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Historically situated and ethnographically rich, Reclaiming Basque offers the 
reader a detailed look into the contested terrain of language revival in the 
Autonomous Community of the Basque Country in Northern Spain. With over 
25 years of engaged fieldwork, Urla is well positioned to illustrate the 
dynamic relationship between politics and language comprehensively. A great 
example of politically informed linguistic anthropology, Urla’s objective is to 
“peer into the struggle for Basque-language revival to see what it reveals 
about the logics, modes of power, and conceptualizations that are pervasive in 
the modern landscape of language and cultural activism” (p. 205). 
  
In the introductory chapters, Urla reviews the evolution of the Basque 
nationalist movement to highlight how the role of language in Basque identity 
construction has shifted across time. Chapter 2 explores how language 
interacts with other claims to Basque identity such as territory, heritage, 
ethnicity, or political sentiment. She argues that Basque language advocates, 
Euskaltzaleak, shift the traditional understanding of identity as a category to 
an understanding of identity as practice. In Urla’s analysis, Basque is not 
solely a marker of identity, but also “a governable, social phenomenon to be 
regulated by experts and requiring new technologies of knowledge, 
measurement and intervention” (p. 47). 
 
Urla draws on Bourdieu to discuss not only language as a symbolic resource, 
but also how the linguistic marketplace is a unified one that actively works to 
construct regional dialects as stigmatized or marginalized. Bourdieu 
recognizes that a normative standard may not be overtly accepted, but through 
the structuring of social institutions it becomes inscribed in people’s 
dispositions, a type of linguistic domination. Urla explores this process in her 
discussion of 1980’s Basque language planners’ formulation of Euskara Batua 
(unified Basque) in chapter 3. Debates over orthographic unification highlight 
the tension between French and Spanish influences in the language and the 
dynamics of regional variation. Urla discussed in chapter 4 how the new 
standard in effect bisects the Euskara community from older rural speakers of 
dialect to younger urban speakers of Euskara Batua. The Basque language 
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advocacy of this era is an intriguing study of linguistic markets as Basque 
revivalism occurs on the heels of a very stringent example of Spanish 
linguistic domination under the Franco regime. 
 
Kit Woolard has argued that more focus should be on informal rather than 
formal institutional frameworks in order to understand the linguistic diversity 
of everyday life in her 1985 article “Language variation and cultural 
hegemony” in American Ethnologist.  Similarly Urla focuses on individual 
strategies as a site for the study of the intersection between habitus and various 
social fields. This offers the potential to analyze the local dynamic of symbolic 
domination as well as the individual manifestation and negotiation of multiple 
identities. Her rich data set provides numerous examples of newly evolving 
hybridized forms of social identity. Urla explores contexts not only of 
individual contestation but also contestation in the public sphere by analyzing 
how regional varieties are deployed in advertisements for language campaigns 
as well as debates over the form of public notices.  
 
In chapter 5, Urla firmly places the study of language revival within the 
evolution of central 18th and 19th century logics of nationalism and 
governance. This chapter, based on a previous article, takes a particularly 
engaging look at the role of statistics as well as visual forms of authority in 
maps and charts. She details how both the ways regional urban planners 
represented data as well as constructed the data itself was an integral part of 
their long-term planning. Urla teases out the ideological underpinnings of 
various forms of data. For example, the shift of categorization from speakers 
or non-speakers to a gradation of various kinds of Basque language users is a 
break from the “hegemonic worldview of majority-language discourse that 
conceptualized a social world made up of two mutually exclusive linguistic 
communities” (p. 129). This is arguably a strategic recasting which expands 
the base of individuals considered Basque speakers, but Urla argues, more 
importantly it better accounts for a reality in which the majority of individuals 
are bilinguals or multi-linguals that operate in a range of codes (p. 129-131). 
Urla also looks at how Basque activists have shifted their focus on language 
knowledge from an oral emphasis to an emphasis on literacy, highlighting, she 
argues, how central literacy is to contemporary conceptions of citizenship.  
 
The chapter on free radio does a thorough job of drawing on key theoretical 
concepts in linguistic anthropology such as voicing, social indexicality, and 
fractal recursivity to illustrate how vernacular uses of Basque have come to 
challenge standardized Basque in the late 90s, but also solidify it through its 
diversification of the role of Basque in the public sphere. Urla’s long-term 
ethnographic engagement allows her to uncover subtleties of language use that 
are often left untouched in this type of work. She is able to explore the 
expressive creativity of mixing genres and codes that she, and contemporary 
Basque language planners, sees as key to a thriving civil society (p. 199-201). 
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Urla closes her book with a look at the role of neoliberalism in shifting the 
ideological orientation of language revival from the political and nationalist 
framework of the 70-80s to the more entrepreneurial and managerial style of 
the 90s. The author weaves this shift in with the political-economic evolution 
of the region during that time from an oppositional to increasingly successful 
and prosperous region. While simultaneously documenting the increased 
diversification of Basque language-use in the public sphere, Urla notes how 
after a flurry of flourishing cultural revival, in the last decade, language 
planning and Basque itself has, once again, become the focus of state policies 
of control. 
 
Throughout my reading of the book, I found myself thinking about how Urla’s 
book broke down into teachable thematic sections for courses on political 
economy or a course on Language and the Nation-State at either the upper 
undergraduate or graduate level. This book has much to offer the non-
linguistic specialist and linguist alike. It is a well-balanced, thoughtful, and 
thorough look at how language and politics are intimately involved in each 
other’s development. 
 
 
 
 
 
	  


