In the century before the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, anarchism in Spain was slowly gaining popularity and momentum, but was slowed by external pressures as well as internal divisions. The Spanish Civil War offered a unique opportunity for the anarchist movement to grow at an unnaturally fast rate which the anarchist movement could not fully sustain. During the Civil War, the anarchist society and economy proved to be highly successful. However, the unnaturally fast growth combined with the opportunity that the war presented to the fascist right and the communist left to violently suppress the anarchist movement ultimately prevented it from continuing its natural progression after the war. In essence, the Spanish Civil War caused anarchism in Spain to experience rapid growth, several years of success and a rapid decline.
“Anarchism” can mean many things to different people, but most generally anarchism calls for the abolition of the state and political parties.
 Leading anarchist thinker Michael Bakunin describes the state as an “abstraction devouring the life of the people,” an “immense cemetery where all the real aspirations and living forces of a country generously and blissfully allow themselves to be buried in the name of that abstraction.”
 Leading contemporary anarchist thinker Noam Chomsky ties anarchism to a struggle against unjustified authority: “…at every stage of history our concern must be to dismantle those forms of authority and oppression that survive from an era when they might have been justified in terms of the need for security or survival or economic development, but that now contribute to—rather than alleviate—material and cultural deficit.”

The origins of the labor movement in Spain can be traced to the 1830s and 1840s, with the country’s first general strike happening in May-June 1855.
 More specifically, the origins of anarchist ideas in Spain can be traced to 1868 when Giuseppe Fanelli was sent to the Iberian Peninsula by Bakunin.
 By the time of the outbreak of the Civil War in Spain in 1936, anarchism “had the largest following of any political tendency in the country.”
 Greatly influenced by Bakunin, the anarchists in Spain could be generally called anarcho-syndicalists
, who placed a “particular emphasis on the revolutionary role of the urban worker, of the proletariat.”
 Despite this emphasis on urban workers, peasants in rural Spain “came nearest to carrying out their ideals and putting their program into practical execution.”
 Both in urban and rural Spain, the main form of organization among anarchists were collectives – farms or factories set up to mutually benefit all of their members.
Before the Spanish Civil War, efforts by anarchists to bring their ideas to fruition “had usually been quickly suppressed by the agents of law and order.”
 For instance, Spanish anarcho-syndicalists took part in the cantonal uprisings during the time of the Spanish First Republic, which lasted from February 1873 to January 1874, and sought, among other things, to seize land from the church and the rich to redistribute it among the poor. These uprisings were suppressed by the end of the First Republic. The Spanish anarchists were then driven underground and became ineffective until 1880. Until the outbreak of the Spanish Civil War, various anarchist congresses took place with no large-scale implementation of their ideas. Although no significant implementations occurred, important organizational structures emerged. The CNT (National Confederation of Labor) was established in 1910 and would become the most important anarchist organization up to and during the Spanish Civil War.
 The CNT was able to grow during the First World War despite persecution, but persecution was far more brutal after the war and the CNT was essentially demolished. This persecution, including assassinations of CNT leaders and members, came at the hands of the government as well as employers’ groups and the church. The CNT was again able to grow during the Second Republic, which started in April of 1931, while still under significant persecution.

The anarchist movement was not only held back by establishment forces such as the government, employers, and the church, but it was also held back by internal divisions. The FAI (Iberian Anarchist Federation), formed n July 1927, was a group of anarchists that began as a part of the CNT.
 The FAI and CNT disagreed on strategy, with the FAI advocating a slower change with a hesitance to use violence and the CNT advocating an immediate revolution with less hesitance to use violence.
 This difference in strategy brought about a split of the two groups on September 1, 1931. The two groups would not reunite until two months before the Civil War. Anarchists came into conflict with others on the left as well. The UGT (General Union of Workers) was a large Spanish socialist union. There was little to no cooperation between the UGT and the CNT until, again, two months before the start of the Civil War.

The outbreak of the Civil War presented unique advantages for the anarchists. Owners of enterprises fled at the outbreak of war, many of them more sympathetic with the rebels, led by the fascist Francisco Franco. This presented a unique opportunity for urban anarchist collectives to form and continue the work of factories under worker control.
 Rural anarchists had a relatively long history of support for anarchism
 and many short-lived anarchist experiments
 which helped the collectives get started at the outbreak of war. The CNT was therefore able to take “over most of the industries of Catalonia…and others in various parts of Republican Spain after July 18, 1936.”

The Civil War was, of course, not all good news for the anarchists. Young men were recruited into the armed forces of the Republic, leaving the women with an unusually large share of the work on the collectives and postponing the retirement of older men.
 Transportation problems were also commonplace, as naval blockades or enemy armed forces blocked the route. George Orwell describes the problem he witnessed first-hand at one rural village: “Huesca was not five miles away, it was these people’s market town, all of them had relatives there, every week of their lives they had gone there to sell their poultry and vegetables. And now for eight months an impenetrable barrier of barbed wire and machine-guns had lain between.”

In what can be called a “good problem” for the anarchists, the CNT could not keep up with the rate of growth of the collectives. The lack of national industrial unions forced most local collectives to act on their own. The CNT did eventually move to remedy this problem, setting “forth a plan for the national grouping of collectives under the aegis of the national industrial unions” in January 1938. This was not soon enough, however.


The collectives that existed throughout Spain can certainly be correctly called anarchist. However, these collectives did sometimes compromise their ideals. Part of this was due to the nature of the struggle against fascist and communist forces.
 Another part of this compromise was due to differences in strategy or inexperience with anarchist society. For instance, the FAI that was borne out of the CNT “adopted the form of organization of a political party, and perhaps had the conflict turned out differently, they would have ended up as an anarchist political party, however incongruent that idea might at first appear.”
 In some anarchist collectives, the larger picture of betterment of society was lost, and a sort of “neocapitalism” took place where the interests of the single collective were favored over the interests of society as a whole.


Although compromises had to be made which endangered anarchist ideals, these ideals were in other cases guarded by protective measures. For instance, if a currency was needed for rationing or wages, this currency could not be used to acquire the means of production and bring about capitalism.


Despite these problems, the experiment of anarchist society and economy enjoyed great, albeit brief, success during the Spanish Civil War. Standards of living rose in most collectivized rural villages outside of Castile.
 To increase self-sufficiency of rural collectives, production was diversified, previously vacant land was cultivated, new industries were introduced, “new production processes were developed,” “large numbers of animals were added to herds” and “linkages were established between various agricultural activities.” Agricultural production was actually modernized and expanded under the collectives,
 which “remained technologically backward and relatively unproductive” until collectivization took place.
 In a first-hand account, George Orwell describes the feeling of the countryside, “…the land-owners were gone, the fields were being cultivated, and people seemed satisfied.”
 Lloyd Edmonds, an Australian fighting for the Republican army, wrote to his father that, “…some of the larger farms but most land is now owned by the peasants in small holdings worked, as they always are, by dint of extremely arduous toil.”


Influenced by Francisco Ferrer, who “set up a number of libertarian schools,” schools and libraries, which had been rarely seen in rural Spain prior to July 1936, became prevalent in collectivist areas. “In Levante, every collective in the regional federation…had its own school by 1938.”

Healthcare, too, saw advances in rural Spain as a result of collectivization. Some doctors and nurses joined peasant collectives, while some poor villages contracted out to healthcare workers from outside their area. These doctors then assisted these collectives in setting up vaccination programs, water purification, new hospitals and pharmaceutical laboratories, among other things. The CNT also organized health programs on a regional level when needed.

The urban collectives can also be credited with success. They were able to quickly reconfigure their factories to provide arms for the Civil War. Organizationally, smaller collectives were merged together into larger collectives for more efficient output.
 These successes existed in a non-authoritarian environment.

Some leftist elements, both domestic and foreign, were opposed to anarchist collectivization. Stalinists of the PCE (Communist Party of Spain) as well as the PSUC (Unified Socialist Party of Catalonia) are two examples of domestic opposition from the left.
 Foreign communist-controlled troops destroyed many of the collectives in Aragón in August 1937.

Of course, the largest challenge to the anarchists was Franco’s fascist forces. Franco overtook “virtually all of Galicia and much of Andalusia during the first weeks of the War, resulting in the death, imprisonment or flight of virtually all of the active anarchists in those parts of the country.” In March 1938, Franco’s forces finished off any collectives in Aragón that survived the communist assault in August 1937.

As the Spanish Civil War ended with a fascist victory that put Franco in power, the complete annihilation of any remaining anarchist organization was ensured. As was clear before the war, any stable Spanish government would not be friendly to anarchists, especially not a right-wing government with Franco leading it.

What was made clear through the Spanish Civil War is that anarchism is not simply a utopian ideal. Rather, it is a society that can, and did for a short time, actually function. It is also clear that for an anarchist society to come about, rather favorable conditions have to occur. The short-lived experiments in rural Spain before the Civil War show that anarchism cannot simply sprout up on its own. At least in its early stages, anarchist society is fragile. A successful anarchist economy and society in Spain was relatively quickly demolished by communist and fascist forces.
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