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José Manuel Azcona Pastor’s Possible Paradises: Basque Emigration to Latin America is a substantial part of his PhD Dissertation which was published in Spanish in 1992 (Los Paraísos Posibles: Historia de la Emigración Vasca a Argentina y Uruguay en el Siglo XIX, Bilbao: Universidad de Deusto, 1992 +333pp.). This updated English-language edition increases the number of pages by two hundred and thirty, while adding two appendixes of over ninety pages, and twenty-one pages of bibliography which surprisingly does not make any reference to any work published after 1996.

Possible Paradises is thematically structured in ten chapters while the Spanish-language edition consisted of five chapters that exclusively focused on the history of Basque immigration from the Iberian Peninsula into Río de la Plata (today’s Argentina and Uruguay) in the nineteenth-century. The current edition incorporates Azcona’s 1992 significant archival research while expanding its geographical and time scopes. In this way, Possible Paradises explores the history of Basque immigration (this time including Basque migrants from both sides of the Pyrenees) into the entire Hispanic America for an ambitious period of five hundred years, beginning with the arrival of Columbus in 1492.

The first five chapters are quite exhaustive, and sometimes overwhelming, descriptive linear accounts of the historical presence and profuse involvement of Basque individuals in Latin America. Furthermore, they address the interconnectedness between the New and the Old Worlds and the socio-economic impact on both shores of the Atlantic Ocean.

The examination of those Basques who have distinguished themselves for their participation in the Hispanic colonial enterprise –exploration, military campaigns, and colonization– echoes somehow some of the central arguments that were raised in Amerikanuak by William A. Douglass and Jon Bilbao (Amerikanuak: Basques in the New World, Reno: University of Nevada Press, 1975 +519pp.) over a quarter of a century ago. These arguments referred to the impact and multifold contribution of the Basques in the development of the New World and their historical continuity through associationism and ethnic/kinship collective solidarity. In addition, Azcona reveals tight networks of powerful Basque families that constituted hegemonic socio-economic and political elites in the colonial and postcolonial eras. 

Moreover, Azcona’s 1992 book makes up the bulk of the contents displayed in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 which deal with Basque immigration into Río de la Plata, the main causes that motivated such emigration, particularly in the nineteenth-century, as well as the detailed legal requisites for migrating, the drastic conditions of the transatlantic trip, and finally, the typology of Basque emigrants and their destinations.

The broad profile of what constitutes today’s Basque diaspora is examined in Chapters 9 and 10. Although both chapters are edifying, they exemplify the book’s general tendency of failing to provide more in-depth analysis. Particularly, Azcona’s approach to Chapter 10 shifts from a more traditional historical standpoint, present all the way through the book, to a journalistic one. This chapter recounts a vague summary of the First World Congress of Basque Collectivities Abroad, which was sponsored by the Basque Autonomous Community Government in Spain in 1995, without confronting any analysis of the current Basque homeland institutions relationship with the Basque diaspora. To this respect, it is worthy to mention the latest works of Gloria Totoricagüena which firmly addresses those relationships (Identity, Culture, and Politics in the Basque Diaspora, Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2004 +273pp.), Juan Javier Pescador’s historical study of the Atlantic impact on the Basque homeland (The New World Inside a Basque Village: the Oiartzun Valley and its Atlantic Emigrants, 1550-1800, Reno: University of Nevada Press, 2004, +185pp.), and the remarkable multi-authored Urazandi Collection which compiles the history of fourteen Basque diaspora communities (Urazandi Collection, 16 Vols., Vitoria-Gasteiz: Basque Government, 2003).

Despite Azcona’s repeated references to Basque migration as a diaspora, he does not offer any conceptualization of the term diaspora; nor does he include a further historical periodization of the Basque diaspora or even a basic theoretical and/or empirical approach from a diaspora paradigm to his historical recollection of Basque migration. What is more, Azcona’s unclear treatment and definition of identities such as Basque, Basque American, Spanish, or French as static and rigid self-identifications over time prevent us to fully understand cultures and identities such as the Basque in the different historical and geographical contexts under study.

In sum, whether Possible Paradises represents a renewed qualitative advancement of arguments presented in earlier works regarding the Basque involvement in the Atlantic World is for the readers to judge for themselves. Possible Paradises is definitely a comprehensive reference book or educational resource manual for those students and wider English-language audience new to Basque history, migration and identity.
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