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It was 15th December 2000, a few days before the end of the century or the beginning of the new millennium; I am not sure which. Edurne Uriarte was going to take the elevator. She is a senior lecturer  in the Department of Theory and Political Sciences at the University of the Basque Country, twelve kilometres from Bilbao, in the Spanish Basque Country, Euskadi or Euskal Herria, in the Basque language. Edurne was accompanied by another woman whom  I did not know.  I thought she was a foreign colleague. She looked like a foreigner, she was tall and blonde. I had not  seen her at our University prior to the last few weeks, and she was always near Edurne.  She seemed  not to have friends. 

The first time that I met Edurne was in a Conference of the International Association for Media and Communication Research, in Barcelona. It was at the end of the eighties, maybe 88 or 89. She was nice, clever and a Basque-speaker, because she had been  born in Guernika (Fruniz), the symbolic heart of Euskal Herria, which was destroyed on 26th April 1937 by  German planes of  the Condor Legion, under the orders of General Franco. The picture of Picasso which portrays this bombing is in the Queen Sofia Museum in Madrid, but Basque people would like the picture to be in the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao.  Guernica  has made about thirty journeys during its  life, from one museum to another, from one capital to another, but experts in the Spanish Government say that the picture would not be able to stand  a final  journey to Bilbao. Really, I do not know if  this explanation is to be pitied, considered as unfortunate or just a joke. On the other hand, in the capitalist world in which we live, I do not think that whether or not to bring the picture to Bilbao is a political question, but merely a financial one – a question of the number of tourists who go to see it and  the amount of  money  the Madrid Museum would lose if this picture came to Bilbao. 

I was saying that Edurne and her companion were going to take the elevator. I was at the door and I invited them to enter the elevator first. Edurne went in and her companion told me to go in next. However, my politeness demanded two more attempts at  insisting that she entered  before me, whilst I held the door open for her. She finally  became bored with etiquette and   gave me an order, “Entra (go in)”. She was not the foreign colleague that I had supposed  her to be; she was  Edurne’s bodyguard, a policewoman.

It is probably  not very common in the European Union that professors and lecturers have to go to the University accompanied by bodyguards, but at least it is not unusual in my Faculty. I cannot say the same about every Faculty, because, for instance, those who teach at the Engineering Schools do not have the same problem. When I came from France, after doing a Master in Audiovisual Communication at the Université de Paris VII, I taught Information Law with Juan Luis Ibarra. I gave up lecturing in that subject, but my colleague did not. Ibarra was a Union lawyer, after that he became a judge and a member of “Democratic Justice”, the left-wing  organization of Judges. There he met a progressive judge, Belloch, and when the latter  became Minister of the Home Office with the Socialist Government, Ibarra held the third most important position in the Ministry. Now Ibarra is a Judge in the Administrative Courts in Bilbao and he continues to teach Information Law. When I greet him in my Faculty, he has a bodyguard on either side of him. He cannot leave  home without calling them. 

Gotzone Mora is a senior lecturrer of Sociology. She lives near me and as she does not drive, I sometimes I give her a lift when I see her waiting for the bus. Her eldest child was a student of Journalism and he was in my class last year. Gotzone is a member of the steering Committee  of the Socialist Party in the Basque Country, as was Edurne Uriarte, and a councillor of Culture in the County Council. She also goes to class accompanied by two bodyguards. The Basque Police discovered  a report made by a group belonging to  ETA which contained detailed information about her. As the data was so specific, the Police thought that it must have been supplied by one of her  students. 

There are two quite well-known historians in my Faculty (among other very good ones, too), Ricardo Miralles and Javier Fernández Sebastian. They created an organization called “Foro de Ermua”, which could be translated as “The Forum of Ermua”. Ermua does not mean anything to you, but the name of this town  on the border of two Basque provinces has great significance  for a lot of Basques and Spaniards. Miguel Angel Blanco was a young worker, he played the guitar and he was a local councillor for the conservative party, Partido Popular, in this town. ETA kidnapped him and three days later he was killed by being  shot in the head. There were big demonstrations everywhere in Spain. I was in the Bilbao demonstration, with my wife and my youngest child, he was 4 years old at the time. There were a lot of people in the streets. On our way  home, we met the President of my University, Peio Salaburu, (a Basque speaker and a member of the Royal Basque Academy of the Language, which is led by a French man, Jean Haritschelhar) who like us had attended the demonstration with his wife and two children. Although it may sound incredible, this was the first occasion upon which I travelled in the Metro, designed by the Engish architect Foster. “Foro de Ermua” was created in response to the civil movement to improve  human rights in the Basque Country and to fight against the tyranny of terrorism. Another member of this organization was Jose Luis Lopez de la Calle, a former member of the Communist Party, tortured and held prisoner  for 5 years during Franco’s regime, a  journalist for the newspaper “El Mundo”, and killed by ETA one year ago. The historians, Ricardo Miralles and Javier Fernández Sebastian, also come to the Faculty with bodyguards. Another historian, Portillo, no longer needs protection because he has gone into “exile” in the USA. Francisco Llera, a  very successful sociologist, who headed the Basque Institute of Statistics and is the head  of Edurne Uriarte’s Department in this Faculty, also requires protection. Why? Because he is   a member of the socialist party too, but has committed an even more serious “crime” – he has produced statistics and given opinions which  ETA does not like at all.

In  my Faculty moderate nationalists also need bodyguards. Joseba Aguirre was the Minister of Culture in the Basque Government and he promoted the creation of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao. He is a sociologist and a moderate, cosmopolitan person. He thinks that the Basque Government should be “transversal” (a mixture of nationalists and autonomists), a coalition of the Basque Nationalist Party and the Socialist Party, in order to unify  those who want to increase the degree of autonomy enjoyed by the Basque Country and those who are satisfied with the present autonomy… as did  Ernest Lluch, a former Socialist Minister  of Health who was killed by ETA. Joseba also needs bodyguards.

The 15th December was a Friday. On the following Monday, my eldest son was late and he asked me  to give  him a lift to the nearest Metro station.  I did so, therefore I arrived at the Faculty ten minutes late. At that moment I saw Edurne and her bodyguard running to the Security Office. There was a bomb in the elevator. It did not go off because it was made of  “Goma 2” (a type of explosive) which most European citizens have probably ever heard of, but which is very popular in the Basque Country. The bomb did not explode because the Goma 2 had been stolen  in Rennes (France) and was past its expiry date. The day after there was a demonstration in front of the main gate of our Faculty. The Basque Prime Minister, Juan Jose Ibarretxe, the Basque Minister of Education, Ignacio Oliveri, the President of the University, Manu Montero and many students, professors, lecturers and administrative staff were there. Our dean read out, first in Basque and then in Spanish, a statement condemning this terrorist action which, had it been successful would have caused many deaths  and the destruction of the building. This statement can still be found on  the Faculty website(http://www.ehu.es/csc) . “This terrorist  outrage aimed at indiscriminately killing people… took place at the University, an institution dedicated to research, discussion and to finding agreements, and in which the freedom of speech is fundamental….We demand  the right to think and speak freely, without putting our lives at risk. We demand freedom. ASKATASUNA (“freedom” in Basque). Paradoxically the last word of the Dean’s speech is also the last word of the terrorist organisation’s own name, EUSKADI TA ASKATASUNA, from which the acronym ETA comes.

Three months later ETA killed Froilan Elespe, a local councillor for the socialist party, PSOE-EE. The first letters stand for the  “Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party” and the second stand for “the Basque left-wing”, but in the Basque language. This organization joined the Socialist Party some years ago. It was a political wing of ETA which accepted the Constitution and the Autonomy, and was led by Mario Onaindia and Eduardo Uriarte, both condemned to death in the “Juicio de Burgos”, (The Trial of Burgos). There is a movie by Imanol Uribe about that event of the same title; I do not like it very much. It is a low budget production which includes interviews with the real protagonists of that story. At the time of the Trial of  Burgos, there were several demonstrations in different parts of  Europe in which demands were made for the Basque prisoners to be pardoned. At that time European citizens had a very different attitude towards the Basque problem. Then it was considered as a struggle against Franco’s Dictatorship, whereas now it is seen as pure terrorism within a Democratic country, a country that is a member of the European Union. Some years later, Eduardo Uriarte got his PhD in Journalism. I was the Director of his thesis. When he came to consult me, his bodyguard used to wait outside my office. The main theme of his thesis can be some summed up in a few words: the Dictatorship exaggerated the importance of  ETA in order to justify the development of an even stronger Police State. On the other hand, this policy was responsible for both  Spanish people and people from other countries believing that ETA was much more powerful than it really  was.

I was telling you that the “Foro de Ermua” is an organization that defends human rights in the Basque Country, but there are others. Among the most important organizations are “Gesto por la paz” (it means more or less, a gesture for peace) and “Basta ya”,  (stop it now). This last organisation is led by a Basque philosopher, Fernando Savater, who was awarded, in 2000, the Sajarov prize for the promotion of Human Rights and Freedom of Speech of the European Parliament. Just at the moment when he was preparing to speak in the full session of the European Parliament, Edurne Uriarte, her bodyguard and I were going to take the elevator; just 72 hours before ETA put the bomb in it. “The Basque Country”, Savater said, “is not a territory full of injustices and inequalities, but one of the most developed regions of the European Community, with a high standard of living. It has a great degree of autonomy, with its own Government and Parliament, full control of tax collection, power to implement a bilingual education system, two Basque TV channels (one which broadcasts in the Basque language) etc., but ETA has killed more than 700 people since the arrival of Democracy… non-Basque nationalist Councillors and members of Parliament are killed, as are entrepreneurs, journalists, policemen and ordinary people who have spoken out against, or written articles critical of  ETA’s strategy… ETA members are not aliens from another planet who have been sent to do evil, but youngsters brought up to be ethnic fanatics, youngsters who believe themselves to be the victims of the situation, and who have been transformed into executioners”. 

One thing is clear, Savater was right when he said that the Basque Country has a great degree of autonomy, among the highest in Europe, and that it is a highly developed region. According to the Financial Yearbook of the most important Spanish Building Society “La Caixa”, the Autonomous Community of the Basque Country rates sixth out of the seventeen Spanish Autonomies in terms of its economy, and scores 7 out of 10 on the economic scale. The Community which holds second position on this scale, with a score of 8, is Navarre, which is considered as part of the Basque Country by the Basque nationalists, although the percentage of votes that Basque Nationalism has obtained in this Community is less than 15%. One of the five richest towns in Spain is Getxo, a Basque town with almost 100,000 inhabitants, situated very near the University of the Basque Country, and in which  one out of every two adults has graduate studies. 

Bring your umbrella with you

Some days before the meeting of the European Science Foundation in Bilbao last November, of the programme “Changing media, changing Europe”, I sent a message to everyone with the title “Bring your umbrella with you”. Obviously, one reason was because the forecast was for rain and it was necessary to bring their umbrellas, but I also wanted to break with the stereotype image of Spain. In Spain there are big historical, cultural and linguistic differences among the Autonomous Communities. Even the landscape and weather differs greatly from one place to another. In Spain the most unbelievable paradox exists; we have two of the most extreme temperatures to be found in Europe each year. Spain is second only to Finland in terms of the coldest temperature in the European winter and the hottest temperature in also to be found in Spain. “La Meseta”, in the centre of this country, is extremely cold in winter and, as everyone knows, the Mediterranean coast is very hot in the summer. The Basque Country is green and full of mountains. It does not enjoy a dry climate with many sunny days, and we do not play the guitar, we do not dance flamenco and we do not usually eat paella; although I recognize that it is a very nice dish. On the other hand, I wrote in my e-mail message “bring your umbrella with you”, because it was also an attempt at irony. In the Basque Country, when you have a lot of problems, we usually say “bring your umbrella”. This expression means that we feel an umbrella is useful to defend oneself from problems as well as from the rain. Probably, my colleagues had not heard of that saying, but I wanted to tell them that they were coming to a country full of problems and they would need a metaphoric or virtual umbrella.

For our meeting I prepared a showing of the movie “Yoyes”, made by Helena Taberna. I asked the Spanish Producer for a copy, with English subtitles, and he sent one. The film is the true story of the life of Yoyes, who was a member of the Steering Committee of the terrorist organisation ETA, and who left ETA when they began killing civilians. Yoyes went to live in Mexico, and worked for the UN. Prior to leaving for Mexico, she married a Secondary school teacher, a man who was not interested in politics, and they had a child together. Her husband and child remained in the Basque Country and Yoyes could not bear to be separated from them. So, she returned despite ETA’s warning not to. The organisation accused her of taking advantage of an agreement with the Spanish Government which had a policy to integrate former members of ETA, and implied that there could be reprisals. She was killed by the organisation in the Main Square of her town during the local “fiestas”, and her death was witnessed by her young daughter. The premiere of this movie was in the Guggenheim Museum. Among those invited was the family of Yoyes and Jose Maria Atutxa, former Minister of the Home Office and at that moment President of the Basque Parliament.  I was also invited because I was a member of the Board of Directors who created the Basque Public Radio and Television in 1983, and the Basque Television was one of sponsors of this film. 

Basque Television serves a population of over two million in the Basque Country. Of the total population, 543,617 speak Basque ("euskara"). It has two television channels on the air: ETB-1, which broadcasts in Basque, and ETB-2, in Spanish. Moreover, there is one satellite channel, ETB SAT, which you can pick up in the whole of Spain and in Latin America via cable operators. The Basque media has played a key role in normalizing the use of the language in all areas of life (sports, culture, politics, etc.), which had previously only been spoken at home until the end of Franco’s regime (1975). 

When the movie finished nobody applauded. Why? It is not easy to explain. Maybe what we had really wanted to see was a movie whose message was clearly pro-life, and clearly condemnind  terrorism in all its forms; but the action of the movie  took place during the period in which atrocities were committed not only by ETA, but also by the Spanish Government. Spanish police paid French mercenaries to kill members of ETA. This movie does not portray a clear difference between the “goodies”” and the “baddies”, both sides are bad. Neither does the film contain  a love story with a happy ending. The main character is killed by being shot in the head. This movie gives no hope. Consequently you do not leave the cinema with a pleasant sensation after watching this film. From a cinematographic point of view, the movie is not very good, either. Cinema critics in Spain said that Tabernas was not able to unite both story lines convincingly, the love story and the political story.  She only manages to tell the former story in a reasonably credible way.

Basque cinema only really came into being when the Basque autonomy was established, and now four or five movies are made each year in the Basque Country. Maybe the most famous is “La muerte de Mikel” (Mikel’s death) (1983), made by Imanol Uribe. This  Director had previously made two political films “El proceso de Burgos” (The Trial of Burgos), a film which I have mentioned before,  and “La fuga de Segovia” (Escape from Segovia) related to events in the Basque Country.  “La muerte de Mikel” shows the prejudice which exists in Basque society towards homosexuals. In this film Mikel even suffers discrimination from his comrades in the left-wing nationalist party to which he belongs. The most recent Basque film is “Asesinato en febrero” (Killing in February) shown at the 54th Festival of Cannes, in May 2001. The script was written by the producer Elias Quereta and made by the documentalist, Eterio Ortega Santillana. This movie describes the tragedy of the killing of an MP of the Basque Parliament and his bodyguard when they were walking to the House of Commons, walking though a park in Vitoria, on the 22nd February. This film has the exciting style of a documentary style which was created  by using the memories of relatives of both of the men killed, the MP and his bodyguard.

The Basque automous elections took place on the 13th May 2001. When I went to vote accompanied by my youngest child, I had to explain to him that this day was to elect 75 people who would represent the Basque people and make decisions on their  behalf. Therefore, it was necessary for us to decide by whom we wished to be represented. The two moderate Basque nationalist parties which formd a coalition and joint candidates  for the elections, obtained 42.7% of the votes, the Spanish Conservative Party, 23%, the Socialists, 17.8%, the former Communist Party, 5.5%, and the political branch of ETA, Euskal Herritarrok, 10%. Fortunately, only a small percentage of the Basque population politically supported the terrorists.

When Basque identity is talked about, I always try to understand what kind of Basque identity is being referred to. The identity of a Basque person who is shooting a gun at the head of a Basque MP, or the identity of the Basque person who is killed because  he thinks that the degree of autonomy which we enjoy is sufficient. And what about the identity of a person who was a member of ETA for years, such as Yoyes, who left the organization, and was killed?. Did she have a Basque identity which she lost, and because of that she was killed?  What about the Basque identity of a Basque communist or a moderate Basque nationalist? Are both of them Basque? Which one is the most Basque?

Sometimes I think that the consequences of the French revolution have not yet reached the Basque Country. Every Basque should have equal rights, but does not. There are some people who have more rights than others. People should  not have more rights because they are Basque speakers or because they feel more or less Basque nationalist. “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others,” wrote George Orwell in “Animal Farm”. Sometimes I have the same feeling in the Basque Country, and in other countries the same thing often seems to happen. All people have rights, but some people have more rights than others.  

The Basque language is a language whose roots are not known, although it is thought to date from before the Indo-European languages. It means that Basque people were living here before the arrival of the Iberians and Romans, before the arrival of any people who spoke a language from which modern European languages have evolved. It would probably be correct to say that my ancestors were already living in Berriz (Vizcaya), a little village twenty Kilometres from where I live, where my family name has its origins, three or four thousands years ago. And what exactly does this signify? Do I have more rights than people who have come from Andalusia or people who have arrived on a “patera” (a little boat) by crossing the Straits of Gibraltar?. The Spanish Kings, “los Reyes Católicos”, expelled the Spanish Jews in 1492 because they wanted to build a kingdom with only one religion. But that was at a time when people had no rights as citizens, and were merely vassals. We should not  base our identity on the exclusion of other human beings simply because they have a different cultural identity, or a different religion or because they cannot demostrate that their  ancestors come from the same region as mine.

Probably hiding behind the problem of identity, there is really only a problem of human rights. Everyone should have equal rights and together should be able to decide who and what they want to be.

I hope that this mosaic, in which I have tried to describe some of the problems to be found at present in the Basque Country, is of use to you and helps you to understand a little better things which perhaps you know about my country.
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