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Although it deprived the Basque-speaking population of its sole daily newspaper, the Spanish government’s closing of Egunkaria (The Journal) on February 20, 2003, was phrased as an antiterrorism measure. For four months, nevertheless, the Basque-language readership was without a newspaper. The broadsheet Egunero (Daily), which Egunkaria’s staff, unpaid, brought out on borrowed presses, attempted a stopgap; but its eight pages were dedicated mostly to coverage of the closing itself, including the ordeals in prison of the editor-in-chief and nine other members of the paper’s board (one of whom, Iñaki Uria, the managing editor, remains jailed at this writing). 

Egunero also covered the popular outrage over the closing, exemplified by an immense gathering, two days afterward, that filled the 1-km. perimeter of Concha Bay in San Sebastian with people holding up copies of Egunkaria’s final issue. In Egunero the following week, the Basque novelist Bernardo Atxaga wrote of that day as a kind of euphoria: “We saw people who had been angry at each other for ages embracing at the giant demonstration, and people who had no more than two words of Basque used them, maybe for the first time, to greet each other.” Within four months, enough 40- and 150-euro shares of stock were sold door to door to begin publication of a new daily paper, Berria (either The News or The New), published, like Egunkaria, six days a week; not enough money for Sunday sports reporters. Its offices, in a low-slung Rationalist-style office park not far from San Sebastian, are across a placid courtyard from the padlocked and police-taped wing that Egunkaria once occupied. Berria’s staff can look out the window and see it: a reminder.

To the demonstrators along the Concha, and presumably to Berria’s many thousands of small shareholders, the closing of Egunkaria was not only a fact but a message, even a symbol. Article 8 of the Political Parties Law that Aznar’s absolute majority rammed through the Spanish legislature in June, 2002—over the protests of Amnesty International and others, but with the support of the socialists (astonishingly to me, since their own party had, after all, been banned under Franco)—prohibits a party from “us[ing] as instruments of [its] activity symbols, messages or elements that are identified with terrorism or violence.” This could, if strictly interpreted, make it illegal in Spain for Basques to use their word for freedom—askatasuna—in the name of any future political party, the “identification” being with ETA’s full name, Euskadi ta Askatasuna. The oddity of not being able to say “freedom” in your own language; the removal of the word from the realm of politics— But that’s an infinite subject, and Vaclav Havel has already dealt with it, inventing the term “living in truth.” 

Also, it has not yet in fact happened (Franco did die, in 1975), although it’s true that the Basque political party that did most of its campaigning in Euskara, as the Basque language is called in Basque, has been banned (not many months after the law passed, though for keeping silent, rather than for speaking). At least once, a while back, the Spanish daily El Pais, which is now one of those papers that charge you for the day’s news online (the more programmatically fourth-estate New York Times, say, gives you a whole week’s access before charging), felt perfectly free in its pages, when someone had been arrested for shouting (in Basque) “Up with Basque Homeland and Freedom,” to shorten the quote in translation to “Up with ETA.” Of such translations are sagas made.

“The worst P.R. outfit any language ever had,” someone once joked about ETA. (Maybe as bad as Microsoft for English, I’ve sometimes thought.) The novelist Ramon Saizarbitoria, in an essay on, among other things, people’s use and nonuse of the language in the region, remarked that while he happily writes in Euskara, and can even live much of his daily life in it, he might hesitate to use it at an airport security gate. But of course the true assault on Euskara comes not from either ETA or the state of Spain but from the market—or “market forces,” to use the self-exculpating term. And it’s forgivable to perceive that Madrid does take advantage of the fact. As Iñaki Uria, Egunkaria’s former managing editor, in a remarkably mild essay, for having been written a year into his imprisonment, commented wryly, “Spanish linguistic policy towards Basque can be dubbed just ‘extreme neo-liberalism.’” Obviously Spain wants the region’s tax dollars (perhaps in case of another royal wedding), while many Basques would rather spend their money on other concerns. And, to the extent that they can, they do, which is one reason that Euskara is one of very few languages on UNESCO’s endangered-languages list that have been gaining speakers. 

One dilemma is that when you are in an all-Basque-speaking place in the Basque Country and speaking in Basque, it seems inconceivable that the language could ever die out. (Just on its own, at least to my ear, Basque grammar solves more than a few of the recurring problems of miscommunication that the linguist Deborah Tannen has remarked on in her perceptive books; and, from the viewpoint of U.S. English at least, as we lose our capacity for expressing precise qualities of human consideration, it’s hard to begrudge someone else’s not having to relearn them from scratch.) To venture elsewhere is apparently to come up against a phenomenon that I first became aware of after Kirmen Uribe and Mikel Urdangarin had been in New York for ten days, doing the readings/concerts that led to “Too Old, Too Small, Maybe.” (The title, by the way, comes from the one new song they wrote for the trip, and first sang here before finding out in New York that the assumption was not necessarily so. Perhaps in response, when they recorded the song they dreamed up a jazzy coda for it, in which Urdangarin, on acoustic guitar, and Rafa Rueda, on electric, sort of definitively prove the opposite.)  In any event, a day or so after getting home they were interviewed about the trip on the Basque public radio station (Euskadi Irratia, at http://www.eitb.com), and I heard them remark that in New York—“a city of 10,000 languages”—“no one, not a single person, ever asked us why, if we knew Spanish, we were writing in Euskara.” 

Underlying such a question is a phenomenon that has any number of names (“xenophobia,” “racism” are two) but always exhibits (a) near-total ignorance in combination with (b) an illusion of total knowledge. I unexpectedly ran up against it when I first went to the Basque Country, in early 1999, on a poetry fellowship, and began attempting to learn the language. A friend in Madrid, in all other matters seemingly progressive (arrested back in Franco times for having the wrong books, etc.), stunned me by writing in an e-mail, when he found out where I was spending my year, “Why ever did you choose that land to use your grant in? I think it’s not the most appropriate place for bettering one’s Spanish, pardon my saying so.” And then, when he found out what I was studying: “I am still perplexed over that choice of yours, that interest in learning Euskara, a language of sheepherders, not terribly literary, fairly marginal, however much the Basques insist to the contrary....” All I can say is that he must not have been paying attention.  In recent decades, some of the most interesting peninsular writing has been coming from there.

Atxaga’s essay in Egunero was titled “Daily Life,” and it began “Always we come back to daily life, there’s no other place on earth for us.” Luckily that was printed in Egunero, rather than five days earlier, in Egunkaria. Otherwise, it would be unprintable, inaccessible, since the web archive of Egunkaria remains impounded, with years’ worth of Basque cultural and political writing (and even the sports news) trapped inside.
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