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La “Sindrome del Nord”. La dimensione umana della lotta contro 

l’organizzazione terroristica ETA 
 

La « syndrome du Nord ». La dimension humaine de la lutte contre 
l’organisation terroriste ETA   

 
The “Northern Syndrome”. The human dimension of the fight against the 

terrorist organization ETA∗    
 

Miguel Angel Cano Paños• 
 

Riassunto 
Per più di quarant’anni, la Spagna ha dovuto affrontare il fenomeno del terrorismo interno, di natura etnonazionalista, agito 
per mano dell’organizzazione terroristica ETA. La loro lotta armata, che ha causato più di 850 morti, aveva l’obiettivo di 
rendere indipendente dalla Spagna i Paesi Baschi, la Navarra e una parte dei Paesi Baschi francesi. E’ stato soprattutto 
durante gli anni 1970, 1980 e 1990 che le forze di polizia dispiegate nella “zona Nord” sono state esposte non soltanto alla 
possibilità di subire un attacco terroristico, ma anche al rifiuto e all’animosità di gran parte della popolazione basca e della 
Navarra, che considerava la polizia come una “forza di occupazione”. E’ così che viene coniato il concetto di “sindrome del 
Nord”, il quale designa le conseguenze psicologiche prodotte dal terrore e dal rifiuto onnipresente nelle vite sia dei poliziotti 
che delle loro famiglie. A partire da queste considerazioni, l’obiettivo del presente studio è quello di analizzare tale costrutto 
psicopatologico. A tal fine, l’autore ha effettuato 25 interviste rivolte sia a poliziotti che lavoravano nei Paesi Baschi e in 
Navarra durante gli “anni di piombo” che a membri delle loro famiglie. Come sarà evidenziato, la maggior parte delle 
persone intervistate hanno non solo confermato l’esistenza di questa sindrome, ma anche che esse ne avevano sofferto 
durante la loro permanenza al Nord e, in certi casi, ancora attualmente. 
 
Résumé 
Depuis plus de quarante ans, l’Espagne est confrontée à un terrorisme interne, de nature ethno-nationaliste, déployé par 
l’organisation terroriste ETA. Leur lutte armée, qui a fait plus de 850 morts, avait pour objectif l’indépendance du Pays 
basque, de la Navarre, ainsi que d’une partie du Pays basque français. C’est surtout au cours des années 1970, 1980 et 1990 
que les forces de police déployées dans la « zone Nord » ont été exposées non seulement à la possibilité de subir une attaque 
terroriste, mais aussi au rejet et à l’animosité d’une grande partie de la population basque et navarraise, qui considérait la 
police comme une « force d’occupation ». C’est ainsi que le concept de « syndrome du Nord » apparaît et désigne les 
conséquences psychologiques que cette terreur et ce rejet omniprésents dans leur vie quotidienne produisaient tant chez les 
policiers que dans leurs familles. Partant de ces considérations, l’objectif de la présente étude est d’analyser cette 
construction psycho-pathologique. Pour ce faire, l’auteur a réalisé un total de 25 entretiens auprès des policiers et des 
membres de leur famille qui étaient en poste au Pays Basque et en Navarre pendant les « années de plomb ». Comme nous le 
verrons, la plupart des personnes interrogées ont non seulement affirmé l’existence de ce syndrome, mais aussi qu’elles en 
avaient souffert pendant leur séjour au Nord et, dans certains cas, encore aujourd’hui. 
 
Abstract 
For more than forty years, Spain has been confronted with internal terrorism, of an ethno-nationalist nature, deployed by 
the terrorist organization ETA. Their armed struggle, which caused more than 850 fatalities, had as its objective the 
independence of the Basque Country, Navarre, as well as a part of the so-called French Basque Country. It was especially 
during the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s when the police forces deployed in the so-called “Northern Zone” were exposed not 
only to the possibility of suffering a terrorist attack, but also to the rejection and animosity of a large part of the Basque a 
Navarrese population, which considered the police as an “occupation force”. This gave rise to the concept of “Northern 
Syndrome”, which referred, above all, to the psychological consequences that this omnipresent terror and rejection in their 

 
∗ Due to the great impact that this research has had in Spain, being the first criminological study that analyses the so-

called "Northern Syndrome", a version of this article in Spanish has also been published in the magazine El 

Criminalista Digital. However, the Spanish version neither analyses the relationship between the Northern Syndrome 

and the Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) nor the reasons why, in the 1980s, the Spanish authorities refused to 

admit said Syndrome as disorder of a psychological nature. 
• Professor of Criminal Law and Criminology, and Coordinator of the Criminology Degree at the University of 

Granada. 
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daily lives produced in both the police officers and their families. Based on these considerations, the objective of the present 
work is to analyse said psycho-pathological construct. To this end, the author of this paper has conducted a total of 25 
interviews with police officers and relatives who were stationed in the Basque Country and Navarra during the so-called 
“years of lead”. As will be seen, practically all of the individuals interviewed affirm not only the existence of said Syndrome, 
but also having suffered from it during their stay in the North and, in some cases, also currently. 
 
Key words: ETA; years of lead; police officers; Northen Syndrome. 
 

 


