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Abstract

This text surveys the course of the anarchist movement in the Catalan-speaking lands from their introduction as part of 
the Democratic Revolution of September 1868 until the fall of the Primo de Rivera dictatorship. Anarchism was spread by 
workers to defend worker societarianism and had a trajectory within the ranks of federal republicanism. This characteris-
tic gave it connotations that would remain with it forever: a relationship with republicanism and the primacy of the syn-
dicalist over the anarchist content. It penetrated workers’ societies and ended up becoming the most powerful hub of an-
archo-syndicalism in the world. In a twofold history, both highly pragmatic union sectors and more radical thinkers 
without a societarian tradition survived. In parallel, convinced of the value of education and knowledge, the anarchists 
struggled to imbue themselves with knowledge, and they developed their own culture which defined them as a group.
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Anarchism is one of the most singular features of recent 
social history which was politically and socially unique in 
the history of the Catalan-speaking lands, or the Països 
Catalans, even though this term was never accepted by 
the anarchists. Ever since it was introduced in Spain, an-
archism took root in different ways in the different re-
gions around the Iberian Peninsula, and precisely the 
Catalan-speaking lands were the prime backdrop for its 
actions (along with Andalusia and Aragon in the 20th 
century, and the consistent presence of highly active 
chapters in Madrid, Asturias and Galicia) and the home 
to more than half of its members. The widespread accept-
ance of anarchism in the Catalan-speaking lands meant 
that the majority of its members, historians, actions and 
publishers were located there.*

As a socio-political phenomenon, anarchism has giv-
en rise to a profuse, longstanding historiography, which 
is not always present in today’s academic debates and of-
ten does not reflect the uniqueness of Catalan anarchism, 
which is usually presented as undifferentiated from 
Spanish anarchism.1 The rupture entailed by the Civil 
War and the lengthy Franco dictatorship profoundly 
marked the history of Spain. From the standpoint of pro-
fessional research, many issues, such as the one being ex-
amined in this article, were interdicted during the first 
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few decades of the dictatorship, and when they were ad-
dressed it was from officialdom and with the intention of 
clearly pointing to the responsibility of the anarchists – 
and along with them, the pro-Catalan separatists and 
communists – in the drama of the Civil War. In contrast, 
and with the opposite goal, during the same period the 
anarchist ranks in exile generated a sweeping literature – 
with the understanding that it should be individualised 
on its republican and communist sides – of testimonies 
and analyses, all of which aimed to be exculpatory. Their 
goals were to leave proof of anarchism’s view of its ac-
tions during the Civil War, to justify its own faith and to 
dogmatically define its beliefs.2 At the same time, from a 
completely different professional and political milieu, 
Hispanists like Gerald Brenan3 took an interest in Span-
ish anarchism – especially its Andalusian guise, whose 
behaviours they erroneously extrapolated to the rest of 
Spain. This camp was attracted by the more primitive el-
ements of “spontaneous rebellion” and “millenarianism” 
that were frequent in the Mediterranean but had nothing 
to do with the anarchism that developed in the Catalan-
speaking lands. A more professional historiography of 
the labour movement in general and anarchism in par-
ticular, and one that is committed to anti-Francoism, 
started to develop in the late years of the Franco dictator-
ship. This historiography, which is the outcome of uni-
versity research, has continued until this day and clearly 
differentiates between militant discourse and historical 
analysis. In this sense, the earliest studies, which are still 
valid today, examined anarcho-syndicalism with the ex-
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plicit goal of laying the foundations for the history of the 
labour movement.  

In terms of publishing, studies on anarchism constant-
ly appeared until the mid-1990s, after which they under-
went a clear decline. The preferred subjects were the for-
mation and development of anarcho-syndicalism with its 
regional peculiarities, rural mobilisations, international 
relations, the libertarian press and culture, and especially 
aspects related to the Civil War.4

The emergence of anarchism

Anarchism started to be propagated in the Catalan-speak-
ing lands after the 1868 revolution, which put an end to 
Isabel II’s reign, and its history is closely linked to that of 
the industrial labour movement. The new political regime 
created a climate favourable to political and union liber-
ties that fostered the development of workers’ associa-
tions, which had been quite limited until then. The out-
break of anarchism took place at this time through the 
relationship that the International Workers’ Association 
(IWA) forged with the workers’ associations. The found-
ing of the IWA in London in 1864 had triggered a qualita-
tive leap in the European labour movement by proposing 

local labour organisations in addition to the progressive 
and democratic parties, and by giving their social claims 
an international dimension. When it received word of the 
political revolt in Spain, the IWA committee headquar-
tered in Geneva sent a message to Spanish workers in-
spired by Bakunin himself. That resulted in a trip to 
Spain by the First International member and former 
fighter with Garibaldi’s Thousand, Giuseppe Fanelli, 
who encouraged the creation of IWA chapters in Madrid 
and Barcelona. Fanelli arrived in Barcelona in late Octo-
ber, and he participated in a propaganda tour through 
Tarragona, Tortosa and Valencia with a group of republi-
cans. From there, Fanelli went on to Madrid, where he set 
up an IWA chapter. Shortly thereafter he returned to Bar-
celona; on the 2nd of May 1869 he met with a group of 
workers in the home of painter Josep Lluís Pellicer and 
together they set up an IWA chapter. However, the con-
tacts that Fanelli had forged were with the Alliance of the 
Socialist Democracy, Bakunin’s sector of the IWA.

The workers of Barcelona had already heard of the In-
ternational prior to Fanelli’s arrival: in 1867 they had sent 
a message of adhesion to the 2nd Congress of the Interna-
tional held in Lausanne, and the ensuing year a Barcelona 
worker participated in the International held in Brussels. 
However, in reality, as mentioned above, word truly be-
gan to spread when Italian Giuseppe Fanelli was sent to 
Spain on an anarchist propaganda tour.

The labour movement, which became the first recipi-
ent of anarchism, had a strong federal republican tradi-
tion and practised a kind of reformist societarianism 
from which it was difficult to distance itself. The neophyte 
Bakuninists who became its first leaders, such as Rafael 
Farga Pellicer, were prominent members of the Federal 
Party and did not split off from federal republicanism un-
til October 1869, after widespread disappointment at the 
failure of the federal republican uprising that took place 
in September and October of that same year in which the 
working class of Catalonia and Valencia participated. 
From then on, the leaders of the Barcelona unions began 
to mistrust the political route as a way of improving their 
social plight, and the climate became more receptive to 
the spread of apolitical postulates.

Prominent figures in the introduction of anarchism 
include the aforementioned typographer Rafael Farga 
Pellicer and physician Gaspar Sentiñón. Both met Bakun-
in in September 1869 in their journey to Basel to attend 
the congress of the International. Bakunin’s influence 
must have been decisive in reaffirming their distance 
from republicanism. An epistolary relationship was start-
ed, and writings by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and Bakunin 
immediately began to be published in the newspaper 
La Federación insisting on the need for the International 
to be independent from any political party, a principle 
that had already been accepted by the neophyte Spanish 
Bakuninists.

Historically, workers’ associations assimilated the re-
publican militancy and the first socialist ideas without too 

Figure 1. Explosion of Gran Teatre del Liceu de Barcelona in the 
cover of the newspaper Le Petit Journal, 1893.
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many ruptures, which resulted in a complex amalgam 
rooted in egalitarianism and federalism. This explains a 
specifically industrial labour movement’s peculiar adhe-
sion to anarchism. Anarchism was introduced by the 
Bakuninists, but other thinkers also influenced it, includ-
ing William Godwin and especially Pierre-Joseph Proud-
hon, who became famous thanks to the translation of his 
works by the prominent federal republican leader Francesc 
Pi i Margall,5 who introduced elements of his own think-
ing as well. The first anarchists insisted on acknowledging 
that they arrived at anarchism after having gone through 
Pi i Margall’s federalism. These origins should be borne in 
mind when seeking an explanation for anarchism’s influ-
ence on the labour movement in the 19th century and the 
first third of the 20th century. Anarchism, which com-
bined millenarian dreams and rationalist elements, had a 
natural realm of action in a somewhat underdeveloped 
society with nuclei of incipient industrial growth. This ge-
neric fact should be coupled with a factor repeated point-
ed out by Josep Termes: the combination of anti-statism, 
as a reflection of general opposition to the state, and fed-
eralism, as a reaction to a centralist state.6

Anarchism and workers’ unions: The 
Spanish Regional Federation of the IWA

In June 1870, Barcelona’s Centre Federal de Societats 
Obreres7 (Federal Centre of Labour Unions) hosted the 
first labour movement conference in Spain. There, the 
Spanish Regional Federation (abbreviated FRE) of the 
IWA was set up and decided to introduce anarchism into 
the unions. Ninety delegates from around Spain with a 
variety of leanings attended the conference, but the ma-
jority were from the Catalan-speaking lands (74 from 
Catalonia, 50 from Barcelona, three from Valencia and 
two from Majorca). The Bakuninists were in the minor-
ity, but they controlled important realms such as the 
Barcelona newspaper La Federación and El Obrero from 
Palma de Majorca. They forged a pact with the unionists, 
which was the key to displacing other currents and rein-
forcing the anarchist influence within the unions. Union-
ism was accepted, which drove the organisation of trade 
unions in the federal sense. On the political front, instead 
of totally renouncing political action, the anarchists ac-
cepted the apoliticism of the unions, a pact formula that 
was maintained in the future. With this, they rejected the 
unions’ subordination to any political party while at the 
same time tolerating individual political activity. With 
the assimilation of Bakuninism, the Catalan labour move-
ment underwent a sudden transformation and embarked 
on a route that it would largely follow until the outbreak 
of the Spanish Civil War in 1936.

The FRE grew quickly, and the anarchists consolidated 
their predominance in subsequent congresses. Two-
thirds of the International members were in Catalonia, 
and the remainder were scattered around Andalusia and 

Valencia, specifically in the southern part of this latter re-
gion around the town of Alcoy. The Local Federation of 
Alcoy soon became one of the most important in Spain, 
the second after Barcelona, the reason the Federal Com-
mission, the top ruling body of the FRE, left Barcelona 
and moved to this town in 1873.

With regard to the Balearic Islands, anarchism was 
introduced in Majorca under the influence of, and imi-
tating, the Barcelona anarchists and the newspaper La 
Federación. According to figures provided by Pere 
Gabriel, on Majorca the anarchist unionists never 
reached more than 2,000 members, and the labour move-
ment’s dependence on republicanism irreversibly kept it 
apart from anarchism, which it only survived sporadical-
ly. Anarchism had a more prominent presence on Minor-
ca, but the Minorcan unions were quite weak.8 Generally 
speaking, the labour movement did not develop on the 
Balearic Islands until after World War I, when anarcho-
syndicalism gained ground as the ideal conditions for ad-
vocating a more revolutionary model of unionism arose 
among the working class population (job instability, ten-
sions, etc.).

The years of the IWA was a time of vast social upheav-
al, and the FRE was changed by both internal and external 
causes that weakened it. After the failure of the Paris 
Commune (1871), numerous refugees arrived in Barcelo-
na and the FRE was the victim of the widespread repres-
sion unleashed by this influx. Likewise, as a result of the 
rupture within the IWA that had taken place in The 
Hague (1872), in which the anarchists were expelled by 
the Marxists, the FRE disbanded. However, in Spain, the 
situation was the opposite: the Bakuninists, who were 
strong in Barcelona, expelled the Madrid group, which 
was the chapter in Spain the most open to Marx’s thesis. 
On another front, the political changes that led to the 
proclamation of the Spanish First Republic affected the 
FRE, which had intensely participated in the brief repub-

Figure 2. An Orsini bomb. The Spanish anarchist Santiago Salvador 
threw two Orsini bombs into the crowd at Gran Teatre del Liceu de 
Barcelona. Only one of the bombs detonated, but it killed 22 people 
and injured 35.
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lican experience of 18739 and the first anarchist insurrec-
tion. The moderate internationalists, who had a strong 
showing in Catalonia, supported the new regime, but the 
more radical factions displayed a combative attitude. The 
FRE leadership had temporarily moved to Alcoy and was 
in the hands of the anarchist insurrectionists. Dovetailing 
with a cantonalist federal uprising, it transformed a gen-
eral strike that had broken out in the town into an insur-
rectional uprising against the state which was somewhat 
reminiscent of the Paris Commune. The failure of the 
Alcoy insurrection determined the future of anarchism in 
the middle term: it led the FRE underground until 1881, 
and the Marxists, who had been expelled from the FRE 
the year before, seized on it to criticise anarchism’s inca-
pacity and erroneous tactics in its leadership of the labour 
movement.10 As for Valencia, anarchism only survived in 
small, isolated cells. Initially, the Bakuninists had found 
their place, but underground operations and fragmenta-
tion led their influence to decline in the late 19th century. 
This disorganisation ran in favour of the socialists, and 
the anarchists’ isolation did not begin to lift until the early 
years of the 20th century, when Valencian labour groups11 
joined the reorganising efforts influenced by French syn-
dicalism, which meant the Solidaritat Obrera (Workers’ 
Solidarity) movement driven by labour unions in Barce-
lona (August 1907).

Underground operations 
and reorganisation

In the waning years of the 1870s, anarchism was losing 
ground among labour organisations because of its un-
derground nature and the radicalism that had character-
ised the FRE in recent years. Being underground certain-
ly aided the endeavours of insurrectionist anarchist 
groups, which had controlled the movement for years 
upholding the pathway of insurrection and individual re-
taliation. They acted in small, highly radical cells. In the 
realm of doctrine, they never went beyond nihilism; in 
the realm of unionism, their activity was null. Dovetail-
ing with the wave of terrorist attacks in Russia, the Ger-
man Empire and Italy, the first frustrated attacks against 
King Alphonse XII were waged in 1878.

The more unionist-leaning sectors tried to revitalise 
the movement as soon as the regime displayed a certain 
degree of political tolerance. With regard to anarchism, 
in the early 1880s the Catalan unionist sector, which was 
against insurrectionism and nihilism and in favour of 
public union action, decided to revive the initiative and 
spearheaded a new federation. The anarcho-syndicalists, 
under the same leaders who had introduced anarchism 
–Rafael Farga Pellicer, Josep Llunas, Antoni Pellicer 
Paraire, et al. – disbanded the FRE’s Federal Commis-
sion, which had been gradually disintegrating for years 
from a mix of ideological and organisational pressures, 
swallowed by both anarchist terrorism and political re-

pression. In 1881 they set up a new organisation, the 
Federación de Trabajadores de la Región Española (Fed-
eration of Workers of the Spanish Region, abbreviated 
FTRE). The new organisation had an approach similar to 
that of the former FRE, and it encompassed a wide range 
of ideological options, always under the overarching 
principle of apoliticism. 

The FTRE grew quickly. At first it was led by the Barcelona 
unionist core, but the Catalans could not win back their 
hegemonic role of the past. In the early 1880s, most mili-
tant anarchists were in Andalusia, and in 1882 the federa-
tions clashed with the leadership. The tensions between 
unionists in favour of collectivist anarchism and those 
who upheld underground operations and insurrection, 
identified with the anarcho-communists and opposed 
any organisational formula, led the FTRE to dissolve in 
1888.

As a result of these circumstances, in the closing dec-
ades of the 19th century anarchism splintered off into two 
different ideological positions: collectivist anarchism, in-
spired by Bakunin, and anarchist communism, propagat-
ed by Kropotkin and spread by Malatesta. Both believed 
in a classless, stateless society, but they diverged in the or-
ganisation and the way of achieving it. The collectivist an-
archists identified with the anarcho-syndicalists: they re-
lied on the syndicalist struggle to both achieve improved 
working conditions and trigger a revolution in the middle 
or long term.12 They wanted unions that aspired to create 
a classless society, in which ownership would be in the 
hand of worker collectives. This was the predominant 
strain in Catalonia, in fact an extremist form of unionism. 
The anarchist communist trend, which was strong in 
Andalusia and had prominent followers in Catalonia, em-
braced a much more individualistic and radical tradition: 
it was opposed to unionism (seen as excessively legalistic 
and not very useful for achieving the ultimate goal of so-
cial uprising) and advocated a structure based on small 
chapters, not trade union chapters but chapters based on 
ideological affinity whose mission was not the concerns 
of unions but constant ideological propaganda and the 
systematic struggle against the factors of the social order, 
without rejecting direct action and violent propaganda.13 
This stance was in harmony with the line that European 
anarchism, largely separated from the unions since it had 
been expelled from the IWA, upheld and had just ratified 
in the semi-clandestine congress held in London in 1881. 

The leadership of the FTRE, headed by the aforemen-
tioned Catalan anarchists, was harshly attacked by the an-
archist communists and even reached personal confron-
tations. The attempts to make peace were in vain, and the 
organisation began to gradually disintegrate in 1884. The 
anarcho-syndicalist groups also weakened due to ideo-
logical and organisational tensions, devoured by the dy-
namic of individual terrorism and the subsequent police 
repression. In this period of disbandment, anarchism on 
the Iberian Peninsula struggled to avoid becoming ostra-
cised by forcing itself both to participate in the interna-
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tional worker forums starting with the formation of the 
Second International, despite the fact that it was system-
atically expelled, and by keeping up ties with internation-
al anarchist groups.14 However, we can only grasp the an-
archist participation in the worker protests and in the first 
May Day events within this context. Yet in Catalonia, the 
first May Days in 1890, 1891, 1892 and 1893 prompted 
serious disturbances in the public law and order, which 
resulted in failures in the labour movement. The resulting 
disappointment and frustration conducted anarchism to-
wards direct action and “propaganda by deeds”.

Theoretical reflection

Anarchism developed an intense intellectual activity that 
cannot be disassociated from the far-reaching republican 
cultural movement in the late 19th century, deployed 
through a variety of institutions (casinos, athenaeums, 
etc.) and in alignment with ideological movements like 
free thinking and the Free Masons. Theoretical reflec- 
tion heavily penetrated the anarchist ranks.  The anar-
chist positions in the waning years of the 19th century 
were discussed by an entire generation of theoreticians, 
including Fernando Tarrida del Mármol, Joan Montseny 
(Federico Urales), Teresa Mañé (Soledad Gustavo), 
Leopold Bonafulla, Pere Esteve, Anselmo Lorenzo, José 

López Montenegro, Teobaldo Nieva and others. Although 
they did not supply anarchism with an ideology of its own, 
they did help to create a peculiar, important anarchist cul-
ture that went beyond the strictly labour movement circles 
and influenced intellectual movements such as the one 
that emerged around the Modernist magazine L’Avenç.

The press was a major driving force in the theoretical 
debate between collective anarchists and communist an-
archists. Most of the publications appeared in Barcelona. 
Almost all of them were published in Spanish, although 
their frequency and duration were quite varied. Some 
were aligned with the collective anarchist trend, such as El 
Productor in Barcelona, the most important syndicalist 
newspaper until the advent of Solidaridad Obrera in the 
20th century, and El Chornaler (1883) in Valencia. The 
Primer Certamen Socialista15 (First Socialist Gathering) 
was held in Reus in July 1885, and it featured contribu-
tions by the thinkers regarded as the intellectuals of this 
movement (Josep Llunas, Ricardo Mella, et al.). The com-
munist anarchists, in turn, published the biweeklies La 
Justicia Humana, Tierra, Libertad and others, and dis-
seminated translations of the works of Kropotkin, Jean 
Grave and Errico Malatesta. This ideological strain domi-
nated the Segon Certamen Socialista (Second Socialist 
Gathering) held in Barcelona in November 1889.16 How-
ever, the spiral of terrorism and repression in the late 19th 
century put an end to the brilliant blossoming of the anar-
chist press.

The theoretical polemic between communist anarchists 
and collective anarchists triggered the emergence of an ec-
lectic group that defined itself as upholding “anarchy 
without adjectives”, which refused to discuss the agenda 
and structure of future society prior to any action or or-
ganisation. There was an intellectual sector in this milieu 
devoid of tactical positions which included Fernando 
Tarrida del Mármol, Pere Esteve, Federico Urales, Teresa 
Mañé, et al., who facilitated contacts between anarchist 
unions and “anarchised” young Barcelona intellectuals, 
such as Pere Coromines, Pompeu Gener and Jaume Bros-
sa, who were also defenders of a Catalan culture in the na-
tionalistic sense.

This is one of the most singular traits of Catalan anar-
chism. We have already seen how the first generation of 
anarchists (Rafael Farga Pellicer, Josep Llunas, et al.) had 
worked to shape popular Catalan nationalism. They were 
the same union leaders who upheld moderate unionism 
and were related to the field of typography and the graph-
ic arts. They went from federal militancy to become anar-
cho-unionist leaders and then representatives of the 
union intellectualism of the day. They contributed to 
publications that upheld progressive Catalan nationalism 
and at the same time were the driving force behind 
outstanding unionist-anarchist publications such as La 
Tramontana (the only one written in Catalan) and the 
aforementioned Acracia and El Productor.

In the 1890s, there was yet another convergence be-
tween the neophyte ideologues of anarchism and young 

Figure 3. Anselmo Lorenzo (1841-1914). Sometimes called “the 
grandfather of  Spanish anarchism”, he was one of the original 
Spanish anarchists and highly active within the movement from his 
meeting with Giuseppe Fanelli in 1868 until his death in 1914.
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Catalan nationalist intellectuals which lasted until the end 
of World War I, with the exception of the period of the 
Montjuïc Trial. In this phase, the ones who acted as a nex-
us between both currents were no longer the former fed-
erals seduced by Bakuninism but young students, the off-
spring of middle-class families attracted by anarchism 
and seduced by a more Nietzschean than Bakuninist ide-
ology which allowed them to be rebels and modern and to 
act – intellectually speaking – against a society that they 
rejected. This sector’s attempt to get in touch with the 
more active nuclei within the working class followed the 
rationale of modernity and freedom of expression, yet 
also the conviction that Catalan nationalism was unfeasi-
ble if it turned its back on the new industrial society.

Propaganda by deeds

Parallel to this intellectual activity, there emerged a sort of 
terrorism revolving around individual action, which was 
mixed with the activism imposed by the communist anar-
chist movement. Its proponents promoted organising 
into clandestine groups and preached “propaganda by 
deeds”, convinced that peaceful propaganda would be 
unable to arouse the masses to social revolution. This 
phenomenon was related to the terrorist references of 
French anarchism and Russian populism with their prac-
tice of nihilistic methods.

 “Propaganda by deeds’ was the outcome of a lengthy 
theoretical debate about the need to affirm anarchist 
principles through revolutionary actions. Ultimately, the 
use of violence as a revolutionary tactic was debated at the 
international anarchists’ meeting in London in 1881,17 
dovetailing with the assassination of Tsar Alexander II. 
The phenomenon of terrorism, which had gestated the 
collective feeling of frustration in a veiled way, arose from 
each group and/or individual’s interpretation of the reso-
lutions from the London Congress and from the impor-
tance they attached to the use of dynamite as a revolution-
ary tool. The Russian nihilists’ methods exerted a 
considerable influence.

Terrorism, concealed under the subtle name of “propa-
ganda by deeds”, had reared its head back in the early 
1880s in Europe, which was disturbed during the 1890s 
by the deadly explosions of terrorist attacks, the tragic ex-
pression of anarchist individualism. These attacks had be-
come more widespread in the 1800s. In Barcelona they 
began around the same time; initially they were just fire-
crackers set off at the doorways of textile factories in Bar-
celona and its surroundings; they left no victims in their 
wake and the authors of the deeds were not identified. 
However, they became especially virulent starting in 
1892, and the organised labour movement was able to do 
nothing to stanch this tide. Syndicalist publications like 
El Productor and La Tramontana repeatedly condemned 
the violence that was besieging Barcelona at the time. It 
was the age of the Ravachol bombs in France, of the insur-

rectional uprisings of the fasci in southern Italy, and of
August Vaillant’s bombs against the Chamber of Deputies 
in France.

After the failures of the May Days, disorganised com-
munist anarchism kept gaining momentum, which be-
lieved very little in the virtues of unionism and the advan-
tages of mass action and instead wanted spectacular 
actions that would kill off bourgeois society. The terrorist 
actions conducted outside the unions set anarchism apart 
from the working masses and strengthened the govern-
ments, which approved exceptional laws against anar-
chism virtually all over Europe.

In 1892, the prominent Italian anarchist Errico Malatesta, 
a proponent of communist anarchism and insurrection-
ism, visited Spain on a propaganda tour and contributed 
to making anarchism veer off towards individual forms at 
a time when large numbers of French and Italian individ-
ualists upholding this tactic were living in Barcelona as 
refugees (one of them, Paolo Schicchi, who had published 
Pensiero e dinamite in Italy, published El Porvenir anar-
quista [The Anarchist Future] in Barcelona in 1891). The 
anti-terrorist protests in Llunas i Pujals’ La Tramontana 
and in El Productor were futile. Llunas had to close La 
Tramontana in 1893 and cease actions. Bonafulla, in turn, 
abandoned ship and emigrated to the United States in 
1892. 

A state of siege was declared in Catalonia in June 1892. 
A constant string of bombs was planted. On the 24th of 
September 1892, Paulí Pallàs, an anarchist worker embold-
ened by Kropotkin’s La conquesta del pa (The Conquest
of Bread), attacked the Captaincy General in Barcelona. 
Thus began a spiral of violence that continued with the 
launch of two Orsini bombs at Barcelona’s Liceu opera 
house during a performance (November 1983), an act of 
vengeance for Pallàs’ execution. This was the bloodiest at-
tack ever waged in Barcelona: it resulted in 22 deaths, 
dozens of injuries and Dantesque scenes of panic. It was 
followed by an attack against the religious order housed 
on Barcelona’s Canvis Nous street on Corpus Christi, 
which resulted in 12 dead (June 1896). This string of at-
tacks culminated with the assassination of the head of 
government, Antonio Cánovas del Castillo (August 
1897), and with Ramon Sempau’s attack against Lieuten-
ant Porta and a lower officer, considered responsible for 
the torture inflicted on those who had been imprisoned in 
Montjuïc castle.

The government used the attack on Canvis Nous Street 
to embark on a repressive operation against anarchism, 
and, while at it, against the organised labour movement in 
Catalonia. Hundreds of people were accused of being ter-
rorists or of inducing terrorism. Constitutional guaran-
tees were suspended, and the repression encompassed 
anarchist leaders, syndicalists, unionists, republican writ-
ers and politicians, anti-clerics, free thinkers and rational-
ist teachers. Enemies and apologists of terrorism were ar-
rested indiscriminately, and worker centres, newspapers 
and the like were shuttered by the government. More 
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than 400 people were held in the castle-fortress on 
Montjuïc and tortured as they awaited trial. Afterward a 
mock trial was held, known as the Montjuïc Trial, and 
thus began a sweeping legal campaign against anarchism, 
which had been repeatedly called for by the conservative 
sectors ever since the attacks had started. The ruling 
handed down at the trial was harsh: five death penalties, 
five prison sentences and dozens of people absolved but 
forced to go into exile. The police spoke about an anar-
chist conspiracy, and they always regarded the anarchists 
as a menace to the forces of law and order. Despite all this, 
the authorship of the attack was never clearly estab-
lished.18

The trial was immediately the target of public criticism: 
the torture and legal irregularities triggered protests from 
international opinion. The campaign was spearheaded 
by the condemnations issued by Fernando Tarrida del 
Mármol, an anarchist sympathiser who had been impris-
oned for the attack and published terrifying stories about 
the torture inflicted in Montjuïc castle and the illegal trial 
proceedings.19

Terrorism had been revealed to be inhumane and fu-
tile, and after Montjuïc it prompted many workers’ disen-
chantment with Internationalism and put an end to the 
relationship established in the realm of culture between 
Modernist intellectuals, frightened away by radicalism, 
and anarchist unionism. Terrorist actions conducted out-
side the unions distanced anarchism from the working 
masses and led many governments around Europe to ap-
prove exceptional laws against terrorism.

The bombings resumed in Barcelona between 1903 
and 1909, but this latter stage was a lucrative form of ter-
rorism that helped to maintain the control and repression 
over the anarchists. Joan Rull became the clearest exam-
ple of this unfounded, profit-driven form of terrorism. 
Rull, who had been in touch with anarchist groups in 
Barcelona, used bombs as a way of extorting police offic-
ers and manufacturers, which were then presented as and 
mixed up with anarchist terrorism even though it had 
nothing to do with the earlier period.20

A cultural world of its own

Anarchism established a cultural world of its own. Just 
like the rest of the labour movement, it trusted in the 
emancipating power of education, and training became 
the prime element in its strategy and its socio-political 
project. Half of the population was illiterate in around 
1900, and the figure still stood at 21% in Catalonia even as 
late as 1930. The priority on education stimulated the cre-
ation of a cultural fabric in which athenaeums and a wide 
variety of institutions took part with the goal of educating 
the people from a secular, rationalist perspective. This ef-
fort was especially noteworthy in Spain, with its endemi-
cally deficient education for the poorer classes that was 
controlled by the Catholic Church. The concern for secu-
lar, egalitarian, mixed education was a constant fixture. 
The best-known example is Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia’s 
Modern School,21 which was linked to anarchist and secu-
lar milieus. It was a hotbed of anarchist propagandists, 
but despite having become the best-known referent, it 
was neither the most interesting educational project nor 
did it have the most anarchist content. 

The gestation and formation of this culture took place 
parallel to the theoretical shaping of anarchism within the 
context of an eclectic culture permeated by republican-
ism, social romanticism, millenarianism, free thinking, 
pacifism, Naturism and similar strains of thought. The 
anarchist movement, which was open to diverse alterna-
tive cultural currents and had intrinsic difficulties squar-
ing with all sorts of dogmatisms, generated a pluralistic, 
sociologically extremely broad cultural sphere, which was 
made visible in its ideological discourse, theatre and liter-
ature.22

The press became the means of disseminating anar-
chist thinking and conveying the libertarian socio-cultur-
al posture. In the last two decades of the 19th century, a 
vast number of sociological journals appeared (Acracia, 
Ciencia Social and Natura in Barcelona). In Valencia, a 
series of Nietzschean-style journals appeared (El Corsa-
rio, Juventud, Vida) in the first decade of the 20th century, 

Figure 4. Front page of Solidaridad Obrera, the newspaper published by the Catalonian/Balearic regional section of the anarchist trade un-
ion Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT).
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and in Madrid La Revista Blanca was published, promot-
ed by Catalan anarchists who were living there in exile. In 
addition to anarchists themselves, other prominent writ-
ers also contributed to these journals, including Pere 
Coromines, Jaume Brossa, Miguel de Unamuno, Pío 
Baroja and Ramón Gómez de la Serna, all of them young 
literati and intellectuals who at the start of their literary 
careers adopted Nietzschean attitudes to a greater or less-
er extent and occasionally dabbled in anarchism. In its 
two stages of circulation (the second in Barcelona from 
1923 and 1936), La Revista Blanca was the most polished 
anarchist cultural product. It was the outcome of the in-
tellectual and business efforts of the Catalan anarchists 
Joan Montseny (who signed his articles under the pseu-
donym of Federico Urales) and Teresa Mañé (who did so 
using the pseudonym of Soledad Gustavo). The name of 
the publication was a tribute to France’s Revue Blanche, 
which had publicised the condemnations issuing from 
the anarchists imprisoned in Montjuïc in 1894.

The last few decades of the 19th century witnessed the 
outpouring of an extensive literary output that aimed to 
express a holistic concept of the universe and the fate of 

mankind, one that was optimistic and guided by each 
group’s beliefs. Diverse ideological currents were im-
posed: the ideas and myths of the French Revolution, ra-
tionalism, English positivism, Darwinism, pacifism, 
Büchner’s materialism, free thinking, Hegel’s idealism, 
diverse elements from the socialist tradition, Nietzsche’s 
thinking and a radical position on the destruction of the 
traditional bourgeois and Catholic morals. More infre-
quently it also supported Esperanto, Naturism and neo-
Malthusianism.

The foundation of these latter elements lay, just like in 
France, in the spread of trends that took place within an-
archism starting in the last few decades of the 19th centu-
ry, in the quest for new revolutionary pathways after the 
failure of syndicalism as it had been conceived until them. 
These groups wanted to find the formula to achieve the 
revolution in schools, Esperanto, science, birth control, 
Naturism and anti-militarism. However all of these 
trends, which were excessively inward-looking, often 
ended up losing their revolutionary content. The ones 
with the greatest resonance in Catalonia and that sparked 
the most social interest were Naturism and neo-Malthu-
sianism.

The publication Natura, issued in Barcelona (1903-
1905), was the clearest proponent of anarchist Naturism 
from the early 20th century. Likewise, in Valencia there 
was a longstanding vegetarian, Naturist movement re-
volving around the journal Helios (1916-1939).

Neo-Malthusianism, closely tied to Darwinism, was 
spread, as seen in the dissemination of theories that 
sprang up in France and made the social revolution de-
pendent upon the improvement of the species – meaning 
the working class – both intellectually and physically. It 
upheld the fact that if workers had fewer children, they 
could feed and educate them in better conditions, thus 
avoiding avoid illness and congenital defects and improv-
ing the intellectual level of the proletarian. Neo-Malthu-
sianism was linked to the anarchist interest in education, 
now through the efforts of French pedagogue Paul Robin, 
and through scientificism, which could be seen in the dis-
semination of contraceptives. This theory was adopted by 
some groups and individuals, yet it was also harshly criti-
cised within the anarchist movement. Its philosophy was 
explained in the magazine ¡Salud y Fuerza! published in 
Barcelona (1904), and later in Generación Consciente 
from Alcoy (1923) and in Estudios from Valencia (1924). 
The latter was closely associated with eugenics, and both 
of them were largely marginalised by the vein of anar-
chism more closely linked to the labour movement.23

Beyond the press, the cultural expressions of anar-
chism found a outlet in theatre and to some extent in pop-
ular literature. “Social theatre” was created, a way of in-
culcating values and stimulating certain social claims. 
There were publications with an anarchist bent devoted 
almost exclusively to the theatre, such as Teatro Social, 
the newsletter of the Companyia Lliure de Declamació 
troupe published in Barcelona starting in 1896.

Figure 5. Joan Montseny i Carret (1864-1942). He was a Catalan an-
archist writer. In Madrid, under the pseudonym Federico Urales, 
he started publishing the newspaper La Revista Blanca in 1898. The 
newspaper was shut down in 1905. 
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Novels were another means of cultural dissemination. 
Generally speaking, the works depicted an idyllic rural life 
far from industrial society and spoke with a certain degree 
of candour about an idealised world and chimerical char-
acters, both redeemed and redeemers. There were signal 
publishing houses that targeted the working class reader-
ship, such as Maucci, Sempere and La Revista Blanca 
(which also published the magazine of the same name). 
The La Revista Blanca publishing group was the most in-
fluential. By imitating the French models, it combined the 
publication of magazines and literary and militant news-
papers (La Revista Blanca, Tierra y Libertad, El Luchador) 
with collections of stories such as “La Novela Ideal” 
(which issued around 600 titles), “La Novela Libre” and 
“El Mundo al Día”. It was a combination of ideology and 
commercial acumen which very successfully spread a sen-
timental, teary-eyed sort of novel among the anarchist 
working class and strove to include elements of social and 
female emancipation with the purpose of divulging anar-
chist ideological principles in an educational way. Their 

dissemination was far more popular among the working 
class than any other product with a more cultivated tone.

The Confederació Nacional del Treball 
(National Confederation of Labour, CNT)

Starting in the early 1900s, once the terrorist stage had 
come to an end, anarchism evolved permanently towards 
anarcho-syndicalism. In the wake of the wave of strikes in 
the early 1900s, there were varied organisational and po-
litical responses among the workers that strengthened the 
societarian movement. In Catalonia, the influence within 
the labour movement was still predominantly anarchist. 
In Valencia, on the other hand, anarchism had spread es-
pecially in the countryside, while the factory workers 
were mainly inclined towards socialism. This division re-
mained in place until the Confederació Nacional del 
Treball (National Confederation of Labour, or CNT) was 
founded. On the Balearic Islands, the labour movement 
was heavily influenced by the socialists and the republi-
canism of the Unió Republicana (Republican Union). 
Anarchism only exerted significant influence in the Fed-
eració d’Obrers (Labour Federation) on Minorca.

During this period, anarchism was making interna-
tional efforts to find a niche that, without contradicting 
anarchist principles, would ensure the development of 
the revolution once it had taken place. In 1907, an Anar-
chist International was created in Amsterdam, which 
ended up being totally inoperative and vanished with the 
outbreak of war in 1914, as did so many other interna-
tional organisations.

In this context, and in the climate of constant growth in 
the working class population, in 1907 the Catalan worker 
groups took a major step in the process of modernisation, 
which was not immune to influence from French revolu-
tionary syndicalism, by founding the group Solidaritat 
Obrera (Workers’ Solidarity) in Barcelona. It was heavily 
influenced by the anarchists. In October of that same 
year, the group promoted a publication by the same 
name, Solidaridad Obrera, which later became the organ 
and symbol of the CNT.24 This organisation was indeed 
the embryo of the CNT, which was officially founded in 
Barcelona in November 1910 with the goal of spreading 
all over Spain.

The CNT was founded around a new generation of 
militants and took shape as anarcho-syndicalist since the 
union experience in the years of acute political crisis in 
the regime and major structural changes in the working 
class population. It was the outcome not of theoretical re-
flections or doctrinal influences but of the success of the 
labour movement, with its longstanding tradition of the 
trade brotherhoods, which managed to articulate the 
working class. The reorganisation revolved around basic 
labour sectors. In the subsequent years, two different 
strains were high visible within the CNT: the propagan-
dists, who wanted to give the new central union organisa-

Figure 6. Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia (1859-1909) was a Catalan free-
thinker and anarchist. He opened the Escola Moderna (The Mod-
ern School) to teach middle-class children radical social values. Fol-
lowing the declaration of martial law in 1909 during the  Tragic 
Week, he was arrested and executed without trial by firing squad 
at Montjuïc Fortress in Barcelona.
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tion an ideology and a doctrine, and the syndicalist ranks, 
the union men.25 Within the CNT, very few propagan-
dists were union men, and many of the debates and split-
offs that took place in the future were driven by the prop-
agandists who dragged out the union men.

The CNT advocated direct action and gained strength 
from unions’ traditional apoliticism. With them, anar-
cho-syndicalism took on its definitive shape and served as 
the conduit of Spanish anarchism until the advent of the 
Second Republic.

The start of the CNT was largely clandestine. In reality, 
it remained in a phase of contention until after the Inter-
national Anarchist Peace Congress (El Ferrol, 1915). The 
great confederal onslaught started during World War I, 
in parallel to the overall expansion of the union move-
ment in the Catalan-speaking lands. This resulted from 
workers’ indispensable needs for unitary action and 
structure, which translated into significant development 
in the trade federations and unions in general. In the sub-
sequent years, the labour groups gained ground, especial-
ly in Catalonia, and spread quickly towards Valencia26 
and the Balearic Islands.

In the CNT’s formative years, anarchist milieus were 
quite diverse. A mix of sectors coexisted alongside one 
another: more doctrinal and theoretical anarchists, other 
culturally affiliated propagandists, ideologically sympa-
thetic groups which sought worker and social emancipa-
tion through pathways different to the one pursued by 
revolutionary syndicalism, and a sector of young union 
leaders who wanted to ensure the ties between anarchism 
and the new unions that they wanted to set up outside the 
trade federations. Within this context, the leadership of 
the labour movement shifted into the hands of new lead-
ers. The predominance of typographers in the leadership 
ceased, and they were replaced by a broader range of 
trades. This reorganisation was accompanied by an injec-
tion of new blood, with the addition of new, young mem-
bers who were much more activist than discursive, and 
more speakers at rallies than journalists or authors of 
doctrinal leaflets (Salvador Seguí, Martí Barrera, Camil 
Piñón, Sebastià Clarà, Joan Peiró, Joan Viadiu, Ángel 
Pestaña, etc.). It was a generation of revolutionaries who, 
though officially apolitical, were profoundly politicised.

A new organisational model: Sole unions

Catalonia, and specifically Barcelona, became the heart of 
the CNT. This region’s numerical strength had no com-
parison: in 1915 it had 15,000 members: by 1918 it had 
almost 74,000; and by December 1919, when the CNT 
held a congress in Madrid with representatives from all 
over the country, the Catalan regional chapter claimed to 
have 427,000 affiliated workers (of a total of 714,000 who 
were represented). The figures speak for themselves.

A qualitative leap of this magnitude can be explained 
by the reorganisational effort driven by the CNT in 

Catalonia in 1918 at a congress held in the working class 
neighbourhood of Sants (Barcelona) in June of that same 
year.  There, the CRT27 of Catalonia adopted a new or-
ganisational model that ended up being imposed on the 
entire CNT. The reorganisation enabled the CNT to take 
a major step forward in solidifying its position as the ab-
solute representative of workers and the sole interlocutor 
with management. The Sants Congress agreed to prefera-
bly exercise direct action and reaffirmed the apoliticism 
and the anarcho-syndicalist content of the CNT. The 
most important agreement was the adoption of a new 
form of organisation that broke with the Catalan labour 
movement’s tradition of association by trade. The organi-
sational underpinning of the CNT became sole unions of 
industries, local in scope, made up of different sections 
corresponding to the different trades, as opposed to na-
tional trade federations. This centralisation of the labour 
movement vastly multiplied its strength and its leverage 
to negotiate and struggle in labour conflicts. The CRT, or-
ganised into a regional committee made up of the local 
and countywide federations, began to operate with organ-
isational regularity given that it thus put an end to the 
prior ambiguity and inexactness with regard to affilia-
tions and fees. This was the first confederal congress after 
the reconstitution of 1915. It featured a new generation of 
syndicalists who replaced both the purist anarchists and 
those who had guided the CNT in its early years. The new 
secretary general of the CRT in Catalonia was one of 
them, Salvador Seguí, who became the most representa-
tive man of the CNT until he was murdered in 1923, right 
in the midst of pistolerisme (the use of thugs to intimidate 
active unionists).  

As the CRT took on the leadership of the labour move-
ment, the worker mobilisations became radicalised, driv-

Figure 7. Salvador Seguí (1886-1923) at center, with Salvador Que-
mades (left) and Ángel Pestaña (right). Salvador Seguí, known as El 
noi del sucre (The sugar boy), was a Catalan anarcho-syndicalist in 
the Confederación Nacional del Trabajo (CNT). He was assassinat-
ed by gunshot in Barcelona at the hands of gunmen working for the 
Catalan employers’ organisation under protection of Catalonia’s 
Civil Governor, Martínez Anido.
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en by a process of social protests that had been on the rise 
since 1916 which was against the intransigence of man-
agement, strengthened by the phantom of Bolshevism. 
The year 1919 marked the peak, the test of strength 
between the CNT and management: the strike at the 
Barcelona Traction Light and Power Co., known as La 
Canadenca in reference to the origin of the company, 
Canada. It was the mother company of a series of branch-
es that produced and distributed electricity and ran elec-
trical railways and tram lines, including the ones in Barce-
lona. With the strike, Barcelona was left without electricity 
and its public services and industrial activity ground to a 
halt. The conflict went unresolved for five months.28 
What was initially a huge success for the anarchist unions 
ended up with negative political and social repercussions 
for both workers and the CNT itself; it had indeed shown 
its strength, and management responded by showing its 
more radical, fractious side. It imposed a hard line and 
constantly threatened a union lockout. This intransigence 
fostered the climate of violence that engendered pistoler-
isme and the rise of action groups among the anarcho-
syndicalist ranks.

That year, 1919, was a watershed in the history of the 
CNT. The anarchist groups, allured by its strength, had de-
cided to join the CNT. That was when it began to grow in 
Valencia, parallel to its growth all around Spain, particu-
larly in Andalusia, and powerful chapters were created in 
Gijón, Bilbao, Vigo and Madrid. The CNT faced the state-
wide congress, which became decisive for its future (La 
Comèdia Congress, Madrid, 1919), under these conditions. 
The La Canadenca strike had brought internal conflicts 
within the CNT in Catalonia to the surface.  The more in-
transigent anarchists criticised the actions of the CNT lead-
ers for their moderation, and they blamed them for the 
strength that management had acquired. Their strength fa-
cilitated the triumph of the more radical elements in Ma-
drid, and the congress developed the theory of libertarian 
communism. However, it decided to tentatively adhere to 
the Third International, from which it ultimately withdrew 
in 1922 in order to join the IWA,29 when the anarcho-syn-
dicalists once again wrested control of the CNT. In fact, an-
archism entered into a highly conflictive period revolving 
around a struggle for control of the CNT, which would de-
termine the complexity of the ensuing years.30

Pistolerisme31

After the hardship and the failure of the strike movement 
in 1919, management imposed a line of action character-
ised by harshness. This situation fostered the climate of 
violence that would engender pistolerisme and the rise of 
action groups among the anarcho-syndicalist ranks. In 
the subsequent years, the labour conflict only grew and 
radicalised, and between 1920 and 1922 it became partic-
ularly bloody.

The business leaders demanded that the government 

come down hard with measures such as the suspension of 
constitutional guarantees, the closure of unions and the 
imprisonment of unionists, and the Confederació Patro-
nal Espanyola (Spanish Management Confederation) 
threatened the government to paralyse industry as a 
whole, first in Catalonia and later in Spain, by declaring a 
general lockout if it did not remedy the situation. The 
government dug in its heels: on the 5th of January 1920 
constitutional guarantees were suspended in Barcelona, 
the unions were closed and prominent CNT members 
were arrested. That was when the Free Unions began to 
act. They were organisations based on moderate worker 
groups that positioned themselves as the enemy of the 
sole unions and aimed to put a halt to the coercion to join 
them. They were painted as a group that responded to the 
CNT with violence, and they made themselves available 
to the military and governing authority, financed by man-
agement, to act against the CNT.

Violence was nothing new in Spain. It had always been 
a factor in political struggles coexisting alongside peace-
ful, civic demonstrations. In the early decades of the 20th 
century, this trend was accentuated and extremist groups 
of all stripes systematically used aggression to impose 
their will. Since the founding of the sole unions, the CNT 
had begun to pressure workers to join their respective un-
ions. Under these circumstances, the conflicts among the 
CNT members of the sole union and workers from other 
unions or against membership were ongoing: the CNT 
wanted to force union membership and the payment of 
fees, and the result was threats, coercion and aggression 
among workers.

Figure 8. Angel Pestaña (1886-1937) was a Spanish anarcho-syndi-
calist and later syndicalist leader in Barcelona.
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It appeared as the continuation of labour actions that 
were regarded as insufficient, and the revolutionary ideal 
served to provide coverage for a kind of violence verging 
on the criminal.

According to CNT leader Ángel Pestaña, anti-manage-
ment terrorism emerged in 1916 perpetrated by groups of 
young, action-oriented anarchists who, in view of the 
management conflicts, showed their willingness to elimi-
nate whichever factory managers the labour organisation 
fingered. They did this altruistically, initially moved by 
idealism. The immediate consequence was that the own-
ers gave them what they wanted. However, later several 
syndicalist leaders used them, paying them for their serv-
ices rendered. In response, management began to recruit 
paid men to act against the CNT: mercenaries, former 
CNT members belonging to the action groups, members 
of the Free Unions, etc. The first syndicalist to fall was 
murdered in 1919. In short, there were two clashing or-
ganisations, largely as a result of the challenge to manage-
ment that the La Canadenca strike had entailed: the CNT 
and the Management Federation. Both wanted to mo-
nopolise representation of their respective sectors, and 
both required the other to surrender unconditionally. In-
transigence thus turned into violence.

In November 1920, around 100 CNT leaders from 
Barcelona were imprisoned in La Mola castle in Mahon 
(Minorca), and they remained there until April 1922. In 
this climate of tension, a constant round of social attacks 
were committed by armed gangs serving management, by 
groups serving the unions that opposed the CNT and by 
members of the CNT itself. It would be erroneous to estab-
lish an equivalency between anarchism and pistolerisme, 
but the two did become entangled. In the CNT, the situa-
tion had gotten out hand. It was confronted with a reaction 
of the same characteristics led by the management hardlin-
ers with the connivance of the government authorities. The 
union leaders recognised that the escalation in attacks was 
harmful for the organisation, but they did not know how 
to, or were unable to, stop them, and despite their efforts 
radical action groups always emerged that were willing to 
respond virulently. The CNT found itself trapped in a vi-
cious circle: the instability of the unions and the lack of 
management recognition deprived the organisation of the 
continuity and institutional personality needed for it to free 
itself from terrorism. Ultimately, this represented a turning 
point in the CRT that brought the entire CNT with it.

The violence was manifold and extremely bloody; be-
tween 1919 and 1923 the streets of Barcelona were domi-
nated by guns. In this dirty war, the victims included 
Francesc Layret, a lawyer who defended the unionists, 
and Salvador Seguí, the most well-rounded and popular 
leader of the CNT in Catalonia. The response from the 
anarcho-syndicalists was also spectacular: in Valencia 
they murdered the Count of Salvatierra, the former gov-
ernor of Barcelona, Eduardo Dato from the same head of 
government, and Cardinal Segura, the archbishop of 
Zaragoza. According to the figures provided by Albert 

Balcells, between 1918 and 1923, 951 people died in 
Barcelona alone (143 from management and 201 CNT 
unionists). Proportionally, more management leaders 
died in the early years, while more unionists in the latter 
years.32 The terrorism disappeared with the dictatorship. 

The anarchist men of action who began to act in 
Barcelona included figures who would become promi-
nent during the Primo de Rivera dictatorship and the 
Republic, including Joan Garcia Oliver, Francisco As-
caso and Buenaventura Durruti, all of them having come 
to Barcelona from other parts of Catalonia and regions in 
Spain. They and other activists were members of the most 
important anarchist action group in those years, Los Soli-
darios (Solidarity). They argued that they had assembled 
into a group in order to defend the CNT from present and 
future attacks, and they developed another kind of vio-
lence, verging on common delinquency: robberies to 
make up for the union fees that the CNT was deprived of 
because of illegalisation and police controls. Ángel 
Pestaña and Joan Peiró were radically opposed to this av-
enue of action, and they agreed to refuse to let the Con-
federation help anyone accused of robbery and terrorist 
acts. Yet their efforts were in vain, and similar groups 
kept gaining ground, becoming exponents of anarchism.

With regard to the region of Valencia, the situation in 
Barcelona was reproduced on a smaller scale in Alicante, 
a traditional stronghold of anarchism. There, theoretical 
debate was more prominent in a climate of little violence. 
In the late 1920s, a weekly appeared, El Comunista Liber-
tario (The Libertarian Communist), whose goal was to 
clarify the differences between state communism, which 
had been imposed in Russia, and libertarian communism, 
which was socioeconomically grounded. It criticised the 
anarcho-syndicalist leaders, especially Catalan leader 
Salvador Seguí, for being overly moderate. The group 
Espartaco even accused the CNT’s leaders of collaborat-
ing with politicians and management. In short, this is an 
interesting critical reflection by anarchist groups on what 
they believe had been the CNT’s policy in the recent years: 
the predominance of the labour struggle, criticised for be-
ing economically driven and oftentimes pragmatic, over 
the ideological struggle. It stressed reviving specifically 
anarchist groups and the need to hold a state-wide anar-
chist congress in order to prevent syndicalism from side-
tracking anarchism.

The repression and disorganisation that worked in fa-
vour of the action groups were catastrophic for the CNT, 
which saw its membership dwindle to one-third of what it 
had before pistolerisme got underway.

The dictatorship and the organisation of 
the anarchist groups

In September 1923, General Primo de Rivera led a coup 
d’état, backed by the monarchy and broad swaths of the 
country’s leading sectors. No one fought to defend an im-
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potent, discredited parliamentarianism, and everyone ac-
cepted a dictatorship that painted itself as a transitory re-
gime that should last only as long as needed to regenerate 
the political institutions. That was a fallacy, but many sec-
tors interpreted it in this way.

At first, the dictatorship did not illegalise the CNT, but 
it did place all kinds of hurdles and controls to limit la-
bour action. In Barcelona, the CNT itself decided to shift 
to covert operations three weeks after the coup d’état. The 
decision was taken at the behest of the anarchists in order 
to avoid the police controls, which sought the individuals 
gathering union fees, accusing them of being swindlers. 
This deed marked the start of a period of heated internal 
controversy. Some unions opposed the local Barcelona 
federation’s decision, and a crisis broke out between anar-
chists and syndicalists. The situation became even more 
serious after the murder of the executioner of Barcelona 
the following year, when the government ordered that 
CNT leaders be arrested, its storefronts closed and the 
anarcho-syndicalist press suspended. Two isolated points 
became referents in CNT activity: the newspapers Acción 
Social Obrera, published in the Catalonian town of Sant 
Feliu de Guíxols, and ¡Despertad! from Vigo. Surprising-
ly, there was greater tolerance for philosophical journals, 
and the aforementioned La Revista Blanca reappeared in 
the midst of the dictatorship, which over all those years 
had a large readership and renewed influence. The CNT 
had to go back underground, unable to re-emerge until 
the Second Republic was proclaimed.

The political situation forced many members into ex-
ile, most of whom went to France and Argentina. From 
these contacts with the exiles, two avenues of action 
emerged that were put into practice simultaneously: the 
propagation of violent acts to bring down the regime, and 
the concern with providing anarchists in Spain with an 
organisation within the new regime. With regard to the 
former, from France the Grup dels Trenta (Group of 
Thirty, with prominent figures like Buenaventura Durruti 
and Francisco Ascaso) and the Comitè de Relacions 
Anarquistes (Committee of Anarchist Relations) organ-
ised a frustrated attack against the barracks at Barcelona’s 
Drassanes shipyard. Later, the Federación de Grupos 
Anarquistas de Lengua Española (Federation of Spanish-
Speaking Anarchist Groups) in France drew closer to the 
Catalan insurrectionists who prepared a symbolic at-
tempted invasion to bring down the dictatorship from the 
mountain town of Prats de Molló, also to no avail.

Organisationally, the formation of joint committees 
with participation by both management and workers, ac-
cepted by the socialists, triggered an internal division 
among the syndicalists in the CNT. Leader Ángel Pestaña 
and a minority sector expressed their willingness to ac-
cept these committees in exchange for the legalisation of 
the CNT. Another sector, led by Joan Peiró, was against 
them. In practice, in the midst of the dictatorship the 
CNT had launched a covert union reorganisation, parallel 
to the union system’s adaptation to the dictatorship. This 

decision was crucial in explaining the CNT’s quick recov-
ery once it regained its legal status.

The theories of Diego Abad de Santillán, an emigrant 
to Argentina, and Manuel Buenacasa became popular 
during the years of covert operations. Since 1925, both 
had advocated the creation of an explicitly anarchist un-
ion movement. The most syndicalist sector (Pestaña, 
Peiró, etc.) remained faithful to the old anarcho-syndical-
ist principles of the CNT. They got the former to accept 
the reality of the unions but were unable to prevent them 
from struggling to give them a more anarchist bent 
through a parallel organisation, the Federación Anarquis-
ta Ibérica (Iberian Anarchist Federation, or FAI).

The FAI was set up covertly in Saler (Valencia) in July 
1927 by the Federación de Grupos Anarquistas de España 
(Federation of Anarchist Groups of Spain) and the União 
Anarquista Portuguesa (Portuguese Anarchist Union). It 
was the result of the efforts by theoreticians like Abad de 
Santillán and Buenacasa to shape an explicitly anarchist 
labour movement, and the outcome of the initiative of the 
Second Congress of the Federation of Spanish-Speaking 
Anarchist Groups (Marseille, May 1926). It encompassed 
a broad range of trends, ranging from activists in terror-
ism and common criminality to idealists concerned with 
keeping the anarchist purism of the CNT. It set out to en-
sure the anarchist component of the Confederation by 
joint participation in key committees such as Pro-Prison-
ers and Confederal Defence, and to steer it away from any 
cooperation with the republicans, even though it did end 
up collaborating with them occasionally.

It wanted to find a fit with all the groups on the Iberian 
Peninsula, but some, like La Revista Blanca or Los Trein-
ta, and Nosotros, did not join it until well into the Repub-
lic, even though the former was quite similar and the lat-
ter was virtually a replica of it. La Revista Blanca advocated 
distancing itself from the unions in order to prevent it 
from being contaminated with reformism, and Los Trein-
ta (the successor to Los Solidarios) and Nosotros refused 
to accept any kind of organisational discipline and ended 
up imposing a revolutionary, insurrectionist attitude.

The fall of the dictatorship

The year 1930 marked a pivotal point for the traditional 
apoliticism of Spanish anarcho-syndicalism. The year be-
gan with the fall of dictator Primo de Rivera and with the 
new government’s first steps to restore the democratic re-
gime that had governed prior to the military coup. Under 
these circumstances, the CNT felt the need to get involved 
in the sweeping political movement that would end up 
leading to the Second Republic. Contacts with republican 
politicians were forged, and the Confederation expressed 
its support for backing a regime change that would allow 
the legal, ongoing development of the CNT, which en-
tailed an indeterminate rapprochement with republicans, 
seen occasionally during the Republic.
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The CNT’s resurgence was quick. During the Second 
Republic, it was the labour force that experienced the 
highest growth (more than 80,000 members), but rela-
tions with the republicans became more and more con-
flictive as the anarchist groups opposed to the anarcho-
syndicalist leadership gained increasing influence within 
the Confederation. After displacing them from the organs 
of management and expression, they developed an in-
tense movement of protest and insurrection. The com-
plexity and heterogeneity of anarchism once again led to a 
series of clashes and internal crises from which the FAI 
would emerge as the definitive winner. It ended up con-
trolling the newspaper Solidaridad Obrera and the Con-
federation’s most influential means. The clash with the 
anarcho-syndicalist sector that had spearheaded the reor-
ganisation of the CNT led the so-called Trentistes (Group 
of Thirty) to split off.

From then on, the CNT, now called the CNT-FAI, 
maintained a permanently insurrectionist attitude target-
ed at proclaiming libertarian communism, and was en-
meshed in constant clashes with the republican govern-
ment.

In the interplay of prevalent trends in the region of 
Valencia, there was tension between a kind of anarcho-
syndicalism that leaned towards unionism, which would 
lead to the acceptance of Trentisme as defended by the 
Group of Thirty and of the unions opposed to the FAI 
that emerged during the Second Republic, and a more 
philosophical and cultural anarchism with pretensions of 
purity and orthodoxy. 33
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