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Abstract: This article examines the recent growth of culinary tourism in the
Basque Country (Hegoalde or Southern Basque Country), and how its effects
have shaped the use of Euskara (the Basque language) and multilingual practi-
ces through concepts of materiality. Derived from my research, which looks at
how Euskara is used to promote gastronomic products, this analysis relies upon
the two concepts of geosemiotics and language materiality to reveal how mate-
riality influences value and language use in touristic settings. We can analyze
language as it is materially placed in the world by studying the physical sub-
stances on which an inscription is made. This materiality also exists as part of a
stratigraphy of non-neutral forms that include a wide range of presentations that
influence how we interact with text, while also providing a lens through which
consumption and material culture studies emerge. Derived from interviews, the
examination of beverage labels, and observations of the linguistic landscape,
the findings of this research illustrate how Euskara is used – despite some
producers’ reluctance – alongside more dominant languages as culinary tourism
increases. In doing so, it highlights emergent opposing reactions to tourism that
express concern for the changing social, economic, linguistic, and political
environment. Through the examples illustrated, the materiality of Euskara can
increase the value of both the language and marketed products. However, the
added or even decreased value of a language is contingent on the physical and
social landscape in which gastronomy is promoted. By developing ideas of how
and where language materiality, commodification, and value are produced,
advocates of minoritized languages such as Euskara can better strategize the
promotion of their gastronomic and tourist sectors without losing the cultural
and linguistic identity that contributes to these sectors’ value.
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1 Introduction

Every day for the first six months of my fieldwork, I woke to two very distinct,
local sounds – the sound of the Basque language and the sound of tourism. In a
flat shared by five people, most of whom were native Basque speakers, in the
heart of San Sebastián, known in Basque as Donostia, Euskara (Basque) was
commonly heard in our home as all of my roommates spoke the language to
some degree. Soon after starting my day, the inevitable click-click-click-click-click
of suitcases rolling along the tiled streets outside our windows provided a
background noise to the conversations held inside our home. This flat, located
just outside the Parte Zaharra, the ‘Old Town’, was an ideal place for someone
arriving from abroad. Located just seconds from the ocean, steps from the
numerous Michelin-starred restaurants, and on a street in which the bar
Rekalde attracted local Basques and tourists alike, I could not have found a
better place to begin my fieldwork on the use of Euskara within this gastronomic
mecca.

Over the last two decades, there has been significant growth in the Basque
tourism industry, which attracts an international audience eager to visit the
area’s urban architectural attractions, partake in ecotourism, learn about the
enigmatic language and culture that has often defined the Basque Country, and
dine at Michelin-starred restaurants. Within this culturally rich destination, one
can find constructed routes that lead visitors to sites of food production, menus
that advertise wine and food pairings, and tours of rural farmhouses – all
marketed in English, Castilian (Spanish), French (in the Northern Basque
Country), and Basque.

My research occurred during a pivotal moment in Basque history – a
transition that was changing the image of the Basque Country from a nation
previously associated with political conflict to one of gastronomic renown. This
article examines the growth of the Basque Country’s tourism as a Basque
government-branded “Culinary Nation,” and the potential effects this transition
is having on the use of the Basque language, Euskara, in the promotion of local
products.

The premise of this article builds on two key concepts in contribution to the
discourse for applied linguistics, illustrating the importance of materiality in the
creation of value for the Basque case in particular. The examples provided show
the increase in value of language when associated with iconic elements of

2 Kerri N. Lesh

Brought to you by | University of Nevada Reno
Authenticated | kerri.lesh@gmail.com author's copy

Download Date | 10/31/19 9:07 PM



Basque gastronomy, such as cider. Simultaneously, a decrease in the value of
food and language can occur when materiality shapes language into a global-
izing dominant force that erases linguistic diversity. I use the concept of geo-
semiotics to describe how language is used in concrete places to index certain
audiences. Scollon and Scollon (2003: 2) define geosemiotics as “the study of the
social meaning of the material placement of sign and discourses and of our
actions in the material world.” Their work, just as this one, relies upon real
world examples to show how and where signs are constructed for interpretation.
The materiality of these signs is constructed within a larger nexus that includes
linguistic materiality.

As Cavanaugh and Shankar (2017) contend, analyzing language and materi-
ality together can explain processes of meaning-making and value production,
and how incorporating materiality into linguistic analysis grounds these proc-
esses within cultural, social, political, and economic structures of power
(Cavanaugh and Shankar 2014; Shankar and Cavanaugh 2012). Such value
production is influenced by viewers and determined by the social meaning of
the material environment in which these signs are placed. Using these two
concepts in tandem to analyze signs and language use in touristic environments
gives insight to various stakeholders involved in Basque tourism. The findings of
scholars who study language materiality, as well as the importance of the
Basque language in the formation of Basque identity, support the idea that
Euskara can function as a distinguishing feature of nation branding and gastro-
diplomacy. Striking a balance between the efforts of language normalization
alongside communication with tourists has proved an ongoing concern as tour-
ism continues to increase.

The importance of Euskara in recent Basque history and the development of
New Basque Cuisine provides context for the relationship between language and
gastronomy amid an increase in tourism. Several examples – from arriving in the
airport to various environments and products commonly seen in the Basque
Country – describe how materiality and language interact to create and affect
value. The methodology used in this analysis consisted primarily of participant
observation, recorded interviews, focus groups, documentation, and collection
of food labels, as well as photographs and observations of the linguistic land-
scape. Through such qualitative-driven research I note common reasons why
Basques choose to market their goods using particular languages, the frequency
of linguistic occurrences, in what environmental contexts they occur, and to
which audiences these advertisements are directed. Some of the examples given
are part of explicit marketing strategies, while others occur more naturally
within the context of tourism.
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2 Basque language and tourism in the creation
of identity

Euskara has played a historically important role in constructing Basque identity (Urla
2012). As a result of nineteenth-century industrialization and the demographic move-
ment of rural Basque speakers to urban areas that had experienced immigration from
other parts of Spain, many Basques abandoned the use of Euskara. This differ-
entiation between vascos (Basques) and euskaldunak (Basque speakers) created an
ongoing tension (Urla 2012). The first wave of Basque nationalism and language
revival in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries used language as evi-
dence for the Basques’ identity based on their origin and distinction from Spanish
culture (Urla 2012). The founder of Basque nationalism, Sabino Arana, published
extensively on Basque orthography and, in 1918, the creation of the Basque
Language Academy and Society of Basque Studies marked a key development for
modernizing and unifying Basque culture and language (Watson 2003: 243).

After the end of the Civil War (1936–1939) and under Francisco Franco’s
strict regime (1939–1975), attempts were made to exterminate all vestiges of
Basque culture, including the use of Euskara (Watson 2003). This led to the
creation of a clandestine pro-Basque language and culture group, Ekin, which
evolved in 1959 into Euzkadi ta Askatasuna (ETA), “Basqueland and Freedom”
(Urla 2012: 51). In the 1960s ETA developed into an organization that used
violence to fight the Franco regime and carried on its campaign during the
Spanish transition to democracy after Franco’s death in 1975. ETA subsequently
declared a definitive ceasefire in 2011 and disbanded in 2018. In the 1960s, too,
clandestine Basque language schools were created in part with the help of the
Basque Language Academy. Gradually, Basqueness became centered on lan-
guage and culture, as it transitioned from heritage to practice (Urla 2012). As
Spain became a democracy after 1975, the new Constitution granted more
autonomy to the Basque Country and included language rights for Basques.

By this time, urban regeneration and the contribution of culture to the
economy led to the promotion of new tourist industries (Zulaika 2003). The
success of the Guggenheim Museum Bilbao, inaugurated in 1997, illustrates
the transformation of a nation associated with political violence to an interna-
tional architectural and artistic tourist destination. Plaza (2000) evaluates the
growth in tourism just before and after the construction of the museum, showing
how it has contributed to the urban renewal known as the “Guggenheim effect.”
While noting several other reasons, she calculates that visitors to the
Guggenheim accounted for over half of the Basque Country’s growth in tourism
in the late 1990s (Plaza 2000: 1055–1056).
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In the early 1980s, the nueva cocina vasca (New Basque Cuisine) had gained
momentum and would also help change the face of the Basque Country. It
continues to emphasize a combination of tradition and innovation in the crea-
tion of a culinary destination. I experienced the change in perception of the
Basque Country personally from a nation associated with political violence to
one of culinary fame; it was a surprise to see how quickly its image changed in
the United States, as revealed, in part, by my own medical doctor. At an
appointment in 2015, I mentioned to my doctor that I was studying linguistic
and cultural anthropology in the Basque Country, to which he replied, “Is that
where a group of terrorists were from in Spain?” By the time I was conducting
my own research in 2017, San Sebastián had been named one of the two 2016
Cultural Capitals of Europe. Basque Michelin-starred restaurants were making
headlines on the “The World’s 50 Best Restaurants” list. Furthermore, an
increase in ecotourism and the opportunities to try local Basque wines such as
txakoli (Järlehed and Moriarty 2018) and those from Rioja Alavesa transformed
the Basque Country from a nation associated with political violence to one
touted for its gastronomic fame.

3 A rise to fame for Basque gastronomy

While Basque cuisine has historically focused on the quality of the local raw
materials, its rise to fame in more recent history can be traced back to the mid-
1970s when several Basque chefs, known as the “group of twelve,” founded the
nueva cocina vasca (New Basque Cuisine) movement. This group was respon-
sible for “creating modern recipes with style and authenticity” (Rodríguez and
Adrià 2016: 16). The nueva cocina vasca is based on using traditional, seasonal
ingredients while employing technology to produce artistic creations to provide
a modern aesthetic to the traditional dishes. This demonstrates not only the
Basques’ ability to innovate, but also their emphasis on retaining historically
used elements of Basque cuisine. Much like other aspects of their culture, out-
siders can observe this dichotomy of tradition and innovation, which gives
tourists a sense of traditional, authentic Basque cuisine while providing them
with novel dining experiences. The pairing of these two specific concepts is
often used as part of a nation-branding strategy that can be seen elsewhere in
marketing efforts (Del Percio 2016; Gorgoglione et al. 2018).

Today, Basque restaurants and cuisine are gaining global fame as younger
chefs such as Eneko Atxa join more established figures like Juan Mari Arzak and
Pedro Subijana in the Basque culinary scene (Rodríguez and Adrià 2016: 17).
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Additionally, in the 2017 “World’s 50 Best Restaurants” list, Andoni Luis
Adúriz’s restaurant, Mugaritz, and Victor Arguinzoniz’s Asador Etxebarri were
included in the top 10 restaurants in the world (The World’s 50 Best Restaurants
2017). As a result of such achievements, the increase in international tourists has
therefore led to an increase in the use and visibility of dominant languages –
such as Castilian and English – for advertising purposes.

4 The materiality of a “Culinary Nation”

In 2018, Bilbao hosted the “World’s 50 Best Restaurants” awards.
Simultaneously, the Basque Culinary Center Fundazioa (this name itself is in
an interesting mixture of English and Basque) developed the Basque “Culinary
Nation” project. Basque gastronomic achievements have continued to grow,
increasing tourism and communication efforts through the use of dominant
languages. This has caused concern from locals, who fear Euskara is being
used less and becoming less visible. On the website, the Basque Culinary
Nation is defined as “an open nation, without frontiers and which speaks a
universal language: that of flavor,” highlighting both tradition and modernity
(About Culinary Nation 2018). Several characteristics are referenced in this
definition – a desire to no longer have frontiers, a reference to language, and
the previously mentioned unique balance of tradition and modernity. By
describing the Basque Country as an open nation without frontiers, the message
emphasizes a desire to improve relations with other regions and nations on a
social, economic, and political scale. The mention of a “universal language” is a
reference that, at least for someone interested in linguistic matters, indexes the
importance of language as a tool for communication, and in this case, strives to
be inclusive and palatable for anyone willing to take part. Using more universal
languages for communication purposes is significant for a nation that has often
tried to assert the use of its minoritized language. Creating a universal language
through food points toward the construction of a nation brand known as gastro-
diplomacy (Wilson 2013).

Rachel Wilson (2013: 3) writes that the core of gastrodiplomacy has a dual
purpose: it aims to please the palate while at the same time improving political
affairs. One can observe this duality in various aspects of tourism in the
Basque Country. In such efforts, this can come at the cost of losing Basque
cultural distinctiveness. A degree of linguistic distinctiveness is lost, for exam-
ple, when tourists are greeted in English at the airport in Bilbao, as seen in
Figures 1–3.
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Here I present an example that goes against the mutually reinforcing language-
food connection. In Figures 1–3, one notes that these signs have been placed
next to the baggage carousel – a place in which travelers typically wait for their
luggage with their attention directed at the wall where the conveyor belt exits.

Figure 1: In the Bilbao airport in the international area reading “Welcome to the Culinary
Nation,” November 8, 2018, Photo courtesy of Cameron Watson.

Figure 2: In the domestic area of the Bilbao airport reading, “Welcome to the Culinary Nation,”
November 8, 2018, Photo courtesy of Cameron Watson.
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These signs were not present upon my arrival or departure when conducting
fieldwork in 2017, but were added the following year. In this case, the physical
environment in which the signs are positioned is what provides more meaning
and value to the English language. Their placement in the primary airport of the
Basque Country, at both the international and domestic baggage claim areas,
emphasizes an effort to attract a globalized traveler. The gastronomic elements
of the signs are more emphasized in Figures 1 and 2 through the display of local
seafood and popular dishes, with no use of the Basque language in any of the
three signs. Having noted the historical importance of Euskara, one might expect
to observe a translation of Euskara welcoming visitors in efforts to highlight the
cultural distinctiveness as part of nation branding.

Reducing the visibility of a language, however, whether due to its past
associations with political violence or efforts to reach a global audience, is a
sensitive topic for many as they do not feel comfortable using Basque to market
their goods. In my interviews with beverage producers, I observed a hesitancy in
using Euskara communicatively for marketing purposes (though used more
often symbolically), and, subsequently, the reduction of its visibility in various
parts of the Basque Country and Spain as the exportation of its products and
promotion of tourism increased. Despite this hesitancy, the increased use of
global languages further increases the potential value of Euskara for various
products through authenticating processes. The materiality of the language,

Figure 3: A third version of the sign in the domestic area of the Bilbao airport reading “Small
Nation, Great Taste. Welcome to the Culinary Nation,” November 8, 2018, Photo courtesy of
Cameron Watson.
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then, also creates value for the products with which it is used, as well as for the
language itself.

The increased visibility of the airport signs in English exemplified in Figures 1–3
is based on the same marketing campaign presented by the Basque Culinary Center
(BCC) in Figure 4. Though the BCC offers translations of its webpage in Euskara,
Castilian, and English, the institution’s title is rarely translated from English (Basque
Culinary Center Homepage 2018). Figure 4 is an advertisement for the culinary nation
campaign that is presented on the BCC homepage, demonstrating the use of English
as the primary form of communication. Such uses of English in the public spaces of
the world’s cities alongside national and local languages have received increasing
attention over the last fifteen years (Bolton 2012).

Kress and van Leeuwen (1996: 208) present a system of analysis for the position
and type of information presented in a sign (as presented in Scollon and Scollon
(2003: Ch. 4)). If we apply this model to the sign in Figure 4, we see that the
design contains a larger, centered font that emphasizes a “welcome” to the
“culinary nation.” The prominence of this centralized phrase provides the
main message. In smaller print, a further description of the “small nation”
that offers “great taste” could be seen to have a (often contested) political
statement asserting the Basque Country as its own nation. The smaller font
elicits less prominence, and its positioning at the top adheres to the top-bottom
(ideal/real) arrangement, which implies that information located toward the top
of a sign contains the ideal or opinionated information, whereas the lower
images refer to the real or concreate information (Scollon and Scollon 2003:
91–92; Kress and Van Leeuwen 1996: 208). The sign continues the top-bottom

Figure 4: Photo courtesy of Basque Culinary Center home webpage, June 30, 2018.
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spectrum with the small centered sponsors of the campaign at the very bottom.
The colorful simplicity and artistic design of the sign is semiotically relevant as it
mirrors the artistic simplicity and innovation in the Basque dishes served in
Michelin-starred restaurants (and more generally in minimalistic dishes of haute
cuisine) as seen in Figure 5. The design of the sign then suggests that the
aesthetics are Basque in design as they mimic the innovative presentation
shared with gastronomy, even though the language used is not. The use of
language on this sign emphasizes value for gastronomy, but not for the
language.

A timely piece written in Euskara illustrates a similar concern. On March 2, 2019,
an article titled “Basque Fuckinary Center” in the Basque newspaper Berria
expressed concern with English-language use by criticizing the Basque Culinary
Center’s preference for knowing Castilian and English over Basque as require-
ments for a communications manager position. The article, which is otherwise
written in Euskara, includes the exclamation “Long live Basque gastronomy! Fuck
Basque language!” (Pastor 2019). The sentiment supports my argument that while
Basque gastronomy is marketed and valued, an opportunity to create additional
value is missing with no visibility of the co-official Basque language.

While in most cases the value of cuisine and language reinforce each other,
these signs are part of a campaign supported by the Basque Culinary Center
Fundazioa and the Basque government as is indicated at the bottom of the sign,

Figure 5: Plate served at the Michelin-starred restaurant Azurmendi, photo credit author.
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catering solely to tourists with the use of English. The pairing of language
(English) with Basque food in this case erases the minoritized language of
Basque, denying the opportunity to create value for the local language. The
signs’ environment next to the luggage carousel allows for prolonged, optimal
visibility for the viewer, increasing the value of English, as well as the potential
for tourism, while minoritizing Euskara. These examples show that while there
were opportunities to create value with the connection between food and lan-
guage, there are exceptions as well. These exceptions could be designed in a
way, such as through bilingual marketing, to enhance the value of Basque
gastronomy by incorporating the use of Euskara.

Criticism accompanies the campaign welcoming visitors to the culinary nation
in the form of a parody. A replication of the sign displayed in Figure 6 was created
as a means to express one of the negative effects of culinary tourism – increasing
prices. Argia blog, a section of the Argia Basque language magazine, published

Figure 6: Photo courtesy of Argia Blog “Small Pintxos, Great Ostia,” displaying these signs
posted at San Sebastián/Donostia bus stops, June 30, 2018.
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this article titled “Small Pintxos, Great Ostia,” on June 19, 2018 and it appears to
become part of the linguistic landscape by being hung at a bus stop in San
Sebastián. Although the template and main message of the second sign remains
identical to the first figure, criticism is expressed within the smaller font. It mimics
the first message (as seen in Figures 3 and 4) of “Small Nation. Great Taste,” with
the slogan “Small pintxo. Great Ostia.” Instead of touting great culinary taste
derived from a physically small nation, the second message expresses contempt
for smaller portions of food that have increased in price due to tourism as relayed
to me by several Basque informants from the Center for Basque Studies (June 27,
2018). The intended audience for Figure 6 is discretely different as almost every
aspect of it is identical to the official advertisements intended for English-speak-
ing visitors in Figures 1–3. However, its supposed geophysical placement – in
Basque-speaking San Sebastián – creates value through the meaning of the play
on words for people who live in the Basque Country or have knowledge of
Castilian and/or Euskara.

The remaining message in English does not significantly influence to whom
the sign is intended as the phrase “Welcome to the Culinary Nation” is written
using the universal language of English. The phrase is basic enough and now so
commonly used that English, Castilian, and Basque speakers alike could prob-
ably understand it. The factor that more heavily determines the audience in
Figure 6 is the use of the words “pintxo” (the Basque word for a small-prepared
portion of food, typically placed atop bread and held together by a toothpick)
and “ostia.” While most of the sign is comprehendible to English speakers, there
is a small yet significant differentiating factor that determines for whom this sign
is intended – the use of ostia. The word ostia has an array of meanings for
Castilian and Basque speakers depending on its use. According to Basque- and
Spanish-speaking informants, “ostia” (also spelled as “hostia”) has several
meanings to include “a slap, hit, or surprise.” Literal translations of the phrase
“great ostia” would be “a great hit” as in a great hit to the wallet, or “a great
surprise,” referring to the surprising cost of a pintxo. In this case, “great ostia” is
used to poke fun at the high prices of food, and the phrase means something
akin to “what a rip-off.”

Following Jaworski and Thurlow’s ideas on landscape semiotics, the lan-
guage ideologies derived from this sign, intended for a local audience, are
metalinguistic, overlaying language use with value according to what language
is used and the placement of the sign (2010). The sign might only be entirely
comprehendible to Basque (who also speak Castilian) and Castilian speakers,
while the English speaker is indexed in a way that they can only comprehend
the main message of the sign set front and center. English speakers, however,
may not comprehend the ironic meaning intended by this sign that imitates
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those that are part of the Basque government’s/Culinary Center’s efforts. This
meaning is also reinforced, as Jaworski and Thurlow state, in its prominence of
display as the sign is placed near a location – the bus stop – where locals are
likely to frequent and spend time waiting (just as viewers in the airport did) for
the bus, giving the sign an opportunity to be viewed (2010: 11).

The sign’s composition and font are key in constructing meaning. The
increased presence and dominance of English over the Basque and Castilian
words is presented by a centered composition with different font sizes reflecting
the relative demographic and institutional power of three ethnolinguistic
groups. In this case, English is the biggest, reiterating the dominance.
Diminishing the visibility of minoritized languages is common in cases of con-
flict, in which repressed groups – such as the Basques – may be ideologically
erased from public (Irvine and Gal 2000). While this type of (re)presentation is
typical and probable, in this case, its meaning is produced by breaking this
construction to produce the ironic meaning intended for Basque and Castilian
speakers; it is the smaller font, which holds the message and meaning for the
image participant, rather than the larger font. In this case, the minoritized
Basque culture is indexed using composition and font size. This adds on an
additional layer of meaning for the local receptive image participants, catering
to their comprehension in disguised fashion. By giving a nod to the Basque
language and its speakers, additional value is given to the Basque language as it
mocks the signs that market to English speakers.

5 Language and materiality of Basque cider

In recent decades, language and gastronomy in the formation of Basque identity
have created a tourist destination for those seeking cultural and gastronomic
distinction. The increase in interest for Basque gastronomy inspired my larger
research project, which looks at how Euskara is used to market a range of Basque
beverages. While I find that each of the beverages I examine takes on various levels
of commodification and interacts with language and value differently, I have
discovered that looking specifically at cider, sagardoa in Basque, offers a range of
examples that exemplify the use of language and signs for creating value in the
context of tourism. The current marketing environment of Basque cider amid
increasing tourism offers insight into the creation of value for the Basque language
and its products for both Basques and tourists. I will analyze how value is created in
the promotion of cider for Basques, tourists, and both together simultaneously to
show that the language can be used for both audiences without relying on the
visibility and use of dominant languages.
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Basque cider is deeply rooted in Basque culture, having long been made in
the Basque farmhouse, or the baserri. The baserri is the primary institution of
rural Basque society (Douglass and Zulaika 2012), which is also a central sphere
for Basque-language use. Historically, many of these farms used to have their
own apple orchard and press. This relationship of the farmhouse to language
and cider informs the way in which Basque is used for advertising purposes. It is
no surprise then that in my research, the use of Euskara was ubiquitous in the
local marketing of cider, cider festivals, and inside sagardotegiak – Basque cider
houses (seen in Figures 7–9).

I incorporate a New York Times article about a cider house visit by Jason Wilson
(2018) into my analysis to share his perceptions as an outsider and tourist that
does not speak the Basque language. I use this as a comparison to my own

Figure 7: Advertisement for a Cider Festival in Euskara, photo credit author.
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experience as an outsider that spoke and understood (albeit at a basic level)
Euskara when visiting the same cider house. I describe examples gleaned from
Wilson’s article, which includes two photos, to illustrate how the materiality of
language in touristic spaces create value. The article is titled “In Spanish Basque
Country, Sampling Cider and an Ancient Ritual.” Calling this part of the Basque
Country “Spanish” is not atypical for many outsiders. However, many Basques
would cringe at this title as it describes the Basque Country as part of Spain
rather than recognizing it as its own sovereign political entity. This is important
to note, as it is part of the scaling procedure inherent to the marketization of
local products that creates value for gastronomy and products deemed Basque
versus Spanish (Järlehed and Moriarty 2018).

Figure 8: Front label for a cider that reads “Sagardoa-Naturala” in Euskara only, photo credit
author.
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Wilson’s narrative is illuminating regarding the relationship between Basque culture,
cider, language, and theways in which value is created for both the Basque language
and products. His first statement, “No one really tells you what to do when you first
arrive at a sagardotegi … especially if you don’t speak Basque,” illustrates the
prevalence of Euskara at a sagardotegi. He also notes, after describing the social
practices of procuring a glass of cider, that one keyword, “Txotx!” is the key signal. If
patrons are eating seated–amuch less traditional practice of enjoying a cider house–
this signal calls them to get up and hustle over to a barrel, where you wait in line to
catch the fermented juice in your glass from the stream that shoots out.Heprovides an
explanation of what the word means as explained by his guide Ainize: “The original
meaning of txotx, in our language, is ‘to speak’. Now it’s an invitation to drink cider.”
While I had learned that the meaning of “txotx” referred to the peg or spigot used to

Figure 9: A back label (counter-label) for cider featuring a poem in Euskara first, followed by
Castilian only for serving instructions, photo credit author.

16 Kerri N. Lesh

Brought to you by | University of Nevada Reno
Authenticated | kerri.lesh@gmail.com author's copy

Download Date | 10/31/19 9:07 PM



stick in the hole of the cider barrel, Ainize’s folk etymological explanation provides a
connection between the Basque language and world of cider, and the call for locals
and tourists alike to partake in the consumption of fermented apple juice.

This simple, singular Basque word that goes untranslated provides an
authentic use of Euskara that a tourist can easily learn, as seen by the evolved
understanding Wilson recounts. With authentic language use, the experience of
a cider house and consumption of the beverage also gain value. This value may
come in the form of cultural capital for the consumer, economic value when
attached to the export of cider to consumers abroad, or value for the Basque
culture and language as the cider house experience is replicated abroad.

Wilson recounts a visit to another cider house named Zapiain, a well-known
sagardotegi. He mentions a set of non-verbal rules (Figure 10) that are posted on the
wall: “a hand-painted mural of “don’ts” illustrating that one should not cut in line;

Figure 10: Cider house rules at Zapiain, photo credit author.
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don’t fill your glass all the way up; don’t sit on the barrels.” While a picture of the
mural was not provided in the article, I just so happened to have it inmy collection of
research pictures after my own visit to Zapiain (Figure 10). The Basque words as the
top of the mural, “Ohiturari Jarraitu” roughly translated mean, “Follow/Continue the
Customs/Tradition.”Aside from these twowrittenwords titling the sign at the top, the
instructionswerenotwritten, but rather depictedwithdrawings. The visuals therefore
have the capacity to instruct everyone on proper cider house behavior, regardless of
their language competencies. With minimal use of Euskara on this non-verbal sign,
the culture of a Basque cider house is conveyed, perhaps even allowing the viewer to
deduce the meaning of the two written words “Ohiturari Jarraitu” implicitly. The
insight provided by the sign is then two-fold in nature: it educates the viewer on the
customs and culture of a Basque cider house without English through non-verbal
communication,while alsoprovidinganattainable andminimal amountof education
on the Basque language. In this semiotic analysis, the icon of the pictures and the
meaning of “prohibition” by the symbol of the “X,” along with the use of Euskara,
demonstrate ways in which value can be created without relying on translations of
more dominant languages.

The environment of Basque cider houses offers insight into the creation
of value for the Basque language and its products for both Basques and
tourists in various ways. In this case, the value created comes in various
forms; “it is the currency of appraisal for people, practices, places, and
products alike” (Pietikäinen et al. 2016: 70), as experienced in a Basque
cider house. Kelly-Holmes and Pietikäinen (2014) provide a theoretical
base for an opportunistic counter argument to create value for the Basque
language. They sustain that “exotic” languages can be commodified to
create value if used as part of strategic marketing. In their case, the use of
Finnish, a language that is fairly ”exotic” for most international tourists,
can add to the authenticity of an experience, and in fact enhance the
collusion between tourist and host. Concepts of authenticity, as discussed
by Pietikäinen et al. (2016), highlight the changing center-periphery dynam-
ics in minority language communities. Their work contends that sociolin-
guistic authenticity is valued and in high demand within shifting peripheral
sites and can be observed with “native speakers” of “minority languages”
and is reinforced by concepts of tradition (2016) as exemplified in the cider
house experience.

The sensory experiences of hearing the “txotx,” feeling the cold of the cider
houses in the early spring, and the smells of meat on the grill all contribute to the
materiality of the senses, (Pennycook and Otsuji 2015) to include the oral and aural
materiality of language. Feld (2017: 125) argues that sound is material in nature. The
“contextual materiality of physical spaces, as well as the acoustic materiality of
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sound,” he argues, “rematerializes in echoic hearings, in repetitions, and in multiple
mediations … ” (2017: 7,142). Despite the use of English that has come with the
increase in tourism, authenticating uses of Euskara – such as the pragmatic use of
language and the repetitive call for “txotx” – are still a large part of the communi-
cation process inside the cider houses. While the acoustic nature and sounds of
Basque are typically produced frommore oral “technologies” of articulation, they are
repetitive and pervasive as described in Wilson’s article (2018). This same repetitive
materiality of spoken Basque is heard in cider houses when spoken among Basques.
The ubiquitous use of Euskara, repetition of distinctive sounds (txotx), and practices
of cider drinking (rules displayed) as well as cider itself, create value. The cider house
then provides a rare space in which Euskara is still widely used and tourists can
participate without relying upon universal languages to enjoy the experience.

The written form of materiality present is displayed on the sign at the Zapiain
cider house, while the pictures attempt to make clear the actions one should and
should not do. As seen on the hanging sign of rules, this display of Euskara as
part of the semiotic landscape has a value in communicating the cider house
customs. Value, then, is also attributed to the cider itself via the prescribed rituals
that are performed in its consumption. The materiality of sound for locals and
tourists alike is what creates value to both Euskara and cider. Without the semi-
otic use of the pictures, non-Basque speakers would not have access to the written
language present on the sign, the rules to partake in cider pouring, or in drinking
the cider itself. “The nature of the Basque word “txotx!” is, as Wilson notes, easy
to learn being a one-syllable word; once the meaning is comprehended, a value is
created as permission is granted to consume cider, allowing a tourist to be
integrated into the fringe of a periphery language. As is noted in Pietikäinen
et al. (2016: ix), “the movement between the peripheries and the centers is
experientially and culturally consequential for all social actors, whether they are
‘locals’ or ‘visitors … ” Both values are generated as a result of allowing the viewer
or tourist access to authentic Basque experiences.

6 Material effects of tourism on Basque society
and language

Though a positive image of the Basque Country was contributing to a surge in
tourism, it did not come without resistance and unfavorable physical effects.
Tourist spending in recent years has increased almost every year and contributes
significantly to the local economy (Euskal Eustat Statistics of the Basque
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Country 2018). Although the tourist industry has provided the Basque Country
with economic benefit, there can be significant impacts on the physical land-
scape. In 2017 Game of Thrones had just filmed Dragonstone scenes at San Juan
de Gaztelugatxe – an island about 35 km (22miles) east of Bilbao and connected
to the mainland by a man-made bridge – and subsequent increasing visitor
numbers began to threaten the heritage site (Reporters, Telegraph 2017). Yet it is
the social and the linguistic effects in the rise of the culinary nation branding
that I observed and discussed with informants.

The increase in tourism leaves many locals disgruntled. My flatmates in
Donostia would occasionally return home from being out in our neighborhood,
describing their frustration at the number of tourists that would start steadily
increasing around Spring Break and remain until fall. In addition to the visitors
commonly seen lugging around suitcases while staring down at the maps on
their phones, ice cream shops would fill up with tourists struggling to pay as
they counted out a currency that was foreign to them while attempting to order
in English or, less commonly, Castilian, but almost never in Euskara. It was
common for neighboring flats in our building to be rented out on a regular basis,
often to people who were more concerned about enjoying a vacation rather than
being bothered with how much noise they were creating for their neighbors
trying to adhere to a workday schedule.

The places for taking part in commensality and other social practices involv-
ing food have changed with the influx of tourists’ presence. The restaurants in
which locals once participated in the txikiteo and pintxo pote – practices similar
to bar hopping involving the consumption of small servings of food and drink –
are often clogged with foreigners who linger as they dine. Tour guides would
contribute to this by bringing in larger groups of people, explaining the history
and describing the food they would order for those that could not speak Basque
or Castilian. This has caused some locals to refrain from eating in certain parts of
the neighborhood that are more often frequented by tourists.

After major festivals that attracted tourists and local alike, it was quite
common to see waste such as bags and food containers scattered in the streets
of public spaces close to where I lived, as seen in Figure 11. Much of this waste
was generated as leftover rubbish from global fast food restaurants such as
McDonald’s. The materiality of these signs creates indexicality and symboliza-
tion from the carelessly placed garbage that reminds locals of the increasing
globalization. As Scollon and Scollon (2003) mention, signs can create meaning
from both of these components. The authors characterize indexicality of a sign
by its geophysical placement, physical characteristics, or placement together
with another sign or object, while symbolization occurs when a sign makes its
meaning by representing something else that is not present, or is metaphorical.
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Both indexicality and symbolization occur in the littering of fast food wrappers
that bear symbols of the global chains from places such as McDonald’s. Meaning
is produced through the bags that cover the streets in careless fashion by
indexing a dominant, globalized, and capitalist consumer culture through
such signs as the yellow arches represent the chain restaurant. Such placement
of litter in the Basque Country creates a more metaphoric symbolization through
a lack of social integration by not following the norms for disposing of trash in
the city. Instead, consumers and tourists are supporting a foreign, globalized,
restaurant chain that offers more standardized patterns of consumption – from
ordering the food to the items eaten – without partaking in the consumption of

Figure 11: Bags from McDonalds litter the ground in San Sebastián, Photo Credit: Joxemai,
Wikimedia.org.https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/b/bf/Zaborra_aste_nagu
sia_2016_01.jpg, 8/16/2016.
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the gastronomic diversity, social interaction, and economic support of local
producers. The leftover waste observed by a restaurant chain indexes and
symbolizes the negative associations of tourism.

7 Conclusion

As the Basque Country transitions into a culinary nation, we can see the ways
in which the minoritized Basque language is utilized or replaced by dominant
languages. Its appearance (or lack thereof) determines the value of the sign in
its semiotic landscape. Euskara’s materiality creates value for the tourist and
consumer in various settings and when used as labeling on different gastro-
nomic products. The linguistic materiality of the Basque language is deter-
mined by the material contexts, as is the context shaped by the value of the
language use. In this case, such an exchange occurs on signs in airports, on
bottle labels, in cider houses, and on McDonalds’ wrappers. Both local and
tourist practices are shaped by the emplacement of language in the material
environment to influence intercultural interactions and commodification of
language.

Through observation of the Basque language in social environments and
with elements of the physical linguistic landscape, locals and tourists interpret
meaning and assign value according to the context of language use. The public
bus stop provides a space for criticizing the rise of tourism, the use of Euskara
on a cider label allows us to assume the origin of the product, and the use of
English in the international baggage claim area of an airport confirms entry into
a gastronomic “nation.” It is in the context of these material environments that
the value of a language is produced. Both the Basque language and the products
marketed can symbiotically increase in value by using Euskara to promote
beverages such as cider amid the growing tourist industry in the Basque
Country. By developing ideas of how language materiality and value are pro-
duced, languages such as Euskara can better strategize the promotion of their
gastronomic and tourist sectors. The presence of Basque speakers and foreign
tourists alike, represented materially, indexes various forms of power and dom-
inance, be it through the materiality of spoken language in a sagardotegi, or
through the littering of fast-food trash,. Maintaining the correct balance of both
foreign and local opportunities for linguistic production is crucial to the proc-
esses of Basque language normalization as well as the tourist industry. In certain
cases, this may mean language plans and policies explicitly limiting dominant
language and encouraging minoritized languages with regulations such as those
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that require a tourist license for rental properties, or keeping traditional restau-
rant hours instead of meeting tourists’ demands for service.

The benefits of examining linguistic materiality and the application of
language in its material environment offers useful insights for stakeholders
such as those working toward language normalization, tourism officials, and
tourists themselves. Examining these marketing strategies provides opportuni-
ties to ensure linguistic equity for Basque speakers, and potentially increases the
value for the Basque Country’s gastronomic products. These ideas can be inte-
grated into marketing strategies across a spectrum of linguistically minoritized
populations. By increasing the amount of space in which a language is seen and
heard through language materiality, value can be created for the language and
products, for local speakers and tourists alike. Assessing the use of language
through geosemiotics and language materiality provides us with a lens to view
the transformation of spaces in the rise of tourism. Considering this research can
provide tourist officials with tools for creating successful, authentic, educational
experiences for tourists while conserving practices of the host culture, and give
tourists the tools necessary to navigate through new cultural experiences in
minimally invasive ways, ensuring the sustainable coexistence of the host
culture and the tourist.
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