The Catalan crisis was the most alarming expression of that unravelling because it threatened to tear apart the very shape of the country, but also because it tapped into anxieties buried deep in Spain’s collective conscience. In his 1844 Handbook for Travellers in Spain, Richard Ford described Spain as a ‘bundle of local units tied together by a rope of sand’.3 It was an observation that would be repeated and paraphrased down the ages, but the idea was always the same: that Spain was a country uniquely fragile and lacking in unity, a collection of regions, cultures and nations that could be held together only by force or by virtue of a common national project. That common national project undoubtedly existed after the end of the Franco dictatorship in the late 1970s, when Spaniards everywhere wanted democracy, freedom and – eventually – membership of the European Community. Where was that common vision and desire now? To some, the surge of Catalan separatism in the years after 2008 suggested that Spain was succumbing to that old illness of fragility and fragmentation once again. For the first time in generations, a break-up of the country seemed thinkable.


As grave as the situation in Catalonia was, however, there was always another side to the Spanish story. Amid the political drama playing out on the streets of Barcelona, it was easy to forget that one of the deadliest separatist campaigns in modern European history was drawing to an end in another strife-torn corner of the peninsula. The Basque Eta group declared an end to its gruesome decades-long killing spree in 2011, sparking jubilation in the tormented region and across the rest of Spain. In the years that followed, the story largely disappeared from the international media: we chronicle death and murder even when they are routine, but not the absence of death and murder, no matter how remarkable. Yet here was a tale of hope that should have inspired not just Spain but the world. It showed that a society riven by hatred and fear can forge a new path after all, and that political extremists can silence a peaceful majority only for so long.


The Spanish crisis was, finally, also a crisis of confidence in Spain itself. The country had worked so hard to close the gap – political, economic and social – with the rest of Western Europe. In the years since the death of the dictator Franco in 1975, it became a model democracy, stable and deeply committed to European integration. Once a bastion of social conservatism, it became one of the most progressive nations in the West, abolishing the death penalty ahead of France, and becoming one of the first countries in the world to legalise gay marriage. Spain also became rich, almost as rich as the average European country (and richer than the Italian cousins across the sea, a small but especially pleasing statistical achievement).4 The crisis forced that long process of convergence into reverse. Spain was poor again. Spain needed help again. And young Spaniards were leaving the country to find work abroad, just as their grandfathers had done in those humiliating decades of isolation and stagnation before the dictator’s death.5 A whole country woke up as if from a dream: We thought we were rich, but we weren’t. We thought we were like the others, but we aren’t. We trusted our leaders, but they failed us. We trusted our banks, but they betrayed us. As the novelist Antonio Muñoz Molina wrote in his memoir of the crisis (echoing Karl Marx), ‘everything that was solid dissolved into air’.6 In a desperate attempt to offer a different narrative, the government installed a high commissioner for the Marca España, or ‘Brand Spain’, who was charged with travelling the world and explaining why things were really not all that bad.7 The idea was to shift perceptions abroad, but if anyone needed reassurance it was Spaniards themselves. As far as I could tell, the initiative made little difference.


The fear of falling behind is an especially potent one in Spain. It echoes historical traumas from which the nation has never quite managed to escape. This is a country that has to look back 500 years to its siglo de oro, or Golden Age. The centuries since have been marked by decline and defeat – the loss of Spain’s South American empire, the terrible violence of the Napoleonic wars, the humiliating defeat in the 1898 Spanish-American war, and endless cycles of weak government, putsch and repression. Between 1812 and 1931 alone, the country passed no fewer than eight different constitutions.8 Then, in 1936, a group of generals around Francisco Franco launched a military coup against Spain’s Republican government, plunging the country into a bloody, bitter Civil War that lasted three years – and whose poison continues to seep into Spanish politics and society today. It ended in victory for Franco, who ruled Spain with an iron fist for another thirty-six years. At the time of his death, Spain formed part of Europe in geographical terms only. It was backward, poor, repressive, entirely cut off from the politics and culture of countries to the north. It was Franco’s tourism minister, Manuel Fraga,9 who promoted the slogan ‘Spain is different’. It certainly was, but not in a good way.


Among Spanish intellectuals and writers, the lament over Spain’s exceptional – and exceptionally tragic – history is almost a genre unto itself. As the Spanish poet Jaime Gil de Biedma wrote in 1962:


Of all the histories of History
without a doubt the saddest is that of Spain
because it ends badly. As if Man,
finally tired of struggling against his demons,
decided to entrust to them the government
and administration of his poverty.10


José Ortega y Gasset, the Spanish philosopher and essayist, put it more succinctly still, capturing both the idea of Spanish backwardness and the nation’s desire to form part of European normality in the famous phrase: ‘Spain was the problem and Europe the solution.’11 The line dates from 1910 but to some Spaniards it never lost its relevance. At the height of the crisis, it rang especially true. Spain needed European money to sort out its banking system, European advice to get its economy back on track and European backing for the difficult structural reforms pushed through in 2012 and beyond. But whether in the days of Ortega or in the days of the crisis, Spain’s search for European redemption was always about more than everyday politics and economics. Here was a country that, for all its progress and achievements, never seemed quite sure of its place in the world, a country forever in doubt, always measuring itself against the outside world and more often than not finding itself wanting. I know no nation that criticises itself so frequently and so mercilessly. In my time as a correspondent in Spain, I was told over and over again that this – this crisis, this scandal, this election result, this whatever – would never happen in other European countries. Only in Spain could politicians be so corrupt and bankers so venal. Only in Spain would judges and prosecutors let them off the hook.


In part, I found this lack of national swagger refreshing. A country that is willing to criticise itself is a country willing to improve and to learn from others. Spanish newspapers would print long articles examining the political culture in Denmark, the vocational training system in Germany, Britain’s universities and Finland’s schools. Its politicians would promise reforms aimed at turning bits of Spain into Scandinavia, or South Korea or even China. Other nations could learn from Spain how to eat and how to play football. In most other regards, however, it was Spain that needed to change, to adapt, to reinvent itself. But could it? Should it?


I was not sure at the time, and I am unsure today. Spain’s weaknesses were evident, and never more so than at the height of the crisis. But I also felt that too little was made – especially by Spaniards themselves – of the country’s remarkable strengths and advantages. I admired the openness and tolerance of Spain, the everyday friendliness, the way people looked out for each other, the curiosity and creativity that were on display wherever one looked, from the kitchens of Catalonia and the Basque country to the winemakers of Rioja and the start-up labs in Madrid, among architects, writers and film-makers but also in the media and – ultimately – even in the world of politics. The crisis was, for many, a chance to try out new things and explore new ways of leaving their mark on the world. I also thought there was much to admire about the surge in grassroots political activity in Spain after 2008, most notably in the case of the massive anti-austerity protests that shook the country in 2011. Whatever one made of the goals and policies that animated these and countless other demonstrations, it was clear that millions of Spaniards were determined to make their voice heard. Even at the height of the crisis, they did not retreat into the shell of private misery. If they had to suffer, they refused to do so meekly.


This book is a portrait of Spain during and after the crisis, but the observations and conversations it contains are, I hope, more than momentary snapshots. I have not consciously set out to develop a thesis. But writing and reading the chapters that follow, it was hard not to notice certain recurrent themes and motifs. One was Spain’s long struggle towards normality – the normality of a European country at ease with itself and its history. It comes up when we look at the legacy of Franco, and what to do with his brooding mausoleum in the mountains above Madrid. It surfaces again in the blood-stained lands of the Basque country, where a society traumatised by terror is struggling to turn the page. Another theme that crops up throughout the book is the sense of an ending, the feeling that a distinct phase in Spanish history is coming to a close. The seemingly stable framework that emerged after the country’s celebrated transición from dictatorship to democracy in the late 1970s seems broken. A new framework, however, has yet to emerge – leaving Spain today with a strange blend of old and new, of things that have not quite disappeared and things that are not yet fully formed. The political system is a case in point, with two establishment parties struggling to defend their turf against a trio of political newcomers, and neither side emerging triumphant. The relationship between Spain and the regions – and Catalonia in particular – is another. Here, too, things cannot stay as they are, unless Spain wants to risk a cataclysmic descent into open conflict.


These are some of the issues and stories that dominate the chapters that follow. Some will be told from the vantage point of Madrid, Spain’s sprawling yet laid-back capital, home to the government and parliament, the courts and banks, Europe’s perennial football champions and one of the most exquisite art collections anywhere in the world. But no picture of contemporary Spain can ever be complete without leaving the capital and exploring the country’s endlessly diverse and fascinating regions. More than any other state in Western Europe, Spain is a mosaic of different regional and even national identities. Catalonia and the Basque country – where locals have preserved their own language and tend to see themselves as distinct nations – are the most obvious examples. But even in other parts of Spain, such as Andalusia and Galicia, the sense of distinctiveness and distance from the country’s Castilian core is palpable. Here, unlike in Catalonia or the Basque country, the vast majority of people do feel Spanish. The two identities simply exist in parallel, often in harmony but occasionally in conflict.


We will head east to Valencia, to tell the story of how Spain slid into crisis and what it did to get out of it. We will head south, to the sun-burnt fields and cities of Andalusia, and north to the industrial heartlands of Catalonia and the Basque country. We will take detours through Spain’s vast, empty inland empire – to regions that count among the least populated in all of Europe, but that are filled with stories all the same.


There are, of course, no easy conclusions, and no obvious answers to the questions facing Spain after the crisis. But I spent more than four years looking for them nonetheless, in interviews and conversations with politicians, business leaders, academics and many of the brightest minds in the country. More often than not, however, I learnt more about Spain in places that were far from the national capital and other big cities. Over the course of my reporting, I interviewed hundreds of people – some for hours in their homes and offices, others briefly, in the street or in bars and cafés. I met a surgeon in the Catalan hill country, who insisted that Spain would always be a foreign country to him; a nurse in Seville, still waiting for a job after many years; a Peruvian barman in Madrid, wondering why all his compatriots are heading home; a fisherman in Galicia, writing poems about the sea; a mayor in the Basque country, delighted that the killers have gone, and that he is still standing. To them, and to all the others, I owe an immense debt of gratitude.




CHAPTER ONE


Another country


Oriol Junqueras was letting his hands do the talking. I watched as he threaded the fingers of his left hand into the fingers of his right hand, over and over again, pushing hard and turning his palms upwards. It looked laborious, and it was meant to be. Junqueras, a big man with big hands, was using his fingers to tell a centuries-old story of conflict, nationalism and identity: one hand was Catalonia, the other was Spain. And, as hard as he might try, one would never quite fit into the other. ‘This is a very old phenomenon,’ he told me, finally untangling his hands. ‘These are two political communities that have great difficulty finding one another. Neither recognises itself in the other. They have different priorities. They have different visions.’1


A prosperous region of 7.5 million people, Catalonia has been part of the Spanish state for centuries. Yet many Catalans regard themselves as a nation apart, with a language, culture and history that is intimately related to Spain but different all the same. At times, the region has been the target of severe repression, not least during the dictatorship of Francisco Franco, who banned the use of Catalan. That changed when Spain returned to democracy four decades ago. Today, Catalonia forms one of the country’s seventeen ‘autonomous communities’ with powers over matters such as education, health care and welfare, and a police force of its own. Spain’s constitution vaguely recognizes the rights of ‘nationalities and regions’ within the Spanish state, but stops short of recognising Catalonia’s claim to nationhood. Despite occasional rumblings of discontent, the whole arrangement was – until recently – broadly accepted by Catalans and Spaniards alike.


Junqueras, however, believed that Catalans and Spaniards never truly belonged together. They were different nations, he told me, held together only by Spanish law and Spanish force. ‘Catalonia wants to decide its own future – its political future. And it is faced with a state that says: You can’t take those decisions. We will take them for you,’ he said. ‘So this is ultimately a question of democratic dignity, and of political dignity.’


We were speaking in his office, high above the elegant Rambla de Catalunya in central Barcelona. A veteran politician who had fought all his life for an independent Catalan state, Junqueras seemed more tense than on our previous meetings. I had interviewed him on several occasions during my time in Spain, and was always struck by his insight and boundless appetite for stories and information. A well-placed barb against the Spanish government would be followed by a long digression on army food rations during the Second World War. A devout Catholic as well as a committed leftist, his speech was punctuated by deep sighs, broad grins and occasional biblical references. The leader of Esquerra Republicana, a left-wing pro-independence party, Junqueras had served until recently as mayor of his small home town outside Barcelona. Now, he was one of the most powerful men in Catalonia, the finance minister and vice-president in the regional government. More importantly, Junqueras was one of the architects of the campaign to establish a Catalan breakaway state from Spain – against the explicit will of Madrid, and in defiance of clear rulings from Spain’s constitutional court. We were speaking on a searing hot day in early May 2017, as the region was gearing up for an illegal independence referendum on 1 October. We both knew that some kind of clash was unavoidable. But we had no idea of the price that he and others would pay for their stance. Six months after we spoke, Junqueras found himself inside a Spanish prison cell, pending a trial for rebellion and sedition.


His fall from grace was remarkable, but so was everything else that happened in those tense, wild months before and after 1 October. The cause of secession had moved – in the space of only a few years – from the fringes of Catalan politics and society right to centre stage. Here was the defining challenge for Spain and its leaders, and a crisis unlike any the country had seen since its return to democracy in the late 1970s. It was a crisis, moreover, that resonated across Europe and beyond: the Catalan quest to form a breakaway state echoed campaigns in countries as diverse as Britain, Belgium, Ukraine and Canada, all of which had faced or were still facing a separatist challenge to the union. Tension between Catalonia and the central government in Madrid had existed for much of Spanish history, yet the latest flare-up was also, in many ways, new and shocking. The regional government that Junqueras belonged to was the first in more than eighty years to advocate secession from Spain. The same was true of the regional parliament, where pro-independence deputies were in the majority. But the change was perhaps most evident on the streets. In the years since 2012, Catalonia has held some of the largest political demonstrations in Europe, with hundreds of thousands of marchers calling for secession every year on 11 September, Catalonia’s national day. On other days, Catalans expressed their views on balconies and windows, tens of thousands of which were covered with the distinctive red-yellow-and-blue estelada, the lone-star flag of Catalan independence. To know the political allegiance of a city, village or street in the region, all you had to do was look up: the more esteladas fluttered in the wind, the more local support for secession.


If Catalonia ever does become independent, historians will probably look to 13 September 2009, and the event that took place that day in Arenys de Munt, as one of the sparks that started the secessionist fire. A hillside town of 8600 inhabitants, Arenys can be reached by train and bus from Barcelona in little more than an hour. The trip is spectacular. For much of the journey, the rail tracks run right alongside the glistening azure waters of the Mediterranean and long stretches of sandy beach. Looking out towards the sea, I thought that there could not be many places in the world that afford a better life than Catalonia: the beaches of the Costa Brava in the summer, the peaks of the Pyrenees in the winter, and the glories of Barcelona all year round. Whether in economic or gastronomic terms, in architecture or football, the region seemed blessed like few others. Yet the discontent was evident. With every kilometre and every stop along the way, the number of esteladas increased. By the time I sat on the bus for the last stretch of the journey, there was an independence flag hanging on every second tree that lined the road.


Arenys de Munt is a quiet, prosperous kind of place, with an unemployment rate below the already low Catalan average. It is also a bastion of the secession movement. At the time of my visit, of the thirteen local councillors, no fewer than eleven were committed to independence.


The local sentiment was made manifest in 2009, just a year after the bursting of Spain’s housing bubble, when Arenys became the first town in Catalonia to hold an independence referendum. ‘The police had to close the entrance into town because so many people wanted to come. There was a river of people coming up from the train station. They couldn’t vote. But they wanted to see us vote,’ recalled Josep Manel Ximenis, a local activist and former mayor of Arenys.


As he thought back to that day, a smile crossed his tanned face. He remembered it all: the crowds, the demonstrators, the journalists and camera teams; his fear that something – anything– could go wrong, ruining years of work. And the moment when, after the voting was done, he climbed on to the podium to read out the results: 2861 votes cast, more than 96 per cent in favour of independence. It felt, to Ximenis and many others, like they were making history. ‘What more can you ask for, than to experience that kind of moment?’ Ximenis said, as we sipped coffee on the deserted town square of Arenys. ‘We broke through the barrier. And we broke through the fear. All of a sudden, people said: If those people in Arenys can vote, why not me?’ For Ximenis, the vote was a deeply personal affair. All his life, the cause of Catalan independence had been viewed as the cause of outsiders, dreamers and fanatics. ‘We were always in the minority, and never more than 15 per cent of the Catalan population,’ he said. ‘We had the reputation of being a bit crazy – aiming for something that was impossible to achieve, for Utopia.’


Like many of the people I spoke to in Arenys, he told me that he saw Spain as a different country: ‘I have been disconnected from Madrid for many years. To me, what happens in Madrid has the same importance as what happens in Paris. What concerns me is my society, my country and my capital [Barcelona]. I work to improve them – not other things.’


Born in Barcelona in 1962, Ximenis grew up in a Spanish-speaking home. Both his parents came to Catalonia from other regions of Spain, part of a vast influx of migrants from poorer regions such as Andalusia and Extremadura hoping to find work in Catalonia’s thriving factories. Even as a child, Ximenis said, he felt a strong bond with the land that surrounded him. When he was sixteen, his cousins took him to a meeting of a small pro-independence party. ‘They said what I had been thinking for some time. So I became an independentista,’ Ximenis recalled. From one day to the next, he spoke only Catalan, even with his own parents and siblings. He became a banker, but a midlife crisis led him to abandon his career and dedicate his life to politics – and the struggle for independence.


The Arenys referendum was the product of a long chain of conscious decisions and improbable coincidences. The idea was first raised at a meeting of local activists in 2006, shortly after the town held a referendum on the mundane issue of whether or not to pave the tree-lined avenue that runs down the middle of Arenys. ‘Someone said: “Now that we have worked out all the steps you have to take to hold a consulta [local referendum], why don’t we do a consulta on Catalan independence?” ’ said Ximenis. ‘Everyone laughed.’


The laughter did not last long. The plan to hold a referendum triggered a backlash in other parts of Spain, and invited a sharp response from the government at the time. Far-right demonstrators travelled from the rest of Spain to protest the event. But the vote went ahead regardless, inspiring other villages and cities across Catalonia to follow suit. Over the next two years, another 553 municipalities would organise similar ballots. More than a million Catalans reportedly took part in the symbolic consultas.2


The steady stream of mini plebiscites – informal as they may have been – helped to plant the idea of independence in the collective conscience, and suggested a seemingly simple path to get there: just vote. In some cases, the impact was instant. ‘I always thought independence was impossible. And I always thought that we could come to an understanding with Spain – that we could live in one state without renouncing our identity,’ Marta Encuentra, another local activist from Arenys, told me. ‘The day that I realised that independence was possible was 13 September 2009, when we voted here. I remember looking at my husband that day and saying: “Is it possible? Is it possible that we can make it?” ’ She clicked her fingers, like a hypnotist trying to bring round someone in a trance. ‘It was like that. Suddenly, the people were waking up.’


After decades during which Catalan support for independence rarely exceeded 15 per cent, secessionist sentiment started climbing rapidly in 2009. By 2012, according to the closely followed surveys by the Catalan Centre for Opinion Studies, support for independence had risen to 34 per cent.3 The following year, it reached an all-time high of 48.5 per cent.4 The share has fallen back slightly since then, but it remains far above the historic average – and within striking distance of the level that independence campaigners need to win a referendum.


There is no single factor that explains this rapid rise. But Spain’s harsh economic crisis, which erupted just a year before the Arenys referendum, certainly played a key role. The collapse of a decade-long construction boom was followed by a protracted recession, mass unemployment, austerity and a banking crisis – dealing a brutal blow to millions of Spaniards, and to their faith in the country’s leaders and institutions. In Catalonia, tensions came to a boil in June 2011, when anti-austerity protesters surrounded and blocked off the regional parliament, forcing ministers to reach the imposing building by helicopter. The government, led by Artur Mas, the regional president, faced intense pressure. Within a few months, however, all that rage and fury on the streets would find a new outlet: Spain.


‘The people who protested against the Generalitat [Catalan government] that summer were the same people who joined the independence movement in the months that followed. The protest was deflected in a new direction,’ said Javier Cercas, a Barcelona-based novelist and prominent critic of the independence movement.5 ‘The fundamental fact here is the crisis. What happened in Catalonia is the same thing that happened in Europe, and that happened in Spain. We suffered a crisis like in 1929, a crisis that changed the world. It brought us Trump and it brought us Brexit.’ Miquel Iceta, the cherubic leader of the Catalan Socialist party, offered a similar diagnosis when I visited him in the regional parliament: ‘People are afraid. They are uncertain. So they think if they close themselves off in small communities they will be protected.’6


Most supporters of independence agreed that the crisis helped loosen the ties that once bound Catalonia and the rest of Spain. Yet they insisted that there was a far more powerful reason driving middle-of-the-road Catalan voters towards the independence camp: the stubborn refusal of Madrid to take seriously Catalans’ growing frustration with the status quo.


The man who embodies these frustrations more than anyone is Artur Mas. The president of Catalonia from 2010 to 2015 was the dominant political figure in regional politics in the years leading up to the great political clash. Today, however, he finds himself shunted to the margins: in early 2017 a Barcelona court formally barred him from holding public office for two years, over his decision to defy a ruling by Spain’s constitutional court in 2014. Mas was one of several Catalan leaders penalised for his role in the separatist struggle – and the list grew steadily longer as the years progressed.


His new-found role as a political renegade struck some as ironic. As leader of the centre-right Convergència i Unió party, Mas for many years followed the traditional Catalan approach to Spanish politics, which meant supporting the government of the day in Madrid in exchange for financial or political concessions towards Catalonia. The aim was not rupture, he explained to me, but to ‘put fish in the basket’ – accumulating small incremental gains for Catalonia. In 2006, moreover, Mas signed off on a grand accord – the so-called estatut – that was designed to reorder the relationship between his region and the Spanish state. It granted new powers to Catalonia, and made Catalan the ‘preferred’ language in public offices – but also clearly reiterated the region’s status as a part of Spain.


The estatut was approved by the Catalan and Spanish parliaments, and by the Catalan population in a referendum. Then, in 2010, key aspects of the documents were struck down by the Spanish constitutional court, for violating the country’s basic law, which proclaims the ‘indissoluble unity of the Spanish nation’. The uproar in Catalonia was immediate.


Sitting in his Barcelona office, Mas described the ruling, and the political campaign that preceded it, as an ‘act of betrayal’. In his view, the estatut would have solved the rapidly building tensions between state and region – over funding, over education, over the status of the Catalan language – for at least a generation. As president of Catalonia, Mas made one final attempt to strike a deal with Madrid. In the summer of 2012, at the height of the Spanish financial crisis, he presented a plan to Spanish prime minister Mariano Rajoy that would have given Catalonia far greater financial autonomy. Like other wealthy Spanish regions, Catalonia is obliged to transfer a sizeable share of its tax revenues to financially weaker parts of the country. Just how much it loses is a matter of fierce dispute, but even conservative estimates put the number at close to €10bn a year.7 Mas was trying to respond to the perpetual Catalan complaint that ‘Spain robs us’, but his timing was poor. Rajoy, who was battling a banking meltdown and soaring deficit at the time, said no.


The overarching narrative – shared by Mas and many of his allies and supporters – was one of increasingly frantic Catalan attempts to find accommodation with Spain, met at every turn by Spanish rejection. For them, the death of the estatut marked a turning point, final confirmation that Catalan demands for more autonomy, more rights and more money would never be fulfilled inside Spain. ‘People like me, we moved from a position where we were confident that the Spanish state could be transformed, that it could become a modern and pluri-national state, to a different conviction,’ said Ferran Mascarell, who headed the Catalan government delegation in Madrid from 2016 to 2017. ‘I now believe that it is impossible to change the Spanish state from the inside.’


Supporters of independence often display confidence – if not certitude – that a majority of Catalans share their secessionist dream. ‘Don’t look at the polls, look at the people,’ Ximenis, the organiser of the Arenys referendum, told me. ‘In every Catalan, inside, there is an independentista.’


The truth, however, was that while there was a large majority in favour of an independence referendum, neither polls nor actual election results had ever shown a clear majority in favour of secession. The high point so far came in 2015, when 48 per cent of Catalan voters backed pro-independence parties in regional elections. The votes were enough to secure a majority of seats in the regional parliament, but fell short of the stated goal, which was to convert a normal regional election into a quasireferendum – and then to win it. The outcome was repeated in the regional ballot in December 2017, when pro-independence parties again won 48 per cent of the vote.


The fact that Catalan independence leaders saw the need for a referendum in October 2017, and held one at great political cost, highlighted an uncomfortable truth for the movement. Even after all these years of campaigning and voting, leaders like Junqueras were not preparing their country for independence – they were still trying to establish that voters actually wanted independence. For some Catalans, the October referendum would be the fourth time they were asked to vote for secession, having already gone to the polling stations in a local referendum like the one held in Arenys, in a region-wide informal independence ballot held in November 2014 and in the 2015 regional elections, which were billed as a ‘plebiscitary’ ballot. It was hard to escape the conclusion that the secession campaign was running to stand still.


To some, that sense of stasis was just another indication that Catalonia would never manage to break away from Spain. ‘There will be no independence,’ Teresa Freixes, a professor of constitutional law at Barcelona’s Autonomous University, told me bluntly in the weeks leading up to the referendum. ‘Independence is not viable politically, economically or socially. And legally it is just not possible. You can’t simply hold a referendum and proclaim independence – a state has to be recognised by the UN. And without recognition we would be just like the Western Sahara, or the Palestinians, or Northern Cyprus. Is that seriously what we want?’ In addition to her academic role, Freixes was also the co-founder and president of Concordia Civica, one of several anti-independence groups that sprung up in the years after 2012. Their goal was to counter the separatist narrative, and to give voice to the large but disparate part of Catalan society that wanted to stick with Spain. Their efforts, however, proved only partly successful: even among Catalan opponents of secession, the uncompromising political course set by Madrid was deeply unpopular; few wanted to be seen marching for Mariano Rajoy – the country’s unpopular prime minister until 2018 – or behind the banner of Spain.


Freixes’ own family had been Catalan for generations (one of her ancestors was Francesc Macià, who proclaimed an independent Catalan state in 1931) yet she took a dim view of the recent surge in separatist sentiment. More than anything else, she voiced alarm at the popular claim that the will of the Catalan people – however defined – must take precedence over the articles of the Spanish constitution. ‘There is no law without democracy and no democracy without law,’ she said.


Like most experts on the Spanish constitution, she believed there was no legal way for Catalonia to break away from Spain without a major overhaul of the 1978 basic law and establishing an explicit clause permitting regions such as Catalonia to secede from Spain. But changing the constitution required large majorities in parliament and the senate, as well as a nationwide referendum. The hurdles were high, and patience in Catalonia was low. The independence movement had made clear that it did not seek change within the system, but a break with the system – the sooner, the better.


For many Spaniards, however, it was not just the constitution that made Catalan independence unthinkable. When they looked to Catalonia, they saw an integral and irreplaceable part of the country – a stretch of land and coast, people and cities, factories and monuments that Spain simply could not do without. Catalonia accounted for 16 per cent of Spain’s population and almost a fifth of the economy. Losing the region would deprive the country of an economic powerhouse and a vital source of tax revenue. Catalonia was home to many of Spain’s largest corporations and best research institutions, its second-biggest seaport and airport. The capital, Barcelona, was one of the world’s great cities, drawing in almost twice as many tourists as Madrid. No fewer than five of the eleven starting players who won Spain the World Cup in 2010 were Catalan.


Scotland’s contribution to the UK, by contrast, both in terms of population and economic output, was much smaller. There was another crucial difference: even if Scotland had said yes to independence in 2014, few people thought that Wales or Northern Ireland were likely to follow down the same secessionist road. In the case of Spain, the situation seemed different. Most importantly, the Catalan independence campaign was being watched with intense interest in the Basque country, traditionally the main focus of secessionist tensions in Spain. Hardcore Catalan separatists also made clear repeatedly that their vision of Catalonia was not limited to the area covered by the Spanish region of that name. Visitors to the party headquarters of Esquerra Republicana, the party led by Junqueras, would find a map in the foyer depicting the historical Països Catalans (Catalan countries), which included the Balearic Islands and the region of Valencia – along with bits of southern France and a sliver of Sardinia. Recovering these territories was – unsurprisingly – not part of anyone’s political agenda, and neither was it likely to be in the future. But that map hinted at a potential for destabilisation that reached far beyond the borders of Catalonia. ‘Scotland is about creating a new country. Catalonia is about creating a new country that is expansionary and that has territorial aspirations in all directions,’ Lluís Bassets, a Barcelona-based columnist for El País, told me. All this helped explain the vehemence of Madrid’s refusal to even entertain the idea of a referendum. For a country that had spent centuries shedding vast chunks of its overseas empire, losing Catalonia was simply unimaginable. The deepest, darkest fear of policy makers in Madrid was encapsulated in a blunt warning made by Alberto Ruiz-Gallardón, Spain’s former justice minister, in 2012. ‘It is often said that Catalonia is to Spain like a limb to a body, and that you can amputate it and the body goes on living. The truth is that Spain does not understand itself without Catalonia … What is being proposed is not that we amputate a limb, it is that we dissolve our nation,’ he told ABC, the right-wing Spanish daily.8 He added: ‘The separation of Catalonia would put an end to the Spanish nation.’


We will look at the tumultuous, tension-filled months that followed the October referendum in the next chapter, but this is a drama without denouement or conclusion. The situation in Catalonia remains volatile and unpredictable, and will likely remain so for years to come. What is undeniable, however, is that the the story of Catalonia and its push for independence is part of a much wider story. In more ways than one, the Catalan campaign is symptomatic of a broader awakening of national and nationalist sentiment across Europe: nations that until recently seemed content to hitch their fate to that of larger entities and blocs are clamouring to stand alone once again. Flags are making a comeback, as are demands for higher walls and harder barriers to shut out the world. There is, at least in Europe, a sense of fragmentation both within and between countries. The seams that stitched together a broken continent are starting to unravel – not everywhere, but in enough places to give pause for thought.


The Catalan independence movement fits the broader pattern, but it does have its peculiarities. It remains, for example, staunchly pro-European and keenly internationalist. Supporters hail from almost all political camps, from religious conservatives to far-left anarchists. Yet the parallels are also striking, not least the degree to which the political shift has been fuelled by Europe’s recent crisis, and the economic pain and social dislocation it wrought. ‘The economic crisis has brought us populism and nationalism – magical solutions for a complicated situation that is indeed desperate for many people,’ Inés Arrimadas, the young leader of the anti-independence Ciudadanos party in Catalonia, told me.9 ‘In other countries they say: “Everything is the fault of Europe.” Here in Catalonia they say: “Everything is the fault of Spain.” ’


Looking beyond the immediate political drama, however, the struggle for Catalonia is clearly also a struggle for the future of Spain. Indeed, even harsh critics of the Catalan independence movement often insist that Spain must change – and change profoundly – if it wants to keep the centrifugal forces at bay.


For Spain, every estelada hanging from a Barcelona balcony is a reminder of its own historic failure to forge a single nation from the different tribes and tongues that populate the peninsula. The story of the relationship between Spain and Catalonia is indeed a complex one, going back centuries: a powerful medieval principality, Catalonia had formed a dynastic union with the crown of neighbouring Aragon since the twelfth century. In 1469 the marriage of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon brought Catalonia formally within the new kingdom of Spain. For many Spaniards, it is that year and that union alone that matter: in their view, Catalonia has been part of Spain ever since. Any claim to independence, they argue, is therefore not just unconstitutional but ahistoric. In truth, however, the picture is a little more complicated. The kingdom that emerged as a result of Isabella and Ferdinand’s marriage was a so-called ‘composite monarchy’, an amalgamation of different territories. Those that joined the union by marriage not conquest owed allegiance to their ruler but they also enjoyed – at least nominally – parity of status with the political unit they joined.10 In the case of Aragon (and Catalonia), that status was epitomised by the famously mealy-mouthed oath of allegiance sworn by the Aragonese to the Spanish ruler: ‘We who are as good as you swear to you who are no better than us, to accept you as our king and sovereign lord, provided you observe all our laws and liberties; but if not, not.’11 Those separate laws and liberties would survive for centuries, as would crucial Catalan institutions of self-governance. More important still, Catalans – and Basques – kept alive not just their language but also a sense of separate identity that endured war and suppression and that burns perhaps brighter than ever today.


For some Spaniards, who dream of a monolithic nation state à la française, this is a fact that is hard to accept. For others, it is an opportunity to overhaul old structures – both mental and constitutional – and turn Spain into a state that provides more room for different identities and nations, even the Catalan one. The challenge is not a new one, nor is it unique to Spain. But rarely has it presented itself with greater urgency than in Spain in the years after the great crisis.


To report on the Catalan conflict from both Madrid and Barcelona in the years leading up to the October referendum was at times an unsettling experience. As a German-born British journalist with two passports and a partner from Spain, I found it hard to understand the appeal of nationalist movements, or the dream of living in a country of my own. I had two, and had spent the past decade living happily in neither. My son had three, leading to long discussions about which national football team he would ultimately decide to play for. The idea of hanging a national flag from my window seemed absurd, whether in pursuit of a new state or in defence of an old one. My previous posting in the Middle East had also made me wary of those neat, polished versions of history in which my side always did the right thing and the other shouldered all the blame.
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