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This note is based on five days observing political developments in Barcelona and outside the 
city. It reflects conversations with a range of Catalans as well as others living in the region. The 
brief also draws on broader political, social, and economic themes Longview has been 
observing around the world over the last several years  
 
Issues at play 

It’s not clear what an independent Catalonia would be able to achieve on the global 
stage. In contrast to Brexiteers, independence-minded Catalans see their movement as “saving 
Europe.” But the EU has resolutely stayed on the sidelines. Many observers have noted that 
Brussels doesn’t want to embolden simmering separatist movements in northern Italy, Belgium, 
and elsewhere in the bloc. More fundamentally, the EU is a union of nation states and Brussels 
does not deal with regional governments. And, European leaders are distracted enough with 
Brexit. Bigger picture, Catalonia would be stuck with a currency it doesn't control and which 
has proven to be very problematic for most eurozone members. Catalonia has no standing in 
international institutions, and if it were to somehow win independence it would fall behind the 
UK in renegotiating its economic and political relationship with the EU and the rest of the 
world—a complex process that is likely to take ten years or more.  

Everywhere, balconies are draped with Catalan flags and banners proclaiming “Si.” But it’s not 
clear how two letters solve a centuries-long dispute. Popular referendums, while essentially 
democratic, are poor solutions to complex policy problems and they tend to polarize society 
(see Brexit). Good governance is slow, inclusive, painstaking, and not very exciting. 

As in the UK, an existential problem for remainers in 
Catalonia is that they don't have a gripping 
narrative or compelling leaders. “Stay with Spain” 
has branding challenges, especially since Catalans bear 
a substantial tax burden on behalf of the larger country 
and many view the ruling regime in Madrid as 
ineffective, corrupt, and trigger happy. On the other 
hand, independence supporters have literally wrapped 
themselves in the Catalan flag; they echo the Obama 
mantra “Yes, we can;” and they invoke notions of liberty 
and democracy. The energy of the independence 
demonstrations in central Barcelona have felt more like 
celebration than protest. All this makes for good media. 
In contrast, until the large demonstration this weekend, 
Catalan unionists have largely been invisible and many 
don't want to talk about the issue. 

More autonomy is a potential solution to the demands 
for independence, and the situation in Catalonia 
today is similar to that of Quebec in the 1970s. ! 
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Quebec was the economic and political powerhouse of Canada, but the rise of French Canadian 
nationalism and separatism spurred most major businesses to relocate their headquarters to Toronto 
and elsewhere. The politics of identity made Quebec more inward looking, more particular, and a 
more complex place to do business. Montreal is a lovely city today, but it feels distinctly provincial. 
Catalonia is the economic powerhouse of Spain and it was built on culture of commerce, trade, and 
an embrace of the future. In the past couple of weeks, though, major banks based in Catalonia 
have hastily moved their headquarters elsewhere in Spain. Importantly, the ecosystem of financial 
and professional services firms that surround them are quietly moving as well.  

Underlying megatends 

Whichever way it unfolds, the drama 
in Catalonia is shaped by several 
megatrends playing out elsewhere in 
the world.  

First, the political revolt can be 
seen as part of the hangover from 
the global financial crisis. Spain’s 
real estate and construction sectors 
were hit very hard and banks were 
pushed to the brink of collapse. 
Unemployment hit record highs and 
one in two youths did not have a job. 
Austerity measures have put the 
country on the road to recovery and 
Catalonia and Barcelona in particular 
are doing relatively well, but 
resentments about shouldering the 
country’s economic burden are high. 
While policymakers are struggling to 
reignite more broad-based growth, Catalans are frustrated with the Madrid establishment, and 
this dynamic is catalyzing political uncertainty and volatility.  

Political entrepreneurs are exploiting the governance gap. The idea that Madrid elites are 
incapable of solving important problems has created a volatile atmosphere in which disaffected 
voters are willing to take risks, throw wrenches into the political works, and support popular 
insurgencies. Just as private sector entrepreneurs exploit gaps in the market and find new ways 
to satisfy market needs, political entrepreneurs such as Catalonia’s president Carles 
Puigdemont do the same in the public sphere by taking advantage of volatility, peddling 
alternative solutions (drawing from both the left and the right), and breaking rules. This makes a 
compelling narrative for disaffected citizens. 

The internet and social media divide people as much as they unite them. They enable the 
sharing of alternative views, the deepening of subcultures, the airing of grievances, and the rise 
of political entrepreneurs, but they are not good forums for solving complex societal problems. 
Moreover, the rapid pace of online discourse outstrips the ability of political systems to respond. 
Deliberative democracy takes time. Despite greater transparency, public policy in the internet 
era has become more muddled and in some cases, less democratic (see Russia and China). 
Many households are deeply divided over the issue of independence for Catalonia. ! 
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Globalization has been a powerful force of change for decades, but it also is breeding its 
discontents. Disruption is disruptive and economic and social changes wrought by 
globalization, in parallel with fast-paced technological innovation, is giving rise to a nagging 
sense of a loss of control—in the personal, political, economic, and social spheres. The 
response is more localism, more intense identity politics, tensions between authoritarians and 
democracy, and efforts to draw lines and build walls.  

Finally, the modern world is governed by a vast corpus of formal and informal institutions that 
have been built up over centuries (for a precursor society, see Game of Thrones). Trust is a 
paramount component. But it’s striking how quickly trust and other informal rules of the 
road can be eroded in today’s volatile political environment. This is seen in tensions 
between London and Brussels, the dysfunction in Washington, and the alienation of Catalonia 
from Spain. According to polling, the majority of Catalans do not actively support independence, 
but Madrid’s use of force during the October 1 referendum was widely seen as an egregious 
breach of trust that made finding a negotiated settlement much more difficult. 

Signposts to watch 

Spain’s political crisis has gained a measure of momentum 
and it's not clear how it will be slowed or resolved. Here are a 
few signposts to watch. 

One of the prerequisites for viable nation state is a 
government’s ability to control territory and enforce laws. 
Watch how Madrid asserts control over a large region that 
has enjoyed substantial autonomy for years. Catalonia’s 
president has called for “peaceful opposition” to central rule—
but how will that be interpreted? The use of force by the 
central government or the arrest of regional leaders will create 
martyrs. Elections under the jurisdiction of Madrid have been 
set for December, and while Catalan separatists are not 
looking for a fight, the winners are likely to be those that 
promise to defend Catalan interests. 

The potential for an independent or autonomous Catalonia will ultimately be decided by 
the local police. So far, the large provincial and municipal police forces have remained on the 
sidelines observing the proceedings which have been peaceful. The national police, which 
answers to Madrid and sought to shut down the October 1 referendum were suddenly seen 
here as an aggressive foreign force. Maintaining the peace between separatist and unionist 
groups in the streets will be difficult, will require close coordination, and will entail taking sides. 

What happens to economic sentiment? Spain’s financial system has not fully recovered from 
the global financial crisis and its banks are exposed to rising political risks. Spain has been a top 
performer economically in Europe, but protracted political tensions could undermine sentiment. 
A number of deals have been deferred as investors take a wait-and-see approach.  

There is no definitive end date. The upcoming election may make things clearer in the 
medium term, but the tensions between Catalonia and Madrid have simmered for centuries.  A 
grand bargain may be struck or there could be a short-term political fudge. In any event, 
independence-minded citizens have been mobilized and the underlying megatrends spurring 
political volatility persist. Catalonia’s standing is likely to continue evolving, and as seen in 
Quebec, the economic and social effects of separatism can play out over many years. ! 


