
	

	
Ludger	Mees,	‘Constructing	and	deconstructing	national	heroes.	

A	Basque	case	study’,	in:	Studies	on	National	Movements,	3	(2015).	

http://snm.nise.eu/index.php/studies/article/view/0304a	

Ludger	Mees	

CONSTRUCTING	AND	DECONSTRUCTING	
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Introduction:	heroes	and	heroism	in	the	social	sciences	

Andrea:	Unhappy	the	land	that	has	no	heroes!	 	
Galileo:	No,	unhappy	the	land	that	needs	heroes.	

(Bertolt	Brecht,	Life	of	Galileo)	
	
Heroism	is	a	state	of	emergency	and	mostly	a	product	of	a	plight.	

(Theodor	Fontane,	The	Stechlin)	
	

Research	on	national	heroes	is	still	a	desideratum	of	the	scholarly	interest	
that	 social	 scientists,	 and	 especially	 historians,	 have	 developed	 in	 recent	
decades	 regarding	 the	 history	 and	 theory	 of	 nationalism.	 Within	 the	
framework	 of	 structuralism	 and	 social	 history,	 after	 1945	 the	 dominant	
paradigm	 for	 most	 of	 them,	 historians	 tended	 to	 place	 focus	 on	 the	
relationship	between	socioeconomic	evolution	and	 the	 rise	of	nationalist	

																																								 																					
*	 This	 article	 is	 a	 result	 of	 a	 broader	 research	 project	 carried	 out	 thanks	 to	 the	 support	
provided	by	the	University	of	the	Basque	Country	(GIU	14/30)	and	the	Spanish	Ministry	of	
Economy	 and	 Competitiveness	 (HAR2015-64920-P)	 and	 the	 European	 Regional	
Development	Fund.	



Studies	on	National	Movements,	3	(2015)			|			ARTICLES 	

Ludger	Mees	2	

movements	or	on	the	relationship	between	class	and	nation.	Furthermore,	
the	dramatic	experience	of	fascism	and	war	posed	a	significant	obstacle	to	
the	 study	 of	 nationalist	 heroism,	 since,	 as	 Linas	 Eriksonas	 puts	 it,	 ‘the	
subject	 of	 heroes	 had	 been	 subverted	 by	 the	 extreme	 nationalist	
propaganda	compromising	a	great	deal	of	historical	material	upon	which	
national	 heroes	 stood	 and	 fell.’1	 As	 a	 consequence,	 classical	 approaches	
towards	 heroes	 and	 hero	worship	 such	 as	 that	 which	was	 published	 by	
Thomas	 Carlyle	 in	 1841,	 were	 buried.	 Yet,	 the	 funeral	 was	 not	 only	 for	
Carlyle’s	 specific	 approach	 and	 his	 unrealistic	 theoretical	 groundwork,	
according	to	which	‘Universal	History	[…]	is	at	the	bottom	of	the	History	of	
the	Great	Men	who	have	worked	here.’2	Along	with	these	ideas,	 the	 issue	
of	 heroes	 and	 heroism	 in	 general	 as	 a	 subject	 that	 may	 matter	 for	 the	
explanation	of	nationalism	was	also	interred.	

The	 resurrection	 of	 scholarly	 interest	 in	 national	 heroism	 can	 be	
understood	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 cultural	 turn	 and	 the	 reassessment	 of	 the	
importance	of	human	agency	in	the	historical	process.	A	glance	at	a	couple	
of	 path-breaking	 publications	may	 suffice	 to	 indicate	 this	 new	 scholarly	
interest	 in	 the	 relevance	 of	 heroes	 and	 their	 celebration.	 One	 of	 the	
pioneers	of	this	new	approach	was	Pierre	Nora	with	his	monumental	work	
about	 the	 French	 ‘lieux	 de	 mémoire’.3	 Across	 different	 volumes	 of	 this	
publication	 several	 articles	 are	 related	 to	 ‘real’	 historical	 heroic	
personalities	 like	 Joan	 of	 Arc,	 Descartes	 or	 Charlemagne,	 in	 addition	 to	
contributions	 about	 collective	 heroism	 such	 as	 the	 ‘fallen	 for	 the	
fatherland’	 (‘Les	monuments	 aux	morts’)	 and	about	 fictitious	heroes	 like	
the	 soldier	Nicolas	Chauvin,	 a	 great	 patriotic	 hero	during	 the	Revolution	
and	 afterwards,	 a	 brave	 soldier	 in	 the	 Grande	 Armée.	 Following	 Nora’s	
example,	a	decade	later	Étienne	François	and	Hagen	Schulze	coordinated	a	
similar	 voluminous	 publication	 about	 German	 Erinnerungsorte	 or	
‘memory	 sites’.4	 Again	 we	 find	 the	 categorisation	 of	 ‘real’	 personalities	
with	a	heroic	 image	(Frederic	 the	Great,	Bismarck,	Goethe,	 the	Humboldt	
brothers,	 Charlemagne)	 and	 fictitious	 heroes	 like	 Germania,	 the	
personification	of	 the	German	nation,	 or	Arminius,	 the	Cherusci	 chieftain	
who	 defeated	 the	 Roman	 army	 in	 the	 battle	 of	 the	 Teutoburg	 Forest.	 A	
further	three	articles	are	dedicated	to	different	(individual	and	collective)	
anti-heroes	such	as	the	Jew,	the	Bolshevik	and	Napoleon.	
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These	 new	 perspectives	 in	 the	 studies	 of	 nationalism	 and	 the	 forging	 of	
national	 identities	 have	 been	 applied	 and	 deepened	 in	 a	 number	 of	
important	case	studies	carried	out	by	historians	and	other	researchers	of	
the	international	scientific	community.	A	special	mention	is	warranted	for	
books	like	those	of	Sudhir	Hazareesingh	and	Annie	Jourdan	regarding	the	
hero	 Napoleon	 and	 his	 legend;	 the	 one	 by	 Robert	 Gerwarth	 about	 ‘the	
myth	 of	 Bismarck’;	 the	 books	 of	 Ian	 Kershaw	 and	 Ludolf	 Herbst	 about	
‘Hitler’s	 myth’	 and	 the	 ‘invention	 of	 the	 German	 Messiah’;	 the	 study	
published	by	Barry	Schwartz	about	George	Washington	and	the	‘making	of	
an	 American	 symbol’;	 the	 book	 of	 Merrill	 D.	 Peterson	 about	 Abraham	
Lincoln	 and	his	 presence	 in	 the	American	 collective	memory;	 and	 finally	
the	 voluminous	 study	 presented	 by	 Lucy	 Riall	 about	 Garibaldi	 and	 the	
‘invention	of	a	hero’.5	

Compared	 to	 this	 growing	 international	 interest	 in	 heroes	 and	 heroism	
that	scholars	have	shown	during	the	last	two	or	three	decades,	the	Spanish	
historiography	 remains	 in	 a	 very	 initial	 phase	 of	 the	 debate.	With	 a	 few	
exceptions,	 the	 topic	of	heroes	as	national	 symbols	and	 their	 celebration	
as	 a	 constitutive	 element	 in	 the	 shaping	 of	 a	 national	 (Spanish,	 Catalan,	
Basque	 or	 Galician)	 identity	 is	 usually	 dealt	 with	 in	 books	 dedicated	 to	
other,	 broader	 issues.	 In	 the	 Spanish	 historiography	 of	 the	 last	 decades,	
heroes	 do	 exist,	 but	 not	 yet	 really	 as	 a	 specific	 research	 object.	 The	
historian	 José	 Álvarez	 Junco	 has	 been	 one	 of	 the	 first	 to	 analyse	 the	
function	of	national	heroes	in	the	discourse	of	nineteenth-century	Spanish	
liberalism	 in	 his	 bestseller	 about	 ‘the	 idea	 of	 Spain	 in	 the	 19th	 century’.6	
Along	 the	 line	 of	Anderson’s,	Hobsbawm’s	 and	Ranger’s	 famous	 theories	
regarding	 the	 ‘invention	 of	 tradition’	 and	 the	 ‘imagined	 community’,	
Tomás	Pérez	Vejo	has	recently	picked	up	some	of	the	ideas	forwarded	by	
Álvarez	 Junco	 and	 has	 presented	 a	 study	 about	 ‘the	 invention’	 of	 the	
Spanish	nation,	highlighting	the	creation	of	a	national	imagery	via	a	bulk	of	
historical	 paintings	 that	 presented	 ‘heroic’	 events	 and	 personalities	 as	
core	elements	or	stepping	stones	in	the	history	of	the	Spanish	nation.7		

Besides	 these	 more	 general	 publications	 about	 the	 process	 of	 Spanish	
nation-building,	it	has	been	in	the	genre	of	biographies	where	the	issue	of	
heroes	 and	 heroism	 has	 gained	 a	 certain	 presence	 in	 Spanish	
historiography.	 Among	 these	 publications	 of	 unmatched	 quality,	 the	
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following	more	recent	studies	deserve	a	brief	mention:	the	book	about	the	
anarchist	intellectual	Mateo	Morral;	the	military	‘heroes’	of	Imperial	Spain	
(Hernán	 Cortés,	 Charles	 V,	 The	 Duque	 of	 Alba,	 among	 others);	 another	
‘military	hero’,	in	this	case	of	the	Catholic	Monarchs,	Gonzalo	Fernández	de	
Córdoba	 (‘El	Gran	Capitán’),	who	was	crucial	 in	 the	Granada	War	 (1482-
1492)	and	for	the	subsequent	end	of	Islamic	rule	in	the	Iberian	peninsula;	
Martin	 Zurbano,	 the	 liberal	 guerrilla	 hero	 in	 the	 Spanish	 ‘War	 of	
Independence’	 against	 the	 French	 occupiers;	 the	 hagiographic	 work	
concerning	the	Francoist	general	Agustín	Muñoz	Grandes	who,	according	
to	 the	author,	became	a	hero	as	a	result	of	his	 leading	role	 in	 the	War	of	
Morocco	and	as	a	commander	of	the	Spanish	‘Blue	Division’	fighting	under	
the	 control	of	 the	Wehrmacht	 on	 the	Russian	 front	during	World	War	 II;	
Martinez	 Laínez’s	 biographical	 sketches	 of	 ‘heroes’,	 understood	 here	 as	
persons	who	have	shaped	the	history	of	Spain.	And	finally,	the	interesting	
collective	 biography	 of	 republican	 national	 heroes	 in	 contemporary	
Catalan	history.8	Other	publications	have	studied	the	function	of	the	public	
hero	cult	for	the	establishment	and	consolidation	of	the	Francoist	regime	
in	the	southern	Spanish	town	of	Cáceres	or	those	‘heroes’	on	both	sides	of	
the	Spanish	Civil	War	who	gained	their	status	by	practicing	moral	heroism	
in	saving	the	lives	of	people	associated	with	the	opposite	side	in	the	war.9	

Although	the	research	on	heroes	and	hero	cults	has	produced	a	number	of	
publications	in	Spain,	in	most	of	these	works	the	concept	of	‘hero’	is	used	
without	 any	 theoretical	 or	 methodological	 preoccupation.	 Lacking	 any	
attempt	 of	 outlining	 which	 characteristics	 classify	 a	 hero,	 most	 of	 the	
authors	 handle	 a	 volatile	 and	 fuzzy	 hero	 concept	 that	 could	 easily	 be	
applied	to	any	person	with	–	for	whatever	reason	–	special	or	outstanding	
exploits	 in	history.	Furthermore,	most	of	 the	studies	dealing	with	heroes	
are	mere	case	studies	carried	out	without	an	attempt	of	placing	them	in	a	
broader	historical	context,	comparing	them	with	other	cases	and,	in	doing	
so,	 contributing	 to	 the	 necessary	 design	 of	 a	 hero	 typology.	 It	 is	 in	 this	
sense	that	I	have	described	the	Spanish	historiography	of	heroes	as	being	
still	in	its	infancy.10	

This	article	aims	to	make	a	contribution	to	this	scholarly	debate,	inserting	
the	empirical	findings	of	a	particular	case	study	into	a	broader	context	and	
analysing	it	in	the	light	of	different	theoretical	approaches	in	the	fields	of	
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studies	on	nationalism	and	leadership.	Among	these	approaches,	the	issue	
of	 heroism	 has	 been	 particularly	 highlighted	 by	 the	 so-called	 ethno-
symbolists.	Anthony	D.	Smith	makes	the	point	that	

every	nationalism	requires	a	touchstone	of	virtue	and	heroism,	to	
guide	and	give	meaning	to	the	tasks	of	regeneration.	The	future	of	
the	ethnic	community	can	only	derive	and	achieve	 its	 form	 from	
the	pristine	‘golden	age’	when	men	were	‘heroes’.	Heroes	provide	
models	of	virtuous	conduct,	their	deeds	of	valour	inspire	faith	and	
courage	in	their	oppressed	and	decadent	descendants.11	

So	it	seems	that,	at	the	beginning	of	the	twenty-first	century,	the	debate	is	
no	longer	normative,	as	it	was	in	the	dialogue	between	Andrea	and	Galileo.	
Today’s	 interest	 in	 heroes	 is	 not	 about	 whether	 they	 are	 good	 or	 bad,	
whether	we	 like	or	need	them	or	not.	 Instead,	what	 is	now	at	stake	 is	an	
understanding	 of	 heroes	 and	 their	 function	 for	 the	 national	 community.	
Responses	to	this	question	oscillate	between	two	extremes	that	reflect	the	
general	 theoretical	 dispute	 between	 constructivists	 and	 primordialists.	
The	 first	 believe	 that	 heroes	 are	 pure	 inventions	 of	 an	 elite	 who	
manufacture	these	symbols	in	order	to	consolidate	and	legitimise	a	certain	
power	 structure.	 The	 second	 contend	 that	 heroes	 are	 real	 historical	
individuals	 who,	 thanks	 to	 very	 special	 personal	 faculties	 and	 qualities,	
become	heroes	because	 they	 appear	 at	 the	 right	moment	 and	place.	 The	
theoretical	 premise	 of	 this	 paper	 is	 an	 attempt	 to	 bring	 together	 both	
positions.	 In	 this	 sense,	 I	 argue,	 first,	 that	 heroes,	 heroism	 and	 hero	
worship	are	crucial	 to	any	nationalist	movement.	Thus,	 they	are	relevant	
and	 necessary	 topics	 for	 research	 on	 the	 dynamics	 of	 nationalist	
movements.	Second,	I	hold	that	national	heroes	are	normally	an	amalgam	
of	 personal	 skills	 and	political	 engineering.	And	 third,	 I	 share	 the	 classic	
argument	 forwarded	 in	 1946	 by	 the	 philosopher	 Ernst	 Cassirer,	 who	
placed	 special	 emphasis	 on	 the	 relationship	 between	 situations	 of	 acute	
political	 and	 cultural	 crises	 and	 the	 proliferation	 of	 heroism	 and	 hero	
cults.12	Indeed,	as	Fontane	put	it	in	his	novel,	heroism	has	a	lot	to	do	with	
emergency	and	plight.	

But	what	exactly	 is	 a	national	hero?	So	 far,	 as	 already	mentioned,	we	do	
not	 have	 any	 comprehensive	 typology	 of	 heroes	 that	 includes	 the	many	
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and	 very	 different	 examples	 we	 find	 in	 history.	 Completing	 the	 original	
proposal	 presented	by	Carlyle,	 Gerwarth	mentions	 a	 list	 of	 at	 least	 eight	
different	 categories	 of	 heroes	 and	 hero	 cults:	 personalised	 foundation	
myths,	 savior	myths,	 hero	 cults	 in	 societies	 torn	 by	 ethnic-religious	 civil	
conflicts;	 everyday	 heroes	 involved	 in	 armed	 resistance	 against	 foreign	
occupation;	 heroes	 of	 Christianisation;	 heroic	 losers;	 poetic	 heroes	 and	
anti-heroes.13	 It	 goes	without	 saying	 that	 the	 life	 and	work	 of	 a	national	
hero	will	be	understood	by	his	(or	her)	following	in	terms	of	dedication	to	
the	nation,	and	not	to	a	religion,	sport	or	dynasty,	although	there	may	be	
cases	of	overlapping.	A	national	hero	is	always	an	outstanding	charismatic	
leader,	 who,	 according	 to	 Weber’s	 classic	 typology,	 is	 invested	 with	 a	
personality	 that	 is	 considered	extraordinary,	due	 to	which	he	 (or	 she)	 is	
assessed	as	a	bearer	of	special,	exceptional	and	superhuman	powers	that	
are	 not	 available	 to	 normal	 human	 beings.	 Consequently,	 the	 followers	
frequently	consider	this	charismatic	hero	as	exemplary	and/or	sent	 from	
God.	Weber	 concludes	 his	 definition	 by	 adding	 that	 it	 is	 not	 relevant	 to	
determine	 to	 what	 extent	 this	 extraordinary	 quality	 of	 the	 charismatic	
leader	 is	 indeed	 an	 objective	 fact.	 What	 matters	 is	 only	 that	 his	 or	 her	
followers	 feel	 and	 appreciate	 this	 quality	 as	 outstanding	 and	
extraordinary.14	This	usually	occurs	in	a	context	of	a	‘charismatic	situation’	
triggered	 by	 a	 process	 of	 change	 and	 transformation,	 during	 which	 a	
feeling	 of	 threat	 and	 anxiety	 provokes	 a	 desire	 of	 safety	 and	 of	 a	 strong	
leader	with	the	capacity	to	find	a	way	out	of	the	trouble.15	Yet,	it	should	be	
remembered	 that	Weber’s	 typology	 is	 on	 ‘charismatic	 authority’	 and	not	
on	 heroes.	 This	 means	 that,	 unless	 we	 take	 the	 terms	 of	 ‘charismatic	
leader’	 and	 ‘hero’	 as	 synonyms,	 there	 must	 be	 an	 element	 by	 virtue	 of	
which	a	charismatic	leader	achieves	the	status	of	a	hero	in	the	eyes	of	his	
or	 her	 followers.16	 My	 hypothesis	 is	 that	 this	 element	 is	 the	 (real	 or	
fictitious)	experience	of	personal	tragedy,	frequently	suffered	in	situations	
of	war.	 In	 other	words:	 a	 charismatic	 leader	without	 a	 tragic	 experience	
during	the	exercise	of	his/her	leadership	at	the	head	of	his/her	people	will	
hardly	ascend	to	the	status	of	a	national	hero.	

The	 case	 chosen	 for	 this	 article	 is	 that	 of	 José	 Antonio	 Aguirre	 Lekube	
(1904-1960),	 the	 first	 Basque	 president.	 As	 the	 authors	 of	 a	 recent	
biography	 have	 underlined,	 Aguirre	 was	 a	 leader	 who,	 during	 his	 three	
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decades	of	political	activity,	developed	a	number	of	personal	and	political	
features	that,	a	priori,	were	not	exactly	helpful	to	qualify	him	as	a	person	
likely	to	become	a	national	hero.17	First	of	all,	Aguirre	was	not	a	successful	
leader.	Nearly	all	his	political	projects	 failed,	except	the	fight	 for	regional	
autonomy,	 granted	 eventually,	 after	 many	 years	 of	 frustration,	 in	 1936.	
Secondly,	 his	 congenital	 and	 indestructible	 optimism	 caused	 a	 severe	
limitation	 to	 his	 political	 intelligence,	 provoking	 in	 many	 occasions	 a	
remarkable	 incapacity	 to	
analyse	certain	situations	
with	 the	 realism	 needed	
to	 take	 the	 appropriate	
decisions.	 And	 thirdly,	
the	 impact	 of	 radical	
nationalist	 thinking	
during	a	certain	period	of	
his	 life	 (1939-1945/46)	
and	 the	 attempt	 of	
converting	 the	 rival	
Basque	 Socialist	 Party	
into	a	nationalist	satellite,	
were	 important	 episodes	
that	 might	 have	 harmed	
his	image	and	reduced	his	
appeal	 as	 a	 leader,	 who	
seemed	to	be	much	more	
a	 nationalist	 sectarian	
than	 a	national	 president	
defending	the	interests	of	
the	 whole	 Basque	 nation	
and	 not	 only	 those	 of	 his	
party	fellows.		

Despite	 all	 these	 obstacles,	 Aguirre	 made	 his	 way	 to	 become	 a	 national	
hero,	as	will	be	shown	 in	 this	article.	His	political	biography	allows	 for	a	
broader	 discussion	 of	 some	 of	 the	 problems	 at	 stake	 in	 the	 scholarly	
debate	on	nationalism	and	heroic	 leadership.	Hence,	 in	what	 follows,	 the	

José	Antonio	Aguirre	Lekube	in	1937	|	
FUNDACIÓN	SANCHO	EL	SABIO	



Studies	on	National	Movements,	3	(2015)			|			ARTICLES 	

Ludger	Mees	8	

more	 empirical	 accounts	 of	 the	 case	 study	will	 be	 connected	 to	 broader	
theoretical	and	conceptual	problems.	In	particular,	four	of	these	problems	
will	be	addressed.	The	first	is	the	relationship	between	the	personal	skills,	
the	seizing	of	opportunities	and	the	manufacturing	of	the	hero	and	his	(or	
her)	charisma	by	the	elite.	The	second	point	to	be	discussed	here	involves	
Weber’s	 triad	 of	 types	 of	 domination	 (legal-rational,	 traditional	 and	
charismatic).18	 Aguirre’s	 case	 study	 will	 corroborate	 the	 thesis	 that	
charismatic	 domination	 can	 also	 be	 found	 in	 modern	 societies.	 It	 can	
actually	be	considered	a	classical	example	of	fusion	between	legal-rational	
and	 charismatic	 domination	 in	 a	 modern	 society.	 A	 third	 issue	 is	 the	
continued	absence	of	 a	hero	 typology.	Whereas	most	of	 the	heroes	dealt	
with	 in	 the	 scholarly	 literature	 are	 historical	 (real	 or	 invented)	 persons,	
Aguirre	became	a	hero	within	his	own	lifetime.	And	finally,	a	fourth	issue	
to	be	discussed	 in	 the	 last	part	of	 this	article	 is	 the	relationship	between	
the	hero,	the	collective	memory	and	politics.		

From	football	to	politics:	the	shape	of	a	leader	

José	 Antonio	 Aguirre	 was	 born	 in	 1904	 in	 a	 well-off,	 catholic	 and	
nationalist	 family	 in	 Bilbao.19	 He	 was	 part	 of	 the	 second	 generation	 of	
Basque	nationalists,	who	had	not	known	Sabino	Arana,	the	founder	of	the	
Partido	Nacionalista	Vasco	(PNV,	Basque	Nationalist	Party)	in	1895.	Arana	
died	 one	 year	 before	Aguirre	was	 born,	 at	 the	 young	 age	 of	 thirty-eight.	
Aguirre,	who	was	educated	in	schools	and	a	university	run	by	the	Jesuits,	
appeared	for	the	first	time	in	public	life	during	the	1920s.	It	was	then	that,	
in	 addition	 to	 being	 a	 member	 of	 Bilbao’s	 famous	 soccer	 team	 Athletic	
Bilbao,	he	became	the	president	of	Juventud	Católica	de	Vizcaya,	a	Catholic	
youth	 organisation	 in	 the	 Basque	 province	 of	 Bizkaia.	 After	 the	
disintegration	of	the	dictatorship	in	1930	and	in	the	new	scenario	created	
by	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	 Second	 Republic	 in	 1931,	 young	 Aguirre	
decided	to	abandon	his	career	as	a	 lawyer,	as	well	as	the	management	of	
his	family	business	in	order	to	get	involved	in	politics.	

At	the	age	of	only	twenty-seven,	Aguirre	became	one	of	the	new	shooting	
stars	 in	Basque	politics:	 in	1931,	he	was	elected	mayor	of	Getxo,	 a	 small	
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town	near	Bilbao,	and	not	long	after,	deputy	to	the	Spanish	parliament.	He	
was	 young,	 a	 sportsman	 and	 good-looking	 (although	 quite	 short),	
successful	 and	 already	 an	 excellent	 orator	 and	 communicator.	
Furthermore,	throughout	his	entire	political	career	until	his	death	in	1960,	
he	 cultivated	 a	 very	 personal	 style	 of	 policymaking,	 combining	 a	 tough	
defense	 of	 his	 political	 aims	 with	 great	 people	 skills:	 even	 his	 political	
rivals	 used	 to	 feel	 comfortable	 and	 respected	 in	 his	 presence.	 This	
assertion,	 which	 might	 be	 considered	 a	 hagiographic	 exaggeration,	 is	
confirmed	by	a	bulk	of	coetaneous	sources	displayed	in	detail	in	the	works	
on	Basque	nationalism	and	in	Aguirre’s	political	biography	quoted	above.	
Three	testimonies	may	be	sufficient	to	show	how	politicians,	even	of	other	
political	 parties,	 experienced	 these	 special	 people	 skills.	 In	 1947,	 Diego	
Martínez	 Barrio,	 the	 president	 of	 the	 Spanish	 Republic-in-exile,	 invited	
Aguirre	to	preside	over	the	aforementioned	government.	Martínez	Barrio	
was	an	Andalusian	republican,	twenty	years	older	than	the	Basque	leader,	
and	 not	 at	 all	 sensitive	 to	 the	 political	 claims	 of	 the	 Basque	 and	 Catalan	
nationalists.	His	nation	was	 the	Spanish	one,	 and	everything	else	was	an	
invention.	 With	 this	 background,	 it	 was	 more	 than	 surprising	 that	 the	
Spanish	 president’s	 ideal	 candidate	 to	 lead	 the	 Spanish	 republican	
government-in-exile	 was	 Aguirre,	 who	 was	 a	 Basque	 nationalist	 and	
president	 of	 the	 Basque	 government-in-exile.	 Yet,	Martínez	 Barrio	 had	 a	
very	good	personal	relationship	with	Aguirre	and	was	convinced	that	the	
Basque	 was	 probably	 the	 only	 person	 able	 to	 bring	 together	 all	 the	
different	sectors	of	the	Spanish	exiles,	which	at	that	time	were	seriously	at	
loggerheads.	 In	 his	 private	 diary,	 using	 his	 characteristic	 baroque	 prose,	
the	Spanish	president	described	the	typical	atmosphere	of	a	meeting	with	
Aguirre	as	follows:	

Aguirre	retains	the	optimism	of	a	happy	young	man,	for	whom	life	
has	 always	 had	 a	 nice	 smile	 […].	 José	Antonio	Aguirre	 […]	 takes	
pleasure	 in	 everything.	 To	 listen	 to	 him	 is	 delighting	 and	
comforting.	 Perhaps	 his	 hands	 reach	 to	 the	 region	 of	 dreams,	
where	 the	unreal	 takes	 a	 deceitful	 character.	 But,	 even	on	 those	
roads	the	cheerful	and	relieved	spirit	searches	for,	and	sometimes	
also	finds,	the	reason	for	what	must	and	can	be.20	
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According	 to	 Gonzalo	 Nárdiz,	 councilor	 in	 Aguirre’s	 government	 and	
member	of	 the	nationalist	party	Acción	Nacionalista	Vasca,	 the	president	
had	 a	 ‘warm	 affective	 capacity’.21	 His	 colleague	 in	 the	 government,	 the	
communist	 Juan	 Astigarrabía	 held	 that	 the	 president	 had	 ‘the	 virtue	 of	
bringing	together	wills,	to	smooth	things,	reduce	difficulties’.22	

Thanks	 to	 these	
personal	 skills	 and	
qualities,	 Aguirre	
became	 the	 leading	
personality	 within	
Basque	 nationalism	
during	 the	 years	 of	 the	
Second	 Republic.	 Even	
though	 he	 was	 never	 a	
part	 of	 the	 Basque	
Nationalist	 Party’s	
executive	 committee	
and	 only	 held	 public	
office	 as	 a	 deputy	 in	
parliament,	 when	 the	
military	 uprising	 began	
in	 the	 summer	 of	 1936,	
he	was	already	the	most	
popular	 charismatic	
nationalist	 leader	 and	
had	broad	appeal	across	
the	 political	 spectrum.	
His	 popularity	 stemmed	
from	 his	 personable	
character,	 but	 also	 from	
the	fact	that	Aguirre	was	
the	unquestioned	leader	
of	 Basque	 society’s	
struggle	 to	 recover	 self-
government,	 a	 struggle	

Aguirre	addressing	the	audience	on	the	1933	Basque	
‘National	Day’	(Aberri	Eguna)	|	WIKIMEDIA	COMMONS	
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that	 had	 been	 unsuccessful	 since	 the	 abolition	 of	 the	 fueros	 (the	 Basque	
charter	and	 institutions	of	 traditional	 self-government)	 in	 the	nineteenth	
century.	First	as	mayor	of	Getxo,	and	then	as	a	deputy,	Aguirre	became	the	
leader	 of	 the	 Basque	 Mayors’	 Movement	 for	 Autonomy	 during	 the	
Republic	and	was	one	of	 the	main	promoters	of	 the	PNV’s	 shift	 from	the	
right	 to	 the	center-left,	which	 in	1936	 facilitated	 the	entente	cordial	with	
the	 leftist	 Popular	 Front’s	 government,	 the	 passing	 of	 the	 Statute	 of	
Autonomy	 and	 the	 establishment	 of	 the	 first	 Basque	 government	 in	
October	1936.23	At	that	moment,	about	three	months	after	the	outbreak	of	
the	 Civil	 War,	 Aguirre	 was	 the	 most	 prominent	 and	 magnetic	 Basque	
politician	and	he	and	his	party	worked	hard	 to	 consolidate	 this	 image	 in	
the	public	arena:	no	other	policy	maker	led	as	many	rallies	as	Aguirre	did.	

Other	facts	prove	this	great	popularity	at	a	very	young	age:	during	the	six	
years	 of	 the	 Republic,	 he	was	 three	 times	 elected	 deputy	 to	 the	 Spanish	
parliament,	with	 little	 relevance	 as	 to	which	 electoral	 district	 he	 ran	 for	
office.	 In	 1931,	 he	 was	 elected	 in	 Navarra,	 the	 least	 nationalist	 Basque	
territory,	while	being	mayor	of	the	Bizkaian	town	of	Getxo.	Then,	in	1933	
and	1936,	he	was	deputy	for	Bizkaia.	In	the	Spanish	Cortes,	it	was	Aguirre	
who	negotiated	the	Basque	Statute	of	Autonomy	with	the	socialist	 leader	
Indalecio	 Prieto.	 When	 in	 October	 1936	 the	 councilors	 of	 the	 Basque	
towns	that	had	not	yet	been	occupied	by	the	Francoist	troops	had	to	vote	
the	president	of	 the	regional	government,	 there	was	no	discussion	about	
Aguirre	as	 the	only	 candidate.	All	 the	democratic	parties	 from	 the	 left	 to	
the	right,	nationalist	and	non-nationalist,	agreed	upon	voting	for	Aguirre.	
These	 facts	 indicate	 that,	 when	 he	 became	 president	 of	 the	 first	
government,	 he	 was	 already	 a	 very	 popular	 leader,	 but	 not	 yet	 a	 hero:	
people	adored	him,	but	there	was	nothing	heroic	in	his	leadership.	Things	
started	to	change	after	October	1936.	
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War	and	the	fusion	of	charismatic	and	legal-rational	
leadership	

On	 7	October	 1936	Aguirre	was	 appointed	 president	 of	 the	 first	 Basque	
government	in	the	town	of	Gernika.	There	were	two	reasons	why	this	was	
important.	 Although	 the	 Basque	 nationalists	 had	 always	 considered	
regional	 autonomy	 as	 a	 first	 step	 towards	 the	 ulterior	 objective	 of	 self-
determination,	the	Statute	of	Autonomy	was	the	fulfilment	of	an	extremely	
popular	political	demand	shared	not	only	by	 the	nationalists,	but	also	by	
most	republicans,	socialists	and	even	parts	of	the	rightist	Basque	parties.	
And	 Aguirre	 was	 the	 popular	 protagonist	 who	 had	 struggled	 to	 bring	
about	this	great	success.	It	is	not	necessary	to	go	as	far	as	Helva	Ben-Israel	
does	and	state	that	‘the	charismatic	national	leader	–	in	this	case	president	
Aguirre	–	 is	believed	 to	embody	his	nation’s	national	 character.’24	Due	 to	
the,	 in	my	 opinion,	 enormous	 empirical	 difficulty	 to	 define	 any	 ‘national	
character’,	 it	 is	 sufficient	 to	 hold	 that	 Aguirre	 was	 believed	 to	 embody	
better	 than	 anybody	 else	 the	 long	 and	 hard	 struggle	 for	 the	 most	
important	political	aim	shared	and	pursued	by	at	least	two	generations	of	
Basques.	The	aforementioned	fact	that	there	was	no	discussion	at	all	about	
his	candidature	for	the	presidency	and	that	even	the	parties	of	the	Popular	
Front	supported	this	candidature	demonstrated	this	very	specific	image.	

The	second	reason	to	emphasise	the	importance	of	the	event	on	7	October	
1936	was	its	symbolic	value.	On	this	day,	Aguirre	left	behind	his	status	as	a	
great,	 popular	 leader	with	 charismatic	 authority,	 because	at	 the	moment	
he	took	the	oath	of	office	he	merged	these	personal	attributes	with	a	new	
legal-rational	authority.	This	derived	from	his	presidency	of	a	government,	
which	was	 looked	upon	as	 the	 institutional	resurrection	of	 the	 legendary	
and	mythical	Basque	self-government	of	 the	Middle	Ages,	abolished	after	
two	wars	in	the	nineteenth	century.	Thus,	politics	became	linked	to	a	kind	
of	Basque	 ‘foundation	myth’	(the	Golden	Age	of	the	 ‘Fueros’)	and	Aguirre	
was	 the	 one	 who	 embodied	 this	 successful	 attempt	 to	 restore,	 at	 least	
partly,	the	lost	Arcadia.25	

The	decision	to	celebrate	the	solemn	act	of	forming	the	government	in	the	
town	of	Gernika	also	purposely	connected	1936	politics	with	the	memory	
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of	a	glorious	past,	when	the	Basques	were	believed	to	live	in	freedom	and	
independence.	 In	 1936,	 Gernika	 was	 already	 the	 most	 famous	 lieu	 de	
mémoire	 in	 the	Basque	Country.	 It	was	 the	place	of	 the	Liberty	Tree,	 the	
Tree	 of	 Guernica,	 an	 oak	 around	 which	 the	 members	 of	 the	 medieval	
assembly	 of	 Bizkaia	 used	 to	meet	 and	 do	 politics.	 The	 Spanish	monarch	
used	 to	 swear	 his	 oath	 under	 the	 oak,	 assuring	 his	 will	 to	 respect	 the	
Basque	 self-government	 granted	 by	 the	 fueros	 as	 long	 as	 the	 Basques	
remained	 loyal	 to	 the	 Crown.	 During	 the	 nineteenth	 century,	 and	 in	 the	
context	 of	 civil	war,	 Spanish	 state-building	 and	 –	 ultimately	 successful	 –	
attempts	 to	 abolish	 the	 fueros	 and	 to	 convert	 the	Basque	 territories	 into	
mere	 provinces	 of	 the	 Spanish	 nation	 state,	 Gernika	 had	 become	 the	
symbol	of	Basque	freedom.	The	popular	ode	to	the	oak	tree	composed	by	
the	poet	 José	María	 Iparraguirre	 in	 the	1850s	soon	became	a	 substantial	
part	 of	 Basque	 folk	 culture	 and,	 incidentally,	 a	 national	 anthem	avant	 la	
lettre.	When	Aguirre	swore	his	oath	under	the	tree,	he	was	well	aware	of	
the	symbolic,	and	nearly	religious	significance	of	the	act:	‘Bowing	my	head	
in	 front	of	God,	with	my	 feet	on	Basque	soil,	 remembering	 the	ancestors,	
under	the	tree	of	Gernika,	I	swear	to	fulfill	my	mandate	faithfully.’	

When	 the	 lehendakari,	 the	Basque	president,	 pronounced	 these	words,	 a	
large	part	of	the	Basque	Country	had	already	been	defeated	by	the	troops	
of	 Francisco	 Franco	 and	 Emilio	 Mola.	 The	 front	 had	 come	 dangerously	
close	 to	 Bilbao	 and	 Gernika.	 In	 these	 dramatic	 circumstances	 of	
desperation	and	 fear,	 the	 formation	of	Aguirre’s	 government	was	 looked	
upon	 as	 a	 heroic	 act	 of	 resistance	 against	 the	 fascist	 aggressors.	 And	
Aguirre,	 who	 was	 able	 to	 spread	 his	 characteristic	 mood	 of	 optimism	
wherever	he	went,	was	the	one	who	would	continue	the	long	Basque	fight	
for	freedom	and	democracy.	 If,	after	so	many	years	of	 frustration,	he	had	
managed	 to	 negotiate	 the	 Statute	 of	 Autonomy	 with	 the	 central	
government,	 there	was	a	broad	consensus	across	political	parties	that	he	
was	the	appropriate	leader	who	would	be	able	to	find	a	way	out	of	warfare	
and	 chaos.	 In	 fact,	 Aguirre	 himself	 assumed	 the	 Department	 of	 Defence	
together	with	the	presidency,	and	the	government’s	first	programme	fixed	
as	its	‘immediate	priority	and	supreme	objective	to	achieve	the	victory	and	
establish	 and	organise	definitive	peace’.26	The	 careful	 staging	of	 his	 oath	
and	formation	of	government	at	the	lieu	de	mémoire	in	Gernika,	as	well	as	
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the	fact	that	he	combined	charismatic	with	legal-rational	authority	as	the	
new	Basque	government’s	first	president,	gave	him	an	aura	of	superiority	
and	extraordinariness.27	Aguirre	himself	seemed	to	believe	 this	new	role.	
In	his	private	correspondence	from	those	years	of	civil	war	and	exile	there	
are	frequent	mentions	of	the	mission	he	was	willing	to	fulfill	in	leading	his	
people	to	a	new	and	better	situation	of	peace	and	freedom.	But	probably	
the	most	prominent	concept	 in	his	writings	 is	 that	of	 ‘Providence’.	 In	 the	
opinion	of	Aguirre,	a	faithful	Catholic,	Providence	had	chosen	him	to	guide	
the	 Basque	 people	 and	 Providence	 also	 protected	 him	 from	 danger	 and	
evil:	

God	wanted	to	choose	me	to	reestablish	that	tradition	[of	Basque	
self-government],	which	had	been	interrupted	for	100	years.	I	had	
the	 honour	 to	 swear	 allegiance	 to	 my	 people	 at	 the	 moment	 of	
their	greatest	suffering.28	

By	 1936,	 the	 boundaries	 in	 his	 leadership	 between	 politics	 and	 religion	
had	begun	to	vanish.	The	door	to	his	elevation	to	the	status	of	a	national	
hero	during	his	own	lifetime	had	been	opened.	He	would	pass	through	 it	
only	a	few	years	later,	in	dramatic	circumstances.	

From	leader	to	living	hero:	the	appeal	of	chosenness	

Aguirre	 and	 his	 government	 were	 not	 able	 to	 impede	 the	 conquest	 of	
Bilbao	in	June	1937.	In	April	of	that	year,	the	bombs	of	the	German	Condor	
Legion	had	reduced	Gernika,	the	symbol	of	Basque	self-government,	to	ash	
and	 rubble.	 The	 Basque	 government	 had	 escaped	 into	 exile,	 first	 to	
Barcelona	and	 then,	 after	 the	 conquest	of	Catalonia,	 in	February	1939	 to	
Paris.	 In	May	 1940,	 the	 lehendakari	 decided	 to	 go	 on	 a	 journey	 together	
with	 his	wife	 and	 his	 two	 children.	 The	 destiny	was	Belgium,	where	 the	
family	 wanted	 to	 visit	 the	 exiled	mothers	 of	 the	 president	 and	 his	 wife.	
After	 the	 family’s	arrival	 in	Belgium	and	a	 few	days	of	happiness	and	 joy	
on	the	beach	near	the	town	of	De	Panne,	the	Basque	group	was	caught	by	
surprise	 by	 the	 German	 invasion	 of	 Belgium	 and	 France.	 After	 suffering	



Studies	on	National	Movements,	3	(2015)			|			ARTICLES 	

Ludger	Mees	 15	

several	air	raids	by	the	Luftwaffe,	Aguirre’s	sister	died	due	to	the	impact	of	
a	 shell.	When	 trying	 to	 cross	 the	border	and	 return	 to	France,	 the	group	
was	 forced	 to	 remain	 in	 Belgian	 territory	 since,	 as	 citizens	 of	 a	 neutral	
country,	 the	 French	 police	 considered	 them	 non-belligerents.	 Everybody	
was	 aware	 that	 the	 life	 of	 Aguirre	 was	 in	 extreme	 danger	 if	 he	 was	
captured	 by	 the	 Germans.	 The	 lehendakari,	 however,	 did	 not	 want	 to	
abandon	 his	 family	 and	 tried	 to	 escape	 by	 sea	 after	 finding	 himself	
surrounded,	 along	 with	 380,000	 soldiers	 and	 refugees,	 by	 the	 German	
troops	 on	 the	 beaches	 of	 Dunkirk.	 This	 plan	 failed,	 as	 did	 the	 idea	 of	
sending	a	car	 from	the	Basque	government	 in	Paris	to	rescue	the	Basque	
president	and	his	family.	

In	the	meantime,	far	away	from	the	Belgian	and	French	battlefields,	other	
initiatives	were	launched	in	the	United	States	to	save	Aguirre’s	life.	Manuel	
Ynchausti,	a	businessman	of	Basque-Filipino	origin	and	Aguirre’s	personal	
friend	and	sponsor,	was	well-connected	to	different	members	of	president	
Franklin	 D.	 Roosevelt’s	 administration,	 including	 the	 president	 himself	
and	 the	 first	 lady.	When	Aguirre	was	 still	 trapped	 in	Dunkirk,	 Ynchausti	
wrote	 a	 letter	 to	 Eleanor	 Roosevelt,	 explaining	 the	 Basque	 president’s	
grave	situation	and	requesting	the	intervention	of	the	White	House	or	the	
State	 Department	 to	 get	 Aguirre	 out	 of	 Dunkirk.	 This	 was,	 of	 course,	 a	
letter	written	 in	a	situation	of	desperation	and	without	any	possibility	of	
getting	a	positive	response.	Yet,	more	than	a	year	 later,	 it	was	the	United	
States,	 thanks	 largely	 to	 Ynchausti’s	 tireless	 work,	 that	 helped	 Aguirre	
escape	Europe	and	save	his	life.29	

After	becoming	aware	that	none	of	the	different	escape	routes	were	open	
to	him,	Aguirre	decided	to	go	underground.	With	the	German	troops	about	
to	enter	Dunkirk,	he	was	offered	a	 chance	 to	 join	a	Catalan	couple	and	a	
Basque	priest	for	a	hectic	dash	in	car	from	Dunkirk	to	Brussels.	He	seized	
upon	this	final	opportunity	to	escape	to	the	Belgian	capital,	where	he	hid	
in	 a	 college	 run	 by	 the	 Jesuits,	 while	 his	 friend,	 the	 Basque	 priest,	
established	contact	with	different	Latin	American	diplomats.	The	Basque	
president	 decided	 to	 change	 his	 look,	 starting	 to	 wear	 glasses	 and	 a	
moustache.	After	receiving	a	new	passport	from	the	consulate	of	Panama,	
José	Antonio	Aguirre	became	the	Panamanian	citizen	José	Andrés	Álvarez	
Lastra.	 With	 this	 new	 identity	 and	 guise	 he	 took	 an	 extremely	 risky	
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decision:	‘I	thought	that	the	best	way	of	escaping	from	the	Nazi	danger	was	
by	 going	 into	 it.’30	 And	 so	 he	 travelled	 to	 Germany	 and	 spent	 several	
months	at	the	very	core	of	the	Nazi	empire,	in	Berlin,	from	where	he	was	
able	 to	maintain	 contact	with	 the	members	 of	 his	 government	 in	 France	
and	with	Ynchausti	in	the	United	States.	

During	all	these	months	underground	in	Germany,	Aguirre	believed	to	be	
protected	by	Divine	Providence,	as	he	used	to	express	it,	since	neither	the	
Spanish	 government	 nor	 the	 Gestapo	 were	 able	 to	 localise	 and	 identify	
him.31	 The	 Spanish	 ambassador	 in	 Brussels	 sent	 a	 report	 to	 Juan	
Beigbeder,	 the	 government’s	 Minister	 of	 Foreign	 Affairs,	 informing	 him	
that	 ‘Aguirre	 is	 not	 in	Brussels,	 nor	 –	 as	 it	 seems	 –	 in	Belgium.’	 And	 the	
Spanish	ambassador	in	Berlin	held,	in	another	report	for	the	Minister,	that	
‘according	to	all	 information,	 José	Antonio	Aguirre	 is	and	has	been	out	of	
Belgium	since	before	 the	war	 started	 in	 that	 country.’	But	 this	 confusion	
and	 lack	 of	 information	 also	 affected	 the	 American	 government.	 Before	
being	 informed	 by	 Ynchausti	 about	 Aguirre’s	 real	 situation,	 Secretary	 of	
State	 Cordell	 Hull	 told	 the	 ambassador	 in	 Chile	 that	 ‘Aguirre	 has	 been	
arrested	by	the	Germans	in	Belgium	and	he	is	now	retained	in	the	Spanish	
Embassy	of	Brussels’.32	

Lluís	Companys,	Aguirre’s	Catalan	friend	and	president	of	the	Generalitat,	
the	 Catalan	 government,	 was	 not	 so	 lucky:	 in	 1940,	 Companys	 was	
captured	 by	 the	 Gestapo	 in	 France,	 delivered	 to	 the	 Spanish	 police	 and	
shot	 to	 death.	 The	 same	 happened	 to	 Julián	 Zugazagoitia,	 the	 Basque	
socialist	deputy	and	former	minister	during	the	Civil	War.	Aguirre	was	not	
discovered	 and	 managed	 to	 escape	 via	 Sweden	 in	 July	 1941.	 This	 was	
possible	 because	 Ynchausti’s	 constant	 pressure	 on	 the	 US	 government	
finally	paved	the	way	for	a	more	active	involvement	in	Aguirre’s	salvation,	
which	had	been	extremely	difficult	for	two	reasons:	first,	in	the	summer	of	
1941	the	US	had	not	yet	formally	entered	the	war	and	was	thus	officially	a	
non-belligerent	 state,	 and	 second,	 the	 Roosevelt	 administration	 was	
reluctant	to	intervene	in	favor	of	a	person	who	was	travelling	with	a	fake	
identity.	 But	 in	 the	 end,	 after	 receiving	 several	 requests	 from	 various	
American	politicians	and	artists	demanding	help	for	the	Basque	president,	
Hull	contacted	different	Latin	American	embassies	and	the	US	ambassador	
in	 Berlin	 to	 ask	 that	 the	 Panamanian	 citizen	 Álvarez	 Lastra	 be	 provided	
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with	a	 transit	visa	 for	his	sea	 trip	 to	 the	United	States	via	Latin	America.	
Thanks	 to	 these	 interventions,	 Aguirre	 could	meet	 his	 family	 –	who	 had	
remained	underground	 in	Belgium	with	 fake	 identities	 of	 their	 own	 –	 in	
Berlin,	leave	for	Sweden	and	at	the	end	of	July	1941	board	a	steamer	in	the	
harbour	 of	 Göteborg	 that	 would	 take	 the	 family	 to	 Brazil.	 Once	 in	 Latin	
America,	 Aguirre	 recovered	 his	 true	 identity,	 shaved	 his	moustache	 and,	
after	 a	 triumphal	 reception	 by	 the	 Basque	 diaspora	 in	 Brazil,	 Argentina	
and	Uruguay,	continued	to	New	York	where	he	was	hired	as	a	lecturer	in	
history	 at	 Columbia	 University.	 This	 job	 was	 once	 again	 the	 result	 of	
Ynchausti’s	 help,	 since	 he	 was	 secretly	 paying	 Aguirre’s	 salary.	 After	
settling	 in	 White	 Plains,	 a	 town	 near	 New	 York,	 Aguirre	 resumed	 his	
political	 activity	 from	 the	 new	 headquarters	 of	 the	 Basque	 government	
located	in	an	elegant	flat	on	Fifth	Avenue.	

As	many	contemporary	 sources	 suggest,	 this	dangerous	odyssey	 through	
Nazi	 Europe,	 his	 survival	 and	 the	 last-minute	 escape	 to	 freedom	
definitively	 provided	 the	 Basque	 president	with	 a	 semi-religious	 aura	 in	
the	 eyes	 of	 his	 followers.	 While	 Companys	 and	 Zugazagoitia	 had	 been	
captured	and	killed,	Aguirre	had	challenged	the	fascists	from	Berlin.	In	the	
very	heart	of	the	almighty	Third	Reich,	he	had	been	within	fifty	metres	of	
Hitler.33	Moreover,	he	had	met	and	even	dined	with	journalists,	politicians	
and	diplomats	who	 in	earlier	years	had	got	 to	know	him	and	might	have	
discovered	 or	 denounced	 him.34	 Even	without	 knowing	 all	 these	 details,	
which	 were	 disclosed	 in	 his	 already	 mentioned	 1943	 book,	 the	 Basque	
communities	 at	 home	 and	 in	 exile	 elevated	 the	 Basque	 president	 to	 the	
category	of	a	civil	prophet:	Aguirre	became	a	national	hero	while	he	was	
alive.	 He	was	 looked	 upon	 as	 the	 savior	 of	 his	 people.	 He	 seemed	 to	 be	
endowed	 with	 special	 attributes,	 protected	 by	 Divine	 Providence	 and	
capable	 of	 guiding	 his	 people	 out	 of	 misery	 and	 hardship.	 Wherever	
Aguirre	 appeared	 in	 public,	 he	 was	 celebrated	 as	 a	 hero.	 Emotions	
overflowed	and	an	atmosphere	of	ecstasy	emerged.	

In	the	contemporary	sources,	there	is	plenty	of	documentary	evidence	for	
this	 process	 of	 ‘heroisation’.	 Here,	 three	 different	 examples	may	 suffice.	
The	 first	 source	 is	 a	 personal	 testimony	 of	 Aguirre’s	 reappearance	 in	
public	in	Argentina	after	his	odyssey	through	Nazi	Europe:	
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All	of	us	were	so	very	excited	that	we	had	tears	in	our	eyes.	There	
are	no	words	to	reflect	such	a	marvelous	reality.	[…]	The	emotion	
was	 that	 great	 that	 we	 were	 all	 weeping	 when	 we	 saw	 our	
lehendakari	greeting	us	from	the	bridge	of	the	ship,	with	his	wife	–	
also	with	 tears	 in	 her	 eyes	 –	 at	 his	 side	 and	 his	 two	 kids	 in	 his	
arms.	After	all,	it	has	been	an	unforgettable	event.	We	could	never	
have	imagined	that	we	once	might	have	the	fortune	to	witness	it.	
And	 not	 only	 our	 people,	 but	 without	 exception	 absolutely	
everybody	has	had	the	same	feeling	like	we	had	when	seeing	that	
providential	 man	 who	 represents	 our	 race	 and	 our	 rights	 with	
such	dignity.35	

A	 ‘providential	 man’:	 the	 presence	 of	 the	 lehendakari	 was	 no	 longer	
interpreted	in	merely	civic	categories.	Instead,	his	persona	was	enveloped	
in	an	aura	of	 transcendence.	Another	Basque	nationalist	noted	 this	 same	
phenomenon	of	sacralisation	when	he	described	his	feelings	and	thoughts	
as	Aguirre’s	ship	was	leaving	the	harbour:	

The	 boat	 left	 and	 here	 we	 stayed,	 much	 like	 the	 faithful	 of	
religions,	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 with	 ambitions	 to	 be,	 if	 not	 ever	 more	
righteous,	then	at	least	ever	less	mean.36	

The	author	of	the	third	document	is	the	only	woman	who	dared	to	express	
her	 sentiments	 in	 public	 in	 1960,	 a	 few	 weeks	 after	 the	 lehendakari’s	
sudden	 and	 unexpected	 death.	 Cecilia	 G.	 de	 Guilarte	 was	 an	 anarchist	
journalist	 who	 got	 to	 know	 the	 Basque	 president	 during	 the	 Civil	 War,	
when	 she	 used	 to	write	 chronicles	 for	 the	 journal	CNT	 del	 Norte.	 In	 her	
Mexican	exile,	Guilarte	was	about	to	abandon	her	anarchist	conviction	and	
recover	the	Catholic	 faith	of	her	childhood.	 In	her	opinion,	Aguirre	was	a	
‘man	of	miracle’:	

He	was	 […]	 the	man	of	miracle.	For	becoming	 it,	 in	his	existence	
all	 the	 historical,	 material	 and	 spiritual	 circumstances	 came	
together.	 Aguirre	 does	 not	 enter	 the	 dominion	 of	 legend,	 like	
others	do,	when	completing	the	parable	of	his	life.	He	entered	it	in	
the	very	moment	[in	which	he	took	the	oath	of	office	in	Gernika].	
But	 the	miracle	had	 started	 to	move.	And	 since	 its	origin	was	 in	
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higher	regions,	it	was	like	sacramental	bread,	a	dispenser	of	hope	
and	faith.37		

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

Article	announcing	
Aguirre’s	death	for	the	
Basque	diaspora	|	
EUSKO	GAZTEDI		
(CARACAS,	APRIL	1960)	
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Aguirre	 himself	 became	 aware	 of	 this	 process	 and	 he	 did	 not	 really	 feel	
comfortable	with	it:	

There	exists	a	kind	of	Messianism	forged	by	a	legend	that	consists	
in	 believing	 that	 I	 have	 in	 my	 pocket	 the	 Philosopher’s	 Stone	
capable	of	producing	all	 the	solutions.	This,	 in	essence,	reflects	a	
spirit	 of	 comfort	 which	 is	 not	 appropriate	 for	 these	
circumstances.38	

Yet,	the	Basque	president	also	took	advantage	of	this	new	reputation	and	
authority	when	negotiating	 an	 agreement	 of	 cooperation	 against	 fascism	
with	 the	 American	 government	 in	 1942,	 mediating	 successfully	 for	 the	
restoration	 of	 the	 Spanish	 government-in-exile	 in	 the	 summer	 of	 1945,	
emerging	as	a	serious	candidate	for	the	presidency	of	this	government	in	
1947,	 or	 when	 supporting	 the	 socialist	 leader	 Indalecio	 Prieto’s	 plan	 of	
forging	 an	 anti-Francoist	 entente	 with	 the	 Spanish	 monarchists	 in	
1948/49.	 Even	 though,	 in	 terms	 of	 political	 payoff,	 this	 process	 of	
heroisation	 during	 lifetime	 turned	 out	 to	 be	 futile,	 it	 continued	 to	
accompany	Aguirre	during	the	rest	of	his	years	 in	exile.	The	groundwork	
was	 already	 laid	 in	 1936	 by	 the	 fusion	 of	 charismatic	 and	 legal-rational	
authority	when,	under	 the	holy	 tree	 of	Gernika,	Aguirre	had	 received	 the	
baton	 from	 his	 ancestors	 in	 the	 fight	 for	 Basque	 freedom.	 Afterwards,	
during	 the	 war,	 as	 head	 of	 the	 government	 and	 minister	 of	 defense,	 he	
acted	as	the	supreme	political	and	military	guide	of	his	people.	In	exile,	he	
survived	miraculously	 in	 the	 very	heart	 of	 the	National	 Socialist	 Empire,	
before	resuming	the	fight	against	Francoism	and	for	Basque	freedom.	This	
experience	 of	 drama	 and	 tragedy	 triggered	 his	 elevation	 from	 being	 a	
charismatic	 leader	 to	becoming	a	national	hero.	His	death	 in	1960	at	 the	
age	of	fifty-six,	when	he	suffered	a	fatal	heart	attack,	reinforced	his	image	
even	more,	adding	another	extraordinary	dramatic	 turn.	Aguirre	was	 the	
‘man	of	miracle’.	For	many,	he	was	part	of	the	‘legend’,	or,	as	his	friend,	the	
former	nationalist	Deputy	and	Minister	Manuel	Irujo	put	it,	after	his	death,	
he	 would	 be	 remembered	 as	 a	 ‘symbol,	 a	 banner,	 a	 myth.	 José	 Antonio	
entered	history.’39	
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Aguirre	and	hero	worship	in	the	twenty-first	century	

National	heroes	do	not	usually	raise	criticism.	Instead,	what	they	receive	is	
devotion	and	worship	after	death.	When	a	 leader	becomes	a	hero	during	
his	or	her	lifetime,	as	it	was	in	the	case	of	the	Basque	president,	things	are	
a	 little	different.	The	solidity	and	continuity	of	his	charismatic	 leadership	
depend,	 first,	 on	 the	 capacity	 to	 satisfy	 the	 expectations	 followers	 have	
deposited	in	him	and,	second,	on	the	ability	to	prevent	the	routinisation	of	
authority	 and	 a	 return	 to	 the	 pre-charismatic	 normality.40	 Aguirre’s	
example	fits	well	 into	this	theory,	since	during	the	 last	couple	of	years	of	
his	life	he	was	confronted	with	these	threats	to	his	charisma	as	a	national	
hero.	 Despite	 his	 frenetic	 activity,	 none	 of	 his	 political	 initiatives	 were	
crowned	by	 success:	 Franco	 continued	 in	 power	 and,	 thanks	 to	 the	 Cold	
War,	 had	 become	 a	 new	 ally	 of	 the	 Western	 democracies	 in	 their	 fight	

Aguirre’s	funeral	in	Saint-Jean-de-Luz,	March	1960	|	KONTXA	INTXAUSTI	
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against	 communism.	 Aguirre’s	 charismatic	 domination	 was	 about	 to	 be	
transformed	into	 legal-rational	authority,	because	the	daily	experience	of	
frustration	was	 undermining	 the	 faith	 of	 his	 people,	 who	wanted	 to	 see	
him	 doing	 miracles	 instead	 of	 issuing	 dull	 manifestos	 as	 head	 of	 the	
government.	 This	was	 the	 context	 in	which	 the	PNV	 split	 in	 1959,	when	
radical	nationalists	founded	the	underground	organisation	ETA;	and	it	was	
in	this	context	that	the	first	public	criticism	of	Aguirre,	his	government	and	
his	political	strategy	surfaced.	Yet,	those	voices	were	still	very	much	in	the	
minority,	and	mostly	limited	to	the	nationalist	youth,	who	blamed	Aguirre	
for	not	being	nationalist	enough,	for	collaborating	with	the	Spaniards	and	
for	heading	a	government	that	was	little	more	than	a	political	cadaver.41	

However,	 the	 sudden	 death	 of	 the	 president	 interrupted	 this	 process	 of	
charisma-degrading.	After	1960,	nearly	all	the	critical	voices	were	silenced	
and	 Aguirre	 recovered	 his	 status	 as	 a	 national	 hero.	 It	 is	 interesting	 to	
observe	that	this	was,	in	general,	also	true	for	the	nationalist	sector	close	
to	ETA.	Significantly,	in	his	famous	book	Vasconia,	which	later	became	the	
official	‘bible’	of	ETA’s	new	nationalism,	Federico	Krutwig	treated	Aguirre	
with	a	certain	critical	respect,	mentioning	his	 ‘regionalist’	deviation	 from	
the	 political	 aim	 of	 Basque	 independence,	whereas	 Jesús	María	 Leizaola,	
Aguirre’s	 successor	 in	 the	 presidency,	 was	 presented	 as	 a	 traitor	 to	 his	
fatherland	who	should	have	been	executed	by	the	Basque	patriots.42	Other	
historical	 leaders	 with	 a	 PNV	 background,	 but	 later	 icons	 of	 the	 radical	
nationalists	 close	 to	 ETA,	 such	 as	 Telesforo	Monzón	 or	 Elías	 Gallastegui,	
shared	this	more	or	less	positive	and	in	any	case	non-belligerent	attitude	
towards	the	first	lehendakari.43	Even	intellectuals	of	Ezker	Abertzalea	(the	
Patriotic	Left),	 recognised	Aguirre’s	personal	 legacy	as	a	 freedom	fighter,	
adding	that	his	only	problem	as	a	spokesman	of	the	bourgeoisie	was	that	
the	 dynamic	 of	 the	 class	 struggle	 had	 placed	 his	 government	 politically	
offside,	while	 the	 radical	 pro-independence	movement	of	 the	masses	 led	
by	 the	 armed	 vanguard	 had	 taken	 centre	 stage.44	 Not	 even	 the	 growing	
confrontation	between	ETA	and	its	political	wing	on	the	one	hand	and	the	
PNV	on	the	other	since	the	1980s,	when	the	underground	group	escalated	
its	violence	dramatically,	changed	anything	in	this	respectful	and	empathic	
attitude	shown	by	radical	Basque	nationalism	towards	the	first	president.	



Studies	on	National	Movements,	3	(2015)			|			ARTICLES 	

Ludger	Mees	 23	

While	Aguirre	was	 accepted	 –	with	more	 or	 less	 criticism	 –	 as	 a	 symbol	
and	a	national	hero	by	mostly	everyone,	there	was	a	great	deal	of	dispute	
about	 the	 interpretation	 and	 appropriation	 of	 the	 symbol’s	 meaning.	 As	
already	mentioned,	even	many	years	after	Aguirre’s	death	and	despite	the	
political	 confrontation	 with	 Aguirre’s	 party	 the	 PNV,	 the	 Patriotic	 Left	
continued	highlighting	his	role	as	a	fighter	for	independence.	Significantly,	
his	image	was	shown	on	placards	together	with	those	of	other	fighters	for	
independence,	 such	 as	Mahatma	 Ghandi,	 Simón	 Bolívar	 or	 José	Martí,	 at	
the	 large	demonstration	 organised	 for	 the	Basque	Day	of	 the	 Fatherland	
(Aberri	Eguna)	 in	2010.45	 For	 the	PNV,	on	 the	other	hand,	Aguirre	had	a	
very	 particular	 resurrection.	 From	 the	 end	 of	 the	 1990s,	 the	 party	 had	
carried	 out	 a	 process	 of	 strategic	 radicalisation	 motivated	 by	 a	 double	
political	 aim:	 first,	 to	 bring	 ETA’s	 terrorism	 to	 an	 end	 through	 political	
rapprochement	with	the	underground	group’s	political	wing;	and	second,	
to	 progress	 towards	 sovereignty	 through	 an	 accumulation	 of	 nationalist	
power.	This	strategy	failed	and,	as	a	consequence,	ETA’s	violence	returned	
with	 more	 vigour,	 the	 PNV	 became	 politically	 isolated	 and	 in	 danger	 of	
splitting,	and	Basque	society	was	more	fractured	than	ever	by	cleavages	of	
identity	 and	 ideology.46	 In	 this	 context,	 and	 after	 a	 very	 contentious	
election,	a	spokesman	for	the	moderate	PNV	sector,	Josu	Jon	Imaz	became	
the	new	president	of	the	party	in	January	2004.	From	the	very	beginning,	
Imaz	was	keen	to	legitimise	and	consolidate	his	leadership	by	evoking	the	
memory	 of	 moderate	 leaders	 like	 Aguirre.	 In	 none	 of	 the	 new	 leader’s	
more	 important	 public	 interventions	 was	 a	 venerating	 reference	 to	 the	
party’s	 glorious	past	 and	 to	 its	hero	Aguirre	missing.	On	 these	occasions	
the	emphasis	was	not	so	much	on	the	 first	 lehendakari’s	 fight	 for	Basque	
independence,	but	rather	on	his	particular	manner	of	understanding	and	
doing	politics:	politics	as	a	democratic	tool	for	forging	agreements	among	
different	and,	frequently,	opposed	sectors	of	society.47	This	was,	of	course,	
a	 criticism	 of	 the	 party’s	 radical	 strategy,	 which	 only	 seemed	 to	 be	
interested	 in	 achieving	 a	 consensus	with	 the	 Patriotic	 Left	 close	 to	 ETA,	
while	 deliberately	 sidelining	 the	 non-nationalist	 (or	 Spanish	 nationalist)	
sectors.	

Aguirre’s	 spectacular	 revival	 since	 the	 mid-2000s	 was	 not	 only	 a	
consequence	of	creative	management	carried	out	by	a	new	PNV	leadership	
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aiming	 to	 legitimise	 and	 consolidate	 its	 authority.	 It	 was	 more	 than	 a	
simple	 act	 of	 political	 engineering	 from	 above	 to	 the	 party	 grassroots,	
because	 it	was	 also,	 and	 once	 again,	 the	 expression	 of	 a	 deep	 crisis	 that	
affected	 Basque	 society.	 The	 revival	 of	 Aguirre’s	 memory	 can	 also	 be	
interpreted	 as	 a	 protest	 against	 the	 political	 parties’	 incapacity	 to	
articulate	any	kind	of	consensus	in	tackling	the	great	problems,	especially	
that	of	terrorism	and	political	confrontation,	with	vigour	and	unity.	In	this	
situation	 of	 discontent	 and	 protest,	 the	 reference	 to	 Aguirre	 evoked	 a	
Utopian	past,	but	was	simultaneously	a	plea	grounded	in	the	reality	of	the	
present.	 The	 message	 was	 that	 even	 in	 extremely	 dramatic	 and	 painful	
circumstances,	 like	 those	experienced	by	president	Aguirre,	dialogue	and	
compromise	among	contenders	had	been	possible.	 In	2010,	precisely	 the	
year	 in	which	the	 fiftieth	anniversary	of	 the	 first	 lehendakari’s	death	was	
memorialised,	 this	 general	 feeling	 of	 uneasiness	 motivated	 a	 very	
particular	initiative	carried	out	by	different	institutions,	organisations	and	
personalities	 who	 set	 up	 a	 commission	 called	 ‘Agirre	 lehendakari	 50’.48	
This	 commission,	 which	 included	 the	 Basque	 government,	 the	 three	
province-governments,	 the	 town	councils	of	Bilbao	and	Getxo,	 the	public	
and	private	universities,	the	Athletic	Football	Club	and	the	descendants	of	
Aguirre	 and	 all	 his	ministers,	 was	 created	 to	 organise	 different	 kinds	 of	
events	 in	 commemoration	 of	 the	 first	 Basque	 president.	 Its	 composition	
was	politically	pluralistic,	since	it	comprised	not	only	nationalists,	but	also	
socialist	and	conservative	members.	

After	 years	 of	 great	 confrontation,	 in	 which	 all	 the	 bridges	 between	
nationalists	 and	 non-nationalists	 seemed	 to	 have	 been	 burned,	 this	
cooperation	 in	 memorialising	 the	 first	 Basque	 president	 was	 surprising	
news.	During	his	lifetime	Aguirre	had	a	great	reputation	as	a	champion	of	
consensus.	Half	a	century	after	his	death,	this	distinction	continued	to	hold	
sway.	The	memory	of	no	other	politician	would	have	been	strong	enough	
and	inclusive	enough	to	bring	together	political	actors	who	for	years	had	
been	living	in	a	situation	of	extreme	confrontation	with	each	other.	In	the	
background	 of	 this	 remarkable	 feat	 was	 the	 desire	 of	 Basque	 society	 to	
overcome	permanent	confrontation,	fostered	by	terrorist	violence,	and	to	
explore	 new	 modes	 of	 dialogue	 and	 agreement,	 in	 order	 to	 normalise	
politics	 and	 everyday	 life	 in	 the	 Basque	 Country.	 In	 conclusion,	 the	
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example	 of	 this	 cross-party	 commission	 strengthens	 the	 argument	
forwarded	by	Lucy	Riall	in	her	excellent	study	on	Garibaldi	concerning	the	
double-sided	 nature	 of	 hero	 cults:	 even	 though	 ‘there	 was	 a	 great	 deal	
about	 Garibaldi’s	 appeal	 which	 was	 planned	 by	 political	 leaders,	 his	
definition	and	creation	as	a	political	hero	was	still	a	 largely	collaborative	
effort,	 involving	 audience	 participation	 as	 well	 as	 directions	 from	 the	
stage.’49	The	same	argument	is	valid	in	the	case	of	Aguirre.	

Monument	in	Bilbao	|	
IÑAKI	ELEZCANO	
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Conclusions	

After	outlining	the	essential	empirical	features	of	this	case	study	about	the	
first	Basque	president’s	shape	as	a	national	hero,	 it	 is	necessary	to	link	it	
to	 some	 issues	 raised	 in	 the	 theoretical	 and	 conceptual	 debate	 about	
national	heroes,	their	shape	and	their	function	mentioned	at	the	beginning	
of	 this	 article.	 It	 goes	 without	 saying	 that	 one	 single	 case	 study	 cannot	
pretend	to	categorically	confirm	or	refuse	any	general	hypothesis	and	that	
further	investigations	are	needed	to	check	the	points	raised	in	this	article.	
Yet,	the	following	eight	conclusions	that	surface	in	the	light	of	the	case	of	
Aguirre	may	 hopefully	 contribute	 both	 to	 give	 an	 impulse	 to	 a	 scholarly	
debate	 that	 in	 Spain	 is	 still	 in	 its	 infancy	 and	 enrich	 the	 international	
discussion	 about	 heroes	 and	 hero	 cults	 in	 the	 social	 sciences	 and	
humanities	 by	 introducing	 an	 example	 of	 a	 country	 (Spain,	 Basque	
Country)	that	too	frequently	is	left	aside.	

1)	 In	 relation	 to	 the	 different	 categories	 of	 national	 heroes,	 Aguirre	was	
somewhere	in	between	a	savior	myth	and	a	heroic	loser.	He	was	regarded	
as	 the	 leader	who	would	be	 able	 to	 save	 the	Basque	nation	by	 restoring	
democracy	and	self-government.	But	his	success	was	very	limited:	Basque	
autonomy	was	 abolished	 about	 eight	months	 after	 its	 implementation	 in	
October	1936,	and	Aguirre’s	government	was	forced	into	exile.	In	1960	he	
died	 without	 meeting	 the	 high	 expectations	 of	 his	 followers.	 In	 short,	
Aguirre	was	a	frustrated	savior	myth.	

2)	The	 first	Basque	president	was	 a	 perfect	 personification	of	 a	 national	
hero	in	that	he	was	a	product	of	both	very	special	personal	communication	
skills	 and	 political	 engineering	 from	 above.	 Both	 ingredients	 (personal-
natural	 skills	 and	 political	 manufacturing)	 were	 indispensable	 in	 his	
trajectory	to	become	a	national	hero,	and	he	would	not	have	become	one	
had	either	of	the	two	elements	been	missing.	

3)	In	this	sense,	his	heroism	was	the	invention	of	a	political	elite,	but	it	was	
also	a	product	of	a	special	sociopolitical	context.	Or,	as	John	Breuilly	puts	
it,	his	heroism	was	the	result	of	a	double	projection	‘from	both	below	and	
above’.50	
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4)	 Aguirre’s	 case	 proves	 once	 again	 the	 close	 relationship	 between	 the	
emergence	 of	 national	 heroes	 and	 situations	 of	 acute	 crisis.	 His	 was	 a	
heroism	of	war,	repression	and	exile.	

5)	 Aguirre	 became	 a	 hero	 during	 his	 lifetime.	 It	 was	 the	 traumatic	
experience	of	war	 that	 triggered	his	evolution	 from	a	popular	nationalist	
leader	to	a	charismatic	hero	when,	first,	he	was	appointed	the	first	Basque	
president	amidst	a	Francoist	military	offensive;	and,	second,	when	 in	 the	
summer	 of	 1941	 he	 returned	 to	 the	 political	 stage	 after	 miraculously	
surviving	 fifteen	 months	 in	 Nazi	 Germany.	 In	 the	 eyes	 of	 his	 (not	 only	
nationalist)	 followers,	 it	was	 these	war	 experiences	 that	made	him	 truly	
extraordinary	and	that	conferred	him	the	aureole	of	a	savior	whose	deeds	
inspired	‘faith	and	courage	in	their	oppressed	and	decadent	descendants’	–	
to	recall	the	words	of	A.D.	Smith	quoted	in	the	introduction.	Ever	since,	his	
followers	 attributed	 to	 him	 a	 charisma	 in	 which	 the	 borders	 between	
politics	and	religion	became	permeable.	

6)	The	public	staging	of	his	appointment	as	Basque	president	 in	a	 lieu	de	
mémoire	with	a	highly	symbolic	significance	like	Gernika	was	a	deliberate	
act	 of	 hero	 manufacturing.	 By	 associating	 the	 1936	 ceremony	 with	 the	
glorious	past	of	Basque	self-government,	Aguirre	was	legitimised	because	
he	was	linked	to	all	the	acclaimed	and	anonymous	heroes	of	the	past	who	
had	dedicated	their	lives	to	the	fight	for	Basque	sovereignty.	As	head	of	the	
first	 Basque	 autonomous	 government,	 Aguirre’s	 authority	was	no	 longer	
based	only	on	his	personal	charisma.	Starting	in	1936	he	also	possessed	a	
legal-rational	legitimation	of	his	authority.	

7)	Like	all	 charismatic	 leaders,	 the	Basque	president	also	had	 to	 face	 the	
challenge	 of	 routinisation	 and	 failure.	 When	 at	 the	 end	 of	 the	 1950s	 it	
became	more	 and	more	 evident	 that	 none	 of	 his	 political	 strategies	 and	
initiatives	had	been	successful	in	the	fight	against	the	Franco	regime	or	for	
Basque	self-government,	the	first	appearance	of	critical	voices	showed	the	
fragility	of	his	charisma.	Yet,	his	sudden	and	unexpected	death	silenced	all	
these	 criticisms	 and	 Aguirre	 continued	 being	 a	 national	 hero,	 respected	
and	worshiped	by	nearly	all	Basques	and	many	Spaniards.	

8)	The	revival	of	his	memory	in	the	twenty-first	century	is	a	good	example	
of	the	relationship	between	heroes	as	national	symbols,	collective	memory	
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and	politics.	The	memory	of	a	national	hero	is	not	at	all	unambiguous	and	
fixed.	 On	 the	 contrary,	 it	 is	 fluid,	 subject	 to	 the	 reinterpretation	 of	 each	
generation,	 and	 contingent	 on	 particular	 circumstances	 and	 concrete	
political	 interests.	 Half	 a	 century	 after	 the	 first	 president’s	 death,	 the	
evocation	 of	 his	 memory	 demonstrates	 the	 double-sided	 nature	 of	 hero	
cults:	 Aguirre’s	 memory	 helped	 the	 PNV	 leadership	 to	 consolidate	 and	
legitimise	 the	 party’s	 strategic	 shift	 away	 from	 radical	 nationalism	
towards	more	moderate	and	pragmatic	claims	(‘projection	from	above’).	It	
simultaneously	 resurrected	 Utopian	 visions	 of	 an	 era	 that	 served	 to	
counter	 the	 permanent	 presence	 of	 terrorist	 violence	 and	 extreme	
political	 polarisation	 (‘projection	 from	 below’).	 It	 would	 be	 no	
exaggeration	 to	 understand	 the	 permanent	 and	 definite	 ceasefire	
announced	by	ETA	in	October	2011	both	as	a	consequence	of	this	popular	
counter-utopia	 and	 the	 desire	 of	 peace	 and	 consensus	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	
and	 as	 a	 confirmation	 of	 ETA’s	 political	wing’s	 failure	 in	 using	 Aguirre’s	
memory	 as	 a	 (politically	 misguided)	 freedom	 fighter	 for	 Basque	
independence	 against	 Spanish	 oppression,	 in	 order	 to	 legitimise	 its	 own	
politico-military	strategy,	on	the	other.	
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