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Standing divided
How did Catalan culture and identity survive
partition by France and Spain 350 years ago?
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Broken in

In 1659 the Treaty of the Pyrenees
separated Catalans by a border that is as
cultural as much as geographical
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two pieces
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GERMÀ CAPDEVILA

It can be quite a surprise for foreign residents in Catalonia to cross the Pyrenees only to be
confronted with more Catalan towns and villages, more Catalan flags and yet more Catalans

 went to Perpignan to see a
rugby match between USAP

and Northampton and
couldn’t believe my eyes; the
stadium was covered with
Catalan flags and the fans
were singing songs in
Catalan." These are
the words of a Costa
Brava English resi-
dent who discovered
through sport that
Catalonia does not
end at the Pyrenees.

Some 350 years ago,
Spain and France
agreed to a treaty
splitting Catalonia in

I

One nation, two states

two, with each taking a
piece for themselves.
Consequently, Cata-
lans on both sides of
the new border were
respectively assimi-
lated by Spain and
France to some ex-
tent. However, the
language and the
culture somehow

managed to survive,
and even belonging to

two different states did
not stop people on either

side of the mountains from
seeing themselves as Catalans.

Paul Goze, president of the
Perpignan’s USAP rugby union

club, made it clear recently in a
meeting with the press: "I don’t
like the nomenclature Catalu-
nya Nord and Catalunya Sud.
There is only one Catalonia, and
it happens that some of us live in
the north, and some other live in
the south."

It was not easy for Catalonia,
three and a half centuries ago, to
see its two main cities, Barcelona
and Perpignan, shared out be-
tween two different states, led to
the imposition of a new culture
and a new language. Nowadays,
within the EU, it seems as if it
might become easier to rebuild
the missing links between the
two parts of Catalonia.

Two engravings showing the place where the treaty that split Catalonia in two was signed / CARLES FONTSERÉ COLLECTION
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ho better to explain the
relationship between

Catalans on either side of the
Pyrenees than a Catalan from
the north who has made a
name for himslef in the south?

Joan-Lluís Lluís was born in
Perpignan in 1963. Lluís stu-
died art history at Montpellier
university and went on to be-
come a journalist in 1989. He
used to be the cultural editor of
the Catalunya Nord edition of
the El Punt newspaper and still
contributes to the newspaper
today as a regular columnist.
For two years he worked for the
children’s magazine, Mil Di-

W
GERMÀ CAPDEVILA

In the pages that follow, the writer from Catalunya Nord, Joan-Lluís Lluís, offers us his
personal vision of the relationship between the two Catalonias

Deciphering the north/south divide

monis and currently heads the
Servei de Difusió de la Llengua
Catalana for the Casa de la
Generalitat in Perpignan.

Lluís has also published
novels and essays, as well as
writing lyrics for the music
groups, Blues de Picolat and
Caselles Sextet Folk; he is also
the scriptwriter for a cartoon
series on the France 3 channel.
In 2003, Lluís won the Premi
Joan Coromines of the Coordi-
nadora d’Associacions per a la
Llengua for his publication,
Conversa amb el meu gos sobre
França i els francesos. He lives
in Terrats in Roussillon, where
he is a town councillor.
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years of
exile

hink of it as a type of scien-
tific experiment: take one

country and cut it in two parts,
then keep the two parts as far
apart as possible using all the
legal means available and
finally, take a look at the result
350 years later. More than three
centuries is long enough for the
history of the people living in
each separated part of the
country to have taken all sorts of
unexpected directions, and the
effect will be even greater if the
smallest part of the country
spends that time under French
domination.

Few national ideologies
around the world can compete
with that of the French, which is
based on a firm belief in an in-
trinsic superiority shared by
everyone from the common per-
son to politicians and intellec-
tuals. What’s more, the ideol-
ogy’s potential for assimilation
is enormous and the results of its
effect are plain to see in the com-
plete Gallicisation of the part of
Catalonia that came under
French rule in 1659. In fact, it is
almost a miracle that this region
still retains any remnants of its
Catalan identity at all.

On the contrary to what many
may think – above all those Cata-
lans in modern-day Catalonia –
we Catalans del Nord did not turn

T
into French people in terms of
sentiment, spirit and speech
overnight; the process was long,
enforced and painful. There
were plots and resistance to
shake off French rule and up
until the start of the 19th cen-
tury the department of the so-
called Pyrénées-Orientales (a de-
nomination invented by the
French Revolution) presumed
the largest number of deserters
in France during every war.

Nevertheless, the region’s as-
similation as part of France con-
tinued and was achieved on the
basis of real, if modest, social ad-
vancement on the one hand,
and on the basis a discrete but
also very real repression on the
other. It is not easy to make a case
against a democratic state that
actively promotes the disappear-
ance of all minority languages in
favour of the official one. It is
even harder when that state
throws its entire ideological
weight behind justifying that
disappearance and encouraging
self-hate in order to achieve its
objectives.

The teachers in French state
schools had something ap-
proaching a sacred mission to
annihilate the Catalan language
and they did so with enthusi-
asm: as late as the 1950s village
teachers on Sundays would write
down the names of the children

methodology of these teachers,
which was laced with fear and
shame, was remarkably effective
to the point that by the 1960s it
was no longer necessary to im-
pose the daily punishments and
humiliations. In fact, the 20th
century as a whole would be a
period of accelerated assimi-
lation due to everything from
the social mixing provided by
obligatory military service to the

JOAN-LLUÍS LLUÍS

they heard speaking Catalan on
the street in order to punish
them when the new school week
began the next day. The major-
ity of these teachers were Cata-
lans and Catalan-speakers.

However, the immense sense
of duty towards the French state
provided them with the necess-
ary justification for keenly par-
ticipating in what could be de-
scribed as linguistic suicide. The

FEATURE
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This semantic change, which is
still not universal, is a product of
the discrete effect of Catalan ac-
tivism and suggests a change of
perception in the Catalan iden-
tity based more on geographical
separation rather than any dif-
ference in national character.
This may even seem paradoxi-
cal: the perception of northern
Catalan identity is stronger and
more alive today than half a cen-

opportunity for nationalist
brainwashing provided by wars
or the appearance of television.

Today, in the 21st century,
what does it mean to be Catalan
here? One observation worth
making is that in the 20th cen-
tury, the standard definition
used was "French Catalan" as op-
posed to "Spanish Catalan",
while now we talk of "Catalans

del Nord" and "Catalans del Sud".

tury ago.
Fifty years ago, Catalan was

more widely used, the local
population was more uniform
but, for almost everyone, being
Catalan was a simple regional
distinction. The pride of being
Catalan was the subject of
poems and songs throughout
the 20th century; it was a pride
represented by snail fests and
traditional barretina hats. Natu-

rally, today the snails and barre-
tines are still in evidence but we
are undergoing a sort of silent
revolution, which is slow and,
perhaps, overdue.

Today, for the vast majority of
the population, being Catalan
does not pose any contradiction
with the fact of being French
and, if forced to choose between
the two identities, just about
everyone would lean towards

Graffiti in support
of Catalan culture

serves as a
backdrop to a

bilingual signpost
that marks the city

limits of
Perpignan. / LLUÍS

SERRAT
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the official and obligatory iden-
tity. In other words, Catalans
from Catalonia cannot judge
what it is to be a northern Cata-
lan with the same measure they
would use in their own case, not
after 350 years of separation.

It is common for the majority
of Catalans del Nord to recog-
nise the cultural folklore, to uti-
lise the Catalan senyera flag for
purely decorative purposes,
such as on fruit stalls at the side
of the roads, but it is unusual to
find people with much appetite
for a struggle to achieve self-gov-
ernment or official recognition
of the Catalan language. Yet, it
cannot be said that we are not
Catalans. The reason is because
if France had also swallowed up
Figueres or Seu d’Urgell, the in-
habitants of those places would
now be French, like those in Per-
pignan, with their fondness for
cultural caricatures and their wi-

despread inability to speak Cata-
lan. If, god forbid, all of Catalo-
nia had become French, today
Catalonia would hardly exist.

Reciprocal exile
Our way of being Catalan is quite
simply – and for some painfully –
a different way of being Catalan
that, on occasion, can even be
more complex. A Catalan from
Perpignan who wants to live like
a Catalan does not have it easy.
Any northern Catalan who takes
an interest in what it means to be
Catalan can quickly learn about
Catalonia’s politics, its particu-
lar history, its cultural characte-
ristics. But does it work the other
way round? Who in Catalonia
knows the name of Perpignan’s
mayor? Or the name of the presi-
dent of the Consell General, who
has put through a motion cal-
ling for a vote on the official re-
cognition of Catalan?

This is why the title of this ar-
ticle, that makes reference to 350
years of exile, is an exaggeration.
The exile is reciprocal but south-
ern Catalans do not know it. To
prove it, let us conduct a test
with a basic question: Is Girona
closer to Barcelona or Perpig-
nan? The answer is that it is equi-
distant to both places but I
would not be surprised if most
Catalans were to choose Barce-
lona. This is border effect makes
the cities it separates seem
further apart. Cutting up land is
also a way of cutting up the
spirit, memories and awareness.
Without having moved an inch,
Girona and Perpignan have con-
tinued to drift further apart the
more that the states have exerted
their centripetal force.

We are then, as Catalan as
those in the south but in our
own way, different. However,
our way of being Catalan is lame

"It is not easy
to make a case
against a
democratic
state that
actively
promotes the
disappearance
of all minority
languages"

"Is Girona
closer to
Barcelona or
Perpignan?"

Tourists look at an information panel that includes a map of the Catalunya Nord region. / LLUÍS SERRAT
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and insufficient due to the dilut-
ing effect of state assimilation.
The situation, however, is not a
simple one. It is not merely a case
that there are increasingly fewer
Catalans in the north and thus
the language is spoken less and
less, indicating a terminal phase
for the culture and identity of
the region. In fact, the situation
is more complex.

Catalan may be spoken less
and less but, simultaneously, the
prestige of the language is be-
coming stronger. Parents,
whether Catalan or not, who
want their children to learn
Catalan at school and want
them to be bilingual are increas-
ingly numerous. This rise in the
prestige of the Catalan language
and the corresponding knock-
on effect on everything Catalan
is in direct proportion to the visi-
bility of Catalonia’s autonomy.
The more Catalonia differen-

Yet, we cannot end without
mentioning rugby. The pride of
being Catalan north of the
border has found its expression
in following USAP [the Perpig-
nan rugby club]. It is a pride that
has nothing to do with that
shown in the 1950s, when
people would go to the ground
speaking Catalan but would
never think of taking a senyera
with them as a way of asserting
their identity. Today, however,
that identity and rugby have be-
come fused, even though not all
supporters of USAP are Catalan-
ists (as I suspect not all Barça fans
are either). Nevertheless, many
northern Catalans have no
doubt of where they stand: the
victory of USAP in the French
championship has turned 2009,
not into the year of the treble as
with Barça south of the border,
but into something perhaps
even more significant.

tiates itself from Spain, the more
prestige there is to being Catalan
in the north. The perceptions of
the past have been turned on
their head and nowadays it
seems that it is the Catalans of
the south who are more fortu-
nate, who, in our collective im-
agination, have qualities that are
now lacking in ourselves and
that we admire, whether that be
in Catalonia’s steadfast sense of
history, the business nous, the
collective strength of society
and so on.

And then there’s rugby
It is likely that our fortunes will
continue to rise or fall with those
of Catalonia, just as if those 350
years of separation have failed to
sever some form of biological
connection between north and
south. If Catalonia grows and it
is recognised, we will feel more
Catalan. And if not, we won’t.

No man’s island
and the
overgrown
monolith

Fans of USAP rugby team at a home game in Perpignan . / PRESÈNCIA

On the island of Faisans, on the
River Bidasoa in the Basque
Country, a monolith that is half-
hidden amid the undergrowth
marks the place where the Treaty
of the Pyrenees was signed on
November 7, 1659. Yet on this is-
land, where it was decided that
the River Bidasoa would mark the
border between France and
Spain, it seems as if neither side
dared to lay claim to the tiny slice
of territory itself. The small is-
land, which contains only this
monument, has a statute of
shared sovereignty between the
two European powers. In prac-

tice, it means that the towns of
Hendye and Irun take turns
maintaining the island for a
period of six months each,
though it does not seem to be a
responsibility that is given much
priority. The department of the
Hendaye Town Council charged
with this duty says that the main
job during the six-month turn is
"to make sure the grass does not
grow too long". When asked
who is in charge at the moment,
there is a pause followed by the
sound of draws opening and
closing and papers rustling be-
fore the response comes: "From
August 1 to January 31, it is our
turn in Hendaye". Everything
under control. / E. Carrera

The monument on the isle of Faisans.


