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35-Foot Human 
Towers and the 
Power of Trust: 
Lessons from 
Catalonia

Laura Foraster i Lloret

Building human towers (castells) is a unique Catalan 
tradition that dates back to the 18th century. It is 
an extremely spectacular festive open-air activity, 

hardly comparable to anything you have ever seen and 
difficult to imagine if you have not been lucky enough to 
see one in person. Nothing compares to the excitement 
of seeing up close how these human constructions rise, 
sway, and finally culminate (it goes without saying that 
they must also be dismantled quickly!). There are about 
a hundred groups that build human towers anywhere 
from April to November every year and the tallest can 
involve hundreds of people and 
reach ten levels, about 35 feet 
high.

The creed of Catalonia’s 
human tower builders has 
ethical and moral overtones 
in its four components: strength, balance, courage, 
and wisdom. With so many  positive values associated 
with constructing human towers, it is not surprising 
that some multinational organizations and companies 
today will organize castell-building on a smaller scale 
for their team bonding days. The most obvious value is 
the collective effort needed to achieve a common goal. 
Either everyone gives their all or the human tower is 
destined to fail. 

Another value is inclusivity: The groups are made up of 
people of all backgrounds, ages, genders and strengths. 
The dozens of people who form the base of the tower, 
called pinya (pinecone), do not inquire of each other 
about their birthplaces or how much money they have 
in their individual bank accounts as they intertwine to 

form a solid foundation. No matter where participants  
come from, taking part in castell-building allows them 
to feel part of a larger community, in a similar way as 
FC Barcelona football fans around the world are part of 
a big family. Catalonia’s human towers are thus a free 
and open invitation to integrate into Catalan society and 
culture. 

Last but not least, there is trust. No one can be part 
of a human tower if they do not trust the rest of the 
team or if they do not earn the trust of others. When 

you are a part of a living human 
construction that defies the law 
of gravity, you have to trust that 
others will play their part!

Cultivating trust is a  pillar 
of public diplomacy, the 

prerequisite for any public diplomacy initiative  that 
aspires to be successful. Yet, it is the most difficult to 
achieve and the easiest to undermine. 

Trust is what distinguishes public diplomacy from its 
more sinister cousin, propaganda. At an international 
conference on the role of public diplomacy in the 
digital era hosted by the  Public Diplomacy Council of 
Catalonia (Diplocat) in Barcelona in May 2019, Nicholas 
J. Cull, Professor of Public Diplomacy and founding 
director of the Master’s in Public Diplomacy program at 
the University of Southern California, spoke about the 
differences between public diplomacy and propaganda, 
which had often been confused in the past and can still 
be muddled up today. Cull argued that public diplomacy 
has an incontrovertible ethical dimension which is 

Cull argued that public diplomacy 
has an incontrovertible ethical 

dimension which is usually lacking in 
propaganda.
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usually lacking in propaganda. Similarly, the values he 
associated with public diplomacy were always in a higher 
moral and ethical category than those of propaganda: 
flexibility, respect, openness, two-way communication, 
listening to others, the search for truth, and so on. 

At the same event, Professor Cull outlined one of the 
great challenges of today’s public diplomacy: To respond 
to and counteract disinformation. In the midst of the fake 
news boom during a vulnerable time like the present 
COVID-19 pandemic, for example, public diplomacy 
practitioners need to impart truth to  the general public 
and partner with non-state actors to promote free and 
honest media platforms throughout the world.

Corneliu Bjola, Associate Professor of Diplomatic Studies 
and Head of the Digital Diplomacy Research Group 
at Oxford University, argues that most government 
institutions no longer have any credibility owing to 
their political hue, the propaganda they put out, and 
the relationships they strike up. Many are struggling to 
cope with the loss of credibility in the digital world we 
live in and realize that the classical approaches to public 
diplomacy will not always be successful. 

The strongest castellers form the base (the pinya), the most agile people form the 

‘building,’ and young children - called ‘enxanetes,’ who are protected by helmets - climb to 

the peak. Source: Martí Estruch Axmacher, with permission.

It is at this point that I would like to introduce the Public 
Diplomacy Council of Catalonia (Diplocat), the Catalan 
institution I have the honor of leading. I believe that 
Diplocat  demonstrates how collaboration, inclusivity, 

and trust are essential to transforming public diplomacy 
initiatives in the twenty-first century. Diplocat is an 
organization founded  with the specific purpose of 
conducting public diplomacy on behalf of the regional 
government of Catalonia and the rest of its member 
entities. 

Even though most of its backing and funding comes from 
the regional government of Catalonia, Diplocat is set up 
as a public-private consortium made up of 38 members 
who represent the diversity and plurality of Catalan 
society. In addition to the leading public institutions in 
Catalonia, these 38 members include representatives 
from universities and business schools, trade unions, 
employers’ associations, chambers of commerce, 
and social and sports organizations. Diplocat creates 
invaluable spaces for them to dialogue and collaborate, 
and  allows for Catalonia’s multi-sector leaders to get 
directly involved in creating Catalonia’s brand  and 
evaluating her public diplomacy programs, , which has 
been a great asset

When Diplocat projects Catalonia to the world, it is not 
the government doing it, but rather 38 organizations 
and entities that are not limited to a particular ideology 
or short-term political strategy. When Diplocat’s 
international visitors come to visit Catalonia, they 
experience all of her diversity because this very diversity 
is an intrinsic part of Diplocat. Although some internal 
procedures like decision-making might take longer in 
an organization like ours, the crucial transparency that 
comes with including  38 stakeholders around the table 
also makes maintaining clear and firm ethical principles 
virtually a guarantee. 

It should be borne in mind that notwithstanding the 
growing demand for a vote on its political future, 
Catalonia is not a state. The public diplomacy that we 
pursue is, therefore, as a non-state actor. Many people 
like James Gregory Payne, an expert in public diplomacy 
and Director of Communication Studies at Emerson 
College in Boston, believe non-state actors are best 
positioned  to conduct public diplomacy. This is what he 
acknowledged in his acceptance speech for the honorary 
doctorate awarded to him by Ramon Llull University in 
Barcelona, a member of Diplocat, in November 2019: 
“As we have witnessed all too vividly, stories told by 
governmental diplomats are often constrained by the 
ideology of the president, prime minister or whomever 

When Diplocat projects Catalonia to 
the world, it is not the government 

doing it, but rather 38 organizations 
and entities that are not limited to 
a particular ideology or short-term 

political strategy.



WHAT SHOULD ETHICAL DIPLOMACY LOOK LIKE 

PUBLIC DIPLOMACY MAGAZINE

34

is in office. This often runs counter to their own beliefs. 
As a public diplomat, my responsibility is only tied to my 
own ethical core and values. For the public diplomat, the 
first step is to establish a context that invites dialogue 
and discussion.”

Building a human tower is much like building a successful and ethical public diplomacy 

program: both require collaboration, inclusivity, and trust. Source: Martí Estruch Axmacher, 

with permission. 

Like Professor Cull, Payne is a strong advocate of a new 
model of public diplomacy that is rooted in legitimate 
and shared leadership. This type of diplomacy extends 
from the bottom up (like human towers!), from citizen 
to citizen, association to association, non-governmental 
organization to non-governmental organization, and 
educational institution to educational institution. This 
is the kind of public diplomacy model we strive to 
build  in Catalonia and we welcome you to collaborate 
with us in the future. In the meantime, if you ever visit 
Catalonia, we encourage you to take part in a human 
tower building experience. Once the castell has been 
dismantled and you say goodbye to those participants 
you had just linked arms with, remember to take the 
Catalan spirit of collaboration, inclusiveness, and trust 
with you wherever you go.
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