
 
 

Interview with Iñaki Martínez de Luna 
Iñaki Martínez de Luna is a professor in the Department of Sociology II of the Faculty 
of Social Science and Communication of the UPV. The research background of this 
socio-linguist has mainly focused on studying the situation of the Basque Language and, 
among other projects, he has conducted research on the use of the Basque Language by 
young people and by students in schools. He is also a member of the boards of Basque 
Language of the Provincial Council of Alava and of the Public Basque Language Office 
(Office Public de la Langue Basque) based in Bayonne. 
 

On occasion of the celebration of the International Mother Language Day on 21 
February, we interviewed an expert on this issue, Iñaki Martínez de Luna. 

1. - How are the data on the mother tongue of young people in the Basque 
Autonomous Region developing?  
The proportion of people whose mother tongue is Basque has increased, in two cases: 
those whose only mother tongue is Basque, and those who have two mother tongues: 
Basque and Spanish.  

For example, from 1986 to 2006, if we add the data from the said two situations, the 
percentage of children aged 5 to 9 whose mother tongue was Basque increased from 
24% to 36%. That means that there has been a 12 point rise over 20 years. This trend is 
most noticeable in young children, but it also occurs in young adults. 

2. - Does the mother tongue have any influence on the use of Basque?  
Yes, of course. We have to keep in mind that the earliest socialisation process - that 
which takes place mainly within the family - has the greatest influence on people. That 
socialisation comprises three types of elements: cognitive, affective and identity aspects.  

Language is a part of that socialisation process, i.e.: transmitting the language (cognitive 
dimension), transmitting positive feelings about the language (affective dimension) and 
finally making people feel that this language is the family's, and one's own (identity 
dimension). The family has a huge impact on all the above.  

3. - How can having other languages as the mother tongue affect the use of 
Basque?  

The impact is varied and apparently contradictory at times. Learning more than one 
language from childhood can be enriching if the full transmission of Basque is 
guaranteed. As Basque is limited in the social field and is relegated to a secondary level, 
it has to be taken up in the family; this situation requires favourable conditions and 
measures.  

If this is not clearly understood within the family transmission process and if Basque 
and Spanish are used at the same level, the child will tend to prefer Spanish. So, 
learning two languages in childhood ... Excellent! ... If we do not fall into that so-called 
balance situation and the full transmission of Basque is ensured.  



In the case of immigrants, there are different situations: people whose mother tongue is 
Spanish, and those whose mother tongue is any other language. The former can be more 
easily integrated into this society, due to the fact that they speak Spanish, without 
feeling any need to learn Basque at first. However, learning Basque may really help 
immigrant children: it opens more doors, both with regard to their social and personal 
relationships and, in the future, regarding employment. 

4. - How do you perceive the evolution of the use of Basque among young people? 
The use of a language is not something that happens in an abstract manner, it is linked 
to certain causes. I mean, it is used with the family or with friends, at school or at play... 
Therefore, we must talk about specific situations.  

With respect to family use, the exclusive use of Basque remained at around 12% from 
1991 to 2006. During the same period, the use of both Spanish and Basque, i.e. the use 
of both languages, rose from 8% to 10%. Change has been limited, but this is 
understandable since, if the parents do not speak Basque, the family will necessarily use 
Spanish, and many new parents have not yet adopted Basque. 

The use of Basque among young people is different, when it is limited by parents, in 
relation to the language used on the street for example. In these situations, the increase 
throughout Euskal Herria (not only in the Basque Autonomous Region) has been 
remarkable: a 6 point increase over 17 years (1989-2006), rising from 8% to 14%. The 
data in the Basque Autonomous Region will surely display a greater increase, as the 
improvements in the Basque Country have been greater than in Navarre and in the 
Northern Basque Country.  

5. - Can parents influence their children to use Basque? 
Yes, parents can have an impact by, among other things, displaying a favourable or 
contrary attitude. Linguistic conduct values and models are also conveyed in the 
socialisation process mentioned above. In other words, from the conduct of parents and 
adults we learn how / where / with whom to use one language or another. Thus, we 
unwittingly establish the type of use and the proper place for each language in our 
children.  

For example, if Basque speaking parents or adults speak to children in Basque but speak 
to each other in Spanish, the subliminal message transmitted is that Basque is a 
language for children. As they want to imitate adult behaviour in order to feel older, 
they will tend to use Spanish. Therefore, while we are teaching children to speak 
Basque, we should also be showing them, through our example, how to act with that 
language.  

6. - What strategies would be the most appropriate to promote the use of Basque 
among young people? Have there been any interesting experiences in other 
countries?  

As the use of a language is linked to specific situations, in order to promote it, we must 
look at the conditions of use that exist in each situation. Today, the factories producing 
Basque speaking children (the family and the educational system) are working well, 
apart from certain shortfalls. But those Basque-speaking people who have been 
produced have no future because adult society is organised in Spanish. Basque speaking 
people who join this society (at work, for example) will have to speak Spanish if that 
group operates in Spanish.  



Therefore, we must create Basque speaking situations for children and young Basque 
speakers, i.e. situations where the use of Basque is preferred and, in some way, 
rewarded. Otherwise, taking into account the dominance of Spanish, they will speak 
Spanish. Actually, we could come to a paradoxical situation: an entire team would 
speak Spanish in the workplace, even if they were all Basque speakers.  

There are certainly external experiences that may be ideal to promote this 
transformation, but there are also interesting experiences here, and lots of them. 

What's missing here is an in-depth and sincere reflection of the rich experience we have 
and, from there, the establishment of firm commitments to promote the use of the 
Basque language.  

The information mentioned in this article comes from the following sources: 

• The Basque Government "EAS System" (System of linguistic indicators for the 
Basque Country) 

• Magazine Bat Soziolinguistika nº 64, from the Sociolinguistics Cluster (2007)  

On the other hand, in relation to this issue, you may also consult the research entitled 
Gazteen hizkuntza erabileran eragiten duten faktoreen azterketa. 

http://www1.euskadi.net/euskara_adierazleak/indice.apl?hizk=c
http://www.soziolinguistika.org/es/bat/sail/560
http://www.soziolinguistika.org/gazteak

