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A language that otherwise has no grammatical or natural gender, Basque (“Euskera”) only marks gender in the second person singular familiar pronoun (“hi”); the accompanying verb indicates whether the addressee is female (“noka”) or male (“toka”).  While hi forms signal solidarity and Basque “authenticity”, my previous ethnographic research showed that noka is disappearing at a faster rate than toka, in part because toka (but not noka) is used in culturally valued domains, such as ritual verbal improvisation and sports.  Drawing on archival materials between the 16th and early 20th centuries, this paper examines the ‘semiotic genealogy’ contributing to the greater loss of noka forms. I show that Catholic and Basque mythological texts use hi forms in contrasting ways, casting especially negative associations on noka.   That is, noka is used most liberally in Basque “pagan” texts featuring powerful female figures like Mari (the Lady of the Mountains), witches and laminak (sirens).  In Catholic texts, noka is used almost exclusively for negative interactional functions. For example, the prophetic books (e.g. Isaiah, Jeremiah) use noka abundantly in passages announcing a city’s destruction, or denouncing a city (in particular, Babylon) a harlot. To the extent that noka has been associated with the losing side of often-violent religious battles in the Basque Country, it behooved speakers to abandon it to avoid the fate—which could lead to the stake—awaiting the “heretics” who spoke it. 
