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Preface



Many Americans focused on Spain for the first time in 1992. That year saw the five-hundredth anniversary of Spain’s arrival in the New World, the Olympic Games in Barcelona, and the World’s Fair in Seville. The significant economic development of Spain during recent years and its active participation in the European Community have also attracted new interest from American companies in a variety of industries.


Business personnel, diplomats, students, athletes, and other visitors going to Spain are discovering the truth of an early slogan of the country’s tourist industry: Spain is different. Although this phrase has sometimes been used when comparing Spain negatively with other countries, its original intention was to celebrate the special identity of Spain, its culture and its people.


In this book, a volume in the InterAct series, we focus on the culture and the people and pay special attention to the particular ways in which these differ from the culture and people of the United States. This InterAct, like the others, explores the different histories through which the two peoples have lived and the distinctive values they hold. Their perceptions and expectations of each other are examined. Different ways of thinking, acting, and interacting in both social and work situations are explained. Examples are given of how the words and actions of a person from one culture impress, frustrate, motivate, or embarrass someone from the other. Points of potential conflict are anticipated, and specific guidelines are offered to help ensure mutual understanding and cooperation.


Our purpose is to enable each person who reads an InterAct to be more confident in approaching the foreign culture and more competent in communicating with its people. Better relationships can then be developed and major goals can be achieved. Americans who travel to the country can become more perceptive observers and respectful (as well as respected) guests. Americans who live there will be better equipped to become more successful competitors, contributing colleagues, or trusted friends.


We asked our own colleague and friend, Helen Wattley-Ames, to write this book because she has lived in Barcelona, Spain, where she worked at the Instituto de Estudios Norteamericanos from 1982 to 1987 and experienced firsthand the interaction of Spaniards and Americans. Helen is fluent in Spanish, having received her bachelor’s degree in Spanish language and literature at the University of Bristol, England. She comes from Trinidad and Tobago, a country with a Spanish heritage of its own.


In preparing the first edition of this book, Helen interviewed a range of carefully selected Spaniards and Americans in Spain who were keenly aware of the differences between the two cultures and the difficulties they experienced in cross-cultural interaction. Now, revised and updated and enriched by further research, Spain Is Different continues to offer the reader striking insights into Spanish culture and how to interact successfully with the Spaniards one encounters—in Spain or elsewhere.


—George W. Renwick


Editor, InterAct series
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Spain Is Different




What Is Spain?



Regional Differences


Spain is a large country (by European standards), characterized by marked regional differences more substantial than variations in local cuisine or folk music.


Geographically, it might be said that Spain faces in four directions: toward the Atlantic, toward Europe, toward the Mediterranean, and toward Africa. The climate varies accordingly. Andalucía, in the south, has a North African climate with mild winters and extremely hot summers. The center of the country is high plateau (meseta) and is quite arid, with little forest cover and extreme temperature variation. The Mediterranean coast, known as Levante, is neither as hot as Andalucía nor as cold as the meseta. Galicia and Cantabria, in the northwest, are lush and green from the copious rainfall from the Atlantic. The Pyrenees, Spain’s northern boundary with Europe, are snow-covered much of the year, and the valleys of the foothills are covered with pine forests and flowering meadows.


The regions of Spain are also historically different from one another. It is said that all the peoples of southern Europe came to Spain and stayed. To the original Celts and Iberians have been added Carthaginians, Romans, Goths, North Africans, and others. Although the Moors, as North African Muslims are usually called in Spain, at one time overran almost all of the country (except the Basque areas in the north), the degree of their influence varied. Throughout Spain, architecture that bears the mark of Moorish influence can be seen, but it was in Andalucía, where they ruled for nearly eight hundred years, that the Moors left their most indelible imprint. The people, architecture, and lifestyle of Andalucía are those most commonly seen by foreigners as typically Spanish. The northeastern region of Catalonia had more links with southern France and with parts of Italy. Catalonia, the Basque country, Cantabria, and Galicia were the first parts of Spain to be “reconquered” from the Moors and to develop their own systems of social organization, so the Muslim influence is much less evident here than in Andalucía.


The diversity of Spain’s regions is recognized in the Constitution of 1978, in which autonomous regions were established with separate governmental and, to a certain extent, financial structures, comparable in many ways to the federal system of the United States.


In terms of identity and loyalty, consciousness of region is probably stronger in Spain than consciousness of country. In the United States national patriotism is far more important than regional loyalty because the concept of the nation was one of the links that held together a country of radically disparate peoples, spread over a sparsely settled continent. Thus, national loyalty has traditionally been a public virtue, expressed by flags in front yards and the daily pledge of allegiance in schools. Events such as the Gulf War and even the Olympic Games are often hyped by American media into patriotic celebrations.


Spain’s participation in NATO and United Nations peacekeeping operations and in the Barcelona Olympics were also sources of national pride. But Spaniards are more likely, in international events, to share the limelight rather than monopolize it.


In Spain, the imposition of nationhood upon existing smaller nations has left the country with strong regional identities that have persisted despite the efforts of successive central governments to dilute them. The regime of General Francisco Franco (1939–75) suppressed regional languages and fostered migration between regions (notably, from Andalucía to Catalonia). Further, national patriotism during the Franco era took on unfortunate connotations when it was equated with xenophobic policies or what amounted to complacent isolationism. In reaction to this recent history, regional governments now direct their efforts toward regional nationalism, especially through cultural policies that foster the language, traditions, literature, and arts of the region, often to the detriment of a national perspective.


Spaniards as well as outsiders are concerned about the degree to which local governments overdo regional nationalism. Years ago, the Catalan writer Miquel Llor coined the name Comarquinal for a fictional city that represented the worst in small-minded provincialism (the equivalent of Sinclair Lewis’s Gopher Prairie in Main Street). It is not hard to find signs of this provincialism in regional attitudes—in the policy, for example, of a major orchestra not to hire players from other regions of Spain, even if it means hiring foreigners instead.


Strong regional identities are not unique to Spain. Other European countries such as France, Germany, Italy, and the United Kingdom also have clearly defined regional differences. Time will tell if regionalism will be diluted or strengthened by greater regional autonomy.



Language Diversity



Spain is also diverse linguistically. Gallego, spoken in Galicia, is akin to Portuguese. Euskera, spoken by the Basques, is a unique language which linguists have never been able to connect to another language family. Suggested origins range from Atlantis to the lost tribes of Israel. Catalan is the language of Catalonia, and Valencian (closely related to Catalan) is spoken in the province of Valencia.


These languages are taught in school and given equal status with Castilian—native to Castile and the official language of Spain—in the respective regions. Visitors must be ready and willing to deal with bilingualism in the people they encounter. Foreigners are not generally expected to learn the regional languages unless they settle in for a lengthy stay, but they must beware of dismissing them as dialects or of considering their use pretentious. Language is a highly sensitive and politicized issue in Spain, particularly in bilingual areas, and insensitivity can lead to trouble.


Political and Social Changes since 1975


It is impossible to understand modern Spain without some knowledge of the Civil War, the forty-year dictatorship of General Francisco Franco, and the transition to democratic government since General Franco’s death in 1975. Spain became a republic in 1931, when the king, Alfonso XIII, “suspended the exercise of royal power” and went into exile (he formally abdicated in 1941). Social and political tensions grew along with economic problems, and the accompanying confrontations between political factions finally erupted with a military uprising in July 1936, led by Franco. This revolt was the beginning of the Civil War that lasted until 1939 and resulted in the defeat of forces loyal to the Republican government by Franco’s Nationalists. It is estimated that between one and two million Spaniards died during the war, and massive destruction was inflicted upon the country. Franco became head of state and his dictatorship lasted until his death, when Spain became a monarchy once again under King Juan Carlos, grandson of Alfonso XIII. A series of transitional governments led to the Constitution and elections of 1978. Spain today is a constitutional monarchy with a national parliament and senate in Madrid as well as autonomous regional governments with their own parliaments.


Political feelings run deep in Spain. Some Spaniards who fought in the Civil War are still living. Many Spaniards, including Pablo Picasso, lived out their lives in other countries rather than remain in Spain under Franco. Others stayed in Spain but suffered the consequences of having been on the wrong side in the war. As time passes, the combatants are dying off and a whole new generation exists that was born after the democratic transition. The Civil War and franquismo (the Franco era) are now the subject of affectionate memoirs and even comedy. However, Spaniards continue to be politically aware and uncomfortably conscious that their democracy is relatively young and can be threatened.


Foreigners working with Spaniards should be alert to the possibility that their Spanish colleagues may hold radically opposing political views. This is also true in the United States but with three important differences. First, the range of political opinion among Americans is not usually as great, so disagreement may be less extreme. Second, while Americans often separate politics from other activities (“Let’s leave politics out of this”), Spaniards often do not. Third, political memories in Spain are longer, so bygones are not bygones.



Spain and Latin America: La Madre Patria



Ties between Spain and Latin America are strong. Columbus made landfall in the Americas in 1492, setting off a wave of Spanish conquest and settlement. Spain imposed its language, laws, architecture, and culture on an empire extending from Florida to Argentina. Many Latin American nations came into being as a result of the wars of independence from Spain in the early nineteenth century, but it was not until the Spanish-American War of 1898 that Spain lost Puerto Rico and Cuba, its last colonial possessions in the Western Hemisphere.


Diplomatic, governmental and quasi-governmental, commercial, cultural, and emotional ties live on. A flood of Spanish intellectuals found refuge in Mexico after the Spanish Civil War of 1936–39, and in the 1970s Chileans and Argentinians, among others, went to Spain to escape repressive governments at home. A number of Latin American countries allow dual citizenship with Spain. Since 1975 the transition from dictatorship to democracy in Spain has been held up as a model for Latin America. Spain’s government is committed to defending the interests of Latin America before those of the European Union in such areas as immigration and trading relationships as well as offering economic and political support for emerging democracies. The term mother country seems strange to many Americans, who do not regard England in such a way. But la madre patria is a meaningful concept in Spain’s relationship with Latin America.


The end of the Cold War has reduced the prospect of Marxist revolution in Latin America, and U.S. foreign policy in the region has become correspondingly less interventionist. At the same time, Spain’s economic integration into Europe has been paralleled by the development of the North American Free Trade Agreement (between Canada, the United States, and Mexico) and other free-trade zones such as Mercosur (between Chile and Argentina). With investment money flowing more freely than ever between the United States, Latin America, and Spain, relationships—or at least the tone of the debate—have become more focused on economic development than political ideology.


Many Americans learning Spanish are first exposed to the Latin American variety (known, confusingly, as castellano). The difference between this and the Castilian of Spain is comparable to the difference between American and British English (“I say to-MAY-to and you say to-MAH-to…”). There is a perceptible variation in accent, with the most significant factor being the lisping of z and c before e and i in Castilian. This lisp, found in most of Spain, is often the object of mockery in Latin America, while Spaniards tease Argentinians for their characteristic lilting accent and che tag—comparable to the Canadian eh?—and Mexicans for their use of diminutives—for example, ahorita instead of ahora (now). But speaking Latin American castellano is not a disability in Spain. One adapts quite quickly to the few significant differences in vocabulary and pronunciation.


Many Americans associate Spanish primarily with Latin America. One American newcomer to Spain, who had learned Spanish in California and visited Mexico, commented, “I can’t get used to having these fair-skinned, European-looking people speaking to me in Spanish.” Similarly, a common traveler’s tale from Spaniards visiting the United States is that identifying yourself as Spanish leads people to assume you are from Latin America. To avoid this, the first thing a Spaniard must say is, “I’m European.”



Spain and Europe: Africa Begins at the Pyrenees



Flying to Spain from the north, one passes over the sharp, snow-covered peaks of the Pyrenees. On the other side is Spain. Even from the air, the landscape is unmistakably different. The Pyrenees are the fence between Spain and the rest of Europe, affecting even the weather and giving Spain its famous sunny climate.


“Africa begins at the Pyrenees” is an old saying in Spain, heard less often now as Spain becomes a full-fledged and increasingly respected member of the European Union and NATO. Southern Spain was ruled by Muslims from North Africa for nearly eight hundred years, from the eighth to the fifteenth century. The surrender of the southern kingdom of Granada to the Reyes Católicos (Catholic Monarchs) in 1492 finalized the unification of Spain into a single kingdom freed from the Moors. This final conquest, followed by the expulsion later in the year of those Jews and Moors who refused to convert, was a triumph of militant Catholicism. This was the beginning of Spain’s so-called Golden Age, which saw the beginning of its empire in the Americas and its rise to power in Europe. However, the expelled Jews and Moors took with them much of the financial, commercial, and agricultural expertise of Spain, sowing the seeds of later economic decline. After 1588 and the defeat of the Spanish Armada, Spain’s political power also waned. Increasingly isolated, Spain became embroiled in the Napoleonic Wars and a struggle for independence from France that left behind a hostility to the French that has continued to the present day. Spaniards have had a love-hate relationship with other European countries, especially Spain’s political rivals and wartime enemies. During the colonial era England, Holland, and France actively fomented the leyenda negra (evil legend) of Spain’s backwardness, cruelty, arrogance, and bigotry. Following Spain’s defeat in the Spanish-American War, a whole generation of Spanish intellectuals turned critical eyes on the shortcomings of their own country, perpetuating Spain’s sense of separateness and isolation. After its Civil War, Spain was isolated again, ostracized by the European and North American democracies and cut off from many of the vital political and social changes that stirred Europe after the Second World War.


During the late 1950s and most of the 1960s large numbers of Spaniards emigrated to Germany and France as guest workers. A rising standard of living in those countries created jobs that their own nationals were unwilling to fill but that were attractive to people from poor farming and fishing villages in Spain. Some of these emigrants stayed, while many others returned to Spain with money they could never have earned at home. The exodus of part of its population to serve as low-paid manual workers in more developed countries did nothing for the Spanish self-image.


In the 1960s “sunny Spain,” where the weather was good and prices were low, became the prime vacation spot for northerners. Today, though prices have risen to general European levels, large numbers of Europeans still flock to Spain for vacations, and many own vacation or retirement homes there. As in similar places the world over, these vacationers remain ignorant of Spain, which is a source of irritation to Spaniards.


Somos el vagón de la cola, Spaniards used to say, meaning “We always bring up the rear.” Technology, intellectual and social movements, and political changes all seemed to come from the north and reach Spain late, or never. As late as the 1970s, Spaniards would take bus tours to Perpignan in southern France to see movies that had been banned by the Spanish censors because of their political or social content.


In the years since its entry into the European Union in 1986, Spain has somewhat evolved from its old status of “end of the line.” The events of 1992 (the Olympic Games in Barcelona, the World’s Fair in Seville, and the Columbus quincentennial) brought positive exposure to the “new Spain.” With the support of international investors and E.U. development funds, the Spanish economy has raced to catch up with the rest of Europe and has produced some of the highest growth rates on the continent.


On the political front, prominent Spaniards have made the step into E.U. politics, and Spaniards are active at all levels of the E.U. administration. Greater visibility and prestige have also accrued from Spain’s turn in the presidency of the E.U. (which rotates to a different member each year) and from international peace conferences held in Madrid. Paralleling these developments, Spanish music, theater, literature, cinema, and art have found expanded audiences all over Europe.
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