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T H E E T H N O G E N E S I S O F T H E B A S Q U E S 

A n inves t iga t ion o f the ethnogenesis o f the Basques could l eg i t ima te ly confine i ts 
a t t en t i on , chronological ly speaking, to l i t t l e more t h a n the period o f the Neol i th ic , w i t h 
perhaps an extension i n to the Bronze Age. T h a t at least is where the m a i n arguments are 
to be found in recent disc\issioiis o f Basque origins, and i( could be argued t h a t once the 
issues re la t ing to t h a t period and its set of problems have been solved, then the question 
o f ethnogenesis is not one t h a t is re levant to the considerat ion o f later phases o f Basque 
h i s to ry ; thei r surpr is ing surv iva l is perhaps an issue to be discussed b u t thei r very 
existence is no t . ' I ' n l i k e any o f the other o f the peoples of Western Europe, the Basques 
do no t have a fo rmat ive period in the R o m a n and immedia te pos t -Roman periods, and 
thus any discussion o f the i r origins in a s t r i c t sense has t o be conducted outside the no rma l 
f ramework o f models and in terpre ta t ions employed in s t u d y i n g the h i s to ry o f the i r more 
numereous and powerful neighbours. The i r social s t ructure and po l i t i ca l organisat ion i n 
the E a r l y Middle Ages looks to be much a t variance w i t h those o f the o ther |>eople8 w i t h 
w h o m they came in to contact . S imi lar i t ies in these areas w o u l d need to be sought i n such 
socio-geographically parallel regions as Alban ia , Sardinia or parts o f the Caucasus. A l l o f 
this , too, is before b r ing ing the (piestion o f language in to the discussion. Here no re la t ion­
ships or parallels have been established or accepted whatsoever, and the l inguis t ic 
isolat ion o f Basque continues to remain t o t a l , despite many va l i an t efforts a t t r ac ing i ts 
missing relatives.^ 

The demands o f na t ional i s t a rgument , as much as a n y t h i n g , have led to the focussing 
o f so much scholarly a t t en t ion upon questions o f the a n t i q u i t y o f the people, b u t extreme 
as ,some o f the claims have been there are good grounds for p u t t i n g the arguments about 
origins in to a prehistoric context , fiasques are cer ta in ly l ingu is t i ca l ly and to a l i m i t e d 
degree physiologi(^ally dist inguishable f rom all o f the other inhab i t an t s o f Western 
Europe. N u m e r i c a l l y small as thei r number bo th is and p robab ly always has been, they 
const i tu te a race, and o f course a non Indo-European one a t tha t . Therefore the basic 
discussion o f thei r genesis has to be comparable to t h a t on the or igins o f the Germanic 
peoples as a whole ra ther t h a n to t h a t , for example, o f the Ostrogoths or the Bavarians . 
However , t h a t f)eing said, something can be gained f rom look ing a t thei r h i s to ry i n the 
E a r l y Medieval period in terms of the k i n d of arguments t h a t have been used by modern 
historians concerned w i t h the fo rma t ion of other peoples in Western Europe in those 
centuries. The appl ica t ion o f thei r in te rp re ta t ive models t o Basque society i n the period 
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Wtween the end (if Roman rule and the eleventh oentury can be i l l u m i n a t i n g b o t h in 
showing how different the Bas(|ues were in comparison to the i r neighbours, and a t the 
same t i m e raise im[ )or tan t ((uestions as to how the d i s t inc t ive Basque i d e n t i t y d i d 
survive, and what were the central and what the peripheral elements in the i r society, upon 
which t h a t su rv iva l depended. 

Such an approach has the add i t iona l advantage o f ge t t ing round the theoret ical 
difficulties ou t l ined above, bu t does not avo id the pract ica l one o f the almost t o t a l lack 
of evidence available for such an enquiry •' Fo r all o f the undoubted a n t i q u i t y o f the 
language, which can be proved on l inguis t ic groinids . w i t h the except ion o f a single 
mid eleventh century charter no w r i t t e n trace of i t can be found before the end o f the 
.Mi<ldle ages.' I n fact, for the per i tx l under considerat ion no t on ly do the Basques no t 
speak to us i n thei r o w n tongue, they do not speak to us a t a l l . l en t i l the first appearance 
of reliable charters w i t h provenances in the Basque regions bo th n o r t h and south o f the 
Pyrenees, which occurs no earlier t han the very late t en th century , and the compi l a t i on 
in the same |)eriod o f a small corpus o f genealogies, there are no his tor ical records o f any 
sort tha t are Bascpie in or ig in . The t o t a l i t y o f our knowledge o f this people, and i t is 
hardly impressive in q u a n t i t y , re la t ing to j ieriods earlier t han the late t en th century 
comes f rom notices afforded them by outsiders. Our percept ion of them is thus t o be 
obtained exclusively th rough the eyes o f l i te ra te representatives o f other societies t h a t 
were essentially alien in their social and cu l t u r a l cons t i t u t ion t o t h a t o f the Basques. I t 
is thus ha rd ly sur |)r ising tha t reports of them i n the f i f th t o n i n t h centuries are no t on ly 
few in numf>er hut also un i fo rmly hostile. The i r lack o f a detectable central a u t h o r i t y and 
the logic o f the i r pastoral economy were largely incomprehensible to thei r nor the rn and 
southern neighbours, who resorted to a vocabulary of stock abuse in thei r references to 
the Basques, who are consistently called barbarous, .savage, coward ly and treacherous.'^ 

S imp ly pu t . the con.sequences o f th is dependence upon non-Basque sources o f infor­
mat ion is tha t it is unwise for us t o place any reliance upon those sources repor t ing group 
or in ( f iv idua l m o t i v a t i o n or character. The evidence by i tself does no t enable us t o say 
why Basques as a whole or i n d i v i d u a l l y acted the way they d i d . For tha t some fo rm o f 
model o f thei r society has to be devised t h a t makes the m a x i m u m possible use o f w h a t 
may be t aken to be the more or less object ive repor t ing o f events in wh ich a Basque 
pa r t i c ipa t ion occurred, but w i t h o u t any reliance being placed upon the con temporary 
aecounts o f the causes o f thei r actions. For such a model i t is clearly necessary to const ruct 
a view of the organisat ion of Basque society in these centuries. Th is i t w i l l f)e appreciated 
is ex t remely hard to achieve when there are no in ternal sources o f in fo rma t ion t o be 
turned to . Moreover, for a va r i e ty o f reasons there is absolutely no Basque archaeology, 
and this therefore denies us the k i n d o f access to the Bastpies t ha t the results o f excava­
t ion have provided for other i>nrallcl non-l i terate societies, such as the Picts. Instead, and 
it must be admi t t ed almost in desf)eration, i t is necessary t o t u r n to certain constants i n 
the geography and c l imate o f the Basque regions and also to certain elements t h a t can 
he shown to be t rue o f Basque society in other bet ter documented periods and w h i c h , i t 
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m a y be hoped, can also be taken as app ly ing to the early medieval centuries w i t h at least 
some degree of p robab i l i t y . " 

The salient features o f Basque a c t i v i t y in the period f rom the f i f th cen tury to the end 
o f the ten th as recordtnl in the avai lable sources, F rank i sh and Spanish, are exclusively 
m i l i t a r y i n (character. Basically w h a t we are to ld about are raids on settled regions bo th 
n o r t h and south o f the Pyrenees, resistence to various a t t empts by Vis igothic and 
F rank i sh kings to impose their a u t h o r i t y on the Basques, and }?asque invo lvemen t in 
lo(!al disturbances, a t t empted usurpations and other forms of opposi t ion to centralised 
a u t h o r i t y . T o a large degree this seems to conform to the modern na t ional i s t stereotyped 
in t e rp re t a t ion of Basque h is tory as being one o f iM)ntiniious resistance to any fo rm o f alien 
d o m i n a t i o n o f the |)eople, and at th<^ same t ime the preservation o f a racial i n t eg r i ty as 
impl i ed in such unre lent ing hos t i l i t y to al l exU'rnal cultures. Basque opposi t ion to 
Roman , Vis igothic and Frankish rule thus secerns to provide the historic^al m i r r o r image 
to modern aspirations towards au tonomy and the various levels of resisteni^e t ha t go w i t h 
t hem. However , the Basques coidd al low themselves to become better historians w i t h o u t 
compromis ing thei r cu l tu ra l i n t eg r i t y . The model of cont inuous resistance, a r t i cu la ted 
most for(«ful ly by the Spanish historians I ? A R B E I U ) and VuHL, is a deceptive one. ' I f i t 
has any v a l i d i t y i t is only in the period presently under discussion, and basically only m 
a pa r t o f i t s t re tching f rom roughly the ."iVOs to the late e ighth century . P r io r t o t ha t in 
the period o f the Roman d o m i n a t i o n o f the Basque regions, which lasted for some four 
hundred years, wha t is most s t r i k ing is the essential n o r m a l i t y o f p rov inc ia l life in the 
Western Pyrenean regions, an impression tha t is (confirmed archaeol(jgi(^ally.'' Moreover, 
no d iv ide (!an be detected between lowland and even urban dwel l ing elements of th is 
popula t ion and those leading an essentially l iastoral existence in the mounta ins . B o t h 
groups could be and were labelled together as Vasc.om.s. E<x)nomic ties between the two 
sectors o f the popula t ion seem to have been close and m u t u a l l y dependant. Fur thermore , 
the manpower requirements o f the Roman a r m y , a t least in the j)eriod o f the early 
Empi r e , look to have t ied the Bascpie moun ta in dwellers f i r m l y in to the wider f ramework 
o f imper ia l society," 

On the other hand, by the early n in th century I he Basijues appear once again as more 
or less integrated members of wider pol i t ica l (!otnmiinities, a lbei t much smaller in scale 
than the Roman Empi re . These are the Duchy o f ( iascony, on the no r the rn slopes o f the 
Pyrenees, the K i n g d o m o f Pamplona to the south o f the mounta ins , and fur ther west 
Ba,sques l i v i n g in the areas o f A l a v a and probably Vizcaya formed a distin(^t element o f 
the popula t ion o f the k ingdom o f the Astur ias . O f the three only the (Jascon duchy 
prof>ably deserves to be qualified as being fu l ly Basque in the sense o f hav ing a who l ly 
or predominenf ly Basque-speaking popula t ion , bu t i t o f course was only an component 
pa r t of the widtT ( ' a ro l i i ig ian Kmpi rc , and i i iny represent a more succ(^ssful a t t e m p t than 
t h a t of the Merovingians to impose a comprehensible system o f government responsible 
t o the central a u t h o r i t y on this s t ra tegical ly significant f ront ier regicm.'" A t the opposite 
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extreme the Basque*, together w i t h the Galiciana and the Astur ians , cons t i tu ted the three 
r iva l and often conf l ic t ing elements in the human composi t ion o f the A s t u r i a n k i n g d o m , 
but . a l though several o f the monarchs were o f part-Basque o r ig in , they never achieved a 
cu l tu ra l dominance here. Only the t i n y k i n g d o m o f Pamplona , t h a t p robably came in to 
existence in 824, was bo th largely Basque i n the composi t ion o f i ts popu la t ion and no t the 
product o f the impos i t ion of ex te rna l power . " However , despite the i r o w n clearly Basque 
or igin i t s ru l ing dynas ty never saw i tse l f as i n any w a y r u l i n g a d i s t i nc t i ve ly Basque 
monarchy . There was never such a t i t l e as Rex Vasconum. I n swldition the p r i m a r y focus 
of this k i n g d o m , pa r t i cu la r ly in the first cen tury o f i ts existence, was southwards i n t o the 
Ebro va l ley , which had long since ceased to be Basque ei ther l inguis t ica l ly or c u l t u r a l l y , 
and was now domina ted by a series o f Muwallad local potentates. 

Th i s br ief and synopt ic overv iew o f the changing roles o f the Basques in the second 
half o f the first m i l l e n i u m A . D . raises some o f the i m p o r t a n t questions t h a t need t o be 
asked. F i r s t l y comes the dua l p rob lem o f bo th w h y the Basques d i d no t impose a 
d i s t inc t ive character on those states or por t ions thereof in which they were the numer i ­
cally p redominant element o f the popu la t ion , or conversely w h y in such condi t ions they 
were able t o re ta in the i r cu l tu ra l i d e n t i t y apparent ly unimpaired? Secondly, and perhaps 
w i t h a di rect l iear ing on the first set o f issues, there comes the qtiestion o f wha t Basque 
society was like in the in tervening period, rough ly between the late s i x t h and late e igh th 
centuries, when, apar t f rom a b r i e f period o f Merov ing ian rule, they were largely free f rom 
external contro l and also apparen t ly w i t h o u t any fo rm o f cent ra l a u t h o r i t y o f the i r own? 

As. i n l inquis t ic terms, the sole non Indo-European race in western Europe and the 
longest established o f any in the cont inent as a whole, the Basques m a y be expected to 
present a potent counterweight t o the norms o f the d o m i n a n t forms o f society o f the 
m a j o r i t y cul ture . I n terms o f language and a vestigial ma t r i a r chy they w o u l d seem no t 
to d isappoint us. B u t i n assessing the available evidence i t is i m p o r t a n t t o appreciate how-
much is dependent upon conjecture, or, more insidiously, upon in te rpre ta t ive models t h a t 
are founded on expectations o f how a parad igmat ic non- Indo-European society ought to 
behave. Thus the ac tua l , as opposed to the an t ic ipa ted or imp l i ed , evidence re la t ing to 
Basque mat r i a rcha l social organisat ion is e x t r a o r d i n a r i l y l imi t ed . ' ^ A p a r t f rom some 
ironic comments on the par t o f the Greek geographer Strabo, which were appl ied t o the 
Cantabr i , bu t which have t)een assumed to be capable of extension to the Vascones as we l l , 
i t consists basically of charters re la t ing to inheritance practices and a trace o f the su rv iva l 
of m a t r o n y m i c naming in one mid-Pyrenean val ley in the eleventh c e n t u r y . " Thus even 
one of the central and most d i s t inc t ive features o f Basque society in the E a r l y M i d d l e 
Ages is ex t remely hard to delineate, or possibly even to prove. Moreover, a t t en t ion has 
recently tieen focussed on other examples o f the use of m a t r o n y m s elsewhere in Europe, 
in regions otherwi.se lacking such supposed pre-Indo-European survivals . '* 

T o a certain extent i t is much easier t o .say wha t the Basques are or were no t ra ther 
than wha t they were. For present purposes i t is perhaps w o r t h stressing t h a t Basque 
social f o r m a t i o n looks to have developed f rom the b o t t o m upwards. I t was no t dependent 
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upon the existence o f an eli te or ru l ing group at i ts centre to provide a focus around which 
an i d e n t i t y could be formed. Large scale pol i t ica l structures, such as the K i n g d o m o f 
Navar re or the Duchy o f Gascony came in to existence a t a ve ry late stage in Basque 
h is tory and represent the more or less successful impos i t ion of alien forms o f social 
organisat ion, and were in no sense indigenous (Teations. E q u a l l y interest ing is the absence 
o f any surv iva l o f a t r i b a l s t ructure , traces o f wh ich can be found in other h ighland areas 
o f Europe The existence o f t r i ba l sub-groupings amongst the Basques may possibly be 
impl i ed in the period before the Roman occupat ion o f the Pyrenees, b u t cer ta in ly no t 
subsequently, and they may iiuleed never have existed.'"^ Perhaps the only significant 
d iv i s ion o f the popula t ion in to uni ts larger than the i n d i v i d u a l f ami ly was tha t , con­
di t ioned by Pyrenean geography, in to valley communi t ies . ' " Th i s is a d i s t inc t ion t h a t 
applies p r inc ipa l ly t o Navar re rat her than to the coastal lands o f the modern Vascon-
gadas. Here, on the other hand, exists a need to expla in the origins o f the deep-rooted and 
long-established provinc ia l divisions o f Vizcaya. ( iu ipuzcoa and Alava , t h a t seem to be 
indigenous to Basque society rather than external admin i s t r a t ive impos i t ions , " 

The basic bu i ld ing blocks of Basijue society were and s t i l l are the extended families. '" 
T r a d i t i o n a l l y , and this is at least traceable archaeologically at least f rom the Late Midd le 
Ages, these were centred on the Etxefakj.the centra l residence o f the f ami ly , by the name 
o f which i t was often k n t i w n . Un l ike many other o f the societies o f Medieval Europe, the 
Basques seem always to have eschewed the practice o f pa r t ib le inheri tance, and the i r 
f ami ly landholdings passed as a u n i t f rom generation to generat ion. I n the process o f 
inheritance no s t r ic t system of pr imogeni ture was fol lowed; the cur ren t head o f the 
household designated an heir, who could be a woman , f rom the younger generation. I n 
the earliest ex t an t charters o f the Bastpie region, d a t i n g f rom the eleventh century , i t is 
clear t h a t in many cases a female proper ty owner designated a nephew as her h e i r . " 
Unfo r tuna t e ly i t is by no means clear in these documents t h a t i n so doing she passed over 
the claims o f her o w n chi ldren, members o f her husband's f a m i l y group, in the interests 
o f passing on inher i ted i i roperfy w i t h i n her own k i n . This , however, represents the classic 
form of a mat r i a rcha l inheritance pa t te rn , and i t is at least a reasonable hypothesis t h a t 
this is wha t the evidence is ind ica t ing here. 

Obvious ly such practices in the transmission of p roper ty meant t h a t a substant ia l 
number o f potent ia l heirs to f ami ly land never obta ined any. Modern studies have shown 
tha t Basque f ami ly members who d id not inhe r i t could be accomodated together w i t h 
thei r own dependants in the central fixe or in subordinate dwell ings, in some cases former 
summer pasturage shelters in the mountains.-" But basically such a system of inheri tance, 
all ied to the l i m i t e i l cajiacity of t he Western Pyrenees to suppor t a large human popula-
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t i on . has meant t h a t the Basques have tended to produce a surphis o f manpower i n 
res])ept o f the i r own economie and social needs. Thus t a k i n g an overview o f the whole 
course o f Basque h i s to ry , in .so far as we can now see i t , a pa t t e rn o f continuous e x p o r t 
of surplus p<ipulation can be seen. 

Plaee name evidence has suggested, a lbei t no t conclusively, t h a t a more extensive 
Basque occupat ion o f .southern Aqu i t a ine existed in the pre-Roman period than is often 
allowed for S imi l a r l y . Basque sjteakers predominated in the plains o f A l a v a in the 
pre-Roman I r o n .Age. As is well attested in sources f rom bo th n o r t h and south o f the 
mountains , the immedia te pos t -Roman centuries were marked by a new I5asque expan­
sion in to the region south of the (Jaronne and i n to the upper and even the middle E b r o 
val ley . ' ' S imi la r ly , in the n i n t h century Basque sett lements predominated in A l a v a , 
where they had f)een cu l t u r a l l y overwhelmed towards the end o f the first m i l l en ium B.C. , 
and by the t en th were p l ay ing a centra l role in the popu la t i ng of the newly formed C o u n t y 
of Cas t i l l e . " A dispropor t ionate Basque invo lvement in the colonizat ion o f South and 
Central .America from the sixteenth century onwards, and a d i s t inc t ive role in the se t t l ing 
of some o f the western parts of N o r t h America in the nineteenth and twen t i e th centuries 
could fie related to this same pa t t e rn o f the e x p o r t i n g o f surf)lus popu la t ion . I n some o f 
the [>eriods in which no such physical expansion of the area in which Bas()ue speakers 
j i redominated either occurred or can be detected other mechanisms can be seen to have 
existed t o cof)e w i t h th i s problem. F"or example rec ru i tment in to the Roman a rmy on the 
part o f the Basques, at least in the period o f the early Empi re , looks to have been 
reasonably substant ia l , and for later periods the g r o w t h o f urbanisa t ion and the indus­
t r i a l i za t ion o f parts of the Basque region provided means o f absorbing a larger percentage 
of the popula t ion w i t h i n their home territories.- ' ' 

Wha t is every bi t as s t r i k ing as the Basques' firopensify to expor t them.selves, 
v io lent ly or otherwise, is the relat ive r a p i d i t y w i t h which these extensions o f thei r society, 
even those i n to areas immedia te ly contiguous w i t h thei r western Pyrenean homelands, 
have been assimilated by the m a j o r i t y cu l ture . Thus , as has been ment ioned. A l a v a ceased 
to be an area in which the Basque language p r e d o m i n a t e d before the beginning o f the 
Chris t ian era. By the commencement o f the present mi l l en ium this posi t ion had com­
pletely reversed, but now nine hundred or so years later i iasque speakers are on< ê again 
a small m i n o r i t y in this area. Even more rap id seems to have been the assimilat ion o f the 
FWsque presence established between the A d o u r and the (Jaronne i n the late .sixth and 
early seventh centuries, which , a l though v i t a l to the sub.st>quent development o f a 
d i s t inc t ive Gascon i d e n t i t y , disappears by the twe l f th century , i f not earlier.-^ I n Castille, 
where Basques may never have rejiresented the m a j o r i t y element in the | )opula t ion, a 
[iresence tha t is clearly marked in charters o f the t en th and early eleventh centuries, has 
ii'rtscd to be deteclabl i ' I n the end o f the la t ter . The i r impact in this area, and indeed in 
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Chris t ian Spain more gc i i c i a i iy , surv ived largely in the con t inu ing use of names such as 
Sancho. Garcia and In igo tha t were o f Bas((ue o r ig in . 

The Basques thus present an ex t r ao rd ina ry paradox w i t h the i r remarkable capaci ty 
for su rv iva l as a racial and l ingu i s t i i ' group, matched by an extreme cu l tu r a l f r ag i l i t y 
outside a small nuclear homeland consisting of the western Pyrenees and a coastal region 
between the mounta ins and the Bay o f Biscay. Th i s raises fundamenta l ipieslions about 
the nature of the Bas(|iie i den t i t y . As has been i i ient ioncd there is no way whereby the 
Bas()ues can be defined or could have defined Ihcniselves in relat ion to a pol i t ica l 
s t ructure or a social hierarchy. On ly in the last years of Sancho the (Jreat o f Navarre (c. 
1032/10:!.')) were all o f the Bascpies ever under a single pol i t ica l a u t h o r i t y , and Sancho's 
monarchy was in nf) sense sclf-coiiciou.sly Basque. As the lack of indigenous vocabulary 
shows, ideas o f k ingsh i | i are <|uite alien to Basijue social order.-'"' This , however, does no t 
make them Nature 's democrats: effective local a u t h o r i t y has probably always resided 
w i t h the heads of the hou.seholds or Klrehrmjaiin.-'' 

I f no t by pol i t ica l allegiance, then it is ( | i i i tc possible that Bas<]ue i den t i t y was 
ar t icu la ted by the existence of coini i ion fornis of dress and other features o f mater ia l and 
inte l lectual eul t t i re . Th is was probably the ca.sc. and .Mmery Picatid's guide for ( l i lgr ims 
to Compostela gives .some h i n t of this , a lbei t in prejudiced and d is tor ted guise.-' However , 
for our purposes a l l too much o f this remains obsi^ure. Obvious ly va r i e ty in customs, dress, 
music and so fo r th p lay a v i t a l par t in d is t inguish ing different human societies, and the 
Pyrenees have a r ich folklore in all o f these rcsiiects.-" Doubtless the same was t rue of the 
different ( i e i i nan ic societies of Ear ly Medieval Europe. However, this k i n d of mater ia l is 
very hard to detect h is tor ical ly and is often more liable to (change over re la t ive ly short 
chronological spans than those w i t h i n any given society are w i l l i n g or able to recognise. 
O n l y in respect of some forms of adornment , no tab ly in meta l a m i gems, can there be any 
hope o f modern ident i f ica t ion of some of these crucial d is t inc t ions in past societies. 
However , for a va r i e ty o f rea.sons there is no Basque archaeology, a t least in terms o f 
a n y t h i n g later than the Neol i th ic period, and, a l though probably once exis t ing , Basque 
oral l i te ra ture and music are now v i r t u a l l y ent i re ly lost.-" The modern music of the 
Ba,«ques, w i t h its r emarkab ly l imi ted repertoire of ins t ruments , may conta in features o f 
ant ique t r ad i t ions but is largely a creation of the nineteenth c e n t u r y ' I ' h e ex t remely 
l i m i t e d nature of the p r i n t i n g of hooks in Bastpie before the [ireseiit century , no t least 
under the inlluence o f fears o f the di.sseminatioii of heresy, stifled both composi t ion o f 
l i t e ra ture in the language and the transmission of earlier oral texts . Wha t is so s t r i k i n g 
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about the Basques i n these n^sjieets is j u s t how l i t t l e o f wha t may be called 'h igh cu l tu re ' 
they ever possessed. One clear reason for t h a t is the unchallenged supremacy o f L a t i n and 
then Romance cultures in the cour t and urban societies o f the Basque regions f rom the 
Roman per iod onwards. 

Th is progressive na r rowing o f the focus o f wha t is sui table or possible for investiga­
t ion in respect o f the Basque i d e n t i t y leaves us u l t i m a t e l y w i t h the areas o f law and of 
language. B y the s ix teenth cen tury the Basques had become f i r m l y associated w i t h a 
number o f btxfies o f regional cus tomary law, k n o w n as fueros. The t w o provinces o f 
Vizcaya and Guipuzcoa had the i r o w n sets, under which al l of thei r inhab i tan t s l ived , 
whilst those of Navar re were subject to the Fuero General.^' A l a v a does no t f i t so nea t ly 
ink) th is pa t t e rn , bu t i ts Fuf.ros de Ayala were applied to a large sector o f the provinces ' 
p o p u l a t i o n . U n d e r these lengthy sets o f rules o f law, cus tomary procedures, exemptions 
and so f o r t h the Basques had a legal sy.stem tha t differentiated them f rom the rest o f the 
inhabi tan ts o f the K i n g d o m o f Castil le, w i t h i n whose borders al l those l i v i n g south o f the 
PjTenees had fieen included since 1.514. I n the French Basque region, or Iparralde, the 
C 'outnnu'S o f Basse-Navarre were recognised by the French monarchy .̂ ^ These various .sets 
of foral law not only different iated the Basques, at least in the s ixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, f r o m other groups w i t h i n the same greater po l i t i ca l u n i t under whose a u t h o r i t y 
they live<l, but also p rov ided a focus for the maintenance and g r o w t h o f a s t rong sense 
of regional and racial i d e n t i t y . I n th is sense the Basque fueros played a role analogous to 
t h a t o f the Code of Lek Duknghin amongst the Gheg tribes o f no r the rn Alban ia , where the 
sense o f being under the rules o f a common code, also k n o w n s imply as ' the Canon' , could 
provide the only sense o f i den t i t y t h a t was supra- t r iba l in character. ' ' ' 

I t is in teres t ing in th is context t o notice t h a t th i s par t i cu la r comparison can be t aken 
further. The province-wide fueros o f the Basque region are a l l late medieval in date. 
Likewise the Code of Lek Dukaghin takes i ts name from its shadowy eponymous compiler , 
who. i f he ever existed a t a l l . must have l ived c. 1460/l470.'-'> B o t h sets o f laws, o f course, 
seem to con ta in mate r ia l t h a t is far older i n date than the period o f the i r compi l a t i on or 
official p r o m u l g a t i o n . I n the case o f the Basque fueros, i t is, however, ve ry easy to reach 
back i n to much earlier stages in the legal h i s to ry o f the people and to look at the various 
elements f r o m which the codes were constructed I n preceeding c e n t u r i e s , reaching back 
at least t o the t en th , numerous fueros were issiied. ma in ly by roya l a u t h o r i t y , b u t in some 
cases being the grants o f lesser lords. Basical ly these documents were charters o f i m m u ­
n i t y , often l inked t o tariffs of compensation for homicide, i n j u r y and so f o r t h , and they 
were conceded to a large nirmber o f urban and ru ra l communi t ies . They grew in size and 
complex i ty as the Midd le Ages advanced. W h a t is s t r i k i n g , however, is t h a t in or ig in they 
c e r t a i n l y do not represent a w r i t i n g down o f ' a g e - o l d ' ("ustomary l a w . I n m o s t cases o f the 
gran t ing o{fueros to an urban ccmimuni ty this was done to a new founda t ion , the elements 
of whose f K i p u l a t i o n were d rawn f rom a var ie ty o f different regions. Likewise, in most 
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cases /MCTO.S were no t specially devised for the fiarticvilar .settlement. A small number o f 
or ig inal or founding sets o( fueros were extended to become the par t icu la r laws o f a large 
numl ie r of communi t ies , w i t h m i n i m a l modif ica t ion . Thus for example the fueros granted 
to V i t o r i a in 1 181 were later given to L a Puebla de Arganzon in 1191. Ord i i f ia in 1229, 
Salvat ierra in I2.')t). Azpei t ia in IIUO und so forth. ' ' " These concessions were largely the 
produc t o f a m i x t u r e o f local c inul i t ions and hard pol i t ica l bargaining. Despite the s t rong 
and emot ive hold the great sets of province wide/H^ro.") were later to exert on the Basque 
consciousness o f thei r t r ad i t ions and .separate i d e n t i t y , they ac tua l ly represent a rela­
t i ve ly late stage in the process. 

This is s imply to say t h a t the Basipie i d e n t i t y was not the p roduc t o f the/MfifO,i, 
t hough these, pa r t i cu la r ly when they were threatened, could become a subject on wh ich 
i t was focussed. They helped at best to give shape to n pre-exist ing i d e n t i t y . U l t i m a t e l y , 
then, in respect of the evidence tha t is accessible to us, i t is in the mat ter o f language t h a t 
Basque self-consciousness becomes easiest to understand. Cer ta in ly , i t is clear t h a t in no 
ease, at least before the modern period, has a sense o f Bastpie i d e n t i t y survived the 
disappearance of the use o f the language. Even in such a t r ad i t i ona l 'hear t land ' region as 
Navar re , the massive decline in the number o f the speakers o f the language over the last 
century and a ha l f has b rought a lxn i f a real crisis in i den t i t y . ^ ' Obvious ly there are, and 
always have been, certain items o f dress and elements o f folklore t h a t are quintessential ly 
Basque, bu t these, as in past centuries, are s t r i c t l y rura l and popular in character. On ly 
in the present cen tury have the [iroblems of an indus t r ia l society in decline and the 
unsympathe t ic handl ing o f the people and their regions l i y centra l iz ing governments bo th 
n o r t h and south of the Pyrenees led to a inajtu- urban and Middle class interest in so 
fundamenta l ly rura l a cul ture . 

Th is enqui ry has obvious ly had to rove over a very wide chronological span in 
a t t e m p t i n g to assemble the materials f rom which the most basic questions about the 
Basques can be answered, and even so the conclusions have been largely negative ones. 
I n examin ing the various elements around which i t m i g h t be t h o u g h t t h a t the d i s t inc t ive 
Basque i den t i t y had formed i tself i t has been necessary in most cases to discard t h e m , 
w i t h the u l t i m a t e except ion of t h a t of language. T o this must be added a va r i e ty o f factors 
w h i c h to the h is tor ian may seem imponderable , such as dress, music, and folk t rad i t ions , 
elements t h a t are poor ly recorded in our sources and which i t must be appreciated have 
always been very open to t ransformat ion . However , i t is a round such iden t i fy ing features 
t h a t a.sen.se of c o m m u n i t y is developed. I t is notable t h a t modern anthropological studies 
conducted amongst Kuropean societies often ini l icate the stress placed on the impossi­
b i l i t y o f outsiders being able to understand or to p<M'forni bo th the law and the folk arts 
o f the society under investigation.^" A l t h o u g h it is much harder to delineate the precise 
outl ines of such elements in societies in the past, pa r t i cu la r ly essentially ru ra l and 
non-l i terate ones sui^h as t h a t o f the Basques, i t is cru('ial t o recognise t h a t they existed 
and played the leading role in the a r t i cu l a t i on o f group i d e n t i t y . 

For the Kar ly Middle Ages in par t icu la r the Basques c ims t i tu te , despite the evident ia l 
problems previously alluded to . probably the best documented case of a ' m o u n t a i n 
people' in Kurope. bo th eastern and western. Thus some of the theoretical deductions t h a t 
can be made in thei r case as to the s t ruc tu r ing o f thei r society and the nature o f i ts 
relat ions w i t h neighbour ing lowland luies could at least be used as w o r k i n g hypotheses i n 
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t l i f s tudy o f comparable but less well depicted peoples. I t may thus be possible, for 
example, to th row fur ther doubt on the theory o f the l l l y r i a n o r ig in o f the Albanians, a t 
least o f the nor thern moun ta in -dwe l l i ng tribes, and the c r ed ib i l i t y o f Procopius's repor t 
that the montagnard pastoralLsts o f Sardinia were merely Berbers exiled by the Vandals 
might r i g h t l y be challenged.''" 

( )bv io \ i s ly , though such compara t ive appl icat ions may be valuable, the pr ime impor-
tan<>e o f the s tudy o f the nature and origins o f Basi|(ie social structures comes in the way 
it helps t o expla in the Ix 'haviour o f the Basques themselves and makes the i r would-be 
historian less dejiendent on the hostile accounts o f the exclusively non-Basque l i t e ra ry 
sources. I t also makes possible a bet ter unders tanding o f the i r relations w i t h successive 
;iowerful neighbours, f rom the R o m a n Empi re up to the modern Spanish and French 
states. T o take a precise historical example, whether or no t one is w i l l i n g to believe in an 
• inde[«-ndant A t p i i t a i n e ' in the early fiTOs. M I C H E L R O U C H B ' S argument t ha t the A q u i t a ­
nian duke Lujuis based his m i l i t a r y s t rength on the manpower resources of the Bas(]ues 
is great ly strengthened by the appreciat ion tha t such m i l i t a r y recru i tment provided a 
classic way of cx i )o r t ing or economical ly t ransferr ing thei r surplus male popula t iof i f rom 
the early R o m a n period o n w a r d s . " A l t h o u g h less well documented, other Ear ly Medieval 
m o u n t a i n f>eoples'. such as the Isaurians in Asia Minor , can be found enjoying s imi la r 
relations w i t h neighbour ing lowland societies. 

As the A q u i t a n i a n case m i g h t indicate, a l though the ethnogenesis o f the Basques, 
s t r ic t ly speaking, requires inves t iga t ion in f>eriods much earlier t han those generally 
under considerat ion, they themselves had a role to play in the fo rmat ion of other peoples 
and social groups w i t h whom they came in con tac t . " I n e v i t a b l y such neighbours made 
their own mark on Basque society, but , as is clear, this tended only to take the f o r m o f 
abs(ubing certain sectors of that society or pa r t i cu la r geographical areas bu t generally 
making l i t t l e or no impact on the fundamental features o f Basipie cu l ture . Here a general 
conclusion must be tha t the remarkable v i t a l i t y o f the l a t t e r stands in direct re la t ionship 
to its l i m i t a t i o n s in mater ia l and in te l lec tual but above a l l economic terms. 
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