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Abstract: Why do states often choose costlier counterterrorism strategies over cheaper and simpler ones? 

The following paper addresses said topic in the context of Spain’s attrition tactic against the Basque terrorist 

group ETA. Drawing upon the logic of social contract theorists, I hypothesize that the Iberian state’s 

decision to reject negotiation strategies can be explained by its experience in the state of nature from 1931-

1939, which shapes modern policy choices via the perceived ideal role of government. Using primary and 

secondary sources combined with a method of process-tracing and counterfactuals, I find substantial support 

for the proposed State of Nature theory, with all but one of its nine predictions proving to be accurate. 

These findings will have important scholarly implications for theories of strategic culture and rational choice 

in the context of security studies, as well as undeniable policy consequences for US decision-makers and 

strategists who rely on key allies like Spain in the American war on terror. 
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“The unconditional declaration by the Basque separatist group ETA this week that it is 
finally ending 50 years of violence […] should be welcomed by all governments and peoples. 
It is a victory for democracy.”         

– Tony Blair, 2011 
 

1. Introduction 
On the 22nd October 2011, the Basque terrorist group Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (Basque Homeland and 

Freedom, or ETA) publically announced a permanent ceasefire, putting an end to over half a century of 

violence that had claimed over 800 lives. This development was remarkable not just because the organization 

swapped its armed insurgency for a protracted peace – which is a rarity in and of itself 1 – but particularly 

because of the manner in which it came about and transpired. In the cases of the IRA and the FARC, peace 

was achieved via negotiations and formal protracted agreements between the national government and the 

terrorist forces. In the present case of ETA, however, the ceasefire was entirely unilateral, voluntary, and 

unconditional – it involved no concessions or negotiations with the Spanish government, and no formal 

peace agreement pursued by the latter. Instead, the Spanish government pursued a strategy similar to that 

of the US vis-à-vis Islamist terrorism -- one of direct attrition and armed action with an absolute refusal to 

negotiate with the enemy.2 

The goal of the present research paper is to explain why the Spanish state made such a bold strategic 

choice, which appears unusually repressive for a state emerging from a totalitarian regime, and defies the 

scholarly argument that some amount of dialogue or negotiation with the adversary is required in order to 

achieve a lasting peace in democratic states besieged by terrorist violence (Miller 2011; Hughes 1990; Cooper 

2008; Clutterbuck 2007; Toros 2008). Overall, I find considerable support for my proposed theory, which 

argues that Spain’s experience in the state of nature (i.e. the nature of human life when there was no 

                                                
 
1 To date, there have been only three cases where a state has succeeded in getting a terrorist group to permanently give up its use of 
violence – that of the Irish Republican Army (IRA/Sinn Fein) in the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland, that of the Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia—People’s Army (FARC) in Latin America, and the case examined in this paper of ETA in Spain.  
 
2 Of course, US leaders often have negotiated with terrorist groups in the past (Neumann 2007). The parallel with Spain just made 
merely refers to the anti-negotiation rhetoric that American leaders have often espoused in their public discourse (e.g. Bush 2003).  
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government or universally recognized form of authority), directly determined the population’s cultural 

conceptions regarding the ideal or appropriate role of government, which in turn can explain the state’s 

choice of counterterrorism strategy by showing how it was in fact the rational policy choice.  

The rationale for this research puzzle consists of both a policy component and a scholarly one. In terms 

of the former, though recently overshadowed by the rise in international terrorist attacks on Western states, 

domestic terrorism – and how or why governments respond to it – shapes the international security regime 

in important ways.  For example, many experts on the topic have remarked how the al Qaeda terror attacks 

against the United States, Spain, and the United Kingdom in the early 2000s evoked a palpably different 

reaction from each side of the Atlantic (e.g. Rees and Aldrich 2005). The reason for this, the argument goes, 

is that the European states had suffered terror attacks from domestic groups in the recent past – the IRA 

in the UK and ETA in Spain – whereas the US lacked such an experience and thereby felt a greater 

exogenous shock after 9/11. It is also no coincidence that these same EU countries are the only two that 

wholeheartedly supported the US invasion of Iraq as part of its counterterror effort in 2003. Clearly, 

therefore, exploring the largely understudied topic of how key US allies have responded to domestic terrorism 

has wide potential implications for today’s policymakers and strategic advisers.  

From a scholarly standpoint, moreover, the British case of the IRA has received far more attention 

and has been studied extensively by existing works on counterterrorism (e.g. Coogan 2000; Mitchell 1999). 

Spain’s choice of counterterrorism strategy against ETA thus remains surprisingly opaque in comparison, 

and even the few works that do concern themselves with this second case have failed to provide any 

explanations or theories of causality regarding Spain’s counterterrorism strategy. As a result, the research 

topic at hand goes a long way in illuminating how and why states behave the way they do when dealing 

with terrorist challengers.   

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. The next section (“Literature Review”) surveys 

the extant works on the demise of ETA, highlighting three major gaps in the scholarship that preclude it 
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from having any tangible relevance or impact on international security studies as a field. In order to begin 

to fill said lacunae, the following section (“The State of Nature Theory”) puts forth my account of Spain’s 

strategic antiterrorism choice, which draws upon the logic of social contract theories to hypothesize a causal 

link between the state of nature, the nature of state, and counterterrorist efforts. Section four then describes 

the qualitative research design employed to test the accuracy of my claims, as well as evaluating its relative 

strengths and limitations. Having collected my evidence and applied my methods of choice, the fifth section 

(“The Emerging Narrative”) presents and assesses the levels of success for each key hypothesis made by the 

State of Nature framework.  

Overall, my results seem to strongly corroborate said framework’s theoretical validity and explanatory 

power, revealing that Spain’s Hobbesian state of nature directly led to an absolute nature of state from 1978 

onwards, and by extension, to a strategy of attrition against ETA. Last but not least, the sixth section 

(“Assessment and Implications”) discusses the implications of my findings and considers potential limitations 

to their reliability. The final section then offers some concluding remarks and proposes several venues for 

future research efforts to build upon this project, before drawing my discussion to a close.  

2. Literature Review  
While there does exist a considerable volume of literature on ETA's demise, it suffers from three important 

lacunae that limit its potential scholarly impact and that the present research paper hopes to fill.  

The first and most basic of these gaps is a strong Spanish language bias. As one might expect, the 

majority of scholars who have taken interest in the case of ETA's end are of Spanish origin, so their accounts 

are written in Castilian as opposed to English, and hardly any have been translated into the latter language 

(e.g. Aizpeolea 2013; Letamendia 2013). Unproblematic as this trend may seem, it has acted as a significant 

barrier between the literature on ETA and the predominantly Anglo-Saxon field of International Security 

Studies (ISS), which not only precludes the impactful relevance of the works themselves, but also reinforces 

the extant English language bias of the ISS literature on intelligence and counterterrorism strategies.  
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A further gap in the current scholarship on ETA is its lack of theoretical analysis. The majority of 

works are purely historical, providing descriptive accounts of Basque violence with no argumentative or 

causal inferences. To put the same point differently, most of the literature to date fails to go beyond 

“parochial accounts of Basque violence” limiting itself to “thick historical overviews” that don't permit any 

sort of generalizability beyond the context of ETA (Leonisio, Molina, and Muro 2017, 2). 

For example, in El Fin de ETA (The End of ETA), José María Izquierdo and Luis Aizpeolea (2017) 

set out to answer the question of what caused ETA's downfall. Despite their unusually thorough data 

collection efforts – consisting of over thirty elite actor interviews – the authors merely narrate the interview 

responses without analyzing them or inferring any sort of theoretical argument. Thus, Izquierdo and 

Letamendia's answer to the aforementioned research puzzle amounts to something like the following 

statement: “according to the interview responses of elite actors, the downfall of ETA was caused by a 

complex series of interrelated events that took place in a particular order within a unique domestic context.”  

Though historically accurate, this sort of account does not lend itself to political science theorizing 

because there is no clear independent causal variable or framework being put forth. One important task for 

future works on the end of ETA is therefore to shed light on the phenomenon in a more theoretical or 

scientific manner that might be compatible with the academic standards of ISS. Otherwise, switching the 

literature's main language from Spanish to English will not necessarily suffice to bring about an 

improvement in its scholarly relevance vis-à-vis ISS. 

It is important to note that there are a few recent exceptions to this rule. In ETA's Terrorist Campaign: 

From Violence to Politics, 1968-2015 (2017), for instance, Rafael Leonisio, Fernando Molina, and Diego 

Muro argue that “terrorist campaigns may best be understood with the tools of historical and social 

research,” and purport to carry out a “theoretically informed analysis of the end of ETA” (2, emphasis 

added). Moving beyond merely describing the events surrounding ETA's demise, the authors draw upon 

existing theories of how terrorism can end (e.g. Crenshaw 2001; Jones and Libicki 2008) to argue that 
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Spain's counterterrorist strategy was the most important causal factor in this particular case (Leonisio, 

Molina, and Muro 2017). The same line of reasoning is also employed by Imanol Murua in Ending ETA's 

Armed Campaign (2017), where he too claims that it was the efficacy of Spain's counterterrorist efforts that 

ate away at ETA's power base and eventually forced the Basque group to abandon violence.  

These texts thus take a laudable first step towards making the literature on the case of ETA more 

scientifically rigorous. That being said, however, they both still exhibit various significant shortcomings 

worth pointing out. Most importantly, neither of the two employ any sort of research design to test their 

proposed theories, most likely because it is virtually impossible to prove said argument in a reliable manner. 

Since their choice of dependent variable is so broad – a terrorist organization's ceasefire after over half a 

century, no less – no independent variable on its own can either be convincingly demonstrated or conceivably 

falsified as the primary causal factor.  

A more fundamental problem, in other words, lies not in the methodology or the proposed theory but 

rather in the choice of research question made by these newer works, in the particular phenomenon they 

purport to explain. Thirdly and lastly, none of these extant works can provide any sort of explanation as 

to what factors caused Spain to select the allegedly decisive counterterrorist strategy, so the picture they 

paint of the state’s defeat of ETA is incomplete (and therefore potentially misleading) in a significant sense.  

3. The State of Nature Theory 
Why did Spain choose such an aggressive counterterrorism strategy against ETA? Contractarian political 

philosophers – namely, Thomas Hobbes (1651), John Locke (1690), and Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1792) – 

famously derived their conceptions of the proper role of government (or, as I henceforth denote it, the 

‘nature of state’) from how they understood human life when there is no government or universally 

recognized form of authority (or, in contractarian terminology the so-called ‘state of nature’).   
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Applied to the case at hand, then, the logic of social contract theorists leads to the prediction that 

Spain's experience in the state of nature directly determined Spain's cultural conceptions of the ideal or 

appropriate nature of state, which in turn explains the state's choice of counterterrorism strategy against 

ETA. For visualization purposes, this broader theoretical framework – which I henceforth refer to as the 

“State of Nature Framework” – is mapped out in Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: The State of Nature Framework 
 

 
 

 

What are the possible values that each of these variables can take? As we have seen, successful domestic 

counterterrorism strategies to date have been twofold in type, focusing either on negotiation, as with the 

IRA and the FARC cases, or on attrition, as with the case of ETA. For the purposes of this paper, then, 

the dependent variable can be understood as being dichotomous, with the two possible values being 

negotiation or attrition.  

 Yet the discrepancies between the domestic terrorism experiences of Spain, on one hand, and of 

Colombia and the UK, on the other, do not end there. In the latter two instances, which both took the 

value of negotiation for the dependent variable, there was a substantial degree of government deliberation 

with the public throughout the strategy’s implementation: both the UK and Colombia held multiple 

referenda in which the population at large was able to express whether or not they approved of the peace 

settlement being proposed. In the case of Spain, however, there were no such consultations between the 

state and the public, and the government simply pursued the strategic option it thought was best. This 
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second distinction tells us that the states that opt for negotiating strategies are not just restrained in their 

strategic choice, the government is also constrained in terms of its authority to act on behalf of the populace. 

Thus, it follows that the nature of state is more limited in these states, whereas those governments that opt 

for attrition enjoy more unchecked power or, to borrow Hobbes’ terminology, are more absolute.3  

 In order to connect the nature of state value with the state of nature independent variable, we can 

draw upon Hobbes’ line of reasoning in his famous Leviathan. The reason why Hobbes argues in favor of an 

“absolute sovereign” in said text is because he prioritizes the provision of security above all else when it 

comes to the ideal role of the state.4 But why does the English philosopher value individual security so 

greatly that he’s willing to renounce individual freedom for its guarantee? The answer is that Hobbes 

conceives of the state of nature as a bellum omnia contra omnes, a war of all against all, in which said 

security of individual human beings is fundamentally absent, and daily life is thus riddled with a constant 

(albeit warranted) fear of death.5 

Following the dichotomous value strategy employed thus far, therefore, our independent variable 

(the state of nature) can be classified as not Hobbesian when the state of nature was either peaceful or at 

least not threatening to the security of individual human beings to the point of triggering a constant fear 

of death; or as Hobbesian if it resembles the aforementioned war of all against all. Putting the various pieces 

of the theoretical puzzle together, then, if the state of nature is Hobbesian, then the nature of state should 

be absolute, and we’d expect the government to favor a counterterrorism strategy of attrition. If the state 

of nature is not Hobbesian, meanwhile, then the nature of state should be more limited, and we’d expect 

                                                
 
3 This lexicon refers to the Hobbesian notion of an “absolute sovereign” (1690, 35), and is elaborated on later in this text.  
 
4 Specifically, since only powerful governments can ensure the individual security of their citizens (because others won’t be strong 
enough to fight off threats to said security) this leads Hobbes to advocate an absolute sovereign whose authority is unchecked and 
unrestrained.  

 
5 This distinguishes Hobbes’ account from those of other social contract thinkers, which conceive of the state of nature as more peaceful 
or conducive to individual security of life, and therefore ascribe a far more limited role for the ideal government (e.g. Locke 1690; 
Rousseau 1792). 
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the government to favor a counterterrorism strategy of negotiation. This logic is illustrated in Figure 2 

below.  

 
Figure 2: The State of Nature Theory 
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Civil War (1936-1939), we would expect the 1930s to have been a particularly bellicose and bloody decade 

(H1a).6 A further prediction from the State of Nature theory is that the 1930s’ armed struggle should not 

have had any cohesive motives or unified sides, but instead should consist of various different factions or 

conflicts being drawn out for a whole variety of reasons (H1b), since this is a crucial part of what makes a 

                                                
 
6 Of course, any civil war, by virtue of the fact that it is a war, is bound to be bellicose, but there are also different degrees of 
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state of nature Hobbesian. Similarly, the Second Spanish Republic and Civil War should clearly indicate 

that individual human beings lacked security, living in constant fear of death due to the absence of a central 

authority (H1c).  

 It follows that the nature of state in Spain – the role of the government that emerged when the 

country transitioned to democracy after Franco’s death – should be absolute, in the sense that it should be 

extensive, powerful, and unconstrained in its actions (H2). Since Spain is a parliamentary monarchy, we 

automatically know that the legislative branch will hold the most. The definitive proof that would 

corroborate the theory in this regard, therefore, is not a mere superior authority of the legislative branch, 

but rather a substantial lack of checks and balances between the legislative and the executive, on the one 

hand (H2a), and between the legislative and the judicial branch, on the other (H2b). Finally, we would 

expect a prioritization of collective security over individual liberties (H2c) in the government’s duties 

(Waldron 2003).  

 Last but not least, the counterterrorist strategy that Spain employed against ETA should be one 

of attrition in the way that the group’s unilateral surrender suggests (H3). Since there should be no 

separation of government powers in the nature of state, said strategy should be particularly multifaceted, 

consisting of not just executive measures but also legislative and judicial reforms (H3a). Even within the 

executive actors and entities involved, the strategy should include not just civilian decision makers but also 

the intelligence community and members of the police corps (H3b). Finally, it should also be an unusually 

constant strategy (H3c), in the sense that we should not see any changes in response to: (1) developments 

in ETA’s actions or objectives; (2) changes in government from one party to another; or (3) the passage of 

time.7 All the hypotheses just outlined are summarized in Figure 3. 

                                                
 
7 The logic behind this last expectation, to be sure, is that since the state of nature and nature of state values would not be different 
in any of the three situations, the theory would not have a different expectation for the outcome variable of counterterrorist strategy 
chosen, and would not be able to explain any variations occurring in this last one either as a result.  
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4. Qualitative Research Design 
As Copeland (2015) argues, “qualitative documentary analysis is the best method for studying rare events 

in international relations” (75). In a similar vein, recent symposia and reviews of the field of security studies 

have remarked how “the qualitative strand of the subfield” is predominant and “typically follows traditional 

forms of historical analysis” (Bennet, Elman and Owen 2014, 657). The present study therefore adheres to 

this customary standard and tests the State of Nature theory’s predictions by way of a qualitative research 

design, focusing on within-case analysis of the single N of Spain and basing my inferences on a combination 

of evidence and analysis. 

In terms of the former (i.e. the evidence or data used), this study leverages both primary sources, in 

the form of interviews and texts from official legislation, and secondary ones, including historical accounts 

of events and conditions during the time periods of interest. The decision to include secondary sources was 

necessitated by the likelihood of primary data unreliability when it comes to the independent variable – 

Spain during the 1930s. As many scholars have noted, the Franco dictatorship (1939-1975) actively forged 

government records and manipulated what little data remained after the war years in order to teach its 

own propaganda-based version of the conflict, in which Franco appeared as Spain’s savior (Preston 2011).  

Moreover, the regime took advantage of the chaotic Civil War in civilian memory to justify its 

totalitarian iron rule, with Franco and his inner circle frequently exaggerating the degree of devastation and 

disorder endured during the 1930s for their own personalist ends (Preston 2011). Because this would bias 

the data in favor of my proposed theory and may jeopardize the reliability of my results, I instead relied on 

the Anglo-Saxon scholarly accounts of historians and Spanish civil war experts, which are the only source 

of evidence for the 1930s in Spain that contain no risk of bias or forgery. Thus, while raw data or first-hand 

accounts would certainly have been desirable, this choice of evidence is the best way – indeed, the only way 

– to preserve the scholarly rigor and reliability of the present study. 
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In terms of the intervening variable, the nature of state emerging in post-Franco democratic Spain, I 

utilized the contents of landmark legislative texts, including the 1978 Spanish Constitution, as well as state-

issued guides to their interpretation, such as the ones found on the Official Website of the Congress of 

Deputies.8 To ensure accuracy of the evidence, I also draw upon third-party assessments of things such as 

the independence of the judiciary or the civic accountability levels found in the current Spanish order. In 

this way, I guarantee that the evidence being extrapolated from the legal texts and guides is not a product 

of my subjective understanding or biased in favor of my theory, but rather is consistent with the 

international consensus of among impartial experts.  

When it comes to the dependent variable of Spain’s antiterrorist strategy, I looked at as broad of a 

time period as possible, extending backwards from ETA’s demise in 2011 to the very beginning of the 

Spanish state’s strategic battle against ETA (1982). By choosing to look at the entire time period since 

Spain’s transition to democracy in the late 1970s, I avoid selecting on the dependent variable, and again 

improve the robustness and reliability of my results.  

To attain data on all these years – which span across three different government administrations -- I 

conducted phone and Skype interviews with several elite actors involved in the struggle between the Spanish 

state and ETA. In particular, these included two former Ministers of the Interior (equivalent to the Secretary 

of State in the US), each from a different government administration, one former leader of the Batasuna 

party (ETA’s ally and advocate in the political sphere), a former chief of police and a retired head of the 

National Intelligence Center (equivalent of the CIA or FBI). The interviewed subject pool also included 

three former ETA members, thus providing a uniquely two-sided and holistic perspective of the proposed 

dependent variable. For reference, the following key includes the names and affiliations of each interviewee, 

                                                
 
8 This particular source, for instance, elaborates quite extensively on the implications of the various legal articles and regulatory 
practices pertaining to the role of the government. Since it is an official government resource, moreover, it is plausible to interpret 
these implications as evidence of the ‘nature of state’ in today’s Spain.  
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divided into those that acted on behalf of the Spanish state (the top four names listed in red) and those 

that acted on behalf of ETA (the bottom four names listed in blue).9  

Figure 4: Key of Elite Actors Interviewed 

 

 

In terms of methodology, the present study employs a tripartite strategy to be as thorough as possible in 

its assessment of the State of Nature theory. First, in terms of the three key variables, it examines the 

relevant data and determines (1) whether the variable took the broader value predicted (i.e. whether H1, 

H2 and H3 are supported) and (2) whether the three corresponding sub-hypotheses (e.g. H1a, H1b, H1c, 

and so on) were supported in each case. Since this correlation alone is not sufficient to prove the theory’s 

explanatory power, however – indeed, it could be that the relationship is spurious or due to some extraneous 

factor -- the second and third components of my analysis look at the causal linkages between the variables 

in the State of Nature theory.10  

                                                
 
9 To be sure, although all the quotes referenced in this paper are stated in English, the interview questions and responses were naturally 
conducted in Spanish, and these translations are all my own. A full transcript of the questions and answers exchanged with each actor 
was recorded in both languages but is omitted from this paper for space economy purposes. Both the full transcripts and/or specific 
components of these can be made available upon request.  
 
10 In terms of the diagram in Figure 1, the first part of my analysis looks at the boxes with the variables listed inside, whereas the 
second and third parts look at the two arrows that link one variable/box with another.  
 

 Actors on the State Side 
Jaime Mayor Oreja  Former Minister of the Interior under Aznar (PP) 
Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba Former Minister of the Interior under Zapatero (PSOE) 
Pablo Martín Alonso  Former head of National Police Corps 
Miguel Valverde  Former head of National Intelligence Center  
 
Actors on the ETA Side 
Arnaldo Otegi   Former leader of Batasuna party (ETA’s political advocate) 
Joseba Urrusolo Sistiaga Former member of ETA 
Fermín Sánchez Aguirria Former member of ETA 
Ibon Etxezarreta  Former member of ETA 
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To check that it is truly a causal relationship that is at play, the second test I carry out is one of 

process-tracing, whereby I examine the relevant evidence for clear indications that the link between the two 

variables is a causal relationship. That is, in the first causal connection between the state of nature and the 

nature of state, I look at the legislative texts and interpretive guides on the nature of state to check for 

justificatory references to the state of nature. In the second causal connection, meanwhile, I look at the 

interview responses attained on the counterterrorism strategy (in particular, those attained from the state 

actors) and check for any justificatory arguments based on the nature of state in Spain.  

Finally, the third test conducted is one of counterfactuals that seeks to emulate the rigorous strategy 

of Friedberg (2000). At each of the causal nodes, I consider what value(s) the variable(s) would take if the 

independent variable value had been the alternate one.11 Only if each hypothesized relationship between 

variables can pass both these causality checks (process-tracing and counterfactual scenarios) can we reliably 

assert that the State of Nature theory has true explanatory power for Spain’s counterterrorism strategy 

against ETA. Should the results fall anything short of this, we will not be able to draw causal conclusions 

from our results, no matter how closely or strongly they support the hypotheses.  

Overall, therefore, the research design used to test my proposed theory offers several advantages that 

help guard against unwarranted causal inferences. First, the evidence collected for each key variable ensures 

that it is as representative and unbiased as possible: for the state of nature, this is done by avoiding primary 

sources that most likely were manipulated by the Franco regime; for the nature of state, it is fulfilled by 

checking my extrapolations with third-party interpretations of relevant phenomena; and in the 

counterterrorism strategy it is guaranteed by including not just state representatives but also actors on the 

ETA side, both civilian (the former Batasuna leader) and militant (the three former ETA members), which 

                                                
 
11 So, if the state of nature turns out to be Hobbesian, the counterfactuals will examine what would have happened if the state of 
nature had been not Hobbesian, and vice versa.  
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ensures that the evidence is not skewed one way or the other. Second, the methodology employed to analyze 

said data is particularly extensive and demanding12 of my proposed theory: the inclusion of counterfactuals 

and process-tracing enables us to make causal conclusions without sacrificing the qualitative nature of this 

study. In short, while no research design is perfect (Keohane, King and Verba 1994) and the present one is 

no exception, it is arguably the best option given the time and resource constraints facing this study.  

5. The Emerging Narrative 

5.1 The State of Nature, 1931-39 

The first step in testing the proposed State of Nature theory involves examining the independent variable: 

what the conditions of human life were like in Spain from 1931-1939.  According to historians, the Second 

Spanish Republic (1931-1936) was characterized by anarchist politicians assassinating their fellow 

parliamentarians, Catalonia declaring itself an independent country in 1934 and unilaterally severing its ties 

with the rest of Spain, militant miners in Asturias violently establishing an armed, independent republic, 

proletarian workers taking over factories and farmlands, and up to 7000 Catholic priests and nuns being 

murdered or burned alive (Preston 1995; Casanova 2005; Graham 2015). Consistent with Hobbes' (1651) 

predictions, therefore, in the Second Republic life became crippled by a constant fear of death (Blinkhorn 

1992; Preston 1996).  

The quasi-anarchic conditions and armed insurrections reached a point of climax in 1936, when a coup 

d’état of Franco’s Nationalist faction triggered the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939). Scholars have repeatedly 

hinted that it is during these last three years of strife that the state of nature in Spain became most 

chaotic.13 These depictions corroborate the earlier accounts, which described the conflict as a “labyrinth” 

                                                
 
12 By “demanding,” I mean that it is more likely to obtain a type II error (i.e. a ‘false-negative’) than a type I error (i.e. a ‘false-
positive’). For example, it is more likely that the state of nature did influence the nature of state and it is just not explicitly stated in 
the legislation texts of Spain than vice versa.  
 
13 According to Graham (2015, 2), for instance, the Civil War was essentially “a series of culture wars: urban culture and cosmopolitan 
lifestyles versus rural tradition; secular against religious; authoritarianism against liberal political cultures; center versus periphery; 
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(Brenan 1990, 1), as involving “more than one kind of fight” (Baxell, Graham, and Preston 2006, 1), and as 

“not one war but many wars” (Preston 1995, 10), to name a few. What is more, there is much evidence to 

suggest that the war was particularly violent and bellicose. Graham (2015), for instance, recounts how 

children throughout the country had to be evacuated abroad because their death tolls were skyrocketing so 

quickly. Similarly, Preston (1996, 32) tells us that violence was “used against civilians en masse” and 

therefore deeply traumatized the population as a whole.   

We can clearly extrapolate from all this evidence that the Second Spanish Republic (1931-1936) and 

Civil War (1936-1939) was very much a Hobbesian state of nature, or, at the very least, something closely 

approximating it (H1). The evidence on the Second Spanish Republic confirms that it was characterized by 

a lack of individual security (H1c), as even those in parliament were not safe from assassinations. Similarly, 

the evidence from the civil war clearly indicates that it was a conflict with no clear ideological cohesion or 

unification among the opposing sides (H1b), and that it was unusually bellicose to the point where civilians 

had to be evacuated abroad and the population became traumatized (H1a).  In the context of the proposed 

theory, therefore, this means that the independent variable of Spain's state of nature can be coded as 

Hobbesian as opposed to not Hobbesian, confirming the first broader hypothesis (H1) to the fullest possible 

extent.  

5.2 The Nature of State: The Spanish Government Post-1978 

How, then, did this Hobbesian state of nature affect the current nature of state in Spain? As mentioned 

earlier, the Spanish system of government that was institutionalized after Franco’s death is one of 

parliamentary monarchy, so we must take a closer look at its Constitutional provisions for legislative power. 

According to Article 66 of the Constitution, the Cortes Generales (Spanish houses of parliament) exercise 

                                                
 
traditional gender roles versus the ‘new woman’; even youth against age”. In a similar vein, Casanova (2010, 45) emphasizes how “the 
Spanish Civil War was not like most […]” in that it was “a melting pot of universal battles between bosses and workers, Church and 
state, obscurantism and modernization”. 
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“legislative authority” as well as “control of the government” (i.e. the executive branch). It is Congress that 

is in charge of choosing the Prime Minister (C.E. 1978, Art. 99.1-99.5), and the entire executive branch is 

said to be held “accountable” to Congressional approval (C.E. 1978, Art. 108).  

Furthermore, Article 113.1 authorizes Congress to challenge the executive branch by passing a 

“motion of censure” against its policies, in which case the Prime Minister and his entire cabinet would have 

to resign (C.E. 1978, Art. 114.2). According to the Congressional website (2014), this power of censure 

essentially means that the legislative branch has the power “to instigate the fall of government” (par. 8). It 

is thus not surprising that the same site also decrees that: “the Constitution has endowed Congress with a 

series of duties and powers that demonstrate its supremacy over the executive government” (Website of the 

Congress of Deputies 2014, par. 3).  

 When it comes to the judicial branch imposing checks and balances on the legislative authorities, a 

similar scenario appears. According to Article 71.1, members of Congress have “immunity” for opinions 

expressed while in office, whereas citizens can be convicted and sentenced to imprisonment for certain kinds 

of speech, including “glorifying terrorism” (C.E. 1978, Art. 71.1-71.3). What is more, the legislative branch 

chooses 8/12 members of the Constitutional Court directly, while the Prime Minister – originally chosen by 

the legislative as well – chooses another 2/12, yielding a grand total of 10 judges out of 12 on the highest 

national court being selected by Congress, either directly or indirectly (C.E. 1978, Art. 159.1).14 Article 71.2 

also entitles members of Congress to full “immunity” (i.e. freedom from arrest), since they “may neither be 

indicted nor tried without prior authorization of the respective house [of Congress]”. That is, in order for a 

member of parliament to be subjected to the judicial branch, Congress itself must give prior authorization. 

It is perhaps understandable, therefore, that the most recent Judicial Independence Ranking by the World 

                                                
 
14 The remaining two are selected by the King of Spain (C.E. 1978, Art. 159.1)  
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Economic Forum placed Spain as low as #59, behind states like Egypt, Botswana, Kenya, and Oman 

(Schwab 2017).  

 Thirdly, the Constitution would appear to favor Congress’ provision of collective security over 

individual citizens’ rights and freedoms. For example, Article 116.2-116.4 gives Congress the power to 

declare states of alarm, emergency, and siege, entitling said body with full authority to “determine their 

territorial extension, duration, and terms”. According to Article 55.1, in these situations, citizens’ rights and 

freedoms guaranteed by the Constitution become suspended, while Congress cannot be challenged or 

dissolved for the duration of the dangerous state (C.E. 1978, Art. 116.5). In a similar vein, although Congress 

is exempted from its standard minimal obligations to respect the individual rights of citizens, Article 116.6 

decrees that the executive and judicial branches are still held liable to Congress no matter what.  

All this is to say that the party that holds the majority of seats in Congress at any given time 

essentially holds a monopoly on power, with no real divisions between the legislative and the executive 

branches (H2a), or between the legislative and judicial branches (H2b), and individuals’ fundamental 

freedoms being suspended while Congress’ authority is expanded in situations that threaten collective 

security (H2c). It follows that the nature of state intervening variable takes a value of absolute, as opposed 

to limited: the unparalleled authority of Congress is reminiscent of Hobbes’ absolute sovereign (H2).  

5.3 The Counterterrorism Strategy: 1982-2011  

a) The Felipe González Era, 1982-1996: With the transition to democracy in 1978, the new absolute 

Spanish state inherited the feud between ETA and the Franco regime which, by then, had been ongoing for 

just over a decade. Among the former ETA members interviewed, there seemed to be a general consensus 

that the counterterrorist effort of the newfound democratic regime really began in 1982 with the arrival of 

the PSOE-led Felipe González government.  

According to Ibon Etxezarreta: “there was a noticeable revamping of the state's counterterrorism 

strategy in the 1980s [...] with [Felipe] González's administration, I think that's really when it changed [...] 
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it was worse than under Franco's regime for us [in terms of counterinsurgency losses]”. Joseba Urrusolo 

Sistiaga corroborates this line of reasoning, highlighting how the government began backing “squads known 

as Antiterrorist Liberation Groups (GAL), which would carry out deadly attacks against refugees in the 

northern Basque territories and some prominent members of the Nationalist Left in the south”.  

Scholarly accounts on the history of ETA support the arguments made by the former ETA members, 

since most of these works pinpoint the introduction of the GAL as an unprecedented step forward in terms 

of the counterterrorism strategy of the Spanish government (Leonisio, Molina and Muro 2017). Murua 

(2017) even writes that “between 1983 and 1987, mercenaries of the GAL, paid with money coming from 

secret funds of the Spanish government, committed thirty-eight attacks and killed twenty-seven people, 

most of them Basque militants, in French territory” (28).  

b) The Aznar Years, 1996-2004: Despite the change in governing party from the social democrat PSOE 

of Felipe González to the conservative right-wing PP of José Maria Aznar, the responses collected in the 

interviews indicated a strong sense of continuity in terms of the hard-line policing approach to 

counterterrorism against ETA.  

Aznar (2004) recounts in his autobiography that from day one he was committed to a hardline stance 

of absolute refusal to dialogue with ETA or to accept anything less than a unilateral surrender (35-36). 

Often described as a “hawk” by scholars, Aznar's former Minister of the Interior, Jaime Mayor Oreja, 

rejected negotiation-based approaches to terrorism as “an absurdity” in his interview for this study. When 

I pressed him on what he meant, Mayor Oreja put it this way: “you wouldn't reward a pedophile for 

refraining from molesting children, just like you shouldn't reward a terrorist for refraining from killing 

people”. 

A further development of the Aznar years was the introduction of legislative measures and judicial 

sanctions that targeted ETA's political allies in the Basque regional parliament. In particular, the 2002 Ley 

de Partidos Políticos (Law of Political Parties) prohibited the electoral of political parties who did not 
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expressly denounce violent terrorism. This was a devastating blow for the ETA-supporting Batasuna party, 

since, as former chief of police Pablo Martín Alonso recalled: “it outlawed Batasuna under national law and 

sent the message to all other Basque parties that if they allied with ETA, when ETA goes down, they'd go 

down with it.”  

Similarly, Arnaldo Otegi, one of the former members of Batasuna and a close ally of ETA recalls the 

aftermath of the law's approval as a time “of great difficulty [for ETA and for Batasuna], they would arrest 

us constantly15 and call us to trial in the Audiencia Nacional16”. Interestingly, Otegi recalled not just a mere 

continuation of the strategy from the Gonzalez administration years, but rather a palpable increase in the 

Spanish state's attrition strategy when it came to their counterterrorism strategy, which goes against the 

aforementioned prediction of strategic constancy (H3c)17.  

c) The Zapatero Administration, 2004-2011: With the 2004 elections came a change of government 

back to the social democratic party PSOE, this time under the Presidency of José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, 

who pursued a seemingly confusing strategy of initiating covert peace talks with ETA. While this would 

seem to contradict the State of Nature theory's predictions, the interview responses of Zapatero's former 

Minister of the Interior, Alfredo Pérez Rubalcaba, explained that this was part of a more complex strategy 

in line with the hard-line approach of previous administrations.  

Specifically, Rubalcaba narrated how “the point was not to negotiate with ETA.” Instead, the former 

official explains the negotiations as part of a large-scale distraction strategy, saying: “you see, we never told 

the intelligence or police services to change course or lessen their efforts against ETA, but ETA would 

                                                
 
15 Otegi himself was imprisoned from September 2011 to March 2016 for allegedly attempting to rebuild Batasuna in secret after it 
had been outlawed by the Law of Political Parties.   

 
16 The Audiencia Nacional was a national tribunal process introduced exclusively for terrorism cases and designed to target ETA 
specifically, from the judicial branch. 
 
17 I elaborate on this apparent inconsistency with my theoretical predictions and its implications for explanatory power later on in 
the text.  
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declare ceasefires and halt operations while they pursued negotiations with us”. The logic here, according to 

Rubalcaba, was that this would give the state some degree of an advantage over ETA, at least temporarily: 

while the terrorist group was not moving forward or strengthening its weapons base, the Spanish state 

continued attacking them via covert police and intelligence efforts.  

This logic seems to be corroborated by Mayor Oreja's comments on the Zapatero administration's 

approach to ETA, which said: “I didn't understand it at the time, but eventually I understood that it was 

about lying, pretending to negotiate on one front while continuing the violent anti-terrorist campaign behind 

the scenes.” Similarly, the intelligence officer Miguel Valverde recalled how: “the talks between the socialist 

government [of Zapatero] and ETA did not mean absolutely anything for any intelligence agencies at the 

operational level [...] we never got orders from Rubalcaba or from anyone else regarding a softening or 

decreasing of our anti-ETA operations. […]” 

The former officer went on to add: “on the contrary, the general message given to us was always to 

attack ETA as often and as hard as possible […] I would say our capacities and strategy increased as the 

truce was prolonged.” Again, therefore, there is no sign of a decrease or interruption in the aggressive 

counterterrorism strategy, but rather there appears to be an unexpected increase in its strength that again 

counters the predicted constancy over time (H3c).  

In brief, the evidence attained from the various interviews clearly indicates an aggressive 

counterterrorism strategy of attrition as opposed to negotiation (H3). Like the proposed theory 

hypothesized, said strategy was multi-faceted in terms of the types of measures it encompassed (H3a) and 

in terms of the actors it involved, which included the civilian decision-makers, the intelligence community, 

and the police corps (H3b). With regards to constancy (H3c), however, while there is clear evidence that 

the strategy did not change in response to changes in government power or changes in ETA’s behavioral 

attitudes, the interviewees’ feedback suggests that it did not, in fact, remain constant over time: both the 
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intelligence officials and the ex-Batasuna party leader recall a steady increase in intensity as the years went 

by.   

5.4 Robustness Checks 

While all this evidence appears to corroborate the theory’s nine predictions save for the constancy one just 

mentioned (H3c), it is important to perform the requisite robustness checks in order to be certain that the 

making of causal inferences is justified. First, process-tracing tests should reveal clear proof that the nature 

of state was caused by the state of nature, and that the counterterrorism strategy was in turn caused by 

the nature of state. With regards to the former, the Website of the Congress of Deputies provides important 

insights on reasoning behind the Constitutional provisions of virtually unchecked and unbalanced 

Congressional power, claiming that their objective is to ensure that “the consequent danger of periods 

without Government is also avoided” (2014, par. 18). It is thus clear what the priority of the Spanish state 

is: to provide the same security from fears of death that Hobbes originally emphasized, and to prevent the 

dangerous state of nature which might deteriorate into a state of total war, as in the country’s past.  

 The second test on linking the counterterrorism strategy and the nature of state was conducted by 

probing the two interviewees that were formerly Ministers of the Interior to Aznar and Zapatero -- Jaime 

Mayor Oreja and Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba, respectively – on the reasoning behind each Prime Minister’s 

strategic choice. Specifically, I asked both respondents why their administration had not pursued a 

negotiation strategy, to which Jaime Mayor Oreja’s remarked: “the 1978 Constitution and its basic principles 

gave the Spanish state authority to do whatever necessary to preserve national security, and that 

Constitution was approved by a popular democratic vote, so in that way the leaders of the state are allowed 

to use their own judgment when it comes to security threats like ETA or terrorism”.  

Furthermore, Rubalcaba stipulated that: “Spain is not the UK or Colombia […] in those countries 

there is not as much internal civil conflict as in our recent history, so maybe terrorist violence doesn’t pose 

as big of a threat to them and negotiation is a valid strategy, but for Spain, there has been so much violence 
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and suffering that the people have a low tolerance for the type of actions ETA was carrying out”. Clearly, 

then, it is accurate to assert that the evidence holds up under both the process-tracing robustness checks of 

causality. 

The consideration of counterfactuals provides a further strengthening of the theory’s explanatory 

power and reliability. Considering that the current nature of state was created in the wake of Franco’s 

personalist dictatorship, the Spanish people would have been more than aware of the dangers posed by 

governmental unchecked and unbalanced power, so the fact that the new order was so absolute means that 

the possibility of a Hobbesian war of all against all must have been perceived as an even worse scenario. 

Without this experience in the state of nature, the population would have been more sensitive to the power 

abuses of the Franco era, and would have strived to create a democratic order with a more limited nature 

of state.  

 What would the counterterrorism strategy have looked like if the nature of state had been limited? 

The reason that the nature of state matters is because it shapes what the rational policy choice is for any 

given government, since it affects how costly different policy options are. For example, in the specific case 

of counterterrorism strategies, a limited nature of state would make it difficult for a single executive 

administration to be able to carry out strategies of attrition via legislative measures, since there would be 

a greater separation of government powers and the executive branch would not be as closely linked to the 

legislative as it is in Spain. Negotiation, meanwhile, merely requires the ex post18 support of the population 

via referendum, so the costs of pursuing this second strategy are much lower than those associated with 

attrition if the nature of state is limited. Assuming that decision-makers behaved like rational beings in 

their selection process of counterterror strategies, therefore, a limited nature of state in Spain would have 

                                                
 
18 This support is ex post in the sense that it is only sought by the state after the strategy has been conducted, even though it precedes 
the ratification of the agreement itself.  
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meant negotiation was the final policy outcome, and the proposed state of nature theory can thus be said 

to pass all robustness checks successfully.  

6. Assessment and Implications of Theory 
The results just outlined are strongly consistent with what we would expect if the proposed theory were 

correct. With the exception of the prediction that the strategy would remain constant across the time period 

examined (H3c), the rest of the theoretical predictions (H1a-H3b) were all met across the three different 

variables. Moreover, at every node of the proposed theoretical mechanism, the robustness checks served to 

reinforce the credibility of the proposed logic.  

What are the implications of these findings? First, they seem to lend credence to the strategic culture 

scholarship in security studies and international relations theory. As Rees and Aldrich (2005) put it: 

“strategic culture is based on the understanding that states are predisposed by their historical experiences, 

political systems and cultures to deal with security issues in a particular way” (906). These institutional 

memories not only shape how threats are perceived but also condition the likely responses the state might 

choose (Johnston 1995; Snyder 1977). In pinpointing not just that there is a palpable strategic culture 

element in Spain’s fight against ETA but also illuminating where it stems from and how it manifests itself 

in practice, the emerging narrative of this paper significantly strengthens the strategic culture explanatory 

theory and shows how it is not necessarily incompatible with rational choice accounts of state and individual 

leaders’ behavior.  

The results also indicate that the notion of strategic culture does not just apply to war-fighting and 

nuclear deterrence issues, the two contexts in which it has typically been employed (e.g. Ziemke 2000; 

Neustadt and May 1986). Rather, the fact that Spain’s counterterrorism strategy was directly linked to 

popular experience in the state of nature and public opinion on the adequate role of the state indicates that 

when combatting violent groups too, there can be a powerful cultural bias that significantly shapes the 

state’s choice of strategy.  
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A second important implication of the results just presented is that countries in need of allied support 

to combat international terrorism are likely to find willing collaborators with elaborate attrition 

counterinsurgency strategies in states that have suffered through domestic violence and civil unrest in the 

recent past. When calculating potential costs of US antiterrorist missions, therefore, policymakers and 

strategists should factor into account whether or not there are potential allied states that might be willing 

to share the human and material burdens that more aggressive strategies tend to cost. Because countries 

like Spain with Hobbesian state of nature experiences and absolute nature of state arrangements will see 

attrition as the rationally optimal policy choice, they are likely to be important sources of support in the 

ongoing war on terror.  

To be sure, the proposed State of Nature theory is by no means perfect or without flaws. For one, it 

cannot account for the steady increment in intensity pertaining to the police and intelligence strategies of 

the Spanish state over time, since the state of nature and the nature of state did not change from one 

administration to the other. One possible explanation for the increase in strategic attrition might be that 

the face-to-face meetings of the Zapatero administration with ETA representatives served as particularly 

‘vivid’ indicators that ETA’s intentions were malignant (Yarhi-Milo 2014), thus leading the administration 

to ramp up their attrition. Alternatively, the phenomenon could also be due to an increased cooperation 

between Spain and France with regards to their counterterrorism efforts.  

Yet it is worth pointing out that neither of these accounts would necessarily mean that strategic culture 

was not a determining factor of Spain’s actions against ETA, they would merely reveal that it wasn’t the 

sole one, which was never the theoretical claim. Indeed, no single causal factor on its own, no matter how 

powerful, can account for forty years of strategic choices, so we would even be suspicious of the State of 

Nature theory if it appeared to explain absolutely everything in the evidence collected. In this way, then, 

the fact that the temporal variation cannot be accounted for by the proposed theoretical framework might 

even strengthen its reliability, or even at worst, does not weaken it in a significant manner.  
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7. Concluding Remarks 
In the aftermath of ETA’s armed campaign in Spain, recent scholarly works have begun to hypothesize that 

Spain’s counterterrorism strategy was a deciding factor in bringing about the terrorist group’s demise. This 

paper extended said theoretical causal chain by illuminating what that attrition strategy consisted of and 

why it was adopted despite negotiation being the standard choice in the cases of the FARC in Colombia 

and the IRA in the UK. Drawing on the logic of contractarian philosophy and Spanish history, the State of 

Nature theory illustrated how Spain’s Hobbesian experience in the 1930s essentially sealed the fate of 

counterterrorism strategic choices over half a century later, which were centered around attritionAs the 

qualitative research design employed convincingly proved, this mechanism of influence occurred via the role 

of government or nature of state that became institutionalized with the 1978 democratic Constitution, which 

was unusually absolute. 

Moving forward, there are plenty of venues for future research efforts to build on the present study. 

One example would be to test the proposed theoretical framework in the context of international terrorist 

threats, which have typically evoked a distinct reaction from states than domestic ones. Similarly, another 

useful extension might be to examine the role of the state of nature and nature of state vis-à-vis 

counterterrorism strategies in another country and cultural context. Insofar as the US seems to be pursuing 

a similar strategy of attrition in the international fight against Islamist terrorist groups, it will be vital for 

policymakers and their advisers to consider what the general perceptions among the populace are with 

regards to the state of nature and nature of state.  

The present study serves as an important reminder that what distinguishes democracies from 

autocratic regimes when fighting terrorism is the need to maintain public approval. Beyond the US water’s 

edge, the proposed theoretical framework functions as a helpful filter for what general lessons other states 

can learn from Spain, since it highlights how the rational strategic choice in state counterterrorist efforts is 

path-dependent. Perhaps most saliently, the State of Nature theory does all this at a time when ETA just 

completed its full organizational dissolution less than two weeks ago (Rodriguez 2018).   
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