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Abstract
This study explores the current condition of reconciliation in the Basque Country, an environment
in which reconciliation interventions are almost non-existent. It asks what are the effects on
reconciliation when there is minimal intervention in a post-conflict environment. This study thus
attempts to provide more context and insight into the sometimes-elusive process of reconciliation.
Central to this study is the question: What can memorials and monuments within the Basque Country reveal
about the current level of reconciliation in the region? It explores the connection between visual symbols,
state-citizen relationships, identity and collective memories within the context of reconciliation. To
do so, it relies on stories from Basque citizens as the main data source. These interviews have
provided context to how the memorials have contributed to the process of reconciliation, or yet
lack thereof. The results show that the Basque citizens continue to experience that there is no space
for the Basque identity in society. Hence, this study concludes that placing a monument is not
enough to achieve such a societal transformation. Monuments can act as a starting point for this
societal process but in the Basque Country more additional transformative action is needed.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Introduction of the Topic
“Llamar la atención sobre lo que se experimentó en

“Calling attention to what was experienced at that

ese momento es útil para honrar a todas las personas

time is useful for honouring all the people who, at

que, en ese momento, no perdieron la vida, sino que

that time, did not lose their lives, but were denounced

fueron denunciadas y olvidadas de todos modos”1

and forgotten anyway”1

The (immediate) aftermath of a conflict often provides an opportunity to reflect on previous events
and to remember those involved and affected by them. As illustrated by the above quote, such
remembrance allows people to shine a light on and pay tribute to what has happened during those
difficult times. In this study, it is exactly this post-conflict environment that is of interest. More
specifically, this study focuses on the post-conflict environment in the Basque Country after the
conflict with the ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna group; translated to Basque Country and Freedom).
During this conflict, the Basque Country and its citizens had to endure a 40-year long conflict
between the Spanish government and the ETA. However, as of late 2011, the group laid down
their arms and called a ceasefire which officially transformed the Basque Country into a postconflict environment.
The societal transition after a conflict typically includes steps that guide a healing society to
reach a level of societal restoration and reconciliation. A way to achieve this are different
reconciliatory steps that can include judicial steps, financial compensations, special truth
commissions, resource distribution, economic development, restoring cultural heritage, promoting
social cohesion, and healing. Reconciliation can be seen as a process that moves on a continuum
in which the healing society is helped and prepared to be an environment open towards different
opinions, having empathy towards one another, and in which people understand the different
stances in the conflict. It shows that there is not a single reconciliation program that will fit every
post-conflict environment and the success accomplished in one specific area is not transferable to
another one. This is exactly what makes reconciliation such an interesting topic to investigate.
Although there might not be a standardized program that fits every post-conflict environment,
there are steps that are frequently taken. An example of such a reconciliation step is the erection
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The dominance of “forgetting” in the Spanish memorial space (2013). In which a research study from Ulezic

and Ferrer is described. The cited quote is a response of a focus group participant.
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of monuments and memorials. According to a United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO) 2018 report (as cited in Giblin, 2014), monuments can act as an
instrument that promotes reconciliation through restoring the “cultural heritage” of people. The
UNESCO considers monuments, groups of buildings and sites to be examples of such cultural
heritage (Glossary of World Heritage Terms, 1997, p. 14). Monuments and memorials are present
in a range of forms, situated in both public and private places and conceived by state institutions
and local communities alike. These monuments have the possibility to become cultural symbols
that reflect a specific period of conflict or events that were impactful to society, and these
visualisations are designed to attract attention to that event. Local communities can also construct
important public cultural symbols. Examples of such locally organised public commemoration
efforts are shrines, a wall of pictures, and areas where people lay flowers down as well as
memorabilia. At the same time, monuments and memorials can be present in a more private form,
such as a shrine in someone’s home.
Monuments and memorials, both private and public, have the potential to help a
community to remember a specific period, event or person from the past. To many people it
provides comfort and solace after experiencing a time of hardship and hurt and give relatives of
victims a form of comfort by recognizing the loss of life if a violent event occurred. Such a place
can act as a popular tourist site, yet simultaneously function as an instrument for reconciliation
with specific past experiences and reinforce collective memory (Osborne, 2001). Giblin (2014) also
explains how the presence of memorials supports survivors in their journey towards reconciliation.
Furthermore, as noted by Mitchell (2003), “the life cycle of monuments is one of movement
through scales of memory, even as the stone itself remains in place” (p. 457). It is a way of
reminding people what happened while also preserving historical information about the events
(Gurler & Ozer, 2013).
Furthermore, monuments and memorials have multi-layered concepts at their core, such
as grievance, loss, recognition, reflection, collective remembrance, national identities, and culture.
According to Donnan (2005), monuments act as visual representations which help people to
interact with and observe the past and the future. They form a thread that links the events of the
past to the future that is still to come. Simultaneously, monuments have the ability to evoke a multisensory form of remembrance in a person. This means that a monument can trigger memories of
certain smells, sounds or images of the past that, in turn, help someone remember the event and
assist a person in forming a story in their mind (Donnan, 2005).
All these different functions and effects make memorials and monuments a very interesting
lens through which reconciliation can be explored. The post-conflict environment often includes
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steps to guide society towards reconciliation. These reconciliation steps or specific programs can
consist of elements that facilitate and support positive intergroup contact as well as establish
different oversight commissions that seek to unveil what events occurred during the conflict period
(Auerbach, 2009; Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003, as cited in Kelman, 2008, p. 16). Within the context of
the Basque Country, this process of reconciliation is mainly focused on forms of transitional justice.
This means that the government has aimed its resources and efforts towards punishing those that
it deems responsible for the conflict and those who played a role in it. Besides these judicial steps,
the monuments and memorials are one of the few steps taken by the government to create a
reconciliation process in the Basque Country. Even though they are the only tangible output of
this process, no attempt has been made to use these spaces as a unit of analysis to measure the
current state of reconciliation.
Now that the links between reconciliation and monuments are explained, it is important to
provide some context to the conflict itself. As mentioned, the conflict with the ETA extended over
a long period of time. The ETA was founded in 1959 and quickly gathered support among the
Basque population. The support among Basque citizens was most likely a result of the difficulties
experienced during the dictatorship of Francisco Franco from 1939 to 1975. The ETA capitalised
on this by focussing their message on feelings of marginalisation and exclusion that were present
among many Basques. During Franco’s rule, Basque citizens had to endure a large loss of autonomy
and personal hardship because of their Basque identity. Of course, there are many more examples
that provide understanding of that painful period. This will be discussed in more detail in the
historical background. This large loss in autonomy as well as the identity discrimination
accompanying this development motivated the ETA to focus on “cultural and linguistic
recuperation” (Tejerina, 2001, p. 42). As a result, the ETA gathered more and more support in the
Basque region.
The way that the ETA framed their message around cultural and linguistic recuperation
quickly cultivated a lot of popularity and support. Argomaniz (2019) presents two interesting
reasons that could further explain this rise. First, he references a public survey in the report of Linz
(as cited in Argomaniz, 2019, p. 3) which illustrates that “48 per cent of Basques described ETA
militants as ‘patriots or idealists’”. Second, he references an argument by Funes (1998, as cited in
Argomaniz, 2019, p. 3) who further interprets these numbers:
This serves to illustrate the pervasive climate of intimidation that existed in the
period, to the point that many Basques kept their opinions to themselves for fear
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of ETA or for the belief that the majority of Basques supported the militants; a
process that came to be described as a ‘spiral of silence’.
What both these arguments make clear is that the ETA was very successful in gathering support
due to the way they framed their message while simultaneously instilling fear. As a result, the
conflict between the ETA and the Spanish government seems to have had the greatest impact on
the state-society relationship, the need to express the Basque cultural identity, and people’s desire
to restore full autonomy in the region (Kofman, 1995; Tejerina, 2001; Zabalo & Saratxo, 2015).
These elements are thus also at the core of the post-conflict reconciliation environment.
Furthermore, the conflict with the ETA has some more unique aspects, namely how the
conflict ended. In October 2011, the ETA publicly announced a definitive ceasefire and with this
came an end to the outbreaks of violence. According to Jones (2018), the announcement was “a
full and unambiguous apology for its actions, accepting that it bore ‘direct responsibility’ for years
of bloodshed and misery” (para. 2). Schaap (2001) has argued that this type of public
acknowledgement of guilt can be highly beneficial, specifically for the healing of communities.
However, it must be recognised that violent conflict almost never ends with the ‘underdog’
admitting that they were wrong and taking full responsibility for their actions. Instead, it is often
the victorious group that publicly claims the victory to demonstrate strength and both groups
reiterating the “other” being at fault for the atrocities portrayed during said conflict. Seldomly, one
group admits their faults and takes responsibility for their actions and violent behaviour because
this acknowledgement also has significant judicial consequences. However, in the context of the
Basque Country, this public admission of guilt and responsibility by the ETA has a far greater effect
on healing the communities (ibid.) than the judicial steps by the government can achieve. Andrieu
(2009) provides further support for this by stating that acknowledgment of wrongdoing can
promote national reconciliation.
The fact that the ETA’s announcement was so recent also impacts how far the Basque
Country is in its post-conflict transition. In day-to-day life, the healing process is at an early stage
and shards of the conflict still pierce societal interactions. The Basque citizens are in the middle of
what is, hopefully, a process of reconciliation. Over the years, different researchers have used
memorials and monuments as their focus point in analysing this process (Donnan, 2005; Graham
& Whelan, 2007; Lundy & McGovern, 2001; Pinkerton, 2012). They have shown how collective
memory and commemoration practices can be an effective approach to gain a deeper
understanding of how reconciliation works. This makes these monuments especially suitable to use
as a tool to analyse the process of reconciliation; in the case of the Basque Country, they are even
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more relevant because they are the only visible material manifestations provided by the Spanish
government to help restore these societal relations.
This last point raises the question of what such a reconciliation process would look like if
it was to be heavily promoted by the State. In this sense, reconciliation conceptualized as the above
continuum leads to the communities being encouraged to honour the fallen and the creation of
cultural memory that sheds light on the pain of both sides. The state-citizen relationship is actively
part of the process in which there is an overall positive stance towards one another and to the
State. The latter becomes a unit in which the Basque community feels represented by the Spanish
government and citizens portray the government as legitimate rule makers, while simultaneously
keeping the Basque identity still intact. In such an ideal post-conflict reconciliation environment,
there is room to mould this identity to be accepting of cultural practices or characteristics that
might differ from the mainstream. The Basque community and their identity also have a place in
Spanish society as a whole and they are not ostracized. There is still a place for Basque traditions
as well as the Spanish cultural traditions in terms of collective memory. Unfortunately, this seems
not (yet) to be the reality or trajectory that the Basque region is on.
What has become clear is that there are a lot of questions still unanswered about the current
state of reconciliation in the Basque Country. This thesis thus attempts to provide more context
and insight into the sometimes-elusive process of reconciliation. This is done by answering the
following research question: What can memorials and monuments within the Basque Country reveal about the
current level of reconciliation in the region? Here, the goal is to explore the connection between visual
symbols, state-citizen relationships, identity and collective memories within the context of
reconciliation. To answer this research question properly, multiple important monuments in the
Basque Country will be analysed. This fieldwork will explore:
§ How these monuments are interpreted by Basque society.
§ The current status of the state-society relations experienced by the Basque society.
§ In what way these monuments have restored the difficulties
surrounding the Basque identity.
§ The effects of these monuments on the process of reconciliation in
the Basque Country.
These sub-points will help to provide a detailed well-rounded view of the reconciliation in the
Basque Country. This approach offers a way to explore the current status of the post-conflict
situation and may function as a relatively easy method to investigate reconciliation in a place where
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it is almost non-existent. Before discussing the theoretical framework, it is important to explain the
societal and scientific relevance of this particular study. Then, a quick historical background to the
existence of the ETA will be presented. Afterward, the theoretical framework is laid out which will
then guide the subsequent chapters of this thesis, namely the methodology, results and discussion.

1.2 Scientific Relevance
There is already a wealth of research that focuses on the process of reconciliation and how different
steps can facilitate communities to move towards a peaceful future (cf. Auerbach, 2009; Kelman,
2008; Kriesberg, 2007; Lederach, 1997; Sriram & Herman, 2009). Prominent finding are that
identity and state-society relations have an important role to play in the process of reconciliation.
More concretely, conflicts that have identity clashes at the centre often need some form of society
transformation to ensure that it will stay peaceful in the future.
Likewise, many studies examine how collective memory are formed among groups and how
these differ from individual memory (cf. Halbwach, 1992; Kansteiner, 2002; Olick, VinitzkySeroussi, & Levy, 2011). However, the current literature does not connect visual symbols to the
state-citizen relation, identity and collective memory to measure reconciliation. This thesis will add
to what is already known about these different concepts by examining the effect of monuments on
these elements. Before going into more detail, the next part will shortly discuss the main theories
regarding reconciliation and collective memory to explain how these two concepts can provide a
lens through which the post-conflict situation in the Basque case can be analysed more effectively.
Generally, in most post-conflict situations, there are several programs and efforts put in
place to help facilitate reconciliation and collective memory. Reconciliation has become a wellknown step in the post-conflict phase because it promotes the creation of a long-lasting peaceful
environment. It tries to achieve collective healing in the greatest sense of the word. Theorists, such
as Lederach (1997), as well as Auerbach (2009), Bar-Tal (2009), Kelman (2008) and Kriesberg
(2007), have discussed this process extensively. They advocate for reconciliation to centre around
acknowledgement, forgiveness, truth, justice, societal changes, security, and the restoring of socioemotional relations among former antagonists. More specifically, Lederach (1997) and Kelman
(2008) consider the process of reconciliation to include socio-psychological processes that help
change “motivations, goals, beliefs, attitudes and emotions by the majority of society members”
(as cited in Bar-Tal, 2009, p. 365). This is also in line with the Reconciliation Pyramid, a sevenstage process that includes “narrative incorporation, apology, responsibility, restitution, empathy,
acknowledgement, acquaintance” (Auerbach, 2009, p. 303). Auerbach (2009) discusses how this
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process helps to instigate a change of people’s “hearts and minds” in order to create a lasting peace
after an identity conflict (p. 292). Others, such as Pankhurst (1999), have focused more on the
impact of judicial measures on the processes of peace-building and reconciliation. In general,
contemporary theorists are convinced that reconciliation programs should focus on any steps
which help foster long-lasting peace and the restoring of socio-emotional relations between people.
Nowadays, most researchers are convinced that a combination of both judicial measures and socioemotional processes is essential to achieve a peaceful post-conflict environment.
Of interest in this thesis research are the geographical spaces created for remembering that
can foster the restoring of socio-emotional relations. These are often represented in the form of
memorials and monuments that reflect a conflict and the suffering that people experienced during
that time. As mentioned before, these spaces help people process their experiences and facilitate
collective memory which supports the restoration of social-emotional relations. However, there
has not been much research conducted on the use of collective memory spaces to measure
reconciliation experienced in the post-conflict society.
Additionally, this research will also provide the opportunity to extend existing knowledge
about how and in what ways cultural memory is present in the Basque Country. As Steiner and
Zelizer (1995) have pointed out, the field of collective memory has become so wide-ranged that it
“threatens to undo the analytical specificity of the concept” (p. 234-235). In the past, the focus has
been on defining this difficult concept and this has led to much discussion among many researchers
(cf. Erll, Nünning, & Young, 2010; Green, 2004; Resende & Budryte, 2013; Steiner & Zelizer, 1995;
Valsiner & Rosa, 2007). Steiner and Zelizer (1995), therefore, recommend a more specific focus
on memories about specific events to counter this effect. Thus, focusing more narrowly on
particular cases has the potential to contribute to moving the debate beyond the definition stages
and further contributing to our knowledge about how these different factors relate to the process
of reconciliation.
The post-conflict reconciliation setting in the Basque Country is lacking widespread action
and efforts. This is rather unusual because we would expect that a democratic Western country,
such as Spain, would hold post-conflict recommendations to a high standard. However, in the
aftermath of the ETA conflict, a formal process of reconciliation is still missing. This offers the
opportunity to critically analyse the effects of these monuments and memorials on reconciliation.
It can provide a relatively easy methodological tool to further investigate this complex concept.
Moreover, it is important to see whether and how reconciliation could be constructed in a place
where state-led initiatives to promote reconciliation are almost non-existent. The use of
monuments and memorials and the narratives that surround these spaces can hopefully provide
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answers to the following questions: Are state-promoted reconciliation processes always needed to
achieve a peaceful post-conflict situation? What happens when reconciliation is almost considered
a taboo that is not talked about in the public arena? How do communities come to terms with the
violence if much is left unresolved about the past events linked to this?

1.3 Societal Relevance
The contemporary societal instability in most parts of the Basque Country indicates that more
needs to be done to help the Basque society move towards reconciliation. The still-ongoing
campaign for independence signals that there is no long-term reconciliation between both sides
(Spain’s Basques form human chain calling for independence vote, 2018). Even though this
independence is currently only attempted through political, non-violent steps, it signals that the
dissatisfaction among Basque citizens is ongoing.
Jones (2018) discusses a number of unique dynamics that have influenced the post-conflict
situation in the Basque Country. As mentioned, it is not often that an armed group publicly
acknowledges their defeat and responsibility for the conflict. First of all, the acknowledgement of
guilt opens the door for an extensive judicial process for ETA members, which, in turn, influences
reconciliation as a whole. However, as mentioned, communities often need more than judiciary
processes to come to terms with the past. Subsequently, a common practice in the academic field
of conflict studies is to compare one post-conflict situation with another, thereby learning from
past mistakes to replicate the benefits. It is, however, unclear what the effects are when the postconflict situation is the direct result of the triumph of one party over the other. Is it still possible
to replicate the successes of other post-conflict situations where there was no clear victor? Does
this help society heal in a different way? These are some of the questions that surface in terms of
the process of reconciliation in the Basque Country.
Another important aspect in a post-conflict situation is the way that a community tries to
collectively remember this often difficult and painful past. Memorials and monuments can be
regarded as societal symbols which help facilitate and reinforce this collective act of remembering
(Osborne, 2001). Further, they are among the central the places, where national identity is formed.
These monument and memorial spaces, therefore, reveal much about the history of the community
and reflect the hopes as well as the needs for the future. However, what happens to this effect
when there is disagreement about these memorials and monuments, for instance when the relatives
of victims criticize these memorials? During the creation of some of the memorials and monuments
in the Basque Country, the families of victims were not consulted, which sometimes led them to
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react less positively to their creation (Domínguez, 2015). It is unclear at this time if this results in
an overall dissatisfaction among the community members. Importantly, there are always
differences to be expected in the way something is perceived by different individuals. However, it
is interesting to investigate how a lack of community input may have influenced local opinion or
perceptions of the monument.
What is also striking is that some monuments and memorials in the Basque Country are
neglected or even vandalized. This might indicate a gap between the intention of the visual
representation and how they are evaluated by Basque citizens. It provides initial evidence for the
hypothesis that these memorials may not be corresponding with the ‘culture of memory’.
Moreover, it signals that these places may not reflect the expression of the Basque identity that is
shared among the community members. It is also unclear what the result is for the process of
reconciliation as it is the only tangible effort to support this process.
The discussion above shows the difficulty that stems from the lack of knowledge about the
current state of reconciliation in the Basque Country. This research aims to provide a better
understanding of precisely this dynamic. More specifically, it examines how the role of identity, a
difficult state-citizen relationship and collective memory can tell us more about the process of
reconciliation and provide insight into what is still needed for the development of more suitable
policies.

1.4 Historical Background
Discussing the history of Basque nationalism and the ETA cannot be done without outlining
Spain’s history. The country has a turbulent past under the dictatorship of Francisco Franco from
1939 to 1975, its most cruel and violent ruler in recent history. For three decades, Franco’s rule
tormented the country and was especially hard on areas with strong regional identities and cultures,
such as Catalonia and the Basque Country. In the Basque Country, people were very critical of
Franco’s actions during the civil war from 1936 to 1939. As a consequence, when Franco took
office, he punished the residents of the Basque Country especially hard to consolidate his power
over the region. Molina (2014) describes how the Basque language was eliminated “in schools, on
radio broadcasts, in public gatherings and in publications” (p.306). This was accompanied by the
“suppression of Basque cultural societies and of all magazines, periodicals and reviews in Basque;
[and] the removal of this language from funeral markers, and other forms of cultural repression”
(ibid.). Furthermore, Franco enforced laws that meant a great loss of autonomy and a limitation in
rights and freedom for the Basque citizens (Kubiak & Iwanowska, 2019).
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In response to the restrictions and growing violence, the ETA was established in 1959. This
resistance group was formed out of already active members of the established political party Partido
Nacionalista Vasco (PNV; translated to Basque Nationalist Party). The PNV began with a moderate
Christian Democratic stance focused on a mixed economy (Basque Nationalist Party, 2015). It
must be noted that the PNV later on condemned the actions and use of violence that the ETA
used to achieve its goals (ibid.). According to Sanchez-Cuanca (2007), this nationalist resistance
group adapted and evolved to include more Marxist and socialist characteristics. Sanchez-Cuanca
also explains how, in 1974, due to strategy differences, the ETA organization split in two resulting
in “the so-called political-military ETA and the military ETA” (2007, p. 292). Most of the violence
portrayed over the years was the result of actions by the military ETA division which nowadays is
simply known as the ETA.
In the aftermath of Franco’s dictatorship, Spain followed other European countries and
went through a transitional period to become a full-fledged democratic state. The Spanish
democratic transition was, however, not without difficulties and major mistakes. According to
Boyd (2008), this transitional period was held together by what he calls “a de facto pact of silence”
because amnesty was given for all political crimes (p. 135). More importantly, a consequence of
this amnesty was that public recognition for the victims and for the terrible crimes was avoided.
Boyd (2008) cites the works of Fernández to argue that “[f]ear of military reaction and their own
complicity in sustaining the dictatorship justified to many Spaniards the pact of silence” (p. 135).
As a consequence, the Spanish democracy was cultivated during a period of concealing and
disregarding three decades of violence, which had a major impact on Spanish history. It has
impacted Spanish society greatly and it is not difficult to imagine that this lack of explicit, formal
recognition for the lives lost during this time has hurt society long after.
For the Basque Country, this new democracy meant that their sovereign status was not
restored. This just increased distrust in the state’s intentions and the community grew more
negative towards the new state institutions. Another important aspect is the fact that the Basque
Country enjoyed above-average economic wealth. In the beginning of the twentieth century, the
Basque Country was one of the richest areas in Spain (Abadie & Gardeazabal, 2003; Gonzáles,
2005). It was a region with a booming industry sector that grew rapidly. Gonzáles (2005) discusses
how during this period more than 46 percent of the active Basque population were working in this
sector. The moment this transition resulted in “a surge in unemployment clustered spatially in
communities around the big industrial companies and the whole industrial infrastructure verged
on collapse”, it nurtured a growing desire for autonomy (Gonzáles, 2005, p. 97). The grave
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economic instabilities, in a region that once thrived on its industrialized sector, resulted in growing
tensions between the Basque community and the Spanish government.
All these factors combined provided the nationalist movement with the motivation to
demand full independence. At first, during Franco’s rule, the organisation tried to pursue their end
goal without the use of violence (Kubiak & Iwanowska, 2019). This started, for example, with
encouragement towards the community to fly the Basque flag. However, the organization slowly
grew more destructive and moved from destroying popular Franco symbols to executing calculated
killings. Kubiak and Iwanowska (2019) describe how these violent actions were condemned by the
Basque community, the international community and the Spanish government. Furthermore, they
argue that it was “the decline in public support for the methods it used, the lack of effects …, as
well as the weakening of internal structures through the activities of military services and the police”
that forced the organization to end the armed conflict in 2011 (p. 232). Zabalo and Saratxo (2015)
have also pointed out that the legitimacy of the ETA began to diminish because it became
increasingly difficult to justify the use of violence while at the same time claiming to have
democratic ideals. Afterwards, the transition began to complete disarmament of the ETA. As of
April 2017, it was announced by Reuters that this process was successfully completed (Canellas,
Dowsett, & Binnie, 2017). This set-in motion the ongoing transition towards reconciliation in the
Basque Country.
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3. Theoretical Framework
This next chapter outlines the connections between the different concept that lay at the core of the
reconciliation process in the Basque Country. It first discusses the link between the process of
reconciliation to collective memory. This is followed by a discussion of the state-citizen relationship
and the role of identity and how these concepts relate to the current status of reconciliation in the
Basque Country (see also Figure 1).

3.1 Reconciliation and Collective Memory
Reconciliation is a perfect example of a complex concept. It has been subjected to heavy theoretical
discussions among many academics (cf., for example, Auerbach, 2009; Lederach, 1997; Nadler,
Malloy, & Fisher, 2008). This debate centres not only around defining the process but also on how
it should start and when it should come to an end. Since reconciliation is such a broad and extensive
process, it is important to limit the theoretical discussion to the aspects and concepts within
reconciliation that are most relevant to this thesis. This means that within the broad process of
reconciliation, I will focus on activities that encourage people to come together, promote the
establishment of more positive relations, restore the social relations and promote the possibility of
a shared future. Furthermore, I will specifically investigate how collective memory comes about in
the Basque Country. Collective memory functions here as a lens to assess the process of
reconciliation by looking at the current state-citizen relationship and identity.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework explaining how monuments can be used as an indication of
reconciliation.
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3.2 Reconciliation in the Post-conflict Stages
Over the years, there has been an extensive debate on what reconciliation is and what it can achieve.
The discussions around the concept often begin with the definition that Lederach provided in 1997
as the “restoration and rebuilding of relationships” (p. 24). Therefore, reconciliation can be
imagined as the bridge that makes a connection between past experiences and possibly envisage
how the future will (or should) be (Lederach, 1997). Prominent theorists, such as Auerbach (2009),
Kelman (2008) and Lederach (1997), argue that in order to reach a level of long-lasting peace,
communities need to reconcile and process the events of the past and through this process rebuild
former social relationships. Reconciliation will help a society, especially the victims, to process what
has happened and support healing. Consequently, Lederach’s theorizing boosted interest from
numerous academics who have since tried to enhance and provide nuances to better define
reconciliation (cf. Auerbach, (2009); Autesserre, (2010); Ramsbotham, Miall, & Woodhouse,
(2011); Spence & Harris, (2000)). Based on these conceptualisations, I therefore argue that
reconciliation can be thought of as a process that moves on this beforementioned continuum.
By looking more deeply into the debate that surrounds reconciliation, several things
become clear. First, academics agree on the notion that before a stable and a more peaceful relation
can grow, the hostility and violence between groups need to end. Second, reconciliation should, in
some way, shape or form, include a process that cultivates more positive connections between
groups and supports the processing of events. Conflict theorists hence recognize and promote an
all-encompassing process which (re)establishes common ground and compassion for the other.
Therefore, in this thesis, reconciliation is thought to be constituted by all non-violent efforts in
which the needs of society are considered to create a peaceful and fairly stable relationship among
hostile groups.
Such a comprehensive process has different aspects at its core. Kriesberg (1998) proposes
that this is nurtured through acknowledgement of the past, acceptance, and recognition of each
other’s suffering (as cited in Auerbach, 2009, p. 291). Others have focused more on how
reconciliation aims to change the attitudes and emotions present within the different groups (Saguy,
2018), because nearly all interactions between hostile opposing groups centralize around hate,
anger, distrust, power, feelings of humiliation and other negative emotions (Nadler & Liviatan,
2006; Saguy, 2018). According to Lederach (1997), reconciliation requires specific acts that he
summarizes as ‘truth, responsibility, and justice’ (p. 29). More precisely, these are: the strong desire
for a formal acknowledgement of past abuses, the acknowledgement of wrongdoing, the restorative
measures for the community, and the legal actions taken against perpetrators (Kriesberg, 2007;
Lederach, 1997; Sriram & Herman, 2009). Truth, responsibility and justice can be achieved through
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the establishment of truth commissions but also through programs that promote
acknowledgement of the ‘other’ and their experience (Auerbach, 2009), mutual acceptance and the
consideration of the needs of others (Staub & Bar-Tal, 2003, as cited in Kelman, 2008, p. 16).
These measures are part of the so-called ‘transitional justice’; however, this does not mean that
truth, responsibility or justice activities are all viewed as equally important. Instead, judicial steps
are often favoured and the promotion of acknowledgement and taking responsibility for one’s role
in the conflict is often disregarded, despite the efforts of the above-mentioned theorists to show
the positive effects of combining these steps to support the process of reconciliation in a postconflict environment.
Where theorists often disagree is how to actually operationalize such programs and when
they are deemed a success. Many of the debates have focused on the definitional aspects that
surround reconciliation. Matthew Evans (2018) has argued, “Without clear definition it is not
possible to properly assess whether reconciliation is desirable or likely to be successful in any given
instance” (p. 19). Evans (2018) formulates this as a focus on the needs and concerns that originate
out of a particular community. Although I understand that there is an academic and practical need
for defining the concept of reconciliation, it should not outweigh the ability to provide effective
post-conflict support. This is why thinking of reconciliation as a process that moves on a
continuum can be beneficial. In an ideal world, I consider a post-conflict society to be fully
reconciled when in that society the relations between former antagonists are transformed to have
the full presence of mutual respect, forgiveness and acceptance of the other and their past actions.
And even though this is, in my view, the preferred result of reconciliation efforts, it is most likely
not going to be achieved. Each post-conflict society could be placed somewhere on a spectrum
that has the ‘complete absence of respect, forgiveness and acceptance of the other and their past
actions’ at one end and ‘absolute mutual respect, forgiveness and acceptance of the other and their
past actions’ at the other. The goal is to help a society recovering from conflict to reach as closely
towards this ideal image of a reconciled society as possible.
Evans (2018) has a strong argument in claiming that, in order to effectively support the
post-conflict environment, the focus should be on the needs and concerns that originate out of the
community. In other words, he advocates against promoting a generalized and standardized
‘toolbox’ for reconciliation that in the end may well be ineffective. With his argument, Evans is by
no means stating that reconciliation programs are ineffective or counterproductive. He does,
however, articulate the negative effects of trying to standardize post-conflict support. Addressing
the concerns of the community itself during the development of a suitable post-conflict program
fosters a level of effectiveness. Moreover, research shows that the different societal dynamics
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should be considered when developing a reconciliation program. The existing cultural and societal
beliefs as well as the shared collective identity are often very different for each post-conflict
situation (Bar-Tal & Cehajic-Clancy, 2014). The pursuit for standardization of post-conflict
reconciliation efforts should be met with the deserved caution. Saguy (2018) warns that, if the
process of reconciliation is not completed correctly between former opposing groups, later conflict
could intensify even more. This is because the power structures still lie dormant underneath the
shallow established form of harmony. Saguy explains how these reignited intergroup conflicts are
often based on “power asymmetry, inequality, and injustice” and that denying these structures
during the reconciliation process creates a false sense of common group membership (2018, p. 78).
There is a significant amount of research that tries to further explain the effectiveness of
reconciliation as a whole and its role in society. However, the focus in this thesis research lies on
the extent to which the Basque Country can be considered a reconciled community. Concretely, it
explores the effects of only minimal efforts being taken in support of this reconciliation process.
This means that some specific reconciliation aspects are of interest here more than others. This
thesis will, therefore, not focus on the judicial measures, the ongoing debate concerning the
establishment of a truth-commission or the possible compensations attributed to some families. It
will, however, assess to what extent the social relations were (re)built to become more positive,
how monuments have been used as the only tool to promote healing while simultaneously
acknowledging past experiences and in what way these monuments may have enlarged the current
fault line that seems to exist between the Spanish and Basque identities. This will determine where
the Basque Country can currently be placed in terms of the discussed reconciled/healed spectrum.
This next part will first zoom in on reconciliation in terms of collective memory and will
consequently discuss how the state-society relations and identity are especially critical in this
process of reconciliation.

3.3 Collective Memory
Before explaining what exactly collective memory entails, it is helpful to first explain how this
concept links to that of reconciliation. Reconciliation overlaps with collective memory because it
is where past experiences are shared between people which, in turn, can stimulate healing and
feelings of connectiveness. Collective memory can thus promote a sense of shared
acknowledgement of past experiences, promote storytelling as well as healing and stimulate people
to come to terms with what has happened. Furthermore, I expect that, when a person shares their
experienced grievances or their story with someone, it can promote understanding and empathy
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amongst these individuals. However, it can also harden the relations with outsiders of a group by
emphasizing their differences. The expectation on which the theoretical framework of this thesis
builds is that, by analysing the stories about a specific moment or time of hardship told through
the monuments in the Basque Country, a trend can be discovered in terms of how these places of
collective memory contribute to reconciliation.
Many theorists have tried to explain how memory becomes a collective exchange between
members of a group. According to Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi and Levy (2011), the study of memory
allows theorists to shift “focus from time to temporalities, and thus to understand what categories
people, groups, and cultures employ to make sense of their lives … that command normative
attention” (p. 37). Trying to define this act of shared remembering has resulted in many different
theories and demarcations. The following section will discuss the most prominent ones and how
they differ from one another. Since each definitional boundary has a different implication, this
discussion will lead to the definition that is adopted in this thesis and its justification.
Most discussions on collective memory are based on the work of philosopher Halbwach
(1992), who in 1950 was one of the first to describe it as “La Memoire Collective”. In his analysis, he
divides collective memory into the three categorical types: family, religious and class memory. He
argues that collective memory is developed within a spatial framework. Spatial elements thus play
an important role in the production of collective memories and how these can influence a collective
group and their experience of past events. According to Halbwach, individuals are able to
constantly remember past experiences because these experiences are tied to their physical
surroundings. Hence, groups can engrave their ‘type’ of memory into the space around them to
retrieve this event later on. Halbwach’s work resulted in the creation of the research field called
‘memory studies’ which later triggered the so-called ‘memory boom’, that is the popular rise of
theories on collective memory (Olick, Vinitzky-Seroussi, & Levy, 2011).
Most of the contemporary theories are an extension of the now famous work of Halbwach.
Kansteiner (2002), for instance, builds on this definition by explaining collective memory more as
the outcome of an interaction between three different historical factors: First, collective memory
is the result of the intellectual and cultural traditions of a society. These cultural traditions frame
the representations that people have of the past. Second, the memory makers “selectively adopt
and manipulate these traditions”. And third, collective memory is formed by individuals who “use,
ignore, or transform such artifacts” to fit their interests (p. 180). Kansteiner focuses on the
interaction that exists between society and material artefacts through which cultural traditions
influence the framing, creating, and shaping of specific past events. These communications provide
meaning to events that happened in the past. People frequently participate in several memory
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communities which can be both private as well as public. Therefore, the individual experiences of
a person can become connected to different cultural schemes which make these experiences
comprehensible and meaningful (Kansteiner, 2002).
There is, however, a debate among prominent theorists about how to best demarcate and
define the concept of collective memories and how this relates to individual memory. Hirst and
Manier (2008) describe how some social scientists view collective memories not as an accumulation
of shared individual memories, but as social representations that are present in the world and not
in people’s minds. Thus, they also emphasize the view that both spatial and material elements are
important to the production of collective memories. Kansteiner (2002) takes this point of reference
as well by emphasizing that:
[M]emory seems to reside not in perceiving consciousness but in the material: in the
practices and institutions of social or psychic life, which function within us, but,
strangely, do not seem to require either our participation or our explicit allegiance.
(p. 188).
Of interest for this thesis are the social practices in the form of artifacts that are present within
society. Memorials and monuments can thus be seen as artifacts that stimulate communications
about the past among individuals in a society.
Other theorists take a more individual approach in an effort to connect collective memories
to the field of psychology. Coman, Brown, Koppel and Hirst (2009) explain how the rather
individual psychological processes can transform into shared individual memories by referring to
an experiment about memory conformity by Wright, Self and Justice (2000) (as cited in Coman et
al., 2009). Nevertheless, they generalize the results by stating, “When people remember the past in
a social context, what they remember within the conversation has the potential, through social
contagion, to influence each individual’s subsequent memories and thus increase the cohesiveness
of these initially disparate memories” (et al., 2009, p. 135). This influence of individual memory
through the process of social contagion does seem plausible; however, I am critical towards the
methods that were used to measure these effects.
There seems to be a methodological error in this particular study, because Coman et al.
(2009) presume that collective memory functions the same as individual memory even if it involves
the memorizing of an insignificant stimulus (i.e. a picture). Research from Hirst (2006) supports
this argument by stating that groups construct collective memories linked to an event that is of
great importance to that group (as cited in Harris, Paterson, & Kemp, 2008). Respectfully, analysing
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the memorizing efforts based on a picture among two strangers, as in the study of Wright et al.
(2000) does not seem to fulfil the significant threshold that is needed for collective memory. This
might be an oversimplification of a very complex process to fit the current knowledge and
understandings of individual memory. The aim of this theoretical discussion is, however, not to
suggest that the field of collective memories studies is limited to only, for example, the field of
sociology. Instead, this discussion emphasizes a preference for the focus on the dynamics between
the group processes and the individual identity (Boyarin, 1994) and the importance of materials
and symbols present in society as the source (Kansteiner, 2002).
All the debate within the collective memory field has led theorists to develop categories in
the hope to further define the concept and make it less confusing. Cultural memory is the result of
such an analytical category. Assmann and Czaplicka (1995) separated collective memories (everyday
memories) from those that are specific to the societal knowledge, that is transferable over
generations through societal practices. This cultural lens makes it possible to reduce the multiplicity
of all memories and connect specific memories about the past to aspects such as culture and society.
These cultural memories are the result of remembering significant past events which often lead to
nation-wide collective remembering. Assmann and Czaplicka argue that these cultural memories
do not change over time and are “maintained through cultural formation (texts, rites, monuments)
and institutional communication (recitation, practice, observance)” (1995, p. 129).
Furthermore, Sturkin (1997) discusses how cultural memories are indeed drenched in
cultural meaning (as cited in Olick and Robbins, 1998). Here, he separates shared cultural memories
from “formal historical discourse” and specifically emphasizes the cultural tendencies within a
given society (Sturkin, 1997; as cited in Olick and Robbins, 1998, p. 111). In other words, shared
cultural memories that exist within a particular society result in specific cultural tendencies. A good
example of this is the ‘día de los muertos’ (translates to: day of the dead) which is an important day
of remembrance that is culturally specific to many Latin American countries. Sturkin (1997) argues
that it would be analytically favourable to separate cultural memories from the formal historical
perspective within which it is often immersed. A strong example of this is provided by Mitchell
(2003) who argues that monuments portray certain perceptions about the specific society that
articulate or express cultural, political, and economic influences. Monuments and memorials can
serve as a “mirror in which people once tried to see themselves” (p. 448). Understanding this
reflection of the past can offer perspective in terms of its blemishes as well as its beauty.
It is important to note that monuments and memorials are not the only symbols that reflect
cultural memories. According to Hirst and Manier (2008), other relevant sources are media,
textbooks, and commemorations. Media sources are nowadays not just restricted to newspapers,
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televisions programs, and books; instead, social media use has grown into the main source through
which people can share their views, opinions, and identity. The use of these sources can have a
tremendous influence on people’s perception and, therefore, also on cultural memories. Hoskins
(2011) described this as the “connective turn” which impacts people’s memory “as they connect
with, inhabit and constitute increasingly both dense and diffused social networks” (as cited in
Birkner & Donk, 2018, p. 2). Neiger, Meyers and Zandberg (2011) even promote a shift towards
“media memory” as an analytical category (p. 4). However, it seems unlikely that media as a single
source can explain the entire concept of collective memory. It is rather the combination of different
sources that help to produce and preserve specific memories of a community or generations before
(Hirst & Manier, 2008).
Individuals connect with others in different ways and through different sources on a daily
basis. It provides individuals with the opportunity to have multiple identities that are made up of
multiple group memberships so that they feel connected to others in their social environment.
Assmann (2006) discusses how individuals belong to different groups and, as a result, they adopt
a “we” frame of reference. Through this, which in psychology terms is called the ‘in-group’
membership, individuals can share and attain norms, values, experiences, and memories. We tend
to think of these group memberships in terms of family, friends, and social contacts. However,
these can also include the generation, society, state, continent, and culture. These factors are what
makes cultural memory borderless and transgenerational (ibid.).
Due to the continuous debate surrounding collective memory as a whole, it is important to
explicitly describe the definition that will be central during this research. Collective memory is the
construction of individual and group identities as the result of a “dynamically chosen selection of
memories, and the constant reshaping, reinvention, and reinforcement of those memories as
members contest and create the boundaries and links among themselves” (Boyarin, 1994, p. 26).
In contrast to other definitions, the one proposed by Boyarin stipulates the importance to consider
the differences that exist between the construction of individual and group identities. It
acknowledges the dynamic process that impacts which memories are selected, (re)shaped, and
strengthened to demarcate these identities. Taking this argument a step further, analysing these
boundaries provides knowledge and understanding concerning the individual as a community
member. It gives power to the collective memories that often lie at the core of a specific group.
Furthermore, it allows for a focus that places spatial materials at the centre of the analysis.
Using the monuments as a tool through which a person can share, remember and tell their
story hopefully facilitates that the shared cultural tendencies present among Basque society become
clear. Here, the monuments will therefore be used as a lens to investigate how they evoke or
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represent the shared collective memories in relation to reconciliation. Since collective memory,
more specifically the monuments, has the potential to also be a source of resistance. In these
situations, the monument stimulates feelings of dissent rather than supporting reconciliation. The
analysis will thus zoom in on what these shared memories explain in terms of identity and the statesociety relations in order to explain what this means for reconciliation. Collective memory, in this
sense, serves as a tool to discuss and assess the difficult process of reconciliation in a post-conflict
environment where social reconciliation efforts are almost non-existent, and identity and statesociety problems are at its core.

3.4 Identity
Research has often placed identity at the centre of a conflict to determine its role and impact
because these do not disappear easily in the post-conflict situation. In guiding the post-conflict
environment towards reconciliation, it is important to be aware that the boundaries between
identities have most likely been emphasized strongly for years. This does not stop because a peace
agreement has been reached. Identity connects closely to core elements of reconciliation because
it can guide formerly hostile groups to transition towards more acceptance of the differences in the
identities of others. Expecting these groups to eventually have a shared identity is a bit too
optimistic and not necessary to create a long-lasting peaceful environment. However, when groups
are able to respect each other’s perceived differences in identity and can build a relationship based
on mutual acceptance, the chances of sustaining the peace, and therefore achieving reconciliation,
are greater. Thus, identity is deeply connected with reconciliation because it is in reconciliation, in
a post-conflict environment, that people are motivated to accept that there is a place for both
identities to exist. Places that stimulate collective memory and storytelling, if done correctly, can in
turn promote the peaceful co-existence of these identities in the future. This can be through
monuments and memorials that frame violent events or times of hardship without further
hardening differences between the identities or even designing the monument to depict and reflect
on more peaceful times of the past. The next section will first explain identity in more general
terms to then outline how this is of importance in the case of the Basque Country.
The concept of identity can be understood as a classification system that encapsulates and
categorizes multiple individuals who share similar characteristics. It can also be seen as a “personal
identity … [in the form of] some distinguishing characteristic (or characteristics), that a person
takes a special pride in or views as socially consequential, but more-or-less unchangeable” (Fearon,
1999, p. 2). Discussing the concept of identity and its role in conflicts opens an important
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epistemological debate. It would be a remiss not to discuss it here because it influences the
discussion of identity as a whole. Every person has an underlying stance within this debate, it
influences their beliefs on what identity is and comes to be, and to what extent it changes over
time. Some theorists, such as Kaplan (1993), argue from a primordial stance in which identity is
viewed as something that is a natural, unchangeable and uncontrollable. Viewing identity in such a
way has important consequences. It holds that groups with different identities will inevitably clash
and that helping them come to terms with accepting differences in their identities, during, for
example, the reconciliation process, is a futile act. Although it might already be clear from above
discussions, it is crucial to explicitly state that I do not agree with this position.
Fearon and Laitin (2000) argue from a more individualist stance in which identity is the
result of individual action as well as of cultural systems. Taking this a step further, Sen (2006) states
that, indeed, identities are the constructs of social interaction but that what is crucial is the weight
and significance that someone attaches to this identity. He claims that the context is of great
importance and that identity is thus not something fixed but dynamic. This means that, depending
on what situation a person finds themselves in, a specific identity will be of greater influence and
importance than other identities. As mentioned above, a person can have multiple identities and
multiple group memberships and switch between these different identities, depending on the
context they are in. Identity is thus a context-dependent categorisation system that is nurtured
through experiences which makes it possible for individuals to infer, interpret, and process the
world and people around them.
In the field of conflict studies, different types of group identities are interesting to study.
These include, for instance, the “ethnic, racial, religious and national groups” that an individual
considers themselves to be a part of (Kelman, 2001, p. 6). Of these different groups, the national
group is of most interest within the context of this thesis. Researchers, such as Hewstone and
Greenland (2000), have focused on the role of identity as a group process. They discuss how, in
1906, Sumner centralised group tendencies to explain intergroup conflicts. This resulted in Tajfel’s
(1982) theory that a person’s social identity is the end-product of a general tendency to categorize
certain characteristics of group members. These include, for example, specific group customs,
languages, dialects, styles of speaking, rituals, and traditions. The different categories facilitate
intergroup competition and help members to preserve “in-group solidarity” as well as justify the
“exploitation of out-groups” (Hewstone & Greenland, 2000, p. 137). Nowadays, it is known that
these group processes go beyond simply making assumptions about others. Group membership
also give people the feeling that they are part of a social group which fulfils their basic need to
belong to a community. Furthermore, this categorization process helps people to infer beliefs,
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perceptions, and theories about themselves and how they relate to others (Prentice, Miller, &
Lightdale, 1994). Some even describe the social identity as a “self-definition in terms of group
membership” (Hewstone & Greenland, 2000, p. 137). Thus, the social identity can help people
determine their position or side within, for instance, an intergroup conflict (Tajfel, 1982).
These assumptions and dynamics between groups are of influence both during the conflict
as well as long after. The latter is of interest here because the norms and values that groups uphold
prove to be very long-lasting and rigid. Even after opposing groups have reached a supposed
agreement for peace, the often-negative assumptions about ‘the other’ lie dormant for years after
(Auerbach, 2009). Individuals tend to project individual hostility and antagonisms on the entire
collective instead of individual perpetrators (Millar, 2012). In addition, the conflicting groups
simultaneously focus “on their own self-justification, self-righteousness, glorification, and
victimization” (Bar-Tal, 2003, p. 78). In other words, groups tend to condemn the behaviour of
‘others’ more harshly and, at the same time, hold a more positive attitude towards the negative
behaviours displayed by members of their own group. Therefore, the social identity describes a
person’s tendency to use group or individual characteristics to form an attitude towards a group or
a specific person. This influences the process of reconciliation greatly, because when the behaviour
of others is judged more harshly this has consequences for the process of rebuilding the social
relationships between those formerly hostile groups. It effects the matter in which people are able
to bridge the identity cleavages that developed during the conflict.
It is not that these tendencies are impossible to overcome but they do play an important
role during the process of reconciliation. Millar (2012) argues that, during the conflict, the social
groups are strongly manifested within individuals and for conflict resolution to be successful these
need to be deconstructed. Millar discusses how in- and outgroup categorizations can be
transformed through specific reconciliation efforts. This can be achieved through session that
especially focus on deconstructing specific assumptions or biases surrounding the others’ identity.
Auerbach (2009) even argues that it can be impossible to achieve reconciliation, “in the full
meaning of the word” if these identity problems are not confronted (p. 294). These different studies
have emphasized the importance of deconstructing negative and dangerous social groups
differences through the process of reconciliation. Some even conclude that it is necessary to
address if reconciliation is the desired outcome for the future. Thus, the moment wherein these
societal dynamics are left ignored, the conflicting groups have a very small chance of actually
becoming a reconciled community. In this study, the monuments and memorials will be explored
to see what identities are promoted and reflected, to what extent these are accepted and shared
among Basque individuals, and if this has a unifying or more dividing effect on the community.
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It is therefore important to discuss central elements of the Basque identity. Especially, which shared
beliefs or notions have shaped the group identity. Differences can exist in cultural practices, cultural
characteristics, language, geographical characteristics, as well as ethnicity. Peral (2013) has argued
that the Basque identity is comprised of a territorial claim, ideological principles shaped by their
shared history, and the Euskara language which acts as a self-identifier as well as a distinguishing
marker. The territorial claim is especially an important articulation of the Basque identity as they
stem from a historical period when the Basque population experienced great autonomy and selfgovernment (ibid.). This also influenced the ideological goals that make up a large part of the
Basque identity. It indicates that many want to return to times where they enjoyed independence.
Furthermore, the Euskara language is a clear signifying marker to know if someone is a Basque
native-born citizen or not. It may even be the factor that most easily distinguishes individuals who
share the Basque identity and those who do not. Hence, Peral argues that the Basque identity is,
therefore, mainly shaped by a person’s “attachment to a territory, ideology, origin and language”
(p. 65).

3.5 State-society Relations
A characteristic that is intertwined with the problems surrounding identity in the Basque Country
are state-society relations. In the post-conflict situation in the Basque Country, this term refers to
the relationship between the Spanish government and the Basque society. Several factors play a
role in how this relationship became more distorted and negative. Before going into greater detail,
the next section first describes how the state-society relations is defined in this study. It then links
it to identity, cultural memory and reconciliation. Moreover, a more detailed description follows to
outline the current status of this relations and different events that have influenced the current
state-society relations.
It may seem that the state-society relations is a very non-ambiguous concept. However, it
is important to clearly describe what is meant by this relationship. In this study, the state-society
relations is considered to be the relationship that is present between the Spanish government and
Basque society. Surely, there are also definitions that focus more on describing this relationship in
terms of the interaction between the government as policymakers and the societal groups that
negotiate and/or follow these policies (Haider & McLoughlin, 2016). However, this thesis does
not focus on this more specific policy relation because the goal here is to describe the current social
relationship between the Spanish state and Basque society to understand its role in the process of
reconciliation.
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In the Basque Country, reconciliation should be especially focused on rebuilding trust with the
goal of establishing a positive relationship with Basque society that emphasizes that the Basque
identity has a lasting and valued place within the Spanish state. The problems illustrated in the
section before, namely the discussion of the identity problems, have a spill-over effect that
influences the relationship between the state and Basque society. The problems surrounding this
relationship stem from past events that showed the government failing to build trust, legitimacy,
popular support and not proving for the Basque society. To explain the current, still difficult statesociety relationship, some context is needed. The following section will link different theories to
events of the past which have influenced this current state-society relationship.
Over the years, the relations between the Spanish state and Basque citizens have often been
tumultuous. Especially during the dictatorship of Franco, the relationship deteriorated and grew
more violent. As discussed above, the once very autonomous region with its own Basque army
(Minder, 2019) was stripped of its powers and limited in its rights during these times. It is very
likely that distrust in the state’s intentions only grew more negative in the Basque Country because
their autonomous status was never fully restored. Even today, according to Garcia (2019),
influences of the Franco dictatorship are present. He argues that especially for minority
populations, for example the Basque population, the Spanish so-called democracy is flawed. Garcia
(2019) states that “Spain is slowly limiting democracy through its persistent violation of human
rights and its persecution of those it deems opponents to the regime”.
A deteriorated state-society relations can have enormous consequences because it is most
often the state which initiates reconciliation efforts. It is therefore highly probable that these
reconciliation efforts are not successful when their target audience have little to no trust in the
government. A 2008 World Bank report explains how best to grow positive relations between the
state and citizens in post-conflict environments (von Kaltenborn-Stachau, 2008). The report argues
that citizens are very distrustful of state institutions when the state abused their powers in the past.
It explains how people in post-conflict situations rely more on their tribe, family, or religious group
to provide basic needs. The author argues that it is “the citizens’ cumulative decision to trust the
state’s intent and capacity to exercise its core functions fairly and reliably that will determine the
stability of the post-conflict period” (von Kaltenborn-Stachau, 2008, p. 9).
Through discussions by Newman and Schnabel (2012), it becomes clear that institutions
grown out of divided societies often experience low levels of legitimacy and authority. This lack of
legitimacy further feeds the already-present feelings of distrust towards the government. However,
this does not mean that transitioning states cannot grow towards higher levels of legitimacy and
trust. Nevertheless, it does stipulate the support that is needed during a post-conflict transition
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period to improve the relations (ibid.). Unfortunately, it seems that the right support was missing
during the Spanish transition towards democracy. A special report by Idoiaga (2006) discusses how
this democracy transition “attempted to address issues related to basic democratic freedoms,
amnesty for political prisoners, and demands for sovereignty in regions such as Catalonia and the
Basque Country” (p. 3). The transitional period resulted in the establishment of the Spanish
Constitution in 1978. Before voting on the constitution, assurances were made to protect
nationalities and their historical rights. Yet, the Basque nationalist parties felt excluded during the
constitutional development stages (Idoiaga, 2006). This resulted in 54.5 percent of Basques
abstaining from the vote. Statute of Autonomy negotiations between the different parties followed
and this led to the recognition of Euskara and Spanish as the official language of the Basque
Country (ibid.). Furthermore, the region was allowed to officially form a Basque Parliament with a
president. Voting results, according to Idoiaga, show that after these changes still 41 percent of the
Basque population abstained from voting on the acceptance of the Statute of Autonomy. These
results show how great a part of Basque society demanded more autonomy and independence.
During the national elections of 2019, it is notable to mention that the EAJ-PNV, the Basque
National Party, was still the leading party in the Basque Country (Jones, 2019).
Thus, the effects of this strong societal division are still very present in Basque society. One
explanation could be that a large proportion of Basque citizens argues that the Spanish government
is not the legitimate authority and therefore condemns the actions taken to stop their pursuit to
full autonomy by the ETA. On the other hand, it can be assumed that some Basque citizens feel
that the protection by the Spanish government against the violence of the ETA was inadequate.
Jones (2019) argued that over the last four years, there has not been a stable government in Spain
because there is no presence of a majority party and a coalition is unable to form. During this
uncertain period in the history of Spanish politics, it is likely that the state-citizen relationship has
further deteriorated. Ishiyama, Betancourt Higareda, Pulido and Almaraz (2018) argue, for
example, that the perceived sense of security influences the social and institutional trust that
communities have. They suggest that “if people feel generally insecure, then this negatively impacts
social and institutional trust” (p. 26). This sense of insecurity is not the direct result of the
experience of violence; however, the violence does shape and form people’s perception of their
level of security.
This short discussion shows that past events and the effects of negative experiences
between the state and Basque society are still very present in the social set-up of today. However,
in what way the limited steps taken to support the process of reconciliation in the region has
influenced this relationship remains unclear. The lack of reconciliation efforts by the state might
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have cultivated a Basque society which ascribes an even greater lack of legitimacy to the Spanish
government and an overall more hostile relationship between the two. It might even be that the
monuments have only worsened this state-society relations. Evaluating the state-society relations
in direct link to the reconciliation efforts, that is the monuments, offers the possibility to focus the
assessment of this relationship specifically on the social quality of it, without having to include
policy and legislative issues. Thus, analysing this relationship can provide the much-needed insight
into the effects of the reconciliation efforts in the post-conflict Basque society.
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4. Methodology
4.1 Operationalization
This chapter discusses the methodological steps which formed the base for the field research of
this thesis. It explains the steps taken to operationalize the above theoretical concepts so that they
could guide the data collection phase. Additionally, the observational focus points are determined
and explained so they can serve as a methodological guide during the observational stages of this
study.
Based on the theories discussed in the theoretical framework, the focus of this research is
to assess the current state of reconciliation in the Basque Country, using monuments and
memorials as a lens. It aims to remove as much of the confusion as possible when translating these
field-specific and often vague concepts into concrete interview questions. As mentioned earlier,
reconciliation is viewed as consisting of all non-violent efforts in which the needs of society are
considered to create a peaceful and fairly stable relationship among formerly hostile groups.
However, even with this definition, people are not likely to have a concrete understanding of what
academics mean by ‘reconciliation’. In a place where reconciliation is almost non-existent, it can,
therefore, be beneficial to use a concrete symbol (i.e., a monument) to help people deconstruct this
difficult concept. The goal is to get information that describes what the current society situation is
like, how the relationship with the state is viewed by the Basque citizens, what the effects were
from reconciliatory steps and what they consider as reconciliatory steps. In order to formulate
accessible interview questions, the above-described definition of reconciliation was therefore first
transformed into specific operationalised sub-questions. These sub-questions act as a bridge
between reconciliation as a main concept and the final interview questions. This step-by-step
process helps to ensure that the interview questions provide the interviewees with the opportunity
to share their story in connection to that specific concept. A complete matrix overview of this
process for each concept is shown in table 1.
These steps resulted in specific final interview questions categorised under the concept
‘reconciliation’. A small sample of these are: What do you think the monument represents? What
story does it try to tell? What does the monument try to represent in terms of what has happened
in the past? What would you like to change about the monument, if anything? In what way did the
monument help the community to get some form of closure for the violent events? Through these
questions, the goal is to gather information on how people perceive the past and the different
parties in the conflict times (see Table 1 for a complete overview). By focusing mostly on the
monuments as specific reconciliation efforts and as spatial artefacts through which memorization
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takes place, monuments create a lens for the process of reconciliation. Here, the aim is to minimize
the ambiguity surrounding reconciliation as a process, while simultaneously trying not to limit
people’s perception and interpretations too much, which is a difficult and delicate balance.
Collective memory is also a concept that is very ambiguous and hard to define. In the
context of the population of the Basque Country, it seems beneficial to think of it in terms of the
cultural tendencies that are specific for a particular group in which people share, remember and tell
stories that are considered to be a point of view that best reflects their communities’ historical
events. Concretely, this thesis explores whether there are patterns of common and shared
memories in the stories that people tell; stories that the interviewees tell in more or less the same
way. It asks people to give an example of collectively shared stories about the past, while
simultaneously using the monuments as a central starting point. By asking specific questions about
the monument and its references to times of hardship, I expect people to be more inclined to share
stories that otherwise would stay untold or only shared among members of that specific
community. As discussed in the theoretical framework, collective memory studies often focus on
group experiences. However, I chose to look at the individual experience to gather insight into the
shared cultural tendencies surrounding memorialisation. These individual interviews were favoured
over focus groups since they were more feasible to organise and conduct. Moreover, I could
approach the participants in a more individual setting so that a person could tell their, often very
personal, story in a dignified and respectful manner. Using the monuments as a tool through which
a person can remember and share their story facilitates that the shared cultural tendencies present
among Basque society become clear. Monuments, in this sense, are used to discuss and assess the
difficult process of reconciliation in a post-conflict environment where social reconciliation efforts
are almost non-existent, and identity as well as state-society problems are at its core.
This next paragraph will outline some of the interview questions which were formulated to
gather knowledge about the shared cultural tendencies surrounding memorialisation in the Basque
Country (for the full overview, see Table 1). To begin a conversation about such sensitive subjects,
all interviewees were asked a broader, more general question to start with, namely: Why was the
monument placed here? In addition, they were asked to give a description by listing five words that
best represent the visual creation, i.e. the monuments. Furthermore, understanding a concept such
as collective memory also requires stories about personally experienced grievances or memories
about the past. This is reflected by questions such as: In what way does the monument inspire or
motivate you to think about the past? Are there specific commemoration events in which the
monument is a central aspect? How have you personally dealt with what has happened in the past?
But also: What do you think about the monument? With these questions, I expected to gain an
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initial understanding of what collective memory practices are present and how they are experienced
within the Basque Country. By drawing on their personal stories and experiences, it becomes
possible to analyse what aspects of memorialisation are shared among the interviewees.
Another rather difficult concept to transform into interview questions is identity because it
has different meanings to different people. To some, identity is described by stating their beliefs,
but to others, it is defined as stating their group membership, ethnicity or, for example, personal
characteristics. As explained earlier, it helps people to categorize their surrounding world and the
people in it. To investigate a concept such as identity in its relation to reconciliation in the Basque
Country in short interviews is challenging. With such a complex concept, it is difficult to not
formulate questions that steer the personal associations and a person’s experience of their identity
into a certain direction. As a researcher, I have certain expectations and associations myself of what
identity entails and this influences the type of questions I ask. Hence, it is important, is to be aware
of this and attempt to exclude this researcher bias as much as possible. To still get an initial view
on how and in what way identity is still of influence in the process of reconciliation in the Basque
Country, the following questions were formulated: Do you identify as a Spanish citizen, Basque or
both? What describes a typical Basque identity? How does it differ from the typical Spanish
identity? How does the monument reflect the identity of this community? How is the Basque
identity expressed? Which celebrations or rituals are typical for the Basque community? These
questions give the interviewee a frame of reference while having the opportunity to describe their
personal experience of identity. They also provide an indication of whether people indeed
experience a shared identity and what this identity looks like for the individual.
A more straightforward concept to translate into specific questions is that of the statesociety relations, that is, the relationship that exists between the State and a particular society that
describes mutual rights and obligations concerning security, rule of law, social services and, most
important in this situation, the interpersonal relationship that exists between the state and the
Basque citizens. The expectation is that people will have a rather clear picture of what this
relationship entails. The main question was: How would you describe your current relationship
with the Spanish government? This question enhances the understanding of how people assess
their relation with the state in terms of it representing them and effectively supporting the
development of their region, and enabling them as an identity group, or rather as something alien
from Madrid. Of course, even when people have a better understanding of a concept, this does
not imply that everyone is willing or feels free to describe this particular relationship in great detail.
When someone explains, for example, what other actions the government has taken towards
reconciliation, this could include statements that represent the relationship between the
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government and the community. The same goes for questions such as: How was reconciliation
achieved? Did the Spanish government organize or take other steps after the ETA? Do you agree
with what the monuments represent? (for a full overview, see table 1). When operationalizing the
concept of state-society relations, it was reasonable to assume that people might be hesitant to
open up about this to a stranger because trust needs to grow between the interviewer and
interviewee. Therefore, I also prepared questions that indirectly provided insights into this concept,
but most of these questions were not necessary in the end because people were very open about
it. Thus, an interviewee had more than one opportunity to explain how the current state-citizen
relationship is experienced and what it might lack.
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Table 1
Overview of the operationalisation steps from concepts to interview questions
Concept

Reconciliation

Working definition

All non-violent efforts in which the
needs of society are considered to
create a peaceful and fairly stable
relationship among formerly hostile
groups.

Operationalisation sub-points

-

Describe their experience in terms of reconciliation efforts.
Describe what they experienced as helpful during the post-conflict stage.
Discuss other actions put forward that helped the process of reconciliation.
Discuss what they themselves try to do to achieve some form of closure
with the past.
Explain what else has been done by the government.
Discuss how the community is healing themselves.

-

-

-

Describe their opinion of the monument.
Describe how often the community gathers around the monument.
Discuss the significance of the monument.
Explain how they themselves remember the years of conflict.
Discuss other events that give consideration to remembering the years of
conflict.
Explain the effect that the monument has had.
Explain what they consider to be their identity.
Describe what characteristics make this identity different from other ones.
Discuss the significance of this identity.
Explain differences between the Spanish identity and the Basque identity.
Explain how the monument reflects specific characteristics that is shared
among people with that identity.
Outline what identity characteristic is important or cherished.

-

Describe what characterises the relationship with the State.
Discuss how this relationship evolved over time.
Describe what the desired future of this relationship is.
Give context to this experienced relationship.
Describe how the monument reflects this relationship.
Explain how the monument influenced this relationship.

-

Collective
memory

Identity

State-citizen
relationship

The cultural tendencies that are
specific to a particular group in
which people remember and share
stories that are considered to be a
point of view that best reflects their
communities’ historical events or
period in time.
Identity is a context-dependent
categorisation system that is
nurtured through experiences
which makes it possible for
individuals to infer, interpret, and
process the world and people
around them.

The relationship that exists
between the State and a particular
society that describes mutual rights
and obligations concerning
security, rule of law, social services
and, most important in this
situation, the interpersonal
relationship that exists between the
state and the Basque citizens.

Interview questions

-

-

-

What do you think the monument represents?
What story does it try to tell?
What does the monument try to represent in terms of what has happened in the past?
What would you like to change about the monument, if anything?
In what way did the monument help the community to get some form of closure for
the violent times?
Did the Spanish government organize other things in addition to placing monuments,
after the ETA?
Why do you think the monument was placed here?
What five words best represent the visual creation, i.e. the monument.
In what way does the monument inspire or motivate you to think about the past?
Are there specific commemoration events in which the monument is a central aspect?
How have you personally dealt with what has happened in the past?
What do you think about the monument?
Do you identify as a Spanish citizen, Basque or both?
What makes this identity different from, for example, the Spanish identity?
What cultural characteristics are unique to your identity?
What describes identity for you?
What are specific identity practices that are unique in your view?
Have you always considered yourself to have this particular identity?
In what way does the monument represent or reflect your experience of identity?
In what way does the monument reflection differ from your experience of identity?
How would you describe your relationship with the Spanish government?
Has this relationship been different at any point in time and if so, how?
What does the monument represent in terms of this relationship with the Spanish
government?
Do you agree with the what the monuments represent?
Do you value the monument?
In what way has the monument helped to provide the community with some form of
closure for the violent past?
Did the Spanish government organise other programs or activities after the
disarmament of ETA?
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4.2 Case Collection
Now that the groundwork for this thesis has been discussed, this section outlines how the data was
collected in order to answer the central research question that guides this thesis. Before going into
the field, a plan was drawn up in preparation for the different situational aspects. A number of
decisions were made that influenced the entire process of data collection. This methodology
discussion will therefore start by first discussing these different decisions and their impact on the
research. However, with every plan, there are always adjustments to be made because it may not
fit the actual situation on the ground. As a consequence, changes are made in order to still gather
the right information. These changes will be described as part of the reflection on the actual data
that was collected during the fieldwork.
One of the more important decisions was deciding which cities and monuments to include
in this research because there are a lot of ETA-related monuments and memorials in the Basque
Country and beyond. A first criterion for selection was the extent to which the monuments in the
Basque region were contested. Existing literature of Fernández Vázquez (2018) enabled the
identification of these monuments. It also indicated if the monuments were in a bigger- or smallersized city and whether it was located in the North of Spain. Especially interesting here is the
comparison between a monument that is more contested than another in the same region. This
could indicate specific differences in the experienced grievances or, for example, dissatisfaction
about what story the monument tries to symbolise about the past. The distance between different
monuments also plays a role because the Basque Country is large and extends over the North of
Spain as well as a Southern part of France, with the Southern Basque Country covering more than
7,000 square kilometres within the Spanish borders. In comparison, the Southern Basque Country
is thus almost equal to the size of the Dutch provinces of Groningen and Friesland combined. Due
to the considerable size of the region, it makes sense to select specific cities within this area. It is
important to note that there are also memorial sites in other areas of Spain which all try to
contribute to the healing process after the conflict between the ETA and Spain. However, these
fall outside of the scope of this research because these memorial sites do not serve as an expression
of the reconciliation process in the Basque country.
The inclusion of the different cities was mostly based on the findings of other studies. In
particular, the study of Fernández Vázquez (2018) provided a perspective on the different features
of the memorial sites and an initial insight into how these were judged by the community. Six cities
were considered to be of interest, namely: Donostia-San Sebastián, Andoain, Ermua, Guernica,
Bilbao, and Victoria-Gasteiz. These Basque cities belong to three different provinces within the
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Southern Basque Country. Therefore, visiting all six of these cities would have meant that the study
would have taken up considerably more time than was possible within the given timeframe.
Therefore, after careful consideration, the selection was narrowed down to Donostia-San
Sebastián, Andoain, Lasarte-Oria and Vitoria-Gasteiz. The first three cities belong to the province
of Guipúzkoa while Vitoria-Gasteiz is located in Álava. Although the monument in Vitoria-Gasteiz
is in a different province, it was included in this study because it is presented as an important
homage that is dedicated specifically to the victims of the ETA. This facilitates the opportunity to
compare the effects between very small and locally specific monuments to the effects of a more
widely promoted memorial. It did not seem suitable to disregard this memorial site only because
its located in another province. Rather, it offers the opportunity to get an initial glance into the
existence of potential differences between provinces.
Table 2 Geographical Characteristics
Town

Number of
inhabitants

Province

Size per km2

Monument
designed by:

DonostiaSan Sebastián

186.064 (2016)

Gipuzkoa

61 km²

Aitor Mendizábal

Andoain

14.613 (2016)

Gipuzkoa

27 km²

Lasarte-Oria

18.152 (2016)

Gipuzkoa

6 km²

Gotzon Huegun

Vitoria-Gasteiz

244.634 (2016)

Álava

277 km²

Agustín Ibarrola

Gotzon Etxeberria

Note. This table demonstrates the geographical information (Wikipedia, 2018, 2019, 2020) and the
creators of the monuments (Fernández Vázquez, 2018) of the cities included in this study.

4.3 Method of Data Collection
This study is based on a case-study design which “enables a researcher to closely examine the data
within a specific context” (Zainal, 2007, p. 1). In this case, this translates to the selection of
important monuments that exist in relative geographical proximity. Yin (1984) describes this as a
method that tries to investigate a phenomenon in the natural context in which it exists, often with
the use of multiple sources to assess the phenomenon. It usually requires data collection from
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interviews, documents, research reports and publications, among others. Verschuren (2010)
characterizes this type of research design by its ability to acquire an in-depth understanding of the
chosen case study. Yin’s (2003) research suggests some recommendations in terms of sources:
“documents, archival records, interviews, direct observations, participant-observations, and
physical artefacts” (as cited in Creswell, 2007, p. 75). This particular case-study research uses
interviews, observations and physical artefacts (i.e. monuments) as its primary sources of data. The
use of archival records and documentation go beyond the study of the effects and proved to be
too limited because there has not been extensive research to study the specific effects of the
monuments on the process of reconciliation in the Basque Country.
The interviews with local Basque citizens served as the primary source to get a better
understanding of the post-conflict situation in the Basque Country. These interviews were of a
semi-structured nature which means that they were guided by specific topics of interest, but
interviewees were still able to provide more context where they felt it was necessary. These topics
were transformed into different questions which then, in turn, were translated to Spanish to
facilitate the communication with locals. This included a small introduction in which the subject
of the interview was explained. The subsequent questions centred around the topics of
reconciliation, identity and collective memory. What does the monument visualize about the past?
Do you identify as a Spanish citizen, Basque or both? What five words best describe the
monument? How would you describe your relationship with the Spanish government? A more
extensive overview of the interview questions is presented in table 1.
Initially, the goal was to have at least fifteen interviews per city. In hindsight, this number
proved to be too high. The interviewees were selected through the method of convenience
sampling. This process makes it possible to have a wide range of potential interviewees; it is thus
characterised by the fact that the interviewees do not have to meet high criteria in order to
participate. One advantage of this method is that the potential interviewee may differ in age, gender,
religion, and in birthplace within the Basque Country. This last aspect addresses the requirement
that the interviewee must be a Basque citizen. This means that tourists and other non-locals were
excluded from participating in this study. The only exception to this rule would be a person that is
not originally from the Basque Country but has lived almost their entire life in the region. The
decision to exclude tourists and other non-locals was based on the assumption that they may not
have experienced the past in the same way as someone who lived in the Basque Country their
whole life. Moreover, they likely do not experience the Basque identity, an important concept
within this research, in the same way. Lastly, it is assumed that tourists and other non-locals would
have a different perception of the state-citizen relationship than Basque natives. In total, I
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approached around 60 people in the different cities and asked if they were willing to participate in
my research and share their story. Of these, a total of 13 people were able and willing to answer
my questions. However, during two of these interviews, it became clear that they did not meet the
requirement of being a local Basque citizen. Their interviews were consequently excluded. Of the
interviewees, the gender distribution was roughly equal; however, in terms of age, more people
between the ages of 35 and 50 years were willing to participate. I noticed that the older generation
was harder to reach and often did not want to participate in the study. It is reasonable to assume
that talking about this tumultuous time was just too difficult for them, both socially and
emotionally.
A secondary data source for the study are observations that centre around the geographical
location of the monuments, the current conditions of the monuments, and the possible narratives
and frames that are written on plaques or signposts accompanying the monuments. These also
include the different city maps that can be gathered through tourist information offices because
these might provide additional understanding in terms of the geographical location of certain
memorials.
Before traveling to the Basque Country, it was important for me to learn a basic level of
Spanish. In the Basque Country, ‘Euskara is the traditional Basque language and although it would
have been best to speak to people in their native language, it unfortunately proved to be unrealistic
to learn in a couple of weeks. Having some experience with the Spanish language, I decided it was
better to improve my proficiency of Spanish to reduce language issues as best as possible. This
enabled me to also include the non-English speaking population. Especially among the older
generation, few people speak English, but actually all speak Spanish. A useful tool during these
interviews was recording each conversation because some statements are easy to get lost, mostly
due to the fact that people’s speed of talking in their native language is often much faster and
therefore more difficult to follow word by word. Recording the conversations ensured that the
translation was done accurately and reflects the interviewee’s opinion on the subject.

4.4 Positionality
This next section will explore how my role as a researcher, while simultaneously being a social
actor, could influence the study. First, it is important to acknowledge that my upbringing and
current social environment have been very different than that of a Basque citizen and this could
have influenced several parts of this study. Growing up in a small town in the Netherlands without
any major violence of violent conflict has greatly influenced my sense of security and safety. My
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personal background further has the potential to influence the interpretation of the personal
stories; it could act as a bias in terms of people’s willingness to share their stories; and it could
influence the presentation of the data. However, the fact that these elements can influence the
study does not mean that there is nothing to be done to avoid this bias from occurring as much as
possible. During the interviews, it was therefore important for me to be aware of my role as a
researcher and try to stay as neutral as possible. This was done by reflecting after each interview
on how it went and where adjustments were needed. This process of reflection will continue as I
am interpreting and presenting the data. My background will always be of influence, but by
reflecting back on it throughout the entire process this influence is hopefully minimalised.
Second, my age can be a specific influence on the research. Most of the Basque citizens
who consciously experienced the conflict (consciously) are 50-60 years and older. Hence, there is
a large difference in age between myself and the potential interviewees. This brings certain
generational difference with it that could potentially influence, for example, people’s comfort level
during the conversations. It could mean that people will not share certain information because they
expect that I will not understand or relate to it because I am so much younger. I think that it is
very important to keep being mindful of this during the interviews. As a student researcher it is
important to respect the generational differences that exist and honour them where possible. This
is done by speaking respectfully, taking the time to really listen to their stories, and by making sure
to respect their boundaries.
Another potential source of bias is the language barrier that exists and the cultural
differences that coincide with differences in language. As a Dutch native, I am very aware of the
fact that the society I grew up in is considered very direct in the ways in which people act and talk.
There is a huge cultural difference between the Dutch language and other European or even world
languages. This affects the conversation we have with others on a daily basis. Thus, it will also be
of influence during the interviews because the questions are translated from Dutch to Spanish.
Even if the sentence is translated in a grammatically correct way, it can still come across as strange,
insensitive or even offensive because of the cultural differences between the languages. The
interview questions were therefore adjusted, as much as possible, to minimize this effect. For
instance, beforehand I also asked other people that are non-Dutch to evaluate the interview
questions specifically with regard to these aspects. Throughout the interviews, I also reflected on
the specific questions to see where adjustments were needed based the conversations I had.
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5. Results
5.1 Introduction of Results
To begin, it is important to put the results analysed in this chapter into perspective. This might be
done best by describing what an ideal post-conflict environment would look like in the Basque
Country. As discussed, reconciliation moves on a continuum in which the healing society is helped
and prepared to be an environment open towards different opinions, having empathy towards one
another, and in which people understand the different stances in the conflict. The communities
can honour the fallen and there is a cultural memory that sheds light on both sides. The statecitizen relationship is actively part of the process in which there is an overall positive stance towards
one another and to the state. More concretely, the Basque community feels represented by the
Spanish government and citizens portray the government as legitimate rule makers, while
simultaneously keeping the Basque identity still intact. In such an ideal post-conflict environment,
there is room to mould this identity to be accepting of cultural practices or characteristics that
might differ from the mainstream. The Basque community and their identity also have a place in
Spanish society as a whole and they are not ostracised. There is still a place for Basque traditions
as well as for the Spanish cultural traditions in terms of collective memory. To create such a
peaceful post-conflict environment, much is needed from both sides and this is not achieved
overnight. However, as discussed, the community of the Basque Country has not (yet) been on the
trajectory to become such a reconciled community. Are the limited reconciliatory efforts, in the
form of placing monuments, enough to help people come to peace with the past or not and what
are the effects of these monuments on a personal level? The next section will discuss the current
situation in concerning reconciliation and how the state-citizen relationship and identity are still at
the centre of the problems.

5.1.1 Collective Memory
After coding the interviews, it became clear that the interviews focused more on individual forms
of memory practises instead of measuring collective memory. However, at the same time, these
monuments did have a function as more of a tool and opportunity to ask people about difficult
subjects, such as their identity and state-citizen relationship in the post-conflict environment. The
observational data, on the other hand, provided a lot more insights in terms of collective memory
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practices. In this next section, the observational data will be analysed to see if similar patterns can
be discovered in the acquired interviews.
As explained, the often-hoped result of placing a monument is to support some form of
collective process towards recovery within a community and to provide a place for remembering.
However, the findings from this study suggest that this is not the case in the Basque Country. Upon
observing the surroundings of the different monuments in the region, it was very evident that many
people disregard them completely. When asking locals about their knowledge about the monument,
a clear pattern was visible in their answers: I don’t know it; this is the first time I have heard about
it; “I was not really sure [about] the meaning of that one, and I am a local guide so” (Interviewee
1). Furthermore, while I was observing the monument in San Sebastián, a big group was standing
in front of the monument with a guide (a different guide than the one participating in the study).
This guide talked about the town hall, just a few meters behind the monument. Interestingly, this
guide did not, at any point, explain the significance or even acknowledge the existence of the
monument itself, even though the group was standing right in front of it. Furthermore, it is also
quite striking that none of the people joining the walking tour asked what the monument signified.
So, are the tourist information offices and other local guides unaware of the meaning or
are they just refusing to acknowledge the presence of this particular monument? When looking at
the different town maps available for tourists, it is noticeable that not one of the monuments were
referenced on them. Thus, there seems to be a lack of acknowledgement and familiarity
surrounding the monuments in the region. Furthermore, when preparing for the fieldwork, it was
very difficult to pinpoint each monument’s location which is relatively odd in these digital times.
Another person said that: “There are, for example, in other cities in Spain where ETA has killed
people, there is maybe a small like letter or plaque which states: Here was killed … that person.
That yes. The one you have mentioned that is in front of the city hall, I have not seen it in my life”
(Interviewee 2). This response is quite significant for someone who has lived their whole life in the
region and thus it is reasonable to assume that they experienced the conflict. Therefore, the fact
that this person does not know or refuses to acknowledge the monument just a few meters from
their place of work is interesting. By comparison, it seems that a small name plaque on the ground,
which is often placed by surviving family members in the location where that person died, is more
notable and significant than a monument placed in the city square by the government. When asked
if the government organized other steps or programs to help the process of reconciliation, the
interviewee said: “It is a very complicated situation because there is at the very least a percentage
of the population here who is still in favour of ETA. And whenever the Spanish or even the
regional government of the Basque Country organizes whatever act in favour of the people who

40

have been killed by ETA, then there is this minority of very aggressive persons, who always or
somehow attacks the monument or destroy the acts or the events” (Interviewee 2).
This argument gives further weight to the assertion that people actually knowingly disregard
these monuments because they still have a large dissatisfaction towards the government and its
little effort to repair and help reconcile the Basque Country. Most of the interviewees seemed very
knowledgeable about the history of the region and seemed entuned with the Basque culture. As
these elements were at the very core of the conflict and the post-conflict environment it is
reasonable to state that they are indeed aware of the monuments but choose to ignore the it. It can
even be considered as a peaceful act of protest by the Basque society to show that it is not enough.
There was only one interviewee that considered the researched monuments as important
for memorialization and reconciliation, arguing that the monument is a clear recognition of the
events that happened in Lasarte-Oria. They stated that the monument was “clearly very good in
terms of what happened here (referring to the town Lasarte-Oria). I have spent a lot of time here
and this monument there [is] much to figure out so that its meaning is important for a big part of
the town” (Interviewee 8). While discussing the monument, this person also said they felt
represented by it. This was the only interviewee that claimed that the monument was important
for the town’s healing process. In the time I spoke with the interviewee or reflecting back on the
conversation afterwards, I could not infer anything that could explain this different opinion. All
the other accounts of the interviewees give reason to suggest that this may have been an
overgeneralization of what the monument actually contributes to the reconciliation process in the
town.

5.1.2 Identity
Identity is known to often be a difficult concept to research. As discussed, it has different meanings
to different people and often varies in terms of where a person places emphasis and importance.
To gather observational data surrounding identity is hard. However, what is notable is that all
monuments were created by local artists. Although nobody provided reasoning for this, it could be
seen as an acknowledgement and effort that the government is aware of the differences in identity
and therefore wanted the monuments to be shaped and designed to include region-specific cultural
and identity-related aspects. When a non-local artist designs a monument, it could, for example,
clash with subtle cultural and locally specific preferences unknown to an artist with a different
identity.
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Most of the Basque interviewees born in the region referenced a difference in identity when
comparing the regional identity to the Spanish identity. Although identity is sometimes difficult to
assess, almost all interviewees could articulate very specific examples of what their identity entails
and how this differs from others. Examples are: “But I feel myself like Basque Country because I
was born here, and since I was a child, I always feel Basque culture and Basque folklore and Basque
identity as my own. Even loving Spanish culture, I feel myself like Basque” (Interviewee 1); “I
consider myself Basque: because of the culture, the language” (Interviewee 9). Others also involved
the political implications of having a Basque identity: “I identify carefully as Basque, because the
Spanish Government was not of course very easy to us, neither in the past, nor in the present and
it seems not in the future” (Interviewee 3). A different interviewee also stated that they believe
there is no difference between a Basque identity and a Spanish identity, arguing, “So I identify
myself as 100 percent Basque and 100 percent Spanish” (Interviewee 2). This interviewee also said
that that they experienced the politics within the whole country in a passive manner and I think
this attitude clearly matches this statement about identity as well. Maybe by not getting involved in
the politics that have surrounded the conflict for many years, the line is not that clear between the
Spanish and the Basque identities. The interviewees often referenced the presence of specific
culture, language and the folklore (Interviewees 1, 5, 7 and 9).
The interview conversations also gave me reason to believe that many of the interviewees
had been attacked verbally or even physically in the past, because they valued their cultural identity
and because many were willing to fight to maintain this. Looking at the rise in violent acts when
the Basque language was forbidden is a good example of this. One of the interviewees even stated:
“I fight for the culture and the identity of my land, of my people” (Interviewee 9). Even though
many of the cultural restrictions have been lifted nowadays, people are still determined to fight to
keep this freedom to express their identities. This means that there is still little confidence in the
fact this freedom of identity expressions will continue in the future. They have not forgotten; they
still seem to be struggling with the past; in the post-conflict environment the clash surrounding
different identities is not yet resolved, in other words: They still feel a divide based on their identity.
The interviews thus give sufficient support for the following statement: The monuments have not
been a sufficient effort to create a society in which Basque society members feel that both the
Spanish and the Basque identity can grow together and exist side by side. Furthermore, these
reconciliation efforts have not provided ample opportunities to emphasize similarities instead of
the differences between these identities and that both identities have a respected place in the
Spanish society as a whole.
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5.1.3 State-Society Relations
The relationship between the state and citizens of the Basque Country was something that the
interviewees seemed eager to talk about. This could be because the concepts of identity and
reconciliation are vague and often accompanied by sensitive memories. However, in this particular
case it is more plausible that their eagerness to provide context to this relationship stems from their
often-strong feelings of discontent although not all interviewees spoke solely in negative terms
about their relationship with the state. Generally, it becomes clear that the state-society relations is
described in negative terms and many don’t feel represented by the Spanish state. Some described
this relationship as “I accept it in a somehow passive way” (Interviewee 2) and another as “zero,
its obligatory they do not represent me” (Interviewee 3). What is notable here is that even though
these interviewees were less negative than the others, the relationship still is not described with
more positive nouns.
The fact that more negative nouns were used by people further shapes the idea that there is
a huge lack of legitimacy present among citizens of the Basque Country. The following examples
provide more evidence for this statement. One said: “But my politics ideals are anarchy, so I don’t
like countries, I don’t like governments, I don’t like to be governed or ruled by governments. In
material we live in a democracy, but a lot of times I feel like that is not true” (Interviewee 1). One
interviewee even took their discontent a step further to complete distrust saying: “I believe that the
Spanish government lied to abandon ETA, I believe that the ETA law has come at a time very well
suited for the government …” (Interviewee 9). They continued with comments that suggest that
the Spanish government kept the ETA organization in play in order to get the population’s support
to successfully pass specific laws (Interviewee 9). According to this interviewee: “That law
[referring to anti-terrorism law] was put in power […] it has been able to have the law on its part
without having to have explanations to you […]” (ibid.). One of the interviewees abruptly ended
the interview when I asked about the state-citizen relationship and became quite suspicious of why
I was asking these questions. Even after explaining the goal of the research and my role as a
researcher, this person did not want to continue the conversation.
Other interviewees specifically mention their annoyance toward the government’s actions
during the process of reconciliation. One interviewee said that during the moment of the
disarmament of the ETA, the Spanish government was not represented by anybody. Furthermore,
they stated: “I don’t care what they do. Not even what the Basque government is doing. That work
[referencing the process of reconciliation] has been made by [the] Basque and Spanish society”
(Interviewee 1). The distrust and lack of legitimacy experienced by these Basque citizens grew more
extreme in the aftermath of the conflict with the ETA. Looking at other case studies, this
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relationship often grows more positive and reaffirms people’s trust in the government. These are
all strong examples of how certain inadequate actions by the government further fuelled the already
delicate relationship between the Spanish state and the Basque community.

5.1.4 Reconciliation in the Basque Country
This research looks specifically at reconciliation in terms of the identity and the state-citizen
relationship and what monuments have to say about this. What is clear is that reconciliation has a
lot of facets that influence this concept as a whole and this is just a small part of what should be
the entire reconciliation process. However, besides transitional justice steps, not much has been
done in support of helping the communities heal. Interestingly, using monuments as a tool through
which interviewees were asked questions on rather difficult and complicated subjects seems to
provide a good insight into what the current level of reconciliation is in the Basque Country. People
tend to consider that the government’s efforts for reconciliation have been insufficient and the
placement of monuments is considered an example of this failure. When people were asked directly
if they think that the government has done enough in terms of helping the community reconcile
the overall answers was: No. One interviewee articulated this in the following way: “No if you put
a monument and think that all the people are normal. No, no, because the people that think
terrorists are good still think that now” (Interviewee 6). In other words, if society as a whole does
not go through a transformation to change the current social climate than it stays the same.
This interviewee is thus aware of the fact that the violence portrayed by ETA members was
not just and that this was not the solution to the problems in the Basque Country. However, it also
signals that simply placing a monument is not a sufficient reaction either. It does not seem to have
the desired effect of helping the community deal with was has happened. Others even stated that
the intentions of placing the monuments are not towards the goal to help reconciling the
communities as a whole: “Yes everything that makes monuments help is all economical for the
victims on the other side” (Interviewee 9). In this statement, this interviewee is referring to the
Spanish government as the “other side”. Another interviewee states with some hesitance that the
monument in San Sebastián/Donostia is there for victims of terrorism. This claim is not that
exciting in itself; it is interesting, however, that this person was one of the few native Basques that
identified themselves as Spanish (Interviewee 4). They seemed more familiar with the monument
than others and when asked what the monument represents for them, they said: “Democracia,
Union, Recuerdo y España” which can be translated to “democracy, union, memory and Spain”
(Interviewee 4).
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The general consensus, based on the findings of this research, is that the monuments are either
wilfully not acknowledged or they have made no positive impact or impression on Basque society.
It has become clear that there is still a lot left unresolved in this post-conflict environment. It could
be argued that this is because of the fact that the Basque Country has not been in a post-conflict
environment for that long. However, it is more likely that this is due to the lack of efforts to help
the community with an actual reconciliation program. Not one of the people asked about the
monument could immediately recollect why it was there or tell me more about the monument
itself. Concretely, this means that of the 45 people I approached, no one could or was willing to
share the origin of the monument. Especially in the early stages of the fieldwork, this made it very
difficult to collect actual data. This was one of the reasons that I had to change strategies, as will
be discussed in the discussion below. However, although this change helped to gather more data,
it still signifies the effect that the monuments have had.
Moreover, when staff members of the tourist information offices or tour guides, whom I
consider to be experts on local history compared to other Basque community members, were asked
about the origin of the monument, the answer was the same: “I don’t know”. They did not
recognize the monument a lot of the times even when they were shown a picture. These staff
members were all unable to tell me more in terms of background information about the monument.
However, when asked about other monuments, for example one that commemorates the battle
between France and Spain in 1936, they were able to tell stories about cultural remembrance
practices, origin, and about the artists that designed the particular monument in San
Sebastián/Donostia. Therefore, it is reasonable to argue that even when people are willing to be
more knowledgeable about these events and the monuments that represent them as part of their
job, they seem to just ignore these elements completely. This could also be due to a non-intentional
lack of attention paid to these particular monuments, but even so, this would mean that using the
monuments as an act to help reconcile the community has completely failed. It has not provided
the community to use the space to promote reconciliation, help find some form of peace for the
victims’ relatives or has helped the Basque community to envision and express what is actually
needed.
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6. Discussion and Concluding Remarks
6.1 What Do the Results Mean?
To understand what the above results mean, this section first reflects on the question that guided
this research from the start: What can memorials and monuments within the Basque Country reveal about the
current level of reconciliation in the region? Here, the emphasis lies on the connection between visual
symbols, such as monuments, and the effect on the state-society relations and identity of the
individual within the context of reconciliation. The analysis of the data showed that the identity
and the relationship between the state and society, in the process of reconciliation in the Basque
Country, are currently still at the centre of problems that exist in the post-conflict Basque region.
The Basque identity is still viewed as very different from the Spanish identity. Subsequently, based
on the data, it seems that these problems surrounding identity are still deeply rooted and have not
been adjusted or lead towards a more positive position within Spanish society as a whole. Indeed,
identity has been a central aspect of the conflict with the ETA, but the problems surrounding it
stem from very tumultuous years and events without the right support to tackle this as a root
cause. As a consequence, the Basque identity has not yet been restored to fit and be respected as
an identity which is a valued part of Spanish society as a whole. It seems that there is agreement
among Basques citizens that the Spanish government has not made sufficient efforts to restore and
rebuild the society as a whole in order to make sure this part of the population also has a place in
it. It is contradictory that the government expects the Basque Country to stay within Spanish
territory but lacks extensive efforts to improve their place in that society.
The data shows that several interviewees consider reconciliation to be something that the
Basque community does among themselves and their community members. As a consequence,
they also do not expect that the currently non-existent space for the Basque identity in the society
will improve by efforts of the government. However, it is notable to mention that among the
interviewees there did not seem to be an experienced hostility towards the Spanish identity itself
and its differences with the Basque identity. At the same time, the interviewees also did not expect
a concord in the near future. I would argue that, at the very least, the interviewees experience a lack
of value and worth by the Spanish government. I expect that, as long as these problems
surrounding identity are not dealt with and no extensive reconciliatory steps are taken, it will remain
at the centre of discontent experienced by the Basque citizens. What festers among the
interviewees is that there is just not done enough by the ones that should focus on improving the
current statusquo. I argue that the steps taken in the form of placing these monuments were not
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effective to counterbalance the result of the continued struggle for the Basque identity to have a
valued and respected place in society.
As discussed earlier, there is a strong link between the problems that stem from
the identity battle, on the one hand, and those caused by the relationship between the state and
that of Basque society, on the other. Based on the interviews, I would argue that the relationship
between the Basque citizens and the Spanish government is still damaged in this post-ETA conflict
environment. In the interviews, this relationship was often described by words of discontent
towards the Spanish government. There is a definite lack of experienced legitimacy and the
interviewees repeatedly suggested that the government does not act sufficiently or effectively in the
region. The people hold the community responsible for its wins and the government for its failures.
Even though the government was successful in stopping the violence by the ETA and the chaos
in the region that stemmed from this violence, it never restored the relations with the community
members. I think that the lack of acknowledgement of the monuments that I experienced in the
different towns is a strong testament to this skewed and distorted relationship. It is reasonable that
interviewees who walk by them every day on their way to work surely have noticed this
memorialization of the past. I therefore argue that this is a deliberate act of disregarding the
reconciliatory steps that the government took with placing the monument in the community. This
act of non-acknowledgement signals the wish for more (decisive) governmental action to restore
this relationship.
It is important to reflect on how these results relate to the current debate that surrounds
monuments. More recently, monuments and their existence in the social environment were central
in a widespread debate about racism. This makes the results of this study very relevant to the
current discussions that surround monuments and the ‘Black Lives Matter’ movement. During the
course of the 2020 ‘Black Lives Matter’ protests, many people outspokenly criticized the origin of
certain monuments and how people feel that these are still part of their daily environment. These
actions opened up the debate about the impact of monuments and how they are interpreted by a
person. In different cities, such as Bristol, Antwerp, and Fredericksburg, this movement took the
destruction into their own hands and tore down monuments linked to slavery (Berry, 2020). It
opened up the public debate about the existence of visual historical representations in the current
fabric of society. This is very interesting because such a widespread call for action against
monuments or memorials does not happen often. It demonstrates that even though the existence
of these monuments was tolerated over many years this does not guarantee its future. Therefore, a
particular monument that was once attributed to the process of reconciliation could potentially
have the opposite effect instantly or even in later years.
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6.2 Reflection on the Field Research
With every research there are, in hindsight, things that could have been changed or set up
differently to get even better results or gather more context-specific information. This also holds
true for this thesis research into the reconciliation process of the Basque Country. Even though
the monuments were a useful and easy tool to get people to talk about difficult subjects, in hindsight
it also proved to be difficult to have a longer and more intense conversation with the interviewees
in this setting. I experienced that most people were on their way to something or someone which
made it difficult to hold their attention and time for a longer period. As soon as I started the
interviews in the Basque Country, I noticed that the response was not what I hoped it to be.
In the beginning, most interviews were cut off before I even got a chance to gather some
basic information. After providing a sample of the interview questions for feedback, it was
suggested that this problem was an effect of the order in which the questions were asked.
Beforehand, I did not account for the overall lack of knowledge or acknowledgement of these
monuments and memorials. Especially in the beginning, it was very hard to locate the memorial or
monument in the towns that were chosen. For instance, it took me several hours to locate the
monument in the very small town of Andoain. Even town-specific tourist information
offices/points asked me to provide a picture of the monument to then look it up on the internet.
This was sometimes very frustrating because it limited the output of information that people were
willing or able share about the specific monument. It was not in line with my expectation because
I anticipated that people would have a more outspoken opinion and knowledge in general about
the monuments. Starting the interviews with these questions being answered with “no” almost
immediately ended any further conversations. Looking critically at the order of the interview
questions, it made sense to make changes and reformulate a plan to counterbalance this particular
problem. As a result of this change, people could and were more willing to answer other questions.
This helped to gather more information about the state-citizen relationship and their experience of
identity instead of solely a lack of recognition for the monument or memorial.
Another field-specific experience was that people were often not willing to speak about the
period of the ETA. Although I was aware of the fact that it was not long ago that the ETA officially
ended the conflict, it surprised me that talking about the subject is still such a sensitive matter. I
even got the impression that discussing their experiences from this time is almost considered a
taboo. As a Dutch person, I am aware that there is a big cultural difference between my own life
and background and theirs. Especially in the beginning, I sometimes got the impression that people
were surprised by my directness. As discussed in the methodology chapter, my positionality as a
researcher is of influence here. As much as I tried to account for this beforehand, my directness
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combined with the fact that it is still a very sensitive subject, clearly influenced the interviews. In
an effort to solve this, I came to the conclusion that it might be best to just mention this “elephant
in the room”. From then on out, after I had discussed the topic of the interview, I told people:
“I'm sorry if the questions are a little too direct, but I'm Dutch”. Just mentioning this had a big
effect. It helped the interviewees to mentally prepare for the questions to come and at the same
time broke the ice a bit which increased people’s willingness to engage in the conversation.
As discussed earlier, there was a big language barrier to overcome between myself and most
interviewees. Since almost none of the people spoke English, it was difficult to really conduct indepth interviews. Responding with another question specifically to what people were telling me
was almost impossible. Even though I asked people to speak slowly, it was too difficult to formulate
a follow-up question in Spanish during the interviews. My interviews did contain pre-formulated
responses in an effort to compensate for this lack in language proficiency, but this was still
something I experienced as an adverse effect. It influenced the amount of information that I could
gather out of an interview and thus the overall quantity as well as quality of the data. In line with
this was the time span in which the research took place. In an ideal situation, spending even more
time in the area could have resulted in a higher number of interviews. Interestingly, I do think that,
based on the interviews I conducted for this thesis, the overall trend of the data would still hold
up. However, I believe that spending more time on the fieldwork would have even further
improved the quality of data itself. Surely, it would have influenced my skills of interviewing people
who are ‘on-the-go’ and I think that with every type of field research it takes time to further develop
these skills.
Subsequently, in hindsight I noticed that I had overestimated my comfort levels of
interviewing strangers that were passing by. The rejections of people that had no time or people
who reacted dismissively and were unwilling to answer questions was more difficult to process than
I expected. Especially because I was by myself in an area relatively unfamiliar to me, I think that
those reactions made me experience feelings of being socially rejected. It sometimes felt very lonely
during the fieldwork itself and I think that I would have changed my strategy if I had known that
beforehand. All these experiences made it at times hard to continue to be a very extroverted person,
who normally has no problem with being social with strangers. In hindsight, I think that these
feelings were also amplified by the fact that I was highly aware of the painfulness that my subject
and questions could evoke in others. In the end, what is most important here is that I learned a lot
from this valuable experience and this experience would not stop me from conducting research in
the future.
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6.3 Concluding Remarks
In the introduction, I have discussed in what way the results of this thesis would contribute to the
societal and scientific debate that reconciliation is part of. This next part will reflect back on these
two important debates and will put forth different suggestions for future research into this topic.
The results have provided a deeper contextualization of the current status of the Basque postconflict environment. Beforehand, there was little information available on what the effects are
when there is a lack of community input when developing the monument. As has become
clear through the discussion of the observational results, the monuments included in this thesis did
not suffer graffiti damages or any other kind of destructive attacks. They seemed to be well kept
and an effort was made to upkeep the direct environment near the monuments. However, as
discussed, there was a general lack of recognition towards their existence. The interviewees often
used derogatory words to describe these reconciliatory efforts. Moreover, the interviewees
frequently stated that the monuments do not reflect the expression of the Basque identity that is
shared among the members of the community. Based on all the results shared earlier, I would argue
that

these

monuments

failed

to

achieve

the

proposed

effect,

namely

to

help

reconcile the community, especially with regard to improving the relations between the state and
Basque society and helping create a valued place for the Basque identity in society as a whole.
The discussion above shows the difficulty that stems from not knowing more about the
current state of reconciliation in the Basque Country. This research provided a better
understanding of precisely this dynamic, focussing on how the role of identity, a difficult statecitizen relationship, and collective memory provide a lens through which the process of
reconciliation can be analysed. It explored if this lens could be used to gather specific reconciliatory
insights when people are asked about monuments in a specific area. Furthermore, these instances
were analysed to see if there are similar stories and patterns to discover that can provide an indepth look into the difficult process that is reconciliation in the Basque Country. As mentioned
before, it is known that monuments can help people process their experiences and help facilitate
collective memory. However, to my knowledge, no one has used these specific monuments as a
tool to measure how reconciliation is experienced in the post-conflict society.
Beforehand, I hoped to contribute to move the debate around collective memory beyond
the definition stages. This was a very ambitious goal and I am hesitant to claim that this thesis
research

has moved

this

particular academic discussion beyond

definitional

confusion.

Nevertheless, this research study has provided some value because choosing monuments as its
central tool helped to create understanding of what can be considered to be acts of collective and
cultural memory. Thus, this thesis has made it possible to better understand what can and
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cannot be derived from monuments and from the stories that people share in such
environments. In the end, this study does provide evidence for using collective memory as a great
source and tool when the reconciliation process is very minimal or even non-existent. It
furthermore helps to explain the connection between collective memory and reconciliation, and
this indirectly also contributes to the wider definitional debate.
This thesis was mainly focussed on whether and how reconciliation could be constructed
in a place where state-led initiatives to promote reconciliation are almost non-existent. In the
Basque Country, monuments seem to be the only tool or incentive that was used to promote the
needed societal transformation in the post-conflict environment. As discussed, this societal
transformation should have had the effect of providing the Basque population with the feeling that
their identity is a valued part of Spanish society. By placing the monuments as part of the
reconciliatory process, I think the Spanish government expected to have contributed enough to
make this transformation happen. Indirectly, creating a space for memorialising important events
of the past could have improved the state-society relations, more specifically, the existing
relationship between the Basque population and the Spanish government. In an environment in
which reconciliation is almost absent, the goal was to explore what the effects are when only these
minimal steps are taken. This exploration clearly shows that just placing a monument is not enough
to achieve such a societal transformation. This links back to the bigger academic debate that
surrounds reconciliation that several academics have argued for, namely that reconciliation is a
process in which different reconciliatory actions must be intertwined to achieve the goal of
guiding a particular post-conflict society in their journey to reconciliation. This thesis provides
evidence that the post-conflict steps taken in the Basque Country, i.e., the judicial steps and the
placement of monuments, were not enough to guide the Basque community towards societal
transformation in the form of reconciliation. As argued, the monuments can, however, be a good
starting point for this societal process.
As with every research study, there are limitations to it and recommendations for future
research. This particular case study was very specific in different ways and while this research points
to a deficiency it does not point to a solution to compensate for this deficiency. This research, can’t
explain what the effects would be of monuments in a different area or what could have been done
better to achieve a more positive result. Or, even more specifically, what other programs could
have been more successful in this particular post-conflict environment. Moreover, the fact that the
conflict ended with an acknowledgement of guilt by the ETA and there was a definite lack of stateled reconciliation steps, makes this a relatively unique case. However, this does not mean that the
results cannot be generalized to any other case study. It is just that this should be taken into account
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when monuments are used as the lens through which reconciliation is analysed. There are several
recommendations to be made for future research, in an attempt to account for the limitations of
this particular study. It would be interesting to compare the results of this research study to that of
monuments that are outside of the Basque region. This would make it possible to compare the
remembrance culture against the monuments in the Basque Country. Furthermore, it would be
interesting to analyse what the state of reconciliation is in the Basque Country outside these specific
concepts. What were, for example, the effects of the judicial steps on the process of reconciliation
in the Basque Country. Hopefully, by doing further research it is possible to point to a solution to
further the process of reconciliation in the Basque region because, in the end, every society should
be worthy enough to build on the mistakes of the past so that through reconciliation it can create
a new future.
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