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No us voulons voir Ia fin du sinistre loisir pa rce 
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Preface 

This comparative social and political history of the Spanish 
Revolution in Barcelona and the Popular Front in Paris at
teanpts to show the potency of revolutionary ideologies in 
Spain, a country with a weak bourgeoisie, and their decline in 
France, a nation in which capitalists developed modern indus
tries. It investigates how workers in Paris and Barcelona labored 
during the Popular Fronts, when organizations that claimed to 
represent the working class held varying degrees of power. The 
patterns of working-class actions (and inaction) lead this study 
to question the don1inant paradigms of Anglo-An1erican labor 
historiography. 

'l'hc hook began as a do<:toral dissertation supervised hy Pro
fessor Arthur Mitzman of the University of Arnsterdan1; it ben
efited from extensive research in Paris, Barcelona, and Sala
manca in the early 1980s. In Paris, I was assisted by both friends 
and scholars. I owe rnuch to Sylviane Lavergne, Vcronique and 
Jean-Pierre 1\achimont, Arthur Marchadier, Louis Chevalier, 
and Michelle Perrot. In Barcelona, Joaquin Sirera and lloracio 
Capel provided knowledge and comfort. Stanley Payne di
rected me to the incredibly rich but disorganized civil war ar
chives at Salamanca, and Raymond Carr provided needed en
couragement. 

The manuscript has also benefited froan the criticisn1s and 
suggestions of Traian Stoianovich, John Gillis, Victoria de Cra
zia, Allen Howard, and Mark Wasserman. The co1nrnents of 
Robert Seidman have anglicized occasionally hispanic and gallic 
idiorns. 
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SPAIN 

Confederacion espanola de derechas autonomas 
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xw Abbreviations 

PSF Parti social fran~ais 

PSOP Parti socialiste ouvrier et paysan 

SACIAT Syndicat et amicale des chefs de service, ingenieurs, 
agents de maitrise et techniciens des industries 
n1etallurgiques, ntecaniques et connexes 

SFJ() Section fran~aise de I'Internationale ouvricre 

SIMCA Societe industrielle de rnccanique et de carrosser·ie 
automobile 

SNCAN Societe nationale de constructions acronautiques 
du nord 

SNCASE Societe nationale de constructions aeronautiques 
du sud-est 

SNCASO Societe nationale de constructions aeronautiques 
du sud-ouest 

SNCF Societe nationale des chernins de fer fran~ais 

SNCM Societe nationale de constructions de n1oteurs 

Introduction 

At the outbreak of the Spanish Revolution in Barcelona in 
1936, anarchosyndicalist rnilitants and other revolutiona.-ies 
quickly expropriated the cars and trucks in the city, painteclt he 
initials of their organizations on thetn, and drove around Bar
celona at dangerously high speeds. Inexperienced drivers who 
disregarded trallic laws, these militants caused nurnerous acci
dents; their daily newspaper, Solidaridad Obrera, called them to 
order and asked them to drive safely and return the vehicles to 
the proper authorities. Their actions foreshadowed the era of 
the autmnobile in Spain. 

During the Popular Front in France at almost the sa1ne tinte, 
on l he occasion of their ftrst annual paid vacations, rnasscs of 
workers abandoned Paris for the overcrowded Riviera and 
other specialized areas for leisure. The compulsive exit of sum
mer vacationers in 1936 inaugurated the era of mass tourisn1 
and the weekend in France. 

Atlirst glance, it may sectn odd to treat disparate events front 
such ditrerent countries within a single work. After all, one 
does not have to agree with Napoleon ("Africa starts beyond 
the Pyrenees") to appreciate the vast differences bet ween 

France and Spain. Even during the ancien rcgintc, political, 
economic, religious, and social developments separated those 
north of the Pyrenees from the peoples of the Iberian Penin
sula. The great movements of early modern European his
tory-the Reformation and absolutism-had a ·•nuch greater 
impact in France than in its Iberian neighbor. For centuries be
fore the Revolution, France possessed relatively dyna1nic urban 
and rural sectors and a modernizing state, while Spain lagged 
economically, politically, and culturally. In the eighteenth cen
tury, French philosophes authored an original and powerful 
critique of the Church, nobility, and traditional econotny. In 
Spain, the Enlightenment wa~ derivative and less potent. 

l'he advent and ell"ects of the French Revolution further ac
centuated the differences between the two nations. Proclairning 
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2 Introduction 

a program for the future, the new nation opened its ranks to 
the talented, including Protestants and Jews, and subordinated 
the clergy to the state. In the Enlightenment tradition the Rev
olution valued the producer rnore than the "parasitic" noble or 
priest. Having developed a rnuch healthier agrarian econorny 
than Spain, France in the twentieth century, unlike its neighbor, 
possessed no great rnass of peasants thirsting for land or jobs. 
Growing French industry was able to ernploy not only French 
laborers frorn the countryside but also foreigners, including 
t~ousands of Spaniards. At the beginning of this century, 
I• ran.c~ ~epa rated Church fron1 state and subordinated rnilitary 
to crvrhan government. Furthermore, the relatively stable 
rrhird Republic ( 1870-1940) forged a new national unity that 
gradually weakened regionalist and centrifugal forces and 
largely disarmed violent revolutionary and counterrevolution
ary movernents. 

Spain never experienced a corn parable bourgeois revolution. 
I_ndeed, in the Napoleonic pcdod large nuanhca·s of Spaniards 
fought a bloody guerrilla against the Fr·ench invaders and their 
revolutionary principles. rfhis reaction to French rule in 1808 
!•as been seen as ti_Ic starting point for modern Spanish history 
JUSt as the Revoluuon of 1789 has been viewed as the beginning 
of rnodern France. Even after the revolutionary era, tradition
alist Spanish landowners, backed by the clergy, maintained their 
econornic and social don1inance in large regions of the penin
sula well into the twentieth century. Unlike France, the Spanish 
nation never integrated Protestants and Jews, and large nurn
bers ~>f Spain's most dynamic people emigrated. Except per
~Iaps 1n _Lh.e Basque country and Catalonia, no class of energetic 
rndnstnahsts ever en1erged. Yet even in the Iauer region, as 
shall be seen, entrepreneurial dynarnisn1 was epherneral. Na
tional unity was never fully consolidated, and regionalist rnove
rnents grew during the Restoration monarchy (1874-1931) in 
the wealthiest areas of the peninsula. In the nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries, armed confrontation between revo
lutionary and counterrevolutionary forces encouraged the 
jJnmunciamieuto-direct rnilitary intervention in politics. rrhe 
Second Republic ( 1931-1939) proved unable to secure the 
separation of n1ilitary frorn civilian governn1ent and Church 
frorn state. 

Introduction 3 

Precisely because of these dissimilar developments, a corn
parative approach can aid our understanding of the history of 
both nations and deepen our corn prehension of two concurrent 
events in twentieth-century European history: the Spanish 
Revolution and the 14rench Popular Front. rfhe historiography 
of both events has been dominated by a political or diplornatic 
perspective within each country's national history. Historians 
have not yet atternpted a socially oriented comparative ap
proach but have for the most part concentrated on party pla.t
forms, conflicting ideologies, governmental changes, and-an 
the case of the Spanish Revolution-military battles. Yet a com
parative social history of the developments leading up to t~Ie 
Spanish Revolution and the French Popular Front and a soc1al 
history of the eve~1ts the~s~lves ~an pro~oundly enhan~e. our 
cornprchension ol the pohucal, dtplonlatlc, and even nuhtary 
histories of both phenomena. The comparative social approach 
has its lirnits and cannot entirely resolve the problems of cau
salit.y. Ouc cannot prove that a Spanish "working-class" rev
olution was inevitable since Spain did not follow the French 
rnodel. Nonetheless, a review of some of the m~jor social, eco
norni<~, and political dillerences between the two nations can il
lurninate why revolutionaries were rnore inlluential south of 
the Pyrenees. 

My cornparative approach examines the relation between in-
dustrial capitalist bourgeoisies (the owners of the n1eans of pro
duction) and working classes in Paris and Barcelona. One class 
treated separately or in isolation frorn the other reveals only a 
fragmented understanding of the dynamic between the two 
classes and of the society concerned. Again, it is their relation 
and their interaction that permit a more profound cornpre
hension of histoire evenemenlielle. The diverse strengths of the 
French and Spanish bourgeoisies greatly affected the character 
of their respective working-class organizations. Facing a rnore 
dynamic capitalist elite, the French working-class niovenle~•.t 
developed differently from its Spanish counterpart. These daf
ferences, which must be understood in order to evaluate the 
Spanish Revolution and the French Pop.ular Front, h~ve h.een 
rnasked by the largely political perspective of many h1stonans 
and by the sin1ilarity of political labels in both countries: Corn
munist, Socialist, anarchosyndicalist, fascist, and so forth. Yet 
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the same political parties or currents had to confront different 
Spanish and French social realities and therefore acquired di
vergent roles and meanings. 

l'his study attempts to go beyond the sirnilarity of political 
names and catchwords to illuminate several issues. First, it in
vestigates two difierent capitalist elites and industrial struc
tures. Second, it suggests that the differences between these 
elites and their industries created distinct social and political 
environrnents for French and Spanish labor moveanents, en
couraging reformism in Paris and proanoting revolution in Bar
celona. Finally, it dernonstrates how workers, mainly blue- but 
also white-collar, responded to the revolutionary situation in 
Barcelona and the Popular Front government in France. I have 
concentrated on developments in Paris and Barcelona because 
Paris and its suburbs undoubtedly constituted the ntost in•por
tant urban center in France in the 1930s, and Barcelona was the 
<·enter of the Spanish Revolution and the capital of Catalonia, 
Spain's Jnost econoanically advanced region. Each city was the 
capital of its nation's industrial working-class anovetnent. 

·rhe first half of the book highlights the political, religious, 
and economic attitudes and actions that may have encouraged 
the gn>wth and persistence of revolutionary anovcrncnts in 
Spain in general and Barcelona in particular. Barcelona was 
one of the tnost vital cities in the Iberian Peninsula. Under ad
verse n>nditions of a poor dotnestic rnarket and few natural re
sources, its bourgeoisie had managed to build the largest indus
trial concentration in the nation. Yet the achieve1nent had 
definite limits. In the second half of the nineteenth and the 
early twentieth centuries, foreigners-not Catalans-were re
sponsible for creating many of the rnost modern industries. 
Health and living standards were often well below Western Eu
ropean norms. As in other regions of Spain, Barcelona's upper 
classes retnained attached to the traditional faith of Rornan Ca
tholicism. In a social climate characterized by terrorism, coun
terterrorism, and sabotage, many owners were ternpted to rely 
on rnilitary force to maintain order. 

I .eading militants of the Barcelonan working class reacted to 
the clitnate of repression, lack of advanced native industries, 
and to what they considered their low standard of living by ad-
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hering to revolutionary and largely anarchosyndicalist organi
zations. Anarchists and anarchosyndicalists were hardly tnille
ntidan or prirnitive, as some historians have claitned; they 
remained influential precisely because they olfered-in ways 
similar to revolutionary Marxists-a critique of what they be
lieved to be a parasitic and relatively unproductive bourgeoisie. 
Anarchosyndicalism was an ideology of work and economic de
vcloprncnt well suited to an econo1nically impoverished society 
that had accepted neither the Reformation nor the Western 
revolutions of the eighteenth century. 

When revolution erupted in Barcelona in 1936, union rnili
tants of the anarchosyndicalist CNT (Confederacion nacional 
de trabajo) and the Marxist UGT (Union general de trabaja
dores) inherited a backward industrial structure that they were 
co1npelled to modernize under diHicult conditions of civil war 
in Spain. These rnilitants-whether anarchosyndicalist, Corn
rnunist, or Socialist-copied elements from the Western and 
Soviet models of econornic development and accurnulation. 
While attempting to build the productive forces, they quickly 
encountered what I shall call workers' resistance to work. The 
anarchosyndi<:alists of the CNT, the most important working
class organization in 1\arcclona, were forced to jettison their 
theories of workers' democracy and participation to ntake the 
rank and file work harder and produce more. 'rhe anarchosyn
dicalists and C<nnmunists in the newly collectivized firms rees
tablished piecework, initiated severe controls on the shop floor, 
and embarked on an intensive campaign that included both 
odes to Stakhanovistn and socialist realist art. 

'rhe second half of the book suggests why France and specif-
. ically Paris, in contrast to Barcelona, offered fewer opportuni

ties for revolutionary workers' control. Placed at the center of a 
n1uch richer national market, the Parisian capitalist elite had 
created cornpetitive industries in auto1nobiles, aviation, and 
other modern sectors. After the Dreyfus an·air, anticlericalisrn 
and;antin1ilitarism were no longer the burning issues that they 
remained south of the Pyrenees. Hatred of the Church and the 
arnty, which motivated many Spanish revolutionaries, no 
longer provided a platforn1 for an important revolutionary 
movement in l<~rance. l,he Parisian factory owners thetnselves 



6 Introduction 

may have been less tied to a traditional faith. At any rate, the 
Jews and Protestants arnong them were instrumental in devel
oping sorne of the rnost advanced industrial sectors. Regional 
econornic disequilibriums, unlike those in Spain, produced· no 
separatist rnoven1ents perceived as threats to the unity of the 
nation. In France, relative detente between Church and state, 
the resolution of the military-civilian conflict, and gradual but 
steady economic growth induced a decline of revolutionary 
movements and ideologies, such as anarchosyndicalism, which 
had lost considerable influence by the 1930s. Instead of produc
ing revolution and civil war, the victory of the Frend1 Popular 
Front culminated in the Third Republic's rnost significant social 
legislation, including the forty-hour week and paid vacations. 
Despite these gains in rationalized and rnodcrnized industries 
(autornobiles and aviation) and in n1ore traditional sectors (con
stnKtion) of the Paris region, blue-collar workers carried on a 
kind of guerrilla against work. In contrast to Ban:elona, where 
union rnilitants took over factories literally abandoned by a 
weak and frightened bourgeoisie, in Paris union rnilit.ants often 
acquiesced in or even supported the absenteeisn1, lateness, sab
otage, and indiscipline of the rank and file. The Popular Front 
brought forth the weekend, and Communists and Socialists 
acted as agents of tourisrn, not of revolution. Other wants 
and new needs superseded the desire for revolution among 
working-dass organizations (or, rnore precisely, those dairning 
to represent the working class). 

·rhis study examines the lived experience of workers in both 
Paris and Barcelona. Its goals are to investigate wage earners' 
acceptance of and resistance to work. Acceptance of labor 
meant a den1and for job security and overtime, high productiv
ity, and rnoonlighting. In both cities, some labored hard to sat
isfy consun1erist, familial, and gender-based desires; all re
quired income to meet their needs. Neither basic nor eternal, 
these needs were socially determined in ways that remain for 
historians and social scientists to explore. Workers went into the 
factories not only because they had to eat and survive hut also, 
to an unknown extent, because they chose to work. If the work
places of the I 930s were often areas of constraint, they cannot 
be entirely identified with prisons. The seductive forces that in
duced workers to labor were varied and changing, but they all 
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encouraged workers to collaborate in the process of produc
tion, to bend to workspace and worktime. They included the in
culcation of values of consuming, of being a reliable breadwin
ner, of believing in the revolutionary or reformist project of 
parties and unions, and of rnanifesting patrio_tic conviction. . 

Desires to consurne were n1ore developed an France than tn 
Spain, corresponding to the greater power of both the produc
tive and the seductive forces. In Paris, advertising propagated 
the virtues of consumption and, prefiguring consurners in post
war Europe, Parisian workers labored for a wide array of new 
goods and services. An expanding range of leisure possibilities 
induced some to work hard for future vacations. In Barcelona, 
where war conditions further reduced the rneager purchasing 
possibilities, socialist realistn-.that is, the ~lorifica_t ion of pr~l
duction and the producer-dtrectly substituted lor advea·t Is

ing's odes to consumption. The difficulties of survival in a pe
riod of civil war and scarcity forced Barcelonans to struggle 
literally for their daily bread. 'They demanded higher wages in a 
context much more economically harsh and inflationary than 
in Paris. Yet even in the wartime city, many laborers consumed 
more than the caloric minimun1. Workers continued to drink, 
stnoke, and look for arnusen1ent. These urges rnay have bol
stered workers' output in certain instances. After all, except for 
theft, only hard work provided money to engage in diverse 
pi casu n~s. . 

·rhe faanilial position of workers also seems to have tnllu-
enced their acceptance or rejection of labor. Couples with many 
children were compelled to labor tnore than single men or 
won len. U ndoubtcdly nutncrous exceptions existed, especially 
in France in the 1930s when the systenl of welfare benefits re
warded large families and sometimes discouraged potential 
breadwinners frorn taking a salaried position. Men's and wonl
en 's responsibilities as breadwinners-both primary and sec
ondary-led them to work to support their fan1ilies. During the 
Popular Fronts, family heads sacrificed and labored so that 
their children could avoid the kind of work that they themselves 
had to perforrn. 

Conunitrnent to the revolutionary and reformist visions of 
the parties and unions motivated their activists. 'l'hose who 
wanted to build a prosperous and more dynarnic Spain at-
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tempted to convince their colleagues through persuasion and 
propaganda to labor for a greater nation. In France, working
class patriots who feared for their country in a period of in
creasing international tensions and Gennan reannament were 
willing to extend working hours and increase productivity. 

During the Popular Fronts these seductive fences-whether 
patriotic, revolutionary, familial, or consun1erist-were not 
powerful enough to overcorne workers' resistance to work, a 
major focus of this book. By resistance to work I mean both in
dividual and collective actions that enabled workers to avoid 
wage labor in factories. Absenteeism, fake illnesses, lateness, 
and strikes constituted direct resistance, which n1eant an imnle
diate escape frorn the workplace, and thus a reduction in work
tirne. Indirect resistance consisted of theft, sabotage, slow
downs, indiscipline, and indilference, activities and attitudes 
that generally hanned output and decreased productivity. 
Stealing, ((n· cx<unplc, rnight clirninate tools and tnachinery 
needed for production and increase the costs of controlling 
the work force. Slowdowns-workers' control of workspeed
linlited output. Indiscipline that challenged industrial hierar
chy was hardly compatible with efliciency. 

Resistance to work in the twentieth century has been largely 
ignored or underestimated by many Marxist labor historians 
and tnodernization theorists-two important, if not dorninant, 
schools of labor historiography. 1 Although at odds on tnany is
sues, both groups have not adopted a sufliciently critical atti
tude toward work. l~hey view labor primarily as creation, not 
coercion, and regard the worker as producer, not as resister. 
Modernization theorists postulate workers as adapting to the 
pace, structure, and den1atuls of work and the workplace. 
l\1arxists, anarchists, and anarchosyndicalists view the working 
class as eventually desiring to expropriate the rr1eans of produc
tion. ·rhe main currents of Marxisrn and anar·chisrn take the ac
ceptance of labor to an extrerne, if logical, conclusion and pro
pose the construction of a utopia in the workplace. Despite 
their differences, modernization theory and Marxism (includ
ing its anarchist variants) have a similar vision of the workers' 
acceptance of work. Indeed, it can be argued that tnoderniza
tion theory has merely continued the largely uncritical consen-
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sus on labor that Marxists and anarchists articulated in the 
nineteenth century. 

Both theories also postulate a progressive view of history. 
Modernization theorists see workers' gradual adaptation to an 
advanced division of labor as inevitable, if not desirable. Marx
ists view the working class as an1uiring class consciousness and 
moving from an sich to fiir sich or, in English terms, "making it
self." Despite a Blanquist or a putschist current that also existed 
in Marxisrn, anarchists and anarchosyndicalists agreed with 
their rivals tliat "the Revolution must be the work of the work
ers themselves." rrhe ideologies of the Left alfirmed that one 
day in the future the working class would acquire sufficient 
knowledge or consciousness to make a successful revolution. 

·rhc progressive view of history and the acceptance, if not 
glorification, of work have encouraged the study of certain as
pects of working-class existence and discouraged an explora
tion of others. Until recently, interest in ideologies and in the 
development of working-class organizations took priority over 
studies of everyday life of workers. Intellectual and political his
tories of parties, unions, and their militants dominated labor 
historiography. Exarninations of ideologies, whether variants of 
Marxism or anarchisrn, pennitted the productivist vision of the 
class to remain unquestioned. Studies of the growing organiza
tions-which, like the ideologies, claimed to represent the 
class-strengthened the progressivist current. Consciousness, 
or at least metnhership in parties and unions, seen1ed to ex
pand throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Legal 
history also created the impression that the workers' tnoverncnt 
was progressing, as organizational elites gained recognition or 
even integration into the state apparatus. Certain studies dis
closed however that working-class organizations such as the 
PCF (Parti com1nuniste fran«;ais) were partis passoires or sieves; 2 

through then1 workers and others passed with little active in
volverncnt, as they did in tn~jor political parties and unions 
during the Popular Fronts. Historians began to question the 
closeness of the relation between workers and their organiza
tions or between workers and their ideologies even if they did 
so within the framework of modernization theory, which was 
equally progressivist and productivist. 3 



10 Introduction 

Labor historians have continued to dissolve the identification 
between the class and its institutions and organizations." Popu
lar and, fl)(>re specHically, working-class culture have hecorne ob
jects of research.5 rfhis approach also began with an exarnina
tion of ideologies, organizations, and militants but expanded to 
include large areas of unexplored terrain, including what I call 
the seductive forces. The cultural approach has 1nade genuine 
contributions to labor historiography, and this book is indebted 
to the questions and problems it has raised. Yet the cultural ap
proach has been insufficiently critical and has too often sought 
nteanings in work. Like the Marxists and rnodernization theo
rists, it has viewed labor as literally meaningful. rrhe workers 
described in the following pages often regarded their work as 
rneaningless or, less radically, earned wages to support their 
families and buy consumer goods. rrhe meanings of their work, 
if articulated, were frequently instrurnental or external to it. 
Wat~e earners tnaintained this attitude despite intense propa
ganda in both cities to convince them that their work was rnean
ingful for the revolution, the nation, and the Popular Fronts. 
~rhe culturalists' unrelenting search for n1eaning and their con
c:eption of work has led thern-like the Marxists and rnodern
ization theorists-to neglect resistance and the consequent co
ercion needed to overcome it. 

A history of resistance to work can contribute to a new vision 
of the working class. The everyday struggles of workers against 
labor show that the productivist, progressivist, and cultural
ist vision cannot adequately encompass essential aspects of 
working-class behavior. An examination of workers' actions in 
Barcelona and Paris from 1936 to 1938 in both revolutionary 
and reforn1ist situations will reveal a persistence of direct and 
indirect refusals to labor. Wage earners in both cities tried toes
cape from workspace and worktime by taking unauthorized 
holidays, arriving late, and leaving early. Another fonn of di
rect resistance, strikes, was more con1mon in Paris for several 
reasons. Walkouts usually needed some form of collective orga
nization, and in Barcelona the ranks of labor militants were de
pleted because many were managing factories or fighting at the 
front. Of course, the unions themselves, both CNT and UGl~ 
were largely integrated into the state and committed to the de-
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veloprnent of the productive forces. Perhaps the very real threat 
of jail or a stay in a labor camp was eflective in convincing the 
rank and lile to avoid strikes. Barcelonan workers anay have felt 
that it was less risky to use other strategies of resistance, partit:
ularly faking illness, to escape the workplace. l,heir refusals 
took more individual than collective forms. 

In contrast to these direct strategies, slowdowns and other va
rieties of indirect resistance occurred while workers were 
present in the factory and on the shop floor. Slowdowns did not 
permit workers to escape from workspace but rather were a 
means to exert control over worktirne. ~rhus they were rnanifes
tations of the familiar struggles between workers and their 
rnanagers-whether capitalist, anarchist, or Communist-over 
a '~just" or "fair" pace of work. As will be seen, those responsible 
for the collectives in Barcelona and for the nationalized and 
private firn1s of Paris complained often of lethargic output and 
low productivity. In both cities managers wanted to increase 
productivity by tying pay to individual output. 

Other forms of indirect resistance, such as indiscipline and 
disobedience, challenged the industrial chain of command that 
was and rcrnains indispensable for econotnic efficiency in situa
tions where workers have not completely internalized the work 
ethic. Even though disobedience indicated the individua[ work
er's hostility to a superior, indiscipline usually had the larger ef
fect of hindering the collective productive process. In Barce
lona, persistent disobedience entailed an implicit disavowal of 
the economic leadership of the unions; in Paris, workers dis
obeyed both capitalist managers and union militants but were 
more likely to support the latter than the fonner. Stealing, an
other variety of indirect resistance, was a special form of disobe
dience. Theft and pilfering revealed hostility or indifference to 
the goals of the Popular Fronts, which needed honest, if not 
committed, workers in order to prosper. 

Spanish working-class 1nilitants equated theft with sabotage, 
another strategy of indirect resistance. Barcelonan revolution
aries defined sabotage broadly to include both intentional and 
unintentional acts that hurt production, an understandable 
definition during their struggle. Saboteurs became identified 
with the "lazy" who becarne, in turn, "fascist." Militants politi-
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cized idleness, which existed in working-class culture long be
f(n·e fascisrn was born. In Paris sabotage was not as politically 
charged, but it increased dramatically during major strikes. 

Reluctance to labor anteceded the victory of the Popular 
Front in France and the outbreak of war and revolution in 
Spain but has particular significance in that it persisted in Paris 
and Barcelona even after the parties and unions clairning to 
represent the working class took political and varying degrees 
of economic power. These continuities of working-class culture 
pose questions concerning the relations between workers and 
"their, organizations. Workers, it will be argued, were often 
tnore interested in pleasure than in labor. Devotion to pleasure 
meant that workers' desires sometimes conflicted with those of 
the organizations that clairned to represent thetn. ·rhe Catalan 
anarchosyndicalist union and Communist party found truly 
conunitted followers atnong only a distinct minority of the Bar
n.·lonan working class; the tnajority of blue-collar workers 
tnaintained a certain distance from the revolutionary unions 
and political parties. Likewise in Paris, even though workers 
flocked into the union, they sometimes refused to obey high
ranking union, Socialist, or Cornmunist leaders when urged to 
work harder. During the Popular Front, blue-collar wage earn
ers continued and in some cases increased their refusals to 
work. rrheir actions and inaction undercut the claitns of unions 
and political parties to represent the working class. 

rrhe perseverance of workers' resistance created tensions be
tween members of the working class and their organized repre
sentatives. In both revolutionary and refonnist situations, per
suasion and propaganda that airned to convince the workers to 
l~bor harder were inadequate and had to be suppletnented by 
force. In revolutionary Barcelona, piecework was reinstituted 
and strict rules imposed in order to increase productivity. In re
forrnist Paris, only after 30 November 1938, when massive in
tervention by the police and the army broke the general strike 
designed to save the forty-hour week, was discipline restored 
and productivity raised in many enterprises. In both cities coer
cion suppletnented persuasion to rnake the workers work. 

In both Paris and Barcelona the state played a major coercive 
role. Pro-anarchist historians have argued that iru:reasing state 
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power was responsible for the demoralization of the workers in 
the Barcelonan collectives. According to these historians, in the 
early period of the revolution, when workers were able to con
trol their workplaces, they labored with enthusiasnl. Following 
May 1937, the state increased its intervention, and workers lost 
control in many enterprises. As a result, wage earners' desires to 
sacrifice ditninished and their enthusiasm declined. This pro
anarchist analysis actually inverts the process. The state-and 
coercive measures in general-grew in response to workers' re
sistance to work. Governments in both Barcelona and Paris in
tervened with r~pressive measures to counteract varieties of di
rect and indirect resistance to labor. 

It was thus the actions or indifference of the workers thetn
selves that contributed to the bureaucratization and centraliza
tion of the anarchosyndicalisl CNT, as well as the pressures of 
the war. One can speculate that if the workers had sacrificed 
wholeheartedly and enthusiastically, the unions, political par
ties, and the state would not have become as oligarchic and un
democratic as they did. Within the CNT, those advocating dem
ocratic workers' control and decentralization might have gained 
influence; outside it, proponents of a centralized war econotny 
would have had a reduced audience. Stale powea· and bureau
cracies proved essential in regulating labor. It was over the role 
of the state-not the nature of labor or the character of the 
working class-that anarchist and Marxist analyses began to 
differ significantly. More clearly than their anarchist rivals, 
Marxists saw the need for a state that could n1ake wage earners 
work. 

An investigation of workers' resistance to work not only con
tributes to a theory of the stale in modern industrial society but 
may also link histories of w<nnen, unemployed workers, and irn
migrants. The study of resistance to labor will further integrate 
wotnen into labor history. Instead of viewing female workers as 
less n1ilitant because they were relatively uninterested in joining 
parties and unions, an investigation of their struggles over tna
ternity leave, absenteeism, illnesses, and gossip demonstrates 
that women also participated in the class struggle. Some of 
their methods, such as absenteeism and low productivity, were 
sitnilar to those of their tnale colleagues. Others, such as gossip 
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and biologically based demands for leave, constituted their own 
particular forms of struggle. Won1en identified less with the 
workplace because of the temporary and unskilled character of 
their jobs, lower salaries, and familial responsibilities. ·rheir rel
ative r~jection of organizational or ideological involvcrncnt.
traditional yardsticks of Inilitancy-did not 1nean that they 
were any less conscious than males. If avoidance of the work
place rather than party or union membership is taken as a mea
sure of class consciousness, then many women's 1ninin1al identi
fication with their role as producer might lead to the conclusion 
that fctnalcs were among the true vanguard or consciousness of 
the working class. 

'fhe san1e argument may apply to the unemployed. Like 
wornen, the jobless cannot be disrnissed as marginal. Given the 
importance of refusals to labor-including theft and pilfer
i~g-among some employed members of the class, the decep
t tons and welfare cheating of a tninority of the unetnployed arc 
not totally alien to working-class culture. 'I'heir indiscipline, in
difrerence, and high rate of turnover tnay he extretne tnanifcs
tations of tendencies found among employed wage earners. 
During the 1930s, the unernployed were not merely victims but 
actors possessing degrees of choice. Simplistic discourses of 
both the Left and Right that reduce them to either potentially 
perfect producers or lazy irresponsibles must be avoided. 

Less infonnation exists concerning imtnigrants' acceptance 
or refusal of work. Contrary to the implications of moderniza
tion theory, certain immigrants and peasants dispensed with a 
period of adaptation to industrial society. Immediately on their 
arrival in Barcelona, they became strikebreakers. Provincial 
construction workers in Paris similarly ignored union control of 
the World's Fair of 1937 and seemed to have labored rnore dili
gently than unionized Parisian workers. Veteran industrial 
workers, such as skilled aircraft workers in Paris, used their 
strong bargaining position during the Popular Front to reduce 
their hours of labor by both legal and illegal aneans. In Barce
lona, refusals were quite widespread in the construction indus
try, which contained a high percentage of trained personnel. 
'fhe Sorelian ')oy in work" cannot adequately explain the ac
tions of these qualified wage earners. 
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As in the specific cases of female, unemployed, immigrant, 
and skilled workers, a broad investigation of refusals to labor 
()Uestions generalizations concerning unions. Labeling unions 
an integral part ()f capitalist society cannot fully explain their 
actions during the Popular Fronts. Depending on the situation, 
unions atternpted to rnake workers work or assisted their strug
gles against constraints of workspace and worktime. In Paris, 
the unions usually aided the workers in their refusals and there
fore created problems for French industrialists and the state. It 
was in noncapitalist or rather collectivized Barcelona that the 
unions had soane success in motivating workers' labor. 

A variety of sources inform us of the existence of workers' re
sistance to work in Barcelona. The minutes from meetings of 
the collectives.and the factory councils provide the largest de
pository of infor~nation. In these meetings, those responsible 
for the functioning of ~he enterprises discussed how to coanbat 
direct and indirect resistance. Local union officials composed 
con(idential letters that suggested ways to reduce refusals and 
punish offenders. More publicly, CNT and UGT newspapers 
and journals con1plained about "abuses" and produced plenti
ful propaganda designed to encourage enthusiastic acceptance 
of labor. Propaganda proved insufficient and was suppletnented 
by strict rules and regulations to discipline wage earners in the 
workplace. Unfortunately, the wartime situation with its dis
ruptions of rnarkets, supplies, and labor lessens the value of sta
tistical comparisons of productivity before and during the Rev
olution. We do, however, have the words of disappointed 
n1ilitants who complained that the rank and file continued to 
resist work in the same ways as previously or even exerted 
themselves less than before the Revolution. 

Many of the sources on Parisian resistance are frorn manage
ments that accused workers of working poorly. Sorne of nlan
agement's charges seem to have been based on private, rela
tively unmediated daily reports filed by shop-floor foren1en. 
Third parties, such as the police and insurance companies, con
firmed other accusations. Occasionally, but rarely, union anili
tants themselves either complained about the rank and file's re
jection of work or celebrated it. A number of investigative 
reports from government officials and decisions by arbitrators 
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appointed by the Popular Front government confirmed man
agenlent's suspicions of slowdowns and indiscipline. In the con
struction industry, much evidence for refusal to work comes 
from court cases that attempted to assign responsibility for cost 
overruns. Both sides presented their argurnents in cases· that 
sornetin1es were not settled until the 1950s. Available statistics 
on productivity indicate declines in Parisian autornobiles, avia
tion, and construction. Yet in France as in Spain, rapid changes 
in industrial organization and retooling lessen the value of fig
ures and make any numerical comparisons between the Popu
lar Front and preceding periods tentative at best. 

Ultirnately the problem of how workers labored cannot be 
entirely resolved empirically. No one can approach such a con
troversial area in working-class history without sorne bias. Bar
ring the unsatisfactory option of radical skepticism (which obvi
ously cannot answer the question), perhaps the best I can do is 
n1ake tny perspectives dear and be conscious of how I deter
tHine thern. ·rhe historian's conceptions of work and the work
place will greatly influence his vision of the working class. 
rfhose analysts who stress the workers' identification with their 
vocation or who view the workplace as a potential arena for 
ernaru:ipation will tend to ernphasize the disciplined and pro
ductivist aspects of the class. 'They follow the tradition of the 
Western utopians (Marxists and anarchists included) who have 
often regarded the workplace as a possible locus of liberation. 
rrhus, those who adhere to the productivist utopian tradition 
have often deemphasized resistances. This lack of public articu
lation does not lessen the significance of refusals. Perhaps the 
reluctance to acknowledge resistance shows how deeply those 
who clairn to represent the working class are immersed in the 
productivist tradition. 'Their silences are easy to understand, 
since in societies devoted to the development of the productive 
forces, refusal of work approaches the crirninal and possesses a 
subversive side that invites repression. 

l~here is another tradition, which includes this book. It ques
tions the productivist interpretation and regards the factory 
and construction labor of the 1930s as trabajo and travail (frorn 
the Latin tripalium, or "instrument of torture"), not as an arena 
of potential liberation. This critical analysis of work affects 
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the historian's conception of the working class. It views workers 
not as potentially perfect producers but as resisters who Jnust 
be constantly disciplined or seduced to accept work. It pro
motes investigations of both acceptances and resistances. Given 
these conceptions of work and the worker, managernent's accu
sations-particularly when confirmed by the state and other 
sources-deserve a hearing. My goal is not to impose some 
sort of bourgeois morality on a class that suffers but rather to 
illurninate the reasons behind the gap between workers and 
working-class ideologies, the character of authority in the work
place, and the repressive role of the state in modern industrial 
societies. 

Furthermore, I wish to bring out the utopian dimension of 
resistance, a word which I have chosen because of its positive 
connotations. The in1portance of resistance in two tnajor Euro
pean cities in the fourth decade of the twentieth century indi
G:ltes that refusals of work should not be dismissed as the behav
ior of "backward" or "prirnitive" working classes. Ccrtaiuly, 
resisters did not articulate any clear future vision of the work
place or of society. Unlike the Marxists, they did not fight to 
take state power or, in contrast to the anarchosyndicalists, abol
ish or rninimize the role of the state. I do not wish to ignore the 
fact that workers' refusals to work harmed the light against 
Franco and weakened French defenses in a period of Nazi r~ar
Jnament. Yet one might interpret resistance itself as suggestinH 
a working-class utopia in which wage labor would be reduced to 
a rnini1num. Resistance was also a conjunctural and cyclical 
phenotnenon, but refusals remained an intrinsic part of 
working-class culture and Inanifested then1selves in dillerent 
periods with various divisions of labor. During the Popular 
Fronts, workers revolted against a variety of disciplines, includ
ing that imposed by working-class organizations. Wage earners 
certainly wished to control their workplaces but generally in or
der to work less. One may speculate that the way to eliminate 
resistance is not by workers' control of the means of production 
but rather by the abolition of wage labor itself. 

The history presented in the following pages is cognizant of 
its partial character and does not claim to be histoire totale, which 
n1ay at best be a useful illusion. I make no pretense of dealing 
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with the Spanish Revolution outside Barcelona or with French 
working-class rnovernents in the provinces despite their signifi
cance; other omissions are equally regrettable. I have tried to 
out ai n a basic parallelisrn between the French and Spanish sec
t ions but, depending on the sources and the irnportance of the 
topic, treat certain issues more in depth in one part than in the 
other. Leisure and unemployment receive greater coverage in 
the Paris section; art, propaganda, and punishrnent figure 
rnore extensively in Barcelona. What in 1936 the French called 
the t\-1inistry of Leisure had no Spanish equivalent, whereas 
wartitne conditions in Spain led to the in1n1ediate creation of a 
rvt in is try of Propaganda. 

I rnust also warn those readers who are interested exclusively 
in political, diplornatic, and military events 1 hat 1 hey ntust turn 
to the rnany other works on the Spanish Revolution and the 
Ft-cnch Popular Front where such infonnation is n1or·e than 
abundant. 1\,fany issues that have concerned histor·ians of 
Spain-anan~hist participation in the govenunent, Conununist 
influence in the Second Republic, the role of foreign powers
will not be directly treated here. The French part of this book 
largely ignores the history of the Popular Front bcf(ne its elec
toral victories in the spring of 1936, the subsequent rninisterial 
changes, and the exclusively political opposition of the Right. 
Political events are by no means entirely forgotten in the French 
section. Indeed, rny periodization of the French events corre
sponds to the political victories of the Popular Front in the 
spring of 1936 and its division and defeat at the end of Novern
ber 1938. When the social and the political are entwined, as they 
were during the Popular Fronts, the social historian who ig
nores the political does so at the expense of social history itself. 

1 
rfi-IE WEAKNESS 01~ 

rfi-IE JlAI{CELONAN BOUI{GEOISIE 

An exarnination of the different paths of France and Spain illu
rninates the origins of the Spanish civil war and Revolution and 
the tenacity of revolutionary ideologies in the latter country. 
Politically, the Spanish, unlike the French, never forced a last
ing separation of the Church frorn the state and the rnilitary 
frotn the civilian government; economically, Spanish industrial 
and agrarian elites <Tea ted less wealth than their Ft·cuch coun
teqJarts. A comparison of the Spanish and Fr·ench econotnies 
helps place in perspective the separate historiographical de
bates on supposed Catalan dynarnism and alleged French back
wanlncss. 

In agriculture, even given France's greater natural resoun:es 
and fertile soil, the diflerences were significant. In 1935 French 
wheat yields were ahnost double the Spanish, and French vine
yards yielded 4Y.l3 hectolitres per hectare compared to Spain's 
11.63. 1 In industry, the French made 17 tin1es as much pig iron 
and 10.5 times as much crude steel as the Spanish. In 1935 
France consmned 2.2 times the atnount of raw cotton and had fi 
tirnes as 1nany cotton spindles. The French industrial infra
structure and service sector were also considerably stronger. In 
19:JO France possessed 2.5 times as much railway line, carried 
4.G titnes as much fr·eight, and 6. 7 tirnes as rnany passengers. 
Spain had 3()4,000 radios, France 2,626,000. In 1935 France 
produced 5 times rnore electrical energy than Spain. Even in 
tourism the French were in the lead, with foreign tourists 
spending over Y times more than in Spain.2 The two countries 
developed the nearly classic trading relation of an industrial tc) 

an agrarian nation: the French exported manufactured goods, 
and the Spanish shipped agricultural products. In 1934 the 

19 
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largest French exports to Spain were, in order of importance, 
automobiles and parts, other motor vehicles, silk, iron and 
steel, and chetnical products. Spain sent to France fruits, sul
phur, wine, lead, and fresh vegetables. 

Although Catalonia was more dynatnic than other Spanish 
regions, it did not or could not escape the weaknesses that char
acterized industry in other areas of the peninsula. rrhe Catalan 
bourgeoisie had industrialized to some extent and had pro
duced a respectable textile industry in the nineteenth century, 
but by the opening of the twentieth century this industry was in 
decline, and the Catalans had difliculty forging others to take its 
place. An exploration of the state of Catalan and particularly 
Barcelonan industry is essential to any critical understanding of 
what the unions and their militants desired and an:otnplished 
when they seized control of Barcelona's factories and shops. 

rro comprehend Barcelona's industry and industrialists, we 
ntust exa1nine certain aspects of its economic, political, and cul
tuntl history in the first third of the twentieth century. Fir·st is 
the feebleness of its econorny, compared to France and espe
cially to Paris, where the bourgeoisie built modern and basically 
national industries in automobiles, aviation, and other sectors. 
Barcclonan industry rcrnained rooted in the nineteenth cen
tury and dorninated by branches, such as textiles, that were 
identified with the first industrial revolution. More advanced 
sectors, if they existed, were largely controlled and propelled by 
foreign capital; native industries depended for protection on 
enonnous tariffs granted by Madrid. Second is the backward
ness of Barcelona's industrial economy, which paralleled the 
fragility of the agriculture of rnost regions of Spain. Industrial 
backwardness resulted in a low standard of living for workers 
that prornoted a clitnate of violent social unrest. Barcelonan 
owners reacted to revolutionary and counterrevolutionary ter
rorisrn by supporting militaristic and repressive policies to 
1naintain order; the principle of separation of 1nilitary frorn ci
vilian government was as foreign to them as it was to many 
other Spanish elites. Like many upper-class Andalusians and 
Castilians, the Catalans supported the pronunciamientos of 
Pri1no de Rivera and Franco. Third, front the available evi
dence, the industrialists shared the religious faith of their Ibe-
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rian counterparts; son1e relied on a rigid Catholicism to uphold 
spiritual order just as others depended on the repressive power 
of the 1nilitary to maintain public order. Neither Catalan nor 
other Spanish owners enthusiastically supported the separa
tion between Church and state. 

rrhe lack of industry and the weakness of the urban bourgeoi
sie in Castile, the center of Spain, is well known, and the Cata
lan success in fostering a bourgeois culture with its values of 
work, thrift, and industry is often contrasted with the lack of 
Castilian developn1ent. Yet even at its su1nmit in the rniddle 
of the nineteenth century, the Catalan cotton industry, the base 
of Catalan industrialization, was weak in comparison with its 
foreign competitors. For exan1ple, in the Catalan cotton indus
try each worker transfonned 66 kilograms of cotton per year in 
contrast to the United States' industry, where each worker 
transfonned I ,500 kilograms of cotton per year. At the end of 
the nineteenth century this industry's growth rate dropped 
front 5.5 pcn:ent to 2.3 percent per year between IHHO and 
1913.3 This decline would have been even greater if Spain had 
not retained its protected colonial market in Cuba and Puerto 
Rico until 1898, the year of the Spanish defeat by the United 
States. After 1898 exports to the former colonies declined dras
tically. At the beginning of the twentieth century, the largest 
spinning mill in Catalonia had twenty-five thousand spindles in 
contrast to the fifty thousand of the average British or French 
spinning establishment." 

rrhe weakness of their textile industry brought a constant de
rnand from Catalan industrialists (and, notably, some working
class organizal ions) for tariff protection by Madrid. By the end 
of the nineteenth century the Catalans' demand for protection 
had resulted in a pact with conservative and traditionalist 
Castilian and Andalusian landlords who also desired protection 
for their unproductive and backward agriculture. 5 Thus, the 
Catalan industrialists sold their high-priced textiles to a poor 
but protected market in which the level of consurnption was 
very low. 

Although the cotton and textile industries were certainly the 
rnost in1portant of the Catalan enterprises, the regional eco
nornic growth in the nineteenth century was not limited to tex-
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tiles. Railroads were constructed, but these were dominated by 
foreign, mainly French, capital and technology!> Mines began 
to be exploited, but again the exploiters were often foreigners, 
not Catalan or even Spanish. It is estimated that 50 percent of 
Spanish tnines belonged to foreigners who were responsible for 
nutch of the concentration and tnodernization of Spanish in
dustry. Orders for agricultural, textile, and transportation tna
chinery went tnostly to outsiders since the Catalans had failed to 
build a potent metallurgical or machine-tool industry. At the 
turn of the century, Catalonia did not even have a blast fur
nace.7 

Vicens Vives, the influential Catalan historian, has attributed 
the responsibility for Catalonia's failure to develop heavy indus
try to "the absence of )arge Seams of iron and Soft coai."H r}'he 
lack of rnineral resources, however, only partially explains the 
weakness of heavy industry in Catalonia in the nineteenth cen
tury. 'f'he geographical and geological factors may be itnpor
tant, hut the Catalan bourgeoisie often negle<:ted to invest in 
tnodernization of the productive forces. Catalans preferred 
other forms of investment, such as secure foreign bonds or real 
estate. Vicens Vives himself noted that in 1865, when phyllox
era destroyed French vines and Catalan wine prices soared, 
sotne growers "quickly parted with their accurnulated wealth in 
a life of lavish expenditure and pleasure in Barcelona."u 

By the end of the century the Catalan bourgeoisie was losing 
what little industrial dynatnistn it had possessed. It had built a 
textile industry that, while respectable, nonetheless suffered 
frotn low productivity and undermechanization. Being incapa
ble of exporting in great quantities, it depended on an irnpov
erished home tnarket. Other established industrial sectors, such 
as shipbuildin~, shipping, and Barcelona's port activity, were 
also declining. ° Frotn 1870 to 1910, the Spanish gross national 
product fell rapidly relative to the rest of Western Europe. 11 On 
the eve of World War I, Spain was dependent on foreign na
tions for many raw materials, finished products, and even food
stuffs. l~he limited growth of metallurgy, chemicals; electricity, 
and urban transportation (tramways), like the railroads of an 
earlier period, was propelled by foreign capital and technology, 
but these imports compensated only partially for the reluc-
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tance of Spaniards to invest in national industries. 12 Spanish 
and Catalan industries were unable to fulfill the detnand ((n· 

tnadtincry, steel, iron, ships, coal, and coke. In HH4 the cotton 
industry, largely located in Catalonia, irnported 98 percent of 
its spindles from Britain. 13 Even leading Catalan businesstnen 
such as Guillermo Graell, the head of the Catalan e1nploycrs' 
association (Fomento de trabajo nacional), lamented the for
eign control of Span.ish industry. 14 

Many Catalan employers missed a great opportunity to ntod
ernize and develop their businesses during World War I. Neu
tral Spain was able to sell to all the warring nations and to the 
markets that the combatants had previously controlled. Since 
its itnports of capital goods and advanced machinery frorn the 
belligerents decreased substantially, Spain created new finns 

· · lb ~''s ·1 that relied on the usc of anexpens1ve a or. · ... pants 1 exports 
quickly expanded; the country unexpectedly had a favorable 
balance of trade for the first time in many years. The Catalan 
and 1\arcclonan entrepreneurs profited greatly by supplying 
European and Latin American countries that could not pur
chase English goods. 

Despite the windfall profits, the major defects of Barcelona's 
industry-small size, atornization, technical backwardness, and 
lack of organization-persisted. u; Industrialists electrified and 
rnechanized certain textile finns, but much of the profits that 
they could have used to modernize antiquated machinery, con
centrate ato1nized firrns, develop new industries, and free the 
region from foreign economic domination went elsewhere.

17 

The Ban:elonan bourgeoisie preferred to buy new foreign cars, 
speculate in Gcnnan tnarks or Berlin real estate, or build luxu
rious houses. The enormous opportunity of the First World 
War was dissipated and a predictable postwar crisis hit Catalan 
industry. IH Many srnall chemical and drug firms initiated to 
pn;vide substitutes for German exports were quickly elimi
nated when nonnal conunerce resumed. The great industrial 
powers rapidly recovered the markets they had ceded to Spain. 

In Spain in general and Barcelona in particular, entrepre
neurs often relied on outright repression to control or subdue a 
contbative working class, which had been adversely allcctcd hy 
the inflation that the war provoked. Repeated acts of sabotage, 
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terrorisrn, and assassination occurred; they were rnuch rarer 
phen<unena in Paris after World War I. Perhaps above all, Bar
cclonan ernployers feared state weakness or irnpotence. In 
1919-1920 the industrialists clairned that ineffective local and 
national governments had permitted the shortening of the 
working day to eight hours, allowing "intolerable" indiscipline 
inside the factories where management's authority was ignored 
and workers becan1e the real bosses. HI ·rhe Fon1ento believed 
that only strong measures by the state could restore norn1ality. 
·rhe clin1ate of strikes and assassinations, in which "two hun
dred fifty rnartyrs of the en1ployers' cause" lost their lives, led to 
"no other solution, as bad as it seems, than the lock-out." ·rhe 
first duty of the state was to uphold the law in the face of a syn
dicalisrn that exploited "bourgeois cowardi<:e." 

Barcelonan en1ployers' organizations had a long history of di
rectiJ. subsidizing the Gtmrdia civil and other policing agen
cies.' 0 App<uent.ly through funds to a nurnher of governrnental 
agencies, the employers clairned to have boosted the rnorale 
of the forces of public order. l"he Fornento praised the "won
derful perfonnance" of Generals Martinez Anido and Arlegui, 
who hy "auacking the union ... and ils leaders ... diminished 
t • "~ 1 '1'1 fl. I I . . I . 1· . .CITOriSill. ICSe 0 Jeers l(l( lllStlllllC< repn~SSIVC J>O IUCS, 
and union ofllcials had accused thern of supporting eanployers' 
hitrnen (jJistoleros) against those of the CN'I: Barcclonan indus
trialists were disturbed when the generals were transferred in 
1922. Large nurnbers of the Catalan upper class (the list of or
ganizations and personalities was ahnost endless) regretted the 
ren1oval of the fearsome pair. In a farewell cerernony for Gen
eral Arlegui, the president of the Fotnento praised the general 
for "itnposing special tnethods of public order and sodal hy
giene," which halted "anarchy" and restored "authority.''2~ Af
ter the distnissal of both generals and the legalization of the 
CN'f, etnployers asserted that terroristn becante even rnore vio
lent than previously. l~hey den1anded that the govenunent de
stroy the union by whatever means available, if necessary by de
claring a state of siege and suspending individualliberties.23 

In this tense atrnosphere, influential Catalan entployers 
clung to the Church. Many believed that the rnornent was not 
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ripe for the separation either of Church frotn state or of tnili
tary from civilian government. Guillermo Graell was pe~·haps 
the most striking example of an irnportant Catalan bustness
nlan whose clericalisn1 was unshakable. He was a tnilitant Cath
olic, and his writings, The Religious Question and Essay on the 
Necessity to Return to Religion (1921 ), detnonstrated the close 
spiritual tics between the Catholic church and an import~nt 
part of the Catalan bourgeoisie. Graell's writings won the full 
endorsement of his colleagues at the Fomento, who called thcn1 
"brilliant"; in 1934 a rnonument was erected to honor the "la-
rnent.ed t~taster."~1 

Graell's essays were revealing. He scorned almost every non-
Catholic conviction. He attacked "excessive Greek anthro
potnorphisrn," along with Descartes, Bacon, I lohbcs, . Kant, 
Leibniz, Hegel, and (needless to say) Marx. Adarn Snuth he 
criticized for assailing both the Roman Catholic and Anglican 
churches. In general, the secretary general of the Fomento sus
tained the "failure of reason against faith":~5 "More science" 
only created "more grief." Graell's opinions were su~po~.t~d 
thirteen years later by Victor Gonzalez, whose Cateclusm for 
all social classes" assailed the Rcfonnation, Enlightcnntl'lll, 
French Revolution, Rousseau, and all those-such as the anar
chists-who believed that tnan was good.~n Only belief in (~od 
could restrain tnen and secure the social order. 

Gradl auackcd Protestantisn• because its variety of se<:ts pro
duced "anarchy." Protestantisn1 was the result of the instinctual 
refusal of the "Anglo-Saxon race, especially the Genna11" to 
subrnit to the great capital of the Latin race, Rome. Protestant 
individualistn was undesirable, as were Lutheranisn1 and even 
Jansenism.27 The reformed religion disturbed the conscier~ce: 
"l~he result was ... [that] every Protestant was a pope, a Btble 
in his hand. This is anarchy.'' 

·rhe head of the n1~jor Catalan employers' association de-
spised materialistn and believed that Jesus offered n1ore to itn
poverished workers than pagan utility did. According to (~raell, 
resignation and suffering led to God's love. Indeed, paradise on 
earth consisted of knowing the art of suffering. Graell advised a 
friend who con1plained of his poverty, "Contrary to popular 
opinion, you will be happier in your poverty than the rich man 
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who has become wealthy through questionable means." "1-'he 
~ealthy" were "an insignificant minority, and they lived less joy
fully than the poor. Idleness created horedotn, which was the 
scourge of the upper classes." Graell afiirn1ed that the poor who 
hated poverty were "uncontrollable" and latnented that the irn
poverished had lost their patience and resignation, "which were 
the sunshine and charm of their life." 

Frotn his position in the Catalan employers' association 
Gntcll did not propagate the Spanish equivalent of Sarnuel 
Smi~es's thoughts on self-help, the American Horatio Alger 
stones, or the French carriere ouverte aux talents. Instead he 
preached resignation and submission. 'fhe present ~·colossal so
cial war" was the result of the loss of "the belief in anything be
yond worldly existence." Conternporary workers were filled 
with hatred and blasphemy, in sharp contrast to their peaceful 
and joy~ul ancestors who belonged to guilds, attended religious 
pn>eessions, and were generally devout. It is significant that 
Graell declared that the new leaders of the proletariat were "al
lllost all clirnbers (arrivistas)." rrhe tenn arrivi5la (frorn the 
French) revealed Graell's dislike and conde1nnation of the so
cial clirnber, who was often the object of at least atnhivalent 
praise in more dynamic societies. 

·rhe Catalan employers' desires for religious order and their 
fears of revolution led many to search for a power that could re
store what they considered stability. In 1923 they supported the 
pronunciatniento of General Miguel Primo de Rivera, who 
prornised them religion, regional autonomy, high tariffs, and, 
above all, "social peace." Following in the footsteps of Martinez 
Anido and Arlegui, Primo-who had been the Captain
General of Barcelona in 1922-1923-won the sup'port of Cata
lan ernployers through his repressive policies against anarcho
syndicc~~ists. In. fact, Catalan etnployers proved willing to 
subonhnate their demands for regional autonorny to their need 
for social stability. The Catalan bourgeoisie appreciated the 
sh~r~H drop in_ "social crim~s" under the general's dictator
slup. According to the busanessmen, only when the authori
ties took a finn stand could strikes be quickly tenninated. l,his 
reliance, if not dependence, on the police power of the state was 
a constant in the 1920s and 1930s. Prominent Catalan business-
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men such as Guillenno Graell had hoped that Roman Catholi
cistn could furnish an ideology to aid in Inaintaining order, but 
their colleagues in the Fotnento felt tnore secure with the police 
and army behind them. It should be noted that the forces of or
der were Spanish, not Catalan. 

·rhe Spanish state protected not only the persons of the in
dustrialists but also their businesses. The government under 
the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera provided the region's indus
trialists with one of the highest tariO·s in Europe to save indus
tries unable to export sufficiently and still dependent on a tnis
erable domestic tnarket. Catalan industrialists were delighted 
with the protectionist zeal of Primo's rule, which had elitni
nated the threat of the previous constitutional governrnent to 
reduce tariffs.29 Laws of 1926 and 1927 led to the charge by the 
League of Nations that Spain was the rnost protectionist coun
try in the world.30 If its goal was to provide the titne necessary 
for Spanish, particularly Catalan, industry to expand to com
pete with tnore advanced nations, protectionism failed. Indeed, 
even for the Catalan entrepreneurs it was a two-edged sword 
that could obstruct Catalonia's development. It was a policy that 
Barcclonan employers' organizations generally defended; for 
exaanple, the F01nento hlarned the failure to esta~lish an auto
lnotive industry in Catalonia on the lack of tariffs:~• 

Considering the state of their industries, Catalan business
men were understandably not in the forefront of scientific orga
nization of work. Taylor's Direcci6n de los talleres: Estudio sobre La 
organizacion del trabajo, was published in Barcelona in 1914, bt~t 
his PrincifJles l?f Scient~fic Management was not translated unt 1l 
1970. A knowledgeable analyst oflaylor's systen1 ~ngued that it 
could not he applied in Spain.:12 The "primitive level" of organi
zation in Spanish workshops rendered workers apathetic and 
totally unfit for the new system; except for "small groups" in 
Catalonia and other "advanced" regions, the undisciplined 
workers would reject new anethods of organizing work and re
main impervious to incentives of pay. Although an interna
tional meeting on scientific organization of work was held in 
Barcelona in 1921, the following year one author noted "the 
nearly co1nplete lack of literature concerning the sul~ject."3 :1 Al
though one major concern-the Maquinista, which made loco-
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n1otives-introduced certain Tayloristic techniques in 1924, its 
engineer asserted that Spain lacked qualified personnel and 
needed to train workers in time-rneasurement techniques. :H 

In 1925 Spain significantly increased its participation in the 
International Congress on Scientific Organization of Work and 
sent one of the largest delegations to the convention at Rome. 
Yet according to industrialists, the conventioneers "gave the im
pression that they were sight-seeing tourists who had corne to 
adrnire the beauty of Rome rather than scholars who were seek
ing information on one of the most interesting problems of 
production in our times."35 T'aylorisrn had been applied only 
"in fragments" in Spain, and the Spanish did not cornprehend 
the "essence" of the system. The ernployers' journal, Exilo, re
vealed considerable ignorance about rraylorisrn. It clairned that 
"all those who work in scientifically organized factories even
tually regard their bosses as their best friends, instead of 
enernies.":u; ·n.ylor·'s rnethod had doubled production in a 
"great nurnber of Arnerican f~tctories" and had cornpletcly elirn
inated strikes. Ernployers who adopted scientific organization 
of work did not fire workers but taught them the best way to 
perf(>rrn their tasks.:n Gual Villahi, the head of the Fornento in 
H)~9. confinned that Spain was considerably behind England, 
France, Gern1any, and even the Soviet Union in rrayloriza
tion.:-\H Although Spain did participate in the congress at Arn
stenlanl in 1932, only a srnall nurnber of industries found lirn
ited applications for new methods of organizing work, which 
explains in part the persistently low industrial productivity 
during the growth decade of the 1920s. 

l~he Second Republic ( 1931-1939) had little choice but to in
crease the protective barriers that Primo de Rivera had rnain
tained. For example, Hispano-Suiza, which employed fifteen 
hundred workers, threatened to shut down in part because of 
the "recent decision by the Ministry of Econorny" to liberalize 
automobile trade.:-Ju Its workers asserted that "national facto
ries" could not compete with foreigners. 40 Spanish exports 
dropped from 10.3 percent of national income in 1930 to 4 per
cent in 1935.11 ·rhe increased trade harriers had paradoxical 
consequences. While they isolated Spain from the worst eflects 
of the Great Depression, they forced Catalan and Barcelonan 
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industry to continue to rely on the markets of the peninsula; 
despite some growth in the first third of the twentieth century, 
these domestic markets were too poor to stimulate industry. 

Even though the Second Republic attempted to respond to 
industrialists' complaints by raising tariffs, Barcelona's e•nploy
ers distrusted it. rrhey saw a direct correspondence between po
litical instability and strikes, and from 1930 to 1936 they conl
plained that the lack of an energetic government resulted in 
disturbances inside the factory and on the streets: "It is the state 
which has the unavoidable obligation to control social peace 
and the calm development of labor."42 With the advent of the 
republic, moderate Catalan republicans who wanted to im~tate 
the French Jnodel-which, as shall be seen, was able to mte
grate prorninent revolutionary syndicalists to the state appara
tus-were frustrated by their capitalist elite's stubborn a.dher
cnce to a repressive and militaristic concept of authority.'L'i 

In 1931 husinessrnen felt that the governrnenl would not de
fend them and that the unions had again grown too powerful. 
The sindicalos, they clairned, were controlling hiring and firing, 
raising salaries, diminishing working hours, and abolishing 
piecework. Two hundred e1nployers' organizat io11s. protested 
the "anarchy" of the opening rnonths of the republic.·H "No civ
ilized country," they asserted, would tolerate the at1nosphere of 
"violence" and "lawlessness" that would eventually lead to "ca
tastrophe." In addition, "intense political activity" had aggra
vated "social problerns."45 Increased social tensions brought a 
r11ass of worried new mernbers to the F(nnento. For these recent 
adherents, the Second Republic rneant only disorder and laxity; 
the entrepreneurs were dismayed by the passivity of the author
ities in the face of the "absurd burning of convents," which had 
taken place outside Catalonia. Simultaneous but seemingly un
coordinated protest movements in the countryside and in the 
city outraged property owners. In the sununer of 1931 CNT 
unions campaigned for a 40-percent reduction in urban rents, 
and in the fall sharecroppers and smaller tena~ts (rabassaires) 
appropriated the owners' share of the harvest.4

h According to 
the owners, sabotage and assassination atternpts were again on 
the rise. rrhe Catalan upper class, represented by twenty-six 
associations, protested against a gun-control law that many 



30 Weakness of the Barcelonan Rourgeoi'iie 

thought would disarm them in the tnidst of n1ultiplying robber
ies and assaults.'17 In the summer of 1932 rural proprietors 
feared that peasants who kept the owners' part of the harvest 
might con1e under CN~f influence. 

Given the explosive political and social situation, Catalans' in
creased reluctance to invest in the region's industries is not sur
prising. In 1931 the Fotnento de trabajo nacional censured 
"rnany" Catalans who had exported their capitai.4

H ·rhose who 
had lost tnoney because of the catastrophic situation of the Ger
rnan econotny were told not to cotnplain. urrhe antipatriotic at
titude of the tin1id" had caused great da1nage to the Spanish 
economy, which, the Fomento claimed, was basically in good 
condition despite political probleins. ·rhe Fcunento wondered 
"how rnany Spaniards will suffer serious losses heGtuse they 
foolishly believe that it is safer abroad than in their own coun
try." Private investinent did fall considerably between 19~J I and 
_J9:J1t·Hl ·rhe Spanish propensity for depositing money in sav
angs banks was generally rnuch less pronounced than the 
French. In the early 1930s one savings account existed for every 
6.6 Spaniards, co1npared to one for every 2.1 Frendnnen.50 

Furtherrnor·e, irnportant Spanish savings institutions were re
luctant to invest in industry during the Prin1o dictatorship and 
the Second Republic. Many savers preferred what they consid
ered I he safest forms of investinent-real estate atul govern
nient bonds. 

·rhe Fon1ento, however, could on occasion find kind words 
for the Republican govern1nent when it crushed the "revolu
tionary strikes" of January 1932 in Alto Llobregat and other 
Catalan towns. According to the employers, the authorities had 
reacted with energy, and the republican prin1e n1inister, Ma
nuel Azafia, had spoken to the Cortes (legislature) with "f(.>rti
t_ude and sincerity." l,he Fo1nento de1nanded harsh punishrnent 
for those responsible JC:n·the revolutionary strikes hut in August 
1932 pleaded for leniency for the organizers of General Sanju
ro's failed pronunciamiento of that year.51 Again in 1934, the 
Foanento wanted to impose severe punishment on revolution
ary ollenders and irnplicd that in towns where the Guardia civil 
was few in number rebellions were n1ore likely to occur. Because 
the Catalan employers needed the Spanish state to defend their 
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enterprises, they r~joiced at the lack of suppor~ _give~• to the 
Catalan nationalist uprising of 6 October 1934. I he I•otncnto 
cited with approval an editorial in the Diario de A1adrid that 
lauded the great number of "good Spaniards" in Catalonia who 
were completely unresponsive to "separatist craziness."

52 
Even 

during the so-called bienio negro, the period of right-wing rule_ 
in 1934 and I 935, the .Fomento criticized the ineffectiveness of 
the goverrunent to stop attacks against people and property 
and called for even more repression. Considerable unrest per
sisted in the streets and in the factories, where workers often 
showed only "a mini1nal desire to work." In addition, rnany Cat
alan industrialists disliked what they considered the frequent 
capitulations of the regional governrnent of Catalonia, the Gc
neralital, to working-class detnands. 

During the Second Republic, the Barcelonan capitalists con-
tinued to subsidize the police directly. On 21 Septe1nher 1_931 
the Fornento reported that it had collected rnoney for the lr:c~nl
ilies of the guardias ir~jured or killed in the general strike .. d It 
praised the heroism and discipline of the guard and other po
li<~erncn whose prese1u:e, it believed, guaranteed that. normal 
life (.:ould continue. In ()ctober the Forncnto, the C<hnara olicial 
de cornercio y navegacion, the Camara oficial de propiedad ur
bana, the Sociedad econ61nica barcelones de amigos del pais, 
and other organizations of the economic elite amassed Ill, 117 
pesetas for the Guardia civil and security forc~s. Publicly, the 
I• omen to announced that new barracks for the Increased n tun
ber of guardias were necessary because the popul~tion of the 
city had grown, but privately the Fo~1ento was fra~1ker and 
expressed its doubts concerning the wrsdom of locating tl~ese 
barracks in working-class neighborhoods where they nught 
he attacked during periods of "revolutionary unrest."

54 
This_ 

barra(.~ks' construction project had originated during the era ol 
General Martinez Anido, when Catalan organizations pnun
ised to buy the necessary land on which the state would erect. 
the buildings. With this agreement in mind, the Can1ara de 
cornercio and the Asociaci6n de banqueros had already donated 
50,000 pesetas each by the spring of~ 1932. D.uring th~ Second 
Republic contributions to aid stnkebreakrng soldaers , and 
guardias a1nounted to hundreds of thousands of pesetas. 'l hese 
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direct subsidies to the police and military den1onstrated the 
strong links between ernployers and the repressive forces of the 
state. Under these circumstances, the Catalan owners were 
hardly enthusiastic about the separation of the rnilitary frotn 
I he c-ivilian government. 

Likewise, the most protninent Catalan industrialists did not 
advocate separation between the Church and the state and be
lieved that 1nilitary power assured public order as the Church 
guaranteed spiritual order. Upper-class educational opportuni
ties were largely parochial; although son1e of the Catalan elite 
tnay have hcen Voltairean about religion-believing it to be 
necessary for the people and not for thernselves-their rep
resentatives were often publicly devout and their businesses 
frequently ostensibly pious.55 Catholic religiosity retnained an 
essen~ial cornponent of~ the social system of many Catalan in
d.ust nc.tl corn1n~nities. 5 b rrhe representatives of the Lliga re
guutahsta or _Lhga.catalana, which was the party of tnany ~nop
erty owners, ulenufied Spanish culture with Catholicisrn.5 The 
Lliga accused the entire Catalan left of desiring to dechristian
ize the region and its schools, as had occurred in the Soviet 
U~tion and Mexico. During the election catnpaign of 19~\G the 
Lhga appealed to the conservatisnt and piety of wonteu, who 
had been granted the vote during the Second Republic. 5 H 

Du.ring the S~cond Republic, n1any Barcelonan enterprises 
dctcnorated. Wrth perhaps over fifty thousand workers in tex
tiles, the city of Barcelona was the tnost important textile cen
ter in Spain. 

59 
On the eve of the Revolution, the finns that 

working-c.lass organizations would control remained largely 
artisanal.bn Although the textile industry included several large 
factories with n1odern equiptnent, it was generally dispersed 
into "industrial crutnbs," sn1all fatnily finns lacking ntodern 
n1achinery _and organization; their prirnitive equiptnent and ig
norance o~ rnethods of rationalization prevented cost-cutting 
tneasures.h

1 
Often when these small and uneconon1ical units 

dosed down, another industrialist would buy their old machin
ery at bargain prices to employ it again. Production was rarely 
standardized or specialized, and a seerningly infinite nutnber of 
producers Inanufactured a wide variety of products. Many tex-
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tile linns could perf(um only one process, for instance weaving; 
they were f(>rced to give their fabric to other, equally srnall, 
firms for staining or dyeing. This entailed expensive and slow 
production. Fierce con1petition among large numbers of finns 
kept pro(its and wages low and also hindered modernization 
and rationalization of the industry. When the post-193~l eco
nontic crisis decreased consumption and increased unetnploy
ment, the Generalitat took steps in 1936 to prevent overpro
duction by lirniting factory expansion and growth.n2 rrhe 
Generalitat's solution obviously did not provide a long-term an
swer to the problents of an industry characterized by undcrcon
centration and undercapitalization. 

Metallurgy was plagued by similar problems. In the tnid-
1930s most of the Barcelonan rnetallurgical industries' thirty
live thousand workers were dispersed into tiny con1panies and 
workshops that averaged fewer than fifty workers per firm 
and often depended on ((>reign technicians and technology. 
As in the rest of Spain, metalworking did not propel the region 
toward self-sustained industrial growth. Even exceptionally 
large enterprises in this sector were industrially backward. The 
pride of Ban:elona's rnechanical construction, the Maquinista 
Terrestrc y Maritirna, with over one thousand workers, macle 
locornotives and railroad cars. Thus well into the twentieth 
century its production centered on the railroad, originaHy a 
nineteenth-century industry. The Maquinista did not export 
significantly; its main customer was the Spanish governn1ent, 
frorn which it constantly demanded protective tariffs against 
foreign contpetition.(i.:\ 

It is important to note that by 1936 Spain had not devc~loped 
a substantial motor-vehicle industry. Many Spanish autotnak
ers, discouraged by the poor market of the peninsula, had left 
Spain for the more favorable comrnercial climate of France. 
For example, Hispano-Suiza, founded in Barcelona with Span
ish capital and workers, tnoved the tnajority of its ope•·ations 
from its native city to the larger Paris tnarket before the First 
World War.n1 Most auton1otive factories in Spain failed in 
the 1920s, and in the 1930s only a handful continued to pro
duce vehicles.65 In 1935 Spain imported over 95 percent of its 
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autcnnobiles.nH In contrast to France and even to Italy, a coun
try which also had a limited national market, ncit her Spain 
nor Catalonia succeeded in establishing a powerful autonaotive 
industry. 

rrhe aviation industry was as weak as the autornotive. ScHue 
s1nall planes were built in Barcelona in the 1930s, but the indus
try was far from complete or independent. Here also the Inar
ket was dominated by foreigners, as a consequence of Spanish 
industrial backwardness.67 Prior to the civil war, with the excep
tion of motors, Spain made only obsolete aviation components 
with foreign patents and licenses. Both observers and combat
ants often rernarkcd on the do1nination of foreign equiprnent 
in aviation and weaponry during the civil war. 

In this bleak portrait of Catalan and Barcelonan industrial 
dcveloprnent, the electrical industry with twelve thousand 
workers in Catalonia seems at first glance exceptional. The 
growth of this industry had been rapid after World War I; in 
the 1930s Catalonia reported that its level of electrical con
sunlption per inhabitant was comparable to that in England 
and France. Despite this claim, the Catalan electrical industry 
lagged considerably behind the French. With 612 different en
terprises in Catalonia and Barcelona, the electrical industry 
lacked the concentration that characterized its French counter
part; competition between these "industrial crumbs" produced 
une<:onomical a.nd unnecessary duplication. The Catalan in
dustry lacked standardization, and flnns often hacl suhstat ions 
for electrical transfonnation and distribution that produced 
energy with diverse characteristics.<iH In contrast to the Parisian 
electrical industry, which had standardized and unified diverse 
companies around the beginning of World War I, the electrical 
industry in Barcelona rernained a hodgepodge of srnall, often 
obsolete, power plants and distribution centers. 

As in other modern sectors, the largest electrical con1panies 
were ruled by foreign capital and technology.'m A certain Pear
son, an American, had promoted hydroelectric development in 
Catalonia; Belgian and English capital were also involved in this 
branch. Spain was not economically healthy enough to wrest 
control fronl the foreigners. rrhe rnanufacture of electrical 
equiptnent was particularly retrograde, and the most impor-
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tant 1nanufacturers were also foreign. Once more, the srnallness 
of the Catalan firms producing electrical equiptnent kept their 
pr·iccs high and placed thcrn in an uncompctitivc posit ion. rvtost 
of the cmnpanies 1nade dotnestic, not industrial, products stu.:h 
as radios, lamps, and small appliances.70 

Like the electrical, aviation, and automotive industries, the 
chen1ical industry depended on foreigners, and Catalan firms 
were relatively backward. l'he statistics available on sixty-nine 
chemical finns in Barcelona indicate that nineteen (inns had 
between one and ten workers; thirty-five firms had fron1 eleven 
to fifty workers; eight had between fifty and one hundred work
ers; and only six etnployed between one hundred and five hun
dred workers.71 The most itnportant exception, the Cros Com
pany with about two thousand workers in branches in rnany 
Spanish cities, was linked to English capital; it rnonopolizcd 
Spanish fertilizer production before the Revolution. Although 
the output of fenilizers grew significantly in the first third of 
the twentieth century, Spanish production was insullicicnt to 
supply the country's needs.72 Spain imported well over one 
hundred thousand tons of fertilizers per year from France, It
aly, and Gennany. 

In urban transportation, Barcelona's rnctro was "the pn,duct 
of private initiative of little ambition" con1pared to the one in 
Paris, where "the metropolitan network had been a great and 
den1ocratic tnunicipal pn~ject."73 Port facilities stagnated dur
ing the 1930s, and in 1934 the number of tons handled by the 
port of Barcelona was only slightly higher than in 1913. In 1932 
Barcelona, the greatest port in Spain, handled less tonnage 
than Cherbourg, the third largest port in France.74 l'he port 
was in the hands of those who displayed "a suicidal indilfer
encc"; its high costs discouraged ships from docking thcrc.n·, 
rfhe Catalan presence on the seas had disappeared, and one ex
pert recomrnended establishing a new shipping and passenger 
line with aid from the state, which would prohibit the purchase 
of vessels Lwo years or older (since Spanish and Catalan compa
nies had the habit of acquiring leftover ships from ports in 
northern and central Europe). In Spain itself, no ships were 
suitable for the new line, and the Catalan shipbuilding industry 
was tenned completely decadent and abandoned. Political in-
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fluence in Madrid, not efficiency or sound shipping practice, 
was necessary to obtain governmental contracts, and the direc
tors of railroad and rnaritime cornpanies that received state 
subsidies were often political appointees who had little concern 
for competent management. 76 

In contrast to France and, as will be seen, particularly the Pa
risian region, Barcelona did not develop major industries, such 
as motor vehicles and aviation, which were connected with the 
second industrial revolution. In religion, the city's capitalist 
elite generally supported the Church, and in politics, the mili
tat·y. How the situation in Barcelona allectcd the everyday life 
of Catalan workers and the ideology of the organizations t~at 
claimed to represent the working class is the subject of the next 
chapter. 

2 
ANARCHOSYNDICALIST 

IDEOLOGY 

rrhe weakness of the Catalan bourgeoisie and the consequent 
economic and social situation in Barcelona favored the growth 
and tenacity of anarchosyndicalism. Analyses of thi~ ideology
which l broadly define as including those anardusts who be
lieved that the union would be the basis of the future society, 
those anarchists who merely accepted the sindicato as one orga
nization among several that would participate in the revolu
tion, and also revolutionary syndicalists, n1ost of whom were 
influenced by anarchist theoreticians-have often been clouded 
by n1isunderstandings and polemics. 1 Some historians have 
concentrated on its antistatism and have thereby overetnpha
sized its utopianisn1 or ruillenarianisrn. 2 One has underlined 
anarchosyndicalism's intense "hostility to industrial life," _its ha
tred of the "constraints of organization," and its "hatred for the 
present": "Syndicalism could be a roaring success where, as ~n 
Catalonia, ex-peasants, already aggrieved by rural hanJslup 
and injustice, were newly exposed t~ industry and lookec~ to an 
idealized past."3 Not only academics but ~lso revoluuon~ry 
Marxists have used this sociological explanation to charactcnze 
anarchosyndicalism in Catalonia: 

The Andalusian peasant has given our anarchist movement its spir
itual constitution. The simplicity of the village vision has dom~
nated it totally. For our anarchists, the only problem to resolve as 
that of the prison and the Guardia civil. . 

This is the essential. The rest remains in a nebulous and mcoher
ent state .... The Catalan proletariat, to whom history has given 
the critical responsibility of being the most important age_nt of the 
social transformation of Spain, has not been able to form us prole-

37 
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tarian consciousness because of the constant peasant emigration 
from Spain to Catalonia.4 

rrhe sociological explanation, however, with its characteriza
tion of anarchosyndicalistn as anti-industrial and backward
looking, deforms the nature of this ideology and anisrepresents 
the actions of the Catalan workers. While son1e laborers from 
Andalusia were involved in violent incidents against the 
Guardia civil and foren1en, others accepted work at wages be
low the union scale and acted as strikebreakers. In Barcelona 
during the 1930s, only approximately one-third of the workers 
were non-Catalans. Not all of these non-Catalans were peasants 
fron1 Andalusia or elsewhere;5 many were experienced indus
trial workers fron1 other urban areas of Spain. ()ther working 
classes-the French or the German, for example-were par
tially nnnposed of former peasants, but their sociological conl
posit ion cannot explain French anarchosyndicalistn or, l(>r that 
tnaucr, the lack of anarchosyndicalistn in Genuany. Anan~ho
syndicalistn had finn roots in Barcelona, not because of the sup
posed non-Catalan origins of Barcelonan workers nor because 
of its alleged anti-industrialisn1, but because it articulated the 
desires of an irnportant ruinority of discontented wot·kcrs who 
were frustrated by social, economic, and political conditions in 
their country and city. Thus it was not tnillenarianistn that un
derlay anarchosyndicalism but, on the contrary, a rational reac
t ion to the relative poverty and misery of Spanish workers. 'J'his 
rational response constituted both the strength and, as we shall 
see, the weakness of anarchosyndicalism. 

In Spain in general and Barcelona in particular, salaries, 
health, and education were often below Western European 
norn1s. Just before World War I, Spain had the lowest salaries in 
Western Europe (Portugal excepted)!; A French consular ob
server noted that abnonnally low salaries and tariff protection 
were the reasons for the survival of Catalan industry. Even 
though 65 percent of its budget was spent on food, a Barcelo
nan working-class family in the 1930s ate little meat or butter.7 

Only tnarginal progress had been made since 1914. By con•par
ison, in 1936 the family of an employed working-class Parisian 
spent 55 percent of its income on food (and that of an unem
ployed worker spent 64 pecent of its budget. on ((,od). 
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Sanitary conditions still left much to be desired, ~ven tho~gh 
Spanish public health irnp.roved ~o?siderably dunn.g .the fust 
third of the century.8 Available, 1f tnco1nplete, statistics sho~v 
persistent differences between Spanish and French pubhc 
health. In 1936, 109 per I ,000 Spanish children, compared to 
72 per 1,000 in France, died before they reached their ftrst 
birthday.9 In proportion to population, durin?. the early 1930s 
Spain had twice as rnany deat~s fror_n bronchtlls. and pneunl~
nia. In 1935 the anortality rate 1n Pans for these daseases was .89 
per 1,000 compared to 2.58 per 1,000 in Barcelona. Deaths 
from scarlet fever and measles were proportionally almost four 
ti 1nes higher in Spain. Again, in proportion to population, Ba.r
<:elona reported twice as many deaths fr~>nl tneasles. a~ Pans. 
Much higher mortality caused by n1easles ts charactcnst u:, ev~n 
today, of underdeveloped nations. In the early 1930s typhoad 
fever, which was linked to a contaminated water supply and 
poor hygiene, was ahnost four tirnes rnore lethal ~n Spain than 
in France. In 1935 Barcelona declared 17 typhoad deaths per 
100,000 inhabitants compared to 2 per 100,000 in Paris. On.ly 
cancer and tuberculosis were consistently anore prevalent 111 

Fr·a1u:c and in Paris. In 1930 a French wornan could expect to 
live 5Y years and a French n1an 55.9, bt~t a Spanish wo1~1an only 
53.8 years and a Spanish 1nale 51. Spantards had one of the low-

. · "l E W t E 10 
est life expectancies tn e1t 1er astern or es ern urol?e. . 

Accident and unetnploytnent insurance were less avatlahle Ill 
Barcelona than in Paris during the 1930s. Jobless Spanish wage 
earners "were completely abandoned to their fate," partic~larly 
in light of the shortage of hospitals and lack of health tnst~r
ance. 11 In 1932 only 25,261 received unen1ploy1nent bencl.tts 
frotn the Caja nacional contra el paro forzoso. In France, w1th 
an active population approximately 2.6 ti1~es large~, 312,8~4 
unetnployed workers received some sort of state as~tstan.ce an 
December 1933. 12 With a national population not quite twace as 
large as the Spanish, French hospitals and hospices a.cconuno
dated rnore than four times the number of patients. I.'\ In 1933 
Parisian hospitals and hospices admitted ten times n1ore patients 
in a population three times larger than Barcelona's. 

In Dece1nber 1933 both the partial and complete unctnploy
tnent in Spain totaled 618,94 7. Spanish joblessness during the 
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Second Republic usually reflected structural, not mornentary, 
econornic difficulties, and many of the jobless were farrn or 
<:onstruction workers. Unen1ployrnent increased throughout 
the 1930s in Spain in part because the possibilities of ernigra
t ion, a safety valve for the poor of certain regions, were re
chaced. ·rhe rnore advanced nations, such as France, which were 
adversely afrected by the depression, discouraged new irnnii
gration and encouraged foreigners to return horne. ·rhe Span
ish and Catalan economy had difficulty providing jobs for re
turning nationals. 

With nurnerically unimportant exceptions, education for 
workers was either lacking or controlled by the Catholic church 
until the advent of the Second Republic. 14 rfhe level of illiteracy 
in Spain and the number of priests per capita were among the 
highest in Western Europe, rnatched only by Portugal, the Bal
kan countries, and Latin America. 15 Although the percentage 
of illiterates certainly declined in the first third of the twentieth 
ccnlu1·y, absolute 1nnnhers of illiterates remaiued stahle. w A •·c
ccnt study has noted that in 1930 33 percent of the Spanish 
population was illiterate; another has stated 40 percent, and an 
older source estimates 45.46 percent. 17 In 1930, 60 pen:ent of 
Spanish children did not attend school. JH Even in 1934 the 
nurnber of children of school age who were literate was hardly 
greater than the number who were not. 

Guillenno Graell, the head of the Fornento, wrote in 1917 
that 60 percent of the Spanish population could not read or 
write, although in Barcelona the percentage was 41 percent. 19 

In November 1922 the Fomento noted that "perhaps the rna-
jority" of workers was illiterate and therefore uninterested in 
printed docurnents.~0 Estimates vary, but in the 1930s Barce
lona had an illiteracy rate of at least 22.3 percent.~• In 1936thc 
pen:entagc of chii~Jren in Catalonia who did not attend school 
rose to 36 percent. ~2 A Catalan glass worker, Juan Peiro, who 
was to becorne the CNT Minister of Industry in the govern
rnent of Largo Caballero, learned how to read and write in a 
Barcelonan prison at age twenty-two.~=-~ Prison seems to have 
been the university of many other anarchosyndicalist militants. 
~1any working-class children were unable to attend classes be
cause they had to work at an early age; others were discouraged 
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by prohibitive costs, because the state gave little support to edu
cation. Spain spent 1.5 pesetas per year per inhabitant on edu
cation, whereas France spent what arnounted to 5.6 pesetas, 
or almost four times as n1uch. 24 Spanish technical education 
was insufficient, with only I ,527 students in both state and 
Catholic technical schools in 1935. In contrast, France was 
training 40,000 technical students in I 940. 

·rhe higher illiteracy, lower health standards, and weak econ
only must be taken into account in any evaluation of revolution
ary ideologies in Catalonia. In Barcelona, revolutionary ideol
ogy took the forrn of anarchosyndicalism and not of Marxisrn, 
which workers identified with "reformism," that is, participa
tion in parliarnent and collaboration with the hated bourgeoi
sie. Before World War I a French observer noted the "rnodera
tion and restraint" of Spanish Socialists, who were l\1arxists, and 
remarked that their "leaders became collaborators in the work 
of practical refonns realized by the state."~!i After the First 
Worl(l War·, the Socialists and their union, ue·r (Unic'u• general 
de trabajadores), continued to cooperate with the governrnent; 
the dictator, Primo de Rivera, even appointed Largo Caballero, 
the head of the UGl: as state counselor. Largo Caballero used 
his position to strengthen the UGT while the CN'l' (Confcdera
cion nacional de trabajadores) was outlawed by the govenunent. 
Within the Second Republic, Socialists occupied irnportant 
rninistrics during the first bienio ( 1931-1933) and afler the vic
tory of the Popular Front. 

rrhe anarchosyndicalists' rejection, in principle if not always 
in practice, of collaboration with state and bourgeoisie as well 
as their criticism of Socialist reformisrn should not be disrnissed 
too quickly as irrational or illogical. As we have seen, the bour
geoisie in Spain and Uarcelona was less frequently the progres
sive elite that it was in France. Cooperation with the Spanish 
state, which often responded with repression to social problems 
and workers' agitation, was clearly unpopular arnong rnilitant 
sections of the proletariat.~n The neutrality of the state was, to 
say the least, questionable when, as has been shown, industrial
ists directly subsidized the low-paid Guardia civil. rrherefore, 
anarchist and anarchosyndicalist strength among groups of 
Spanish and Barcelonan workers should not be seen as a result 
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of the imn1aturity of workers or their nostalgia for a rural uto
pia but as a revolutionary response to a society where repres
sion and direct recourse to military rule were frequent. 

Until recently, historians have stressed the antistatist charac
ter and the political thought of anarchosyndicalisrn and have 
therefore ignored its economic doctrines. Although rnany anar
chosyndicalists wished to abolish the state or radically reduce its 
functions, they were not opposed to econornic organization and 
coordination. In fact, they favored a strong union as the basis of 
both the revolution and the future society. If anarchosyndical
ists desired dernocratic control of the factories by the workers 
thernselves, they by no means opposed industry, science, or 
progress in general. Indeed, few were more fervent believers in 
progress and production than Spanish anarchosynclicalists; 
they criticized their bourgeoisie because of its inability to de
velop the productive forces. 27 

By glorifying labor as emancipatory, the don1inant forms of 
anarchis1n and, later, anarchosyndicalis1n led not only to the ac
ceptance of industrialization but also to its active pnnnotion. In 
1872 the regional conference of the First International in Za
ragoza asked, .. How can women be free?" and responded to 
its own question, .. through nothing but work."2

H In 1910 the 
fcnu1ding congress of the anarchosyndicalist CN'r again es
poused the idea, which became common among many sectors 
of the Left, that worn en were to be liberated by labor. In the tex
tile industry, where women often received half the wages of 
rnen, the Barcelonan union advocated equal pay for equal work 
and elin1ination of the double exploitation of women at horne 
and at the workplace. The union, whose leadership was exclu
sively male in a branch where women composed the m~jority, 
believed that the "liberation (redencion moral) of wornen, who 
are today subordinated to their husbands, rnust be brought 
about by work, which will make them equal to men."2~• 

Anarchosyndicalism called on workers in their unions to take 
over the means of production and,just as ianportant, to develop 
thean. 'fhe French thinker Georges Sorel articulated certain 
ideas comrnon to European and Spanish anarchosyndicalisn1. 
Although Sorelisn1 in France was limited to small groups of in
tellectuals, it nevertheless expressed .. certain tendencies of rev
olutionary syndicalism."30 Probably referring to CN'f n1ilitants, 
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a prorninent Catalan industrialist asserted ~hat "our '":or~ers 
are rnore likely to accept the ideas of revolutaonary syndtcahsm 
of Sorel and Labriola." Sorel, who rejected what he considered 
the bourgeois notion of progress, nevertheless believed that 
true progress existed in the workshop and in production: 

Revolutionary syndicalism is the greatest educational force that 
contemporary society has in order to prepare the work of the fu
ture. The free producer in a progressive workshop must never· ~val
uate his own efforts by any external standard; he ought to consader 
the models given him as inferior and strive to surpass everytl_ting 
that has been done before. Thus, the constant improvetnent of the 
quantity and quality of production will always be assure~; tl~e i(~ea 
of continual progress will be realized in a workshop of tlus kmd:"' 

Sorel also criticized the French bourgeoisie for what he con
sidered its failure to develop the productive forces, and he faith
fully expressed the productivism that was common to both an
archosyndicalist intellectuals and militants. In 1906 in a sl?ec~h 
bef(>re one hundred striking comrades, an anarchosyndtcahst 
carpenter, Leon Jamin of th~ French federation, C?! <~.r Con
federation generale du travatl), attacked the "parastusn~ of the 
bourgeoisie and defended modern methods of production: 

I am a fervent supporter of machinery everywhere it can be 
used .... To install machines everywhere will make the final work 
of the social revolution easier. The only practical way to dispense 
with the middlemen, the employers, who are between the produc
ers and consumers, is first to participate in your union in order to 
be able, Iacer, without striking a hlow, to take over the means of 

. 12 modern production.· 

rrhe CGT carpenter concluded that exploitation would not 
cease until the union realized "scientific organization at work." 

.Jarnin was not the only French anarchosyndicalist .t<~ endorse 
scientific organization at work. Even such a harsh cnuc of Tay
lorisan as Etnile Pouget, a CG'f leader, approved the principle 
of scientific organization of the factory. What Pouget objected 
to in his pa1nphlet, L' organisation du surmenage: Le systeme Taylor, 
was laylor's pseudoscientific method, which exhausted workers 
both physically and 1nentally. According to the CGT leader, in 
rraylor's systean "at all times the scientific point of view, the ra-
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tional organization of work becomes ... secondary, and the pri
rnary o~jective is ... to force workers to overwork."33 Pouget 
uncritically approved the system of two American pioneers of 
scientific organization of work, Frank and Lillian Gilbreth, 
who, according to the French anarchosyndicalist, wanted only 
to ntake work easier and rnore eflicient through the elirnination 
of "useless" rnovements and the "simplification" of the work 
process. 34 According to one historian of work organization, the 
Gilbreths had studied the causes of workers' rnotivation and 
sought ways to reduce workers' fatigue. 35 l,hey were in the 
avant-garde of the n1oven1ent to wed industrial psychology to 
scientific rnanagement and to secure the "consent" and "con
tentrnent" of workers. In addition, the Gilbreths, unlike Taylor, 
accepted labor unions. Pouget was able to achnire the Gilhrcths' 
work since he shared with thent a faith in the ability of the sci
ent iflc organization of labor to bring about, under the proper 
drcur11staru:es, progress in production and the rec:onciliation of 
workers to their· jobs. 

Whereas in France anarchosyndicalisrn gradually faded in 
the f1rst two decades of the twentieth century, in Spain anarcho
syndicalisrn grew even after World War I. During the war the 
Catalan bourgeoisie refused to break its alliance with conserva
tive and traditionalist politicians, and the atternpt to rnake a 
democratic revolution and establish a republic in 1917 failed 
aniserably. 1 n addition, wartirne inflation and the iinmedi
ate postwar econoanic crisis fueled working-dass discontent 
throughout Spain, particularly in Barcelona, where violent 
strikes brought brutal state repression. An atmosphere of class 
hatred reigned in the Catalan capital, and syndicalist terrorisrn 
battled counterterrorism by the state and ernployers, result
ing in 809 major felonies (delitos sociales) between 1917 and 
1922.:-\fi Revol~ing around the CN't: the anan:hosyndicalist 
nrovernent grew in response to the clirnate of violence and eco
nornic crisis, and of disappointment after the failed revolution 
of 1917. 

Within the working-class movement, those anarchists who 
believed that the union would be the basis of the future society 
of libertarian comrnunism gained ground over other anarchists 
who held a more individualist position or who considered that 
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the building blocks of the new society would be the nnanicipali
ties or the cornmunes of the countryside.37 The anarchosyndi
calists regarded the union-which, of course, totally depended 
on the existence of the workplace and wage labor itself-as the 
organizational foundation of libertarian communism. ~rheir at
titude reflected the growing acceptance of industrialization 
arnong libertarian ntilitants, although, it should be noted, histo
rians have often exaggerated the anarchists' hostility to the rna-
chine age. 

Diego Aba~ de Santillan, a leader and theoretician who later 
represented the CNT in the Generalitat during the Revolution, 
exernplified the shifts in Spanish anarchosyndicalist ideology. 
Santillan had favored the rural rnunicipality and opposed the 
doanination of the sirulicato (union) in the anarchist rnovc1ncnt 
but became one of the most ardent defenders of the Jimlirato 
as the basis for the revolution. He also shifted hoan being a 
zealous <Titic of capitalist technology and organization of work 
to being their enthusiastic supporter. In 1931 he could write, 
"Modern industrialism, in the manner of Ford, is pure fascism, 
legitirnate despotism. In the great rationalized factories the in
dividual is nothing, the rnachine is everything. Those of us who 
love freedom are not only enemies of statist fascisan but also of 
economic fascisrn.":-\H Yet two years later, in 1933, Santill<in de
scribed modern industry as a source of pride for the hurnan 
race since it had led to the domination of nature. He noted 
approvingly that Taylorization had eliminated the "unproduc
tive ntoveJnents of the individual" and had increased "his pro-
ductivity": 

It is not necessary to destroy the present technical organization of 
capitalist society, but we must make use of it. 

The Revolution will end private ownership of the factory, hut if 
the factory must exist and, in our opinion, improve, it is nen·ssary 
to know how it operates. The fact that it becomes social property 
does not change Lhe essence of production or the method of pro
duction. The distribution of production will change and become 
more equitable. 

Santillan's abrupt shift was perhaps induced by the Depression, 
which led many militants, including some who were more anar-
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chist than syndicalist, to conclude that the fall of capitalisn1 was 
inevitable and that they must be able to manage the economic 
transition to libertarian communism.39 

Like many other libertarian militants, the CNT leader un
derlined the necessity of elilninating "parasitisrn" and of pro
viding work for all. Work would be both a right and a duty in 
revolutionary society, and he approved the old saying, '"rhose 
who do not work, do not eat: 

In the factory we are not seeking friendship .... In the factory 
what interests us above all is that our fellow worker knows his job 
and does it without complications because of his inexperience or 
ignorance of the functioning of the whole. 

Salvation is in work, and the day will come when workers want it 
r salvation]. The anarchists, the only tendency which does not seek 
to live at the expense of others, fight for that day. 

lie rnade it clear that in libertarian cotnrnunisrn the producer 
would replace the citizen. 

Santillan, a 1ne1nber of the radical Federaci6n anarquista 
iberica (FAI), which often controlled key positions within the 
CN'r, was not alone in his support of work, modern technology, 
and the union as the seeds of the new society .. More moderate 
and rnore refonnist members of the CN'f also advocated rnost 
of the faista 's goals. Angel Pestana, a leader of the trentir;tas (the 
anti:faista moderates of the CNT), called for a reorganization by 
the union to irnprove both production and consun1ption.4u 
~farin Civera, who attempted to synthesize Marxism and anar
chosyndicalism in his review, Orto, confirmed that sindicalismo 
"revered technology, welcomed it with jubilation and cherished 
it as the greatest part of its dream."41 Civera, whose journal 
published contributions fro1n many prorninent CN'f leaders, 
favored big unions to compet.e with capitalist trusts. For.J uan Lo
pez, another CN'"r 1noderate, the union should take control of 
production frorn the e1nployers and ilnpose "order and 1noral 
discipline" on the shop floor. 42 According to Lopez, the unions 
would intensify production and surpass the technical level of 
capitalism. Technical commissions would run each industry, in 
accordance with the popular will. 

Even venerable CNT members like Issac Puente who down-' ' 

graded the importance of the union in favor of the Jnunicipalit.y 
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or the commune, nevertheless stressed their faith in technolog
ical progress and production. For these rural-oriented anar
chists, everyone had the obligation to produce: "All ci.tizens will 
become equal in the single category of producers."

43 
Another 

militant who was close to Puente asserted that "life would be so 
beautiful if everyone worked" so that eventually the "produc
ers" could labor less.44 Like the anarchosyndicalists, these an
archists asserted that in the revolution the "identity card of 
the producer," issued by the union, would be necessary to ob
tain any rights at all. '"fheir goal was to eli1ninate "parasites," 
"idlers," and "good-for-nothings." In May 1936, severaltnonths 
before the outbreak of war and revolution, the CNT celebrated 
its congress at Zaragoza where it recognized the "producer" as 
the basic unit of libertarian communism.

45 

Foreign anarchosyndicalists, who were influential within the 
CNT, also emphasized the virtues of work, technology, and in
dustrial denu>eracy. Christian Cornelissen, the Dutch anar
chosyndicalist whose Libertarian Communism and the Transitional 
Regime was translated into Spanish in 1936, pleaded for a liber
tarian communism that would be "modern" and represent 
"technical progress."4n He feared that if anarchosyndicalists 
were not "progressive" and did not ally with technicians and sd
entists, they would fail as others had in the Russian Revolution 
and the Italian factory occupations. Unlike many anarchosyndi
calists who believed that the state would be replaced by the 
union and econo1nic coordinating councils, Cornelissen adrnit
ted that the state would not completely disappear in the future 
society but would be organized den1ocratically, "fr<Hll the bot
lorn up." Ahhough Cornelissen accepted the dornination of 
smaller enterprises in certain sectors, he also attacked numer
ous co1nradcs who criticized big industry. He favored the exten
sion of the Spanish road network and the use of autornohilcs to 
integrate more fully the regions of the peninsula.

17 

The works of Pierre Besnard, secretary of the Anarchist In
ternational and head of the French anarchosyndicalist union in 
the 1930s, exerted a "great influence" over the CNT leader
ship. 48 Besnard argued that "the period of revolutionary ro
manticism was over" and that a "constructive plan" of revolu
tion must be elaborated.49 He termed "labor, technology, and 
science" the "constru<:tive forces of the revolution"; the future 
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society, fron1 which the state and "all authority" would he conl
pletely elirninated, would be based on ''the fJroducer or worker" 
(italics in original). "'rhe union," whose "charat:ter was biologi
cal," constituted the "natural grouping of producers and work
ers." urrechnical sections" under union control would study the 
best ways to increase workers' output while dirninishing their 
workweek and fatigue. A "work card" containing the number of 
hours they worked would permit their consurnption of goods, 
which the commune would largely organize. Consumption, 
which Besnard claimed was not as "creative" as production, 
would also be rationalized; for exa~nple, bakeries that used the 
"1nost n1odern techniques" would produce "on a great scale" to 
avoid long queues that wasted a "great deal of worktime." In 
other services, the revolution would turn "ill-ternpered and 
peevish" ernployees into "lively and conscientious" workers. 

At:cording to Besnard, the comrnune would also take charge 
of education, to follow the plan sketched in IH7fi hy the anar
<:hist, Janws (;uillauJne. A f(>llower of Bakunin, (;uillaulne en
visaged a perpetual work study progratn that would begin in 
childhood and continue through adulthood: 

At the same time that the child develops his body and acquires 
knowledge, he will learn how to be a rn·mhacer .... As a young man 
of sixteen or seventeen ... he will have learned a skill and there
fore will join the ranks of useful producers so that he can work to 
pay hack society for having educated him.rw 

Foreshadowing the Maoist period in China, professors would 
double "as producers who perform manual labor." Although 
Besnard envisaged the long-term possibility of liberating pro
ducers from the "servitude of work," the immediate goal of his 
social revolution was "to organize production" to allow all "to 
live and work freely." 

Gaston Leval, another French anarchosyndicalist who was in
fluential in both the CNT and the FAI, wanted the econon1y of 
the future society to be organized with the consent of the masses 
but believed that technicians should have i1nportant "regulat
ing functions": 51 "Anarchisrn has always envisaged the func
tional organization of econornic activities .... Industry must be 
directed, administered, and guided by industrial workers and 
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their technicians."r'2 For Leval, the fundan1ental link an1ong 
htnnan beings was work.5 :' l-Ie wanted to prornote total intcnle
pcndencc a.nd ccon~>mic unity ~1no:~~ re~i~>ns ant~ criti(·izcd 
"the absurdity of regtonal patnottsm. · It as tnterestang to note 
that Leval, Besnard, and Cornelissen were much more influen
tial in the Spanish working-class movement than in their native 
countries, where anarchosyndicalism continued to die slowly. 

l~he revolutionary productivism of Spanish anarchosyndical
ists was probably reinforced by the relatively backward state of 
Spanish industry and agriculture. Their fervent anticlericalis1n 
rnay likewise have becon1e more deeply rooted in reaction to the 
upper classes' strong links to the Church. For many workers, 
only a revolution could elirninate the "parasitic" Church, whose 
priests were exetnpted from rnilitary service and, they clairned, 
fnnn productive labor. Anarchosyndicalists linked the Chun:h 
to an economy controlled by "rentiers, hoarders, speculators, 
and dealers," an econon1y that favored mediocrity and perse
cuted inlelligcnce.55 According to one CNT leader, "the lack of 
culture and the destitution of the Iberian people" were "rooted 
in the Church."56 The CNT even blamed the "meanness" 
(mezquinidad) of its class enemy on the Church's influence. A lib
ertarian historian of Portuguese origins viewed the Inquisition 
as the "defeat of the worker by the warrior, the builder by the 
destroyer." Many rank-and-f11e workers shared the anarchosyn
dicalist militants' intense dislike of the Church; one right-wing 
Frenchman observed a marked anticlericalism and dechristian
ization among workers in Barcelona when he visited that city 
before World War 1.57 

Tb break Catholic control of education and to end illiteracy, 
anarchists and anarchosyndicalists demanded that escuelas racio
nalistas he initiated by unions and workers' organizations. Span
ish anarchosyndicalists picked up the banner of science and 
progress, which, they thought, most of their bourgeoisie had 
dropped. Ansehno Lorenzo, a prominent anarchist rnilitant, 
denounced the bourgeoisie for turning its back on progress and 
praised the rationalist "Modern School" for teaching the laws of 
evolution and for freeing education from "mysticism, meta
physics, and legend."5

K Libertarians attempted to provid~ a sec
ular, positivist education for the illiterate urban masses. 

59 
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Diego Abad de Santillan's Economic Organism of the Revolution 
provided one of the most influential outlines of anarchosyndi
calist plans for modernization. l'he book, which first appeared 
in March 1936, a few months before the outbreak of the civil 
war, was republished twice during the conflict and prefigured 
tnany of the industrial progran1s of the CNrr during the Rev
olution. Santillan began his essay with a critique of capitalisn1, 
which he believed had failed to dorninate nature effectively: 
"Capitalisnt does not even exploit [natural] resources. Every
where we observe uncultivated land, unutilized waterfalls, and 
natural resources that are uselessly lost."f)O In addition, capi
talisnl was unable to extract the highest output (rendirniento) 
from its workers. Because Spanish capitalists had not exploited 
the natural resources of the country, foreign businesstnen had 
colonized the nation. Without demanding appropriate conces
sions, the government had permitted the foreigners to becon1e 
the "absolute tnasters" of the peninsula. ·rhe CN'r leader la
rHented that the tendency to live without work had been 
present throughout Spanish history, and he argued that the 
number of Spanish workers-three to four million-should be 
doubled. Leisure, laziness, and parasitisrn were degrading and 
Blust he clirninated. ()t.her liherlarian rnilitanls allackcd the 
Spanish state precisely because, in their· view, it encouraged lhis 
parasitistn. 

According to Santillan, Spain had to accornplish in several 
years what capitalis1n had not achieved in decades; the anarcho
syndicalist rnilitant called for national self-sufliciency in oil, cot
ton, and other raw tnaterials. Agriculture should becorne spe
cialized and modernized as in England, Holland, and France. 
Santillan wanted an an1bitious prograrn 'Of industrialization. 
Railroads, highways, and dams were to be built, and Spain 
needed a potent automobile industry (perhaps on the Arnerican 
model): 

Not so many years ago the automobile was a rarity .... Today it is 
almost a proletarian vehicle, common in our culture, and it must be 
within the reach of all, absolutely all, the inhabitants of a coun
try .... We prefer the Ford factory in which speculation is ended, 
the heahh of the personnel is maintained, and salaries are in
creased. The result is better than a minuscule firm in Barcelona. 
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Not only anarchosyndicalist leaders and theor.ists, such. as 
Santillan, Leval, Cornelissen, and Pestana, recogtuzed Spantsh 
industrial backwardness, but local CNT militants latnentcd the 
failures of the Barcelonan bourgeoisie and wanted to take steps 
to rationalize and modernize their industries. The Barcelonan 
Metallurgiral Union accused the bourgeoisie_ of ntaintaining "a 
series of useless and superfluous industries."h 1 In the inaugural 
issues of the monthly journal of the Catalan Federation o~· Met
allurgy, CN'I' rnilitants deplored the lack of "prog~·ess" 111_ the 
factory and underlined "the rnisery, the la.ck ?f hght, _of hy
giene, the sarne outdated tools, poor organtzauon and nnper
fection of work because of the ineptness and poverty of the 
Spanish metallurgical bourgeoisie, whi<:h was always lagging be
hind the bourgeoisie of other nations."h2 In particular, the Bar
celonan militants criticized the inability of the Spanish indus
trial elite to rnass-produce cars, and they dreatned of the "hot" 
Spanish Gtr of the revolutionary future: "The cute .little car (co
checito) will be constructed ... to shelter two lovebtrds. Its con
struction will take into account the most ntodern advances, ... 
lightning rods, aviation equipment, swimming equipment, ra
dio, fire alarrns and extinguishers." 

The sailors oft he cN·r rebelled against the dccadctKe of l he 
Spanish merchant 1narinc. According to the militants, Sp;~\~1 
had never acquired a n1odern fleet because of greedy pohll
cians, corrupt bureaucrats, and visionless shipo~ners. who pur
chased "old ~junks' frorn the flea markets of foretgn co~n
tries ... receiving big allowances from the state for servaces 
totally foreign to any national interest."

63 
Sin1i.larly, sh.ipb~•i.ld

ers had never really been interested in productng but tn hvmg 
oil governmental subsidies and political influence. ·rhus the 
Spanish merchant marine was filled with vessels that other na
tions had discarded after World War I. In sum, "our fleet n1eans 
economic ruin for the state, a moral and material torture f(n 
the workers, and a shame for the Spanish people, while the 
shipowning vultures get rich on governmental subsidies for 
navigation, construction, and reparation."

64 .Accordin~ to t.h.e 
1nilitants, Spanish shipping was therefore su~Jected to humth
ating control" by foreigners who managed two-thirds to three
quarters of commercial traffic from 1900 to 1936. 



52 Anarclw.syndicalist Ideology 

CN'r construction workers also criticized the bourgeoisie for 
lacking initiative, and they charged that its incessant. specula
tion and its failure to construct new housing had boosted rents 
for 1nany Harcclonan workers with scant resources.6 :, To rem
edy the "old Spanish vice of laziness," the construction rnilitants 
proposed the building of new lodgings that would provide fresh 
air, light, and space for tnany who were trapped in unhealthy, 
dark, stnelly, and ovedy dense apartn1ents in the middle of the 
city. CNrr rnilitants were highly influenced by the urbanism of 
Le Corbusier, the Swiss architect whose ideas for a city of large 
apa.-tn1ent houses and for irnproved autontobile circulation 
were quite popular in the anarchosyndicalist union. Thus, the 
CNrf desired to build a 1nodern and "progressive" city, one they 
asserted the Barcelonan bourgeoisie had never been willing or 
able to construct.nc; 

Like their colleagues in construction and n1etallurgy, the tnil
itanls of other tn<~jor iudustries-textiles, chemicals, and elec
tricity-decried the backwardness of Barcclonan industries and 
<:ailed for concentration of sn1all workshops and factories, rnod
ernization of old plants and equiprnent, standardization of 
parts and products, and rationalization to reduce labor costs 
and increase production. In the textile industry, CN' r tnilitants 
wanted to concentrate stnall firn1s and standardize production 
in order to reduce the number of articles manu(actured.n7 Col
lc.xtivization, that is, workers' control, would decrease needless 
onnpetition, irnprove quality, and augrnent needed exports. It 
should be noted that the CNT was not alone in its desir·e to ra
tionalize industries in textiles and other sectors. l~he POUM 
(Partido obrero de unificaci{>n marxista), a revolutionary Marx
ist party, also demanded "concentration," "rnodernization," 
and "rationalization," and it criticized the Catalan bourgeoisie 
for wasting the windfall profits of World War I. The workers 
must do what the bour·geoisie had failed to accornplish, said 
the fJOumi5ta.'i, who asserted that "the unions and the factory 
are the best schools in theoretical and practical education of 
the working class for the realization of socialis1n."llH rrhe UGT, 
a tninority union in Catalonia that was dose to the Catalan 
Conununist party (PSUC, or Partit socialista unificat de Cata
lunya), called too for the rationalization and standardiza-
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ation of industry. Conununists criticized the dotninance of 
"l(>reign capital" in the "rnost itnportant and thriving sectors" 
and wanted to construct an "independent" and "national" 
econorny. 69 

Activists of working-class organizations demanded the estab
lislunent of technical schools. CNrf and UGrf militants desired 
the creation of educational institutions to produce technicians 
f(>r a large public-works program. Militant sailors attacked the 
lack of educational opportunities in Spain and declared that 
the schools established by employers were insufficient and obso
lete. rrhe m~jority of sailors remained illiterate, and activists 
complained that, unlike English seamen, Spaniards were not 
able to receive training in order to advance through the ranks 
and that only officers' sons could beconle officers. 70 rfhus, in ad
dition to the accusations that the Barcelonan bourgeoisie had 
not developed the means of production, anarchosyndicalist nlil
itants <:hargcd that it had proved incapable of opening careers 
to talent and ability. 

Furthermore, bourgeois weakness pern1itted foreign domi
nation of large sectors of Catalan industry. Like their leaders, 
rank-and-file activists of both the CNT and UGT resented and 
resisted l(>reign control of their industries. Militants in tncwl
lurgy criticized the Spanish bourgeoisie for its subordination to 
English, Atnerican, and Gennan automakers.71 Fully aware of 
the poverty of the national aviation industry, the CN'I' Metal
lurgical Union wanted to "create a powerful air force, capable 
of assuring national independence at all times."72 The Conle
deracion deplored the rninimal development of the chemical in
dustry; the UGT Catalan Chernical Union con1plained that the 
bourgeoisie had left this sector in an "embryonic state."7 :~ Both 
the CNT and UGT noted the advanced state of foreign chemi
cal (Inns and stressed the need for economic liberation of do
mestic industry from the foreigner. 74 During the early years of 
the Second Republic, the Sindicato nacional de tclef(>nos 
charged that the government favored "American interests in
stead of those of our nation."75 CNT telephone workers pro
tested the government's jailing of "honorable comrades" by 
"gurirnen in the pay of Wall Street." CNrf sailors declared plain
tively that even the maps of the Spanish coast were English, al-
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though the activists concluded that English maps were not nec
essarily a handicap since if navigators used Spanish maps, "the 
ships would end up on the rocks."76 

rrhe rnilitants of the electricity and gas industries were par
ticularly sensitive to foreign control, which, as we have seen, 
prevailed in this branch of the Catalan econorny. 'l'he CNrr 
Federation of Water, Gas, and Electrical Workers larnented the 
"bleeding" (.mngria) of the economy caused hy the in1por·ts of 
electrical equiprnent and called for an efl(>rtto rnanufacture the 
material in Catalonia. 77 An account of one of the rnost in1 por
tant strikes in Spanish history, mounted in 1919 against the Bar
celonan power company significantly labeled "La Canadiense," 
showed how CNrf militants fought foreign control of electricity. 
rrhe article appeared in a CNrr puhli<:ation in 19:17 .7H It re
marked that foreigners had developed Spain because the indig
enous bourgeoisie was too lazy and aristocratic; the English 
who rnanaged the con1pany were arrogant and treated the 
Spanish as infcr·ior. In 1919 when the power nnnpany disrnisscd 
seven workers, blue-collar workers joined white-collar workers 
in a strike. Instead of meeting the demands of the workers, the 
government and the Barcelonan bourgeoisie responded with 
repression; the strikers replied by sabotaging power lines and 
transfonners. 79 A general strike ensued, and it again rnet re
pression by government and employers. The official response to 
this strike contributed to the clirnate of terrorisrn and n>unter
terrorism that reigned in Barcelona until the pronunciarniento 
of Primo de Rivera in 1923. 

Confronting what they considered to be a shortsighted and 
visionless class of ernployers, Spanish · anarchosyndicalists 
adopted rnany of the goals that the bourgeoisie in more ad
vanced countries such as France had already accomplished. 
rfhus, anarchosyndicalists desired to develop Spain's productive 
forces to create national self-sufficiency and. a more prosperous 
national market. This economic nationalism of Spanish anar
chosyndicalism has been obscured by the nationalist ideology of 
the Spanish Right and by its own ideology of "proletarian inter
nationalism." Yet, as we have seen, both anarchosyndicalist 
leaders and rnilitants demanded the end of f(neign industrial 
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dcnnination and the strengthening of Spanish, not interna
tional or regional, control of the means of production. 

rrhe anarchosyndicalist ideology of econornic developrnent 
included a democratic political philosophy extended to the 
workplace. rl'he Jneans of production were to be developed with 
the consent-and control-of the workers thernsclves. rrhis ex
tension of democracy to production and faith in the union as 
the agent of revolution distinguished anarchosyndicalist ideol
ogy from some fonns of Marxisrn, particularly bolsh~vi~1n, 
which stressed the priority of the party. Anarchosynd1cahsts 
wanted what is now known as aulogestion, or workers' conlrol in 
the factory. The great majority of anarchosyndicalist theorists 
posited worker-elected democratic. counci~s, to _be coordin~ted 
hy the unions, as the decision-nmk1ng hoches o( the revolution. 
According to Santillan, power would be exercised by the work
ers themselves, who could revoke the council at all tirnes. Local 
and regional councils would be coordinated by the Federal 
Council of the Econorny; it would plan and direct industry and 
agriculture in accordance with instructions from ~lelo~.Hu Issac 
Puente proclaimed, "Technicians and workers united 111 ~ssern
hlies will decide the internal regime of a factory, and the federa
tion of unions will have control of production."H 

1 

Anarchosyndicalist theorists never explored in depth a po
tential conflict between the democratic form of the councils and 
the content of the prograrn for economic rationalization and in
dustrialization. Faced with a choice between workers' participa
tion in production and efticiency in production, sotne libertari
ans did hint at their response: .. Libertarian socialisn1 has never 
refused the right to resist those who can hann collective lifc."K~ 
Anarchosyndicalists would be justified in punishing an individ
ual "who, because of ill will or another motive, would not want 
to yield to the previously agreed-upon discipline." 

According to the French anarchosyndicalist Pierre Besnard, 
special clinics and schools would care for morally and pl~ysical.ly 
"abnonnal" individuals and reeducate them to part1c1pate 111 
everyday life.K3 Santillan noted that "in a regime of organized 
work it is very difficult to live outside of production"; Leval 
warned that a "parasite" could obtain "nothing" during the 
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Revolution.
84 

Even though Pestana advocated industrial decen
tralization, he too wanted "work identity cards" to control slack
ers. Juan Pein)-who, with Pestana, was a leader of the trentis
laJ-comJ_llained that Spain was a "semicolonial country" whose 
people nught need a good dose of repression to rnake the revo
lution succeed. Hr. Another rnilitant asserted that a libertarian 
communist society would not use force on those who did not 
wish to lal>or but would instead treat them as mentally unl>al
a~ced and allow them to wander about as long as they did not 
chst~rb social peace. One visionary advocated, when rnoney was 
abohshed, that "vagrants" be required to have their identity 
car~ls sta1nped by a union official to ensure that they could not 
avo1d work. The 1936 CNT Congress of Zaragoza, which re
united rnoderate trenti'itaJ and rnore extrcrnist.ftti.\·tas, proposed 
popular assernblies to discipline those who "do not fulfill their 
duties either in the moral order or in their functions as 
fJroducn·.'i. "

8
n 'rhe libertarian cornrnunist revolution had an obli

gation: 

[to] seek from every human being his maximum contribution in ac
cordance with the necessities of society .... All useful men will be 
ready to fulfill their duty-which will be transformed into a true 
right when man works freely-by collaborating in the collective.H7 

rrhe prewar CNT congress demanded not rnerely sacrifices but 
also "willing cooperation in the soc:ial reconstructive wor·k that 
everyone will carry out unanirnously." 

'T'he question of what would happen, however, if the workers 
thernselves resisted the anarchosyndicalist desire for rnodern
ization remained unanswered. Would leaders and militants opt 
for dernocracy or production? Before we can understand how 
they handled this problem, we need to exarnine the relation be
tween the CNl~ and Barcelonan workers. 

3 
rfi-IE CNT IN BARCELONA 

The CNT possessed a dual role in Barcelona. First, in the con
text of econon1ic backwardness and political repression, it was a 
revolutionary organization at its inception and-unlike the 
French CGl:_ren1ained revolutionary during the 1930s. Sec
ond, the CNT was a union that, like others, defended the every
day den1ands of its n1ernbers. An examination of the two roles is 
indispensable for understanding the political and social situa
tion that eventually led to revolution in 1936. 

rrhe Conlcderacion nacional de trabajo was born in Barce
lona in 1910, its birth an indication that many anarchists who 
continued to r~ject political parties had temporarily put aside 
terrorist tactics to accept the union as the basis for the libertar
ian revolution. At its origin and throughout rnost of its history, 
the CNT had a very loose and antibureaucratic structure. 1 It 
first built the organization around the Catalan regional Con
federaci<)n and later included other regional confederations, 
coordinated by a national con1mittee. The individual unions 
kept a great deal of autonomy, since the anarchosyndicalist 
CNrr had a horror of overcentralization and consciously tried 
to avoid bureaucracy. The union had very few paid ollicials and 
tninirnal s.trike funds. 

rrhe main weapon of the CNT was to be the insurrectional 
general strike, the day when workers would put down their 
tools and take control of the 1neans of production f ron1 a gov
ernn•ent and bourgeoisie in disarray. It supplernented this goal 
with other fonns of anarchosyndicalist direct action-sabotage, 
boycotts, a virulent antiparliamentarism, and antipolitical 
propaganda.2 From its birth the Confederacion was frec1uently 
declared illegal as the government reacted to strikes, acts of ter
rorism, or other forms of direct action. 
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, ~~ter the First World ~ar, p~~secution of the revolutionary 
CN I often contrasted With ofhCial tolerance of the refonnist 
u~·~~ ·rhe SJ?a~1ish government and, to a lesser extent, capitalist 
eh~es were wiii~ng t~ accept. and sometimes even encourage the 
ex1sten~e of tlus union, which was linked to the Socialist party 
a.nd w!uch generally advocated parliamentarisrn and coopera
tion wuh the state and political parties. Even the CNrr was at 
rnornents, willing to ally with its less revolutionary rival. In Au
gust 19!,~ the C~rr supported a strike initiated by Socialists and 
the U(, I to bnng about a republic. Pro-anarchist historians 
have characterized its demands: 

The strike proved to be entirely political, its demands influenced 
not by. Anarchist ideas but hy those of the Sm:ialist.s. The CNT pro
J?ram Ill Barccloua ... went no fur·t her pol it i<:ally t.han a demand 
fo_r a repu~lic, a militia to replace the professional army, the right 
of la.hor u~uons to veto (not ~nact) laws, divor·ce legislation, the sep
•n·ataon of dntrch and state:" 

Cert~tin of these demands went well beyond the standard Re
publican platform and frightened reformist elites. The Spanish 
stat.e and the Catalan bourgeoisie were unable to enact even the 
rnoder·ate parts of the CNrr prograrn and thereby helped to 
push a la•-ge part of the organized working-class rnove1nent into 
a rnore revolutionary and anti political direction. 4 

Such ina~~~ ion. an<~ tiJnidity of the state and Spanish elites ob
structed refornus1n 111 Barcelona and revealed "the weakness of 
the bourgeoisie as a revolutionary force."5 Historians have 
viewed the failed revolution of 1917 as another example of the 
C~JIIapse of the ·:~ourgeois-liberal revolution" in Spain. ~fhe 
Catalan bourgeors1e, they have argued, wanted a den1ocratic 
revolution that would de-Africanize Spain and render it Euro
pcarl. "l'hc Socialists and, significantly, 1noderate sector·s of the 
CN"r wante? to assist the liberal bourgeois revolution; however, 
when _:work1ng-cla.ss organizations called a general strike to 
usher 111 a repubhc, the Catalan elite becarne frightened and 
consequently abandoned the fight to democratize Spain. In 
•.~)3(), only when the CNT and other working-class organiza
tions took nearly total power-political, econon1ic, rnilitary, 
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and police-did they secure a republic and the separation of 
Church from state and 1nilitary from civilian governn1ent, basic 
features of what was known in the rest of Western Europe as 
the bourgeois revolution. 

According to anarchist historians, the Confederaci6n suf
fered brutal repression following the First World War and the 
failed revolution. 6 From 1919 to 1923, anarchosyndicalist mili
tants were tortured, assassinated, and imprisoned. Police falsely 
charged that "hundreds" of activists had died "atten1pting toes
cape." The cenetistas retaliated by assassinating "intransigent 
bosses, policernen ... the president of the government ... the 
archbishop." According to employers, in Barcelona frorn ap
proxirnately 1911 to 1921, there were 848 victims of class vio
leru:e, of whom 2~0 died and () 18 were ir~iured; another 400 
were assaulted. 7 Most of the victims were workers. In l~)J~)-
1920 the social dirnate deteriorated further because of a short
age of raw rnaterials and food. In an inflationary econornic cli
mate, worke•·s began demanding a guaranteed minirnurn salary 
and striking rnore frequently. According to industrialists. the 
CN'I' gained support through boycotts and threats to force 
wo•·ker·s t.o join 1 he union and through payn•ents extorted from 
businessmen. By the end of March 1919, a general strike had 
shut down Barcelona, and a new state of war had been declared. 
As we have seen, the ernployers demanded frorn the authorities 
an energetic campaign to elirninate the CNT and initiated a 
lockout. In addition, the Fomcnto recornrnendcd that Catalan 
employers adopt a variety of repressive techniques-blacklists, 
strikebreakers, armed guards, and mutual aid against boycotts. 

Syndicalist 1noderates in the CNT, such as Salvador Segui 
and Angel Pestana, who were willing to compromise with the 
state and the UG'f and who relegated the realization of liber
tarian (Ornnn•nism to a relatively distant futur·c, ontld not 
bring rnoderation to prevail in an atmosphere of terrorisnt, re
pression, and economic stagnation. Although the rnoderates 
re1nained a rninority in the 1920s, they did not disappear; in re
sponse to them in 1927 the Federacion anarquista iberica was 
l<>nned to ensure that the revolutionary virtues of the CNT 
were not diluted by syndicalists and reformists. ~rhe FAI's rn<~n•-
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bership included the most farnous anarchist activists and theo
rists: Diego Abad de Santillan, Juan Garcia Oliver, the Ascaso 
br-others, and the legendary Buenaventura Durruti. In its quest 
for revolutionary purity the FAI exhibited a tendency toward 
centralisn1. rfhus, the Federacion resernbled Lenin's Bolshevik 
party in very significant ways. Like the Bolsheviks, the FAI 
fought against "trade-union consciousness" an1ong the working 
class and sought to keep revolutionary ideals alive. In fact, a his
torian has labeled one current within the FAI "anarchobolshe
vik." Juan Garcia Oliver, one of the most important anarchobol
sheviks, argued for the "conquest of power," a kind of anarchist 
dictatorship.H Like many Leninists, the FAI considered itself the 
"elite," the "vanguard," or the "consciousness" of the CNT and 
the working class. If in the end the fai5tas were successful in 
keeping a significant part of the organized working class on a 
revolutionar-y path, they were aided irnmeasurably by a state and 
a hourgt~oisie that assassinated orjailecltnoderates in 1 he CN'I: 

Like the CN'C the FAI did not always rnaintain its revolution
ary purity and sometimes negotiated with political parties in vi
?lation of its own principles. rfhese deals and negotiations were 
nnportant because they prefigured the participation by both 
CN' I' and FAI in the Republican governrnent during the Revo
lution. rrhey also revealed that anarchist and anarchosyndicalist 
antiparliamentarism and antistatism were often abstractions. 
During the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera, anarchists who 
were exiled in France agreed to cooperate with antimonarchist 
political parties. 9 Unofficially, radical and moderate sectors of 
the cN·r collaborated with Catalan nationalists even though 
the organization condernned Catalan separatisn1. 10 rrhe FAI 
even played a role in the creation of the Second Republic: 

The FA I did not always behave as a pure flame of Anan:hist consis
tet~cy~ on the contrary, it was ready to bend its antiparliamcntary 
pnnctples almost to the breaking point when crudal situations 
?r~>se. Th~s, in the municipal elections of 1931, faista delegates 
_Jomed thetr moderate opponents in supporting a Republican
Socialist coalition. 11 

·rhe electoral victory of the Left in the large towns convinced 
King Alfonso XI I I to abdicate. 
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One historian has attributed these contradictions between 
anarchist ideology and practice to the personality of the faistas 
and has argued that in 1930 their i1npulsiveness led thetn to 
abandon doctrinal purity to collaborate with politicians. 

12 
Para

doxically, in 1931 the same impulsiveness induced thern to in
voke doctrinal purity to avoid reformism. However, such an irn
portant separation of theory from practice cannot be attributed 
tnerely to the "always itnpulsive" character of the faista. ()n the 
contrary, these contradictions revealed the bankruptcy of anar
chosyndicalist apoliticism. 

The revolts of 1932 and 1933 demonstrated this contradic-
tion. In January 1932 the FAI, which largely controlled the 
CNrf at this titne, attetnpted to incite a social revolution and 
proclaimed libertarian comtnunistn in the Catalan tnining dis-. 
tricts of the Alto Llobregat and Cardoner. In a nutnbcr of 
towns, the rebels confiscated the weapons of the Sornaten, Cat
alan police auxiliaries. l:t I u Salient, syndicalists seized l he pow
der kegs and dynarnite of the potash factory and raised the red 
flag on the town hall. The revolutionaries took control of the 
telephones and the roads. After guardias had been £1red on at~d 
injured, the governor sent the military "to intimidate the dls-
ohedicut villages." 

In February other Catalan towns were atrected by the movc-

nlent: 

In all the localities where libertarians dominated the situation tem
porarily and tried to make the social revolution, they found the~n
selves forced to constitute executive committees charged wllh 
maintaining order and guarding the disgruntled and opponents. 
Even if they wished to abolish laws, install a society without author
ity or compulsion, and permit freedom for the creative spontaneity 
of the masses, they imposed their domination hy I( n-ee through de
(Tecs they modestly (:ailed proclamations. Far from •·ealizin~ "anar
(:hy," the revolutionary leaders, armed and possessing dynamite, 
established what could be called the "dictatorship of the proletar
iat" without taking into account the opinion of the peasants and the 

l 
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pelt y >OU rgeo1s1e. 

A left-wing communist has noted that the insurrectionaries of 
January "did not behave apolitically but politically.'"

5 
'I'he first 
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act of the victorious revolutionaries was to take political power 
and rule through an executive cornn1ittee. 

'l'he failed revolts also revealed the tendency of the libertar
ian rnilitants to plan in secret rather than dernocratically con
sult with the rank and file. Both the CNT and the FAI alter
nated between a kind of Blanquist belief in the conspiracy of 
the few to bring about the revolution and a counterfaith in the 
revolutionary spontaneity of the masses. The revolt of .January 
1933 demonstrated the failure of both the conspiratorial and 
spontaneous ideologies: a strike of CN'I' railwayrnen had been 
planned for the beginning of January 1933, despite the fact 
that the UG'f largely controlled this sector and that rnany CN'f 
railway workers were reluctant to strike. w Elen1ents of th~ FA I, 
led by Garcia ()liver and other anarchists, nonetheless disre
garded the lukewarm revolutionary sentirnent an1ong the 
workers and prepared to launch an insurrection. On 8 January 
193~~. CN'r hands in Barcelona attacked rnilitary barracks; in 
several villages and towns throughout Catalonia libertarian 
conununisrn was proclairned. Money, private property, and ex
ploitation were abolished-until govenunent troops arrived to 
suppress the revolt. ·rhe lesson of the .January revolt was not 
I hat I he FAI lacked realisrn, since the soda I situal ion during 1 he 
Second Republic was such that even a srnall gr·oup of <:onspira
tors could frequently spark revolts in Catalonia and throughout 
Spain. What was at issue here was the contradiction between 
dctnocratic theory and conspiratorial practice, a contradiction 
that reernerged during the Revolution. · 

Responding to the governtnent's repression of anarchists, 
peasants, and workers after the failed revolts of 1932 and 1933 
~nd acknowledging the government's inability to realize re
fonn, the CN'r enthusiastically propagated its antipolitical ide
ology and advocated abstention frorn the ele<:tions of Novetn
her 1933. Durruti told seventy-five thousand wot·kcrs in the 
Bar·c:lona bullring, "Workers, you who voted yesterday [i.e., in 
prevtous elections] without considering the consequences: if 
l hey told you that the Republic was going to jail nine thousand 
lahorers, would you have voled?'tl 7 It is hard to clctennine how 
widely workers followed the cN·r·s call not to vote, but in the 
province of Barcelona abstentions reached alrnost 40 percent, 
cornpared to 30 percent in the rest of the country. IH Perhaps 
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popular apathy was responsible, or commitment to anarchosyn
dicalist positions may have explained the high percentage of ab
stentions in the Catalan capital. 

After the electoral victory of the Right, the CN·r atte1npted 
yet another revolutionary takeover in Decernber 1933. 

To the people: The CNT and the FAI summon you to anne~ insur
rection .... We are going to achieve libertarian commumsm .... 
The women in their homes. The worker at his job .... 

Private property is abolished and all wealth is at the disposition 
of the collective. The factories, shops, and the entire means of pro
duction will be taken over by organized proletarians and put under 
the control and administration of the factory committee, which will 
try to maintain the current dimensions and characteristics of pro
du<:tion .... The CNT and the FAI will be represented by red and 
bla<~k colors .... Any other llag must be considered counterrevolu
tionary .... You must be ready to give your lives in defense o_f ~he 
revolution that on·ers all of you the two most stable means of hfe: 

· . I I 11'1 19 
(~(~OilOIIIIC IIU C.:J>C.:IH em.:c allC I >Crty. 

Although this revolt, limited to Aragon, failed as disas_u:o.usly as 
its predecessors, the point here is not so much to crltt~aze t_he 
CN'I''s and FAI's tactics (although they were ccrtatnly tll
nuu:civcd) hut. to show the nature of the Confcdcraci('ut 's revo
lutionary practice. First, the proclan~ation ~tnnounced the a<!
vent. of libertarian colninunisrn and hberty tn general, but tlus 
new social organization dernanded absolute obedience to the 
CN'r and the FAI ("any other flag will be considered counter
revolutionary"). Second, the decree ordered the revolutionary 
worker to stay on the job and his wife to stay at honte. As ar~ar
chosyndicalist theorists had noted, in libertarian con~ntuntstn 
the factory conunittee would not change the nature ol produc
tion or, in this case, the sexual division of labor. In fact, the FAI 
and the CNT declared that the size and ditnensions of produc
tion would be preserved, at least momentarily. Prefiguring the 
post-.J uly 1936 period, only the control of the 1~roductive _forces, 
not production itself, would change. In the socaal revolution the 
worker would labor for the factory council. 

With the Right holstered by its electoral victory and the sub
sequent failure of the CN'r insurrection at the en<! of 19~3, S<~
cialists feared that fascism could soon take power tn Spaan as at 
had recently done in Germany and Austria. ·rhe Socialist cry 
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hecarne Better Vienna than Berlin; the arrned resistance of the 
Viennese workers was preferable to the passive subrnission of 
the Gerrnan working class. ·rhe Socialists began to seck part
ners for an antifascist alliance. In addition, sections of the So
~ialist r~1nk and r~Ie, particularly rural workers, were bennning 
ancreasa_ngly radacahzed because of ineflective governrnental 
la~HI rcfc~nn pro~ects and difficult conditions in the countryside. 
Dasappoanted wtth the results of his collaboration during the 
first two years of the Second Republic, Largo Caballero 
adopted a rnore radical position and proposed a "revolution
ary" alliance with the CN'r; but anany CN'r rnilitants rernained 
understandably skeptical. After all, the Confederacion had 
S(~metirnes obtained less than expected frorn its cornprornises 
wath the Socialists and the UG'I~ As has been see11, in 1917 the 
coalition had even failed to bring about a republic, and anar
chosyndicalist militants rernernbered how Largo Caballero had 
profited froan his position as Prirno's state counselor to win ad
herents to the legal uc·r and undenni11e the ban11ed CN'I: 

In the 1930s the rivalry continued. In 1930-1931 the liber
tarians' contacts .with other left-wing parties and unions had 
aided I he fonnation of the Second Republic, and workers 
flocked into the Confederaci<Jn's unions. In 1\an.:clona and 
~lther regions neither the repression of the dictatorship nor its 
tr,Kc_>~p,~e!e modernizatio~ h~d era?~cated the social base of the 
CN I. I he anarchosyndtcahsts' nuhtancy and successful strug
gle to reestablish their organizations provoked countermea
sures by the Socialist-backed government, which again at
ternptcd to suppress the CNT and jailed rnany of its activists. 
'I'he UG'T used its influence in Madrid to attack the CN'f's 
power base in the port of Barcelona. 

Despite the coolness of most of the Confederacion to an alli
?nce with the Socialists and the UGT, certain anarchosyndical
as~s were .rea?y for a revolutionary coalition. In February 1934 a 
wtdely dastnbuted essay by Valeriano Orob<)n Fernandez was 
pu~lis.hed, urging a revolutionary alliance between the CNT, 
Soctahsts, and the tiny Communist party: 

~n onler t<~ de~eat an enemy who is gaining ground on the proletar
Iat, a gramte-hke block of working-class forces is indispensable .... 

CN'F in Barcelona 65 

The alliance is going to occur on the revolutionat·y terrain 1 hat 
the CNT has alw<1ys occupied, terrain which the Socialists now ap
proach after the resounding failure of their experiences with bour
geois democracy. 

Platform of the alliance: ... Revolutionary working-class de
mocracy is direct social action by the proletariat. ... 

The present theoretical position of the Socialist and Communist 
part ics bestows excessive importance on the role of the politi<:al in
strument in the revolutionary process. This attitude is odd in the 
oflicial parties of historical materialism, which ought to see in the 
influence of the economy the touchstone of all real social transfor
mation. We [anarchosyndicalists], despite the lahel of utopians 
which we are given, believe that the security of the revolution de
pends above all on the raJJid and rational articulation of 1 he economy. 
And so the mere slogan of political order is insuflicient to embrace 
the fundamental problems of a revolution. What ... is essential is 
the socialization of the means of production and extensive Ia boa· co
ordinal ion and organization, which the <:onstruction of a new econ
omy entails. And this cannot he the work of a ccutral politi('a) 
power hut of unious and communes which, as immediate ami direct 
representatives of the producers, are in their respective areas the 

21 natural pillars of the new order. 

()roh<'u• 's article p•·cfigured, however in1perfect ly, the CNT's 
alliance with other working-class organizations, pari indady 
the increasingly radicalized UGT, during the civil war. He also 
stressed the econornic basis of the workers' alliance. rrhc anar
chosyndicalist militant realized that the cornrnon ground be
tween the CNT and Marxist revolutionaries was their vision of 
the econornic future. Both tendencies agreed on the need to so
cialize production, to "reintegrate the uneanployed into the 
productive process, to orient the economy toward an intensifi
cation of output and to raise the standard of living .... Work is, 
henceforth, an activity open to all and from it emanate all 
rights."22 

Orob6n 's appeal for a revolutionary alliance with Socialists 
and Cmnmunists had only a limited influence within the CNT 
because the Catalan section, by far the most irnportant branch, 
r~jected such a coalition. The relative influence of Catalan an
archosyndicalism had increased at the expense of the rural sec
tions of Andalusia, after the First World War.23 Furthermore, 
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the Catalans did not have to contend with a strong Socialist or 
Cornrnunist party in their region. In the eyes of CNT rnilitants, 
Catalan Socialists had discredited then1selves by allying with the 
Catalan nationalists of the Esquerra. 

~'lany CNrr militants carne to regard the nationalists as ene
rnies of the Confederacion and considered thern petty bour
geois. rrhe atmosphere of collaboration that had existed be
tween son1e sectors of the libertarian n1oven1ent and Catalan 
nationalists quickly disappeared during the opening months of 
the Second Republic when the Esquerra joined with the forces 
of order to "save" the Catalan econorny fron1 strikes and agi
tation promoted by "irresponsible" elernents in the CNr[24 In 
return, the Confederacion accused the nationalists of. profit
ing fnnn CNT votes and then betraying the libertarian 
rnovernent.25 As its name indicated, the CNl, made its 1nain 
priority to create a national workers' organization, not to 
st n~ngt hen Catalan nationalisrn. Catalan nationalists, partina
larly the right-wing Estat catala, per·secuted and outlawed the 
CNrf even as the Confederaci6n was being legalized in other re
gions of Spain. 26 l,he CN'r would ally with the Socialists and 
the uc·r only if they would clearly break with the Catalan na
tionalists and finnly declare their revolutionary intentions. 

Although the Catalan CN'r was resistant to ()rob6n's pro
posal, the Asturian section of the Confederacion was more re
n.·pt ive to a working-class alliance. In contrast to its organiza
tion in Catalonia, the CN'r was a rninority union in Asturias; its 
local leadership understood that it could participate in the rev
olution only by cooperating with its rivals.27 ·rhe coalition pre
pared the way for the Asturias revolt, which was to be ignited hy 
the political events of 1934. In October of that year, the CEDA 
(Confederacion espanola de derechas autonornas) entered the 
governrnent. ·rhe CEDA was a right-wing Catholic party that 
rnany on the Left feared would acquiesce in a "fasdst" coup 
d'etat in Spain. Even the n1oderate-and Catholic-president 
of the republic, Niceto Alcala Zamora, doubted that the leader 
of the CEDA, Gil Robles, would be loyal to the republic and was 
reluctant to call him to form a government. Nevertheless, on 4 
October Alcala Zamora permitted the fonnation of a govern
rnent that included three ministers from the CEDA. rrhe follow-
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ing day in Asturias the coal miners, who had been increasingly 
politicized by what they viewed as the failure of the republic 
and radicalized by deteriorating working conditions, began the 
famous Asturias insurrection, the prelude to the civil war that 
was to erupt two years later. It is not necessary for our purposes 
to describe in detail the bloody repression of the revolt by the 
elite Foreign Legion and the Moorish troops of General 
Franco. It is itnportant to note, however, that local conuniuees 
con1posed usually of Socialists, Communists, and-depending 
on the town-anarchosyndicalists, attempted to put their plans 
for social revolution into practice; in various towns and villages 
of the region, the means of production and distribution were 
collectivized. 

In Catalonia, at the titne of the Asturias revoh, the "Catalan 
state within the Federal Spanish Republic" was declared by Lluis 
Cornpanys, the leader of the Catalan nationalists grouped in 
the Esquerra. This attempt at Catalan independence failed rnis
erahly. It dearly demonstrated the lirnits of Catalan national
isin, whose social base was too weak and narrow to form an in
dependent nation. As we have seen, the Catalan bourgeoisie 
had long 1nade its peace with Madrid and the traditionalist cle
rnents of central and southern Spain; it lacked the strength lo 

overcome their inlluence and the dynatnisrn to dominate the 
entire nation economically and politically. Thus, radical Cata
lan nationalism could not count on the support of a laq.{e part 
of the upper bourgeoisie that depended for protection and fa
vors on Madrid. Lacking the support of the upper class and the 
CNrC radical Catalan nationalism in the 1930s was the province 
of what for lack of a better name we call the petty bourgeoisie
technicians, shopkeepers, funcionarios, clerks, artisans, and 
sharecroppers. Their nationalism was not only political hut cul
tural and involved as well a renaissance of Catalan as a spoken 
and written language. rfhe economic possibilities of a national
isrn that called for a separate Catalan state wer-e severely re
stricted, because the feeble Catalan industries depended both 
on protection granted by Madrid and on the irnpoverished 
rnarkets in the rest of the peninsula. Catalan nationalisn1 might 
mean a desirable political and cultural independence fnnn a 
bureaucratic and centralized Spanish state, but n1any Catalans 
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of varying social origins realized that, given the condition of re
gional industries, a separate nation might well lead to their eco
notnic destruction. 

l,he failed insurrections in Catalonia and Asturias generated 
rat her severe repression of the Left by the right-wing govern
tnent. Various estimates placed the number of political prison~ 
ers in Spanish jails between twenty thousand and thirty thou
sand individuals. In Catalonia the nun1her of prisoners has 
been estirnated at four thousand, most of whom were Catalan 
nationalist, not working-class, militants.28 ~rhroughout 1935 
the Left feared a continued crackdown and repression by the 
Right. On 14 April 1935, the fourth anniversary of the Second 
Republic's founding, the military officers who defeated the Oc
tober revolution in Catalonia and Asturias received rnedals in a 
public ceremony in the center of Madrid. 29 ·rhe ·government 
desired to create-perhaps as the French had done after the 
Paris Cornrnune of 1871-a republic of order that could protect 
private property and the Church. l'he effort was, of course, un
successful. Republican stability proved diflicult to achieve in a 
country whose rural population was thirsting for land and 
whose working-class militants were often enrolled in revolu
tionary organizations. 

·rhe Left drew together to end the Right's repression. In Jan
uary 1936 the Socialists, republicans, POUM, UG~I~ Catalan na
tionalists, dissident syndicalists (Partido sindicalista), and the 
Conununists signed the program of the Popular Front. It was 
basicaHy an electoral coalition designed to preserve republican 
institutions and offered only vague solutions to socioeconornic 
problems. In fact, the French Popular Front, which was hardly a 
revolutionary alliance, was much bolder than its Spanish <:oun
terpart when it dernanded nationalization of defense indus
tries. In Spain, paradoxically, where n1any fundarnental social 
and econornic problems were yet unsolved and where land re
forrn and econornic modernization were needed to develop ag
riculture and industry, the unity of the Popular Front remained 
ahnost exclusively electoral. l,he representatives of the moder
ate republican parties who signed the prograrn 1nade it clear 
that they rejected the three rn,~jor proposals of the Socialists
nationalization of land and its distribution to the peasantry, na-
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tionalization of banks, and "workers' control.";m Although son1e 
rightists were favorably irnpressed by the n~oderati~>n of the 
program of the Popular Front, the .failure of the L.ef~ to agree 
on some of the n1ost irnportant soc1al and econonuc 1ssues an
ticipated the tensions and ruptures that would recur during the 

Revolution. 
rfhe Catalan Left also forged its own Popular Front-or 

nH>re precisely, Front d'Esquerres-which included Conunu
nists, Socialists, jJOumistas, rabassaires (smaller Catalan tenants), 
and a variety of Catalan nationalists who supported the Second 
Republic. Its program dernanded the restoration of ~egional 
self-government guaranteed by Catalan statute.' . wluch the 
right-wing government had suspended after the f~t~led re~(~lu
tion of ()ctober 1934. In addition, the Catalan left 1st coaht 1011 

called for preservation of the "social advances of the Repu_blic" 
and for application of the repressive Law on Vagabonds of ~u
gust 1933 against "those who are really ~agahc!n~ls," tH~t agan1st 
unemployed workers. Although the enure Left, 1nclud1ng anar
chosymlicalists, agreed on the need to eliminate "parasites," the 
CNrf and some rank-and-hie poumi5tas considered the content 
of the program of the Catalan and Spanish Popular Fronts in

sullidcntly radical. 
'J'hc CNT had reasons of its own to fear continuation of the 

bienio negro, or the governrnent of the Ri~ht.' since rnany of its 
nailitants had been jailed, and son1e were facmg the death pen
alty, which had be'en restored in 1934. During April I ~~~4 in 
Zaragoza the Confederaci6n had emba~ked ~n a t~<~-mon~h 
general strike, of which one goal was the hberation ofJat~ed mtl
itants. The Popular Front did offer arnnesty for the pnsoners~ 
in return, the CNT toned down its campaign for ahstent ion. Al
though so1ne unions and leaders reiterated the ollici~tl positi<.HJ 
against political participation, others-such a~ the 1nfh~enual 
Construction Union-deviated fron1 the dass1c anarchist po
sition.:11 This policy, of "the negation of the negation," gave 
the green light to the rank and f)le to vote for the Popular 
Frot~t.":l Even the famous faista Durruti openly advocated that 
CN'r members go to the polls.:\:\ 

As might be expected, the electoral catnpaign aroused pas
sions all over the country and especially in Barcelona, where 
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the electorate became increasingly polarized. The Right was di
vided, and its. more moderate elernents isolated. The absten
tionisrn urged by the Uni6 democratica de Catalunya, which 
represented Catalan Christian democrats, was condernned by 
rnore extrernist Catholics as a "desertion and betrayal of the 
hon1eland and a flagrant disobedience of the principles that the 
Holy See and the Spanish episcopate have recently aflinned."34 

In February 1936 the Popular Front won an in1portant victory. 
Nationwide, it captured frorn 47 to 51.9 percent of the votes, 
corn pared to the 43 to 45.6 percent for the Right. In Catalonia, 
59 percent voted for the Left, 41 percent f(>r the Right. :Hi 'Io an 
unknown extent, the CNT contributed to the victory by co
vertly recomrnending against abstention ("we rnust free twenty 
thousand workers still jailed and obtain arnnesty").:~n In Barce
lona and Zaragoza, where anarchism was influential, the nunl
ber of abstentions fell to 27 percent and 31 percent respectively, 
as opposed to '10 percent and 38 percent in 19~-i:i. Even allowing 
foa· the CNT's exaggeration of its own intportan<:e, the increase 
in the nurnber of voters was indisputable; according to another 
estimate, abstentions fell in the city of Barcelona front 38 per
cent in 1933 to 3 I percent in 1936.37 Even in 193() however , . 
popular apathy continued to cause rnany abstentions. 

·rhc victory of the Left heightened the fears of the Right that 
the Popular Front would violently secure the separation of 
Church fn>nl state, reduce the power of the military, encourage 
regional nationalisms, and perhaps put land refonn into prac
tice. In addition, the failed revolts of 1932, 1933, and 1934 
raised the specter that it would not be the moderate republi
cans such as Manuel Azafia or Martinez Barrio who would 
secure certain features of the unfinished bourgeois-liberal revo
lution hut rather, as in Russia in 1917, working-dass revolution
aries who had no respect for private property. cN·r rnilitants, 
leftists in the Socialist party and the UG'I~ jJoumiJtas, and Corn
rnunists might not only institute lay and civilian rule; they 
rnight also nationalize or collectivize the rneans of production. 

Throughout the Second Republic rnilitary ofl1cers dealt with 
threats to the traditional order and "separatisrns" of the pe
riphery by plotting against the republic, but those in unifonn 
were not solely responsible for the lack of social peace. Workers 
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continually pressed their demands through strik.e~, manr .or 
which the CNT led. The CNT's ideology and pohtrcal acuvaty 
have already been exatnined, but its day-to-day functions as a 
union, representing its membership and strengthening its orga
nization, have not. An investigation of the CNl,'s role as a 
union that demanded less work, job security, better benefits, 
and higher pay for its rnale and female mem~ershi~ i~ .n~ces
sary in order to understand the character of the c~ I frotH 
1931 to 1936 and the demands of the Barcelonan working class. 
When the Revolution erupted in July 1936, the CNrr would 
find itself having to combat desires it had encouraged during 

the Second Republic. . . 
With the advent of the republic, 1nany CNT untons expen-

enced a massive influx of new members, estimated at over 
100,000 in Catalonia.:~H In 1931, CNT tnembers were 58 per
cent of the working class from the city of Barcelona and 30 to 
35 pern~nt front the province.:~~t Harce~or~a's wor~cr·s ~·ollowcd 
their previously established pauern ol drsrcgardtng u_lcology 
and switching to the union that they thought would best protect 
thern. As in 1922, after the repressive Generals Martinez Anido 
and Arlegui had been transferred, workers abandoned l he 
right-wing Sindicato libre and joined the reopened anarchosyn
dicalist unions.40 In 1931 the Metallurgical Union of Barcdona 
reported that its mernbership had jumped in several months 
frotn 18,500 to 29,000 and that it had exhausted its supply of 
union cards.41 l,he Construction Union issued 42,000 cards in 
a brief period. Workers joined the Confederaci6n in l~rge num
bers but, e<Hnplaincd CNT oflicials in Barcelona, dad not pay 
their dues or attend rneetings. "Many adherents are not up to 
date with their dues. All membership cards must be checked, 
and we must make everyone who is behind realize the necessity 
of being up to date. In case someone refuses, he Il1USt not be 

. l k "'12 
pernutte< to wor . . . 

If reluctant to pay dues, workers were not hesitant to stnke. 
In 1931 the Chamber of Cornmerce of Barcelona described the 
situation irnmediately after the establishment of the republic: 

The petitions for new working conditions, and the strikes that th~ 
workers launch when the employers refuse to accept these [condt-
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tions] coincide with viofent demonstrations by gnmps of the unem
ployed. The tactic that is followed is to present new demands only 
to a small number of firms and then to call on other firms if these 
demands are accepted or, if not, to call a panial strike.H 

A Catalan republican criticized the workers for wanting to sat
isfy all their desires irnmediately after the proclatnation of the 
Second Republic.44 At the end of May and the beginning of 
June I93 I, agitation continued unabated. 'fhe cN·r adntitted 
that it could not control the strikes that erupted in the sumn1er 
of 1931. 'I'he govennnent felt forced to take tneasurcs to guar
antee the right to work. In July the governor, Carlos Esphi, and 
•nilitary authorities led by General Lopez Ochoa threatened to 
replace striking electricians and other workers with 1nilitary 
personnel. 

A wide variety of issues provoked strikes; prominent an1ong 
thern were disputes over piecework. A nurnber of unions de
lnanded the "total elintination of piecework and incentives."'1:, 

·rhis dernand had been voiced as early as the founding congress 
of the CNrr in 19 I 0 in Barcelona and would continue to be pop
ular arnong the city's workers even during the civil war and Rev
olution. Other persistent desires were a slower pace of work and 
a reduction of the workweek. In 1912 a right-wing French ob
server re1narked that Spanish workers were not fond of labor
ing quickly and often engaged in slowdowns. ·Hl During World 
War I Gaston Leval, the anarchosyndicalist 1nilitant who 
worked at various jobs in both France and Spain, was pleasantly 
surprised at the much slower rhythms of production, rnore fre
quent breaks, and the relative absence of overtirne and piece
work in Barcelona compared to Paris.47 In the 1920s an engi
neer of the Maquinista, who introduced pay incentives based on 
a systern of "scientific" organization of work, feared workers' 
"laziness" and "tricks . . . to deceive" the tilne-tneasurernent 
rnonitors.4

K 

Historians have correctly asserted that the numerous strikes 
and detnands for a shorter workweek were responses to the in
creasing nu1nber of unen1ployed in Barcelona in the 1930s. As 
has been seen, unemployment insurance was practically nonex
istent in Barcelona, which made workers' solidarity with the 
jobless critical. Various CNl, unions proposed schedules to 
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share the limited an1ount of work e<]Uitably atnong all workers. 
In addition to solidarity with the jobless, Barcelona workers 
wanted to. din1inish the workweek simply to work less. As will be 
seen, a reduced work schedule was only one method-and not 
necessarily the most efficient-of decreasing the nutnber of 
jobless. When the forty-eight hour workweek was rein1posed in 
November 1934 during the bienio negro, strikes eruRted, and 
workers refused to labor more than forty-four hours: u 

rrhis bienio negro ( 1934-1935) was a period in which the labor 
1novement found it difficult to protect its gains. In 1934 workers 
went on strike less frequently than previously and lost labor 
conflicts 1nore often than in 1933.5° Following the victory of the 
Popular Front in 1936, the forty-four-hour week was reestab
lished, and both CNT and UGrr rnetallurgists dernanded reim
bursement for the extra four hours' work per week that had 
been re<Juired during 1935. The Generalitat tnediated this dis
pute and resolved it by a wage increase. Many metallurgists rc
ntained dissatisfied with the settlement, however, and erubarked 
on work slow-downs, which cut production in half. In various 
political and social clirnates throughout the Second Republic, 
Barcelona's workers fought hard over bread-and-butter issues. 
From 1931 to 1936, although the unions' atte1npts to win a six
hour day were unsuccessful and the goal of a thirty-six··hour 
week went unfulfilled, a forty-two-hour week was established in 
several irnportant sectors of Catalan industry. 

In order to avoid work, workers in the CNT and other unions 
even injured the1nselves. The Maquinista reported that durin? 
a bridge construction pn~ject in Seville, workers provoked mt
nor infections by cutting the1nselves to take advantage of sick 
pay. As a result, the Maquinista was dropped by its insurance 
con1pany.:, 1 Ernployers feared that if they had to shoulder the 
entire burden of accident insurance and indernnities, counter
productive consequences could be expected: 

Protection for the worker could encourage desires to obtain a per
manent disability .... This is a fact verified by the broad experience 
of insurance companies and mutual associations. To receive indem
nities for a longer period of time, treatment for many accidents has 
been prolonged beyond any real need through the use of caustic 
and corrosive agents (cawlicos y corrosivos), even at the risk to one's 
hcalth.r'2 
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~rhe struggle for a shortened workweek assumed another di
rnension: though highly dechristianized and often anticlerical, 
Catalan workers nevertheless defended the traditional fiestas 
with vigor. In 1912 a French Catholic described such an occa
saon: 

the strength of popular feeling, the need ((n rest and amuse
mean ... were so urgent that, in spite of their abolition, the Spanish 
people spontaneously celebrated the customary wm·k stoppages of 
Saint John on Monday and Saint Paul the following Saturday. Dis
regarding the employers, they deserted all the workshops. Repub
lican antidericals gave into the [popular] pressure by organizing 
balls and operellas. :,:i 

·rhe CN~r 'lcxtile Union protested against the suppression of 
twenty-three paid, interweekly holidays.54 Barcelonan workers 
were ready to invoke "tradition" in order to struggle against 
wot·king t in1e. In 1927 the Fornento noted that the ernployer·s 
who auenlpted to rnake their workers rnake up or rec:over feast 
days that were not Sundays could expect trouble.55 Indeed, 
strikes lasting a considerable nurnber of days to protest the 
sc:hcdule did occur in the spring and sumrner of 1927, in 1929, 
and in 19~\ l.r.•; In addition, wor·kers would sornetimes skip the 
day before or after a holiday, traditional or not; legislation was 
formulated to restrict this custon1. 

\Vorking wo1nen, who coanposed 57.3 percent of the work 
force in the Barcelonan textile industry, seem to have been par
ticularly cornbative about the work schedule and other issues 
that directly concerned thern, such as n1aternity insurance.57 

\Vorncn wanted the prohibition on night wor·k lcl apply to the 
hours of II P.M. to 5 A.M. instead of 10 P.M. to 4 A.M., since they 
did not wish to rise one hour earlier. When a law prohibiting 
night work for wornen was altered, the change of schedule "was 
uot wdcorned hy the workers," who then went on strike. !iH 

Wo111en laboring at a textile f~tctory in Badalona refused ntan
agement's proposal for a split workweek, half the wornen to 
work three days and the other half to labor the three remaining 
days; the won1en favored a workweek of the sarne three days for 
evcryone.!i!' ·rhe CN~r Textile Union dernanded that pregnant 
wornen receive four months of maternity leave.tHt 
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Judgments concerning wotnen 's tnilitancy n1u~t. be n1ixed. 
Many Spanish wotnen were less likely than rnen to JOin and lead 
unions because they considered their employtnent to be tc•npo
rary. In 1930, the I ,109,800 working wotnen constituted 12.() 
percent of tl_le total work force and 9.1.6. percent. of the female 
population.h 1 Only 43,000 to 45,000 JOI~ed unrons;. of these, 
34,880 to 36,380 belonged to the Cathohc trade-un1on rnov~-
1nent. Smne began to labor at age twelve or fourteen and quat 
i1nn1ediately after they were married, usually between the ages 
of twenty-five and thirty. If widowed, some returned to the la
bor rnarket. In 1922, Barcelonan industrialists asserted that 
most women workers left their jobs to get married and that very 
few labored until retirement age.62 In 1930, 65.6 percent of 
working women were single, 19.29 were rnarried, :uul_ 14.2() 
were widowed!;3 In Barcelona, 65 percent of the acttve fernale 
population worked in industry. . . 

In many hunilies that sought to acquare a srnall busmess or 
a piece of land, women controlled the. fatnily budget and t~l~ty 
have hesitated at the loss if they or thetr husbands were to JOin 
walkouts. Sonte female workers, who labored for a wage that 
cornplement.ed the earnings of other farnily t~ternbers, ~vere also 
reluctant regarding strike action. Wotnen from the nnpover
ished middle classes, who worked to keep up appearances, may 
have resisted participation in militant movements. ~ n July 1931, 
560 employees-mainly office personnel and repa1r wcn·kers
struck against the telephone company.64 Young ~omen seem _to 
have been among the first to return to work. Dunng the ,co~t.flac_t 
three male strikers, who were probably mernbers of a CN I af
filiate that clairned to represent 8,500 workers in this branch, 
were stopped by police for trailing three non-strikin~ young 
wornen. The strike ended in failure, perhaps because tt gener
ally lacked the support of working women, who were rnu_ch less 
likely to strike than their male fellow-workers but who of ten re
ceived half the n1ens' wages!•5 Militancy, though, should not he 
exclusively identified with strikes or union metnbership, and as 
has been seen, women were capable of defending what they con
sidered to be their own interests against those of entrepreneurs. 

Conflicts arose not only between employers and workers
male or fetnale-but also, significantly, between en1ployers and 
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their foremen, who also refused to work during fiestas.m1 On 8 
and 24 Septernher 1932, foremen skipped work, and their ean
ployers denied them their wages. l~he industrialists claimed that 
if foremen were absent, even though workers were present, the 
day would he totally wasted. l'he eanployers asked for the state's 
help in persuading the supervisory personnel to fulfill their du
ties. l'he government mediated the dispute, and it established 
that the foremen's union, El Radium, had petitioned the em
ployers' federation several times for retirernent and health in
surance without receiving a response. In October 1932 the au
thorities concluded that foremen must come to work during 
interweekly holidays but that insurance for sickness must also 
he established. The civil governor insisted that forernen abide 
by the recognized work schedule. 

·rhese tensions between the foremen and their en1ployers 
showed that the industrialists had stuhhorn adversaries even 
arnong the supervisory per·sonncl of their own f~tctories. In f~u:t, 
class conflict between foremen and employers was frequently as 
intense as were struggles between workers and bosses. In con
trast, during the same period in France foremen were the ser
geants of industry, generally cornrnitted to the success of their· 
enterpr-ise and to industrial discipline. Indeed, supervisory 
personnel often exceeded their employers in concern for the 
sanoot h functioning of the firms. Yet in Catalonia the foren1en 
seriously contested the authority of their bosses and occasion
ally even held them hostage during strikes. At times, the super
visors detonated explosives and destroyed property.n7 1'he 1934 
forernen 's strike took on "a violent character with bcunhs, atJs 

of sabotage, and the entire repertory of extremisn1," which the 
entrepreneurs thought was "inappropriate" for this category 
of personnel: "Although it rnight seem strange, the forernen, 
who should be rnodels of equanirnity, serenity, and reflection 
during social troubles, forgot their role and adopted a rebel
lious attitude ~hat matched the most extreme working-class 
organizations."hH Even non-CNT foren1en of certain textile fac
tories conuniued acts of violence. These n1ernbers of the so
called workers' aristocracy were involved in assassination at
ternpts against "scabs" and sometimes planted bombs in 
factories that continued to operate during the strike. rrheir acts 
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demonstrated the incapacity of the entrepreneurs to irnpose or 
ianplant what rnight be called capitalist hegemony upon a group 
whose allegiance was absolutely necessary to industry's effective 
functioning. 

l~hroughout the 1930s, workers staged violent strikes to pro
test layoffs and firings. In September 1930, firings provoked a 
widespread strike in construction.69 In the same year, another 
strike in n1etallurgy demonstrated how workers' power ob
structed dismissals. On 2 October, 760 workers walked out of a 
foreign-owned metalworking factory that employed I, 100 work
ers in Badalona.70 Two days later, police arrested and jailed two 
workers for violation of the right to work. The authorities then 
detained four women, whose militancy and solidarity with strik
ers had provoked their brutal treatment frorn the Guardia civil. 
Metallurgical workers protested the arrests and charged that 
polic:e, who were engaging in loading and unloading goods for 
the hu:tory, were acting as strikebreakers. On 24 (ktober·. the 
U ni<>n pat ronal de Badalona agreed to reinstate the disrnissed 
workers but affirmed the employers' right to discharge person
nel for '~justified rnotives." Furthermore, the bosses prohibited 
union delegates frotn acting inside the factory hut pledged not 
to dismiss workers who had a year of seniority. Workers were to 
return to work the following Monday. Without notifying the au
thorities, they continued their illegal strike. 

Tensions increased on 29 October, when strikers disobeyed a 
sununons to disperse given by mounted police anned with sa
bres. The guardia arrested five men and four wornen who were 
Gtrrying stones. The next day, 250 "scabs;' in the governor's 
words, entered the factory. When a truck accompanied by po
licemen left the firm, strikers, "presumably from the Sindicato 
unico (CNT)," attacked the vehicle with small arms. 'fhose in 
the truck, perhaps guardias theanselves, fired back and killed 
two strikers. The day after, the governor responded to the 
workers' deaths by jailing the presidents of the transpol'lation 
and construction unions of Badalona. During the funeraL of the 
strikers, the Guardia civil "was forced to charge" the crowd of 
three to four thousand persons. Little wonder that both work
ers and bosses who wanted to encourage a moderate and non
revolutionary trade unionisrn of the northern European vari-
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ety were unsuccessful in Barcelona. Such close collaboration 
between private industry and the state, which seetns to have 
acted not only to ensure the right to work but as an anned 
strikebreaker, also reinforced anarchosyndicalist ideology in 
Barcelona. 

Strikes over firings continued during the Second Republic. 
Catalan workers had long memories, and workers and civil ser
vants who had been "unfairly" disn1issed during the general 
strike of 1917 demanded cotnpensation.71 Large metalworking 
factories, such as the Casa Git·ona, also found it difficult to dis
charge workers without suffering a strike.72 Until the bienio ne
gro Catalan etnployers found it very hard to lay off personnel; 
even during 1934-1935, dismissals led to strikes. Frorn April 
1935 to January 1936 out of thirteen strikes only f(nar or five 
were caused by salary demands. 'The majority were provoked by 
the discharge of a comrade or the desire to share more equally 
the lirnited nun1ber of jobs. 73 With the victory of the Popular 
Front, ernployers were pressured to rehire and indernnify work
ers who had been dismissed for subversive activities. Wage earn
ers and foremen in transportation, textiles, and dyeing and 
finishing-workers who had been associated with acts of sabo
tage-returned to their posts. ·rhose who had been discharged 
for nonpolitical reasons were also able to return to the payroll. 
In .June 1936, rural proprietorsjoined urban industrialists who 
voiced fears that they would no longer be able to fire workers. 

The violent atmosphere in Barcelona sprang not only from 
conflict between classes but also from rivalry between unions. 
During the 1930s the struggles of the CNl, and the UGT' pro
duced bloodshed, particularly in the port of Barcelona where 
the CN~r do1ninated. The UGrf posed a threat to anarchosyndi
calist control there since, in addition to a refonnist ideology 
that attracted some workers during Primo's dictatorship and 
the early years of the Second Republic, the Socialist union was 
able to use its influence in the government to win benefits for its 
rnembers. In 1930 the government backed the UGT and the 
Sindicato libre a~ainst the "communist and anarchosyndicalist" 
Sindicato tanico. 1 In November and Decernber of that year, the 
CNrf seemed to have successfully resisted the drive of its rivals, 
who had acquired the reputation of strikebreakers, to control 
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hiring on the docks. One can only speculate whether the CNT 
ren1ained a potent force in Barcelona despite or perhaps be
cause of its largely illegal status until the opening years of the 
Second Republic. What is certain is that Pri1no's repression and 
modernization did not eliminate the Confederacion. When the 
UGrr leader, Largo Caballero, became Minister of Labor in 
1931, violent conflicts continued in the port. In this dangerous 
attnosphere, workers had to be cautious and shrewd enough to 
choose the "correct" union, that is, the one that could protect 
their persons and their employment. 

In 1933 the conflict resumed. 75 In April the CNT called a 
strike, and several workers who continued to labor were killed. 
According to the employers, the struggle between the two orga
nizations prolonged the strike in March 1934 by gas and electri
cal workers. When one union achieved its de1nands, the other 
would attempt to outbid it and initiate a new walkout. In Octo
ber 1934, the UGrf-influenced Alianza obrera alletnpted to 
show-with sorne success, according to one observer-t~1at it 
could initiate a general strike without CNT approval. 76 rfhe ri
valry between the unions was further aggravated by the desire 
of each to place its rne1nbers in the lirnited nurnber of cwailahle 
jobs. After a strike, workers would llock into the vit.:torious 
union-whether CNT or UGT.77 

rfhere was however another, less dramatic, side to the rela
tion between the two unions. rrhe CNT and the UGT also col
laborated during the Second Republic, and their oscillation be
tween conflict and cooperation would continue throughout the 
Revolution. The united front of the unions in 1936 again stiin
ulated the long memory of Barcelonan wage earners. After the 
victory of the Popular Front, metallurgical workers de1nanded 
and received compensation for working a forty-ei~ht-hour week 
during 1935 and the first few months of 1936.7 Both unions 
supported wage earners' dernands for back pay for those work
ers who had struck in October 1934. In March the CNT and 
the UGrf demanded the rehiring and indetnnification of tele
phone workers fired during the strike of 1931.79 In May the 
nurnber of strikes, particularlr those protesting dismissals of 
employees, increased rapidly.8

( Even the Generalitat's l\-iinister 
of Labor, who was sympathetic to the lahor rnove1nent, began to 
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con1plain of "endemic" walkouts that threatened to destroy the 
Catalan economy. Unity of action between the two mc~jor Barce
lonan working-class organizations produced a wave of work 
stoppages that, if less violent than those in 1931 and 1934, was 
tnorc powerful. As could be expected, the capitalist elite re
peated its hoary warning that "the reigning anarchy" tnight de
stroy its firms. The power of unions-especially of the CNT
increased on the shop floor as rank-and-file workers sought 
adrnission to the Confederaci6n. 81 

During the Second Republic, the Barcelonan working class 
rnanaged to maintain its standard of living. More than 35 per
cent of the workers obtained the forty-four-hour week, that is, a 
9 percent reduction of the working day. Approxirnately 55 per
cent won wage increases of various kinds. About 33 percent 
achieved both wage increases and reduction of the working day. 
These gains were considerable since the price index was stable 
in B<ncelona front 1931 to 1936. It rnight be added that the 
forty-four-hour week in rnetalworking was attained over the 
strident protests of the m~or Barcelonan manufacturers, who 
declared that no other region had reduced the workweek.82 

'J'hus, in a period of political instability, worldwide econornic 
depression, and high unemployrnent, Barcelona's working class 
den1onstrated a remarkable ability to win sornewhat higher 
wages, a shorter working week, and, occasionally, an end to 
piecework. The CNT and, to a lesser degree, the UGT were in
strurnental in many of the workers' victories. Yet there were two 
sides to the prewar CNT, which was not only a union fighting 
for the irnrnediate gains of its constituency but also a revolu
tionary organization struggling for control of the rneans of pro
duction. During the Revolution these two functions of the Con
federaci6n would conte into conflict because the Barcelonan 
working class would continue to fight, under even nu>re unfa
vorable circumstances, for less work and n1ore pay. 

4 
AN OVEI~VIEW OF 

THE REVOLUTION IN 
BARCELONA 

Given the background of conflict between workers and bour
geois, the outbreak of revolution in Barcelona should con1e as 
no surprise. Weaker than its French counterpart, the Catalan 
bourgeoisie had developed only primitive productive forces, 

·and workers' living standards remained relatively low. Into the 
1930s, working-class rnilitants of major organizations such as 
the CNrr continued to adhere to revolutionary ideologies. Dur
ing the Revolution these n1ilitants would take control of the 
rneans of production and attempt to put their ideologies into 
practice. Like other twentieth-century revolutionaries, the Bar
celonan activists were forced to confront not only their declared 
enernies but also the indifference of those they claimed to rep
resent They reacted with both coercion and persuasion: ter
rorist tactics and labor carnps supplemented patriotic propa
ganda and socialist realism. Before these topics can be explored, 
however, the eruption of the Spanish Revolution in Barcelona 
rnust be exantined. 

It was, ironically enough, the failure of the revolt against the 
republic by a large part of the military that detonated in Bar
celona the revolution that those in uniforrn had dreaded. In 
the first half of 1936 rnounting social and political violence 
throughout Spain and fears that the traditionalist order would 
soon be disrnantled provoked the pronunciamiento of the 
Spanish generals, eventually headed by Generalisimo Francisco 
Franco. In Barcelona the military revolt of 19 July was defeated 
because of the combined actions of republicans, Socialists, 
Cornmunists, Guardia civil who remained loyal to the republic, 

8/ 
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and, 1nost irnportant, CNT militants. ·rhe CNTand the FAI be
caine the strongest forces in Barcelona and dorninated public 
power in the city after the failure of the revolt. Despite their su
prernacy, these libertarians decided to forn1 a Central Cotnnlit
tee of Antifascist Militias with the other left-leaning parties and 
unions of Catalonia.rfhe committee was a governrnent in every
thing but na1ne; with CNT and FAI backing, the new regime 
created the "necessary patrols" and "disciplinary measures" to 
rnaintain order. 1 Most observers have noted that the "anar
chobolshevik" Juan Garcia Oliver was the central figure of the 
conunittee. Once again, as in the unsuccessful revolts of 1932 
and 1933, the anti political, antistatist ideology of anarchosyndi
calisrn turned out to be an abstraction. 

With power in the hands of the libertarians, popular anticler
ical ism manifested itself spectacularly in the first weeks of the 
Revolution. The "masses" violently reinforced the separation of 
Church and state that had been achieved only tentatively with 
the advent of the Second Republic. rrhe Chun:h was often 
hated by the popular classes because of its identification with 
the traditionalist order and its unproductive and "parasitic" 
nature. 2 rfhe efforts of a small group of sincere Christian dern
ocrats were not able to alter working-class rnilitants' perception 
of the Church as reactionary. During the 1930s in Spain rnany 
concluded that the Church was, in effect, allied with "fascism." 
Anarchosyndicalist and other forces wanted to make certain 
that it would no longer act as a brake on the productive f(nces 
through its control of education or its influence on mores. Like 
many republicans, anarchists believed that "to secularize is to 
modernize."3 Solidaridad Obrera proclaimed, Down with the 
Church, and the CNT daily reported attacks on churches in 
working-class neighborhoods.4 Nearly every church in Barce
lona was set afire; in the so-called red terror alrnost half the vic
tims were ecclesiastics. According to clerical sources, 277 priests 
and 425 monks were assassinated.5 

l,he attacks, the deaths, and the defeat of the army revolt in 
Catalonia prompted the flight of the great m~jority of the bour
geoisie from Barcelona. One anarchosyndicalist source has esti
Jnated that 50 percent of the bourgeoisie fled, 40 percent were 
"eliminated from the social sphere," and only 10 percent re-
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1nained to continue work: "Bosses, managers, engineers, fore
men, and so forth;' feeling endangered, left the city!; Thus 
n1any factory owners literally abandoned their (inns, which, as 
working-class militants clai1ned, they had often neglected and 
underdeveloped. This surrender, with scarcely a struggle. had 
little precedent in Western Europe and revealed that the Barce
lonan bourgeoisie had failed to build a broad social base of sup
port and ultimately depended on police power for its control of 
the productive forces. 

Unsure of future developments, some employers delayed 
their departure for several weeks or months after the pronun
ciamiento. An unknown number stayed in the city and worked 
in various capacities, presenting the unions with the problern of 
whether to admit them and their sons as members and how 
much to pay the1n. 7 Senne n1ilitants favored their ad1nission and 
integration into the revolutionary economy, whereas others 
viewed the f(>rmer bosses as potential saboteurs and feared 
theia· ability to tnanipulatc revolutionary legislation to their ad
vantage. In fact, to avoid workers' control, employers did form 
cooperatives; one year after the Revolution began, coopera
tives had increased fivefold. K 

As in many other social revolutions, the flight of the 1norHcd 
classes deprived rnany workers of their sources of income. 
Large nurnbers of dornestics lost their jobs. With the approval 
of the Gencralitat, hank accounts that had been either frozen or 
abandoned by ernployers were used to pay fonner servants 
(who sometirnes inflated the amount of their back wages). 9 As 
other employers departed, were arrested, or becarne destitute 
in 1937, the nurnbers of unernployed servants grew. Joblessness 
affected other areas of the economy: for example, two hundred 
construction workers were obliged to seek other employtncnt 
when their pr~ject, which had been funded with utility bonds, 
was forced to close. 10 Another finn, employing forty workers Lo 
1nake dresses for "high society," lost the 1najority of its clients. 1 1 

When firms were unable to pay workers, the latter-sometirnes 
successfully-appealed to the Generalitat to put thern on its 
payroll. 

The flight of capital began well before the pronunciamiento, 
but was aggravated by the outbreak of the Revolution. In these 
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first months, the Generalitat attempted to combat the problem 
hy issuing decrees that prohibited hoarding of currencies and 
precious metals. Even sn1all savers were ternpted to hide their 
nest eggs or transfer thern abroad. rfhroughout I he war police 
charged hundreds with the offense of "evasion of capital." Even 
though it declined during the course of the war as local and na.:. 
tional governn1ents reasserted their authority, tax evasion by 
both individuals and collectives remained significant. Funds 
that could have been used to develop the productive f(>rces or 
rnodernize equiprnent were often srnuggled out of Catalonia or 
hidden to be divided arnong a firm's personnel. 

Militants of the CNl~ often in collaboration with members of 
the UGri: whose leaders followed the line of the PSUC (Cotn
muuist), took charge of rnany abandoned factories. Son1e of 
these new managers had been shop stewards before the Revolu
tion. rrheir dynarnism contrasted sharply with the attitude of 
rnost of their colleagues, who preferred to stay at horne in July 
1936. rrhey inlnlediately reorganized many firms, especially 
those with over one hundred workers, into collectives; in each 
collective workers elected a factory council frorn both CN'f and 
UGT rnilitants to run the factory. Other workshops and firms, 
especially those that had fewer than fifty workers and whose 
owners had remained in Barcelona to work during the Revolu
tion, were jointly managed by the owner and a control cornrnit
tcc of CN'l' anu UG'I' rnilitants. 

In the weeks that followed the defeat of the pronunciamiento 
in Barcelona, unions and political parties of the Catalan Left 
recognized the need to legalize and coordinate the various 
forms of workers· control that had emerged after 19 July. On 14 
August 1936 the Economic Council of Catalonia was created, 
and its members included Diego Abad de Santillan of the FAI, 
.Juan I~ Fabregas of the CN'I: Estanislao Ruiz Ponscti of the 
PSUC, Andres Nin of the POU M, and others frorn the UGrf 
and the Esquerra. The CNT, FAI, and the dissident Cotnmu
nists of the POU M pushed for as much collectivization as possi
ble and for severe limits on private property. On the other side, 
the Esquerra, uc·r, and PSUC, which cotnbined Catalan na
tionalisn• with allegiance to the ~rhird International, wanted 
less collectivization and more protection for the small industri-
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alists and shopkeepers who were numerous in Catalonia. Para
doxically, a large nutnber of these petty bourgeois joined the 
UGrr and the PSUC because they considered that the two 
Marxist organizations constituted a needed counterweight to 
the revolutionary and collectivist tendencies of the CNrf and 
because the Esquerra, the most likely political party of Catalan 
nationalists and petty bourgeois, was considered too weak to de
fend their interests. 

·rhe Decree on Collectivization of 24 October 1936 was a 
cornpromise of the various unions and political parties that 
cornposed the Catalan Left, but the decree clearly revealed the 
dorninance of the CNT: 

Afte1· the nineteenth of July the fascist bourgeoisie deserted its 
posts .... The abandoned enterprises could not remain wit houl di
rection, and the workers decided to intervene and to e~·eate Control 
Committees. The council of the Generalitat had to authorize and 
orient what the workers accomplished spontaneously .... 

For the collectivization of the firms to be successful, their devel
opment and growth must be aided. T~ this end: the Econ01~1ic 
Council ... will financially aid the collectives and w11l group our m
dustry in large concentrations that will assure maximum out-

put.... . 
Former owners and managers who have techntcal and manage-

rial capabilities ... will serve the needs of the firm. 
A factory nnmcil, named hy workers in a genercsl assembly, will 

f I 11 . 1:.! 
be responsible for the management o t 1e co ecuves. 

First, this decree implied that workers' control was a nece.uity 
because a large part of the bourgeoisie had fled. Second, al
though it paid homage to the "spontaneity" of collect_ivization 
by the workers, the edict asserted that the collectives had 
to be channeled toward "maximum output," "large concen
trations," "growth," and "developrnent." l~hird, the decree 
urged cooperation with technicians and fonner ernployers and 
therefore encouraged a continuation of the organization of 
work and the division of labor that existed before the Revo
lution. Finally, the revolutionary content of the edict was its 
legalization of workers' control. The workers then1selves and 
their representatives would be responsible for n1anaging the 
collectives. 
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I~ the decree was the outcome of a compromise arnong the 
vanous forces of the Catalan Left, its conception of collectiviza
tion and workers' control largely reflected the preponderance 
o~ the libertarian movement that still held political, police, and, 
of course, econotnic powers in ()<:tobcr 1936. Juan Fcihregas, a 
CN'r rnentber who becatne president of the (Generalitat's) Eco
nornic Council, was instrurnental in attaining this "gr·eatest le
gal_ achievernent of the libertarian rnovernent." 13 Fabre gas's 
qu1ck ascent to power revealed a great deal concerning the eco
nomic thought of the CNT. He had joined the Confederaci6n 
inunediately after the atternpted coup of the generals. Before 
the Revolution, he had been linked to the Esquerra and had 
been the director of the Institute of Econornic Sciences of Bar
celona; nonetheless, he loyally served the CN'r in the Econornic 
Council and thus earned the enrnity of the Cotnrnunisls and 
some Catalan nationalists. In December 1936 he was replaced 
on the council by another anarchosyndicalist whose thought we 
have exarnined, Diego Abad de Santillan. Fabregas's sirnilar 
econornic vision disclosed key aspects of the Spanish Revolu
tion. The economist called for the rational reconstruction of 
the Spanish economy under the supervision of the technocrats 
whose cooperation was "necessar·y to acquil·c, at whatever 
cost." 11 Like Santillan, Fabregas advocated the formation of a 
network of councils that would orient production "under tedt
nical and scientific principles." 

Fcibregas wanted easy credit to stiinulate industry and to cre
ate what the Spanish economist called "national labor" (trabajo 
nacional), which would solve the problen1 of unemployrne~t. 
rfhe CNT economic advisor called for a "vast plan of public 
works," including roads, canals, darns, and artificial lakes: "We 
n1ust declare loudly ... that work is not a punishment but a 
pleasure .... It is the glorious tirne of the exaltation of work. 
We will transforrn work into the rnaxirnurn exponent of true 
wealth, into the unique sign of social prestige, rnaking it the 
greatest source of pride for emancipated workers.'' 15 During 
the Spanish Revolution, anarchosyndicalism was an ideology of 
labor; this tenet helps to explain why a fonner bourgeois econ
ornist such as Fabregas came to represent the CN'r in positions 
of the greatest importance. 
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·rhe CNrf ahandoned its antipolitical ideology not only to 
join the Gencralitat but also to participate in the ~~c•_tt.ral gov
ernment of the republic. In November 1936 four CN l leaders 
were named ministers in the governrnent of Largo Caballero: 
Juan Garda Oliver, Minister of Just~ce; J~an Peir6, Indu,stry; 
Federica Montseny, Health and Pubhc Assistance; .Juan Lopez, 
Cotnrncrce. Libenarian participation in both the Gcncralitat 
and the central governrnent ended shortly aftet· the famous 
May Days of 1937 when CNT and FAI rnilitants fought Com
munists and Republicans in the streets of Barcelona and ~>th~r 
towns throughout Catalonia. This is not the place to descnbe 111 

detail the political struggles and violent skinnishcs between the 
libertarians and the Communists; they have been amply re
ported elsewhere. What .is i~nportant for (~llr pu t·p~lscs is tl~e 
periodizat.ion, or the begntn_rng anl~ end, o~ workct_·s. control 111 

1\arcelona. As we have seen, 1mmed1ately after the failure of the 
military uprising in Barcelona, th~ Confede~aci6n oc~upied t.he 
rnost important political, econor~uc, and pohce posts 1~1 the. oty. 
While other forces-Communist and Catalan nationalist
reorganized and gained strength, the CNT, although retaining 
its anns, began gradually to lose it.s political and police powers 
in Barcelona. Many, if not n1ost, historians have focused on the 
decline of the CNrr's political power and its withdrawal frorn 
both the Generalitat and the central governrnent after May 
1937; they have wedded the CNT's loss of political_ pow~~ to a 
collapse of its economic power in the factones that 1ts mthta~ts 
had collectivized or controlled. In other words, consonant with 
the fJolitical perspective of most historians~whet!ler c.o~mu
nist or anti-Cornmunist, pro-CNT or anu-CN1, Stalinist or 
T'rotskyist-the periodization of the collectives has .b~en ~ubo.r
dinated to the CNT's participation or nonparttcJpauon In 

government. u; l~he end of the CNT's mernbershi p in both the 
central and Catalan governrnents, after the street fighting of 
May 1937, has therefore been identifted with the successful 
counterrevolution against the Confederacion's economic power 
in the factories that it controlled. 

rrhe identification of political and economic periodizations 
has some, but only limited, value. When forces opposed to the 
CNT-whether Communist or Republican-controlled the 
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~oven~ment~ they probably withheld the foreign currencies and 
hnanc~al assistance ~hat CN'~ factories needed to procure raw 
~1at~nals and mach1nery. After the CN·r withdrew fro1n poli
tics 111 May 1937, Comrnunist strength increased and large at
tacks took place on collectives in certain regions, notably Ara
gon .. Nevertheless, in Barcelona, which was the CNl''s strongest 
bastion as the c.NT was undoubtedly its n1ost important union, 
the ConfederaCJon 's econon1ic control of industry did not col
laps~ when its en.emi~s gained political power. Even with Re
publican and Sov1et al(l, the Catalan Cotntnunists would have 
had difllculty in elianinating the Catalan CN'I: which rnay have 
had as tnany as 1,000,000 n1ernbers in April 1937. In contrast, 
the Catalan UGT reported 4 75,000 aneanbers in January 
1937. 17 

• • 

After the initial defeat of the pronunciamiento,· the Confede
~-aci~>n ne~er regained the ofrensive but, often with the partic
tpatt<~n <~f the UG't: retained control of rnany of the largest in
dustnes 111 Barcelona until just before the end of the war. The 
Generalitat did gain preponderance in several industries but 
its legislation was ignored in many others. Nurnerous artid~s in 
the libertarian press attested to the CNrr's comrnand of n1ost 
collectives in Barcelona after May 1937. In Novernber 1937 a 
CN·r publication for the exclusive use of mernber unions stated 
that ~l~ose who had attempted to destroy the Confederacion 
had fa1led and that the CNT was successfully rnanaging a great 
n~unber_ ~f cooperatives and collectives and even cooperating 
With ofhc1al economic organizations, including the Executive 
Commission of Agricultural Credit, Committee against Un
e .. nlplo~•n.ent,1!>?~tal Savings Ban.k, ~nd the Fuel. Regulation 
Conun1ssaon. I he anarchosyndtcahsts also continued to oc
cupy ~eats on the Generalitat's Economic Cou.ncil, where they 
e.fl~c~avely opposed rn~n~ Communist-inspired proposals. l'he 
CN I was able to rema1n Influential in the key sector of the de
fense ind~stries de.spite t~e Generalitat's increasing financial 
and .legal 1nterventaon dunng the first year of the Revolution. 
Until the end of 1937 the Confederacion actively resisted the at
tenlpt by the central government, backed by the Cornrnunists, 
to take more than nominal control of the Catalan war indus-
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tries where-according to the CNT's own estimates-the 
, )tJ 

union controlled 80 percent of the work force. · 
During 1938, after the national govenunent's Subsecrctaria 

de annamcnto assurned control of the defense sector, the CN'l' 
was still able to· place its rnembers in the factories. ·rhe Conunu
nist technician M. Schwartzmann has confirmed the Confede
racion's tenacious hold on Barcelona industry after May 1937; 
in branches such as transportation and woodworking, CNT 
control was so rnonopolistic that in May 1938 the UGrr cotn
plained of the. persecution of its militants in t~ese s~ctors:20_ In 
April 1938 n1ilitants advised the dissolution of the Cornnus.s•on 
on Behalf of Prisoners and a reduction of the number o( the 
Conlederacion 's lawyers because the "CNT prisoners are few 
and soon all will leave jail."21 On 10 May 1938 the Gennan an
archosyndicalist A. Souchy wrote in Solidaridad Obrera: "The 
base of cconornic life rests, in spite of everything and every
body, in the hands of workers' organizations."22 As late as Ck.to
ber 1938 Juan Comorera, a PS U C leader, admit~ed the exist
ence of two economies in Spain, one largely pnvate and the 
other dominated by the CN'l~23 A CNT Inilitant insisted _that 
despite the carnpaign against tl~e collectives "the syst~nl of col
lectivization was deeply rooted 1n Catalan econonuc hfe ... be
conting the most solid base of our resistance in the dornain of 
production."24 An anarchosyndicalist historian has called the 
preservation of CNT economic power a "miracle" produc~d ?Y 
union "toughness," which "stopped the government tn Its 
tracks."25 

Legislation often existed only on paper. In October 1937 
Juan Fro~josa, a Communist and the se.~retary g~neral of the 
UG'I: declared that "three great sectors -repubhcans, Marx
ists, and anarchosyndicalists-were leading the struggle against 
"tascism."2

t; l"he UGT leader went on to complain that al
though the Decree on Collectivization required that the Ger~er
alitat's Economic Council name controllers, the collecltves 
thernselves were choosing them "in the great rnajority of cases." 
He protested that the Economic Counci~ intervened ?nly to en
dorse the workers' nominations. Accord1ng to the un1on ~eader, 
this procedure resulted in an "intolerable farce" in which the 
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controller was usually "only the plaything" of the collective and 
even acquiesced in its "illegal activities." Fror~jos;l's complaiuts 
cannot be disrnissed as mere Comntunist propaganda since in 
the chemical industry, for example, the Generalitat's controllers 
either refused or were unable to fulfill their duties during 
rnuch of the Revolution.27 As late as October 1937, the Gener
alitat's plan for a bank devoted to industrial development, al
though authorized by the Decree on Collectivizations, had not 
been enacted. 

·rhe Confederacion could retain control in n1any collectiv
ized and controlled finns because it possessed a variety of 
sources of incorne and influence in the revolutionary econorny. 
At least in the first months of the Revolution and probably con
siderably afterwards, unions were rnore likely to receive urban 
rents (if paid) than were either landlords or governmental or
ganizations.2H In addition, unions held a near rnonopoly on 
the labor market and collected dues frcun both the old an<l the 
n1any new rne1nbers. Certain collectives also contributed to the 
unions' treasury, which retained considerable revenues even 
though local and national governments gradually consolidated 
thei1~ powers of taxation as the war <:ontinued. 

.Soane histor·ians have tied the decline of the supposed revolu
tionary fervor atnong its members to the CNrl''s loss of political 
and economic power and to the anarchosyndicalist leadership's 
decision to collaborate with other parties and unions in the gov
ernJnent: they consider that the CNrf constituency became in
creasingly estranged from its leaders because of the leaders' po
litical cooperation with former adversaries. 29 In their view, the 
rank and file were especially concerned to put the Confedera
ci<)n's Zaragoza prograrn into practice. Fro1n July to October 
1936, the "libertarian and collectivist econon1y'' was able to "de
velop autogestion without obstacles.":.Jn Thereafter,· the historians 
argue, a "spontaneous" and "militant" base of rnernbers, de
voted to democracy and workers' control in the factory, was pre
vented from realizing its goals by an increasingly bureaucratic 
leadership. The proletariat's willingness to sacrifice receded as 
rnilitary objectives took priority over the social revolution.31 

Yet even in the first days of the Revolution, and despite a 
general 15 percent pay raise, workers may not have pursued au-
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toge.dion with such eagerness and enthusiasrn_. Indeed, after 19 
July, anarchosyndicalist newspapers and rad1o broadcasts nm
tinually called for workers both to return confiscated cars and 

return to work: 

It is urgent that all [bus] workers belonging to the section justify 

their absence from work. 

[We] notify those [Hisp.ano-Oiive~ti workers] who are illegitimate~~ 
absent that·sanctions will be apphed to whomever deserves them. 

In one large rnetallurgical factory, the return of blue-collar 
workers was "gradual" during the two w~eks that foll~>wed 19 
July.33 On 15 August the Control C~m~~ttee ?f pubhc tra~ts
p<>r·tation demanded that all workers JUS til y thc1r absences w1th 
a rnedical certificate.34 Five days later a comrnittee tnernber and 
a physician were assigned to inspect _the ill in their h<~~es. The 
worker-managed power nunpany <ils~;,ttched a physu:~an to_ a 
worker's house for the sarne purpose:.) In transportation, dls
rnissals for absences without permission were "comtnon" in the 
first weeks of the conflict.3

(j A POUM printer reported that his 
wor·kanalcs had to "hunt dowu" their ahsent. colleagues and con-
. I . t I b :n v1nce t tent to cont1nue o a or. 

According to one witness, the Generalitat's decision to pay 
wages for days lost because of the Revolution "corrupted" the 
workers. l'his measure, which was supposed to last only several 
weeks, becarne permanent, a~d a number o~ factory councils 
continued to receive money even though the1r firms produced 
nothing. The author claimed that laziness and. idleness,were en
couraged and that "son1e sectors of the workmg class bec_am~ 
cornplacent.3H The Confederaci6n consider_ed the G~~erahtat s 
dcct·cc establishing a forty-hour week "ru1nous, sutudal, a~d 
counterrevolutionary"; the reduction of work .hours and Ill

crease of wages arnounted to a "serious rnistake."JH {_)ne c.atalan 
power station celebrated the arrival of the Revolu~aon wHh ex
tended (casting; during one month the w?,rk~rs an Ca1~1arasa 
"consumed 270 bottles of 'Castell del Reme1 wane, 40 ch1ckens, 

d l 
• u10 

20 geese, an ot 1er Items. , . 
Yet some did sacrifice to serve the cause. In the Casa Smger, 

which had a long tradition of CNT 1nilitancy, fifty of one 
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hundr~d workers volunteered for fortification work with "great 
enthustasrn and revolutionary spirit." An undeterrnined nunl
ber of workers in the power industry asked to labor overtime for 
the war effort. Solidaridad Obrera reported "Sunday work vol
unteers."11 Revolutionary and patriotic beliefs motivated an 
unknown number to accept work. 

Many others, though, displayed only a superficial cornrnit
I~Ient to the cause. In December 1936, eight hundred construc
tion workers at Flix oflered to dig trenches at the front. When 
their site was bombarded several months later the workers de-

42 , 
serted or fled. The unions often had to threaten the con-
scripted to ensure that they would obey mobilization orders. ln 
February 1937, UGrf phone workers were certain that a nurn
ber of con1rades would not report for rnilitary training. Several 
months earlier fortification work had become "obligatory" for 
~elephone workers.43 rfhe CNT'-UGrf managers of the power 
Industry agreed to pay a month's salary for each of their work
ers age eightee~l to twenty who were in rnilitary training. rrhey 
neverthel~ss stipulated that once the training was cornpleted, 
the recruits rnust go to the front "without any excuse."44 Even 
PritHe Minister Azafia noted that "to stin1ulate re<:ruitanent, 
each soldier received ten pesetas per day, which was five titnes 
tnore than the usual wages of Spanish troops:'15 

When the Republican arrny had alrnost one million rnen sol
dien;' pay becarne an "exorbitant charge" for the governrn~ntal 
treasury. In November 1936 in a large Barcelona collective, not 
even one of the mostly UGT-afftliated workers was listed in the 
rnilitary; in July 1937, 16 of 280 were in th~ anned forces; in 
J.anuary 1~)38, the total was 45 of 318.16 By 1938 rnany recruits 
f rotn Barcelona were discouraged, as one of their oflicers a lib-
ertarian comrnissar, reported: ' 

In th~s ~r,aining camp there are 470 recruits; 85 percent belong to 
the CN I. Seventy percent are manual workers, 15 pen:ent peas
ants, and 15 percent shop assistants ... from the Barcelona re
gion .... They come demoralized and without enthusiasm con
stantly worried about their families whom they have left without 
means du.-ing this economic crisis .... Many arc without shoes and 
complain about it. ... They are aware of the economic favoritism 
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shown to bureaucrats and police forces .... They always say, "If 
there have to be sacrifices, they should be equal for everyone." 

They o~iect to insignificant things, for example, a late distribu
tion of tobacco, a meal without wine, or hard bread .... They are 
really bothered by having to join the army to fight.'17 

Many workers tried to avoid military duty, and in 1938 it also 
becarne difficult to recruit officers from libertarian ranks.4

K 

rrhe declining military fortunes of the Second Republic cer
tainly reinforced this lack of conunitment, but it appeared al
most inunediately after the conflict began. At that titnc ntost 
Barcelonan workers belonged to no union; in July 1936 they 
flocked into the CNT and, to a lesser extent, the UGT. l'he so
cial base of these two unions diliered somewhat: the Confedera
ci6n had tnore blue-collar rnen1bers than the UGT, which 
tended to attract white-collar workers, technicians, and srnall 
businessrnen. Although so1ne n1anual laborers and blue··collar 
workers did enter the UGl~ this minority union was generally 
more popular a1nong workers who were literate and those ,Nho 
had technical training. It should be underlined that n1any 
workers joined the unions not for ideological reasons hut be
cause life in revolutionary Barcelona was quite diflicult without 
a union card. 'l'o cat a tncal in a collective kitchen, to acquire 
welfare aid, to find or keep a job, to attend a technical training 
center, to obtain housing, to be admitted to a clinic or hospital, 
to travel outside of Barcelona, and so forth, a union card was 
often desirable, if not necessary. Union membership and con
nections were ironically the only way opportunists could avoid 
rnilitary service, by being declared "indispensable" in the 

49 workplace. · 
According to the CNT's figures, it represented only 30 per

cent of the Catalan industrial workers in May 1936, down from 
60 percent in 1931.50 "Tens of thousands" of workers with little 
"class consciousness" joined the two unions in search of social 
protection and stable employrnent.51 On 4 August 19!\6, f<n· ex
ample, several weeks after the outbreak of revolution, a rnajor
ity of mernhers of the union of workers at dog races held a gen
eral assenably. One rnember reported that many of the alliliated 
believed they needed to join either the CN'f or the UG'r "in 



94 Overview of tlze Revolution 

order to defend our interests."52 Another argued that the CNT' 
offered "rnore guarantees for the workers since it controlled the 
m~jority of entertainment workers." A certain Cuadrado in
sisted that the CNl' had always defended the workers, but an
other objected that the Confcderaci<>n n1ight suspend the dog 
races. A participant addressed this fear by asserting that there 
was also an equal danger that the UGT would cancel the races. 
At ~h: end of the discussion the assembly voted "unanirnously" 
to JOin the CNl: "After discussions with managers of both 
unions," workers who specialized in insulating and waterproof
ing tnaterials also decided to join the CN'r because the Confe
deraci6n 's construction affiliate was n1ore experienced in the 
workers' speciality.53 Other unions voted to adhere to the uc·r 
for sirnilar reasons. The president of a union representing rnar
ket laborers suggested that "it was advantageous and useful" to 
join a national organization, and the majority agreed to enter 
the lJ(;'I:5 •1 · 

A CN'l' rnanager of the power coanpany thought that "one of 
the principal errors of the unions was to h>rce the workers to 
join one ofthcrn. We arc not really sure about rnany of the huge 
nurnhcr of new mcrnhcrs, allhough it's not. worthwhile to dis
cuss this outside of the union."55 In June I9:J7 H. Riidigcr, a 
representative in Barcelona of the revived First International, 
wroce that hcf(n·e the Revolution the CN'r had only 150,000 to 
175,000 nlernbcrs in Catalonia. 5 n In the rnonths f()llowing the 
outbreak of the war, Catalan CNT membership jumped to 
nearly I ,000,000, of which "four-fifths are, thus, new people. 
We cannot consider a large part of these people revolutionar
ies. You could take any union as an example of this. Many of 
these new rnernbers could be in the UG'f." Rudiger concluded 
that the CNT could not be an "organic democracy." In the rival 
union, the situation was little different: one UGrr ollicial as
serted that the Catalan federation of the UG'f had 30,000 
rnernbers before 19 July and 350,000 to 400,000 afterwards; he 
recc:n1n1ended a new organization of the union since rnany 
affihates lacked energy and experience.57 A nurnber of CNT 
unions discouraged the election of new rne1nbers to posts of re
sponsibility in the organization or in collectives unless they re
ceived unanimous approval. Therefore, this large influx of ad-

·r 
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herents to Catalan unions and political parties was not sirnply 
an indication of ideological conversion to anarchosyndicalisrn, 
socialism, or conununism but an attempt by rank-and-file work
ers to survive as best they could in a revolutionary situation. 

During the Revolution, tnany workers were reluctant to at
tend union meetings or, of course, to pay union dues. 5

H (Jne 
collective, Construcciones mecanicas, changed its plans to hold 
assernblies on Sundays since "no one would attend" and instead 
chose Thursdays.5

H In fact, activists often claiined that the only 
way to get workers to appear at assemblies was to hold then1 
during working hours and therefore at the expense of produc
tion. Twenty-nine of seventy-four workers in a UGrr-d<nninated 
clothing finn attended an assembly in October 1937.Hn In one 
large metallurgical concern, only 2? percent of the personnel 
participated actively in assen1blies.h 1 The rnost a<:tive workers 
were over thirty and had technical ability and at least five years' 
seniority. Frequently, assetnblies merely ratified decisions taken 
by sn1allcr groups of rnilitants or technicians. Son1e workers felt 
coerced and were reluctant to speak, let alone protest, during 
1neetings. Even when the rank and file attended, they often ar
rived late and left. cady. In construction, the lJGT Building 
Union warned that if delegates did not auend meetings and if 
rnernhers did not fullill their duties, their union canis would be 
withdrawn. lie meant, in effect, that they would be fired, a seri
ous threat in an industry characterized by high uncrnploymcnt, 
especially when joblessness in Barcelona was aggravat.~d still 
further by an influx of refugees from other parts of Spaan. 

Even supposedly cornmitted rnilitants often rnissed meetings. 
Mernbers holding positions of responsibility were warned. 

The comrades of the Control Committees must consider them
selves workers no different from others and are thus obligated to 
work. They are able to meet as much as they wish hut always after 
working hours .... When a comrade-whoever he is and whatever 
posiLion he holds-sabotages our labor, he will he inuuediatcly ex
pelled from the workplace.62 

UGT telephone personnel criticized working wornen, the 
rnajority of whorn had joined the union after 19 July, as never 
having attended even one assembly. Female workers rernained 
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even more apolitical than their male colleagues, perhaps be
cause of lesser interest in social pron1otion and little representa
tion in the unions. Working women were burdened with both 
wage labor and domestic chores, such as Saturday shopping. 
Some auivists unsuccessfully proposed fines for n1etnhcrs of 
either sex who did not appear at rneetings. Other militants 
threatened sanctions.(;3 

Apathy and indifference contributed to the disintegration 
of workers' democracy and the reappearance of a tnanagerial 
elite during the Spanish Revolution. The new elite of union 
tnilitants etnployed both old and new techniques of coercion 
to n1ake workers labor harder and produce n1ore. As will be 
seen, statist, medical, and unionist bureaucracies expanded in 
,-esponse to workers' resistance. For exarnple, early in the Revo
lution ernployees and security guards of the Barcelonan news
paper La Vanguardia met at a tavern to drink and gamble dur
ing working hours. lc) end such "irregularities," local union 
oflicials-like the national authorities-:-proposed issuing 
"identity cards" and irnposing rules against leaving the work
place. In another case, the UG'T headquarters needed to send 
out inspectors to affiliated unions to collect dues because an av
erage of only one-third of UG'I' rnetnbers in Barcelona tnet 
their obligations. n-1 

'l'he tnanaging class of union rnilitants, who must be distin
guished frotn rnere union tnernbers, was largely responsible for 
the collectivization of the Barcelonan factories. Assisted by 
skilled workers and technicians, they controlled the daily func
tioning of the industries. The rnilitants of both the CNT and 
the UG'r were, of course, influenced by the econon1ic thought 
of their respective organizations. The CNT demanded workers' 
control, which the factory councils and the unions were to 
coordinate, whereas the UGl, desired nationalization and gov
errunental control. Nevertheless, despite these differences over 
the form5 of decision making that the new order would adopt, 
that is, the choice between state or union control of production, 
the organizations were in basic agreernent concerning indus
trial goals. Both advocated concentration of the many srnall fac
tories and workshops that dotted the Barcclonan industrial 
landscape, standardization of the variety of industrial products 
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and e<Juiprnent, modernization of tools and capital goods, and 
cstablislunent of an independent Spanish econo1ny, free frotn 
foreign control. In brief, the unions wanted to rationalize the 
rneans of production in a Spanish national frarnework. 

·rhe tasks the unions wanted to perfonn were often ones the 
bourgeoisies of more advanced nations had corn pleted. As we 
have seen, the Spanish and Catalan bourgeoisies had been tin
willing or unable to rationalize, modernize, standardize, and 
free the econorny frorn foreign control. The Spanish Revolu
tion in Barcelona rneant an attempt by working-class organiza
tions to accomplish these goals. Collective control was instituted 
to develop industries that had stagnated under the regin1e of 
private property. In this respect, the Spanish Revolution re
sctnhlc<l the Russian, where organizations claitning to repre
sent the working class took over the privately owned productive 
forces from a bourgeoisie that had not developed a strong in
dustrial cconorny. In Spain, as in the Soviet Union, the effort to 
rationalize the productive forces was accon1panied hy techno
cratic thought and methods propagated by Fabregas, Santillan, 
and other CN'T and anarchosyndicalist thinkers. Like Soviet 
planners, the Spanish revolutionaries desired, at least in theory, 
to build enterprises on a large scale. They often ctnployed the 
same methods, such as Taylorism, highly preferential trcatn1cnt 
for managers and technicians, and strict control of rank
and-file workers. Certain CNrf unions even copied the Stakha
novism of the Bolsheviks in order to prornote production. 

In another fundatnental aspect, internationalism, the Span
ish and Russian Revolutions exhibited in1portant sirnilarities. 
Although Marxist and anarchosyndicalist ideologies shared the 
cosmopolitanism of the First International and called for a 
worldwide revolution and solidarity with the proletariat of all 
nations, this theoretical internationalism conllicted with na
tionalist practice. Both revolutions attempted to free their in
dustries frorn foreign capital and control and to develop the 
productive forces within the national framework. Despite its 
federalis1n, the ideology of the CNT called for a strong and eco
nomically independent Spain. Solidaridad Obrera declared in 
May 1937, Spain for the Spanish and Our Revolution rnust be 
Spanish. Its Madrid paper allinned that libertarians were the 
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true patriots since they defended the Spanish Revolution, 
which would "unleash our capacity for work and h-ce Spain 
from its colony status."m; In May 1937 Juan L6pez, the CN'r 
Minister of C<nnmerce in the Republican govenunent, declared 
that he had "aspired to attain the econ<nnic unity of Spain."66 

L6pez attacked the "foreign invasion of Spain" and demanded 
"national independence." According to the CNl, daily, the 
Spanish Revolution would produce "an ethnic and psychologi
cal transforn1ation that has been, for many years, in the heart 
and soul oft he rcKe (raza)." A CN'r journalist proposed a plan 
of "national reconstruction": "What is produced in Asturias 
does not belong to Asturias. What is n1ade in a certain munici
pality does not belong to that municipality .... We must guar
antee the consurnption of everyone, the equal right of all to 
COilSU llle ."ti? 

.Juan Pcir(,, a Catalan hirnsclf, was hostile to Catalanist dc
tnands f(u· regional econo1uic control and instead desired a uni
fied national econotny. He sharply criticized the Generalitat 
and the Basque government for hindering and even sabotaging 
the national economy. In 1939 Peiro demanded a "national 
xenophobia," which would inspire all classes to rebuild the 
Spanish econorny.6

H After the war, the anarchosyndicalist 
leader asserted, Spain would pursue the "ideal" of economic 
self-sufllciency. Another CNT rninister frorn Catalonia, Fede
rica Montseny, who was the first wornan ever to hold a rniniste
rial post in Spain, believed that "we are the true nationalists. We 
are a people ... who lead all nations." A. Schapiro, a prorninent 
official of the First International, sharply conde1nned the "pan
egy~ic o~ revol~ti.ona~l" natio.nalism" and war.ned his cor~ua~Jes 
agan1st chauvnusm. · Dunng the Revolutaon :other (oretgn 
anarchosyndicalists criticized the CNrf's nationalisrn and 
"I • • " 70 L( I R··-l" (' I I" )" c taUVIIHSIIl. • e rnut uuagcr, a ,cnnan anarc tosyn< IGt 1st, 
judged that the nationalisrn of the Confcdcr·aci<ln had greatly 
hanned the Spanish libertarian rnoveanent. 71 It should be 
noted that this nationalism was further exacerbated (but cer
tainly not created) by the failure of Western democracies to aid 
the Spanish Republic and by anti-Stalinists' fears that the one 
great power that did help-the Soviet Union-was interfering 
in Spain's internal affairs. 
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·rhe Spanish Revolution, like the Russian, also had its labor 
<:arnps (camfms de trabajo), initiated at the end of 193() by .Juan 
Garcia Oliver, the CNT Minister of .Justice in the central gov
ernment of Largo Caballero. As we have noted, Garcia Oliver 
was a very influentialfai5ta and the most important hgure in the 
Central Committee of Antifascist Militias, the de facto govern
ment of Catalonia in the first rnonths of the Revolution. In no 
way could this promoter of Spanish labor camps be considered 
rnarginal to the Spanish Left in general and to Spanish an
archosyrulicalisnl in particular. According to his supporters, 
Garcia Oliver had established the principle of equal justice un
der law that the Spanish bourgeoisie had previously ignored. 
The work carnps were considered an integral part of the "con
stnu:tivc work of the Spanish Revolution," and rnany anan.-ho
syndicalists took pride in the "progressive" character of the re
fonns hy the CNT Minister of Justice. The CNl, rccnl!tcd 
guards f(u· the "<:onceutration ccunps;' as they were also called, 
frorn within its own ranks. Certain rnilitants feared that the 
CNrr's resignation from the government after May 1937 rnight 
delay this "very important pr~ject" of labor carnps. 72 

Garda ()liver's reforming zeal extended to the penal code 
and the prison systern. Torture was forbidden and replaced by 
work: 

normal labor with weekly monetary bonuses and a day off per week 
when the prisoner's conduct merits it. If this is not enough to moti
vate him, his good conduct will be measured by vouchers. Fifty-two 
of these vouchers will mean a year of good conduct and thus a year 
of liberty. These years Glll be added up ... and thus a sentence of 
thirty years can be reduced to eight, nine, or ten years.n 

rrhe abolition of torture has usually accompanied the modern
ization of a p.-ison systctn. Modern justice has been ashaaned to 
usc corporal punishment, and the modern prison has aucd 
principally on the spirit of a prisoner, not the body. Anarcho
syndicalists like Garcia Oliver believed that a prisoner's soul and 
values must be changed in ways that would benefit the produc
tivist society of the future. 

To a great degree, the labor camps were an extreme, but log
ical, expression of Spanish anarchosyndicalism. It was in the 
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labor camps that the CNT's "society of the producers" encoun
ter·ed Fabregas's "exaltation of work." Understandable resent
ment ag~inst a bourgeoisie, a clergy, and a military whorn work
ers consadered unproductive and parasitic crystallized into a 
detnand to refonn these groups through productive lahot: An
archosyndicalists endowed work with great n1oral value; the 
bourgeoisie, th~ military, and the clergy were immoral precisely 
!>ecause they chd not produce. Thus penal reh>nn Incant f(>rc
~r~g these ~lasses to la~or, to rid them of their sins through work. 
I he s.panash Revolution was, in part, a crusade to convert, by 

force af necessary, both eneanies and friends to the values of 
work and development. 

The ministry of the.faista was proud of its "advanced" ideas 
and considered its ca1nps Inore progressive than those in the So
viet Union. 

74 
Garda Oliver promised humanized detention, 

~·:d (~Nr~~ repres~n.tative~ investigated corn~!.aints of.gross neg
ltgence, 111 the Lenda pnson, for example. · Sornetunes, how
ever, the tone of the ref(>nners shifted: 

The weeds must be torn out by their roots. There cannot be and 
~t.ast 1_10t be pity for the enemies of the people, but ... their reha
l)lhtallon thr·ough woa·k and that is predscly what the new ministe
rial order· creating "work camps" seeks. In Spain great irrigation 
ca~als, roads, and p~blic works must be built immediately. The 
u·;.uns must be electnfied, and all these things should be accom
pl~shed by those who conceive of work as a derisive activity ot· a 
cru~e, ?Y th<!se who have never worked .... The prisons and peni
tenttanes wall be replaced by beehives of labor, and offenders 
against the people will have the chance to dignify themselves with 
tools in hand, and they will see that a pick and a shovel will be much 
~ore valuable in the future society than the placid, parasitic life of 
adleness that had no other aim than to perpetuate the irritating in
equality of classes. 71; 

Accc~rding to a CNrr historian, "delinquents, reactionaries, sub
versives, and suspects were judged by popular tribunals com
posed of CNT militants and, if found guilty, jailed or con
dernned to forced labor. Fascists, soldiers who looted 
drunkards, criminals, and even syndicalists who abused thei; 
power were put behind bars or in work carnps where they were 
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forced to build roads."77 Inmates of the work carnps reported 
that they also dug trenches and built railroads. One avid fnnt
quista la1nented that "duchesses, marchionesses, countesses, 
wives and daughters of military officers" were forced to harvest 
grain.7H 

Most who were sent to prisons and work cain ps were con
victed on political charges-which included violating public or
der, possessing arn1s, and engaging in fascist activities. 79 A 
much smaller nurnher received sentences for robbery, n1urder, 
hoarding, and black Jnarketeering. This last category increased 
rnarkedly in 1938 when, for example, revenue guards arrested 
a mason with 2,200 pesetas or another individual carrying 179 
eggs. 80 The number of prisoners in Catalonia In ultiplied five
f(ll<l during the war. In Noven1her 1936, 535 were in Cat al.an 
jails; in Nove1nber 1938 the figure was 2,6() l. 'l'he greatest lll

·c.-ease was of women inmates, whose numbers jun1ped frotn 18 
in Nove1nber l93li to 535 two years later. Deserters front the 
Republican anuy (ntor·e nurnerous than those front the Nation
alist army) filled their own can1ps, and their numbers increased 
dran1atically in Catalonia during I 938.81 

The art of the Revolution reflected its proble1ns and ex
pr-essed its values and _rnorality .. The clearest expre~siot.' o~· t~1is 
art were the posters ol the Spanish Left-Conununtst, Soctahst, 
and anarchosyndicalist. The major organizations gave co~lsider
able time and rnoney to produce this propaganda even after pa
per and other resources becarne scarce and expensive. Many of 
the poster artists had been active in advertising before the war, 
and they worked not for one organization but for many. For ex
arnple, an ollicial of the Professional Designers' Uni~n Inad.e 
placards for the CN'C UGrC PSUC, and the Generah~at: Hts 
union even produced posters for the POU M, the (hsstdent 
Cornmunist organization. An ecumenical style eanergcd that, 
despite slight thctnatic differences, portrayed both the workers 
and the productive forces in nearly identical images. Even as 
anarchosyndicalists and Communists killed each other on the 
streets of Barcelona in May I 937, the aesthetic unity of the Pop
ular Front persisted. Ideological disputes and power struggles 
did not prevent competing organizations from accepting simi
lar representations of their supposed constituencies. 
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In these posters, which greatly resernble the style of Soviet 
~odalist realisrn, workers were either working, fighting, <~r dy
ang for the cause. ·rhese rnen and, just as irnportant, wornen
for in the Spanish Revolution wornen and n1en were theoreti
GIIIy equal in war and work-always struggled heroically and 
untiringly for the victory of the Revolution or the Second 
Republic in farrns, factories, and on battlefields. In fact, the 
sex of the subjects in rnany posters was nearly indetern1inate, 
and what was irnportant was neither the qualities nor the char
acter of the individual portrayed but his or her function as sol
dier or worker. Spanish socialist realisn1 expressed the pro
gressive "masculinization of the iconography of the workers' 

"H2 0 CNrl.. . d t . . I movernent. ne _.. srgn, rna e to corn >at pessanusrn anc 
defeatism, pictured two figures, a rnan and a wornan, who 
looked alike. Both possessed huge forearrns and biceps, broad 
shouldt~rs, and very small heads, suggesting that it was physical, 
not n1ental, c(fort that was required of thern. The flgua·es were 
ahnost identical except that one had longer hair and inconspic
uous breasts, the only hints of femininity in the image. One de
tail distinguished the other figure: rolled-up sleeves, an easily 
recognizable syntbol of rnanual labor. 

·rhis art was solely concerned with the constructive or de
structive capacity of its subjects who were simultaneously its ob
jects. l'he artists deemphasized differences between soldier and 
producer, defense and civilian industries as rnuch as between 
wornan and man. One PSUC poster identified industries of war 
and peacetirne. In the picture the long chimneys of the latter 
repeated the shape of the large cannons of the fonner. A fa
rnous CNl.._FAI poster conveyed the sarne message. In the fore
ground a soldier firing his rifle cornplemented a worker in the 
background harvesting wheat with a sickle, itself a syn1bol of la
bor in socialist-realist iconography. rrhe figures would have 
been indistinguishable except by their irnplernents and posi
tions. Vivid reds and blacks, the colors of the anarchist nlove
n•ent, strengthened the forms of the powerful workers. 'The 
(:apl ion read, Comrade, work and fight for the revolution. Art
ists never depicted the workers and soldiers of the posters as 
tired, hungry, or ill. The means of production-the factories, 
farms, and workshops-no matter how ugly, were idealized 
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c(1ually with the brave, strong, and virile n~en and wonten w~1o 
lived and died for the cause. l'his portrart of the producllve 
forces reflected the Left's productivism and its desires for rnod
ernization. Both machines and humankind were heroic and 

larger than life. . . . 
Given the Marxist and anarchosyndtcahst conception of the 

worker, it is hardly surprising that revolutionary ~rt wot.Jld 
stress her or his productive capacities. rrhese ideologtes, wluch 
glorified labor and the laborer, consequently portrayed the fe
rnale and rnale wage earners as muscular and powerful beings 
capable of creating objects both for consurnption ~nd for the 
struggle. rrhus the importance of the ann and particularly th~ 
hand, a syanhol of homo faber and the focus of many cotnposi
tions. Interpreting the posters helps us both to understand h_ow 
Marxists and anarchosyndicalists literally imagined the worktng 
dass and how revolutionaries responded to workers' actual be
havior du.-ing the civil war and Revolution. Spanish socialist re
alism attetnpted to persuade the workers to fight, work, and 
sacrifice tnore. It was propaganda that was always hurnorless 
and sometimes tnenacing. 

l"'he art of the Frente popular aimed to dirninish workers' re-
sistance to work, which was, as we shall see, one of the tnost 
pressing problems for the ~ntire Left._ Barcelona~ worker~ w~re 
known to miss work on hohdays, particularly dunng the Chnst
rnas-New Year's season. l'he PSUC responded to such absen
teeisnl with a poster that pictured a soldier whose baronet ':as 
slicing through Saturday on a calendar. The posters caption 
called for the end of fiestas and dernanded that a new "war 
calendar" be irnposed. Another picture de1nanded that ~lay 
Day become, not a holiday, but a day of "intensification of 

production." . . . 
Spanish rnilitants sometimes equate~ excessave dnr~~tng and 

laziness with sabotage and even fasctsrn. One CN I poster, 
which was made in Barcelona for the Departarnento de orden 
publico de Aragon, pictured a corpulent man smoking a 
cigarette and comfortably resting in what appeared to be the 
countryside. ·rhe colors of this piece were unlike those of rnost 
other posters; the figure was not red or black but yello~, reflect
ing the tones of sunny Spain. At the bottom was pnnted the 
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caption, The lazy man is a fascist. Another CNT poster, n1ade 
again for comrades in Aragon, displayed a man who was also 
smoking a cigarette, a symbol, one may speculate, of indifler
ence and insolence since committed workers and soldiers were 
not shown srnoking. This individual was surrounded by tall 
wine bottles, and the poster contained the caption, A drunk is a 
parasite. Let's eliminate him. This was particularly tough talk 
during a period when threats of elirnination did not always re
main oral, and work camps for enemies and the apathetic were 
in operation. Both Marxists and anarchosyndicalists were hos
tile toward non-producers. 

A number of posters addressed the problern of workers' in
difference. ()ne showed a strong red figure who was digging the 
earth with a shovel and who asked laborers to join voluntary 
work brigades (many of which became obligatory during 1937). 
Another, from Madrid, requested disabled veterans to aid the 
fight by working in factories and thereby releasing as yet unin
jured workers for cornbat. A third contained a very direct ap
peal: Worker, Work and We shall win; it showed a bare-chested 
red figure with a well-defined muscular torso, blacksrnith or 
n1e1alworker·, underneath whom a row of soldiers was firing 
their weapons at the enerny. 

l·he artists of the Revolution also developed a genre of post
ers for the literacy campaign. This therne reflected the poverty 
of Spanish education, the high rates of illiteracy an1ong work
ers, and the Left's need for trained workers and cadres. A mod
enlist poster showed a soldier in red and black with several 
yellow books and contained the caption, Anarchist books are 
weapons against fascisrn. The theme of books as weapons, 
which blended nicely with the utilitarianisrn of the Left's 
literacy campaign, echoed in another poster that showed a 
blindfolded soldier holding a large book. Underneath the 
fighter was inscribed, Illiteracy blinds the spirit. Soldier, learn! 
l'he relation of education to fighting paralleled that of work 
to fighting. There was a rapprochement, if riot an identifica
tion, of the two activities. The literacy campaign posters, like 
those representing the means of production, were modernist. 
One striking promotion of the anarchosyndicalist publications 
Tierra y Lihertad and Tiempo.'i nuevos cornhincd soldiers, rifles, 
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factory chimneys, newspapers, .and books in a sophisticated 
cubist con1position. . . 

Spanish socialist realism was not exempt frotn what Ntktta 
Khrushchev once called "the cult of personality." Massive repre
sentations of Marx, Lenin, and Stalin appeared in public places. 
The libertarians replied with photographs, sketches, and P?r
traits of Durruti, whose itnage seems to have been as pervastve 
in the anarchosyndicalist press as that of Stalin was in Cotntnu
nist publications. On the anniversary ~f the death of t.he leg
endary anarchosyndicalist leader, w~o ~red on the Madn.d front 
early in the war, CNrf and FAI pubhcauons ":ere fille? wtth tens 
of articles and pictures of the fallen hero. Tzerra y L~bertad, the 
review of the fai5las, even included a sotnewhat sentm1ental es
say entitled, ."Durruti: A Giant with a Heart of Gold," even 
though bef(>re his death the libertarian. n1a~tyr l~ad advoca~~::! 
mobilizing the "infinity of loafers and hb~rttnes 111 the re~r. 

·rhe anarchosyndicalists developed thetr ow~ form. of v~s.u~l 
expression that differed little frorn the .Mar~tst vancty. I Ius 
similarity reflected shared values-a glon~catton o~ labor, are
spect for the developn1ent of the means of produc.tton, and the 
vision of the worker as producer. When workers 111 the rollc(:
tives did not conlonn to this productivist conception, the CNT 
and the UGT alike responded by creating persuasive and coer
cive images that were designed to conv!nce ther_n to work 
harder. This art should be seen as reflecting the vrews of the 
militants, not working-class culture in its entirety. Indeed, it 
ai1ned to cornbat a deep current in the everyday life of Barcelo
nan wage earners-workers' resistance to work and ~cluc~ance 
to fight. ·ro estirnate the posters' effects o~1 the b~havro•: of Bar~
celona's working class is unfortunately dtfficult, tf not unposst
ble: vandals or graffiti artists avant La lettre tore down or covered 
over many posters as soon as they appeared on the walls. As yet 
little evidence exists that the socialist realisn1 of the Frente popu-
lar boosted production or increased combativeness. . 

· l~he nature of the Spanish Revolution can only be partially 
discovered in the political categories of most historians. By con
centrating on the political struggles among the CN'f, PS~C, 
and other organizations and the consequent coun~en:evo.luuon_ 
of May 1937, historians have distorted the pcnochzat Jon of 
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workers' control in Barcelona and have not fully explored 
th~ n•o.re fundamental question of the significance of the Revo
!utt~n. Itself. Yet t~e art of the Revolution, its labor camps, and 
Us VISIO~l of .the. future revealed its essence: the developrnent 
a,nd rata.onahzatton of the means of production of the nation. 
Everyth:ng else yield~d to this ce~t~al goal, and in the process 
wo~kers democracy disappeared, tf It had ever existed. The fol
lowing chapters will examine how the union militants devel
oped the productive forces in Barcelona and the problen1s that 
they encountered among the workers whom they claimed to 
n.~prcscnt. 

5 
RA1]0NALIZATION 

Although the war increased the pressures to produce, the ur
gent effort to rationalize the productive f(Jrces should not be at
tributed solely to the necessities of this conflict. Anarchosyndi
calists of various shades of opinion advocated the developrnent 
of the ll)(~ans of production through rationalization he fore l he 
civil war and Revolution erupted. Indeed, one cause of the civil 
war and Revolution was the inability or unwillingness of Span
ish capitalists to create and sustain modern industries. It was 
the resulting low standard of living for many workers that in
spired working-class organizations-with varying degrees of 
success-to concentrate, standardize, and modernize the back
ward industrial structure. 

In textiles, the most ilnportant industry in Barcelona, both 
the CNTand the UGT of Badalona, the city's industrial suburb, 
agreed on collectivizin~ and merging the firms into "a single in
dustrial organization." The unions argued that concentration 
would improve productivity and encourage mass production. It 
would not only eliminate the many small and inefficient firms 
but would also end work done at home, trabajo a domicilio, which 
was often considered responsible for low wages. After 19 July 
I 936 such work was said to have disappeared; some collectives 
paid a weekly sum to workers who brought their sewing 
1nachincs into the factory. Concentration would also lay the 
basis f(>r a thriving national economy, and the CN'l' planned 
to reduce i1nports by planting cotton, pita, hemp, and other 
plants to free the textile industry from foreign sources of raw 
materials. l'he collectives would strive for Spanish economic 
independence. 

The unions had similar plans for the construction indus
try. As in. even advanced capitalist nations, this industry was 
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dispersed into small units and employed approximately thirty
five thousand workers in Barcelona, the great rnajority of them 
in the CNri: l~he unions concentrated and coordinated rnany 
small firms and gradually consolidated an arnalgarnation, which 
etnployed approximately eleven thousand workers in work
shops of twenty-five to four hundred me1nbers. 2 By the begin
ning of Septen1ber 1937, the CNT Building Union clairned
perhaps with sorne exaggeration-that it had elirninated 
"parasitic" intermediaries and had concentrated three thou
sand shops into one hundred twenty "great producing centers" 
that supposedly mass-produced.3 It retained a number of former 
ernployers as technical advisers at the standard wage for workers. 

The tanning and leather industry of Barcelona, however, re
vealed a considerable distance between desires for concentra
tion and the harsh reality of a wartirne econo•ny. Both unions 
noted that despite the profits of World War I, the industry 
r·e1nained backwar·d. 4 According to the CN'C after 19 .July 
the seventy-one tanning factories of Barcelona were collectiv
ized, and their nuntber was <Juickly reduced to twenty-five, in 
which, "with the same personnel and the consequent savings 
of rnachinery and tools, the same amount of prodtKtion was 
realized as in the seventy-one tanneries under bourgeois ad
rninistration."5 Distribution was centralized, and an energetic 
attempt to export was organized "with the goal of indepen
dence frorn the rapacity of the capitalist system." 

Yet the concentration of this and other industries was more 
difficult than the CNT admitted. The subservient status of Cat
alan industry, which the anarchosyndicalists had so decried, 
haunted the revolutionaries during the war. rrhe need for for
eign materials, markets, and transportation facilities hindered 
the grouping and integration of companies belonging to for
eigners. Since the peseta's value continued to fall and Republi
can carriers might be sunk by the enemy, British currency and 
English ships were necessary to transport indispensable chemi
cals and fuels. rrhe protests of the British consulate delayed 
plans to concentrate the leather and shoe industry, whose 
larger finns had attracted British investors.6 Likewise, the di
rectors of Catalan railroads, telephones, and (as we shall see) 
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utilities were obligated to negotiate with their former owners 
and rnanagers. 

In the chetnical industry the process of concentration was 
slowed by the difficulty of coordinating the needs of individual 
finns, the unions, and the state. The Generalitat's Chemical 
Council, cmnposed of four technicians, four UGT representa
tives, and four CNT delegates, was not empowered to take coer
cive n1easures against workers. When UGT workers' "indisci
pline" harmed production in a glue factor.{', the council was 
forced to call on that union to restore order. In June 193 7, the 
concentration of the soap industry, which employed eleven 
hundred workers in forty firms in Barcelona, was still being 
"studied." A rnonth later the council was able to fix soap prices, 
but concentration of the industry seen1ed no more definite. 
rrhe opposition of the Italian firm, Pirelli, which was by l~1r the 
largest producer of cables and insulating materials, was also a 
rn~jor obstacle.H Perhaps in order to maintain their autonomy, 
collectives were reluctant to provide the Generalitat's Chernical 
Council with infonnation and statistics. In June 1938 inspec
tors were ordered to investigate enterprises that had not re-
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sponc ec to c.:ensus questionnaires.· 
The division of power and the lack of a strong state not only 

hindered the process of concentration but also blocked the ra
tional distribution of raw materials. Republicans and revolu
tionaries needed the equivalent of the Raw Materials Section 
that had functioned in Germany in the early years of World 
War I. In a situation where supplies were costly or impossible to 
acquire, son1e CNT firms and unions would hoard their stock 
of fuel or other necessities; others might sell thetn without au
thorization or at inflated prices. 10 The Barcelona UGT un
doubtedly used precious foreign currencies for partisan pur
poses when it sent rnilitants to Paris to purchase arms. II rrhe 
power industry devoted valuable time and money to electrify
ing the town of Llivia, a small Spanish enclave inside France, in 
order to improve the i1nage of Catalonia in the eyes of foreign
ers. Despite the opposition, which argued that resources should 
be used to unify the industry and bring electricity to more itn
portant Catalan towns, the committee decided "to demonstrate 
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to the foreigner that the workers do things better than ... the 
previous economic organization." 12 

Regional divisions complicated the problern; hoth CN'I' and 
UGT leaders complained that the national government at Va
lencia ignored Catalan needs. l'he Valencian ad1ninistration 
supposedly refused to supply required chernicals to Catalan 
textile firms that had not paid their taxes. 13 Catalan railroad 
workers asserted that Valencia had not rationally organized the 
distribution of wagons, and that outside Catalonia many cars 
sat vacant and inactive, even though the railroads had been de
clared a key industry. 14 

In many industries, wartime conditions made concentration 
and reorganization necessary. Military conscription opened po
sitions and required a redistribution of manpower; in addition, . 
the loss of rnarkets and raw materials rnade rnany workers re
dundant. Bombardments destroyed capital goods and forced a 
new division of machinery and personnel. For example, despite 
opposition front those who were tnansfcn·ed, the CN'I' Auto
tnobile Union was determined to n1ove workers where they 
were needed. 15 Other enterprises made a special effort to en
sure that "indispensable" status was granted only to workers 
who were absolutely necessary for production. Managers 
gained the authority to transfer personnel specifically for disci
plinary purposes. 16 

The best documented example of industrial changes may be 
in Catalonia's industries of gas and electricity where militants 
attetnpted to unify and coordinate the 610 electrical compa
nies. It is interesting to note that the figure of 610 was uncer
tain; the problematic state of statistics was itself a sign of the in
dustrial backwardness that hindered the unification of the 
industry. A leading CNT 1nilitant of the Water, Gas, and Elec
tricity Union contmented in November 1936: 

Unification creates many difficulties. The figures are not exact. We 
do not know if there are 605 or ())5 small ex-firms (ex-emjJreJas) 

that exist in Catalonia, and I have put the average at 610. 
Of these 610 ex-firms there are only 203 that are producers 

of energy .... This means that some 407 ex-firms resell electri
city. This is intolerable and is the fruit of the situation before 
19 July.' 7 

Ralimullizatiml Ill 

Although allrnilitants agreed on the principle of unifying an 
industry so dispersed and scattered, the actual process of con
centration was slow and full of obstacles. The new ntanagers of 
the CNT and the UGT immediately confronted the problean 
of how to deal with technicians in restructuring this branch. 
Not surprisingly, given the conditions of the most advanced in
dustries in Catalonia, the problem of the experts was compli
cated by the fact that many of them were foreigners. The na
tionalism of union leaders approached xenophobia; son1e 
committee members admitted that they had a "phobia against 
foreigners." 18 Others asserted, "Everything that is within Span
ish territory must be exploited by Spaniards." The Control 
Cotntniuee disrnissed sorne of the most un~opular or incompe
tent technicians, whether Spanish or not. 9 Yet the managing 
conuniuce feared diiJ1culties if the foreigners abandoned their 
former cornpanies en bloc. After many-but not all-did de
part, the ruling committee found it hard to find replacetnents 
and had to confront the resistance of the local cornmittees, 
which sontetianes refused to accept the technicians recom
mended by the head office. 20 In addition, the power industry 
found it dilficult to retain its own experts whose skills were also 
deananded by the rnilitary. 

Managers not only depended to an extent on foreign techni
cians but also on foreign capital and, rnore generally, interna
tional goodwill. Because of the cutoff of its usual supply of As
turian coal and the poor quality of Catalan coal, the region 
needed foreign coal to produce gas. Fearing Nationalist attacks 
and suflering the blockade of loyal shipping, Catalans had to 
use foreign ships to transport energy supplies. The latter could 
be purchased only with gold or foreign currencies. Therefore, 
some gesture was required to demonstrate to non-Spanish in
vestors that the new ntanagers were not, as the right-wing press 
charged, "gangsters." Even as the British consulate protested 
the refusal of the electric companies to pay their foreign "cou
pon dippers," Spanish authorities rescheduled the debt to 
Swiss investors. 21 Although in September 193 7 the Generalitat 
declared a moratorium on interest payments, it delayed the 
formal legalization of the electrical industry in order not to 
alienate the English. British, Soviet, and, surprisingly enough, 
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German ~oal found its ~ay to Barcelona. Evidently, German 
comrnercaal and mercantile policy conflicted with its diplomatic 
support of Franco's forces, and deutsche marks seem to have 
been easier to acquire than other currencies. The difficulties 
of obtaining foreign coal and other goods stirnulated the in
ventiveness of Catalan scientists and technicians who experi
rnented-:-:-often successfully-with new rnaterials and energy 
sources. 22 

~rhe five major gas and electricity cornpanies disagreed over 
the extent of the sacrifices and the contributions that each firm 
\~oul(~ have to r~ake to unify the industry. 'The prewar financial 
satuatlon cornphcated matters since con1panies with a healthy 
balance .she~~ did not wish to pay off the debts of unprofitable 
enterpnses. · The numerous smaller enterprises feared that 
the large firnts would take advantage of their coanparative 
\~eakness and force them to work without proper compensa
taon. ~fany forrner executives or forernen with needed technical 
and adaninistrative skills were frightened that unification 
would rnean a loss of their pay, power, and prestige. Workers 
feared that.c~ncentrat~on by transfer to another branch might 
destroy the1r JOb secunty. They were reluctant, fc>r exantple, to 
be rnoved to the gas section; not without reason, they consid
ered it a dying enterprise.24 l~he Catalan cornpanies had used 
coal to produce gas, but supplies-and thus gas production
hecaane extremely precarious during the conflict. 1(> encour
age wage eante~·s to adjust to a new W(nkplace and to accept 
new tr·ansportallon costs, managers proposed to award a bonus 
to transferred workers. By contrast, the Central Comrnittee of 
gas and electricity had to discourage other entployees who de
~a.nded new posts for reasons of personal advantage.25 In ad
~ataon, ~he Decree on Collectivization of October 1936 granted 
hrrns w1~h over one hundred workers the right to collectivize as 
they clesared, and some of these firrns preferred not to join the 
concentration in order to retain control of their resou~ces and 
adrninistration. Control Comrnittee members complained that 
the ?~cree suited neither the needs of their industry nor the ne
cessatJes of the war, which required centralized command to 
shut on· power and lights during an aerial attack.26 In response, 
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the Generalitat attempted to arnend legislation to fit the needs 
of the power industry. 

rrhe infinity of committees that sprang up at the beginning 
of the Revolution blocked centralization of the industry. 1-he 
Control Committee threatened to replace thern if they did not 
follow its orders.27 "Only concentrations ... can permit under
takings of such importance as the electrification of the rail
roads and electrochernical industries. To break up our industry 
would shackle progress and would rnean the destruction of an 
extremely important part of the national econorny."2

H 

Yet resistance to unification remained significant throughout 
the Revolution. On II January 1937 the Cooperativa popular 
de Villanueva y Geltru accused the Barcelonan Central Coan
nlittee of acting more rapaciously than capitalist enterprises. 
Representatives of the cooperative, backed by local CNl' and 
UGl' delegations, asserted that the newly unified power indus
try, SEUC (Serveis electrics unificats de Catalunya), was merely 
a cover for four earlier enterprises that were trying to absorb 
the weaker flrn1s. A CNl, delegate frorn Barcelona replied that 
the SEUC had been created in the interests of the war effort 
and of the Catalan econcnny. The representatives of the cooper
ative and the local CNT protested that the SEUC had divided 
profits as had the bourgeoisie and, unlike railroads, had acted 
irresponsibly by granting its employees a year-end bonus. An
other local CN~r delegate threatened that the 2,300 me1nbcrs 
of the Villanueva <:oopcrativc would not pay their hills uuless 
their rights were recognized. Local residents believed that their 
interests deserved a consideration equal to that given to for
eigners. A rnember of the town council noted that his citizens 
were disappointed with the cost and the services of the new con
centration. Barcelona,s Central Committee members replied 
that their enterprise was protecting the general interest but 
agreed to study the proposals of the cooperative. 

~rhe local com1nittees ignored recommendations of SEUC,s 
Control Co1nmittec concerning prornotions and ranking of 
personnel. They also refused to relay information about their 
excess ~ersonnel, which was vital in a situation of war and revo
lution. 9 In September 1937 both the Barcelonan committee 
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and the UG'f criticized the persistent egoistn of individual 
finns that prevented cornplete consolidation of the industry.30 

Even in 1938, when the Generalitat controlled the industry, it 
declared that unification progressed slowly "owing to the reluc
tance of the fonner cotnpanies to transtnit data that have been 
requested several times."·11 1 Nor was this problen1 lirnited to the 
power industry. The control comrnittees of other enterprises, 
such as the MZA (Madrid-Zaragoza-Aiicante railroad), found 
it difficult to centralize command in the face of disobedient sub
nnntnittees. As in gas and electricity, workers of some compa
nies resisted concentration because they feared that they n1ight 
lose pay, benefits, or job security in the new organization. 32 

In the dra1natic times of war and Revolution in Barcelona, 
the tnetallurgical and metalworking industries were arguably 
the 1nost essential productive forces. 'l'he backwardness of this 
sector and its lack of competitive automobile and aviation 
branches has already been described. Of the rnetallurgical and 
n1ctalwor·king factories surveyed, thirty-six etnployed between 
one and ten workers, fifty-two had fron1 eleven to fifty workers, 
and twelve had between fifty-one and one hundred workers. 
Four factories employed from one hundred to five hundred 
workers, and only two employed over five hundred workers. 
Out of one hundred six factories, eighty-six had a CNrr Inajor
ity and twenty had a UGT majority, although the UG'f tended 
to be slightly stronger in larger factories. The physical size of 
these firn1s was often 1ninuscule; some n1easured 150 square 
rneters, sorne only 50, or even 17 square meters. l~he scale of 
these enterprises limited production.33 For exa1nple, when the 
Fundicion Dalia was asked if it could increase the nu1nber of its 
workers in order to augment production, it responded that it 
had already doubled production for the war eflort. With thirty
seven workers, it was working at peak capacity and could not 
absorb any more personnel. Another firn1, 'Htlleres Guerin, 
whose eighty workers made electrical equiprnent, reported that 
its production was limited by its lack of machinery. 

In April 1937 the CNT and the UGT agreed "on the need to 
socialize the metallurgical industry on the basis of industrial 
coru:entration."34 l'he Confederaci<ln 's Metallurgical Union in 
Barcelona declared that, despite the opposition of the petty 
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bourgeoisie, it had unified the industry's srnall workshops and 
had thereby iau:rcascd output. Seven Uli~or concenta·at ions were 
planned, including iron and steel production, aviation, and au
tornobiles. The last amalgamation would integrate all activities 
of automotive production, from casting and the production of 
parts to delivery on the market. 

The Marathon Collective, formerly the General Motors 
plant in Barcelona, provides a good example of coordination 
if not concentration of an industry in mechanical construction. 
After the fighting of 19 July, part of the management left, and 
instructions catne fron1 the United States to shut down the 
factory. Instead, n1ilitants of the UGT and the CNT (the lat
ter dominated in the collective) took control of the firm; tech
nicians began to coordinate, finance, and advise ntany of 
the srnall rnetalworking firms that began to rnanufacturc pre
viously imported auto parts. The Marathon Collective em
barked on an aurbitious progran1 to assemble parts made in 
Catalonia and to 1nass-produce a truly national truck. In July 
1937 the collective celebrated the first anniversary of the 19 
July victory by displaying the first mass-produced truck and 
tnotor that. had been built in Catalonia. 35 Ninety dilferent 
factory councils and control comrnittees that had cooper·atcd 
in the consu·uction of the Spanish truck participated in the 
festivities. A Marathon director praised the labor of twelve 
thousand workers in the Catalan auton1obile industry, and he 
stated that the production of a mass-produced vehicle was part 
of "our war of independence." He concluded that the bourgeoi
sie had neither the knowledge nor the will to mass-produce 
autornobiles. 

'rhe CNrf was quite proud of its role in the concentration of 
the auto industry: urrhe achievement of our Revolution is its 
power to control all enterprises .... Another ver·y irnportant 
point is ... to be able to reduce the cost of cars that before 19 
July we had to buy fro1n foreign nations."3n Faced with the in
terruption of foreign parts and equipment, CNT rnilitants had 
rationally reorganized production by coordinating and con
centrating srnall workshops. Anarchosyndicalist productivisn1 
rnerged with Spanish economic nationalism to produce the be
ginnings of an independent automotive industry. 
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Standardization of parts and equiprnent often accompanied 
concentration. CNT tnetallurgical militants wrote in their re
view that standardization had three advantages: interchange
able parts, speed of repairs, and economy. They concluded, 
wrhe degree of standardization is the gauge that deterrnines in
dustrial progress. Proof of this is that nations which have the 
best industry are those that have the greatest quantity of stan
dardized parts."37 

·rhe Industria Metalgnifica, a collective of 220 workers, 91 of 
whom were men, offered an excellent exarnple of rationaliza
tion that was accornpanied by standardization in what was, for 
Barcelona, a relatively large factory. 38 Of the collective's work
ers, 206 belonged to the CNT and 14 to the uc·r. l,he 8 techni
cians of the firm were in the CNT, whereas the 14 adrninistra
tive personnel were in the uc·t: With rnachinery that was over 
two decades old, it had produced rnetal boxes, rnetal cases, and 
lit hogr·aphic equiprnent. After revolution hroke out, the factory 
converted its out put to war prodtu:tion. ()n !) Novemhcr 193() 
the collective's ruling council acknowledged that it intended "to 
reduce labor as much as possible" by eliminating certain pro
<:esses. 'l'he council argued that it was "absolutely necessary to 
revamp the rnanuf~Ktudng process, and we consider· thai. 'stan
dard' rnanufacturing is the most advisable." Standardization 
would reduce the time needed for rnanufacture and open vistas 
of "aln1ost unlimited" production of items such as beer cans. In 
Septetnher 1938 the UGT Metallurgical Union of Catalonia 
called for standardization of production and the use of the 
"rnost modern practices."39 

·rhe n1ilitants of the construction industry also embraced 
standardization. CNT activists in its Building Union argued 
against "archaic norms" and "rudimentary n1ethods" in favor of 
new techniques such as reinforced concrete, "whose good re
sults are unquestionable."10 The CN'f approved "modern con
struction" with its solidity, cleanliness, airiness, and roominess. 
This desire for light, space, and hygiene was quite understand
able in Barcelona, where working-class housing often lacked 
these qualities. The anarchosyndicalist rnilitants admired 
rnethods of building in the Soviet Union, "where construction 
acquires the characteristics of a marvelous beauty."41 Their 
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urbanism was highly influenced by Le Corbusier's ideas, and CNrf 
journals included pictures of "cities of the future"-large tnod
ern metropolises of huge high rises linked by exprcssways.'12 

·rhe Confederacion modernized the machinery in the facto
ries that it controlled. Modernization required a considerable 
effort during the war and Revolution since much of the needed 
machinery had to be imported. In addition, the CNT's adver
saries in the central governrnent and the Generalitat sornctirnes 
<:ontrollcd the necessary foreign currencies. Many CNrf unions 
nevertheless pursued modernization of equipment. 'The elec
trical industry illustrates the obstacles that attempts to modern
ize equipment sometimes encountered.13 As in the case of raw 
materials, Spanish substitutes for foreign products were hard to 
find. In January 1937 the industry's Central Cornn1ittee dis
cussed a request to change the billing systen1 for its custorners 
from nwnthly to bimonthly and to bill gas and electricity 
dt«nges simultaneously as part of its program for the unifica
tion and cotu:cHtralion of its industries. However, the hilling 
1nachines were in poor condition and continually required re
placeinent parts frorn Paris; new personnel had to be trained to 
use the machines properly. Managers concluded, under the cir
cutnstaru:es, that. billing rel(>nns would have to be delayed. 

Wartime conditions obstructed industrial developrnent. A 
shortage of vulcanized wire limited the use of hydroelectric 
power. The industry could not quickly repair the dan1age 
caused by bombardments of power stations because much of 
the needed material had to be acquired abroad and purchased 
with foreign currencies. American-n1ade Inaterial becatne so 
valuable that it was once proposed as collateral for an Aragon 
finn's loan.11 Even when machines could be purchased or were 
available, a shortage of qualified personnel-perhaps con
scripted or departed-may have prevented their operation.1

;, 

Industries' unwillingness or inability to pay bills on tin1e dis
turbed plans for their rationalization. Several weeks after the 
Revolution erupted, the Control Committee of gas and electric
ity considered employing the Antifascist Militias to collect debts 
from "elernents who are taking advanta~~ of the present cir
cumstances to avoid paying their bills." 6 Two months later, 
the committee complained to a representative of the CNl' 
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Construction Union that neither ordinary consumers nor a 
great nuntber of institutions-which included the Generalitat, 
rnunicipality, prisons, railroads, streetcar cornpanies, journal
ists' union, police headquarters, and even the barracks of the 
Antihtscist Militias-had met their payments.47 Furthermore, 
the departure of the upper and middle classes meant a 37 per
cent decline in revenue. Many of the rernaining consumers were 
dishonest, "always trying to find a way to swipe free kilo
watts .... Unfortunately, working-class comrades are among 
the dcfaullers (moro.ws). If we catch an upper-class dcf~lulter, we 
give hirn what he deserves, but we cannot do anything to the 
workers since many plead that they don't have a job." 

Cornrnittee rnemhers sharply attacked the railroads not only 
for their debt to the electric industry but also f(n· their reduc
tion in fares for passengers. Although the reduced price bol
stcrccl the railroad's irnage an1ong the public, electricity rnan
agers accused the railroads of charging considerably rnore for 
bulk transportation to compensate for the loss of passenger 
revenue. According to the power company, the transport of coal 
had becorne more expensive than its purchase; these added ex
penses and defaults delayed the industry's plan to construct a 
rnodern headquarters in the plaza Catalufia. One rnember con
cluded sardonically, "The Revolution means not paying." An
other worker (the representative of the Construction Union 
who had not succeeded in getting funds from the Control Conl
rnittee for workers about to be laid off) added, "It's true there 
are rnany abuses. Many comrades have policing and defense 
tasks. rrhey get free rneals and clothes, bonuses and cornpensa
tion. Then they go out on a spree, leaving their families to pay 
the gas and lighting." Militants wondered why, despite the pur
chase of all available electric stoves, no increase in use of elec
tricity had been recorded, implying that custonter·s were tinker
ing with their meters. At the end of the year the Control 
Cornmittee studied a proposal for a special section to fight 
fraud. 4

H Mernbers suggested that gas and electric rneters no 
longer be read separately; joint readings would save labor and 
would also threaten potential defaulters with the interruption 
of both sources of power. The comrnittee wanted to take strong 
measures to force consumers who had moved to pay bills that 
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had accumulated at their former addresses; one n1ilitant asked 
the Housing Commission to refuse to rent to anyone who did 
not possess a receipt fron1 a recently paid electric bill. 49 

In the spring of 1937, the shortage of coins in Barcelona 
rnade it difficult for clients to use pre-pay, coin-operated meters. 
Consumers were apparently hoarding silver coins. To solve the 
problern, a rnernber suggested that the industry n1int its own 
company tokens for use in its meters; another participant ob
jected that the tokens would be immediately counterfeited.50 

When the rnerchants of one town, l .. a Rapita de los Alfaques, 
petitioned for a lower electricity rate, the comrnittee agreed to 
study the proble1n, but one activist was certain that during the 
investigation "those rnerchants won't pay.'':, 1 In May the farnous 
collectives of Aragon owed the Catalan electrical industry over 
300,000 pesetas. 

The Control Cornrniuee of the centralized power cotnpanies, 
which criticized other institutions for slow paytnent, was itself 
reluctant to pay the Generalitat's newly imposed taxes. 5 2 Other 
collectives and controlled enterprises were also disinclined to 
rneet their obligations. The MZA refused to contribute to the 
Ministry of Public Works since railroad trafJic-and thus in
corne-had declined dramatically.53 The War Industries Corn
mission was a notorious debtor, and its delays caused econornic 
problen1s for creditors such as the Plastic Industries Con1pany.54 

Movie theaters seemed also to have been in debt. 55 During 1937 
many enterprises began den1anding payment in cash. Fnr 
exarnple, the CAM PSA, the state energy company, would not 
deliver fuel to the railroad unless it received hard currency. r>n 

Regardless of problems of cash How, many cornrniuees signif
icantly improved working conditions. CNrf factory councils rec
ognized the effects of hygiene on production and wanted to inl
itate rnodern An1erican firms that had industrial physicians. 
'rhe textile factory, Espana industrial, established a day-care 
center for working ntothers and a new dining room. 57 In Ba
dalona textile firnts, CNT activists improved retirement and 
n1edical benefits. The UGT established a clinic and expanded 
health-care and retirement benefits. 5 8 Breaking with prerevolu
tionary practices in certain industries of employing children 
from twelve to fifteen years old, the CNT Graphic Arts Union 
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prohibited the employment of those under fourteen. CNT 
loaders debated the diHicult questions of the physical capacity 
and output of aged laborers. The power industry dealt with the 
delicate problen1 of how to divide fairly the burden of the re
tiretnent fund. 5

H 

Yet in many cases the disruption of the economy and the 
dirninution of resources blocked the irnprovernent of working 
conditions.•;o For exarnple, tnanagers refused a request frorn a 
workshop for new windows. In another case, the high price of 
paint prevented the repainting of the offices of a train station. 
When the personnel of the Gerona-Liansa line became demor
alized by poor working conditions, they were told to sacrifice 
for the war. rrhe electrical industry w~s reluctant to give perma
nent payroll status to temporary personnel, such as construc
tion workers or n1iners, even though it dernanded "tnaxinium 
output" front the latter in the adrnittedly hazardous tnines. 

Laudatory aconants of the Catalan war industries have ig
tu>red the dangerous conditions in the newly built annarnents 
industry.61 Fumes from dynamite and tolite, used in explosives' 
production, made the personnel sick. urro avoid possible poi
soning" they asked for rnilk and coffee and suggested that two 
nurses be ernployed so that each shift had access to rnedical 
care in case of an accident. The personnel also demanded a 
hotnb shelter where they could be safe frorn enerny hornbard
tnents and friendly (but often inaccurate) antiaircraft fire. 
rfheir CNT-backed delegate declared that after the national 
government had taken over the factory, the fantilies of accident 
victims had not received compensation. He cited four workers 
who had perished because of an explosion on 4 ,Septenther 
1936, six who had died in another explosion on 22 Septetnber 
1936, and one in an explosion in March 1938; two others had 
been seriously i~jured in accidents in October 193'6 and Novem
ber 1937. Only one of the victims had been insured. 

In their efforts to improve working conditions and to develop 
the productive forces, both the CNT and the UGT built schools 
and centers to train technicians. These schools survived and 
even prospered despite political and ideological tensions within 
and between the unions. In metallurgy, both unions rnade a 
special efiort to train technicians frorn their own ranks. rfhe 
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UGl' established schools for "professional preparation," "with
out which there is no prosperity."(;2 The CN'I' Metallurgical 
Union established a school called Labor, which was free fron1 
the "false education" of the Church. In the Marathon Collective 
(CNrl'-UGT), professors taught "love of work" and studied the 
"magnificent" autornobiles of General Motors.63 The largely 
CN'I'-dominated Foundry Collective and the UGT Metalhu·gi
Gtl Union of Badalona instituted scholarships for· children. 
Hundreds of children from working-class families received 
financial aid from the government or the unions for various 
types of schooling. In construction, the CNT encouraged 
young workers, who often ignored the promulgated "union val
ues," to study in the libraries which the union had built and to 
attend the classes which it offered. 

Even before the Revolution, the CNT had led efforts to raise 
the cultural level of the working class. Continuing this tradi
tion, the CNT and, to a sornewhat lesser extent, the UG'f' estab
lished libraries in n1any collectives to encourage reading and 
educate the rnany illiterate workers. Illiteracy remained signifi
cant arnong wage earners. The CNT Maritime Union stated 
that out of twenty sailors, fifteen could not sign their nantes. 
Mernbers of the control committees of the rernaining 
privately-owned enterprises were required to be able to read 
and writc.H1 The twenty-thousand-strong women's organiza
tion, Mujeres libres, which had close links to the anarchosyndi
calist movetnent, began a large campaign during the Revolu
tion to instruct wornen, who had higher rates of illiteracy than 
rnen.n;, The UGT also wanted to hold classes for illiterates. 
Even though anarchosyndicalist and Marxist militants were of
ten genuinely committed to improving workers' cultural life, 
the unions' attitude toward education resembled, in part, the 
literacy campaigns and educational practices of various Marxist 
regirnes with their utilitarian emphasis on learning in order to 
increase production. 

Historians favorable to anarchosyndicalism have often re
garded the CNl,'s educational efforts as part of its unique glo
bal culture, which transcended trade unionism and conven
tional politics to influence aspects of everyday life.(;(; rrhe CNT 
and the UGrf along with Catalan political parties organized the 
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CENU (Cons~jo de Ia escuela nueva unificada), designed tore
place parochial schools. The CEN U desired both the rational
ization of work and the social prornotion of workers; its goal 
was to enable capable workers to attend the university. With 
other organizations, the CEN U undertook the schooling of 
over 72,000 children who had been without any formal educa
tion before the Revolution. In one district, elementary-school 
enrolhnent jumped from 950 students to 9,50 I during the con
flict. In the entire city, 125,000 new students were registered. 

rfhe desire to create a rational educational systern and to 
train students and technicians was thus not unique to the CN~f 
and formed an essential part of both unions' revolutionary 
pn~ject of developing the means of production. For the CNT 
and organizations close to it, the elimination of illiteracy and 
the developrnent of the productive forces were intirnately 
linked. Wdl-nn1nded and edtu:ated workers were to he inte
grated into a society of production and order. One libertarian 
tnilitant described their goal: 

The producers in a libertarian communist society will not be di
vided into manual laborers and intellectuals. An:ess to arts and sd
ences will be open, because the time devoted to them will belong to 
the individual and not to the community. The individual will be 
emancipated from the community, if he desires, when the workday 
and his mission as producer are finished.H7 

The more work is esteemed, the more idleness will be repulsive. In 
other words, the more the child loves good ... the less evil will 
affect him.nH 

In fact, the content of the CNT's technical education was 
hardly different from that of the more advanced capitalist na
tions or even that of the Soviet Union. An article published 
during the Revolution claimed that the United States showed 
the way in vocational education and that the Soviet Union per
fected it. 69 The Confederaci6n criticized the Spanish bourgeoi
sie precisely for its inability to provide the training more acces
sible to workers in other nations. 

·rhe urgent need to train technicians in order to secure the 
Revolution strengthened the Confederaci6n's technocratic ten
dencies, which were potent, if not dorninant, even befC:ne the 
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war. The conflict-with its conscription, disruption of supplies, 
and creation of defense industries-undoubtedly dramatized 
the irnportance of technicians who had to find substitutes for 
n1issing rnaterials, build new industries almost from scratch, 
and replace their colleagues who had fled abroad or had gone 
into the anny. One must keep in mind, though, that the war 
merely reinforced the technocratic tendencies of anarchosyndi
calisrn: libertarian conununists envisaged a postwar society 
where technicians would continue to direct the development of 
the means of production. The CNT's glorification of science 
and technology attracted some technicians and managers to its 
ranks while the union frightened away others by its leveling 
tendency, by the dontinance of blue-collar workers in its ruern
bership, and by its relative indifference to Catalan nationalism. 
In turn, the Confederacion distrusted the experts and kept de
tailed rcou-ds of their personal, professional, mad political his
tories.711 Many technicians, rnanagcrs, and particularly white
collar workers joined the UGT, closely aligned with the PSUC, 
which supported rnany demands of the Catalan nationalists and 
often accepted large wage difierentials without question. 

Yet throughout the Revolution the CNT sought, and par
tially won, the support of the technicians. The journal of the 
CNl, National Federation of Water, Gas, and Electricity, Luz y 
Juerw, believed that it had learned from the past: 

The experience of the Russian Revolution taught us, the Spanish 
workers, how to treat the technicians because without them a total 
revolution cannot he made. Once everything rottcu and archaic 
that exists in Spain is destroyed, the efforts of all will he needed for 
reconstruction. If we did not have this clear vision, we would 
find ... at the end of the war that nothing would have been accom
plished, and, what is worse, that we would have to submit to foreign 
technicians. 71 

The cN·r Maritime Union asked, "Can an engineer he rnis
taken for an unskilled worker? The engineer syn1bolizes cre
ative thought, and the unskilled worker [symbolizes] thought's 
object. ... rfhe social revolution . 0 • has its engineers ... and 
its. unskilled."72 rrhe union admitted that "we need technicians." 
Revolution or not, the captain was still responsible for the 
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organization of work and would remain the "primary and legit
irnate authority." By January 1938 the CNl, approved a pro
posal to grant technicians "coercive powers."73 Its militants also 
criticized police actions that harassed needed technicians whose 
revolutionary credentials were not impeccable. 74 

Within the amalgamated construction industry and other 
collectives, the technicians were often in command. In the 
amalgarnation, the CNT and the UGT agreed that "technicians 
of diflerent sections must fix a scale of minimurn output within 
twenty days and this must be ratified necessarily by the assembly 
of each section, attempting as much as possible to utilize the 
rninirnum output established before 19 July 1936."75 The 
Chen1ical Council agreed after long debate that former bosses 
with indispensable knowledge should be permitted to work as 
technicians. 7

(j Experts in the newly developed defense indus
tries were clearly essential because they had to irnprovise and 
create pn>ducts that had never been produced in Catalonia. 
Presses, lathes, pistols, rifles, machine guns, grenades, and var
ious chemicals for explosives were all manufactured, often for 
the first tirne in Spanish factories, under CN'r auspices. 77 

·rhe unions, though, could not always convince their rnern
bers to obey and respect the technicians. Early in the Revolu
tion the CNT-uc·r managers of the power industry felt that 
they had to impose "authority and discipline" on local commit
tees that wanted to dis1niss technicians and rnanagers with 
doubtful revolutionary credentials.78 In October 1936, a certain 
Menassanch stated that the central Control Conunittee had en
countered difficulties in some power stations after foreign tech
nicians had departed and three out of four local com1nittees 
had r~jected the central Control Cornrnittee's reconunenda
t ions on replacements for the foreign technicians "in spite of 
our instructions and warnings": 

We could not convince them .... We must not forget that l>oth 
unions have a certain number of adherents who have recently 
joined [them]. This growing number weighs in the balance, and it is 
possible that they are more Catholic than the pope and maybe even 
more extremist than union veterans. We can easily he dragged 
down by these new elements .... In a word, it is necessary to re
quire that the local committees strictly comply with our agreements 
with the juntas of the unions.79 

Rationalization 125 

On 27 November 1936 a large 1neeting of the central Control 
Corn1niuee, local committees, and both unions reached a corn
prornise in which the central and local committees agreed to 
share power over the appointment of technicians. 

Other sectors also refused to acquiesce in the leadership's 
technocratic desires. The CNT Maritime Union often de
manded that sailors obey their officers and criticized the "crew's 
hatred of the technicians."80 The union warned sailors not to 
disturb ships' officers in the exercise of their technical functions. 
Salary differences certainly aggravated these tensions, and the 
rank and file's indiscipline provoked a kind of creeping demo
cratic centralisrn of the Leninist variety: 

Anarchosyndicalism and organized anarchism are governed by ma
jority rule .... Members are required to accept the decisions of the 

· · 'f } } HI m~Jonty even 1 t 1ey oppose t 1em. 

The liaison hctwecn lhc union and the crew should not he undcr
H~ stood only from the base to the top but also from the top down. 

Since the mc~jority of the sailors "did not have the ability to oc
cupy the positions which the organization [union] can entrust 
thcrn .tod.•~y," the union ~ee~ed "or~~nization 1nen" (hombre!i de 
organzwczon) to accorn phsh rts tasks. · 

'fhus during the Spanish Revolution traditional anarchist 
and anarchosyndicalist desires for a nonhierarchical leveling of 
salaries conflicted with the urgent need to develop the rneans 
of production with the aid of scientists and technicians. The 
CN'T's plans for modernization and its campaign to win and re
tain the support of the technicians opposed the leveling ten
dencies of its largely blue-collar base. In January 1937 in the 
CN'r National Cornmittee of the Textile Industry, a Ban:clona 
delegate attacked the higher salaries that technicians were 
receiving and dairned that many of thern had joined the Con
federacion only because of opportunism. 84 In a response that 
certain members of the audience booed, Juan Peir<>, the CNT 
Minister of Industry in the central government, criticized the 
Barcelona delegate for desiring to level salaries. According to 
Peir6, this attempt went against the syndicalist and libertarian 
principle, "to each according to his work": "The technician has 
rnany more needs [than the ordinary worker). It is necessary 
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that he be duly con1pensated., Peir6's viewpoint d(Hninated the 
CNrf's practice during the Spanish Revolution in Barcelona. 

An exan1ination of salary differences in the Barcelona textile 
industry n>nfinns the preferential treatanent that the CN'f 
and, of nnnse, the UGl' accorded to the skilled. Available sta
tistics confirm that although there was son1e leveling of sala
ries, the rnilitants in charge of the factories retained consider
able wage differentials, ranging from 2: l to 7: l. 'fhe Central 
C(nnrniuee of the large textile factory, Espana industrial, was 
OHltrolled by the cN·I: l'he factory eanployed l ,800 workers; its 
skilled workers and technicians received between 92 and 200 
pesetas per week in December 1936.H5 With 302 workers, the 
Industria ()lesana reported in Decernber 193() reductions of 10 
percent in the salaries of its directors; 21 other technicians re
ceived salary increases.8

ti While salaries for directors rnay have 
decreased, with or without ue·r participation, the Confeder·a
ci<>u tnaintained higher wages for technidans and skilled work
ers in the dyeing and finishing branch of the Barcelonan textile 
industry. Even in cases of salary leveling, pay differentials in
creased as workers took on more responsibility or as their tech
nical skill increased. Salary differences in other branches were 
sirnilar to those found in textiles. Claims that the CNT-inspired 
contraction of salaries led to a great decrease in production 
ntust be qualified. 87 

rrhe Revolution destroyed neither the lower wages of women 
nor the traditional gendered divisions of labor. When the Fe
deracion local of the UGT needed secretaries or cleaners, it in
variably searched for women.HH In the Comedor popular Dur
ruti all the waiters, cooks, and dishwashers were anales. Workers 
in the first two jobs earned 92 pesetas and the third 69, whereas 
the seven cleaning wonten earned 57.5."m In the large factory of 
Espaiia industrial, where over half the "personnel were fernale, 
wonten earned 45 to 55 pesetas per week; 1nen received 52 to 
68.90 In a large metallurgical collective, wo1nen in the sa1ne 
professional category as men earned lower pay?.1 For telephone 
\~orkers the pr~:JJosed minirnuan weekly wage for an~n wa~ 90, 
lor worncn 70. · As lower wage earners, won1en gat ned I roan 
the general leveling of salaries, but many collectives continued 
the prerevolutionary practice of paying thern less. 
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When UGT telephone workers assembled to discuss anilitary 
training, female and ntale participants agreed that woanen 
would receive instruction as nurses, not soldiers.93 In certain 
cases wmnen were the first to be fired. When box 1nakers en
countered economic problerns, CNT ntilitants approved the 
motion not to pay female workers "who had other means of 
support."94 Committees also attempted to prevent pregnant 
wo1nen front using 1naternity insurance to receive n1ore than 
their usual salaries. 

Yet when compared to prewar employers, revolutionaries re
duced wage inequalities and offered more job opportunities. In 
November 1937, with the assistance of the government, Catalan 
organizations set up an Instituto para Ia adaptaci6n prolcsioual 
de Ia rnujer, in which wornen trained not only as secretaries and 
cooks but also as engineers, electricians, and chemists. The 
CN' 1'-supported M ·~jeres lihres-whosc active role in I he Iii er
a(:y carupaign muong women we noted earlier-wauted to cre
ate a technical training school for women to enable them to re
place mobilized males.95 Militants of this organization offered 
to "scour factories and workshops exhorting workers to pro
duce the maximutn" and encouraging thern to volunteer for the 
front and for fortification work. 

Anarchosyndicalist activists and Mujeres libres members
who admired the supposed Soviet success in eli1ninating pros
titution-argued for the reform of prostitutes, of course 
through the therapy of work.96 Federica Montseny, the CNT 
Minister of Health and Public Assistance, asserted that the Rev
olution offered prostitutes the chance "to change their lives and 
becon1e part of the society of workers." This choice was indeed 
ironic since there is so1ne evidence that before the conflict cer
tain women had opted to becon1e prostitutes precisely to avoid 
fa{:tory jobs and poor working conditionsY7 Although abortion 
was legalized and birth-control infonnation rnade available, 
some 1nilitants recornmended that workers refrain frorn sexual 
relations and childbirth during the Revolution. 

l'he ue·r took a special interest in adapting women's roles to 
nteet the demands of the war and wished to cooperate with the 
CN'T in training female apprentices. According to the secretary 
general of the Barcelona UGT federation, "Catalan wonwn had 
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always den1onstratcd a love of work and great ability in the 
workplace."!JH He demanded that certain collectives end their 
practice of paying women less than men for equal work. He also 
urged the unions to promote wornen to leadership in their or
ganizations. In so1ne workshops wo1nen began agitating for 
equal salariesYn In others, mothers received a twelve-week paid 
1naternity leave and thirty minutes daily for nursing. 100 

In August 1938 a UGT official (a woman) asked member 
unions about the possibilities of hiring more women. WI l~he re
sponses of union leaders revealed both the state of Catalan in
dustries and male attitudes toward female workers. ·rhe secre
tary general of the Woodworkers' Union replied that the lack of 
raw rnaterials and electric power prevented the integration of 
women into his branch. He asserted that women did not possess 
the skills to substitute for woodworkers in this still unstandard
izcd SC<:tor. In addition, the uc·r leader believed that "with 
honorable exceptions" wornen were qualilied only for "si1nple" 
tasks, such as varnishing, not for heavy or dangerous work. 

In other sectors, the necessities of war introduced changes in 
the traditional division of labor. In rural post olfices, women oc
cupied the places of mobilized or deceased rnale relatives, and 
in the cities they began to labor as rnail carriers. Despite their 
rnernory of fernale strikebreakers in the early 1930s, uc·r 
Postal Union officials recontmended that wonten also serve in 
olliccs. ·rhe secretary general of the UGl~ Paper Union be
lieved that with proper training women would be able to per
(()nn most jobs in paper production but not in carton rnanufac
ture, which dernanded more brute strength. ·rhe uG·r Health 
Workers' Union claimed that the CN·r job ntonopoly prevented 
it from hiring more wornen, who were "biologically" better 
suited for health-care positions. 

Male and fernale wage earners learned to labor in new ways. 
'I'he wartime priority on concentrating and standardizing pro
ductive forces reinforced the technocratic tendencies of anar
chosyndicalist and Marxist theory and led to the rnost 1nodern 
techni<tues to rationalize the rneans of pr·oduc:tion. For the 
CN'I~ the developn1ent of the factory systent was a 1n·erequisite 
for libertarian communisrn, and both unions adopted 1nany 
of the methods that characterized capitalist production. In 
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October 1938 SintesiJ, the review of the CN·r-uc·r Collective 
Crus, the rnajor Spanish chentical firm, frankly stated that 
"rnany of the methods employed by the capitalist system to ob
tain a greater output cannot yet be replaced and should be used 
by proletarian society." 

Both the CNT and the UGT promoted Taylorism, a system 
of scientific organization of work proposed by the American en
gineer, Frederick W. Taylor. Although it may seem odd, Tay
lorisln, which was developed by a Philadelphia engineer of 
bourgeois origins in the most advanced capitalist nation, shared 
one basic feature with anarchosyndicalism and comrnunism: 
the elirnination of the class struggle. Taylor did not seek union, 
conununist, or socialist control and development of the means 
of production; he believed that the bourgeoisie, when scientifi
cally instructed, would be able to terminate the class struggle 
through prosperity, that is, through unlimited production and 
its countcrpar·t, unlimited consurnption. ·Iaylor viewed workers 
not only as producers but also as consumers (or savers) and 
sought to increase their ability to be both. The American engi
neer therefor-e advocated the ntost efficient ways to increase 
production. 

His system involved breaking down a task into its onnponent 
parts, thus deepening the division of labor and tenuinating 
artisan-like production. Standardization was an essential cle
rnent of "scientific management," and he demanded "the stan
dardization of all tools and implements used in the trades, and 
also of the acts or movements of workmen for each class of 

k " 102 M ld 1· h I . I 1· . wor . anagement wou accomp as t us stan< an tzallon 
and direct the rank-and-file workers. The underlying principle 
of rfaylorism was management's appropriation of the direction 
of the work process itself and the reduction of workers to mere 
executors of rnanagement's wishes. Thus, Taylorisrn enlarged 
the division between those who planned or thought and those 
who executed orders. Taylor himself had a real disdain for 
workers' intelligence, and he feared their laziness. He felt, not 
without reason, that workers would resist scientiric rnanage
rnent through work slowdowns and even sabotage. ·rhercf(nc, 
he rnade certain that scientific organization of work could co
erce laborers, if need be. 
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I Iuman nature is such, however, that many of I he wm·kmen, if left 
to themselves, would pay but little attention to their written in
structions. It is necessary, therefore, to provide teachers (called 
functional foremen) to see that the workmen both understand and 
carry out these written instructions. 

(In the conslruction industry he demanded] the careful selection 
and subse<Juent training of the bricklayers into first-class men, and 
1 he elimination of all men who refuse to or are unable to adopt the 
best methods. 

It is only through enforcetl standardization of methods, enforced 
adoption of the best implements and working conditions, and en-
forced cooperation that this faster work can be assured. 

Scientific management shared with anarchosyndicalisrn an 
ernphasis on efficient production through control of the work 
process by technicians. Santilhin had endorsed Fordisrn, which 
other CNrr n1ilitants also praised as a "rnodcl" of "wise les
sons."103 On 19 November 1938 a letter frotn a CNT techni
cian called Taylor"the greatest organizer known." 104 The tech
nician thanked the workers and the director of the Lahora 
factory for their cooperation. He regretted that he had to leave 
the arms-producing firm, but he was confident that if Labora 
continued on its present path, it would becorne one of the rnost 
irnportant rnetallurgical firrns in Spain. Another letter of 23 
Novernber 1938 to the administrative junta of the CN' r Metal
lurgical Union confirmed that "during rny stay at Labora I ex
plained to the management of the factory the road to follow for 
the best output." 105 An article entitled "Professional Selection" 
in the CNl, metallurgical journal praised the research done at 
Bethlehern Steel, Taylor's factory, where the optimun1-sized 
shovel for coal stokers was developed and employed; JO(i this 
shovel permitted the most efficient use of the workers' strength. 
rrhe article also lauded a disciple of the Philadelphia engineer, 
H. Gantt, who had eliminated workers' unnecessary rnove
nlents and therefore increased productivity. In addition, it ar
gued for a careful selection of apprentices since the rnctallurgi
cal industry had some jobs that required only brute strength 
and others that needed intelligence. l~he review of the CN'f
UG'I' Collective Marathon also praised ·raylorisrn, and it con-
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dudcd that lhe Atnerican engineer had achieved "scientifi<: or
ganization of work" that chose the best workers for each job in 
the factory. 

107 
In July 1937 the Catalan Institute of Economic 

Sciences called for "speed bosses" and a system of incentives in 
collectives. 108 

It is essential to underline that Taylorism and the other tech
niques en1 ployed by the unions were not merely a consequence 
of a wartirne situation that demanded rapid production but 
were also the unions' response to the prewar social and eco
nornic incapacities of the Spanish and Catalan capitalist elites. 
In this regard, the Left continued to pursue an industrial mod
ernization that the bourgeoisie had barely begun. l,he union 
tnilitanls envisaged a future of rationalized and developed pro
ductive f(>rces within an independent national econorny. The 
base of the anarchosyndicalist pr~ject was the rationalized, 
standardized, and even ·raylorized factory, which, in its details, 
greatly resernbled the plants of the advanced industrial nations. 
The Collective Marathon (formerly General Motors of Barce
lona) constructed an automobile factory whose long aisles were 
suitable for assetnbly lines and whose space approxitnated the 
Renault factories in the industrial suburbs of Paris. 

Plans for a functionalist city of the future paralleled the addi
tion of the techniques of advanced capitalism in the workplace. 
Anan:hosyndicalist rnilitants wanted to construct cities of apart
ment houses and mass autornobile circulation. In fact, the Mar
athon Collective declared that the economic potential of a na
tion could be n1easured by the number of rnotor vehicles per 
inhabitant, and it hoped that the autornobile would soon be
corne an accepted part of everyday life in Spain. 109 Never
theless, the unions' and parties' visions of a rationalized and 
modernized future did not end the secular struggle against 
workspace and worktime, the su~ject of the next chapter. 



6 
WORKERS' RESISTANCE 

As we have seen, the prerevolutionary Barcelona working class 
was extren1ely combative. Before the outbreak of the civil war, 
the workers frequently went on strike-sometimes with vio
lence, sabotage, and work slowdowns-over dernands that in
cluded a shorter working day, higher wages, end to piecework, 
and defense of traditional holidays. Despite an econotnic crisis, 
the workers were generally successful in defending their living 
standards; they dernonstrated a retnarkable ability to win rnany 
oft heir claims. 

When the unions took control of the factories, the traditional 
working-class demands did not cease, and rnany wage earners 
continued to ask for more pay and persisted in their atternpts to 
avoid constraints of factory space and tirne. rl'he CNrr and UGl, 
rnilitants who ran the collectives opposed many of the workers' 
desires that. they had once supported; in the dillicult titnes of 
war and Revolution, they called for rnore work and sacrifice. 
Rank-and-file workers frequently ignored these calls and acted 
as though the union militants were the new ruling elite. Direct 
and indirect resistances to work became m~jor points of conflict 
between the base and the tnilitants,just as they had been when 
the bourgeoisie controlled the productive forces. In Barcelona 
and in Paris, industrial managers of various political convic
tions were cornpelled to confront this aspect of working-class 
culture. , 

rrhe rank and file's continuing exactions and actions revealed 
the productivist assumptions of anarchosyndicalist and Marxist 
t henries of autogestion. Without changing the nature of the 
factory itself or by merely rationalizing it, anarchosyndical
ists and Marxists called on workers to participate and control 
their workplace. Union activists were asking workers to endorse 
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enthusiastically their role as workers. In effect, given the content 
of the militants' pn~ject for the developtnent and rationaliza
tion of the means of production, workers were being pressured 
to participate willingly in their own bondage as wage earners. 
It is hardly surprising that many of them were reluctant to take 
part in the developmental dernocracy of the Spanish Revolu
tion, and it is little wonder that union militants often latnented 
the unattended factory assemblies and unpaid union dues. 

Union activists did attempt to satisfy one persistent rank
and-file desire. At the beginning of the Revolution, the CN'I' 
union of the textile and garment industry carried out a de
mand that it had been making for years: the abolition of pro
duction incentives, especially piecework-"the pr·incipal cause 
of the miserable conditions" of the workers, according to the 
union. I rrhe UGT too had condemned piecework and had 
asked the govenunent to do away with it. Yet the abolition of 
piecework soon came under attack by the Confederaci6n itself: 

In the industrial branches that were in our [CNT] union and where 
before 19 July a great amount of piecework prevailed, now that 
there is a fixed weekly salary, productive output has dedined. 

With all this, there is nothing to give our economy a firm base, 
and we hope that all workers ... will use with the 1naximum care 
tools and raw uJalcrials, and will give their maximum prodw t ive 
outpul. 2 

The Casa Girona offered one of the most significant and 
spectacular exa1nples of the problen1s of workers' control in the 
Spanish Revolution. Casa Girona, also known as Material para 
ferrocarriles, employed eighteen hundred workers and was one 
of the most important metallurgical factories of Barcelona. It 
had n1ade railroad equiptnent before the Revolution, and after 
July 1936 it produced war materiel.3 A report by the CNT
controlled factory council of Casa Girona to the CNl, Metallur
gical Union of Barcelona declared that costs before 19 July 1936 
had been 31,500 pesetas and had increased to 105,000 pesetas. 
Charges for the retired personnel rose from 688 pesetas before 
19July to 7,915; for accidents from 950 pesetas to 5,719; for the 
sick from 0 to 3,348. Weekly payroll costs jurnped front 90,000 
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to 210,000 pesetas. With all these cost increases a "rather in
tense production" was expected and needed. However, the fac
tory council stated, production had actually diminished despite 
greatly irnproved benefits and an increase in the nurnber of 
workers frorn the prerevolutionary total of thirteen hundred to 
eighteen hundred. 

Girona's factory council did not believe that lengthening the 
working day would solve the problem since it had already added 
eight hours per week to the schedule; the additional titne had 
not only f~1iled to increase production but had not even suc
ceeded in stopping its decline. Thus, despite a 38 percent in
crease in personnel, a 233 percent increase in benefits, a 133 
percent rise in weekly paychecks, production declined 31 per
cent. 'l'he council suggested certain "practical" measures to cor
rect the situation: "To establi~h a war bonus that will be adjusted to 
comfJleted fJroduction [italics in original]." According to the rnan
agerucnt of Girona, no other solution was possible, since pay 
increases and the cstablislunent of tnininnun produttion lev
els had failed. ·rhe council asked the Metallurgical Union 
for authorization to establish the bonus and to initiate "rigor
ous control" through its production committee and engineers. 
rrhe council denied that its proposals meant a return to the 
"old times of exploitation" since "the prices of all work will 
be agreed upon by those who manage and those who execute." 
Workers whose work was superior rnust be rewarded. If not, 
the council argued, initiative would be discouraged. 

A commission that the administrative board of the CNrf Met
allurgical Union delegated to investigate the "abnormalities" at 
Casa Girona confirmed the Girona factory council's dilliculties. 
rrhe investigators reported that a worker who received 18 pese
tas produced 30 pieces, whereas an apprentice who received 
only 5 pesetas produced 80 pieces in the same tirne. According 
to the commission, the workers themselves had agreed with the 
factory council to establish a system of piecework. The corn mis
sion concluded that the new system of production incentives 
dashed "fundarnentally ... with our most intin1ate convictions" 
heGuasc the CN'r had always fought against piecework. Yet the 
workers were carried away by their "egoistic instincts" and (the 
cornrnission claimed) egged on by Comrnunist and UGrr agita
tors. l'he conunission declared despondently that Casa Girona 
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would not he the last case where production necessities would 
contradict "our ideas of equality and liberty." It attacked the 
"un[ class-]conscious and irresponsible" workers who refused to 
produce without a monetary incentive and judged that the Gi
rona council was justified in establishing piecework since 
"[class-]conscious workers" were a minority in the factory. 

Although it received scant rnention in the press, the case of 
Casa Girona created a dramatic debate within the CNl~ In a 
rneetingofoflicialsofthe Metallurgical Union on 27 May l9~J7, 
its president, Rubio, declared that in a war and Revolution 
workers must work until exhaustion.4 A prominent militant, Go
mez, disagreed: he supported the forty-hour week in Casa Gi
rona and rejected additional hours. In another meeting on I 
June, President Rubio stated that producers could not c•~joy 
the Revolution during the Revolution; he attacked advocates of 
the forty-hour week in Girona and argued in favor of a longer 
workday in the war industry. According to Rubio, su pportcrs of 
the forty-hour week in Girona "have been scabs and think only 
of their stornachs and nothing more." Gomez, champion of the 
forty-hour week, resigned in protest. He declared that he had 
seen the discontent among Girona workers, and that they could 
not produce because of apathy and physical and nu>ral hnigue. 
Yet the workers were still sacrificing, according to Gomez. He 
protested that cenain privileged persons were receiving seventl 
thousand pesetas per month. 'The bars of Barcelona were 
still full, the Ran1blas (a main thoroughfare) was crowded, and 
"millions of slackers and idlers" were loitering in the city. He 
dernanded CNT action to stop such abuses. If the CNT ptH. the 
rnalingerers to work and granted the forty-hour week in Gi
rona, these admittedly "un[class-]conscious" workers would 
zealously defend the Revolution to preserve their gains. The 
debate between Gomez and the union's president ended in a 
coanpromise that both criticized the attitude of workers in Casa 
Girona and condemned the alleged conspiracy of political 
parties against the CNT's revolution. It asked Gomez to change 
his attitude and rt:join the union and rec1uested Rubio to coll
tinuc as president. The resolution concluded that "socializa
tion," that is, control by a CNT union of concentrated firms and 
collectives, would be the "salvation of our social and econoanic 
achievement." 



136 Workers' Re.'iislance 

Sirnilar problerns in other industries-whether controlled by 
CN'r or UG'l'-nonetheless showed that neither Cornrnunist 
nor UGT agitators were primarily responsible for low output 
and productivity. One CNT' tnilitant in the Loaders' Section la
mented that "production was 50 percent of what it should be" 
and complained that the section did not possess sufficient 
coercive powers to improve output. 5 For several rnonths the 
slow workpace continued to cause damage to perishable fruits, 
and n1ilitants criticized the rank and file for lacking "union and 
revolutionary spirit." At a private meeting of UG'r railroad 
oflicials, one militant insisted that a forty-eight-hour week with 
Saturdays off was in effect at the branch in San Andres, a Bar
<:clonan suburb, but "the nurnber of machines repaired is 
srnaller than before the Revolution."() An office workers' peti
tion, eventually withdrawn, to restore the six-hour day that ex
isted bef(>re the Revolution, demoralized Cornrnunists.7 rrhus, 
the declaration of the CN'r Metallurgical Union at Casa Gi
rona, which blarned Communists for its production problems, 
reduced complex industrial and social difficulties to a rather 
sirnplistic political level. Except f(>r changes in the industrial 
decision-rnaking process that the theory of autogestimt intro
duced, neither the CNT nor the UGl' provided an alternative 
model to develop the productive forces. When the unions were 
faced with industrial problems such as poor productivity and 
workers' indifference, they were forced to tie pay to output, just 
as the capitalists had done. 

Problerns over piecework persisted throughout the Revolu
tion. The tailoring collective F. Vehils Vidal, with over four 
hundred fifty workers who made and sold shirts and knitwear, 
irnposed, as early as February 1937, an elaborate system of in
<:entives to stimulate its personnei.K In ()ctober 1937 the Casa 
Ale1nany, which received heavy orders for pants and other arti
cles, subcontracted at piecework rates.u In May 193H Barcelona 
railroad workers were notified of the nearly total reestablish
ment of piecework: 

The orders of the managers must be obeyed. 
The workers will receive a reasonable rate per piece. They must 

not forget the basic rule of collaboration and must not try to deceive 
the management. 
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A list of work accomplished ... must be presented monthly, and 
it must be accompanied by a report that compares the results ob
tained with those of previous months and justifies work outputs 
and variations. 10 

In the construction industry, the technical-administrative 
council of the CNT Building Union proposed in August 1937 a 
revision of anarchosyndicalist salary leveling. 11 The council 
posed the following diletnma: either we restore work discipline 
and abolish the unified salary or we encounter disaster. The 
council recognized bourgeois influences among the workers 
and called for the reestablishment of incentives for technicians 
and professionals. In addition, it recon1tnended that only "prof
itable (rentable) works" L>e undertaken: "The ntasscs nnast be 
reeducated morally" and their work remunerated according 
to effort and quality. In July 1937 a joint declaration by the 
CN't-:.UGT Construction Amalgarnation of Barcelona agreed 
that pay should be tied to production: "In case of the nonfulfill~ 
tnent of the rninimun1 [output) by a comrade, he will be penal
ized and then expelled if he repeats his error." 12 'fhe CNT
UG'I' report reconunended the posting of graphs on output as 
well as propaganda to raise morale and increase productivity. It 
determined that low output often resulted from construction 
workers' fears of layoffs after the termination of a prc~ject. 

Both publicly and privately the UGT advocated that salaries 
be linked to output and that sanctions be imposed on offenders. 
'The UGl' Masons' Union reported on 20 Nove1nber 1937 that 
a pay dispute in the Construction Amalga•nation had led to a 
work stoppage and even sabotage. It also noted that other 
workers did not want to work because they were not receiving 
100 pesetas per week. The Masons' Union called the attitude or 
these workers "disastrous and out of place in these mornents." 1

:l 

On 15 Decen1ber it stated that lower-paid workers wanted to 
equalize their salaries and that it was discussing with the CN'r 
how to establish minimutn outputs. On l February 1938 the 
UG'r told its members not to make demands in wartime and 
urged workers to work 1nore. 11 

l'he conflicts in the construction industry revealed that the 
rank and file continued to press wage den1ands as they had 
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done before the Revolution. Wartime inflation certainly aggra
vated workers' wage demands, as wholesale prices increased 
more than two and one-half times during the war. 15 Certain 
collectives and industries did benefit frorn the inflationary 
econorny. Brick, cement, and transportation finns were over
billing, complained the Construction Amalgamation, and it de
ntanded guarantees that all work proceed normally and that 
prices correspond to normal outputs. w Most workers, though, 
were penalized by the price hikes. At the end of 1936 and at the 
beginning of 1937, women demonstrated against the shortage 
of bread. Other demonstrators continued the Barcelonan tradi
tion of popular seizure of food supplies. On 6 May 1937, "a 
large group of women descended on the port of Barcelona 
where they looted a number of vans filled with oranges." 17 Fur
thennore, basic foodstuffs were rationed, and householders 
were fc>rced to spend time in long lines. By 1938 milk, coffee, 
sugar, and tobacco were in short supply. No deaths frorn hun
ger were reported in 1936 and only 9 in 1937, but in 1938 the 
figure rose to 286. 18 Enterprises and unions established coop
eratives or continued company stores to save workers tirne and 
rnoney. Yet an explanation of salary conflicts based solely on 
physical or economic needs is inadequate; any analysis must 
include an examination of the problematic social relations be
tween the workers and the directors of the collectivized and 
controlled finns. These new industrial rnanagers, who were 
usually technicians or union Inilitants, were continually be
seedling the rank and file not to demand wage hikes during the 
difficult. tirnes of war and revolution, but their pleas for rnore 
work and sacrifice were frequently ignored in various industrial 
sectors. 

For instance, CNT and UGrf members of the Control Com
rnittee of gas and electricity encountered a serious problem 
early in the Revolution, and considerably before the May Days 
of 1937. On 3 December 1936 rank-and-file workers of this in
dustry began collecting signatures demanding a joint CN'r
ue·r assernbly to solicit the year-end bonus. I!» rrhe reaction of 
the Control Con1mittee was angry. One tnetnber qualified the 
petition as "counterrevolutionary and fascist" and asked that 
those who had signed it be locked up. UG'l' and CN'f cnmrnit-
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tee n1en1bers alike feared that the proposed assernbly would 
not only claim the annual bonus but might raise the potentially 
ernbarrassing question of salary differences among workers, 
technicians, and administrators. One Control Committee mem
ber declared that the "unions exist to direct and channel the as
pirations of the masses"; others concluded that an assernbly 
rnust be avoided at all costs. Some feared that in an assernbly 
the three hundred who signed the petition demanding rnore 
money could easily be joined by another two thousand or even 
four thousand workers. A certain Garcia stated, "Either we have 
no authority over the masses or we impose it on them." The 
rneeting finally agreed to pay the bonus to avoid the assembly. 
Members were requested not to discuss the rneeting with out
siders since the committee wished to learn who had initiated 
and agitated for the petition in order to take possible punitive 
rneasures against them. 

An equally dramatic debate occurred in the Cros Collective, 
whose review, Sintesis, frequently told workers to postpone their 
demands for salary increases and vacations. Not all workers fol
lowed Sintesi5's advice. On 30 June 1937 the collective and its as
sociated unions-representatives of the collective's offices and 
factories in Alicante, Lerida, Valencia, and Barcelona as well as 
delegates of fourteen different UGT and CNT unions-met in 
Barcelona to discuss a petition frorn sailors and ships' techni
cians in the CN'r and UGT maritime unions. The workers de·· 
manded back pay for overti1ne and work on Sundays and holi
days performed for the Cros Company frorn Noven1ber 1935 to 
19 July 1936.20 In other words, the sailors wanted back pay for 
work done before Cros had been collectivized. Both the CNT 
and the UGT National Federations of Chernical Industries op
posed the sailors' claim, but they hoped for a compromise since 
rnany other sailors had received back pay. Other delegates re
sisted a comprornise because of the needs of the war and those 
of the collective itself. 

~)uring the meeting, tension flared when a sailors' represen
tative, frustrated by the long discussion, stated that if the as
sembly was not in a hurry to achieve a solution, the sailors were: 
a ship was scheduled to sail shortly. Delegates interpreted the 
staterncnt as a threat, and the president of the assen1bly warned 
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that the rneeting could not be coerced. Other delegates criti
cized the sailors for threatening to strike and for their "indisci
pline." A representative from Alicante noted that workers in his 
factory had been hungry but had still sacrificed ((n· the good of 
the collective. l'he Badalona delegate protested the sailors' de
mands and argue~ that they should not treat the collective like 
"bourgeois" since all agreements had been adopted by majority 
vote. He insisted that no accord could be reached until the sail
ors' representatives ceased threatening to strike. rrhe UG'r 
rnaritirne delegate replied that he was not aware of any strike 
threat. His CNT counterpart declared that all the sailors 
wanted for risking their lives at sea was fair and equal treat
rnent. Another participant replied that the collective had al
ways given the highest consideration to its sailors but that on oc
casion the sailors had refused to sail if their demands were not 
n1et and that the factory council had been forced to accede. Fi
nally, the assernbly accepted a proposal that delayed a solution 
to the problem of back pay until economic conditions pennit
ted. In other collectives, workers' long memories posed prob
lerns for the new managers who had to decide about the rehir
ing and back pay for those fired during the bienio negro or even 
asearlyas 1919. 

Another full session of the representatives of unions and fac
tories of the Cros Collective debated the question of a 15 per
<:ent salary increase for workers at its Barcelonan factory. 'fhe 
local CN'f and UG'f chemical unions of Barcelonan had previ
ously supported the wage claims of their workers and had even 
threatened to shut down the plant if salary hikes were not 
granted. 'l'he director of the Barcelonan factory and officials 
frorn other factories and unions urged the Barcelonan unions 
to oppose the increases that, even if justified, endangered the 
"new econorny." The president of the assernbly declared that 
the Barcelonan workers, like the sailors, were trying to win aug
mentations with coercive methods. He asserted that it was not 
the tirne to make demands; workers should not create new 
problerns for their councils, which they themselves had elected. 
'fhe president believed that he could pern1it only transitional 
cost-of-living increases, but that this concession did not mean 
the right to rnake further demands. When the central office of 

., 
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the collective presented a proposal arguing against the aug
nlentations, the Barcelonan factory's delegates then threatened 
to leave the assernbly. The delegation from Madrid responded 
that it was sharneful to lose time in "such materialist" debates 
when there were great tasks to accomplish. Subsequently, the 
pay hike for the Barcelonan plant was voted down by all except 
the factory concerned, and the president reminded Barcelona's 
delegation of its wartime obligations. The debates over raises 
for the Barcelonan workers and back pay for the sailors demon
strated that the threat of strikes and actual strikes were present 
during the Spanish Revolution. 

The constant demands of the workers, which began very 
early in the Revolution, frustrated the union leaders. In No
ventber 1936 the work of cleaners etnployed by the railroad 
reflected their dissatisfaction with their salaries; according to 
one rnernber of the UGl' council, "the cleaners had always rnet 
the wagons and discharged the toilets. Now in many cases they 
do not."21 They and other indisciplined workers had accepted 
tips, a practice that had been banned in this and other enter
prises. Some railroad ernployees, such as cooks, resisted work
ing on hospital trains. Members of the council asse .. ted that 
rnost of the personnel lacked ugoodwill," which cornmittee 
n1embers thought they had earlier demonstrated by working 
in the rnedical <~ars. The cleaners continued to complain fre
quently about their salaries and were eventually rewarded 
back pay. 

Although the CNT-UGT unions of the amalgamated power 
industry agreed that demands for more pay and fewer hours 
"should not be discussed now," they had to confront workers 
from some poorer companies who felt that their salaries and 
work schedule should equal those of their colleagues frotn 
more privileged finns. 22 To protest what they considered an 
unhlir system of salary classification, etnployees of the power in
dustry seetn to have engaged in an organized slowdown strike in 
which they performed morning work in the afternoon. 23 In a 
meeting of the CNrf Metallurgical Union on 3 July 1937, a mil
itant exhorted "our comrades" to become "idealist" and cease 
being "rnaterialist." Several months earlier, the Metallurgical 
Union had concluded that higher living costs necessitated a sal-
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ary increase, but it had hoped that the raises rnight end the 
.. rnalaise" and keep order in the factories. 24 

Workers sontetirnes dernanded pay for volunteer work or re
fused to sacrifice for the war effort. l,he uc·r Sindicato de 
vestir had requested four men and women to collect clothes for 
the troops. rfhe volunteers did not "understand" that they 
would not be rernunerated for their services and demanded 
their wages. 25 The MZA Central Committee suspended seven 
volunteers, sent to unload coal at the French border, who aban
doned their posts because of an argun1ent over meals. 26 Al
though sorne did sacrifice for the front by making clothes for 
soldiers or by donating money to the injured, others were reluc
tant to be taxed for the war. The CNrf Graphic Arts Union dis
patched a functionary to the well-known publishing house of 
Seix y Barral to ensure that the personnel paid the 5 percent 
nnllrihution to the rnilitias. The cN·r sindicato prornised to in
vestigate other noncontributors.27 In january 1937 when work
ers of a jewelry collective were informed that they were re
quired to give 5 percent of their salary to the militia, they 
"ref used to work overtime."28 l,he union responded by rt:ject
ing any pay increase. 

Wage conflicts were far from the only manifestation of work
ers' discontent: the unions were also forced to confront n1~jor 
proble1ns of absenteeism and lateness, phencnnena that have 
existed in varying degrees throughout the history of labor. In 
the nineteenth century, Catalan workers, like their French 
counterparts, sustained the tradition of .. dilluns sant" (Holy 
Monday), an unofficial and unauthorized holiday that many 
workers took to prolong their Sunday break. In the. twentieth 
century, the largely dechristianized and anticlerical Catalan 
working class continued to respect traditional interweekly reli
gious holidays. During the Revolution the anarchosyndicalist 
and Communist press often criticized the workers' adamant de
fense of these traditions; Solidaridad Obrera and Sintesis pro
clairned that the traditional religious holidays rnust not be an 
excuse to miss work. Some unions prohibited the celebration of 
interweekly fiestas. An initiative from local comrnittees of the 
power industry forbade Christmas vacations in 1936 but re
tained New Year's Day as a fiesta. 2 n rfhe observance of religious 
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holidays during the working week (observers never noted Har
celonan workers in significant attendance at Sunday mass) 
along with absentceistn and lateness indicated workers' con
tinuing dislike of the factory, however rationalized or demo
cratic. rfhese acts of avoiding wage labor perhaps revealed a 
deeper detachrnent from the ideals of the Spanish Revolution 
than did struggles over salary issues. 

Long and heated debates occurred concerning how-and 
if-vacations should be organized and paid. 30 Many wage earn
ers seem to have been determined not to miss summer vaca
tions in 1936 and 1937 regardless of the political and n1ilitary 
situation. 31 Several weeks after the pronunciarniento, the Con
trol Cornrnittee of gas and electrical industries decreed that 
15 August would not be a holiday. In 1937 as the summer ap
proached, some unions prohibited vacations entirely. 32 In many 
collectives Saturday labor was highly unpopular. In Novernbcr 
1937 the UGrr condemned the indiscipline of a number of rail
road workers who refused to work Saturday afternoon. 33 A 
CNT union penalized three loaders who had continually re
jected Saturday work with the loss of ten days' pay and, sig
nificantly, of fifteen holidays. 34 One militant added that the 
penalty for pilfering should be working six Saturdays. Women 
laboring in CNrr offices ignored its slogan, During war there 
are no holidays, and militants felt cornpelled to take disciplin
ary action against a female typist who refused to work on Sun
day; they feared that if the offender was not disciflined, "n1any 
[women] comrades would miss Sunday work."3 The farnous 
days of May 1937 offered sotne wage earners an unexpected va
cation before the CNT and the UGT campaigned vigorously 
for an immediate return to work. 

Sickness multiplied the number of workdays missed. In con
struction tnany comrades were often "ill." The CNl, Technical 
Cornrnission of Masons noted "the irresponsibility of certain 
workers. We refer to those who fake illnesses and do not work, 
thus causing heavy economic damages to our collectives."36 rrhe 
cornmission was astonished at the "astuteness and the wicked
ness of the unscrupulous workers" who invented all kinds of 
strategies to get sick pay. It singled out one case where a wor·ker 
c:ertified as an epileptic was surprised by a visit of metnbcrs of 
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the 'technical Conunission while he was gardening. 'l'his and 
other types of deceit "seriously threatened" the comrnission's 
social policies; it demanded a "crusade" by union delegates "to 
radically starnp out the abuses." Another technical commission, 
that of the CN'f woodworkers, established a Cornrnittee on the 
Sick that required a worker to visit one of its physicians in order 
to obtain sick pay. It also alerted "union delegates and workers 
in general" to watch out for abuses. The CN'f mutual did catch 
one woodworker who, continuing the tradition of self-inflicted 
wounds, had provoked an infection in his index finger. In No
vernber 1937 militants of the UGT Masons' Union claimed that, 
in addition to the excess of personnel, lack of credits, and trans
portation difficulties, an important reason for the "htilure" of 
the Construction Amalgamation was the "excessive surn of pe
setas paid to the ill."37 l~he Executive Committee of the UGT 
fcdcr·at ion in Ucu·celona con finned these findings: 

[there were] many abuses regarding sicknesses since factory councils 
did not institute a severe control. Control is difficult be<:<mse the 
presumed sick person often had a close relationship with the mem
bers of his commillee. However, if the wor·kcrs were insured by a 
firm, which would carefully watch the situation, this fraud might 
be avoided. It was agreed to consult with the comrades of the insur
ance union about this.3

H 

Arnong loaders and stevedores, abuses by accident victirns re
sulted in a heavier payment to the workers' mutual. One loader, 
who had been hospitalized for almost a year, was able to save a 
significant sum frorn his pension. 39 The assembly urged the 
Control Committee to take measures to ensure that physically 
capable workers labored. l~he comrnittee's efi.ectiveness was 
doubtful, since several months later a n1ilitant denounced 
workers who had been absent for several days but appeared on 
Saturday to pick up their paychecks. In December 1936 a prom
inent militant of the Tinsmiths' Union complained of the "ab
nonnalities comrnitted in almost all workshops with respect to 
illnesses and [work] schedules." In January 1937 another tin
smith noted "licentiousness" in several workshops: "l~here are 
n1any workers who miss a dar or a half-day because it suits them 
and not because of illness."1

( In February 1937 the CN'r Metal-
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hugical Union declared frankly that some workers were laking
advantage of work accidents.41 

In this context the physician, ignored by historians, becarne a 
mcyor figure of the Spanish Revolution. In the early months, 
sorne committees replaced individual company physicians but 
by no n1eans elirninated their supervisory role. The revolution
ary managers of the electric and gas industries urged that the 
Physicians' Union irnntediately rernove a doctor whorn the 
personnel distrusted; his replacement would have to "make 
house calls to verify the illnesses of those treated by other 
physicians."12 Many unions and collectives reserved the right to 
rnandate their own medical personnel to exarnine sick workers. 
()ne collective required that victirns of work accidents inunedi
ately inform the physician of its insurance company.4

:
1 Physi

cians had the power not only to excuse absenteeism but also to 
dernand less diflicult tasks for their patients. Their medical ex
perts served t.o judge if control cornmittees and other bodies 
were guilty of favoritism in granting sick leave. 

Yet physicians were not all paragons of revolutionary virtue. 
A nurnbcr syrnpathized with the rnilitary rebellion, and others 
took advantage of their position. The UGl, clinic reported a 
series of abuses: the sick were badly treated, nurses were "co
erced," rnilk destined for patients was consumed by others, and 
the official car was used for personal purposes.41 Among rail
road workers, although the number of irtiured had declined, 
their compensation had grown. The union delegate blarned 
"this irregularity on the lack of a spirit of sacrifice among the 
personnel, but rnuch rnore on the indifference of the physicians, 
who do not do their duty. In many cases, the injured receive the 
entire weekend off."45 To end the abuses of some, the ntilitants 
decided to increase the surveillance of the sick. rfhe Cornmunist 
cell agr·eed to warn physicians that unless they bccan1e stricter, 
they would be dis1nissed. It decided furthennore that only a 
physician who was unknown to the workers was qualified to 
judge "the dubiously ill." 

Tobacco and alcohol, subjects of reprobation in socialist real
ist posters, contributed to the loss of worktime. Early in the 
Revolution, employees and security guards of the Barcelona 
newspaper La Vanguardia would meet to drink and garnble 
during working hours. A rnilitant from the CN'f Metallurgical 
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Construction Union complained that workers abandoned their 
jobs to get cigarettes. After many warnings, the Central Com
mittee punished a porter who was often drunk on the job by 
transferring hitn to another, perhaps harder, post for two 
tnonths.4 t; 

l~he confused situation of war and revolution could provide a 
good cover for absenteeism. Control committees bccaruc skepti
cal when workers claimed that the "events" of July 1936 pre
vented them frorn returning to their jobs. An executive of Soli
daridad Obrera warned that without the authorization of the 
CNrr regional committee, those who were absent from work 
would not be paid. The managing coJninittee of the power in
dustry planned to examine "an infinity of cases of duplicity."47 

Militiarnen, who had been employed by the power co1npanies, 
ignored a notice published in the newspapers asking the1n to 
return to their jobs. Furthermore, militants complained that 
anany anilitiaanen ren1ained in the rear. Railroad managers dis
Inissed a ntnnber of workers for what the union conunittee 
judged unauthorized absences; in turn the workers becaane dis-
trustful of their cornmittee, which, they suspected, wanted to 
encourage their enlistrnent in the anned forces as a way of re
ducing payroll costs.4

K 

In addition to absenteeism, sabotage and theft-i1nplying a 
great distance frorn the libertarian or com1nunist principles 
of cooperation in production-continued during the Spanish 
Revolution. Sabotage was often defined in the broadest terms: 

Leaving before the finishing time .... Complaining violently .... 
Taking holidays without reason. Finishing a job and not asking for 
more work. Waiting on customers impolitely. Eating during work
ing hours. Talking. Distracting other workers .... Telephoning or 
receiving telephone messages that are not urgent. Workers who 
commit these infractions will lose one day's pay. 4 ~• 

A prominent CNT journalist from Madrid assessed the situa
tion. 

You can find comrades who do not know how to measure the value 
of things and carelessly permit them to be wasted .... Others, who 
are aware of and able to help the cause of antifascism, criminally 
tolerate the employers' sabotage for a guaranteed wage. They do 
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not care if the machines are working or not as long as they get paid 
every Saturday. If they can eat, they don't give a damn if others lack 
the necessities. 

Some act e<tually badly when they take over an industry and live 
off its capital. Others reduce the workweek so that no comrade re
mains unemployed. They labor maybe one whole day per week and 
then raise prices seven- or tenfold to maintain their wages. 50 

Given the shortages of gasoline and auto parts, a Central Corn
mittee charged that local committee members who used cars 
for unneeded trips were guilty of "sabotage" and rnight be 
dismissed. 51 The CNT Junta de hierro expelled four workers 
who had "sabotaged" the rationalized foundry collective. 52 rrhe 
four, who had acquired "indispensable" status, had slept on the 
night shift; since he had allowed the skilled workmen to nap on 
the joh, their foreman was also fired for permitting "serious 
da1nage to the Economy and the War (effort]." The CNT Met
allurgical Union of Badalona-where, as we have seen, mili
tancy was especially intense in the early 1930s-had a particu
lar problem with saboteurs, and it requested its Ba n:clonan 
counterpart not. to give work to Badalonan rnetallurgists with
out its express approval. 

On 17 March 1938 the CNT delegate of the Collective 
M.E.Y.D.O. reported to the machinery section of the CNT Met
allurgical Union that sabotage was endangering the life of the 
collective. 53 Over an extended period a great number of parts 
and tools, valued at 50,000 to 60,000 pesetas, had disappeared. 
l'he collective had atte1npted to convince its workers that these 
thefts were equivalent to stealing from themselves. Persuasion 
failed, since the thefts continued and even increased. As a re
sult, the collective laid off its workers until the stolen equip
Inent reappeared. After two days without work (and apparently 
without pay), several workers on their own initiative went to 
the horne of a certain Juan Sendera and found much of the sto
len equipment. The accused Sendera was dismissed frorn the 
coli ect i ve. 

Stealing ~as reported in other workshops and collectives, al
though its extent or growth is hard to estimate. Petty larceny 
was rampant among loaders, who stole eggs and grains. 54 Plac-
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ing the stolen products in their bags, the laborers would rnake 
several trips a day to their homes, having apparently intirni
dated their colleagues and controllers to the point that the lat
ter would not denounce any pilferer. One ntilitant e<nnplained 
that "during work hours n1any comrades sit down, sanoke, and 
don't behave as they should. When this is called to their atten
tion, they ar·e insolent with the comrades of the conunittec." 
~rhe assernbly voted to fine thieves 100 pesetas for the first 
offense and to expel recidivists. In the first weeks of the Revolu
tion, the union of market laborers tried to reduce sitnulta
neously both pilfering and unemployntent by ernploying its 
jobless rnernbers as guards. 55 

Sorne union rnilitants and officials of the collectives were even 
accused of etnhczzlement and rnisusc of funds.r,n ·rhe lack of 
qualified cadres and devoted union ntilitants tnay have led, in 
certain cases, to the prornotion of opportunists. A fonner mern
hcr of the conservative Radical party, who had been quickly 
prontoted to irnportant positions within the CN'f local of Cas
telli>n, fled to Barcelona; the Castellon union accused him not 
only of running off with funds destined for refugees but also 
of taking a fern ale cornrade with hint. 57 A CN'I' rnetallur
gist was suspected of siphoning off union dues into his own 
pocket. 5 H Anarchosyndicalist sources reported corruption 
concerning the collection of funds belonging to the Textile 
Union. 5 ~ 1 

~rhe most spectacular case of theft occurred in the power 
industry.no ~rhe gas and electric committee had a secret-and 
illegal-bank account in Paris that was supposedly destined for 
the purchase of coal. In 1936 the managing con1mittee, acting 
perhaps with the cornplicity or knowledge of the Generalitat, 
had authorized a delegation to deposit funds in a Parisian bank. 
In Septernber 1937 the managing committee ordered a new 
delegation to return to Paris to change the francs into pesetas. 
Several colleagues accompanied the two members of the origi
nal delegation-one in the CN~f, the other in the uc·r-who 
had placed the bank account in their own narnes. When the 
spouses of the two men joined them in the French capital, sus
picions awoke in other rnembers of the delegation. Tetnpted by 
such a large sum, over one million francs, the duo had become 
etnhezzlers. 'I'hey disappeared with the women and the rnoney. 
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~fhe tabloid reader would be stimulated by this evident coa·
ruption in high places. For our purposes, though, the story 
-which so discredits the revolutionaries that one wonders 
whether it was fabricated by imaginative franquistas-demon
strated the lack of qualified and committed CNT and UG~r per
sonnel for posif.ions of power and responsibility in certain 
industries. ~rhe scandal provoked the direct intervention of the 
Generalitat in October 1937 and the subsequent end of the in
dustry"s autonomy. lruly dedicated CNT and UGrr militants 
knew that such cases of corruption among their leaders could 
only den1oralize the rank and file and make them even n1ore re
sistant to any appeal to work hard and fight hard for the cause. 
Under such circumstances, cynicisrn was a highly contagious 
disease. ~rhere were, of course, many exarnples of the other 
sort: dedicated activists who showed countless tiines that they 
were willing to sacrifice at the front and at home. For exaruplc, 
the treasurer of the CN'r Woodworkers, assassinated by "vile 
thieves," was praised for having given his life to defend the col
lective's interests. li 1 

In an odd twist, one agricultural collective in Barcelona felt 
cornpelled to defend one of its guards, who had killed a child. 
'fhe collective explained that well-armed neighborhood gangs 
of twenty to thirty mernbers etnployed children-sorne of 
whorn were refugees-to steal produce that the gangs then sold 
on the black market; the collective's determination not to per
mit local "good-f(>r-nothings" to live off its labor had resulted in 
the unfortunate "accident."n2 The CNT charged that pilfering 
by "ignorant troubletnakers" was the rnost serious problern of 
the Barcelonan Agricultural Collective, which possessed I ,000 
hectares (for 24,700 acres) throughout the city.63 Militants often 
regarded stealing, waste, and other forms of sabotage and dis
obedience as fascist, again reducing a fundamentally social and 
industrial probletn to a political level where they could more 
easily solve it through repression. 

It was hardly surprising that petty larceny and welfare cheat
ing becarne rnajor issues in Uarcelona, where thousands of un
employed refugees from other parts of Spain congregated. In 
July 1938 the city held approxi1nately twenty-two thousand 
refugees.ti4 Comrnunist activists complained that some em
ployed refugees deceived welfare personnel and ate in collec-
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tives' soup kitchens.65 The PSUC militants demanded that the 
authorities purge the cheaters. Toward the end of 1938 ten
sions between natives and the uprooted grew; incidents-espe
cially stealing frorn the fields-ntultiplied as food becarne 
scarcer for nearly everyone, and Catalans increasingly resented 
the presence of the newcomers. 66 Welfare officials tried to be 
genenn1s, and the refugee population in Catalan industrial cit~ 
ies sornetirnes received rations more regularly than the natives; 
however, certain towns siphoned rations designated for the new 
arrivals to the indigenous population.67 ·rhe uprooted suffered 
frorn typhoid epidemics, which in Barcelon~ resulted in 144 
deaths in 1936, 261 in 1937, and 632 in 1938.b8 

In less desperate circumstances than the refugees, wage earn
ers also deceived oflicials. Historians of the Spanish Revolution 
have ignored the fact that workers sometimes took advantage of 
the rivalry between the CNT and the UGrr to advance their own 
interests, searching one union and then the other f(>r support 
in their demands for less work, higher pay, vacations, and job 
security. A Communist UGl"' leader found that the narning of 
factory councils according to the proportion of workers en
rolled in each union pr-oduced "confusion" and "instability" be
cause of the workers' switches.rm In a private rneeting of the 
UGl"' Railroad Union on 23 January 1937, the CNl"' was ac
cused of attentpting to attract UGT members by reneging on an 
agrecrnent by both unions to require work on Saturdays. 70 A 
UGT official asserted that "laziness at this n1oment is absurd 
and antirevolutionary," but other UGT activists insisted that 
unless the CNT consented to work on Saturday, their naernbers 
would also refuse to labor. UGT militants also charged their ri
val with "manoeuvring" to attract disgruntled UGl, clerks; the 
CNT supposedly advocated fewer working hours and more va
cations for telephone employees. 71 

In the power industry, which was overwhelntingly CNl"' in 
the early days of the Revolution, the UGT tried to win adher
ents by advocating a shorter workweek of thir~-six hours in
stead of the CNT's proposed forty-four hours. 2 ~rhe dispute 
revived in 1937. In July the UGT proposed either a thirty-six or 
forty-hour intensive schedule, which meant a minirnal lunch 
break; the CNT wanted the normal workweek of forty-four 
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hours. 7
:" Given the division, the workers began choosing the 

workweek that suited their individual preferences. A libertarian 
tnilitant charged that "if the CNrr had proposed the establish
rnent of an intensive working week of thirty-six hours, don't 
you think that we would have won the m£tiority? The workers, 
in general, do not think beyond their stornachs." He implied 
that the UGT was campaigning to attract CNT members on the 
platf{u·n• of a thirty-six-hour week and believed that "it was not 
now possible to manage the industry because of this problem." 
He feared the dernoralization of comrades at the front when 
they learned about the scheduling conflict: the soldiers "will re
quest that the English return to see if they can straighten out 
things." Many workers apparently adopted the shorter work
week. CNTactivists accused the UGT Gas and Electrical Union 
of favoring a "do-nothing" working week in order to prornote a 
situation 1 hat would force the government to take control of the 
industry. 7 '

1 

()n 4 ()ctober 1937 a CN~r delegate adn1itted, "We can't 
make the workers do what they rt:ject," but "if we give them 
what they want, we arc heading for slaughter." A member of the 
rnanaging committee dedarcd, "This indiscipline of the work
et·s, without a doubt, cornrades, stems frorn the disagrecrncnt 
between the two unions."75 An adherent of the UGrC upset at 
the indiscipline, added that the cornmiuee's orders were not be
ing followed and recomrnended the expulsion of disobedient 
workers. He asked his CNT colleague if the Confederaci<'>n 
could enf(nce the work schedule. 

I'm afr·aid not. They (the disobedient workers] will maintain the 
same auitmle as always, and they will not want to compromise .... 
It is useless to try anything when they ignore the agreements and 
instructious that come from the Building Committees, the Section 
Commissions, and so f(n-tll. They do not pay attention to anything, 
whether the orders originate from one union or the other. ?ti 

A representative frotn the Barcclonan UGrf also feared the in
creasing "collective indiscipline." The meeting ended without a 
solution. 

In Casa Girona the UGT workers were "fervent partisans" of 
the f()rty-hour week, and, according to CNT sources, l hey 
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threatened to abandon the UGT if its leaders remained op
posed to the shorter working week. 77 One CNT delegate feared 
that workers in the distribution sector might join the other 
union if the Confederacion did not raise their salaries. The 
CN'f ·rinsrniths' Union worried that if it did not pay for vaca
tions, Comn1unists would profit from its consequent unpopu
larity.7H An unknown number of workers became members of 
both unions, a shrewd but risky tactic. When one such laborer 
was discovered during an identity check by a control patrol, 
union n1ilitants planned to take "energetic action" against hin1. 
'fhe CN'f Automobile Union tried to expel General Motors 
workers who held membership in both unions.7H 

·rhe tensions between the two unions persisted throughout 
the Revolution, despite their daily cooperation and the sirnilar
ity of the problems they confronted. l~he historiography has 
largely stressed the political and ideological differences between 
the two organizations. Some historians have focused on the pro
grarn of the UGT and the Catalan Cornmunist party for nation
alization or government control of industry, in contrast to the 
CNl''s policy of collectivization or union control. Others have 
pointed to the arnbivalence of the CN'f and anarchosyndicalists 
toward political action and governn1ental responsibility, as op
posed to the willingness of the UGT and the Catalan Commu
nist party to par·ticipate in elections and t.o control the stale. 
llowever significant these ideological and political tensions 
were, the day-to-day conflicts over economic and industrial con
trol were at least equally important. 

·rhe two unions competed constantly for new n1ernbers, each 
adherent yielding new dues and increased power. In addition, 
competition for available jobs was fierce; only those holding an 
appropriate union card could get then1. In certain branches 
where the CN·r dominated, it could place its n1ernbers in posi
tions. A UG'f building union reported in its n1eeting of 8 De
cen1ber 1936 that workers were joining the Confederacion be
cause it could offer them better chances for jobs.80 A serious 
struggle in the collective Fabricacion general de colores, which 
had a slight CN'f n1~ority, erupted over which union would be 
able to place its metnbers in a limited nurnber of new jobs.81 

rfhe UGT members of this chemical firm declared that the 
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CNT had acted illegally and arbitrarily by monopolizing new 
employment. In September 1937 UGT delegates and council 
rnetnbers even threatened to call a strike if their rights were vi
olated again. 

'fhroughout the Revolution the unions traded charges of un
justified use of force and unfair tactics. The UGT protested 
that CNT collectives would ask the Generalitat for assistance 

H2 when in debt but, when profitable, would hoard the surplus. 
Likewise, the Confederacion accused "socialists" of dividing 
profits an1ong thernselves.H3 Both unions asserted that their 
rival used "indispensable" status to protect favorites, not ir
replaceable workers; others said that many workers becatne 
"demoralized" because of the large numbers of "dodgers" (nn
boscados) protected by the unions' organizations.H1 

rrhe tensions and struggles between the unions, however iin
portant, were overshadowed by the similarity of the problerns 
that they encountered in managing entire industries. Despite 
their ideological disputes and membership raids, they were re
sponsible for production and therefore for industrial discipline; 
they cooperated to keep workers cornpliant. In rnany industrial 
branches the CNT and UGT agreed not to rehire workers who 
had been fired for indiscipline or low productivity.H5 In Barce
lona both unions' federations tried to act in unison to elirninate 
the New Year's bonus and prevent the celebration of Christ
rnas. H(; 'fhe sindicalos would sometimes combine forces to op
pose government initiatives that they .ferceived to be harmful 
to the interests of their constituents.H In sorne industries and 
particularly in textiles, joint CNT-UGT conunittees overcarne 
their feuding and agreed on hiring practices that divided the 
number of jobs between the two organizations. HH 

As has been shown, the unions were in basic agreernent con
cerning the issues of industrial reorganization: concentration, 
standardization, rationalization, and developrnent of the pro
ductive forces of the nation. In October 1937, a Conununist 
uc·r leader declared that as the struggle continued, the "ideo
logical and tactical differences between the two branches of the 
militant proletariat" were narrowing. su At the UG'f congress 
the following month, some militants demanded "first, unity of 
action [of the CNT and UGT] to increase and improve produc-



154 Workers' Resistance 

tion; second, work discipline to eliminate loafing, saboteurs, 
and the unthinking."90 uc~r leaders desired an alliance with 
the CN'f not only to domesticate the "uncontrollahles" hut to 
avoid the fonnation of a third union, which, uc·r rnilitants 
feared, could easily attract large numbers of wage earners. The 
secretary general of the UG~f federation of Barcelona sup
ported the workers' right to choose-but only between the 
CN'I' and the UGT. 91 In March 1938, as the eastern front col
lapsed, the CNl, and the UGl, signed a prograrn for unity de
signed to bolster the defense of the Second Republic, whose 
arn1ed forces experienced increasing desertions. 

The CNT and the UGT will cooperate in the rapid constitution of 
a potent war industry. The unions will have to establish, as an ur
gent and indispensable task, a strict spirit of vigilance against any 
kind of sabotage and passivity in work and the improvement of the 
lattel· in order to increase and ameliorate rnoduction. 

The CNT and the UGT believe that a salary that is tied to the 
cost of living and that takes into account professional categories 
and productivity must be established. In this sense the industries 
will defend the principle of "the more and better the production, 
the greater lhc pay." 

The two organizations yearn for the recovery of the national 
wealth, coordinating the economy and ordering it legally so that 
I he independence of the country is assured to irs fullest extent.92 

l'he Cornrnunists termed the progran1 "a great victory for the 
Popular Front and for democracy."93 Many in both unions con
sidered this pact a synthesis of Marxism and anarchosyndical
isnl, a fraternal embrace of Marx and Bakunin. If so, this join
ing of hands airned to make the workers labor harder and to 
produce rnore for the unions and the nation. 

Fa<:ed with sabotage, theft, ahsenteeisrn, lateness, f~tlse ill
ness, and other forms of working-class resistance to work and 
workspace, the unions and the collectives cooperated to estab
lish strict rules and regulations that equaled or surpassed the 
controls in1posed by capitalist enterprises. On 18 June·l938 the 
CN'f and uc·r representatives of the Collectiva Gonzalo Co
prons y Prat, which made military uniforms, reported a serious 
decline in production that lacked "a satisfactory explanation."91 
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'I'he representatives of the two unions demanded respect for 
production <JUOtas and the work schedule, strict control of ab
sences, and "the strengthening of the moral authority of the 
technicians." ·rhe tailoring collective F. Vehils Vidal, which had 
established an elaborate system of incentives for its four hun
dred fifty workers, approved a rather strict set of rules in a gen
eral assernbly on 5 March 1938.95 One individual was appointed 
to control tardiness, and too many latenesses would result in a 
worker's expulsion. Con1rades who were ill would be visited by a 
representative of the council of the collective; if they were not 
at horne, they would be fined. As in many collectives, to leave 
during work hours was forbidden, and all work done in the col
lective had to be for the collective, meaning that personal 
pn~jects were banned. Comrades leaving the shops with pack
ages were required to show them to guards who were charged 
with inspection. If a worker observed incidents of stealing, 
fraud, or any dishonesty, he had to report thern or he held re
sponsible. Technicians were required to issue a weekly report 
on the failures and accomplislunents of their sections. Coru
rades were not pennitted to disturb .. order inside or outside 
the finn," and all workers who did not attend assemblies were 
fined. 

Many other collectives of the clothing industry issued sirnilar 
sets of rules. In February 1938 the CNT-UGT council of Panta
leoni Germans prohibited unauthorized movements by threat
ening a susrension of work and salary ranging from three to 
eight days.9

) ~rhe CNT-uc·r Control Committee of the Rabat 
firm (employing mostly women) allowed only conversations 
concerning work during working hours. Other collectives, such 
as Artgust, which had unsuccessfully asked workers to increase 
production, also enforced rules forbidding conversations and 
even receiving phone <:alls.97 In August 1938 in the )Resencc of 
representatives from the CN'C UG'I: and the Generalitat, the 
workers' assernbly of the Casa A. Lanau prohibited lateness, 
false illness, and singing during work.9

H The CN'r and UG'r 
unions of Badalona initiated a supervision of the sick and 
agreed that all workers must justify their absences, which were, 
they clairned, "incomprehensible" and "abusive," considering 

. ·~~~ that the workrng week had been reduced to 24 hours.·· In sev-
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eral <:olle<:tives workers received a maxirnurn three-day leave for 
a death in their inunediate farnily. Enterprises also dernanded 
that their personnel return to the workplace immediately after 
an air raid or alann; the CN~f Metallurgical Union urged rnili
tarlts to take 1neasures to ensure that production could recorn
Jnen<:e "without any excuse." 100 

The severity of these rules and regulations would seern to 
have been a consequence of the decline of production and disci
pline in rnany textile and clothing firms. On'l5 June 1937 the 
an:ountant of the CNT-UG'T' Casa Mallafrc issued a report on 
its tailoring shops. He concluded that the adrninistration of the 
collective had been honest and moral; however, production 
continued to be "the most delicate part of the problern" and "in 
production lies the secret of industrial and cornrnercial failure 

" 101 If f' I k h . I . or success. output o t 1e wor s ops continue< at u.s cur-
n·ul exln.·•ndy low levels, the a<:countant war·ned, the flnn
whelher· collectivized, controlled, or socialized-would f~til. 

Current production did not even cover weekly expenses; out
put rnust increase if the firm were to survive. Another CNT
UGrr garrnent <:ollective, Artgust, reported in February 1938, 
"In spite of our constant dcrnands to the factory ~>ersonnel, we 
have not yet succeeded in improving output." 02 ~fhe small 
clothes-rnaking firm J. Lanau, with thirty workers, had similar 
prohlc1ns. According to its accountant's report of Novernber 
1937, the mostly female personnel had been insured for acci
dents and illness; they had maternity benefits. 103 l'he workers 
reportedly had good relations with the owner and a control 
comn1ittee composed of two representatives from the ·cNT and 
one fnnn the UGT. Production was off 20 percent, however; to 
correct the problem the accountant recornn1ended establishing 
"dear· production quotas" in both the wor·kshops and sales. In 
other enterprises where workers had cordial relations with 
rnanagernent, accountants sin1ilarly recornrnended rneasures 
for increasing productivity. 104 The director of a clothing firm 
told the assembled workers, "All this revolution against the 
econorny must stop. You must maintain maximum productivity 
because the finn ... is seriously ill and needs intensive care. It 
will only recover with the required injections of work. If this 
does not occur, the surgeon will be called to amputate the nee-
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wr. I I . f f' l ". . essary ntemhers." .) He warne< t tat 1 some were ne< , ll 1s 
your fault for producing little and badly." The CN'l' representa
tive added that those who did not do their job "were rats of the 
collective"; the assernbly approved the dismissal of three work
ers. In other collectives individual wage earners were fired or 
suspended for a variety of reasons: malin~ering, absenteeism, 
unauthorized holidays, and "immorality.'' 1 6 The latter charge 
was not infrequent during the Spanish Revolution and revealed 
that union activists considered any inadequacy or failure at 
work and vagrancy in general as "imrnoral," if not downright 
sinful. 

In February 1938 the National Council of Railroads estab-
lished penalties, which included 11ncs and suspensions, for ah
senteeisrn, indiscipline, poor productivity, drunkenness, and 
lateness. The council ain1ed to elirninate "all types of intensive 
wor·kiug days 1 hal. arc shorter 1 han eight hours (the legal wcu·k
ing day) and weekly breaks that, without being endorsed hy any 
competent organization, have arisen spontaneously and that 
cannot and should not continue a day longer." 107 The MZA re
quired t.hat workers who clainted to he injured on the job report 
. d" I . l I I . d . k" I IOH JJnrne tate y to tts 1ea t 1 servtce unng wor 1ng 1ours. 
Carelessness that caused accidents led to new rules and new 
techniques of supervision. In March 1937 a collision resulted in 
serious "moral" and "rnaterial damages," the latter estirnated at 
"rnany thousands of pesetas, which the collective had to pay be-

. d ' d • d I" niO<} 1··l cause of certain cornra es esertaon an neg tgence. · 1e 
Cornite decided to intpose sanctions and discussed the eventual 
"creation of a study concerning a psycho[logical]-technical ex
arnination of all railroad workers.'' 

In January 1938 at its econornic session, the CNT deter
nained I he "duties and rights of the producer." It established the 
position of a "task distributor" who would "be oflicially respon
sible ... f(lr the quantity, quality, and conduct of the workers." 
~fhis task distributor could dismiss a worker for "laziness or im
rnorality"; other officials were to check if minor work accidents 
of "suspicious origin" were legitimate or "make-believe.'' In ad
dition, "All workers and employees will have a file where the de
tails of their professional and social personalities will be reg
istered." 1 10 
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. E~en as early as March 1937, when the CNT was participat
Ing 111 the governrnent, all citizens between eighteen and forty
five (only soldiers, functionaries, and invalids were exempted) 
had to possess a "work certificate." 111 The authorities could ask 
for this card "at any time" and would assign those who did not 
carry it to fortification work. If violators were found in "cafes, 
theaters, and other places of amusement," they could be jailed 
for thirty days. Right-wingers and others had to entploy all 
kinds of subterfuges to obtain the documentation necessary to 
avoid fortification work. 112 rrhe Confederaci6n thus realized 
the old anarchosyndicalist desire for the "identity card of the 
producer" that would inventory his rnoral, that is, productive, 
capacity. 

Although most restrictions were designed to make workers 
work, one rule confinned the existence of workers who held 
tWO jobs or who detnanded overtirne. rl'hese wage ean1e1·s ac
cepted labor because of individual or family needs, not those of 
the Revolution or the cause. Continuing the tradition of the 
prerevolutionary workers' movement, which desired to inte
g~a.te the unen1ployed into the work force, collc<:tivcs oflen pro
lulntcd dual ctnployment and overtiane. In certain collectives, 
workers were not allowed to have two sources of income. Conl
nnanist rnilitants planned to fire both those who received a dou
ble salar·y and rurnorn1ongers who rnade sud1 false accusa
tions. 1 13 CNl' union officials scheduled an inspection at the 
horne of one "wheeler-dealer" who was thought to have a small 
business as well as his regular salary from a controlled enter
prise. rrhe UGrf railroad union forced militiarnen to declare in 
writing their sources of incon1e. 114 

Although some management cornmittees sharply discour
aged overtirne, they were not inflexible. When one finn clairned 
that it could not find the necessary qualified personnel during a 
busy period, it received permission for employees to work extra 
hours. 115 Given the demand for skilled personnel in both mili
tary ~nd civilian s~ctors, overtime was a prerequisite for victory, 
and It was authonzed for war-related work. Unions sornetimes 
insisted, however, that extra hours be paid at the ordinary rate. 
In Deccrnber 1936 a rnilitant in the jewelers' section of the CNrf 
Metallurgical Union dernanded the expulsion of a colleague 
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who had refused to work extra hours in a CNT collective be-
. I I Hi cause overtime pay was ow. 

During the Spanish Revolution in Barcelona, workers con-
tinued to engage in direct and indirect refusals to work. Their 
acts conflicted with the militants' urgent need to develop the 
backward productive forces they had inherited from a weak 
bourgeoisie. Militants therefore adopted repressive techniques 
to rnake worket·s work and to reduce resistances. rrhey itnple
lllented piecework, disrnissals, elimination of holidays, rnedical 
inspections, and str"ict rules. Like the capitalists and state ntan
agers in Paris, anarchosyndicalists and Marxists in Barcelona 
struggled against secular resistances. The following chapter will 
evaluate the activists' achievetncnts and limitations. 



7 
THE END OF THE SPANISH 

!{EVOLUTION IN BARCELONA 

Under the extremely difficult circumstances of war and Revolu
tion, union activists fought to create a con1petitive national 
1narkct and to 1nodcrnize and rationalize industry. Despite the 
shortages in food and raw rnaterials, the effects of the born
bardJnents on factories, and the loss of traditional markets, the 
militants and technicians bought and rnanuhteturcd new nta
<:hinery, created products, irnproved working conditions in 
tnany finns, opened new sources of raw rnaterials, and elitni
nated some of the most glaring inequalities in the workplace. 

Even their adversaries often praised their control of industry. 
rrhe pro-Franco historian of the large textile firn1, Esparia in
dustrial, wrote that the "reds" had perrnitted technicians to act 
skillfully and efficiently and "thus they were able to rnana~e the 
ship in • he best way despite the absence of the captain." rrhe 
conservative historian of the Maquinista rrerrestre y Maritima 
noted that at the end of the war and Revolution, the factories of 
his con1pany were in much better condition than its directors 
"had ever hoped."2 l~he union militants who controlled the gas 
and electricity industries of Catalonia rnaintained their equip
rnent so well that after the war production quickly returned to 
prewar levels once problems of coal supplies were resolved. 3 

French diplornats confirmed the rapid return of industry, and 
one observer noted that trarns and electric railways ofl"ered nor
rna) service shortly after Franco's occupation of Barcelona.'' De
spite their contribution to the productive forces, many union 
rnilitants who participated in the managernent of collectives 
and controlled enterprises were purged or irnprisoned, as their 
colleagues watched, afraid or indifferent. 5 
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It is difficult to present an overall evaluation of the purely 
economic perf(>rmance of workers' control in Barcelona for var
ious reasons. First, the interruptions in supplies of food and 
raw materials lowered production in many collectives and con
trolled factories. Second, the traditional markets for Catalan in
dustry-Andalusia and other regions-were under franquista 
control, and exchange was often irnpossible. Third, the difli
culty of acquiring foreign currencies and the fall of the peseta 
hindered purchases of needed foreign-made machinery; do
rnestic enemies of the collectives were often reluctant to provide 
capital and equipment~ Fourth, beginning in the spring of 1937 
and continuing much more intensively in the first months of 
1938, enemy Lotnbardrnents reduced industrial output. Fifth, 
the transformation of many Catalan industries to war-related 
activities distorted productivity. Therefore, industrial produc
tion dropped between 33 and 50 percent during the civil war.n 

Yet an approach that seeks to judge only the econornic per
forrnance of workers' control will, like the purely political ap
praisals of the Spanish Revolution, surely miss the significance 
of this Revolution, which sotne have called the rnost prof(ntnd 
of the twentieth century. My concern has been to avoid an ex
clusively political or econornic evaluation and instead to explore 
the social relations in the collectivized factories and workshops. 
In this regard, the technicians and union n1ilitants who took 
control of the productive forces confronted the same problems 
that have affected both the Western bourgeoisies and the Com
rnunist parties that have rapidly developed the means of pro
duction. The new factory rnanagers often ran into the resis
tance of the workers themselves, who continued to demand 
rnore pay, fake illness, sabotage production, rt:ject the control 
and discipline of the factory system, and ignore calls to partici
pate in managing the workplace. 

In response to workers' resistance, the union rnilitants disre
garded their dernocratic ideology of workers' control and opted 
for coercive techniques to increase production. Many collectives 
gave technicians the power to set production levels; piecework 
reappeared, and incentives tied pay to production. The new 
managers established strict control of the sick, severe surveil-
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lance of the rank and file during worktime, and frequent in
spections. Firings and dismissals for poor performance and 
"irnrnorality," that is, low productivity, occurred. ·rhe CN'f real
ized its plan for the "identity card of the producer" that would 
catalogue workers' behavior. Socialist realist posters glorified 
the means of production and the workers themselves so they 
would produce more. Labor carnps for "parasitic" enenties and 
"saboteurs" were founded on the rnodern principle of reforn1 
through work. 

'J'he reactions of the leaders of the working-class organi
zations to the rank and file's actions in the collectives and 
controlled finns were revealing. Federica Montseny, the CN'r 
Minister of Health and Public Assistance in the republican gov
ernnlent, posited a theory of human nature to explain the 
problerns in workers' control. According to this prorninent 

fai'ila, who was the daughter of a well-known anarchist theoreti
cian, lnnnan beings "are as they are. 'I'hey always need an in
centive and an interior and exterior stimulus to work and to 
produce the rnaximum production in <JUality and quantity."7 As 
f(>r the CN·r Metallurgical Union, "the <:ollectives ... have un
derlined the bad side of human nature. 'I'his has consequently 
led to a decrease of production when it is most necessary to 
produce."8 At the end of 1938, Felipe Alaiz-a fai5ta who was 
elc<:tcd editor of .\'olidaridad Obrera in 1931 and was later· nan ted 
director of Tierra y Libertad-defined the "essential problem 
of Spain" as "the problem of not working."9 "In general," he 
cornplained, "there is low productivity, and low productivity 
means ... irremediable ruin in the future." 

'I'he CN'r activist asserted that the "strikes were partially re
sponsible for the decline of the work ethic." 'I'hough strikes 
were necessary on occasions, workers had abused the right to 
strike. Political, general, sit-down, slowdown, and other kinds of 
strikes may have been useful in the past, but now they only hurt 
the new "consumer-producer." Likewise, holidays on Sundays, 
weekends, May Day, and numerous other public holidays as 
well as vacations injured the cause. Sick leave, work accidents, 
featherbedding, and job security hurt the "proletarian econ
omy" and food production: "To be on the payroll for a year re
ally rneans working a half year. ·rhis shortfall has deservedly ru-
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ined rnany firms, but if it continues, it will ruin all the workers." 
Enlarging the focus, Alaiz reiterated: "If we do not work, we 
will lose everything, even if we win the war." One of the rnost 
important UGT leaders and a prominent Communist agreed 
that it was the conduct of the workers that most endangered the 
<:ollectives. 10 In a confidential conversation with CNl~ me1nbers 
of the Optical Collective Ruiz y Ponseti, this UGrr ccono1nist 
said that though few would state so publicly, the workers were 
rnerely "rnasses," whose cooperation was unfortunately neces
sary for the success of the enterprises. 

The union leaders were joined by lower-ranking militants 
who ernbarked on extensive propaganda campaigns to convince 
and co1npclthe rank and file to work harder. Solitlaridad Obrera 
clairned that the wonten who were making uniforrns in the 
new CN'r tailoring shops were content; it contrasted the space, 
lighting, and machinery of the Confederacif>n 's workshops with 
the unhygienic conditions that prevailed before the Revolu
tion. II rrhe CN'T daily proudly stated, "We are organizing some 
workshops with the sante systern as in the United States." Yet in 
June 191~7 the tailoring union's Central Conunittee criticized 
·the "inunensc 1n~jority" of workers for misunderstanding the 
Revolution. 1 ~ The rank and file had not yet realized that they 
rnust sacrifice and, as a result, the tailoring industry had had to 
postpone plans f(n· collectivization. Wornen, who were the nta
jorit yin the textile industry, received special criticisrn since they 
used the factory not 1nerely as a workplace but also as a social 
space. ()ne CNT militant complained, "It is not rare that many 
wo1nen con1c to work, gossip too much, and do not produce 
enough. If the lack of raw materials is added to this, the col
lapse of production is considerable." 13 Sintesi'i, the magazine of 
the CN'l'-UGT Collective Cros, attacked laziness and vice, and it 
warned workers who considered "work a punishtnent" that 
they had better dtange their attitude quickly. Pelroleo, the organ 
of the uG·r petroleunt n1ilitants, criticized workers who, "as in 
the time of black capitalist domination," wanted to celebrate 
traditional holidays and to receive pay hikes. "The Revolution," 
it bluntly stated, "is not a party tin1e (juerga)."

11 

Not surprisingly, sailors were singled out as an especially un
disciplined group of workers. In March 1937 CNT Maritima 
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stated that, with some exceptions, the majority of sailors had 
not been working energetically. In July 1937 it rebuked them 
for low productivity, fake illness, and abscntceisrn. A "larnenta
ble m~jority" of CNT sailors felt that they had fufilled their 
union duties when they paid their dues; CNT Maritima esti
rnated that only 20 percent were working as hard as they 
should. A report of July 1938 stated that sailors who had been · 
receiving pay on shore for months had resisted orders to sail. 15 

Near the end of the civil war and Revolution, the CN .. f Mari
tirne Union becarne extrernely blunt: "The rn~jority of workers 
are an inert mass who, carried by circumstances, carne to the 
unions because life was impossible without a union card .... 
You rnust guess what the sailors are thinking heGtusc they arc 
not able to express thernsclves in assernblies and rneetings." Hi 

U ndcr the circurnstances, even anarchosyndicalist militants 
admin·d I he Soviet rnodcl, sinc:e the Bolsheviks had huilt new 
industries and had rnodernized the old, thereby securing the 
econoauic base of the Revolution. According to one .fai. .. ta, the 
Soviet Unio~ con~inued to progress des~itc capitalist atternpts 
to ~trangle 1ts trnunphant revolution. 1 The CN'"r Building 
Unaon csteerned not only Soviet art and architecture but to a 
certain extent the Soviet economic model as well: "The gigantic 
thrust of industry and agriculture in Russia derives from the 
producers and not from the rulers." 1H · 

'"fhis statement revealed the Confederacion 's belief that 
workers n1ust construct an economy without coercion from 
above. However, given the industries that the unions wanted to 
build and the division of labor that they had decided to irnpose, 
coercion proved to be as necessary in Barcelona as it had been 
in the Soviet Union. '"fherefore, with UG1, cooperation, the 
CN'I' carne to accept and even to promote Stakhanovisrn, a So
viet tc<:hnique for increasing production. In February 1937 the 
CN'I' Textile Union of Badalona called on workers to imitate 
Stakhanovisrn, which had aroused "keen enthusiasrn" among 
Soviet laborers. m The CNl, review even published a photo
graph of the Communist work hero. "Here is an example that 
the Spanish worker n1ust strive to irnitatc f()r the benefit of the 
industrial economy." The CNT and UGl, rnilitants of the Col
lective Cros lauded Stakhanovism and detennined to rnake 
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work "a sporting game, a noble competition" in which the vic
tor could achieve a great prize: "the title of distinguished 
worker of production."20 l,he collective called the Soviet Union 
an exarnple of "successes obtained by rationalization and effi
cient work organization." For the Collective Marathon, for
merly the General Motors branch in Barcelona, the Soviet 
Union was the "guide and example for the world."21 'The UG'"r 
Metallurgical Uni~n1 and other organizations friendly to the 
Con1munists supported the Soviets' ideal of work; the CN'r 
Building Union proposed a five-year plan "of technical nloder
nity and stringent morality" that would liberate Catalonia from 
"international capitalism" and orient the economy in the post-

. 22 war penod. 
In a pamphlet, '11te Front l~/ Production, F. Mclchor·-one of 

Comrnunist leader Santiago Carrillo's principal licutenants
c:itecl Stalin's ancl Molotov's praise of Stakhanovisrn, which, said 
Molotov, prochu:ed "a happy and cheerful working class" that 
went to the factory '~joyously."2:i Melchor advocated a popular 
front of production; he praised the example of a shock brigade 
in a Catalan rnunitions factory where four cornrades-two frorn 
the Cornmunist-dorninated JSU ( J uventudes socialistas uni
ficadas), one fron1 Estat catala, and one from the CNT-"en
couraged" their comrades to work "intensively." A Barcelona 
UGT leader claimed that shock workers offered a contagious 
example of higher output that other workers felt inspired to 
ernulate.24 He cited the feats of various "production heroes," 
arnong them one truck driver who worked overtime to rnaintain 
his vehicle in good repair and had driven rnore than 95,000 ki
lometers without a breakdown. The UGT activist warned that 
workers must remain vigilant in the workplace since "sabo
teurs" and "'rrotskyists" were trying to wear down workers' en
thusiasrn by rnouthing slogans such as We should work only if 
the government feeds us. 

In practice, though, the shock brigade seemed to have arisen 
not from a spontaneous demonstration of enthusiasm but 
rather as a response from above to workers' indiscipline. In a 
PSUC cell meeting, tnilitants reported that the head of the Sa
badell aviation factories had agreed to establish shock brigades 
because "even though the majority of the workers belong to the 
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[Cornmunist] party ... new members lacked the spirit of sacri
fice that, given the present circumstances, they should have."25 

·n) give the Sabadell workers the proper exarnple, it was "an ab
solute necessity" to form a brigade with several comrades who 
were "accustomed to this kind of work." The activists decided to 
appoint several dismissed UGT subway militants as shock work
ers in the factory. After rneeting with their Sabadell colleagues, 
the shock workers returned disgusted by the aviation workers' 
lack of "political and union education and spirit of sacrifice." 
According to the rnilitants, what really concerned the Sabadell 
workers was "to hold jobs that would let them avoid work. 
[They gave] the impression of a fascist, not Communist, cell 
rneeting." On the other hand, CN'l' rnilitants "provided an ex
ample worth irnitating." PSUC shock workers recornmended a 
purge of the Sabadell cell. 

·rhe unions rnade it per·fcctly clear that the wor·kers had to 
build a new society based on work. 'I'he Revolution must create 
a "new dawn" where "work was essentiai."2

H Whereas true art 
and science had been destroyed by capitalism, work was "the 
only value that remains unblemished."27 One CN'f activist 
wrote that "work is the source of life"; the Confederaci<'>n itself 
praised the "sublime song of work."28 The anarchosyndicalist 
anilitants caane to accept uncritically a value t.hat in other Euro
pean countries had accon1panied the rise of the bourgeoisie, 
and they lauded the union as the basis of the new econon1y be
cause its productive capacity was supposedly superior to that of 
private property: "The union is the form par excellence that 
pern1its the extraction of the maximum of efficiency and output 
froan its n1eanbers." ·rhe journal of the UGl, petroleurn work
ers, J>etroleo, explained, "We want to rnake a new sodety in 
which wor·k and the worker will he everything."2~J ·rhc Con
f(~dcraci(,Hl fcr·vcntly desired to "lay t.hc fcnandations of a so<:iety 
based on love of work"; activists composed poerns dedicated to 
work as "the divine sun" that "gives light to nations."30 The fu
ture society would not revolve around religion, sex, art, or play: 
the workers would be central, and it was certain that they n1ust 
labor. 

Even though production was the top priority and coercion 
served to increase output, the unions and the state provided lei
sure activities to attract the rank and file. Bef(n·e the Revolu-
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tion, spectators and participants enjoyed a wide choice of hob
bies and sports.31 Swiinming, cycling, tennis, boxing, jai alai, 
bullfights, wrestling, and soccer had aroused great interest in 
the early and mid-1930s. The playing of basketball and baseball 
were signs of incipient Americanization, and nonpolitical clubs 
promoted hiking and other activities. The Arnateur Soccer 
League coordinated the activities of approximately two hun
dred dubs. 32 In fact, during the election campaign of 1936 the 
Left accused the Lliga of distributing, significantly enough, soc-

. ~~ cer balls and sport slurts to buy votes:· 
The Revolution continued most prewar leisure activities and 

politicized Catalan sports. The National Federation of Catalan 
Students declared that sports oflered a way of mobilizing youth 
to defend Spain. The Amateur Soccer League was proud to be 
t.he "sporting organization that. has the most militants at I he 
front." ·rhe Hoxing Se<:t.ion of the CN'I' asserted that sornc of its 
thirty boxing clubs had 80 percent of their rnernbers in the 
military. 34 In addition, the unions held festivals and established 
rest hornes. 

Certain groups of CNT tnilitants tried to purify tnore tradi
tional leisure and sporting activities. In the nineteenth century, 
anarchists had argued for the elimination of bullfights. During 
the Revolution, libertarian militants continued to distinguish 
between educational and noneducational leisure activities 
but often rnaintained the latter to avoid an increase of un
employment. Some CNrr activists demanded greater taxation 
on noneducational entertainment-bullfights, frontoueJ (pclota 
courts), dog tracks, boxing, and even soccer.35 Reduced num
bers of dog tracks and .frontones operated throughout the 
struggle. 

Liccnt ious popular culture was attacked hut did not disap
pear. Anarchosyndi<:alist and Conununist anilitants c.-iticizcd 
the lazy for congregating in bars and cafes.3

«i Some CNrr activ
ists wanted to end imrnorality by shutting down such unproduc-· 
tive activities as bars and music or dance halls by 10:00 P.M.; 

several music-hall managers reduced the number of bars. Au
thorities executed a number of drug dealers and pimps and 
supposedly cleaned up "neighborhoods of vice."37 In general, 
the Left frowned on pornography. One CNrr militant equated 
pornography with "evil influences that make children turn 
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pale.":'H According to a rnilitary publication, pornography pro
duced masturbation that provoked tuberculosis; the militant 
CNT Graphics Union even destroyed "a pornographic novel."39 

'l'he carnpaign against prostitution, with posters and propa
ganda, did not elirninate the major problern of venereal disease 
in Barcelona. The sailors' port also attracted many soldiers, who 
usually had a good deal of disposable income. Indeed, venereal 
disease was the prirnary cause for discharging militiarnen, who 
received repeated warnings against the malady.40 In July 1938 
anny physicians were ordered to inspect brothels located away 
from the front lines and to check their men every two weeks. If 
soldiers becarne infected more than once, they could be sent to 
a ruilitary prison. 'l'hree-time offenders were sul~ject to the ac
<:usat ion of self-inflicted wounding and might receive the death 
p<'uahy. a n~rlain nne. 

Hcsicles traditional str·ectwalking, new vices prefiguring the 
consun1erist future arose. The use of the automobile was one of 
the rnost frequent. Countless members of cornmittees and 
councils drove vehicles without proper authorization. Even the 
rnost dedicated revolutionaries were fascinated by the car. Many 
collectives took rneasures to limit the use of autornobiles since 
rnernbers were wasting precious gasoline. Militants spent great 
arnounts of tirne and energy discussing the unauthorized trips, 
accidents, insurance, repairs, confiscations, and the enorrnous 
expenses of what would become the centerpiece of twentieth
century consumption. Anticipating Spaniards of today, the ac
tivists pleaded for safe driving and proper care of vehicles. 'fhe 
telephone, not yet banalized and vulgarized, becan1e a syrnbol 
of power and authority. Committee mernbers were awarded a 
phone when elected and forced to relinquish it when their term 
expired.41 As with automobiles, abuses developed: n1any activ
ists demanded phone service on the slightest pretext, and 
forrner committee members avoided having their phone dis
connected when they left office. rfhe elevator cornpleted the 
rnodernist trilogy and became, like the car and the telephone, a 
necessity for unions and their rnilitants. 

Anarchosyndicalists' plans for a rationalized, modern Barce
lona within an econornically independent nation failed to in-
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spire rnany of the rank and file to wholehearted sacrifice. In 
fact, direct and indirect resistances were a negation of the val
ues of the Spanish Revolution, which glorified the development 
of modern productive forces and production itself. The work
ers' refusal to participate enthusiastically in workers' control 
demonstrated that their class consciousness differed from that 
of their new industrial rnanagers. For the union militants, class 
consciousness Incant active participation in the building of so
cialisrn or libertarian communism; many workers expressed 
their class consciousness by avoiding the space, time, and de
Inands of wage labor. 

Despite their proclaimed Marxism, even historians of the ex
trernc Lcft-Trotskyists, pure anarchists, and aulouomeJ-havc 
viewed the conflicts of the Spanish Revolution as essentially po
litkal. Soane hav<~ <Tiliciz.ed the CNT leadership f(u· its partici
pation in government, increasing bureaucratization, and com
pronlises with other parties and unions, particularly with the 
Co1nmunists. Extre1ne leftists have often seen Los amigos de 
Durruti, a group that was active in the street fighting of May 
1937, as offering an alternative to the CNT's co1nprornises and 
bureaucratization. Los amigos proposed to str·engthen the col
lectives at the expense of the private property still remaining in 
Catalonia, and it desired to revitalize the CNT so that the Con
federacibn could exercise a revolutionary dictatorship against 
the Republican and Co1nmunist opposition. Nonetheless, it is 
difficult to believe that even the extremists of Los amigos of
fered a response to the fundamental problems of the Spanish 
Revolution. As the CNT and the UGT did, this group called for 
more work, sacrifices, the end of salary increases, and even 
"forced labor" (trabajo obligatorio).42 Los amigos de Durruti 
failed, of course, to take power, but its type of anarchobolshevik 
program would not have resolved the differences between the 
rnilitants and the base. Like its opponents, Los an1igos offered 
basically political solutions to problems that had deep social and 
economic roots. 

'fhe rank and file's daily negation of the values of the Span
ish Revolution, which were also the values of Communists, an
archosyndicalists, and even many progressive Republicans, did 
not mean that these workers agreed with the 1nilitary and deri-
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cal Right. ·rhe rank and file's resistance to the auodernization 
and rationalization of the productive forces desired by the mili
tarlts should not be identified with political conservatism or re
action. Their opposition was diffuse, unarticulated, and both 
individual and collective. They proposed no alternative to 
party, union, or private control of the means of production; yet 
their refusal to participate enthusiastically in workers' control 
must not be dismissed as false consciousness or unconscious
ness. Nor should it be attributed to the peasant or preindustrial 
character of the Barcelonan working class since over two-thirds 
of the workers were natives of Barcelona or veteran industrial 
laborers. As shall be seen in Paris, direct and indirect refusals 
are present in much more advanced industrial societies; these 
phenomena indicate that resistance to workspace and worktime 
is not confined to developing countries but occurs through 
anany stages of industrialization. 

Historians of the Spanish Revolution have focused on the po
litical and ideological divisions among Communists, Socialists, 
and anarchosyndicalists and have thereby neglected the central 
prohlean of the divorce between rnilitants coanrnit.ted to a cer
tain vision of the future and workers who were reluctant to sac
rifice to fulfill this ideal. l,he rnilitants used coercion to force 
the workers to work harder both to win the war and to build the 
new society. l,he war merely reinforced, but did not create, the 
need for coercive 1nethods. The war was thus not the cause of 
the coercion and repression of the rank and file but, like the 
n1ilitants' vision of the future, the result of a long historical pro
cess with prewar roots. 

Ironically, after the defeat of the Left, Franco's governments 
adopted many aspects of the militants' vision of the future. Af
ter two generations of stagnation, in the late 1950s the means of 
production began again to be rationalized and rnodernized. 
Spain strengthened its agriculture, in1proved its infrastructure, 
and developed its industrial base. New needs-such as the au
tomobile and the telephone-were refashioned, and no longer 
could CNrf 1nilitants larnent that "Spanish ba<:kwardness de
rived, to a great degree, from racial laziness that leaves [the 
Spaniard] satisfied with a crust of bread."43 Cars began to be 
rnass-produced, and the anarchosyndicalist pn~ie<:t of cities of 
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huge apartment complexes and ruassive automobile drculat ion 
was partially realized. Considering the ability of postwar Spain 
to achieve rnuch of the CNT and UGT anilitants' dream, it is no 
wonder that anarchosyndicalist and other large-scale, working
class, revolutionary movernents have nearly disappeared in 
present-day Spain. 

rrhe decline of revolutionary movements can be traced to the 
rapid economic growth from the late 1950s to early 1970s. For 
our purposes, it is important to note that the spurt to increased 
prosperity did not result from an industrial revolution under
taken by the Spanish bourgeoisie but rather from Spain's prox
irnity to the expanding labor and capital markets of post-World
War-II Europe. A n1ass tourist industry grew to accomrnodate 
northern Europeans attracted by the sunny beaches and the 
cheap peseta. Spanish workers traveled in the opposite direc
tion and sent a hefty part of their salaries back t.o the Iberian 
Peninsula. The Franco regime kept wages low, limited strikes, 
and maintained a repressive order, which established a climate 
favorable to invesllnents by multinational corporations. In ad
dition to the old 1nodel of the pronuncian1iento, Spain can now 
ofl"er certain Hispanic and Third World countries a new rnodcl 
of democratic consumer society. 



8 
TI-lE STRENGTH OF THE 
PARISIAN BOUI~GEOISIE 

Both Left and Right in France have often described the Popular 
Front as a revolution manquee, a rnissed opportunity for the 
working class to take control of the means of production as 
its Spanish counterpart had done. When French workers occu
pied Lu:tories and staged sit-down strikes during May and 
June 1936, conunentators of various political persuasions be
lieved that the workers were on the road to revolution. Yet de
spite an unprecedented one million workers occupying facto
ries throughout France, the French capitalist elite, unlike the 
Spanish, retained its ownership of the means of production. In
stead of making revolution during the governrnents of the Pop
ular Front, the workers demanded-and received-paid vaca
tions and the forty-hour week. In the rnidst of the gr·eatest 
economic depression capitalism has never known, France gave 
birth to the weekend. In the face of high unemployn1ent and 
the increasing threat of war, French workers fought for their 
forty-hour week with Saturday and Sunday off. rrllUS the Popu
lar Front was not only an alliance of unions and leftist political 
parties to prevent fascism in France, it was also the birthplace 
of tnass tourisn1 and leisure. The dernand for a social revolution 
in which the workers would take over and develop the rneans of 
production was superseded by numerous struggles against 
work. l,he second part of this book examines the revolts against 
work in Paris and its suburbs; it details the reactions to workers' 
aspirations by the Communist and Socialist parties and the 
rnassive federation, Confederation generate du travail (CGT), 
which were, with the Radical party, the main components of the 
Popular Front. 
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rib recall the different French and Spanish economic. pol it i
cal, and religious evolutions helps us understand the dedine of 
revolution and revolutionary ideologies in France. In contrast 
to Spain, France had steadily and consistently industrialized 
from the rniddle of the nineteenth century and throughout the 
twentieth; its development of the productive forces had, as in 
other Western nations, severely restricted the revolutionary 
possibilities of working-class organizations. l,he French had 
created a thriving national market and slowly forged national 
unity. In the first third of the twentieth century, regionalist 
rnovements did not pose a threat to the indivisibility of the na
tion. Again, in direct contrast to Spain, there were no attempts 
at a coup cJ•etat in the 1920s, and the conspiracies of the 1930s 
failed miserably. The French, too, had separated Church frorn 
state and the tnilitary frorn the civilian government. After the 
Dreyfus aflair anlickricalism was no longer the burning issue 
that it continued to be in Spain and seemed after World War I 
to have become an outdated ideology, its appeal lost. Although 
antidericalism did not disappear in the interwar era, it progres
sively dwindled and declined. 1 

Furthermore, in France and particularly in Paris, careers 
were open to the talented, regardless of religion. The French 
bourgeoisie became increasingly decatholicized and widened its 
ranks to include considerable nurnbers of Protestants and Jews, 
some of whmn played essential roles in the most modern in
dustries-electricity, automobiles, and aviation-that in Spain 
were either backward or nonexistent. The assumed aristocratic 
values of venality. oisivete, and the prestige of titles gradually de
clined, a's that of reu.ssite (success) took their place: "The most 
rnodern and active part of the bourgeoisie defended the virtues 
of work and talent:•2 If, in the nineteenth century, rentiers were 
an irnportant rninority of the French upper classes, the true 
idle rich (veritables oisifs)-those who never exercised a profes
sion-were much less numerous. As the Socialist leader Jean 
Jaures said, "The bourgeoisie is a class that works:· Periodic 
econornic crises forced this class to renew itself; in so doing, it 
enlarged its numbers and broadened its base. The Parisian 
bourgeoisie was particularly fluid and supported a philosophy 
of effort and action. 3 
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Frorn such diverse national contexts, different paths 
ernerged. In 1936 anarchosyndicalist militants in Barcelona 
took control of the underdeveloped productive forces that a 
weak bourgeoisie had abandoned, whereas the militants of the 
extrerne Left in Paris-anarchosyndicalists, Trotskyists, and 
dissident Communists-who demanded soviets, workers' coun
cils, or some form of workers' control, were largely ignored. 
rfhey held little interest for the masses of workers and, quite un
like in Barcelona, for n1ilitants of the largest working-class orga
nizations-Communist, Socialist, and the overwhelrning major
ity of the CGl: In contrast- to the Spanish organizations, by 
1936 the largest French unions had relin<JUished their earlier 
doctrines of revolutionary workers' control. In Paris the huge 
rn~jority of workers and even most union rnilitants in the indus
tries under study here did not want to take over and develop the 
rncans of production. In fact, rnany workers often desired to 
avoid wor·k and had little wish to labor for their employer, state, 
party, or union. As in Spain, the nature of the productive forces 
promoted struggles against work. l'he noise and vast space of 
the factories, the dirtiness of the workplace, the ugliness of in
dustrial suburbs and anxious boredorn of daily cornrnutes, the 
ever-present danger of accidents, and the meaninglessness of 
many tasks encouraged workers to flee from the means of pro
duction. l~he spreading rationalization, the increased deskilling 
of labor, and the consequent necessity of army-like discipline in 
the factories aggravated resentments that expressed themselves 
through direct and indirect revolts against work. When dosing 
time arrived in many factories, workers, even if .exhausted, 
rushed madly for the exit. Thus, during the Popular Front in 
Paris rnilitants and workers waged a daily guerrilla against work 
and its attendant discipline. This guerrilla became the most im
portant forrn of class struggle during the Popular Fn;nt and 
darnaged the Left's hopes of econornic growth through in
creased production and consumption. The workers' st~uggles 
against labor discipline and for the weekend bring into question 
certain generalizations by historians that French workers had 
accepted the industrial system and had adapted to the factory. 

Paris is the obvious subject for analysis because of its enor
mous political and economic importance to France, even great-
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er than Barcelona's to Spain. And the choice of the indus
trial branches is not totally arbitrary. Two of them-autonlo
bilcs and aviation-formed the advanced sectors that led the 
working-class rnovernent during the Popular Front; the occupa
tion waves of the spring of 1936 began precisely in these sectors. 
Because of its rnore traditional character, the third branch, con
struction, contrasted sharply with the industrial n1odernity of 
the other sectors. The building industry renected the srnall
scale, f~unily concerns that, despite the success of the second in-· 
dustrial revolution in France, still dominated in many branches 
of the economy. In the World's Fair of 1937, it took part in a 
huge construction pr~ject employing tens of thousands of 
workers that was to he the showcase of the Popular Front. l~he 
workers of the industries examined here expressed rnany of the 
desires of Parisian wage earners in other sectors (which, when 
relevant, have also been adduced). To put workers' actions and 
desires iuto proper perspective re(JUires a survey of French and 
particularly Parisian economic and social development. 

After World War I I, many historians emphasized French in
dustrial backwardness compared to Germany, England, and the 
United States. More recently the focus of historiography has 
shifted, and historians have stressed France's developrnent of 
powerful industries in automobiles, aviation, and chemicals. If 
the French patronat (employers) often remained patriarchical 
and authoritarian, it was not always Malthusian. The growth of 
capital equipment in France during the first third of the twen
tieth century was comparable to that in Germany and the 
United States and faster than that in Great Britain.4 Even be
fore World War I, France was "unmistakably a country of ad
vanced industrial capitalism."5 "In real terms, the French in 
1913 enjoyed a standard of living higher than their German 
neighbors and had made substantial progress with regard to 
Great Britain." rrhe growth rate per inhabitant in France be
tween 1870 and 1964 increased more rapidly than Great Brit
ain's and only a bit less than Germany's. 6 

l,he econon1ist Alfred Sauvy, who has emphasized the 
"Malthusianisrn" of French employers, has nonetheless de
dared that between the wars France, "like other industrial na
tions," irnported raw materials and exported manufactured 
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products.7 From 1911 to 1936 French industry began to domi
nate a previously agricultural nation, and by 1931 the m~jority 
of the population was no longer rural.H Although the nurnber 
of farn1ers declined by one million frorn 1911 to 193(), agricul
tural prodt~<:tion increased. Industrial progress surpassed agri
cultural advances, and fron1 1898 to 1913 industrial production 
grew 3.4 percent per yeat~ a very respectable figure. 9 The First 
World War produced even greater industrial growth, and the 
industries of the second industrial revolution-automobiles, 
aviation, and chemicals-expanded rapidly. With the assistance 
of an activist state, French industry successfully rnet the test of 
World War I and then adapted to the loss of the heavy indus
tries of the north and northeast, regions occupied by the Ger
rnans. In a rernarkably short time, the annaments ministries or
ganized arn1s and airplane production, and after several years 
of war, a dynamic Ministry of Commerce regulated trade. 10 

In the 1920s these rnodern industrial sectors did not suffer a 
postwar crisis, and the growth rate for French industry was the 
highest in Europe. 11 Industrial production more than doubled 
frorn 1921 to 1929, although population grew only 14 percent 
in the sarne period. ~rhus, industrial expansion occurred in 
those industries that used machinery extensively and attained 
levels between 1906 and 1929 that were rnatched again only in 
the 1950s and 1960s. 12 In the 1920s Spain too experienced sig
nificant industrial growth, but its expansion was based on the 
employn1ent of large quantities of inexpensive labor, nQt the in
troduction of new rnachinery. 13 Between 1920 and 1930, Span
ish industrial productivity increased, at most, by 20 percent, 
whereas French industrial productivity grew nearly 100 per
cent. Even during the depression of the 1930s, hourly produc
tivity continued to rise 2.1 percent per year, a rate sirnilar to the 
gains registered from 1896 to 1929. 11 C. J. Gignoux, the leader 
of the French rnanufacturers' association, CGPF (Confedera
tion generate de Ia production fran<;aise), during the Popular 
Front and a supporter of Vichy's Revolution nationale during 
Wodd War II, nonetheless declared that France had n1ade sig
nificant industrial progress from 1919 to 1939. 15 l-Ie noted that 
after World War I the Third Republic had provided the mod
ern infrastructure of the French economy by building roads, 
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airports, power stations, and ports; it constructed or ianproved 
schools, hospitals, and telephone and postal communications. 

A tendency toward concentration or elimination of small, rel
atively ineflicient firms characterized industrial developments 
in the first third of the twentieth century. u; Frorn 1906 to 1931 
the nurnber of (Inns employing from one to five workers de
creased approximately 35 percent, whereas the nurnber of es
tablishrnents with over five hundred workers aln1ost doubled. 
Even though the m~jority of French enterprises rernained 
srnall, the economic significance of very large factories with 
over one thousand workers increased substantially. The rnajor
ity of workers labored in firms en1ploying over one hundred 
workers. Modern metalworking firn1s began to ernploy rnorc 
workers than the older textile industries, which had been the 
base of the nineteenth-century industrial revolution. In metal
working, those businesses that ernployed over five hundred 
workers formed only 1.2 percent of rnetalworking (irrns, hut 
these cornpanies ernployed 37.8 percent of the work force. The 
technologically rnost advanced industries-iron, steel, chemi
cals, and motor vehicles-were the most concentrated. By 1936 
French industry had reached a certain balance between large 
and srnall firms, a kind of interdependent dual econorny in 
which srnall and rnedium-sized businesses coexisted with large 
enterprises and in whkh rather backward regions contrastccl 
with the very advanced. 

Again, unlike in Spain, the automotive industry played a fun
darnental role in France in the first half of the twentieth cen
tury. The French had been pioneers in auton1otive construction 
before the First World War, and they adopted rnass-production 
techniques during the conflict. At the end of the war France re
rnained s<;cond only to the United States in production of 
autornobiles.

17 

Between 1906 and 1931, the number of work
ers in the autornotive sector grew by a n1ultiple of five. Frorn 
1923 to 1938 French motor-vehicle production increased 180 
percent, compared to a 20 percent growth in the United States. 
l'hroughout the 1920s France remained the largest automaker 
in Europe, surpassed in exports only by the United States in 
1931. Continuing concentration characterized this industry: in 
1924 there were 155 firn1s; in 1932 there were 60, but by 1939 
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only 31 autornakers remained. In 1934 the m~jority of the 
eighty-eight thousand workers directly involved in motor
vehicle n1anufacture labored in firms with over two thousand 
workers. l~he three largest cornpanies-Renault, Peugeot, and 
Citroen-produced 56 percent of the vehicles in 1925 and 70 
percent in 1932. 

In 1936 the automotive industry, including its spin-off activi
ties such as repairs, sales, and services, was capable of employ
ing up to eight hundred thousand workers, making it perhaps 
the key sector of the French industrial econcuny. During the 
Popular Front, France was second, again, to the United States 
in the nurnber of vehicles in circulation and in the ratio of auto
mobiles per inhabitant. In 1935 the over two million vehicles 
traveled on a relatively good road system. By the 1930s the rail
roads, the transportation achievement of the nineteenth cen
tury, were surpassed by auton1obiles, which had 650,000 kilo
rneters of roads corn pared to 67,000 kilorncters of track and 
ernployed directly or indirectly six hundred thousand workers 
compared to five hundred fifty thousand railway employees. 18 

At its birth the French aviation industry had a symbiotic rela
tion with the autornobile industry. Most of the early French avi
ation pioneers had begun their industrial and technical careers 
in autornobile-related activities; many pilots had been bicycle or 
race-car drivers. 19 The First World War had considerably pro
rnoted investrnent in this sector, and production jun1ped from 
50 planes per month in 1914 to 629 per n1onth in 1918. Post
war output fell sharply, but the French state, in contrast with 
the Spanish, actively promoted an independent national avia
tion industry. The government aided private aviation compa
nies and built the necessary airport facilities. 20 In 1926 France 
transported I ,067 tons of merchandise by air, compared to 
I ,050 tons f(lr Germany and 679 tons for England. 

'J'he chemical industry closely followed the growth of auto
mobiles and aviation. Rubber and petroleum products were 
needed to build and fuel the vehicles, in additio.n to the more 
tr·aditional uses of chemicals in agriculture and textiles. Prior to 
World War I the French chernical industry was prosperous but 
weak in comparison with the German since it did not produce 
chernicals such as coloring agents, bron1ine, and chlorine.21 
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During t.he conflict French industry learned how to replace 
chernicals thaL it had previously irnported fron1 Gennany. After 
the war the state, with the cooperation of chernical industrial
ists and sometirnes with the participation of labor organiza
tions, created committees-such as the Commission de defense 
nationale pour les industries chimiques and the Conseil na
tional economique-to assure French self-sufficiency in chemi
<:als and other products. By 1929 the French balance of trade 
in chemicals was favorable, and in 1932 France had risen to 
second place in the production of phosphate fertilizers. 22 

Although the French chemical industry remained behind its 
American and German competitors, in the decade that f<>l
lowed the First World War, "France equipped herself with a 
chemical industry that could stand up to most in Europe."2

:-J 

As in industrial sectors like chemicals, automobiles, and avia
tion, the French capitalist elite created a powerful electrical in
dustry. ()n the eve of the First World War the city of Paris had 
already unified the production and distribution of electricity. 24 

In 1907 there were approximately forty plants in the Paris re
gion, hut by 1914 their number had been reduced to nineteen. 
Between 1906 and 1931 the nurnbers of workers in electrical 
construction multiplied by 7 .5. In the 1920s, "French technol
ogy of electrical construction . . . freed itself from foreign 
techniques."25 In 1925 the Conseil superieur de defense natio
nale concluded that the electrical construction industry was ca
pable of satisfying potential French war needs. In 1930 France 
produced nunc electrical power than Japan or England, and in 
1933 the nation was reportedly fourth in the world in the gen
eration of electricity.2

ti Between the wars, concentration contin
ued. In 1936, 80 percent of the electrical power of the Paris re
gion was generated by six plants, and a significant part of Lhe 
railroads and the public transportation of the Paris region had 
been electrified. 'The French industry contrasted sharply with 
the backward and scattered character of Barcelonan electrical 
firn1s. 

'fhe dynamism of French industrialists not only altered the 
factory and production, but in certain industries it also changed 
the quality of labor itself. The modern industries of the Paris 
region, particularly the auton1otive, were pioneers in the ratio-
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nalization of work. Unlike in Spain, where union militants were 
sometirnes responsible for the introduction of scientific tech
niques of rationalization, in France the capitalist elite often 
proved quite Gtpable of industrial reorganization. It viewed 
T'aylorisrn and other forrns of scientific organization at work 
as following in the tradition of Saint-Simonian productivis1n 
and etatisme. 27 French technological and industrial elites of
ten welcomed the latest methods of rationalization and be
lieved that they could bring prosperity and power to the nation. 
rrhe experts thought that the increasing consurnption of goods 
produced by the new techniques would dampen class conflict 
and create the material and spiritual climate for class collabora
tion. As in Arncrica, capital and labor would be reconciled on 
the neutral ground of science and technology. In contrast to 
the Spanish situation, a collection of lay lor's articles appeared 
in French in 1907. His l~unous work, 11te PrincijJleJ l!f Scientific 
A1auagement, was in1mediately translated and made available to 
French readers in 1912, less than a year after its American 
publication. French advocates of scientific management wanted 
to make the Arnerican engineer's writings known to French in
dustrialists to "avoid false interpretations of r['ayJor."28 lay
Jorism was adopted in the French automotive industry be
fore World War I, when its introduction provoked strikes 
against production speed-ups and the lowering of piecework 
rates. A rninority of workers, mainly skilled personnel, resisted 
the deskilling of their labor caused by the new n1ethods of 
organization. 

rfhe First World War and its consequent requirernents of 
production accelerated the application of 'Iaylorisrn and other 
forms of scientific organization at work. During the conflict, M. 
llourst, a Michelin director, defended Taylorisrn against attacks 
hy arguing that it enabled wage earners to perfect their skills in 
several days or weeks, as opposed to the years that were previ
ously required.29 In addition, it allowed unskilled and new 
workers, including women, to replace qualified personnel. The 
~tichelin executive cited the shorter workweek and the higher 
wages that would result from the correct application of the pro
cedures of the Philadelphia engineer. To obtain these advan
tages, the workers must, of course, give up idling (fllinerie). 
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l~he trends toward the deskilling of labor and n1ass produc
tion continued after the war. Several firms that had produced 
annarnents during the conflict reconverted to the n1ass pro
duction of autornol>iles.30 During the 1920s assernbly lines mul
tiplied throughout the motor-vehicle industry where "the 
skilled worker with his habits, his own rhythm of work, and his 
particular consciousness of a job well done" was replaced "by 
the unskilled laborer, the o.s. (ouvrier specialise)."31 At Renault 
between the wars "intelligence was incorporated into the ma
chine." Workers found themselves before a mechanism that 
aimed "to replace their own labor; and their initiative was thus 
more and more limited by the engineer."32 In 1925 at Renault, 
approxinmtcly 46 percent of the workers were skilled (ouvrien 
jJrofesJionnel~), while 54 percent were relatively unskilled (ma
ruEuvres and o.s.). By 1939 the percentages were 32 percent 
skilled and ()8 percent relatively unskilled. On the eve of the 
Second World War in the large automobile factories around 
Paris, 60 percent of the workers could learn their jobs in three 
days.33 

rrhe development of the assernbly line gave rise to a new kind 
of factory space. "Assernbly-line work leads to the construction 
of buildings that have only outside walls. The interior is divided 
by a very small number of partitions, in contrast to the coin
partnients of the era of specialized and skilled workshops. ·rhe 
new spatial organization permits a large view of the whole 
production."31 Presumably, the new space helped managers to 
oversee and control workers. 

In addition to an altered organization of space and labor, a 
new measure of tirne was devised in the modern automobile 
factory. Piecework, or rather production incentives, an intrinsic 
part of scientific organization at work, became the established 
form of payment for rnost autoworkers between the wars. Work
ers were forced to be conscious of the dock frorn the tirne they 
punched in until the siren ended the working day. Simone Weil, 
the intellectual who worked in several of the large metalwork
ing concerns around Paris, described factory life in the 1930s: 

Piecework, the purely bureaucratic relation between the various 
parts of the firm, and the separated production processes arc all 
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inhuman. Your attention has no worthy goal and is forced to con
centrate on a small-minded task, which is always the same with 
some variations: do fifty pieces in five minutes instead of six, or 
something similar. 

There are two factors in this slavery: speed and orders. To suc
ceed, you must repeat the same movement at a pace that, being 
quicker than thinking, stops not only reflection but even dreaming. 
When you are in front of your machine, you must destroy your 
soul, your thoughts, your feelings, everything.35 

rrhc unskilled and the serniskilled were subordinated to the 
operations· and the pace of their tnachines. At best, workers 
could control their working speed, but certain methods of 
piecework reduced even this limited degree of autonorny. 
Working too rapidly might eventually result in a lower rate per 
piece; a slow pace meant a skimpier paycheck. Important deci
sions were n1ade by rnanagers and technicians, and hierarchy 
was an intrinsic part of a n1etallurgical worker's life. In the huge 
space of the noisy factory, a stringent discipline was needed to 
f(nce the semiskilled laborers to perform their repetitive and 
boring jobs. Foremen and controllers, with virtually absolute 
authority over their sul~jects, were hired to ensure that workers 
produced how and what they were ordered. Sometimes a fore
tnan played the sultan and sexually harassed female subor
dinates. :w Every aspect of wage-earning lives was tightly con
trolled: at Renault the managentent, not the unions, issued 
special identity cards to workers. 

With other important French firms, Renault participated in 
the Exhibition on Waste promoted by the Service of Scientific 
()rganization at Work of the Union des industries nu~tallur
giques ettninieres in November and Decernber 1932.:-n l'he war 
against gaspillage (waste) was considered by Left and Right alike 
to be an integral part of scientific managernent. ·rhe goal of the 
exhibition was to encourage a "spirit of thrift" and econorny 
antong French employers and workers in order to reduce waste 
whenever possible. Renault was determined to "expose the ne
farious and sornetimes deadly role of waste" through lectures 
and displays. l'he exhibition on wasting tirne displayed a dock 
that replaced the usual divisions of hours and minutes with cal
culations that each lost hour cost the factory 175,000 francs. 
·rhe display on squandering office supplies con finned that if all 
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the sheets of paper consumed by factories every year were 
placed end to end, they would reach halfway around the globe. 
rfhe staples used would have linked Paris to Montargis, SOine 
hundred kilorneters away. Other stands presented tools and 
rnaterials broken by carelessness or lack of maintenance and 
showed parts and 1naterials found in the trash and in the wash
rooms. rrhe Exhibition on Waste argued that it would be better 
to "kill squandering" than to rely on protective tariffs to ensure 
the future of French industry. 

Renault's cfliciency experts wanted to cut costs by simplifying 
tasks and eliminating superfluous movements. Renault Inan
age•nent understood that its drive to save money needed at least 
some cooperation fron1 the rank and file: 

A surveillance that is too apparent becomes aggressive and leads to 
a str·uggle between the workers and the controllers. Then there is a 
constant, silent, and underhanded war in which the personnel, 
more numerous and knowledgeable about the details of the work, 
always have an advantage .... Time used in this warfare is time 
paid by the employer and lost to production. 

[The problem is] how to encourage the personnel to produce 
more and beuer without having to watch them constantly.:tH 

l'he company's ideal was to encourage self-control: wrhe con
trollers in the workshop ought to be replaced as soon as possi
ble by Inachines of control and verification, permitting the 
workers to control themselves."39 

Yet Renault's efliciency experts were trapped in a logical and 
practical impasse. For if industrial societies usually exercised 
surveillance and control of the workers, then they would have 
no sintple task to create conditions under which workers would 
labor without control and coercion, especially when jobs were 
becoming increasingly deskilled. Indeed, the dernand for the 
sirnplification of tasks and for scientific organization of work, 
including Taylorism itself, arose precisely because workers of
ten resisted work and required the control of supervisors, hu
rnan or rnachine. In fact, managements faced the real dilemrna 
of whether to permit the production of inferior and flawed 
goods or to spend considerable sums to control workers and cut 
down on defects. Verification of production was costly, and 
1nanagernent strove to rnake certain that the services were as ef-
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fective as possible. In the early 1930s inspections occurred pe
riodically, but not regularly, to maintain the element of sur
prise. All controllers were obliged to sign a prepared checklist 
to verify that they had really inspected what had been assigned. 
A chief controller spot-checked the inspectors; sanctions were 
taken when inspectors were negligent.'10 rrhose who checked 
payrolls and parts were to receive a certain percentage of the 
rnoney they saved for the cornpany in order to encourage them 
to find errors and reduce overall expenses. Inspection was not 
coanpletely effective, however, and in April 1931 Louis Renault 
cornplained that "what kills our country is that nobody wants to 
be sufJ1ciently disciplined to den1and from those who execute 
that they do what they are told quickly and scrupulously .... 
·rhose who will not act so that parts without defects are rnade 
will first be penalized and then dismissed."41 

Renault wanted to avoid the predicament of Citroen and cer
tain Arnerican cornpanies where the cost of quality control ex
ceeded the damages that an increase in defective parts would 
have caused if inspections were reduced. 42 It should be remem
bered that not only the workers but also the controllers them
selves had to be rnonitored. During the Popular Front, the finn 
tried to reach a proper balance between the number of produc
tive workers and the number of unproductive personnel who 
watched those who produced. ~(> avoid continuous surveil
lance, Louis Renault wanted to "rnake the worker as responsible 
as possible for his work so that he is interested in it and loves 
it."43 As will be seen, this goal was not to be realized. 

Management wanted to foster upward mobility. Workers who 
had deanonstrated con1petence and comanitrnent to the corn
pany rnust be allowed to advance. A Renault executive con
cluded that "experience has shown that it is indispensable that 
a good inspector be a good professional who had performed 
assembly-line jobs before he acquired his position. Besides, this 
is the method used in Arnerican factories."44 In fact, one rnajor 
reason that Renault engineers and executives admired Ameri
can industry was its ability to integrate and promote workers 
who desired to climb the professional ladder. In 1936 Renault 
officials who were visiting automotive plants throughout the 
United States commented on the 4 to l salary diflerential be-
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tween skilled and unskilled workers: "It is this enormous differ
ence between the salary of the laborer and the salary of the 
highly skilled worker that allows the quality of the labor force 
that Arnerica possesses. [American] workers make a constant ef
fort to educate th~rnselves in their profession and to advance 
into a higher class.''15 rfhe Renault engineers lamented that 
"this mentality is diflicult to implant in France." As evidence, 
they noted that at the Societe des aciers fins de l'est (S.A.F.E.), a 
rnetallurgical firm controlled by Renault, "we frequently run 
into difficulties when the laborers protest against the suppos
edly excessive salaries of an excellent roller (premier lamineur) 
even though the difference between the pay of the rolling-mill 
hand and an excellent roller is hardly I to 2 cornpared with l to 
3 or I to 4 in America.'' Management's desire to reward the up
wardly rnobile was forced to confront the egalitarianism of 
many French wage earners. 

During the Popular Front, management continued to strug
gle against this egalitarianism and attempted to create its own 
company culture. One way of assuring that supervisory person
nel would be disciplined was to follow their careers fro1n the be
ginning. Apprentices who rnight eventually becorne foreanen or 
superintendents were supposedly su~ected to "total training
professional, technical, and moral."4 Foremen, whose "moral 
and professional capacities" were absolutely necessary to ohtain 
greater output from workers, n1ust be able "to reach higher 
ranks through their knowledge, experience and moral val
ues."47 In other firms, technical knowledge and ability were 
not the only criteria for selecting supervisory personnel. l\1i
chelin, which controlled Citroen after 1935, chose to train not 
only technicians for its service des economies but "above all, 
fonner law students.'' In other words, what was really ianportant 
was that these elliciency experts be committed to the cornpany 
values of cutting costs and reducing waste.

48 

rrhe Renault executives adrnired the A1nericans not only for 
their ability to irnplernent policies that pronto ted social rnobility 
among . workers but also for their organizational methods. 
"Cleanliness," "order," and "discipline" were the terms French 
visitors frec1uently employed to describe American factories.

49 

At Ford in Detroit, "an extreme discipline governs the entire 
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factory. It is absolutely forbidden to smoke." Although Ford 
workers were paid hourly and not by piecework, each wore a 
highly visible number and had to produce a minimurn output 
(recorded by counters on the machines) or be discharged.50 

Walkways raised above the shop floor facilitated surveillance of 
the rank and file. 

Renault officials also praised the organization of the General 
Motors plant in Antwerp, where the foreman was freed frorn all 
tasks other than surveillance of workers. To help the foreman 
with his job of control, an inspector and his assistants rnarked 
each operation on a card that accompanied the automobile on 
the assen1bly line. If a customer complained about a defect, the 
controller could be in1mediately identified and disn1issed. 51 

Workers who wore distinctive red and blue hats supplied the as
sernbly lines with tools and parts and "helped the foretnan 
rnaintain order." By bringing the needed parts and equiptnent 
directly to the assernbly lines, these specific workers reduced 
the rnovcrnents of their colleagues and increased the rhythn1 
and steadiness of production. Renault attempted to copy Gen
eral Motors and to free its supervisory personnel frorn tasks 
other than control; in 1938 new n1achinery and an innovative 
system of accounting permitted forernen and superintendents 
to devote their tirne to "technical surveillance of production.''52 

rrhus Renault often succeeded in implementing the latest tech
niques to reduce the gap in productivity between French auto
makers and their American competitors. 

Not all industries were as rationalized or as concentrated as 
that of autotnobiles. Rationalization in the aviation industry 
was less advanced, and manufacture of airplanes often required 
a precision and a perfection that was not cornpulsory in auto
rnotive f~tlni<:at ion. Prior to the First World War, to an even 
greater degree than in auto production, workers in aviation 
were largely skilled artisans who labored long hours but lived 
"at the sam.e ~~lthm as th~ir empl~yer, eating and drinking 
when he dtd. · · The earhest aviation workshops were fre
quently located near the airfields of the Paris suburbs. When 
the first large factories were constructed as early as 1911-1912, 
with managernent's offices separated from the shop floors, as
sernbly lines were still rare. Between the wars rationalization 
progr·essed: in the suburb of Argenteuil, the Lion~ et Olivier 
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cornpany replaced its wooden hangars with massive concrete 
and glass constructions. Visitors to an aviation plant at rvt u
reaux were i1npressed by the "order and ease of execution 
that perrnitted better and quicker production." Despite increas
ing rationalization in all sectors, workers in aviation remained 
more skilled than their counterparts in other metalworking 
industries. 

rrhe construction industry was comnlonly a refuge for work-
ers in various crafts. Compared to the "militarized territory of 
the factory," the independent e1nployment of plurnbers or roof
ers, for instance, was remarkable.54 Most construction was de
centralized and farnily-run; whereas in 1931 in tnetallurgy 
firrns with more than one hundred workers employed 98.3 per
cent of workers, in construction and public works such finns 
etnployed only 23.8 percent of workers. In 1931 construction 
occupied one ntillion workers, approxi1nately I 0 percent of the 
labor force; about 40 percent of construction workers labored 
in establishments with fewer than fifty workers. 

Yet even within the rather traditional structure of the con
stTtKtion industry, the character of work was changing between 
the wars. Like aviation, che1nicals, and automobiles, construc
t.ion w~s am~lng the fa.stest growin~j~~ustries in Fra1~ce in t.he 
hrst tlurd of the twentieth century:· I he use of maclunery hke 
bulldozers, cranes, cernent mixers, pu1nps, and jackharruners 
eliminated considerable amounts of hard physical labor; spray
painting machines and the beginning of mass production in 
locks and hardware made other old metiers obsolete. Large 
public-works projects in the Paris region, the extension of the 
subways and the World's Fair of 1937, employed hundreds and 
even thousands of workers. 

'l'he tnodcrn industries exa1nined here changed the btcc of 
Paris and particularly of its suburbs. The automobile industry 
started up in the western part of Paris proper, where its wealthy 
clientele resided.56 During the war, the industries of auto
rnobiles and aviation expanded rapidly and huge factories 
rose in the banlieue. 'I'he Renault establishments in Boulogne
Billancourt, en1ploying over thirty thousand workers, were 
probably the largest in Europe. rfhe Citroen firm was located 
only a few kilon1eters frorn Renault; thus the giants of the 
French n1otor-vehide industry were located inside their largest 
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rnarket. l~he aviation industry was even more concentrated 
around Paris than the automotive industry. In 1936, one esti
rnate clairned, 65 percent of the factories manufacturing air
craft bodies and 90 percent of the plants producing airplane 
engines were in the Paris metropolitan area.57 Both industries 
were willing to pay the greater costs and higher salaries that the 
Paris region entailed in order to be situated in perhaps the larg
est rnarket on the Continent. 

·rhe increasing concentration and intensified division of la
bor f(nnul in the advanced industries of the Paris region were 
paralleled by a growing specialization of urban space. In 
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Paris, aristocrats, 
bourgeois, and workers had often lived in the sante neighbor
hood or even in the same building. Many industries were estab
lished in the heart of the city, and there was little need to leave 
one's quartier to nnrunute frorn horne lo work.5

H During the 
nillelcc.~nth cenl ury, neighborhoods began l.o take on the char
acter of a specific class, and some workers left the center of the 
city for outlying arrondissements while bourgeois went to the 
western parts of Paris. The twentieth-century developn1ent of 
the suburbs reinforced the tendency of the working class to 
n1ove from the urban center to its periphery. The ratio of work
ers living in Paris to the total Parisian population in 1931 was 
lower than in 1848.5u 

By I 936 the strength and dynamism of the Parisian bour
geoisie had considerably altered the everyday life of workers in 
the Paris region. The cornmute from home to work lengthened 
as both factories and personnel moved into the suburbs of the 
city. l~he graceless nature of the banlieue contrasted sharply 
with the rnore intimate atmosphere of the traditional working
class quartiers of Paris. In some industries, the specialization of 
urban space was complemented by a further deepening of the 
division of labor at the workplace, and many workers were re
duced to mere executors of orders frorn superiors. During the 
Popt_'lar Front workers would respond to the changes not by 
rnakrng a revolution but by continuing struggles against work 
and by fighting for paid vacations and the weekend, which 
opened the prospect of escape from jobs and residences alike. 

I 
9 

THE IDEOLOGY OF 
WORKERS' CONTROL 

In direct contrast with its persistence in Spain, the revolution
ary anarchosyndicalist program of workers' control and devel
oprncnt of the means of production in their unions dw indlcc.l in 
France during the first decades of the twentieth century. D~
spite a brief flare-up immediately after the war, anarchosyndr
Gtlisan f~ulcd in a country whose advanced industries rc•nainecl 
largely in uational hands and whose productive powers con
tinued to grow at rates similar to those in the other great na
tions. The vicious circle of misery, violent revolt, and repression 
that characterized the social dirnate in Barcelona found liule 
scope in Paris. The mc~jor problern that the French Left con
fronted was how to adapt a supposedly revolutionary rnove
ment to a sodety where revolution was becorning an increas
ingly distant f>ossibility. 1 From a political longue du~ee, the_ 
Popular Front ir1 France was not rnerely a short-terrn alhance o( 

the Left to prevent fascism but also an acknowledgment by 
Comrnunisls, Socialists, and n1any in the CGT that a Soviet nr 
anarchosyndicalist-style revolution in twentieth-century France 
was highly unlikely. 

·rhe Barcelonan revolutionaries' critique of their own bour-
geoisie was more difficult to apply to Parisian capitalist elites. 
No French counterparts of Diego Abad de Santillan and other 
CNT militants could lament the lack of a national autornotive 
or aviation industry precisely because French bourgeois were 
pioneers in both sectors in the early twentieth century. More 
generally, complaints about the inability of the bourgeoisie to 
rationalize and rnodernize, though they surfaced in Paris, did 
not carry the same weight in a city that was the home of Renault 
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and of exporting aviation firms, and where, as has been seen, 
industrialists developed electrical industries and others in the 
interwar period. 

Nor by the 1930s could French revolutionaries, unlike the 
Spanish, assert that the Church possessed excessive power over 
education and health facilities or that the state had failed to 
eliminate illiteracy. Paris witnessed none of the spectacular 
burning of churches, sabotage, and assassinations that occurred 
i~1 Barcelona and the rest of Spain during the Second Repuh
hc and that pushed Spaniards toward the political extrernes. 
French Catholics were not solidly opposed to the Popular 
Front. Christian democrats, led by Marc Sangnier and his 
Jeune Republique, actually supported the "Biurn experirnent," 
and certain Catholic intellectuals-such as Emmanuel Mounier 
and his review, EsjJrit-also endorsed the coalition of the Left. 2 

Soanc Catholics even joined the Ligue des <h·oits de l'hon11ne, a 
change that. de1nonstrated, according to one observer, that the 
Church-state struggle had abated. Although n1ost Catholic 
publications and the hierarchy in general strongly opposed the 
Left's coalition, some-such as L'Aube, La Vie catlwlique, and 
SejJt-adopted nunc nuanced positions that were seconded by a 
nurnber of younger priests. In 1936 as political pluralisrn devel
oped, French Catholics could no longer be classified as solidly 
right-wing. In contrast to previous elections, the carnpaign of 
1936 relegated the religious question and debates over lay edu
cation to secondary irnportance. 3 Despite right-wing Catholic 
nightmares and predictions, the violent wave of anticlericalisrn 
that had engulfed Spain never materialized in France. 

rrhe decline of ideologies of revolutionary workers' control in 
France was also partially attributable to the role of the state. 
rrhe French l'hird Republic had aided large sectors of the 
working class. It had, for example, established free rationalist 
education; agitation to establish anarchosyndicalist modern 
schools was comparatively minor. Unlike in Spain, governments 
and sectors of the bourgeoisie effectively promoted anticlerical 
and scientific education. By 1914 almost all French peasants 
could read and write. The rrhird Republic's educational efforts 
no doubt contributed to the industrialization of France, while 
Restoration Spain's inability to school peasants and workers at 
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least until the 1920s posed an obstacle to econontic develop
ment. 4 Even fron1 1930 to 1935, during the era of the great 
school-building program of the Spanish Second Republic and 
the rnultiplication of escuelas racionalistas, France had in propor
tion to its population twice the number of students in second
ary institutions. 5 In 1931 the vast majority of illiterates in a 
nurnber of Parisian factories seem to have been foreign work
ers, rnainly North AfricansY 

rl'he French state, although it repressed rn~jor strikes, also 
rnediated between labor and capital. A socialist, Alexandre Mil
lerand, joined the governrnent in 1899 but without his party's 
oflicial support. Millerandisme was "the first systematic attempt 
conducted at the highest levels to regularize industrial rela
tions" and to ensure that the Republican state would rnediatc 
between the working class and employers. 7 The presence of a 
rninister who was reputed to be a friend of the worker·s •niti
gated, at least briefly, antistatist and anarchist attitudes, partic
ularly among post office personnel, miners, railroad workers, 
and government construction laborers. 

The war itself enlarged the powers of the state and contril)
uted to the further integration of Socialists and syndicalists into 
the nation. Albert Thomas, who became the Minister of Anna
ments, attempted to increase wages and improve working concJi .. 
tions by cooperating with-and cajoling-employers. 8 Thornas 
welcomed the interventionist state and believed that planned 
governmental action, not revolution, could help bring about so
cialisrn in France. He was unabashedly productivist and, al
ready during the war, advocated Taylorisrn. The Socialist rninis
ter envisaged a postwar world where the state would both 
intervene in a rationalized private sector and administer an en
larged public sector. Workers were to be unionized, represented 
by shop stewards, and employed by large n1odern industries. 
rrhomas had faith that Socialists would achieve justice through 
participation in government and collaboration with employers. 

Private initiative also led to the improvement of working con
ditions. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, Renault embarked 
upon a vigorous cantpaign to reduce accidents in order to 
decrease its insurance premiums and irnprove its labor pro
ductivity.9 The automotive manufacturer created an accident-
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prevention service to collect statistics on the Jnoblern; it deter
ruined that new and inexperienced workers were victims in 
rnany cases. Sixty-seven percent of the unskilled and 14 percent 
of the skilled workers who were ir~ured had worked fewer than 
three tnonths in the factory, and 26 percent of all accidents oc
ctn-red during their first month of employment. The preven
tion service established a psycho-physiological examination for 
the newly ernployed, evaluating their "hearing, seeing, breath
ing ... intelligence, adaptation, dexterity, and reactions." In 
addition, it set up for potential personnel trial tests that siinu
lated actual working conditions and came from an examination 
of the aptitudes of the "best workers in each specialty." '"fhus, 
fnnn the tnornent when workers or apprentices applied for a 
job, they were subjected to physical and psychological analysis 
by physicians, engineers, and technicians to detennine whether 
their work would be safe and productive. 

Renault's catnpaign against accidents was successful. Frotn 
19~H> to 1932, the nurnber of workers ir~jured in the first three 
tnonths of entployment decreased 37.8 percent. Accidents dur
ing the fir·st days of employment ditninished 84 percent. How
ever, these results rnust be qualified by the en>nornic downturn 
of the 1930s, which permitted management to select its workers 
rnore carefully and retain them for longer than had been possi
ble during the expansion of the 1920s. Renault's experience 
contrasts sharply with that of the Catalan railroads, for exam
ple, where during the Revolution working-class militants intro
duced scientific techniques to prevent accidents. 

A report of the Conseil national econontique, composed of 
representatives of management, major labor unions, and the 
state, concluded that numerous entrepreneurs wanted to im
prove safety in factories in order to increase productivity. 10 A 
physit:ian ernployed by the CG'f, or Confederation generale du 
travail, announced both a dramatic decline in cases of lead poi
soning-frotn I ,525 in 1928 to 494 in 1936-and decreases in 
rnercury poisoning. 'fhe CGT review, Syndicats, agreed that so
cial security (aJ.Htrances .wciales) had greatly lowered the number 
of deaths caused by tuberculosis. 11 Nonetheless, it is diflicult to 
generalize about conditions of health and safety in the enter
prises of the Paris region. During the factory occupations of 
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1936, Parisian workers often demanded improvernents, and 
conditions varied greatly from one plant to another. 

Perhaps partially in response to private and state interven
tion that did improve working and living conditions, French 
syndicalistes became more moderate. The career of the CG'f's 
most important leader, Leon Jouhaux, illustrated the decline of 
an ideology of revolutionary workers' control with the growth 
of one variety of French reformism. A young revolutionary syn
dicalist, Jouhaux was elected secretary general of the CGl, in 
1909 but soon led the organization to a more conciliatory stance 
toward the state and the Socialist party. Jouhaux was typical of a 
number of prominent prewar union leaders who gradually 
abandoned their faith in t.he revolutionary spontaneity of the 
French proletariat and came to emphasize bread-and-butter 
issues. 12 Even before the Great War, support for revolutionary 
syndicalism was declining arnong leaders of the Frenc:h working 
class. 1 ~ In 1914 Jouhaux congratulated the Socialists on their 
electoral victory and hoped that their strength in Parliament 
would lead to new social legislation; influential union militants 
found it hard to resist "the Socialist seduction." 14 When war 
broke out, .Jouhaux feared that the working class would becornc 
isolated frmn the nation and that royalists and 1nonarchists 
might destroy the Republic. Like Albert rfhomas, he quickly 
joined the union sacree, the coalition of traditional political ad-· 
versaries who united to win the war. Increasingly influenced by 
l,hornas, Jouhaux helped to expand the CGT's role in the war-

• 15 tune economy. 
In the imrnediate postwar period, Con1n1unists and Bolshe

vik sympathizers had little more success in realizing their own 
version of revolution than did other Marxist or syndicalist revo
lutionaries. Although histol'ians 1nust avoid a crude detcrmin
isnl that excludes a priori other outcomes, I would surrnise that 
revolution was unlikely, even in the postwar unrest, to over
throw a '"rhird Republic bolstered by victory in the Great War. 
During this period of agitation, radical militants often could 
not win supporters even in working-class bastions such as 
Renault. u; The turbulence that followed I May 1919 did not 
produce the general strike revolutionaries desired. A potential 
and continually postponed revolutionary 1novement to defend 
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the Soviet Union demonstrated the difficulty-which would re
appear during the Popular Front-of mobilizing French work
ers over issues of international politics. If in June 1919 son1e 
n1etal workers dernanded political power, recognition of the So
viet govenunent, and an1nesty lor political and rnilitary prison
et·s, tnany others struck for a workweek of forty-four (instead of 
forty-eight) hours, pay hikes, and an end to work speed-ups. 
·rhe strikes ren1ained largely legal and pacific; the French state, 
assured of the loyalty of its army and police, never lost control 
of the situation. 17 'I'he Parisian anetallurgical strikers were 
largely isolated frorn workers in other sectors and in the prov
inces. Following the defeat of the strike, the rightist bloc na
tional triu1nphed in elections of November 1919. In May 1920 a 
general strike, spearheaded by railroad workers, failed because 
its lack of support from certain sectors of the working class 
co1nhiucd wil h repression hy govenuuent and entployet·s. 

\rVithin the CG'r the ideology of revolutionary syn<licalisn1 
continued to recede. Already at the end of 1918, it had aban
doned its radical formula of the "mine for the rniners" and 
called for nationalization. IH According to the Confederation, 
producers and consutners fron1 def)(l,rlements (state adtninistra
tive divisions), con1munes, cooperatives, and other organiza
tions should tnanage enterprises in collaboration with the state. 
l'he CG'r leadership-in cooperation with Albert ·rhornas
sought a new synthesis. In 1919 ·rhornas introduced legislation 
that proposed the nationalization of the railroads and auton
orny for state-run enterprises. He and Jouhaux advocated a tri
partite nationalization managed by representatives of the state, 
wage earners, and consumers. During the strikes of the spring 
of 1920, officials of various factions in the CGrr also dernanded 
nationalization, not revolutionary workers' control. IH A num
ber of Socialist activists called for nationalization on "non radical 
grounds."~0 Leon Ilium introduced in Parliarnent a CGrf
adopted plan for an autonomous public railroad corporation 
controlled by representatives of workers, managernent, and 
consurners. Socialists and the CGT m~jority proposed a "defen
sive" nationalization that would restore workers' rnorale, raise 
productivity, and rationalize the railroad network. In 1920 the 
Conseil economique du travail, which was composed mainly of 
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syndicalists and Socialists, defined the term: "An enterprise is 
nationalized when it is exploited with regard to the needs of the 
comtnunity and has no other goal than to obtain the maxinuun 
of utility and economy for consumers."21 In 1920 the CGT 
abandoned "the revolutionary nature of the general strike" for 
more rnoderate proposals. 22 ~rhe reformism of Albert Thomas, 
questioning revolutionary syndicalism even before World War 
I, had con1e to dorninate thinking concerning workers' control; 
frotn 1919 onwards, nationalization became a pern1anent CGT 
deanand. At the end of 1920 the powerful Federation des me
taux argued for a nonrevolutionary form of workers' control 
where committees named by workers would regulate hiring, 

d I .. I' ~3 pay, an < asnp ane .. 
The CGT's ideological shifts after World War I reflected its 

participation in the war effort and advances of social legisla
tion, sud1 as the eight-hour law, which passed unani anously in 
April 1919. It was gradually abandoning its revolutionary syn
dicalisrn before the war, but Jouhaux's postwar projects re
vealed even further distance from earlier syndicalist positions 
of hostility to class collaboration and advocacy of a general 
strike. Even though the Confederation retained as its ultimate 
goal the abolition of wage labor, it embarked on a "policy of 
presence" in national affairs and systematically tried to pene
trate the state apparatus. Its program of 1919 demonstrated 
that it was playing the den1ocratic game, and it expressed "a 
genuine kind of socialistic reformism."24 Jouhaux, having lost 
faith in the revolutionary potential of the working class, pur
sued his goal of attaching syndicalisrn to the nation. ·rhe CGT 
leader defined the revolution as a "long-term evolutionary pro
cess which, little by little, penetrates the system."~5 Georges Du
moulin and other prominent CGrf leaders followed Jouhaux's 
path from revolutionary syndicalism to reformistn. 

In direct contrast to the Spanish CNT, the French Confcdc
ra tion joined commission.'i paritaires, labor-managetnen t boards in 
both the public and private sectors. During the 1920s the cc·r 
leader's opinion on the choice of labor minister was solicited 
even by rightist governments, and the Confederation collabo
rated with the Socialist parliamentary group. Despite the oppo
sition of its rival, the Communist-influenced CGTU (Confede-
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ration generate du travail unitaire), the CGT began to search 
systernatically for compromises to avoid strikes. In 1925 Jou
haux's immediate postwar suggestion of a National Economic 
Council of representatives frorn labor, management, and crn1-
sun1ers was adopted by Premier Edouard Herriot, a Radical 
who accepted unionization of government ernployees, rnany of 
whorn joined the CGT.26 In 1927 the moderate but influential 
Federation des fonctionnaires rejoined the Confederation. rfhe 
passage of housing legislation in 1927 and a social security law 
in 1928 reinforced the day-to-day reformist policies of the CGT. 

Although the CGrf's strategy did not lead to a truly rnass 
union rnovement until 1936, when literally millions of new 
members joined, its pragrnatism proved nu>re popular than the 
revolutionary sectarianisrn of the CGl,U or the srnall CG'TSR 
(Confederation generale du travail syndicaliste revolution
naire), where anarchists and anarchosyndicalists agitated. 'I'he 
(:(;'l''s "policy of presence" in the state apparatus "renewed and 
reinforced its structures, increased the nurnber of its rnernbers 
and its militants, enlarged its audience and perspectives."27 

In con1parison, the strongly Con1munist CG'rU dedined 
continuously after· 1926. 2 H Although when it began in 1921 it 
had attracted more mernbers than the CG'I~ by 1926 the CGTU 
had 431,240 adherents and the CGT 524,960. By 1934 the 
CG'rU's rnernbership was 264,085 and the CGT's was 490,984; 
CGl,U revolutionary rhetoric, including charges after 1928 
that the CGT leaders were "social fascists," was unable to pre
vent the attrition of its membership. Nor did its opposition in 
1928 to social reforms such as social security and workers' re
tircrnent funds-which it also tenned "f~tscist"-endear it to 
the rnasses. In the 1930s the CGTU, like the PCF (Parti cornrnu
niste fraru;ais) to which it was closely linked, ernerged front the 
periphery only when it toned down its revolutionary rhetoric. 
In 1932 the union began to alter its tactics in the automotive 
sector. cc·ru officials attacked "sectarianisrn" and "sloganeer
ing," and with renewed vigor supported dain1s by the smallest 
groups of workers.2~• In aviation the CGrrU's doctrinal refusal 
to deal directly with the n1inistries becarne "ouunoded" in the 
1930s.30 During negotiations to merge the two unions in 1934, 
the cc·r held a rnuch stronger bargaining position than its ri-
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val. Unification of the two was achieved in March 1936 and con
tributed to the elan of the Popular Front, reducing even further 
the tiny membership (between four thousand and twenty thou
sand) of the anarchosyndicalist CGTSR.31 Though never en
tirely disappearing, revolutionary movements such as anar
chism and syndicalism were never dominant during the 1930s 
in Paris or France. 

In Spain, significantly, the reverse occurred: the growth of 
UGT radicalisrn during the Second Republic, and especially in 
1936, mirrored the rise of a revolutionary temper among key 
sectors of peasants and workers. During the same decade there 
ernerged no French equivalent of Largo Caballero, who led the 
Spanish Socialists and the UGrf in a revolutionary direction af
ter 1933. Spanish historians have debated whether Largo led or· 
rnerely followed the rnasses toward the dictatorship of the pro
letariat. Whatever the verdict on this issue, it was clear that un
der Largo, Spanish Socialists, unlike the French, were encour
aging workers to take over many state functions. Important 
Spanish Socialists declared that if the Second Republic did not 
satisfy their demands, they would n1ake revolution. 32 The 
burning of churches in May 1931, the insurrections of.J uly 19~S 1 
in the Seville area, of January 1932 in the Llobregat valley, and 
of January 1933 in Barcelona demonstrated that Largo had 
so1ne reason to become "obsessed" that the CNT "rnight outdis
tance him on the Left." The harshness of the repression that 
followed the Socialist-backed Asturias revolt of October 1934 
clid little to diminish Socialists' revolutionisrn. After the elec
toral victory of the Popular Front, Largo continued to call for a 
proletarian dictatorship and a revolutionary alliance with the 
CNri: By the surnmer of 1936, Socialists espousing revolution 
were dorninant in Spain but not in France. Long-ternt social 
and economic problerns-lack of land reform and slowness of 
industrialization and rnodernization-merged with political 
difllculties-Church-state conflict, paralysis of the administra
tion, and rnilitant regionalisms-to push Spanish Socialists and 
Spain itself into revolution and civil war. 

·rhe French Socialists followed a more moderate path. A dis
tinction between the conquest and the exercise of power, which 
Leon Hlurn had elaborated in 1926, continued to he the touch-
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stone of Socialist ideology during the Popular Front. According 
to Blunt, the conqueJl of power could occur when the rn~jority of 
a population that desired significant change supported the So
cialist party (Section fran~aise de I'Internationale ouvriere, 
or SFIO). The Socialists could then take all political power 
through legal or illegal means to make a social revolution that 
would alter property relations.33 By contrast, the exercise of 
power would take place when the SFIO was the dominant party 
in a leftist majority; a Socialist-dominated administration would 
govern within the lirnits of capitalist legality and the rules of 
parliarnentary democracy. During the Popular Front, Socialists 
exercised power"'-and relegated revolution further into the fu
ture, as did Cornrnunists. This rapprochement between Social
ists and Cornrnunists was indeed ironic, since Blurn had elabo
rated his distinction between the conquest and the exercise of 
power to criticize the PCF's irnpetuousness. l-Ie had accused 
French Bolsheviks of blindly imitating their Soviet cornrades by 
atternpting to conquer power before the proletariat was ready, 
and he blamed them for disparaging reforms that would pre
pare the working class for revolution. 34 On the same grounds, 
Blurn attacked the revolutionary Left within his own party. 

The SFIO's leftist wing, which included advocates of revolu
tionary workers' control, was never to don1inate the party; even 
the conunit rnent to revolution of leftist leaders such as Marcel 
Pi vert has been questionccl. ~' 5 On 27 May IH:H; in the rnidst of 
the wave of sit-downs, Pivert published his famous article, "Ev
erything is possible," in which he implied that the revolutionary 
rncnnent had arrived. During the first year of the Popular Front 
governrnent, however, Pivert advocated support for the Blurn 
govern1nent, "not . . . revolutionary action outside the legal 
channels."3

(i l~he leader of the Gauche revolutionnaire (GR), 
Pivert served in a rninor capacity as rnedia consultant in the first 
Blurn administration and hoped to use his position to strength
en his influence within the SFIO. Pivert asserted that it was 
foolish to condemn a government that permitted "the develop
rnent of the revolutionary capacity of the masses."37 Nor did 
other rnernbers of the GR wish to break cornpletely with the 
government in the fall and winter of 1936. 

Yet despite obvious ambiguity, the Pivertists were considered 
rcvolut ionarics hy rnany supporters and opponents. In early 
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1937 Pivert resigned frorn the governrnent, declaring that he 
would not "capitulate bcl(>re capitalism and the banks. No! I 
agree neither to social peace nor to union sacree. "3

H During the 
elections of 1936 in Paris, the Socialists lost ground to the Cont
rnunists. A police observer attributed the Socialist decline to the 
departure of the "moderate" nco-Socialists and to the "extrenl
istn" of the Federation de Ia Seine, where the fJiverti'iles and 
other leftist Socialists were influential; this group "often tried to 
appear rnore revolutionary than its Communist neigh
bors."3n After the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, the GR 
wanted French workers to emulate their Spanish comrades by 
launching a social revolution and forming a proletarian gov
ernment similar to that of Barcelona in the surnn1er of 1936. Pi
vert, though, had to concede that his advice had been ignored 
by the great tn~jority of the working class: "The gravest obsta
cles (to the pursuit of revolutionary struggle] seern to cotne 
frorn ourselves as IIlllCh as fro1n OUr class enemies .... rrhe pro-
) • I k fT • • • u40 etanat ac s an o 1enstve sprnt. 

In April 1937 the Gauche revolutionnaire won 11.6 percent 
of the votes in the Socialist part(s national council, and in Jan
uary 1938 it won 18.4 percent.4 This faction attracted support 
in regions where Socialist electoral strength was weak and 
where srnall groups of radical intellectuals, with little conunit
rncnt to the parliamentar·y road to socialisn1, found jJivertinne at
tractive. Even though their strength grew in 193 7, the •·adicals 
never captured the SFIO, rnade a revolution, or even acquired a 
working-class base. In the long run the influence of the G R on 
the SFIO's workplace cells, the amicales socialistcs, was not con
sequential. During the strikes of the Popular Front, the jJi
vertistes were never sufliciently numerous or "well placed to play 
any decisive role."42 

rfhe GR's expulsion from the SFIO in June 1938 effectively 
destroyed it. A nurnber of prorninent rnilitants who had been 
associated with this faction refused to join Pivert's new group, 
Parti socialiste ouvrier et paysan (PSOP), which r~jected "social
democratic reforrnisrn," imperialism, and national defense. 4 :-1 

Cut off from the SFIO, the PSOP-Iike the .. rrotskyists-be
carne a sect. Again, the importance of those advocating an 
irnrnediate revolution was not decisive in the French Socialist 
1novernent in the 191JOs. 'l'he PS()p became neither the rcvolu-
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tionary vanguard of the working class nor the French equiva
lent of the POUM.44 

Trotskyists and other leftists have criticized Pivert-as they 
have attacked Andres Nin of the POU M-for collaborating 
with bourgeois governments and for failing to establish a truly 
revolutionary party at the proper moment. But the question of 
why the revolutionary groups in France (including ·rrotsky's 
own) were not able to acquire solid support in the working class 
and to rnake a revolution has been answered only superficially. 
Leftist critics have offered a basically political explanation for 
the failure of revolution in France in 1936, and they have ern
phasized lack of leadership, that is, the absence of a French Le
nin. They have also called attention to the counterrevolution
ary activity of the Soviet Union, which wanted to bolster the 
democracies against the growing international threat of fas
cisrn. The critiques of the Trotskyists and others have however 
largely ignored a discussion of social and cconontic f~tctors that 
debilitated revolutionary rnovements-whether 'frotskyist, an
archosyndicalist, or Communist-in advanced capitalist coun
tries such as France. 

At the end of the First World War, cornrnunisrn replaced an
archosyndicalism as the dorninant ideology of revolutionary 
rnilitants. At its birth in France, communism was, in a sense, an
other ideology of revolutionary workers' control in the fonn 
of soviets, or workers' and soldiers' councils, as opposed to 
the union. Accordingly, French revolutionaries interpreted bol
shevisrn as an approximate form of syndicalisrn.45 Victor Grif
f uelhes, secretary general of the CGT from I 902 to I 909, de
dared that both revolutionary syndicalism and the soviets were 
based on "the producer while neglecting the citizen. What 
has rnade and continues to constitute the force of the soviets is 
I • h d k d u4fi t 1e power gaven to t e pro ucers-wor ers an peasants. 

Revolutionary syndicalists shared the Conununists' disdain for 
par I ia an en ta risrn. 

Yet comrnunism in France was, in part, an irnport from an
other country, the Soviet Union, whose social conditions re
seanhled those of Spain rnore than of France. Conununisrn, or 
bolshevism, was unable to maintain its im1nediate postwar pop
ularity. At the split between Communists and Socialists at the 

I 
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Congress ofTours in 1920, with 120,000 members the Conunu
nists greatly outnumbered the Socialists, with 50,000. rrhen in 
the elections of 1924, the PCF won 877,000 votes and the So
cialists approxirnately l ,500,000. In 1933 the membership of 
the PCF dro.pped to 28,000, whereas that of the Socialists rose 
to 130,000.4 

Bef(>re the 1928 elections the French Cornmunist party had 
adopted a new line of "class against class" that echoed the posi
tion of the Communist International. rfhe PCF believed that a 
new period of capitalist instability had begun and that com
rades should take a hard line against the "social imperialists" or 
"social fascists" of the SFIO. This intransigent tactic was a key 
factor in the 1928 elections that took place under the reestab
lished scrutin d'arrondissement. According to this systern of vot
ing, if no candidate won an absolute m~jority in the first round, 
a run-off election was held in which the candidate who oh
tained the most votes was declared the winner. This systern en
couraged political alliances in order to win the second ballot, 
but Communist voters were instructed to disregard "republican 
discipline" and to vote for no other candidates of the Left in the 
second round. Although the PCF gained 200,000 votes in the 
first round or I ,063,000 compared to the Socialist total of 
I, 700,000, 44 percent of its voters ignored the party's instruc
tions and voted instead for the better-placed Socialist or Radical 
in the second round. 1

H Traditional republican discipline tri
umphed in the second round, and the PCF lost thirteen of its 
twenty-seven seats in the Chamber of Deputies. Many Cotnmu
nist leaders-Marcel Cachin, Andre Marty, and Paul Vaillant
Couturier-were defeated. Maurice l'horez, the future PCF 
head, was successful only because he was able to attract Socialist 
votes in the second round. 

In 1929 during the wave of repression and arrests of its rnili
tants and leaders, the Cornnntnist party continued its revoht
tionary rhetoric. It dernanded a revolutionary civil war and ac
cused the Socialists of being "enemies of the proletariat and of 
the revolution."49 Yet the attrition of members was not halted, 
particularly in key industrial regions. From 1924 to 1929, ntern
bership declined 45 percent in Paris. The PCF was no more suc
cessful on the streets; dernonstrations from 1929 to 1933 to de-
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fend the Soviet Union against "war-mongering imperialists" 
and to protest against unemployment failed to attract large 
nutnbers.50 ~rhe party continued to lose tnetnbers and votes at 
the beginning of the economic depression that, according to its 
own analysis of capitalism's crisis, should have brought it new 
popularity. Before the elections of 1932, Maurice rrhorez ac
cused his Socialist rivals of being "the principal support of the 
bourgeois dictatorship. 'The crisis accelerates the fascistizatiori 
of the Socialist party and of the CGT [,which are] ever increas
ingly integrated into the apparatus of the bourgeois state."51 

Regardless of the harsh rhetoric, in 1932 PCF and SFIO votes 
were 783,000 and I ,964,000 respectively. l~he Conununist per
centage of the vote declined from 9.3 percent to 6.8 percent, 
which was less than in 1924. In the Paris region, it fell from 20.7 
pcn~cnt to 17.4 percent. Only eleven Cornrnunist. deputies re
mained in 1 he Charnhcr.r»~ 

'I'he Corntnunist party never captured n1ore than 12 percent 
of the national vote until 1936, when it appeared unabashedly 
reforrnist and patriotic. Already in 1934 during the cantonal 
elections, when the Popular Front was forming, the PCF de
cided to adhere to republican discipline and support Socialist 
candidates in the second ballot. 'fhe party was tnoderating its 
positions to attract the petty bourgeoisie who, it feared, tnight 
gravitate toward fascistn as it believed the Gennans had. At the 
end of 1934 in discussions concerning a co1nn1on platforn1 with 
Socialists, the Cc)fntnunists refused the Socialists' detnands for 
"structural reforms" or nationalizations, fearing tn~jor changes 
that might alienate the middle classes whon1 the PCF now 
sought to seduce. Despite difficulties in establishing a cotnmon 
program for the tnunicipal elections of 1935, the agreetnent to 
hack the best-placed candidate of the Left persisted and re
sulted in a PCF gain of approxirnatcly fifty nnanidpal scats, 
eight of which were in Paris itself.53 Significantly, in 1935 the 
Communists chose Bastille Day, the symbol of n1odern French 
nationalism, for a mass rally in support of the Popular Front. 

During the elections of 1936 the PCF instructed its n1ilitants 
to avoid any slogan that was revolutionary and to participate 
in the singing of the Marseillaise. 54 According to l,horez, the 
"rnost successful" Cornmunist can1paign slogan was For a Free, 
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Strong, and Happy France. Comrades offered an "outstretched 
hand" to Catholics. To elect Communist candidates, militants 
were penniued to deviate from the" 'political line' of cotnmu
nisrn." rrhe PCF's votes nearly doubled, and it acquired 72 seats 
in the Chamber, cotnpared to 116 for the Radicals and 182 for 
the SFIO and similar groups. For the first time the PCF became 
a tn~jor parliamentary force and, until recently, "a source of 
lasting attraction to the French rnasses."55 

In Paris, the Socialists lost ground to the Communists in the 
1936 legislative elections, which a police observer attributed to 
the departure of the "moderate" nco-Socialists and to the "ex
tretnisrn" of the Federation de Ia Seine, where lcft-wingers 
dotninated. Paradoxically, the PCF n1anaged to reassure rnany 
moderates of the Left and to calm their fears. 56 The adoption 
of a "national and democratic" strategy also permitted the PCF 
to iucrcase its ntcmhcrship significantly: frorn 42,500 in HJ31 
and 87,000 in 1935, men1bership jutnped to 235,000 in 1936 
and to 302,000 in 1937.57 During the Popular Front, Commu
nist separation between theory and practice came to resemble 
that of the SFIO: the parties cooperated to achieve major re
forms, postponing both revolution and dictatorship of the pro
letariat to the distant future. 58 The greatest PCF gains in votes 
and rnembers took place at a tin1e when it argued against any 
imn1ediate application of revolutionary workers' control or so
viets. It advocated instead "significant improvements" for the 
workers within the capitalist system. CGTU and Communist 
support for the refonns of the Popular Front can be seen not 
only as a tactical rnaneuver that would bolster Franco-Soviet 
cooperation against Hitler's Germany but also as belated ac
knowledgment of the relative success of the CGT's and the So
cialists' strategy of comprornise and their synthesis of refonn 
and revolution, nationalisrn and internationalisrn. l,he Corn
munist synthesis included active support for the Soviet Union 
and Republican Spain. 

As revolutionary currents weakened, consumerist desires 
rose. New needs accompanied the acceptance of the most mod
ern techniques of production and consumption. In both 1919 
and 1935 the CGT proposed that nationalized enterprises be 
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controlled hy delegates; the state would choose one-third of 
thern, and the producers (workers and technicians) would 
choose another third. l,he remaining delegates would cotne 
fron1 consun1ers. ~rhe Confederation's desire for the participa
tion of consun1ers revealed that it was tnoving frotn a focus on 
control of production toward an appetite for consurnption. Al
though the CGT continued to advocate the development of the 
productive f(nces during the interwar years, it altered its etn
phasis and began to view the worker not only as producer but, 
just as itnportant, as consutner. 

In return for wider and more equal distribution, French 
unions were willing to accept both the goods produced by capi
talisrn and the methods used to manufacture thern. Even the 
most revolutionary union, the cc·ru-which, in the 1920s, in
cluded hoth revolutionary syndicalists and Con1munists and 
which continued to de1nand workers' control-allowed and even 
lauded the rnost rnodern techniques of rationalization, espe
cially if they were employed in the Soviet Union. In 1927 when 
a revolutionary syndicalist asked 0. Rabate, a CGl,U leader 
and future architect of the Popular Front, where rationalization 
did not brutalize workers, Rahate responded, "In Moscow."59 

According to a I 927 article by Maurice 'Thorez, workers' ratio
nalization equaled socialism. In the 1930s 1-/umanite praised Sta
khanovistn, which produced "brilliant results." On the occasion 
of a working visit of French Communist rniners to the Soviet 
pits, they reported, "We have doubled or quadrupled normal 
production without special effort, something that i5 absolutely im
po.uible in the conditions of the capitalist countries." em In the Soviet 
Union, "to be a Stakhanovist is a n1atter of honor for every 
worker." Humanite remarked that visiting French comrades had 
experienced a happy surprise when they learned that the 
wages of their Soviet colleagues were nearly ten tirnes higher 
than French wages: "l'his is the systetn of pay in the Soviet 
Union! Nowhere in the world is there anything similar."n 1 

Yet once in the West, French Cornmunists were tnuch more 
criti<:al of scientific organization of work, even though they ac
cepted it in principle. In 1927 Rabate censured-in a 1nanner 
retniniscent of E1nile Pouget-the overwork, unernployment, 
and low salaries that were, for Rabate, intrinsic to capitalist ra-
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tionalization. The CG'fU leader denied that An1crican workers 
received high wages and owned their own cars; he tried to re
fute the idea that one goal of Taylorism was to increase con
sumption by the working class. Yet opposing assembly-line pro
duction and new labor techniques was like ubeing against rain": 

We are for the principles of scientific organization of work .... To 
try to stop technical progress would not be truly revolutionary. The 
revolutionaries know that the working class will be the successor of 
capitalism and that this scientific organization will permit a much 
more rapid construction of socialism when the proletariat takes 
power.62 

l"'hus the CGTU endorsed the work processes developed hy 
capitalism, and its critique centered on the failure to distribute 
commodities more widely and equally. In fact, in 1927 Rabate 
doubted that the French automotive industry was capable of 
providing cars for the rnasses. A decade later the Com1nunist 
position had changed little: at the beginning of the great strike 
wave of 1936, the PCF asserted that "the masses ... have had 
enou~h of the development of machines that benefit only the 
few." )3 

Like the Communists, French anarchists and anarchosyndi
calists-who, as we have seen, had lost their pre-World-War-I 
domination of the national CGT-doubted the ability of capi-· 
talis1n to increase consumption. Sebastien Faure, a prominent 
anarchist, wanted an increase in wages to remedy the econornic 
crisis of 1932. Faure believed that "under-consumption" was 
the danger to con1bat and that "the capacity of consun1ption, 
which constantly multiplies needs, . . . is going to progress 
forever."64 The anarchist leader was quite skeptical of capital
isrn's ability to augment wages and decrease worktitne. ()ther 
libertarians called for one month of vacation and even conl
plained that French capitalists were rationalizing too slowly. 65 

The Socialists had been longtime advocates of increased con
sumption through rationalization. Prominent party members 
like Andre Philip and Jules Moch viewed rationalization favor
ably because it boosted workers' consumption. ~rhe Socialist so
lution to the economic stagnation of the depression-to boost 
the purchasing power of the masses-was "already contained iu 
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the cornprehensive Socialist program of 1927."m; According to 
Blurn, the economic crisis of the 1930s was caused not by over
production but by insufficient demand. 'The Socialists, Blurn 
thought, n1ust use the power of the state to augment the buying 
power of the rnasses. Revolution might have been the ultimate 
raison d'etre for many in the SFIO, but increasing pouvoir 
d'ac/zat (purchasing power) was first on the list of priorities for 
the majority of Socialists. 

Other sectors of the Socialist movement-the "planners" and 
nonconfonnist Socialists-tnoved even further away front a 
revolutionary alternative based on the Soviet or anarchosyndi
calist model. Nonconformist Socialists and nco-Socialists who 
had split frotn the SFIO in 1933 welcomed the ideas of the 
planners, who believed that orthodox Marxism and, of course, 
anarchosyndicalism were outmoded. They rc::jected not only 
revolutionary rnodcls but also Blurn's distinction between the 
conquest and exercise of power. Instead, planners-individuals 
such as Henri de Man and groups like Combat marxiste and 
Revolution constructive-wanted to begin the construction of a 
socialist society with the collaboration of the rniddle classes. 
Planners distinguished between various groups within the 
bourgeoisie and considered certain of its elements, particularly 
industrial technicians, to be potential allies against the "para
sitic" oligarchy of big or financial capital.tn Many planners ad
vocated lirnited nationalizations and slow evolution toward so
cialisrn. In keeping with their desire to ally with sympathetic 
sectors of the middle classes, they favored a mixed economy 
composed of public and private sectors and generally rejected 
the rhetoric of class war and revolution that the rnainstrearn of 
the SFIO sornetimes employed. Revolutionary syndicalists both 
inside and outside the CGT attacked the planners' repudiation 
of their own ouvrieri'ite position, which based hopes for change 
on the working class alone. nH 

In 1934 the SFIO mainstream rejected planning for both po
litical and ideological reasons. Blum believed that a commit
ment to planning would compromise his party's ultimate, if dis
tant, goal of socialist revolution and lead to increased division 
within the SFIO. However in February the CGrf began to de
vise its own plan; like the plan of the Belgian Workers' party, it 
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dernanded an augntentation of consumption by the ntasses to 
cotnbat the econornic crisis. As had the SFIO in 1932, the CG'T' 
favored nationalizing banks and key industries.tm In the CGrr 
plan issued in 1935, private management retained its control on 
the shop floor, and workers' control merited only passing men
tion. Foreshadowing post-World-War-11 planning in France. 
the CGT plan was more concerned with rationalization and 
modernization than with workers' democracy or participation. 
The jobless were to be employed by a reduction of the work-· 
week-the total suggested was usually forty hours-and by 
large public-works projects. Mass production and consumption 
were the goals of the CGT. 

When unity between the CGT and the smaller Cotnrnunist
dontinated union, CGTU, was finally realized at Toulouse in 
March 1936, the newly unified union supported the progran1 
of the Popular l'ront. ·rhe l .... eft's agreentent on a platlc>nn signi
fied that the electoral alliance might be rnore cohesive than the 
ephemeral Socialist-Radical coalition had been in 1932. It also 
assured voters who feared <:ontinued govenunental instability 
that the Left's alliance rnight endure. Because of Conununist 
and Radical opposition, the prograrn of the Rassetnblement 
populaire, as the French Popular Front was officially known, 
limited the scope of nationalizations more severely than tht:· 
CGrf plan or the Socialist program. As it was made public in 
January 1936, the Popular Front's platform nevertheless de
manded nationalization of the defense industries and more 
stringent state control of the Banque de France. In addition the 
Popular Front proposed, as the CGT had, large public-works 
pr~jects that would get the unemployed back on the job and a 
reduction of the working week without a decrease of pay. An 
augmentation of pouvoir d'achat remained an essential goal of 
the Left. 

While retaining a traditional productivistn, the ideologies of 
the French Left in the first third of the twentieth century there
fore shifted toward an emphasis on consumption. l~hey ac-· 
cepted, even glorified, capitalist methods of production; the 
Left desired a more equitable distribution of goods and ser
vices. Replacing the old anarchosyndicalist demand for workers' 
control of the means of production was a call for state control, 
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since the Left believed that it could ensure more efficient pro
duction and fairer distribution through command of govern
rnent. rrhe dominant organizations of the French Left-SFIO, 
PCF, CGl~ CGTU-sought to increase their political power and 
influence, not to take direct control of the productive forces or 
even to establish soviets. Even before the victory of the Popular 
Front-when the Left captured political power at the national 
level-the Communist and Socialist parties already dominated 
a number of local governments throughout France. Unlike in 
Spain, where rnany significant working-class organizations re
rnained politically powerless and were even periodically out
lawed, French society was capable of sharing political power 
with the Left. During the 1930s in Spain, union and party mili
tants-including, at times, Socialists-were jailed, whereas in 
France their counterparts were running municipal and corn
nuanal ~~overnrnents. 

'l'he Left's expanding dotnination of the Parisian suburbs be
tween the wars revealed its integration into French society and 
the strength of the French social consensus. In light of leftist, 
particularly Communist, ideologies of class warfare or class 
against class and the sporadic repression of the Conununist 
party in the 1920s, this assertion of the integrative capacities of 
French society may seem unfounded. However, the actual poli
cies of the Left in the Parisian suburbs revealed a fidelity to the 
kind of industrial modernization that other classes in France 
had practiced and encouraged. Many suburban voters ex
pressed their discontent with the lack of local infrastructure by 
voting Socialist or, increasingly, Communist. 'The Left re
sponded by constructing sewers and installing running water, 
electrical facilities, and gas lines, and by paving the streets and 
roads that many of the new cleveloprnents (loti.uement.s) lacked. 
Although the Loi Sarraut ( 1928) helped encourage sorne build
ing of roads and of water and sanitation facilities, this law left 
important gaps in the infrastructure; these local governments 
attempted to fill. 

The Communists were quite proud of their municipal work. 
()ne Con1munist historian has recently declared that in the sub
tubs the French Communists played the same role as their So
viet cornrades did in the Soviet Union. 70 According to Maurice 
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·rhorez, the Comrnunist municipalities were an "invaluable ex
pression of the Party's policies": "Our tnunicipality [Villejuif] 
created a city out of a swamp: Streets built, municipal services 
started, water, gas, and electricity."71 At Villejuif in 1933, the 
PCF proudly inaugurated the Karl Marx School. Its construc
tion had been directed by a group of progressive and revolu
tionary architects, including Andre Lurc;at, whose ideology re
vealed certain achievements and desires of the French Left. 
During the school's construction, Lurc;at exposed his thoughts 
on rnodern architecture: shelter was the first priority, aesthetics 
were secondary. In the new era, the architect should address 
hinlself not to the individual client but to upowerful organiza
tions" that "act in the na1ne of the masses." l,hese organizations 
did not demand beauty but a sound and economic order. Like 
his colleague Le Corbusicr, Lurc;at was a follower of 1nodern 
urhanistn; he advocated itnproving autcnnobile circulation in 
the "overly narrow" streets. Against the "plastic inertia of the 
older cities,'' the new city would oppose "the dynamism of its 
principal elernents."72 He claimed that urbanisn1 n1ust becorne 
a sdcau:e that investigated "the ever-increasing needs." ·rhus. 
Lun;at, with Conununist support, was able to realize sotne of 
the urban policies that many in the Spanish Left could only 
itnagine. 

'The PCF, often with the aid of the French govcrnrnent, built 
modern housing in working-class suburbs, such as Villejuif, 
where most workers commuted to their jobs.73 The Co•nrnu
nists offered services in the new housing developments and or
ganized renters and property owners to obtain subsidies. At 
Vitry-with 48,929 inhabitants, the fifteenth largest city in 
France-the Comrnunist municipality provided low-cost hous
ing (HBM, or habitations a bon marche) f()r workers. At Bagneux 
the PCF took control of a HBM that philanthropists had con
structed for wage earners who commuted to the large finns of 
the region; it organized the renters over bread-and-butter is
sues, such as the lack of roads and public transportation. Dur
ing 1935-1936 Communists campaigned for control of the rnu
nicipality as the young "generation destined to manage the 
comrnune in a modern way." lo the electorate, the Conununist 
n1ilitants appeared to he "agents of Inodernity." In other suhur-
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ban areas they established clinics, medical services, day-care 
centers, showers, and even a summer camp for two hundred 
children, which was praised by a conservative newspaper, Le 
Temps. Communist control in various suburbs allowed a stable 
power base that provided jobs, housing, and other advantages 
for militants. 

Socialists, who also desired to govern working-class munici
palities, could prevent Cornmunist penetration by enacting pol
icies sirnilar to those of their rivals. Following World War I at 
Suresnes, the horne of the auto1naker l~tlbot, the Socialist 
mayor modernized the old village, which had up to then 
"anachronistically conserved its rural character."74 Henri Sellier, 
rnayor from 1919 to 1941, helped to create the office of HBM, 
built clinics, day-care centers, schools, old-age homes, libraries, 
gymnasiums, and swimming pools. The Socialist municipality 
irnproved auton1ohile circulation and devised plans to widen 
roads. At Boulogne-Billancourt and Pantin, PCF candidates 
were unable to defeat efficient and popular Socialist mayors. 75 

In the 1930s France was unmistakably a pluralist society 
where various political parties, which claimed to represent dif
ferent social classes, vied for power. Underneath the conflict 
and the verbal anirnosity of the politicians, the rnajor political 
forces formed a consensus, unknown in Spain. Parties claiming 
to represent the working class were not only legalized but also 
officially shared political, administrative, and, to a lesser extent, 
economic power with other political groupings and social 
classes. In the suburbs and towns Communists and Socialists 
helped provide the infrastructure necessary for production. 
Education, transportation, health, housing, and even certain 
leisure facilities were built or irnproved by local governrnents of 
the Left. While effectively contributing to the econotnic de
vcloprnent and the modernization of the nation, the political 
parties and unions of the Left accepted both the products of 
capitalist industry and its methods of organizing work. The 
principal division between the economic policies of the Left and 
the Right concerned the form of ownership-nationalization 
versus private control of production-but not the content or 
the 1nethods of production. 76 The traditional anarchosyndical
ist demand for workers' or unions' control at the point of pro-
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duction was largely replaced by the struggles of leftist parties 
and unions to augment their own power and to increase con
sumption by their constituencies. The workers were viewed not 
only as producers but also, just as irnportant, as consun1ers. The 
French working-class militants would not occupy the factories 
to rnake a revolution for the producers, as the Spanish militants 
did, but instead to increase their leisure and consumption. 



10 
l;AC1,0RY OCCUllATIONS 

Although they never developed into a social revolution, the 
French factory occupations constituted the largest wave of sit
down strikes in the history of the Third Republic and produced 
its rnost significant series of social refornts, including the still 
controversial forty-hour week. After the harsh years of the de
pression in the early 1930s, workers' demands for shorter hours 
and snore pay were understandable. Yet their desires would 
eventually help to divide the Popular Front and hann its plans 
for econotnic recovery and growth. 

rio cotnprehend the factory occupations in the spring of 
1936, we must review the demographic, economic, and political 
situation of France in the 1930s. France was hard hit by the car
nage of World War I, and its losses, combined with a low birth
rate, led to a labor shortage. In addition, although the number 
of peasants declined by one million between 1911 and 1936, the 
agrarian sector-relatively backward for an advance~ industrial 
nation-held one-third of the active rnale population on the 
land, intensifying the labor scarcity. Throughout the interwar 
period foreign lahor frorn Italy, Belgiurn, North Africa, and 
Spain was recruited to reduce the shortage. On the whole, un
skilled and semiskilled jobs found workers, whether French or 
foreign, but those positions needing skilled labor were more 
difficult to fill. This lack of skilled workers was to have a pro
tC:nuul effect during the Popular Front governments. 

After 1931 the cconornic crisis cotnpounded slow demo
graphic growth as France felt the consequences of the wo~ld
wide Great Depression. In industry and commerce, production 
fell about 20 percent during the 1930s. 1 Between 1931 and 
1936 in firms with over one hundred workers, the nun1ber of 
salaried personnel dropped 24 percent while industrial pro-
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duction declined 13 percent. Although in 1936 France had an 
unemployment rate of only 5 percent, joblessness was signifi
cant in the Paris region, which contained about 20 percent of 
the active French population but had over 50 percent of the na
tion's unernployed. Parisian unemployment was structurally 
similar to that in other industrial nations, for it too was high in 
the more advanced industrial sectors. 

French governments attempted to combat the econotnic cri
sis in various ways. In the early 1930s they increased tariff pro
tection and generally followed policies of deflation that lowered 
both wages and prices but left unemployment high in French 
terms. Deflation protected individuals on fixed incomes by 
keeping the franc costly and avoiding devaluation, but the 
strength of the franc in relation to other national currencies 
made French exports comparatively more expensive and hurt 
industries that sold abroad. Deflationary econ<nnic policies 
failed to stimulate dentand and get the economy moving. Gov
ernmental expenditures dropped sharply, and many indus
tries-for example, automobiles-were hurt by reduced gov
ernmental budgets. The discontent provoked by deflation and 
the government's reduced spending, particularly during the 
government of Pierre Laval (June 1935-January 1936), con
tributed to the formation of the Popular Front. 

Workers experienced in diverse ways the effects of the 1930s 
economic crisis. Unernployment rose, most notably in the con
struction and tnetalworking industries. The rise was such that 
the Conseil general de Ia Seine refused to aid the unernployed 
who arrived in the region after .July 1934.2 l,he workers' buying 
power did not consistently decline, however; deflation reduced 
not only wages but also prices. In fact, one economist estimated 
a 12 percent gain in workers' buying power between 1929 and 
1935.3 At Renault, for example, the workers' real monthly 
wages increased slightly from 1930 to 1935. In contrast, a teatn 
of conternporary investigators saw a 7 percent drop in workers' 
"standard of living."4 Overall salaries of the working class de
clined by 15 percent from 1930 to 1935.5 To sum up, when un
employment is taken into account, the overall or global buying 
power of the class decreased even though workers who were 
entployed gained substantially during this period. 
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In Paris the overwhelming majority of the employed labored 
((>rty-eight hours per week. l"he number of foreigners who held 
jobs was surprisingly low. At Renault, foreigners dropped from 
16 percent of the work force in February 1932 to 8 percent in 
tvlay 19~\6. In the latter rnonth the percentage of non-French in 
the entire Parisian work force rose slightly, frorn 4.8 to 5 per
cent.t> ·rhe percentage of women in the active population de
dined from 37.1 in 1931 to 34.2 in 1936. 7 l~he privileged ma
jority that held jobs was decidedly French and increasingly 
tnale. 

Of the unemployed, eighty-one percent lost their job for eco
nomic reasons-lack of work, trimming of payrolls, and the 
closing of firms. 8 Nineteen percent were dismissed for personal 
reasons-sickness, low output, and indiscipline. A dispropor
tionate nurnber were foreigners, who were often the first to be 
<lisanisscd, as 1932 French legislation required. At the begin
ning of the econornic depression older workers rnade up a large 
share of the unemployed, but as the crisis persisted, an increas
ing number of younger workers, who were usually more pro
ductive than their older counterparts, were also fired. Before 
their dismissals only 25 percent of the unernployed had had a 
stable job (for over five years); many were single, and they re
mained on the dole longer than those who were married with 
one or two children. Jobless workers with many children also re
rnained unernployed for long periods, since their additional 
farnily allocations nearly equaled their wages. 

Working women who were touched by joblessness had partic
ular problems. Nearly twice as many won1en with unen1ployed 
husbands worked as did women in general. Nineteen percent of 
the jobless, male or female, lived with a mate out of wedlock, 
corn pared to II percent of the general population. Of unmar
ried fernales dwelling with a male, 29 percent were e~nployed, 
in contrast to 16.4 percent of women in general; sorne of these 
jobholders "accepted the hospitality of a boyfriend to avoid pay
ing rent."9 Unemployed women, though, had n1uch greater dif
ficulty finding work than men did; they were often older than 
the jobless ntcn, and employers preferred to hire the young. In 
addition, some industries that employed a high percentage of 
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women-textiles, offices, and domestic services-were partiLu
larly affected by the depression. Generally, wornen had consid
erably lower salaries than n1en. 

l~he situation, though difficult, was not entirely bleak. Even 
the unemployed received the necessary minimum of calories, 
and the quality of their food was adec1uate. 10 Frorn 1929 to 1935 
the general population's consumption of food rose 5 percent, 
thereby continuing a tendency of the early twentieth century. 
·rhe consumption of sugar and butter increased 50 percent be
tween 1919 and 1939; that of fruits doubled, and that of bread 
declined. 11 Despite the crisis and the consequent fall of produc
tion, the general level of consumption did not decrease and 
even increased slightly at the expense of investment. l.~he eco
nomic downturn did not halt the progress that had been ntade 
in public health during the Third Republic. In spite of the ag
ing of the Freru:h population, longevity increased. Legislation 
such as social security helped reduce the infant mortality rate. 12 

Both the economic and political situations encouraged anal
liance of the leftist political parties in the rnid-1930s. As we have 
seen, the Communist, Socialist, and Radical parties wanted to 
guard against une1nployn1ent and increase consumption. In ad
dition, the Left feared the growth of French right-wing and fas
cist movernents. !'he example of Germany, where a divided Left 
was unable to prevent Hitler's accession to power in 1933 and 
subsequent destruction of leftist parties and unions, was dra
matically present in many minds. After the right-wing riots 
against the republic in February 1934, the Socialists, Commu
nists, and Radicals initiated long negotiations that culn1inated 
in the formation of the Popular Front during 1935. In the elec
tions in the spring of 1936, the Popular Front coalition gained a 
an~jority of seats, and the leader of its largest party-Leon 
Blum of the Socialist party-was mandated to form a new gov
errunent. The Popular Front's political momentum ended the 
decline in the observance of May Day, which had occurred fron1 
1926 to 1934. 13 In Paris, 120,000 of the 250,000 metallurgists 
went on strike in 1936, including 75 to 85 percent of the 
Renault workers. Construction workers ahnost unanirnously re
fused to labor on I May. Yet not all sectors participated with 
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equal enthusiasm. A militant of the railway workers' union corn
plained that wage earners remained indifferent to the celebra
tion of May Day. 14 

After the Popular Front's electoral victory and before the 
new Blurn government took office, France was confronted by 
the greatest wave of factory occupations or sit-down strikes that 
the nation had ever experienced. Aviation workers protesting 
distnissals of rnilitants who had been absent on May Day initi
ated the occupations in Le Havre and loulouse. Thus respect 
for the workers' holiday triggered the massive movement. Sit
down strikes, however, were not an invention of aviation work
ers, nor did workers learn of their existence only in the pages of 
1/umanite or other militant publications. Such strikes "sur le tas" 
or "de bras croises" had erupted in construction during the 
1930s, and they were, to borrow a phrase from Charles Tilly, 
part of the popular repertory of the twentieth century. Work
ct·s tnale and fetnale, young and old, French and foreign used 
tactks of occu~ation in the years pre<:eding the Popular Front 
governrnents. L 

During the Popular Front, workers continued to ernploy sit
downs to prevent scabs fron1 entering the factories, occupation 
tactics that were particularly well chosen as the growing unem
ployment began to affect younger and more skilled workers. 
Just as important, Blum himself had assured the working class 
that he would not use force against it. Workers sensed correctly 
that Blum did not want to be the French Noske; 16 they took ad
vantage of the hiatus in state repression to occupy factories in 
the suburbs of Paris and, later, throughout France. In addition, 
the tactics of occupation forced employers to settle more 
quickly than a walkout would have. l~hey violated property 
rights and put the machinery and capital goods of the factory 
dir·ectly in the hands of the workers. Sabotage and destruction 
were possibilities. 

The Bloch aviation plant, with seven hundred workers in the 
suburb of Courbevoie, was one of the first in the Paris region to 
be aflected. Bloch produced airplanes for the state, its principal 
client, and its wages were relatively high, typical of those in the 
Parisian aviation industry. 17 On 14 May 1936 the Bloch workers 
occupied and spent the night inside the factory, and on the fol-
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lowing day n1anage1nent conceded a slight wage hike, paid vaca
tions, and strike pay. 18 In Paris on 22 May, the personnel of 
Gnon1e et Rhone, which made airplane engines, protested 
against ovcrtirne work and dernanded respect for the eight
hour day; they soon won paid vacations and an end to overtime. 
Several days later, wage earners at other major aviation firms in 
the Paris region occupied their factories and made sin1ilar dc
lnands. On 2H May the wave of occupations hit the giant 
Renault factories at Boulogne-Billancourt. Humanite asserted 
that "the workers were tired of the low wages, of work speed
ups, of fines, and of the military discipline that is forced upon 
them." 

()n 28 May, the satne day on which laborers at Renault 
struck, workers at Citroen also downed their tools. 'rhe sit
downs unfolded from the aviation companies and several finns 
that rnanufactured telephone and radio equiprnentto the large 
autornobilc firrns. At SIMCA, the French division of Fiat, twelve 
hundred workers staged a sit-down strike in the "enonnous 
factories." 19 Their demands differed only slightly from those 
formulated at other firms: end of overtin1e work, eight days of 
paid vacation, recognition of union delegates, and an increase 
in wages, especially those of lower-paid workers. On 13 May the 
Syndical du b«himent decided to agitate at the 1937 exposition 
for a collective bargaining agreement that would establish an 
eight-hour day, a forty-hour week, and union delegates. rrwo 
hundred cernent workers at Trocadero-the site of the World's 
Fair-demanded higher pay, a longer lunch break, the end of 
overtime, and dressing rooms so they could change into clothes 
that "would cornmand respect."20 The last demand illustrated 
the narrowing distinctions in clothing between the bourgeoisie 
and the working class during the Popular Front: manual work
ers wanted to replace their blue overalls with more stylish 
clothes.21 

With the exception of dressing rooms, the demands of the 
construction workers basically reiterated what their union lead
ers had wanted at the end of April.22 Indeed, some claims, such 
as the abolition of the tacheronnat (contracted piecework), 
reached back at least to the revolution of 1848. In the system of 
tlicheronnat a general contractor employed a subcontractor 
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(sotL'i-traitant) .who in turn paid workers by the piece. The sub
contractors usually hired the rnost productive laborers and were 
reluctant to engage the very young or the old. Workers felt that 
"greedy" and "immoral" tdcherons exploited them. During the 
depression years of 1932 and 1933, construction workers' re
fusal to work for a tlicheron provoked at least three strikes.23 

On 29 May an agreement between the union and manage
rnent was reached at Renault. The accord ended overtime 
work, increased the lowest wages, promised the completion of 
toilets and dressing roorns, and guaranteed strike pay for the 
occupation. By 8:30P.M. the factories were evacuated.24 On 30 
~fay, following the Renault exarnple, strikers at 1nany other fac
tories-aJnong thern Nieuport, Caudron, Farman, Brandt, and 
Panhard-ended their occupations with agreements similar to 
that reached at Renault, although workers at Bloch, Michelin, 
Citroen, and Lockheed also won paid vacations. In addition, 
wo1·kcrs at Citroen received perntission to smoke in the factory. 
rfhe Syndical des metaux expressed "great satisfaction" with 
the results of the negotiations, as sixty thousand of the seventy 
thousand occupiers left their factories. 25 Many observers 
thought that the sit-down strikes had ceased. 

Although autontobile, aviation, and related finns had been 
largely evacuated by I June, occupations continued at several 
chentical firms, tire-making plants, and various electronics 
finns. 2 n On 2 June a renewed wave of occupations affe<:ted a 
significant nurnber of industries. Among them were the avia
tion firms, Liore et Olivier (I ,200 workers) and Breguet. Al
though the industries of chemicals and metalworking (300 
firrns were occupied) were the most affected, other industrial 
sectors, such as electricity, gas, and printing, also becan1e in
volved by 3 June. At Renault work stoppages continued sporad
ically until the occupation was resurned on 4 June. On 5 June 
Citroen was occupied, and even the provinces began to be 
touched, although the Paris region remained rnost active. In 
certain occupations, workers' solidarity assumed almost rnythic 
proportions. At Dun and Bradstreet, in a strike that lasted at 
least twelve days, only 14 of 127 white-collar workers (75 per
cent of whom were women) refused to participate in an occupa
tion that began on 10 June.27 
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l,here has been considerable debate over whether the strikes 
were spontaneous. The Right has dailned that subve•·sives or 
Contmunists organized the occupations. The Left, in general, 
has emphasized the spontaneity and joyfulness that initially 
characterized the movement: 

Yes, a joy. I went to see my pals in a factory where I worked a few 
months ago .... A joy to enter the factory with the smiling permis
sion of the wm·ker who guards the door. A joy to find so many 
smiles, so many friendly words. We really feel ourselves to be 
among comrades in these same workshops where, when I was 
working, everyone felt so alone with a machine. A joy to pass freely· 
through the workshops where we had been riveted to our machine, 
to form groups, to gossip, to take a snack. A joy to hear, instead of 
the ruthless roar of machines-a striking symbol of our submission 
to harsh necessity-music, songs, and laughter.2

H 

More recent historiography, especially from historians close 
to the PCF, has challenged the notion of a joyful and spontane
ous strike rnovement and has stressed the role of Cornrnunist 
n1ilitants.2u Son1e evidence exists to support the assertion that 
Conununist or union militants initiated the occupations. In 
aviation, for example, PCF activists seen1 to have exercised a 
degree of control in the occupations. At Renault the_ ~trike 
erupted in workshops where PCF and former CGTU mthtants 
were influential. :m 

According to police, however, the union leadership and the 
Left were startled by the timing and the extent of the nlove
ment: 

The strike wave of sit-downs in metallurgical factories of the Paris 
region has literally surprised the militants of the CGrr who were 
the last to be informed .... 

Neither the unitaires [ex-CGTU] nor the confedere.s [ex-CGT), 
both of which had few members at Citroen, sparked its strike .... 

The great wave at Renault ... began without union officials (mi
litants •responsables») being informed .... 

The m~j<n papers wanted to believe that the strike wave was 
Communist-inspired. Now that seems improbable. It is possible 
that Communist cells ... became some ofthe most avid activists, but 
it must be acknowledged that Communist union militants were 
among the first to be surprised by the movement. It is possible that 
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the hopes and enthusiasm that arose after the electoral victory of 
the Popular Front altered the minds of those who were already dis
contented with their material conditions. 31 

Sensing a favorable political and social climate, many work
e_rs-sometimes led by shop-floor CGT or PCF militants, some
troles on their own initiative-impulsively left their machines or 
laid down their tools in May and june 1936. As one historian of 
the Popular Front remarks, "The only satisfactory thesis is ... 
that of a largely spontaneous movement: Frorn which [came] its 
unprecedented importance-nearly two rnillion strikers. From 
which also the prudent behavior of the employers who went 
with t_he flow without trying to stop it."32 Workers were happy, 
e~en JO~ous, to stop work and took the opportunity to relax 
wr~h .t~1e1r co-work~rs in the noiseless factories and occasionally 
to nut ~ate l~we affarrs (w<n~.en corn posed over 20 percent of the 
work force 111 rnetallurgy):'\.'\ Although rnany occupations began 
spontaneously, CG'r 1nilitants soon began to organize the strik
ers and to formulate demands. Union activists organized the 
safety and the feeding of the workers with assistcnu:e frorr1 So
cialist and Conununist rnunicipalities. ;'1 

':"hen the Blurn government took power on 4 June 1936, its 
rna~n task w~s to cairn the spreading movernent of occupations, 
whiCh worned not only governrnental officials but also union 
leaders and, of course, the employers the1nselves. According to 
Blun1, the initiative for negotiations between the employers, 
t!•e union (CGr~), and the government can1e fron1 representa
tives of the m~Jor employers' organization, Confederation ge
nerate de Ia production fran\aise (CGPF). With one exception, 
the delegates who represented the CGPF in the negotiations 
with the CG'r and the government "headed large-scale enter
prises ar~d unporations located in Paris."~'5 'l'he ernployers' rep
resentatives were connected with the more advanced industries 
like rnetallurgy and chemicals. More traditional sectors, for ex~ 
ample, ~ommerce, textiles, and construction, were underrepre
sented 111 the CGPF delegation. 

On 7 and 8 June 1936 the three groups reached an agree
rne_n~. The e_mplorers' delegates recognized the workers' right 
to .JOIIl a unton Without the threat of sanctions, and, in turn, 

...... 
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non-union rnen1bers were guaranteed the right to work. ·rhe 
CGPF representatives agreed to the election of union delegates 
in firms with more than ten workers, and the three groups en
dorsed the principle of collective bargaining between the man
agement and the union. The accord imf?licitly condemn~d the 
illegal occupations. Blum personally arbitrated the question of 
wages, raising them between 7 and 15 percent. He also p~om
ised to introduce legislation, which was to be approved quiCkly, 
guaranteeing paid vacations and, most important, the forty-
hour week. 

This agreement-providing collective bargaining, union 
rights, the election of union delegates on the shop floor, and 
higher pay-was known as the acco~d M_atignon. It rerr~sented 
the culmination of the social legrslauon of the 1. lurd Re
public. 36 The CGT justifiably viewed it as a great victory for the 
Confederation; and one of its dele9ates reported that the enl
ployers had yielded on all points.3 Uy contrast, en11~loyers in 
traditional sectors such as textiles and many small businessmen 
opposed the accord; their disappointment and even outrage at 
the agreement provoked a strong reaction agai~st the Popular 
Front and a desire for unity among employers.JH Yet tnallaf.{C
rnent of larger enterprises generally regarded the agreement 
as the best settlernent that could be obtained at a time when 
over one n1illion workers were occupying factories and firms 
throughout France. The employers hoped that collective bar
gaining would stabilize industry.39 Accordi~g ~o C. J. Gignoux, 
who became head of the CGPF after the s1gn1ng of the agree
rnent, "the obligation of collective bargaining contracts could 
soften certain shocks and permit the resolution of many ques
tions that, if regulated precipitously, would provoke serious 
disorder."'10 Many on the Left believed that a collective contract 
(:ould limit the "abusive" and "arbitrary" authority of the enl
ployers.11 

·rhe dernand for recognition of elected union delegates also 
received wide support among several ideological currents 
within the CGT and even backing from certain employers. Well 
before the Popular Front, Albert Thomas had believed that del
egates could help improve production and protect worke_rs' in
terests. M. Chatnbelland, the leader or the small group of rcvo-
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lutionary syndicalists grouped around the review La Revolution 
fJrolet~rie"."ne, called for workers' delegates to prevent manage
rnent s drs regard of contracts and aid workers' participation in 
hiring and firing.42 Jouhaux also endorsed the institution of 
t~nion delegates on the shop floor. Sorne of the more progres
Sive rnanagernents believed that union representatives could 
prevent disorder by resolving friction between workers and em
pl<_>ycrs over wages, working conditions, and the presentation of 
gr_aevances; others felt that the introduction of union delegates 
nught becorne the starting point for sorne fonn of productive 
workers' participation.43 

Whereas some bourgeois could agree with union officials on 
the potential benefits of union representation, collective bar
~ainin~, pay raises for the lowest-paid personnel, and even lim
Ited paul .vacations, tnanagen1ent differed sharply frorn labor 
over. the forty-hour week. Ahnost all crnployers ol~jected that 
the f<~rty-hour week would drastically raise costs and put thern 
at a dasadvantage with foreign competitors. Thus, the assertion 
by th.e economist Alfred Sauvy that the French bourgeoisie was 
~·clatavcl.y unconcerned about the effects of the forty-hour week 
1s questionable. Well bef(>re the Popular Front, ernployers fer
vently opposed the shorter week. In January 1933, three thou
sand employers' organizations resolved to combat the "peril" of 
the forty-hour week.44 In 1935 C. J. Gignoux protested when 
the International Labor Conference approved the forty-hour 
propos~I. Nurnerous bosses, their representatives, and their or
ganr~ataons blasted the shortened workweek in the strongest 
J?OSsrble terms; the presidents of the chambers of cornmerce, 
for exarnple, desired to "regenerate production by faith in la
bor": wrhe French working-class as a whole rnust rediscover the 
<~esire to wor_-k, which previously penetrated the entire popula
tion and whrch penniued, after the disastet·s of 1870 and the 
trials of the Great War, admirable recoveries."45 In June and 
July I 936 Economie nouvelle, the publication of the Federation 
des industriels et co~mer~ants fran~ais, declared that the forty
hour week would rurn small and medium-sized firms. ·rhe own
ers of srnall finns sometin1es belonged to or often voted for the 
Radical party, which held the key to parliamentary n1ajorities of 
this period. ·rhe alienation of these ernployers frorn ·the leftist 
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coalition would put increasing pressure on the Radical party to 
abandon the Popular Front. The bourgeoisie-owners of flnns 
sn1all and big-resisted the forty-hour week probably rnore 
than any other detnand. 

French industrialists and many economists o~jected that the 
shortage of skilled workers would cause a serious bottleneck for 
French production if the forty-hour week were irnposed too 
rigorously. rrhe lack of qualified personnel, entployers asse~·t~d, 
would block a key goal of the forty-hour week-the lunng 
of the unernployed. In 1937 a St.-Etienne metallurgist who 
supplied Renault cornmented that "it is out of the question 
for us to create additional jobs or to work during vacations 
since our region lacks specialists and cannot recruit enough 
to establish such jobs."4 n Yet the union position on the forty
hour week did reflect a deeply rooted attitude held by rnany 
workers who, as in Spain, wanted to defend their unem
ployed cornrades by sharing the lirnited work available. Wage 
earners went on strike even during the depression in solidar
ity with their laid-off or dismissed colleagues.47 Solidarity 
strikes would increase after the electoral victory of the Popular 
Front. 

Even if the CGT discourse on unemployment echoed 
working-class sentiment, it ignored the character of the aviation 
industry and other sectors. These industries depended on a 
considerable percentage of skilled workers who, because of the 
French demographic situation and the insufficiency of retrain
ing programs, were in short supply. Thus the unemployed, 
most of them either old or unskilled, could not easily be etn
ployed in the many skilled jobs in aviation and other industries. 
Industrialists also feared that competition for the limited sup
ply of qualified workers would raise wages dramatically; in doz
ens oflctters, rnanagement complained of the "enticing away" 
of skilled workers by state-run firms that would ofler higher 
pay and better benefits.48 

In addition to opposing strenuously the shortened week, 
rnany employers objected to the size of the wage increases that 
Prime Minister Blurn had arbitrated. Nevertheless, the Popular 
Front in general and the Blurn government in particular be
lieved that the augtnentations were an essential clcrnent of the 
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theory of jJOuvoir d'achat. The Left thought that the arnplified 
buying power of the workers, with the reemployment of the 
jobless, would expand consumption and stimulate the econ
orny, as the Popular Front's progratn intended. Higher detnand 
would create econotnies of scale that would reduce costs per 
unit produced; renewed activity and the prospect of increased 
profits would encourage investment. l~hus, higher-paid work
ers would be able to purchase lower-priced goods, and the 
econorny would move out of the stagnation that had character
ized it since the decade's beginning. Yet there was one catch: 
production had to increase if the plan was to succeed. Growth 
of goods and services could come only frorn increased invest
nlcnt and hard work. 

Investment tnay have decreased nationally because of inves
tors' reluctance to keep their money in France durin,p periods of 
left-wing governrnents, the legendary mur d'argent. n In the in
dustries ex•unincd in detail here, howevet~ the eflc<:ts of this 
wall of tnoney seern tnarginal. At Renault the pace of invest
rnent into rnodernizing machinery increased in 1936-1937 but 
slowed down in 1938. Massive state funds flowed into national
ized aviation firms in 1938.50 No lack of investtnent seerns to 
have tnarked Parisian construction; indeed, the state commit
ted large surns for the World's Fair.51 In these three key indus
tries, hard work, not capital, was in particularly short supply in 
the Paris region during the Popular Front governrnents. 

Officially and publicly, the Popular Front coalition assumed 
that workers would labor hard and even more diligently in re
turn f(Jr higher pay and advanced social legislation. Yet after 
the long years of the depression of the 1930s-·which often 
rneant a quicker pace of production, a greater threat of unem
ployrnent, and decreased mobility-workers were ready to take 
advantage of the shifting balance of power. The forty-hour 
week rneant a real change in everyday lives, and workers would 
struggle to tnaintain it throughout the Popular Front. Further
rnore, at whatever cost to productivity, most workers wanted to 
divide the forty-hour week into five days of eight hours, result-
. . f r.2 rng 111 two ree days: Perhaps these workers perceived rnore 
lucidly than the politicians that the Popular Front was a fleet
ing opportunity whose benefits must be quickly reaped. In-
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deed, in certain factories where increases of productivity had 
been matched by pay hikes, management feared that "sure 
enough, at the _first opportunity, the workers will ask that this 
salary level be preserved and proclaim that the work that they 
perform is excessive and must be reduced without diminishing 
their standard of living."53 

According to industrialists, workers thus adapted their con-
ception of a fair or moral wage to the new political and social cli
mate of the Popular Front. The employers' assertion rneshed 
with the findings of the French sociologist M. Halbwachs, who 
concluded that workers' salaries in the early 1930s were deter
mined not so rnuch by basic needs but rather by habit and cus
torn. Habit prevented workers' standard of living front descend
ing but not from clitnbing.54 Even during the deflation of the 
depression, when real wages generally rose for the employed, 
workers would strike to defend their nominal wages.

55 

There was absolutely no assurance that higher wages, 
shorter working week, and paid vacations would guarantee i~l
creased or even normal productivity. Indeed, given the long hrs
tory of French workers' resistance to labor, the assumption of 
stable productivity was problernatic. Studies of nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century workers have shown the irnportancc of 
sabotage, lateness, drunkenness, theft, ~lowdowns, struggles 
against piecework, and insubordination.5u In addition to these, 
absenteeism and unauthorized absences have been docu
mented before World War I. Of the interwar period, less is 
known; in the 1930s, France's political and econornic stability 
relative to its Iberian neighbor seen1s to have ternpered work
ers' resistance to work. Instances of turnover and lateness de
clined, and workers became enracines, more reluctant to change 
jobs or regions. The 1930s saw the stabilization of the working 
class after the destabilization of the 1920s.

57 

Yet slowdowns and faked illnesses remained favored tactics. 
In 1932 tense relations between construction workers and their 
foremen sparked work slowdowns, dismissals, and a violent con
frontation between the two groups.58 Renault workers prac
ticed the macadam, a tactic in which a worker would find several 
witnesses to testify, falsely, that he had been inju~ed on th~,~ob 
and would then take olf several days at the bosses expense:· In 
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the 1930s, the French automaker attempted to stymie workers' 
eflorts to fake illnesses or to find a permissive doctor who would 
allow thern to remain on sick leave longer than managernent de
sired: "If we take <:are of our own insurance, ... it is absolutely 
necessary that the insured are treated, as far as possible, by our 
own doctors. We must flush out the shady doctors so that our 
workers are not cared for in clinics where they are frequently 

k I f u()() ta en a< vantage o at our expense. 
On the Renault shop floor strict surveillance, including turn

stiles and identity cards, was established to reduce theft and pil
fering. Certain firrns regularly frisked their personnel. Work
ers protested against this discipline and often referred to the 
factory as Devil's Island or the bagne (convict prison), as others 
had done in the nineteenth century. Nor was resistance to labor 
lirnited to blue-collar workers. In the spring of 1931 Renault re
ported that delays in accounting were partially caused by ern
ployees, of whotn "the n1~ority work irregularly and waste a 
good deal of time when starting a job and when leaving it._l,he 

. d . . .. bl tin1e devoted to preparation an arrangtng as enormous. 
Refusals to labor were not unknown among the unernployed, 

whorn the Popular Front wished to reernploy. ·ro avoid accept
ing an ofl'er frotn the placement bureau, the jobless would 
son1etirnes exaggerate their physical defects and healtl~ prob-

1 . I h2 ~1, 1 · letns to convince potential ernployers not to ure t 1en1. us 
tactic permitted individuals to clain1 that it was management 
who had refused their services and thus enabled them to keep 
their unemployrnent insurance. l,he longer they rernained on 
the dole, the more difficult it was to accept retraining. Many 
would decline a position, if it Incant 1noving to a new city. Pari
sian workers refused to be enticed by guarantees of housing, 
transportation allowances, and bonuses to "return to the f~tnn" 
or· cveu to their native province. Married <:<naples wet·c particu
larly reluctant to depart. By 1936 unemployed Parisians re
mained resolutely urban and rooted in what sorne French intel
lectuals considered a rootless environment. 

·ro clin1inate fraud, the placement bureau would surnn1on 
the unentployed at the normal hours of their trade. For ex
arnple, it convoked bakers early in the morning; this procedure 
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"appreciably, reduced their numbers. Sudden convocation or 
unannounced visits also occurred. Inspectors could even inter
view former employers. Some patrons would collaborate with 
their personnel to swindle oUicials. A few managers were known 
to penni~ workers to leave the firm so they could keep appoint
rnents with the employment bureau. One building entrepre
neur who had gone bankrupt encouraged his laborers to regis
ter for unen1ployment assistance by paying them the difl'erence 
between their former salaries and the amount they received 
from the government. However, only a minority of the jobless 
attempted to deceive the authorities. In 1930, 65 percent of the 
unen1ployed were able to prove that their right to assistance was 
justified. ny 1935, with rising unemployrnent touching previ
ously unaffected sectors of the working class, the figure had 
climbed to 91 percent. Yet large numbers of workers were capa
b.l~ of violating the spirit, if not the letter, of the regulations. Pa
nstan ntetalworkers, when waiting for their strikes to end, 
would register en masse as jobless workers so they could obtain 
cornpensation. In 1934, "given the evidence of [these] viola
tions," the rules were changed to prevent the practice. If found 
guilty of fraud, the convicted could be fined or irnprisoncd. 

In changed economic and political circumstances, resistance 
to labor could easily flourish, as it had before the depression 
when turnover and lateness were more prevalent. Given this 
~altern, it is not surprising that despite the signing of the ~ta
ttgnon Agreements on 8 June and Blum's commitment to obtain 
legislative approval f()r I he f()rty-hour week and paid vacations, 
work re1nained halted in many factories and workshops. Al
though the CGT endorsed the accord, it was unable to end the 
sit-down strikes immediately in the Jlaris region. Again, this f~ 1 il
ure indicated that the movernent was spontaneous or, at least, 
not. entit·cly under the control of the CGT: "In effect, the sl rikcs 
broke £~ut in those sectors where the organizations capable of 
provokrng thetn were the weakest. This is true of the CGT 
which was completely outmaneuvered (debordee)."63 ' 

However unplanned and unsuspected their commencernent, 
the occupations immediately oflered important responsibilities 
to union militants and elected officials of the Left. ']~heir in1-
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plantation in the Parisian suburbs during the interwar period 
proved decisive in certain sit-down strikes. During the occupa
tions, the Metallurgical Employers' Association (Groupernent 
des industries rnetallurgiques, or GIM) complained of"interfer
ence" not only by CGl, delegates but also by Comrnunist and 
Socialist elected oflicials.64 A Catholic acaderny in Vanves
whose board of directors included Cardinal Verdier, the arch
bishop of Paris-had eight hundred students who were largely 
from "rnodest families of the Paris region." On 26 June approx
imately fifty workers occupied its kitchen. The strikers received 
"real cncourageanent from the Issy rnunicipality, which had a 
Communist rnayor who fed them and persuaded them to hold 
out until victory. ·rhe older personnel would give in readily but 
arc carried along by the young."n5 ·rhe school adrninistration 
accepted the workers' demand for higher pay but refused to 
r·ecognize the union. l,he police superintendent feared that if 
he used force to end the occupation, the working-class com
nnane n1ight react violently. 

With the help of many municipalities, activists in the occu
pied factories organized concerts, dances, sports, games, and 
filrns. cc·r militants presented workers' demands and some
times insisted that the forty-hour week, paid vacations, and 
higher salaries not only be legislated at the national level but 
also be inscribed in collective bargaining agreements at the local 
level. At Renault the Communist deputy Costes rerninded the 
rnanagement that the workers wanted the forty-hour week and 
paid vacations to be included in their contract: "'fhe workers 
prefer, in spite of all the advantages that an eventual law ntight 
grant them, the signing of a collective bargaining agreernent 
that has the power of a law between the two parties: Renault 
tnanagernent and the workers."6

(
1 

Many, if not most, historians have attributed the end of the 
May and June strikes to the influence of the speech that Mau
rice l,horez, the leader of the French PCF, gave to party mili
tants on II June 1936. While praising the order and discipline 
of the Parisian proletariat, the Comrnunist leader argued: 

We do not yet have behind us, with us, ready to go with us to the 
end, the people of the countryside. We are risking the estrange-
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ment of sections of the bourgeoisie and peasantry that are some
what sympathetic. What then? ... then it is necessary to know how 
to end a strike once satisfaction has been obtained.67 

Yet Thorez's influence even at Renault, where the PCF 
claimed to have great strength, seems to have been limited. ()n 
5 June, the day on which Thorez told the militants not to scare 
"the bourgeoisie and the peasants of France," darnage at 
Renault began.68 Although little destruction had occurred dur
ing the strike's first days, a "n1ean spirit" appeared an1ong the 
workers on II June under the pretext of a delay in signing the 
collective bargaining agreement.6~J After II June there was a 
"new situation, characterized by the violence of the strikers." 
Raw rnaterials were "voluntarily defiled and rendered unus
able," frorn which Renault clairned 161,20 I francs of dan1age, a 
considerable suan. Windows were broken "either voluntar-ily or 
involuntarily," and thousands of francs' worth of items disap
peared, including docks, tools, and equipment of all sorts. 
Assembly-line workers sometimes refused requests by their 
foremen to complete the work at hand. In one case the superin
tendent (chef d'atelier) demanded that workers grease unfin
ished doors that would rust if left untreated, but the workers 
"categorically refused" to carry out the order. Managerrtent 
later spent 8,379 francs to eliminate the rust. Workers used this 
destruction to wring concessions from the Renault manage
rnent. 

Most historians have stressed the workers' calm, order, and 
respect f(n both people and property during the occupations. 
In many finns machines and materials were protected, and 
management was left untouched. The workers of the Paris re
gion did not wish to destroy the 1nachines and factories on 
which they depended for their livelihood. Nonetheless, as at 
Renault, in several other firms during the occupations dantage 
to property did occur. At one electronics firm (Aisthon1), tele
phone .wires were cut. 70 At the Fai'encerie de Choisy-le-Roi, 
theft and damage were reported. The Metallurgical Employers' 
Association announced threats of sabotage by workers in L\vo 

firms and estirnated potential damage at a minimum of 
200,000 francs. In two other cc))npanies, workers threatened t.o 
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extinguish furnaces, which, if accornplishcd, would have cost 
the concerns hundreds of thousands of francs. Industrialists re
ported some damage, usually caused by workers who abruptly 
stopped production or who used up supplies of raw materials 
during the occupations.71 In this context of petty theft, subtle 
sabotage, and intimidation, union representatives in fourteen 
factories warned that workers would run the rms themselves 
if their demands were not met. 72 

There was also a limited amount of violence. At a number of 
finns in the Paris region, managers were forcibly conned and 
supervisory personnel were not permitted to enter the facto
ries. Several foremen and executiv~s were phJ.:ically searched, 
verbally abused, and threatened wtth death. · Foremen were 
particularly detested by their underlings; some were expelled 
frorn factories. 74 A CGT declaration on 2 .June stating that em
ployers "n1ust be free to enter and leave their finns" was either 
ignored or disobeyed. At Renault, administrative personnel 
who were "guarded as hostages" became involved in fights with 
other workers. 

llowcver, when shop-floor delegates' dernands were satisfied 
and collective bargaining agreements signed, the sit-downs and 
strikes gradually ended, often with the government's rnedia
tion. Regardless of the fears of many and the hopes of few, rev
olution did not occur. In many branches, wage earners made 
great gains. For example, on 12 June a contract in construction 
established an eight-hour day, restricted overtime, and abol
ished the tlicheronnat. 75 Teams with rotating assignrnent of 
workers were to perfonn nightwork, and the union achieved in
creased control of hiring. 

On Bastille Day when the strike wave was nearly over, Benoit 
Frachon, a Comrnunist CG~r leader, told a rally of forty thou
sand that the workers had returned or would return to the fac
tories with greater class consciousness.7

'; ·rhe following chapter 
shows that this consciousness manifested itself in modes re
rnar·kably sirnilar to those of Spanish workers during the Revo
lution in Barcelona. 

11 
REVOLTS AGAINST WORK 

After the initial factory occupations in the spring of 1936 had 
receded, violence, destruction, and disobedience continued. 
Direct and indirect revolts against work-phenomena alrnost 
always present among wage earners-intensified during the 
French Popular Front governments. Parisian wage earners 
seem to have increased their resistances, particularly strikes, 
when the govenunent was led by Leon Bluan, priane minister 
froan June 1936 to June 1937 and again fron1 March 1938 to 
April 1938. After May 1936 many workers took advantage of a 
relaxation in the rnilitary-like labor discipline that had charac
terized f~tctory life in the early 1930s to arrive late, leave early, 
rniss work, slow down pa·oduction, and, on occasion, to disobey 
their superiors in ways that hurt output. As in Barcelona in the 
months following the electoral victory of the Spanish Popular 
Front in February I 936, some workers interpreted the alliance 
against fascisn1 not in tenus of politics but of everyday life. For 
many Parisian workers, fascism became associated with iron dis
cipline on the shop floor, an intensive productivity, and a long 
and tiring workweek. A foreman who demanded strict obedi
ence, a boss who established longer working hours, or an engi-

. ricer who quickened the pace of production might be labeled a 
fascist by smne workers. Thus, the Popular Front becaane an op
portunity to defy the work pace and to struggle against wor·k it
self. 

In a letter to his deputy, one Parisian worker revealed his 
conception of the relation between work and fascism. ~rhc 
writer, who dain1ed to be a "convinced partisan of the Popular 
Front," protested the dismissal of an employee, a young woman 
who had ref used to labor during a legal holiday, 11 November. 1 

He accused the director of the company, the luxury store Fau-

?=ll 
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chon, of being a "notorious fascist" (Jascite [sic] notoire) and 
charged that the firing of the girl was illegal and intolerable 
"under a governrnent of the Popular Front, elected by the 
workers for the defense of their interests." Although the writer 
was wrong concerning the illegality of the dismissal (the prohi
bition on work during legal holidays applied not to luxury 
stores but to factories and mines), the letter-whatever its mis
spellings and insufficient knowledge of labor law-disclosed his 
identification of the Popular Front with the protection of holi
days. It also significantly leveled charges of fascism against an 
employer who wished to recover a holiday. In Paris as in Barce
lona, struggles over the treatment of holidays were widespread. 

At Renault after the occupations, the guerrilla against work 
took a variety of forms, and workers took advantage of the new 
atntosphere of softened discipline: "In different workshops the 
workers have modified, on their own initiative, their working 
hours, entering an hour earlier or later and leaving accord
ingly."2 In the chrontiurn and nickel plating and polishing 
workshops, wage earners (mostly women) stopped production 
with a "disconcerting ability" and fonnulated their dernands 

. 1 only after the work stoppage: 
·rhe newly elected union delegates often profited frorn the 

new clirnate in the factory. l~hey consistently ignored a dause in 
the contract that instituted a ten-hour per rnonth rnaxinnun for 
the exercise of union functions; many tnissed work whenever 
possible: wrhe delegates do not perfonn any real work. Some 
appear in their workshops only incidentally. Most of thern leave 
their jobs at any moment without asking the permission of their 
forenten. The delegates meet ahnost constantly and, despite the 
nurnerous warnings issued, they persist in acting this way."4 

Delegates often left the factory to go to the union hall, in corn
plcte disregard of the contract; when managernent ollercd the 
delegates a card to permit them to circulate freely in the factory 
and thus to account for the time exercised in their functions, 
they refused. 5 

Tensions between delegates and foren1en were particularly 
acute at Renault and a dual power existed. Foremen who at
ternpted to enforce work discipline often ran into the opposi-
1 ion of holh delegates and workers who clisohcyed I heit· onlet·s. 
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When a delegate returned to his workshop and his forernan re
proached him for his "unauthorized absence," the delegate re
plied that "he had had enough, that it had to blow up, and that 
the next time workers would not hang foremen and bosses in ef
figy but for real."6 Delegates were known to enter the factory 
"in a state of excessive drunkenness," "engaging in clowning, 
preventing workers from working normally." In February 1937 
a delegate ordered that machines be turned off during his 
mealtime, and the result was "difficulties, if not impossibilities 
of working during rneals."7 

lloth union representatives and workers atternpted to control 
hiring and firing at Renault. In September 1936 the personnel 
of atelier 14 7 dernanded the disrnissal of their foreanan "with the 
plea that he made them work too much."K Syndicat5~ the review 
of the anti-Communist faction of the CGT, complained when 
the Renault management refused to hire an inexperienced 
young worker for a highly specialized job: urrhe industrialists 
want to employ only workers capable of maximum output."~J 
The journal called for CG'f control of hiring. Delegates asked 
rnanagement to fire wage earners-regardless of their work 
record-who refused to join the CG'[ 10 Union representatives 
opposed the hiring of workers associated with right-wing par
tics and unions. Incidents of varying degrees of violcru:e 
erupted: 

10.9 [36], atelier 59: The workers of metal pattern-making wait at 
the exit for the worker K., who has received a medal for being one 
of the best workers in France. He was followed as far as his resi
dence at Billancourt by three hundred agitators who covered him 
from head to feet with spit. At the place Sembat the police dis
persed the mob. 11 

Although union power could not always prevent layoffs and 
disntissals, manageanent found it diflicult to fire sorne workers 
who, in its judgment, had comrnitted "grave professional 
errors." 12 A company driver who had caused three separate ac
cidents on three consecutive days could not be dismissed: 

We had to keep this worker, under the pretext that his firing was 
nol <:auscd hy his tnofessional errors, hut because he was the chauf
lcur f«,r (I•CF) Deputy Costcs during the strike. 
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Right now concerning the working-class personnel, each job 
change re<Juires several hours of discussion with the interested par
tics. Each dismissal, even those that are completely justified, be
comes subject to negotiations that can involve the management and 
even the ministry. Examples are both numerous and daily. 13 

When cornpanies in various industries laid off workers, strikes 
ensued. 14 rfoward the end of the Popular Front, employers still 
inquired about the correct procedures for dismissing CGT del
egates whon1 they charged with responsibility for defects in 
production. 15 

Union representatives usurped rnanagement prerogatives 
concerning employment: "Certain delegates take advantage of 
their position for personal reasons. Example: X, delegate, 
changed one of his cousins from an unskilled laborer to an o.s. 
(mtv1·icr y:.ecialise), ousting an o.s. and rnaking hirn an unskilled 
worker." h In atelier 125, rationalization of a process for car in
teriors had reduced the need for workers, and the rnanagement 
wanted to dismiss female wage earners whose rate of absentee
isrn was high and to retain those won1en who were the sole 
breadwinners of their farnilies. rrhe delegate, however, opposed 
managernent's selections and argued for the retention of three 
rnarricd women (whom management believed to be the favor
ites of the delegates). ·rhe company asserted that the wo1nen 
whon1 the delegates protected did not need the jobs as rnuch as 
urunarried or divorced women with an equal or larger number 
of dependents. 17 

Delegates used the gains of the May and June <'>ecupations in 
special ways. After the strikes in the spring of 1936, regular 
searches of the packages and suitcases of workers leaving the 
f~tctories were suspended, and in atelier 243 a delegate threat
ened "incidents" if managernent reinstituted the <:hecks. IH 

Nevertheless, during several months the managernent quietly 
en1ployed "a discreet surveillance." On 4 December 1937 a 
delegate and his partner were arrested as they entered a taxi. 
Both were carrying heavy bags and were taken to a police sta
tion where they declared that, every day for several rnonths, 
they had stolen five kilograms of antifriction metals, which they 
later· resold. Renault claimed 200,000 francs in darnages, in-
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eluding the cost of the stolen goods and the estilnated price of 
the "disorders affecting our manufactures." A conservative 
newspaper reported that all except one of the "twenty or so in
spectors and workers from Citroen who stole numerous parts 
during 1936 and 1937" had been found guilty. 19 

Work slowdowns and protests against piecework were fre
quent during the Popular Front. In the late summer and early 
fall of 1936, wage earners fought hard against production in
centives and a "too rapid" production pace.20 After June 1936 
in the Renault alun1inum foundry, new machinery, which was 
supposed to reduce costs 20 percent, was installed, but the new 
equipment succeeded in cutting costs by only 4 percent because 
after a "long discussion," workers refused to "work with this 
new material."21 Slowdowns continued in various workshops 
and assembly lines throughout 1937 and 1938. In July 1937 a 
director of personnel wrote that management had to confront 
"a great deal of both declared and underhanded ill will that 
paralyzes our efforts .... We now have serious problems nlain
taining piecework and production incentives. In a nutnbcr of 
finns, in order to avoid debates, piecework has been retained 
only nominally, and there is really a fixed salary."22 l-Ie believed 
that the only way to increase productivity was to restore incen
tives of piecework. Renault management charged that output 
in 193R was lower than in 1936.23 In contrast to 1936, work did 
not "begin normally" at starting times. Workers in the polishing 
workshop stopped at 1130 instead of 1200 and at 1430 instead 
of 1600. In the gear section work began a half-hour late and 
ended a half-hour early. On the assembly line, output increased 
only in the delegates' absence. 

Accor~ing to the employers, it was necessarl to watch work
ers very closely to obtain decent productivity.2 In August 1937 
tnanagement rationalized a Renault assernbly line to produce 
15 to 16 chassis per hour instead of the previous 8 to 10. An ex-
ecutive explained the operation. · 

No worker had to do more work than previously. The increase of 
production was made possible by the elimination of certain opera
tions and the amelioration of machinery and method. With regard 
to [workers'] health, special fans and screens were installed, which 
meant a real advance in working conditions. From the beginning 
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[of the reorganization] we ran into ill will and systematic opposi
tion against the work pace.25 

'The delegates charged that the work rhytlun was "inlnunan" 
and that workers could not produce 1nore than 13 chassis per 
hour. Despite the resistance, management clairned to have kept 
its "patience" and continued to pay workers as if they had 
reached the production goal. In Novernber 1937, the cornpany 
became frustrated by the "arrogance" of the delegates and 
tried to dernonstrate to the workers that it was possible to attain 
15.5 chassis without difficulty. The 15.5 goal was met at the end 
of November only when the delegates were absent, and the ex
ecutive believed that workers could exceed this target if they 
ceased "voluntarily" lirniting their output. 

In other incidents, delegates frequently encouraged workers' 
resistance to production speed-ups. A widow who was a scrni
skillcd lathe worker clairned that her Renault salary was her 
only source of income and conceded that she wanted "to rnake 
the rnost possible."26 After the strikes of June 1936, (rnale) 
union delegates li1nited her piecework production and prohib
ited her frorn earning more than 5 francs per hour. rrhe woman 
consulted with her foreman and supervisors who encouraged 
her to work energetically. She then went beyond the "ceiling" 
irnposed by the delegates and earned 8.11 francs per hour. 
Consequently, "the delegates and the personnel of the work
shop" becanie hostile to her. rrhey accused her of being a rnern
ber of Colonel de La Rocque's J>arti social franc;ais (or J>SF, the 
successor to his right-wing Croix de feu) and charged that she 
had spied for rnanagernent. She denied being a spy and indi
cated that she was apolitical. Her colleague, Mrne B., threat
ened her life and on 13 January 1937 successfully aroused fe
rnale co-workers against her. rrhe widow declared that her 
fellow workers had angrily shouted "Death!" "Down with stool 
pigeons," and "Up against the wall, La Rocque." Several had in
scribed "Death to fascists" in the sawdust in front of her rna
chine. T'o avoid the hostile dernonstration against her and pos
sible injury, the widow was forced to leave the factory by a rarely 
used exit. In Renault's polishing workshops a year later, union 
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representatives continued to require that workers show thern 
their paychecks so that the CGT activists could deterrnine if the 
workers were producing beyond the de facto quota that had 
been established. 27 

Although Renault's difficulties are the best documented, it 
was not the only auto1naker to experience tensions between del
egates and snanagement. In September 1937 a twenty-five
day strike erupted at SIMCA, FIAT''s Parisian branch. CG'r 
representatives accused the management of the Italian finn of 
being "fascist" and "Mussolinian."28 The union charged that 
management had refused to pay workers the minimum re
quired by the collective bargaining agreement and treated shop 
stewards unfairly. Management replied that the conflict, which 
involved seventeen hundred workers at its Nanterre factory, 
was provoked by workers' slowdowns. "Production graphs 
dearly demonstrate this ill will. During May and June [1937] 
production was systetnatically lowered and its rhyth1n fell frorn 
64 to 40 or 42 cars per day. On 7 July the manage1nent warned 
that it would no longer tolerate the continuation of this situa
tion and suddenly jJroduction returned to normal. "29 

Yet after July, incidents continued to plague the f~tctory. 
Management disn1issed a worker who had ruined a large press 
-valued at a half million francs. It also fired a delegate who, it 
clairned, had left the factory without authorization to go to the 
union hall. On Friday 27 August, several days after the firings, 
workers protested against a new system of pay distribution and 
stopped laboring in certain workshops at 4:00 P.M. 1\vo hun
dred wage earners then demonstrated against rnanagen1ent 
and, for several hours, prevented executives from leaving their 
offices. ()n the Monday f(>llowing this protest, workers returned 
to their posts but, according to SIMCA, in an aunosphere of 
"underhanded agitation." When the supervisor found defects 
in a number of automobiles, he stopped the assetnbly line. The 
delegate and several workers then restarted the halted line, 
even though rnanagement had assured them that they would 
have an opportunity to make up the lost time and pay. l'he 
company, clairning that it could not permit workers' usurpation 
of its prerogatives, suspended twelve disobedient workers for 
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forty-eight hours. When the supervisor announced the sanc
tions, he was booed, hit, and violently ejected frorn the factory. 
"The m~jority" of his fellow foremen "spontaneously" signed a 
letter of protest. In response to the August incidents, rnanage
tnent fired forty-nine workers. Supported by the delegates and 
high union officials, the dismissed returned to the factory on I 
Septen1ber. The following day, an occupation ensued and exec
utives and foren1en were again sequestered. 

Fortunately for the historian, two arbitration reports evalu
ated tnanagetnent's and union's accounts. ·rhe first decided that 
workers must return to the factory on Monday 27 Septe1nber 
under the same conditions that had existed before the oc
cupation. 30 Arbitrators eliminated the dining room used for 
union n1eetings and ended the position of the union secretary 
who did not labor in the factory. rfhey also reduced the work
week to not fewer than thirty-two hours to pr·ovide for· the ern
ployrnent of all personnel. 

rfhe second arbitration ruling was issued by Guinand, the 
president of the nationalized railroad company (Societe natio
nale des chen1ins de fer, or SNCF), appointed arbitrator by the 
prin1e rninister, Camille Chautemps of the Radical party, who 
had succ:eeded Blum in June 1937 and rernained in oflice until 
March 1938.31 Guinand determined that managen1ent had 
been justified in distnissing the delegate who had left the fac
tory in defiance of orders. He supported the firing of twenty
two workers and the suspensions, for one or two weeks, of 
twenty-two others. His panel criticized SIMCA for tolerating in
discipline and not penalizing workers immediately after they 
conunitted infractions. After listening to testirnony from both 
labor and management, the board concluded: 

We consider that a serious state of indiscipline, which destroyed 
productivity, certainly pr·evailed in the Nanterre factory. In partic
ular, certain delegates went way beyond their duties as established 
in the collective bargaining agreement, and they interfered in tech
nical matters against the wishes of supervisory personnel. This cre
ated deplorable incidents that hindered work efficiency. Specifi
cally, an incident of this type occurred on 30 August during a 
demonstration in which a supervisor was forced to leave his work
shop. This was absolutely wrong. 
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Even after arbitration, friction persisted between unionized 
workers and their foremen during the fall of 1937. 

rfhe decline of production and the unsettled state of the fac
tories should not be entirely attributed to the actions of the del
egates. Managernent tended to blame production problerns on 
"troublemakers" and "agitators." Yet these meneurs, as ernploy
ers called them, found a solid base of support atnong fellow 
workers. Many SIMCA workers backed the actions of the shop 
stewards, and workers at Renault elected thern by overwhelm
ing 1n~jorities. At Renault in July 1936, the CGT Federation 
des metaux received 86.5 percent of the votes of those regis
tered, whereas the other unions combined polled only 7 per-

. 12 cent, and abstentions were 6.5 percent: Generally by July 
1936, cegetistes were pleased by the overwhehning 1n~jorities 
their candidates had received-despite employers' resistance
in shop-steward elections throughout the Paris region. 3 :~ In 
July 1938 the CGT continued to hold its majorities; it polled 
20,428 out of 27,913 votes, or 73 percent. The other unions-
Syndical professionnel fran\ais, CFTC (Catholic), and indepen
dents-obtained only II percent in total. Abstentions more 
than doubled, from 6.5 percent in 1936 to 16 percent in July 
1938. Although CGT militants may have employed violence to 
intimidate voters, as management charged during the Popular 
Front, the delegates of the Federation des metaux, which won 
such lopsided majorities (71 delegates out of 74 in 1938), rnust 
have expressed many of their constituencies' desires. 

On occasion these constituencies did limit the power of the 
delegates. In one case delegates required that management end 
a certain incentive in return for the delegates' pledge that pro
ductivity would not suffer; nevertheless, output fell. 34 As early 
as 30 June 1936 during negotiations between the labor minister 
and metallurgical employers, a CGT delegation prornisecl to 
help increase output, but this commitment also rernained un
fulfilled. Intervention by the delegates to improve production 
risked arousing "the anger of the workers against the dele
gates." CGT metallurgical officials were concerned that either 
"Trotskyists" or "fascist professional unions" would gain sup
port among workers if the Confederation did not pursue work
ers' demands aggressively enough. 35 
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As in Barcelona, appeals by high-ranking union and Com
rnunist party officials that workers work harder often went un
answered. On 16 September 1936 the Renault Jnanage•nent re
ported a work stoppage "in spite of the intervention" of the 
secretary of the Federation des 1netaux of Billancourt and of an 
important CGT leader, Timbault. Even lower-ranking dele
gates would sometimes disobey union superiors or renege on 
agreernents: "With the consent of the delegates, it was agreed 
that the painters would work two hours overtin1e to finish the 
vehicles for the autornobile show. At 6:00 P.M. the delegate M, 
dissatisfied with his pay, gave them an order to leave in the 
narne of the CGrf."36 The Metallurgical Employers' Association 
listed a nurnber of incidents where cc·r delegates hindered 
production by "haranguing" and exhorting their workers. Even 
after offending delegates were dismissed, produ<:tion slow
downs sornetirnes continued arnong the rank and file. Indeed, 
industrialists clainted, some delegates even resigned, "exasper
ated by the u~ustified demands of the workers."37 

Local CGrf newspapers would occasionally acknowledge that 
workers were late withoutjustification. On I April 1937 L'Unite 
(CGrf) noted lapses in discipline at the Renault ball-bearing 
workshop. 

We have had only too often the opportunity to record a number of 
uncommon absences for reasons often frivolous and sometimes 
nonexisten l. 

Moreover, it is quite natural that everyone respects the work 
schedule, given by the management and accepted by us. We im
plore you to obey our union's discipline since in no way should we 
lay ourselves open to our enemies. 

rrhe anti-Cornrnunist Parti populaire fran~ais agreed with its 
adversary. rrhe PPF's publication, Le Difenseur, approved the 
gains that the June strikes had produced at Renault: the end of 
turnstiles, a "little less arrogance from the wardens'' (i.e., f(>re
rnen), and the ability to enter the factory a bit late without los
ing a half day's pay. Nevertheless, "in return, the comrades ex
aggerate. rrhey arrive either at 7:30 or at 8:00, thus disturbing 
the starting of the assembly lines. In addition, certain [workers] 
stop work ten minutes before the whistle."3 H 
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Sorne Cornmunist militants were irritated by the workers' ac
tions, and the local PC.F newspaper, La Lulie finale, charged that 
"indisciplined comrades" were falling into a trap set by rnanage
ntent by not producing well. During a cell meeting one militant 
"protested against the abuses perpetrated by the comrades: 
work stoppages before the whistle. The punching-in at noon 
had been ended, but the comrades were in the streets before the 
noon whistle had blown .... [He noted] work stoppages twenty 
or thirty minutes early."39 The PCF disliked .. personal deci
sions" and refused .. to tolerate, under any pretext, individual 
action." A rnilitant who was seen speaking to his foreman while 
intoxicated and who adrnitted having "been a little drunk" was 
1nildly reprimanded by his cell. Con11nunist art ivists were 
warned not to corn1nit violent acts against non-PCF workers 
since "it is better ... to keep them in view, to fence them in, and 
in sornc way to make thcrn prisoners in case of a rnovcrncnt." 
Besides, the rnilitant declared, out of 34,000 CGT rnernbcrs at 
Renault only 4,000 were in the PCF. Thus, 30,000 workers re
rnained non-CotnJnunist, according to the PCF's own figures. 

Occasionally, but rarely, delegates and CGT officials would 
respond to management's requests and ask workers to increase 
their output. For exan1ple, at Renault in September 1937, 
new and unskilled dippers (trempeurs) were hired and, accord
ing to 1nanagernent, worked poorly. In response, veteran dip
pers cut their production "brutally" and began to work like 
their newly employed colleagues ... At this moment the interven
tion of the delegates, who told these workers that sanctions 
would be taken against thern if they did not resurne their nor
ntal production, was very useful to support our [managernent's] 
efforts."40 Shortly thereafter, production returned to normal. 
In the spring workshop, both old and new workers engaged in 
slowdowns. When the delegates intervened to in1prove output, 
veteran workers then produced at a normal pace. Although in
tervention by delegates to augment production was sornetirnes 
successful, it had definite limits since it might jeopardize their 
popularity and effectiveness among their constituencies. Union 
representatives generally hindered production, disturbed nor
mal factory discipline, and even intimidated the minority of 
workers who wanted to produce at a quicker pace. Earlier 



242 Revolts Against Work 

hopes that union representatives in the factories would be a sta
bilizing force were destroyed. 

The indiscipline and insubordination of many workers and 
delegates provoked a sharp reaction from shop forernen, engi
neers, technicians, and superintendents, who objected vigor
ously to the decline of their authority. Those who belonged to 
the right-wing Syndical professionnel declared, "Mass produc
tion can exist only when a rigorous discipline reigns. Now the 
agitated state that exists in our industry can result only in slip
shod production and uncertain delivery."41 The Syndical pro
fcssionnel sent a letter to Prime Minister Blurn in the fall of 
1936, that cited the "troubles reigning in all the n1etallurgical 
factories of Paris and its suburbs." It blamed the decline of the 
management's authority on "irresponsible agitators who are 
not qualified to substitute for the management." Foremen and 
superintendents claimed that they had approved the new social 
legislation "from its inception," but they dernanded that the 
government end agitation in the factories. 42 The agents de mai
tri5e (supervisory personnel) contrasted the poor discipline at 
Renault with the "countries of order," Great Britain, the United 
States, and Germany.13 In March 1937 c:ertain disgruntled 
rncrnbers of the maitri5e went on strike in four factories of the 
Societe industrielle des telephones to demand "absolute guar
antees of safety and discipline."44 

In January 1939, after the collapse of the general strike of 30 
November 1938, the Syndicat professionnel reminded a senior 
Renault adrninistrator that "since June 1936" workers had de
fied the authority of foremen and supervisors and that the cad
res had now restored the "output and productivity of nurnerous 
workshops."15 A letter of I December 1938, probably by Louis 
Renault, stated: "Our maitrise has suffered for two years the re
percussions of politics. It has frequently been forced to accept a 
lack of respect f(n discipline and systematically restrained 
output."4c; 

Generally in automotive and metallurgical production, it was 
this climate of indiscipline that most disturbed industrialists 
and their irnmediate subordinates: 

Since the month of June, there are complaints of a lowering of 
workers' output. Most often, this reduction is nol rhe resuh of the 
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ill will of the workers hut rather of a slackening of discipline. The 
intervention by the state, the unions, the delegates, and the cells 
provokes disorder in the workplace and also uncertainty in the 
minds of the workers about who is in charge.'n 

Strikes of several hours' duration sabotage production less than the 
state of indiscipline that is being fostered in the factory and now in
fects the workers. Consequently, our first duty is to struggle against 
the institutionalization of indiscipline.<~8 

Reacting to the lax discipline, many foremen and superinten
dents, and perhaps engineers and technicians was well, inclined 
toward extretne right-wing parties or fascist movements that 
clarnored for the restoration of order and discipline in the 
workplace. l,hese move1nents attracted those cadres who, for 
personal or patriotic reasons, insisted on hard work and height
ened discipline: .. When there is no discipline, output rnust he 
faulty. rrhe necessity of discipline is so evident that engineers 
and foremen, who want tht; factories to operate well and who 
are in daily contact with the work force, are the first to de1nand 

. f ' I . wa•t I the preservation o Inanagernent s aut 1onty. · n response, 
workers who opposed a quickened production pace would 
sotnetiines charge-justly or not-that foremen who exacted in
creased productivity and workers who refused to participate in 
production slowdowns were fascists or men1bers of right-wing 
organizations.!)() rrhose workers who continued to labor during 
a strike were also labeled fascists by their striking colleagues. 

Despite its nationalization, the aviation industry expedenced 
son1ewhatless intensively the problems that characterized auto
mobile production during the Popular Front governments. Na
tionalization of the war industries and elimination of privately 
owned defense firms had been a goal of the Popular Front, and 
at the beginning of 1937 the French state assurned control of 
rnost large aviation companies. CGT representation on the ad
ministrative councils of the nationalized enterprises was quickly 
instituted; although in a minority position, the union did par
ticipate effectively in the management of the nationalized avia
tion companies during 1937 and 1938. These enterprises re
tained their former owners and managers, men like M. Bloch 
and H. Potez, to direct the day-to-day operations of the firms. 
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Nationalization brought workers significant changes, raising 
salaries and guaranteeing better benefits and more job security. 
Increasingly in 1938, the government also set out to rationalize 
production in an industry that often conserved its artisanal 
character. Its goals were to specialize production, elirninate 
craftsman-like methods, and promote assembly-line organiza
tion. The state encouraged the formation of specialized facto
ries that mass-produced aircraft parts; this "rational organiza
tion of work" produced excellent results that in 1938 cut the 
time necessary for certain operations.51 Engineers were em
ployed to detennine the ideal duration of specific tasks; one 
process, for instance, was reduced from twenty-five thousand 
hours of labor to four thousand. 5 2 

Nationalization also led to a further standardization of nlan
ufacturing processes. New machines were purchased in France 
or abroad to oflset shortages of qualified personnel. Buildings 
were constructed and 1nore workers-n1any of thern attracted 
by the offer of higher salaries-were hired. rrhe stale prornoted 
the concentration of previously dispersed branches while en
couraging the establishment of new factories outside the Paris 
region, which in 1936 contained 65 to 90 percent of French avi
ation plants and featured relatively generous wages and fre
quent agitation. 

In nationalized aviation, workers received good wages for 
several reasons. Despite expanding rationalization, rnany oper
ations in the industry required highly skilled workers, in con
trast to the automobile sector where work was generally less 
precise and less complicated. Because the French demographic 
situation kept skilled laborers in short supply, to attract and 
keep then1 industrialists paid qualified workers well. Aviation 
1nanagers were forced to hire many new workers who, accord
ing to a supporter of the Popular Front and its nationalizations, 
were often poorly qualified. 53 

In addition to the industry's need for qualified labor, CGrf 
representation on its administrative councils and the industry's 
vulnerability to strikes that could paralyze national defense all 
gave the union considerable influence on contract negotiations. 
Many workers in nationalized aviation were therefore relatively 
privileged, and private employers complained that they could 
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not n1atch the elevated wages and improved benefits that were 
attracting their best workers into this sector.54 Qualified work
ers increased not only their wages but also their rnobility during 
the Popular Front; knowing that their skills were in demand, 
workers could easily move from one firm to another. High rates 
of turnover were hardly conducive to rigorous discipline or 
heightened productivity. 55 Indeed, one prudent manager rec
ommended that time-measurement controllers be more lenient 
with skilled workers, thereby encouraging thern to stay. Ent
ployers were obliged to tolerate acts of indiscipline as well as 
disputes between qualified workers and experienced tirne
measurement controllers who refused to "bend ... to the de
mands of the skilled." In possession of greater bargaining lever
age, skilled workers were sornetimes (as in the spring of 1938) 
more willing to strike than their less skilled companions. 

Perhaps because of e1nployees' greater pride in workrnanship 
and improved working conditions, nationalized aviation flrnJs 
experienced less agitation and social tension than either avia
tion firrns that remained in private hands or the automobile 
industry. Although the tensions were somewhat tnitigated, the 
nationalized sector still confronted labor difficulties. CGT dele
gates, who were supposed to facilitate labor-managetnent rela
tions, took advantage of their position to escape f rorn the 
factory. 56 An anonymous whistle-blower, whose charges were 
generally confinned by state inspectors, wrote that the author
ity of union delegates at SNCASO at Suresnes (Societe natio
nale de constructions aeronautiques du sud-ouest, fonnerly 
Bleriot) often surpassed that of the foremen. 57 Union represen
tatives and even other union members had stopped working; 
according to this infonnant, forty to fifty workers out of four
teen hundred no longer produced. "Contrary to the orders of 
ananagen1cnt," the delegates slowed work rhythms and left the 
factory whenever they wished without receiving permission. 

A military technician, who inspected a number of national
ized aviation companies in the Paris suburbs, assessed the situa
tion at SNCASO in Courbevoie. 

The authority of the maitrise is now nearly nonexistent. 'rhe major 
part of the supervisory personnel and technicians, seeing that they 
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were not supported by management, joined the CGT and cooper
ated (faire corpJ) with the workers to maintain the slowdown of 
production. However, some would like to demonstrate their· 
authority.!lH 

At the Courbevoie plant, delegates had four rooms, desks, and 
a telephone at their disposal. On the walls, a list of all personnel 
was posted, and union representatives could sun1n1on a worker 
during working hours. Delegates left the factory when they de
sired and were able to paralyze production very quickly, as the 
30 Novernber 1938 strike would show. rfhey had also organized 
a cooperative that could provision workers during factory oc
cupations. At Sautter-Harle-an armarnents maker with ap
proxirnately a thousand workers-the rnanagernent agreed to 
pennit six union delegates to use a room but soon concluded 
"that what the delegates wanted was a roorn at. their disposal 
the entire day and beyond the control of rnanagernent."r,!J 

Even when aviation delegates atternpted to aid production, 
their advice often went unheeded. For instance, in Septen1ber 
193H, despite delegates' promises that workers would labor Sat
urday and Sunday, rnany failed to appear for weekend duty.no 
Discipline in the plants becan1e lax and authority was fre
quently defied. At Gnome et Rhone, an aviation firm in which 
the governrnent had partial control (jJarticipation minoritaire), a 
worker cornplained of the reinforced work discipline that fol
lowed. the Jacomet arbitration agreement of the spring of 
1938.h 1 Bef(>re the arbitration over worktime and wages, work
ers could move freely in the factory and go to the toilet when 
they desired. After the Jacornet decision, however, thirty guards 
were posted, toilets and dressing rooms were closely watched, 
and the authority of the forernen was strengthened. rrhe atrno
sphere had changed considerably since June 1936, according to 
·rrotskyists; n1anagement became bold enough to fire workers, 
hire informers, and employ guards who were fonner boxers 
and street fighters. It increased the number of time clocks and 
irnposed "insolent and definitive workshop rules" against "en
tering the dressing roon1s before the whistle." Workers could be 
distnissed for eating on the job or making unauthorized trips to 
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the toilets. The foremen were returned to their previous role as 
"prison guards," and, of course, the power of the delegates was 
restricted. l,he CGT protested in June that it had lost control 
over hiring, which was now in the hands of the company union, 
Association des ouvriers Gnome et Rhone.62 CGT membership 
dropped 25 percent as workers abandoned the Confederation 
for the cmnpany union, which the Left linked to the right-wing 
Syndical professionnel.63 Prior to the Jacornet arbitration, all 
ten rnen in one shift had been in the CGT, but in .July only five 
rernained and seven had joined the company union (two wage 
earners apparently belonged to both unions); a revolutionary 
syndicalist estirnated that at least 10 percent of the union menl
bers at the f~tctory belonged to both organizations. ·rhus, as in 
Barcelona, a worker's mernbership in a union did not rnean a 
comrnitment to its ideology. In addition, after the J acomet deci
sion the forty-five-hour week was established and divided into 
rive weeks of six days' lahor· f(>llowed hy three weeks of five 
working days. Recovery, or the rnaking up, of holidays was facil
itated, and workers were assured of only one full weekend every 
eight weeks. 

Indiscipline was not limited to blue-collar workers. Early in 
the Popular Front, R. Caudron, an aviation industrialist, criti
cized the "poor output" of white-collar workers in his research 
department and emphasized the need for reinforced discipline 
and order: 

We must have a responsible person who can watch output, who 
forces [the personnel] to be on time, who restrains their overly in
dulgent exits and absences, who controls visits ... in a word, who 
puts our house in order. 

Our 170 employees have missed a total of I ,239 hours of work in 
November [ 1936], of which 458 hours were attributed to sickness.1

i
1 

·Unproductive aviation workers, like lax autoworkers, could not 
easily be disn1issed. 

In aviation firms under greater governmental control, senior 
administrators condemned "Ia vague generale de paresse" and 
planned to use overtime and "especialll to strengthen the au
thority of the factories' management."6 In the Paris region, it 
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should be noted, the tension between workers and their imrne
diate superiors was intensified by the narrowing of pay differ
entials between the two categories. Workers sornetirnes earned 
n1or~ rnoney than the forernan who directed thetn. An engi
neenng professor, who advocated "scientific" organization of 
work, inveighed against the "tendency to level wages, which 
therefore discouraged the best [workers]."(m 

Aviation workers resisted piecework and incentives for pro
duction. At the beginning of 1938 the Minister of Aviation de
clared that aircraft production had been hindered, not pri
marily because of the forty-hour week, but rather because of 
the "insufficiency of hourly production in the nationalized 
factories."'i7 Aviation industrialists, like state engineers, de
nlanded that output be augrnented. At Gnotne et Rh6ne, work
ers agreed among themselves to limit production: when man
agcrnent wanted to quicken output, "unforeseeable incidents 
and rnachi_ne stoppages showed the irnpossibility of increasing 
the pace."bH Gnome et Rhone workers knew how many pieces 
per hour their neighbors had completed, and pro-Communist 
La Vie ouvriere declared that these workers refused "to accept 
an incentive to overproduce."69 After the Jacornet decision of 
April 1938, Gn6n1e et Rhone personnel were no longer able to 
learn the amo~nt ~hat th~ir collea~~es earned front piecework, 
and pay was drstnbuted an secret. , By September, Gnorne et 
Rhone's production rhythrn was much greater but used fewer 
personnel than that of the Societe nationale de constructions 
de moteurs (SNCM), whose nationalization in May 1937 was re
sponsible for increased union power on the shop floor. At Sahn
son, a privately owned aviation firm employing twelve hundred 
w.ork~rs, the cc·r claimed that its secretary had been ur~justly 
dasmassed and that its delegates were prevented from exercising 
their functions. 71 These actions by the n1anagcrnent did not 
"encourage the workers to augment the pace of production,'' 
and the CGT asserted that "to obtain a normal output, one 
anust have a normal attitude toward the workers." Even the 
president of the SNCM at Argenteuil, who was a strong advo
cate of nationalization, alerted his personnel that "in the fac
tory, one works."72 Although Rene Belin, the CGT leader who 
represented the union on the administrative council of the 
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SNCM, denied that he had "ianposed" a resolution concerning 
the length of the workday and output on workers, he nonethe
less stated that "a satisfactory output" should be rnaintained "in 
the aviation factories and especially at the Lorraine [SNCM]."73 

While managers of the nationalized aviation firrns granted 
workers increased wages, high overtime pay, August vacations, 
in1proved health and safety conditions, professional reeduca
tion, special transportation to work, and even CGT participa
tion in hiring, they nevertheless insisted on tying pay levels to 
production through a system of piecework or incentives. Offi
cials in both public and private enterprises were convinced that 
incentives were necessary in a situation where, despite the pur
chase of new machinery and the addition of new personnel, 
productivity frequently declined. A detailed investigation of 
one factory in 1937 placed the decline at 5 percent, which ap
pears to he slight. 74 However, given that aviation was attracting 
sorne of the highest paid workers in a period of growing inter
national tension, even a 5 percent drop was significant. Fur
thennore, the 5 percent figure did not take into account social 
conflicts or strikes. Although other reports claimed that indi
vidual output had not decreased, more detailed and vohnni
nous docun1entation indicates that extremely serious problerns 
of output and productivity existed in Parisian aviation plants 
during the Popular Front. Officials determined that productiv
ity had dropped sharply between June and October 1936 and 
then stabilized at relatively low levels in 1937.75 At the still pri
vate Breguet plant at Velizy "the work teams usually labored le
thargically ... slowdowns, negligence, and pilfering (freinage et 
coulage) became widespread."76 At the Riom trial, Stephane 
Thouvenot-a young engineer who obtained high positions in 
the nationalized sector both during the Popular Front and the 
liberation-stated that "nationalization took place in a trou
bled political and social atmosphere and failed industrially. l,he 
main cause of the failure was the relations between workers and 
bosses." A recent study of the industry concurs. 

On the whole, the nationalized enterprises produced 395 airplanes 
in 1937 in contrast to 483 in 1936 in the workshops that they inher-· 
ited. During this period, their average yearly personnel rose from 
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14,220 to 14,894 workers and foremen, or 37.7 employees per 
plane as opposed to 29.44 in the pre<:eding year, which meant a 28 
percent reduction of output. Certainly, this was offset by retooling 
and reorganization .... Certainly, the planes were more cornpli
Gllcd: For all that, the net reduction of output was II percent. 
More than their private competitors because of their role as "social 
showcases," the nationalized firms experienced problems resulting 
from the balance of forces established after the strikes of 1936. Ac
cording to a confidential report of February 1938, the production 
of Morane-Saulnier fighters at the Bourges plant was thus delayed 
because of the reluctance of the work teams to change from tradi
tional Hanriot manufactures to the Morane-Saulnier, which had 
hcen subcontracted fifteen months earlier.77 

In 1938 the ernployers' organization, Constructeurs de eel
Jules, appealed to the Minister of Aviation for "the develop
anent of piecework."7 H rrhe president of the Charnhre syndicale 
de 111otcurs also r·econ1n1ended piecework. In Novernher 193H a 
handwritten rnemo on the departure of skilled workers frorn 
Renault established that one major reason for the skilled work
ers' rnohility was that work was less strenuous in airplane pro
duction and "in aviation, piecework is only a disguised hourly 
wage. Since competition is minimal, the taxpayer pays the 
bi11."7n Renault listed twenty-three skilled drillers (Jraiseurs) 
whose piecework earnings were substantially less than rnanage
rnent desired. Metallurgical ernployers charged that "piecework 
[in aviation] is practically abandoned. The Federation des rne
taux (CG'I') constrains workers not to go beyond a 'ceiling' of 
fixed salaries."Ho 

An unnarned infonnant denounced piecework in aviation as 
"a rnockery." He cited the example of a task perfonned by sev
eral worker·s in four rninutes. When one worker cornpleted the 
sarne job in sixteen n1inutes, the others consequently redtu:ed 
their pace. H 1 A report written by an engineering pr·ofcssor conl
plained that "deplorable habits" had becorne rooted in aviation; 
workers were appealing over the heads of their own manage
rnent directly to the Minister of Aviation. 

Thanks to the atmosphere in the aviation ministry and thanks also 
to the demagogy of certain directors, consulting committees [com
posed of an equal number of labor and management representa
tives), which could have promoted collaboration in another era, 
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helped to disorganize the firms. Certain workers went so far as to 
call for complete control of the administration [of the f~tclory)!~:? 

In a personal letter to the minister, B. Rouze (the produc~ion 
rnanager of the SNCAN [Societe nationale de constructions 
aeronautiques du nord] and a member of the Radical pa~t~) 
criticized union delegates who interfered when foren1en d1sc1-

• H3 phned workers. · . . 
A military technician, visiting nationalized factones anr ~he 

Paris suburbs, reported deliberate slowdowns by workers. I he 
SNCASO plant at Courbevoie was "a model of passive resis
tance to production."H4 One worker who was expected to pro
duce one piece every hour made only six pieces in seven hours. 
When challenged, he demanded that the production 1nanager 
finish the part in the allotted time. The manager then pro
duced 1 he pie<:e in front of the worker in "21 rninu tes without 
hurrying." 'I'he tnilitary technician concluded that tl1e worker's 
slowness more than tripled costs and that sanctions should be 
applied if he did not increase his output. . 

A young engineer rnade even graver charges concenru_ng the 
Courbevoie plant, which was headed by rvtarccl Bloch. 1 he en
gineer's letter was forwarded to the Minister of Aviation by Lu
cien Lamoureux, a Radical party deputy, who had supported 
the Popular Front at its inception. Larnoureux becan1e increas
ingly hostile to the coalition of the Left and was eventu~lly on~ 
of its rnost resolute opponents in the Radical party. An Investi
gation undertaken by an important official of the ministry, 
Thouvenot, verified the engineer's charges. H5 A prototype of 
the fighter plane M.B. 150, which had taken 18,000 l~ours to 
build at the beginning of 1936, required 40,000 hours rn 193H. 
rrhe unnatned technician believed that productivity had de
dined for several reasons. First, since May 1936 salar-ies were no 
longer linked to output. ·rhus, "the good and the had wor~cr 
had equal pay." Second, "the unions became strong" and ellcc
tively threatened strikes if dissatisfied; the disciplinary a~t_hor
ity of the supervisory personnel h.ad the~efor~ been ~e~rsavely 
weakened. Other reports concernang natronahzed aviation re
iterated that "ill will" reigned in certain plants and recom
mended increasing the weight of piecework in the workers' to
tal salary.KH They rernarked that the work rules of the collective 
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bargaining agreernent assigned workers to a specific atelier, 
thereby obstructing management's flexibility. H? An admiral 
criticized a nationalized company for high costs, which were 
<·aused partially by a lack of planning and by what he tenned 
"ouvriers peu travailleurs."HH 

Aviation workers vigorously defended the weekend and the 
forty-hour week. As a result, French aviation production was 
slowed and weakened in cornparison with the Gennan industry, 
where (workers labored between fifty and sixty hours per 
week. HJ In some Gennan metallurgical factories, wage earners 
worked ten hours per day, and several mechanical construction 
firms were permitted to operate sixty to seventy-two hours per 
~eek. The point here is not to echo sirnplistic Vichyite accusa
tions that the Popular Front was responsible for the Frer'lch de
feat in 1940 hut rather to show the tenacity of resistan<:e to work 
in a pe!·iod of heightened international tension. 'l'he persis
tence of refusals suggests that in 1938 the nationalization of the 
masses was still incomplete in France. Given the history of the 
Second World War, it is regrettable that Gern1an workers did 
not imitate their French comrades. 

In 1938 the French government and ernployers pressured 
the wo~kers to work overtime to dose the gap. However work
ers resasted these demands for several reasons of varying im
portance. The ideology of both the Conununist and anti
Cornrnunist factions of the CG'T dearly asserted that overtime 
w_a~ un.necessary and exploitative when unemployment existed. 
llus dascourse on unemployment regarded overtirne as an at
tack on unernployed workers' right to and need f(>r a job. Nev
ertheless the CGT position, shared of course by the rest of the 
Popular Front, did not take into account the conditions in an 
advaru:ed econorny, where the lack of skilled worker·s and tech
ni~ians created bottlenecks in production. rfhe short supply of 
~ktll~~ workers was aggravated by the participation of the CGT 
an lunng: "In the nationalized aviation factories, delegates con
trolled etnployment. Frorn a professional point of view this re
cruitrnent left sornething to be desired, and a CGT or PCF card 
was often required."90 At a SNCASO factory in the Parisian 
suburbs, CGl, delegates hired only union members who (it was 
ch~rged) ~ere ~ften Communists. Although the regional hiring 
ollace (()flace departernental de placernent) tnotested CG'r hir-
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ing practices, it proved incapable of reducing CGT controi.~H 
Ernployers feared even lower productivity if the unions took 
contplete control of hiring and firing. 

Workers in aviation and other industries not only resisted 
overtirnc and auernpts to lengthen the workweek through soli
darity with the unernployed but, more important, because they 
wanted to protect their weekend and the forty-hour week. De
spite dailns by rnany in the Popular Front that wor·kers would 
be willing to sacrifice for national defense, the authorities 
found it difficult to extend the workweek beyond forty hours. A 
governmental report affirmed that one reason planes were not 
being comr.leted on schedule was that legislation had restricted 
overtin1e.92 It attributed insufficient exports, in part, to inflex
ibility concerning extra hours. In February 1938 high govern
ment officials clairned that only several thousand aviation work
er·s were pcrf(nnaing overtirne, and Inore effort was needed if 
delays were to be reduced.u:i On 2 March 1938 SyndicatJ re
ported that the "metallurgical workers are too attached to the 
forty-hour week to let it be violated." Pressure grew in March 
as Henry Potez, other aviation industrialists, and military of
ficers dcrnanded 1nore hours of labor without cornpensatory 
time off: in a schedule of five days of eight hours, they re
quested that a worker who worked nine hours one day would 

h l u4 A · · no longer be able to labor only seven ours t 1e next. gmn 111 
June 1938, top aviation officials stressed "the extreme difliculty 
that they confronted in making overtime acceptable in private 
industry." 

An investigation clain1cd that workers' refusal of overtime 
had "r1early paralyzed overall production."95 rrhe inquiry calcu
lated that on average aviation workers performed only three 
hours of overtime per year and had the right to recover these 
hours. Wage earners' insistence on this right made overtin1e 
"nothing more than a costly shift of the schedule."96 In public, 
Popular Front organizations continued to insist that the union 
was willing to make the workers labor overtime for national de
fense. The workers, it stated, were willing to contribute to the 
antifascist cause, giving to the Spanish republic an extra hour 
without pay. In private, though, the CGT leader, Ambroise 
Croizat, adn1itted that the forty-hour week hindered aircraft 
production and that overtime was necessary, but he considet·ed 
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that "the working n1asses" were "insufficiently inforrned of in
dustrial necessities."!17 Looking back during the Second World 
War, a clandestine issue of the Socialist newspaper, Le PofJulaire, 
reproached workers for failing to work overtirne during the 
Popular Front.m4 

In March 193 7 and again in the spring of 1938, strikes 
erupted in various Parisian metallurgical finns, including avia
tion plants, over wage issues and the extension of the forty
hour week. During these strikes and others, aviation workers 
sornetirnes dernonstrated an indifference to quality and even a 
hostility toward the rneans of production. In rnany workshops, 
work was halted without concern for the consequences that the 
stoppage would have on production rhythms. 99 After the 
March-April 1938 strikes, the privately owned Societe des avi
ons Caudron reported 6,379 francs of darnages. At the Societe 
industriclle des telephones, an electrical installation d<unaged 
during the ocn1 pat ion accidentally electrocuted one worker. 100 

Renault also dain1ed extensive "violence," "damages," and 
"thefts" during these occupations: windows were broken; raw 
rnaterials wasted; and spark plugs, larnps, scissors, clothes, ther-
111ometers, and batteries were either rnissing or stolen. 101 

Historians of various political persuasions have stated that 
during the strikes of the spring of 1938 the rnanagernents of 
both public and private aviation cornpanies rejected the union's 
offer to work forty-five hours per week. 102 The aviation ern
ployers' rejection of the forty-five-hour week was altogether ex
ceptional, however, and sternmed frorn the high costs of the 
CGrr dernands. rfhe Jacomet arbitration later reduced the costs 
of overtirne pay, and the forty-five-hour week was accepted, 
though only in aviation. 103 Thus, aviation directors-both pub
lic and private-supported changes in the forty-five-hour week. 
rrheir attitude was sirnilar to that of the vast rn~jority of the 
French bourgeoisie, who felt that the forty-hour week was leg
islated laziness that put France at a disadvantage in interna
tional cornpetition or that the forty-hour week should at the 
very least be tnodified to suit the needs of each specific industry 
in order not to hinder production. l,hroughout the spring and 
surntnerof 1938 aviation managements pushed for longer work
ing lunus. I 11 March 1938 the adrninistrator of a nat ionalizccl 
cntequ-isc, the SNCJ\SE (Societe nationale de consl nH"t ions 
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aeronautiques du sud-est), insisted on "the necessity, in order to 
accelerate production, to work forty-five hours ... in the plan-

. I f b . . " 104 0 h . . . ning departrnent and 1n too a ncauon. t er aviation In-
dustrialists asserted that, to be effective, the forty-five-hour 
week had to be extended to suppliers of raw materials, semi fin
ished products, and accessories. 105 In July 1938 the Charnhre 
syndicale des constructeurs de moteurs . d'avic~ns debated 
whether to accept only one hundred hours of overtune per year 
or to strive for "a pennanent end" to the restrictions on the 
workweek: 

Mr. X thinks that it is not more overtime but a permanent repeal 

that must be obtained. 
I would share his opinion if this permanent repeal had some 

possii.Jility of being enacted, which it does ~ot. T~erefore if we insist 
on it which we will certainly not get, we nsk losmg the advantages 
of tl;c extra (:redit of one hundred hours of overtime. Somcl imcs 

I 
• L • lUI) 

when you want to do somet ung uctter, 1t turns out worse. 

Again in the surnmer and fall of 1938, aviation workers 
fought against overtirne and battled to save the weekend or at 
least two consecutive days without work. The forty-five-hour 
week in aviation was generally divided into five days of nine 
hours each, despite the desires of many employers-and Leon 
Blutn-who would have preferred to divide the forty-five- and 
even the forty-hour week into six days. 107 They argued that 
productivity and the likelihoo~ of ove~ti~e we~e often greater 
in a six-day week. hnportant 1ndustnahsts clauned that work 
during Saturday was preferable to working at night for several 
reasons. Productivity was lower at night, and it was harder to 
watch the shop floor since fewer supervisory personnel were 
a~ailable. In addition, public transportation was infrequent, 
and fen1ale workers were prohibited by law from work at night. 
Union activists nevertheless asserted that workers would "until 
the bitter end ... resolutely defend" the workweek arranged in 
five days of eight hours each against that in six days of six hours 

IOH h . C . and forty tninutes each. In June 1938 t e antr- _.orninunlst 
CG'T members of the firm La Precision moderne were deter
Jnined to defend "the 5 X 8, threatened by decrees." 

109 
rrhe 

Federation des rnctaux also opposed the extension oft he work
day. In October 1938 workers at both public and private avi-
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ation firms left their jobs at 5:00 P.M. instead of 6:00 P.M. to 
protest overtime: "l,he workers of a number of aviation compa
nies-Farman, Caudron, Potez, Breguet-refused to do more 
than 8 hours of work. Cotnpletely disregarding n1inisterial deci
sions and in violation of the law, they left their workshops when 
their 8 hours were finished." 110 

Sanctions were taken against aviation workers at Hispano
Suiza and Caudron who had "as early as 15 October refused to 
do overtime allowed by the Jacomet [arbitration] decision." 
Lasting less than a week, these sanctions were effective; 93 per
cent of the personnel was soon working forty-five hours per 
week. At Caudron the government authorized the disrnissal of 
six hundred fifty workers who refused to do the legally autho
rized overtime. Shortly thereafter, most workers accepted the 
forty-five-hour week, significantly divided into five days of nine 
hours. ~rhus the weekend was conserved. 

It should be tnentioned that this agitation against extra work 
carne after the Munich agreements of 30 Septernber 1938, 
which the PCF actively opposed; the walk-outs and work stop
pages in October may indicate some PCF influence arnong avi
ation workers. Employers asserted that the unions, in a large 
nurnber of cases, prevented workers frorn perfonning over
tirne. Before the agreements were signed, union opposition had 
softened soanewhat, but after Munich, the syndicats becaane in
transigent. "We can cite examples of factories where workers 
now refuse to do the hours of overtime that they had accepted 
hef(>re J October. In aviation, this change of attitude is pub
lic.'' 111 ·rhe unions had agreed to work on I October, a Satur
day, but then reneged and refused. 

In light of the attempts by workers in aviation and other in
dustries to defend the forty-hour week and the weekend-both 
before and after the Munich agreements-the Conununist in
fluence had only marginal importance. Workers, most of whotn 
were not party-affiliated, fought to defend the gains of June 
1936 regardless of party positions. En1ployers listed thirteen 
finns where workers refused, well before the Munich agree
anents, to perfonn overtitne that had been approved by the In
specteur du travail. 112 Even when legally required to do so, avi
ation workers son1ethnes refused to work Saturdays and Sun
days to recover holidays that had occurred during the working 
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week. In May 1937, Gnome et Rhone personnel nearly unani
mously opposed work on Saturday and the recovery of holi
days: in a referendum, 95 percent refused to work on Saturday 
and desired a normal weekend. 113 In the week that followed 
Easter vacation, "certain workers refused Saturday labor, which 
was intended to recover the loss of worktime caused by the 
Monday closing." 114 The Gnome et Rhone manage1nent dis
missed twenty-four workers who allegedly did not work on Sat
urday. 115 In May 1938 and again in August 1938, La Vie ouvriere 
reported workers' resistance to the end of the forty-hour week. 

On I Septeinber 1938, when international tensions were ris
ing, the Societe d'optique et de anecanique de haute precision
which ntade instruanents used in national defense-received an 
authorization froan the government permitting five hours of 
overtime and a workweek of forty-five hours. 116 The rnanage
Inent established that the workday would begin at 0730 instead 
of 0800 and finish at 1800 instead of 1730. On Monday 5 Sep
tember, at the workshops on the boulevard Davout, 59 percent 
of the workers disobeyed the new work schedule by arriving 
late and 58 percent departed early. On Tuesday, 57 percent of 
the workers arrived late. At the Croix Nivert shops, 36 percent 
arrived late on Monday, and 59 percent on Tuesday. ()n 

Wednesday, 59 to 72 percent of the work force were absent for 
part of the day. 117 Significantly, management noted that "the 
great n1ajority" of skilled workers disregarded the new schedule 
and lacked discipline. Thus as in Barcelona, revolts against 
work were not lirnited to the lower strata of the working class 
during the Popular Front. Skilled workers' disobedience "auadc 
it irnpossible to work normally during the overtirne ordered hy 
the prime minister." Other companies reported numerous re
fusals by workers to obey the legal extension of the work week. 
rrhroughout 1938 a poor "social climate" prevented intensive 
aircraft production, and the inferior quality and quantity of la-

1 ··- I k" . h . . . d IIH bor causct a' uott enec 1n t e aviation In ustry. 
The threat of retaliatory strikes often prevented aviation 

ntanagement from firing disobedient or unnecessary laborers. 
cc·r participation in hiring new personnel in the aviation in
dustry made the proble1n of featherbedding nearly insoluble. 
By the beginning of 1938 many aviation firms had "a personnel 
larger than their needs, whereas for social reasons they were 
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not able to lay off any worker. Output has been affected and 
production has fallen to half of what it could be considering the 
true capacity of the factories." 119 In February 1938 the chief ad
ntinistrator (arlmini~trateur-delegue) of Gnorne et Rhtnte stated 
that the aviation industry could double production without hir
ing additional workers. Usine, the employers' periodical, re
Inarked that aviation workers "produce rnuch less than previ
ously hut earn twice as ntuch." 120 rrhe readiness of wage 
earners in aviation and other industries to defend their jobs 
and sources of income should not, of course, be confused with 
their eagerness to work in factories, as the continuing problems 
of output and discipline have demonstrated. 

·rhe Parisian construction industry, especially the large 
projects like the extension of the metro, the building of a sta
diunt, and the erection of the exposition for the 1937 World's 
Fair, exhibited problerns sirnilar to those of the aviation and au
totnotive industries. Yet the construction finns' srnaller size 
may have rnade their struggles over the length of the working 
day, overtirnc, output, CGT control of hiring, and discipline 
even 1nore violent than in other industries. As has been seen, 
the May and June strike movements, which began in rnetal
lurgy, quickly affected construction workers who dernanded an 
<unhitious progran1 of public works, the f(u·ty-hour week, itn
proved working conditions, an end to overti1ne, the lirnitation 
of piecework, and the abolition of the tacheronnat. Workers and 
their unions were particularly concerned with job security in a 
sector where structural and seasonal unetnployment affected 
23 percent of the work force in February 1936. Yet even after 
rnany dentands were granted, agitation persisted. ·rhe May and 
June anovcrncnts created a new social situation in which pr·o
ductivity and output dropped significantly on construction 
sites. At the beginning of October 1936 in a conversation with 
Joseph Caillaux, the president of the control commission of the 
World's Fair (exposition) of 1937, M. Labbe, who was the cotn
•nissioner for the exposition, noted that since the "events" of 
the spring, workers had lost their eagerness (artleur) to work 
and had engaged in slowdown strikes ( greves perlees). 121 Labbe 
doubted that the exposition could open on the scheduled date 
of I May 1937, and he appointed two cG·r representatives to 
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boost the work effort. In the second half of 1936 and in 1937, 
almost all firms still complained of "the insufficiency of work-

' " 122 I b k . I I . ers output. ... a orers too tw1ce as ong to comp ete certain 
jobs in 1937 as they had early in 1936. 123 A letter from the Min
ister of Cornmerce and Industry declared that if output be
tween February and May 1936 had been maintained, a job that 
actually required 264,700 hours to complete could have been 
finished in only 78,710 hours. 124 Piecework was etrectively 
ended on many construction sites, and employers larnented 
that their personnel had lost "le gout du travail." 125 rfhe Rap
jJort general, presented by Commissioner Labbe in 1938, de
clared that the exposition's most serious difficulty was "the 
slowing down of output," which resulted front "an intpainnent 
of the willingness, of the conscientiousness of the labor" of the 
building workers. 126 Before May 1936 many projects were one 
n1onth ahead of schedule, whereas by December 1936 delays of 
five rnonths were reported. 

Companies that were extending the metro and building a sta
diurn in the suburbs experienced similar declines in output and 
productivity. In October 1937 the rnanagemcnt of the nH~tro ex
tension to the Cared' Austerlitz contrasted "the frarne of n1ind 
of 1934, when the tendency was to increase output, with the 
fran1e of mind of 1936." 127 In the fall of 1936, the rnasons quit 
work early and engaged in slowdown strikes that reduced out
put 90 to 95 percent. Many workers increased their snack titne 
from ten to thirty 1ninutes. 128 Output dropped approximately 
37 percent and even further as "our workers began to foresee 
the completion of certain jobs and, consequently, layoffs." The 
enterprises charged with the construction of the stadium at St.
Cloud finished in March 1938 instead of .July 1937, as originally 
planned. 12 ~, Bricklayers needed 256 hours to cornpletc a chim
ney that should have taken only 123 hours. 130 Etnploycrs coln
plained that workers took longer to dress, undress, cat, go to 
the toilet, and take a break. 

The rapid fall of productivity can be partially attributed to 
the clirnaLe of disobedience that reigned at the construction 
sites. Workers were able to defy the normal industrial chain of 
cornmand without fear of reprisals. According to Usine, at the 
World's Fair, "no one" was "able to command, not the bosses, 
not the government, not the unions." 131 On rnany construction 
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sites at the exposition the employers' authority had disap
peared, but the question of the union's authority was more 
complex. Although workers often disobeyed or ignored high
ranking CGT leaders, lower-ranking union delegates did exer
cise considerable power at the fair and at other large construc
t ion pn~ects where they controlled both hiring and speed of 
production. An exposition administrator testified that "during 
the entire project, a day did not pass without the site being dis
turbed by the arrival (during working hours) of CGT officials 
and delegates who set up meetings, gave orders, and organized 
production." 132 Other unions charged that the CGT monopo
lized the exposition and constantly violated their right to orga
nize on other construction sites in the Paris region. In July 1936 
the secretary of the Masons' Union asked his delegates to check 
the union cards of workers who had been in arrears for a signif
icant tirne ("depuis trois assemblees generales"), implying that 
construction worker·s were reluctant to pay dues. If behind in 
payrnents, tnetnbers were to be sent to the union hall before 
they started their jobs. 133 

In August, Albert Bedouce, the Socialist Minister of Public 
Works, wrote a warning to Blurn. 

On a certain number of sites the contractors cannot complete their 
pn~jects because of a significant decrease in workers' output. I have 
been informed that in some trades the decline of out put stems 
from methodical acts by delegates. I cannot believe that they are le
gitimate representatives of working-class organization&. I think that 
under these circumstances it is indispensable to ask the CGT to in
tervene immediately through the representatives of the Federation 
du batiment so that the decline of output-which nothing can jus
tify-does not prevent the execution of the government's plan [of 
puhlic works for the unemployed]. Action is even more urgent 
since I have been told that employers' organizations, in order to 
finish work in progress, would be willing to accept contracts that 
limit output. This output, even if higher than presently, would be 
much lower than before the recent [social] legislation. 1:H 

Early in 1937, Pritne Minister Blunt sent his right-hand rnan, 
Jules ~loch, to deal with the chaotic situation at the World's 
Fair, which was becoming an acute embarrassment to the CGT
supported government. In March 1937 Moch endorsed the de 
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facto control of the CGT over tnany sites and .. counseled hiring 
by the unions in order to avoid incidents." 135 1'he Socialist gov
ernment evidently believed that it would be 1nore fruitful to 
work with the CGT, not against it, in the battle to finish the ex
position on schedule. The PCF and the CGT were also anxious 
to have the fair open on its I May scheduled date in order not to 
etnbarrass the Popular Front. La Vie ouvriere asserted that all 
cornrades wished for the success of the fair, and R. Arrachard, 
the secretary general of the Federation du batiment, declared 
that the exposition "must be . .. and will be ready on the first of 
May." 136 Syndicats, the anti-Communist rival of La Vie ouvriere, 
wanted the World's Fair to be renamed the exposition de travail 
instead of the exjJOsition des arts et techniques and stated l hat it 
would open on 1 May. The Conununists also asserted that the 
<:onstruction rnust be accelerated and that the project n1ust be 
inaugurated on its planned date. 137 Writing in Humanite, H. 
Raynaud, secretary of the Union des syndicats ouvriers de Ia re
gion parisienne, was certain that uthe Parisian workers" were "ca
pable offini.shing the fair on the determined date" (italics in origi
nal). On 12 February the Communist journalist Paul Vaillant
Couturier assured his readers that "the exposition will open 1 
May. It will be a holiday of work." In March the CGrf leader, 
rfoudic, formulated the slogan, The World's Fair is a battle of 
the workers and of the Popular Front against fascisn1 and the 
bosses. 

Yet, as in Barcelona, despite published appeals production 
lagged, and on I February 1937 the major leaders of the Popu
lar Front gathered to address the assembled workers of the 
World's Fair. Blum declared, uThe exposition will be the tri
umph of the working class, the Popular Front, and liberty. It 
will show that a democratic regime is superior to dictator
ship .... The reputation of the Popular Front is at stake, and 
I tell you frankly that work on Saturday and Sunday is 
necessary." I:ls Leon Jouhaux, the head of the CGrr, told the 
crowd that "sacrifices must be made." Marcel Gitton, one of the 
PCF's top officials, addressed the audience: "The exposition will 
open I May, the day of the fete du travail. Its success will be a fac
tor in the strengthening of the Popular Front. The fair will be a 
victory of thousands of workers and all the laboring masses. 
l,he enemies of the Popular Front yearn for the failure of the 
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exposition. l~he workers want it to be an unprecedented suc
cess." 

Regardless of the pleas and exhortations of the leaders, the 
exposition opened far behind schedule. The CGT refused to 
lengthen the forty-hour week. Thus, two or three shifts per day 
had to be organized, and the output of these additional shifts 
declined significantly for several reasons. First, the shortage of 
skilled laborers led to the hiring of inexperienced workers for 
the second and third shifts. The CGl"' wholeheartedly endorsed 
this practice and even forbade employers to utilize son1e of 
their Inost qualified personnel who did not belong to the union. 
Of the four cement workers one firm was forced to hire, only 
one had real experience. 139 Much of the work completed by the 
second and third shifts was poorly executed and often had to be 
redone. Second, the night shift had inherent difficulties with 
lighting, and its abnormal schedule was typic:ally rnuch less pro
dtu:t ive than I he day shift.s. rrhird, the unions opposed the use 
of technical advances and preferred manual techniques in or
der to create jobs; they refused, for instance, to operate spray
painting machines. 140 

Although high-ranking cc·r officials prornised that work on 
Saturday and Sunday would be permitted within the fra•ne
work of the forty-hour week, in practice CGl"' delegates at the 
exposition largely banned weekend work. Delegates and work
ers ignored pleas from both the CGT and Humanite that week
end work was necessary to open the fair on time. Several weeks 
after Bhun's speech, a carpenters' delenate insisted that no 
work be done on Saturday and Sunday. 14 ·rhe painters of the 
American pavilion were denied permission to work Saturday 
and Sunday; shortly afterward, an electric transformer was 
darnaged, r··esumably to protect the right to a work-free 
weekend. 1-1 Accor·ding to the official report of the exposition, 
the union leaders were unable to "deliver" on their protnises of 
weekend labor: "Even when an understanding [on weekend 
work] was reached ... the following Saturday a counterorder, 
frequently inexplicable, prohibited the shifts from entering the 
sites." 143 In addition, workers refused to recover days lost to in
cletnent weather or holidays that occurred during the working 
week. 114 · 

C(;·r delegates often set production quotas and li1nited 
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piecework. Many of the workers, hired through the CGT's 
boune du travail, had little interest in improving their output. It 
was quite difficult to fire these wage earners because of the 
power of the union and the administration's fear of incidents, 
which sometimes did occur. When the management of the Al
gerian exhibit dismissed nine roofers, workers retaliated by oc
cupying the site, despite the presence of police. 145 Officials then 
decided to keep the dis1nissed laborers on the job. Although Ar
rachard, secretary general of the Federation du batiment, 
claimed that he intervened frequently so that workers would 
produce normally, his interventions seem to have been in
effective.146 On 13 May 1937, almost two weeks after the 
scheduled opening date had passed, Jules Moch told Arrachard 
that the "comedy had gone on long enough," and that order 
rnust be restored. 147 In June 1937 Moch threatened to "go pub
lk" and tell the pr·css that the union was responsible for the de
lays if wor·k on the museunts were not <tuickly completed. Sonte 
foreign nations attempted to employ non-French workers to 
finish their pavilions, but the CG'T effectively opposed not only 
this eractice but even the hiring of provincial French work
ers. 1' H The Americans wanted to finish their pavilion by 4 July, 
their Independence Day, and they concluded a contract with 
a Belgian firm to finish a metal roof because of the "impossibil
. f I . . rr· . f F h k " 119 1ty o o >tauung a su tctent output rom • rene wor ers. 
With the agreernent of the exposition's labor inspector, how
ever, the CGT demanded the hiring of a certain number of its 
workers. rfhese newly employed French laborers "have only dis
organized the [construction] site and discouraged the Belgian 
workers by their absolute inactivity, resembling a slowdown 
strike." The erection of the roof took twice as much time as 
planned. When provincial workers were etnployed, Parisian 
unipns insisted that they return to the provinces immediately 
after the building was finished. 150 

Struggles over the control of hiring, production rhythrns, 
and weekend work produced a climate of violence at the expo
sition and other construction sites. The tense atmosphere is 
easy to understand since workers and union delegates consis
tently undermined the authority of employers and their fore
men; moreover, n1any ernployers at the exposition headed s1nall 
finns and could not afford the cost overruns that higher sala-
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ries, low productivity, and CGT control of hiring entailed. One 
particularly cornbative employer, Jules Verger, had dismissed a 
shop steward and had apparently ignored the collective bar
gaining agreement. When his firm was hit by a strike, he as
serted that the fair had become a "revolutionary experi1nent." 
"Since last October [1936], I have been fighting against the rev
olutionary unions. These last ten months have been rnarred 
by a thousand incidents of various kinds. The majority of rny 
[construction] sites have been attacked and sometirnes sabo
taged."151 Arbitrators condemned these violations of the right 
to work and agreed that the chantien of Verger and Delporte 
n1ust be protected by the authorities. 152 Verger, later to bcconte 
a rnilitant jJetainiste, reported that nearly finished work was sab
otaged at the Pavilion des vins. 

()n construction sites other than Verger's, cc·r rnentbers 
physically prevented non-union personnel from working and 
ohst ructed their legal right to work. Sornetimes police were 
called to protect non-union personnel; certain workers even 
carried arn1s on the job. 153 At a stadium construction site in St.
Cloud, a worker knifed his foreman. 154 l'he World's Fair of 
1937 opened on 24 May with much work incornplete, two and 
one-half rnonths behind schedule; the CG'I' finally inaugurated 
its own pavilion, the Maison du travail, on 1 July 193 7, two 
rnonths late. 155 

Publicly, the Popular Front coalition attempted to ignore the 
workers' reduced productivity, violence, and struggles against 
work. According to the Left, the bosses were to blarne for delays 
and production problems in the industries examined. ·rhe 
Cornrnunists, the CG'C and even the Socialists charged innu
merable tirnes in their publications that fascist bosses were sab
otaging production to damage the Popular Front and deliver 
the nation to Hitler and Mussolini. Syndicats accused ernployers 
of staging work slow-downs in a "deceitful struggle" against the 
Popular Front. 15n Humanite declared that Renault workers only 
wanted to work, and Le Populaire charged that the goal of the 
bosses was to slow down and sabotage production. 'I'hese 
charges were largely polemical; the bosses and the "two hun
dred Eunilics"-the Radical slogan for the wealthiest f~unilies in 
supposed control of the French economy-were a convenient 
syrnhol. Undoubtedly sotne businessmen and cautious savers 
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did export their capital, but as yet little evidence exists to sus
tain accusations that the French bourgeoisie, perhaps the 
founder of tnodern nationalisrn, willingly sabotaged its own in
dustries for the benefit of foreign powers. 

l'he Left's charges and its ideology of sabotage and conspir
acy by the bosses or the 200 families hid the structural problems 
of boring, repetitive, and sometimes dangerous wage labor in a 
rnodern industrial society. Even with regard to the World's Fair, 
the Left continued its triumphant discourse. Significantly, the 
CG'I''s pavilion was natned Ia maison du travail. 

[It is] eminently representative of the entire conception of the 
French union movement. [The working class] will continue to be at 
home in the rnaison du travail. Workers from all over the world will 
be coming to Paris, and all the visitors will discover there a specifi
cally working-class environment. ... They will not be able to avoid 
the conclusion that a new world is being built and that a new civili-

. l I k . l . d d 11) 7 zallon, >ascc on wor , rs >emg create un er our eyes. · 

With few exceptions, the Left refused to admit that work disci
pline sometimes collapsed amid the new social situation created 
by the May and June strikes and the inauguration of the rnorc 
lenient Popular Front governn1ents. This new social environ
rnent encouraged workers' defiance of management and some
times even of the union. It was usually not bosses but workers 
who refused weekend work, who were inexperienced in their 
jobs, who defied authority, and who often slowed production. 
After the war, Leon Blutn criticized workers at the exposition 
and in annamellts for refusing overtime and decreasing pro
ductivity. He asserted that workers should have risen above a 
backward and egoistic jJatronat and, by laboring hard, set an ex
ample for the entire nation. 15

H 

Like their Barcelonan counterparts, Parisian wage earners 
continued to avoid workspace and struggled to lessen worktime 
during their Popular Front. Direct and indirect resistance per
sisted under the governments of the Left. Perhaps the rnost 
fundarnental and difficult problems for the Popular Fronts 
carne not from their declared enemies but from those they pur
portedly represented. An analysis of the Left's encounter with 
popular and more specifically working-class culture continues 
in the next chapter. 



12 
THE PROBLEMS 

OF UNEMPLOYMENT 
AND LEISURE 

Publicly and officially, both Popular Fronts fought not only 
against workers' resistances but against licentious popular cul
ture as well. Both leftist coalitions used their own resources and 
those of the state to solve what they considered the problems of 
unemployrnent and leisure. Unlike its Spanish counterpart, 
which was engaged in a civil war, the French Left was joined by 
sotne of its right-wing opponents who also wished to civilize, do
rnesticate, and curb the idleness, drinking, gaming, and smok
iug of the workers.· To replace these practices, both the French 
Left and Right atternpted to pron1ote new desires and new con
sumerist needs, while struggling against workers' indillerence 
to production. 

In the industries examined, the French Left did put one im
portant part of its productivist ideology into practice: etnploy
ment of the jobless. As in Barcelona, the desire to share work
time was deeply rooted among many Parisian workers, who 
continued to initiate strikes to defend the jobs of c.ollcagues 
who had been dismissed. Because of the genuinely popular ef
fort to share employment, the payrolls of the exposition in
creased from 5,000 workers in Decernber 1936 to 24,800 at the 
end of April 1937. Renault and the aviation firrns in the Paris 
area added literally thousands of new workers. Despite these 
additions, the World's Fair opened considerably behind sched
ule, productivity at Renault did not improve, and airplane 
production was sluggish. The Left nevertheless continued to 
assert that the unetnployed wanted only to work. More accu
rately, the unemployed had less desire to labor in factories than 
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need of jobs, or more precisely, steady incontes. Son1e industri
alists asserted that hiring the jobless did more economic harrn 
than good: in May 1936 the Third Employers' Conference on 
Apprenticeship declared that in 1933 sugar producers had 
hired 4,100 unemployed workers and that their labor was char
acterized by low productivity, uinaptitude" for work, and high 
turnover. 1 In addition, certain of the newly engaged demon
strated little "ardor for their work" and became "elernents of 
discord and agitation in the factories." At construction sites 
throughout the Paris region, workers deliberately slowed their 
pace as the projects approached completion in order to receive 
an income for a longer period. At one project, CGT delegates 
opposed the hiring of qualified workers from other construc
tion sites so that their own workers could take turns sharing un
employment benefits. 2 As in Spain, the Left's discourse on un
ernployment masked the reality of a situation in which many 
workers, both employed and unemployed, often wanted a 
source of income tnore than they desired to produce in jobs 
from which they derived little satisfaction or social prestige. 

Throughout the Popular Front, officials in the Ministry of 
Labor lan1ented the lack of discipline arnong the jobless. A na
val engineer working in this aninistry concluded that en1ployed, 
skilled workers had a "physical endurance" and an "eagerness 
to work" that were "generally much greater" than those of the 
unemployed. 3 ()n I July 1936 sanctions were established to en
courage the unemployed to cornplete their reeducation.1 'l'he 
authorities wanted to reduce the propensity of the jobless to 
abandon training centers in spring and summer, a phenome
non that paralleled the increase in strikes by the ernployetl dur
ing the same seasons. The labor committee believed that "it 
seems absolutely necessary to have a wide range of punish
anents at our disposal" to reduce "indiscipline." 

Even when the unemployed completed their training, they 
were too few in nuanber and the quality of their wot·k was often 
deficient. According to the Comite de decentralisation industri
clle, the forty-hour week had created the need for fifteen thou
sand additional mechanics, in part because the skilled were 
leaving the shop floor for desk jobs or promotions to supervi
sory positions. 5 The newly trained lacked dexterity and quick-
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ness and were, of course, less familiar with machinery.
6 

Some 
managers claimed that the unemployed who had been re
trained worked not like skilled workers but rather like the 
unskilled. 7 The labor minist~y admitted that even after three 
rnonths of instruction, an unemployed worker was unable "to 
produce the same nun1ber of pieces as a skilled worker" and 
could continue to receive unernployment insurance.H Employ
ers and government officials alike generally considered retrain
ing programs to be failures. 

·ro further complicate matters, a serious struggle between 
etnployers and the CGT arose over the reeducation of the un
enlployed. Industrialists charged that the jobless who were be
ing trained in the centers of the Syndicat des metaux (a CGT 
union) were unconcerned with productivity. Even though these 
workers sincerely believed that they were professionals, "they 
were absolutely incapable of completing their work in a normal 
length of tirne."9 Therefore, they could be hired only as semi
skilled personnel (ouvriers specialises). According to employers, 
the cc·r school was producing fitters (ajusteurs) for aviation 
plants, "who are only, in truth, semiskilled (manmuvres speciali
ses) whose training is relatively limited." Industrialists criticized 
the government for promoting the CGT center and charged 
that the administration "facilitates the infiltration (noyautage) of 
finns by the Communist Syndicat des metaux." Also, industrial
ists feared even lower productivity if the union took complete 
control of hiring and firing. To coanbat the union's influence, 
ernployers wanted to promote their own reeducation centers 
and to expand them beyond the size of the CGT's program. 
Employers thought that companies "should become aware of 
the need to favor workers" who had been retrained in their own 
centers. 

'l'hroughout the Popular Front the Left cont.inued to dernand 
the ernployment of the jobless not only to increase consun1ption 
but also to modernize and rationalize the infrastructure of work 
and leisure in Paris and its suburbs. l'he unions and the leftist 
parties lobbied for a vast campaign of public works and urban
ization. ·rhe PCF called for the construction of day-care cen
ters, stadiutns, and bathing and showering facilities. 10 It argued 
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that pr~jects must be built rapidly to give work to the jobless. 
1-lumaniti praised the accornplishments of PCF rnunicipalities 
that provided health facilities and social assistance, and it 
stressed Communists' role as "doers" (realisateurs). Syndicats, the 
CGrr review, demanded similar types of projects, and it lauded 
the work of the Socialist mayor of Suresnes, Henri Sellier, who 
organized his municipality "rationally," improved health and 
safety conditions, and built schools. 11 In addition, Syndicats es
teemed the work of Tony Garnier, the modern architect who 
built the city hall or, as it was called, usine municipale for the So
cialist government of Boulogne-Billancourt, where Renault 
and other m~jor metallurgical firms were located. Thus, unlike 
its Spanish counterpart, the French Left was able to realize cer
tain reforms within the fratnework of capitalisn1 and without 
revolution. 

Leftist organizations lauded the modern and progressive ur
banism that would replace old residential areas where inade
quate housing and unhealthy sanitary conditions promoted 
high rates of tuberculosis. Humanite complained that the de
struction of the traditional quartiers came "belatedly," and the 
PCF newspaper desired to improve traffic circulation at the ex
pense of the picturesque. 12 It did not "lose hope that one day 
skyscrapers which could compete in height with those of New 
York, would be erected" in Paris. The anti-Comrnunist Syndical.s 
joined a dissident Com1nunist, Boris Souvarine, who whole
heartedly endorsed Le Corbusier's ville radieuse and wanted to 
update Parisian roads for autornobiles. 13 The Federation du ba
tirnent (CGT) also approved Le Corbusier's Pavilion of New 
Tirnes at the World's Fair of 1937, where the renowned Swiss 
architect ofrered "modern civilization the housing that it 
merits.'' 14 The progressive architect designed a ville radieuse 
from which workers could '1oyously" commute to their facto
ries, a neo-Saint-Si1nonian city of high rises that was to be in
habited by producers and was characterized by a "stark division 
between work and play." 15 Toudic, secretary of the regional 
comrniuee of the Syndical du batiment, admired Le Corbusier's 
film, l..es batiueurs, praised concrete structures, and believed 
that the buildings erected by Communist and Socialist tnunici
palities combined both beauty and utility. 16 
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Members of the Popular Front frequently appealed for the 
construction of HBM, which often took the form of high-rise 
apartments for workers in the suburbs. From 1928 to 1933 
France built more low-cost housing than ever before, and by 
1936 eighteen thousand HBM housed approximately one hun
dred thousand people in Paris. 17 Because of the econoanic crisis 
and consequent joblessness, the PCF demanded a continued 
effort to build HBM, which, it claimed, had been particu
larly beneficial for workers by providing thean eanployment 
and shelter. 18 Anti-Communist CGT militants praised Baron 
Haussn1ann 's fight against slums during the Second Empire 
and deananded the building of HBM to provide work for the 
unemployed. 

l'he modern urbanism advocated and adopted by the Left 
entphasized increased mobility and expanded circulation. In 
this sense, the Left's policies followed the tradition of Hauss
anann, who had also improved mobility and traffic circulation. 
Conununists, Socialists, and cegetistes campaigned for large pub
lic works projects to transport people rnore rapidly around the 
Paris region. Planners such as Le Corbusier and Lurc;at, who 
were employed by the Left, stressed the advantages of a highly 
developed system of roads for automobiles. In 1925 Le Cor
busier had identified the health of the city with its capacity for 
movement: "The city that achieves speed achieves success." 19 

rrhe architect saw himself bringing order and rnohility to the 
city, as Haussrnann had. rio fight against uneanployanent, Syndi
cats advocated "a plan of roads to facilitate the circulation of Pa
risians in and around their city."20 Union activists criticized the 
govennnent for building only one highway when five were 
needed, and they asserted that great expressways with their 
own police were necessary to solve "the problem of circulation." 
La Vie ouvriere believed that improved circulation saved lives 
and that "the builder of roads" was "the bringer of health."21 

According to the militants, the urbanist should illun1inate the 
slums and move traffic through the city. l,he vision of the pro
Communist activists resembled in some ways that of Louis 
Renault and other capitalists who also urged "beautiful roads" 
for autotnobiles and better circulation in the Paris region.22 
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In addition to highway construction, the partners of the Pop
ular Front recomrnended intproveanents in public transporta
tion. rrhe Communists, in particular, advised that the costs of 
traveling to and frorn work be substantially reduced; Humanite 
attacked the anarchy of suburban transportation. 23 The PCF 
insisted on the extension of the metro into the outskirts of Paris 
and on 22 January 1937 celebrated the inauguration of the 
metro station of Plaisance. It argued that buses must replace 
trarnways since the latter did not always get workers to their 
jobs on time. 

rfhe Left's vision of the city contained four distinct, but inter
connected, urban spaces: work, housing, transportation, and 
leisure. Work was, of course, the most important space, by 
which the others were defined. Housing was to be clean, 
healthy, and inexpensive. According to Le Corbusier, it should 
be mass-produced, like any other machine-made object. Hous
ing and work were to be linked by transportation, preferably 
that of the automobile, supplemented by the metro and buses. 
Circulation had to be improved so that workers could efliciently 
commute from housing to work, fro1n apartment to factory. 
rfhe final space was devoted to leisure. Parks, recreation areas, 
tourist facilities, swirntning pools, sporting fields, and stadiurns 
were all clearly separated from work. Leisure was defined in 
opposition to work. The urbanism of the Left reproduced spa
tially the separation between work and play that is characteris
tic of industrial civilization. 

Play meant leisure, the principal growth industry of the Pop
ular Front and one of the fastest growing sectors of the twenti
eth century. ·rhe mass leisure pioneered by the French Popular 
Front was a clear indication of an economy that was capable of 
generating and partially satisfying new needs. The terms, lei
sure (loisir) and spare-tirne activities (loisirs), are themselves sig
nificant because they reflected fundamental changes in social 
attitudes. In the nineteenth century Paul Lafargue, the French 
socialist leader and son-in-law of Karl Marx, spoke and wrote of 
le droit a Ia paresse; however, in the twentieth century leaders of 
working-class organizations never mentioned paresse, idleness, 
or laziness. Blum argued that uleisure is not laziness, it is rest 
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after work."24 The Left urged a shorter working week both to 
provide rnore jobs for the unemployed and to promote new 
spare-time activities that it made an intense effort to organize. 

Before and especially during the Popular Front, the Left at
ternpted to dorninate loisirs and to reduce management's role in 
the organization of spare-tin1e activities. In the nineteenth cen
tury, French employers had often provided libraries, leisure fa
cilities, and even theater space for their personnel; stadiun1s 
were frequently named after wealthy entrepreneurs. Before 
World War I, Catholics had sponsored sporting and gymnastic 
associations.25 After the Great War Catholics' and ernployers' 
control of leisure activity was increasingly challenged by the or
ganized Left. Both sides realized that sports were a relatively 
easy way to mobilize and influence adolescents. Politkal par
tics, unions, and fJatrons fought to dorninatc sporting cKtivitics 
to dernonstrate their symbolic and real control of youth. rrhe in
tense battles between the employers and the CGT during the 
interwar period indicated the developrnent of a growing social 
need. 

With regard to leisure activities, a number of Parisian metal
lurgical industrialists followed an antirevolutionary strategy, 
not based on the clergy as was often the case in Barcelona, but 
on secular social works. By 1936, five thousand French sumrner 
camps-many of which were supported by industrialists
received one hundred thousand urban youth front humble 
backgrounds.2n During the Popular Front, Benoit Frachon, a 
leader of the pro-Communist tendency in the CGT, acknowl
edged that "there is not one aspect of the everyday life of the 
workers that has escaped the care of the management."27 In 
this case, Frachon 's assertion seems plausible, since a study un
dertaken in 1935 demonstrated that of eighty-five factories sur
veyed, eighty had sporting facilities.28 Nonetheless, according 
to Frachon, workers often distrusted employers' initiatives, and 
he advocated that the union capture control over the organiza
tion of leisure activities from industrialists. 

Following their electoral victory, the elements of ti1e Popular 
Front increased their efforts for workers' sporting and leisure 
activities. Blunt established a new chair on the history of work 
and leisure at the Paris law school; he founded a subrninistry of 
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"sports et loisirs," despite the incomprehension and opposition 
of many bourgeois who persisted in calling the new post "le 
ministere de Ia paresse" and who had not yet realized the indus
trial or commercial potential of this growing new sector. 29 l~he 
extreme Right declared that the worker did not possess the "in
alienable right to dress badly, to shout the Jnternationale when a 
Rolls passed, and to litter everywhere."30 Disregarding the 
scorn, Blum appointed Leo Lagrange as "undersecretary of 
state for the organization of spare-time activities and sports," 
and the thirty-six-year-old Socialist deputy began to democra
tize sports by instituting "islands of leisure" throughout the 
nation. 31 His new position was under the authority of the Min
istry of Public Health, an indication that the Popular Front de
signed leisure to improve the workers' health or, in the tenni
nology of the time, "the race." Paid vacations were also to 
ameliorate the "physical condition of workers."32 

In fact the Left, like the Right, was determined to civilize the 
workers and to wage war on licentious popular culture. La
grange argued that the working class had known how to win 
more leisure but now must learn how to use it.33 Humanite too 
opposed paresse and insisted upon loisirs intelligents. 34 As part of 
this intelligent leisure, union activists wanted workers to reduce 
their intake of alcoholic beverages. La Vie ouvriere declared that 
"we are capable of organizing our days of rest," and it warned 
workers against "frequenting bars and losing the inclination 
to work." The CGT's newly established Tourist Bureau u•·ged 
"healthy utilization" of leisure to permit workers to achieve 
"well-being and culture."35 1-.he head of the CGT's educational 
prograrn, which collaborated with the 'Tourist Bureau, advo
cated "universities of work"-supported by the governrnent
to train workers how to control the productive forces. 36 Accord
ing to Syndicats, the fears of those who had predicted "the perils 
of idleness" had been alleviated by the "organization of spare
tirne activities" (m-ganisation des loisirs) that the CGl~ had under
taken. Non-Co1nmunist union militants asserted that a shorter 
working week would permit male workers to spend more time 
with their families. 

rrhe unions nourished the growth of tourist traffic. E1nilie 
and Georges Lefranc, a married team of trade-union intellectu-
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als and educators, recommended that all workers "try to go 
away" during their annual paid vacations, and they saw the 
sarne need to escape after a normal workday: "Workers who 
have finished their working day ... want a change of place, to 
forget their job, and to flee from everything that reminds them 
of it.":n Sunday should become the "day of departure." The 
Lefrancs advocated leisure as relief frorn boring work and an 
ugly urban environment, which lacked air and light: "Leisure 
must permit [workers] to regain the balance broken by our civiliza
tion." Leftist theoreticians of leisure attempted to solve the 
probletn of loisirs by defining leisure activities as e<>Inpensation 
for the alienating conditions at work and in the city. 

l~he Lefrancs also encouraged sporting activities, physical 
sports that must eliminate the "cult of the star" and supplernent 
intellectual activity. Socialists believed sports to be the key ele
ment of leisure activities: "Physical exercise-controlled and 
channeled naturally-compensates wonderfully f(>r a seden
tary life and overspecialization at the workplace."38 During the 
Popular Front the tremendous growth of the Federation spor
tive et gymnique du travail, a new organization of Socialist and 
Cornrnunist sports enthusiasts, mirrored the expansion of the 
unions. 3 H In 1935 it had 732 clubs and 42,706 rnernbers; by 
1938 it possessed I ,687 clubs and 102,694 members. Football 
was undoubtedly a major activity in many workers' clubs. Origi
nally used to train a nineteenth-century elite, the sport became 
increasingly popular an1ong workers in the Paris region be
tween the wars. 

As early as the 1920s the Communists were keenly interested 
in organizing the sporting activities of wage earners; during the 
Popular Front they demanded a billion francs to promote this 
form of leisure activity.40 The PCF urged the construction of 
gyrnnasiurns, stadiums, swimming pools, and athletic fields. 
Sports were a means of rational development, and rnany Co•n
rnunists argued-as did certain syndicalists and industrialists
that an expansion of sporting activities could produce a physi
cal well-being that would increase workers' productivity. Com
Inunists gave considerable attention to their party's sporting 
events, which sometimes received more coverage in their press 
than did rnctior strikes. 
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Anti-Cornmunist CGl~ tnilitants feared that the PCF and ein
ployers would monopolize workers' leisure. They believed that 
the "application of the forty-hour week and paid vacations 
cornpels us to organize spare-tilne activities" and advised their 
fellow activists to anticipate the actions of employers by creating 
libraries, theaters, outings, and sporting garnes. Leisure activi
ties that the bosses organized had only one goal-to prevent 
workers from thinking, a charge that Communists had voiced 
in the 1920s and 1930s. When the forty-hour week was granted 
to clerks, Syndicats noted, "loday, joy fills their hearts .... ·ro
rnorrow, the problern of the organization of spare-time activi
ties will be posed."41 

Working-class organizations and the Popular Front govern
ments endorsed and planned the Hight of workers from their 
workplaces and urban homes into specialized leisure spaces. In 
1936 Lagrange approved 253 projects for the construction of 
stadiutns, in addition to plans for numerous athletic fields. 12 By 
the end of 1937, 400 pr~jects were in progress. It must he 
recalled that many traditional places where workers spent their 
free time had already been destroyed by 1936. Before the Pop
ular Front and the organization of rnass tourism, rnany Paris 
workers had spent their days ofr in the nearby countryside 
where they fished in the Seine or the Marne or passed their 
time in rural bistros. By 1936 the waters of the Seine and the 
Marne were polluted, and many of the suburbs had lost their 
rustic flavor. At Boulogne-Billancourt, horne of Renault, "there 
are now gray, thick walls where before, during holidays, work
ing-class fa1nilies frolicked on the grass under the poplars."43 

The Socialist government, the CG'C and the PC.F began to or
ganize excursions fro1n urban to increasingly distant vacation 
sites. The governrnent introduced special price reductions for 
transportation-called popular or Lagrange tickets-to rnove 
workers front their hornes to leisure areas such as the .French 
Riviera. In 1936, 600,000 used Lagrange tickets, l ,200,000 in 
1937, and nearly as many in 1938.44 Over 100,000 traveled to 
the Riviera in the winter, but even more took advanta§e of the 
reduced fares to visit their relatives in the countryside. 5 

Lagrange's office also planned special trains: Paris-Nice, 
Paris-loulouse and cruises to Corsica, Algeria, and even Bar-



276 UnemjJloyment mul Leisure 

celona.'11; Likewise, the union initiated tourisme CGrl~ its of
ficial tourist agency, coordinating activities front ski trips to 
North African cruises. The CGT established a Vacations tor All 
organization, which merged with the lourist Bureau in Decem
ber 1937. l~he agency booked trips at reduced prices, reserved 
rootns at n1odest hotels, and established campgrounds. It also 
created a Vacations-Savings plan, which encouraged workers to 
put aside a srnall sum every week and accumulate enough for 
holidays. According to the union, its savings plan would alter 
the habits of certain workers: "They will drink perhaps fewer 
afJtfrit~j.~ and stnoke fewer cigarettes, but, anyway, that will not b.e 
so bad."47 rrhe CGrr's bureau offered package deals on credat 
("buy now, pay later").4

H Transforming the mythological con
spirators of anti-Communist literature, the Left developed a 
new identity-that of travel agents. l,he Communists fre
quently propagated the slogan, The Riviera for all, and urged 
the expansion of rnass tourism into all provinces. rfhe PCF dep
uty frorn Nice instituted a bus service from Paris to the Cote 
d'Azur.49 Other more politically neutral organizations also par
ticipated in the leisure boom. Catholic groups set up their own 
youth hostels to cornpete with the lay hostels, which, Catholics 
objected, rnixed the sexes and encouraged dangerous opinions. 
In 1938 new travel agencies-forerunners of today's low
budget charter companies-began to cater to a more popular 
clientele to whorn it offered moderately priced package deals. 
Still, only a minority of workers were able to take advantage of 
the discounts and special opportunities. In 1936 ernployed Pa
risian workers SJlent three tirnes more on laundry than on vaca
tions and trips:)0 

During the 1930s and especially during the Popular Front, 
certain leisure activities encouraped the mixing of young peo
ple from various backgrounds. 5 Lagrange actively promoted 
the youth hostel movement, but it attracted many more teach
ers than workers. In 1935, 90 youth hostels provided 10,000 
overnight stays. In 1936, the numbers rose to 229 hostels and 
26,800 nights. Participation in scouting among the more mod
est sections of the population also grew significantly during the 
Popular Front. Donning uniforms, waving banners, and rnarch
ing in processions tended to level social differences-at least 
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mon1entarily-an1ong scouts. In 1935, 80,000 were involved, hy 
1939, 108,000. ()f the three rnc~jor scouting groups, Catholic, 
Protestant, and secular, the last experienced by far the n1ost 
rapid growth. Perhaps rnany parents with few means encour
aged their children to join so the adults could spend their vaca
tions by themselves. Lagrange and Jean Zay, the education min
ister in the Blum government, collaborated in bringing sports 
into public schools and universities. 5 2 By the fall of 1937, over 
100,000 popular-sporting diplomas, which tested competence 
in various activities, had been issued. 

·rhe Popular Front offered young people the chance to learn 
to fly a plane. The Minister of Aviation, Pierre Cot, who had 
the cooperation of Lagrange, promoted Popular Aviation and 
air clubs that ain1ed to teach Hying to youngsters frotn various 
social backgrounds. In September 1937 four thousand young 
delegates representing ten thousand club members attended 
the first fete of popular aviation at Vincennes. rfhe clubs 
trained four thousand new pilots from all over the nation.53 

The PCF took a pron1inent role in publicizing and recruiting 
for Popular Aviation and enthusiastically declared that "a 
healthy and strong youth" was being created. Yet irnportant 
government officials had a different idea. They con1plained of 
the low intellectual level and poor physical condition of the new 
recruits, boys and, after 1936, girls between the ages of fourteen 
and twenty-one. According to their report, n1any of these 
youngsters naively assumed that their training in Aviation pop
ulaire would enable them to pursue careers as military pilots. 
But only 50 percent passed a simple written examination, and 
their responses shocked the examiners: the Marseillaise was the 
wife of the president of the republic, the Baltic a river, the Ver
sailles treaty an eighteenth-century document, and Lyon north 
of Paris. Physical tests were no more positive. 

Furthennore, aviation clubs were rife with generational and 
class conflicts. The new sections of Popular Aviation rnerged 
with the established Aero-clubs, which had an older and wealth
ier membership. The elite in the Aero-clubs had invested con
siderable resources in the organizations and did not welcome 
the poorer, less educated newcomers.54 Every section experi
enced tensions; when peace reigned it was usually because the 
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new members followed the "better trained" leaders of the old 
Aero-clubs. In 1938 government officials concluded that Avia
tion populaire had not been worth the financial effort-each 
pilot produced had cost 750,000 francs. Growing international 
tension increased the need for trained aircraft personnel and 
led to the replacernent of Popular Aviation by Premilitary Avia
tion. rrhe Popular Front's desire to strengthen French youth 
and den1ocratize flight quickly turned in a rnore rnilitaristic di
rection, but it nevertheless prefigured the rise of a rnass airline 
industry in the 1960s. 

In addition to flying, other new rights appeared during the 
Popular Front as the CGrf claimed "le droit a Ia neige" or the 
right to bring the city to the mountains: "Winter sports have be
conle a necessity .... After vacations at the ocean, why not ski 
vacations?"55 During the Christmas season of 1936, fifty thou
sand persons (approximately one-fourth of all French skiers) 
left Paris for the snow; Lagrange hirnself, C<Juipped with skis, 
inaugurated a youth hostel in the n1ountains. Special weekend 
tickets gave workers a chance to ski in Auvergne. The govern
ment attempted to lower the prices for ski rentals and hotels, to 
open the sport to less privileged individuals. Rurnors concern
ing these new rights spr·cad aanong sorne rnetalluq~iGtl workers 
who believed (it appears wrongly) that they could take an extra 
day of paid vacation for every month they worked. 56 According 
to a union leader, SIMCA workers sincerely thought that they 
were allowed to extend their vacations from 23 to 30 August. 
When they took the extra week, management fired thern. 

The mass tourism and leisure generalized by the Popular 
Front inaugurated the era of the weekend and the vacation. On 
17 August 193() Ilumanite presented both a photograph of Paris 
deserted, showing the place de Ia Concorde with neither auto
rnohiles nor pedestrians, and an article entitled, "Murderous 
Day," whi<:h confinned that on the highways six people had 
been killed and thirty injured in traffic accidents.:,7 Overcrowd
ing became an issue during the summer months as urban dwell
ers rushed to escape from their homes and workplaces. Work
ers' publications dernanded that new roads be constructed to 
ease the difficulties of tourist travel and complained that traffic 
jarns had discouraged many from traveling on Sunday, the cho-
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sen day of departure; union militants complained that the 
"rush of bathers," which 'jammed the majority of beaches," cre
ated an "intolerable crush." Overcrowding and inflated prices 
discouraged workers from visiting cities such as Nice in Auiust. 
Ernployers too desired paid vacations without traffic jams: 8 A 
law passed in November 1938 attempted to correct the "disor
der" of vacation sch~duling that risked harming national pro
duction. ·rhe legislation stipulated, apparently without rnuch 
success, that finns in the same industry stagger paid vacations. 

In factories the more or less traditional struggle-both offi
cial and unofficial-over working on Monday was supple
nlented by new conflicts over work on Saturday. As has been 
seen, many workers refused to accept work on weekends, pre
venting ernployers from organizing shifts and thereby, accord
ing to one prorninent Socialist, diminishing weekly produc
tion.59 l,he automobile workers of SIMCA at Nanterre 
"consider·ed that their two days of rest were an invaluable gain" 
and did not wish to work four days one week and six days 
another.60 Employers at Saint-Denis complained about the dif
ficulties of unloading trains on Saturdays and refused to pay for 
storage!H In 1937 strikes, dernonstrating that Holy Saturday 
was bccoaning as revered as lloly Monday, erupted in six rnctal
lurgical finns over working Saturday to recover Easter Monday. 
Employers reported that the Compagnie electro-mecanique at 
Bourget-which fulfilled contracts for the Navy-decided to 
recover Easter Monday on Saturday 3 April with the approval 
of the Inspection du travail; however 437 of its 472 workers did 
not appear.n2 Vouret et fils in Le Bourget claimed that a "cell of 
agitators" reneged on a previous agreement to recover Easter 
Monday on Saturday 3 April, with the result that 105 of its 136 
workers refused to compensate for lost worktime. The finn in
sisted that its supervisory personnel, "tired of seeing its author
ity flouted, shares our point of view."H3 Workers' propensity to 
fight for a free weekend was encouraged by very popular week
end tickets, issued to such places as the seashore and pictur
esque villages as well as ski resorts. 

The scheduling of paid vacations became another arena of 
struggle. As has been mentioned, union activists advised the 
staggering of vacations, which the Minister of Labor also advo-
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cated, so that the tourist industry could expand and workers 
could enjoy their holidays as comfortably as the bourgeois did. 
'I'he president of the Metallurgical Ernployers' Association 
(GIM) noted "the difficulties that have arisen inside the firms 
especially because of workers' demands about scheduling their 
vacations."64 Conflicts over vacation dates arose because of the 
different rnotivations of the workers, management, and the 
unions. Individually, the workers wanted to choose their dates. 
Surnrner was particularly desirable not only for its sun and 
warmth but also because children were out of school. Single 
workers might favor summer for various reasons, including ac
quiring a good tan, an increasingly popular symbol of health 
and leisure. 'fhe unions often supported the workers' prefer
ence, though at times the CGT opposed the complete shutting 
down of factories during one or two weeks in the summer; the 
union ol~jected to the forced unemployment of workers who 
did not possess the rnininunn six-rnont hs' seniority t.o he eligible 
f(u· vacation. On the other side, rnanagers' rnain priority was to 
coordinate vacations with market conditions and their suppli
ers. Ernployers also wanted to avoid the complications of orga
nizing shifts and subsequent fights over vacation dates. 

Middle-class skeptics remained unpersuaded by the Left's 
discourse on leisure, believing that the workers had becorne idle 
and were wasting time.65 The employers feared that increased 
spare time would lead only to more drinking in cabarets. It 
should be noted that in France in the 1930s alcoholisan was a se
rious problem, particularly among males. In 1933 the French 
consurned 2.61 liters of hard liquor per person corn pared to .56 
liters for the English and . 77 for Germans. ·rhe French also 
drank twice as n1uch wine per person as the Spanish and three 
tin1es more than the Italians. 66 France possessed one establish
ment licensed to serve alcoholic beverages for each 80 inhabit
ants cornpared to one for 430 in Great Britain. In 1936 the un
ernployed spent a larger percentage of their incorne on wine 
and coffee (6.1 and 2.1 percent, respectively) than on rent (7 .2) 
or on clothing (5.5 ). 67 The jobless considered these drinks to be 
inelastic expenses; their percentage of the budget increased 
only rnarginally as workers' income rose. 
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Logre, the chief physician at the police infirmary in Paris, 
noted an increase in alcoholism since the new social legislation 
had been enacted "because potential alcoholics have experi
enced, at least ternporarily, a rise in their purchasing powe1~ 
and they have rnore time to drink."(;H According to another 
source, the social reforms of the Popular Front did not diminish 
alcoholism, at least not in P~ris. Despite a national decline in 
consumption of alcohol, the number of alcoholics treated by the 
psychiatric clinic of the Paris police increased steadily fron1 
1935 (421 cases), to 1936 (494), 1937 (517), and 1938 (535).(m A 
delegate of the Ligue anti-alcoolique complained that, in the 
absence of repressive measures, increased leisure and hip,her 
pay had encouraged insobriety during the Popular .Front.7

, He 
cited as evidence the increasing nu1nber of establishments serv
ing alcoholic drinks and the growing profits of large distillers, 
such as Pernod and Cinzano. Other backers of temperance ad
vocated women's suffrage as a way of diluting the political in
fluence of drinking 1nales. 

An investigation conducted from 1934 through 1937 in one 
large Parisian power plant found that at least 16 percent of the 
work force were alcoholics. 71 According to the physician, the 
personnel of the enterprise had good working conditions-a 
collective bargaining agreement, e1nployn1ent security, paid va
cations, generous sick leave, and a retirement plan. ·rheir hous
ing too was considered more than adequate. The 173 cases of 
alcoholism out of a total work force of I ,092 (that contained 
only 15 won1en) were therefore not caused by "the habitual ex
cuses of slums, unemployment, and insecurity." Forty-seven of 
the alcoholics were frorn Brittany, which n1eant that 32 percent 
of the Bretons working at the plant were dipsomaniacs. l~he al
coholic 16 percent of the personnel were responsible for ap
proximately 25 percent of the sicknesses and accidents both on 
and off the job. These workers missed 31 days of work per year 
cornpared to 17 for nonalcoholics.'2 

Another physician characterized French workers as "the 
most alcoholic in the world.''73 Admissions of alcoholics and 
others with alcohol-related illnesses to mental institutions rose 
ahnost 16 percent frorn 1936 through 1938. In the interwar 
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period in rnany homes, the aperitif, especially anise-based bev
erages, began to complement the traditional popularity of wine 
and beer. 71 Sorne farnilies believed that the two liters of wine 
per day, aperitifs excluded, were the necessary minin1urn for 
working adults. 

Activists co1nplained that "the sarne workers who do not feel 
rich enough to buy a union educational brochure, which could 
lead the1n fro1n rnoral misery, do not hesitate paying in a bar 
for expensive alcoholic poisons that destroy their health and 
stupefy them."75 Militants criticized "unaware comrades, who 
before joining the cqT passed their time playing cards and bet
ting on the horses."76 A CG~r olftciallamented that all too often 
only students visited the youth hostels, whereas workers spent 
"their Sundays in a Sinoke-filled cafe." rrhe bars, rnusic halls, 
and dances of Montmartre seemed to be more attractive to 
wage earners than the universities of work or other irnproving 
on:upations.77 In tenus of rnonies spent, horse racing was by 
Etr the n1ost popular sport. 

The tourist industry's conception of leisure was often little 
different from the CGT's. The industry criticized the lack of 
"social tourisrn" in France and urged that all classes participate 
in leisure activities. 7H ·rhese activities should contpensate f(>r 
the unnatural labor of modern tirnes through a "momentary 
return to nature," which would eventually improve the workers' 
capacity to work. A new company, Union fran(_;aise des loisirs, 
offered its services to employers who wanted to respond to a 
new need, the organization of leisure in aid of "social pacifica
tion." l,hus, both the dynamic sector of the tourist industry and 
the Left agreed that organized leisure was a necessary alterna
tive both to the harshness of the workers' laboring life and to 
the licentiousness of traditional popular culture. 

So did the e1nployers. Following the pre<:edent of tnanage
rnent-sponsored su1nmer cantps, the bourgeois elite desired to 
remake workers' leisure in ways similar to those suggested by 
working-class organizations. For them, workers' free tirne had 
to be organized and channeled to produce a cleaner, healthier, 
and happier working class. Louis Renault advocated "public 
works necessary for the organization of leisure."79 ·rhe tough
Blinded etnployers did not object to the sporting and leisure ac-
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tivities sponsored by the CG'f and the PCF but rather to their 
alleged attempts to indoctrinate youth with "Mm·xisn1."Hu 'l'hc 
review, L'Europe nouvelle, which vigorously fought the forty
hour week, nevertheless asserted that workers' rest (refJo.s) n1ust 
be converted into spare-time activities, and it hoped that in the 
future the drcan1 of a Paris surrounded by stadiun1s might be 
realized. One authority called for "scientific organization of lei
sure" so that workers rnight return to their post with more en
ergy. Sports, in particular, would improve body and ntind and 
therefore output.H 1 Municipalities were urged to continue their 
construction of bathhouses and day-care centers. In the tradi
tion of nineteenth-century philanthropy, it was asserted that 
new and clean housing would encourage workers to spend 
anore titne with their farnilies. Workers wanted not socialisn1 but 
property, spedfically hotnes with gardens. 

During the 1930s the more traditional activities, such as gar
dening, began to be rcpla<:cd or complerncnted by the car. ()n 
the Left and Right rnany argued that the future of transporta
tion for both leisure and work should be the private autorno
hile. Pervasive propaganda glorified the machine and its driv
ers. For example, in the summer of 1938, various newsreels 
featured "the erand Automobile Rally at T'rocadero:· where 
"the most recent and most elegant cars" were presented by their 
owners, "whose dress," it was announced, "ntatched the colors 
and lines of the au1os."H2 For its part, Humanite criticized 
French automobile builders for failing to "democratize" the 
automobile.H:i The PCF daily complained that "the car, this 
rnarvelous newborn that provides so much work for laborers," 
was too expensive for the proletariat. Cotnn1unist and union 
militants agreed that the automobile was beautiful and that the 
prosperity of Lhe nation depended on the motor-vehicle indus
try. 'l'he Federation des metaux urged nationalization of the in
dustry if capitalist autornobile ntanufacturers proved incapable 
of providing a "detnocratic car."H1 Syndicats asked, "What good 
does it do to build tnore autornobiles, if most people cannot buy 
them?"85 Both literally and figuratively, working-class organi
zations helped to pave the way to a future in which the private 
car would become the centerpiece of work, leisure, and trans
portation. Louis Renault concurred with his class enemies that 
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the pri~e of automobiles m~st be lowered so t~at "one day every 
fam1ly 111 France can have Its own little car."Hb Usine, published 
by the metallurgical industrialists, wanted to popularize cars as 
Kodak had carneras. 

Workers were encouraged to consu1ne comrnodities rnore ac
cessible than autotnobiles. Advertising in both leftist and right
ist publications propagated the virtues of consurnption and 
awakened desires that many were able to satisfy only after 
World War I I. Nevertheless, in the 1930s a whole range of 
goods-can1eras, radios, bicycles, watches, sewing rnachines, 
vacuurn cleaners, hunting rifles, bedroom sets, gourn1et foods, 
cosmetics, and still other articles-were temptingly offered to 
French w<~rk~rs. Bargain stores in Paris-Prisunic, Monoprix, 
and ~ult1pnx-encouraged rnass consurnption of rnany of 
these tten1s. If cars remained merely a wish for most French 
workers, the purchase of a rnotorcyde, alrnost nonexistent in 
Spain, was easier. ·rhe 1nost obtainable n1eans of transportation 
reanained the bicycle; its nurnbers doubled from four rnillion in 
1920 to eight million in 1939. Many wage earners cornmuted to 
work-and to strikes-on their bikes. 

Radios became more available to those with rnodest incornes 
and their sales rose from 1.3 million in 1933 to 5 million i~ 
1939.H7 Over 65 percent of working Parisians and 28.2 percent 
of those unen1ployed possessed a radio in 1936. Twice as rnany 
Parisian working-class households owned radios than books.HH 
Employed workers spent over 50 percent more on tobacco than 
0~1 ~ooks and newspapers, thus demonstrating the continuing 
vatahty of the oral cornponent of French working-class culture. 
l~he cc·r believed-not entirely without reason, it seems
that the "average working-class fan1ily" could purchase house
hold iteans sudt as "costly" vacuurn cleaners if it redun~cl spend
ing on wines and aperitifs.H!J ·rhe union could have added 
cigarettes. 

Yet some workers saved and labored to acquire healthier 
conunodities and services. After the First World War, tnany 
rnen who had become familiar with arms in the trenches took 
up hunting as a sport, and the nutnber of pennits issued be
tween the war and the early 1930s tripled.m, Advertisenaents for 
rif1es in the working-class press showed that many Parisian 
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workers were interested in shooting. As in the Aero-clubs, 
sportstnen fnnn the upper classes, however, disdained the new 
hunters and refused thern admittance into exclusive asso
ciations. T'o prevent the democratization of the sport, these 
wealthy enthusiasts desired to raise the price of a hunting li
c:ense. 

Women of all classes participated in a new world of con
sutnption, continuing to frequent beauty salons and using 
rnore cosn1etics than earlier generations had. Over one-third 
of working-class households in Paris contained a sewing tna
chine;!H with the spread of electricity into urban hornes, 
many consumers acquired an electric iron. Many young families 
bought furniture on credit. Even when workers earned rela
tively high wages, they spent less of their incotne on housing 
than lower n1iddle-dass employees did. The result was suhstan
danJ housing, and the size of apartanent.s and the nurnber of 
t·oonts were insul1icient. The possibilities of spending both tiane 
and rnoney on lodgings were lirnitless. 

Given the need and appetite to consume, wage hikes were 
workers' key demand during almost all strikes. Metallurgical 
employers charged that the Communist leaders of the Syndical 
des metaux hid the .. political" nature of their strikes by enlpha
sizing economic and professional grievances.92 On occasion, 
workers refused a workweek that fell below forty hours. In 1937 
one delegation of workers protested against a thirty-five-hour 
week that rnanagement attributed to a lack of orders.93 It is sig
nificant that the delegation's protest came less than two weeks 
before Christmas, a period of heightened consurnption. In con
trast to celebrations of noel before the Great War, festivities dur
ing the Popular Front included expanded gift giving and more 
widespread use of Chrisllnas trees. 
. In onlet· to rneet new and old needs, some workers de

rnanded overtime; others approved piecework. When at the 
end of 1936 upholsterers went on strike to elirninate piecework, 
a tninority of workers in certain firms favored pay incentives 
but "lacked the courage to speak up."94 As in Barcelona, an un
detennined number of wage earners engaged in moonlighting 
(travail noir) despite the unions' hostility. The CGT would sorne
times accuse workers in company unions like the Association 
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des ouvriers Gnorne et Rhone of moonlighting and thereby 
stealing work from the unemployed.95 Penalties were estab
lished not only for workers who labored during their paid vaca
tions hut also for those who hired thern.m; Yet the extent of 
working off the books remains unknown.97 

An expanding range of leisure possibilities induced others to 
work hard for future vacations and weekend outings. In most 
working-class farnilies, both carents had to he wage earners in 
order to afford a vacation.~ 8 At SIMCA-where work slow
downs were cornrnon even among those paid by the piece
workers increased production to earn higher piecework wages 
as sununer vacations neared.n9 Wage earners' roles as produc
ers and consun1ers sometirnes conflicted. In July 1936 women 
who shopped in Parisian working-class neighborhoods "were 
delighted that the forty-hour week allowed them to finis~ their 
housekeeJ>ing chores during the week and t.o keep the weekend 
• .. I()( II I I' . •. I •. I k I rutact. owcvcr t tc app tGtllon o t tc orty- 1our wee a so 
resulted in the dosing of food shops fron1 Sunday noon until 
Tuesday morning. The Monday closings severely lirnited the· 
possibilities of a weekend outing since perishables bought on 
Saturday would not last until rruesday in the Sllllllller heat. 
Without refrigerators, discontented workers were f(n·ced to 
shop on Sunday morning. Shop clerks, though, insisted on di
viding the forty-hour week into five days of eight hours with 
Sunday and Monday free, against their employers' desire for six 
working days. rfhe clerks' representative justified their decision 
by asserting, "Sales no longer depend on the opening of stores 
but on the purchasing power of the masses." 101 

'J'he discourses on the problerns of unernployrnent and lei
sure revealed that many on the Right and on the Left shared 
the values of the "civilizing offensive." Unernployrncnt. they 
solved hy putting t.he jobless t.o work building roads to itnpnwe 
traflic circulation, apartment houses to lodge workers, and au
tornobiles to move the masses. The unions and parties of the 
Popular Front found the answer to the issue of leisure in orga
nizing healthy and wholesome activities. l,he Left defined un
ernployrnent and leisure as problems whose solutions would be 
found in the development and construction of a city of ltabita-
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lions a bon marche and of productive factories from which work
ers could comrnute to specialized leisure areas. In this sense, 
the Left's views on leisure meshed with its vision of the working 
class as devoted producers and potentially salubrious consurn
crs. It reduced the working week so that the une1nployed, who 
were supposedly eager to work, could obtain jobs and increase 
their buying power. Leisure for the workers had value not just 
for its own sake but also to make the class better producers in 
the workplace. Like sonle sectors of the patronat, the cere 
SFIO, and PCF argued for the restorative powers of loisirs. 

At the same time, the leaders of the Left were genuinely 
moved by labor's new right to leisure. In a well-known speech at 
the Vichy regime's show trial at Riom in 1942, Leon Blum de
scribed what he perceived as one of his rnajor accornplishrncnts: 

I did not leave my office very much ... but when I did and crossed 
I he Parisian suhurhs, I saw I he roads lined with old jalopies, motor
hikes, ami tandems with working-class umples wearing IIJah:hing 
sweaters. It all showed that the idea of leisure awakened in them a 
natural and simple style, and I had the sense, in spite of everything, 
of having brought stm and light into dark and difficult lives. We not 
only took workers away from the hars and provided them with 
more opportunity lor family life but gave them hope for the 
future. 1M 

Discounting Blurn's repetition of leftist rhetoric on alcoholisn1 
and the family, we can nonetheless agree that workers did be
corne very attached to the Popular Front's reforms granting a 
shorter working week and paid vacations. This desire to reduce 
worktirne produced difficulties for the coalition. l,he Popular· 
Front was trapped between its productivist promises to the na
tion and its consumerist constituents. Parisian workers did not 
show their gratitude to the Left for its advanced social legisla
tion hy working harder and producing nu>re efficiently. Al
though at Renault resistance to work decreased before August 
vacations, it increased in the fall, after the first summer vaca
tions had ended. Despite the restorative discourse of the Left, 
alcoholism did not decline in Paris and may have become more 
pervasive. l)aralleling their lack of subordination in the work
place, rnany Parisian workers, like their Barcelonan counter-
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parts, continued to use their free moments in ways that both 
union officials and employers condemned. 

Ironically, it was the workers' attachrnent to the reduced 
working week, perhaps the major reform of the Popular Front, 
that helped disrupt the unity of the leftist coalition and greatly 
contributed to its downfall. l~he Popular Front was popular be
cause of its expansion of leisure, and it was hardly surprising 
that its end was provoked by the workers' actions to resist more 
worktime. 
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13 
THE END OF THE 
POPULAI~ FRONT 

The shifting attitude of the Radical party, which was often the 
key to parliamentary m~jorities in the latter years of the Third 
Republic, caused the rupture of the Popular Front. Although 
Radical deputies depended on the votes of Socialists and Cont
nlunists to win elections, many Radical constituents re1nained 
skeptical of the leftist coalition's economic policies. 1 Peasants, 
owners of small firms, and tnernbers of the n1iddle classes who 
accepted the Radicals' defense of anticlericalis•n and republican 
liberties had never fully consented to the Popular Front's eco
noinic program, particularly the forty-hour week. En1ployers 
resented being forced to dose two days per week or being un
able to adapt the shorter workweek to their seasonal needs. In 
the spring of 1937, Radicals complained of union power and vi
olations of the right to work. In June 1937 immediately before 
the fall of the first Blum government, Edouard Daladier, the 
Radical leader who had pro1noted the formation of the leftist 
coalition, reflected increasing anti-Popular Front sentiment in 
his own party by calling for the reestablishment of "order"
which was, significantly enough, an anti-Popular Front code 
word. Although Can1ille Chautemps, a veteran Radical politi
cian who succeeded Blum in June 1937, was committed to 
maintaining the Popular Front, he nevertheless established an 
investigatory commission on production with the goal of modi
fying. the forty-hour week. At the party congress in October 
1937, Chautemps, Daladier, and other Radical party officials 
agreed to re1nain in the leftist coalition only if it maintained 
"order" and defended the middle classes. 

After the fall of the second Blum government in April 1938, 
Daladier became prime minister. His government gradually 
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shifted further to the Right as it faced accelerating internal and 
international pressures on production to overcome the stagna
tion of the French economy and prepare for the con1ing war. 
Dornestically, this shift reflected the estrangement of the mid
dle classes whose anger over the forty-hour week intensified 
as inflation did. Rising prices resulted frorn the constant wage 
increases, the slowdown of production in rnany industrial 
branches, and the successive devaluations of the franc, whid1 
had lost ahnost 60 percent of its value in less than two years. If 
unionized workers were largely able to keep up with the 75 per
cent rise in wholesale prices and a 4 7 percent increase in retail 
prices, retired persons on fixed incomes, rentiers, and even 
many fonctionnaires were economically injured by inflation they 
blamed on the Popular Front.2 In addition, n1any owners of 
srnall businesses became increasingly receptive to the anti
Popular Front positions of large ernployers' organizations and 
rnoved toward "republican authoritarianism."~' 

Supplementing the economic grievances of important Radi
cal constituents, the French and their allies who wanted a 
stnu1g defense were concerned with the sluggishness of mili
tary production. In April 1938 General Annengaud corn
plained of the low rate of aircraft production and cited as one of 
its causes "the quantitr-relatively inadequate-of the weekly 
labor of each worker.''' ·rhe general larnented that the produc
tivity of French aviation workers was considerably below that of 
German workers, and he called upon his fellow citizens to sacri
fice f(>r the patrie. 

The general's fears were shared by many bourgeois and in
dustrialists. Low aircraft production cornpelled the governrnent 
to purchase Arnerican planes, despite ol~jections from organi
zations of employers and workers alike. At the end of Scptern
bcr 1938, the newly elected president of the SNCASO dcdared 
that the closing of the factories on Saturdays and Sundays was 
"unacceptable" during a period of international tension.5 He 
cited the "very serious" problem of output and urged more in
centives for production. ~fhe e1nployers' pcriodi<:al, La Jouruee 
industrielle, blarned the lack of qualified personnel, the disap
pearance of incentives, and the erosion of the authority of the 
maitri~e for what it claimed was a 30 percent decrease in aviation 
productivit y.n 
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loward the end of the Popular Front, the Inspecteur general 
du travail alluded to the hostile social climate in a speech to rep
resentatives of management and labor. This high government 
official was certain that no employer wanted the return of a pa
tronat du droit divin (divine-right bossism) but that on their side 
the union militants should "strive to 1nake their connades 
understand .. the obligations and advantages of a collective bar
gaining agreernent. Yet the Inilitants "were not always under
stood as they should have been. Their directives were some-
times not respected because those to whom they spoke were not 
conscious of collective responsibility."7 The Inspecteur general 
argued that working-class organizations must make workers 
e<nnprehend that the collective bargaining agreernent was a 
"pact of non-aggression"; once it was signed, they should labor 
as hard as possible for their employers: 

The unions must usc every opportunity to demand that the collec
tive bargaining agreement be obeyed [by their members). No work 
is possible without discipline, and there is no discipline without au
thority. Now after the bargaining agreement has defined this au
lhorily, which must rule in the workplace, the workers must submit 
to it. 

In Novernber 1938 Daladier appointed a conservative, Paul 
Reynaud, to the Ministry of Finance. Throughout the Popular 
Front, Reynaud had opposed the forty-hour week and had 
fought to increase French production. He had continually 
warned that the constraints i1nposed on the French econotny 
would lead to stagnation and weak defense. In June 1937 Rey
naud declared, "We have progressively tried to diminish labor, 
but we have forgotten output, and we have raised sinlulta
neously the cost of living and the costs of production."H As nlin
ister, Reynaud quickly attacked the application of the forty
hour week and destroyed the weekend. He established a six-day 
working week, authorized overtirne up to nine hours per day 
within the limits of a forty-eight-hour week, and reduced over
tirne pay by 10 to 25 percent.9 To encourage a longer work
week, Reynaud's decrees f(:>rbade the five-day week of eight 
hours per day without the authorization of the Ministry of La
bor. He also declared null and void collective bargaining agree
rnents that banned piecework, and he envisaged sanctions fC.>r 
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workers who refused to work overtime in defense industries. In 
a radio address, Reynaud, who had opposed the Munich agree
ments and argued for a tough stance against Germany, told his 
countryrnen: 

In 1933 France produced more cast iron than Germany. Today it 
produces four times less [than Germany] .... Our production must 
increase 30 to 40 percent. Now, all the unemployed together, even 
if they could be hired tomorrow, could only increase our produc
tion 7 to 8 percent. Therefore the workweek must be lengthened. 
Do you believe that in Europe today France can simultaneously 
maintain its standard of living, spend 25 billion on arms, and rest 
two days per week? No. You want action. I tell you that the week of 
two Sundays has ceased to exist. 10 

Reynaud's attack on the weekend along with other aspects of 
his prograrn aroused great opposition an1ong workers. rl'he So
cialist Jules Moch rernarked that the n1inister's address pro
voked "aanazernent and fury in the working class." 11 The indus
trialists noted "strike threats" in factories that planned to work 
on Saturday 26 November; nevertheless, many entrepreneurs 
were grateful for Reynaud's assault on a labor-free Saturday, 
which had quickly become a cherished tradition in the Parisian 
working class. 12 

On the other side, Rene Belin, the leader of the anti
Cornanunist group within the CGT, had wondered in August 
1938 if Daladier would cross the Rubicon by tenninating the 
forty-hour week. 13 l~he PCF which, it was claimed, was initially 
hesitant to defend the forty-hour week becarne n1ore deter
mined "when it realized that the masses were resolutely hostile 
to [Reynaud's] pn~ject of 111utilation"; soane unions even 
char-ged that Daladier's program was fascist. 14 As early as Sep
tember 1938, the National Federation of Paper Workers 
equated Daladier's radio speeches, which called for rnore work, 
~ith those of Hitler and Mussolini. CGl' rnilitants in the paper 
Industry insisted that Daladier's program was a replica of that 
of the right-wing PSF of Colonel de La Ron1ue. According to La 
Vie ouvriere, Daladier was a representative of "big capital," 
which was in turn connected to fascism. One CGT leader, H. 
Raynaud, charged that Daladier had "yielded to the wishes of 
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internal [French] fascisan." 15 The sarne issue of the CGT publi
cation displayed a cartoon in which Hitler and Mussolini ad
vised the French prin1e minister to use "our methods with the 
workers." In the pages of Syndicats, R. Froideval, secretary of 
the CG'r Construction Union of Paris, accused Paul Reynaud of 
plagarizing l-litler. u; 

At the CGT's congress of Nantes the Confederation's three 
principal factions-Cornnn1nist, anti-Communist, and the 
small number of ·revolutionary syndicalists-unanin1ously 
agreed on the need f(n union actions to prevent enacunent of 
Reynaud's decrees. They planned a general strike on 30 No
venlber that "expresses the protest of the working class against 
the decrees that especially hurt it both by tenninating the day 
off on Saturday without any reason and without any benefit ((n· 
the national economy and by establishing a reorganization of 
overtime that is totally ur~justified." 17 E. Jacoud, the secretary 
of the Federation of Transportation (CGT), noted "the general 
indignation that the decrees aroused shortly after they ap
peared" and asked, "What federation could have resisted such a 
justifiable response?" 1

H Anti-Comrnunist militants asserted 
that "sportsmen" also would "defend the week of two Sundays," 
which was "the rnost satisfactory reform of all." 19 

Even before the planned date of 30 November wildcat 
strikes erupted against the six-day week. New schedules that 
obliged personnel to work Saturday or Monday generated in
tense opposition an1ong a multitude of workers, rnany of 
whorn, including Catholics, were not known for their mili
tancy. 20 At the Hutchinson tire factory in Puteaux, at the chern
ical finn of Kuhhnann in Aubervilliers, and at Matieres colo
rantes of St.-Denis, workers engaged in greves sauvages protest
ing the new work schedules. 21 Other major chemical, aviation, 
and rnetalworking firms in the suburbs were hit by wildcats, 
anclthe CGT was ((>r·ced to appeal to its militants to restrain the 
strikers. On 24 Nove1nber at aviation plants in the Paris region, 
wildcat strikes occurred before Reynaud's decrees were ap
plied.22 rrhe president of the nationalized aviation sector de
clared that "after the establishrncnt of the contract and the so
cial laws, recourse to a strike is a revolutionary measure that 
risks arousing the majority of the nation against the workers." 
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He announced, "According to the statistics, fifty-five hours 
per week of work are necessary to ensure the existence of the 
country." 

()n 24 Novetnber the largest and most violent wildcat strike 
erupted in Renault. Although the PCF and its followers claitned 
that Renault workers were not responsible for the violence or 
attributed it to rrrotskyists, the automobile workers did engage 
in sabotage and physical aggression. Sorne foremen and super
intendents were beaten, and forty-two bludgeons or blackjacks 
and one dagger (which had been made in the factories) were 
found in the workshops occupied by the strikers.23 Workers 
used new cars and trucks to construct barricades, broke win
dows, and destroyed a clock. Strikers left the basen1ent of the in
finnary full of gasoline. Police had to evacuate the factories by 
force and were greeted by a barrage of various autornobile 
parts ranging front carburetors to pistons. Forty-six police1nen 
and at least twenty-two strikers were injured in the confronta
tions. Many works in progress were ruined, and tnanagetnent 
clairned aln1ost 200,000 francs in damages.24 

Approxirnately two hundred eighty workers were arrested, 
rnainly for failure to respect the right to work (entraves a La Liberti 
du travail). 25 Fron1 the available police reports on thirty-one 
workers, only five were described as "political" and mernbers of 
the PCF. rrwenty-one were judged "nonpolitical" (pas s'occuper 
de fJolitique) by police inspectors, and reports on five others con
tained no mention of political activity.26 Only two out of the 
thirty-one workers had a criminal record. rrhree of the thirty
three persons whotn the Renault tnanagetnent accused of vio
lating the "right to work" and engaging in violence and sabo
tage were wornen.27 The female suspects sometimes equaled 
their male counterparts in violence. ()ne threw a pot of benzine 
at a widow who continued to work during the strike; the two 
others threatened to "smash in the face" of their female col
leagues who failed to stop work. 

'I'he Renault statistics are extretncly significant because they 
contradict the claitns by the tnanagement and the Daladier gov
enunent that the 24 November strike was "political," that is, a 
protest by PCF rnilitants against the government that had 
signed the Munich accords. l~hese statistics roughly rnirrored 
the percentage of PCF nternbers in the Renault factories; ac-
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cording to the Inilitants' unofficial numbers, the PCF had four 
thousand adherents out of thirty-four thousand workers.2

H 'fhe 
figures thus reflect an unexpectedly low rate of PCF member
ship among smne of the presumably most militant workers and 
tend to refute assertions by historians that the PCF controlled 
Renault during the Popular Front.29 The police reports in<li
cate that nonpolitical workers were the essential force behind 
the 24 November strike to defend the weekend against Rey
naud's decrees. The lack of criminal records among the workers 
who committed violent acts against both people and property 
irnplied that violence in a huge, rationalized plant like Renault 
was caused not by cri1ninals, or even PCF militants, but by a dis
gruntled rninority that was outraged by the longer workweek. 

Indeed, throughout the Popular Front, the PCF and the 
CGl-:_like their counterparts in Barcelona-were well aware of 
the generally low degree of political militancy among the ma
jority of French workers. ·rhe PCF had difl1culty finding de
voted tnilitants to lead its cells and lamented the passivity of its 
Renault adherents who usually neglected to purchase party 
publications.:io Generally, the bulk of PCF n1e1nbers were less 
interested in the party's politics or projects for the future than 
in its defense of their bread-and-butter demands. The CGT it
self was careful to give priority to specific economic grievances 
rather than political demands during the most in•porta11t 
strikes. The Syndical des metaux even denied that the one-hour 
strike of Monday, 7 Septetnber 1936, in solidarity with Spain 
was exclusively "political." Of course, the union did not dispute 
that a 1najor purpose of the work stoppage was to elicit support 
for the Spanish Republicans, but it also demanded wage hikes 
and protested the "violations of the collective bargaining agree
rnents," "firings of personnel," and "nonpayment of vacations." 

After 1936, workers generally responded without ga·cat en
thusiasm to other political movements. Despite the strong sup
port of the Syndical des metaux, the demonstration of 24 June 
1937 against the Senate-which had blocked Blurn's financial 
initiatives and contributed to the fall of his first government-

• ':U • generated a relatively low turnout: Yet at certain moments 
1nany workers mobilized for political causes. After all, the Pop
ular Front coalition had been propelled in 1934 by the tnass po
litical strikes and dentonstrations of 12 February that pn>tested 
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against the right-wing riots of 6 February. A Bastille Day unity 
dernonstration in 1935, May Day marches in 1936 and 1937, 
and the cornmemoration in 1936 of the 1871 Paris Comrnune 
drew several hundred thousand on each occasion. lens of thou
sands of Parisian workers also participated in a dernonstration 
against the fascist attack on Leon Blum in February 1936. In 
Novernher 1936 hundreds of thousands took to the streets to 
protest against the right-wing press whose slanders had caused 
the suicide of Roger Salengro, the Socialist Minister of the In
terior. 

l'he strike following the Clichy massacre was one of the rare 
occasions during the period of Popular Front governrnents 
when impressive numbers of workers participated in an essen
tially political work stoppage. In the evening of 16 March I 937, 
six thousand to ten thousand left-wing dernonst.rators rnet to 
pr·otest a gathering of La Rocque's Parti social fran<_;ais (PSF), 
which was the largest and rnost rapidly growing fonnation of 
the extrerne Right. The crowd clashed with police who had 
been sent to separate the two hostile groups. The confronta
tions caused the deaths of five or six antifascists and ir~juries to 
approxirnately two hundre~ pe~sons. T~1e deaths .and i:.~.uries 
aroused "a profound emotion 111 workrng-class carcles. · 2 On 
the nunning of l'hursday 18 March, large numbers of Parisian 
workers responded to a cc·r strike call. 'fhc protest against the 
fascist movement of La Rocque and against the police shootings 
becan1e the most important political strike of the Popular 
Front.. 33 

'J'he political character of the 30 Novernber 1938 general 
strike was less important than its defense of the forty-hour 
week, but it, nevertheless, failed decisively. Employers were well 
prepared, and they warned their personnel that strikers would 
lose seniority and paid vacations. 3 Son1e industrialists declared 
that striking would constitute a clear violation of the contract 
and that those who did not come to work would be fired or re
hired on an individual basis after an examination of their 
rcconfs. ·rhe govenunent also acted with force and shrewdness 
to end the strikes in the most vital public services. In Parisian 
public transportation, the walkout was a failure. 35 The strike 
was supported by only a few railroad and postal workers. 
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1roops were stationed in the metro, train, and bus stations to 
ensure traffic circulation, and employers asserted that where a 
service d'ordre (police force) protected the right to work, partici
pation in the general strike was minimal. 36 Rene B~lin rep.orted 
that Daladier had effectively prevented a walkout In public se.r
vices by threatening potential strikers with military tribunals.~\? 
flumanite asserted that the state had created "an atmosphere of 
terror" by placing soldiers in the centers of public transl?o~ta
tion. The revolutionary syndicalists charged that "the fasclsllza
tion of the French state continues rapidly."38 Even the relatively 
rnoderate Leon Jouhaux concluded that "Daladier ... wanted 
to demonstrate that he could take the same attitude toward the 

k. I 11· I .. ~,(~ wor ang c ass as - tt er. · · 
Whether fascist or not, the Daladier governn1ent foreshad

owed contemporary practices by an astute manipulation of t~1e 
state-controlled radio that intimidated strikers and potential 
strikers. As were other government workers, radio ernployees 
were requisitioned. News broadcasts, which the .radio monopo
lized since newspaper~ failed . to !Ppear d~nng th~ stnk~, 
openly encouraged stnkebreakang. One raal~oad unron olh
cial admitted that the "bombardment of the a1rwaves was un
questionably effective." Other union leaders concluded that the 
governrncnt's usc of the radio had a.i~ed the bosse.s and con
fused the workers.11 Coercion by rn1htary and pohce supple
mented a clever employment of the means of communication to 
break the 30 November general strike. During the Popular 
Front, the radio becarnc an outlet for the propaganda not only 
of consumption but also of production. . . . . 

The advanced industries examined actively parucapated 1n 
the movernent in defense of the forty-hour week and against 
the Reynaud plan. In the suburbs, where the most irnportant 
aviation and autornobilc finns were located, the percentage of 
strikers was relatively high. Figures varied widely according to 
sources: the Federation des metaux declared that 80 percent of 
workers participated in the strike, whereas the government and 

42 • 1 R I en1ployers estirnated 25 percent. A document 111 t 1e enau t 
archives reported that 30 to 40 percent of the workers and 2 to 
3 percent of the o(fice workers of the Paris region participated; 
it stated that at Citroen 35 percent of the workers were absent 



298 End of the Popular Front 

and at SIMCA 70 percent.43 In private aviation companies at 
lssy-les-Moulineaux, more than 33 percent of the workers par
ticipated in the general strike.44 In nationalized aviation the 
strike was nearly total in the SNCASO factories at Villacoublay, 
Suresnes, and Courbevoie, and the walkout continued in these 
plants until 9 December when management reported that only 
20 to 50 percent of the personnel were working.45 ·rhe presi
dent of the firm was especially disappointed by the workers of 
the CGT-dorninated Courbevoie factory who, he said, had bro
ken their prornises. Aviation strikers threatened nonstriking 
personnel and refused to respect their right to work (liberte du 
travail). Buses that carried laborers to the Villacoublay plant 
were sabotaged, and over 50 percent of the aviation personnel 
reportedly participated in the strikes. 

An effective, if controversial, repression followed the failure 
of I he general strike. Workers who had caused production 
problerns during the Popular Front were dismissed. Leftist his
toriography largely regards this post-November repression as 
an alntost i~ra~ional act of vengeance by employers.4

fi It pre
sents the <lasrnassed workers as innocent passive victirns who 
wanted only to exercise their legal union rights. Yet considering 
the workers' fight against work and factory discipline, the ern
ployers' repression seems exceedingly rational. An estimated 
eight hundred thousand workers were either locked out or laid 
off irnmediately after the failed strike of 30 November. Accord
ing to rnanagement, "only" thirty-four out of one hundred 
f<~rty. Citroen delegates were fired. 47 At Renault, n1anagement 
dasnnssed those "troublernakers" (meneurs) who had lirnited pro
duct~o.n in_ the workshops; after these workers were fired, pro
ducll~aty JUmped 10 to 25 percent in many. workshops.48 

Despite a general reduction of personnel frorn thirty-four 
thousand to thirty-two thousand, production did not dedine.49 

On I Decernber 1938 Louis Renault noted that during the Pop
ular Front the power of the working class had prevented layoffs 
of several thousand workers, many of whom had been hired in 
the auturnn and winter of 1936. Frequently, these newly em
ployed laborers were poorly qualified, inadequate producers 
who were "insufficiently adapted" to the factory. Yet Renault 
ha~l been unable to ~ismiss them because he feared retaliatory 
st nkcs and ot het· act tons. l~he failed strikes of Noventlwr pro-
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vided hirn with the opportunity to trim his payrolls, reinforce 
discipline, and increase productivity. In the body assernbly 
workshops, fifty-four out of approximately seven hundred 
workers were dismissed, but production remained stable. 50 In 
the woodworking atelier, the work force was reduced from 
seventy-one to fifty-eight, yet production did not fall. In these 
and other Renault workshops, wages actually increased since 
workers were no longer able or forced to limit their piecework 
production. 51 During the Popular Front, Renault workers had 
often sacrificed higher pay for a less intensive work pace. At the 
end of 1938, factory discipline was reinforced by the reestablish
ment of turnstiles and inspections to prevent thefts, which had 
increased since the spring of 1936. In addition, workers were no 
longer able to exercise their "right" to leave the factory for a 
snack. 5 2 

Yet t.he employers' response was not totally unrestrained. 
When M.G. Claude of Action fraru;aise advocated a return to a 
forty-eight-hour week with wages based on forty hours, Usine 
objected that, given the workers' strug~le for the forty-hour 
week, Claude's proposal was unrealistic. 3 The rnanagen1ent of 
Caudnnt calculated that 65 percent of its workers had partici
pated in the 24 November wildcat but stated that rnany would 
he rehired, and on 12 December 1938, "work began again 
nonnally."51 According to one report, the Ministry of War "de
finitively" fired only 209 workers out of 100,000, and those dis
missed-many of whom had worked in aviation-were soon re
employed by private industry.55 At the beginning of January 
1939, 10,000 workers rernained without jobs, but rnany of the1n 
were rehired in the following weeks as renewed economic ex
pansion increased industrial production, which climbed 15 per
cent from November 1938 to June 1939 as unemployment fell 
frorn 416,000 in January 1939to 343,000 injune 1939.5 n 

In nationalized aviation, selective disn1issals elirninated those 
workers who had hindered production. On 9 December 1938 
the president of the SNCASO noted that all would be rehired 
"except for those persons having committed violations of the 
right to work, or serious errors, or those not having a normal 
output before the strike." According to the chief administra
tor of the same enterprise, fewer than 10 percent of the per
sonnel would be suspended but even some of then1 would be 
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reernployed in the following weeks. A high executive of the 
SNCAN declared that wage earners who had not violated 
the right to work would be recalled as quickly as possible.57 The 
president of the SNCAN fully approved the executive's posi
tion, which he explained: 

An examination of all the important cases must be undertaken in 
an extremely serious manner, with the goal to avoid the slightest in
justice. For the personnel who can be reproached with serious er
rors, their individual records will be constituted and submitted to a 
commission composed of persons who are independent of the na
tionalized company and who will make the final decision. 

By January 25 1939 the SNCAN executive desired "to tnake hu
rnanitarian gestures as quickly as possible," and he told the ad
ministrative council that he had, "studied for certain cases, the 
possibility of reemployment in a different factory than the one 
where the concerned person was working before 30 November. 
Already several positions have been offered and accepted under 
these conditions."58 

In addition to selective dismissals, management now tied 
wages n1ore closely to production by increasing the weight of 
monetary incentives. On 9 December 1938 the president of 
SNCASO stated that "the reduction ?f t~e bas~ sal~~l must b~ 
compensated by bonuses or production Incentives. · In addt
tion, ernployers probably reduced the CGT's control over the 
hiring of new personnel. The poststrike policies of aviation 
rnanagen1ent were at least partially effective, since the monthly 
delivery of airplanes doubled within several months after the 
disturbances of November 1938: "From the end of 1938 ... 
production increased considerably .... The effort to equip the 
industry, the augmentation of the number of sup/?liers, the 
lengthening of the working week ... were fruitful."n 

rrhus the rapid increase in production did not derive entirely 
from the end of the forty-hour week since aircr~ft production 
depended on long-term planning and large-scale. capital invest
nlent. Paradoxically, as the Popular Front governments re
anned and rationalized the defense industries, pressures in
creased to end the forty-hour workweek, which was, of course, 
one of the workers' m~jor gains in the Blum period. During 
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1938, as the machinery of rnass production was put into place, 
industrialists lobbied intensely to lengthen the workweekY 1 

Reynaud and Daladier responded positively, and a month after 
the failed strike of November, the official week of motor •nanu
facturers was six days of eight hours. At the end of 1938 produc
tivity increased 6.4 percent. In February 1939, workers in all 
nationalized firms were laboring at least forty-four hours, and 
Gnome et Rhone e1nployed three shifts, each working forty
eight hours. If the end of the forty-hour week was not solely 
responsible for the gains in production and productivity, the 
post-November climate of longer ho~rs, tightene~ disciplin.e, 
and union busting undoubtedly contnbuted to the tncreases 111 

output. 
Once a climate of work discipline had been reestablished, the 

great m~jority of dismissed workers, whose skills were fre
quently needed, was reintegrated into the labor force. Private 
firn1s seern to have been more punitive than the nationalized 
sector or the arbitration courts, however. Capitalists saluted the 
"return of good sense, of calm, and of the only doctrine that is 
healthy-work." It should be noted that striking foremen and 
agents de maitri5e, who were a sanall minority of this stratutn, 
were, exceptionally, not rapidly rehired.62 In nationalized avia
tion, of the approximately 835 dismissed workers who re
mainedjobless in the spring of 1939, only 7 we_re foreme~ (c?n
tremaitres) and 25 were technicians or engtneers. Avtatton 
management believed that it was not possible to reopen the fac
tories without a sufficiently powerful police force. In Decen1ber 
1938 the foreanen and supervisors of Renault wrote to the So
cialist daily, Le Populaire, protesting its article of 23 December, 
which claimed that the demand for dismissals of the meneurs was 
the work of a "rninority of malcontents." The forernen asserted 
that the firings were supported by almost all their colleagues; 
their petition against the meneurs had collect_ed 2,500 signa_tu_res 
of supervisory personnel. rrhe foremen datmed to be sallshed 
by the "restoration of order" that followed the Novernber 
strikes.63 

As for the fascist political tendencies of employers and their 
imn1ediate subordinates, these ideological impulses grew dur
ing the Popular Front at least partially in response to the work-
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ers' challenge of authority, their refusal to work diligently, and 
the government's inability to reestablish order in the factories 
or on the construction sites. The extreme right-wing Parti social 
fran~ais rnade CGT control of hiring one of its mctior issues dur
ing the electoral campaign of early 1937.64 At Renault, large 
nutnbers of foremen and agents de maitrise gravitated toward 
right-wing unions. Among collaborateurs, a category that in
cluded not only foremen but also white-collar sales and admin
istrative personnel, the CGT lost support. In December 1936 in 
elections for delegates, the Confederation had obtained 64.2 
percent (3,248 votes) while other unions had received 35.8 per
cent (I ,812 votes).65 Two years later in November 1938, CGT 
votes fell to 45 percent of the total, whereas that of the other 
unions rose to 55 percent. Support for right-wing professional 
unions was greater arnong foremen and supervisory personnel 
than other collaborateurs. In November 1938 all the sections of 
the agents de maitrise elected non-CGT representatives. Supervi
sors and foremen chose ten delegates of the SACIAT, an au
thoritarian and anti-Communist organization that had com
plained about the loss of authority of the cadres throughout the 
Popular Front. While heatedly denying it was in the bosses' 
carnp, the SACIAT claimed that it defended "the only rneans by 
which we can assure our future: our work." 

Calls for the restoration of order and discipline in the work
place were the common denominator among the niJmerous fac
tions of the Right.66 The PSF pledged to safeguard "the right to 
work." 'The electricity magnate Ernest Mercier, a prontoter of 
Redressernent fran~ais, condemned "disorder"; the Ligue des 
patriotes dernanded discipline; the Bonapartists desired "a very 
firnt central authority"; and Francisme wanted a leader who led 
and followers who did what they were told. Bertrand de Jouve
nal, an intellectual in Jacques Doriot's Parti populaire fran~ais, 
which some historians have called fascist, admired the Third 
Reich for undertaking "the gigantic task of reconciliating man 
and his work." Yet the extreme Right had by no r~eans a rno
nopoly on appeals for order and discipline. Son1e initial sup
porters of the Popular Front, such as the nco-Socialists and 
Frontistes, also complained about the lack of governrnent au
thority. As has been seen, in November 1938 republicans in the 
clemenciste tradition, led by Paul Reynaud, reestablished an at-
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mosphere of order that led to disciplined production in certain 
sectors of the econonty. 

Yet it should not be inferred that all industries experienced a 
rise in productivity only after the failure of the general strike 
and the ensuing repression. As in Barcelona, industrial and po
litical periodizations cannot be completely identified; greater 
output in a number of firms did not always depend solely on 
the results of the national confrontation between the CGT 
and the govenunent on 30 November 1938. For example, pro
ductivity increased dramatically in private Parisian bus and 
transportation companies after the forty-four-day drivers' 
strike and occupation at the end of 1937 and beginning of 
1938.67 Furthermore, the Jacomet arbitration of the spring of 
1938 had the effect of tightening discipline in certain aviation 
firms. 

Considerably before November 1938,Jules Verger, a patron de 
combat, adopted what he claimed was an effective strategy 
against CGT militants. Verger was the president of the employ
ers' organization, Chantbre syndicate de l'entreprise electrique 
de Paris; of its 700 n1embers only a handful ernployed nunc 
than 100 workers.m~ He replaced about 130 workers who had 
struck in October 1936 with new personnel who were "very 
happy to work after a hard period of unemployrnent." His loyal 
workers were heads of households, determined "not to let their 
jobs be stolen from them because, above everything, they had 
to provide for their families." The entrepreneur desired to cre
ate a farnily atrnosphcre in his £1rm. 

In the electricians' strike, verbal and physical violence was a 
near constant. In early November, approximately 2,200 work
ers out of 3,500 in the Syndical des monteurs-electriciens 
struck in solidarity with the 130 whom Verger had fired in 
()ctober.fi9 Verger's own personnel, who now numbered 166, 
continued laboring and, along with other jaunes (scabs) becarne 
targets for the strikers. Verger "asked his staff to respond to vi
olence with violence." ~rhe police correctly surmised that con
frontations would rnuhiply. The strikers were determined to 
prevent the jaunes and members of the professional union from 
working, and they made a special effort to halt Verger's own 
enterprise.70 On 13 Novetnber police arrested 4 strikers l(>r ob
structing the right to work. ~rhe following day police intervened 
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when 15 strikers attempted to stop the work of 20 nonstrikers. 
At a meeting, a certain l'homas, presumably a member of the 
cc·r Electricians' Union, stated that force was the only way to 
tnake the Jaunes understand. ·rhe union con1plained that ti1e 
police were present whenever the strikers were, and it accused 
the governtnent of being as reactionary and as repressive as the 
Gerrnan Social Democrats had been. 

·rhe strikers used old and new tactics to achieve their goals. 
·rheir intelligence network seems to have functioned well, and 
they etnployed rapid modern transportation-cars, trucks, and 
bicycles-to appear at sites where nonstrikers were active. In 
one incident, 100 or so grevistes arrived by automobiles, sur
prised :~o of Verger's n1en, ir~jut·ed 3, and disappeared bc(()re 
police arrived. Strikers usually attacked only when they consid
erably outnun1bered their adversaries, as at the Jardin des 
Plantes where 100 strikers forced 12 electricians to abandon 
their jobs. At Malakoff 12 strikers, who had arrived on bicycles, 
fought with 4 workers. Furthermore, as in the nineteenth cen
tury, scabs' tools might be mislaid, materials confiscated, and 
work sabotaged. 

On several occasions, strikers abducted one or two strike
breakers and interrogated them at a union hall for several 
hours. \Vhen rnilitants <Juestioned why he broke the strike, one 
worker replied that he was the father· of five children and had 
to labor to feed them. The average age of the strikers who were 
arrested by police was 22.9, whereas the average age of the non
strikers was 29.3; the latter likely had more dependents than 
the former. However exaggerated, Verger's rhetoric about the 
farnily did reflect one reality of the conflict. During other 
strikes industrialists claimed that a parent was less likely to stop 
work than a single or younger worker. 71 

By the second week of December, familial constraints may 
have contributed to slowing the strike's momentum. In addi
tion, the Minister of the Interior, the Socialist Marx Dormoy, 
was apparently determined to protect the right to work, even at 
the risk of alienating the CGl': 

Regarding the incidents caused by striking electricians who prevent 
nonstrikers from working and who abduct them: The minister asks 
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them to SloJ> and wishes us to station officers around each site so 
that 1 he right to work is protected. 

The director of the municipal police has been informed.72 

As in Spain, in France during the first half of the twentieth 
century a powerful state, ready to employ its forces to guaran
tee social order, may have been a prerequisite for labor disci
pline in certain industries. 

Unlike its Spanish counterpart, the French Popular Front be
carne the birthplace of the weekend and mass tourism, not of 
revolution. The Soviet or anarchosyndicalist alternative of 
workers' control and dcvcloprncnt of the n1eans of product ion 
had declining appeal for French working-class activists. ·rhe 
core of union and left-wing militants, who were the central 
f()rce behind the collectivizations in Barcelona, played an en
tirely different role in Paris. Communists and Socialists in 
France no longer called for soviets or revolutionary workers' 
control, and the rernaining anarchosyndicalist and Trotskyist 
1nilitants were largely ignored. In France, the demand for revo
lution was superseded by guerrilla warfare against work. 

'l'he divergent paths of France and Spain influenced the ac
tions and the desires of ntilitants in working-class organizations 
in Paris and Uarcclona. More than its Spanish counterpar-t, the 
French bourgeoisie developed the means of production, cre
ated a solid agricultural base, and achieved national unity and 
independence. In addition, by the twentieth century the state 
had separated itself frorn the Church and had replaced the val
ues of tradition and religion with those of science and technol
ogy. In short, unlike its Iberian peers, the French bourgeoisie 
had achieved many of the prerequisites of a modern economic 
order. 

French trade unions and left-wing parties were directly af
fected by the dynarnism of their bourgeoisie. Since the issues 
of separation of Church and state, jurisdiction of military and 
civilian power, and regionalism had been largely resolved in the 
France of the 1930s, conHicts over these matters were less 
significant for French working-class organizations than for 
their Spanish counterparts. The understandable resentment 



306 End of the Popular Front 

and violence that Spanish workers and militants manifested to
ward a largely Catholic bourgeoisie-which had literally and 
figuratively abandoned its factories-was less evident in Paris. 
Parisian ernployers and industrialists were not forced to flee 
for their lives. l~he French political consensus was wide and 
even perrniued a sharing of power with rnajor left-wing and 
working-class organizations, in the legislature and also in n1any 
local governrnents in the interwar years. l~hus, instead of out
lawing and repressing the major working-class groups, French 
society was strong enough to integrate labor organizations to 
the extent that revolution became more a rhetorical artifice 
than a real possibility. Communist and Socialist municipalities 
helped build and modernize the infrastructures necessary for 
production. French syndicalists slowly dropped their insistence 
on workers' control of the productive forces and pushed for 
greater consurnption. Therefore, by 1936, France no longer 
n>ntained that nucleus of revolutionary syndicalists who in 
Spain took control and developed the tneans of production. On 
the contrary, in Paris union militants would often encourage or 
acquiesce in the desires of the rank and file who wanted to 
avoid constraints of workspace and worktirne. If the rnore de
veloped French political and social systen1 litnited the revolu
tionary option, it likewise reduced the chances for a reactionary 
or f;tsdst coup d'etat.73 Despite all the problen1s of produc
tion and social unrest, extrerne right-wing plots failed niiser
ably during the French Popular Front, in direct contrast to 
the Spanish situation. 74 The French officer class rnaintained 
its grudging loyalty to the republic, and sincere republicans 
proved capable of breaking m~or strikes and reducing refusals 
to labor. 

Although resistance to work has accompanied all stages of 
industrialization, the character of the advanced productive 
for·ccs, which the French bourgeoisie has continually developed 
frorn the second half of the nineteenth century, aggravated 
struggles against industrial labor. Workers wanted to escape 
frorn environn1ents pictured in A noui La Liberti and Modern 
TimrJ. 'l'hcir revolts took forms of indifference, slow-downs, in
discipline, lateness, absenteeism, theft, and even sabotage and 
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outright violence. After the electoral victory of the Popular 
Front, Parisian wage earners took advantage of the easing of re
pression by state and police to occupy factories and, later, to 
greatly intensify their struggles against work. At the end of 
1938 a strong governrnent, willing to use the forces at its dis
posal, was needed to restore labor discipline and to increase 
production. Thus political changes profoundly influenced both 
econornic perfonnance and social relations. 

l'he examination of the Paris workers' struggles during the 
Popular Front questions assertions by some historians that t_he 
twentieth-century French working class had "accepted the In
dustrial system" and that it had adapted to the factory? 5 The 
process of adaptation to the industrial systern is, of course, ex
tretnely complex. The French working class had adapted to the 
industrial system to the extent that it did not destroy the facto
ries during its occupations and that it labored to acquire many 
of the goods and services produced by industrial society. Sabo
tage and destruction of property did however exist during and 
after the occupations. Violence was not infrequent at the end of 
1936 and throughout 1937 and 1938. Although CGT mernber
ship jun1ped from around 800,000 in 1935 to nearly 4,000,000 
in 1937-one sign of adaptation to the factory systen1-the 
union was often ignored or disobeyed by its rank and file. As we 
have seen, apathy toward union leaders and directives was not 
unknown during the Popular Front. As in Spain, union rnern
bership seldom meant ideological con1mitment but was rather 

. f c . u76 F F I "an expression o a new con1orm1sm. •or rnany •rene 1 

workers, joining the union was a way to realize their hopes to 
work less and to consurne more. 

In short, coercion had to supplement adaptation in order to 
make workers work. At moments during the Popular Front and 
particularly. at the end of 1938, the employers and the state re
alized that adaptation was insufficient, and they employed 
force-police, military, disrnissals, legal proceedings, and court 
trials-to make workers labor harder and produce more. l'he 
weekend vanished, but only temporarily. Although it has now 
becon1e a fixture of contemporary Western civilization and ap
pears in the cinema of Jean-Luc Godard as the factory did in 
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the 1930s fihns of Rene Clair and Chaplin, the weekend's pain
ful birth and violent infancy were consequences of the workers' 
lack of adaptation to the factory systern. 

'The Cornn1unists, the Socialists, and the CGT auernpted to 
control the struggles against work by organizing the weekend 
and paid vacations and also by fighting for the forty-hour week. 
These parties and unions argued that the shorter workweek 
would help solve the prohlern of unemployrnent by putting the 
jobless to work. Nationally, the forty-hour week was only mar
ginally successful in eliminating joblessness. In fact, unernploy
ment began to decline dramatically after the failed general 
strike of 30 Novernber 1938 when the forty-hour week was 
eradicated, arrns spending increased, and private investment 
encouraged. It is diOicult to determine which factor rnost stim
ulated the economy, although it is dear that the forty-hour 
week disregarded the specific French demographic situation in 
which the lack of skilled workers impeded production. 

If only rnarginally successful in increasing ernployrnent na
tionally, the forty-hour workweek did force employers in the 
Paris region in rnany industries to hire more workers. But this 
larger work force did not lead to the increased production that 
the Popular Front assumed would raise the purchasing power 
of the workers. Indeed, employment of the jobless and corre
sponding rneasures limiting worktime led to higher costs that 
passed to consurners through inflation and heavier taxes. ~fhe 
wage increases won by the workers of the Paris region, which 
were also partly responsible for rising costs, were largely wiped 
out by this inflation. Higher prices resulted in strikes for in
creased pay and ultimately in greater social tensions. 

·rhe Left tried to mask the problerns of the forty-hour week 
with productivist ideology. It clailned that the unernployed 
wanted only to work and that the bosses were sabotaging pro
duction. It refused to admit that many unernployed and em
ployed workers too, for that matter, were more interested in se
curing a steady income than in improving output. Even when, 
on rare occasions, union and leftist political leaders concurred 
with the opposition's charges that the lack of skilled labor was 
harming output or that production had declined, the leaders' 
calls for more work and improved production went unheard. 
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rfhe Left refused to acknowledge the workers' active resistance 
to factory discipline and wage labor. Its press ignored the work
ers' violence toward their foremen and those colleagues whore
fused to join the union. The Left attempted to portray the 
workers as sober, hardworking, disciplined, and willing to sacri
fice for the good of the patrie and, of course, production. Many 
historians of varying political beliefs and scholarly orientations 
have often continued this tradition and have therefore ignored 
social realities and essential aspects of working-class life. 



Conclusion 

An examination of what I have called workplace utopianisrn 
will clarify workers' resistance to work during the Popular 
Fronts. ·rhe productivist utopian tradition grew during the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and, although it retains a 
certain vigor, has gradually been breaking down in the twenti
eth. Given the differences between France and Spain, it is easy 
to understand why this tradition was born in France, the home 
of the Enlightenment and its carrier throughout Europe dur
ing the revolutionary and Napoleonic periods. In Spain, the in
Huences of the Enlightenment and the revolutionary era were 
tnuch weaker. In the nineteenth century Marx, Proudhon, and 
Bakunin built on the Enlightenment legacy and elaborated 
their own productivist utopias, which became the basis for the 
ideologies of organized working-class movements in both 
France and, somewhat later, Spain. Productivist utopianisrn has 
undergone <JUestioning in developed European nations during 
this century, especially in France in 1968. The tradition's persis
tence in Spain beyond the 1930s indicated the country's distinct 
developn1ent. 

l,he roots of workplace utopianism are in the Enlighten
ment's insufficiently critical conception of work. The philosophes 
linked labor to progress; civilization rneant effort, not idleness. 
'I'he illustrations of the EncyclojJedie, like Spanish socialist realist 
art, idealized the productive forces and those who made them 
function. l,he shop-Aoor reality, of course, was more complex 
than either the i1nages or ideology suggested. Historians have 
discovered that the eighteenth-century workshop held no 
golden age of labor. Class conflict, abscntecisrn, turnover·, and 
drunkenness were cornrnon. Coercion by guilds and state 
power proved necessary to keep workers working. 

Abbe Sieyes's What Is the Third Estate? continued the glorifica
tion of labor and the producers. Idleness characterized the no
bles, who were of no use to the nation. The nation meant, in 
fact, the useful classes, a concept that included everyone who 

Jll 



312 Conclu~ion 

worked, even intermediaries and ecclesiastics. In attacking the 
idleness of the nobility, Sieyes's pamphlet served immediate po
litical and polemical purposes but, just as irnportant, reflected 
French bourgeois dynamism and desires to create a new, more 
kinetic, nation that would include industrious foreigners. His 
vision outlined the revolutionary and Napoleonic pn~ject that 
would appeal to Europe of the middle classes. In Spain, how
ever, sectors of the population, often led by clerics, fought a 
guerrilla against the French model. As has been seen, the bour
geois or liberal revolution rentained styn1ied in the Iberian 
Peninsula. Instead, in the nineteenth and the first half of the 
twentieth century, Spain provided the model of the pronun
ciarniento to its former colonies and other areas of the 'Third 
World. 

rrhe anarchosyndicalists and Marxists built on the French 
revolutionary and Enlightenrnent inheritance. ~,his is no place 
to exarnine in detail their attitudes to labor. It is enough to say 
that both groups tended to take Enlightenment and revolution
ary positions on work to an extreme, more narrowly defining 
producers as wage laborers and eliminating bourgeois and cler
ics fron1 the useful classes. Instead of merely identifying work 
with progress, civilization, and the nation, Marxists and anar
chosyndicalists wished to construct their utopias in the work
place with the enthusiastic cooperation of the workers. The 
preceding pages have shown the difficulties, if not the irnpossi
bilities, of such a project. Nevertheless, varieties of Marxist and 
anarchosyndicalist thinking became the basis for the ideologies 
of working-class organizations in France and Spain. Concerned 
with the differences between these ideological rivals, historians 
have often ignored their shared workplace utopianism. 

It is irnportant to point out that these ideologies were fre
quently elaborated in France or with reference to French con
ditions. The more advanced French social, economic, and po
litical development in the nineteenth century stirnulated 
reflc<:tion on the place of the proletariat in industrializing soci
ety. Paralleling their trading patterns, Spain often in1ported 
rnodern working-class ideologies from France. rrhe workplace 
utopianis1n of Proudhon had an important irnpact on both 
Spanish anarchists and republicans; through the agency of 
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the French socialists Paul Lafargue and Jules Guesde, Marxisnt 
was transported over the Pyrenees. l~he revolutionary nlove
rnents persisted in Spain during the first third of the twentieth 
century as they were losing their impact in their countries of 
origin. 

Although workplace utopians in France and Spain called on 
workers to take over the productive forces and construct a so
cialist or libertarian society, everyday contact with wage earners 
mitigated the Left's theoretical commitment to productivisn1. 
During the nineteenth century and when out of power in the 
twentieth, working-class organizations usually supported their 
own constituents' demands for less worktime. In fact, the orga
nizations would probably have had fewer rnembers if they had 
ignored workers' demands to avoid work. But the advocacy of 
idleness per se never became a publicly proclairned platform 
of the Left. In the 1930s leisure was frequently defended in 
productivist tern1s as restoration after work or as effective ein
ployment of the jobless. The more subversive forms of resis
tance-absenteeism, malingering, and sabotage-were offici
ally ignored, except in situations like the Spanish Revolution 
and, to a much lesser extent, the French Popular Front, when 
the parties and the unions of the Left assumed some responsi
bility for the sn1ooth functioning of the productive forces and 
were thus forced to combat resistance. Even in this period, coni
plaints by union and party leaders concerning the quantity and 
quality of work carried out by the rank and file were never suf
ficient to challenge the ultirnate goal of taking over and devel
oping the productive forces. 

For social historians, this lack of a public political articulation 
of resistance to work by working-class organizations does not 
lessen its significance. Rather than dismiss the hidden or write 
it off as secondary, historians must analyze the reasons for the 
absence of a clear staternent on sabotage, absenteeisru, lateness, 
and malingering. Like theft or alcohol and drug consumption, 
resistance to work arouses fears and possesses a subversive side 
that invites repression. In societies-such as those of Barcelona 
and Paris during the Popular Fronts-officially devoted to the 
development of the productive forces, refusal to work borders 
on the crirninal. Historians cannot assume that the discourse of 
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the parties and unions of the Left truly reflected the actions 
and beliefs of the workers; organizations had their own reasons 
for ignoring and concealing the struggles against labor. After 
all, the unions depended on the workplace for their organiza
tional existence, and Socialist and Communist parties advo
cated the control of the productive forces, not their destruction. 
Their rhetoric about the potentialities of labor was not wholly 
disinterested. Thus, perhaps inevitably, workplace utopianism 
dotninated the Left. 

Yet even in the nineteenth century, dissident voices were 
heard. The most famous was Paul Lafargue's Droit a la paresse 
( 1880), which, it has been said, has been translated into more 
languages than any other socialist work except for the Commu
ni5t Manifesto. The pamphlet remains a vigorous and humorous 
defense of idleness, but it reveals a partial, perhaps distorted, 
view of the nineteenth-century French working class. Its often 
forgotten original subtitle was "A Refutation of the 'Right to 
Work' of 1848." Lafargue believed that the demand for employ
ment articulated during the revolution of 1848 represented the 
wishes of an irnplicitly unitary working class. Like other Marx
ists, he did not sec that the dernands of working-class parties 
and unions often disguised more than they revealed. Lafargue 
interpreted the demand for work literally and therefore pre
sented a questionable portrait of wage earners. A(:cording to 
the French socialist leader, the workers, possessed by a "strange 
madness;' loved labor. A "resigned" and "guileless working 
class" permitted itself to be indoctrinated by the bourgeois dog
nlas of effort and abstinence. Lafargue and many others who 
followed hi1n ignored the nineteenth-century workers' strug
gles against labor, which could be seen even in the famous na
tional workshops of 1848. He misjudged the workers, most of 
whorn would not have objected to his vision of a society where 
the machines did the hard labor once performed by human be
ings. His cybernetic utopia, in which wage labor would be abol
ished, suggests a way beyond workshop utopianism. 

In the twentieth century, the questioning of work continued. 
During the Popular Fronts, leisure (not idleness or laziness) ac
quired a certain legitimacy, especially in France, where a de 
facto Ministry of Leisure (with no Spanish equivalent) was es-
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tablished. llowcvcr other fonns of resistance to work a·eanained 
hidden until after 1968. Particularly in France, that year syrn
bolized a young generation's desire to change everyday life and 
its confrontation with accepted Western values. Given this con
text, one of the slogans of the French May-Never work-may 
not be less shocking but is rnore dear. One should note that the 
<1uestioning of productivist utopianism (which has survived 
1968 in its councilist or den1ocratic forms) occurred first in a 
nation that had develope~ into a consumer society. l~he critique 
of labor was slower to arrive in Spain, preoccupied in 1968 with 
political protest against an authoritarian system and only be
ginning to explore consun1erism. Only after 1975-in Spain's 
rnodel of a transition to consurnerism and dernocracy that re
placed the old 1nodel of pronunciamiento-would criticisnt of 
workplace utopianism enterge. 

Although signs of its breakdown have multiplied after 19()8, 
the productivist utopian tradition has continued to influence 
Western conceptions of work. Not all labor historians want to 
build the utopia in the workplace, but most share a positive or 
insufficiently critical conception of work. Marxists view the 
working class as desiring to take over the productive forces and 
rnake itself hy overcoming its undisciplined, backward, or int
mature behavior. Modernization theorists argue that workers' 
resistance will inevitably disappear during the adaptation to a 
n1odern workplace. Culturalists deemphasize resistance by 
claiming that workers find meaning in wage labor. l~hey argue 
that the inculcation of the values of consu1nption, of responsi
bility, of patriotic and political conviction motivate wage earn
ers. Yet these seductive forces proved inadequate in the 1930s 
and had to be ccnnple1nented by forms of coercion. In the work
place, n1anagers formulated strict rules and controls to improve 
output. On a larger scale the repressive powers of states and 
govenunents countered struggles against work. 

rfhus, an analysis of resistance contributes to an understand
ing of a key function of the state in industrial societies and to 
the conclusion that one of the rnost vital functions of the state 
is to make workers work. During the 1930s, a weakened or per
missive state encouraged resistance, whereas a repressive state 
-bourgeois or proletarian-reduced refusals to work. 'fhe 
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growth and use of state power in Barcelona and Paris during 
the Popular Fronts cast doubt on the argument of the work
place utopians that in socialism or libertarian communism the 
state will wither away. Accepting labor uncritically and believ
ing that it provided meaning for workers, the productivist uto
pians logically concluded that the state would be superfluous 
once workers had taken control of the productive forces. Yet the 
actual historical experience of the Left in power in Paris and 
Barcelona questions such a vision. Despite the presence of 
working-class parties and unions in governrnent, workers con
tinued to resist constraints of workspace and worktime, thereby 
provoking state intervention to increase production. Historians 
rnay conclude that the state can be abolished only when La
fargue's cybernetic utopia has been realized. 

. ..,. 
;:,. 
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