Introduction to the seminar on ETA and the Basque resistance
The aim of this seminar is to shed light upon the dynamic interaction going on between the Basque resistance movement ETA, the Spanish government and the Basque public. My main questions are to find out why the violence performed by the Basque separatist movement has prevailed until our days and what could eventually make it come to an end.

The ethno-nationalist separatist group ETA (Euskadi Ta Askatasuna, meaning Basque Homeland and Freedom) was formed in 1959 during the dictatorship of General Franco, which repressed all manifestations of Basque culture in a harsh way. However, when democracy was established in 1978 the Basque Community was granted more autonomy than any other of Spain’s 17 autonomous regions including the right to collect local taxes, having its own police force and control over the education system. Nevertheless, with the days of Franco long gone, ETA has killed almost 800 people since the end of the dictatorship.

So why is it then that the violence has been emanating from the Basque Country for so long and what are the prospects for peace in the future?  To be able to discuss this question it is important to take a look at the actors involved in the conflict.

The Spanish government has applied a wide range of anti-terrorist strategies in their fight against ETA.  One of the most controversial ones is the paramilitary forces GAL (Grupos Antiterroristas de Liberación) that operated during 1983-1987, while the socialist party’s leader Felipe González were Prime Minister of Spain. GAL had a close collaboration with the Spanish police force La Guardia Civil and hunted down and killed at least 28 people, including high leaders of ETA, but also civilians who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

Other strategies adopted by the Spanish government have been entering into dialogue with the separatists, legislation that banned ETAs political wing Herri Batasuna and closer counter-terrorism collaboration with France, which has served as a sanctuary for members of ETA.

The different types of actions taken by the state to fight ETA raise questions about what is the most effective way to reduce the violence, and which methods are legitimate to use by the state in order to protect its citizens from terrorism. Under what circumstances is hard-line/soft-line politics most likely to succeed in order to reduce ETA’s number of killings?

Now moving on to the protagonists of the seminar, it is interesting to note that the profile of the ETA members has changed drastically since the seventies and early eighties. Three decades ago, the typical ETA member was over 20 years old at the time of recruitment, had two autochthonous surnames (all Spaniards has two surnames, one from the father and one from the mother), worked as a skilled industrial worker and came from a rural area with a lot of Basque speakers. Since the late eighties the majority of the recruits are teenagers coming from metropolitan areas, lacking higher education and having only one or no Basque surnames.

Not only the profile of the members of ETA has changed during the years, the same goes for the number and profile of the victims that are being murdered by the group. When the organization had a broad base of recruitment during the seventies, ETA killed almost 100 people yearly, including the Prime Minister of Spain and supposedly heir of Franco, Admiral Luis Carrero Blanco. However, starting in the late eighties, the number of civilian victims rose. It is interesting to note that this change happened at the same time as the group lost big parts of its leadership due to the government’s anti-terrorist response.

Questions to think about are what happens to the identity of an organization when the profile of the people joining it changes dramatically? What are the consequences when the old leadership of a terrorist organization is becoming replaced by a new generation in terms of the radicalization of the group?

Since ETA claims to act to liberate the Basque people from the repression of the Spanish state, the opinion of the Basques is an important factor in the equation. 

The majority of ETA’s attacks are taking place in the region and it is estimated by the Spanish NGO Gesto por la Paz that the organizations list of potential targets exceeds 42 000 people only in the Basque Country. This might help understanding why the public support for ETA has been declining during the last 20 years, where it has now seemed to have hit the rock bottom.

With a close to non-existent public support the legitimacy of the existence of ETA can, to put it mildly, be questioned. In the seminar the indicators of how sensitive ETA is to changes in the public opinion will be discussed and it is worth thinking about for how long the organization can survive without at least the passive support from a part of the people who they claim to represent. 

Welcome on Thursday!
Vera Häggblom

