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WHEN Elvira Lindo, a Spanish writer, delivered the opening speech at the annual festival of the
patron saint of Barcelona one autumn afternoon this year, she arrived under the protection of an
armored car. 

Men with black umbrellas, symbolizing mourning and death, blocked her entry into City Hall.
They shouted insults, tossing out words like "fascism" and "genocide."

Was Lindo a kind of Spanish Salman Rushdie, writing something that inflamed passions to a fever
pitch? No ? she planned to speak in Spanish, not the regional language of Catalan.

The last time anyone checked, Barcelona was still part of Spain. As regional differences flourish in
this country of 40 million, however, language has become a tool of identity but also of exclusion. 

Like the Basque Country before it, and perhaps Andalusia after it, Catalonia ? one of Spain's 17
state-like autonomous regions ? is establishing a separate cultural identity. The move is praised in
some quarters as a long-overdue liberation from decades of repression, and attacked elsewhere as
local nationalism run amok. 

Critics warn ominously of a disintegration of the nation. Spain, they moan, is fast becoming a
Tower of Babel. Loyalty to Madrid is weakened; diversity has gone too far.

SOME ATMs in Spain offer a choice of six languages, four of which are the Spaniards' own. It is
not uncommon in places such as Barcelona, Catalonia's largest city, for a single conversation to
take place in two languages. And on occasion, as Lindo's ordeal demonstrated, intolerance is the
order of the day. Catalan officials have been known to refuse to speak Spanish in news
conferences with Spanish-speaking journalists, or in parliament. Big commercial companies here
that don't toe a Catalan line risk boycotts. 

Ten million people speak Catalan, a kind of French-sounding Spanish ? not just in Catalonia but
also in a town on the Italian island of Sardinia, in pockets of southern France, in the Balearic
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Islands and in the Spanish city of Valencia. (Don't tell the Valencianos that, however. They think
they have their own language, and have begun a quixotic campaign to get it recognized as such.)

In the Basque Country of northern Spain, Basques have an indisputably unique language. But they
have injected an ethnic component, where the most extreme nationalists argue racial superiority as
part of their Basque identity. Most experts will say that the dialect of Galicia, north of Portugal, is
just a form of Portuguese. And that "Andalusian" is heavily accented Spanish. 

At a certain point, asserting a regional language and identity is a political maneuver, a play for
power. Spain's diverse regional identities were repressed for decades under the Franco
dictatorship, then revived when democracy was introduced in 1976. Today, under the 2-year-old
Socialist government, regional autonomy and cultural expression flourish in abundance.

Here in Barcelona, the language of Catalan is thriving under a kind of affirmative action that thrills
purists and rankles traditionalists. At one end, Catalan extremists want a Catalan-only world; at the
other end are people who angrily predict the demise of Spanish. For both, bilingualism is a dirty
word: One person's bilingualism is another person's loss of linguistic domination.

In between are many who favor bilingualism, but for different reasons and with different
definitions.

Catalan is the official language in the region's primary schools, the language that is used in PTA
meetings, public-address announcements and most classrooms. Catalan "immersion" is obligatory
starting in kindergarten. Residential utility bills are in Catalan only. Businesses can be fined if they
don't have signs in Catalan, or if customers complain they were not attended in Catalan.

Proficiency in Catalan is required, and tested, for many government jobs.

ACCORDING to the Catalan Language Observatory, Catalan was born of 11th century vulgar
Latin around the same time as Spanish and French, and enjoyed alternating periods of revival and
prohibition.

Jo també sóc barcelonina is Catalan for Yo también soy barcelonesa, which is Spanish for "I am
also from Barcelona." Bona tarda is buenas tardes ("good afternoon").

"Catalan has been starved for 40 years," said Jordi Porta, head of Omnium, an institute that
promotes Catalan culture. "A certain militancy is required."

Porta grew up under Franco. When he enrolled in elementary school, he gave his name: the very
Catalan-sounding "Jordi." No, the school authorities told him, your name is Jorge.

As a child, Porta spoke Catalan at home, secretly, but he was in his teens before he learned to write
it ? from a clandestine youth group formed as resistance to Franco.

Today, Omnium awards literary prizes for works in Catalan and offers Catalan classes for the large
numbers of Moroccan, Senegalese and other immigrants who have arrived in Barcelona in recent
years. It fought a successful campaign to establish the "cat" Internet designation for Catalan
organizations (instead of the "es" used by Spanish entities).
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At the Vila Olimpica school near Barcelona's seafront, teacher Lidia Jove leads a class not in
Spanish or Catalan, but in English. She takes a room full of 10-year-olds on a halting discussion of
food groups and fats and carbs as part of a nutrition class. 

The experiment is to introduce a third language to young students. The goal, Jove said, is
multilingualism, but, she acknowledged, the fallback language is always Catalan.

If, for example, a student's parents speak Spanish only (and there are many like that), Jove will
speak to them in Spanish. But she will insist on Catalan with the child.

In the playground, however, it's a mishmash. It is quite common for one youngster to speak
Spanish to a friend who answers in Catalan. They understand each other.

"Spanish is a big, beautiful, healthy language," Jove said. "Catalan is a small, beautiful endangered
language. If something isn't done, in 50 years you won't have any Catalan speakers."

By most estimates, a little over half of Barcelona's residents, including many people who have
moved here from other parts of Spain, are exclusively Spanish-speakers, and a little under half are
bilingual in Spanish and Catalan. (The "Spanish" that Americans are familiar with is more
accurately labeled "Castilian.") It is rare, according to Jove and others, to find someone who is
monolingual in Catalan and does not understand Spanish.

Barcelona is a large, lively sophisticated city on the Mediterranean that caters to huge numbers of
foreign visitors. Spanish is readily spoken in most on-the-beaten-track places. But step into a
smaller, less-frequented bakery or bookstore, and as much as a customer might speak Spanish, the
clerks will continue in Catalan.

The fear among some Spaniards is that regionalism will undermine national strength and unity.

Marita Rodriguez, a physics professor from a Barcelona suburb, founded an organization called En
Castellano Tambien (In Castilian, Too), which periodically protests the use (overuse, she would
argue) of Catalan to what she maintains is the exclusion of Spanish. 

Rodriguez sees a world where Spanish-speakers practically have to grovel to be served in Spanish,
whether at the bank, the telephone company or other public offices. By her calculation, businesses
that have not provided Catalan services have been fined tens of thousands of euros.

"This sob story of having to save Catalan does not justify such aggressive behavior," Rodriguez
said. "They've made it a kind of religion."

IN some ways, the place of language in society has been turned on its head. Generations ago,
Catalan was seen as a language of villagers and the elderly. In the 1950s and '60s, Catalonia
experienced an influx of Spanish-speaking workers from Andalusia and, later, Latin America.
With the use of Catalan being promoted and favored in the last decade, some now see Spanish as
the more working-class language, and Catalan the domain of a politically motivated urban elite.

In an article that was translated and widely republished in Spanish newspapers, Catalan columnist
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Salvador Sostres was dismissive of the national language.

"I only speak Spanish to my maid and to a few workers," Sostres wrote. "It is a language of the
poor, of the illiterate and of people of low ability to speak a language that makes such a
frightening sound just to pronounce the J."

Debate over language and regionalism is always intense, but never more so than during an election
campaign like the one that ended Nov. 1 when the people of Catalonia voted for a new parliament.

The conservative nationalist Convergence and Union Party published all of its campaign materials
in Catalan only. Spokesman David Madi said the party believes in bilingualism, while
emphasizing Catalan, "our own language." If anything, he said, the region needs more Catalan.
The party would like to see Catalonia as an all-but-fully independent state. In a way, Madi said,
the alarmists predicting the dissolution of Spain have a point.

"The future is a New Spain with strong regions and cultural differences," Madi said. "Spain as a
monolithic uniform Spanish state is finished."

By contrast, a new party ran in the elections, declaring itself fed up with language as a political
tool.

The Citizens Party ran a bilingual campaign and one with an attention-grabbing twist: The party's
leader, a twentysomething lawyer named Albert Rivera, posed nude (hands strategically placed)
for the group's main campaign posters.

The idea, Rivera said, was to shed labels and symbols of identity that divide people. 

"I don't like the term Balkanization, because it implies violence, but they are setting up dangerous
linguistic barriers that pose a threat to Barcelona's pluralistic cosmopolitan character," Rivera said.

Of the six parties that earned enough votes to enter parliament, Madi's Convergence and Union
took the lion's share. Rivera's Citizens Party came in last.
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