POLITICS OF LANGUAGE IN DIVERSE SPAIN 
14 December 2005 

Spain's "Popular" party (PP) has accused the regional government of Catalunya of "investigating, inspecting and sanctioning" businesses that put signs exclusively in Castilian (the language commonly known as "Spanish", though it originates in the central Spanish region of Castile, and other regions use other languages), according to La Vanguardia newspaper. 

The opposition PP has proposed a resolution (not binding under law) before the national Congress of Deputies that calls for the central government to "guarantee that no Spanish citizen will be persecuted for the language he uses", asserting that Catalunya's language policies contravene the nation's constitution. The PP says policies instituted by the Generalitat of Catalunya may lead to discrimination against non-catalán speakers. 

The ruling socialist party (PSOE) has proposed its own resolution, calling for a cooperative effort, between the central and regional governments, to "promote and protect" all of Spain's languages, as a proud sign of the nation's cultural health and plurality. Plurality and dialogue have been watchwords for the progressive policies of Pres. Rodríguez Zapatero since his days in the opposition. 

The PSOE is struggling to assist Catalunya's renegotiation of its regional charter, amid clamor from the opposition that Catalunya's use of the term "nation" to describe its distinct cultural history poses a threat to the political integrity of Spain. 

This is just the latest in a long series of controversies raised by the political and cultural rift between the regional interests of Catalunya and the centralist agenda of the PP. Catalunya's draft Estatut, intended to update and replace the existing regional charter seeks greater autonomy in terms of culture, language, and fiscal policy, this latest issue dating as far back as 1714 when the Castilian crown took control of the region's finances.

Conservatives and Spanish nationalists have waged a parliamentary and public-relations campaign warning that enhanced autonomy could lead to the disintegration of Spain. Catalunya has already replaced most national police (Guardia Civil) duties with its own regional force (Mossos d'Esquadra), but the most notable effects of that shift seem to have been greater attention to public service, enhanced security in historic city centers, and an increase in the required education level of officers.

The distinction bewtween the Catalán and Castilian languages dates back more than a thousand years to different strains of Roman settlers and the manner in which their Latin developed into various forms of "Vulgar Latin", or Latin as commonly spoken in a given area. Those differences, complicated by time and by countless historical diversions, have developed into two somewhat parallel but entirely unique languages, traditions and cultures.

Observers on both sides of the debate conjure up dark endgames which they attribute to their opponents. Pro-Catalán politicos have claimed the Partido Popular has policies toward Spain's minority languages reminiscent of the fascist dictator Franco, who jailed people for not speaking Castilian, which he considered the "true Christian" tongue. The PP has in fact never gone so far as to persecute individual citizens for using Catalán, though they have repeatedly moved to bar minority languages from the Congress and to universalize Castilian as the one language of Spain.

The PP seeks something like French language policy, which dictates that the language we call French, only one of 26 languages indigenous to France —a country which also has a diverse immigrant population speaking at least another dozen languages in notable numbers—, be the one language of a uniform national culture. Some observers have blamed the policy of "monoculture" for the socio-economic isolation which many feel led to the November riots that spread across France.

Due to its long history of factional violence, and the dark legacy of repression during the 1936-39 civil war and the subsequent 36 years of fascist rule, Spain opted to make all four of its indigenous languages official languages, though until recently, its policy was that only Castilian should be used in official European Union proceedings. The PSOE has asked the EU to recognize other languages as "official" Spanish languages for use by Ministers of the European Parliament representing Spain's regionally and linguistically defined minorities.

The Catalán Govern is pushing the language in schools, much because it's true that a minority language with only 10 to 12 million speakers needs all the help it can get when in direct competition for daily use with a neighboring or overlapping language, spoken by virtually all of its regular speakers and by at least 417 million —500 million by some estimates— people worldwide. 

In a world where English has become so prevalent as a second language, a minority language faces even greater obstacles. But here, the case of Sweden is instructive: Swedish fits into the category of languages classified as not major or not global, due to its having fewer than 10 million speakers, yet Sweden contains at least 5 recognized minority languages.

But Sweden enjoys a certain stature by virtue of being the official national language. Despite the fact that many Swedes speak second languages, and many of these English, the language enjoys the protection afforded by its representing an entire nation. Also, Swedish, like Catalán, is seeing a cultural and literary resurgence. 

Catalán will be presented at the 2007 Frankfurt book fair as an "invited culture", recognized for the vibrant nature of its publishing industry the complexity of its literary tradition, and for its unique success in thriving despite centuries of legal obstacles to its use.

Another example of linguistic plurality would be the United States. Officially, there is no national language under federal law, and any bill proposing to impose one would likely run afoul of the First Amendment to the US Constitution, barring any limit on "freedom of speech". Some 336 languages are spoken within the US, with 176 being indigenous languages, the rest —including English— imported by waves of immigration from overseas.

But despite the linguistic diversity of the US, at least 52 languages formerly spoken within US territory have gone extinct, perhaps due to the prevalence of English in official and popular culture, or to competition from so many other languages and language pools. But marginalization of indigenous communities, and their dwindling populations, may also be key to explaining the disappearance of those languages.

What is clear is that less-widely spoken languages can be harmed by being hidden in the shadows of an expansive international language, such as English, Castilian or French, but that they are helped significantly when official pressure is applied to "promote and protect" their use. 

The PP says it is worried that allowing Catalán to be officially recognized by the European Parliament or as the first language of Catalunya, perhaps already effectively decided, could result in discrimination against the majority of Spaniards who don't speak the language —in the event they should find themselves looking to study or to work in the region, the wealthiest in Spain.

So, oddly, catalanistas may have won a rhetorical victory in provoking the centralization-oriented PP to seek to "guarantee that no Spanish citizen will be persecuted for the language he uses". Catalán has often been the language whose users were persecuted, and intense efforts at documentation, study, instruction and revival have been required at various times to save the language's status in widespread spoken daily use. 

In the case of Catalán, it is difficult to say whether formal measures are needed at the state level to protect and propagate the language. But clearly the last 30 years, during which Catalán use moved from being a criminal offense, kept behind closed doors and out of public life, to the official language choice of the regional government, has seen important recovery and forward strides for its culture, socially and editorially. 

CATALUNYA VOTES FOR NEW ESTATUT, GAINS MORE AUTONOMY FROM MADRID
CATALÁNS FAVORED THE NEW AUTONOMY CHARTER 74% TO 21%, OPENING NEW ERA FOR SPANISH CONSTITUTIONAL SYSTEM
 

Catalunya —commonly written 'Catalonia' in English—, a region of northeastern Spain, along the Mediterranean and the French border, has approved a new regional charter by popular referendum. The 'Estatut' gives the culturally distinct and historically complicated region greater autonomy over taxes revenues, policy and infrastructure.

The new Estatut also establishes Catalán, one of Spain's four co-official languages, as the "preferred language" for administrative and economic affairs. The language had been suppressed for decades under the fascist government of Francisco Franco, and has been part of a regional bilingual standard since 1978 when the current democratic constitution was enacted.

Conservatives in the opposition Popular Party have warned the new autonomy granted the region might lead to the "Balkanization" of Spain and the breakdown of the democratic republic established after Franco's death. But there is some question as to whether Catalunya's gains are actually very radical. The region was taken over by the Castilian monarchy in the war of Spanish succession, deprived of its prized ancient 'usatges' —independent laws— on 11 September 1714. Since that time, the quest to re-establish both the independent linguistic background and political system of the region has been a hallmark of regional culture. 

Spain's constitutional monarchy is divided into 17 'autonomous communities' or autonomías, each of which is arranged politically and fiscally in accordance with its own regional charter, or estatuto (in Castilian Spanish). Catalunya, one of the wealthiest autonomías, has had to relinquish its revenues to Madrid, receiving a reduced percentage for state-funded projects and infrastructure.

It is the fiscal element which has produced the most fodder for political opponents. The conservative Popular Party enjoys strong support in underdeveloped, poorer rural areas, and has sought to paint the Catalán Estatut as an attempt to take from those areas what they cannot produce on their own. In fact, it simply permits Catalunya to specify that its revenues be directed to assist other autonomous communities with basic necessities and development, not with town fairs and subsidies.

The linguistic element has raised concerns among non-bilingual Spaniards, that Catalán officials could impose new language policies that would limit their ability to compete in a more independent Catalunya. But, while the Generalitat (regional government) is now able to privilege Catalán for its historic roots in the region, Spain's Constitution still prohibits discrimination against any individual Spaniard for use of their preferred language.

The warnings of Balkanization are likely overblown, as the Estatut is specifically and most importantly a document provided for by the Spanish central Constitution, and thereby affirms Catalunya's belonging to a broader, multicultural Spanish state, governed by that central Constitution. 

Since Spain's autonomías are not federal states, with local governments performing similar tasks at lower levels while a federal government presides over the union of those states, the greater autonomy Catalunya will now enjoy gives the regional government powers the central government will no longer have, but really moves Catalunya closer to being a federal state than to real political separation. 

The success of the newly tried constitutional process for revising and/or replacing a regional autonomy charter has sparked significant political interest in other autonomous communities. Andalusía, in the south, has already proposed a new estatuto, and Valencia (on the east coast, south of Catalunya), Euskadi (the Basque country in the north), and Galicia (in the far northwest), are expected to move toward autonomy reforms as well.

The Basque case (the autonmous community of Euskadi, or Euskal Herria in Basque) is particularly compelling. A violent separatist group, known as ETA and responsible for hundreds of deaths through terrorist attacks, over four decades, has pushed for full independence from the Spanish state, though ordinary Basques tend to favor greater autonomy, culturally and politically.

ETA declared a "permanent ceasefire" in March, and has so far stuck to it. The central government is planning to initiate peace talks this summer, and observers believe the political climate could be right for moderating Basque separatism with a political solution based on greater autonomy within the Spanish state. In that sense, there is a very real possibility that political permissiveness and constitutional autonomy could make of the Catalán Estatut an edifying moment for the Spanish state and its democratic system.

José Luís Rodríguez Zapatero, Spain's prime minister, has pushed for the "yes" vote in this referendum, as he did for its approval by the Congress earlier this year and as he did for the nationwide referendum on the draft treaty for a European Constitution. He has won each of those votes, and has used the Estatut as an example of what he believes is the need to decentralize power in order to modernize and strengthen the Spanish state. 

The Estatut may lead to a new era of constitutional democracy in Spain, where the 17 autonomous communities take on more responsibility and foster more cultural and political diversity, while collaborating through the unified body of one nation-state internationally. 

There are both those who favor and those who oppose Spain's evolution into a more localized, more cohesive model of the European Union. But whether that seems the direction or not, Spain remains a nation-state, comprised of 17 autonomous, but not independent regional entities, with varying degrees of political and economic clout. 

CATALÁN SUPREME COURT RULES GOVERN MUST PROVIDE BILINGUAL INSTRUCTION IN PRIMARY SCHOOLS 
15 December 2005 

For the 3rd time over the span of roughly 1 year, the Supreme Court of Catalunya has ruled that the Generalitat must provide bilingual instruction —the option to study in Castilian instead of Catalán— at least until the age of 8 in primary schools.

The judges found that the process should be "extremely simple" and that there need only be an option to check a box on registration forms, listing the "mother tongue" of a school-child as either Castilian or Catalán, so that bilingual Catalunya could provide adequate instruction in that language.

Most Catalán parents polled reportedly prefer bilingual education. 54% said they preferred a Catalán curriculum with Castilian as a required subject. Only 20% of those surveyed reportedly desired the reverse, and a mere 7% reported a desire to see Castilian as the primary language for Catalán education, with Catalán offered as an optional language subject.

Critics suggest the regional government has sought to manipulate the system to underprovide Castilian instruction, with the aim of making Catalán-based education universal and mandatory, despite laws and court rulings to the contrary. Offical comments from the "tripartite" coalition are mixed, with some more moderate voices talking of pluralism and a tolerant bilingual Catalunya, and other more radical voices calling for the phasing out of Castilian, not technically possible under the Spanish constitution.

El Mundo also reports that the regional government of Catalunya, the Generalitat, has been pleased with results from evaluations of the performance of the so-called "Offices for Linguistic Guarantees", set up in February. The offices process anonymous complaints filed by citizens against businesses that violate regulations requiring signage in Catalán.

Conservatives and Spanish nationalists have said the Offices for Linguistic Guarantees are a form of linguistic persecution, but the Catalán government maintains they are used only to protect the rights of those use a minority language in Spain, indigenous to Catalunya, which official policy seeks to protect and promote.

According to El Mundo, the 5 Offices for Linguistic Guarantees, stationed in Barcelona, Girona, Lleida, Tarragona and Tortosa, processed 928 complaints as of June 2005, and have imposed an estimated 81,250 euros in fines for not using Catalán in commercial signage. 

New findings evaluating the performance of the language offices suggests more locations be opened, that they be fitted with more advanced online information-sharing technology and be permitted not only to receive complaints but also to conduct analysis of language protections and to issue public reports. [s] 

