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The Comunidad Autonoma Vasca, or Basque region in the South of France and the northeastern edge of Spain is currently riddled with violent conflict.  In this paper I propose to examine the Basque conflict with a particular focus on the Spanish interests in the matter.  I intent to present the historical context of the conflict in a socio-political manner, then move to the cultural implications of the issue.  I will then analyze the cultural conflict that has both been born of and furthered Basque nationalism and make a comparison to the cultural lens set forth by Fukuyama and Huntington within our course readings.  I will present my own theoretical position and argument and then close with the current state of the affair and any prospects for the future of the Spanish/French/Basque region.
The Basque Independence Party (Batasuna) with its military wing Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) has employed military means to achieve its goal of Basque self-determination.  The Spanish government has been faced with thousands of civilian casualties and the threat of further terrorist acts.  Many ETA members are currently in prison, but there is still some terrorist activity. With the lack of clarity in Batasuna's position and no pledge to disarm, the new Spanish socialist government refuses to negotiate.  The deficit of clear resolution on either side of the dispute has left Spain in a state of great tension and fear, for the conflict remains in play on the current international stage.

The Basque conflict in Spain is a result of cultural repression and intolerance.  The cultural division of the Spaniards and the Basques fits agreeably into Samuel Huntington’s framework and the solution to the conflict can only be achieved with a combination of violence and unrestricted political mobilization.
In an effort to understand the roots of the Basque conflict, one must come to understand the meaning of the terms applied.  Basque refers to, on the modern world’s stage, an independent nation which is geographically contained within the Northeastern region of Spain and the Southern Border of France.  Prior to any attainment of national independence however, Basque referred primarily to a language.  “The collection, publication, and display of statistics during the first heady years of political autonomy, I argue, served to make publicly visible, quantifiable, and therefore real, an otherwise invisible and paradoxical state of affairs: that is, the persistence of Spanish linguistic hegemony in a period when Basque nationalist political power seemed to be coming into its own.”(American Ethnologist, pg. 802)   This quote, presented by Jacqueline Urla within the American Ethnologist, makes reference to numerous Basque cultural movements who compiled and publicly displayed statistics confirming the declining use of the Basque language.  These statistics were presented between 1979 and 1983 in the times of the greatest political instability of the Basque region.  The Basque language was in the past and is currently what divides the Basque people culturally from their neighbors.  “The fact that at present persons who are linguistically, and hence culturally, Basque form a minority in the Basque country is the result of two historical trends.  On the one hand, the use of the language is declining among the indigenous population of Basque speakers, a trend which is most notable in urban areas.  Secondly, throughout the twentieth century the industries of the provinces of Vizcaya and Guipuzcoa have attracted large numbers of non-Basque labor migrants from other parts of Spain” (American Anthropologist, pg. 1102)  “Since its inception, Basque nationalist ideology has regarded Euskera, the Basque language, as a key symbol of Basque identity and has proclaimed its preservation an important objective of the struggle for self-de-termination.”(American Ethnologist, pg. 822)  The deep cultural divide is the primary cause for the growth of nationalism and violence in the Basque region over the past six decades.
Francisco Franco ruled as a dictator of Spain from 1939 until his death in 1975.  Franco was an open opponent to the Popular Front, which was the primary leftist organization in Spain in the 1930’s.  Following the electoral victory of the Popular Front in 1936, Franco staged a coup d'etat which took place in July of the same year.  The operation failed and evolved into the Spanish Civil War.  The coupling factors of Nationalist resistance, Republican resistance, and the Popular Front’s inability to restore political stability led to the outbreak of the War.  Within the war Franco, a military general, emerged as an evident leader of the Nationalist movement.  The Nationalists under Franco were victorious in 1939.  Subsequently Franco took his position as head of state and commander in chief of the military.  His victory was only possible with the decisive help of Mussolini and Hitler.  He worked to dissolve the Spanish constitution and eliminated the Spanish Parliament.  His rule called for numerous executions of a genocidal number, forced labor of his opposition, and a substantial exile of Republicans, mostly into France.  It is fair to argue that the political actions and exiles of Franco are a direct cause for the opposition to Spain that would take shape among Basque peoples.  Representation was completely out of the question for these people.  Franco’s policies continued to make stable life impossible for thousands and the hatred and resentment of the Spanish government grew.  It is essential to note that legally, Franco outlawed the speaking of any language other than Castilian Spanish.  This repressive legislation most notably and adversely affected the Basque language.  “In punishment for nationalist resistance during the civil war, Franco banned the use of Basque in public and initiated a strong campaign to eliminate its use altogether. There is no doubt that after years of political and cultural repression, an open insistence on speaking or learning Basque had become a political act of defiance against the authoritarian state as well as a marker of the Basque patriot, the abertzale. Indeed, Basque nationalism and resistance to Franco were indistinguishable sentiments fueling popular support for the reemergence of a militant language revival movement in the 1960s and 1970s.”(American Ethnologist, pg. 822)  The political repression of the Basque language and people proves shockingly effective as the number of Basque-speaking people was reduced so low in the early 1970’s that the culture looked as though it would become extinct within one generation.

The repressive policies of Franco and the Spanish nationalists pushed the Basques to the edge of extinction, and culturally snuffed their heritage.  The nationalists murdered and exiled thousands of their people.  A scholar who prescribes to the realist lens of political thinking might also be inclined to take the Darwinist stance on human nature and therefore argue that the most basic, primary human instinct is to survive.  To quote another great scientist, “Every action has an equal but opposite reaction”(Isaac Newton).  The mid Twentieth Century therefore played host to a Basque cultural backlash.  The survival of the cultural group appeared to be attainable only by violence.  The Basque organization Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) was formed in 1959 and began waging a small scale war against the Spanish government.  The Basque political party PNV remained in exile and the ETA began to receive support from other disillusioned Spaniards.  “The ETA was supported by a large sector of Basque society and enjoyed the sympathy and tolerance of an important social sector in the rest of Spain”(Journal of Conflict Resolution, pg. 494)
The independence of the Basque nation is a development of the 1970’s.  It is important to note that the Basque Independent Nation did not exist prior to Franco’s dictatorship of Spain.  The cultural conflict and political repression of the Basque peoples most certainly drove the Basques to violence in the form of the ETA, but the struggle for political independence was a byproduct rather than a catalyst.  In the pre-Franco constitutionalist representative government of Spain, Basques were allowed a certain comfortable measure of freedom and independence but never complete autonomy.  The Basque conflict was never over representation, the nationalism arose purely out of nationalism and cultural intolerance.  Originating in the Marxist-Leninist nationalist organization, E.T.A. (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna; Basqueland and Freedom), this group, loosely known as the "culturalists," took as its motto "The only national revolution is a Basque-speaking one,”(The American Ethnologist, pg. 822)  The ETA is, overall, a terrorist organization that kills civilians rather indiscriminately in addition to their political targets.  Their claim to legitimacy in the past was the Franco repression of their people and the protection of an independent Basque nation.  Under this heading they received a sizable amount of support from Spanish citizens until the death of Franco in 1975 and the drafting of a new constitution in 1978.  The new Spanish constitution restored a representational form of government and eliminated the repressive policies of Franco.  The Basque nation also began to enjoy a politically recognized independence.  The cultural clash however was not at an end.  The ETA remained active and continues to partake in violent acts of terrorist until this day.  Many Spaniards who once supported the ETA began to rethink their positions.  “During the transition from dictatorship to democracy and in the first years of democratic stability, the ETA stepped up its campaign of violence, and its actions became bloodier and more indiscriminate. Although the political framework was being irreversibly transformed, the advent of political freedom and constitutional guarantees did not reduce ETA violence. The main consequence was that the ETA began to lose the social support it had been enjoying” (Journal of Conflict Resolution, pg. 494)
The causes for war lie in ideology and culture according to Fukuyama and Huntington respectively.  The arguments of Friedlander and Cohen do not agree with these two theorists as they both posit that individuals do much less to influence history than the overarching powers of collective peoples.  The argument that Fukuyama brings forth in his work; “The End of History”, conjectures that history is composed of a string of ideological shifts brought about by conflict in an evolutionary manner.  He argues that history is the cyclical build-up of new competing ideologies which escalated into a military conflict which leads to a victorious ideology and then the arrival of new competitors.  The article makes a bold leap however, and suggests that liberalism (democracy) is the final ideology that cannot have any further competitors.  Fukuyama believes that liberalism is the highest form of political organization and that there cannot be any further improvements on the ideology.  He therefore argues that history has ended.  He claims that we will now only see conflicts between nations that are democratic and those that have not yet adopted liberalism.  To place this theory into practice would be impossible in the case of the Spanish-Basque conflict.  The conflict, initially, did not arise out of ideological disputes but rather a cultural divide.  The violence has been unattached to ideological shifts, but rather cultural repression backlash and intolerance.  The successful formation of the current liberal representational government of Spain in conjunction with the independence of the Basques in my opinion disproves and negates Fukuyama’s theory and works to highlight the accuracy of the cultural lens.

Huntington makes a convincing argument in, “The Clash of Civilizations”.  He disagrees with Fukuyama and believes instead that conflict is born of cultural disagreements, hatred, incompatibility, or intolerance.  Battles, according to Huntington, are not about ideologies, but about cultures.  He specifically brings to light the rivalries of states (collective units) as the causes for historical conflict.  This theory can be said to be a form of realism with a caveat; cultural fault lines exist that drive civilizations to engage in war.  The differences between cultures are acute and actual, as confirmed by Lewis.  Furthermore, cultural characteristics are not easily compromised whereas ideologies are flexible.  Cultural identity is innate while ideologies are learned.  Within the context of the Spanish-Basque conflict, Huntington’s theory fits perfectly.  In the case of the Basques, the fighting has always been driven by a cultural desire for survival and independence.  Basque nationalism arose out of the very principles which Huntington highlights in his article.  “The Clash of Civilizations serves as an almost exact framework for which to fit the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, and the Basque Independent Nation, and Spain.  To put forth an example, the primary division between Spaniards and Basques is their language, which is a cultural difference.  The language one speaks is not nearly as negotiable as the political party with which they identify or the economic trading system to which they prefer.

To further examine the Basque conflict, one must go further to define culture.  With Huntington’s “Clash of Civilizations” argument fresh in mind, one must maintain that culture is the repertoire of human action which is socially, not genetically transmitted.  The genius of a culturally rooted theory to explain conflict is this fundamental truth; humanity is deeply rooted in environmental development.  What persons are taught and engaged in socially have a much more enduring hold on their consciousness then what they come to believe in the ideological spectrum.  While the idea of environmental factors is very much in line with the developmental theories posed by Friedlander and Etheredge.  Both developmental theories agree that environmental influences drive political behavior.  They both however, focus on a developmental form of environmental influence for individuals, although they disagree about what time period is most relevant, rather than cultural theory which concentrates on the effects of the aggregate.  The summation of all cultural tendencies is both the reason for and the product of political action.  In this sense, Huntington is not concerned with individual formative development because he believes that the actions of a political group are far more potent and powerful than any individual.  In the case of Basque conflict, cultural theory fits most agreeably as there are no individuals who stand apart or seem to be driving the conflict.
The bloodiest years of conflict took place between 1975 and 1980.  “The bloodiest three years of ETA, 1978-1980, witnessed a total of 235 victims. In subsequent years, the number of killings decreased gradually.”(The American Economic Review, pg. 115)  In 1979 the Regional Autonomy Statue for the Basque country was approved in Spain.  To confirm Huntington’s cultural conflict thesis and refute Fukuyama’s Ideological thesis, the violence neither slowed, nor ceased in this politically victorious period.  The violent killings and kidnappings for ransom of ETA actually increased, sharply.  This period can be marked in history as the end of the nationalistic fight for Guipuzcoa (Basque country in Spain) and the beginning of Euskadi Ta Askatasuna as a sovereign terrorist organization.  The political goals of the ETA have become increasingly less clear and the violence has become progressively more guerrilla in nature.  The Euskadi Ta Askatasuna is funded primarily by acts of extortion, robbery, and ransom.  The most recent two decades have played witness to numerous terrorist acts by the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, but almost 90% of such acts have been within the borders of Guipuzcoa, rather than Spain.  This statistic has led to a drastic drop in the Basque GDP and has led to the fleeing of numerous entrepreneurs out of the Basque nation in an effort to avoid the terrorist groups actions.(The American Economic Review, pg. 115)  “In addition, the terrorist conflict has been frequently cited as a deterrence for domestic and foreign direct investment in the Basque Country.” (The American Economic Review, pg. 115)  Further proof of the contemporary conflict’s volatile nature can be seen by the failure to secure peace and disarmament of the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna.  ”In September 1998, ETA declared a total and indefinite cease-fire. The cease-fire lasted approximately 14 months; in November 1999, ETA announced the end of cease-fire.  In the year 2000, ETA killed 23 people.” (The American Economic Review, pg. 115)
Having examined the conflict, one must look to find a route to peace, optimistic about the prospect.  As previously stated, the roots of the Basque conflict are cultural.  The acts of violence hail themselves as driven by nationalism.  While in years past this claim was valid, it now is no more than political rhetoric as most violence in the Basque regions of Spain are terrorist in nature and serve no nationalistic purpose.  Most acts of violence are aimed at civilians with the goal of further funding Euskadi Ta Askatasuna.  Nevertheless, cultural tensions still drive intolerance, blind hatred, and violence in the region.  Language arguments are at a height as the region is at odds about what language is taught in public schools.  Political parties are fearful of indirect disenfranchisement, and families are forced to live in constant fear of guerilla warfare.  The most viable options for peace can only come from a cultural redistricting of the region and a tactical assault on the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna.  Much progress has been made in the way of political recognition following the independence of the Basque nation.  What remains is a cleansing of the remaining stereotyping and discrimination in the public sphere.  In this respect, certain groups serve as a true beacon of hope.
“Gesto por la Paz is an expressive and symbolic movement. It is composed of 160 subgroups spread throughout the Basque country and autonomous community of Navarra. These groups are made up of approximately 1,500 activists, but their activities attract many more followers” (Journal of Conflict Resolution, pg. 501)  “Elkarri has a larger organizational infrastructure than Gesto por la Paz”(Journal of Conflict Resolution, pg. 501)  Gesto por la Paz is essentially a reactive group that meets in silence with banner demanding the freedom of those captured on the days following an act of terrorism.  Conversely and complementary to Gesto por la Paz, Elkarri works actively to promote the political dismantling of ETA.  They are a proactive group that organizes debates and presents the political faults of both ETA and the Spanish democracy.  “The supporters of Gesto por la Paz agree with the democratic regime and with the measures taken by institutions against the violent conflict. However, the supporters of Elkarri are volubly critical of Spanish democracy and do not think much of the political steps taken to resolve the conflict because they consider them ineffective. Elkarri's audience is formed mainly of people within the area of influence of the terrorist group and people in rough proximity to the terrorists.”(Journal of Conflict Resolution, pg. 506)
It is my belief that peace is not possible in the years to come in Spain without a radical reconsideration of the government as well as the unilateral support from both Spaniards and Basques of the dismantling of the Euskadi Ta Askatasuna.  I believe that in some cases this unilateral front will need to engage in military action.  The terrorist leaders of ETA are identifiable and can be eliminated publicly and legally.  The efforts of the two main pacifist organizations Gesto por la Paz and Elkarri must remain in-tact as they will serve to wean militants from the cause that must be exposed as non-existent.  The end of the terrorism in my opinion requires multiple attacks both violent and non-violent.  I believe that the elimination of the primary terrorist commanders of the ETA will lead to a loss of control over the organizations actions and the shift from directed specific violent mobilization to a more stable political activism.  In essence, the militants of ETA could very possibly become active members of Elkarri and use that organization as a means for achieving their leftist political goals.
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