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The infinitely complex phenomenon that is bilingualism has been and continues to be 

thoroughly studied by linguists, social and educational research scientists alike.1 Its links to social 

stratification, however, are often overlooked. By examining the specific case of Basque-Spanish 

bilingualism, this paper will attempt to trace a line between language and social status. Building on 

the dichotomy between folk and elite bilingualism as defined by de Mejía (2002), a possible 

correlation between knowledge of Euskera (the proper term for the indigenous Basque language), 

occupational class, and educational level will be investigated. After a brief overview of the history 

and sociolinguistic context around Euskera, the database and methods employed will be introduced; 

descriptive and regression results will be then presented and discussed, before summing up the 

findings in a small conclusion.             

  The Politics of Basque Literacy                                                                                                        

 As the Pyrenees descend into the Atlantic, borders get fuzzy, and ethnical differences more 

controversial. Although many on both mountainsides refer to themselves as Euskaldunak, the 

construction of the Basque ethnical identity is a rather nuanced question. Never united politically, 

the Basque population regards its language as the element differentiating themselves from 

Spaniards and Frenchmen. So much so that Euskadi Herria, the term used first by centralist 

intellectuals and then by independentist groups to identify the greater Basque region, literally 

translates to "the land/people/nation of the Basque language."2 When the nationalist front was led 

by general Francisco Franco to win the Spanish Civil War in 1939, the very existence of the Basque 

language was at risk. Franco’s policies restricted the use of all minoritarian languages in Spain, 

including Catalan, Galician, and Basque. For each linguistic minority in Francoist Spain, preserving 

their language became a political act of defiance towards an oppressive regime. Given the central 

role of Euskera in defining Basque identity, it should therefore come as no surprise that the 



Euskaldunak in the Basque Autonomous Community (BAC) of Northern Spain engaged in an 

unabated struggle to defend their language under Franco's dictatorship and have spent the last few 

decades working relentlessly at its revitalisation. On the one hand, acts of political violence carried 

out by Euskadi Ta Askatasuna ("Basque Country and Liberty," ETA) punctuated Spanish and 

French history from the 1960s up to the 2010s. ETA was responsible for a series of terrorist attacks, 

including the assassination of Franco’s most likely successor, Luis Carrero Blanco, in 1973.3 On the 

other hand, especially after the regime loosened its grip on the use of minoritarian languages in the 

1960s, intellectuals and educators in the BAC began working on the modernisation and diffusion of 

Euskera.4 While the survival of Euskera undoubtedly has strong political implications, especially 

after decades of violent activities carried out by independentist groups, this political fight does have 

a much simpler meaning for many living in the BAC. As the Basque writer and poet Bernardo 

Atxaga put it:  

We want our language to last, not because it’s pretty or because it’s ancient, but 

for one simple reason, because it’s a language we know well and which is useful 

to us in our daily lives. [...] Obviously, I could phone my wife and talk to her in 

Castilian, but she would find that very odd. We've been speaking to each other 

in euskera for twenty years.)5  

 

Euskera, however, does not exist in a vacuum, rather in a context that could fit into the linguistic 

definition of diglossia, or a distribution of more than one language variety to serve different 

communicative tasks in society.6 A diglossic sociolinguistic context could potentially spur a whole 

range of different kinds of bilingualism, where with this term we identify the ability of an individual 

to use more than one language variety.7 Yet, in the specific case of the BAC, diglossia presents 

itself as the coexistence of a widespread lingua franca (Castilian Spanish) and a vernacular, 

regional language (Euskera). This would most reasonably lead to the rise of folk bilingualism, or the 

involuntary, survival bilingualism of minoritarian ethnic groups. In simpler terms, a Basque 

shepherd from the Bizkaian hills would most likely need to learn at least some Spanish in order to 

sell his latxa wool to the textile industries of the towns and cities by the sea, whereas the Castilian 

speakers of Alavan cities might not need to learn any language other than their own.            



Basque Propagation through Education         

  The recent history of Basque self-determination was driven not only by the terrorist violence 

of ETA, but also by the intellectual and cultural efforts of Basque educators, who in the 1960s had 

already established rebel schools (ikastolas), where all teachings were exclusively imparted in 

Euskera8. These later became a consolidated reality in the education system of the BAC, and 

worked as a reference point for its renewal after Franco's death. Pupils in the BAC have since then 

been sorted into different schools by linguistic model: Model A where the main teaching language is 

Castilian Spanish, and Basque language and culture is taught during specific hours; Model B where 

the teaching language is mixed; Model D (the letter C is only used for loanwords in Euskera) where 

the teaching language is Euskera, and Spanish is taught only for a few hours a week.9 Widespread 

political support to Basque education led to the proliferation of Model D schools in recent years 

(Fig 1).  

 

Fig 1: Student population percentage enrolled in model D schools by province (Territorios 

Históricos)  



 

It was even recently reported that Model A schools are now nowhere to be found in 

Gipuzkoa (a province in the BAC).10  In a context in which almost the totality of the population 

speaks Spanish as their first language, Model B and D schools are believed to have an effect 

comparable to that of language immersion schools. Already more than thirty years ago, Sierra 

compared Basque schooling to the French immersion schools of Québec,11 which served as primary 

venues for pupils’ exposition to the French language in predominantly English-speaking contexts. 

Quebecois schools differed from other contemporary language learning programmes since they did 

not simply offer French classes but also taught most other disciplines in French from a very young 

age. The immersion method proved extremely effective and later became a model for European 

schools.12   

More recent research, such as Cenoz's comprehensive work Towards Multilingual 

Education13 points out that the linguistic distance between Euskera and Spanish (Euskera is not 

even Indo-European), coupled with the Basque long history of bilingualism, calls for a nuanced 

approach to the analysis of language education in the BAC. What is more, with the linguistic 

context of nowadays, BAC would probably fall more easily into the category of triglossia as 

defined by Mkilifi, where in addition to a regional language and a lingua franca one is also exposed 

to a world language, which in this case would be English14. What is undoubtedly true is that 

Euskera is more widespread now than it used to be thirty years ago, and it does not seem  



 

Fig 2: Population percentage declaring a medium to high level of proficiency in Euskera by 

province  

 

unreasonable to assume that immersive education played an important role in its expansion. Even 

just by comparing the geographical distribution of model D schools (Fig 1) and of the people who 

have at least some communication skills in Euskera (Fig 2), one could be forgiven for assuming that 

the two might be correlated.           

 Elite vs folk bilingualism           

  A language spoken mainly by the educated, however, does not exactly fit well with the 

concept of survival, folk bilingualism as defined above. It does not help that some jobs are 

precluded to those who are not bilingual. In the case of public administration and public education, 

for instance, one needs to fit into the right linguistic profile to qualify for a job position, as Basque 

is a co-official language of the BAC.15 A language whose propagation might be tied to educational 

expansion and which could guarantee better life chances to its speakers rather calls to mind the 



concepts of voluntary and elite bilingualism, as in the additive bilingualism of those who choose 

strategically to learn another language.16  

In the next section, this paper will ascertain whether and how Basque proficiency (which in 

this specific context implies Spanish-Basque bilingualism) is correlated to occupational class and 

educational level. This way, this paper will attempt to answer the question of whether Basque-Spanish 

is closer to folk or elite bilingualism.  

    

  



 

 Table 1: Descriptive statistics. Source: EUSTAT,  Encuesta de condiciones de vida  

  



Data and Methods  

The database used in this study is based on data collected by the Basque Institute of 

Statistics (Euskal Estatistika Erakundea, EUSTAT) in the context of the Survey on Living 

Conditions of 2019.17  The survey was administered to households selected via stratified design 

throughout the BAC. In each household, a "reference person" provided data at household and 

personal level. In this paper, the unit of analysis of choice were individuals rather than households, 

in order to obtain a more detailed picture of language proficiency levels in the sample. The resulting 

sample comprises 5378 individuals. This number, however, shrinks all the way to 3866 in the 

regression design below (Table 2) due to missing data on educational level. All descriptive statistics 

and regression results below are obtained accounting for survey design.  

Variables  

The dependent variable in this analysis is the level of Euskera. Its value (categorical, one 

among extensive, some and no knowledge of Euskera) is declared directly by the survey 

respondents, and was recoded into a binary variable in order to simplify the analysis. The values 

displayed are therefore Erdaldunes (no competence in Euskera) and Cuasi-Euskaldunes (middle to 

high level of Euskera).  

 

Fig 3: Proficiency in Euskera by educational attainment. Source: EUSTAT, Encuesta de 

condiciones de vida  

 

The independent variables are occupation and educational level. Occupation categories 

follow those defined by EUSTAT. From the point of view of the present study, the biggest 



shortcoming of this classification is the coupling of public administrators (to whom certain 

language skills are required by law) with private managers. As the Spanish educational system is 

not entirely "linear," all individuals holding a vocational or, more generally, non-university tertiary 

education title are categorised under "higher middle." This could lead to observations which fall 

into this category showing results in contrast with overall trends.  

In order to account for the overall trend of propagation of Basque speakers, age is 

introduced as a control variable. Three age cohorts are identified: those born before the Republic 

(before 1975), those born right after Franco's death (1975 to 1985), and those born in what will be 

here called the "Post Franco" period (after 1985), when the BAC (founded with the 1978 

Constitution) was already an established reality. Gender is also used as a control variable.  

A geographical variable is used solely in the descriptive analysis, in order to further contextualise 

the regression findings. The variable chosen is "zone," based on the conventional grouping of 

comarcas (groupings of municipalities inside a province or Territorio Histórico) defined by 

EUSTAT.  

A summary of descriptive statistics is available in Table 1. These will be discussed at the 

beginning of the next section.  

 

Fig 4: Proficiency in Euskera by occupational class. Source: EUSTAT, Encuesta de condiciones de 

vida  

 



Estimation Strategy  

To obtain more robust evidence of possible correlation between the independent variables 

and level of Euskera, multiple linear probability regressions are employed. Starting from a basic 

bivariate model (M0), featuring occupation as the only regressor, educational level, age, and gender 

are added stepwise-mode in models M1 and M2. Due to collinearity concerns, school type was not 

included in the regression models. Because of possible self-selection problems (a proficient Basque 

speaker might move to a traditionally Basque speaking area), geographical variables will also be 

excluded from regression analysis.  

Results and Discussion  

Descriptive results  

Just by skimming through the values shown in Table 1, one can easily see how much 

variability in level of Euskera there is between individuals employed in different sectors: while 

almost 70 percent of technicians, professionals, scientists and intellectuals declare at least some 

communication skills in Euskera, the percentage drops to less than 27 percent for non-skilled 

workers. A remarkable difference can also be detected between support technicians and 

professionals (around 60 percent) and machine workers and fitters (40 percent). The occupational 

classes which tend to show higher percentages of Euskaldunes seem to be those connected with a 

higher educational level. The connection between educational level and level of Euskera appears to 

be confirmed by further descriptive evidence, as shown in Fig 3. The type of school, however, looks 

not to have any dramatic impact on Euskera language skills, with the sole exception of ikastolas, the 

"descendants" of the rebel schools of the 1960s. Nevertheless, the difference between academic and 

non-academic higher educated individuals, together with a considerable gap within skilled workers 

over different sectors, suggest that other factors might have a significant effect. 

    

    



 

Table 2: Stepwise regression results. Source: EUSTAT, Encuesta de condiciones de vida  

 To further support this suspicion, the amount of Euskaldunes among skilled agricultural 

workers is even high enough to match that of scientists and intellectuals, when de-coupled from 

the number of cuasi-Euskaldunes (Fig 4).  



The data seems to confirm that a considerable expansion of the Basque speaking population 

has taken place in the last few decades: less than 35 percent of people born before the Republican 

Constitution was signed are able to speak Euskera, in stark contrast with the 74 percent of Post-

Franco individuals. When it comes to the geographical variable, a great deal of differences between 

areas can be detected, with percentages of Euskaldunes ranging from less than 30 percent in the 

historically and ethnically Castilian area of the Llanada alavesa to over 75 percent in the coastal 

area around Donostia-San Sebastián (Alto Deba, Bajo Deba and Urola Costa). These findings are 

more or less consonant with the historical distribution of Basque speakers in mountain areas and 

coastal towns. As previously explained, the geographical variable is included in Table 1 as context 

for the regression result and will not be included in the regression models.   

Regression Results  

As one might expect from the previously examined results, the effect of education on the 

probability of being a Basque speaker is probably the strongest of those analysed in this paper 

(Table 2). The effect of education completely overshines the occupation effect in M1, where almost 

all occupation coefficients are not statistically significant. In the complete model (M2), age cohort 

coefficients are significant at 99 percent confidence levels, confirming the previous impression that 

proficiency in the Basque language is becoming increasingly common.  

Further Considerations  

The most interesting regression result in terms of occupational class is the marked difference 

in the effects of being a skilled worker employed in the agricultural sector, as compared to a non-

skilled worker. While the former has a much higher probability of being a Basque speaker, the latter 

is the only occupational category connected to a negative coefficient. Through further descriptive 

analysis (summarised in Table 3), the main difference between the two groups seems to be the zone 

of residence. Although, clearly, it is no surprise that people employed in the agricultural   



 

Table 3: Skilled workers in agricultural sector and non-skilled workers’ educational attainment, 

age and zone of residence. Source: EUSTAT, Encuesta de condiciones de vida  

sector live outside urban areas, the fact that non-skilled workers are concentrated in more urbanised 

areas is not as obvious. Skilled workers in the agricultural sectors seem to be scattered more or less 

equally throughout the region, a good percentage of them being based in traditionally Basque 

speaking areas, such as Gernika-Bermeo, Plentzia-Mungia and Markina-Ondarroa. Conversely, 

non-skilled workers are extremely concentrated in urban areas, almost half of them being based in 

Gran Bilbao (Table 3). It is unclear, however, whether and how this is correlated with Basque 

proficiency. If Bilbao is, in fact, a very Castilian speaking area, Donostia-San Sebastián is actually 



among the areas with the highest percentages of Basque speakers (Table 1). In short, although one 

could somewhat safely put forward the hypothesis of a sector-effect or social closures favouring 

proficiency in Euskera among agricultural workers, the problem of identifying the nature of 

bilingualism among non-skilled workers is still very much open.  

Conclusion  

Through descriptive evidence and stepwise regression analysis, a clear correlation between 

educational level and proficiency in Basque emerged. The effect of occupational class on the overall 

level of Euskera is less evident, and generally not statistically significant. Skilled agricultural 

workers and non-skilled workers are the only two classes which seem to be connected to higher or 

lower proficiency in Basque. These two groups mainly differ in the zone of residence: agricultural 

workers (associated with a higher probability of speaking Euskera) are mostly located in Basque-

speaking areas, hinting to the existence of some sector-effect on Basque proficiency; non-skilled 

workers, on the other hand, appear to be concentrated in urban areas, regardless of the number of 

Basque speakers in the area.  

The strong correlation between (especially higher) education and level of Euskera could be 

taken as a hint of Basque-Spanish bilingualism having become a form of elite bilingualism. In a 

somewhat Bourdieusian sense, being able to speak Basque could be considered an added symbolic 

capital in a context of widespread political support for its teaching.18 The absence of a tangible 

connection between Basque proficiency and occupational class, however, seems to contradict this 

thesis. If anything, the apparent persistence of some form of identification of skilled agricultural 

workers with their ethnical roots goes in the opposite direction. It would thus be irresponsible to 

define Bilingualism in the Basque Autonomous Community as elite, although it might possibly have 

become more voluntary in recent years. Its propagation, albeit being put into place via educational 

expansion, appears to be able to cut through vertical class distinctions. Some horizontal inequality 

in achieving bilingualism, however, does appear to exist. Further research would be needed to 

determine whether a sector-effect exists in agriculture, encouraging (or forcing?) agricultural 



workers to reach a high level of Basque, and discouraging non-skilled workers from achieving high 

communication skills in Euskera. In order to be able to make any considerations on the 

geographical dimension of Basque in the BAC, a more detailed socio-linguistic analysis would be 

needed. 
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