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Postnational Literature 

In the decade of the 90s, while living in the USA, I wrote several articles on Basque literature, of 

which I have gathered nine in this volume and complemented them with a lengthy introduction. I 

have written these articles in North American universities; they reflect the discussions, trends, 

and styles present in that academic context—even when some of the articles have been published 

in the European Basque Country. In this respect, this collection incorporates the legacy of the 

following critical trends: poststructuralism, postmarxism, psychoanalysis, feminism, 

postcolonialism, cultural studies, and queer theory. The collection introduces these theories as a 

departure point and proposal to rethink Basque literature.  

In addition to the explicit debt I owe to the aforementioned theories and discussions, I 

would like to believe that this book also advances a critical theory of its own, which I call 

postnationalism (although, as I will discuss later, it goes against the grain of earlier elaborations 

of postnationalism, such as Jürgen Habermas‟s, whose proposal I consider neonationalist rather 

than postnationalist). Nowadays, and as the cases of England, France, Spain, Italy, and Germany 

show, the majority of literary histories written in Europe—and with some differences also in the 

Americas—are articulated from within the geopolitical limits imposed by the post-imperialist 

nation-state. That is to say, these literary histories continue to refer to “national literatures” and, 

therefore, continue to be national literary histories—in last instance they are nationalist. The 

Basque literary historian, instead, must take as a theoretical and critical departure point the fact 

that the European and diasporic Basque Country cannot be described following the model of the 

imperialist nation-state. Moreover, the literary historian has to account for the fact that most 

Basque institutions have been developed in a marginal or parallel fashion to those of the 

imperialist nation-state. This collection advances a critique of the concept of “national literature” 

and, at the same time, it aims to underscore the fact that literatures such as the Basque are 

developed in the aftermath of the crisis of the imperialist nation-state. This is the reason for 

needing the preposition “post” in “postnational,” even though from a stylistic and reading point 

of view such an option is not too attractive. Postnational literary theory questions the literature 

and literary institutions created by the imperialist nation-state. It is important to emphasize that 
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the postcolonial distinction made between national and “-phonic” literatures—say, between 

French and Francophone literatures, or English and Anglophone literatures—does not question 

radically the history of the French or British imperialist nation-states; it only complicates it.  

Jesus Maria Lasagabaster, whom we can consider the dean of Basque literary criticism, 

has placed himself once again at the vanguard of Basque literary criticism with his latest book,  

Literaturas de los vascos (Literatures of the Basques). He establishes the basis for a postnational 

critique, even though he does not use the term “postnational.” In the introduction to his book, 

Lasagabaster advances the following proposition: 

My teaching and research activity has been centered... on Spanish and euskeric [written 

in Basque language] literature, with a preferential attention given, in the former... to 

Basque writers who used Castilian as the language of their literary endeavor... From this 

position, it is no surprise that I have never understood, or better, I have never wanted to 

understand that sterile polemic that emerges among us from time to time—or used to— 

about what is “Basque literature” and who deserves the label of “Basque writer.” (24, my 

translation) 

I agree with Lasagabaster in stating that the absolute national division between Basque writers 

who write in Basque and Spanish (or even French and English) is not meaningful; indeed, they 

all form together “literaturas vascas” or “Basque literatures.” Although I will elaborate my 

proposal in detail below, let me advance a definition of postnational Basque literature(s): they 

are literatures written by all the Basques in all their languages. In this respect, Lasagabaster‟s 

contribution represents a very fertile departure from national literary theory. This preface and the 

following introduction are a first attempt to study what a postnational literary theory would 

constitute for Basque literature, in particular, and for literary criticism, in general.  

The majority of Basque critics—if not all—hail from the discipline of philology; we all 

were trained to study the intimate bind that the discipline established between literary history and 

national language. As a result of the long genealogical threat that spans from Fredric Schlegel to 

Koldo Mitxelena—the founder of modern Basque philology—we all have accepted that Basque 

literature is the one solely written in Basque. This philological understanding has had several  

detrimental effects in shaping literary history. On the one hand, Basque literary histories have 
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incorporated, explicitly or implicitly, many non-literary texts: dictionaries, grammars, devotional 

manuals, etc. Indeed, any and every text written in Basque has been philologically susceptible of 

being considered literature by the simple fact that it was written in Basque. On the other hand, 

the literary production written by Basque writers in other languages has been displaced to non-

Basque literary traditions: Spanish, French, Argentinean, North American, etc. Instead, the 

collection I present here, first of all, advances a proposal for a postnational history of literature, 

not only by exerting itself in the analysis of various texts, but also by developing a critique of the 

nationalist concept and institutions of literature. As Lasagabaster adds, “the term, so in fashion 

today, of „intertextuality‟ is bound to question increasingly the concept, with romantic origins, of 

„national literature,‟ which does not accept other criteria for the literary identification of texts 

than the language in which they were written” (25).  

The final goal, as I will explain later, is not to promote a positive and non-conflictive 

multiculturalism, along liberal lines. Rather the opposite, the aim is to use the linguistic and 

national heterogeneity as tool and critical corrective to rethink the history and crisis of the 

imperialist nation-state. In short, the goal is to elaborate a radically historical multiculturalism. 

The first consequence of expounding such multiculturalism in Basque literature would be to 

implicate the Spanish, French, and American states. The activity of rethinking a Basque 

multilingual reality is already taking place in the Hispanic world—not so in France. The article 

collections published by Graham and Labanyi; Bermudez, Cortijo Ocaña, and McGovern, and 

Vilarós, among others, are very important contributions. The collection I am presenting here 

joins these contributions, and also questions the Spanish state by incorporating other Basque 

literatures that are not Spanish. The aforementioned contributions do not study the multi-state 

reality that constitutes the Basque reality—and, in last instance, they propose a Spanish 

nationalism—or mega-nationalism—based on many cultures.  

In this respect, postnational theory joins the critical theories I mentioned at the beginning, 

from feminism to queer theory, and, by the same token, opens a new critical horizon, wherein the 

geopolitical dimension (postnationalism) meets the biopolitical one (sex, race, gender, class, etc.) 

in what could only be considered a radically historical multiculturalism. 
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Terminology 

In Basque, unlike in English or Spanish, the word “Basque” (euskal) is not geopolitical. Euskal 

does not refer to a territory or to a group of people with common cultural, ethnic, or racial traits. 

The adjective euskal refers to the noun “Basque language:” euskara. When the word “Basque” is 

used in Basque language to refer to the Basque people (euskaldunak) or the Basque Country 

(Euskal Herria), the reference is to the group or people who speak the language. The word 

euskaldunak (Basques) literally means “those who possess the Basque language;” and the words 

Euskal Herria (Basque Country) literally mean “Basque-speaking people and/or country.” The 

word herria means people, town, and country. 

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there were several attempts to create a 

word that would refer to a Basque geopolitical reality: Euzkadi, Euskadi, Euskaria, etc. Sabino 

Arana‟s Euzkadi, later rewritten as Euskadi, was the most successful; yet lately it has been 

abandoned on behalf of the most traditional Euskal Herria (Basque-speaking people and/or 

country).  Similarly, the complementary term for non-Basque or foreigner is the word erdaldun, 

meaning speaker of a foreign language; erdara means foreign language. The words erdal herri 

or erdalerri are seldom used and mean “abroad” or “country where a foreign language is 

spoken.” They are close to the Greek construct “barbarian:” those who babble (bar-bar) or do not 

speak Greek. 

Even in traditional Spanish, this connection between language and people is still 

preserved in the words vascongado-a and vascuence—Basque and Basque language 

respectively. As Arnauld Oihenart already noticed in the seventeenth century, the word 

vascongado-a points to a linguistic ideology implying that the people of the provinces of 

Gipuzkoa, Bizkaia, and Araba were colonized or “turned into Basques” (made into “vascon” > 

vascongado) and Basque was a colonizing language (vascongado > vascuence) hailing from 

Nafarroa or Navarre (the territory of the original Basques/vascones). In this case too, the 

language would capture the identity of these three provinces. Nafarroa would be the original and 

sole place where the territory and the language would coincide (Vasconia).  

Ironically enough, and as the word vascuence gained popularity, even in Nafarroa, they 

would refer to the Basque language as that of the people who were colonized by the Nafarroans--
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--in what can only be considered a “reversed linguistic colonization.” As Koldo Mitxelena has 

pointed out, the original Latin word at the source of this linguistic ideology, vasconicatus, is not 

documented in any known text (“Los vascos” 19). Finally, it is important to notice that, 

according to Mitxelena, the etymology of the word “Basque,” or its Castilian variants “vasco, 

vascón,” can be traced back to the Basque word we use today for Basque language: euskara. The 

romance words “Basque/vasco” would also be a derivation of an older form of the same root of 

euskara: eusk- < uask-. In short, the etymological “uask-” would be at the root of all three words: 

euskara, vasco, and Basque. 

Any Basque identity is ultimately linked to the language rather than to the territory. At 

hindsight, it would appear that the equation between language and identity would make it 

simpler to limit the scope of what “Basque literature” means: literature written in Basque 

language. This would also be the ultimate nationalist fantasy where the language “naturally” 

dictates the historical identity of a group of people, without the intervention of the State—the 

ugly bureaucratic monster that creeps up behind every “beautiful nation” and reminds us that 

every nation is a very unnatural political construct.  

However, it is the opposite. The fact that Basque language has not become a state 

language points to a history in which State and language were never naturally married in national 

bliss. Basque language and its speakers have always lived in various, heterogeneous political 

formations where other languages were used as state languages. Basque always has had a 

precarious political existence marked by diglossia—another ugly reality that shows the hand of 

the State, be it Castilian, French, or Spanish. Moreover, Basques used and wrote other languages 

in order to deal with this history of diglossia; they even resorted to state languages to defend the 

Basque language. Consequently, Basque literature must be approached as a multilingual reality 

at the core of which we have the historical realities of diglossia and cultural oppression. To posit 

Basque literature as one solely written in Basque by those Basques who wrote in Basque (and 

oftentimes did not use Basque as their main language) would be political idealism. It would 

obscure the political, linguistic, and cultural history of the Basques, which are defined by 

phenomena such as diglossia and linguistic oppression, sometimes enforced by the surrounding 

states and other times encouraged by the Basque elites.  



8 

 

 

 

Basque literature is the historical intersection, the uneasy lack of a fit, between states and 

languages, a fit that only state languages can entertain as their nationalist ideology and fantasy: 

French literature is the sole literature written in France by the French, and so forth. The fact that 

euskal literatura means “literature written in Basque regardless of the state from which the writer 

hails” is the historical complementary reality of the fact that Basques also wrote their literature in 

other languages than Basque. This lack of closure between language and politics is at the core of 

Basque literature; it is meant to highlight, not some “irregularity” or “underdevelopment,” but 

rather the pervasive nationalist ideology of most literary histories. Even in the twenty-first 

century, most literary histories still uphold an ahistorical discourse on the existence of a natural 

identity between language and state, between literature and nation—the ideological fantasy that 

still plagues most post-imperialist nation-states in Europe and elsewhere.  

 

Basque Postnational Literature 

In the following, I will resort to the concept of “postnationalism” to theorize and systematize the 

above definition of Basque literature as a radically historical multilingual reality. At this point, it 

is important to return to the words of Lasagabaster: 

the specifically “Basque” literary system is the one constituted by euskeric [writing in 

Basque] writers and the texts written in euskara. The Castilian texts of Basque writers are 

inscribed within the Castilian literary system and function, with more or less success, 

within that system.... Either way, Basques‟ literary culture, even though has its proper 

and specific expression in euskeric literature, cannot renounce, because they form part of 

its cultural legacy, the contributions made by Basque writers in Castilian and French from 

other literatures or linguistic-literary systems throughout history. (25) 

Following Lasagabaster, I would further argue that Basque writers writing in Spanish or English 

continue to have a Basque position in their respective Spanish or English literary systems. Unless 

we want to reintroduce the concept of national literature through the back door, disguised as 

literary system, it is necessary to accept that literary systems are not institutions separated 

exclusively or primordially by languages. Today, for example, a common national literature 

prize exists in the Spanish state for different languages. Consequently, we have to admit that in 



9 

 

 

 

this case the literary system is constituted by several languages or that there is a literary 

metasystem. Many authors write in more than one language—and even translate their work into 

other languages, as in the case of Atxaga. Moreover, even when writers choose a literary 

language that is not their mother tongue, they do not necessarily abandon the historic, cultural, 

and literary complexity of their mother-tongue by moving to a new literary system. A literary 

system is not an institution that is particularly or originally linguistic; it is rather a geopolitical 

and social one, and ultimately is not systemic but historical. Language does not determine in last 

instance the identity or affiliation of the writer. In this respect, to affirm that the basis of a 

literary system is language presents the same problems of the Marxist concept of 

“infrastructure”—so in fashion few decades ago. There is a joke among linguists about what 

constitutes the difference between a language and a dialect; the joke ends by pointing to a non-

linguistic reality: an army. The joke underscores the fact that any linguistic reality is political and 

historical in last instance, rather than linguistic sensu stricto. 

Let us examine the case of the writer Pío Baroja, who, according to the positions 

explained above, is a Basque writer. When attempting a history of his literary production, his use 

of the Spanish language is not the decisive factor when establishing his literary “identity.” Baroja 

wrote many of his books in that anarchist republic of Bidasoa (to paraphrase Jaun de Alzate), and 

he exerted his most notable influence in Hemingway and not in Juan Benet, for example. At the 

same time, to claim Baroja as Basque writer does not exhaust or limit the position that this author 

occupies in Spanish literature. On the contrary, my postnational proposal admits considering 

several historical identities, so that the possibilities for studying the influences, relations, 

conflicts, exclusions, and collaborations among these positions increase—precisely the type of 

study that the project of the nationalist literary system precludes, even when it is shaped as 

comparative literature. Ultimately, the project of a postnational literature is not closed but open--

-historically and politically open. 

The case of Unamuno could be even more complex. As I have explained elsewhere 

(“Histéricos con casta”), his articulation of Spanish nationalism is rooted in Basque nationalism. 

A postnational perspective, instead of separating those identities—to claim Unamuno solely as a 

Spanish writer by excluding his Basque position—makes possible to analyze him in his 
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complexity. It allows us to explain the ways in which those positions and identities have defined 

Basque and Spanish nationalisms historically, without falling into a philological or nationalist 

defense of the Basque Country or Spain.  

Furthermore, and in order to move the discussion outside the purview of the Spanish 

state, it is productive to consider the North American writer from Nevada Robert Laxalt (1923-

2001). If he considered himself both Basque and North American, who is to decide Laxalt‟s 

national dilemma? From a postnational perspective, however, we can analyze the way in which 

his two identities, Basque and North American, merge in the diaspora—this analysis, moreover, 

has important consequences for the history of Basque literature, as it rescues the diaspora from 

its nationalist marginalization.  

There is another way to examine the political and historical openness proposed by 

postnationalism. In the last part of this collection, I study the issue of gender. By studying the 

work of Laura Mintegi, Arantxa Urretabizkaia, Itxaro Borda, Amaia Iturbe, Lourdes Oñederra, 

and Mariasun Landa, I explore other limitations of the nationalist approach. The analysis of the 

work of these women writers requires taking into consideration other geopolitical spaces and 

positions. That is, postnationalism also incorporates other critical theories such as feminism and 

makes them necessary for a critique of the imperialist nation-state by revealing new literary 

spaces that exceed the nationalist-philological imaginary.  

In this collection, I will use the term “Basque” in its postnational sense. I will include as 

Basque writers Unamuno and Laxalt, Jorge Oteiza and Mariasun Landa, etc. In this way, this 

collection underscores the fact that any inclusion in the postnational map of Basque literature is 

not decided based on linguistic criteria. In this spirit, the first introductory chapter would like to 

be a guide to read the rest of the chapters; it gives a systematic view of Basque literature from 

1898 to 2002, from a postnational point of view. It presents writers who write in Basque, 

Spanish, English, etc., thus, giving inclusion within a unified yet open framework to writers as 

different as Fernando Savater and Itxaro Borda.  

The other nine articles of this collection deal exclusively with authors who write in 

Basque. The goal is not to reify national Basque literature and to introduce it through the 

backdoor of postnational theory, but rather to explore the way in which one postnational Basque 
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literature among others —the one written in Basque—already articulates the crisis of the 

nationalist project and begins to situate itself in a new postnational space shared with other 

postnational Basque literatures. It is important to emphasize that I have arrived to the 

postnational theory that organizes this collection as a result of the successive reflections and 

ideas I have developed in each article. In other words, I have been able to articulate a more 

expansive and comprehensive postnational theory as a result of analyzing a specific literature, 

the one written in Basque. Moreover, it is the direct result of the historical postnational 

development undergone by that particular literature. In this respect, a general history and theory 

of postnational Basque literatures is a project that remains to be developed.  

 

Postnational Theory 

Postnationalism has a theorization that is more general and goes beyond the field of literature; it 

has consequences for philosophy, politics, sociology, and critical theory. I have discussed 

elsewhere the non-literary aspects of postnationalism (“Postnacionalismo y biopolítica”). The 

reader interested in the extra-literary dimensions of postnationalism can resort to that work. What 

I elaborate below is a condensed version that limits itself to the repercussions of postnationalist 

theory for literature.  

Although it is antithetical to my own theorization, postnationalism already has a Basque 

elaboration and development, which departs from Jürgen Habermas and is championed by Jon 

Juaristi, Patxo Unzueta, and Juan Aranzadi among others. The work of Mikel Azurmendi could 

also be included here. All these authors criticize nationalism in general, and “infra-state” 

nationalisms specifically (“infraestatales”), for they consider them ethnic, including the Basque. 

As alternative, they defend a different political project, the non-nationalist, democratic State. 

Juaristi, for example, in a collaborative book with the other aforementioned authors, proclaims: 

The Europe of the States is not only a thinkable alternative, but a work in progress. On 

the contrary, the Europe of the Peoples [or Nations, Pueblos], a romantic and 

prehobbesian idea, would disintegrate European society by pushing it back to the 

situation prior to the birth of nationalisms. This time, however, Europe would be deprived 

of the elements of cohesion and balance that absolutist monarchies provided. The Europe 
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of the States points towards a civilized postnationalism; that of the Peoples points 

towards a barbarian postnationalism. (Aranzadi, Juaristi and Unzueta, 110) 

To legitimize this state-based Europe, the above authors resort to Habermas‟s theory of 

“constitutional patriotism.” It is the most successful—or technically “dominant”—theory in 

Spain since the publication of Habermas‟s article collection Identidades nacionales y 

posnacionales in 1989 (National and Postnational Identities) and, specially, after his trip to 

Madrid in 1991. The theory of constitutional patriotism posits that a democratic and rational 

State can be built without the irrational effects of nationalism.  Constitutional patriotism would 

represent a new political form, whereby a patriotism directed exclusively to the constitution, to 

the letter of the State, would overcome any nationalist irrationality triggered by adhesions to 

non-constitutional elements such as language, ethnicity, etc . Postnationalism, as a new phase of 

politics catalyzed by constitutional patriotism, would also overcome all problems related to 

identity: gender, race, sexuality, etc. Postnationalism would represent a new form of 

“nationalism” that is not nationalist; it would render the State the only impartial and just subject 

in the democratic administration of laws among all its citizens. According to Habermas, the 

citizen, as political subject, is an enlightened entity of a rational and individual nature; it lacks an 

unconscious or any form of irrationality. The enforcement of a legal and democratic form of 

patriotism towards the constitution would make all citizens equal political subjects of the state, 

thus voiding any irrational tendency towards nationalism they might have had in the past.  

Instead, if we follow the thought of poststructuralist intellectuals such as Foucault, 

Althusser, and Lacan, it appears as epistemological and political naiveté to defend that the State, 

through its institutions, does not form its own nationalist subjects, and that those subjects are not 

constitutively irrational and thus prone to nationalism. Poststructuralist theories make clear that 

the State, like any other institution, forms its own subjects. In modernity, the State articulates 

nationalism as its ideology and, as a result, the nationalist subject becomes its political 

foundation. Every aspect of the nationalist subject that cannot be legitimized as nationalist is 

marginalized or denied by the State and, in this way, it is turned into the irrational side of that 

very same subject. The political validity of the nationalist subject relies precisely on that 

irrationality, on that power to marginalize and deny everything that is not the nation. From the 
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colony to the private sphere, from the slave to the domestic wife, many spaces and subjects are 

pushed outside the nation and, from this negative location, are forced to become the irrational 

underside of the nation—precisely the one that makes the nationalist subject appear fully rational 

and political, the only subject of the State.  

Following the above argumentation, the theory of constitutional patriotism is not 

postnational but neonationalist. Constitutional patriotism is a humanist theory that does not 

accept the political irrationality of the state subject as its constitutive core. Such patriotism is 

nothing but European neonationalism: a new nationalism that hides its nationalist identity under 

the mask of democratic rationality and universality. Moreover, constitutional patriotism becomes 

even more so nationalist (neonationalist), precisely because it hides its ideological nature; it 

negates its political irrationality and historicity under the guise of a new universalism. Just to 

give a simple and clear example: if the Spanish state legitimizes a single language as its official 

state-language in its constitution, it creates a linguistic nationalist ideology by enforcing Spanish 

in the media, the schools, etc. Ultimately, there is no constitution that can be written by leaving 

outside all historical and cultural elements. There is no no-nationalist constitution; such a 

document would annihilate the specificity of a state. The State and its institutions are ideological 

and nationalist; to negate such a fact is the irrational sign of any nationalist ideology. A 

neonationalist theory such as Habermas‟s constitutional patriotism represents an anachronistic 

form of humanism and does not take into consideration the anti-humanist philosophical tradition 

of the twentieth century, from Freud, Wittgenstein, and Heidegger to Foucault and Spivak—

without forgetting their nineteenth-century forebears, Nietzsche and Marx. 

The postnationalist theory I am propounding here goes against the neonationalist thesis of 

Habermas‟s constitutional patriotism. Against their proponents, I defend that the State and its 

institutions create nationalism as its ideological effect—including republican states such as 

France—and, consequently, there is no State without nationalism. Moreover, as the State 

undergoes a crisis in globalization, nationalism also experiences a crisis but does not disappear. 

Rather the opposite, such a crisis makes the organization of the nationalist subject even more 

irrational; anti-immigrant ideologies, racial and religious fundamentalisms, etc. are on the rise. 

Postnationalism does not imply that the bind between state and nation is about to disappear but, 
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rather, that it is being transformed and diversified. The postimperialist nation-state is taking new 

postnational forms and enabling new subject formations, among which one must list Basque 

nationalism as well as Spanish and German neonationalisms. However, these new 

“postnationalist nationalisms” do not conform to the project of the old imperialist nation-state 

and its subject. Rather, they emerge after the demise of the imperialist nation-state and continue 

to be nationalist in heterogeneous, fragmentary, and global forms. The criticism of Third-World 

feminism to the nationalist ideology of the imperialist nation-state is pertinent here (Spivak); 

“woman,” as a historical reality, exceeds the category of the nation while, at the same time, 

defining it from a symbolic space that lies outside the nation (mother land, mother country, etc.). 

In this respect, Third-World feminist theory is postnational. Or conversely, postnational critique 

becomes feminist in its critique of the imperialist nation-state.  

In my proposal, postnationalism represents the continuity and permanence of both 

nationalism and its subject, albeit in new and heterogeneous forms. Nowadays, nationalism no 

longer coincides with the imperialist state and, instead, emerges from its crisis as postnational. 

The postnation is born precisely from this dislodgement or disjoint between nation, state, and 

empire. To negate the continuity of the (post)nation—as Habermas and his followers do—

amounts to repeating the same mistake that Marxism made when facing the problem of 

nationalism. Habermas‟s postnational school declares the end of nationalism precisely because it 

wants to relegate Nazi fascism or Francoism to the dustbin of history; it must forget nationalism 

in order to negate any historical continuation between a nationalist past and a postnationalist 

present. One of the canonical Marxist works on nationalism, Benedict Anderson‟s Imagined 

Communities, departs precisely from accepting and rethinking Habermas‟s error. As Anderson 

states, quoting Tom Nairn, “[T]he theory of nationalism represents Marxism‟s great historical 

failure” (13).  

Historically speaking, Europe cannot not be nationalist. Democracy in Europe can 

become neonationalist by negating its nationalist nature as its ultimate ideological maneuver, 

while at the same time turning globalization into the escape goat of any European political 

malaise. Europe can also become postnational by understanding the consequences of a 

heterogeneous, multicultural reality that cannot be simply reduced to a national subject and by 



15 

 

 

 

confronting the heterogeneous effects of globalization. The theory that I am advancing here 

implies that, unlike national identity, which defined its subjects in their entirety, a postnational 

identity is simply a vector in a more complex and expanded definition of the subject. Yet, it is 

important to underscore that Europe will only become democratic and postnational when it 

assumes and accepts its nationalist condition and, in this way, avoids the traps of neonationalism.  

My postnational theorization of the Basque Country aims to analyze a complex historical 

formation, which does not take place within a single state and does not take a single type of 

political subject. This Basque reality encompasses the territory that spans from California and 

Idaho to Santiago de Chile, Iruñea, Baiona, Paris, London, and it even includes parts of Canada 

and Australia. The title of the collection (Remnants of the Nation) is meant to capture some of 

this historical and geopolitical complexity. The original title in Basque (Nazioaren hondarrak) 

means “sand, bottom, beach, remnant of the nation.” Due to the lack of a term in English that can 

encompass all these meanings, I have chosen “remnant,” as the best compromise to capture some 

of them. “Remnants” has the double meaning of „leftover, fragment‟ but also „remain, 

persistence, continuation.” My use of the term aims to capture this double meaning, past and 

present. On the one hand, the Basque Country lives from the remnants of the imperialist nation-

state; on the other, it represents the complex and heterogeneous persistence of the remnants of 

that very same imperialist nation-state. After all, the Basque Country is not a nation, or a single 

culture, nor does respond to the model of the imperialist nation-state. In short, the Basque 

Country must be contemplated as the remnants of ideologically monolithic pasts (Spain, 

France...), on the one hand, and as the remaining heterogeneous reality from which we can 

confront the global present, on the other. The challenge is to think the Basque Country as both 

history and location, rather than as identity or singularity. We have to think the Basque Country 

as one of the many remnants or deposits that we find at the bottom of our present being and 

condition.  

 

Basque Literary Criticism 

Besides its postnational theorization, this collection presents several evident differences with 

European Basque literary criticism. The first and perhaps most important one is critical distance. 
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The European Basque Country (or non-diasporic Basque Country) is a reduced geographic area 

and social group; academic and (semi) professional critics do not have the opportunity and 

possibility of distancing themselves from writers. Critics and writers most often collaborate and 

participate in round tables, literary prizes, journals, newspapers, publishing houses, etc. As a 

result, European Basque literary criticism can have a very direct and useful effect in canonizing 

different writers and literary trends; however, by the same token, it does not have the critical 

distance to exert a systematic and coherent critique of Basque literature. Any type of criticism 

with a negative content, published against any writer, might become dangerous to any critic; 

writers, especially the canonical ones, have a greater economic, cultural, and institutional power. 

This situation remains to be studied from a Bourdieuan point of view.  

More specifically, as critics in the Autonomous Basque Community on the Spanish side 

collaborate in close contact with government institutions and media, they tend to adopt a very 

canonizing and institutional logic. The best example is Bernardo Atxaga, the most central writer 

of contemporary Basque literature, whom has several monographic books devoted to his work, 

but has not received yet a negative or critical review. In truth, there is no critic who can critically 

face Atxaga‟s cultural and institutional capital. In this respect, European Basque criticism is 

closer to positivism and hagiography than to criticism or critique; it only recovers its true critical 

thrust when it enters Basque literary history prior to 1975. The historical distance guarantees that 

the death will bury the death and the critic will not face retaliation, unless it is in the shape of 

ghostly haunting. This situation will eventually change---and has slowly begun to change---as 

the clash of different generations of writers increases and literary criticism can afford to swing its 

canonical favor one way or the other.  

The majority of articles I have compiled in this collection have been written outside the 

institutional intimacy described above; I have written them from a more global perspective and 

with a greater critical distance. These articles could appear too polemical or too critic to the 

European Basque reader. Nevertheless, the critical differences are the result of the institutional 

distance between European and American critics and writers. I hope this book might have a 

critical effect, as it voices some critiques and ideas that can be difficult to articulate in public in 
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the European Basque Country—even though they are sometimes mentioned and discussed in 

private or in small groups.  

Obviously, the institutional structure of American criticism, in which my work is 

inscribed, also presents its own conditions and limitations. Borrowing the title of the book of a 

colleague in this postnational theorization, Ander Gurrutxaga‟s The Hazy Gaze: Nationalismôs 

Dilemmas, I have to admit that American literary criticism observes Basque literature with a 

hazy gaze. The geographic and temporal distance between the diasporic and European Basque 

Country is evident, even in the age of the internet. In this respect, from this blurry and bleary 

perspective, I emphasize literary phenomena that, to the European Basque critic, might appear 

outright blunders or exaggerations. For example, the importance that I grant to the work of 

Joxean Sagastizabal and Arantxa Urretabizkaia might strike the European Basque reader as 

scandalous. However, I have to add that, following a tradition that spans from the mythological 

times of Tiresias and Oedipus to fin-de-siècle impressionism, the handicapped look has become 

another way of examining reality, a different way of looking. Critics who live across the 

Atlantic, such as myself, have the advantage of the sight-handicapped, when it comes to seizing 

the general shape of literary institutions and tendencies, blurrier in their specific details but, by 

the same token, sharper in their general profile and edges. Although it is not necessary to dwell 

on the economic aspect of this hazy gaze, another reason for the critical distance is the lack of 

close economic ties to European governments and cultural industries.  

At the same time, a hazy criticism such as mine must read repeatedly the European 

Basque critiques and discourses written from up-close—produced with the microscopic and 

hyperrealist lens provided by the advantage of being “there”—in order to confirm or discard its 

eternal blurriness. In other words, one could say that American Basque criticism is a form of 

metacriticism, which requires of its European counterpart in order not lose sight of its object. 

The only exception to this hazy gaze would be diasporic literature, at which European criticism 

does not even deign to gaze and, instead, only offers its absent look of ignorance. Whether 

American Basque criticism is having any effect in the European Basque Country, whether it is 

read at all, is an open question that others will have to answer.  
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To conclude, it is also important to underline that the mere seize of North American 

academia (about 4000 higher-learning institutions) produces pressure to innovate and refashion 

incessantly. This compulsion brings literary criticism to the brink of becoming a slave to fashion 

and to last-moment trends. Even though North American criticism has the advantage of 

continuously reinventing Basque literature from its hazy institutional location, at the same time, 

it lives haunted by the ghost of becoming a mere fleeting fashion. Conversely, European Basque 

criticism does not join so eagerly new trends and fashions; it shows more resistance, especially if 

the latter are foreign. European criticism tends to be conservative, in the literal sense of the word. 

 Although I might not have been able to overcome completely the critical risks 

highlighted above, the articles collected here have been written with an awareness of those risks.  

 

Literary History 

Besides the institutional differences mentioned above, which are a result of an Atlantic divide, it 

is important to analyze the legacy of Basque literary history from a postnational point of view in 

order to present a different historical perspective. 

There are so many histories of Basque literature that one could speak of historical 

inflation. Until very recently, any philologist who wanted to pride himself or herself on being 

one, had to write a history of Basque literature as a unavoidable rite of passage. It was the case of 

Koldo Mitxelena, Luis Villasante, and Ibon Sarasola, just to mention three. Therefore, it would 

seem there is no longer any need for such histories. Yet, literary histories have continued to be 

published in recent years without ever questioning the philological model they all embrace. It 

will suffice to mention Jon Kortazar‟s Historia de la literature vasca, siglo XX, written by the 

first and, for many years, only Chair of Basque literature at the University of the Basque 

Country. It is a good example of an entire tradition of literary and historical writing that adheres 

to the philological model.  

This philological tradition organizes the historical literary corpus according to centuries 

and genres. Each genre, in turn, is organized by generations and influences. Beyond this 

classification of centuries, genres, generations, and influences, certain philological concepts or 

problems of a more punctual nature fill up the core of the critical discourse: the grammatical 
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person prominent in a novel, the types of metaphors used, etc. That is to say, these histories are 

philological, on the one hand, and positivistic, on the other—even though there are honorific 

exceptions such as Josu Landa‟s history of contemporary poetry. Consequently, it is important to 

understand the nature of these philological and positivist histories, for they are the symptom of a 

more general historic problem.  

Nietzsche, already in the nineteenth century, had to face a similar inflationary historical 

scene, which he did not hesitate to criticize with passion. In his The Uses and Disadvantages of 

History for Life, Nietzsche states that “an excess of history is harmful to the living man” (67). 

More specifically, Nietzsche criticizes “the malady of history,” which is the direct effect of  

historical inflation: “But it is sick, this unchained life, and needs to be cured. It is sick with many 

illnesses and not only with the memory of its chains—what chiefly concerns us here is that it is 

suffering from the malady of history. Excess of history has attacked life‟s plastic powers, it no 

longer knows how to employ the past as a nourishing good” (120). Moreover, Nietzsche 

denounces the effects that this malady has on the youth: “We know, indeed, what history can do 

when it gains a certain ascendancy, we know it only too well: it can cut off the strongest instincts 

of youth, its fire, defiance, unselfishness and love, at the roots, damp down the heat of its sense 

of justice” (115). Nietzsche finds positivism to be the main culprit of the epidemic of history: 

“To take everything objectively, to grow angry at nothing, to love nothing, to understand 

everything, how soft and pliable that makes one” (105). 

Echoing Nietzsche‟s words, I suspect that a similar phenomenon is taking place with the 

history of Basque literature. The effects of this historical excess are reactionary; they exhaust the 

passion and love for literature—and life—and, ultimately, they decimate literature. Indeed, 

literature is taught in schools and universities to further spread the epidemic of history—even 

though few meritorious exceptions might mitigate its effects. Nevertheless, Nietzsche finds a 

historical solution to the problem of historical inflation:  

The origin of historical culture—its quite radical conflict with the spirit of any „new age‟, 

any „modern awareness‟—this origin must itself be known historically, history must itself 

resolve the problem of history, knowledge must turn its sting against itself—this 
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threefold must is the imperative of the „new age‟, supposing this age really does contain 

anything new, powerful, original and promising more life. (102-03)  

The reason to mention Nietzsche in this context is not merely explanatory or referential, but also  

historical. After all, German philology is one of the consequences of the inflationary history that 

emerges after Hegel. Moreover, Basque literary history begins with the arrival of German 

philologists such as Hugo Schuchardt (1842-1927) and Luis Lucien Bonaparte (1813-1891, a 

French philologist influenced by the German school).
1
 Therefore, Nietzsche‟s denunciation is 

appropriate for Basque literary criticism, if we understand historically the effect that German 

philology has had in Basque literary history.  

Even after establishing the philological genealogy of Basque literary history, the problem 

of contemporary literary histories remains. Nietzsche understands history‟s function in relation to 

the present: “If you are to venture to interpret the past you can do so only out of the fullest 

exertion of the vigour of the present: only when you put forth your noblest qualities in all their 

strength will you divine what is worth knowing and preserving in the past” (94). This is the spirit 

of the postnational history I present here. Although I might not have been able to escape 

completely the philological-positivist tradition in which I was originally trained, I have tread on 

the path of Nietzschean history, always claiming the present and its spirit, while avoiding a 

philological, positivist history consecrated to the business of burial and antiquarianism. My goal 

is to render literary criticism the starting point, the excuse, for broader discussions encompassing 

philosophy, politics, and sociology, similarly to what happened in France in the 60s and 70s and, 

by extension, in the USA in the 80s and 90s—although, of course, in a much smaller scale. Fully 

aware that the reception and effects of any work are beyond its author, the goal of this collection 

is to return to the stronger Nietzschean critical spirit, in order to contribute to the renewal of 

Basque literature and culture.  

Even though the work of Bernardo Atxaga and Ramon Saizarbitoria have been central to 

the elaboration of most articles, this collection aims to give a broader perspective of Basque 

literature and to narrate the transition from national to postnational literature. The threefold 

division of the collection is intended to represent such perspective. The first section, entitled 

“Introduction,” represents a theoretical discussion of the issue of minority and majority 
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literatures. Additionally, it also provides a panoramic survey of Basque literature from 1898 to 

2002. It presents a general thesis: twentieth-century Basque literature is an attempt to write a 

national allegory that will permit to represent, to imagine, the nation. The second section, entitled 

“National Literature,” centers on the work of Bernardo Atxaga, but situates and discusses his 

work in the context of many other Basque and foreign writers. The general thesis of this section 

follows that of the first section: Atxaga‟s work is both the crowning achievement of the attempt 

to imagine the nation through national allegory and the beginning of the crisis of such literature. 

I study the work of Atxaga from different perspectives: historical, textual, institutional, and 

global. The third and final section, entitled “After the Nation,” takes 1992 as an emblematic 

watershed date in order to explore the new multiple and heterogeneous literary reality that 

emerges from the crisis of the representation of the nation. In sum, this collection is based on a 

new chronology of contemporary Basque literature. The period from 1898 to 1992 represents a 

modern and nationalist phase in which the allegorical rendition of the nation is literature‟s main 

concern; the period from 1992 to our days, a postmodern and postnational phase, constitutes a 

new phase in which the multiplicity and heterogeneity of Basque postnational reality confronts 

globalization.  

A brief presentation of each chapter will help the reader preview the issues and theories 

discussed.  

The first article deals with the issues of minority-majority literatures and multiculturalism 

in a European and Basque context, with an emphasis on French and Spanish cultures and 

literatures. This article, as stated above, also gives a historic overview (1898-2002) and a 

unifying definition of modern Basque literature. As it is customary to state in these cases, the 

busy reader who cannot read the entire collection should read this chapter, as it encompasses 

most of the ideas and theories that the rest of the collection develops and expands.  

The second chapter opens the section on national literature and explores the problem of 

canon formation in Basque literature. The third analyzes the geopolitical differences between 

realism and allegorical literature, taking as departure point nineteenth-century bourgeois realism 

and magic realism. The fourth focuses on the discursive and institutional effects of modernism in 
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Basque literature. The fifth and last chapter of the section explores the relation between 

globalization and Basque literature.  

The sixth chapter opens the section on postnational literature and analyzes the issue of 

hybridization and enjoyment in the context of globalization. Although the original article was 

longer, I have reproduced here the sections dealing with literature in order to preserve the inner 

coherence of the collection. The seventh chapter deals with the historical turn taken by canonical 

literature in the 1990s and analyzes the different attempts made to turn terrorism into the 

historical matter of a Basque national memory. The eight deals with the literature written by 

(heterosexual) women: Urretabizkaia, Landa, Mintegi, and Iturbe. It explores the issues of exile, 

desire, motherhood, and utopia in the context of Basque nationalism. The ninth chapter discusses 

the ways in which a migrant and utopian Basque nationalism can be imagined from a lesbian 

standpoint; it focuses on the work of Itxaro Borda. The tenth and last chapter studies the crisis of 

Basque nationalism from a feminist point of view and explains why women writers are the first 

ones to represent it; it centers on the work of Lourdes Oñederra.  

Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 9 were originally published in English. Although chapter 1 was 

meant to be published in English, it first appeared in translation in the original Basque version of 

this collection. Here I am publishing the English version in its longer original format. Chapters 2, 

3, 4, and 10 were published in Basque and chapter 8 was written in Spanish. The translations are 

mine. I have made some minor changes when I thought some ideas needed a more nuanced 

rewriting or some facts had to be explained further. Unless noted otherwise, the translations of 

texts not available in English are all mine. 

For practical purposes, and in order to avoid unnecessary linguistic diversification, the 

titles of works cited as historical references are always given in English, even if they have not 

been translated. Only when a work is analyzed, quoted, and referenced in detail does its title 

appear in the original language with its English translation next to it, regardless of whether it has 

been translated or not.  

I have used the Basque words for the seven provinces that constitute the Basque Country. 

Although “Navarre” is a widely used term in English, “Biscay” sounds old-fashioned or related 

to a Floridian key. Similarly, Gipuzkoa and Araba do not have a clear English correspondence; 
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the Spanish terms Guipúzcoa and Álava are used instead. “Labort,” “Lower Navarre,” and 

“Soule” are not widely used either. In order to create more coherence and continuity, I use the 

Basque terms Nafarroa, Bizkaia, Araba, Gipuzkoa, Lapurdi, Nafarroa Beherea, and Zuberoa 

respectively. I have also given preference to the Basque names of cities (Bilbo, Donostia...) over 

the (non) existing heterogeneous forms of English, which in many instances are simply loaned 

from Spanish or French. The only Basque city name with which the reader might not be familiar 

is Donostia, which is the Basque name of San Sebastian.  

Finally, I would like to thank the following colleagues and friends for their help: Mikel 

Agirreazkuenaga, Igor Ahedo, Aizpea Aizpurua, Iñaki Aldekoa, Rick Anderson, Begoña 

Aretxaga, Pablo Jose Aristorena, Andrés Avellaneda, Joxe Azurmendi, Carlos Blanco Aguinaga, 

Silvia Bermúdez, Josu Bijueska, Itxaro Borda, Iñaki Camino, Malcolm Compitello, Elena 

Delgado, William Douglass, Andolin Eguzkitza, Joxemi Elustondo, Gillermo Etxeberria, Imanol 

Falfarsoro, Joxerra Garzia, Gabriel Gatti, Ander Gurrutxaga, Donna Haraway, Joseba Irazu, 

Fredric Jameson, Jon Juaristi, Kojin Karatani, Kenneth Kidd, Jon Kortazar, Joseba Lakarra, 

Francisco Larrubia, Jesus Maria Lasagabaster, Monika Madinabeitia, Luis Madureira, Armando 

Maggi, Gerardo Markuleta, Annabel Martín, Kathleen McNerney, Raquel Medina, Laura 

Mintegi, Masao Miyoshi, Esra Mirze, Rajeswari Mohan, Gregorio Monreal, Luis Mari Mujika, 

Geraldine Nichols, Marijose Olaziregi, Jaume Martí Olivella, Lurdes Oñederra, José Manuel del 

Pino, Jose María Portillo, Joan Ramon Resina, Jessica Rothschild, Joxean Sagastizabal, Pello 

Salaburu, Azade Seyhan, Greg Stefanelli, Marcelino Ugalde, Michael Ugarte, Arantxa 

Urretabizkaia, Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto, Don Wayne, Linda White, Barbara Zecchi, Slavoj Zizek, 

Joseba Zulaika. 

I also have to thank the Department of Education of the Government of the Autonomous 

Basque Community for a grant that allowed me to write chapter 2.  

With the exception of chapter one, the rest of the chapters were published in the 

following publications. I thank the editors for their permission to reprint or translate them here: 

2. “Kanonaren sorrera euskal literaturan. Etiopia-z.” EGAN 45.2 (1993): 33-65. 
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3. “Obabazkoak. Alegoria topologiko baten irakurketa politikoa.” Memoriae L. Mitxelena 

Magistri Sacrum. Ed. Joseba Lakarra. Donostia: Seminario de Julio de Urquijo, 

1990. 926-51. 

4. “Modernismoaren jarauntsia euskal literaturan. Obabakoak-ez.” EGAN 46.2 (1994): 

17-62. 

5. “Bernardo Atxaga‟s Seduction: On the Symbolic Economy of Postcolonial and 

Postnational Literatures in the Global Market.” Basque Cultural Studies. William 

Douglas et al., eds. Reno: Nevada University Press, 2000. 106-33. 

6. “Before Babel: Global Media, Ethnic Hybridity, and Enjoyment in Basque Culture”. 

Revista Internacional de Estudios Vascos 44.1 (1999): 7-49. 

7. “Terrorism as Memory: The Historical Novel and Masculine Masochism in 

Contemporary Basque Literature.” Arizona Journal of Hispanic Cultural Studies 

2 (1998): 113-46. 

8. “Del exilio materno a la utopía personal: política cultural en la narrativa vasca de 

mujeres.” Ínsula 623 (1998): 32-36. 

9. “Itxaro Borda: Melancholic Migrancy and the Writing of a National, Lesbian Self.” 

Anuario del Seminario Julio de Urquijo XXXIV-2 (2000): 291-314. 
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beraren gizarte eraginaz.” Hegats 28 (2000): 75-114. 
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1. Minor and Major Literatures: On Postnationalism 

 

 

In periods of cultural insecurity, when there are fears of regression and 

degeneration, the longing for strict border controls around the definition of 

gender, as well as race, class, and nationality, become especially intense. 

  

Elaine Showalter, Fin de Siècle and Sexual Anarchy. 

 

 

 

Minority Politics in Spain and Europe (1975 to the Present) 

The reflection on what constitutes minority cultures in Spain—and France, the two states that 

comprise the Basque continental experience—and, more specifically minority literatures, has 

never yielded well-grounded and far-reaching results. It suffices to peruse few histories of 

Spanish (and French) literature to understand that the ghostly specter of minority literatures is 

always repressed, or in more vulgar terms “dismissed,” and yet it comes back, so that most 

histories arrive to a very uncomfortable standstill: they cannot ignore the problem altogether but 

they push it to the side. This logic affects such different minorities as non-Spanish writers 

(Basque, Galician, Catalan, etc.), women, gays, exiles, etc. The ultimate irony is that, in English, 

in order to refer to writers writing in Basque, Galician or Catalan in Spain, we have to resort to 

the label of “non-Spanish writers of the Spanish state” which shows the supplemental logic of 

minority discourse in Spain—France faces a similar scenario with literatures written in Basque, 

Occitan, Arabic, Breton, etc.  

At the same time, some of the canonical authors whose work is very much influenced by 

their minority status—such as Luis Martín Santos, just to mention a Basque case—are treated as 

if they were “fully” Spanish in their national identity so that any other non-Spanish characteristic 

becomes an accident in their biographies and writings—a “regional” accident in Luis Martín 

Santos‟s case. Similarly, the Spanish national prize of narrative is already gone several times to 
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“minority” writers, most notably to authors writing in other non-Spanish languages and to 

women; yet, economic prizes such as the Spanish “Planeta” are still very much dominated by 

male authors who are not marked as minorities—in France no author writing in other language 

than French has ever received a similar prize. Consequently, we still are in need of a serious 

historical and theoretical discourse on minorities in Spain, France, and Europe in general. This 

article is a Basque contribution to the ongoing effort to rethink this problem.  

Yet, it would be geopolitically unconscionable to impose an already existing 

multiculturalist approach, such as the one already existing in a more or less hegemonic situation 

in the USA (Joppke and Lukes; Gordon and Newfield; Shohat and Stam); that would amount to a 

new form of unconscious imperialism. One must begin this multiculturalist reflection by 

situating it on a more European framework, fully aware of Europe‟s nationalist and imperialist 

past, but also acknowledging that Europe no longer is the center of globalization but rather a 

province (Chakrabarty). At the same time, this relocation does not preclude us from recognizing 

other models of multiculturalism, such as the North American. Although these models cannot be 

exported in a direct and geopolitically unproblematic way, they should nevertheless be used in 

order to obtain whatever elements are necessary to address the issue of minority cultures in 

Spain, France and, more generally, Europe.
2
 

I will first begin with a criticism of two negative models, a postnational and a 

postcolonial one respectively, in order to exemplify some of the political and cultural problems 

that should be avoided when theorizing “minority cultures and literatures” in Europe. These 

problems are so prevalent that they warrant a negative moment of criticism, before proceeding to 

a positive elaboration of European multiculturalism. Needless to say, the standpoint of this 

article is that of Basque literatures,
3
 which I grew up reading. From this position, a Basque critic 

cannot accept the label of “peripheral” or “minority” as if Basque literatures are meant to be the 

supplement of a “central,” “main-stream,” or “majority” literature; this is the ruse of 

universalism that several critics have already denounced (Hollis). As I will elaborate in the 

following, Spanish, French, and most national European literatures are haunted by the very same 

syndrome of “minority status” and need of smaller literatures, such as the Basque, to supplement 

and disavow their own status as minority. This essay is a reading of Basque literature as a means 
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to deconstruct other national European literatures—mainly French and Spanish—as minority 

literatures and to show that they are comparable to Basque literature in their status of “minority.” 

This deconstructive move also has a pedagogical and theoretical implication, for it follows that 

these national literatures must consider the Basque case before gaining access to their 

unacknowledged status of minority. They have to accept their disavowed status of minority, as 

Basque literature has already done. In deconstructive terms, they have to undergo a “Basque 

transformation:” they have to become Basque in order to be “fully French or Spanish.” The 

geopolitical backdrop of this reading of European national literatures as minorities is 

globalization, from 1975 to our days. It is the contention of this article that only by incorporating 

the postnational and postcolonial effects of globalization, can we begin to understand the new 

historical status of minority literatures (Basque, Spanish, French, etc.) in our days in Europe.  

My first negative reference is to a postnational French work: Deleuze and Guattari's 1975 

Kafka: For a Minor Literature, a transitional book written between the first and second volumes 

of Capitalism and Schizophrenia (I. Anti-Oedipus, 1972; II. A Thousand Plateaus, 1980). This is 

one of the earliest postnational reflections on minority literatures in Europe and it must be 

analyzed and criticized as such; it is one of the foundational and canonical works on minority 

literatures.
4
 In what constitutes a very insightful analysis of one of the masters of modernism, 

Kafka, Deleuze and Guattari redefine him as an exemplary author of what constitutes “minor 

literature.” But by the same token, Deleuze and Guattari celebrate Kafka as a major literary and 

cultural practitioner who could give us the tools for a “Universal Cultural Politics” that would 

depart precisely from its condition of being “minor.”  

Reconsidering the concrete geopolitical and ethnic demarcations of Kafka‟s condition—

overlooked until then as simply circumstantial in the work of a universal author—Deleuze and 

Guattari define Kafka as “minor.” At first sight, their description of Kafka as a minor writer, in 

his situation as a linguistic and ethnic minority in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, sounds very 

much like that of any Basque writer or any other minority writer in Europe. However, Deleuze 

and Guattari explicitly discard minority languages and literatures from the category of "minor 

literature:" "A minor literature doesn't come from a minor language; it is rather that which a 

minority constructs within a major language" (16). In the case of Kafka, his ethnic and 
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geographical demarcations become the conditions of a literary production that Deleuze and 

Guattari deem major, revolutionary, and universal. In their own words: "We might as well say 

that minor no longer designates specific literatures but the revolutionary conditions for every 

literature within the heart of what is called great (or established) literature" (18). In short, Kafka 

appears as an alternative to the crisis of great literature, that is, to canonical national literature. 

Deleuze and Guattari present Kafka as both minor and postnational, that is, as emerging 

retrospectively from the crisis of major national literatures. Deleuze and Guattari clearly state 

that the antithesis of minor literature is national official literature, i.e., literature of the nation-

state: "How many styles or genres or literary movements, even small ones, have only one single 

dream: to assume a major function in language, to offer themselves as a sort of state language, an 

official language" (27). Deleuze and Guattari claim that the only response to national literature is 

to "know how to create a becoming-minor" (27) so that “minor” stands for a postnational 

experience and condition.  

It is not a coincidence if Deleuze and Guattari relocate retrospectively Kafka‟s minor 

literature within the new reterritorializations of migrancy and globalization, so that small native 

languages and their literatures, inside and outside Europe, are also dismissed from their 

discussion.
5
 Non-imperialist, native languages of the Third World are dismissed and, as a result, 

“minor” also extends to the postcolonial literatures that are written in major imperialist 

languages (English, French, etc.). According to Deleuze and Guattari, Kafka‟s minor literature 

also represents the limits of Western imperialism and the conditions for its own postcolonial 

emancipation: "finding his own point of underdevelopment, his own patois, his own third world, 

his own desert" (18). Hence, once the concept of “minor literature” is expanded to the 

postcolonial condition written in imperialist languages, “minor literature” also adopts 

retrospectively a revolutionary and anti-imperialist role: "to make a minor or intensive use of it, 

to oppose the oppressed quality of this language to its oppressive quality, to find points of 

nonculture or underdevelopment, linguistic Third World zones by which a language can escape, 

an animal enters into things, an assemblage comes into play" (27, my emphasis).  

Deleuze and Guattari collapse the postnational and/or postcolonial condition of many 

literatures in their theorization of “minor” and, at the same time, by excluding any small or 



30 

 

 

 

native language, they privilege the global expansion of few imperialist languages in the West and 

the postcolonial world as the only possibility for literature and political change: 

How many people today live in a language that is not their own? Or no longer, or not yet, 

even know their own and know poorly the major language that they are forced to serve? 

This is the problem of immigrants and especially of their children, the problem of 

minorities, the problem of a minor literature, but also a problem for all of us: how to tear 

a minor literature away from its own language, allowing it to challenge the language and 

making it follow a sober revolutionary path? How to become a nomad and an immigrant 

and a gypsy in relation to one's own language? (19) 

In this new refashioning of Western high literature as minor—as migrant, nomadic, and Third-

World-like—Kafka serves as a retroactive literary case that absorbs the new problems of 

globalization and the Third World back into the old confines of the postnational, postimperial 

West and its universal project for revolution and progress. The postcolonial and postnational 

experiences are rewritten so that they, once again, coincide with the limits of the West. Later on 

in A Thousand Plateaus, when Deleuze and Guattari expand this model into a general politics of 

nomadology, the Western subject, in its centrality, becomes once again the privileged subject of 

nomadism: the conflated Western subject of postnationalism and postcoloniality.  

However, from this conflation, Deleuze and Guattari's acknowledgment that nomadism 

and Third-Worldism exist at the core of the Western modernist tradition brings an important 

consequence: in order to be able to uphold their project of “minor literature” as central to the 

West, Deleuze and Guattari need to exclude “minority languages” already existing in the West 

and the Third World. This exclusion is necessary from the onset: they are left outside the West, 

even if they are inside, as in the case of Basque, or outside the West‟s imperialist expansion, as 

in the case of many Asian and African languages. Deleuze‟s and Guattari must exclude the 

“true” nomadic languages: the minority languages that Western imperialist nation-states had to 

exclude in order to construct their national-imperialist languages. That is, minority languages, 

turned into true nomadic languages by modernity, are now excluded from Deleuze and Guattari‟s 

project of “minor literatures.” One needs to expel the “nomads” of modernity in order to 

constitute oneself into the only nomad of the modern West.  
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Furthermore, once the need for expelling “the nomads” (European minorities and the 

“Third World”) becomes a universal Western necessity, then the great Western literatures 

become minority literatures in unsuspected ways. They turn into minorities because they no 

longer can serve as major vehicles, the only vehicles, of a new Western nomadology and its 

minority politics. Only at this point, when French or German literatures become literatures 

incapable of representing revolutionary politics, with few happy exceptions such as Kafka‟s, then 

minority literatures such as Basque or Yoruba become major literatures, for they are historically 

nomadic and Third-World-like. It is precisely this new "major condition" of minor literatures, 

such as Basque, which Deleuze and Guattari allow us to think against their own discourse, from 

a post-national-colonial standpoint. After their work, the status of Basque, Breton, or Occitan 

literatures in France changes radically: they become major literatures precisely because they are 

minority literatures—unlike French.  

This way of thinking is not sporadic; it persists to our days. Jürgen Habermas, the most 

influential philosopher of the European Community and its future—via German unification— 

propounds a new postnational formula for all European states: constitutional patriotism. 

Habermas, in order to avoid any new outburst of nationalism, proposes to use the constitution as 

the only framework from which to develop a sentiment of patriotism, rather than nationalism, in 

each European state. Yet, what at first sight seems to be a very universalist, rational, and 

democratic approach to the “irrational and non-democratic” problem of nationalism, in closer 

examination, appears to be a more dangerous form of nationalism, for it disavows its own 

nationalist nature.  

If most European constitutions uphold one national language as the only official state 

language (and one could also say, a single culture, history, etc.), it ensues that constitutional 

patriotism is a form of nationalism.
6
 The only language in the West, which at this point could 

embody the rational and democratic spirit of Habermas‟s universalist proposal, is actually 

English, because of its global expansion. English is the only language, as Latin was once before, 

which could, realistically speaking, ensure the avoidance of nationalism in any constitution; 

English would be the language of a non-nationalist patriotism. That is, English is not bound by 

an “irrational, emotional attachment” to one‟s own particular language and history—German, 
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French, or Spanish are particular languages today and are far from being universal. Yet, any 

European state other than Britain or Ireland would react nationalistically to the proposal of 

implementing English as the only official language in their respective constitutions, so that their 

own national languages would become simply part of a regional culture divorced from the State. 

Furthermore, I would agree that such a universalist proposal—English as official European  

language—would constitute a case of imperialism. Yet, this impossibility of avoiding either 

nationalism or imperialism, when implementing official languages, shows that a non-nationalist 

and universal constitution is impossible; all constitutions are nationalist, imperialist, or both— 

something Habermas cannot accept. 

The very same Habermasian logic of rational, democratic, and universalistic politics turns 

most national European languages and cultures into minority languages. Ultimately, 

constitutional patriotism is necessary in Habermas‟s proposal only in order to disavow the new 

minority status of national languages and, at the same time, turn languages smaller than state-

languages into the “true” minority languages. Habermas must privilege one minority language 

among others as patriotic. Yet he does not avow the nationalist nature of his choice; his own 

analysis demonstrates the true nationalist and minoritary nature of his project of constitutional 

patriotism.  

This postnational way of thinking about minority literatures and cultures is still very 

much in vogue in Europe among some of its most important philosophers. From Deleuze and 

Guattari to Habermas, from the Frankfurt School to poststructuralism, we witness a historical 

and genealogical continuity, rather than a theoretical or epistemological break, which  shows that 

most European theory on “minorities” is nationalist, anachronistic, and ahistorically unaware of 

the consequences of globalization.  

Yet, a similar conception of minority literatures and cultures also prevails on the 

postcolonial field. If we focus our attention on the most successful case of postcolonial literature 

in Europe, that is, literature written in English by postcolonial Indian subjects living in Britain, 

and we center, more specifically, on its most canonical writer, Salman Rushdie, one can observe 

a continuation rather than a departure from the European postnational theories analyzed above. 
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In an article published in 1997 in The New Yorker, Rushdie effects a historical and 

critical assessment of Indian literatures since Indian independence (1948). He begins by 

acknowledging that what he is about to declare is rather puzzling even for himself: “I‟ve been 

reading my way through this literature… the experience has indeed led me to a single—

unexpected and profoundly ironic—conclusion” (50). He warns the readers that he never 

expected to arrive to such a conclusion: “It is not a claim that I ever expected to make” (50). By 

introducing his analysis of Indian literary history as a “surprise,” he gives empirical validation to 

his claims. He proclaims that his discovery is factual and self-evident and does not derive from 

any preconceived idea or judgment. Indeed, Rushdie‟s claim is rather scandalous: “The prose 

writing—both fiction and non-fiction—created in this period by Indian writers working in 

English is proving to be a stronger and more important body of work than most of what has been 

produced in the eighteen „recognized‟ languages of India, the so-called „vernacular languages‟ ” 

(50). He adds that literature written in English is the worldliest contribution made by India to 

date: “indeed, this new and still burgeoning, „Indo-Anglian‟ literature represents perhaps the 

most valuable contribution India has yet made to the world of books” (50).  

For Rushdie, the most valuable and the only worldly (major) form of Indian literature is 

written in a majoritary language, the language of the British (post)empire; any other Indian 

literature has to be considered minoritary or minor. Considering that Rushdie is at the center of 

this postcolonial literary tradition written in English, it is rather clear that the original surprise 

prompted by his “discovery” is simply a rhetorical maneuver to legitimize himself as “the most 

valuable contribution India has yet made to the world of books.” Yet, Rushdie does not present 

postcolonial Indian literature written in English as a majority literature (promoted by Britain) in a 

majority language (in English), but as a minority literature (hailing from India) written in a 

majority language (English). As he reminds the reader, with the exception of Rabrindanath 

Tagore, no writer prior to the Anglo-Indian boom has ever experienced recognition outside India. 

Moreover, and as he concludes, even Tagore, has been forgotten everywhere but in Latin 

America (50).  

Rushdie‟s rhetorical move to legitimize himself as an unexpected and worldly surprise 

also becomes a serious geopolitical and epistemological problem when he acknowledges that his 
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only access to literatures written in other Indian languages is English: “Admittedly, I did my 

reading only in English” (50-1). English becomes not only the language of literary legitimation, 

but also the sole epistemological and political tool of exclusion, so that any Indian literatures not 

translated into English are excluded and turned into subaltern discourse: a contribution not worth 

considering for the world of books.  

Rushdie‟s is the strategy of British cultural imperialism before Indian independence. 

Therefore, he quickly moves to short-circuit and preempt any accusation of imperialism by 

claiming that “[I]ronically, the century before independence contains many vernacular-language 

writers who would merit a place in any anthology” (51). Furthermore, in order to make his claim 

about post-independence Indian literature more credible, Rushdie resorts once again to the 

rhetorical maneuver of citing the exception that confirms the rule: “However, there is only one 

Indian writer in translation whom I would place on a par with the Indo-Anglian. (Actually, he‟s 

better than most of them)” (51). He refers to Sadaat Hasan Manto, an Urdu writer. Yet, Rushdie 

only considers one of Manto‟s works to be a “masterpiece,” precisely the one piece that mirrors 

Rushdie‟s Midnight Children: a parable of the partition of India. In that way, the exception 

reflects back on Rushdie and confirms him as the central author of Indian literature since 1948. 

 Yet, when Indian critics point to the geopolitical and social conditions that make 

Rushdie‟s work canonical, he takes refuge in the Western modernist ideology of “pure art” or 

“l‟art pour l‟art,” that is, the aesthetic ideology of Western imperialism. This ideology negates a 

literary tradition to India, for disinterested art is pursued as such where capitalism is accumulated 

as a result of colonial exploitation and is counterpoised to the market. Art and literature are pure 

when they become the harbor in which the bourgeois subject experiences lack of 

commodification as culture (Bürger). Rushdie clearly states: “I‟m very sorry to report, for 

suffering from a condition that one sprightly recent commentator, Pankaj Mishra, calls „Rushdie-

itis… a condition that has claimed Rushdie himself in his later works.‟ It is interesting that so 

few of these criticisms are literary in the pure sense of the word…. they have to do with class, 

power, and belief” (54, my emphasis). Rushdie demonstrates that his literature, in so far as is 

pure literature, is written according to Western imperialist cultural protocols and is complicit in 

the exploitation of the (post)colonial field. At this point, Rushdie turns his literature into a major 
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literature unaffected by its minor origins—divorced from Indian history. Given the fact that he is 

at the center of this major literary tradition, one cannot but conclude that he gains such an 

imperialist position precisely by exploiting Indian culture, which then allows him to write “pure 

literature,” as if it were divorced from India‟s (post)colonial history, politics, and economics.  

This is the point when Indian literatures written in other languages than English must 

become minor in Rushdie‟s writing. They have to be turned into subaltern cultures, so that only 

Rushdie can benefit from their cultural capital as minor and, in this way, become major. Rushdie 

demonstrates that the only “minor” literature that can be successful is the one written as “major” 

literature. In order to uphold English as the only language of minor literature in India, he must 

first exclude minority literatures from his discourse. However, he needs to resort to other 

minority literatures to legitimate his as minor and, by doing so, he proves that English is a 

minority literature in India in so far as the rest of Indian literatures become major.  

Finally, once he accomplishes the exclusion of other minority literatures and ensures the 

political hegemony of English literature in India, he can then resort to a naïf and liberal 

understanding of multiculturalism in India: “there is not, need not be, and should not be an 

adversarial relationship between English-language Indian literature and the other literatures of 

India…. Whatever language we Indians write in, we drink from the same well. India, that 

inexhaustible horn of plenty, nourishes us all” (57). It is precisely this “horn of plenty” from 

which Rushdie excludes the rest of Indian literatures by celebrating the “pure” exceptionalism of 

Indian literature written in English.  

I have chosen Rushdie‟s case, because he is the most important postcolonial Indian voice 

writing in Britain; he is the most heard and respected “informant” on the subject of Indian 

minority literatures in Europe and the West. His voice represents, to a large extent, the way 

Britain, Europe, and the West contemplate postcolonial Indian—and by postcolonial extension, 

Pakistani and Bangladeshi—literatures.  

These two discourses analyzed above, a postnational and a postcolonial, are two negative 

instances of the ways in which multiculturalism must not be theorized in Europe. Although I 

have limited my analysis to linguistic minorities, the same criticism holds true for other political 

and social minorities defined by race, gender, sexuality, and class. It is important now to 
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understand in a positive way what multiculturalism might entail in Europe. In order to do so, let 

me revert to Basque literature. 

 

From National to Postnational: On Politicization of Fiction and Commodification of Desire 

Many geopolitical minorities have historically understood that their survival is more likely to be 

guaranteed within an empire than within a nation-state (Gelner). It would not be a scandal among 

some Basques to proclaim that the arrival of globalization—clearly a North-American 

imperialistic formation in which the European Community would be more a historical reaction 

than a past European dream finally come true—has so far had beneficial effects, for it represents 

a way out of the oppressive effects of the French and Spanish nation-states and their nationalist 

political and cultural institutions. This is a postnational claim that has nothing to do with 

independentist dreams—such as those of ETA. Independentist politics are ignorant of the 

repercussions of globalization; they constitute a rather nostalgic cry for the old modern project of 

the nation-state. As Walker O‟Connor reminds us, minorities, historically speaking, have 

preferred to live within larger political institutions than striking out for independence.  

As a result, Basque reality has come to realize itself in many different political forms, 

some nationalist and some non-nationalist. On the Spanish side, a semi-federal or autonomous 

reality for the Spanish provinces of Bizkaia, Gipuzkoa, and Araba (Autonomous Basque 

Community or ABC) and a separate and similar semi-federal organization for the Spanish 

province of Nafarroa (Navarre) constitute two new political realities established after 1978. On 

the French side, a new and unprecedented nationalist force has formed recently, which has 

managed to create new alliances with other non-nationalist forces. Although these unions are 

unstable, they were unthinkable in a Republican state such as France just few years ago (Ahedo). 

Yet, over all, the French side continues to be non-nationalist and remains part of a larger non-

Basque political unity: the Department of the Atlantic Pyrenees. Finally, the Basque diaspora, 

mainly in Europe and the Americas—but also in Australia—has found an institutional 

recognition in the Autonomous Basque Community (Douglass “Creating”), and has become a 

new and global Basque reality, which no longer is diasporic (for that implies the preexistence of 

a nation-state) but rather post-diasporic: the traffic between the continental Basque Country and 
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the other (mainly) American post-diasporic enclaves is global and daily although still sparse. The 

future of all these political and cultural realities is uncertain but, nevertheless, is historically 

more vigorous than it has ever been before in Basque history.  

As a result, two new realities, two faces of the same coin, have made their presence felt in 

this complex and heterogeneous Basque Country, as a result of globalization: the eruption of 

different public spheres---which do not correspond with those of the nation-state---and the 

commodification of Basque cultures. Due to its nationalist articulation, Basque culture was 

mainly symbolic and political till this point; it only represented cultural and political capital, not 

economic capital (Bourdieu). The simultaneous emergence of Basque public spheres and 

commodification of culture has had enormous and radical repercussions for Basque literatures. 

Moreover, this shift marks the transition from national to postnational literature, which happens 

somewhere around the early 90s. At that point Basque literatures stop responding to the political 

and symbolic imaginary of Basque nationalism and become public, commodified, and global. 

But in order to understand this postnational brake, first it is important to put in historical 

perspective the formation and consolidation of nationalist Basque literature in the twentieth 

century. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, Unamuno and Sabino Arana‟s nationalist theories had the effect 

of turning Basque literary production into literature written solely in Basque—and 

correspondingly Spanish literature into texts written exclusively in Castilian, regardless of 

whether they were written by Basques or writers from other nationalities. The purpose of this 

new reorganization of Basque literature was nationalist: to write the allegory of the Basque 

nation as a way for the Basques to imagine the Basque community (Anderson) and gain inter-

national recognition. At that point, this nationalist utopia represented a rather pervasive project 

among many minorities around the world. The Nobel prize given to Occitan writer Frédéric 

Mistral in 1904 for his long narrative poem Mirèio (1859), was a catalyst for the Basque case.
7
 

Furthermore, from the Harlem Renaissance in the USA to the Catalan Renaixença in Spain, most 

minorities or oppressed cultures attempted to write a national allegory that would legitimize 

them as a nation or people in their own and other nation‟s eyes. In the Basque case, the debates 

between Aitzol (José Ariztimuño) and Orixe (Nicolás Ormaetxea), the leading cultural 
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intellectuals of the moment, focused on the populist or elitist style in which this allegory had to 

be written. Given the romantic genealogy of the project, there was a consensus about the genre: 

poetry was the only legitimate discourse in which to write the national allegory. The populist 

tendency defended by Aitzol gave priority to popular poetry (kopla zaharrak, bertsolaritza…), 

whereas the classicist alternative defended by Orixe opted for a more elitist, purist poetic option, 

which was supposed to be based on classical poetry (Greek and Latin) and on catholic religion as 

a way to oppose the modernity of postromantic poetry (symbolism, modernism, etc.). Orixe‟s 

proposal gained wider recognition than Aitzol‟s (Otegi). The two most influential poets of the 

time, Lizardi (Jose Maria Agirre) and Lauaxeta (Esteban Urkiaga) were consecrated and 

marginalized respectively based on their response to Orixe‟s program. Lizardi‟s poem “Garden 

of Our Ancestors” published in his On Eyes and Heart (1932) went on to represent the canonical 

rendition of this nationalist literature. The two poets died by the time the Spanish Civil War 

ended—Lauaxeta was executed. Although Orixe finally wrote a long epic poem, The Basques 

(written in 1935, published in 1950), which could also be sung in its entirety, his classicist, 

purist, and ahistorical use of language made his attempt anachronistic by the time it was 

published.  

During the Franco years, and after the Nazi invasion of the French Basque Country in the 

1940s, both sides of the Basque Country as well as the American diaspora—refuge of many 

exiles—became bourgeoning laboratories for the new reformulation of the Basque national 

allegory. On the French side, Iratzeder (Jean Diharce) and Jon Mirande, and on the Spanish side 

Victoriano Gandiaga and Gabriel Aresti, among others, attempted more modern formulations of 

the Basque national allegory. Mirande‟s, for example, was nihilistic and pagan, whereas Aresti‟s 

was socialist and urban (although it was antimodern at the same time; Juaristi Literatura, 120-

23). Aresti‟s Rock and Country (1964) became the most influential poetic proposal of that 

moment; Aresti went on to write a trilogy, in the style of social poetry, based on the idea of the 

rock as national allegory. His poem “I Will Defend the House of My Father” remains the 

touchstone of his production.
8
  

The early 60s are also crucial in this juncture, for another Basque author wrote in Spanish 

the national allegory of Franco‟s Spain: Luis Martín Santos‟s Time of Silence (1962). Yet at that 
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point, Basque literature was considered only literature written in Basque; Aresti and Martín 

Santos were never regarded as part of the same literary tradition. Similarly, in the diaspora, a 

Basque author writing in English, Robert Laxalt, wrote his Sweet Promised Land (1957) in 

Nevada, which became the canonical allegory of the immigrant‟s experience in the Western 

USA—to the point that this text helped another member of the Laxalt family, his brother Paul, 

win the elections to the governorship of Nevada (Douglass “Foreword,” xv). This novel also 

served as a catalyst for the proliferation of Basque festivals throughout the Western USA, from 

California to Idaho (Douglass “Foreword,” xiii-xiv).
9
  

 Aresti‟s legacy lived on the next generation of writers, so that two of its most canonical 

writers, Bernardo Atxaga and Joseba Sarrionaindia, began writing poem collections that 

attempted to update Aresti‟s proposal: Ethiopia (1978) and Into the Hideaway of Fears (1981) 

respectively. Atxaga‟s Ethiopia is precisely a response to Aresti‟s idea of the Basque Country as 

a rock, for Atxaga emphasizes the desert and the sand, as dystopian nationalist locations.  

Yet, the most interesting and contradictory effect of the project to write the national 

allegory comes from outside the literary field. A text that was meant to be a treaty on Basque 

aesthetics became the most influential national allegory; Jorge Oteiza‟s Quosque Tamden: An 

Essay on an Aesthetic Interpretation of the Basque Soul (1963) had far reaching effects across 

the entire nationalist spectrum. This essay unified Basque history and aesthetics by simply 

claiming that the Basque “man” had already achieved full aesthetic and political realization in 

the Neolithic. In a moment in which Basque scholarship was almost impossible under 

Francoism, Oteiza‟s work had the effect of bypassing every form of cultural and political 

censorship, and providing a single full response to the dilemmas of Basque history and culture. It 

was, to borrow a more contemporary term, the most powerful attempt to articulate a position of 

“strategic essentialism” (Spivak) in the Basque Country. This work affected the ideologues of 

ETA, Basque literature, and the arts in general. This work, which had no parallel before or after, 

altered radically the development of Basque culture and marked the most successful nationalist 

allegory of Francoism. As several critics have noticed, Aresti‟s earlier allegorical use of the 

referent “tree,” which derives from nineteenth-century literature, shifted to that of “rock” due to 

Oteiza‟s influence (Aldekoa, “La poesía” 490; Kortazar, Literatura 146). 



40 

 

 

 

Yet, only when a newer generation of authors born during Francoism or on the aftermath 

of World War II began to write, did Basque literature finally shift genres, so that the new 

nationalist goal became to write the first modern Basque novel that could allegorize the urban 

and contemporary Basque Country—thus following Aresti‟s lead in a narrative form. Although 

they were some early attempts to write novels in the 50s and the 60s by authors such as 

Txillardegi (Jose Luis Alvarez Enparantza), Jon Etxaide, and several exiled writers (Eizagirre, 

Telesforo Monzon), the first successful attempts were made in the 70s in the continental Basque 

Country. It is not a coincidence if this new generation attended the university and had a more 

complete, middle-class education. The most important novel of this decade is Ramon 

Saizarbitoria‟s 100 metro (100 Meters; 1976).
10

 Furthermore, this novel was the result of a very 

serious reflection on Basque literature carried in San Sebastian among several writers who wrote 

in an avant-garde newspaper, Rotten, and constituted themselves as a group. Bernardo Atxaga 

was also part of this group but later on joined another one in Bilbao, which also published a 

newspaper: Failure (or also Kiss) and had a different literary agenda.  

The quarrels between Saizarbitoria and Atxaga, that is, between Rotten and Failure, 

pointed to a more important phenomenon: the field of Basque literature was for the first time 

organized as such a field (Bourdieu) . Once every writer was positioned within this field, each of 

them had to take a position in order to create the national allegory. Atxaga published On the City 

(1976), Mario Onaindia brought out The Tree Trunks Lying on the Snow (1977), Joxe Agustin 

Arrieta wrote The ñAfter lunchò of the 15
th

 of August (1979), Koldo Izagirre contributed with his 

Because (1976). Yet all these attempts to write the national allegory relied on the modernist 

European tradition spanning from Kafka and Joyce to the nouveau roman. All these texts were 

highly innovative in the form, and as the terminology of the period tended to proclaim, novels 

such as Saizarbitoria‟s 100 Meters were “scientific novels.” These novels were written for the 

group of writers themselves, were highly polemical, and in general had no mass appeal. The 

most important effect of these novels was to create a new and modern literary field where every 

author knew that he or she had to have a literary capital and had to take a position. At the same 

time, this field consecrated Saizarbitoria as the canonical writer of modern Basque literature, 
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which then had the negative effect of paralyzing his writing. After publishing Oh Jesus (1976), a 

Beckettian novel, he stopped publishing for nineteen years.  

 Yet another group of writers who were not directly involved in the power struggle that 

defined the literary field between the San Sebastian group heralded by Saizarbitoria and the 

Bilbao group led by Bernardo Atxaga, resorted to a very different literary capital: the “Third-

World” literature of magic realism, which had proven to be so successful in Latin America with 

García Márquez and, later on, would its success in Indian literature written in English (Salman 

Rushdie) as well as African American literature (Toni Morrison). Among these writers, Anjel 

Lertxundi published the first new national allegory based on the tenets of magic realism: The 

Town of Urturi Is Hangover (1971). Juan Mari Irigoien, who had lived in Venezuela, followed 

with The Cockôs Promise (1976). Txillardegi also wrote a similar novel, although more mystical 

than realist-magic, entitled From Beyond the Wind (1979), which also pointed to a departure 

from the modern, urban setting of earlier productions. Bernardo Atxaga also published the same 

year the first short story of what later would constitute his masterwork, Obabakoak. The short 

story entitled An Exposition of the Letter Found at the House of Rector Camilo Lizardi (1982), 

also resorted to magic realism. This new literature had enormous success among the readers, 

partly because it was more accessible due to its realist style, and partly because it resorted to the 

trope of magic realism, which represented the Basque community as “other” or exotic world. In a 

way, this new magic-realist literature worked as a reactive to the earlier urban, modern narrative: 

the new rural and othered realities represented by it were more in line with the traditional 

imaginary of Basque nationalism. The idea of a Basque modernity expressed by the urban novel 

did not have an echo among its readers.  

Given the large success of these magic-realist novels, some authors repeated the formula 

in different ways, as in the case of Anjel Lertxundi‟s At the Sixteenth Time, They Say! (1983) and 

Otto Pette: In Death as in Life (1994) or Irigoien‟s The Polyhedronôs Leaves (1983) and Babylon 

(1989). Yet, the most canonical novel among these works was Atxaga‟s Obabakoak (1988), 

which received the most prestigious awards in the Basque Country and Spain. This work was 

translated to twenty-three languages and landed a full page at the New York Times Book Review 

(Suárez Galbán). This work represents the full political, economic, and cultural materialization 
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of Basque literature as the representation of a nationalist imagined community. Atxaga‟s novel 

represents the final answer to the main pursuit of twentieth-century Basque literature since its 

inception in the 1920s. Obabakoak is the crowning achievement of Basque literature in the 20
th

 

century, which is nationalist and responds to the project of writing the great national allegory.
11

 

As I discuss on chapter five, the Basque Country presented to itself and to the rest of the world as 

this magic and realist “other” in Obabakoak; the fact that this novel is not a “true” novel but a 

very elaborate topological intertwining of short stories that refer to the town of Obaba, does not 

disqualify the work as a novel but rather complicates the latter‟s form.  

Obabakoak constitutes the first successful representation of the Basque Country as a 

perfect minority culture endowed with all the characteristics that the West seeks in minority 

cultures and literatures---their otherness. This is the reason for the local and global success of 

Atxaga‟s novel. The New York Times had already hailed García Márquez and Salman Rushdie as 

“a continent [Asia/Latin America] finding its voice” (Johnson 133). It was also the case of 

Atxaga: “the Basque Country had found its voice.” Although I argue in this book (chapter 5) that 

this portrayal of the Basque Country as other is a strategic simulation, nevertheless, in its 

simulational nature, Obabakoak represents the Basque Country as a perfect minority community 

—and its literature as the perfect epitome of a minority literature.  

W.E.B. Dubois discusses, in his The Souls of Black Folks, the meaning of having a 

“double consciousness” for the African American experience in these terms: “this double-

consciousness, this sense of always looking at one‟s self through the eyes of others, of measuring 

one‟s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (5). This sense of 

“double consciousness” also defined Basque culture and history since the nineteenth century; this 

double consciousness defined it as a minority culture. Early Basque nationalism constituted the 

most powerful attempt to overcome this double consciousness, even at the risk of joining the 

racist discourse that was prevalent at the time in Europe. Yet, at the end of the twentieth century, 

when the continental Basque Country gained relative autonomy again, Obabakoak emerged as 

the full assumption of this double consciousness by which the Basque Country became 

simultaneously other—archaic and magic—and modern—a first-world literature celebrated by 

the media all over the world.  
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In short, the Basques can look at themselves through the eyes of others in Obabakoak and 

yet, the measuring tape of the “Basque soul” remains “otherness:” the tape of a world that looks 

on in amused contempt and pity. The world looks at the Basques as “magic and realist others” 

and forces them to look at themselves as such “others.” This is the definition of what a minority 

literature constitutes in globalization. Ironically, we have come back full circle to the opening 

argument of this article: what is to be a minority literature? 

At first sight, Obabakoak does not coincide with Deleuze and Guattari‟s definition of 

“minor literature” or that of Rushdie‟s, for that matter, for Basque literature is written in a 

minority language. Yet, the fact that Spain had no colonies since the early nineteenth century 

and,  even with the boom of Latin American literature, Spanish remained a subaltern language in 

the first world (unlike French, English, or even German), neutralizes the difference between 

Basque and Spanish. Both are equally subaltern languages incapable of developing their own 

internal “minor” literatures. Furthermore, the linguistic difference between Spanish and Basque 

helped emphasize a difference that otherwise would have gone unnoticed to the European reader 

and, more generally, to the global reader and critic. If English had a presence in the postcolonial 

world of Asia, or France celebrated its own “minor” literatures as Francophone literature, 

Spanish did not have a parallel in its own geopolitical area: the Latin American boom was never 

perceived or celebrated as a Spanish postcolonial phenomenon or Hispanophone literature—that 

would have been an anachronism. The only conditions by which a minor literature could take 

place in Spain were precisely given by linguistic difference: the Spanish brand of “Third-

Woldism.” The review of Obabakoak in Le Monde is illustrative of this Third-World-like 

character attributed to Basque literature: “He [Atxaga] names things like Adam in paradise, like 

Bernal Díaz del Castillo [Hernán Cortés‟s chronicler] in front of an unknown world” (Chaho). 

Obabakoak represents the transition from nature to culture in a “savage, uncivilized and almost 

Third-World like culture.” The reference to Bernal Díaz del Castillo further emphasizes the 

postcolonial overtones of an unconscious Spanish imaginary long gone in Latin America. 

Finally, the fact that Obabakoakôs all twenty-three translations were based on the Spanish 

translation rather than on the original Basque, which nevertheless was directed and supervised by 

Atxaga himself, further emphasizes its minority status. The fact that it was originally written in 
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Basque is simply a symbolic sign of its “genuine minority status,” for ultimately the text that 

serves as basis for translation is not the original, but its Spanish version.  

However, Obabakoak also brings about the full materialization of a Basque literary field 

and market in the aftermath of Francoism. That is, literature becomes a Basque cultural reality, 

as field and institution (publishers, reviewers, academic critics and classes, translators, agents, 

etc.), so that finally it also develops a well-defined canon (Olaziregi 538-41). As Bourdieu has 

elaborated for these cases, Atxaga‟s “position taking” as magic-realist literary writer, which 

ensured him a canonical and teleologically central place in the nationalist pursuit of twentieth-

century Basque literature, also had an effect that the author did not anticipate (see also chapter 

two). Moreover this unintended effect changed radically the Basque literary field altogether: it 

brought the commodification of Basque literature. Obabakoak‟s success became central to the 

formation of a market, whose readership no longer responded to the nationalist ideal of literature 

but rather to that of consumerist desire. Obabakoak was the first true bestseller of Basque 

literature with sales over 40.000 copies. Few works had sold 40.000 copies before, but never as a 

“mass literary phenomenon;” Obabakoak was consumed by the public as an event, as a cultural 

phenomenon to the point of becoming an overnight bestseller. At the same time, the canonization 

of Obabakoak had a secondary and important effect: it forced the rest of the Basque authors to 

take positions as canonical, counter-canonical, or anti-canonical. After Obabakoak, every author 

either had to duplicate its success or neutralize it with an alternative counter- or anti-canonical 

work.  

This canonical organization of the literary field had effects even at the linguistic level. 

Historically speaking Basque was fragmented in dialects—eight according to the most widely 

accepted division—and this dialectological fragmentation was only standardized in 1968. That 

year, the Basque Academy of the Language established the basis for “Basque standard” or 

euskara batua, which took one of the dialects, lapurtera, from the French province of Lapurdi, 

as its basis. Yet, Basque standard only set very basic rules for spelling and grammar (declension  

and auxiliary verb) and left the rest of the linguistic areas open to future developments (lexicon, 

syntax, etc.). Yet, the two most canonical writers, Saizarbitoria and Atxaga, as well as some of 

the most important proponents of magic realism, Irigoien and Lertxundi, hailed from the 
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province of Gipuzkoa. As a result, these authors gave Basque standard a very Gipuzkoan sound, 

so that some critics came to define this result as the Gipuzkoan Basque Standard (Salaburu 

“Linguistic Changes”). Writers from other dialects called this Gipuzkoan linguistic monopoly an 

imperialist imposition—the Bizkaians leading the protest. Pello Salaburu also brought attention 

to its lack of richness when used as bureaucratic language, calling it “sociological Basque 

standard” (“Euskara”). 

Perhaps the most important result of this repositioning of the literary field, at both the 

ideological and linguistic levels, is Aingeru Epaltza‟s Troubled Waters (1991). This Nafarroan 

writer wrote in a style that, although fully compliant with the basic rules of standard Basque, was 

very much reliant on Nafarroan dialects. His novel also resorted to a non-nationalist imaginary: a 

small town in Navarre becomes the center of the action in such a way that the characters have 

direct access to global culture and politics bypassing the Gipuzkoan, nationalist imaginary 

defined by previous authors, including Atxaga. The result is a very interesting novel, very 

Faulknerian in style, yet centered on a rock band that experiences success throughout Europe 

singing in Basque---in a way that is very reminiscent of the real punk/hip hop group Negu 

Gorriak. The novel also narrates the story of a Basque character that had migrated to the USA, 

had participated in the Vietnam War and married an African American woman. This is perhaps 

the first and truly full-fleshed novel of Basque literature—in the traditional sense of the word 

“novel,” as opposed to Atxaga‟s Obabakoak. Troubled Waters moves its literary imaginary 

outside the Basque nationalist paradigm, presents an alternative to the standard Gipuzkoan 

Basque canonized by previous authors, and creates a new imaginary whereby the local and the 

global are directly connected with a full acknowledgement of mass culture and North American 

imperialist hegemony.  

The other novel arising from this repositioning is Anjel Lertxundi‟s Otto Pette (1994). 

Although a very stylized novel where formal concerns overwhelm the story, it nevertheless 

manages to convey a very rich medieval world located in the Basque Country. This novel also 

defies the nationalist imaginary of the previous production and presents an alternative to the 

Gipuzkoan Standard Basque. Next to Epaltza‟s, this is the other novel that opens up a linguistic 

richness within Basque: it shows ways to transcend a nationalist imaginary and to portray a 
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reality that is universal—one could even claim “global,” although retrospectively, in the sense 

that the novel is located in the globality that Latin meant in the Middle Ages.  

These two novels already present a non-nationalist and non-Gipuzkoan repositioning 

within Basque literature, which also attempts to become a counter-canon. They were successful 

in sales; they were translated into Spanish; and received praise among critics, although they also 

became a cause for debate and scandal, given their non-nationalist and non-Gipuzkoan take. Yet, 

the two novels made also clear that Basque literature, as literary field—as canonical structure, 

public institution, and market—was consolidated on the Spanish side, or the Southern Basque 

country, and, the North, the French side, was being relegated to a subaltern status of dependency. 

By the early 1990s, northern authors knew that in order to have success in the Basque literary 

field, they had to have success in the South and, in order to do so, they had to alter their 

dialectical and political choices, so that their language and imaginary would be closer to the 

Gipuzkoan standard and nationalism—or they had to define themselves negatively against this 

canon. 

Till the arrival of Obabakoak, the only existing real market for Basque literature was not 

nationalist, strictly speaking, and was not contemplated as literary either. This “true” market was 

constituted by children‟s literature and “easy to read literature” for new learners of Basque, 

called euskaldunberri-s. Most of the authors mentioned above also wrote children‟s stories as a 

way to supplement their income. Yet, none of the critical literature acknowledged this production 

as either central or important to the writers‟ careers. It is important to remember that by the end 

of Francoism, the Basque speaking population had dwindled down to 25% and only 10% of 

those speakers were literate in Basque (Torrealdai). Yet, by the mid 1990s, the Basque 

government of the ABC undertook a very aggressive and successful program to teach Basque, 

which also was embraced by a large percentage of the adult population. More specifically, 

elementary schools shifted to educative models that taught in Basque or at least taught Basque as 

a required language, next to English. All these changes had the effect of increasing the Basque 

speaking population almost twofold. Most importantly, most of the new Basque speakers, 

children and adults, were literate.  
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This double production of national allegories and children‟s/beginner‟s literature became 

almost a divide similar to that of high and low literatures in modern European cultures; even 

Atxaga did not overcome this divide for his top best-seller still is a novel for young readers,  

Memoirs of a Basque Cow, (1991, not Obabakoak; Olaziregi 553). Nevertheless, this divide 

came to an end when a writer allegorized and satirized the repressed relationship between these 

two forms of literature. In 1994, Joxean Sagastizabal published a short novella entitled Show me 

the Way, Isabel (1994). By parodying a colonial rhetoric of discovery and exploration, this 

novella gives a comic account of the non-Basque-speaking, urban individual who goes up to the 

nationalist “heart of darkness” (Conrad) of the Basque Country, the native‟s land, in order to 

learn the unpolluted “native” language and, in this way, become a full nationalist subject. 

Because of the fact that this novella was ironical and reflected on the situation of most new 

Basque learners or euskaldunberri-s, it became an overnight bestseller and sold more copies than 

Obabakoak. This novella, unlike Troubled Waters or Otto Pette, did not simply create a new 

counter-canonical literature, but rather ironized and satirized the very tenets upon which 

canonical Basque literature was based to that date; after all “Obaba” is the kind of village that 

Show Me the Way, Isabel criticizes. This novella closes the possibility of writing the nationalist 

allegory. Furthermore, by turning the new Basque learner, who is an outsider to the nationalist 

project of “a Basque-speaking country,” into the subject of the story, this novella foregrounds the 

necessity to write about the true subject of Basque literature: the new Basque speaker who is 

learning the language. This novella is a story about the outsider of the Basque nationalist project, 

the real consumer of Basque literature.  

Only after this novella, both the consumer and the subject of representation coincide in 

Basque literature and, as a result, the concept of minority literature as minor disappears. In a 

minority literature, the subject of representation is the “other” of the consumer. In other words, 

Show me the way, Isabel criticizes any nationalist Basque literary project that endeavors to 

represent itself as a minority literature. If Obabakoak is the crowning moment of twentieth-

century Basque literature as minority literature, Sagastizabal‟s novella brings about closure to 

that project and period; it also announces that the new subject of Basque literature, as reader and 

hero, is the consumer: a major literary subject.  
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Since the appearance of Show Me the Way, Isabel, we can summarize the development of 

the Basque novel as a struggle between commercial literature, which does not have the 

recognition of the media and the critics, and canonical literature, which clings on to the 

nationalist project albeit in contradictory and reactionary ways. It is also important to note that 

consumer literature is diverse and responds to different reading publics, which nevertheless seek 

themselves as subjects of literature, i.e., as alternative subjects to nationalist canonical literature 

(see chapters six and seven).  

As a result of the above developments, commercial literature is becoming highly critical, 

insightful, ironical, self-referential, polemical, groundbreaking, multicultural, irreverent, and 

even vain and self-aggrandizing towards nationalist literature. This literature explores alternative 

spaces to the nationalist scenario and responds to the consumerist reader‟s impossible desire to 

find him-herself represented. In this vain, Arantxa Iturbe has published Oh Mother! (1999), 

which is a very personal and realistic account of her experience as a pregnant mother. Lourdes 

Oñederra has published a critically acclaimed denunciation of nationalism and middle-class 

values in her And the Snake Said to the Woman (2000). Juan Luis Zabala has written Till Getting 

Lost (1996) an account of what the youth movement had been in his hometown. A group of 

women has published a collective work entitled Whims (2000), and the erotic short stories of 

Jasone Osoro have become a bestseller. At the same time, Pedro Alberdi has brought out a 

memory of the democratic transition in which most cultural characters of the Basque Country are 

mentioned: Deeper than the Moles (2000). Even Joseba Sarrionaindia has become a bestseller 

among the radical left, for the identification between subject of representation and consumer is 

now clearly established even alongside political lines and, consequently, no longer coincides 

with that of the Basque Country as a whole. Iñigo Lamarca consolidated gay literature in 1999 

with his I Am Gay. Crime narrative has also made its irruption; authors, such as Harkaitz Cano, 

have written interesting novels: Beluna Jazz (1996) and Pasaia Blues (1999). Finally, even 

linguists have begun to write essays questioning the direction of Standard Basque, in very 

polemical ways, as in the case of Ibon Sarasola, Koldo Zuazo, and Pello Salaburu. Interestingly 

enough, most of these works are not translated, for they do not obey the logic of otherness that 

the Spanish and European readers seek in their “minority literatures.” Furthermore, the process 



49 

 

 

 

of translation has had the perverse effect of promoting Basque literature in which its otherness as 

“Basque” is perceived for the benefit of the Spanish reader and critic—and, by extension, the 

global reader.  

In this sense, this ironical and critical literature has its closest counterpart in Galician 

literature, where the lack of a nationalist hegemony also prompts writers to ironize self-

reflectively about the Galician condition. Suso de Toro or Manuel Rivas excel in this respect. 

The situation of Catalan literature is more complex; it would be interesting to compare it to the 

Basque-Galician cases in the sense that, in Catalan culture, there is a clear nationalist hegemony. 

Therefore, it would be fascinating to observe the ways in which the issue of canonicity and 

commercialism are played out. Carme Riera‟s latest work, Towards the Open Ski (2000), seems a 

very interesting departure for such an analysis. 

In the USA, there is a new project to collect oral accounts of Basque immigration. So far 

the University of Idaho at Boise and the University of Nevada at Reno have collected over a 

hundred interviews, which they have posted on the web (Center of Basque Studies et al.). It 

remains a very interesting problem to see whether this Basque population eventually will forget 

its Basque identity or whether they will reinforce it through the new means of communication 

and travel that globalization brings. It is very clear that the interest of American and European 

Basques towards each other is increasing and, at least in other media, such as TV, the production 

of visual material dedicated to the (post)diaspora is increasing albeit irregularly. Yet, in this 

context, literature remains a very scarce medium. It is worth mentioning the daughter of Robert 

Laxalt, Monique Urza, who also published a very interesting version of the history of her family 

and her father‟s original novel, which is entitled The Blue Deep Memory (1993) as well as the 

work of Frank Bergon.  

It is also important to underscore the fact that this postnational literature—in which the 

reader and the subject of representation coincide through the intersection of commodification and 

desire—is a novelty in the sense that it is written from within the emerging Basque public 

spheres. This literature responds to the readers desire to see themselves represented within the  

Basque public spheres. Yet it is also necessary to emphasize that women‟s literature, which in 

canonical terms goes back to Arantxa Urretabizkaia‟s Why Darling? (1979), already anticipated 
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this model of postnational literature by the mid 80s. This is also the case for Spanish literature in 

general as Geraldine Nichols has demonstrated in sociological terms (“Ni una”). As I explain in 

chapter eight, Basque women were excluded from the nationalist project as subjects and, hence, 

they had to explore alternative forms in which their selves could be represented outside  

nationalism. As a result, women were the first writers representing a non-nationalist subject, 

which coincided with the writer/reader and, thus, encrypted a desire that was individual and non-

nationalist. Yet, unlike the new postnational writers of the 90s, women had to position 

themselves outside the hegemonic nationalist Basque Country to write. Their position was exilic, 

whereas the new postnational literature is interior to Basque culture and represents its desire to 

belong to a postnational Basque Country. Some women, such as Jasone Osoro have made the 

shift, so that her narratives are not exilic and yet relate to contemporary mass culture, 

consumerism, and female desire. This has created new important contradictions, which I discuss 

on chapter six. Nevertheless it is important to underscore women‟s literature as forerunner or 

founder of postnational literature. Arantxa Urretabizkaia‟s Why Darling already had become a 

bestseller back in the 70s with new Basque learners and women, although at that point being 

commercially successful was viewed as a negative trait.
12

 

In a reaction to the postnational move from nationalist to consumerist literature, Atxaga 

and other canonical writers have held on to the nationalist project. Most of their literature has 

become an attempt to write the national allegory “otherwise” (see chapter seven). Atxaga 

published a trilogy around terrorism in the early 90s and did not write any long narratives for a 

long period. In this sense, his silence paralleled that of Saizarbitoria in the 80s. Conversely, 

Saizarbitoria finally broke his canonical freeze and published Countless Steps (1995; probably 

the best, albeit not most canonical, Basque novel of the twentieth century), Two Hearts: War 

Chronicles (1996), and Bury Me in the Ground (2000) where the topics of terrorism and the civil 

war reemerge as central threats of his narrative. Even Anjel Lertxundi‟s Otto Pette, although set 

in the Middle Ages, resorts to the idea of violence between doppelgängers, a radical violence 

with no explanation, which resounds as a metaphysical take on Basque violence. As a result of 

literary commodification, which was brought about as an unintended effect by nationalist 

literature itself (Atxaga), now the latter is confronted with the fact that its only recognition comes 
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from the official spheres (government, prizes, critics). Consequently, this canonical literature 

resorts to the politicization of narrative as a way to hold on to its dwindling nationalist 

hegemony. This is perhaps the most important development in recent Basque literature, next to 

the explosion of commodification and desire. 

Although the future of Basque literature remains open, historically one can summarize its 

history since the end of Francoism as its full realization as “minor” literature with Atxaga‟s 

Obabakoak. As an unintended effect of this “minor” achievement, Basque literature has also 

shifted its direction towards its consumers so that the latter‟s desire is represented not as an 

attempt to imagine a national community, but rather as a means to locate their selves within 

Basque literatures and cultures—that is, as a means to belong to a postnational community 

among others. Contemporary Basque literature is very much placed in the world, and although 

small, no longer is minor or does imagine itself as a national other or minority. If anything, the 

level of criticism, satire, self-irony, humor, and even narcissism represents a very healthy and 

welcomed aftermath to the literary realization of the nationalist project.
13

 Basque literature, after 

the multicultural explosion of the 90s, must face the new challenges that the market-oriented 

model imposes in the long run. In short, the new challenge of Basque literature is to face the 

global market and its neoliberal ideology, which could become as a monolithic and repressive as 

nationalism was in the twentieth century. This new reality exceeds this collection, but could be 

explored departing from the publication of Kirmen Uribe‟s In the Meanwhile Take my Hand 

(2001).  

 

From Spanish to Basque: On the Liberal Refashioning of Neonationalism 

So far I have defined the shift towards a postnational and consumerist literature from within the 

Basque literary field, which is a result of Basque nationalist literature‟s own success in 

representing the national allegory (Obabakoak). Yet, this shift must also be analyzed from the 

political field in order to understand the other important development in recent Basque 

postnational literature: the political confession or memoir written in Spanish.  

In recent years, Basque terrorism has lost its infrastructural support in France, especially 

after the raids in Bidart in 1992 (Elorza). At the same time, the Basque population of the 
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Autonomous Basque Community has taken massively to the streets to protest against terrorism, 

especially after the assassination of Partido Popular‟s council member, Miguel Angel Blanco in 

1996. Simultaneously, the semi-federal arrangements of the southern Basque Country have 

settled down and, a new form of nationalism has emerged in the northern Basque Country 

(Ahedo). As a result of all these developments, the nationalist project that, in its radical and 

democratic forms, inspired the nationalist majority of the Basque Country over the last decades 

has begun to lose its hegemonic hold.  

Many non-political organizations such as Elkarri or Movimiento por la paz have taken to 

the streets to demonstrate peacefully. At the same time, the radical left has counteracted with the 

kale borroka or street fight, led by masked youth who terrorize the streets of many towns and 

vandalize institutions, public buildings, and private property. These two movements, non-

political citizen organizations and violent youth, respond to a dissolution of a Basque nationalist 

hegemony in which no political party (either the BNP or the radical left party that supported 

ETA, HB), can embody and channel the nationalist project any longer. The nationalist project 

has lost its definition, its clear political embodiment. Begoña Aretxaga has explored some of the 

repercussions of this dispersal of nationalist politics and has concluded that its result is a 

phantasmatic politics where the nationalist political body has disappeared giving rise to a hall of 

mirrors. In this transitional space, political paranoia and hallucination are the order of the day. It 

is also important to note that there has been a rise of non-Basque-nationalist Spanish parties, 

which are nevertheless nationalist in their design of the Spanish state; yet even they have not 

managed to secure a hegemonic hold in the Basque Country. 

This dissolution of nationalist politics has had direct repercussions on the political 

discourse itself. Till recently, the subjects responsible for the production of political discourse in 

the Basque Country were intellectuals who actively participated in the nationalist struggle of the 

60s and 70s as well as academics who, till recently, denounced Basque nationalism and terrorism 

from the objectivizing perspective that the university grants. Yet, these intellectuals and 

academics have continued to write in Manichean terms on the nationalist political body, ignoring 

the historical dissolution of the nationalist hegemony (both Basque and Spanish). At the same 

time, ETA has threatened many of them. They have experienced the effects of violence in their 
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own bodies and selves at a point when the dissolution of the nationalist political body has left 

their discourses without a clear critical aim. The new non-party citizen movements and the 

masked violent youth have co-opted their position as intellectuals who can objectively know and 

write about the Basque political body. 

As a result, political intellectual writing has also undergone a similar dissolution, which 

has turned the intellectuals‟ very same bodies into the only “political body” left to them. Their 

discourse has shifted from politics to confession, from a discourse on “the body of the nation” to 

a discourse on “the body of the self.” At the same time, this shift in body politics has also created 

an unintended geopolitical effect. In the past, the academic and intellectual discourse on the 

national body was written from a universalist point of view, or to quote Spinoza, sub specie 

aeternitatis, which was usually co-opted or resituated within the general state politics of Spain 

and France—for the state always embodies the universal position of power/knowledge 

(Foucault). The new stripping of the intellectuals‟ political discourse to their bare bones, to the 

intellectuals‟ body itself, has had the effect of relocating their discourses, not in a Spanish-

French-universalist location, but rather on a local level, that is, on a postnational Basque Country 

whose body no longer is hegemonically nationalist.  

The other important discursive effect of this bodily shift—from the nation to the self—is 

the phantasmization of the political nationalist body, which becomes an uncanny leftover, a stain 

of the Real (Lacan), a traumatic kernel, embodied within the self of the intellectual. Ultimately, 

political intellectual discourse has turned into fiction: the confession or memoirs of the 

intellectual‟s body and self. This hybrid of confession and memoirs has become the 

representational location where the kernel or traumatic leftover of the nation continues to live on, 

in a phantasmatic way.  

The combined result of the new geopolitical relocation and fictionalization of the Basque 

intellectuals‟ political discourse has made room for a new type of writing: the confession-

memoir, a very new and important form of postnational Basque literature. The dissolution of the 

nationalist body has also had the effect of forming a new Basque literature in Spanish written 

locally for and by the Basques. This possibility had disappeared since the end of fuerista 

literature (Juaristi, El linaje) in the nineteenth century, after which the nationalist discourses of 
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Unamuno and Sabino Arana polarized languages into two separate nationalist bodies. The  

political confession-memoir written in Spanish is another new development of postnational 

Basque literature, which also forces the critics to re-read Basque literature written in Spanish at 

least since the beginning of the twentieth century as Basque. Basque literature in Spanish must 

now be considered not as national Spanish literature, but rather as postnationally Basque; not as a 

literature regionally or accidentally Basque, but rather as a literature defined by the presence or 

lack of the Basque political and linguistic body. 

Some of the newest texts written by Basque intellectuals, mainly but not exclusively in 

Spanish, form this new postnational genre that I would denominate the political confession-

memoir. I am referring to Jon Juaristi‟s The Troubled Tribe (2002), Mario Onaindia‟s Freedomôs 

Wages, a Memoir (1948-1977; 2001), Juan Aranzadi‟s Arquiloqueôs Shield: On Messiahs, 

Martyrs, and Terrorists (2001), Mikel Azurmendi‟s Pictures from El Ejido: A Report on the 

Immigrantôs Integration (2001), and Savater‟s Pardon for the Inconveniences: A Chronicle of a 

Battle Without Guns Against Guns (2001), among others. It is important to note that at least two 

of these writers have written novels in Basque (Onaindia and Azurmendi) and one has also 

published  an essay in Basque (Jon Juaristi, Ideologies of the Basque Language; 1976).  

From this newly regained perspective, one can also see the symmetry between hegemonic 

Basque postnational literatures written in Basque and Spanish: whereas Basque writers in Basque 

are politicizing literature as a means to resort to the political violence in order to gain nationalist 

legitimacy, Basque writers in Spanish are fictionalizing politics as a means to contain the ghostly 

state of the nationalist body.  

This situation has a very interesting parallel in Latin America, where a similar form of 

political discourse of the self was also produced in the aftermath of the dissolution of the 

socialist utopias of Cuba, Chile, and Nicaragua: testimonio literature. In his seminal essay on the 

issue, John Beverley reflects on the literary shift from magic realism to testimonio as he recaps 

the aftermath of the Chilean coup of 1973:  

Testimonio began as an adjunct to armed liberation struggle in Latin America and 

elsewhere in the Third World in the sixties. But its canonization was tied even more, 

perhaps, to the military, political, and economic force of counterrevolution in the years 
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after 1973. It was the Real, the voice of the body in pain, of the disappeared, of the losers 

in the rush to marketize, that demystified the false utopian discourse of neoliberalism, its 

claims to have finally reconciled history and society. At the same time, testimonio 

relativized the more liberal or even progressive claim of the high-culture writers and 

artists of the book to speak for the majority of Latin Americans. It marked a new site of 

discursive authority, which challenged the authority of the "great writer" to establish the 

reality principle of Latin American culture and development. (281)  

Similarly, the new Basque discourse of the self is also a testimonio to the liberal nationalist 

failure to solve Basque reality. Yet, here the “great intellectual,” rather than the masses who 

endure the violence of ETA, writes the Basque testimonio. In this sense, Basque testimonio is the 

political opposite of its Latin American counterpart. Yet, in both cases we have a postnational 

literature that emerges in the aftermath of the crisis of the “great writers,” who narrate the 

Basque and Latin American national allegories respectively (García Márquez, Atxaga). 

Furthermore, because of the dissymmetrical location of the Latin American and Basque 

testimonios—Third and First worlds respectively—we see that the testimonio form can be 

mobilized to give voice to the subaltern masses—Latin America—or to uphold a post-Marxist 

neoliberal ideology—Basque Country. Intellectuals in privileged positions of power write most 

of Basque testimonios. Yet, at the same time, it is important to emphasize that most of these 

intellectuals have been threatened by ETA and, as the nationalist political body is being 

disseminated, this intersection of violence and self—personal violent threats, the irresolution of 

Basque politics —brings about the new literary genre. The Basque postnational confession-

memoir serves as bodily host to the trauma of violence and history, which still marks the Basque 

Country.  

Yet in order to understand the repercussions of the postnational Basque testimonio-

confession, we must go further back in history, to its foundational moment. In his seminal 

Confessions (1769-82) , Rousseau‟s compulsion to tell it all represents a new development by 

which the self becomes the romantic site that can uphold the advances of industrial capitalism 

while also becoming the harbor of the ensuing historical trauma (the Real). The ancient-regime 

history that resists commodification and change remains within the self as its ghost, as its 
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traumatic trace or Real. In last instance, Rousseau‟s inaugural Confessions legitimize the ancient 

regime as the new modern and romantic stronghold from which to simultaneously embrace and 

resist capitalism. In the Basque case too, we have a very Rousseauian compulsion to tell it all—

most of these writers grew up in Catholic Spain—so that the self and its trace of history, its 

traumatic violence, find a new stronghold in the confession-memoir. From this newly gained 

position, these writers can write a new self that simultaneously embraces and resists the 

dissolution of the national body and the arrival of globalization. In this sense, modern bourgeois 

literature has finally arrived to the Basque Country, in a new postmodern fashion, to narrate the 

neoliberal and globalized Basque self embodied by the intellectual. 

In this respect, both forms of Basque literature, the politicized fiction told in Basque, and 

the fictionalized politics written in Spanish, are a double but complementary formation that aims 

to remain central to a new global Basque hegemony in the making. These literatures must be 

challenged from the other forms of literature unleashed by consumerist desire. At this point, 

Basque literature is split between a neonationalist attempt to retell the nation as self, rather than 

as allegory, and a postnational multicultural body of writing that is celebrating irony, criticism, 

self-reflectivity, desire, and globalization.  

The latter multicultural literature also poses a great risk: it can easily be co-opted by 

global capital and neoliberalism, because of its lack of specific territoriality. There is not a 

“nation of multiculturalism.” Yet, although this problem must be explored in a different article, I 

would like to point out that literature must learn from other media. The many websites and 

musical productions already respond to a network structure (fans, circuits, etc.) that resists 

globalization‟s reterritorializations better than national culture. In short, literature must become a 

network culture or will be co-opted by either local neoliberal-neonationalist institutions or global 

capitalism tout court. Literature‟s future is no longer whether to be minor or major, but rather 

whether to be exilic or locally situated, inside and outside the nation.  
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1
 Wilhelm Humboldt is a phenomenon that is as exceptional as isolated in this context. 

2
 Perhaps Mikel Azurmendi articulates best the Spanish ambivalence towards North 

American multiculturalism and the consequent failure to open up to any form of multiculturalism 

tout court. As the government representative in immigration matters (Foro de la immigración), 

he referred to multiculturalism as “gangrene” (“Democracia”). 
3
 In this article I will oscillate between the singular and plural forms of the word, when 

referring to Basque culture/s and literature/s. Although methodologically sometimes the singular 

form can be more economic, the reality of Basque cultures and literatures is ultimately plural and 

irreducible. 
4
 It also coincides with the end of the Spanish dictatorship, and thus with the end of 

dictatorships altogether in Western Europe.  
5
 As a methodological and sociological convention, I will refer to “small 

languages/cultures” in order to refer to native languages and cultures that are smaller than the 

nation state and do not have an imperialist past (and postcolonial present). In this context, 

“small” has a simple descriptive value, opposite “minor,” which is theorized by Deleuze and 

Guattari.  
6
 The German constitution, because it was implemented by the allies, does not have 

explicit references to an official language. However, given the lack of sensitivity towards other 

languages such as Turkish, and the sole teaching of German in the schools, one can conclude that 

the “official” status of German is implemented even when it is not legitimized by the 

constitution. The Spanish and French constitutions state the official status of their respective 

national languages. 
7
 Ironically enough, the prize was shared with Spanish dramatist José Echegaray e 

Izaguirre.  
8
 A more thorough study would have to include the Basque poets Blas de Otero and 

Gabriel Celaya, who wrote in Spanish. 
9
 A serious reflection would require rethinking this chronology in geopolitical terms. 

Laxalt writes the first allegory, even though it reflects the diasporic-emigrant point of view. Then 

Martín Santos writes the Spanish national allegory, and only afterwards does Oteiza write his 

own, to be followed by Aresti. Linguistically, the English allegory takes place before the 

Spanish, and the latter before the Basque. The implications of this geopolitical and linguistic 

chronology are far reaching.  
10

 As Juaristi rightly points out, this is the Basque version of the compte rendue between 

the nouveau roman and the existentialist novel, the latter exemplified in the Basque case by 

Txillardegi (Literatura 124).  
11

 Ironically enough, if Saizarbitoria‟s 100 metro is considered the first modern and urban 

allegory, opposite Atxaga‟s rural and magic one, it is important to emphasize that both are 
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dystopian in last instance and, consequently, are closer to each other than their respective 

standpoints might suggest at first sight. 
12

 Ultimately my reading of Sagastizabal‟s Show Me the Way, Isabel would have to be 

rewritten so that it goes back to Urretabizkaia‟s Why Darling. 
13

 One could also argue, following Deleuze and Guattari, that now every literary form is 

minor in its own terms. Yet this generalization of the “minor” status dismantles Deleuze and 

Guattari‟s original model of “One Great Revolutionary Minor Literature,“ which is definitively 

not commercial. 

 


