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MORE THAN A CLUB
A Study of FC Barcelona’s Impact on Catalan Nationalism



On the 29th of November in 1899, Hans Gamper, a former Swiss soccer player, founded a soccer club in the city of Barcelona. At the time soccer was relatively a novel sport in the region, and no one could have foreseen the immense impact that the club would have on the city of Barcelona, and on the country of Catalonia. Today, the club founded by Gamper, Football Club Barcelona, has over 145 million followers on social media, the highest social media presence of any sports club in the world. In comparison, the combined social media followers of the all the teams in the National Football League is only 141 million. (Badenhausen, 2016) To millions, FC Barcelona is perceived as one the most successful sports club across the globe, and yet to the people of Catalonia, FC Barcelona is seen as something else. The website of Football Club Barcelona proudly asserts that FC Barcelona is more than a club because of its commitment to Catalonia, and to her people whom were persecuted ruthlessly for many decades under the Spanish dictators in the 20th century (FC Barcelona, 2017). Supporting the club became the only way for Catalans to protest the oppressive regime of the fascist dictator, Francisco Franco, who ruled Spain with an iron fist from 1939 to 1975. To many Catalans, the club is more than just a sports club, because it is the protector of their culture, language, and nation, as well as their nation’s greatest ambassador to the world. This paper examines in which ways that FC Barcelona is more than just a club to the country of Catalonia, and examine its impact on Catalan nationalist sentiment.
To understand the current situation of Catalan nationalism, and the political role of soccer in Spain, a brief historical overview of the Catalonia and Spain is required. In his book, Myths and Memories of the Nation, Antony D. Smith defines a nation as “a named human population sharing a historical territory, culture, a common economy, and common legal rights and duties for all members” (Smith, 1999).  Therefore, Catalonia is a nation with its own unique culture and language within the country of Spain. The Catalan language is a distinct language separate the Ibero-Romance language subgroup, consisting of Portuguese and Spanish; it instead belongs in a language group with Occitan, another romantic language in southern France. (Koryakov, 2001) Catalan was the language of the Kingdom of Aragon, a country which ruled in the eastern Iberian Peninsula as well as Sardinia, Sicily and southern Italy. Aragon was unified with the Kingdom of Castile in 1469 with the marriage of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile. In the following centuries as the lesser partner in the personal union, the Crown of Aragon was regarded as a separate entity with its own laws and language. During the 16th and 17th centuries, Catalan remained essentially as the sole language in the Catalan linguistic zone. (Ledgeway & Maiden, 2016) The War of Spanish Succession ended in 1714 with the Treaty of Utrecht, forcing the Crown of Aragon to be incorporated directly into the Kingdom of Spain. Consequently, a series of laws were published prohibiting the usage of Catalan in official and public situations. (Ledgeway & Maiden, 2016) However, a period of revival in the 19th century, the Renaixença, reintroduced the Catalan language and nationalism. Unfortunately, the situation for Catalonia deteriorated immensely with the Spanish Nationalist’s victory in the Spanish Civil War in 1939. For three decades under Franco’s regime, the use of Catalan was completely prohibited. After Franco’s death in 1975, Catalan entered a period of revival with the new government. In 1978, the Catalan autonomous government granted Catalan co-official status within their territory, and later in 1983 to protect and promote the usage of the language, they enacted a special Law of Linguistic Normalization. (Johnson & Swain, 1997) Today, the population of the Catalan speaking areas is around eleven million, with more than seven million whom can speak the language. (Ledgeway & Maiden, 2016) Additionally, almost all work done by the government is written or spoken in Catalan, and at least half of the university lectures must be taught be in Catalan. (Johnson & Swain, 1997) Today, Catalonia is the most industrialized and richest region in Spain. Due to the wealth of Catalonia, and the relative impoverishment of the rest of Spain, many Catalans want an independent Catalonia. The Catalan government is attempting to schedule an independence referendum in September of 2017, however, the Spanish government states the referendum will be illegal. But for many Catalans, FC Barcelona has evolved to become part of the Catalan identity, a symbol of national pride. 
The fusion of FC Barcelona and Catalan nationalism started in July of 1925 under the Spanish Dictator, Primo de Rivera. FC Barcelona organized a soccer match with another Catalan club, C.E. Jupiter. The Spanish authorities attempted to ban the game to prohibit Catalan nationalism, however they were forced to back down and allow the game to be played after protests broke out throughout Barcelona and Catalonia. Before the game during the Spanish national anthem, the crowd jeered and booed but then applauded during “God Save the King” which was played by a Royal Marine Band, insulting the Spanish government. Infuriated, the Spanish regime closed Les Corts, the stadium of FC Barcelona, for six months. Furthermore, the President of FC Barcelona, Joan Gamper, was accused of promoting Catalan nationalism, and forced to resign as President and was expelled from Spain. Because of the punitive government reprimand, to the people of Catalonia, FC Barcelona was no longer just a football club, the club became a symbol of national pride for the Catalan people, a role it continues to cherish and hold on to in the 21st century. (Barceló, Clinton, & Samper Seró, 2015). FC Barcelona’s role in the Catalan community reached new heights following the victory of the Spanish nationalists in 1939. 
When Francisco Franco came to power in 1939, the unity of a nation with a strong central government visibly dominated Franco’s agenda, as the regime’s policies were overwhelmingly focused upon removing any regional identities which threatened his ambitions. (Kassimeris, 2012) From the very beginning of Franco’s dictatorship, the new regime castigated individuals or institutions connected to Catalan nationalism; thereby revoking any attempt for reconciliation. It is estimated that up to 150,000 Catalans were imprisoned in Spain’s concentration camps, claiming thousands of lives in the process. The most illustrious victim was the former president of Catalan’s autonomous government, Lluís Companys, who fell victim to the fascist regime on October 15th of 1940 while imprisoned. (Harrison, 2009) The Catalan historian, Josep Benet, states the regime began a process of cultural genocide against Catalonia. He chronicles in great detail the countless assaults on Catalan identity, specifically the prohibition of the Catalan language being used in schools, churches, and cinemas. Additionally, Benet writes of Catalan books being burned, and the dismantling of Catalan public monuments, and the changing of street names. (Harrison, 2009).  Furthermore, the regime soon ordered the suppression of the autonomous University of Barcelona, expulsing more than half of the faculty in the process. (Stoeckel, 2012) However, Franco’s oppression of cultural and ethnic minorities did not unify his country, thus, he needed a catalyst to unite his heavily fragmented country. 
Following the footsteps of the already established fascist dictators of Germany and Italy, Franco attempted to use the popularity of soccer in Spain as a vehicle to facilitate the construction of a national identity in the diplomatically isolated and domestically instable country. His new policies included, installing military officials as the governors of the Spanish soccer association, forcing players to give the fascist salute for before kick-off, the singing of Cara al Sol, the fascist anthem before games, and the fans were required to cheer for ‘Arriba España, Viva Franco’. (Kassimeris, 2012) However, this was not enough for the ambitious dictator, and in 1941, Franco imposed the Hispanicization of all football clubs, thus renaming Futbol Club Barcelona from its Catalan spelling to its Castilian spelling, Club de Fútbol de Barcelona, as a means of punishing the supporters of FC Barcelona whom openly defied Franco by waving the Catalan flag instead of giving the fascist salute (Kassimeris, 2012). In response and as a means of protesting the regime, the executives of FC Barcelona decided to adopt the traditional colors of Catalonia as the colors of the club, and in addition, the historical Catalan symbol, the cross of St. George was placed on the badge of the club. These changes signified to many in Catalonia that FC Barcelona was more than just a club as it shared their struggle against the oppression of the regime (Kassimeris, 2012). Furthermore, a clear example demonstrating the solidarity between the club and Catalan nationalism is seen in how the club uses the ‘La Senyera’, the flag of Catalonia. ‘La Senyera’ is an important national symbol for Catalans, and it appears the most in the thirty-five communication tools of the club. As well as, the flag is in the crest of FC Barcelona, and is also found on the jerseys and the armband of the captain (Stoeckel, 2012). In the 2013-2014 season, the second jersey of the club was the “La Senyera”, making the club “a kicking, running, and living advertisement for Catalonia, even more so than before” for that season (Tkac, 2014). Another Catalan national symbol that FC Barcelona openly endorses is the Catalan National Day on September 11th. On September 11th, Catalonia remembers her freedom and the freedom of her institutions that she lost in 1714. The officials of the club participate regularly in the festivities and celebrations on the national day of Catalonia (Stoeckel, 2012). As mentioned earlier, the Catalan language is essential to the expression of Catalan identity for many Catalans. In FC Barcelona’s stadium, all the announcements are made in Catalan only, even though many non-Catalan speakers visit the stadium. The former president of FC Barcelona, Joan Laporta stated in 2007 that his team “would continue to be an instrument for Catalan culture”, additionally he stated the club would continue to promote the Catalan language.  (Stoeckel, 2012). Thus, FC Barcelona is actively promoting the Catalan language, a critical pillar of the Catalan identity. However, Stoeckel argued the most expressive statement referring to FC Barcelona’s relationship with Catalona is in a video from September 2012, ‘Balance satisfactorio de Rosell en su intervención en la Asamblea’. In the video, Sandro Rossell, the president of FC Barcelona, discussed the September 2012 independence march in Barcelona, and said “the club will always defend its Catalan roots and defend the Catalan people’s right of self-determination (Stoeckel, 2012).  Additionally, the world renown former player and manager of Barcelona, Pep Guardiola, has made it no secret of his political opinions regarding Catalonia and independence. He said in an interview “My country is Catalonia and Catalonia is not Spain… and I played with the Spanish National team because the Catalonian team could not play in international competitions” (Moksvold, 2015). Furthermore, executives of the club encourage the use of Catalan by players and supporters. Players born outside of Catalonia are expected to learn Catalan when they sign their contract, following in the footsteps of the founder, Hans Gamper. Hans Gamper engrossed himself into the community, he learned Catalan, and even changed his legal name to the Catalan version. In March of 2013, Sandro Rossel encouraged fans to speak Catalan, stating that “speaking Catalan was the best way to demonstrate one is a true fan of Barcelona” (Tkac, 2014).  Thus, he argues the significance of the Catalan language for the Catalan identity, and includes FC Barcelona as part of that identity. These statements assert that the leadership of the club promotes and encourages the bond between Catalan nationalism and the club. Over the years, FC Barcelona adopted many symbols of Catalonia, in the process the club evolved into a Catalan national symbol itself. However, FC Barcelona is visualized best as one of the national symbols of Catalonia, during ‘el clasico’.
‘El Clasico’ evolved into what is today because of the relationship of Franco’s relationship with the soccer club, Real Madrid CF. Santiago Bernabeu, the president of Real Madrid Club de Futbol, developed a friendly relationship with Franco, subsequently Real Madrid evolved to become the ambassador of Franco’s regime in Spain and abroad. Real Madrid became what FC Barcelona is to the people of Catalonia, to Franco and his regime. With the help of Franco, the club experienced immense success in Spain and in European competitions, as Franco and Bernabeu sought to attain all power in Spain, Franco politically and Bernabeu in terms of soccer. Even today when Real Madrid treks to Catalonia to play FC Barcelona, the supporters of Barcelona “seldom to fail to express their intense dislike for what the Madrid-based club is perceived to represent, namely, centralization” (Kassimeris, 2012). There is no greater example of the political rivalry that still exists in the el clasico, the soccer match between FC Barcelona and Real Madrid, than that of what happened on October 6th of 2012. Seventeen minutes and fourteen seconds into the match, the 95,000 fans in Barcelona’s stadium Camp Nou, roared for Catalan independence. The significance of seventeen minutes and fourteen seconds, was because the year 1714 was the year of Catalonia’s last war for independence during which the Catalan army was defeated by the Castilian army, subsequently Spain would be transformed into a central state. (Moksvold, 2015) This exceptional and iconic method of protest and demonstration illustrates the importance of FC Barcelona for the Catalan nationalist and independence movement.
FC Barcelona promotes Catalan nationalism through the club’s use of symbols, history of protest against the Spanish nationalism, use and promotion of the Catalan language. To many, FC Barcelona is more than a club, it is a symbol of national pride for many Catalan. However, it more than just a symbol of national pride, for FC Barcelona is the ambassador of Catalonia to Catalonia, to the rest of Spain, and to the world. Jordi Xifra and David Mckie in their article, From Realpolitik to Noopolitik: The Public Relations of (Stateless) Nations in an Information Age, explain how the club serves to represent Catalonia through its use of soft power. They state “Lacking a Catalan national soccer team, Barca (as it is popularly known) takes on the role of national ambassador of Catalonia. It is more influential in the creation of identity and reputation than the Catalan government” (Xifra & McKie, 2012). Furthermore, they argued as serving as the ambassador, FC Barcelona made significant efforts to promote tourism and the economy of the Catalan brand (Xifra & McKie, 2012).  When FC Barcelona is outside of Catalonia the club acts as an ambassador through engaging in public diplomacy by welcoming and visiting state officials from other states. Through this the club is able to represent and promote Catalonia abroad (Stoeckel, 2012). Furthermore, the website of FC Barcelona is the essential component to the club’s new media communication plan. The website serves to provide information, pictures, and videos to connect fans from across the globe to the message and mission of the club. In the identity section of the FC Barcelona’s website, the describes the values, motto “more than a club”, and symbols of the club. In each of the sections, the importance of Catalonia is stressed. In addition, the website provides a link to Catalunya.com, the Catalan tourism agency. (FC Barcelona, 2017) The club describes that they are representing Catalonia to the world through their social media actions accentuating that FC Barcelona will never forget its Catalan identity while at the same time being internationally focused, illustrating how the club fulfills the ambassador role of Catalonia.  FC Barcelona not only acts an as the Catalan ambassador to the world, it also acts as an ambassador to the people of Catalonia. The club participates in Catalan national day celebrations, and makes regular symbolic visits to Catalan historic venues and to Catalan institutions (Stoeckel, 2012). These actions, give clear signs that the club is expressing its strong commitment to Catalonia and to the Catalan people because the club is actively promoting Catalan values, traditions, and nationalism. 
In conclusion, Hans Gamper, founded a soccer club in the city of Barcelona at a time where soccer was largely unknown to the city. His club has grown in support to become the sports club with the largest number of supporters across the world. To millions, FC Barcelona is perceived as one the most successful sports club across the globe, and yet to the people of Catalonia, FC Barcelona is seen as something else. To many Catalans, the club is more than just a sports club, it is the protector of their culture, language, and nation, as well as their nation’s greatest ambassador to the world. Supporting the club became was the only way for Catalans to protest the oppressive regime of the fascist dictator, Francisco Franco who ruled Spain with an iron fist from 1939 to 1975. This paper argued FC Barcelona is more than just a club, it is a national symbol for Catalonia, and serves as Catalan’s greatest ambassador to the world. 
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