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M A D R I D

What is Spain, really? A foreigner’s take on a semester abroad
When I fi rst wanted to study 

in Spain , way back when I was a 
junior in high school, I thought 
of the country as a far-away 
place full of good times, sun, 
fl amenco  and bullfi ghts in the 

middle of the 
street.

It was a 
rash simplifi -
cation, I know, 
but noth-
ing around 

me contradicted that image. In-
deed, a 2008 study performed 
by Spain’s Real Instituto Elcano  
found that those images made 
up nearly the entire image of 
Spain in the United States. 

Only one in two Americans 
surveyed knew who King Juan 
Carlos I  was, and only one in 
three knew of the current 
president, José Luis Rodriguez 

Zapatero. 
Even after taking a class 

about the actual cultural context 
of Spain last semester, those im-
ages stayed with me. Again, my 
surroundings didn’t provide me 
with an alternative, and I even 
went so far as to call my semes-
ter blog “There Will Be Flamen-
co.” I still knew it wasn’t a com-
plete picture, but I was going for 
what people knew about Spain.

After four months, I now 
know how wrong I was about 
Spain. It’s not a rural country 
that just clawed its way out of 
the 19th century. It’s a very ur-
ban nation that crawled its way 
out of the Francisco Franco  dic-
tatorship in the mid-1970s.  

This is not to say that Spain 
is backwards. In fact, the exact 
opposite is true. The constitution 
recognizes a universal right of 

health protection along with the 
usual freedoms of religion and 
the press. 

The post-Franco transition 
to democracy was quite pos-
sibly the smoothest the world 
has ever, and it lists near or at 
the top of fi elds like automo-
tive exports (sixth in the world) , 
wine (fi rst)  and medicine (doc-
tors in Barcelona  performed the 
world’s fi rst full human face 
transplant on March 20). 

Still, Spain has had to fi ght 
against a perceived image of so-
cial decline and passionate dis-
cord. The former empire con-
quered much of Central and 
South America, to be sure, but 
once France and Britain began 
to conquer the seas, Spain lost 
its good standing in the world. 

The defeat of the Spanish Ar-
mada, ineffective attempts at 

democracy and the loss of Cuba  
and the Philippines  in 1898 
sealed its fall from grace, and 
the civil war of 1936-39  con-
demned it to the backwaters of 
dictatorship for 40 years. 

The tourist motto used during 
those 40 years (“Spain is differ-
ent,” written in English) didn’t 
add credibility to their image, 
either.

A country doesn’t leave such 
a history behind immediately. 
Although Spain was home to the 
1992  summer Olympics in Bar-
celona  and houses one of the 
world’s best metro systems in 
Madrid , the image of the coun-
try as a place of sun and ge-
nial, if not completely modern, 
remains. It’s a shame. A coun-
try with the world’s ninth-high-
est GDP  does not deserve such 
treatment. 

V E N I C E ,  L A .

BP welcomes military aid to cope with oil spill in Gulf of Mexico
BY CAIN BURDEAU
The Associated Press

An oil spill in the Gulf of 
Mexico  that has become far 
worse than initially expected, and  
as government offi cials have of-
fered help from the military to 
prevent a disaster that could de-
stroy fragile marshlands along 
the shore.

“We’ll take help from any-
one,” BP Chief Operating Offi cer  
Doug Suttles  said.

But time might be running 
out. Oil from the spill had crept 
within 12 miles of the coast, 
and it could coat as soon as Fri-
day. A third leak was discovered, 
which government offi cials said 
is spewing fi ve times as much oil 
into the water as originally esti-
mated — about 5,000 barrels a 
day coming from the blown-out 
well 40 miles offshore.

If the well cannot be closed, 
almost 100,000 barrels of oil, or 
4.2 million gallons, could spill 

into the Gulf before crews can 
drill a relief well to alleviate the 
pressure. 

Local offi cials expressed frus-
tration with the pace of the gov-
ernment’s response and the com-
munication they were getting 
from the Coast Guard and BP of-
fi cials.

“We’re not doing everything 
we can do,” said Billy Nungesser , 
president of Plaquemines Parish , 
which straddles the Mississip-
pi River  at the tip of Louisiana.  

“Give us the worst-case scenario. 
How far inland is this supposed 
to go?” 

Louisiana has opened a spe-
cial shrimp season along parts of 
the coast so shrimpers can har-
vest the profi table white shrimp 
before the spill has an effect.

The spill has moved steadily 
toward the mouth of the Missis-
sippi River and the wetland areas 
east of it, home to hundreds of 
species of wildlife and near some 
rich oyster grounds.

The rig, Deepwater Horizon , 
sank a week ago  after explod-
ing  36 hours earlier. Of its crew 
of 126, 11 are missing and pre-
sumed dead. 

A fl eet of boats working under 
an oil industry consortium has 
been using boom to corral and 
then skim oil from the surface.

A controlled test to burn the 
leaking oil was successful late 
Wednesday afternoon. BP was to 
set more fi res after the test, but 
as night fell, there were no more 

burns. No details have been giv-
en about when more fi res are 
planned.

The decision to burn some of 
the oil came after crews operating 
submersible robots failed to acti-
vate a shut-off device that would 
halt the fl ow of oil on the sea bot-
tom 5,000 feet below.

President Barack Obama  has 
directed offi cials to aggressive-
ly confront the spill, but the cost 
of the cleanup will fall on BP, 
spokesman Nick Shapiro  said.

Two children 
wait for the 
bride to exit 
her car before 
a wedding Jan. 
30 outside the 
cathedral in 
Seville, Spain. 
Although 
traditional 
Spanish culture 
remains alive 
and well 
throughout 
most of the 
country, Spain 
has also 
developed 
into a thriving 
democracy with 
public health 
care and large 
multinationals. 
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