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Abstract: This thesis explores the impact of the Russian Revolution on the Spanish anarchist movement 

in the years 1917-24. Initially, anarchists in Spain welcomed the news of the Russian Revolution 

euphorically. They embraced many aspects of Bolshevik ideology. The anarcho-syndicalist National 

Confederation of Labour participated in the first congresses of the Comintern and sent two official 

delegations to Russia. Yet this enthusiasm was short-lived. By the summer of 1921 anarchists began to 

turn against Soviet Russia. They reaffirmed their libertarian credentials and articulated an anarchist 

critique of Bolshevism. In June 1922, the Confederation abandoned the Comintern. This thesis traces 

the curve of enthusiasm followed by scepticism and hostility that characterised the Spanish libertarians’ 

attitude towards revolutionary Russia. It grounds these developments in the changing Spanish, Russian, 

and European political contexts, which went from a phase of revolutionary effervescence in 1917-20 to 

a phase of defeat and stagnation for the labour movement and of counterrevolutionary offensive in 

1921-24. This thesis contends that the short anarchist romance with Bolshevism was not a mere 

misunderstanding brought about by the lack of reliable news on Russia, as much of the historiography 

has claimed, but represented a genuine rapprochement that had political causes: the attenuation of the 

divide between radical Marxists and anarchists during the First World War, the feeling of intense 

enthusiasm and optimism that set in after the Bolshevik victory, and the temptation to capitalise 

politically on the Russian Revolution and use it to outcompete the Social Democrats. The situation 

changed drastically after 1921, when Spanish labour experienced sudden defeat in a dispiring 

international juncture. Anarchists faced the unwelcome competition of the newly created Spanish 

Communist Party, which posed as the official representative of the Comintern in Spain. In this context, 

optimism turned into bitterness, preparing the ground for the turn against the Bolsheviks.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

I. The Russian Revolution “as it appeared to enthusiasts at its commencement” 
 

Now was it that both found, the meek and lofty 

Did both find, helpers to their heart’s desire,  

And stuff at hand, plastic as they could wish;  

Were called upon to exercise their skill, 

Not in Utopia, subterranean fields,  

Or some secreted island, Heaven knows were!  

But in the very world, which is the world 

Of all of us, the place where in the end 

We find our happiness, or not at all! 

William Wordsworth, ‘French 

Revolution: As It Appeared to 

Enthusiasts at its 

Commencement’ (1815)  

 

‘Not in Utopia’, but ‘in the very world’. Thus William Wordsworth lauded the French 

Revolution ‘as it appeared to enthusiasts at its commencement’. Wordsworth later turned 

against the object of his youthful admiration, aghast at the excesses of the Great Terror and the 

rise of Napoleonic despotism. Yet for all the foiled expectations, for all the disenchantment of 

the morrow, the initial power of the revolution, when ‘Reason seemed the most to assert her 

rights’, when its promise of emancipation reverberated not on ‘favoured spots alone’, but across 

‘the whole earth’, continued to move an elderly Wordsworth and fill him with melancholy.  

So with the Russian Revolution. The initial excitement it awakened, the example of real, 

tangible transformation it proffered, the vistas of freedom it opened for the downtrodden and 

war-weary peoples of the world, were later soiled by exhaustion, defeat, and misery, by the rise 

of Stalinist tyranny, by the horrors of the twentieth century. Cynicism and disbelief buried the 

sparkling dreams of 1917. Cynicism and disbelief tainted the work of scholars, wont to read 

history backwards.  

I aspire to excavate the Russian Revolution ‘as it appeared to enthusiasts at its commencement’. 

The Russian Revolution fanned social conflict across Europe in the tempestuous years 1917-

23. It awakened violent passions: of horror and fear, and of joy and anticipation. From Glasgow 

to Sofia, from Córdoba to Petrograd, the squares of Europe trembled with the tramp of rebels. 

The insurrections, coups, and revolutions that shook the continent in this period were closely 

connected to the radicalising fillip of Soviet Russia, where revolutionary socialists had seized 
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power and were vanquishing their enemies with steely determination. All that had been solid 

appeared to melt into air, age-old empires collapsed liked pricked bubbles. Everything seemed 

possible, the most daring dreams immediately realisable. The slow march of history suddenly 

broke into a gallop. 

The example of the Bolsheviks helped bring down the Hohenzollern and Habsburg dynasties, 

and also wreaked havoc on the dynasties of the Kautskys and the Bauers. Lenin threw down 

the gauntlet at bourgeois civilisation and also at the labour leaders that were seen to buttress it. 

The victorious Bolsheviks founded the Third International, which vowed to right the wrongs 

of the Second, and called for the formation of communist parties out of the womb of Social 

Democracy. However, the Russian Revolution fired the imagination not only of the militant 

tendencies within Social Democracy, but, as an English communist put it, of a panoply of 

‘socialists, anarchists, syndicalists, trade unionists, revolutionary nationalists of almost every 

race and clime’.1  

Spain was no exemption to the pan-European agitations of these years. It witnessed 

unprecedented levels of social warfare. In the words of contemporary witness Juan Díaz del 

Moral, Spanish workers and peasants ‘reversed the balance of forces between capital and 

labour, and in some towns they exercised a dictatorship of the proletariat of sorts’. ‘For all 

this’, he pithily noted, ‘only one word had been necessary: Russia’.2 These convulsions 

culminated with General Primo de Rivera’s coup d’état in September 1923, which inaugurated 

a seven-year praetorian dictatorship.  

In Spain the main harbingers of social revolution did not come from the Marxist but from the 

Bakuninist tradition. The CNT (Confederación Nacional del Trabajo, National Confederation 

of Labour), an anarcho-syndicalist movement, was able to capitalise on the revolutionary 

effervescence of these years of uprisings, wildcat strikes, food riots, peasant rebellions, and 

paramilitary dirty war. By 1919, it touted almost 800,000 members, having become the most 

important working-class force in Spain and the largest anarcho-syndicalist organisation in the 

world.  

The CNT became an enthusiastic supporter of the Bolsheviks and joined the Third International 

in December 1919. The national secretary of the Confederation, Manuel Buenacasa, summed 

                                                           
1 John Thomas Murphy, New Horizons (London: 1941), 132. 
2 Juan Díaz Del Moral, Historia de las agitaciones campesinas andaluzas: antecedentes para una reforma agraria 

(Madrid: 1973), 269.  
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up the mood of these years when he asked, ‘who in Spain, being an anarchist, did not call 

himself a Bolshevik?’ The Russian revolutionaries appeared to them as ‘demigods’, he 

confessed.3 Yet the anarcho-syndicalist love affair with the Soviet Republic ended suddenly in 

1922. In June that year the CNT voted to disaffiliate from the Comintern. Support and euphoria 

quickly turned into loathing and rancour. The romance between the Spanish libertarians and 

the Russian communists was short lived. But it was intense.4   

This thesis traces the curve of enthusiasm followed by scepticism and hostility that 

characterised the reaction of Spanish anarcho-syndicalists to the Russian Revolution in the 

years 1917-24. I aim to provide an explanation for this extraordinarily skewed parabola.  This 

study deconstructs the images and subimages conjured by the October Revolution to 

understand how the blurry news coming from Russia was reworked and adapted to the Spanish 

setting. I analyse how Spanish anarchist eyes looked at Russian communist deeds. The 

explosiveness of Spanish society and its revolutionary pulsations increased the potency of the 

myth and allowed the Spaniards to transpose the events of Petrograd and Moscow to Madrid 

and Barcelona with little effort.   

The underlying theme of this thesis is the global impact of the Russian Revolution. It is a 

platitude to state that the Russian Revolution was envisaged as an event of world-significance, 

both by its protagonists and its enemies, by its champions and its detractors, inside and outside 

of Russia. It was hoped to be, or feared to be, the first act of world revolution. In the words of 

Lenin:  

We have made the start. When, at what date and time, and the proletarians of which nation 

will complete this process is not important. The important thing is that the ice has been 

broken; the road is open, the way has been shown.5  

The influence of the revolution extended well beyond the archetypal splits in Social 

Democracy. It electrified a heterogeneous constellation of radicals, among whom the anarchists 

featured highly. All understood it as transcendental and world-shaking, but attached very 

different meanings to it and decoded it in different ways, inflected by local context.  

                                                           
3 Manuel Buenacasa, El movimiento obrero español, 1880-1926: historia y crítica (Madrid: 1977), 64. 
4 I think the romantic analogy (romance, dalliance, love affair, and divorce, breakup, falling-out, etc.) is useful. 

See:  

Elizabeth McGuire, Red at Heart: How Chinese Communists Fell in Love with the Russian Revolution (New 

York: 2017), 3-4. 
5 Vladimir Lenin, ‘K chetyrekhletnei godovshchine Oktiabr’skoi revoliutsii’, Pravda (14/10/1921).   
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The Spanish anarcho-syndicalists stand out as a rich case study to explore this topic. They 

embraced Bolshevism with exceptional passion. Yet for them, the assimilation of Russian 

communism involved theoretical difficulties. They were libertarians, and had traditionally 

opposed Marxism. Radical Social Democrats could accept Bolshevism with little trouble. It 

was harder for the anarcho-syndicalists. They had to negotiate Bolshevism. The 

disentanglement of this process of negotiation allows us to flesh out the parameters that 

conditioned the adoption of the Russian model abroad.  

A mass movement organising hundreds of thousands, the ideology of the CNT came under 

pressure from the daily contingencies of struggle: from the influx of new members; from the 

ambition to grow and outcompete the socialists; and from the extreme social polarisation that 

divided Spanish society and prepared the road for dictatorship. The centrality of the CNT in 

the great agitations of these years sheds light on the interplay between the new revolutionary 

example emanating from Russia, tradition and established ideology, and the exigencies of 

mobilisation for successful mass struggle at home.   

Another important subject in this thesis is the effect of the painful defeats undergone by Spanish 

labour after 1921 on the attitudes of the anarcho-syndicalists, and on how the darkening 

political environment of the early 1920s shaped their views on the Bolsheviks. The years 1917-

20 were a period of unbounded optimism, aroused both by the victory of the Russian 

Revolution and by the significant advances made by labour in Spain and across Europe. The 

sharp downturn in the class struggle after 1920 dampened this euphoria and sowed bitterness 

and demoralisation. The hangover produced by the upheavals of 1917-20 generated 

disorientation and uncertainty, which incited the reassertion of the CNT’s anarchist, anti-

Marxist traditions. The downwards curve in the Bolshevik parabola overlapped with the 

experience of defeat. The first section of the thesis is about success; the second about failure. 

The Spanish anarcho-syndicalist case study also sheds light on the origins of the Third 

International, the institutional embodiment of Bolshevism’s ecumenical outreach. The 

Spaniards’ participation in the Comintern was ephemeral. However, they took part in the 

decisive, formative congresses of the International in 1920 and 1921. Spanish anarcho-

syndicalist delegates faced the challenge of defending their mandates in the boisterous 

powwows of these first congresses. Their tug-of-war with the communists reveals the difficulty 

of turning the multifarious legion of rebels galvanised by the Russian Revolution into coherent, 
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effective organisation. The experience of delegates in Soviet Russia was complex, as they were 

simultaneously attracted to and repelled by different aspects of the revolution.  

An analysis of the impact of the Russian Revolution on the Spanish labour movement helps 

ground the crisis of the Bourbon Restoration regime in a global setting. This is also a Spanish 

story. But one that has too often been interpreted in a national key. Spain’s neutrality during 

the First World War and its distance from Russia did not isolate the country from European 

events, as some historians have insinuated. As shall be seen, in some ways, neutrality and 

distance strengthened the impact of the Russian Revolution. News crossed the Pyrenees 

distorted by the Chinese whispers of war-ravaged Europe. This made it easier to lionise the 

Bolsheviks and shoehorn dreams and expectations into the hazy reports that arrived in Spain. 

Neutrality implied that the reception of the Russian Revolution was unmediated by the 

experience of war. Neutrality also drove thousands of radicalised deserters to Spain, bringing 

their subversive ideas with them. 

The thesis opens with the arrival of the first news of the February Revolution in Spain and 

closes with the defection of a sizable contingent of CNT activists to the Spanish Communist 

Party in October 1924. This split sealed the divorce between libertarians and communists. The 

typical chronology of the field of European, including Spanish, post-First World War agitations 

tends to end in 1923. The abortive Hamburg uprising; the last, desperate round of the German 

Revolution; the complete withdrawal from politics of an ailing Lenin after his third stroke, and 

the subsequent intensification of factional strife in the Bolshevik Party; and, in the case of 

Spain, Primo de Rivera’s coup d’état, signalled the definite ebb of the round of protest that 

began in 1917. I have pushed the chronology a bit further, because of the significance of the 

October 1924 split in the CNT, but also to better take stock of the dramatic experience of defeat 

of Spanish (and European) labour politics and of the anarcho-syndicalists’ predicaments under 

military dictatorship. 

 

II. The state of the art 
 

This thesis speaks directly to three bodies of literature: on the global history of communism 

and the Russian Revolution; on Spanish and international anarchism; and on the crisis of the 

Bourbon Restoration regime.  
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Global communism 

The twenty-first century has seen the flourishing of literature on global communism. Recent 

works such as those of Robert Service, Archie Brown, David Priestland, Silvio Pons, and Steve 

Smith either take 1917 as their point of departure or as a momentous watershed.6  The influence 

of the Russian Revolution extended well beyond the borders of the former Tsarist Empire. It 

overturned international left-wing politics and gave rise to a powerful communist movement. 

These studies have shed light on the contours of global communism and have presented it not 

as the arithmetic sum of different national communist parties, nor as a mere Muscovite 

contrivance submissive to Kremlin puppeteers, but as a global, rhizomic organism that lived 

and thought internationally and articulated a common ecumenical vision, even if Moscow acted 

as its nodal point and its primus inter pares.   

The shortcoming of these works is that they are almost invariably broad-brush. They deal with 

long chronologies and multiple themes and geographies, often extending onto the Cold War 

period and the spread of communism beyond the borders of the USSR. They are concerned 

both with communist dissidence in the capitalist world and with state-building in the socialist 

camp. These monographs often dispatch with the early impact of the Russian Revolution in a 

few pages, which mostly concentrate on the familiar splits in Social Democracy. They largely 

overlook the Soviet sway of over non-Marxist revolutionary movements, such as the 

anarchists.7 The problem for students of the world impact of the Russian Revolution is that it 

is difficult to generalise and condense the myriad responses it elicited among different actors 

in different countries in the incredibly eventful years 1917-23.   

The body of literature on international communism has not ceased to expand, but, 

enigmatically, relatively little has been published on the organisational scaffolding of the 

movement, the Comintern. Most of the studies that have come out have also taken a broad-

brush approach, often covering its history until 1943.8 Its tumultuous, effervescent origins; its 

                                                           
6 Robert Service, Comrades! A World History of Communism (London: 2007).  

Archie Brown, The Rise and Fall of Communism (New York: 2010).  

David Priestland, The Red Flag: A History of Communism (New York: 2009).  

Silvio Pons, The Global Revolution: An International History of Communism (Oxford: 2014).  

Stephen A. Smith (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of the History of Communism (Oxford: 2014). 
7 Pons, The Global Revolution, 16.  

Jean François Fayet, ‘1919’, in: Smith (ed.), The History of Communism, 112-15.  

Fayet explores non-Marxist receptions to the Russian Revolution in some detail among anti-colonial nationalists, 

but in Europe typically focuses on Social Democracy. 
8 James Agnew & Kevin McDermott, The Comintern: A History of International Communism from Lenin to Stalin 

(Basignstoke: 1996).  
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convulsive, painstaking erection in the midst of war and revolution; its extraordinarily diverse 

composition in 1919-21, are lost out somewhat, obscured by the shadow of the monolithic 

Leviathan it later became. Even less is known about the satellite organisations which 

crystallised around the Third International in this period. Yet fronts such as the Red 

International of Labour Unions (RILU), created in 1920-21, were important in seducing foreign 

movements, such as the anarcho-syndicalists. And their politics at first displayed a surprising 

degree of vibrancy and independence from the Comintern mother ship.  

A commendable exception is Reiner Tosstorff’s The Red International of Labour Unions.9 Not 

only does it provide a detailed account of its evolution, paying special attention to its origins 

and its changing relations with the Comintern, but it is also sensitive to the specificities of its 

different national sections, in particular to the anarchists and syndicalists that participated in 

its creation, and to the difficulties of integrating them into a common project with the 

communists. Tosstorff reveals the tension between the unifying appeal of the party of world 

revolution and the practical obstacles in reconciling different expectations and finding a shared 

language.  

Comprehensive works on global communism have enriched and rekindled debates on the place 

of the Russian Revolution in the twentieth century. But in order to advance further, the field 

calls for more specific case studies, with shorter chronologies and concerned with local or 

national actors. Innovative periodicals such as Twentieth Century Communism are doing 

admirable work in this respect, offering detailed studies covering different themes, 

geographies, and chronologies. However, the period 1917-23 deserves concentrated attention. 

This is necessary in order to excavate what the Russian Revolution meant at the time, the 

changing outlines of its kaleidoscopic appeal, the multiplicity of interpretations it elicited, and 

how the sundry aspirations it awakened were put to test in the Comintern arena. This thesis 

aspires to do that.   

 

 

                                                           
Tim Rees & Andrew Thorpe, International Communism and the Communist International, 1919-1943 

(Manchester: 1998).  

Alexander Vatlin, ‘The evolution of the Comintern, 1919-1943’, in: The Oxford Handbook, 187-194. 

Serge Wolikow, L’Internationale communiste (1919-1943): le Komintern ou le rêve déchu du parti mondial de 

la révolution (Paris: 2010).  
9 Reiner Tosstorff, The Red International of Labour Unions (RILU), 1920-1937 (Leiden: 2016).  
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Spanish and international anarchism  

Anarchist studies have also thrived in recent years. Two tendencies have emerged in this field. 

One is concerned with the “First Globalisation” of 1880-1914. Benedict Anderson’s seminal 

2003 monograph, Under Three Flags, uncovered the exciting, cosmopolitan world of fin-de-

siècle anarchism and, most interestingly, its interconnections with anti-colonial and republican 

movements. It was followed by a plethora of publications on pre-First World War anarchism 

and syndicalism.10 In this period, anarchism and anarchist-flavoured syndicalism blossomed 

globally, building mass organisations and leading important struggles. These studies have been 

engrossed above all with the transnational dimension of anarchism and syndicalism, with the 

comings and goings of individuals and ideas that oxygenated the movement. Yet this libertarian 

cosmos was largely destroyed in 1914. This (or 1918) is the cut-off point of most of this 

literature.   

The war severed global networks and sharply divided activists. Anarchism was dealt another 

blow by the Russian Revolution in 1917, which heralded a new, seemingly infallible form of 

internationalist, revolutionary Marxism. The German, Austrian, and Hungarian revolutions, 

where Marxists played the decisive part, and the creation of the Third International in 1919, 

further redrew the contours of the radical left. Most anarchists (at least initially) responded 

enthusiastically to Moscow’s call. The frontier between radical Marxism and anarchism 

seemed to fade. This divide re-emerged in 1921-22, but by then the libertarian movement found 

itself in a sorry state.  

For fifty years after 1917, anarchists and syndicalists wandered in the wilderness. Many 

gravitated to communism; others became increasingly moderate and reformist; others remained 

loyal to the credo but found themselves in dwindling minorities. The most salient exception to 

this downward spiral was Spain. Iberian anarcho-syndicalists scored extraordinary successes 

in 1917-20. But their true days of glory came in the 1930s during the Second Republic and the 

Civil War. In July 1936, the CNT was instrumental in the defeat of Franco’s coup d’état in 

eastern and northern Spain. It commanded unprecedented authority. Yet the CNT was soon co-

                                                           
10 Benedict Anderson, Under Three Flags: Anarchism and the Anti-Colonial Imagination (London: Verso, 2005).   

Constance Bantman, The French Anarchists in London, 1880-1914: Exile and Transnationalism in the First 

Globalisation (Liverpool: 2013).  

Davide Turcato, Making Sense of Anarchism: Errico Malatesta’s Experiments with Revolution, 1889-1900 

(Basingstoke: 2012). 

Pietro di Paola, The Knights Errant of Anarchy: London and the Italian Anarchist Diaspora (1880-1917) 

(Liverpool: Liverpool: 2013).  

James Baer, Anarchist Immigrants in Spain and Argentina (Urbana: 2015). 
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opted into the Republican government; it adjourned the implementation of libertarian 

communism in the name of antifascist unity; its most militant factions were persecuted, and 

the organisation as a whole (and the entire Spanish left) was eventually crushed by Franco in 

1939, slashing the last hope for the international anarchist movement just as another, even more 

brutal world conflagration was commencing.  

Only in the late 1960s did libertarian ideas start to revive. The decline of the old communist 

and Social Democratic organisations, the growing discredit of the USSR, the rise of new 

anxieties and social demands in advanced capitalist society, opened spaces for the re-

emergence of anarchism, or of ideas that were cognate to the libertarian tradition.11 The ground 

for anarchism became more fertile still after 1989 and 2008. Here, a new corpus of literature 

on anarchism makes its appearance, which takes as its point of departure 1968, 1989 or, 

straddling history and political science, 2008.12 

The field of anarchist studies tends to avoid 1917-23. This is understandable, because these 

were years of traumatic existential crisis for libertarians. But they were decisive for all 

subsequent anarchist history. These stormy years inaugurated the movement’s protracted crisis. 

They also overhauled libertarian ideology. Some activists revised anarchism to approximate it 

to Bolshevism, and often ended up embracing Marxism after agonising deliberation. Yet others 

who remained faithful to the ideas reworked them in response to the Bolshevik challenge. The 

eclectic, porous, and often hazy anarchism of 1880-1914 was hardened and gave way to a more 

articulate ideology.13  

The years 1917-23 were important, and call for more attention from the field. This is especially 

relevant for the study of Spanish anarchism, which remained a powerful force into the 

cataclysmic 1930s. But the Spanish anarchists also underwent an identity crisis in the 1920s 

that was largely connected to the Russian Revolution. It determined their evolution and their 

outlook during the momentous events of the Second Republic and the Civil War.14  

                                                           
11 Eric Hobsbawm, Revolucionarios (Barcelona: 2010), 121-33.  
12 David Porter, ‘French Anarchists and the Continuing Power of 1968’, Modern and Contemporary France, vol. 

24:2 (May 2016), 143-59. 

Paolo Gerbaudo, The Mask and the Flag: Populism, Citizenism and Global Protest (London: 2017). 

David Graeber, The Democracy Project: A History, a Crisis, a Movement (London: 2014). 
13 See: Reiner Tosstorff, ‘The Syndicalist Encounter with Bolshevism’, Anarchist Studies, Vol. 

17:2 (September 2009), 12-28. 
14 Antonio Bar, La CNT en los años rojos: del sinidicalismo revolucionario al anarcosindicalismo, 1910-1926 

(Madrid: 1981), 780–2. See also: Chris Ealham, ‘An Impossible Unity: Revolution, Reform, and 

Counterrevolution and the Spanish Left, 1917–1923’, in: The Agony of Spanish Liberalism, 102–5. 
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Although the field is somewhat neglected, there are historians of anarchism who have 

commented on the impact of the Russian Revolution on the libertarian movement, both 

internationally and in Spain. Most of the existing historiography has tended to explain away 

the anarchists’ dalliance for the Bolsheviks as a mere misunderstanding, produced by the dearth 

of reliable news from Russia. I call this the “empirical school”. The news on the revolution that 

reached far-off Spain were paltry and contradictory. Misinformation, these scholars have 

claimed, allowed the anarchists to lionise the Bolsheviks, and to conjure a fantastic image of 

the revolution that did not correspond to reality. Access to more precise information in 1921-

22 led to reconsideration. The publication in Spain in March 1922 of the critical report of the 

first CNT delegate to Russia, who travelled there in 1920, is seen as decisive. In the main, this 

account reproduces and gives credence to the story the anarchists told themselves after 1922.15   

This argument has been popularised above all by scholars with anarchist inclinations, such as 

Josep Peirats, Murray Bookchin, Wayne Thorpe, and, more recently, by Jason Garner and 

Vadim Dam’e.16 But to some extent it also characterises the work of more dispassionate 

historians. Antonio Bar, for instance, concluded that this was above all a period of 

‘confusion’.17 For Gerald Brenan, anarchists supported Soviet Russia until they found out about 

‘the horrors of Lenin’s dictatorship’.18 Francisco Romero Salvadó speaks of the libertarians’ 

‘poor intellectual analysis (and, certainly, knowledge)’ of Russian reality.19 For Juan Avilés, 

the CNT’s adhesion to the Comintern was a ‘formidable mistake’ brought about by ‘anarcho-

syndicalist enthusiasm for a revolution about which they had little knowledge’.20 

There is some truth to this line of reasoning. In the early days of the revolution, news were 

hazy, and the exact character of the new regime was unclear. The arrival of more precise reports 

on the Russian Revolution in 1921-22 threw the despotic behaviour of the Bolsheviks into stark 

                                                           
15 See for instance the 1928 account by CNT national secretary in 1918-19: Buenacasa, El movimiento. 
16 José Peirats, La CNT en la revolución española (Paris: 1971). 

Murray Bookchin, The Spanish Anarchists: The Heroic Years (New York: 1977). 

Wayne Thorpe, The Workers Themselves: Revolutionary Syndicalism and International Labour, 1913 

1923 (Amsterdam: 1989). 

Jason Garner, Goals and Means: Anarchism, Syndicalism, and Internationalism in the Origins of the 

Federación Anarquista Ibérica (Chico: 2016).  

Vadim Dam’e, Zabytii Internatsional: Mezhdunarodnoe anarkho-sindikalistskoe dvizhenie mezhdu 

dvumya mirovymi voinami (Moscow: 2006). 
17 Bar, La CNT, 442. 
18 Gerald Brenan, The Spanish Labyrinth: The Social and Political Background of the Spanish Civil War 

(Cambridge: 2009), 183. 
19 Francisco Romero Salvadó, ‘The Comintern fiasco in Spain: the Borodin Mission and the birth of the 

Spanish Communist Party’, Revolutionary Russia, 21:2 (November 2008), 159. 
20 Juan Avilés Farré, La fe que vino de Rusia: la revolución bolchevique y los españoles, 1917-1931 (Madrid: 

1999), 116, 217. 
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relief. This delayed and uneven flow of information doubtlessly influenced the attitude of the 

anarchists towards Soviet Russia.  

Yet in and of itself this explanation is insufficient. Firstly, the knowledge of the Spanish 

anarchists about the Russian Revolution should not be understated, since they soon got access 

to fairly detailed reports. The Marxist character of the Bolsheviks had become undeniable by 

early 1918, and it was clear that they had not abolished the state but had instead set up a ruthless 

dictatorship. And most anarchists readily embraced this dictatorship. The depiction of anarchist 

travel to Soviet Russia as an epiphany, whereby libertarians realised their expectations were 

misplaced as soon as they set foot on Russian soil, is also problematic and does not tally with 

the sources. But most importantly, the explanation of the libertarian infatuation with the 

Russian Revolution as a mere misunderstanding disregards crucial political and psychological 

factors: the mood of optimism generated by the revolutionary events of these years, the 

realignments brought about by the war in left-wing politics, or the temptation to cash in 

politically on the popularity of the Bolsheviks. The purely empirical explanation of the 

anarchist love affair with Soviet Russia is unsatisfactory.   

Carl Levy has offered a more sophisticated vision of anarchism in 1917-23. He acknowledges 

that Bolshevism exerted authentic influence over libertarians and that it managed to woo many 

of their ilk. He speaks of ‘Leninist asset-stripping’.21 In his opinion, the Comintern consciously 

sought to divide anarchists and syndicalists. It cunningly appealed to their good faith in order 

to disarm them and co-opt as many of them as possible. Levy acknowledges the broad appeal 

and heterogeneity of the Third International in 1919-21, where anarchists participated actively, 

but sees this as the prelude to its inevitable authoritarian drift. Yet there are two problems with 

this. Firstly, it flattens out the history of the Comintern, or rather reads its history backwards. 

From this point of view, everything leads to Stalinism. The initial diversity and apparent 

tolerance of the Third International can thus be nothing but a premeditated ruse to disorient 

opponents. Secondly, Levy presents the infatuation with the Bolsheviks as a consequence of 

deception and emotional blackmail. He thus ignores the genuine, honest engagement of the 

anarchists with the events that shook Russia and Europe in these years. In the eyes of many 

anarchists, Bolshevism appeared to be vindicated by experience. It had the power to convince 

without taking resort to falsification. Levy, in short, does not escape the trappings of the 

“empirical school”.      

                                                           
21 Carl Levy, ‘Anarchism and Leninist Communism: 1917 and All That’, Socialist History, vol. 52 (2017), 90. 
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The shortcomings of this historiography are related to theoretical and methodological flaws. 

With regards to theory, the anarchist movement is envisaged as unchanging and cohesive, and 

is often tainted with a romantic colouring. These works espouse what a historian has called a 

‘tunnel vision’ of ideology, whereby political doctrines are seen as closed, fixed systems, 

‘following an ideological line as an artificial function of itself and not as a necessary interaction 

with its context, its negative dialogue with its enemies balanced against the marketing and 

merchandising directed to its ideal socio-political base’.22 From this perspective, the anarchist 

infatuation with Bolshevism could be nothing but a misunderstanding. Bakunin, the flagship 

thinker of anarchism, had built his philosophy in opposition to Marx’s authoritarianism, and 

his followers in 1917 could not possibly be won over to it. But ideas could change, and did 

change, under the pressure of events and foreign examples. Anarchism was no longer a set of 

theories and principles in the head of a Russian firebrand, but a real political movement that 

had to be organised, mobilised, and held together in adverse conditions, and which had to 

compete with opponents for a constituency. In these turbulent years, activists could hold 

contradictory views, and could rapidly revise their opinions. ‘Theory is grey’, said Goethe, ‘but 

the tree of life is ever green’.    

Methodologically, the impact of the Russian Revolution on anarchism has been assessed in 

general histories of anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist organisations such as the CNT or in 

biographies of leading activists. The Russian Revolution is often dealt with in the passing, and 

is not taken as a specific object of study. It becomes all too easy to explain away the pro-

Bolshevik enthusiasm as a simple misunderstanding. The exception to this is Juan Avilés’ La 

fe que vino de Rusia, on the impact of the Russian Revolution in Spain. It devotes two chapters 

to the anarcho-syndicalists that are detailed and well-researched. However, as noted above, 

Avilés failed to question the empirical explanation for the anarchist romance with Russia. The 

value of this book is arguably limited by an excessively descriptive approach.    

Some of the existing historiography has questioned the “empirical” vision of the impact of the 

Russian Revolution. Gerald Meaker’s The Revolutionary Left in Spain, 1914-1923 is an 

important contribution to the field.23 He devoted scrupulous attention to the reverberations of 

the Bolshevik seizure of power among the Iberian anarcho-syndicalists. For Meaker, 

temperament was often more important than formal ideological tags. Thus, the feisty 

                                                           
22 Enric Ucelay-Da Cal, ‘Lost Causes as a Historical Typology of Reaction: A Spanish Perspective, from Jacobites 

to Neofascists and Spanish Republicans’, Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies, vol. 5:2 (July 2004), 145. 
23 Gerald Meaker, The Revolutionary Left in Spain, 1914-1923 (Stanford: 1974). 
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Bakuninists of the CNT could feel closer to the Bolsheviks than the milquetoast Marxists of 

the Spanish Socialist Party. Meaker introduced the dynamics of political competition into the 

study of Spanish labour in these years. In his view, the radicalising influence of the Russian 

Revolution was used as a battering ram by the anarchists against the socialists.  

However, Meaker’s work has shortcomings. It was published in 1974, when access to Spanish 

and Soviet archives was severely restricted. Moreover, despite his undeniable talent, intuition, 

and versatility, his work, written in the early 1970s, was, as a critic put it, ‘inflected by Cold 

War narratives [of] Communist subversion’.24 Meaker also tended to take a “from above” 

perspective on the labour movement. Its focus on the leaderships of the different working-class 

organisations often leaves ordinary workers out of the picture. Hispanist Robert Kern aptly 

noted that ‘some but not all of the labour unrest of the period punctuates [Meaker’s] political 

history’. He failed to sufficiently ground the evolution of the organisations he studies in the 

troubled social milieu of late Restoration Spain, and therefore at times it appears that these 

political forces emerged out of ‘virgin birth’.25 Therefore, while many of Meaker’s arguments 

remain valid, his work calls for revision and improvement, in terms of method, theory, and 

sources.   

Carlos Forcadell’s Parlamentarismo y bolchevización is also a commendable study of Spanish 

labour in the days of the First World War and the Russian Revolution.26 Forcadell pointed to 

the various affinities of libertarian and early Bolshevik ideology; to the redrawing of the 

boundaries of the European left after 1914 and the rapprochement of anarchist and Marxist 

anti-war factions; to the enthusiasm of the period, which attenuated theoretical discrepancies; 

and to the shared struggle of anarchists and Bolsheviks against reformist Social Democracy, 

which created new solidarities within the anti-capitalist camp. He has the merit of having 

grounded the evolution of the Spanish left in a European context. However, this monograph 

appeared in 1978 and, like Meaker’s, inevitably drew from a narrow range of documents. 

Forcadell relies almost exclusively on two major publications of the CNT, Solidaridad Obrera 

and Tierra y Libertad, useful but insufficient sources. His study ends in 1918, before the pro-

                                                           
24 Ealham, ‘An impossible unity’, pp.103-104.  
25 Robert Kern, ‘The Revolutionary Left in Spain, 1914-1923’ (book review), International Labour and Working-

Class History, no. 9 (May 1976), 38-39. 
26 Carlos Forcadell, Parlamentarismo y bolchevización: el movimiento obrero español, 1914-1918 (Barcelona: 
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Bolshevik fervour reached its pinnacle in 1919. It leaves out the split between libertarians and 

communists in 1922.  

More recent publications by new generations of labour scholars such as Chris Ealham, Andy 

Durgan, and Josep Puigsech have revisited the question and developed these themes and 

arguments, moving away from the “empirical school”. Yet they have dealt with the impact of 

the Russian Revolution on the libertarians synoptically and have not devoted extensive 

attention to the matter.27  

Leaving Spanish anarchism to one side, Reiner Tosstorff’s work has polemicized with the 

“empirical school” and provided a balanced, comprehensive overview of the impact of the 

Russian Revolution on anarchism and syndicalism internationally. Using a comparative 

framework, he has explained the irregularity and desynchronisation of libertarian reactions to 

Bolshevism from a political perspective based on the specific national potential of each 

anarchist movement to capitalise on the Russian Revolution. The key here is the speed with 

which communist parties were formed and the strength they acquired. In countries such as 

Germany and Sweden, communist organisations crystallised quickly, in 1917-18, and 

monopolised the magnetism of the Russian Revolution. In Spain, Italy, and Portugal, 

communism took longer to appear, in 1920-21, and, in the case of Spain, was pitifully weak. 

Anarchists and syndicalists could pose as the genuine counterparts of the Bolsheviks and bask 

under the sun of the Russian Revolution.28 Tosstorff has also explained the significance of 1917 

in lastingly transforming anarchist and, especially, syndicalist ideology. The identity crisis 

experienced by syndicalists obliged them to revise their ideas and strengthen their Bakuninist 

component. Modern anarcho-syndicalism was born as a response to the Soviet challenge.29  

This thesis is also influenced by the historiography of Italian anarcho-syndicalism and the 

Russian Revolution, above all by the work of Maurizio Antonioli and Santi Fedele.30 The 

Italian case study is significantly more developed than the Spanish. These scholars have 

pointed to the temptation by libertarians in Italy to use Soviet Russia as a rousing device and 

as an instrument to embarrass and compromise the moderate socialists. They have also situated 

                                                           
27 Ealham, ‘An Impossible Unity’, 102-05. 

Josep Puigsech, La revolució russa i Catalunya, 1917-1939 (Vic: 2017), 50-66. 
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29 Tosstorff, ‘The Syndicalist Encounter’. 
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its reception in a context of intense social strife of the biennio rosso, when optimism clouded 

ideological divergences and when the experience of repression and class violence made 

anarchists hospitable to Lenin’s authoritarian methods. Conversely, Antonioli and Fedele have 

framed the divorce with Bolshevism in a context of defeat for Italian labour and of competition 

between anarcho-syndicalists and the recently-founded Communist Party. I draw many of my 

cues from their work and use their research to introduce a comparative perspective into the 

Spanish case study.  

A brief note on language. Preferentially, I use the label anarcho-syndicalist to describe the 

CNT, even if some authors would rather call it syndicalist, at least before it formally embraced 

libertarian communism in 1919.31 Yet the CNT was strongly influenced by anarchism since its 

inception: it was anarcho-syndicalist avant la lettre.32 And in this thesis I am especially 

interested in how the “anarcho-” in syndicalism responded to the Russian Revolution. Thus my 

inclination for the term. Sometimes I also employ “anarchist” or “libertarian” (at the time 

largely synonymous) as more general expressions (as in the title), or “cenetista” to refer to CNT 

activists. However, in Part Three, when I speak of other germane organisations that joined the 

CNT in the pilgrimage to Moscow, I prefer to use “syndicalism” as a broader term that 

encompasses the entire galaxy of militant, anti-party trade unionism that rallied to Moscow’s 

call.    

This thesis also hopes to contribute to the historiography on the Spanish Communist Party. 

Relatively little is known about its early, difficult years, when it was a minuscule and divided 

force.33 The existing research into its origins has tended to concentrate on the communist 

splinters of the Spanish Socialist Party. Yet the Catalan CNT also provided a (small) contingent 

of future communists. The last chapter of the thesis will study this “communist-syndicalist” 

faction and its complicated relationship with the communist top-brass in Madrid and Moscow, 

using original sources from the Comintern archives.34 

 

                                                           
31 Namely Bar, La CNT.   
32 José Álvarez Junco, La ideología política del anarquismo español (1886-1910) (Madrid: 1976), 547-73.  
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Forti, El peso de la nación: Nicola Bombacci, Paul Marion y Óscar Pérez Solís en la Europa de entreguerras 
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The Crisis of the Restoration Regime  

The historiography on modern Spain is seen to have lagged behind Western European 

counterparts, especially in the field of social and labour history. The Franco dictatorship stunted 

historiographical development. After its fall, scholars had to fill in the gaps and catch up with 

global trends. Understandably, attention tended to concentrate on the 1930s and the Civil 

War.35 The years 1917-23 attracted comparatively little interest. Yet they were crucial. The 

pseudo-democratic, constitutional Bourbon monarchy established in 1874 after the demise of 

the First Republic entered a terminal crisis in 1917. Harried by peasant and proletarian 

agitation, liberal and Catalan nationalist opposition, facing a costly colonial war in Morocco, 

and, more generally, rent by sharp social and political polarisation, an institutional edifice that 

had survived for almost fifty years collapsed abruptly with Primo de Rivera’s coup d’état. 

However, military dictatorship failed to establish lasting social peace. The violence and 

instability of 1917-23 were resumed in the 1930s on a higher level. In recent years, historians 

have started to devote more attention to these important events. Perhaps this has to do with the 

analogies that one could draw with current Spanish politics, as a four-decade Bourbon 

constitutional regime is being put into question in an environment of social, political, and 

economic malaise.   

Traditionally, scholars saw the crisis of the Restoration regime through a national (or, rather, 

imperial) prism. The resounding defeat of 1898, where Spain lost Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, 

and the Philippines, and the catastrophic colonial adventure in Morocco were seen as the 

decisive stepping stones for the downfall of the regime.36 Labour historians of this period 

tended to disregard the influence of foreign events, namely the Russian Revolution. Otherwise 

commendable studies by rigorous scholars such as Soledad Bengoechea, José Antonio 

Lacomba, Albert Balcells, and, more recently, Angel Smith and Paco Ignacio Taibo barely 

mention the Russian Revolution, if at all.37  
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Recent revisionist trends have questioned this national standpoint, placing the Spanish crisis in 

a European framework. The pioneering work of Francisco Romero Salvadó stands out in 

particular.38 More importance is now attached to the First World War. Although Spain 

remained neutral, the war polarised national politics and undermined the fragile equilibriums 

on which the Restoration system rested. Likewise, scholars pay more attention to the impact of 

the Russian Revolution on the Spanish crisis. It aggravated class conflict, radicalising the 

labour movement and generating a “red scare” among an increasingly authoritarian ruling 

class.39 More generally, Spain is now being compared to other pseudo-democratic European 

monarchies that either collapsed or were radically reformed with the advent of mass politics 

and, especially, in the aftermath of the Russian Revolution and the First World War.40    

This comparative, transnational body of work enriches Spanish historiography but also, I 

believe, the budding field on the pan-European crisis of 1917-23, where the Spanish example 

is often absent.41 Yet Spain can help qualify some of this field’s assumption, especially 

regarding the importance attached to wartime “brutalisation” and to the experience of military 

combat. Spain was neutral, but still underwent internal violence and anomie after the end of 

the war.  

I hope to contribute to this body of literature by focusing on the impact of the events of Eastern 

Europe on the most important Iberian labour organisation at the time, the CNT. I hope to start 

a debate in the historiography on the degree of influence exerted by the Russian Revolution on 

industrial conflict and peasant agitation in Spain. Scholars such as Josep Puigsech and Richard 

Purkiss have downplayed the radicalising force of Bolshevism, arguing that internal factors, 

namely material hardship, were central to social strife in this period.42 In their view, 
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Bolshevism mostly infected the leading cadre of the CNT (and to a lesser extent of the Socialist 

Party), not rank-and-file workers. Assessing a broad range of sources, I qualify this observation 

by pointing to the synergetic conjunction of economic malaise with the powerful Russian 

example and its promise of root-and-branch social transformation.    

III. Methodology, structure, and summary 
 

This thesis combines social, intellectual, and political history. It starts off as a social history 

“from below”. As it progresses, it ascends up the ranks of the labour movement, and narrows 

the focus from ordinary workers, to rank-and-file CNT activists, to its middling cadre, to the 

upper echelons and the “high politics” of Spanish and international labour.  

However, I shift scales regularly, from political to social history and back, and from the 

movement’s leaders to the grassroots. The attitudes of the leadership were conditioned by the 

mood of the rank-and-file and vice versa. The outlook and ideas of activists are related to the 

experiences of the working class, the social group from which they originated and which they 

claimed to represent, as well as to the broader economic and political environment of the epoch. 

Although I disagree with parts of their critique (which is by now somewhat dated), I have 

drawn inspiration from Geoff Eley and Keith Nield’s call to bring down the unhelpful firewall 

that separates social and political history, in order to intertwine them both.43  

Part one is a social history of the Spanish agitations of 1917-20. I gauge the influence of the 

Russian Revolution on ordinary workers and attempt to ascertain the extent to which foreign 

examples spurred social conflict. I then pass on to analyse the breakneck expansion of the CNT 

in these years and how the Russian Revolution conditioned its successes. I pay attention to the 

competition between the CNT and its historical adversary, the Socialist Party, and to how the 

Russian Revolution upset the balance of forces between the two movements. I also take stock 

of the growing chasm between moderates and extremists within the CNT and on how the 

Russian Revolution served to polarise anarcho-syndicalist politics.     

Part two unpacks the ways in which libertarians in Spain received, negotiated, and assimilated 

various aspects of the Russian Revolution and on how the Russian model transformed anarcho-

syndicalist ideology. It begins by studying the “transmission belts” through which news on 

Russia arrived at the other end of Europe, and how news were distorted en route. I then explore 
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the various issues raised by the Russian Revolution on a thematic basis, divided into five 

chapters. This is primarily an intellectual history that explores the heated dialogue between 

anarchism and Marxism after 1917. I take recourse to the toolkit of intellectual history: 

contextualism, the history of concepts, genealogy. The choice of themes for this part reflects 

the libertarians’ interests more than mine. It was my objective to include additional sections on 

the emancipation of women and on the national question. These two issues today appear as 

crucial elements of the Russian revolutionary process, although at the time they were seen as 

secondary.44 The Spanish anarcho-syndicalists devoted little attention to them. The absence of 

women in this study is especially upsetting. Although women played an important (and at times 

leading) part in the epoch’s social struggles, they were sorely absent from the leadership, and 

even the middling echelons, of labour organisations (with a few notable exceptions). A political 

history of the CNT of 1917-23 is, sadly, overwhelmingly a history of men.45 

Part three studies the interactions between the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists and the Third 

International. It commences with the Comedia congress of the CNT, where the organisation 

affiliated with the Comintern. I analyse the background to this decision, provide a detailed 

account of the discussion on Russia in the congress, and frame this debate within the sharp 

antagonism between the moderate and the extremist factions of anarcho-syndicalism. The next 

chapter deals with the activities of the first Comintern agents in Spain, led by old Bolshevik 

Mikhail Borodin, who arrived in Madrid in early 1920. Borodin and his men largely ignored 

the anarcho-syndicalists and focused on recklessly splitting the Socialist Party. The Spanish 

Communist Party that emerged from this split, which was small and markedly unfriendly 

towards the libertarians, helped draw the CNT away from communism. The remaining chapters 

delve into the two official anarcho-syndicalist delegations to Soviet Russia in 1920 and 1921. 

I explore the polemics taking place in the Comintern cockpit and the intervention of the 

Spaniards therein. I pay special attention to the challenge of reconciling the delegates’ 

libertarian ideas with the communist hegemony that prevailed in Moscow. I also take these 

delegations as a window into the exciting and fast-changing cosmos of the European radical 

left and into the experience of foreign anarchist travellers in revolutionary Russia. Part three 
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has a strong biographical slant, as I follow the steps of a small number of individuals that acted 

as synapses between the Russian Revolution and the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement. 

Part four examines the divorce between the Spanish libertarians and Moscow in 1921-24. I map 

the growth of anti-Bolshevik sentiments in 1921-22, which culminated in the Zaragoza 

conference of June 1922 when the CNT rescinded its affiliation with the Comintern. I trace the 

spread of this changing mood from a small core of veteran anarchists to the movement’s 

middling cadre. I present this not as a sudden epiphany but as a political battle, where this 

group of militants managed to win over a majority of the organisation to its views and overcome 

the opposition of the pro-Bolshevik factions. This part provides both a granular, political study 

of the dispute and an intellectual history of the rearmament of anarchist anti-Marxism in these 

months. I relate the outcome of the polemic to the arrival of more news on Bolshevik despotism 

in Russia and also to the darkening political atmosphere in Spain and Europe, marked above 

all by the defeat of labour across the continent. This is very much a history of defeat. I finally 

examine the evolution of the pro-Bolshevik “communist-syndicalist” faction. In 1922-24 it 

waged an unsuccessful battle to reconquer the CNT to the Third International. Faced with 

failure and isolation, this group decided to enter the Spanish Communist Party in the autumn 

of 1924, finally closing the pro-Bolshevik chapter of Spanish anarcho-syndicalist history. I try 

to explain the reasons for the failure of this tendency. I also situate it in the world of the Third 

International and its trade union front, the Red International of Labour Unions (RILU), which 

were still in their formative process.         

This is a transnational history, first and foremost because it discusses the impact of the Russian 

Revolution on the Spanish CNT. Yet this is so also in the broader sense that it regards Spanish 

anarcho-syndicalism not as a purely Iberian phenomenon, but as part of a larger international 

labour movement that was interconnected through multiple capillaries. Transnationalism here 

is not bilateral but multilateral, as I explore the CNT’s relationships with other anarchist and 

syndicalist movements abroad and see Spanish libertarian debates on Bolshevism as part of a 

global discussion. In addition to the impact of Bolshevism on the CNT, I also hope to say 

something about the impact of the CNT on Bolshevism–or at least of anarcho-syndicalists on 

the Comintern in its early days. At times, I also introduce a comparative component, contrasting 

developments in the CNT with other similar movements abroad. 

I draw my methodological cues above all from the school of histoire croisée. By shifting scales 

from the local, to the national, to the global, and jumping from the transnational to the 
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comparative and back, it concerns itself not simply with encounter and exchange, but with 

entanglement and cross-fertilisation.46 I have also been influenced by the literature on 

synchronicity and diachronicity and on combined and uneven development.47 There were 

significant parallelisms between Spain and Russia in these years that abetted the rapprochement 

between Bolshevism and the CNT. The generalised social and economic crisis engendered by 

the war across Europe, which also affected neutral countries such as Spain, gave rise to similar 

phenomena.48  

IV. Sources 
 

This study engages with a wide array of primary sources: Spanish (and foreign) police and 

government documents, contemporary labour and mainstream press and publications, internal 

CNT and Comintern reports, conference minutes and resolutions, correspondence from the 

protagonists, memoirs and personal accounts. This has been drawn from archives and libraries 

in Amsterdam, Alcalá de Henares, Alcoy, Barcelona, Madrid, Moscow, Oxford, Paris, and 

Valencia.    

Much of the material that I discuss is original and has not been used before by the 

historiography. The material I unearthed in the archives of the RILU and the Comintern in 

Moscow’s Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi arkhiv sotsial’no-politicheskoi istorii (RGASPI) stands 

out in particular. There I found countless confidential reports on CNT power struggles, on the 

mood of the organisation’s rank-and-file, and on the internal workings of the communist-

syndicalist faction in 1921-24. I also came across the personal correspondence of Andreu Nin, 

a CNT militant who became a Comintern functionary in 1921 and who communicated 

assiduously with his comrades in Spain. This material challenges some of the impressions 

propagated by the existing historiography and has allowed me to write the most detailed 

reconstruction to date of the life of the CNT in the difficult years 1921-24 and, especially, of 

the history of the communist-syndicalist group. I have also found important original material 

in the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam. To my knowledge, the minutes 

of the Zaragoza conference, where the CNT burnt its bridges with Moscow, have not been 

discussed before, and shed light on important lacunae. Some of the government documents I 
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came across in the Archivo Histórico Nacional (AHN) and the Real Academia de Historia 

(RAH) in Madrid are also new.  

Other sources I use are known to historians but remain understudied and underutilised. This is 

the case with unpublished or rare memoirs such as those of Gaston Leval and Jesús Ibáñez, and 

with Mikhail Borodin’s reports on Spain, held in the Fundación Pablo Iglesias in Alcalá de 

Henares. I have also worked with rare, local anarchist newspapers, which the historiography 

has tended to overlook. They provide a fascinating window into rank-and-file views. I have 

also drawn heavily from the flagship publications of Spanish anarcho-syndicalism, Solidaridad 

Obrera and Tierra y Libertad. This material is well known to the field. Yet, as I will discuss, 

historians have often studied just a handful of front-page editorials. I provide a meticulous, 

granular analysis of this material which challenges some of the historiographic consensuses.    

I use different sources depending on the focus of each part and chapter. Part one is a social 

history “from below”. I rely heavily on Spanish and foreign police and government documents. 

I also use labour and mainstream press (Spanish and foreign) and memoirs.  

Part two relies mostly on the anarcho-syndicalist press. This was a prime forum for ideological 

and organisational debate, where labour activists expounded their views. The newspaper was 

not only an instrument for agitation and propaganda but also, as Lenin famously put it, a 

“collective organiser”, through which gatherings were organised, minutes circulated, and 

where delegates and committees published reports. The Spanish libertarian movement had an 

extremely rich editorial tradition, whereby each tendency and faction and each local grouping 

tended to publish their own newspaper. A detailed perusal of the anarcho-syndicalist press, 

both of major, national publications and of smaller, local papers has allowed me to reconstruct 

the evolution of the libertarians’ analysis of the Russian Revolution. 

Part three deploys a more varied gamut of sources. Memoirs feature heavily in these chapters, 

which have a strong biographical component. I contrast different memoirs to try to overcome 

the bias and one-sidedness of autobiographical writing. I also engage with internal reports and 

conference minutes, both from the CNT and from the Third International. I also use the reports 

of the police and diplomats that followed the comings and goings of delegates across Europe. 

Part four relies on the excellent Comintern and RILU archives at Moscow’s RGASPI. Starting 

from November 1921 onwards, the innumerable letters, reports, and minutes that can be found 

here are a privileged, unparalleled prism through which to view the CNT and, especially, its 

communist-syndicalist faction. 
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PART 1. THE THREE BOLSHEVIK YEARS 

1. SPAIN, THE “RUSSIA OF THE WEST” 

 

This is no longer France but something more provincial, 

more primitive, coarser.  

  Trotsky, Mis peripecias en España, 25 

 

I. “The far east of Europe touches the far west” 

 

In February 1917, Belgian-born writer and Bolshevik revolutionary Victor Serge found himself 

in Spain. The son of Russian exiles, Serge started off as an anarchist but came to embrace 

Marxism under the influence of the Russian Revolution. Escaping political persecution in 

France, he crossed the Pyrenees into Catalonia and immediately got involved in the anarcho-

syndicalist movement of Barcelona. In his view, the news of the fall of the Tsar in February 

electrified an already effervescent labour movement:  

The Spaniards, even the workers on the shop floor beside me […] instinctively understood 

the Petrograd days, since their imagination transposed those events to Madrid and 

Barcelona. The monarchy of Alfonso XIII was no more popular or stable than that of 

Nicholas II. The revolutionary tradition of Spain, like that of Russia, went back to the time 

of Bakunin. Similar social causes were operating in both countries: agrarian problems, 

retarded industrialisation, a political regime at least a century and a half behind Western 

Europe.49 

Comparisons between Russia and Spain were common. A French anarchist noted in 1904 that 

a ‘real competition’ went on between Spanish and Russian exiles in Paris and London ‘to see 

whose country is the most barbaric’.50 Leon Trotsky, who, like Serge, spent several months in 

Spain during the First World War, is credited with having referred to Spain as ‘the country that, 

after Russia, is most hospitable to […] communism’.51 In 1922, upon his return from a trip to 

Moscow, Spanish syndicalist Joaquín Maurín claimed ‘there is no country as similar to Russia 

as Spain. That means that we have the duty […] of being the second to hoist the red flag of 
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proletarian emancipation’.52 ‘Extremes touch’, said liberal journalist Mariano de Cavia, ‘and 

this maxim is so true that it can overcome the greatest distances. The far east of Europe touches 

the far west’.53 Philosopher José Ortega y Gasset referred to the Spaniards and the Russians as 

the only two ‘pueblo’ peoples in Europe, two impulsive and indomitable nations that were 

innately prone to rebellion.54 In a similar vein, renowned jurist Bernaldo del Quirós wondered 

about the ‘secret and intimate affinities of still inexplicable origin between the serfs of the most 

distant extremities of Europe’.55 A conservative Russian expatriate in Barcelona observed: ‘the 

Spanish proletariat is very similar to the Russian, because of their mentality and their love for 

dazzling things and for grandiose phraseology’.56     

On opposite sides of the European continent, Russia and Spain were often deemed by Western 

European commentators to be economically, politically and socially backward. Spain and 

Russia were less industrialised and urbanised than many of their European neighbours. Despite 

the important differences between Restoration Spain (the name given to the regime established 

after the reinstatement of the Bourbons in 1873) and late Tsarist Russia, both countries were 

ruled by authoritarian monarchies. Their economic underdevelopment notwithstanding, both 

regimes had imperialist credentials and had built formidable empires. Spain lost most of its 

overseas possessions over the nineteenth century, in a process that culminated with the loss of 

Cuba, Puerto Rico, Guam, and the Philippines in 1898. It was a heavy blow to national pride, 

which thereafter tried to recover its self-esteem by Spain’s encroachement of Morocco. Russia 

still controlled vast swathes of Eurasia, although its imperial might had been tarnished by the 

defeats in Crimea (1856), the sale of Alaska (1867), and failure in the Pacific East (1905), after 

which it sought to reassert its prowess through an aggressive policy in the Balkans. Within the 

two countries deep national antagonisms existed. Many of Russia’s national minorities – 

Jewish, Polish, Ukrainian, Armenian to name a few– were growing increasingly restive by the 

late nineteenth century. In Catalonia and the Basque Country powerful nationalist movements 

had emerged by the turn of the century. In the words of Catalan communist Andreu Nin, writing 

in 1926, ‘the national question in Spain can be compared in its importance with that of Poland 
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under the Tsarist regime’.57 In Spanish Morocco the Berber tribes were rallied against the 

colonialists and launched a protracted guerrilla war.  

Despite their industrial retardation and their agrarian character, both countries developed 

vigorous pockets of industry in certain regions, namely Barcelona, Madrid, parts of Asturias, 

and Biscay in Spain; and in St Petersburg, Moscow, Donbass and Baku in Russia. These 

industries emerged rapidly, and absorbed hundreds of thousands of peasant migrants from 

poorer rural regions. For this budding urban proletariat, working conditions tended to be 

deplorable, labour legislation and public services non-existent or paltry, and the right to unionise 

severely curtailed by heavy-handed authorities that often were at the service of the employers. 

‘Whatever we think of the current labour agitations in Spain’, commented liberal politician and 

law professor Tomás Elorrieta in 1919, ‘we ought to admit that the lack of social provisions by 

the state and the corporations has left the Spanish workers in a state of absolute inferiority, in 

material terms, to the workers of the major European nations’.58 Workers were culturally, 

socially, and spatially segregated and stigmatised in cities of soaring inequality, where crime, 

misery, and alcoholism festered.59 Illiteracy in Moscow in 1897 stood at 46 percent, in 

Barcelona in 1900, at 49 percent.60 In these circumstances a radical labour movement was 

beginning to emerge. The 1905 Russian Revolution and the 1909 Tragic Week riots in 

Barcelona dramatically revealed the explosiveness of Russian and Spanish industrial centres.  

French anarchist Gaston Leval was a draft dodger during the First World War who sought refuge 

in Spain, where he made a living in extremely precarious conditions. He described the plight of 

unskilled workers in Barcelona, and the social effervescence that this injustice generated: 

And this misery forced one to become a revolutionary, as was the case with a large part of 

the Spanish people. To earn an insufficient wage, to lose one’s job and to look for a new 

one in vain, to live in dark shovels […], to wear the same sandals in the winter and in the 

summer, to trudge over the mud and leap over the puddles as one wanders across the city 

begging for a job, to take off to the outlaying industrial towns –Sabadell, Tarrasa, 

Igualada– twenty, thirty, seventy kilometres away, to live in boarding houses for labourers, 

                                                           
57 Archivo Histórico Nacional (AHN), Ministerio de Interior, Policía (Histórico), H.394, ‘Informaciones de 

París – Álvarez – Copia de un trabajo sobre Cataluña hecho por Andrés Nin – La cuestión nacional en España – 

El problema catalán’ (13/01/1926), p1.  
58 Elorrieta, El movimiento bolchevista, 57. 
59 Chris Ealham, Class, Culture and Conflict in Barcelona, 1898-1937 (London: 2005), 8. 
60 Mark D. Steinberg, Proletarian Imagination: self, modernity, and the sacred in Russia, 1910-1925 (Ithaca: 

2002),  28-29. 

Balcells, El sindicalismo, 19. 



26 

 

four beds in one room, where at night one of the roommates snores and the other farts, all 

this could only lead to permanent exasperation.61      

Conditions for the Russian working class were similar. Industrial worker Semën Kanatchikov, 

who left his village as a young boy to find a better future in Moscow, recalled the ‘loneliness 

and abandonment’ that overtook him in the city, the ‘depression and terror’ he felt in the factory 

and in the faceless thoroughfares. He shared a ‘dirty and stuffy’ apartment with ‘all kinds of 

poor folk’.62   

Things were not much better in the countryside. Migrant workers were often fleeing from 

conditions of extreme poverty. Although serfdom had been abolished in Russia in 1861, 

peasants still had to shoulder redemption payments and were often bound to their villager 

communes. Land distribution was extremely unequal. ‘As to the poverty which I saw during 

our journeys in certain villages’, recalled Russian anarchist Peter Kropotkin, ‘no words would 

be adequate to describe this misery to readers who have not seen it’.63 In many Spanish regions, 

especially in the southern Andalusia and Extremadura, where a few landlords amassed 

thousands of hectares, feudalism prevailed de facto. In areas where smallholders were 

predominant, village life was usually marred by poverty and underdevelopment. Although 

Spain was formally a constitutional monarchy, politics were often controlled by the caciques, 

local potentates who dominated village life and helped rig elections. Tomás Elorrieta y Artaza 

described the disastrous social conditions operating in the Spanish countryside:  

In most Spanish villages, wages are discontinuous, and many farmhands remain jobless 

during the winter months, with no income whatsoever; there are no institutions to support 

the elderly and the sick, and only the usurer is willing to lend a hand to those in need; in 

many villages women go around barefoot and are worse off than the beasts […]; not even 

a third of children go to school.64  

In Spain and in Russia patchy industrialisation had led to the rise of a radical labour movement, 

which was compounded with explosive agrarian problems and a complex nationality question. 

The two countries were tinderboxes that only needed a spark to be ignited. Both would be 

shaken by social revolution in the early decades of the twentieth century. The Russian 1917 and 
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the Spanish 1936 stand at the apex of the pantheon of twentieth century European revolutions. 

The start of the Russian Revolution helped to trigger a process of extreme militancy in the 

Spanish labour movement, which foreshadowed the violence of 1936.65   

 

II. The Spanish labour movement on the eve of the storm 

 

The Spanish labour movement was divided into two distinct tendencies. This was unsurprising, 

considering the country’s combined and uneven development, its protracted and haphazard 

industrialisation, and the stark social and economic divisions it displayed, where advanced 

industry coexisted with age-old crafts, vast latifundia with prosperous farmsteads, and where 

the bureaucratic, administrative capital, Madrid, was separate from the economic and industrial 

one, Barcelona.66  

In Spain, the largest anarchist movement in the world fought over the hearts and minds of 

workers with the socialist party, the PSOE (Partido Socialista Obrero Español, Spanish 

Socialist Workers’ Party), guided by the ideas of Marxism. In this respect, Spain, with its mass 

anarchist organisations, was different from other European countries, where anarchism was 

either a minority tendency in the labour movement, as in Italy, Russia, or France; or a fringe, 

largely intellectual phenomenon, as in most of Germanic Europe and in the Balkans.67 The 

schism in the Spanish left between anarchists and socialists had a long history and went back 

to the days of the First International and the polemic between Karl Marx and Mikhail Bakunin.   

Bakunin, vesting his hopes in the freedom-loving character of the Latin peoples, sent his 

talented Italian agitator Giuseppe Fanelli to spread his movement south of the Pyrenees in 1868. 

Making up for his ignorance of the Spanish language with an unbreakable faith in anarchy and 

with much gesticulation, Fanelli was able to win over several youths in Madrid and Barcelona, 

leaving behind a few copies of the seminal texts of his Russian mentor. The seeds had been 

sown for a mass movement. The creed spread like wildfire, especially to rural Andalusia and 

industrial Catalonia. The Spanish Federation of the International, squarely Bakuninist in its 

orientation, grew impressively, gaining footholds across the peninsula and playing an 
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important role in the upheavals of 1873, when the country was rocked by a series of popular 

uprisings.68 

Concerned with the success of his rival on the Iberian Peninsula, Marx dispatched his son-in-

law Paul Lafargue, a communard outlaw, to Spain in 1871. Having grown up in Cuba, Lafargue 

spoke good Spanish, and was able to create a Marxist group in Madrid based around the 

typographers’ union. This was the germ of the PSOE. The socialists soon became strong in the 

bureaucratic capital Madrid and in the rural areas of central Spain, as well as in the industrial 

regions of Asturias and Biscay.69   

Under the authority of Lafargue’s right-hand man in Madrid, the typographer Pablo Iglesias, 

the PSOE evolved into a ‘cold, schematic, formulaic’ party.70 Mimicking the reformist drift of 

the Second International, it had silently eschewed the more radical tenets of Marxism to adopt 

a gradualist, reformist strategy to socialism. This party doggedly involved itself in Spanish 

parliamentary politics, which was notoriously corrupt, and demanded reforms from an 

inefficient and authoritarian state. The primary constituency of the socialists became a labour 

aristocracy of clerks and professionals, intellectuals, typographers and other skilled workers, 

artisans, and also the miners of the north.71 Historian Pérez Ledesma spoke of the ‘Menshevik 

mentality’ of Spanish socialism.72    

The Spanish libertarians, on the contrary, adopted a quixotic vision of immediate, sweeping 

revolution. They were always prepared to stage revolutionary uprisings, to call general strikes, 

and to proclaim the coming of anarchy. Reforms could not be won by polite appeals but wrested 

from the capitalists through direct action. Many anarchists were also ready to do the revolution 

by force of the revolver, and a thieves’ kitchen of anarchist terrorism flourished. They 

completely rejected the state and the political system as the ultimate source of evil and 

oppression, and attacked party politics as an absolute sham.73  

Anarchism took root among the landless rural labourers and smallholders of Andalusia, south-

eastern Aragon, and Valencia, who were radicalised by the conditions of exploitation, 
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oppression, and inequality that reigned in the countryside.74 The most notable bastion of the 

anarchists, however, was the urban proletariat of Barcelona, the most industrialised city on the 

Iberian Peninsula. Barcelona was the steam engine of revolution in Spain. According to Marx 

and Engels the city had, already in 1873, ‘seen more barricade fighting than any other in the 

world’.75 Trotsky, who spent the Christmas of 1916 in the Catalan capital, described Barcelona 

as ‘a modern industrial city […]. It is like Nice combined with a factory hell. There is a lot of 

smoke and soot on the one hand, fruit and flowers on the other’.76 Manuel de Burgos y Mazo, 

who served as Minister of the interior in 1919, claimed that ‘it would be hard to find in the 

world a city with such an accumulation of sources of commotion, of so many elements of social 

malaise, as Barcelona’.77   

Hemmed between the mountains of the Catalan coastal range and the sea, Barcelona displayed 

an inordinate population density, to the effect that the slums of the poor stood side-by-side with 

the affluent neighbourhoods of the rich, and its narrow thoroughfares could be easily 

barricaded. The dark, squalid alleys of the Barri Xino, a no-go area for the police, were also an 

ideal den for anarchist hit squads. ‘The horrible Barri Xino’, recalled Victor Serge, ‘whose 

mouldering alleys were full of half-naked girls lurking in doorways that gaped into hellholes 

— it was here that I met the militants arming for the approaching battle’.78 The lack of reliable 

energy sources for Catalan factories and the dependence on the overwhelmingly rural Spanish 

internal market, which fluctuated unpredictably depending on the outcome of the harvest, 

stunted the emergence of economies of scale in Catalan industry. It remained fragmented into 

a myriad of relatively small sweatshops with narrow profit margins, where the bosses had little 

elbowroom to negotiate with workers. This resulted in explosive industrial relations.79 Its 

important port, its closeness to the French border, and the constant comings and goings of 

people exposed the city to new ideas and models. ‘Here’, observed minister Burgos y Mazo, 

‘converge all sorts of wrongdoers from all quarters of the earth, who find […] extraordinary 

possibilities to meet foreign comrades, to hatch their schemes, and to flee if necessary’.80 It is 

not difficult to understand the force with which anarcho-syndicalism gripped the workers of 
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Barcelona, and the weakness of the reformist PSOE. Barcelona ‘was impermeable to scientific 

socialism’, observed heterodox communist Joaquín Maurín.81  

The contrast with Madrid, the bastion of the socialist reformers, could not be more apparent. 

Rolling out onto the vast Castilian plains, with its broad, boundless avenues, Madrid was the 

administrative capital, a city of bureaucrats and absentee landlords; of journalists and 

politicians; of typographers and waiters.82 Communist Óscar Pérez Solis noted in a report to 

the Comintern that ‘the atmosphere in Madrid, because of the nature of is economy, which is 

overwhelmingly petty bourgeois, and the education of its working masses, which has been 

reformist to the bone, is not the ideal setting for the leadership of a revolutionary party’. 

Barcelona, on the other hand, was ‘the natural vanguard and the fighting kernel of the Spanish 

proletariat’.83 Trotsky, who also spent several weeks in Madrid in the autumn of 1916, until he 

was thrown in jail under the accusation of being a ‘dangerous anarchist’, provided an insightful 

description of the Spanish capital: 

Life moves at a lazy rhythm. Despite being well-lit and the abundance of splendid banks, 

Madrid is provincial. It is fussy, but not business-like. It lacks the pace of industrial cities. 

There is a lot of hypocritical piety, and decorum is actively enforced. On the streets one 

sees little prostitution, unlike in France. In the cafés there are very few women: this is 

obviously not allowed. There is a lot of coffee and little absinthe. People sit and talk as if 

they had a lot of free time in their hands.84      

 

III. Marxists and anarchists, revolutionaries and reformists 

 

Spanish anarchism evolved in protracted competition with the Socialist Party. This antagonism 

shaped the outlook and ideas of both movements. The fundamental appeal of anarchism over 

the moderate socialism of the PSOE lay in its radicalism. It was not so much its ideas of 

freedom and its rejection of the dictatorship of the proletariat that made it more popular than 

official Marxism, but its blanket opposition to the state and bourgeois politics, its militant 
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approach to the class struggle, and its promise of immediate emancipation.85 As Spanish Prime 

Minister Count Romanones observed in his personal notes, ‘syndicalism represents a rebellion 

against political and parliamentarian socialism’.86 Bolshevik agent Mikhail Borodin admitted 

that the CNT contained ‘the most revolutionary following in the country’. The socialist party 

on the contrary ‘was conservative since its very inception, the exact counterpart of the anarcho-

syndicalist movement’.87  

Marxist intellectual Joaquín Maurín, who had been a prominent cenetista (CNT militant) in his 

youth, blamed the greyness and reformism of the PSOE for the mass character of Iberian 

anarchism. For the Spanish working class, ‘the Socialist Party is synonymous with class 

collaboration, the absolute lack of revolutionary spirit and of proletarian sentiment. With this 

defection, anarchism found fertile ground to take root’.88  

The Spanish anarchists’ understanding of Marxism as a reformist, bureaucratic movement was 

informed by their engagement with the PSOE. Internal life in the socialist party was notoriously 

flat, and, unlike in other European socialist parties, there were no major left-wing tendencies 

within the movement. The socialists espoused a stagist vision of revolution, whereby the labour 

movement in backward Spain was destined to act as the left wing of the bourgeois-democratic 

revolution. In 1909, the party entered a cross-class alliance with various republican forces, 

including nationalist demagogue Alejandro Lerroux, who the anarchists declared their sworn 

enemy. The experience of the First World War reinforced this grey outlook. Although Spain 

remained neutral the PSOE was ‘radically pro-Allied’.89 Most anarchists, except a small 

minority, were adamantly opposed to the war.  

When news of the Russian Revolution struck Spain in 1917, the question of the dictatorship of 

the proletariat that had divided Marx and Bakunin was all but forgotten. The socialists had 

dropped the term, which was unpalatable to their conciliatory temperament. The debates 

between anarchists and Marxists revolved around questions of parliamentary participation, 

reformism, and the problem of party bureaucracies. Historian José Álvarez Junco noted that 

the question of the dictatorship was ‘secondary’ and only ‘flared up occasionally’. The key 
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bone of contention with the socialists was participation in ‘bourgeois politics’.90 As cenetista 

Francisco Jordán, one of the first Spanish libertarians to have critically assessed the question 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat, commented in 1921:   

Karl Marx was the first to have propounded the dictatorship of the proletariat, but this 

idea was forgotten by his disciples, who, quite on the contrary, were always in favour 

of legality and were hostile to the violent transformation of society. The Third 

International has the honour of having dusted off this “text”!91   

The attenuation of the divisions between revolutionary Marxists, anarchists and syndicalists 

was a global phenomenon. The radicalising surge of the Russian Revolution enhanced this 

process, which had begun to crystallise in 1914. The war generated splits and realignments 

within the socialist and the libertarian camps.92 Arguably also, the dismay at the Mexican 

anarchists of the Casa del Obrero Mundial that had actively backed Carranza’s constitutionalists 

in 1915-16, during the Mexican Revolution, and the parallel admiration of Zapata’s 

nationalistic, sui generis socialism, further strengthened the idea that formal ideological tags 

were unimportant; what mattered was one’s revolutionary mettle.93 Yet the turning point came 

with the revolutionary high tide of 1917-20, which produced dramatic realignments. Optimism 

that the Russian Revolution heralded the global victory of the working class clouded 

divergences among different forces in the revolutionary camp and generated a feeling of unity. 

‘From now on we are all one’, wrote Jewish-American anarchist Alexander Berkman in 1920, 

‘one in the sacred work of the Revolution, one in its defence, one in our common aim for the 

freedom and welfare of the people. [...] Socialists or Anarchists – our theoretical differences are 

left behind’.94  

Grigory Zinoviev, the chairman of the Third International, lucidly reflected on the new dividing 

lines in the international labour movement. The chasm was no longer between anarchists and 

Marxists, but between reformists and revolutionaries:  

The old divisions in the international workers’ movement have clearly become obsolete. 

The war has created a new alignment. Many of the anarchists and syndicalists who rejected 
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parliamentarianism behaved just as contemptibly and treacherously during the five years 

[sic] of war [he refers to pro-war libertarians such as Pëtr Kropotkin or Léon Jouhaux] as 

the old leaders of official Social Democracy, who take the name of Marx in vain. Forces 

are being mobilised along a new line, on one side those who are for the proletarian 

revolution, for mass action rising to armed insurrection, on the other side those who are 

against this. That is the basic question of our time.95 

In 1917, the anarchists’ traditional engagement with the PSOE made it difficult to come to grips 

with the very different revolutionary strand of socialism coming from the East. It should not 

come as a surprise therefore that they should have enthusiastically endorsed the Bolshevik 

Revolution, while the leadership of the Marxist PSOE scorned it. 

 

IV. The National Confederation of Labour 

 

In the early 1880s, the Spanish Federation of the First International disintegrated. The 1890s 

were years of difficulty for the anarchists. In the 1900s, a new doctrine, syndicalism, reached 

the Iberian Peninsula that would breathe life into the Spanish libertarian movement and 

lastingly transform it. Libertarians redoubled their involvement in trade union activity, and 

sought to give it a revolutionary, anti-statist orientation. Under the aegis of this strategy, a truly 

national, mass organisation of libertarian inspiration would be built: the CNT.96   

The CNT was created in December 1910 in Barcelona, its historic stronghold. It was the upshot 

of Solidaridad Obrera (Workers’ Solidarity), a Barcelona-wide trade union coordinating body 

set up in 1907. The 1900s had seen a vigorous development of Catalan trade unionism. 

Workers’ organisations were steeled in the heat of the strike waves of 1901-1903 and 1909. 

These years also saw the mounting influence of the anarchists in the trade unions. They 

elbowed out or co-opted socialist and republican competitors. They were the driving force 

behind the creation of the CNT.97 Despite its ambition to organise the entirety of the Spanish 

proletariat, in its early years the Confederation was an almost exclusively Catalan organisation. 
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At the start, it had been national ‘only in name’.98 The turbulences of 1917-20 helped it expand 

across the whole country. The CNT became a truly national force.   

To the reformist, gradualist tactics of the Second International, syndicalism counterpoised a 

militant approach to the class struggle, based on direct action and the revolutionary general 

strike; the centrality and self-sufficiency of trade unions; the hostility to the state and 

parliamentary politics; and the opposition to rigid hierarchies and the promotion of 

federalism.99 Many saw this movement as the logical evolution of anarchism. It took many of 

its cues from Pierre Joseph Proudhon and the anti-authoritarian wing of the First International. 

In Spain, the anarchist colouring of the syndicalist movement was stronger than anywhere 

else.100 Yet membership of the CNT was not homogenous, especially among the rank-and-file. 

It ranged from nonpartisan trade unionists wary of ideological hair-splitting to hard-line 

anarchists.101     

A fundamental division underlaid the CNT since its inception. It was the rift between the 

cautious and pragmatic sectors of the organisation and the radicals and extremists. The latter 

saw the CNT as a weapon of struggle and uncompromisingly sought social revolution, and had 

a narrow vision of the Confederation as a revolutionary anarchist movement.  The former 

envisaged the CNT as a stable, mass organisation, deeply rooted among the toilers, with a 

tolerant outlook and open to all class-conscious workers.102 

Some historians have labelled the moderates as “pure syndicalists” and the radicals as 

“anarcho-syndicalists”, implying some conscious doctrinal distinction between the two camps, 

one more aligned to French-style syndicalism; the other more classically Bakuninist. These 

definitions are not precise. As Angel Smith has explained, the CNT arrived at a broad 

ideological ‘synthesis’ between anarchism and syndicalism.103 The CNT could be said to be an 

anarcho-syndicalist organisation since its inception, predating the popularisation of the term in 

the 1920s. Syndicalism was conceived, as Salvador Seguí put it, as the ‘arm’, anarchism as the 
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‘brain’.104 The chasm between these two currents was of temperament, not of formal doctrine. 

It was a divide, perceptive Minister of the Interior Manuel de Burgos y Mazo noted, between 

an ‘intransigent’ and a ‘temperate’ sector.105   

These boundaries tended to overlap with age, neophytes being more hot-headed than the old 

guard. As Catalan libertarian Juan García Oliver, who joined the CNT in 1917 when he was 

sixteen, pointed out in his memoirs, ‘at the beginning of 1920, the chasm between the 

radicalised youth that had recently joined the CNT and some of its older leaders – veterans who 

were thirty years old – was becoming perfectly visible’.106 This fault at times (though not 

always) overlapped with geography, the Catalans and Asturians, drawing from a long tradition 

of worker organisation, being more concerned with the long-term viability of the CNT than the 

more impetuous militants from southern and central Spain.107     

In 1916, activists grouped around Salvador Seguí Rubinat (alias Noi del Sucre, Sugar Boy) had 

taken control over the Confederation after five years of convulsive and unstable existence. An 

autodidact worker, Seguí had faced severe poverty in his youth as a destitute journeyman, and 

had become receptive to libertarian propaganda. He spent his formative years in the radical, 

iconoclastic fringes of Catalan anarchism, but over the years, and through his involvement in 

the trade unions, he had tempered his views. He remained a firebrand, and his baritone voice 

was capable of arousing audiences with ardent harangues. But he became convinced that the 

task of the anarcho-syndicalist movement was to turn the CNT into a resilient, viable 

organisation.108 Above all, the Noi del Sucre was a ‘superb organiser’.109 Seguí’s talent 

propelled him to the leadership of the powerful builders’ union in 1915. A year later he became 

secretary of the Catalan section, the most influential by far in the CNT.110  

Seguí’s charisma galvanised a team of loyal followers around him who shared his practical 

nous. They stood out from the anarchist movement of Barcelona for their organisational 

acumen and their pragmatism, and their aversion for doctrinal hair-splitting. The inseparable 

ally of the Noi del Sucre was Ángel Pestaña. An austere watchmaker from León, the son of an 
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alcoholic miner, his childhood had been marred by extreme misery. He had migrated to 

Barcelona after the outbreak of the war. Initially a Bakuninist hard-liner, Pestaña gradually 

came to embrace Seguí’s pragmatism. Other ambitious youths joined the Noi’s team: Camilo 

Piñón, Joan Pey, Josep Viadiu, Enrique Rueda, and Salvador Quedames.111 They spearheaded 

the successful reorganisation of the Confederation, whose local and regional bodies were 

streamlined. Its press organ, Solidaridad Obrera, went from being a weekly to a daily paper in 

March 1916. The Catalan CNT revolutionised organised labour in Spain by embracing, in the 

summer 1918, an industrial model of trade union organisation, the sindicatos únicos. They did 

away with the old craft unions that divided workers by their occupation, merging them into 

larger bodies that gathered all workers from a particular branch of the economy.112 This 

centralised form of unionism greatly facilitated strike action.113   

Yet Spanish anarchism was broader than the CNT. The extraordinary longevity of Spanish 

anarchism as a mass movement allowed it time to percolate deep into society. Under the 

umbrella of the Confederation lay a dense web of libertarian associations: study circles and 

“affinity groups”; publishing houses, magazines, and newspapers; campaigns to aid political 

prisoners; evening schools and athenaeums; recreational societies, theatre groups, choirs, and 

cafés; mutual-aid associations; Esperanto academies; tenants’ unions; sports clubs; and, of 

course, the ever-present underworld of terrorist “action groups”. Directly or indirectly, these 

groupings involved thousands of people, forging the anarchist cadre and consolidating their 

local visibility and authority in working-class neighbourhoods. They cemented the hegemony 

of the anarcho-syndicalist movement in many Spanish towns and cities, creating a parallel 

society that was able to mobilise hundreds of thousands in times of social strife.114   
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2. EUROPE BURNING ON BOTH ENDS 

 

I’ve got a feeling we’re going to catch up with the 

Russians! That would be beautiful, Europe burning on 

both ends! 

Dario/Salvador Seguí in: Victor Serge, Birth 

of our Power (London: 1977), 51 

 

I. The August Days 

 

Spain remained neutral during the First World War. The sympathies of the government and the 

monarchy resided with the Central Powers, but intervention on their side was, for geographic 

reasons, ruled out. Spain’s neutrality during the First World War allowed it to profit from the 

hike in wartime demand for war-related products. Exporting to both camps, Spain cashed in 

handsomely from the conflict. The economic impact of the war on Spain, however, was mixed. 

The boom did not benefit everyone equally. The war meant that imports became more 

expensive, while there was a sudden influx of foreign currency that devalued the peseta, leading 

to a hike in prices that were not matched by wages. In Barcelona, the price of basic necessities 

rose 39 percent between 1916 and 1918.115 While industry developed feverishly, agriculture, 

particularly in the poorest regions, tended to lag behind, and the purchasing power of peasants 

dropped. As the anarcho-syndicalist daily Solidaridad Obrera commented, ‘our blood was not 

shed in the trenches, but we are being exterminated through misery and hunger’.116   

Industrial expansion oversaw the numerical growth of the proletariat, which abandoned the 

pauperised countryside and swarmed to the cities (especially Barcelona).117 Although the first 

months of the war had seen a downturn in labour militancy, by 1916 the tide began to turn. The 

number of strikes and protests increased by the day. Inflation and the lagging behind of wages 

stimulated struggle, which often paid: high demand for industrial exports meant that employers 

(unusually for Spain) put up little resistance before strike action to keep production going. 

Typically unorganised groups, such as women and the unskilled, began to unionise. There was 

a rapprochement between the socialist and anarcho-syndicalist trade union federations, which 
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resulted in a successful general strike in December 1916.118 Gaston Leval recounted the uneven 

economic impact of the war:    

 There was a lot of unemployment and a lot of misery in Barcelona. The textile industry 

worked at full steam for the Allies, but in other sectors joblessness was rife. With the 

passing of time, statisticians and economists affirm that this was a period of virtual 

euphoria for the Catalan economy. The worker who lived through these years does not 

share this opinion. I remember the rioting by women against the high cost of living, and 

how, after several protests, they looted the shops.119   

The war also created a feeling of historical momentum. Liberals, republicans, regionalists, and 

moderate socialists, the so-called aliadófilos, vested their hopes on the Allied camp, which in 

their eyes waged war for democracy against the semi-feudal Central European monarchies. 

They consequently radicalised their opposition to the equally semi-feudal Restoration regime. 

They were pitted against the germanófilos, the supporters of the Central Powers, who tended to 

represent the most conservative sectors of Spanish society. At the same time, the anarcho-

syndicalists believed the war heralded the collapse of bourgeois civilisation. One could well say 

with historian Carlos Forcadell that ‘Spain may not have entered the war, but the war entered 

Spain’.120 In these circumstances, news from the February Revolution in Russia arrived like a 

bombshell. If geographic distance attenuated the impact of the Russian Revolution in Spain, 

structural similarities between the two countries greatly abetted it.121  

The agitations kindled by the Russian Revolution came in two phases. As in Russia, the first to 

reap the fruits of revolutionary ferment were the bourgeois democrats. But in both countries 

liberal illusions were rapidly undercut by the rising tide of the class struggle. 

The cause of the Spanish aliadófilos had been embarrassed by the presence of autocratic Russia 

in the Allied camp. The overthrow of the Tsar putatively made the Entente wholly democratic. 

The intervention of Woodrow Wilson’s America in the war further enhanced the Allied cause. 

Moreover, the wartime upswing in demand for Spanish exports had bolstered Spanish industry. 

This emboldened the Spanish (and particularly Catalan) industrial bourgeoisie, which was 

confronted with the politically influential landowning and bureaucratic elites.122  
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In the spring of 1917, the regime was rocked by the mutiny of disgruntled army officers, who 

set up Defence Juntas in most garrisons to lobby for higher wages and better conditions. 

Although their outlook was ‘narrowly professional’, the Defence Juntas adopted a hazy imagery 

of national renovation directed against the oligarchy. They generated momentum for an 

ambitious campaign for liberal reform.123     

The Spanish “liberal moment” reached its zenith in the summer of 1917, when Catalan 

regionalist politician Francesc Cambó, closely aligned with the bourgeoisie of Barcelona, 

organised an assembly of rebellious parliamentarians pressing for democratic reform on a 

national scale and for Catalan autonomy. He garnered widespread support among liberal and 

republican public opinion, which presaged the democratisation of Spain, and even the coming 

of the republic. Cambó’s radicalism, however, was not simply motivated by his democratic 

ideals. He perceived the potentially revolutionary consequences of the war, and believed that 

‘the most conservative thing in these circumstances was to be a revolutionary’, to carry out 

reforms from above in order to prevent revolution from below.124 For good reason, the historian 

Gerald Meaker branded Cambó as ‘the Spanish Miliukov’, likening him to Russian liberal 

politician Pavel Miliukov, who led the February Revolution of 1917 and then became an 

enthusiast of the war effort and of law and order.125  

Cambó and his allies had entered into negotiations with the leaders of the socialist and the 

anarcho-syndicalist unions to second their demand for a constituent assembly with a general 

strike, but also to try to keep working-class anger within safe channels. However, feeling the 

groundswell of proletarian radicalisation, and faced with the uncompromising attitude of the 

government, Cambó decided to backtrack. He was conjuring forces that he could not control. 

Moreover, the officers’ mutiny was placated by the government’s concessions in June, 

depriving the liberals of a powerful potential ally, and leaving them on their own with the 

volatile workers.  

The news of the downfall of the Tsar also exhilarated the labour movement. The anarchists in 

particular believed the “political” February Revolution could rapidly mutate into a social one, 

and that it could be replicated in Spain.126 According to Victor Serge, after the overthrow of the 
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Tsar, ‘the horizon became visibly clearer. Within three months the mood of the Barcelona 

working class was transformed. The fighting spirit mounted. The CNT gathered strength’.127  

The strike took place in August 1917, but was given a cold shoulder by Cambó and his men. 

Illusions that the officers might join the workers were shattered as the army was deployed and 

soldiers fired at the protesters in cold blood. The regime responded with unordinary 

determination and zeal, perhaps reflecting the fears conjured by the Russian Revolution. The 

government instructed the police and the provincial authorities to ‘repress’ the movement 

‘mercilessly and unwaveringly, with energy, speed, and resolution’.128  

The ferocity of the struggle was such that it clouded the ambitions of the reformers. In many 

areas, the economy ground to a standstill, barricades were erected, and workers engaged soldiers 

in pitched battles. In Madrid, machineguns were used against unarmed crowds; in Barcelona, 

the state of war was declared. The trigger-happy anarchists of Barcelona sniped at the troops 

with their little pistols.129 In the industrial town of Sabadell, in central Catalonia, the army fired 

artillery at the union headquarters. The strike reached its highest pitch in Asturias and Biscay. 

In Bilbao, 100,000 workers downed tools, and additional troops had to be brought in.130 Fearful 

that the armed forces were being spread too thin, the government instructed local authorities to 

create ‘nuclei of force’ by marshalling ‘individuals renowned for their lawful behaviour’.131 In 

effect, a process of paramilitary organisation began that would gain traction in the coming years. 

Seventy-one people were killed during the strike, 200 were wounded and 2,000 arrested, 

according to the official sources. The real figures were probably two or three times higher.132 

The liberal alliance with the labour movement was broken. The virulence of the August strike 

and the troubles of the Provisional Government in Russia substantiated the impression that the 

“social question” was far more dangerous than the corruption and backwardness of the Spanish 

state. In 1918, Cambó entered the central government invited by the king.133 Cambó resolved 
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that, faced with the danger of Bolshevism, ‘the question of liberty had to be put off for some 

time’.134  

The August strike had another important consequence. The reformist socialists of the PSOE 

had led it. The socialists were taken aback by the radicalisation that accompanied the 

preparation for the strike, had repeatedly postponed it, and had even contemplated to call it off 

were it not for the provocations of the government. Their programme for the strike, calling for 

the abdication of the king and for a constituent assembly, was much more moderate than the 

far-reaching demands raised by the CNT.135 The socialist leadership stood aghast at the 

fierceness of the strike. They were seen to waver at the decisive moments, to act as a brake to 

the movement, and to cowardly tail after the liberals and the republicans.  

The PSOE emerged from the August Days demoralised, its authority before the workers 

scarred.136 The defeat strengthened the legalist, reformist tendencies in the party, which became 

weary of revolutionary adventures.137 The October Revolution in Russia, which the PSOE 

leadership received with thinly-veiled hostility, further aggravated the plight of the Spanish 

socialists.138   

The cenetistas had emerged from the August events largely unscathed, both organisationally 

and politically. Under the talented leadership of Salvador Seguí, the CNT consolidated its 

structures and prepared for a qualitative leap in its size and influence. They were able to 

capitalise on the debacle of their competitors, the socialists. The national committee of the 

Confederation boasted that after the August strike ‘there has been an immense majority of the 

revolutionary proletariat’ that ‘approached us’ because of ‘the manifest betrayal of the so-

called revolutionaries’.139 

The CNT also benefited from the wave of radicalisation that accompanied the news of the 

October Revolution.140 The social effervescence of these years and the Russian example also 
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had significant implications for internal CNT politics. It strengthened the hand of the extremists 

and debilitated the pragmatic leadership grouped around Seguí that had so successfully 

reorganised the movement in 1916-18.141 The political pendulum in the Spanish labour 

movement was swinging to the left, undercutting all gradualist and conciliatory tendencies.    

 

II. Town and country up in arms 

 

It took several months for the urban labour movement to recover from the vicious repression 

that followed the August strike. In the meantime, however, the peasant agitations in Andalusia, 

Extremadura and Valencia were spreading like wildfire, as landless labourers, dazzled by the 

scintillating Russian beacon, began to revolt. Indefinite stoppages paralysed the rural economy; 

uprisings shook entire villages that were taken over by the rebels; manor houses and churches 

were set ablaze and crops destroyed.    

Throughout these peasant agitations, the Russian example served, in the words of American 

author John Dos Passos, who travelled across Andalusia in 1918-19, as ‘the beacon-flare’. 

‘Since 1918’, he observed:  

[A]n extraordinary tenseness has come over the lives of the frugal sinewy peasants who, 

through centuries of oppression and starvation, have kept, in spite of almost complete 

illiteracy, a curiously vivid sense of personal independence. In the backs of taverns 

revolutionary tracts are spelled out by some boy who has had a couple of years of school 

to a crowd of men who listen or repeat the words after him with the fervour of people going 

through a religious mystery. […] At night the standing grain burns mysteriously, or the 

country house of an absent landlord, and from the parched hills where gnarled almond-

trees grow, groups of half-starved men watch the flames with grim exultation.142 

Juan Díaz del Moral, possibly the best chronicler of the trienio bolchevista in rural Andalusia, 

described the exuberant illusions inspired by the Russian Revolution among the downtrodden 

peasants:   

In my frequent encounters with workers, I could notice their heightened enthusiasm. All 

conversations inevitably moved onto the Russian question. If we were talking about 
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farming, immediately someone would ask: What is sowed in Russia? Does it rain a lot 

there? If we were talking about the weather, the question would be asked: Is it cold or hot 

in Russia? Is it very far away? Or, in any other context: Where exactly is Russia? How 

long would it take to walk there on foot? Russia was an obsession that would never leave 

people’s mouths.143  

The news of the overthrow of the Habsburg and Hohenzollern monarchies in the autumn of 

1918 raised further the expectations of the Spanish workers and the peasants. The creation of 

Soviet republics in Hungary and Bavaria and the Spartacist insurrection in Berlin in January 

1919 vindicated the impression that the old world was collapsing and that Spain would soon 

follow. Díaz del Moral recalled his conversation with a peasant who took for granted the 

downfall of capitalism in Spain:  

–How can you believe in victory? Is there not an army and a government in Spain? –But, 

señorito, when even Germany has fallen how can the bourgeoisie still have any faith in 

this government of Spain, that is so useless?144 

The insurgent peasants renamed the streets and squares of their villages Lenin, Soviets, and 

Revolución de Octubre.145 Peasant unions and strike committees took the name of ‘Soviet’.146 

For instance, the local authorities in the coastal town of Denia, in Alicante sent a desperate 

telegram to the central government. They lamented that ‘the workers’ unions have formed a 

Soviet and have usurped government functions, and are maliciously stopping all work and 

commerce’. They asked for urgent assistance to quell the uprising ‘with a heavy hand’.147 In the 

village of Zamoranos, in Córdoba, a ‘Bolshevik republic’ was declared in the autumn of 1918.148 

Formations fashioned on the Red Guard of Petrograd were created in numerous villages.149 

There were activists who Russified their names.150 A conservative citizen from Seville who 

corresponded with Count Romanones claimed that ‘Bolshevik propaganda is finding no 

obstacles, it is undermining everything, and soon it will be too late to stop it’.151 Anarcho-

syndicalist agitators inspired most of these peasant commotions. They identified with the 

                                                           
143 Del Moral, Historia, 82-83.  
144 Del Moral, Historia, 343. 
145 Quirós, El espartaquismo, 85.  
146 Burgos, El verano de 1919, 378.  
147 AHN, Minsteroio del Interior (Histórico), S.A, L.57, box 2, ‘De Denia, Alicante – al Ministro de 

Gobernación’ (13/10/1919).  
148 Quirós, El espartaquismo, 86.  
149 Burgos, El verano de 1919, 594. 
150 Quirós, El espartaquismo, 80. 
151 RAH, Fondo Romanones, L.96, N.32, folder 2, ‘Informe de Sevilla a Romanones’ (11/01/1919).  



44 

 

Russian communists and the authorities and conservative public opinion regarded them as the 

Spanish Bolsheviks.152  

To subdue the peasant rebellions, the government dispatched a twenty thousand-strong army to 

Andalusia in the spring of 1919. The landlords threatened the farmhands with hunger.153 As the 

peasant unrest petered out, the urban labour movement made a vigorous comeback. In April 

1919, a dispute in the Riego y Fuerzas del Ebro hydroelectricity company of Barcelona 

(popularly known as La Canadiense) spiralled into a CNT-led citywide general strike. As the 

government conceded, the stoppage ‘paralysed the life of the city’ for several weeks. The 

dispute concluded with far-reaching concessions for the workers.154 ‘We struck as one man’, 

recalled one of the leaders of the strike. An hour after the stoppage had been called, ‘everything 

had ground to a standstill’. The power of the movement was such that ‘at three o’clock the 

governor of Barcelona was going hungry because there was no food in the restaurants’.155  

As had occurred in Russia in 1917, the typographers of Barcelona implemented “red 

censorship”, refusing to print ‘news that did not correspond to reality, writings that insulted the 

workers or went against the strike movement’.156 The colonel of one the regiments deployed in 

Barcelona reported that ‘the number of syndicalists now exceeds 80,000’ in Barcelona alone. 

He stated that ‘the seriousness of the situation requires the declaration of the state of war’.157 

The government followed the advice and militarised various key industries. According to the 

authorities’ estimates, 15,000 workers were arrested during the struggle in the spring of 1919. 

Countless strikers were banished to distant provinces.158 The paramilitary sometent squads 

became increasingly important to maintain order.159  

Strike activity intensified in industrial centres, reaching an insurrectionary pitch in some 

localities. In 1917, 306 strikes took place in Spain; in 1918, 463; in 1919, 895; and in 1920, 

1,060.160 An American correspondent in Spain affirmed in 1919 that ‘present-day Spain has 
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much in common with pre-revolutionary Russia’.161 Gaston Leval described the frantic 

revolutionary activity of these years:  

Propaganda and meetings that were often clandestine in the periods of savage repression, 

general or partial strikes, the drafting and production of manifestos or underground papers, 

the plans for wild insurrections […]. The revolutionary struggle brought to mind the 

“chirriguresca” style of architecture, where the abundance of disorderly elements produced 

a powerful impression.162   

Comintern agent Mikhail Borodin reported to Moscow after his departure from Madrid:  

In December [1919] Spain was in the greatest industrial and political turmoil. Industrial 

life was practically at a standstill. Streetcars were running manned by National Guard 

armed with rifles. If a strike or a lockout ceased in one place it broke out in another so that 

the wave of industrial unrest was sweeping the entire country. In some places it came to 

bloody conflicts with the National Guard. Especially in Catalonia, the class struggle seems 

to have reached a high degree of intensity.163 

Julián Gómez, who Russified his name to Gorkin, was an eighteen-year old clerk in Valencia 

when he joined the CNT and the Socialist Youth in 1918.164 ‘Strikes were part and parcel of our 

daily lives’, he recalled, ‘they broke out with utter spontaneity, often without knowing how or 

why’. It was sufficient for ‘an agitator – and there were many – to enter a company, large of 

small, and a few weeks later a strike broke out’.165 The country’s effervescence also drew the 

attention of foreign governments. A report by the British police affirmed that, in Spain, ‘there 

are constant unjustifiable strikes into which peaceful men are drawn as a flock of sheep by the 

agitators’.166 

The post-war economic crisis soured industrial relations even further. Spain failed to modernise 

its industries during the peak of the conflict, and the drop in demand after 1918 and the 

intensification of foreign competition hit the Spanish economy. In 1918, the country was 

exporting 492.91 million pesetas in industrial goods; in 1920, the figure had dropped to 147.11 

million. The balance of trade went from a surplus of 381 million pesetas in 1918 to a deficit of 
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424 million two years later. Inflation, which was high throughout the war, continued to grow 

after the armistice. The price of foodstuffs had risen 65 percent during the war, and swelled by 

an additional forty per cent between 1918 and 1920. Rents in Barcelona increased by 255.6 

percent between 1913-21.167 To complicate matters further, the country was blighted by the 

vicious pandemic of Spanish influenza.   

The slump gave little elbowroom for the bosses to negotiate with their employees. The strikes 

acquired a particularly violent character, and polarised social classes. Many workers were 

pushed to revolutionary conclusions, while employers became convinced that the country’s 

problems would only be resolved through authoritarian methods.168 The employers’ federation 

of the metal industry of Valencia complained in February 1920 that ‘the situation of industry is 

unbearable’, and cursed ‘the day we naïvely decided to launch industry in this decadent country, 

where there is no hope to see the justice we demand’.169 Paramilitary formations sponsored by 

the employers, modelled after the Catalan sometent, mushroomed across Spain, often with the 

connivance of the state. For instance, a committee formed at the country club in Alicante ‘by 

extremely respectable people’ decided to organise a sometent with the support of the governor, 

who sent a request to the army to ‘provide them with weapons’.170 The road was being paved 

for the military coup of September 1923.171  

Resentful of the havoc wreaked by the workers in the midst of the post-war economic downturn, 

and faced with the threat of revolution, the Catalan industrialists resorted in November 1919 to 

an extreme measure: a generalised lockout, aimed to starve the proletariat into submission (and 

simultaneously empty their stock at a time of overproduction). They closed the factories for 

almost three months. As many as 300,000 workers were left idle. ‘Families were literally left to 

starve’, affirmed historian Soledad Bengoechea.172 Capitalists from numerous other localities 

followed suit. 

The lockout ended in early 1920, but social conflict continued to intensify. In November 1920, 

the hawkish conservative Martínez Anido was appointed governor of Barcelona, and was given 
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free hand to deal with the disturbances. He had fought in the wars in Cuba and the Philippines 

and intended to employ the methods of colonial counter-insurgency against the CNT. In the 

words of historian Angel Smith, ‘Catalonia was basically to function as an autonomous military 

dictatorship within the Spanish liberal state’.173 Martínez Anido unleashed wild repression 

against the anarcho-syndicalists. Right-wing terrorists and paramilitary formations, generously 

financed by the industrialists, assisted the police. Many anarchists, particularly the radicalised 

young recruits of the CNT, with an eye on the Russian Civil War and the victories of the Red 

Army, grew impatient about the restraint shown by the leaders of the Confederation. They 

armed to combat repression in kind. Gaston Leval evoked the ferocity of the struggle: 

In Barcelona, the repression against the libertarian labour movement continued to strike 

with the same savage intensity. The arrests were daily, jails full to the brim, prisoners were 

deported on foot to other provinces, the gangs of mercenaries of the yellow unions, set up 

by the bosses, murdered our comrades, and the hit squads of our movement responded, an 

eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.174 

Historians debate the relative mobilising force of economic hardship with that of the radicalising 

example of Russia. Richard Purkiss states that ‘material concerns were probably more 

important’ in mobilising ordinary workers than the ‘galvanising myth’ of the Russian 

Revolution.175 Josep Puigsech has made a similar argument, attaching greater weight to 

economic problems than to the emotional influence of the Russian Revolution in the labour 

strife of 1919-20. ‘Russia’, he says, ‘was too far away’.176  

Some contemporary sources lend credence to this impression. In November 1918, a Catalan 

cenetista enamoured with Bolshevism complained that the study of the Russian Revolution was 

mostly confined to ‘wasteful’ conceits among anarchists, while ‘the people here ignore what is 

happening there’. The CNT was thus disregarding a propaganda asset that was ‘capable of 

striking a chord among the exploited’.177 Others seconded his protests.178 However, these 

complaints were voiced when the pro-Bolshevik craze was yet to snowball in 1919. Popular 

reactions to the Russian Revolution were not homogenous, and it is likely that some labourers 

reacted to the news with cynicism or disinterest. Libertarian activist José María Peñarrocha 
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wrote about the mixed feelings awakened by the Russian Revolution among the farmhands in 

his hometown of Llíria, in Valencia:   

They say that in Russia the day labourers are now bosses and the bosses, day labourers. 

Someone said that this was very good, since the bosses had not worked for quite some time 

– the hour had come for them to work. Others said that is was not good, that the boss would 

always be the boss, and to want to change things will always be folly.179 

However, most contemporary sources, both from labour activists and from the authorities and 

bourgeois public opinion, point to the powerful allure of Bolshevism, and to the synergetic 

conjunction of economic grievances with the transformative aspirations ignited by the Russian 

example.180  

Liberal deputy Rafael Gasset, writing in 1920, nervously examined the magnetism exerted by 

the Russian events on Spanish workers. ‘One has to be very short-sighted’, he said, ‘not to see 

that since the Soviet republic was proclaimed the ferment of rebellion has spread in a powerful 

and generalised manner’. Strikes ‘multiplied since the victory of the Soviets on an extraordinary 

scale and reached a visibly revolutionary tenor’. After 1917 communism had ‘ceased to be a 

book’, and had become ‘a nation’.181  

Conservative lawyer Manuel Burgos y Mazo, who served as Minister of the Interior in the heady 

summer of 1919, affirmed: ‘From the first moment, I saw that the social and revolutionary 

propaganda […] was inspired by foreign elements; that there had been established a direct 

influence and an intense solidarity between other countries and our own’.182 Liberal intellectual 

Mariano de Cavia observed that the ‘rotten fruits of the Muscovite tree […] have started to 

bloom on the Iberian Peninsula’.183 In the heat of the Catalan lockout, the prestigious liberal 

newspaper El Sol commented: ‘workers […] have embraced an archaic mysticism, resembling 

a collective neurosis […] Bolshevism has driven them mad’.184 For Catalan journalist Francisco 

Madrid ‘the triumph of Russian communism enthused people here, it made their ideal seem 

immediately realisable’.185 In a similar vein, conservative Russian expatriate Alexei Markov, 
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who in 1919 became the White Russian consul in Catalonia, assured that the workers in 

Barcelona regarded the Russian Bolsheviks as ‘heroes, as the pioneers of the workers’ 

movement that will also sweep Spain in the future, as people who have received baptism by fire 

in the Russian Revolution’.186  

The general secretary of the CNT in 1918-19, Manuel Buenacasa, admitted that the anarchists 

were ‘dazzled by the Russian bonfire’. ‘For many of us – for a majority –‘, he admitted, ‘the 

Russian Bolshevik was a demigod’. The Russian Revolution served to strengthen the 

‘subversive, socialist, and libertarian spirit of the Spanish workers’.187 Adolfo Bueso, another 

cenetista from Barcelona, similarly recalled the ‘enormous sensation’ provoked by the Russian 

Revolution. It was as if ‘the sun was rising from the east, bringing hope to everyone’.188 ‘In 

those days’, said socialist Mariano Martínez Cuenca, ‘the most exciting question […] was the 

Russian Revolution’. The rank-and-file workers ‘were thrilled with the Bolsheviks, regardless 

of their union affiliation’, be it anarchist or socialist.189 For Catholic trade unionist Feliciano 

Baratech, ‘the world was burning in a red volcano’. After 1917, ‘illusions and ideals [...] ceased 

to be mere philosophical or scientific speculations and became tangible realities’.190 

There are numerous other accounts like these by labour activists.191 The Russian Revolution not 

only acted as a source of inspiration, but was at times directly responsible for social upheaval. 

In Valencia, in May 1920, a demonstration in solidarity with the Russian Revolution turned into 

a spontaneous general strike that paralysed the city and was accompanied by riots and barricade 

fighting.192    

The Russian Revolution soon took the centrepiece in CNT propaganda. Díaz del Moral 

observed that Bolshevism was not simply a side note in the agitation, but was in fact the primary 

tool to enthuse and mobilise workers:  
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The masses were reluctant at first; but the propagandists redoubled their efforts with the 

fresh arguments that the events in Spain and Central and Eastern Europe provided every 

day. The Spanish political edifice crumbled. […] Everyone expected a Russian-style 

downfall. At the same time, the Central Empires were torn asunder, and Bolshevism reigned 

supreme in Hungary and Bavaria and threatened the whole of Germany, and the heat of the 

Russian bonfire awakened the workers of the entire world. The press and the conscious 

anarcho-syndicalist workers found a new rousing catchphrase every day.193 

In the opinion of cenetista Manuel Girbau the Bolshevik Revolution had to take the centrepiece 

in the anarchists’ agitation. Beyond doctrinal bagatelles, it was a real revolution and a concrete 

example to goad the masses into action: 

 The reforms that have been implemented in Russia, if explained soberly, are capable of 

convincing any people and of making it want to imitate them. We must speak of Russia in 

simple terms, without exclamations or outbursts; without hysteric antics, but saying things 

properly, they are capable on their own of convincing, because if you compare things here 

with how they are there, if you explain the transformation that has been carried out and all 

the advantages that it has yielded, and which in our countries are often branded as so-called 

utopia [...].194  

Similar demands for propaganda on the Russian Revolution, ‘produced in great number and 

distributed across the whole of Spain’, were sent to the CNT organ in the autumn of 1918, 

revealing the growing interest for Soviet Russia in the ranks of the movement – and the belief 

that the CNT could capitalise on the Russian example.195 Interestingly, these requests came at 

a time when most numbers of Solidaridad Obrera were replete with articles and reports on 

Russia. 

These accounts must be taken with a pinch of salt. As Josep Puigsech warns, they can give rise 

to a distorted image of the impact of the Russian Revolution.196 Trade unionists such as 

Buenacasa, Bueso, or Martínez Cuenca frequented the most militant groups of workers, which 

may have distorted their perception of the influence of the Bolsheviks among the Spanish 

proletariat. Retrospectively, they may also have been trying to justify their own support for 

Soviet Russia. Conversely, right-wing commentators such as White Russian consul Alexei 
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Markov were probably keen to see the germ of Bolshevism in all forms of popular dissent. In 

fact, Markov was probably trying to shore up support for the White cause in Spain by 

overstating the threat of Bolshevik contagion. But all things considered, it is hard to exaggerate 

the impact of the Russian Revolution on the Spanish labour movement. Its example helped 

politicise the experience of material hardship. It crystallised inchoate frustration around a 

powerful narrative of revolutionary struggle. All sources, left, right, and centre, from memoirs 

and contemporary accounts, from the press and government reports, from national and foreign 

commentators, give a sense of a powerful and irresistible Bolshevik influence.197   

  

III. The Red Scare 

  

A Red Scare gripped the propertied classes, of both liberal and conservative persuasions. The 

cenetistas gleefully noted that ‘maximalism, for its great extension and the practical 

demonstration of its positive value in Russia’, had become the ‘terrifying obsession of 

capitalism’.198 Wild exaggerations about the Bolshevik menace abounded in the liberal and 

conservative press. A Catholic newspaper claimed there were no less than 100,000 Soviet 

agents in Barcelona.199 At one point, the rumour spread that Lenin had landed in Barcelona to 

lead the Spanish revolution.200 The government, fearing all things Russian, made plans to deport 

the bulk of Russian citizens from Spain, and rounded up thousands of suspicious foreigners.201 

In March 1919, in the heat of La Canadiense strike, several hundred Eastern Europeans (only a 

handful of them actually from the former Russian Empire – the others from the Ottoman 

Empire, Austria-Hungary, and Bulgaria) were put on a ship headed for Odessa. The endeavour 

ended badly, as the ship hit a mine in the Aegean Sea and sank, leaving few survivors. The 

government thereafter dropped the initiative of deporting the Eastern Europeans.202  
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In 1920, the interior ministry instructed all governors from the coastal provinces to ‘restrict the 

disembarkation of [foreign] sailors, especially those with suspicious ideas’.203 He instructed the 

authorities in the provinces bordering France and Portugal to ‘stop the entrance into Spain of 

all Russian or Polish subjects, even if they carry a passport’.204 In a circular sent to all the 

governors of Andalusia in March 1919, the Minister of the Interior warned ‘of the presence of 

a number of foreigners and Spaniards, all professional agitators, who are tirelessly spreading 

Bolshevik propaganda’. The minister urged local authorities to arrest ‘all foreigners spreading 

the aforementioned propaganda, informing me of all your proceedings so we can speed up the 

expulsion of these people from the Kingdom’.205  

Newspaper El Sol pointedly exclaimed: ‘the word “Russian” has evolved. In the past it denoted 

a geographic concept. It now refers to a political concept. […] Whoever protests against the 

caciques or against the high cost of living becomes a potential Russian’.206 Indeed, not only 

were foreigners rounded up, even suspicious-looking Spaniards were liable of being arrested 

under the accusation of being Soviet agents. A particularly tragicomic episode took place in the 

summer of 1919 in Andalusia. Word got to the Interior Ministry in Madrid that in Seville:  

A foreign subject is begging around the streets of the city; he has a long beard, a dark 

jacket and light trousers, and pretends to be blind, but, when he wanders into the slums in 

the outskirts, he leaps on a chair or any similar platform and starts to preach the doctrines 

of Bolshevism, and the authorities are not doing anything about this.207   

The governor of Seville rapidly got his hands on the suspect. He was not foreign. ‘Juan Manuel 

Aguirre Bellido, 36 years old, a denizen of Valencia del Ventoso (Badajoz), son of Antonio and 

Patrocinio […] devoted to the circulation of vegetarian propaganda’. Moreover, he was 

‘completely blind and absolutely destitute’. The minister in Madrid, somewhat embarrassedly, 

decided to ‘send him to an asylum’.208 The irony about this Red Scare is that, in the midst of 

the xenophobic psychosis of 1919, three very real foreign Bolshevik agents had settled in 
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Madrid following Moscow’s directives, and were comfortably preparing (and funding) the 

creation of the Spanish Communist Party.209   

There is no doubt the upheavals of the trienio bolchevista responded to deep-seated grievances 

among the Spanish propertyless classes and their protagonists were autochthonous. Foreign 

examples acted as a catalyst and a spur.210 As the daily organ of the CNT chided the anti-

communist press: ‘the Russian soviets lurk freely around Barcelona, they conspire, they want 

to overturn the foundations of society [...] and us, the inhabitants of Barcelona [...] had not 

realised this. So distracted that we are’. They concluded on a serious note that Bolshevism ‘does 

exist, and it slowly penetrates the lower layers of society, the underworld of the hungry and the 

dispossessed’.211  

    

IV. The stillbirth of the Spanish revolution 

 

In 1917-20 the main social groups in Spain were radicalised and the old regime was shaken 

from top to bottom. In early 1917, the army mutinied; the liberal bourgeoisie rebelled, especially 

the Catalan, whose grievances intersected with the national question; then the urban proletariat 

entered the fray in August; the defeat of the workers was followed by the uprising of the 

southern peasants in 1918; then the proletariat rebelled anew in 1919, rocking Barcelona and 

other industrial areas. The revolutionary forces in Spain displayed, in the words of Gerald 

Meaker, ‘a striking lack of coordination’. ‘Spain revealed most of the revolutionary forces that 

produced the Russian Revolution […]; but these forces, by failing to converge, spent themselves 

in a series of separate and ineffectual blows that weakened but did not destroy the monarchical 

edifice’.212  

The reason for this uneven tempo lay in Spain’s neutrality in the war. Whereas in Russia the 

war boosted the revolutionary process, acting as its ‘mighty accelerator’, in Spain events took 

a protracted rhythm, and the regime was able to deal separately with each rising challenge.213 
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Liberal journalist Salvador de Madariaga averred in mid-1917 that ‘if Spain had joined the war, 

in Madrid there would now sit a provisional government headed by some Kerensky’.214 ‘If a 

Spanish military contribution to the war had been attempted’, speculated Meaker, ‘it seems 

almost certain that the Bourbon monarchy would have suffered a final erosion of support and 

joined the Romanov dynasty in its fall’.215   

Despite the failure of revolution, the contradictions that would unravel in the 1930s came to the 

fore in this period. Wartime neutrality postponed rather than averted the meltdown. Indeed, the 

Spanish revolution of 1936 does not simply stand out for its breadth and virulence, but also (a 

fact that has often been ignored) for the conditions in which it broke out.216 Europe saw 

numerous revolutions in the twentieth century, some victorious, others not. Russia in 1905 and 

1917; Germany, Austria, and Hungary in 1918-19; Yugoslavia, Albania, and Greece in the 

1940s; Hungary and Czechoslovakia in 1956 and 1968; Portugal in 1974. But all of them were 

intertwined either with war (or its immediate aftermath), or foreign occupation.217 The Spanish 

Revolution in 1936 is exceptional because it responded fundamentally to internal causes; 

external factors, while present, were secondary.218 This implosion bears witness to the frailty of 

the Spanish social and political edifice. Boris Kolonitsky observed that the Spanish 1936 can 

qualify arguments that attach decisive importance to the First World War for the outbreak of 

the Russian Revolution: it was possible for countries to implode as a consequence of their own 

internal problems.219  

Although open revolution and civil war were averted in 1917-20, these years presaged the 

violence of 1936-39. If the Russian 1905 was the “dress rehearsal” of 1917, then one could well 

conclude that the trienio bolchevista of 1917-20 was the dress rehearsal of the Spanish 1936.     
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3. “WHO, BEING AN ANARCHIST, DID NOT CALL HIMSELF A BOLSHEVIK?” 

 

           Grey, dear friend, is all theory, 

And green the golden tree of life.  

Goethe, Faust 

    

I. The growth of the Confederation, 1917-19 

 

The CNT successfully capitalised on the revolutionary euphoria that swept across Spain after 

1917. It grew from circa 30,000 members in 1914, to 80,541 in September 1918, to around 

114,000 two months later, and to 790,948 by December 1919.220 In the summer of 1920, Ángel 

Pestaña gave the figure of one million members – an exaggeration, but still indicative of the 

tremendous expansion of the Confederation.221 In October 1920 a French police report 

recognised that ‘the influence of the CNT is very visible and can be measured by its numerical 

weight; one can say that in Catalonia it possesses greater influence (as repeatedly shown by 

facts) than the Spanish Government’.222 It went from being an essentially Catalan organisation 

to a truly national movement, with a strong presence in Andalusia, Aragon, and Valencia, areas 

of traditional anarchist hegemony, and with footholds in socialist bastions such as Madrid, 

Biscay, or Asturias.223     

These numbers were certainly an overstatement. Moreover, as Anna Monjo has elucidated, 

membership in the CNT was ill-defined. Dues were low (25 cents a month), many workers paid 

in arrears, or did not pay at all, whereas membership responsibilities in terms of attendance to 

assemblies were poorly enforced.224 In some regions, the CNT was represented by networks of 

anarchist militants rather than by genuine sindicatos únicos.225 The Confederation was 

notoriously loose, lacking a stable organisational apparatus, both due to the libertarian 

commitment to federalism and grassroots democracy, and also due to relentless repression. 
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Membership did not involve adherence to libertarian communism. Ideological commitment 

varied widely among cenetistas. Most joined primarily to defend bread and butter interests, not 

to do the revolution.  Others signed up under social pressure, and yet others under direct 

coercion.226 For instance, an anonymous typographer writing to the police for help in November 

1920, presented himself as an ‘honest man and a patriot’ who had been ‘forced by compulsion 

to belong to the syndicalist union, even while detesting it’. He lamented that the CNT wanted to 

turn ‘Spain into Russia’.227 Between absolute commitment to anarchism and ideological 

indifference or disbelief laid a broad spectrum of political attitudes.  

A milestone in the development of the Confederation was the Sants Congress of the Catalan 

section, held in June and July 1918. Salvador Seguí and his men dominated the gathering. They 

stamped it with their organisational zeal and strategic vision. The delegates embraced the 

centralised model of the industrial union, the sindicato único, which was to replace the old craft 

unions. A sense of ‘extraordinary urgency’ marked the congress. It was necessary to prepare 

for the struggles that lay ahead. The downfall of world capitalism appeared to be imminent, as 

the victory of the Bolsheviks seemed to presage. The speaker in the closing rally, Joaquín 

Fornells, exclaimed: 

In Russia, where the consciousness of opposition to the fratricidal wars of capitalism has 

crystallised first, a powerful and overwhelming social revolution has broken out. In 

Germany the revolutionary minorities have also increased their influence and irate protests 

have taken place against the criminal war. And Austria follows Russia’s steps. No one can 

hold back the revolution any longer. […] Let us prepare to raise an unbreakable wall to the 

wild ambitions of the bourgeoisie. Let us impose the social transformation.228 

The hostility of the socialist leadership to the October Revolution allowed the anarcho-

syndicalists to emblazon the banners of Bolshevism virtually unchallenged.229 Disparaging the 

eerie romance between the “anti-political” Spanish anarchists and the “political” Russian 

Marxists, PSOE leader Andrés Saborit reproached that the Confederation ‘eulogises the 

Russian Revolution and its results, which are eminently political, but then combats political 
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action’.230 The cenetistas retorted, tongue-in-cheek, that ‘it is even more remarkable that the 

theoreticians of Marxism are opposed to the practical application of their doctrines’.231    

The infatuation of the CNT towards the Bolsheviks was shaped by the buoyancy kindled by 

the victory of social revolution in Russia among the anarcho-syndicalist cadre, but also by the 

temptation to capitalise politically on the Russian example. Libertarians used it to raise their 

authority and influence, to mobilise and enthuse workers, and to lambaste the socialists. In the 

words of a French police agent in Barcelona, ‘by joining the Third International the CNT […] 

has tapped into the influence that the theories of Bolshevism exert among the labouring masses 

of all countries and into the personal prestige enjoyed by the Soviet leaders of Russia’.232 

At the same time, the influx of radicalised new members, who were enthusiastic about the 

Russian Revolution drove the CNT further to the left, and impelled it to support the 

Bolsheviks.233 Historian Xavier Diez explains:  

Manuel Buenacasa speaks of being overwhelmed by the floodtide of hundreds of 

thousands of workers of all stripes, many of whom lacked institutional experience, or 

education, or political skills, but only revolutionary enthusiasm and vengefulness for the 

miseries and humiliations they had gone through in life.234 

Historian Gino Cerrito has arrived at a similar conclusion in the case of the Italian anarcho-

syndicalists, who were ‘compelled’ to endorse the Russian Revolution lest they be ‘ostracised’. 

In Italy, however, the libertarians never challenged the hegemony of the socialist party, where 

a powerful pro-Bolshevik current emerged that resulted in the creation of a mass communist 

party.235 In Spain, the main harbinger of social revolution à la russe was the CNT.  

 

II. Anarcho-syndicalists, socialists, and Bolsheviks 

 

The growth of the CNT took place at the expense of its age-old competitor, the Socialist Party, 

which reacted to the news of the October Revolution with unease and apprehension. The news 
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of the Bolshevik rising came at a difficult time for the socialists. They had put themselves at 

the forefront of the general strike of August 1917, and had assumed responsibility for the 

defeat. The failure of the strike strengthened the legalist outlook of the party. When the 

socialists heard of the October Revolution, their first reaction was ‘bitterness’ and ‘sadness’.236 

They later lapsed into an uncomfortable silence.237  

While the anarcho-syndicalist press celebrated the revolution, the socialists refused to report 

on it. The reformist party leadership was visibly hostile towards the Bolsheviks, but it did not 

dare to come out frontally against the Soviet regime out of fear of the militancy of the rank-

and-file. 238 It therefore shrurk into immobility, attempting to hold out until the wave of 

enthusiasm died down. It drew out the debates on the Russian question, bidding for a 

‘conditional’ affiliation to the Third International (which was later recanted), and benefitted 

from a series of inauspicious pro-Soviet splits.239 Gripped by an existential crisis, its role in the 

agitations of these years was marginal. In the summer of 1920, the Confederation boasted 

almost five times as many members as the socialist trade union centre, the UGT (Unión General 

del Trabajo, General Union of Labour), which claimed 211,342 members in May 1920.240  

‘Today, unfortunately’, reflected conservative senator Ramón del Rivero y Miranda, ‘socialism 

has no influence in Catalonia or Andalusia, regions that are absolutely dominated by 

revolutionary and anarchist syndicalism’. This force, he commented, was an ‘imitation’ of 

‘Russian communism’.241 Alluding to the anarcho-syndicalists, socialist leader Besteiro 

remarked (somewhat prophetically) that ‘looking at the Russian steppes without seeing what 

is happening in the cities of Castile, Extremadura and Andalusia […] is pure demagogy, easily 

able to attract an enthusiastic following, and maybe even some useless sacrifices, all inevitably 

followed by scepticism’.242  

The cenetistas seized on the vacillations of the socialists to present themselves as the only 

consequent defenders of the Russian Revolution. In their eyes, the socialists belonged with the 

Mensheviks. They were accused of ‘sabotage’ against the Russian Revolution.243 As historian 
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Carlos Forcadell observed, ‘the sceptical or negative reaction of the majority tendencies of 

Spanish and European socialism represented an opportunity for revolutionary syndicalism to 

demarcate its differences with socialism’.244  

The events in Germany and Austria in the winter of 1918-19 strengthened the reformist profile 

of European Social Democracy. As leading cenetista Salvador Quemades put it: 

In Russia, where the first revolution broke out, we saw Kerensky and the so-called social 

revolutionaries clash with the soviets of workers and with the peasants, and play into the 

hands of the Allied bourgeoisie; in Austria, where the revolution broke out later, the state 

socialists are in cahoots with the bourgeois [...]; in Germany, which has witnessed the latest 

popular uprising [...] not only do we see that they try to keep in check the multitudes that 

call for justice, but we also see the emergence of a disgusting and vile alliance between the 

Social Democrats and the bourgeois. [...] These great parties [...] have so far remained 

passive before the intervention of the Entente in the Soviet Republic.245 

The anarcho-syndicalists were a magnet for the socialist rank-and-file that had grown 

disenchanted with their reformist leadership.246 In some areas, socialist groupings defected 

wholesale to the CNT. Minister Burgos y Mazo spoke of the ‘borehole tactics’ used by the 

anarcho-syndicalists against the socialists, ‘who were losing a very considerable number of 

members, mainly from the youth, [...] which ran in droves towards the banners of 

syndicalism’.247  

The success of the CNT over its socialist opponents was buttressed by an open declaration of 

war of the anarchists against the UGT unions. The UGT had become a bulwark of conservatism 

in the socialist movement. It held onto the traditional model of the craft unions, which divided 

workers into a myriad of professions.248 Their antagonism with the cenetistas intensified. Its 

leaders rejected the October Revolution. The second national congress of the Confederation, 

held in December 1919, demanded the ‘absorption’ of all socialist unions into the CNT, 

decreeing a three-month ultimatum for this, after which the UGT would be regarded as a 
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‘yellow’ union.249 Jesús Ibáñez was a socialist carpenter from Asturias who described how his 

union, previously affiliated to the UGT, defected wholesale to the CNT. In his words:    

The burning upsurge of the Russian Revolution was coming to Spain. In opposition to the 

UGT and the PS[O]E […] the National Confederation of Labour, a syndicalist movement, 

had the good sense to hoist the earnest and friendly banner of the defence of the Soviet 

deed. The CNT was a genuine demolisher of reformist spirits.250     

The relationship between the rise of the anarcho-syndicalists and the victory of communism in 

Russia was palpable. A Catalan anarchist weekly, El Maximalista, affirmed: ‘everyday that 

passes [the socialists] lose members. They are all coming over to Syndicalism […] this means 

we are approaching maximalism [i.e. Bolshevism]’.251 A front-page editorial in the national 

organ of the CNT provokingly taunted the mainstream press, gripped by fears that Russian 

“maximalism” (Bolshevism) might spread to Spain:  

What has come to be referred to as maximalism does exist in Spain, and most intensely in 

Barcelona. The author of these lines is a maximalist [...]. Maximalism exists, and it slowly 

penetrates the lower layers of society, the underworld of the hungry and the dispossessed, 

and it is only a matter of time that it should emerge and take body, and then, dear rulers 

and capitalist lords, all your precautions will count for nothing. [...] Let us above all give 

way to maximalism!252 

An official report from Barcelona, probably penned by a high-ranking army or police officer, 

sent to the Prime Minister in the aftermath of the La Canadiense strike, and which attempted to 

gauge the strength of the CNT and the sway of the Russian Revolution:  

Total Syndicalism [el Sindicalismo total] is a fact [underscored in the original…]. It is not 

true that the workers are being cajoled into joining the unions. I have spoken with many 

people, including some skilled professionals, architects, engineers, etc., and they all are in 

favour of the unions. […] One has to acknowledge that behind this force hides a 

revolutionary passion, which will become increasingly bold depending on what happens 

in Russia – and generally in Europe.253  
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Liberal deputy and scholar Elorrieta y Artaza observed that a strong affinity had developed 

between the Russian communists and the anarcho-syndicalists, ‘who are the European party 

that is most closely related to the Bolsheviks’. And this is despite the fact that ‘no one has 

combated Marxism more ferociously than the syndicalists’. ‘But’, he pointed out, ‘experience 

shows that what really characterises syndicalist groups are not its positions on the future 

organisation of society, but the use of direct action and of class hatred as the main weapons of 

combat, and in this they are in full agreement with the Bolsheviks’. Commenting on the 

frequent confusion of Bolshevism and anarcho-syndicalism in the bourgeois press, he observed 

that ‘the people that confuse the revolutionary syndicalists with the Bolsheviks are not that 

mistaken, considering them Lenin’s little brothers or, at least, members of the same family’.254   

Another liberal commentator, Rafael Gasset, affirmed that ‘all revolutionary syndicalist hopes 

look at Russia, rely on Russia’.255 Striking a similar note, a report sent to the French police by 

an agent in Barcelona noted that, in contrast with the PSOE’s ‘parliamentarian’ socialism, the 

CNT espoused ‘direct action’ aimed at the establishment of a ‘proletarian dictatorship’ and ‘the 

integral application of Karl Marx’s programme’. In short, observed the agent, ‘the National 

Confederation of Labour is truly, in Spain and above all in Catalonia, the communist and 

Bolshevik organisation par excellence’.256 François Denjean, a French journalist specialising 

on Spain, reflected:    

The Russian Revolution had a close connection with the ideas as developed within the 

Confederation. Triumphant Bolshevism became the example to be imitated. By their direct 

action the Russian revolutionaries had succeeded in breaking the Capitalist yoke. The 

Spanish Syndicalists needed merely to follow in the same course for their efforts to be 

crowned with success.257 
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III. Lurching left 

 

While the CNT, riding the wave of radicalisation that followed the Russian Revolution and the 

end of the war, was able to elbow out the PSOE, the extremist tendencies within the anarcho-

syndicalist movement grew at the expense of the moderates.258 The frequent reshuffling of the 

leading committees of the organisation, motivated by its anti-bureaucratic ethos, facilitated the 

ideological transformation of the movement.259 The influx of new members, of what Meaker 

calls the ‘new proletarians’, not only furnished the organisation with greater manpower, but 

also with new cadres who tended to be more radical, more sectarian, and less acquainted with 

anarchist doctrine.260   

Gradualist visions were displaced by the conviction that a full-blown revolution was possible 

and, indeed, imminent.261 Prominent anarcho-syndicalist Salvador Quemades condensed this 

mood. The Russian Revolution ‘tells us that we were wrong in believing that to attain a regime 

of equality it was necessary to go through gradual steps, of moderate demands, and to advance 

slowly’. What ‘appeared to be a utopia a week ago’ now seemed realisable.262  

In August 1918, a new national committee was formed. Hawkish anarcho-syndicalist Manuel 

Buenacasa became the national secretary. He played a decisive part in these years, and the 

evolution of the Confederation in 1918-19 largely corresponded to Buenacasa’s vision. A 

carpenter and an autodidact libertarian, steeled during his years in exile in England, France, 

and Switzerland, he became an enthusiast of the Russian Revolution after 1917. ‘Who in 

Spain’, he famously asked, ‘being an anarchist, did not call himself a Bolshevik?’263 Fellow 

firebrands Evelio Boal, José Ripoll, Andrés Miguel, and Vicente Gil joined him in the national 

committee. The new committee presented itself as a bastion of revolutionary intransigence. 

The ‘proud and dignified’ principle that informed all their efforts was ‘anarchist 

communism’.264 They promised to labour with a ‘frankly anti-political and anti-statist’ 

orientation.265 Despite their sectarianism and inflexibility, they also displayed ambition and 
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talent as organisers. With vigour and confidence, the new committeemen embarked on 

numerous propaganda missions, and untiringly expounded their anarcho-syndicalist vision 

through countless letters, articles, and communiqués.    

The national anarchist conference held in the early months of 1918 anticipated the tasks of the 

new committee. The prevailing censorship meant that little documentary trace of this gathering 

has remained. In his later writings, Buenacasa presented the event as an important stepping-

stone for the consolidation of the anarchist identity of the Confederation. The delegates at the 

conference resolved to conquer the leading bodies of the organisation. ‘A few months later’, 

he rejoiced, ‘the organisations of the CNT were perfectly suffused with the spirit and the idea 

of anarchism’.266 

The relations of the national committee with the moderate Catalan section, headed by Seguí, 

were strained. Upon their accession, the new leaders vowed to ‘renew and redress old tactics 

and errors’, a veiled reference to the old guard of Barcelona.267 The Noi del Sucre had 

strengthened his hand in the Sants Congress of July 1918. Here, a Catalan committee was 

elected, grouping activists who shared his practical, hard-headed mentality: Juan Pey, Salvador 

Quemades, Camilio Piñón, and Salvador Ferrer, while Seguí’s main ally, Ángel Pestaña, was 

kept at the head of Solidaridad Obrera, the ‘Holy See’ of the CNT.268 ‘Neither of these leaders’, 

noted Meaker, ‘shared in the emotional intoxication with the Bolshevik Revolution that swept 

through the ranks of the CNT’.269  

Internecine tensions continued to mount in the course of 1919. ‘The popularity of Pestaña and 

Seguí’, observed Burgos y Mazo, ‘is being eclipsed’. They were ‘accused by some of being 

sell-outs to the bosses, or to the government, or to both’.270 Disagreements erupted over the 

strategy of cooperation with the UGT, over participation in government-sponsored arbitration 

boards, over the organisation’s reaction to the Catalan lockout, and over the general aims and 

tactics of the movement.271 In January 1920, the anarchists of Madrid grouped around the 

popular fortnightly Espartaco thundered against the Catalan leaders of the CNT: ‘let it be 
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known that the majority of Catalan syndicalists and the entirety of the anarchists of Spain are 

discontented with the procedures that are being imposed and by the men who impose them’.272  

The Russian question became another point of friction with the moderates. The radicals used 

the Russian Revolution to shore up support throughout this period.273 Although sympathy for 

the Soviet Republic was virtually unanimous in the CNT, the pragmatists grouped around Seguí 

and Pestaña were less jubilant than the more idealistic sectors of the movement.274 This became 

patent in Pestaña’s writings on Russia in Solidaridad Obrera, an island of disbelief in a sea of 

Bolshevik euphoria. There is no doubt that the reservations of the moderates towards the 

October Revolution were related to the knowledge, as Meaker put it, ‘that its effect would be to 

strengthen Anarchist extremism and put the seal of approval on excessively adventurous 

tactics’.275    

The intransigent sectors of the organisation were the most pro-Bolshevik and also 

paradoxically the most ferociously Bakuninist. It was possible for the influential anarchist 

fortnightly Espartaco to trumpet its libertarian orthodoxy and lambaste the Catalan committee 

as ‘anti-anarchist’, while citing Lenin’s dictum that ‘the proletariat must be the sole wielder of 

power’, and opening their front page with a blazing portrait of Karl Radek, ‘the man of the 

revolution’.276 But, as Meaker clarified, ‘the deeper issue here was one of revolution versus 

reform: the Anarchosyndicalists favoured the Bolsheviks […] because they were themselves 

revolutionaries; the Syndicalists [i.e. the moderates] were cooler towards Moscow because the 

reverse was true’.277 The key dividing line was one of temperament, and not of formal 

ideological affinities. The anarchist weekly El Comunista, organ of the Libertarian Communist 

Federation of Asturias, exclaimed: ‘Maximalists, Bolsheviks, Libertarian-Communists, 

Spartacists – what does the name matter if the important thing is the principles! We were the 

first to support the Russian Revolution, to worship it in its beginnings’.278    

The division between moderates and radicals also tended to correlate with age. The young 

recruits that flocked to the CNT in these years became the most outspoken defenders of the 

Soviet regime. ‘The youth’, observed cenetista Pere Foix, ‘were drawn by the magnet of the 
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revolution of 1917’.279 Anarchist David Díaz admitted years later that ‘from 1917 I defended 

the Russian Revolution from the rostrum and in the press, with all the candour and enthusiasm 

that a twenty-one year old is capable of’. ‘I was lured’, he confessed, ‘by fake lyricisms, due 

to my impressionable character and my virtual fanaticism for insurrections and revolutions’.280 

The organ of the PSOE, El Socialista, described the mood in the CNT as ‘an inebriation of 

enthusiasm’. Its unions were full of ‘young people ready for any sacrifice and of masses taken 

over by a rebellious spirit and the sensation that the revolutionary period had reached its 

climax’.281 Jesús Ibáñez, an Asturian carpenter who left the UGT for the CNT after the Russian 

Revolution, summed up the mood at the time:  

Direct action! Strikes, be they reasonable or reckless! Our due wages, and fines for 

reluctant bosses! The finger on the trigger of the Star [automatic pistol]! The money from 

the fines, to buy guns and books, both things are necessary for the struggle! [...] 

Parliamentarianism corrupts! Cooperativism and mutualism stultify! Long live direct 

action! Long live the Social Revolution!282 

The frenzied anarchist teenagers of the CNT were the Spanish manifestation of a wider, pan-

European trend of youth radicalisation in this period. From the Spartan, leather-clad 

komsomol’tsi of the Russian Civil War, to the trigger-happy “Lenin boys” of Béla Kun’s 

Hungary, to the “infantile disorders” of the German KADP, the social explosions that followed 

the First World War excited the youth above all. A new generation of violent and impatient 

militants emerged. They were unconcerned with theory, and were typically disdainful of 

ideologists and official leaders, but were extremely feisty.283   

The Spanish labour movement underwent a double transformation in the years 1917-19. On 

the one hand, the anarcho-syndicalists grew tremendously at the expense of the socialists; on 

the other hand, the extremist factions of the CNT undermined the moderate factions. Both 

movements responded to the radicalising fillip of the upheavals in Russia and Central Europe; 

to the apocalyptic expectations awakened by the First World War; to the influx of new, zealous 

young members; and to the crisis of the Restoration regime in Spain and the spiral of class 
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violence that accompanied it. All these factors coalesced to drive Spanish labour politics 

leftwards.  

The rousing myth of the Russian Revolution raised the authority of the anarcho-syndicalists at 

a time of upswing in labour mobilisation in 1917-1918. In the years 1919-1920, it helped cement 

and galvanise its following in a context of growing repression. The examples of the Bolshevik 

dictatorship and the Red Army became suggestive models for an embattled CNT. Spain was no 

exception to the violent agitations that gripped Europe.284 This shared plight rendered the CNT 

hospitable to the authoritarian methods of the Bolsheviks. 

In his study of the Italian anarchist and the Russian Revolution, historian Santi Fedele remarked 

that the most ardently pro-Bolshevik libertarian groups were those that were most directly 

involved in social struggles, whereas those based in quieter areas were cooler towards the Soviet 

regime.285 These observations are arguably applicable to Spain. Anarchist Gaston Leval 

retrospectively described the situation: ‘the CNT was dominated by the immediate class 

struggle, and was above all pitted against capitalism. It did not occupy itself with questions of 

theory or doctrine, which […] attenuated the critical awareness of the militant masses before 

[…] Bolshevism’.286  

 

IV. Millenarianism 

 

Writing in January 1918 for the national organ of the CNT, Solidaridad Obrera, Pedro Jul 

presented the Russian Revolution as the event that heralded imminent human emancipation:  

Without wasting time in transitional reformisms [revolutionary Russia] presents itself 

before the entire world as a dazzling beacon that shows the way to the garden of Eden of 

justice and freedom, which is often defined as anarchy.287  

An editorial from October 1918 exclaimed:  

The toiling and rebellious peoples understand that from Russia comes the light, that it is 

giving off the first sparks of the Great World Revolution, which will endanger the last 
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defences of antagonistic society [sic] in order to renew life and to place it on more solid 

bases, on more egalitarian principles.288 

Another article from December 1917 in Solidaridad Obrera bellowed:  

Russia, brave and youthful Russia, which rises from the mire of death in which centuries 

of hateful serfdom had kept her, has set out to be the precursor of the redemption of the 

whole of humanity, which languishes under the chaotic regime of capitalist and 

authoritarian society, and she shall triumph in her deeds of elevated humanism and justice 

precisely because it represents the impregnable essence of the great ideals of freedom, 

peace, and love.289   

Yet another commentator exclaimed:  

The gigantic Russian artefact [sic] began its journey knocking down, pulverising with the 

overwhelming weight of Justice and Equality that it represented the archaic building of 

secular tyranny. [...] The thrones are coming down resoundingly! The crowns are rolling 

on the mud, battered and bloodied! The sceptres are sinking in shit! Capital agonises under 

the weight of the gold that it loves so much and which is suffocating it! A new sun rises 

on the horizon. Let us run towards it, because it is a sun that shines on a free and egalitarian 

humanity.290  

This chiliastic rhetoric became more marked in 1919-20. Its violent component intensified. 

Madrid’s Espartaco, for instance, announced:  

Bourgeois, don’t you hear the tremor that is spreading across the entire world? It is the 

sound of the bells of Petrograd, the cradle of proletarian freedom. […] If today in Spain we 

hear the bells of Russia, the time is coming in which we will hear them tolling across the 

world, announcing the death of bourgeois exploitation. Workers: to battle, freedom is here! 

Long live Bolshevik Russia! Long live the Red soldiers!291 

A poem in that same number of Espartaco made unashamed and provocative use of religious 

language, proclaiming that ‘God is a Bolshevik’.292 Another anarchist paper from the same 

period presented the struggle in Manichean terms: ‘Prometheus will break his chains and renew 

the eternal struggle between good and evil’.293 Barcelona’s Bandera Roja threw down the 
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gauntlet to the bourgeois, in the conviction that ‘you will be divested of your power and you 

will be crushed by the rubble of capitalist society, and anarchist communism will establish the 

era of peace and love and a future of happiness’.294 

Such language was commonplace in the Spanish anarchist press in 1917-20. It was characterised 

by the conviction that the Russian Revolution heralded the collapse of capitalism in Spain and 

globally; by a Manichean representation of the Russian Civil War as a cataclysmic struggle 

between good and evil; and by an overabundance of religious or quasi-religious imagery, and 

adulatory terminology.295  

As shall be seen in the next chapter, this grandiloquent literature coexisted with more sober 

analytical pieces. There were also those, a minority, who complained about the ‘lyricists’ of the 

Russian Revolution, who replaced ‘spiritual expressions’ for ‘practical consistency, action, and 

consequence’. For only ‘action’, and not ‘pies in the sky [cantos a la luna]’ could help Soviet 

Russia.296 But rhapsodic pieces on Russia became a profuse genre, especially in local 

publications.  

The intensity and naivety of the anarchists’ devotion for the Russian Revolution raises the 

question of millenarianism in the labour movement. The term has a controversial ring. 

Popularised in the 1950-60s by Anglo-Saxon scholars, it referred to the ‘unbalanced’ and 

‘primitive’ fervour of the Iberian anarchists. They awaited the coming of anarchy as Christian 

sects the apocalypse.297 The so-called “millenarian school” has since fallen into disrepute. It 

cherry picked the most ungracious aspects of the movement, while simultaneously disregarding 

the bulk of its ideology and organisation. These historians overlooked the evolution of Spanish 

anarchism, its rich internal debates, its efforts to better adapt to its milieu and to further the 

interests of the workers. The movement was presented as flat and unchanging.298 Today, 

unqualified millenarian interpretations of the anarchist movement have little following in the 

field.  
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In contrast, the “millenarian school” has blossomed in recent years in the historiography on the 

Russian socialist movement.299 Historians such as Igal Halfin and Yuri Slezkine have presented 

Bolshevism as a religious sect, living in seclusion, drunk with quixotic fantasies, and vesting 

its hopes on the final day of reckoning. The revival of millenarian terminology in this field is 

striking, because the Bolsheviks, with their studiousness and concern for scientificity were 

further from millenarianism than the Spanish anarchists. Indeed, the Russian “millenarian 

school” has also resorted to cherry-picking and one-sidedness. It has tended to delve into 

superficial or accidental features of the movement. Thus, the fact that the Bolsheviks had 

leaders; that they believed in thoroughgoing change; that most of them were committed, 

enthusiastic youth, are taken to present the Bolsheviks as chiliasts.  

Perhaps the fundamental problem of millenarian interpretations is their lack of historicity. There 

is little doubt that both in the Russian Revolution and in the Spanish agitations of 1917-20 

exaggerated beliefs about social change abounded. Some had a markedly messianic, utopian 

pitch, at times combined with violent imagery of class war. However, this idealism must be 

situated in the virulent revolutionary context that set in after 1917. In conditions of extreme 

polarisation, of war and social and economic crisis, where the most basic demands of the 

paupers were met with repression and frontal opposition by the propertied classes and the state, 

and where the most modest wage increases or hour reductions required a titanic struggle, it was 

natural that class odium, unrealistic expectations about victory, and Manichean visions of 

society would proliferate. Leon Trotsky lucidly explained the mechanisms of mystification and 

embellishment in revolutions:  

In a sense the hopes engendered by the revolution are always exaggerated. This is due to 

the mechanics of class society, the terrible plight of the overwhelming majority of the 

popular masses, the objective need of concentrating the greatest hopes and efforts in order 

to insure even the most modest progress, and so on.300   

Millenarian visions flowed from the logic of social struggle and civil war. As Stephen Smith 

elucidated in the case of Russia and China, ‘a polarisation of society produced a polarisation of 

political language’.301 Such was the case in Spain too. Anarchist militant Nicolás Barrabés (alias 
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Fortunato Barthe), writing for El Comunista, the regional organ of the CNT in Aragón, 

movingly connected ‘the ferocious hatred, the macabre language’ of the anarchists with the 

‘criminal attacks’ by the ‘privileged classes’. He was writing in the aftermath of the murder of 

striking worker Ramón Tarragó by right-wing terrorists, which had ‘shocked’ Barrabés and 

produced ‘an intense explosion of hatred’.302 
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PART 2. NEGOTIATING BOLSHEVISM, 1917-19 

 

1. THE TRANSMISSION BELTS 

 

¡Eh, ruso! ¿Qué dices de la revolución? (‘Hey, Russian! 

What have you to say about the revolution?’) The 

dispatches of the newspapers came one after another, 

offering a welter of surprising details about the great 

Petrograd days. I can still see Porfirio, intoxicated as if 

by drink, with the Vanguardia spread out in front of him 

under a lamppost, re-reading aloud in a delirious voice 

an article relating how, at the call of a non-com named 

Astakhov (almost completely unknown in Russia) the 

first regiment went over to the insurgent masses in a 

Petrograd street. ‘Magnificent!’ said Porfirio in a voice 

made hoarse by emotion.  

Victor Serge, Birth of our power, 27. 

I. The press 

 

‘The Pyrenees are tall and Iberian ears are slow to listen!’, asserted Díaz del Moral, adding, 

however, that ‘the ears of the workers are perhaps more attuned to European sounds than those 

of the middle classes’.1 Spain and Russia stood on opposite ends of a continent wrecked by war 

and revolution. Press agencies were geared towards the war efforts of their respective 

governments. News was slow to come, often in a distorted form. Moreover, by European 

standards, Spain was a notoriously inward-looking society. These Chinese whispers coloured 

the Iberian anarchists’ analysis of the Russian Revolution, which they conjugated with their 

own anxieties and hopes.   

The fundamental source of news for the cenetistas (and for Spanish public opinion in general) 

were foreign “bourgeois” news agencies, based in London, Bern, Stockholm, Paris, and Berlin. 

In 1917, there was only one Spanish correspondent in Russia, Sofía Casanova, who wrote for 

the conservative newspaper ABC. Her accounts were pessimistic and bitterly hostile towards 

the Bolsheviks. She abandoned Russia shortly after the October insurrection, and her ‘infamous’ 

anti-communist tirades were belligerently rebuffed by the anarchists.2 Initially, news was slow 
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to come, but throughout the course of 1917, the Spanish press honed its international 

newsgathering. If in March it took almost one week for events in Russia to be reported in Spain, 

by November the delay had been shortened to two days.3  

The pro-German press drew its cues from Berlin. Newspapers that sympathised with the Allies, 

from Paris or London. Propagandistic information agencies catering to the Spanish public were 

set up in Berlin (the German Agency of Information) and London (the Anglo-Iberian Agency). 

In addition to that, the warring powers offered hefty subsidies to curry favour with Spanish 

journalists. As socialist Luis Araquistáin commented, ‘one can count with the fingers of one’s 

hand the number of papers in Madrid that have not been bought off’.4 Indeed, even the CNT 

daily, Solidaridad Obrera, received endowments from Germany in 1917 in exchange for a 

campaign against emigration to France. The exposé of these payoffs elicited a crisis in the CNT 

and the replacement of the discredited editorial board with gifted organiser Ángel Pestaña in 

November 1917.5 The end of the war did not make news agencies more balanced. The Reds 

became the new bogey, and foreign powers tried to shore up support to intervene in the Russian 

Civil War.6As Walter Lippmann affirmed at the time, the reporting of the Russian Revolution 

in Western Europe and North America was ‘nothing short of a disaster’. The net effect of the 

news was ‘almost always misleading’.7 

The labour movement had to rely on these foreign wires for their information on the revolution. 

The anarchists’ international networks had been upturned by the war and, at this point, they 

virtually lacked an infrastructure to gather news independently.8 As the editors of Solidaridad 

Obrera noted:  

We warn our readers that the telegrams on the [Russian] revolutionary movement […] 

are copied from the foreign press, which means that they are biased and reflect their 

particular sympathies for the Bolsheviki or for the Kerenskyites depending on what is 

more useful to their cause.9  

                                                           
3 Javier Maestro Bäcksbacka, ‘La revolución rusa en la prensa española de 1917’, in: Pelai Pagès & Pepe 

Gutierrez (eds.), La revolución pasó por aquí (Barcelona: 2017), 42. 
4 Cited in: Maestro, ‘La revolución rusa en la prensa española’, 43, 51. 
5 Maestro, ‘La revolución rusa en la prensa española’, 50.   
6 Avilés, La fe. 
7 Walter Lippmann & Charles Merz, ‘A Test of the News: An examination of the news reports in the New York 

Times on aspects of the Russian Revolution of special importance to Americans’, A Supplement to The New 

Republic (04/08/1920), 3. 
8 Thorpe, The Workers Themselves, 87-90. 
9 ‘Extranjero – La Revolución en Rusia’, Solidaridad Obrera (14/11/1917).  



73 

 

Frequently, the editors of the daily introduced interjections in these foreign telegrams, such as 

‘this news does not appear to be very credible’, or accusing foreign news agencies such as 

Reuters of duplicity.10 Pestaña, the chief editor, claimed in December that Solidaridad Obrera 

had not included a daily column on the Russian Revolution because of the ‘manipulations and 

disfigurations’ of the mainstream press.11  

The accusation that the Bolsheviks were German agents was a recurrent trope in Allied news 

corporations, which the cenetistas did not give credit to.12 In fact, the attacks by mainstream 

newspapers did not dampen the enthusiasm of the anarchists, but exacerbated it. Distrustful of 

“bourgeois” journalists, the libertarians assumed that such a vitriolic response to the Bolsheviks 

must mean that the October events represented a genuine social revolution.13 ‘By reading 

constantly things that go counter to reality, we have grown accustomed to read between the 

lines’, admitted the editors of Solidaridad Obrera.14 Manuel Buenacasa advised the readers of 

the “bourgeois press” ‘to believe half of what is said about Russia if it is something good, and 

to believe one quarter if it is something bad’.15  

Spain’s polarised politics was extrapolated onto Russia, leaving little room for equidistance 

between support and opposition for the Bolsheviks.16 Reflecting the Manichean attitudes that 

warped the Russian question, a correspondent in Solidaridad Obrera declared ‘if you are not 

with us, you are against us’. Whoever was opposed to ‘the humane and just principles of the 

Russian Revolution is an enemy of freedom, of equality, of justice’.17 Catalan libertarian 

Eusebio Carbó commented years later:  

We were convinced that what the press referred to as the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

combating it by sword and fire, was nothing than the Russian people, fully in control of its 

own destiny, making decisions in mass assemblies. And therefore many of us defended 

that dictatorship.18  
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Moreover, it was common for the Spanish bourgeois press to present the October insurrection 

as an anarchist movement. To Spanish eyes, accustomed to the divide between the radical CNT 

and the moderate PSOE, a drastic social revolution must have been led by anarchists, not by 

Marxists.19 Anarchism was also the bête noire of the Spanish propertied classes. To associate 

Bolshevism with anarchism made it easier to demonise.20  

In turn, this association heightened the expectations of the cenetistas, who saw the slander 

against the Bolsheviks as a confirmation that they were indeed anarchists, or close to anarchism. 

The editors of Solidaridad Obrera cited an article from the liberal newspaper El Imparcial, 

which exclaimed that ‘anarchy continues’ in Russia. They sardonically retorted: ‘we ignored 

that it had already triumphed, but, alas! We are happy to hear that such a regime [anarchy] is 

still in place’.21 As Pedro Jul opined, ‘the leeches that vomit stupidities in their writings and 

that refer to the Russian Revolution as anarchist are giving it the correct label, but their mental 

incapacity prevents them from comprehending the sublimity of this word, and they drool over 

it like a pig drools over a daisy’.22  

 

 

II. Intermediaries 

 

In addition to the foreign press, the Spanish anarchists also drew their cues from Eastern 

European exiles and deserters who had taken refuge in neutral Spain, and who, to a greater or 

lesser extent, were better acquainted with Russian politics. Spain was no ordinary place of exile. 

On the contrary, the repressive Restoration regime forced countless revolutionaries to seek 

asylum abroad.23 Nevertheless, the turbulences provoked by the war led many rebels, 

vagabonds, and defectors to neutral Spain. Although probably stretching the truth, the 

conservative Russian expatriate Alexei Markov observed that the Russian colony in Barcelona, 

enlarged with ‘the expulsions from the Allied countries’, was mostly composed of ‘false 

intellectuals’ and ‘professional agitators’ who were ‘in contact with the Spanish working class, 
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not only in the factories and at work, but especially in the taverns and the whorehouses, where 

their local “comrades” see them as heroes’. He numbered the city’s community of Russian 

wrongdoers at 760.24 The French police claimed there were nine leading Russian communists 

operating in Barcelona in late 1920.25  

From the opposite political perspective, Victor Serge, one of those exiled “professional 

agitators” of Barcelona, affirmed in the pages of Tierra y Libertad that Russia ‘has dispersed 

across the globe thousands of political refugees who have become propagandists and authentic 

leaders’.26 Activist José Viadiu recalled how he and his comrades spent long evenings during 

the war in Barcelona’s Café Español (also frequented by Victor Serge) discussing with 

‘Frenchmen, Germans, Argentinians, Russians, Italians […], all of them castaways’.27 The CNT 

daily spoke of the expanded community of ‘Russians who because of the war have had to seek 

hospitality in the city’ of Barcelona, and observed that Bolsheviks ‘consider themselves to be 

international, and whatever country they may find themselves in, they work for the cause’.28 

Serge was one of the most significant figures to have passed through Spain during the war. He 

acquired ascendancy through his writings in Tierra y Libertad (where he first used the 

pseudonym Serge), but also through his personal connections with leading anarcho-syndicalists. 

His conferences in the Centro Obrero were announced with excitement.29 In his autobiography, 

Memoirs of a Revolutionary, and in his semi-biographical novel, Birth of Our Power, he 

presented himself as an important source of information on the Russian Revolution for CNT 

leaders. Although he was later accused of exaggeration and vanity by his enemies, there is 

probably some truth to his reminiscences of 1917 Barcelona.30 He spoke suggestively of his 

meetings with Seguí and his men:  

We examined the various problems: the Russian Revolution, the coming general strike, 

alliance with the Catalan liberals, the trade unions, the ingrained anarchist hostility to 

any fresh forms of organisation. As to the Russian Revolution, I was certain only on one 

point: that it would not stop halfway. The avalanche would carry on rolling right to the 
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end. What end? “The peasants will seize the land, and the workers the factories. After 

that, I don’t know”.31 

Despite his intuition, Serge, the son of Russian exiles, had never set foot on Russia when he 

visited Spain.  

Neither had the eclectic leftist intellectual Ernesto Bark a real experience with the Bolsheviks. 

Although he was not an anarchist, he collaborated with Solidaridad Obrera and was a supporter 

of the CNT, which he regarded as the Spanish incarnation of the Bolshevik Party.32 He was a 

Baltic German, born in Estonia in 1858. Bark had been active in the Russian underground in 

the 1870s, and later collaborated with Estonian nationalist, federalist, and nihilist émigré groups 

in Switzerland and Germany. In the mid-1880s he moved to Spain. He frequented the bohemian 

fin-de-siècle cafés of the capital and was active in various socialist and federalist associations. 

Non-conformist and heterodox, he clashed both with the anarchists and with the socialists. 

Bourbon Spain was not the safest place for exile, and Bark repeatedly fell into trouble with the 

authorities.33 The writings on the Russian Revolution by the elderly intellectual radiated with 

the authority of an émigré who had been persecuted by the Tsarist regime. He spoke of the 

Bolsheviks in the first person plural, as ‘we’, presenting himself as their comrade. His 

knowledge of Russian politics in 1917, however, was full of lacunae and outright mistakes. For 

instance, he claimed that the leaders of the October insurrection were no other than Lenin and 

Kropotkin.34        

Menshevik exile Nikolai Tasin was a more reliable connoisseur of Russian politics. Born in 

Kiev in 1873, he was a first-generation Social Democrat, who had aligned himself with the 

Mensheviks after the schism in the second party congress. According to his testimony, he was 

exiled to Siberia in 1903, but escaped a year later. He roamed the Russian émigré hubs in 

Germany, Switzerland, and England. He participated in the 1905 revolution, where he met 

Lenin. After another spell in jail in Orel, he escaped and settled in Paris. During the war, he 

collaborated with Trotsky in Kievskaya Misl’, until early 1918 when he moved to Madrid.35 In 
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the Spanish capital, he frequented liberal and socialist circles and had little contact with the 

anarchists.36   

Tasin was a follower of Karl Kautsky, Otto Bauer, Pavel Axelrod, and Georgi Plekhanov. He 

vehemently opposed the October Revolution from an orthodox Marxist perspective. The first 

Comintern agents in Spain defined Tasin ‘a Russian counterrevolutionary who says he is a 

Menshevik and probably tells the truth’.37 Tasin denied any possibility for ‘uncultivated and 

backward’ Russia to advance toward socialism. It first had to consolidate the bourgeois-

democratic revolution. He regarded the Bolsheviks as ‘opportunists’ and their seizure of power 

as ‘a mere coup’. They had demagogically exploited the land hunger of the backward peasants 

by condoning a ‘chaotic’ redistribution of the estates; they had promised peace to the soldiers 

and thus ‘dissolved’ the army to the benefit of German imperialism; and they appealed to the 

starving proletariat of the cities by ‘smashing capitalism by force of hammer blows’.38    

Despite his hostility towards the Bolsheviks, Tasin was a well-informed commentator on the 

revolution and the civil war. ‘He seems to know a good deal about the Russian movement’, 

bitterly admitted the Comintern agents.39 Renowned liberal newspaper El Sol presented the 

exile as ‘unsurpassed’ in his knowledge of Russian affairs.40 He translated into Spanish 

important works by the leading lights of the new revolutionary government, and also by its 

opponents.41 His writings were studied by Spanish anarchists longing for news on Russia.42 

Even Moscow’s first agents in Madrid referred to his acerbic ‘anti-Soviet attacks’ in both 

‘labour and bourgeois papers’.43 The right wing of the PSOE saw a valuable asset in Tasin. 

They invited him to the 1920 party congress. His presence galled the terceristas, the followers 

of the Third International, and it resulted in a brawl where a communist hoodlum knocked down 

the Menshevik.44 In 1921, Tasin abandoned Spain for Germany, never to return. Nevertheless, 
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he continued to translate Russian books into Spanish into the 1930s, which earned him a 

reputation as an ambassador of Russian culture in Spain.45    

Without a doubt, the most remarkable Russian character that travelled to Spain in these years 

was Leon Trotsky. Expelled from France for his anti-war activities, he was ejected across the 

Pyrenees to the Basque Country, and from there to Madrid. This was a queer place of exile for 

Trotsky, who knew little about Spain and ignored its language. ‘This is no longer France’, he 

recalled, ‘but something more provincial, more primitive, coarser’. He disparagingly wrote that 

‘Spain […] resembles Romania’. Or better said, ‘Romania is like Spain but without a past’.46 

Trotsky made little contact with the autochthonous revolutionary movement, but he befriended 

a French socialist working in Madrid who updated him on Spanish politics.47 Arrested by the 

Spanish police, who accused Trotsky of espousing views that were ‘too advanced for Spain’, 

he was interned in Madrid’s Model Prison (which in Trotsky’s eyes was all but “model”).48 The 

socialists and republicans of Madrid organised a campaign for his release.49  

After three days in jail, Trotsky was released and moved to the southern port of Cádiz. There, 

he spent most of his time in the local library studying the Castilian language and Spanish 

history.50 Two Andalusian anarcho-syndicalists visited him, eager to hear about his opinion on 

the war.51 The authorities asked Trotsky to board a ship bound for Cuba, but he was dismayed 

at the prospect of being banished to the tropical island. After vociferous protests, they allowed 

him to wait for another ship, a New York-bound liner, and to travel to Barcelona first to meet 

his family. In the Catalan capital he was surprised at the number of foreign ‘undesirables’ that 

loitered in the city trying to make it across the Atlantic.52 All in all, Trotsky’s visit was of little 

consequence for the relationship between the Spanish anarchists and the Russian Revolution, 

since his political encounters in Spain were anecdotal. However, Trotsky became sensitive to 

the revolutionary potential of Spain, and over the years would follow its politics closely. As he 

sailed to the United States, he is credited with commenting that after Russia, Spain was the 

European country that was most hospitable to communism.53 
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In his writings on the Bolsheviks, Manuel Buenacasa admitted to have relied heavily on the 

accounts by a ‘Russian comrade’.54 He had resided in England, France, and Switzerland, so he 

was probably in contact with Russian émigré circles.55 Spaniards like Buenacasa who had 

sought asylum abroad, or emigrated for economic reasons, had learnt foreign languages (above 

all French), and come into contact with the cosmopolitan milieux of Paris, Marseille, London, 

or Geneva. They acted as middlemen between Spain and the foreign revolutionary movement.56 

As Basil Thomson from Scotland Yard warned the Spanish foreign ministry, ‘Spanish 

syndicalist workers are very numerous in the hotbeds of industrial discontent in France’. He 

also observed that there was a ‘constant to and fro of envoys between Spain and France who 

cross the Pyrenees clandestinely’.57 The French government recognised that many Spanish 

migrants engaged in ‘Bolshevik proselytism’ and had established ‘friendly relations’ with 

‘certain French groups and individuals’.58 

Frenchmen such as Alfred Rosmer, who had been in close contact both with CNT activists in 

Paris and with Trotsky’s Nashe Slovo group during the war, became points of contact between 

the Spanish anarchists and the Russian Bolsheviks.59  The newspaper he edited, La Vie 

Ouvrière, was read in Spain.60 

After the end of the First World War, more voluminous and thorough publications on the 

Russian Revolution began to appear in Spain. Indeed, there was a global boom in publications 

related to Russia and to its revolution.61 The literary journal La Lectura, in a review of several 

new translations of Russian classics, remarked in 1919 on the growing ‘contact of Spanish 

literature with the country that engrosses the attention of the entire world’.62 Spanish professors 

and intellectuals, such as Rafael Gasset, Elorrieta y Artaza, Rafael Calleja, and Quintiliano 

Saldaña, produced important treatises on the Bolsheviks drawing from foreign sources.63   
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In 1918-19, the cenetistas, especially those who read foreign languages, were able to get their 

hands on primary accounts from foreign travellers who had been to revolutionary Russia. The 

CNT organ Solidaridad Obrera recommended, in November 1918, the reading of Henriette 

Roland’s eyewitness account of the revolution.64 In Buenacasa’s reading list on the Bolsheviks, 

for instance, was Arthur Ransome’s Six weeks in Russia, written after a trip to the land of the 

soviets, or Étienne Antonelli’s Bolshevik Russia, based on his experiences as French attaché in 

revolutionary Russia.65 The works by travellers William T. Goode, Cecil Malone, Bertrand 

Russell, and H. G. Wells, published in Spain in 1919 and 1920 were comparatively well 

disposed towards the Bolsheviks, and they also made an impact. They counterbalanced the 

rabidly anti-communist books by French diplomat Serge de Chessin, or by Spanish journalist 

Sofía Casanova, which provided a nightmarish depiction of the Soviet regime inflected by 

Orientalism and anti-Semitism.66  

At the same time, by 1918, the first books by Lenin, Trotsky, Bukharin, and other leading lights 

of Bolshevism appeared in Spanish.67 The 1918 Soviet constitution was also promptly 

translated.68 Some texts were translated directly from the Russian; others from English and 

French, since Russian translators were in short supply.69 Commercial publishing houses issued 

these texts, but they were read and discussed in anarcho-syndicalist circles. Lenin’s The State 

and Revolution went on sale in Spanish in March 1920 with a preface by Nikolai Tasin. The 

publication provoked a considerable furore; it was printed three times in one year, twice in 

Madrid and once in Valencia.70 The book, which spoke of ‘smashing, breaking’ the state, seems 
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to have been particularly influential among the cenetistas. Indeed, in Russia, the Mensheviks 

labelled it as an anarchist aberration.71  

In autumn 1919, leading Spanish anarchists were able to read the French translation of the theses 

from the first congress of the Communist International, held in March 1919. They were 

discussed in the CNT’s second national congress in Madrid in December that year. These 

documents were palatable to many anarchists. ‘As the resistance of the bourgeoisie is 

overcome’, promised the theses, ‘the state will wither away’. Valencian anarchist Hilario 

Arlandis, commenting on the theses, concluded that the Third International ‘embodies all of our 

expectations’.72 
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2. FROM FEBRUARY TO OCTOBER 

  

These events surpassed all the hopes of the one; all the 

fears of the others appeared justified. Those desires 

which for hundreds of years had flown before the slow 

pace of history could now no longer keep pace with it 

but outdistanced it by some fantastic flight along the 

road to the most daring realisation.  

Ivo Andric, The Bridge on the Drina (Belgrade: 

2015), 263. 

 

I. The February Revolution 

 

The plebeian component of the February Revolution was not readily apparent to many 

commentators in Spain. Mainstream public opinion was mostly concerned with the impact that 

regime change would have on the war. The revolution was interpreted by the aliadófilos as an 

attempt to redress the military ineptitude of the Tsarist regime, while the germanófilos believed 

it opened cracks among the Allies.73  

In contrast, Spanish libertarians showed great interest for the revolutionary process from the 

outset. The most important theoreticians of the movement were Russian: Mikhail Bakunin and 

Piotr Kropotkin. They were also assiduous readers of Maxim Gorky’s novels.74 Through these 

writings, the Spaniards had learned about the cruelty of Tsarism but also about the revolutionary 

pulsations of Russian society. The first Russian Revolution of 1905 had awakened great 

expectations at the time.75 The French Revolution, which anarchist activists studied and 

venerated, also provided a ready-made yardstick to interpret the events in Russia.76 As a 

cenetista from the woodworkers’ union noted, ‘in the Russian movement, which is eminently 

libertarian, we find certain analogies with the great French Revolution of 1789, which […] make 

us kindle the most auspicious hopes about its development’.77  

When the news of the overthrow of the Tsar reached Spain, the anarchists immediately 

acknowledged the deficiencies of the “bourgeois” revolution. They felt hostility towards the 
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Provisional Government, but also a prescient expectation that this political revolution would 

mutate into a social one.78 Victor Serge welcomed the news of the overthrow of the Tsar in a 

blazing editorial in Tierra y Libertad. ‘Men of action and passion have risen up with all their 

strength and have their lives on the stake’, but they had been betrayed by the liberal ‘lawyers’ 

who ‘stepped in to sort things out’. In his view, the overthrow of the Tsar was a ‘minuscule 

advance’. Insofar as capitalism remained in place, there would be ‘no less paupers, slaves, 

soldiers, and debauched parasites’. ‘The struggle continues’, he concluded, ‘this is a step 

forward, just one step’.79  

The official organ of the CNT, the daily Solidaridad Obrera made a similar analysis in its 

editorial. It chastised the ‘gentlemen who have taken over the government’, who were ‘fervent 

revolutionary yesterday’ but today were unwilling to ‘go beyond a constitutional democracy’. 

Drawing an analogy with the French Revolution, the editors referred to the men of the 

Provisional Government as ‘modern Girondins and Jacobins’, as ‘shameless as their forerunners 

in the French Revolution’. The same way they had ‘guillotined the egalitarians and the friends 

and guardians of the downtrodden working people’, their Russian equivalents were now capable 

‘of taking them to the gallows, of shooting them on the streets, or throwing them in jail for 

life’.80    

Kerensky became a bête noire for the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists, who throughout 1917 

directed caustic invectives against this ‘dictator in a Phrygian cap’.81 This visceral hatred 

towards the leader of the Provisional Government was probably shaped by the anarchists’ 

animosity towards the Spanish republicans and socialists, which had intensified after the August 

debacle. The bitter experience of the foiled alliance with the PSOE and the republicans in the 

summer was combined with the Bolshevik example of uncompromising hostility to the 

bourgeois democrats and with the violent coup in Portugal in December 1917, where an unusual 

united front of conservative officers, socialists, and anarchists had brought down an unpopular 

liberal government. These events had a polarising effect and drew new ‘demarcations’ between 

the revolutionary and reformist left: ‘now it is Russia and Portugal, in August it was Spain, the 
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masks are coming off’, reflected one of the columnists of Solidaridad Obrera; ‘we have to be 

happy about this. We have to realise that we are on our own’.82    

Scornful of the Provisional Government, the editors of Solidaridad Obrera welcomed the news 

of the formation of the soviet of workers and soldiers, whose importance they promptly grasped. 

‘The formation of a Committee of workers and soldiers’ deputies to supervise the actions of the 

provisional government is of evident significance.  If these facts prove to be correct, the Russian 

Revolution will have socio-economic consequences’.83 Even more pithily, Tierra y Libertad 

noted that ‘the Russian Revolution continues; this is demonstrated by the fact that […] the 

provisional government is forced to yield to the revolutionary committees, to govern in 

accordance with the decisions of the revolution, which does not stop at political reforms’.84 

Prominent activist José Negre, writing in Solidaridad Obrera, assumed that the Russian 

revolutionaries had not ‘abandoned the interests of the proletariat’ but had formed a ‘Soviet, 

that is, a Council of workers and peasants’ which had become ‘the real locus of power’.85 

Retrospectively, Solidaridad Obrera explained that the liberals had grossly miscalculated. Their 

plans for ‘a political act’ backfired, ‘giving way to a state of things in which they lost their 

ordinary means of “control” , incapable to repress the movement’.86 

Closely reading foreign dispatches, and with the ubiquitous model of the French Revolution in 

the background, the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists began to acquire a clearer view of the 

situation in Russia, of the vicissitudes of dual power and the relevance of the soviets. The French 

people ‘did a great revolution in 1793’, but the Russian one was set to become ‘the most 

grandiose and transcendental one’ in history. If the French Revolution had been ‘political’, the 

Russian would be a ‘social revolution as long as the virus of parliamentarianism does not infect 

the organs of the working class.87  

The prescience of the anarcho-syndicalists in tracing the lines of development of the Russian 

Revolution was arguably aided by the revolutionary crisis that Spain underwent in the spring 

and summer of 1917. The rising tide of the Russian Revolution matched the mounting 

expectations of the Spanish libertarians and the momentum acquired by the campaign to bring 
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down the Bourbons, who were often equated with the Romanovs. The duplicity and self-

interest of the liberal bourgeoisie and the moderate socialists became apparent in the anarcho-

syndicalists’ own lived experience, as did, conversely, the revolutionary potential in the 

movement for democratic reform, and the possibilities for the working class to cease to be a 

plaything ‘of the reactionary or democratic bourgeoisie’ and forge its own organs of power in 

the heat of the struggle.88   

The Russian Revolution also exerted a practical influence. The experience of the soviets 

directly shaped the tactics of the CNT in the preparations for the general strike of August and 

during the negotiations with the socialists and the liberals. Antonio Bar has affirmed that the 

cenetistas’ hostility towards the Provisional Government in Petrograd was ‘not fully coherent’ 

with their alliance with the Spanish republicans and moderate socialists in the summer of 

1917.89 However, the anarcho-syndicalists’ perception of the overthrow of the Tsar in 

February as the first phase of a longer revolutionary process, and their belief in the growing 

centrality of the soviets, was fully consistent with their participation in the general strike of 

1917.  

The objective of the leaders of the CNT was to generate a situation of dual power during the 

battle against the monarchy, which would then be followed by a struggle against the reformists 

for unadulterated workers’ power. Their rhetoric about the August insurrection was very 

similar to the one employed to analyse the Russian Revolution in April and May. The 

overthrow of the Bourbons would represent ‘a bit of justice, but not absolute justice’. Their 

efforts would only be crowned with ‘the overthrow of capitalism’, and the monarchy 

represented ‘one obstacle’ in that quest.90  

In July 1917, Solidaridad Obrera echoed Trotsky’s theories of the permanent revolution, 

which were being put into practice by the radical socialists in Russia. ‘The proletariat should 

not be content with any concession from the ruling class’, and should advance towards ‘the 

revolutionary dictatorship of the proletarians and the peasants’. This was the only way of 

stopping the ‘power thirsty petty bourgeoisie’ from taking over, and also of turning the Russian 

Revolution into a ‘prototype for revolution in the West’.91 These postulates were attractive for 
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many cenetistas, involved in a broad front with liberals, republicans, and socialists against the 

Restoration regime.  

In the manifesto issued before the August strike, the CNT envisaged the creation of two 

revolutionary committees, one ‘integrated by political elements from all social classes’, the 

other ‘by the workers’ unions’, which would have the power to ‘accept or refuse all legislation’ 

implemented by the constituent assembly.92 ‘The programme’, said Victor Serge, ‘was 

borrowed from the accumulated experience of the Russian Soviets’.93 In the lead-up to the 

uprising, there was also an expectation that, ‘like in Russia, [the army] will turn its rifles 

against the enemies of the people of Spain’ (something that did not happen).94   

In the weeks that followed the August insurrection most of the anarcho-syndicalist press was 

closed down, and the CNT was engrossed with the campaign for the liberation of political 

prisoners.95 Little attention was paid to events in Russia in September and October. 

Nevertheless, as noted above, the anarcho-syndicalists had come out from the struggle 

disenchanted with the socialists and the republicans. The ground had been prepared for the 

radicalisation of the movement and for the breakneck growth of the CNT. In this context, the 

news of the overthrow of the Provisional Government and the empowerment of the soviets 

would be enthusiastically welcomed. On October 31, little more than a week before the 

storming of the Winter Palace, a correspondent of Tierra y Libertad ominously presaged that 

the Russian people ‘is predestined to realise and embody all the utopias of humanity’.96   

 

II. The October Revolution 

 

On November 14, Tierra y Libertad welcomed the news of the victorious Bolshevik uprising 

in raptures in a front-page article. For them, the overthrow of capitalism in Russia heralded 

world revolution: ‘The old world has started to fall apart in Russia, and it will soon collapse 

everywhere, because examples are contagious and the Russian success emboldens us’. The 

task was ‘not only to show the Russian liberators that the proletariat of all countries supports 
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them, but also to imitate them with deeds’.97 In the following weeks there was a stream of 

similar articles. The revolution was characterised in vague terms as anarchist: ‘the ideals of 

justice and equality of anarchist communism have been implemented’.98 Much mystery 

surrounded the events in Russia in the last weeks of 1917, but the absence of reliable news 

was compensated by the hopes of the radical anarcho-syndicalists.99 This ebullience was 

present in most of the anarcho-syndicalist press, local and national. As Díaz del Moral noted, 

in the wake of the Bolshevik uprising it was difficult to find a libertarian publication ‘that did 

not fill its columns with news and fervent panegyrics about the great revolution’.100  

The official organ of the CNT, Solidaridad Obrera, wished that revolution would be replicated 

abroad: ‘The Russian Revolution continues its march admirably. […] The Russian people are 

succeeding, let us learn from their victory so we can triumph here’.101 The anticipated 

transformation of the political revolution in February into a social one was celebrated, ‘new 

tyrants had taken over the place of the old ones’, but now ‘all the hopes […] have been 

rekindled’.102  

However, the tone of the editorial board of Solidaridad Obrera, headed by Ángel Pestaña, 

lacked the passion of Tierra y Libertad.103 The editorial recognised that ‘the Russian revolution 

is just and humane’ and it was a ‘duty to express our solidarity’. However, ‘absolute freedom’ 

could not be attained through a simple insurrection: ‘several years’ of social transformation 

were needed. The editorial also added a caveat, warning that the overthrow of the government 

in Petrograd could strengthen Germany and help prolong the war, and that therefore ‘we cannot 

yet make a concrete judgement of the revolution’.104 Pestaña frequently complained that the 

‘news coming from Russia are extremely confusing, to the point that it is impossible to arrive 

at a clear verdict’.105   

If Pestaña’s response was lukewarm, other correspondents shared the exultant expectations that 

would intoxicate much of the anarcho-syndicalist movement in the following months. A 

contributor elatedly exclaimed: ‘The Russian revolution is the prologue of the dismemberment 
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of the world that will crush the giant shackles that are oppressing humanity’.106 Another 

contributor exclaimed, reflecting on the ubiquitous analogy of the French Revolution, ‘the 

French Revolution of 1789 will be child’s play in comparison with the current one in Russia’.107  

The foreign dispatches gave contradictory reports on the situation. At one moment, the rumour 

spread that Kerensky had prevailed in Petrograd and Lenin and Trotsky had been ‘sentenced to 

death’.108 However, the cenetistas could make out in broad brushes the main events that were 

taking place: the seizure of the Winter Palace; the creation of the Council of People’s 

Commissars; the battle for Moscow; Kerensky’s failed offensive from Tsarkoe Selo; the 

formation of the Committee for Public Safety; the attempts by the railwaymen union, Vikzhel, 

to sponsor the formation of a multi-party left-wing government. They also published some of 

the first decrees of the Council of People’s Commissars.109 The official communiqués from the 

Soviet government that made their way to Spain became a rousing source that counterbalanced 

the defamations of the “bourgeois” press.110  

Some of the foreign telegrams reproduced in the anarcho-syndicalist press presented the 

October revolution as a ‘coup d’état’.111 However, the Spanish libertarians never lent credit to 

this line of argument. Despite all the misinformation, they were convinced from the outset (as 

had been the case after the February Revolution) that the October uprising above all represented 

a mass movement that incarnated ‘manifest desires of the people’.112 This vision concurred with 

the anarchists’ belief in popular spontaneity and in direct action.113 Amid the ‘gross insults’ of 

the press, the editors made out a people in rebellion, a revolution advancing at full blast which 

they had to support. ‘Revolutions take time to break out, but when they do, as with big floods, 

they follow their path’, and became unstoppable.114 The insurrection was also a patent 

repudiation of the legal road to power and of parliamentary politics. ‘In Russia, if the toiling 

masses had believed that they could emancipate themselves with politics and had not started the 

revolution’, wrote a Basque anarcho-syndicalist in March 1920, ‘they would still be languishing 

under the Tsarist plutocracy’.115   
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Anarchist Pedro Jul presented October as the ‘second phase of rebellion’. It completed the 

February Revolution, which had been foiled and derailed by Kerensky and the ‘new despots’.116 

It thus outdid the political French Revolution and had dared to enter the uncharted waters of the 

social revolution. The significance of the October Revolution was reappraised on its first 

anniversary in the same vein. In a special issue, the press organ of the CNT celebrated ‘the most 

transcendental revolution in all history’. ‘Leaving aside the Paris “Commune” a local, fleeting 

event’, they concluded, ‘the working class had never before taken Power’.117 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. WAR, PEACE, AND THE INTERNATIONAL 

 

The old divisions in the international workers’ 

movement have clearly become obsolete. The war has 

created a new alignment.  

Zinoviev, ‘Circular Letter to Comintern-Affiliated 

Parties’ (September 1919) 

 

I. The imperialist war 

 

One of the central concerns of the Spanish anarchists was the question of the war, to which they 

were adamantly opposed as an imperialist, criminal affair, and an expression of the ‘crisis of 

the capitalist and statist regime’.118 Their irreconcilable animosity towards nationalism and 
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towards the state, and above all towards the institution of the army, made them impermeable to 

the “social chauvinism” that spread through numerous European labour organisations.119   

The libertarians’ dismay at the “social patriotism” of most Social Democratic parties (including 

the PSOE) and of important figureheads of European anarchism and syndicalism (such as 

Malato, Rossoni, Jouhaux, Grave, or Kropotkin) prompted the vigorous reorganisation of the 

CNT after 1914. The movement had been slackening after a wave of repression in 1911. The 

campaign against the war, and above all the successful anarchist peace congress of El Ferrol of 

April 1915, gave a boost to the CNT. It threw into relief the need to build an independent anti-

war organisation. The protagonists at the congress were not the anarchist old guard forged in 

the 1880s such as Ricardo Mella, Eleuterio Quintanilla, and José Chueca, but a younger 

generation of militants, such as Eusebio Carbó, Ángel Pestaña, and Mauro Bajatierra, who were 

deeply impressed by the war and who made internationalism part and parcel of their identity.120  

The anarcho-syndicalists’ pacifism was subversive. They propounded a ‘quintessentially 

revolutionary’ end to the war spearheaded by the workers’ movement.121 The CNT called for 

‘the social war […] for anarchism’.122 They unknowingly echoed Lenin’s formulation of turning 

the world war into an international civil war. As historian Carlos Forcadell observed, the CNT’s 

analysis fo the war ‘both in its causes and on the way to end it, “spontaneously” overlapped 

with the formulations of the Zimmerwald left’, led by Lenin.123 At the same time, the socialist 

leadership’s support for the Allies intensified in the first half of 1917, to the point that many 

prominent party figures overtly called for military intervention against Germany.124  

It was through the yardstick of their militant pacifism that the cenetistas assessed the Russian 

Revolution, and after November 1917, the Bolshevik government. The February Revolution 

was seen as a popular rebellion against the war and the tyrannical government that conducted 

it. It had, however, been betrayed by the moderate socialists and the liberals. The anarchists’ 

hopes were vested in the oppositional activity of the soviets and on their efforts to attain 
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peace.125 The workers of Russia, thanks to the soviets, were no longer a ‘passive factor in the 

war’.126  

The first important event that regarded the policy of the revolution towards the war was the 

Stockholm socialist peace conference, called for June 1917 (although it never convened) at the 

behest of the Petrograd soviet. The CNT’s Solidaridad Obrera reproduced the appeal of the 

soviet, which called for ‘concerted international efforts’ by all workers’ parties and unions to 

stop the ‘universal massacre’.127 The anarcho-syndicalists in Spain showed a vivid interest for 

the event. Initially they perceived it as an attempt to establish ‘peace through revolution’.128 

They called on the Spanish proletariat to participate, and ‘since the stance of the UGT comrades 

is unclear, it should be us, the CNT, to respond to the call ‘.129  

However, the conference was organised by moderate socialists who were in cahoots with the 

Allies. The Bolsheviks called for its boycott. Manuel Buenacasa clarified that their initial 

expectations were misplaced, and that the Stockholm conference was nothing but a ‘rehearsal 

for a diplomatic meeting’.130 Another, anonymous article, lambasted the ‘socialist apostles’ who 

preached peace in Stockholm after having spent the entire war ‘at the service of their 

governments’.131  

It soon became clear to the anarchists that the soviet was not the unalloyed revolutionary bastion 

they imagined. It was led by moderate, pro-war socialists, the Mensheviks and the Social 

Revolutionaries. The Spanish libertarians reported worryingly that the congress of soviets had 

issued a resolution in favour of Kerensky’s summer offensive, and wondered whether ‘the 

Russians are being fooled’.132 This news coincided with the dissensions with the PSOE over the 

August strike movement, and reinforced the CNT’s hostility to reformist, pro-war socialism. 

The cenetistas found new hope in Lenin. A correspondent noted with admiration that ‘he puts 

the social revolution above everything else, including the defeat of his homeland’.133  
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Above Lenin stood the Russian masses, whose indomitability and ‘spiritual emancipation’ 

continued to set the pace of the country’s politics.134 Prominent anarchist Liberto Germinal 

vented his frustrations against ‘so-called leftists’, whom he labelled as ‘privateers of 

interventionism’, whose promises and ‘sophisms’, such as those that had overlaid the 

Stockholm conference, were just a pretext to mask their alliance with imperialism. However, 

he added that the Russian Revolution had overturned all their plans. The Russian people were 

providing an ‘example’ that heralded the ‘redemption of all proletarians’.135 The cenetistas 

reported on the mutinies in the French army, where soldiers were ‘singing the Internationale’ 

and ‘hoisting red flags’. In their eyes, these events presaged greater upheavals and could give 

the revolutionary process that had begun in the East a pan-European scope.136   

The first editorial by Solidaridad Obrera on the October Revolution analysed the event through 

the prism of the war. Their appraisal was ambiguous. The editorial lauded the soviets for having 

taken power, and praised the Bolsheviks for ‘considering that the enemy is not abroad, but at 

home’. Yet the article also lamented that the insurrection could abet ‘the continuation of the 

war’. The editors of the paper, headed by Seguí’s right-hand man Ángel Pestaña, expected that 

the new regime would seek a separate peace with Germany.137 The Spanish anarchists’ 

overreliance on French and British news agencies, which presented the October Revolution as 

a windfall for Berlin, shaped their understanding of how the events in Russia would influence 

the war.  

While Pestaña feared that the revolution could prolong the war, other correspondents believed 

it heralded peace. Manuel Buenacasa praised the soviet for having ‘sent emissaries to London, 

Paris, Berlin, Vienna, Rome’ to agitate for peace.138 A few days later, Buenacasa exultantly 

proclaimed: ‘the maximalists [i.e. Bolsheviks] in Power will impose peace on the world’.139 

Valentín de Pedro referred to the October Revolution as ‘the only victory for humanity since 

the war began’.140   

In late November, the Soviet proclamation for an armistice was animatedly echoed in 

Solidaridad Obrera. The document called for a ‘democratic peace’, addressed both to ‘those 
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who are our allies and those who are not’, and not only to the governments but also to the 

‘people’.141 The initial hesitations about the possibility that the revolution might complicate the 

war gradually fell by the wayside. In late November the CNT daily affirmed that ‘if Europe 

becomes like Russia, the entire world would be saved’.142  

The radical anarchists of Tierra y Libertad affirmed that the revolution ‘has been precipitated 

by the monstrous European war of the governments and the bourgeoisies’. For them there was 

no doubt the October insurrection had ‘cast the first stone against the war’. But the significance 

of the Russian Revolution went well beyond the question of the war: it was a full-blown social 

revolution that ‘laid the foundations for a new social edifice of equality’. The seizure of power 

by the Bolsheviks was seen as the much-expected ‘transformation of the war into revolution’.143 

The anarchists interpreted the October Revolution through the lens of their pacifism, while their 

adversaries, the socialists of the PSOE, did so through their aliadofilia. The Bolsheviks had 

disregarded their ‘mission’: ‘to crush German militarism’. The news coming from Russia were 

therefore ‘sad’ and ‘unfortunate’.144  

Ernesto Bark believed the ‘free Russia’ would spread peace ‘over the face of the Earth’. He 

presciently observed that the Soviet government might need to reach a temporary compromise 

with Germany and Austria-Hungary. ‘Peace is the only safeguard for this social revolution, 

which has cost so many sacrifices’. Lenin and his comrades ‘would be fools and criminals if 

they did not reach an agreement with Germany and Austria’. This would probably entail making 

concessions in ‘Poland, Ukraine, Lithuania, Finland, and the Baltic provinces’. However, the 

revolutionary ferment would spread westwards and bring down the Hohenzollerns and the 

Habsburgs, eventually ‘bringing freedom to all the peoples that were conquered and oppressed 

by despotism’.145  

The war imposed new challenges to the anarchist vision of revolution. Leading anarcho-

syndicalist Joan Peiró, writing under the pseudonym J. Fuentes, acknowledged that the 

“maximalists” were anarchists, but that their priority was to bring the war to an end, and this 

generated ‘doctrinal contradictions’. The Bolsheviks had seized state power, violating the 

anarchist programme. But this was understandable and legitimate insofar as their main priority 
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was to bring a rapid end to the war. For an anarchist, Peiró speculated ‘there is absolutely no 

doctrinal contradiction in seizing the state […] to save Humanity from this unprecedented 

massacre’. Peiró, however, was sceptical about the capacity for the “maximalists” to remain in 

power after peace was achieved. If they attempted to force their hand and ‘implement 

communism’, they would face enormous opposition from ‘international capitalism’ and would 

not enjoy the necessary support from the population.146 Peiró anticipated some of the problems 

posed before the Soviet government, although for the Bolsheviks, who of course were not 

anarchists but Marxists and revolutionary pragmatists, there was little doctrinal contradiction in 

holding onto power and waging a ruthless struggle both against their internal and external 

enemies.    

In late November, the Spanish press began to echo the preliminary parleys between the Soviets 

and the Germans, which would pave the way for the Brest-Litovsk negotiations. The cenetistas 

keenly reproduced dispatches from Berlin voicing the concern of the German government about 

the subversive schemes of the Bolsheviks. ‘Lenin’s programme’, quoted the anarchists from the 

Berliner Tageblatt, ‘is not for a conciliatory peace, but a revolutionary socialist or even 

anarchist peace programme that is completely unacceptable to Germany’.147 This served as 

ammunition for the Spanish libertarians to challenge the widespread assumption that Lenin was 

a German agent. More categorically, Pedro Jul affirmed that ‘neither Germany nor any other 

nation can accept Lenin’s programme, because it embodies the anarchist negation [of the 

state]’.148 

In the course of the negotiations with the Germans, the cenetistas expressed awe for Trotsky’s 

bold people’s diplomacy. They followed the Brest-Litovsk duel with bated breath. The awe-

struck anarchists quoted Trotsky’s statements, reproduced in the French press, that ‘our pilots 

will fill the German trenches with millions of copies of our peace terms. Our agents will 

distribute them clandestinely in England, France, Italy, and in all other countries’.149 The 

anarchist group Sin nombre (“the nameless”) foresaw that the ‘emancipatory principles’ of the 

Russian Revolution would ‘cross the trenches’ and reach the ‘hearts of the great masses of 

soldiers […] who are sons of the people and will join the cause of freedom championed by their 
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brothers, the Russian proletariat’.150 The revolution, the Sin nombre affirmed, would dissipate 

the ‘“patriotic” orgy that has gripped some nations’.151  

Nevertheless, by late December, reports came through of the breakdown of negotiations with 

the uncompromising Germans. Trotsky turned down General Hoffmann’s proposals, which 

involved the loss of Russia’s western borderlands in Poland and the Baltic, as ‘absolutely 

unacceptable’.152 Berlin’s demands had forced the Bolsheviks to ‘suspend’ the peace talks, and 

had sunk the “maximalist” general staff into ‘depression’. The terms amounted, protested 

Solidaridad Obrera, to ‘Russia’s pure and simple inclusion into the German Zollverein’. For 

Ramón Vaquer, writing for Tierra y Libertad, ‘the yearning for peace and freedom of the 

Russian people is being crushed by the age-old evil of [...] German and Austro-Hungarian 

militarism’.153  

The breakdown of negotiations at Brest-Litovsk had internal implications for the Bolsheviks in 

Russia. The war party, headed by Bukharin and Radek, dominated the Third Congress of the 

Soviets. Some in Spain shared their postulates. A correspondent in Tierra y Libertad concluded 

that, faced with the humiliating terms of Brest-Litovsk, the ‘formidable Red Guard’ ought to 

wage ‘a holy war’ against German militarism.154 ‘The Leninists’, said the cenetistas, had to 

‘confess that they are being treated as a conquered nation’.155 The difficulties at Brest-Litovsk 

did not dampen the optimism of the anarchists in Spain. On the contrary, the hubris of the 

Germans heightened the sympathy for the new authorities. Pedro Jul reassured his readers that 

‘now everyone talks about peace’, and ‘why so?’, he asked, ‘did the executioner abandon his 

instincts? No [...] they have simply been taken aback by an astounding feat that is holding them 

by the throat: the Russian Revolution’. The Russian Revolution, concluded Jul, was a ‘beacon’ 

for the war-weary masses of Europe.156   

The editor of Solidaridad Obrera, Ángel Pestaña, remained cautious in his praise of the Russian 

Revolution, and was not infected by the euphoria that swept through the ranks of the CNT. 

Though he complained that the scarcity of news made it ‘impossible’ to arrive at a final verdict 

on the situation in Russia, he believed the Bolsheviks were sincerely vying for peace. The effort 
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to attain peace by the new authorities was ‘the only certain aspect we know of the deeds of the 

revolution’.157 Yet even the circumspect Pestaña proved too optimistic on this score: eleven 

months of war still awaited Europe.   

The anarchist press was heavily censored after the state of war was declared in Spain on 24 

January 1918, as a response to a round of food riots. Anarchist publications were not allowed 

to reappear until mid-April.158 It is therefore difficult to gauge the libertarians’ immediate 

reception of the denouement of the Brest-Litovsk negotiations in February and March. The onus 

of responsibility was naturally put on the Germans. After Brest-Litovsk, the resolution to the 

war in the eyes of the anarcho-syndicalists continued to be the same: ‘it is necessary that the 

revolutionary state of Russia spreads across Europe’.159 Despite all the difficulties, ‘the failure 

of the Russian Revolution […] would represent the bankruptcy of European freedom’.160    

Over the spring and the summer of 1918, Solidaridad Obrera included frequent reports on the 

brutality of the German occupation of the western borderlands of the former Tsarist Empire.161 

They observed the cynical use of the national question by the ruling classes, which ‘faced with 

“danger” […] have sought refuge under the banners of the small nations: Ukraine, Finland, etc.’. 

They had called for help from ‘the German sabre’.162 In general, the cenetistas displayed little 

concern for the national question in Russia. They presented regional nationalism as an 

instrument of counterrevolution against Bolshevism. Their crude hostility to “bourgeois 

nationalism” was conditioned by their conflict with the nationally-inclined industrialists of 

Catalonia.    

A correspondent writing on Brest-Litovsk under the Russianised pseudonym Wosky, 

unreservedly defended the line of the Bolsheviks. Peace had become necessary. He put the 

blame for the humiliating terms of the treaty on the Tsarist state, which was ‘unprepared for 

war, corroded from within by its vices, with an administration that was rotten to the bone’. 

‘Before the revolution’, concluded Wosky, ‘Russia had already lost the war’, and the Bolshevik 

slogan of ‘peace for national reorganisation’ had become ‘a pressing necessity’. Moreover, he 

put the emphasis on Trotsky’s internationalist schemes, which sought to ‘prolong the [peace] 
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conference to INFILTRATE GERMANY WITH REVOLUTIONARY PROPAGANDA 

[capitals in the original]’.163   

Pestaña, as usual, rang a cautious cord. He contended that the news was ‘skewed, incoherent, 

and confusing’, and the revolution remained ‘an enigma’. Incapable of offering a firm verdict 

on the peace treaty, he noted that it would be a ‘paradox’ if the people that had risen up against 

the Tsars and Kerensky passively accepted the German yoke. Brest-Litovsk was ‘a noose that 

the Russian Revolution has put itself around its own neck’ and that German militarism was 

seeking to pull.164 Unsurprisingly, Pestaña’s scepticism was berated by some of his comrades. 

He received an angry letter from a group of readers accusing him of ‘sabotage’ against the 

Russian Revolution.165  

The daily Solidaridad Obrera approved of Lenin’s interventions at the fourth congress of 

soviets in March 1918, which ratified the peace treaty and elicited a break with the Left Social 

Revolutionaries. The ‘humiliating and insecure’ treaty was a consequence of the fatal delay of 

the ‘help of the international proletariat’. ‘One has to realise that a war of the Soviets against 

European imperialism would be a catastrophe’, said Lenin. Before Lenin’s lamentations, the 

cenetistas issued a mea culpa: ‘we have been taken aback by imperialist reaction’. ‘We were 

bickering’ while the Bolsheviks ‘were demanding our solidarity’. The CNT’s support for the 

Soviet Republic should have been more energetic, concluded the anonymous article. ‘Any 

citizen’, stated another correspondent even more forcefully, ‘that does not invest all his efforts, 

all his capacities and intelligence into starting a general movement in Spain in convergence with 

the Russian people is an enemy of freedom’.166  

Above all, blame was put on the Spanish socialists for ‘betraying the August movement’, 

derailing revolution in Spain and helping isolate Russia. Similar protests were made against 

European Social Democracy in general, particularly against the German socialists, who were 

seen to rubberstamp the Brest-Litovsk treaty.167 ‘Before 1914, we, the syndicalists and 

anarchists, had combated German Social Democracy [...] showing that rather than an element 
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of progress these organisations were elements of deterrence and regression’. ‘Our warning’, 

gloated the anarchists, ‘was fully confirmed in the days of late July and early August of 1914’.168  

A notable exception was made with Karl Liebnecht, Rosa Luxemburg, and Friedrich Adler, 

who acquired the stature of heroes and martyrs, and who were ‘gagged and thrown into prison 

with the blessing of the socialists’.169 They were naturally likened to the Bolsheviks, ‘their 

maximalist ideas are known to all’, commented Solidaridad Obrera. 170 The war and the Russian 

Revolution created new divisions in the labour movement, where radical anarchists, 

syndicalists, and Marxists coalesced under the colours of pacifism and of support for the 

October Revolution.      

Yet for all the sympathy shown towards the Bolsheviks, the level of interest in the Russian 

Revolution declined in the summer of 1918. The Brest-Litovsk settlement was taken by the 

anarchists as an onerous blow to the Russian Revolution, which had failed to spread westwards. 

As cenetista Adolfo Bueso recalled years later, the peace treaty generated some 

‘disorientation’.171 The war continued untrammelled. Unsettling reports about clashes between 

rioting workers and the Red Guard in Moscow in May, and of defeats in the escalating Russian 

Civil War, checked the unreserved optimism of previous months.172 At the same time, social 

struggles in Spain abated, and the CNT focused on the sobering task of strengthening its own 

structures. Moreover, a penurious Solidaridad Obrera cut its page total by half, leaving less 

space for foreign chronicles.173 The exposé by Pestaña in June 1918 of an affair connecting the 

chief police inspector of Barcelona, Bravo Portillo, to a German espionage network, and the 

organisation of the Sants congress, engrossed the anarcho-syndicalists’ attention.   

The weekly Tierra y Libertad appears to have been even more disappointed by the outcome of 

Brest-Litovsk. It had called for ‘a holy war’ against Germany, and some of their correspondents 

saw the treaty as a capitulation.174 Only in the autumn would the paper start showing interest 

again in the Russian Revolution, although by then the euphoric tone of December 1917 and 

January 1918 had died down somewhat. In fact, its editor, Josep Prat, was the first to raise his 

voice against the dictatorship of the proletariat in November 1918, exclaiming that ‘this sounds 
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terrible to the ears of an anarchist!’175 In the autumn of 1918 Solidaridad Obrera displayed 

more passion for ‘the catchword of the day’, Bolshevism, than the hard-line anarchist weekly.176    

 

II. The armistice and revolution in Central Europe 

 

The outbreak of revolution in Germany and Austria-Hungary in the autumn and the November 

11 armistice, coupled with the dramatic intensification of the Russian Civil War, powerfully 

revived interest for the revolutionary process in Central and Eastern Europe and rekindled hopes 

it could be exported to Western Europe.177 The resistance of the Bolsheviks ‘against all odds’, 

when their downfall had seemed imminent, raised their authority further.178 This coincided with 

a revival of social agitation in Spain. While the anarchists welcomed the end of the war from a 

revolutionary perspective, the socialists did so ‘as democrats’.179   

The hope that revolution could spread to the West ceased to be a mere conjecture, and became 

an almost unanimous conviction. These apocalyptic premonitions infected the editorials of 

Solidaridad Obrera, which heretofore had been partially cocooned from the revolutionary craze 

by Ángel Pestaña. He now left the editorial board to embark on a long propaganda mission in 

October and November 1918 – leaving its management, presumably, in the hands of the men of 

the new extremist national committee. ‘The current Russian state, defined as Bolshevikism, will 

firstly conquer the whole of Europe, and then the entire world’, clamoured the daily.180 An 

anarchist group, significantly named Guardia Roja (Red Guard), bellowed: ‘we are in full-

blown social revolution, even if it might not be apparent. The fire of revolution started in Russia 

and its sparks have awakened the hatred of the German masses, and very soon it will spread 

everywhere’.181  

Even before the Kiel mutiny, the peace feelers put out by Austria-Hungary and Bulgaria in 

September and October were deemed to be elicited not by military woes but by fear of 

revolution. ‘These [peace] propositions do not respond to the current situation of the armies’, 

                                                           
175 J. Prat, ‘Después...’, Tierra y Libertad (25/12/1918). 
176 Some correspondents in Tierra y Libertad criticised Solidaridad Obrera for having fallen too eagerly and 

forcefully for the ‘catchword of the day’. Juanonus, ‘El mote de moda’, Tierra y Libertad (11/12/1918). 
177 Bueso, Recuerdos, 100. 
178 Wosky, ‘Por la Rusia eterna’, Solidaridad Obrera (07/06/1918).  
179 ‘Paladines de la democracia’, El Socialista (27/08/1918).  
180 ‘La descomposición’, Solidaridad Obrera (22/10/1918). 
181 Guardia Roja, ‘La revolución avanza’, Solidaridad Obrera (27/11/1918). 



100 

 

but rather to ‘the fear that their subjects imitate the Russians’.182 Upon the signature of the 

armistice, the national committee of the CNT concluded that ‘German militarism has died not 

in the hands of Allied militarism, but of the proletariat and the people’.183  

It was expected that the German revolution might be able to undercut ‘the fake peace 

negotiations’ with the unforgiving Allies, and might ‘reach a definitive peace by working 

independently, as the Slavic maximalists have done’. Now more than ever, the goal was ‘peace 

through Revolution’.184 ‘Who knows’, asked another correspondent, ‘whether the German 

revolution will spread like a trail of gunpowder to France and Italy and to England herself?’185 

It was now time to ‘turn from the trenches to the barricades’.186 Yet some voices were more 

cautious. An anonymous correspondent in Solidaridad Obrera foretold a ‘violent revolution in 

the defeated countries’ but noted that revolution might fail to spread to the victorious nations, 

where the people saw their armies as ‘forces of liberation’.187   

The plans to establish the League of Nations were unceremoniously dismissed as a ‘ploy’ to 

impede ‘that the world proletariat may emancipate itself’.188 It was designed for ‘robbery and 

murder and to throttle the Russians’. Its backing by moderate socialist and syndicalist leaders 

(namely Léon Jouhaux) was regarded as a ‘barefaced betrayal’.189 The experience of the First 

World War and, subsequently of the Russian Civil War and of foreign interventions against the 

Soviet Republic hardened even further the anarchists’ hostility and intransigence towards 

capitalist world relations.190 At the same time, the PSOE endorsed the project of the League of 

Nations, which added yet another point of friction between the socialists and the anarchists.191 

The chasm between libertarians and socialists did not cease to widen in these months, and every 

new world event seemed to deepen it further. 

The admiration of the German revolution heightened the standing of Russia. The Bolsheviks 

were seen as the precursors, the vanguard of the European revolutionary process. The Germans 
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had ‘opened their eyes’ thanks to the ‘impulse’ of the Russians.192 The impression that the 

Bolsheviks exerted a decisive influence over events in Central Europe was fostered by the 

mainstream press, which magnified the subversive outreach of Moscow. For instance, they 

reproduced an article from a Danish newspaper that affirmed that ‘the government of the Soviets 

[...] enjoys infinite financial assets and has in all countries personnel with ample resources’.193  

The overthrow of the Hohenzollerns and the Habsburgs were great feats. But the new 

provisional governments that replaced them were ‘maintaining the principle of private 

property’, and on that basis ‘the people will gain very little, and their sacrifices will not be duly 

rewarded’.194 The anarchists in Spain hoped for a second insurrection that would unseat the 

reformist socialists. The events in Russia in 1917 were conveniently extrapolated onto 

Germany, ‘if Ebert can be said to be the German Kerensky, a Lenin will soon appear’.195 

Another correspondent affirmed that ‘in Germany maximalism grows by the day’, and was 

embodied by the Spartacists. The Spartacist myth gained traction in the course of November 

and December. However, the Berlin uprising in January coincided with a fresh crackdown on 

the anarcho-syndicalist press in Spain, so the tragic denouement of the movement went 

unreported.196 One of the latest numbers of Solidaridad Obrera before it was closed down 

opened with a blazing special issue on ‘the triumphant social revolution’ in Germany, and 

announced that ‘the Spartacists have amassed great power’.197 

The national committee of the CNT proclaimed that ‘these moments are the most transcendental 

in the history of nations’.198 A powerful feeling of historical momentum developed, and the 

(unmistaken) belief spread that the end of the war would open a window of revolutionary 

opportunities: ‘we must be prepared for the events and to try to bring about the end of the war 

for the global extension and strengthening of the Russian Revolution’.199 On the eve of the fall 

of the German Kaiser, the national committee issued a manifesto calling for ‘all the forces of 

the Confederation […] to imitate our brave comrades’.200 ‘Proletarians of Spain!’, bellowed 
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another commentator, ‘it is time to get to work and help by any means necessary our brothers 

in Russia so they may not be defeated by the capitalist yoke. The Austrians, the Hungarians, the 

Germans, all are entering the fray’.201 The overthrow of capitalism became paramount after the 

armistice since the ‘desire for annexations’ by the victors ‘can only create new probabilities for 

war’.202 The heightened hopes and ambitions awakened by the events in Central and Eastern 

Europe were compounded with the increase in strike activity in Spain in the autumn of 1918 

and the electrifying news of peasant insurrections in rural Andalusia.203     

The national committee, seized by a sudden sense of urgency, urged the rank-and-file to ‘rally 

into powerful nuclei, building mighty unions’. It organised an ambitious propaganda mission 

across Spain, which contributed to the rapid expansion of the CNT and helped it break out of 

its Catalan corset. The committee’s aim was ‘to intervene in the future conception of Europe’ 

and establish a ‘counterbalance against the militarist reaction that will emerge’.204 The caveat 

about reaction was a notable admission for the anarchists, as they recognised that the challenge 

was not simply to bring down capitalism, but also, as Marx had forewarned, to combat the 

counterrevolution that would inevitably follow. This inference was doubtless conditioned by 

the contemporary intensification of the Civil War in Russia.205  

 

III. The International 

 

The end of the war also called attention to the question of the International. The breakout of 

revolution in the Central Empires increased the internationalist penchant of the cenetistas, who 

began to sing praises not just of the Russians, but also of the Germans, the Austrians, or the 

Hungarians.206 As Andrés Miguel of the national committee explained, ‘the recent revolution 

in Russia, the muffled agitation in all the States of the world’ strengthened the ‘ties of solidarity 
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that unite all the workers and at a given moment make their hearts beat in unison’.207 Little had 

been written about the International since the Stockholm conference, where fleeting hopes had 

been dashed. For national secretary Manuel Buenacasa, the ‘imminent’ gathering of the 

International made it ever more pressing to strengthen the Confederation, which ‘must attend 

this reunion’. The anarcho-syndicalist CNT, and not the ‘class collaborationist’ PSOE, should 

arrogate to itself representation of the Spanish proletariat.208  

The CNT press organ reflected on the imperative of building a new workers’ International and 

on the ethos that should guide it:  

The First and the Second Internationals failed because of the betrayals of a large part of 

their leading representatives. It is necessary to form a third one [...] to bring an end, by 

way of revolution, to the capitalist system and its faithful aide, the State. The ideas that are 

propounded by the Russian maximalists, even if we do not espouse all of them absolutely, 

seem acceptable to us, because they can act as a link between all those who are for the 

abolition of wage labour, and who are anarchists, socialists, and syndicalists, and who did 

not betray the ideas of the International, and remained faithful to the principles of its 

Congresses.209  

This statement is extraordinarily significant, because it anticipates the bases on which the Third 

International would be founded, as a potpourri of radicals fundamentally united by their 

common opposition to the war and their rejection of the Second International. More 

significantly, it reveals that the Spanish anarchists were hospitable to a Moscow-sponsored 

International, envisaged as a joint endeavour of socialists, anarchists, and syndicalists and 

where the Bolsheviks would have the status of primus inter pares. This runs counter to the 

impression propagated by much of the historiography that the CNT was presented with the 

Third International as a fait accompli and was forced, willy-nilly, to tag along.210 What many 

cenetistas awaited in October 1918 is exactly what they would encounter in Moscow in July 

1920. It is also notable that this article showed a certain identification with the original legacy 

of the Second International. Anarchists had shortly been involved in it until their expulsion in 

1896. They later scorned it as a reformist outfit. Yet the war laid bare the stark divisions in the 
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Second International, and revealed that there were revolutionary minorities within it with which 

anarchists and syndicalists had much in common.211   

Manuel Buenacasa was even bolder on this question, raising the possibility of participating in 

the Second International under the aegis of reformist Marxist organisations, in the belief that 

the revolutionaries who had been in the minority in 1914 would now carry the day. This 

rendered him more compromising than the Bolsheviks, who were adamantly opposed to any 

collaboration with the old “social-chauvinist” leaderships (although they strove to present the 

new International as a continuation of the Zimmerwald movement):    

In our opinion, the Russian comrades are the most indicated to call a reunion of the 

International. But if this was not the case, we could not turn down a conference called by 

the union federations of Germany, France, Sweden, the Netherlands, etc. We talk of 

majorities and minorities, and in the present moment the ideas of Zimmerwald would 

triumph.212   

A few weeks later, another cenetista, M. Trujillo, spoke in a similar vein, affirming that the 

reunion of the International was being postponed because its ‘soul’, the Russian communists, 

were engrossed by the civil war: ‘if Lenin, Trotsky, and the rest were not absorbed by this 

commendable work, today we would find ourselves on the eve of the reunion of the 

International’. Conversely, he expressed ‘mistrust’ towards the international manoeuvres of 

French pro-war syndicalists Jouhaux, Merrheim, and Bidegaray.213 The cenetistas felt closer to 

the Russian revolutionary Marxists than to the reformist syndicalists of France.  

On the eve of the second congress of the Third International the CNT press organ in Bilbao 

rejoiced at the challenge posed to Social Democracy by the new party of world revolution. 

Again, the boundary between radical anarchists and Marxists seemed to have been rendered 

obsolete. The decisive front line was between revolutionism and reformism:  

The obstacle [for Social Democracy] is the Third International, based in Moscow, that 

organises eight tenths of all the world’s revolutionary tendencies. The ideology and 

spiritual content of this International, which has crystallised into colossal realities, will 

crush […] the mean doctrines of the old one. It will sweep to the dustbin the grime of that 

castrated and slavish reformism that a small number of pseudo-socialists want to put into 
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practice, in open defiance of the great and transcendental revolutionary deed that has taken 

place in Russia.214 

The libertarian hotheads of Tierra y Libertad, deemed by historians to be more supportive 

towards the Soviet regime than Solidaridad Obrera, set out their conditions for the new 

International but failed to mention the Bolsheviks. They put forward an intransigent anarchist 

line: ‘no bosses or centralism. Free individuals freely associated into affinity groups, which are 

also to be freely federated. For the great universal confederation there is no need, comrades, for 

a central leadership organism or for any form of bureaucracy’.215 
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3. THE SOVIETS 

 

The Russian word “Soviet” simply means Council or 

Junta. However, there is still widespread ignorance 

about the meaning of this term despite the fact that the 

Russian Revolution has definitely incorporated it into 

the vocabulary of all countries. The term, therefore, is 

not at all mysterious, and the Soviet is not a brainchild 

of the “Slavic soul”, as some partial commentators claim 

in an attempt to present the great October revolution as 

a specifically Russian phenomenon, but is rather a form 

of organisation and combat that the Russian working 

class created and that the proletarians of all countries 

have assimilated. 

Andreu Nin, Los Soviets (1932)   

 

I. A new locus of workers’ power 

    

For Proudhon, Bakunin, and Kropotkin, the building block of anarchist society was the 

commune, a voluntary association of individuals. In the 1900s, anarcho-syndicalists had shifted 

the organisational locus of libertarian society to the trade unions. The Russian Revolution, 

however, heralded a new form of popular organisation, the soviet (council), which had emerged 

in the heat of the social battles of 1905 and had powerfully reappeared in 1917. Initially set up 

as committees to coordinate the workers’ movement, the Bolsheviks regarded them as new 

organs of power. The Russian anarchists also embraced the soviets enthusiastically. Many, 

especially the anarcho-communists, saw them as the embodiment of the free commune.216 As 

Victor Serge commented in 1920: ‘from an anarchist point of view, even from the most 

intransigent perspective, no objection can be made of the principles of the soviet’. ‘There is a 

minimal delegation of power’, he explained.217 

The Spanish anarcho-syndicalists rapidly grasped the significance of the soviets, translated as 

comité or consejo. They enshrined the social, proletarian character of the revolution in 

opposition to the ‘bourgeois’ Provisional Government. ‘The workers’, commented José Negre, 

‘did not want to be represented by elements from the enemy class, but by their own 

representatives’. ‘These two powers’, the Provisional Government and the soviets, ‘were pitted 
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against one another from the very beginning’.218 For the editors of the anarchist weekly El 

Maximalista, the soviets ‘ensure an intimate and close relationship’ between delegates and 

voters, owing to the capacity to recall deputies; to their decentralised structure; to the lack of 

bureaucratic sinecures; and to the disenfranchisement of the bourgeoisie. ‘The country is thus 

free from men who may betray their mandates’, opined El Maximalista. The soviet model of 

‘Revolutionary Democratic Power’, they concluded, was ‘the most convenient for any country 

that does the revolution’.219 

The significance of the soviet transcended the borders of the former Tsarist Empire. It was 

regarded as a universally valid form of working-class organisation. It was destined to ‘save the 

proletarians of the other warring nations, because now they will no longer be content with the 

whims of their country’s bourgeoisie’.220 There were overoptimistic reports about the 

formation of soviet-style committees in Britain in the summer of 1917. ‘For now, these 

committees will serve to coordinate the action of the national and international proletariat in 

favour of peace under the terms dictated by the Russian Revolution’, and, at the same time, ‘to 

struggle for the absolute political and economic emancipation of the working class [italics in 

the original]’. ‘Whose turn is it now?’, asked Solidaridad Obrera, ‘what does the Spanish 

proletariat have to say about this?’221 In the autumn of 1918, reports on the formation of 

workers’ and soldiers’ councils in Germany, Hungary, and Austria ‘like the ones of Russia’ 

vindicated the belief that the soviets represented a universal form of proletarian power.222  

During the Spanish revolutionary crisis of the summer of 1917, the formation of workers’ 

councils was seen as paramount to check the ambitions of bourgeois democrats. Without such 

organs, ‘the workers […] would be dominated by the bourgeois, rather than the latter compelled 

to heed the decisions of the heroic proletariat’.223 The CNT manifesto for the August strike 

demanded ‘that the workers’ unions are accepted as valid organs capable of accepting or 

rejecting the laws of the constituent assembly’.224 They were drawing their cues from the 

example of the Russian soviets.225  
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The building of the soviet was no easy task. It required discipline and organisation. The Spanish 

anarcho-syndicalist leaders coveted the apparent organisational sophistication of the Russian 

proletariat. They consequently redoubled their drive to build ‘powerful class organisms’.226 

More generally, they expressed envy for the successes of the Russian working class and 

frustration at what appeared to be the comparative spinelessness of the Spanish masses. The 

anarchist society Los Sin Nombre lamented that ‘such a sweeping revolution’ as the one in 

Russia was ‘not possible in Spain at this point’.227 In the aftermath of the Brest-Litovsk treaty, 

which was seen as the consequence of the fatal delay of revolution in Western Europe, 

Solidaridad Obrera exclaimed that ‘the Spanish people is made up of cowards, eunuchs, and 

fools [inconscientes]’.228 Almost two years later, a columnist of the anarchist newspaper 

Espartaco still complained that ‘if the immense majority of Spanish workers was not so 

extremely cowardly, we would have already followed the “Russian example”’.229  

Until the autumn, the bitter polemics raging in the soviets went largely unnoticed by the 

cenetistas. It seems they chose to ignore that both Kerensky’s government and the soviets, until 

September, were led by similar people who belonged to the same parties. Although they 

occasionally referred to these controversies, they tended to present the events in Russia as a 

plebeian epic of a people that had ‘taken full control of its own destiny’, and which was 

basically unmediated by parties.230  The tumultuous, direct democracy they made out in the 

soviet seemed to be proof of this. Envisioned as the pure repositories of the will of the 

proletariat, the sharp divisions that divided the soviets were side-lined.  

Many anarcho-syndicalists were tempted to insinuate that the CNT was the Spanish 

personification of the soviet. An amalgam of trade union federations, guided by a fiercely anti-

bureaucratic ethos, it is unsurprising that the CNT could pass for a soviet of sorts for starry-

eyed revolutionaries. Manuel Buenacasa affirmed that ‘the Soviets are the Russian equivalent 

of the Spanish workers’ federations’. He added, however, that their composition ‘is more 

heterogeneous, because they are not class organs, even if the majority of their members are 

workers’. He was alluding to the presence of numerous middle-class intellectuals in the soviet, 

some of them professional politicians.231  
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The cenetistas welcomed the investment of the soviets with full powers after the overthrow of 

the Provisional Government, and saw it as the beginning of genuine social revolution. Manuel 

Buenacasa affirmed: ‘The Soviet has accepted the social revolution as just […] and thus the 

Soviet has taken over power, appointing Lenin as president of the government (?) [sic] and 

arresting the ousted ministers’.232 His interrogation mark after the word “government” reflects 

his belief that the new regime was not an ordinary cabinet, but a new, revolutionary form of 

rule.  

 

II. The soviets and the sindicatos únicos 

  

The anarchists’ appraisal of the achievements of the Bolsheviks shaped the evolution of the 

CNT in this period. In the summer of 1918, it dropped the old craft unions, which fragmented 

organised labour into a plethora of professional associations, and centralised its structures 

under the aegis of the sindicato único, the industrial union. The new national committee of the 

CNT, formed in August 1918, railed against the ‘dispersion, isolation, and scattering’ of the 

movement, which ‘does not go beyond local struggles, incapable of rising any higher because 

of its detachment from its sister organisations, and above all with the mother organ [the national 

committee], which is the nexus of relations, support, and fraternity of all organised workers’. 

‘We will do whatever is necessary’, vowed the committee, ‘so that the Spanish proletariat may 

unify its action and its forces into a single national organism’.233  

This sudden centralising spree was at odds with the erstwhile uncompromising federalism of 

the Spanish anarchists, and was doubtless influenced by the example of revolutionary Russia 

and by the hope that the CNT would soon be, like the Bolsheviks, in the saddle. As José Barberá 

put it, it was time to imitate ‘the Bolsheviks forming out of our unions [juntas] committees of 

Soviets that represent the organisation and drive the Revolution towards total 

transformation’.234 The Confederation set up various commissions to gather economic 
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information in preparation for the imminent socialisation of industry.235 In the words of 

historian Carlos Forcadell, the CNT was ‘Bolshevised’.236   

In 1918-19, numerous CNT trade unions took the name of soviet.237 The moderate socialists 

also shared the perception that the soviet system was closer to the spirit of syndicalism than to 

Marxism. For instance, a Menshevik conference in April 1920 affirmed:  

The idea of the “Soviet System” of democracy and efforts to secure Social Revolution by 

way of dictatorship on the basis of this system have been nourished among the working 

classes of different countries by syndicalistic traditions attempting to fill the transitory 

period from Capitalism to Socialism.238 

Contrasting with their interest with the soviets, the anarchists showed little attention for the 

Constituent Assembly. In the month of November, they succinctly reported on its convocation, 

with no additional commentary.239 On the eve of the ill-fated gathering, they approvingly 

reproduced an article from Izvestia that accused the assembly of ‘not representing the will of 

the people’.240 A few days later, Solidaridad Obrera quoted the fateful warning of the central 

committee of the soviets: ‘any attempt to claim governmental authority will be considered 

counterrevolutionary and repressed by all means necessary’.241  

The dissolution of the Assembly went virtually unreported in the anarchist press, while it was 

met with consternation in Spanish liberal newspapers.242 Only a curt note appeared in 

Solidaridad Obrera reporting that the assembly had been dissolved because it represented ‘an 

expression of the old regime’.243 The assembly was regarded as the organ of “bourgeois 

revolution”.244 The Russian libertarians had opposed Lenin’s convocation of the Constituent 

Assembly ferociously, regarding it as a relapse to bourgeois democracy. An anarchist, 

Zhelezniakov, was put in charge of the assembly’s guard, and it was he who dissolved it with 
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the laconic ruling: ‘the guard is tired’.245 In Spain, the CNT had grown disenchanted with 

Cambó’s project for a “constituent parliament”. ‘The transformation we need’, commented 

Solidaridad Obrera, ‘cannot be attained through reform, and a Constituent Parliament would 

be no more than a reform’.246  

At the same time, the downfall of the Constituent Assembly coincided with the mass protests 

against inflation in Spain and with the climax of the Brest-Litovsk negotiations, both of which 

engrossed the attention of the anarchists. A year after the events, the Spanish anarchists 

callously scoffed at the Constituent Assembly, referring to it as an ‘annoyance’. ‘The All-

Russian Congress of Soviets was the pure and absolute representative of the will of the people, 

while the Constituent Assembly was nothing but the representative of those who are enemies 

of the advance of the revolution’.247 These ‘enemies of the advance of the revolution’ inevitably 

called to mind the hated socialists and republicans of Spain. Buenacasa dismissed the attempt 

to reconvene the Constituent Assembly, the Komuch, in Samara during the Civil War. He 

contemptuously described the Komuch as the organ ‘of a small fraction of peasants that enjoyed 

certain privileges under Tsarism’.248     
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4. THE LAND AND THE FACTORIES 

 

The land is ours because we have watered it with our 

sweat. Let us take possession of it and defend it to the 

death. It is no longer a time for requests or demands. It 

is the time to “seize”.  

Pamphlet circulated in rural Andalusia (circa 1919)  

 

I. The peasantry 

  

The Russian Revolution represented an ‘extraordinary thrill’ for radicalised Spanish 

peasants.249 The rural rebellions of 1918-19 were one of the most spectacular episodes of social 

warfare in this period.250 They were especially virulent in Andalusia, but also infected other 

southern and eastern regions such as Extremadura, Valencia, and Aragón. The anarchists were 

at the forefront of these convulsions (although socialists also had a presence). This allowed the 

CNT to penetrate the countryside.251  

At the heart of this infatuation with Russia lay the news of the “black redistribution” of land to 

the peasants. Contemporary witness Díaz del Moral described the state of ‘complete 

hallucination’ that existed in the countryside of Córdoba. ‘In the spring of 1919, large sectors 

of the peasantry lived blissful days’, he recalled, ‘every morning they expected the Muscovite 

dawn that portended happiness’.252 The rousing news coming from the East became a powerful 

weapon in the hands of peasant agitators, but also posed important questions to the libertarian 

cadre.  

For many urban anarcho-syndicalists the solution to the peasant question lay in socialising the 

land. The rural trade unions would tend it collectively and its produce would be divided evenly 

among the labourers. Some of the more orthodox rural libertarians also espoused this view. 

Redistribution of the estates among village households was objectionable because it would 

reinforce private property. Yet in the countryside most anarchists, even experienced agitators, 

supported the parcelling out of the large estates. The battle cry of the villagers was “the land to 

those who work it”.253 The disagreements that riddled Spanish anarchism over the land question 
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are reminiscent of the debates in the Russian socialist movement. The traditional Marxist 

approach had been to nationalise and collectivise the land. Only the Social Revolutionaries 

were for repartition. In 1917, the Bolsheviks broke with established orthodoxy and came out 

for redistribution. It was a necessary compromise to win the support of the rural population.254 

The myth of the ‘black repartition’ in Russia tremendously bolstered the redistributive formula 

in the Spanish anarchist movement.255 The rural anarchists participated actively in the national 

congress of the CNT in December 1919. They were able to get their way on the land question, 

albeit under the ill-defined principle of ‘communist repartition’.256 Díaz del Moral calculated 

that, among the peasants, ‘999 out of 1000 are for redistribution; to each his land, to each his 

hoe, get rid of wages and serve no one’. ‘In the movement of 1919’, he opined, ‘if the peasants 

had triumphed, the land would have been parcelled out in Andalusia, as in Russia, despite the 

opposition of some of the movement’s leaders’.257  

In the eyes of the riotous anarchist peasants, the virtue of the Russian “black repartition” was 

not simply its radical and far-reaching character. It was also regarded as a feat of anti-statist 

direct action. The Russian peasants had not solicited the land to the state: it had been seized. In 

1918-19, the rebels would often turn down the promises of land reform made the authorities.258 

A pamphlet circulated by the Andalusian anarchists and reproduced by French journalist 

François Denjean is representative of the mood at the time: 

The land is ours because we have watered it with our sweat. Let us take possession of it 

and defend it to the death. It is no longer a time for requests or demands. It is the time to 

“seize”. A little courage and we will gain possession of what belongs to us. Peasants, let 

us follow our Russian brothers and quickly begin the era of social justice we desire so 

much.259  

Fudging the issue of redistribution, the CNT was able to co-opt the mass organisation of the 

rural anarchists, the FNA (Federación Nacional de Agricultores, National Federation of 
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Agricultural Workers).260 In late 1918, on the eve of its fusion with the CNT, the federation 

boasted 25,092 members, well over half of them from Andalusia.261  

In its sixth congress in December 1918 the FNA unanimously decided to ‘congratulate the 

Russian peasants for having carried out our slogan, “the land to those who work it”’. The 

gathering also discussed how to ‘help the comrades in Russia’. It resolved that ‘the best way to 

help the Russian comrades is to do the revolution in Spain [...] and, in case of armed 

intervention against the Russians, to stage a violent rebellion’.262  

The Spanish peasants’ understanding of the rural revolution in Russia was simplistic. 

Consciously or unconsciously, rural anarchists ignored or minimised the growing tensions 

between the Bolsheviks and the peasantry over the problem of requisitions. The leader of the 

Catalan CNT, Salvador Seguí, regarded the forceful seizure of grain from the farmers as one 

of the most worrying aspects of the revolution.263 But in rural Spain these realities were 

obfuscated by the delight at the expropriation of the landowners. This mystification was 

conditioned by the tremendous inequalities that existed in many Spanish villages, particularly 

in the south, where in the words of John dos Passos many peasants were ‘virtually serfs’. This 

generated ingrained class hatred and the conviction that the egalitarian distribution of the 

estates was a universal panacea.264  

The urban anarchists of Barcelona did not share the obsession with “black redistribution”, but 

they still attached much importance to the land question. ‘A people that has been exploited by 

all the Tsars’, commented Solidaridad Obrera, ‘wants to seize the land that it has watered with 

its sweat for so many years’.265 Yet some urban anarchists, engaged in a now hidden, now open 

polemic with the rural “redistributors”, expressed some scepticism for Lenin’s agrarian 

policies. The national committee of the CNT affirmed in October 1920 that ‘Soviet Russia, in 

order to survive, has been forced to make great concessions’ to the peasants. The Bolsheviks’ 

had been obliged ‘de facto’ to ‘give up on the socialisation of the land’.266 
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II. The social revolution 

 

Salvador Quemades, writing for Solidaridad Obrera in December 1917, believed that the 

greatest feat of the Russian Revolution was the ‘egalitarian sharing out of the vast estates that 

were in the hands of the archdukes and of the big landowners’. To this was added the ‘liberation 

of housing from the yoke of property’. These measures, he believed, anticipated the 

‘distribution of the means of production to workers’ associations’.267 This expectation was 

correct. By late 1917, many factories were under workers’ control, and nationalisations were 

announced almost every day. In mid-1918 the Bolsheviks expropriated all major industries.268  

Socialisation of industry would not be spearheaded by ‘workers’ associations’, as Quemades 

expected, but by the state through the crass bureaucratic strait-jacket of war communism. Yet 

even this not discourage the anarchists. The audacity of the Soviet Republic and its 

implacability in the struggle against private property eclipsed its statist character. And, in any 

case, this was no ordinary government, but a revolutionary workers’ regime. ‘Private property 

has passed onto the hands of the free state, establishing a new order of interests’, said cenetista 

Juan Talliver.269 

Quoting Henriette Roland’s fulsome account of the revolution, the cenetistas spoke in awe of 

the battery of laws and measures to improve the plight of workers: maternity leave, social 

security, unemployment benefits, a labour inspectorate, subsidised access to culture and art, 

etc. The Spanish anarchist press also lauded Lunacharsky’s visionary education reform, based 

on breaching the divide between manual and intellectual labour.270 This was of great interest 

for libertarians in Spain, who attached enormous importance to education as an agent of social 

transformation. Anarchist pedagogue Francesc Ferrer i Guàrdia, executed in 1909, remained 

influential. In 1918, the Catalan CNT resolved to foment the creation of Rationalist Schools to 

challenge statist, clerical education.271   

Conversely, the male world of the Spanish anarchists showed limited interest in the position of 

women in Soviet Russia. Indeed, they frequently praised the Russian Revolution as a ‘manly’ 
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feat.272 While formally committed to the emancipation of women, Spain was a markedly 

patriarchal society, and sexist prejudices percolated down into the labour movement.273   

National and colonial policy only elicited interest insofar as they were significant for the war 

and its geopolitics. Surprisingly too, the ferociously anti-clerical Spanish anarchists devoted 

little attention to the role of religion in Soviet Russia (perhaps due to a lack of information). 

The socialisation of the economy, revolutionary diplomacy, the dictatorship of the proletariat, 

Bolshevik ideology and strategy, and the soviet form of workers’ power took pre-eminence in 

the libertarian press over all other areas of Soviet policy.     

The economic transformation of Russia was of fundamental importance for the Spanish 

anarchists. The French Revolution had conquered formal political freedoms and equality. This 

equality was false and metaphysical, and served as a coating for bourgeois exploitation. The 

raison d’être of the anarcho-syndicalist movement was the social revolution, which would 

conquer genuine economic freedom.274  

The relationship between the social and the political revolution was a controversial issue in 

Spain in 1917. The Spanish libertarians had followed the Mexican Revolution of 1910-17 with 

interest. The revolutionary experiments of Flores Magón’s anarchists in Baja California in 1911 

and of Emiliano Zapata’s Morelos commune awakened great expectations. But the divisions 

and defeats of the anti-capitalist factions of the revolution and the ultimate success of 

Venustiano Carranza’s liberal forces had led to disillusionment. By 1917 the Spaniards had 

ceased to report on Mexico’s ‘political revolution’.275 In Spain, the failure of the August strike, 

launched under the banners of democratic reform, had entrenched the anarchist conviction that 

only a radical transformation in property relations could realise the aspirations of the 

workers.276 Moreover, the winter of 1917-18 saw an aggravation of inflation in Spain, which 

shifted the focus away from political freedoms to economic problems.277 ‘In Spain’, concluded 

a cenetista from the woodworkers’ union, ‘the political revolution has failed’. He called for 

‘new methods’ of ‘social revolution’ such as the ones heralded by ‘the Russian example’.278   
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The Russian Revolution appeared to have rendered the reformist antics of socialists and 

republicans fatally obsolete. An editorial in Solidaridad Obrera in November 1918 scolded 

Alejandro Lerroux, the figurehead of the republican movement:  

The Russian Revolution, which is eminently proletarian, and which has gradually attained 

the abolition of private property and the liquidation of all privileges, implementing a 

workers’ dictatorship, is an extremely eloquent fact, which has however not been able to 

convince Lerroux, who has been totally absorbed by the bourgeois and debauched 

atmosphere of politics.279  

Even more categorically, after the fall of the Kaiser and the formation of a reformist Social 

Democratic government, the national committee of the CNT thundered in a manifesto that it 

stood ‘against all monarchies, against all republics, and against all States that do not set 

themselves the task of abolishing private property’. By November 1918 the prime concern of 

the anarchists was not the destruction of the state as such, but of private property, in accordance 

with the Bolsheviks’ postulates. Significantly, the manifesto opened and closed with a quote 

by Lenin: ‘all power must belong to the proletariat’.280  

The men of Tierra y Libertad shared this preoccupation with property over state power, which 

drew them close to the Marxist outlook: ‘of the three capital evils, Property, the State, and 

Religion, the most important is Property; for Religion represents the loss of reason and the State 

determines slavery through tyranny, Property is the most transcendental, because it attacks our 

existence directly’. Therefore, the Russian Revolution, which had expropriated the capitalists, 

was seen as ‘the true starting point for the salvation of the human world which is degenerating 

in wretchedness, whose main cause is private property’.281   

Proletarian revolution was no longer a chimera; it was real, and this raised the hopes and the 

confidence of the anarchists. In a vast country the rich and the powerful had been divested of 

their wealth and authority. The tangibility of the Russian Revolution was more important than 

doctrinal peccadilloes. The spirit rebelled against the letter and fatally outdistanced it:  

The Russian deed is more than enough to make the sceptics and the apathetic understand 

the need to carry out the colossal task that corresponds to the proletariat. Say what you 

will, the proletariat should not fight for a transformation in the political regime where 
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private property remains intact. Let us say like Lenin: “power must belong to the 

proletariat”’. Everything else, the reign of equality and love among men, will come 

ineluctably.282 

This determination to overthrow capitalism set the anarchists apart from the Spanish Marxists 

of the PSOE. With some tactical differences, most socialist leaders endorsed a two-stage 

strategy of revolution. On the table was liberal, bourgeois transformation, which would be 

followed by a prolonged period of capitalist development. Only in the distant future, when the 

proletariat had matured sufficiently, would socialism become possible.283 In November, the 

socialists referred to the Bolshevik uprising as ‘untimely’, because it attempted to skip the 

necessary phase of bourgeois-democratic development.284 Exiled Menshevik Nikolai Tasin, 

who was close to the right-wing socialists, believed that Lenin, who recklessly attempted to 

establish communism in a backward country, ‘should not be placed by Marx, but alongside 

Bakunin’.285    

The behaviour of the German socialists upon assuming power in November 1918 strengthened 

the association between Social Democracy and reformism. In contrast with the Bolsheviks, the 

new rulers of Germany were ‘seeking to guarantee property, which for so long has exploited 

us’, and could thus be said to be socialists only ‘in name’.286 

The anarchists and Bolsheviks were in full agreement that the bourgeois-democratic phase of 

development could be skipped.287 ‘The adversaries of the Government of the soviets’, noted 

the cenetistas on the anniversary of the October Revolution, ‘to criticise their deeds, simply 

manifested that their efforts contradicted Marxism, because they intended to establish socialism 

in the midst of abject misery. What a simplistic sophism’.288 Miguel Pascual, chief editor of 

Madrid anarchist newspaper El Soviet (which as the name indicates was proudly pro-

Bolshevik), mocked the stagism of the socialists. ‘First, we need a constitutional Monarchy; 

and then, the Republic; in due course a moderate form of socialism, and, finally, this thing you 

say, but many centuries are needed for that’. But, ‘fortunately for us “utopians”’, the ‘Bolshevik 

revolution has shown that the “ladder” was fiction. It is possible to go […] from imperialist 
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absolutism to socialist collectivism’.289 The Spanish anarchists felt more sympathetic to the 

Bolshevik programme of immediate social overhaul than the Spanish Marxists, who were 

closer to the Mensheviks’ gradualism.290   

Antonio Gramsci, voicing a common opinion at the time, commented that the Bolshevik 

revolution ‘is a revolution against Marx’s Capital’.291 Lenin himself had traditionally believed 

that Russia was unprepared for socialism, and that bourgeois revolution was first necessary. It 

would establish a “democratic dictatorship of workers and peasants”, but it would have 

bourgeois horizons. He only changed his views in 1917. His April theses, which put socialism 

on the agenda, represented an abrupt break with Bolshevik orthodoxy.292 Many Russian 

Marxists had then accused him of anarchist deviation. Old Bolshevik Iosif Goldenberg, who 

converted to Menshevism in 1917, famously accused Lenin of ‘laying claim to the throne of 

Bakunin’.293 Conversely, many Russian anarchists warmed up to the Bolsheviks, and 

established an alliance with them in the summer and the autumn of 1917. ‘The Bolsheviks have 

separated themselves more and more from their original goals’, affirmed an anarcho-syndicalist 

journal from Kharkov, ‘since the time of the revolution, they have decisively broken with 

Social Democracy, and have been endeavouring to apply anarcho-syndicalist methods of 

struggle’.294    

 

III. Expropriation and class war 

 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, most Spanish libertarians had shaken off 

Proudhonian influences of cooperative, market socialism. Proudhon’s ideas were elbowed out 

by Bakunin’s collectivism. He contended that the means of production should be socialised, 

but workers were to be paid according to their individual efforts. Bakunin in turn was displaced 

in the 1890s by Kropotkin’s integral communist vision, based on the maxim “from each 

according to his ability, to each according to his need”. In the 1900s, anarcho-syndicalists had 

replaced Kropotkin’s free commune with the trade unions as the organs for democratic 
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administration.295 As with most questions, the emphasis was put on decentralisation and 

federalism. In principle, this distanced them from Soviet state planning. But ideological 

divergences were almost completely clouded by the Bolsheviks’ ‘audacity and intelligence’.296  

The Catalan Federation of Anarchist Groups, a loose network of libertarian societies, was the 

first to devote close attention to the economic transformation of Russia. The Russian 

Revolution stood out from the French or the American revolutions. The latter ‘had opened the 

gates of the palaces to the bourgeois, but left the people in slavery and misery’. The ‘Russian 

proletariat has had the wisdom’, they affirmed, ‘of transforming social values, overhauling 

economic factors’. The Russian Revolution had ‘in a perfect manner’ put into practice ‘a 

tangible and practical’ programme to ‘destroy the fantastic edifice of “sacred” private 

property’. They concluded that ‘the economic feats of the Russian Revolution represent the 

realisation of the libertarian principle that will redeem all the slaves of the world’.297 The 

Catalan Federation of Anarchist Groups that produced this panegyric of Soviet economic 

policy was a bastion of libertarian intransigence in the CNT.298 This reveals the dazzling 

expectations awakened by the news coming from Russia. The yardstick for the anarchists were 

not the doctrinal subtleties of Bolshevik policy, but their anti-capitalist mettle.  

Though there was a strong element of naivety in the anarchists’ appraisal of the Bolsheviks, 

the latter’s programme in December did have libertarian undertones. The decrees issued in the 

last weeks of 1917 were aimed to empower working people, and were palatable to many 

anarcho-syndicalists in Russia.299 Early Soviet legislation was often aimed not so much at 

recasting society, but simply at ‘endorsing the initiative of the masses’.300 Moreover, the first 

round of expropriations in the winter of 1917-18 sprouted from below, as workers occupied 

enterprises in response to lockouts or closures, and subsequently demanded state sanction and 

assistance. This was before the severe aggravation of the Civil War elicited a dramatic 

centralising drive.301 But even during War Communism the Spanish anarchists identified with 

Lenin’s radical language: ‘less politics and less intellectual reasoning!’, clamoured Lenin, ‘let 
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us be closer to life and put more attention on the hands of the worker and peasant masses, and 

let us not lose sight that it is they who produce collective life in the new order of things’.302  

The Catalan Federation of Anarchist Groups wrote a scathing tirade against anarchist 

intellectual Federico Urales, who had come out against the October Revolution. Urales had 

chastised the Bolsheviks for being too materialistic and focused on the economy, and for 

disregarding the moral aspects of social transformation. He was a “pure” libertarian who had 

little authority in the CNT for his opposition to syndicalism, which he regarded as a materialist 

perversion of anarchism. Controversially, he also backed the Allies in the war.303 The Catalan 

anarchists retorted that ‘what is truly immoral and inhuman and antirational was the state of 

slavery and serfdom in which the Russian people lived before the revolution’. ‘The Russian 

Revolution is’, they contended, ‘highly moral, because it freed the people from economic 

slavery’.304  

Philosophically, Spanish anarchism had imbibed Kantian idealism, which coexisted uneasily 

with the dialectical influence of Hegelianism and Marxist materialism. The Russian Revolution 

helped strengthen the workerist, materialist outlook of the CNT, and helped sideline (albeit not 

completely) the individualist and idealist strands of the movement. 

Employers met the economic measures of the Soviet government with resistance. In response, 

the new authorities expropriated businesses and sometimes arrested the owners. The cenetistas 

took no issue with these authoritarian measures, and reported on them approvingly, praising 

for instance the threats to arrest the tycoon Putilov.305 The Soviet Republic had the right to 

combat the ‘sabotage’ wrecked by the ‘terrorised capitalists’.306 The rich were now obliged to 

work, and this incurred the displeasure ‘of their indolent habits’.307 ‘In Petrograd, Moscow, and 

other Russian cities’, commented Solidaridad Obrera, ‘there are princes who work as cooks, 

generals who live in misery because they refuse to work, princesses and dukes who no longer 

dress with finery’. Rather simplistically, the anarchists blamed the inception of the civil war on 

the idleness of the rich, who refused to work, as well as on foreign imperialist intervention.308   
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Bolshevik economic measures did not forestall popular hardship, which continued to worsen 

(and the Spanish right-wing press reported this in detail). As an anarchist admitted, ‘the people 

believed that by accepting the maximalist programme hunger would be resolved as if by 

miracle. They did not see that in order to reap the fruit one has to till the land first!’ However, 

whatever the difficulties, the Bolsheviks displayed bravery and ruthlessness and implemented 

their policies with the methods of the class struggle. That was what mattered. 309  

The glee of the Spanish anarchists before the Bolsheviks’ mistreatment of the rich is 

understandable if placed in the context of growing class odium that existed in Spain. The winter 

of 1917-18 was harsh across Europe. Spanish workers’ real purchasing power plummeted, 

inequality soared, and many went hungry. In Spain ‘hunger exists, it is entering homes and is 

gripping its claws on the poor [...] the vileness of a few men is entirely to blame for this cruel 

and unfair blight’.310 Resentment spread against the comfort and luxury of the wealthy. The 

Spartan and severe profile of the Bolsheviks became attractive to many vengeful workers in 

Spain. 

In January 1918, violent food riots led by women rocked major Spanish cities. Rampant 

inflation was closely related to the economic consequences of the war, which, despite Spain’s 

neutrality, became increasingly unpopular.311 A few months later, the national committee of 

the CNT concluded that ‘the state of affairs in our country, without having intervened in the 

war [...] is as bad or even worse than that of the belligerent countries’.312 The January tumults 

coincided with the arrival of more news about expropriations in Russia and with the 

unforgiving measures employed against putative hoarders and speculators. They also 

overlapped with the most dramatic episodes at Brest-Litovsk and with Trotsky’s greatest 

exploits as a revolutionary diplomat. This concatenation served to raise the appeal of the 

Russian Revolution in the eyes of hungry and shivery Spanish paupers and of the anarchist 

agitators that strived to win them over.313    

In an appeal addressed to the rioting women, a columnist of Solidaridad Obrera exclaimed: 

‘women, the dignity of the oppressed people is at stake in this struggle. Let us impose upon the 

world the criteria of Trotsky and Lenin’.314 In its official proclamation on the problem of 

                                                           
309 Mestre, ‘De la revolución francesa a la revolución rusa’, Solidaridad Obrera (19/09/1918). 
310 ‘El hambre’, Solidaridad Obrera (03/01/1918).  
311 Temma Kaplan, Red City, Blue Period: Social Movements in Picasso’s Barcelona (Berkeley: 1992), 118-24. 
312 ‘Necesidad que se impone’, Solidaridad Obrera (01/11/1918). 
313 On this synchronicity, see: Fayet, ‘1919’, in: Smith, The Oxford Handbook, 112-114. 
314 Diego Ramón, ‘¡Adelante!’, Solidaridad Obrera (15/01/1918). 



123 

 

inflation, the national committee of the CNT called for the ‘forceful expropriation of hoarders’. 

In their view, ‘the only solution’ to the ‘wartime disorganisation of the realms of industry and 

commerce’ is the ‘seizure of production and distribution of goods’ by ‘the workers’ unions’. 

The committee concluded that it was necessary ‘to proceed [...] to extend to Spain the great 

economic revolution that has begun in Russia’.315 The correspondents of Tierra y Libertad 

were even more assertive, exclaiming during the food riots that ‘only the universal association 

of producers with equal rights and duties can resolve the current evils’. They called for an 

‘overwhelming display of force to impose reason’ such as the one that ‘has begun to manifest 

itself in Russia’.316 

While the anarchist press presented the Russian Revolution as a model for the January 

agitations, the minutes of the rally of women against the high cost of living held in Barcelona 

make no mention of Russia. The Soviet model had mostly intoxicated the (overwhelmingly 

male) active cadre of the CNT, but it attracted less attention among ordinary workers.317 

Cenetista M. Girbau, lamented that anarchists had discussed the Russian Revolution in too 

verbose a way rather than in ‘sober’ and ‘simple’ terms which would doubtless arouse the 

masses, who were ‘yearning for an explanation’.318    

 

IV. The Russian people  

 

Through their readings of Gorky, Stepniak, Dostoevsky, Kropotkin, Bakunin, or Tolstoy, the 

Spanish anarchists had become acquainted with Russian history. Memories of the 1905 

Revolution were still fresh.319 The cenetistas’ image of the Russians was fraught with 

ambiguity and oscillated from a positive vision of an indomitable people, to one of servility, 

backwardness, and barbarism. The Russian nation embodied both ‘crime, treason, prison, 

torments, deportations, the road to Siberia, hunger, a defenceless people shot, the gallows […]. 

But also, on the other hand, it is a poem of ordeals, of struggle, of audacious men in constant 

and tenacious battle’.320 The epic vision of Russia was wrapped in exoticism which at times 
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was rather extravagant. The press organ of the CNT in Aragón compared Russia with ‘a frozen 

mountain in whose entrails beat the heart of Tolstoy, twice a saint, and the kidneys of Bakunin 

the bear, who was thrice a macho’.321    

The Russian epic had millenarian undertones. Valentín del Pedro envisioned the Russian 

people ‘as a man who carries on his back infinite tiredness, who drags a chain through an 

endless steppe, desolate and dark’. He saw Gorky’s hero, Danko, who takes the peasants of his 

dejected village through a dark forest onto ‘eternal sunlight’, as the epitome of the Russian 

nation, the chosen people. The Russians ‘have emancipated themselves, cleansing their holy 

land from the filth that had infected it for so long’.322  For Pedro Jul, the Russian people stood 

out as a ‘bright torch leaping towards a “utopian” anarchist constellation [sic]’.323 For the 

anarchist group Sin nombre the struggle of the Russian people was truly Manichean, from 

darkness to light, from ‘the most miserable abjection’ to ‘sacrosanct human freedom’.324   

P. Buronat polemicised with the ‘pessimists and sceptics’ who claimed that the Russian people 

is too backward and ‘illiterate to do the revolution’, retorting that the French people in 1789 

was also backward, and that the Russian masses of 1917 were under the influence of ‘geniuses’ 

such as ‘Bakunin, Stepniak, Turganev, Tolstoy, Kropotkin, Gorky, and Lenin’.325 Buenacasa 

also took issue with the commonplace notion that the Russian nation was ‘backward’ and 

‘fanatical’, ready to support now Rasputin, now Trotsky. For Buenacasa, Russian society was, 

like Spain, sharply divided: ‘those zealots [who followed Rasputin] are comparable with 

reaction in Spain in general, while I would compare Russian maximalism with our 

revolutionary workers’ organisations’. As Buronat, he attached much importance to the 

uplifting role of ‘the two hundred thousand deportees who were in Siberia […] all of them 

artists, philosophers, men of ideas and action’.326  

Many commentators emphasized the brutal character of the Tsarist regime and the difficulties 

faced by revolutionaries under the autocracy, painting a dark image of Russia. Pedro Jul, for 

instance, affirmed that the Spanish Inquisition ‘was a harmless lamb compared with the tiger-
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like voracity of the crowned jackals of Russia’.327 The ubiquitous Buenacasa, however, had a 

more sophisticated vision. He observed that, while Nicholas II was a brutal despot, his regime 

was ‘in full decomposition’ when the war broke out, and the battle ‘was already half won’ 

when the revolution began. This contrasted with Germany, ‘a modern, solid and well-organised 

state’, and concluded that Luxemburg and Liebknecht’s struggle was harder than Lenin and 

Trotsky’s.328  

The contemplation on Russia’s heroic history drove some Spaniards into introspection. 

Anarchist Desmoulins, who had travelled to Russia before the revolution, pointed out that 

Russia’s ‘new situation’ had thrown Spain to ‘the last rung of inequality and slavery’ in 

Europe. ‘Despite the inexplicable apathy, that strange torpor of the Spaniards, hungry, 

oppressed, and resigned, when we look at the change that has taken place in Russia, we are 

illuminated by a new hope, why can’t the same thing happen here?’, he asked.329 Similarly, 

for the editors of Tierra y Libertad, the Russian Revolution proved that anarchism was possible 

‘even among the most backward peoples’, with the precondition that the “conscious 

minorities” ‘saturate them in socialist-anarchist ideas’.330 For Buenacasa, ‘Russia and Spain 

could be said to be the most backward peoples of Europe’, but, he asked, ‘are they too 

backward and ignorant to provoke and lead a sweeping revolution of liberation?’331   
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5. LENIN, TROTSKY, AND THE BOLSHEVIK PARTY 

 

For the peasants of my land, 

I want the voice of Lenin. 

For the proletarians of my land, 

I want the light of Lenin. 

For the persecuted of my land, 

I want the peace of Lenin. 

For the youth of my land, 

I want the hope of Lenin. 

 

For the murderers of my land 

For the jailers of my land 

For the scoundrels of my land 

I want the wrath of Lenin 

The fist of Lenin 

The gunpowder of Lenin. 

Roque Dalton, Un libro rojo para 

Lenin (Havana: 2001), 23. 

  

I. The “maximalists” 

 

After the February Revolution, the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists spoke of the chasm between 

the Provisional Government and the soviets. The sharp divisions among the soviet parties went 

largely unnoticed. The soviets were a cockpit where the parties that supported the Provisional 

Government clashed with those who were in favour of workers’ power. The July days, where 

these frictions came to the fore violently, were not reported by the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist 

press, which was heavily censored over the summer of 1917. Neither did it discuss Kornilov’s 

attempted coup.  

However, over the summer and the autumn news of the polemics in the Russian socialist 

movement began to make their way into Spain. Reports spoke of the growing prominence of 

Lenin and his party, the main opponents of the Provisional Government on the left.332 In July, 

a long, front-page article on Lenin written by French-Spanish journalist Luis Bonafoux was 

reproduced in Solidaridad Obrera.333 It was a surprisingly accurate biography of the Bolshevik 

leader, penned by a seasoned reporter who was in close contact with European intellectual 
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circles.334 The piece spoke of Lenin’s early start in the revolutionary movement, about the 

execution of his brother, and of his expulsion from the University of Kazan. It commended its 

magnum opus on the development of Russian capitalism, and praised him both as an economist 

and as an agitator, who had done time in Siberia. Bonafoux then described his exile in England 

and Switzerland and the success of Iskra. Mistakenly, he associated Trotsky’s theory of the 

permanent revolution to Lenin, although Bonafoux correctly affirmed that in the 1905 

revolution the Bolshevik leader had stood ‘for a dictatorship of the proletariat and the villagers’ 

(even if, at this point, Lenin envisaged it as a “democratic dictatorship” for the bourgeois 

revolution). Now, Lenin had become Kerensky’s main opponent. He, an irreconcilable enemy 

of the war, also stood out as a salient exception to the patriotic drift in European Social 

Democracy after 1914. Importantly, Bonafoux referred to Lenin as a ‘fervent follower of Karl 

Marx’ and a defender of the workers’ and peasants’ dictatorship.335    

In November 1917, discussing the seizure of power by the soviets, Buenacasa affirmed ‘their 

most influential members are the maximalists [the Bolsheviks], who are anarchists and 

pacifists, and who follow Lenin and Maxim Gorky’.336 Buenacasa’s comments put forward two 

themes that would become recurrent in the following months: the mistranslation of the term 

Bolshevik as maximalista (maximalist), and the temptation to present them as anarchists. In 

doing this, there was an element of wishful thinking, and a desire to see the triumph of 

anarchism in the Bolshevik revolution. But that is not the whole story. The reference to the 

Bolsheviks as maximalists in the early stages of the revolution was widespread across Europe 

and the Americas, and the cenetistas were simply borrowing the term.337 There was a Russian 

left-wing faction called the maksimalisty, but they belonged to the cosmos of the Social 

Revolutionary Party. The mistranslation of Bolshevik (majoritarian) to maximalist, however, 

was consequential. The term brought to mind the division between radicals and moderates, 

between those who defended the ‘maximum’ and those who defended the ‘minimum’ 

programme. It facilitated the mental association between Bolshevism (“maximalism”) and the 

CNT’s militant anarcho-syndicalism, and Menshevism (“minimalism”) and the PSOE’s 

reformist socialism.338 There was a tradition in Spain for parties to have a programa mínimo 
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of immediate demands and a programa máximo of long-term aspirations. The use of the term 

“communist” to speak of the Bolsheviks, which became commonplace in 1918, was also 

significant. The Spanish anarchists often refered to themselves as communists or libertarian 

communists. This coincidence strengthened the affinity between anarchists and Bolsheviks.339 

The misinformed reference to Gorky in Buenacasa’s article is not casual either, because, while 

Lenin had been virtually unknown before October, Gorky was a popular author in Spanish 

labour milieux.340  

Ernesto Bark was hesitant to refer to the Bolsheviks as ‘leaders’ of the October insurrection, 

but rather preferred to call them its ‘inspirers’, because the protagonist were the rebellious 

masses organised through the soviets. He avowed that ‘Lenin and Kropotkin’ were at the head 

of the revolution, unaware of Kropotkin’s hostility to the new regime.341 Buenacasa and Bark 

were not the only ones to err about the composition of the Bolshevik leadership. Republican 

intellectual Gabriel Alomar, whose articles were approvingly quoted by Solidaridad Obrera, 

quaintly claimed that ‘the greatest maximalist’ had been no other than Tolstoy.342  

There was a dissonance between the tumultuous, democratic vision of the soviets held by the 

Spanish anarchists and the leading role that was attributed to the Bolsheviks in the Russian 

Revolution after October. It appeared that there was a revolutionary vanguard standing at the 

forefront of the rebellious workers. The idea of a closely-knit revolutionary organisation was 

in agreement with Bakunin’s conspiratorial idea of the vanguard of ‘lonely sentinels’ grouped 

in ‘revolutionary nuclei’.343 Anarchist ideology tended to fluctuate between a populist 

conviction in the creative spontaneity of the people, and an elitist distrust for the masses.344  

The relationship between the soviets as loci of mass democracy and the “maximalists” as a 

daring vanguard seemed to strike an acceptable balance between spontaneity and leadership in 

the eyes of the cenetistas. The Bolsheviks were regarded as the boldest elements of a mass 

movement. The anarchist society Sin nombre regarded the Bolsheviks not as rulers, but as the 

mentors of the people: ‘the maximalists do not intend to “exercise power” […] but to orient the 
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people towards new forms of social being, and therefore are not “an ordinary government” […] 

but the voice that tries to interpret faithfully the emancipatory aspirations of the people’.345 For 

another correspondent, ‘the maximalists or Bolsheviks are the mass of peasants and workers 

that aspire to the transformation of society’.346 This was also the way in which the anarchists 

saw themselves. They were the obreros conscientes, the conscious workers who had the task 

of enlightening and guiding their brothers and sisters.347 ‘We’, said the national committee of 

the CNT, ‘shall attain a decisive and overpowering influence among the lower classes, which 

are the ones that are meant to do the revolution, and this will allow us to determine the course 

of events’.348 The example of the Bolsheviks raised the ambition, and the elitism, of the 

cenetistas and the awareness of their centrality for the Spanish revolutionary process.   

 

II. Internationalists and traitors 

 

The first detailed approximation to the figure of Lenin after October was provided by 

Buenacasa. His account was an uncritical panegyric of the ‘the noblest, the most interesting, 

and the most slandered man in contemporary Europe’. He presented the Bolshevik leader as 

‘incorruptible’, a ‘colossus’, the ‘legendary hero of the August [July] days’, who had ‘fought 

on the streets of Petrograd; and had stood up against the enemy, nobly leading by example’.349 

This vision of Lenin, and the Bolsheviks, as devout servants of the revolution, natural leaders 

of the people, and incorruptible ascetics, proliferated in the anarchist press. In broad strokes, 

this was also the vision that circulated in the mainstream press, which, less ceremoniously, 

presented the Soviet leaders as Spartan fanatics.350    

Buenacasa placed Lenin in the pantheon of Kropotkin, Faure, Rosa Luxemburg, and 

Liebknecht.351 This potpourri of Marxist and anarchist revolutionaries reflected the new 

divisions created after 1914, where the attitude towards the war often became more important 
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than formal ideologies in shaping political affinities. Buenacasa could feel much closer to 

defeatist Marxists such as Lenin or Luxemburg than to pro-Allied anarchists and syndicalists 

such as Léon Jouhaux, Charles Malato, Christaan Cornelissen, and Jean Grave. The oddity in 

Buenacasa’s list of the ‘incorruptible’ was the inclusion of Kropotkin, who had supported the 

union sacrée. The Russian anarchist oracle was occasionally criticised for his stance on the 

war, but the cenetistas preferred, somewhat embarrassedly, to brush aside Kropotkin’s support 

for the Allies while they continued to publish his works.352 Interestingly, the aliadófilos of the 

PSOE commended Kropotkin’s position, and used his writings on the war as a weapon to attack 

the Spanish anarchists.353  

The schism that split the labour movement in 1914 deepened after 1917, as the tensions between 

the partisans and supporters of the war were superimposed onto the Russian question.354 Almost 

without exceptions, in Spain, and in Europe, those who had opposed the war intransigently and 

from a revolutionary standpoint supported the Bolsheviks euphorically; those who had espoused 

a hazier form of pacifism were doubtful; and those who had backed the war took a hostile stance 

towards the Soviet Republic. These positions cut across and side-lined the divide between 

Marxists and anarchists. The war became more powerful in defining affinities than traditional 

ideological labels.  

The French CGT (Confédération Générale du Travail, General Confederation of Labour) had 

been, before 1914, a model for syndicalists everywhere. Their ‘mistaken, contradictory’ 

reaction to the war incurred the ire of their erstwhile admirers in Spain. Taking stock of their 

behaviour during the war, Solidaridad Obrera scolded the CGT’s leadership for having become 

a ‘worker bureaucracy’, and of ‘having at all steps collaborated, and not opposed’ the French 

government.355 The Russian Revolution was seen as a bad omen for the union sacrée, and the 

cenetistas gleefully reproduced documents by the anti-war minorities of the CGT in solidarity 

with the Bolsheviks. Indeed, the opposition to pro-war syndicalist Jouhaux was strongly 

connected with Bolshevism. ‘Will the [French] syndicalists and anarchists follow the example 
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the Bolsheviks and Spartakists?’, asked the anarchist journal El Libertario, ‘only time will tell, 

but we trust the anarchist and syndicalist minority that does not follow the traitor Jouhaux’.356  

For Joan Peiró (writing under the penname J. Fuentes), the Bolsheviks were libertarians, but 

they had been forced by the unprecedented challenge of the war to modify the traditional 

anarchist programme and to seize state power. This need not be a violation of principles. 

Anarchist doctrine was, in his opinion, vague on the exact road to revolution. Peiró 

acknowledged that ‘it is unclear whether the destruction [of the state] should occur before we 

set about to organise a new society, or after the land has been redistributed, and capital and all 

the means of production socialised’.357 Peiró conceded the haziness of the anarchist theory of 

revolution, which had been traditionally envisaged as a sudden, sweeping watershed.358 The 

Russian Revolution complicated this vision, and forced the cenetistas to question many of their 

assumptions. The conditions of war, both international and civil, and of social and economic 

meltdown in which the revolution had taken over in Russia gave a much thornier image of the 

road to victory.359   

Pedro Jul was even more categorical in affirming that the Bolsheviks were anarchists. ‘As 

anarchists we ought to recognise that the Russian Revolution falls squarely in the realm of our 

aspirations’. ‘Lenin’s programme’, he continued, ‘embodies the […] the abolition of all 

authoritarian power [sic]’.360 Of course, it would have sufficed to read Luis Bonafoux writings 

in Solidaridad Obrera itself to find out that Lenin was a Marxist who defended the dictatorship 

of the proletariat. But all the euphoria awakened by the Bolsheviks’ victory – and the barrage 

of slander by the enemy press – obfuscated the ideological character of Lenin’s government in 

the eyes of many cenetistas.  

Josep Mestre, a cenetista from the woodworkers’ union, did not deny the authoritarian 

measures of the Bolsheviks. But he still regarded them as anarchists. ‘We say [Bolshevism] is 

anarchist, but it has to be imposed by force as a matter of life and death, and we thus accept 

this as a lesser evil, regretting that in order to live one has to kill’. Anarchism was thus not 

fundamentally defined by its attitude towards authoritarianism, but by its revolutionary, 
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militant character, by its ‘titanic struggle’, and the Bolshevik dictators could therefore be 

regarded as libertarians while cracking down ruthlessly on their enemies.361 As luck would 

have it, Mestre was soon murdered in Barcelona by right-wing gunmen.362   

For Wosky, the (probably Russianised) pseudonym of a correspondent in Solidaridad Obrera, 

Lenin ‘is a splendid figure, who does not “call himself” an anarchist, but who, through his 

deeds from Power, has reached the threshold of a free, stateless society’.363 Thus, beyond 

formal epithets, and despite some tactical differences (Lenin was implementing anarchy ‘from 

Power’), the Bolsheviks seemed to strive towards the same goal as the anarchists. Their victory 

seemed to have rendered the divide between revolutionary Marxism and anarchism obsolete.364  

A thorough debate on the exact character of the “maximalist revolution” took place on all levels 

of the Spanish anarchist movement. ‘This eminently libertarian movement’, commented 

Mestre, ‘has provoked intense discussion among anarchists, freethinkers, etc.’.365 In December 

1917, the Rationalist Athenaeum of Sants, in Barcelona, ‘considering that it is of the utmost 

necessity to carry out extensive propaganda in favour of Russia’s revolutionary movement’, 

organised an assembly on the topic ‘is the Russian Revolution libertarian?’366 Only in the city 

of Barcelona, similar events were advertised every few weeks by anarchist groups.367  

Trotsky began to acquire prominence in the course of December as the head of the Bolshevik 

peace delegation. The anarchist group Sin nombre regarded him as the ‘most faithful and 

eloquent expression of a people that is fighting all the obstacles that lie on the road to 

freedom’.368 Buenacasa wrote an adulatory biography of Trotsky in May 1918. He drew his 

cues from the French press and from Spanish migrants in Paris who had liaised with the Nashe 

Slovo group. The article shed light on important questions. It noted that Trotsky was a socialist 

and a Marxist. Buenacasa followed Trotsky’s revolutionary career in Nikolayev, his 

collaboration with Iskra, he paid tribute to his prominent role in the 1905 revolution. The article 

lauded his uncompromising opposition to the First World War. Buenacasa rued at Trotsky’s 
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mistreatment by the Spanish police during his stay in Madrid.369 A year after the October 

insurrection, the cenetistas lauded the prescience of Trotsky’s theory of the permanent 

revolution, ‘which is being fulfilled with clockwork precision’. In Russia ‘there only existed 

one revolutionary force: the working class and the peasantry […] and by an inevitable law, the 

revolution, once started, was destined to give the proletariat absolute preponderance’.370 

The common accusation that the Bolsheviks were ‘in the payroll of the Kaiser’ did not 

discourage the cenetistas. They referred to these claims as ‘mud’ and ‘slander’. Yet they had 

little evidence to refute this claim other than their intuition, and the fact that the cenetistas were 

also accused of conniving with Berlin by the pro-Allied Spanish left.371 In the eyes of the 

Spanish anarchists, the fall of the Habsburgs and the Hohenzollerns in November 1918 

vindicated the Brest-Litovsk treaty and dispelled all doubts about the revolutionary mettle of 

Lenin and Trotsky: ‘The attitude of Trotsky in Brest-Litovsk [...] responded to his desire to 

spread maximalism to Germany and Austria’.372  

By the summer of 1918, it seemed undeniable that the Bolsheviks were not anarchists, but 

Marxists. Yet many libertarians were seduced by the militant form of socialism they 

propounded and which was successfully combating counterrevolution. Juan Talliver 

commented that the Bolshevik programme ‘is nothing more but the true programme of Karl 

Marx, which, putting the class struggle at the centrepiece, imposes itself violently, but also 

rapidly and surely’. He concluded that ‘for the anarchists, [the Bolshevik programme] is the 

only feasible option at the moment, while we naturally wait for new lessons that will allow us 

to attain absolute freedom for the individual’. This remarkable confession dovetailed with the 

Marxist vision of the slow withering away of the proletarian state, a necessary institution for 

the defence of the revolution. Talliver was reflecting on the dire straits of the Bolsheviks in the 

midst of civil war, which seemed to vindicate the Marxist notion of violence as an instrument 

to defend material interests. ‘The cause of all men’, he affirmed, ‘is the particular interests of 

private property, the foundation of the state and of the armies. And we should thus take into 

consideration that the problem, as the Russians are showing us, is the question of force’.373 
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III. Maximalism to debate 

 

There were various levels of identification with “maximalism”. Many anarchists accepted it 

fully, disregarding its Marxist kernel. After the autumn of 1918, numerous unions and anarchist 

associations Russianised their names or took the moniker of “Red Guard” or “Soviet”. Radical 

anarchist papers bearing names such as El Bolchevista, El Soviet, and El Maximalista made 

their appearance. Anarcho-syndicalist propaganda made frequent use of the Russian 

Revolution, calling on Spanish workers, for instance, to ‘look towards Russia, the liberator of 

all tyrannies and injustices, and [...] imitate the brave maximalists’.374 No explicitly anti-Soviet 

articles were written in the main libertarian publications in the period under examination.375 

Yet this does not mean that some might not have entertained misgivings. Rather, it suggests 

that they were in the minority, and that the pro-Bolshevik deluge made them wary of expressing 

their true opinions.376  

 This unqualified association with the Russian communists was most characteristic of mid-

level and rank-and-file activists, but it also infected some of the movement’s leaders. For 

instance, José Viadiu, member of the Catalan regional committee, clamoured: ‘Bolshevism is 

the new life that we desire, it is peace, harmony, justice, equality, it is the life we desire and 

that we will impose upon the world’.377  

Others embraced Bolshevism, although they recognised that the ideas of the Russian 

communists were somewhat different to theirs. For them, anarchism was more ambitious, 

because it aimed to destroy the state at one fell swoop.378 Yet the primary fact was that the 

Bolsheviks were doing the social revolution. ‘The capitalist regime had been overthrown for 

good and replaced with communism’, recalled Ángel Pestaña, ‘we needed to know no more’.379 

As a liberal deputy Elorrieta y Artaza noted:  

The revolutionary syndicalists of all the world have welcomed with frenzied enthusiasm 

the victory of the Bolsheviks, and have converted, so to speak, to Bolshevism, admitting 
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that they have been surpassed by the Bolsheviks in the use of direct action, in the passion 

and cruelty with which they conduct class destruction, and in their work to dissolve current 

society.380  

An editorial in Solidaridad Obrera exclaimed: ‘the author of these lines is a maximalist, 

without considering that maximalism suffices, since we desire something more radical and 

more perfect [...] but we will be satisfied with establishing it here’.381 Similarly, the editors of 

Tierra y Libertad noted that ‘the Russian maximalists (the bolcheviqui) […] form a party of 

millions of anarchists, although in reality not all of them are anarchists, there are also some 

socialists […] who are truly revolutionary’.382 ‘Lenin and Trotsky advocate a social 

revolution’, they affirmed a few months later, ‘although not as sweeping as the one we, the 

anarchists, champion’.383 

This line of reasoning was further developed in a special issue on Russia in Solidaridad Obrera, 

produced on the occasion of ‘the first anniversary of the Soviet Republic: a year of proletarian 

dictatorship’. The document took stock of the ideas and accomplishments of the ‘Bolshevik-

Communist party’ (this is the first time the term “communist” was used to describe the 

Bolsheviks). The Bolshevik doctrines differed from the anarchists’, but they had done the 

revolution, and that was what mattered. ‘The enemies of the Russian communists can say what 

they will’, they noted, ‘but, as the Greek philosopher who proved movement by walking, so do 

the Russian communists prove socialism by socialising’. The manifesto stated: ‘we do not fully 

share Lenin and Trotsky’s ideas, but, as workers, we want to pay tribute and show our 

admiration at the audacity and intelligence of these towering personalities’. In a surprising 

admission, the editors affirmed:  

If we lived in Russia, we might have perhaps combated the government that has been 

formed there, but we live in Spain, and, as enemies of the State, we are extremely pleased 

that in these days when even socialism is backing bourgeois forms of government [as in 

Germany, Austria, and Hungary], we can point to the holy intransigence of the Russian 

socialists, taking as a starting point their fundamentally proletarian deed.384  
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The special issue admitted that ‘conditions were deplorable’ for the revolution, alluding to the 

country’s backwardness and to the ravages of the war, ‘and we confess we were the first to 

have some doubts about the great communist feat’.385 But with a combination of ‘idealism and 

realism’ the Bolsheviks had overcome all obstacles, they had made the proletariat ‘the sole 

wielder of power’, and turned the Russian Revolution into ‘the indestructible preface of what 

Trotsky calls “the Universal Revolution”’. ‘We can only wish’, concluded the editors, ‘that in 

Spain should occur a transformation as sweeping as that of Russia’.386     

The socialists picked up on the contradictions incurred by the anarcho-syndicalists in 

supporting a Marxist government.387 The cenetistas retorted that the Soviet Republic ‘in its 

current state does not fulfil our aspirations completely [...] but the shortcomings that we identify 

do not oblige us to combat it’. The cenetistas admired the Russian Revolution for two reasons, 

‘firstly, as a revolutionary movement that demonstrates what the people is capable of, and 

secondly, as an example of the principle of social cooperation’. The libertarians in turn taunted 

the socialists for their ‘cynicism’, whereby ‘the theoreticians of the doctrines of Marxism 

should be opposed to their practical realisation’. ‘It is a paradox’, pithily concluded Solidaridad 

Obrera, ‘that we, who have theoretically combated these doctrines, should defend them against 

those who have exploited them to make a name for themselves; because in fact the Russian 

Revolution today is nothing more than the application of Marxism in its most radical form’.388  

Another correspondent, berating socialist leader Araquistáin, who had criticised Bolshevism 

for being ‘anti-democratic’, exclaimed: ‘our anarchist conception of life [...] the ideology of 

the Bolsheviks, but we opine and affirm that in the realm of [...] state socialism this tendency 

of socialisation is a thousand times more rational and liberating than all the pseudo-socialist 

abortions [...] that Araquistáin labels as democracy’.389 Anarchists and radical Marxists could 

coalesce in the overriding struggle for revolution and against reformism.  

By late 1919 the Leninst model of the disciplined, centralised party began to appeal to many 

cenetistas. The brutalisation of industrial relations radicalised many workers, namely unskilled 

youths, and pushed them to extremist conclusions. Most were first-generation migrants who 
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had arrived in the city during the war, leaving their families behind in the village. With little to 

lose, and having no families to care for, with friends and comrades being jailed or murdered on 

a weekly basis, facing excruciating conditions on the shop floor or unemployment, they grew 

more and more authoritarian and intolerant.390 Conversely however, the prolongation of social 

conflict also sapped the resolve of less combative sectors of the workforce, fearful of 

unemployment and weary of reckless strike action. They began to resent the militancy of the 

CNT and its increasingly doctrinaire outlook. Breadwinners had to feed their children and were 

eager to return to work. More and more, anarcho-syndicalists had to resort to coercive methods 

to gather union dues and to ensure strikes went ahead. Armed action groups became increasingly 

important to maintain the cohesion of the movement as morale declined. An article from 

December 1919 in the Confederation’s regional press organ in Aragón encapsulated the 

militaristic, intolerant methods of the organisation:       

He who does not reject the dealings of conservative society will become our enemy, even 

if they are passive and appear to be indolent. In war, you shoot the traitor, the deserter, 

the defector, and the idle […]. We should do the same thing. Those who do not pick 

sides will be considered our enemies.391  

  

For the young anarcho-syndicalist cadre, the ideal of the tightly-knit, unswerving Bolshevik 

Party, the “iron cohort” that was defeating its enemies on the frontline and in the rearguard, 

became an example to follow. The Bolshevik was ‘a demigod’.392 The young anarcho-

syndicalist cadre of the CNT also formed an iron cohort, welded by camaraderie, shared notions 

of masculinity, a shared experience of activism and repression, forged by frequent visits to jail, 

and by the feeling of isolation from an increasingly demoralised rank-and-file.  Libertarian ideas 

of freedom and federalism, which had only been partially assimilated by these neophytes, were 

pushed to the background by a violent life of desperate struggle and the systematic resort to 

coercion to collect dues and launch strikes. Indeed, the cenetistas’ experience was quantitatively 

less bloody than the Bolsheviks’, but it was not qualitatively different.393 The convergence of 

violent, authoritarian discourse among the revolutionary left, Marxist and anarchist, across 
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Europe in this period responded both to the transmission of ideas and models but also to a shared 

experience of struggle to the death in conditions of anomie, repression, and extreme economic 

hardship.     
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6. THE DICTATORSHIP OF THE PROLETARIAT AND THE CIVIL WAR 

 

Now things will change. Now we are all: dictatorship of 

the proletariat. Dictatorship of those who were nothing 

the day before. I break out laughing, alone in the dark, to 

think that my papers are in order, that I am using my 

name–that in my pocket I have an order in the name of 

the Federated Republic enjoining “all revolutionary 

authorities to lend aid and assistance to Comrade ––– in 

the performance of his functions” and that I am a 

member of the governing party which openly exercises 

a monopoly of power, unmasks every lie, holds the 

sword unsheathed, ideas out in the open. 

Victor Serge, Conquered City (London: 1978), 28. 

 

I. The revolution besieged 

 

The spiral of violence that followed the Russian Revolution posed a dilemma to the Spanish 

anarchists. They had consistently opposed the First World War and had lauded the Bolsheviks’ 

attempts to strike peace. Russia however was rapidly drifting towards a bloody civil war. By 

December, it was clear that the Bolsheviks faced a multiplicity of challenges: armed opposition, 

the hostility of the moderate socialists, separatist movements, ethnic pogroms, economic crisis, 

sabotage by the Allies, thorny negotiations with the Germans. In May Solidaridad Obrera 

reproduced Lenin’s sombre appraisal of the situation: ‘before the authority of the soviets now 

stand enemies that are a thousand times stronger than the Romanovs or the Kerenskys’.394 

Conditions were far from ideal for a smooth transition to classless, stateless society, but 

presaged violence and anomie instead.395 

The cenetistas were not unqualified pacifists. They were against the imperialist war, but were 

ready to end it through violent revolution: ‘we believe, like Lenin, that peace should be attained 

through revolution’.396 The Spanish anarchists made a distinction between ‘the blood that is 

shed in revolutions, which is generous and fertile’, and ‘the blood of the war that is shed in the 

interests of others’.397 Salvador Quemades did not expect an end of the hostilities, but he 

believed they would change character: ‘Yesterday it was imperialism, a lump of bastard 
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ambitions, that was doing the fighting. [Today] we die, we combat, for freedom’. ‘This’, he 

concluded ‘we owe to the maximalists’.398 This language of internecine violence became 

inflamed in the last weeks of the First World War: ‘The war thus comes to an end, the war that 

the so-called democracies have waged against the autocracies, but the end of the fighting will 

mark the beginning of a new war, the war of the proletarians against their exploiters’.399  

In the midst of civil war, foreign intervention, and economic collapse the immediate 

implementation of anarchy appeared impossible. It was necessary to set up a transitional regime 

to prepare the ground for the gradual emergence of stateless society.  Manuel Buenacasa 

justified the dictatorship of the proletariat unreservedly in the first detailed examination of the 

concept published in Solidaridad Obrera in August 1918. ‘The soviets of all Russia, faced with 

the pitiless war against the revolution that is being waged by all the mercenaries of the Earth, 

have vested Zinoviev, Trotsky, and Lenin full executive powers’, he explained. ‘The class 

struggle is necessary’, concluded Buenacasa, ‘and so I consider that the proletarian dictatorship 

is also necessary’.400 Prominent libertarian journalist Ángel Samblancat made a similar analysis. 

At first, the revolution had been ‘peaceful and humanitarian’ and perfectly ‘bloodless’, a 

revolution ‘of conciliation and happiness’. Yet the ‘infinite number of priests, bureaucrats, 

generals, big and petty dukes that had been made redundant, began to conspire’. It was then that 

the ‘lambs turned into tigers, when the machineguns were put to work, when commissars were 

dispatched from the Smolny to the provinces to lead the Red Guard’. The ‘bloodless revolution 

has become blood-soaked. But the revolution is saved. Maximalism conquers. The soviets are 

weathering the storm. The Councils of workers and soldiers are consolidated. The people 

remains free. And that is what matters’.401  

The dictatorship and Red Terror seemed ‘natural’. They were accepted with little controversy, 

because ‘the privileged classes will not wilfully accept redistributive justice’.402 The anarchists 

even applauded the first coups of the Cheka against counterrevolutionary conspiracies.403  

Moreover, the new Russian authorities did not represent an ordinary government. It was a new, 

revolutionary regime, based on people’s power. It was ‘a government without government’.404 

It also appeared that the Terror, at least in the early days, did not stem so much from the 
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Bolsheviks’ conscious policy, but was a product ‘of popular hatred, which is stronger than 

reason’.405 Spontaneous acts of mob violence against members of the old regime dovetailed 

with the temperament of the more radical anarchists. This “collective violence” had been 

theorised by syndicalist thinker Georges Sorel, who was popular in CNT milieux.406  

 

II. The State and Revolution 

 

The intensification of the Russian Civil War in the spring of 1918, followed with bated breath 

in Spain, reinforced the persuasiveness of the communist dictatorship in the eyes of most 

cenetistas.407 The revolution was in danger and it had to be defended by force. Solidaridad 

Obrera affirmed that if the Bolsheviks had ‘established a dictatorship’ it was because they had 

been ‘compelled by necessity’. Once ‘the victory of the proletariat is absolute and foreign 

military intervention ends’, the dictatorship ‘will be abolished’.408  

The exaggeration of the strength of the counterrevolution and of the powerlessness of the 

Bolsheviks in the anti-communist press heightened the sense of besiegement. The cenetistas 

presented the Civil War as ‘a base ploy’ by the imperialist ‘cannibals’. 409 They made light of 

the conflict’s internal dynamics and put the emphasis on outside intervention.410 The Spanish 

anarchists were moved by the dire straits of the Soviet Republic. Their feeling of guilt for the 

isolation of the Russian Revolution inflected their reading of the situation. Many believed the 

impotence and passivity of the labour movement in Spain and the rest of Europe was partly to 

blame for the difficulties of the Russian Revolution, which was dramatically isolated. ‘We 

cannot possibly understand how the workers here could remain silent […] as the Russian soviets 

were being wickedly trampled by German militarism’, lamented El Maximalista.411   

The anarchists launched a campaign against foreign intervention in the war, and an avalanche 

of manifestoes and resolutions in solidarity with the Bolsheviks filled the libertarian press. For 
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instance, Solidaridad Obrera made a call to ‘all the defenders of Red Russia’ to ‘unite and fend 

off the wave of mud that wants to drown the former empire that has now been liberated’.412 The 

aforementioned FNA also promised to stage a ‘violent rebellion’ if Spain intervened on behalf 

of the Whites. The national congress of the CNT of December 1919 passed a lengthy resolution 

announcing a boycott of all weapons sent from Spain to the Whites.413 This resolution was 

mostly symbolic, since Spain did not offer direct support to the White armies, but its tone and 

conviction are telling of the passions awakened by the Russian Civil War.   

The threat of counterrevolution vindicated the need for authority and discipline. In the heat of 

the virulent struggle taking place in Russia, the editorials of the anarcho-syndicalist weekly 

Tierra y Libertad announced that the establishment of genuine anarchy ‘will require a long 

revolutionary period of several years in which the anarchists will have to become the Authority 

and act as bosses to ensure the triumph of the revolution, which will be decided in a war between 

the old world and the new world, and doubtless all wars need bosses and authority’.414 These 

passages could well have been extracted from The State and Revolution, which was translated 

into Spanish in 1920. The book became, in the words of cenetista Joaquín Maurín, the ‘doctrinal 

bridge’ between anarchism and Bolshevism.415   

In an article defending the censorship exercised by the Soviet authorities, a correspondent in 

Solidaridad Obrera asserted: ‘if our revolutionary organisations also launched a movement that 

was to overthrow the regime, as they are now doing in Russia […], we would also abolish all 

the press hostile to freedom and progress’. He concluded that: ‘any force that leads a successful 

revolution, in order to consolidate the new regime, must sadly exert a certain degree of tyranny’. 

This tyranny went as far as ‘the mass shooting of the enemy without a trial’.416 In a similar vein, 

Josep Prat, the chief editor of Tierra y Libertad, affirmed: ‘if the bourgeois democracies 

arrogate themselves the right to persecute the anarchists, why should the workers’ socialist 

democracy of Russia, constituted into authority, not apply the same principle against the 

bourgeoisie?’417 The national committee of the CNT also admitted the need for coercion: ‘The 
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class struggle will be violent [...] and it is necessary for us to be prepared and disposed to settle 

our age-old scores with the tyrants’.418 Another correspondent in the CNT press organ 

anticipated ‘a great massacre’ of the bosses, even of ‘those who are good or even excellent and 

who do what they can to alleviate the miseries of their workers’.419 The anniversary of the 

October insurrection was celebrated as ‘the true day of Saint Bartholomew, the day of the 

massacre of all the bourgeois’.420 

In the same way that the formation of workers’ councils across Central Europe in November 

1918 suggested the soviet was a universal form of proletarian organisation, the proclamation of 

various ‘people’s dictatorships’ in the former German and Austro-Hungarian empires lent 

colour to the idea that the dictatorship was an indispensible instrument of revolution.421 The 

crushing of the Spartacist uprising in Germany and the civil wars in Finland and Hungary all 

seemed to vindicate the need for coercive authority.422  

The continuation of the First World War until November 1918 also shaped the anarchists’ 

perception of violence. The capitalist and imperialist state was stronger than ever before, and 

the ruling classes that had thrown millions of men to their deaths in the trenches would surely 

be ready to go to extremes to protect their privileges. ‘Knowledge of the war’, said Victor Serge, 

‘aroused a disposition towards violence’.423 Manuel Buenacasa affirmed that ‘the faults of 

capitalism, which has driven nations to the most horrible of wars, has awakened in the hearts of 

all the victims a deep hatred against the promoters of this savage social crime’.424 Unbeknownst, 

he was virtually paraphrasing Trotsky’s justification of the Red Terror, which was partially 

blamed on the ‘degradation of morals’ brought about by ‘the imperialist war’.425 Even more 

forcefully, an editorial in Solidaridad Obrera thundered:  

For five years [sic] Europe has lived under the subjection of force, and when the moment 

of peace comes, force will also be the one to set conditions. [...] And this force, embodied 

in the principles of militarism, will intervene directly in the resolution of the European 
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war. To offset this force [...] another counterbalancing force is necessary. To destroy a 

principle without counterpoising another one [...] seems to us a lost cause. [...] The force 

of the proletariat, that phalanx of associated elements, must establish a formidable block 

of resistance.426  

Upon the signature of the armistice, the national committee of the CNT issued a manifesto 

promising ‘social war’, and asking workers to ‘look at Russia, look at Germany’. The heading 

of the manifesto was emblazoned with a quote by Lenin: ‘all power must belong to the 

proletariat’.427 The First World War thus rendered anarchism more callous. The impending 

Russian Civil War, the European revolutions and counterrevolutions of 1918-22, and the violent 

social struggles that shook Spain further intensified these authoritarian tendencies. 

Most importantly, however, the need for a workers’ dictatorship seemed to be substantiated by 

the intense repression that the CNT began to endure in Spain. The general strike of August 1917 

was met with fierce repression. In 1919, a wave of arrests, torture, and assassinations was 

unleashed against the anarcho-syndicalists. The repression was strongest in Barcelona, 

especially after November 1920. Governor Martínez Anido suspended constitutional guarantees 

and set about to crush the labour movement. Dozens of activists were killed and thousands 

imprisoned.   

This violence was often paralleled to the instances of White Terror seen in Central and Eastern 

Europe. The national committee of the CNT, in its appeal to the international proletariat, 

compared the plight of the Spaniards to the White Terror of Finland and Hungary: ‘Comrades, 

you see that the Spanish bourgeoisie has nothing to envy from the ignominious and bloody 

bourgeoisies of Hungary and Finland, and as soon as it has the opportunity it will surpass them 

in its cruelty and brutality’.428 In July 1918, a correspondent in Solidaridad Obrera exclaimed, 

‘this Spain […] does not lag behind what used to be Tsarist Russia. And there might be a day 

when in Spain also a Lenin will emerge’.429 An article in the local CNT press organ in Seville 

drew a direct comparison between the Russian Civil War and the bitter struggles taking place 

in Barcelona:   
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Spanish workers! Look carefully at Barcelona, look at the new Russia, let us not abandon 

our Catalan brothers in their titanic struggle against the god of money. The world is pregnant 

[with revolution]. […] Birth will be painful, but we, men of steel, of bravery, manly, are 

preparing for the fight. Come rally to the battle!430  

The Basque CNT went even further: ‘not even under the reign of the Tsars in Russia, nor under 

the White Terror of Hungary, of Poland, or in Noske’s Germany, have we witnessed the events 

we now see in Barcelona’.431 For Luis Marco, writing in Madrid’s anarchist fortnightly, 

Espartaco, ‘there are many Siberias in Spain, as many as there are gaols!’432  

Comparisons between counterrevolution in Russia and in Spain were also made abroad. The 

Parisian syndicalist weekly La Vie Ouvrière observed that ‘now that Tsarist Russia is no longer, 

Catholic Spain is trying hard to take its place’.433 The trade union front of the Comintern 

recognised in its correspondence with the CNT in 1922 that ‘the counterrevolution in Spain has 

largely surpassed the darkest years of Russian absolutism’.434 For Antonio Gramsci, brutal state 

repression and paramilitary violence in Spain served as a precursor for Italian fascism.435 

In this context, the success of the Bolsheviks’ ruthless methods in combating counterrevolution 

seemed attractive. As repression redoubled in Spain in 1920 the Bolsheviks were 

simultaneously winning the Civil War, vanquishing the different White armies apace.436 Andreu 

Nin, the national secretary of the CNT in 1921, recalled that ‘while in prison in early 1920, I 

was presented with the plans of several anarchist groups to create a Spanish Red Army’.437 

Perhaps following up on these schemes, the 1921 CNT delegation to Russia carried the mandate 

of ‘trying to secure Soviet weapons for the Confederation’.438     

The example of Russia also revealed that in the conditions of poverty, ignorance, economic 

ruin, international isolation the immediate implementation of anarchy was out of the question. 

In the peak of the revolutions in Central Europe, Manuel Buenacasa admitted: ‘it may be true 

that Germany, Russia, and Austria might have been gripped by hunger and misery, but let us 
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nobly say that socialism cannot improvise abundance and happiness where imperialism and 

autocracy carried out crimes and devastation on a vast scale’.439 Neither could anarchy flourish 

if confined to a beleaguered nation. A clandestine pamphlet published by the CNT in Barcelona 

in 1921 blamed the misery that reigned in Russia on the failure of the revolution to spread 

abroad: ‘communism is not, and cannot be national. It must be international’.440 The low 

cultural level of the Russian masses was also an obstacle on the road to anarchy. Tierra y 

Libertad noted that ‘of course, the social regime implemented by the Russian revolutionaries 

is not anarchy, because anarchy cannot exist without a high level of culture and morality, which 

the Russian people lack’.441 Francisco Jordán admitted that in backward Russia the 

authoritarian regime of the Bolsheviks was inevitable: ‘truth be told, given the circumstances 

in which they were forced to act and the way of life of the [Russian] people, the socialists could 

only do the revolution by establishing a dictatorship’.442 

Anarchy required a transitory period that would improve the cultural and material conditions 

of the people, preparing them for stateless society. The transitional phase on the road to 

communism would display dictatorial forms of government to oversee the social 

transformation. ‘The dictatorship as a teacher that emancipates humans of exploitation and 

injustice can be accepted’, conceded the anarchists of Barcelona.443 In a similar vein, Manuel 

Buenacasa affirmed:  

Humanity will reach anarchy after a slow but constant evolution in the conditions of 

scientific and moral education of our species [...]; the expropriation of the capitalist system, 

by means of a Revolution (there is no other way) and the subsequent establishment of 

communism, can provide us with more means of scientific and rational education than the 

current regime, so we can attain egalitarian society.444  

This line of reasoning dovetailed with the Marxist understanding of revolution and of the slow 

‘withering away’ of the state. It created a bridge to Marxism that facilitated the assimilation of 

the Bolshevik nous.  
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III. Extremism and violence 

 

In this period of revolutionary optimism the CNT grew dramatically. Hundreds of thousands 

of new members flooded its ranks. The new, younger elements, extremely radicalised by the 

events in Russia, and less steeped in anarchist ideology than the movement’s old guard, became 

the most ‘impulsive enthusiasts’ of the Soviet regime.445  

A myriad of minor pro-Bolshevik papers cropped up within the libertarian movement in these 

years. Launched by small circles of younger activists, these were fleeting publications, which 

mostly disappeared with the wave of repression of 1920. These papers reflected the millenarian 

expectations awakened by the Bolshevik revolution and the appeal of the communist 

dictatorship among much of the rank-and-file of the CNT. Barcelona’s El Libertario, reflecting 

on the violence exercised by the Bolsheviks, commented:  

We, more than anybody else, are appalled by the acts of violence and barbarism that come 

with the revolution, but what can we do about this? […] You, the bourgeois, complain 

about the violence of the Russian maximalists, but what forced them to take up arms, if 

not your attitude towards the land of the Soviets, when you tried to impose a capitalist and 

imperialist democracy? Who are you to complain now? Hypocrites! Scoundrels!446  

Reflecting on the events in Russia in the heat of the war with Poland, El Comunista, the organ 

of the libertarian-communist federation of Asturias, exclaimed:   

Russia, Austria-Hungary, Germany and Armenia are being shaken by a great social storm, 

by the sweeping hurricane that is toppling monarchies and stock markets, palaces and 

powerful banks. […] We must not hold any illusions. The bourgeoisie is powerful and the 

struggle will be long and hard. The reaction defends itself with might. […] In Italy, 

Germany, France, and Spain the struggle is becoming protracted.447   

    

A similar note was struck a year later by Vida Obrera, the organ of the CNT in Asturias:  

Despite our idealism and the fact that we dream of a society with no violence or coercion, 

without injustice, it is through violence, using it pitilessly, unapologetically, accepting the 
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responsibility of exploiting it to the full, how we are to struggle today. […] We will do the 

revolution violently, there is no other way.448   

Madrid’s Espartaco was even more categorical. The editors bellowed: ‘the violence from above 

must be combated with twice as much violence from below!’449 Liberto Amado reflected on the 

question of violence in an article that opened with Lenin’s popular quote ‘the proletariat must 

be the sole proprietor of power’. Amado considered that ‘in order to build a humane and rational 

society, it is necessary to raze to the ground the capitalist regime’, and ‘all its defenders must 

be eliminated so they may never return’. ‘To implement communism’, he concluded, ‘we should 

imitate the victors of the Russian Revolution’.450 A. Pita was full of hatred towards the 

exploiters. ‘The blood of our forefathers demands revenge!’, he exclaimed, ‘the guillotine is 

insufficient for these people!’451 A correspondent in the regional organ of the CNT in Aragón 

propounded ruthless revolutionary terror. He called for pitiless revenge after the murder of 

striking worker Ramón Tarragó. ‘For every eye, thousands of eyes. For every tooth, we shall 

smash hundreds of teeth’.452   

The most apocalyptic chord was probably struck by Bandera Roja, from Barcelona, which 

described itself as a ‘revolutionary anarchist paper’. It was set up by young insurrectionist 

Bakuninists who were inimical to Seguí’s perceived moderation.453 They waxed lyrical about 

the violent destruction of capitalist civilisation:        

  

If to conquer our rights we need to break skulls, to rip open the fat bellies of the greedy 

tyrants, if in order to free the age-old slaves we are pushed to the extreme of setting up 

barricades with corpses torn to pieces by the shrapnel of their cannon and the shells of 

our bombs, and the flames of our fires fill the skies, we will do so, not wavering for a 

second in our mission, not giving up an inch of conquered ground to the enemies of 

freedom. […] Worker, do not tire yourself in the factory so as to undermine the 

business of the bourgeois and to save up your energy for the battles of the future, the 

battles that the workers of liberated Russia are waging today.454  
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Even the first news of a Soviet clampdown on the Russian anarchist movement did not dampen 

the conviction of the extremists. Pëtr Kropotkin’s protests against Bolshevik authoritarianism 

were initially given a cold shoulder by the hotheads of the CNT. For El Maximalista, Kropotkin 

was ‘out of touch’ and had become a ‘toothless, clawless lion’.455 For another commentator, 

Kropotkin, as well as Gorky and Plekhanov, were ‘disoriented’ and ‘ignorant of their own 

homeland after years of exile in the West’, where they had become ‘bourgeoisified’.456 Manuel 

Buenacasa accused Kropotkin of making unconstructive criticisms and of contributing ‘to bring 

back the worst form of bourgeois regime’.457 Ironically, as with his support for the Allies during 

the war, the critique of Lenin by this veteran anarchist only found sympathy among the 

moderate wing of the PSOE and in the liberal press.458   
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PART 3. THREE MISSIONS 

 

1. THE COMEDIA CONGRESS 

 
Oft expectation fails, and most oft there 

Where most it promises, and oft it hits 

Where hope is coldest, and despair most fits 

                 Shakespeare, All’s Well That Ends Well 

 

I. The apex of anarcho-syndicalism 
 

In September 1919, the CNT was at the peak of its power. It emerged victorious from the La 

Canadiense conflict in the spring, the largest strike in Spanish labour history.  It spearheaded 

countless strikes across Spain, and stretched its influence to the most distant corners of the 

peninsula. The feats of the Catalan organisation were particularly impressive. For four months 

in the spring and the summer General Milans del Bosch had cracked down on it with force. Yet 

the unions had resisted, if not thrived, under semi-clandestine conditions. As the civil governor 

of Barcelona, Julio Amado, recognised, ‘the unions, operating secretly, were more powerful 

than ever’.1 By July, the Spanish government was forced to admit to the ineffectiveness of 

repression, and under the new Minister of the Interior, Burgos y Mazo, a gentler course was 

pursued and the state of exception lifted.  

It was in these conditions of optimism and self-assurance that the second national congress of 

the CNT was held (the first took place in 1911). This was also the moment of maximum support 

for the Russian Revolution in the anarcho-syndicalist movement. The Bolsheviks founded the 

Third International in March 1919, and the cenetistas were now keen to answer its call. 

Preparations for the national congress began as early as April, and after several delays, it was 

finally called for December 10, 1919.2  

However, despite the sanguine mood of the autumn, storm clouds were gathering. Throughout 

1919, internecine tensions between the moderate and the extremist wings of the CNT had been 

building up, and they were set to unravel in the congress. In August, Burgos y Mazo had wooed 
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Salvador Seguí into “mixed commissions”, arbitration boards where the employers and the 

unions could settle their grievances under the auspices of the state. But this situation was not 

to last. On the one hand, the employers were unconvinced about this dovish strategy, and were 

bent to destroy the CNT. At the same time, anarchist opposition against Seguí’s pragmatism 

spread. The experience of repression between May and August increased the intransigence of 

the rank-and-file, while veteran leaders were the first to fall to the crackdown, allowing for the 

rapid rise of young extremists to positions of responsibility. Civil governor Amado noted that 

upon his arrival in Barcelona in July, ‘anarchist elements’ had ‘absolute control’ over the 

unions.3 By the autumn of 1919, the Noi del Sucre, formally the head of the Catalan section, 

was assailed by the exaltés both inside and outside Catalonia. Above all, he was lambasted for 

having drawn the CNT into the government’s mixed commissions, thus breaking with the 

sacrosanct principle of direct action. Seguí promised the government that stoppages would 

come to a halt to facilitate the negotiations. But many unions disobeyed the truce and continued 

their strike activity.4     

In November, matters were complicated further, as the industrialists of Barcelona launched an 

indefinite lockout with the aim of breaking the back of the CNT (and conveniently empty their 

stocks to overcome a crisis of overproduction). In fact, they had violated the preliminary 

agreements of the mixed commissions, and had seized the opportunity of the truce to sack 

troublesome employees. The lockout that began on November 25 left some 200,000 workers 

jobless. Rather than occupy and forcefully reopen the factories, as the workers of Italy would 

do a year later, Seguí decided to hold out against the advice of the national committee.5 The 

Catalan regional committee issued a manifesto calling for ‘calm’ and asking workers ‘to avoid 

provocations’.6 This incurred the ire of the radicals.7 His appeal to adjourn the national 

congress due to the lockout was unceremoniously turned down by secretary Buenacasa.8 The 

clash between moderates and radicals cast a shadow over the entire gathering. The debate on 

the Russian Revolution in particular was inflected by these tensions.  

These virulent disputes were indicative of a deeper, underground process. By December, the 

tide had already started to turn for the CNT, which slowly but surely was entering into a phase 
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of decline and defeat. This was not readily apparent at the time. As is often the case, the greatest 

of enthusiasm for a movement arrives once its downfall has begun, and the acme of its fortunes 

has already been left behind. Self-assurance thus turns into hubris. The concomitant tendencies 

towards revolutionary intransigence and towards moderation and conciliation were both a 

response to the burgeoning crisis of the CNT.   

 

II. Seguí and Pestaña in Madrid 
 

In early October, over two months before the opening of the national congress, Seguí and 

Pestaña travelled to Madrid, where they spent most of the month of October. They returned to 

Barcelona to handle the lockout crisis, and would not return again to Madrid until December 

10.9 The reasons for this early stint in the capital are unclear. They possibly intended to liaise 

with the socialist leaders. But, as Meaker has speculated, their primary aim appears to have 

been ‘syndicalist proselytising’. In the last two years, the Confederation had sought to expand 

outside Catalonia. After countless successes, a final assault was yet to be launched against the 

socialist bastion, Madrid. Seguí and Pestaña devoted much of their time to deliver lectures to 

various audiences, including at the PSOE headquarters, the Casa del Pueblo, where the 

socialists listened to a confident Pestaña with unease. He blazoned the feat of La Canadiense 

strike, and promulgated the virtues of the industrial union, the sindicato único, against the 

outdated UGT craft organisation. Pestaña’s labours did not go unrewarded: three months later 

the CNT claimed almost 20,000 members in the Spanish capital.10    

Pestaña was the primary agitator in the duo. More pensive and professorial, Seguí devoted his 

Madrid lectures to theoretical questions. A journalist described Pestaña as a ‘missionary’, full 

of ‘faith’, who ‘preaches and persuades’. Seguí on the contrary was an ‘obdurate intellect’, who 

postulated a ‘fixed doctrine’, and brimmed with confidence that ‘the conclusions he has arrived 

at are enough the transform the world’.11  

The Noi del Sucre, as the people of Madrid became fond of calling him, invested much of his 

energy in the capital into a polemic not so much with the socialists, but with the radical 

anarchists. With his deep baritone voice and his thick Catalan accent, loathsome to the 
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madrileños, he expounded his views in numerous lectures in a polemic with extremist 

anarchism. This was possibly done in preparation for the national congress, where he expected 

to spar with the exaltés. The atmosphere of Madrid, far away from the chaos and violence of 

libertarian Barcelona, was fitting for this endeavour. His lectures dealt at length with theoretical 

matters, and he systematically expounded his moderate, broad-church vision of syndicalism.  

Seguí threw down the gauntlet at the anarchist “affinity groups”. In his view, the trade unions, 

and not anarchist collectives, were the most appropriate ‘economic organ’ for the 

administration of society after the revolution. The practical, hard-headed mentality of the 

sindicatos, and their intimate connection with factory life made them more effective than the 

‘speculative’ bickering that characterised both anarchist and socialist groups.12  

In Madrid, the Noi del Sucre insisted on the need for preparation and warned about the perils 

of impatience. Without an adequate level of culture and organisation, the working class could 

not take power. And, in his opinion, the Spanish proletariat was still too immature to carry out 

the revolution. In his lecture at the Madrid Athenaeum, Seguí bluntly laid out the reformist 

consequences of his line of argument:  

What would happen right now, comrades and friends, if the revolution triumphed across 

Europe […], and it came to knock on our door? You tell me. We are not prepared, we lack 

organisation; we would even have to tell the bourgeoisie: “no, not us, we do not want this 

responsibility; wait a bit, wait for us to orient ourselves; we do not know how to conduct 

ourselves.” This is how we would respond. Why? Because we are not prepared, we are not 

sufficiently organized, we don’t know anything about these things.13 

In a thinly-veiled allusion to the anarchist hotheads, he concluded: ‘to sacrifice in struggle 

without capacity and organisation is useless’. Most interestingly, Seguí spoke at length about 

the Bolsheviks. For the first time, he set out his opinion on the Soviet regime. He claimed that 

he ‘felt more than sympathy’ for the great revolution, and that he considered the CNT its ‘ally’, 

ready ‘to defend it by any means’. This, however, did not imply ‘the total acceptance of the 

methods of the communists’. In Spain, ‘the revolution would be very different’, for power 

would not fall into the hands of ‘a political party’, but, naturally, ‘of the Trade Unions’. Seguí 

accepted the hypothetical need for a workers’ dictatorship ‘to transition from the bourgeois 

regime to communism’, but it ought to be ‘exerted by the Unions, because they channel the 
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energy of the entire class’. He concluded with a doctrinal addendum: ‘we are all communists, 

but our communism is a bit different from that of the Russian communists. They follow Marx, 

and we […] Bakunin’.14 

In this lecture, Seguí had formulated the main axes of his distinctly anarcho-syndicalist critique 

of the Russian Revolution. A year later, Pestaña’s writings on the Bolsheviks and the Third 

International had a similar libertarian timbre. They are Marxists, we are Bakuninists; such was 

their stance. Anarchist historians have tended to regard this as evidence of ideological honesty 

and of political foresight.15  Yet these practical men had precisely been characterised for their 

relative disinterest for anarchist doctrine. Seguí and Pestaña’s line of reasoning has to be 

appraised from a political perspective. They were above all pitted against the extremists, who 

were infatuated with Bolshevism. Old school libertarian anti-authoritarianism provided an 

instrument to dampen the euphoria for Soviet Russia, and, by extension, to check the 

recklessness of the exaltés. Presumably, Seguí’s criticisms of the centrality of the Communist 

Party in Soviet Russia, and his peroration on the importance of the trade unions, were also 

directed against the anarchist “affinity groups”, that so vexingly meddled into the life of the 

unions. Anarchist anti-Bolshevism was the language in which this old guard could express its 

distaste for the revolutionary adventurism that spread through the ranks of the CNT and that 

was powerfully stimulated by the Russian Revolution.16 This does not imply conscious 

deception or hypocrisy. In the cosmos of the CNT, anarchism provided the basic toolkit with 

which to wage political battles, to seek legitimacy, and censure opponents.  

Seguí, Pestaña, and the moderate cenetistas of Barcelona have often been branded by historians 

as “pure” syndicalists, in opposition to the anarcho-syndicalists. But, as becomes evident in 

Seguí’s lectures in Madrid, this faction could speak the language of anarchism very eloquently. 

On the Russian question, the moderates became early champions of anarchist purity against the 

pro-Bolshevik heresy of the radicals. But, again, the fundamental issue was one of 

revolutionism versus moderation, to which ideological questions were subordinated.   
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III. “Bared teeth and closed fists”: the Comedia congress 
 

On December 10, 437 delegates from across Spain, representing a membership of 790,948, 

arrived at the Comedia theatre of Madrid full of expectation and euphoria. A motley of 

journalists, Madrid workers, off-duty soldiers, radical intellectuals and artists, foreign guests, 

and ‘disconcerted’ socialists attended the riotous event, surrounded by a sizable police cordon. 

One hundred thousand manifestos had been printed to advertise the occasion to the people of 

Madrid.17  Many militants from the provinces who could not afford the trip to Madrid made 

their way to the capital as stowaways in freight trains.18 The gathering, said journalist Ángel 

Samblancat, was held ‘amid sabres and police helmets, amid bared teeth and closed fists, amid 

political crises, strikes, lockouts, and threats of impending repression’.19 For socialist journalist 

Valentín de Pedro ‘that Congress was dominated by revolutionary assertiveness’. ‘The 

atmosphere was red-hot with enthusiasm’, the delegates were ‘inebriated’, and were in no mood 

for dialogue and debate, ‘they wanted declamations [afirmaciones]’.20    

The gathering was sharply divided between radicals and moderates. The Andalusian delegation 

(‘anarchist par excellence’), and the Galician and Basque (‘united in defence of the libertarian 

ideal’), were the bulwark of the hard-liners. So was the outgoing national committee. Catalonia 

(the largest delegation, comprising 128 representatives), Asturias, and Castile were mostly in 

the hands of moderates, while Valencia and Aragón were mixed.21  

The most eloquent mouthpiece of the exaltés was, naturally, the hawkish Buenacasa. Other 

authoritative voices in the extremist camp were the Valencian Eusebio Carbó, a champion of 

the dictatorship of the proletariat, all ‘fire, passion, and dynamism’, whose mission in life, said 

the governor of Valencia, was to ‘prepare and direct revolutionary strikes’. In the spring, this 

‘extremely dangerous’ rabble-rouser had travelled across the paddy fields of the Levante, 

leaving a trace of arson fires, murdered landlords, and wildcat strikes.22 There was also Evelio 

Boal, a Castilian migrant to Catalonia, whose love for liquor and frail physique did not diminish 

his talent as a passionate propagandist. He replaced Buenacasa as national secretary. From 
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Biscay, donning the typical Basque beret, came the mulish ideologist Galo Díez. There was the 

Andalusian Salvador Cordón, who in a bout of Russophilia adopted the pseudonym Kordoniev. 

His fellow Andalusian Manuel Chacón was the standard-bearer of libertarian purism in the 

movement, and made a passionate appeal for the CNT to become an unequivocally anarchist 

organisation. There was also Mauro Bajatierra, the torchbearer of anarchism in Madrid, who 

was ferociously hostile to the socialists.23  

Against them were lined Pestaña and Seguí, and other Catalan moderates such as Simón Piera, 

Joan Peiró, or José Arbós. The ever tactical Seguí was wary to confront the extremists head-

on; their precarious authority in Catalonia made a frontal offensive unadvisable. His criticisms 

at the congress were couched in diplomatic language. The Asturian Eleuterio Quintanilla was 

much more vocal in his opposition to the hard-liners. At the age of thirty-four he was already 

a veteran, faced with zealots who were often in their teens or early twenties. He hailed from 

industrial Gijón, where the combination of a large and well-organised working class and the 

presence of a strong and militant UGT had given rise to a successful united front of anarchists 

and socialists, which diluted the sectarian proclivities of the cenetistas. For an outside 

commentator, Quintanilla was the voice of ‘reason, intelligence, of restrained passion’ in the 

congress.24 The Asturians, captained by Quintanilla, sat opposite the extremists in the theatre, 

and appeared before Buenacasa as ‘an impregnable fortress’.25 

The sessions, which dragged on for eight days, dealt with a host of questions and tasks, some 

dull technicalities, others major political and ideological conundrums. Discussions dragged on 

till late at night. The mood at the event was one of unadulterated Bakuninism. On all 

fundamental questions, the exaltés carried the day, inflicting painful defeats on their opponents. 

Insult was added to injury, and the moderates were often interrupted and shouted down. When 

an assailed Quintanilla asked if he and his followers were being branded as ‘reformists’, Galo 

Díaz responded that they were accused ‘of being moderate’. In Buenacasa’s view, this was a 

congress of ‘rectification’, a victory for the hard-liners.26  

The Catalan leaders were berated for the ‘blunder’ of the mixed commissions. All resolutions 

were based on ‘the anti-political principle and on the tactic of direct action’. The Catalans’ 
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tepid response to the lockout crisis was reprimanded. Faced with a lockout, the cenetistas 

should respond not with diplomacy, but with ‘a sit-down strike, sabotage, and, if necessary, 

with a revolutionary general strike’. The elitist inclinations that existed in the CNT reached 

their acme at the congress. Delegates reasserted the leading role of the ‘conscious minorities’ 

of anarchist workers. The cenetistas should shun and veto all workers ‘who stand aside from 

our trade unions’. The centralising drive launched by Buenacasa in the autumn of 1918 was 

rubberstamped. The congress celebrated the amalgamation of industrial unions, the sindicato 

único, and the old craft associations were reviled for their ‘bureaucratism’ and their 

‘corporativist character’. The proposal by moderate Eleuterio Quintanilla to maintain national 

craft federations was curtly rebuffed by Buenacasa as ‘perfectly useless’.27  

The climax of anarchist sectarianism came during the debate on relations with the socialists of 

the UGT. Since its inception in 1910 as a small, Barcelona-based labour federation, the CNT 

was formally committed to the unification of the organised proletariat of the Peninsula; that is, 

to the fusion of the CNT and the UGT. Yet the experience of the August 1917 strike; the 

breakneck expansion of the Confederation in 1918-19, which had overtaken the socialists; and 

the concomitant rise of extremist tendencies in the movement, whittled away the CNT’s 

commitment to unity.  

Four positions emerged in the course of a heated debate that went on for almost three days: for 

the genuine unification of the two federations and for the urgent convocation of an all-Spanish 

labour congress, as proposed by Quintanilla and the Asturians; for conditional collaboration 

with vistas to unity in the future, as advocated by Pestaña and Seguí; for the self-sufficiency of 

the CNT and the principled separation from the socialist movement, allowing for occasional 

and qualified cooperation, which was the initial position of Buenacasa, Carbó, and the national 

committee; and for an open declaration of war against the socialists and an all-out struggle 

against the UGT under the banners of untainted anarchism, as desired by the zealous 

Andalusians. Eventually, the latter carried the day. Buenacasa and his men, vexed at the 

heresies of Quintanilla, Seguí, Piera, and Pestaña, formed a bloc with the most intransigent 

elements. After three exhausting days of negotiations, Pestaña had agreed to withdraw his 

document in the belief that a compromise had been reached. But virtually without discussion, 

Buenacasa pushed through an extremely sectarian resolution, tabled at the eleventh hour by 

Catalan anarchist Valero, and forced a final vote on the matter, declaring that the national 
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committee ‘fully supported’ this document.28 The “Valero resolution” burned all bridges with 

the socialists and is indicative of the hubris that prevailed in the congress:  

Considering that the tactics and the ideological content of the CNT and the UGT are 

diametrically opposed, and thus cannot be ignored by anyone, we believe [...] that these 

two organisations should not unite, but that instead the elements of the UGT should be 

absorbed [by the CNT]. [...] We propose that the Congress drafts a manifesto addressed to 

all the workers of Spain giving them a three-month deadline to join the CNT, after which 

those who have failed to do so will be branded as yellows [amarillos].29 

Buenacasa’s manoeuvre to foist the resolution amounted, in Meaker’s words, to a ‘coup’. The 

“Valero resolution” was approved by 323,955 votes, while Quintanilla’s received 169,125. 

There were 10,192 abstentions.30 This ballot reveals the balance of forces in the CNT at the 

time.31  The victory of the hard-liners was welcomed with ‘vivas to the Confederation and to 

Anarchy, and death to the treacherous socialists!’ The protests of the minority ‘that considered 

this resolution to be dogmatic’ were silenced by ‘even louder vivas to Anarchy’.32 

The belligerent mood of the gathering became apparent in numerous incidents that broke out 

during this debate. For instance, when Jesús Ibáñez from Asturias, who defended collaboration 

with the socialists, uttered the word anarchy, he was interrupted by the Valencian Buendía: ‘I 

wish you would deal with great caution with this matter of Anarchy, so sacrosanct to me, and 

examine your conscience before you speak that word, since Anarchy means the perfection of 

humanity’. At another point in Ibáñez’s allocution, when he committed the sacrilege of 

speaking of the ‘leaders’ of the Confederation, the chairman, Eusebio Carbó, interjected that 

there were ‘no leaders’ in the CNT and lectured him at length on the anti-bureaucratic ethos of 

the movement. When Catalan moderate José Arbós, who was also in favour of unity with the 

socialists, dared to compare the PSOE’s control over the UGT to the anarchists’ domination of 

the CNT, he was predictably stopped by a deafening outcry. When Arbós clarified that he also 

stood for the anarchist ideal, someone imprecated, ‘how do you dare to speak about ideals, 
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when you are nothing but a renegade?’ A peasant from Seville who felt insulted by these 

pseudo-reformist profanations thundered that anarchism was ‘the greatest and noblest ideal that 

the human mind has ever conceived’, and dared the delegates to utter their blasphemous views 

in the Andalusian countryside, amid the libertarian jornaleros.33  

 

 

IV. The debate on Russia 
 

The question of the Russian Revolution was high on the agenda, despite the fact that it was 

discussed at the seventh session, one of the last sittings of the gathering. It was, according to 

Buenacasa, the ‘most interesting of all those that have been discussed at the congress’.34 A 

delegate from Zaragoza noted that ‘the session where this important question was discussed 

was the greatest, the most electrifying and assertive’.35 For good reason Ángel Samblancat 

called this ‘a Congress of Soviets’.36 ‘Most of us’, recalled Buenacasa, ‘behaved like real 

Bolsheviks’.37  

The session on Russia first set itself the task of organising solidarity with the Bolsheviks’ war 

effort. The 48th thesis of the congress, drawn up by a series of unions from Valencia, Castile, 

Biscay, and Andalusia, extolled the Russian Revolution and endorsed the concept of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat:  

The Russian Revolution, in principle, incarnates the ideals of revolutionary syndicalism. 

It abolished class and caste privileges giving power to the proletariat, so that the workers 

themselves can provide for their own happiness and wellbeing to which they are 

indisputably entitled, implanting a transitional proletarian dictatorship to ensure the 

conquest of the revolution. This gathering declares: That the Second Congress of the CNT 

should unconditionally unite with the Russian Revolution, offering it all the moral and 

material help it can provide.38  
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This thesis is highly relevant, not only due to the enthusiastic backing of the Russian Revolution, 

but because the most authoritative body in the CNT, a national congress, proposed to endorse 

the notion of the dictatorship of the proletariat. The resolution vaguely urged the transport and 

maritime branches of the CNT to organise a boycott of all goods that might help the blockade 

against Russia. It also called for an all-Spanish propaganda campaign in solidarity with the 

‘noble and holy’ cause of the Russians.39 

An intense debate ensued. Buenacasa spoke in support of the statement and called for Spanish 

workers to ensure that ‘not one bullet, not one rifle destined to fight the Russian Revolution can 

leave the Spanish ports’. He pointed to the example of the French sailors who had mutinied in 

the Black Sea in the spring and the Italian dockers who boycotted the cargo destined to the 

Whites. Buenacasa seized the opportunity to attack the socialists, who ‘paradoxically’ rejected 

the Soviet Republic while the anarchists supported it.40  

Questions were raised as to how Spanish workers could best defend the Russian Revolution. 

The debate, however, quickly moved on to the nature of the Soviet regime and to the question 

of the Third International. The question proved exceptionally convoluted, because the thesis 

calling for unconditional support to the Russian Revolution was followed by another, the 51st, 

tabled by the national committee. It recommended that the CNT should only adhere to the Third 

International provisionally since ‘despite its revolutionary methods of struggle’ its goals were 

‘at odds with the anti-authoritarian and decentralising ideals’ of the organisation. The tepid tone 

of this thesis was, as a speaker noted with perplexity, ‘in stark contrast’ with the 48th.41 

Two positions emerged, those who enthusiastically supported the Russian Revolution and 

adherence to the Third International, and those who called for caution and provisional 

affiliation. Some delegates protested about the excessively ‘theoretical debate’ on the Russian 

Revolution. A speaker complained that doctrinal discussions about Marxism and anarchism had 

become ‘useless’, because ‘syndicalists fight for power and for the means of production to be 

handed over to the proletariat’, which was precisely what the Russian Revolution had done, and 

‘deeds count more than words’. ‘We the Bakuninists’, he concluded, ‘are in absolute agreement’ 

with the Russian Revolution. A metalworker from Valencia similarly asked ‘how are we not 

going to help comrades that have scorned the bourgeoisie?’, and then claimed that support of 
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the Russian Revolution ought to mean support for the Third International, since there is ‘an 

intimate and clear relationship between the two’. In view of the antagonism between the 

Bolsheviks and ‘bourgeoisified’ Social Democracy, he also asked: ‘why should we be afraid of 

being infected with the spirit of the Third International?’ Andreu Nin, a former socialist from 

Barcelona who had recently embraced syndicalism, similarly declared to be in favour of the 

Russian Revolution ‘because it is a reality’. ‘The Third International’, he said, ‘above all 

ideologies represents the principle of action, of co-existence of all truly revolutionary forces’.42 

The most eloquent and ardent defence of the Bolsheviks came from Hilario Arlandis, from 

Valencia. Like others before him, he attempted to reconcile the dictatorship of the proletariat 

with the anarchist credo: ‘I have always been an anarchist […] but concretely speaking, we need 

to accept violence, because it is a necessary part of the society we live in; we need to accept the 

class dictatorship, even while being libertarians’. He read out part of the theses of the first 

congress of the Third International. Arlandis had obtained a French-language copy of the 

resolution from Switzerland. He worked in Marseille during the war and was fluent in French. 

Due to his networks abroad he was better informed than most Spaniards. ‘As the resistance of 

the bourgeoisie is overcome’, quoted Arlandis, ‘the dictatorship of the proletariat will disappear, 

the state will wither away, and social classes will disappear along with it’. Arlandis cited the 

document’s attacks against the Second International to whip up the anarchists’ anti-socialist 

sentiments. He leaned on the libertarian vein of The State and Revolution, and appealed to ‘the 

most extremist anti-authoritarians’ in the room. He also cited French syndicalist Pierre Monatte 

of the CGT, who warned that the fall of the Bolsheviks would be disastrous for the world 

proletariat. Arlandis went beyond his defence of violent revolution to argue in favour of the 

Soviet centrally planned economy, contending that on this point ‘the anarchists think like 

primitive revolutionaries and have not taken into account the developments in technology’, 

which have rendered the notion of small, democratic communes obsolete. Naturally, he ended 

by calling for ‘conditional or unconditional affiliation to the Third International because it 

embodies all of our aspirations’.43  

Different delegates spoke on less buoyant terms than Arlandis. A representative from Barcelona 

voiced his concern that ‘the Russian Revolution is based on the principles of Marxism, while, 

to my understanding, the principle of syndicalism is Bakuninist’, adding, however, that ‘this 
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observation in no way makes me feel less supportive of the Russian Revolution’. A delegate 

from Madrid was more trenchant: ‘the Russian Revolution has so far only been able to 

implement, rather than communism, a socialism of sorts that crushes individual energies’. ‘I am 

in favour of joining the Third International’, he qualified, ‘but will the Russians accept us?’44  

Eusebio Carbó gave a rousing speech where he attempted to reconcile anarchism and 

Bolshevism and to dispel uncertainties. He was one of the most authoritative voices in the camp 

of the extremists, and expressed the essence of the views of Buenacasa, Boal, Quemades, and 

other militant anarchists who were proudly Bakuninist but also militantly pro-Soviet. Carbó 

acknowledged that the CNT’s ideas were ‘in open contradiction’ with many aspects of the 

Russian Revolution. He also reiterated that the anarchists ‘deny the rationality of the state’. Yet 

the Russian Revolution represented ‘the greatest feat for the emancipation of humanity that man 

has ever attempted’. It had ‘outdistanced by far’ all historical precedents by doing the social 

revolution, by transforming ‘the foundations of society’ root and branch. He exulted over the 

malaise the Russian Revolution had generated among the Spanish socialists, and proclaimed 

the Bolsheviks had ‘negated all the practices of the socialists of the last fifty years’. ‘We are in 

favour of revolution’, said Carbó, ‘because it is the only means to achieve freedom’, and social 

revolution, he asseverated ‘undoubtedly implies a dictatorship’. He then lectured his audience 

on the absolute necessity of the dictatorship of the proletariat: ‘we justify the dictatorship, we 

admire the dictatorship, we wish the dictatorship should come, we wish for it, we admire it and 

crave for it and love it and justify it’. But what was left, then, of anarchism? For Carbó, 

libertarians had to oppose the state and the dictatorship ‘from the point of view of principles’, 

but not of ‘practice’.45   

Carbó’s speech encapsulates the line of argument of the radical anarchists vis-à-vis the Russian 

Revolution. The Bolsheviks were supported for having done the social revolution and for having 

combated their enemies with brutal effectiveness. It was a tangible feat whose importance 

transcended theoretical differences. Their admiration for the Soviet Republic was explicitly 

influenced by the misapprehension the Social Democrats felt towards it, which proved it was a 

truly revolutionary deed and a blow against reformism. This way of reasoning embarrassed 

traditional anarchist principles; there was little the anarchists could counterpoise to Bolshevism, 

other than to stress the dictatorship ought to be temporary, as well as philosophical lucubrations 
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about individual freedom that did not mean much in practical terms. Carbó tried to suppress his 

sense of bad consciousness with an over-confident attitude.  

Salvador Seguí took the floor after Carbó. He seized the opportunity to elaborate the critique of 

Bolshevism that he had already set out in October. He observed that ‘the Russian feat is 

astonishing, it is gigantic, and we ought to admire it’; although first and foremost ‘it must serve 

to draw lessons and conclusions’. The Noi del Sucre returned to his fixation: the question of 

preparation. The ‘lack of preparation’ for ‘the socialist orientation of production’, he claimed, 

had led to ‘apparent tyranny’ in Russia. Speaking a libertarian language, he protested against 

the requisitions of grain from the peasants by the Red Army, which must have disconcerted the 

ferociously pro-Soviet anarchists of rural Andalusia in the audience. He criticised the centrality 

of the state and of a political party in the running of society. However, he curtly added that ‘it 

is necessary for us to join the Third International temporarily’, until the CNT gathered an 

international trade union conference to create ‘the true workers’ International’.46   

The main plank of Seguí’s critique was the claim that the Russian proletariat was not ready for 

communism and that, therefore, the October Revolution had been reckless. Although dressed 

in an anarchist garb, this argument was characteristic of “centrist” Social Democratic opponents 

of the Soviet Republic such as Kautsky. ‘The proletariat’, Kautsky said in his polemic with 

Trotsky, ‘ought beforehand to have acquired those necessary qualities which make it capable 

of administering industry’. The ‘backward’ Russian working class lacked the necessary 

‘organisation’ or ‘communist morality’ to take over.47 The concern with preparation was useful 

in the hands of semi-reformist leaders, both of Marxist and of libertarian persuasion, because it 

could be used to check attempts to imitate the Bolsheviks, bidding for time in the name of better 

preparation for the future revolution. It was also presented as a friendly criticism, which made 

it more persuasive among the pro-Soviet rank-and-file.        

The heretic Asturian Eleuterio Quintanilla also called for caution. He referred to the Russian 

Revolution as the ‘most fundamental, the most transcendental event of our times’. ‘It deserves 

our sympathy, our adhesion, and our unconditional support’, he said, although ‘we cannot see 

in the Russian Revolution the practical concretisation of our ideological aspirations’. He noted 

that the revolution had been carried out by a political party and not by the trade unions, and that 
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when the Bolsheviks required the unions to organise production they were ‘subordinated to the 

needs of power’, rather than being allowed to take the initiative. Quintanilla endorsed the notion 

of the dictatorship of the proletariat, since ‘revolution cannot be carried out through persuasion, 

it has to be imposed, and to impose it one has to make use of force’. Nonetheless, ‘in the hands 

of a government, no matter how revolutionary it may be, dictatorship always becomes a threat 

to the revolution’. He called instead for a federalist dictatorship of the trade unions, a ‘genuine 

people’s dictatorship’.48  

The final resolution drawn up by the national committee represented a compromise between 

moderates and radicals. The CNT resolved to ‘join the Third International provisionally, on 

account of the revolutionary spirit that characterises it, while an International Congress to be 

held in Spain is organised that will lay the foundations for the true workers’ International’. It 

also stated that the CNT’s ultimate aim was ‘libertarian Communism’ and that it defended ‘the 

principles of Bakunin’s First International’, enshrining the anarchist ethos of the organisation. 

It was passed unanimously.49  

The resolution was of extraordinary significance. It sanctioned the CNT’s affiliation to the Third 

International. This was the logical consequence of over two years of keen interest and support 

for the Soviet regime in the Spanish anarcho-syndicalist movement. Yet this adherence was 

provisional, the motion clarified. It resolved to convoke a parallel international meeting in Spain 

to create “the true workers’ International”, and simultaneously proclaimed the Bakuninist 

character of the CNT. Understandably, this labyrinthine document has generated much debate 

in the historiography.  

Some scholars have considered the motion expresses the good sense of the Spanish libertarians 

vis-à-vis the Bolsheviks, and an honest appraisal of their differences with the “authoritarian 

socialists” of Russia. It has in fact been presented as a precedent for the creation of the 

International Workingmen’s Association (IWA), founded by various European and American 

anarcho-syndicalist organisations in December 1922 in opposition to Moscow.50 However, as 

evinced in the debate that gave rise to the resolution, there was little unanimity on the Russian 

question. Moreover, it was some of the least “Bakuninist” personalities in the congress, 

Quintanilla and Seguí, who proved to be most sceptical about Soviet Russia. Presumably, the 

                                                           
48 Memoria, 355-67. 
49 Ibid.  372-73. 
50 Garner, Goals and Means, 113-14. 



166 

 

extremists who dominated the congress saw both the adherence to the Third International and 

the affirmation of the CNT’s Bakuninist character as a coup for their camp. The “conditional” 

character of the affiliation arguably responded to the pressures of the moderate faction. 

Quintanilla retrospectively observed, ‘when I spoke in the Congress, the partisans of 

unconditional affiliation to Moscow attacked me. They did not carry the day, but neither did my 

position’.51  

In committing to found a new international in Spain in the future, the cenetistas were probably 

not thinking of setting up a small competitor to the Third International of the type the IWA 

came to represent after 1922. In the heady environment of the congress there was the conviction 

that the anarchists would soon do the revolution in Spain, outstripping the Bolsheviks and 

conquering the authority to recreate the International in the image and likeness of the CNT. As 

the socialists observed, mocking the mood of the anarchists, the congress was dominated by 

‘the sensation that the revolutionary period had reached its climax’. A cenetista from Zaragoza 

saw the Comedia congress as the beginning of the ‘debacle of capitalism’. The CNT, he 

affirmed, would soon ‘dazzle the proletariat, not only of Spain but of all countries’, and declared 

that out of the congress had emerged ‘a powerful and unstoppable organisation that will 

overthrow all privileges and lay the foundations […] for Libertarian Communism’.52 

Other historians have regarded the resolution as a contradictory, confused product of the 

foolhardy days of the CNT in 1918-19, where the dalliance with the Russian Revolution was 

combined with the strengthening of the movement’s anarchist identity in an atmosphere of 

revolutionary recklessness.53 There is much truth to this. But at the time, from the point of view 

of the extremists, there was little contradiction between adherence to the Third International 

and the assertion of the organisation’s Bakuninist ideology. Both were seen as affirmations of 

revolutionism, directed against the reformist sins of Seguí. More importantly, the adherence to 

the Third International and the declaration of anarchist principles went against the PSOE. It was 

a way to reaffirm the distinct identity of the CNT in opposition to their socialist adversaries. 

Indeed, the affiliation with Moscow had practical implications. It could be used as a pretext by 

hard-liners to impede any rapprochement with the men of the UGT. In early 1920 a new alliance 

with the socialists was rejected on the grounds that the UGT was affiliated with the Amsterdam 
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International (the trade union front of the Second International), while the CNT was with 

Moscow.54 As Quintanilla reflected year later, ‘curiously, those who most ardently defended 

our accession [to the Third International] were the ones who were most adamantly opposed to 

unity with the socialists’. A delegate from Zaragoza clarified that ‘the congress of the CNT 

joins the Third International, not because it considers it as the most elevated embodiment of the 

Russian Revolution, but because it regards it as more extremist, more transformative than the 

Second, even if we recognise its defects and errors’.55      

An international committee was selected, comprising Eusebio Carbó, Salvador Quemades, and 

Ángel Pestaña. They were dispatched abroad to liaise with other anarchist and syndicalist 

organisations, and to establish contact with the Bolsheviks. In the end, only Pestaña was able to 

complete the dangerous journey to Moscow, in time for the second congress of the Comintern. 

However, as the delegates bid farewell to one another and returned to their provinces, and as 

Carbó, Quemades, and Pestaña prepared their European tour, three men had just set foot on the 

Iberian Peninsula that were to have a decisive impact on the international relations of the CNT, 

and, indeed, of the Spanish labour movement as a whole.   
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2. THE BORODIN MISSION 

 

The audacious inflexibility of the Bolshevik is 

metamorphosed [in Borodin] into that cynicism of the 

bureaucrat ready for anything. Ah! To have a mandate 

from the Central Committee! This sacrosanct safeguard 

Borodin always had in his pocket.  

Trotsky, ‘The Strangled Revolution’, The Militant 

(15/06/1931) 

 

I. From Mexico to Moscow via Madrid 

 

On December 1, 1919 the trans-Atlantic liner Venezuela took off from the Mexican port of 

Veracruz, bound for Spain. Two weeks later, after a layover in Havana, it docked in the north-

western port of A Coruña. From the ship disembarked one of the oddest companies the sleepy 

Galician town had seen in a long time: the American Charles Shipman (alias Philips, Seaman, 

Manuel Gómez, and Jesús Ramírez) and the Belarussian Jew Mikhail Gruzenberg (alias 

Borodin, Alexandrescu, and Berg). A few days later, they were joined by two associates, the 

Indian Manabendra Nath Bhattacharya (alias Roy) and his American wife, Evelyn Trent, who 

arrived in A Coruña from Mexico on-board the Alfonso XIII. Not only did the posse stand out 

for its exoticism, they were Bolshevik agents who were destined to play a decisive, albeit not 

too felicitous part in the birth of Spanish communism.    

M. N. Roy was an Indian nationalist, set to become one of the luminaries of communist anti-

colonialism. In his youth in the 1900s he had cut his teeth as a terrorist and a conspirator in the 

nationalist Swadeshi Movement of West Bengal.56 The First World War and Germany’s 

determination to undermine Britain by all possible means offered opportunities for a radical 

like Roy. Lured by vague promises of German money and weapons, he ‘left India [...] in search 

of the Golden Fleece, determined not to return without the precious cargo which, we fondly 

believed, was floating somewhere on the Pacific Ocean’. As it happened, he did not return 

‘until after sixteen years’. His open-ended trip took him to China, Sumatra, and Japan. 

Unsurprisingly, he found little luck in Allied Japan, for geopolitics trumped ‘racial solidarity’. 

After a stint in Seoul and Beijing, the British police hot in his heels, and exasperated at the 

Germans’ equivocations, he crossed the Pacific to California in early 1916. In Palo Alto, he 

                                                           
56 Kris Manjapra, M. N. Roy: Marxism and Colonial Cosmopolitanism (London: 2010), 2-4. 



169 

 

met Stanford student and anti-war activist Evelyn Trent. They married and travelled across the 

United States, conspiring with other Indian revolutionaries and drafting manifestoes, with the 

ultimate aim of crossing the Atlantic from New York and reaching Berlin.  Wilson’s declaration 

of war complicated their activities in the United States.  

In June 1917, Roy escaped to Mexico (for no refuge could be found for an Indian in British 

Canada). This place of exile, however accidental, was a ‘land of promise’ for a radical like 

Roy. Mexico had been gripped by revolution since 1910, and the anti-imperialist government 

of Venustiano Carranza hired Roy as a correspondent in his unofficial mouthpiece, the 

newspaper Pueblo. His first anti-colonial treatises were published in Spanish in Mexico City.57 

News of the October Revolution enthused Roy and his Mexican associates. A year later came 

the downfall of the Kaiser. Already interested in socialism, the Bolshevik victory brought him 

to Moscow, where he arrived in the summer of 1920 accompanied by Evelyn, who crossed the 

Atlantic with him. Roy’s passage through Spain was little more than a blip in his 

circumterrestial orbit. Contrary to what he claimed in his memoirs, where he presented himself 

as a demiurge of the Spanish Communist Party, he only spent a few days in Madrid, and then 

continued his journey to Berlin and thence to Russia.58  

Charles Shipman, who presented himself to the Spanish authorities as Mexican journalist Jesús 

Ramírez, was a youthful New Yorker who had been rapidly, and rather fortuitously, propelled 

to the general staff of international communism. Hailing from a run-of-the-mill, middle-class 

Jewish family, he had developed a penchant for writing as a teenager. His early exploits as a 

satirist in Pearson’s Magazine and Puck had caught the attention of journalistic maverick 

Walter Lippman, who took him under his wing. He convinced his family to send him to college. 

In 1914 the nineteen-year-old Shipman enrolled at the prestigious Pulitzer School of 

Journalism in Columbia University. The company of progressive New York intellectuals also 

whetted Shipman’s appetite for socialism, and he sat as secretary of the university’s Socialist 

Club, an assortment of ‘socialists, near-socialists, syndicalists, feminists, and at least one 

anarchist’. They mostly ‘drank cheap booze, gabbed, and dreamt up Socialist Club agendas’. 

Little did he know that five years later he would be conspiring in Madrid as a Comintern envoy. 

Shipman frequented Greenwich Village and the offices of radical magazine The Masses, where 

a galaxy of revolutionary talent opened up before him: he rubbed shoulders with John Reed, 
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Max Eastman, Susan Glaspell, Ida Rauh, Floyd Dell, Lydia Gibson, and other leading lights of 

the non-conformist intelligentsia of New York.59   

Adamantly opposed to the war, he joined Henry Ford’s Peace Expedition of 1915. The mission 

lobbied for peace in Europe, touring Norway, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, and even 

Germany. His activism became more serious and challenging with the United States’ entry into 

the war. Shipman was arrested twice for his anti-war activities. The October Revolution 

provided yet another powerful fillip. He became an unapologetic supporter of Lenin and 

Trotsky. Called up for service in February 1918, he was forcefully taken to Camp Upton, where 

he pursued a policy of passive resistance that won him a ‘dishonourable discharge’.  But, 

lampooned by the press and public opinion, in a mood of nationalist hysteria, the authorities 

decided to redraft him. Shipman was prepared: he secretly eloped to Mexico with his wife, 

Eleanor, carrying a couple of suitcases, a compass, a few maps, and a revolver.60  

In Mexico, they rapidly squandered their last dollars on a leisurely dinner and a bullfight. They 

led a ‘hungry and homeless’ existence in Mazatlán (Sinaloa), learning Spanish haphazardly, 

and aided by the numerous American draft-dodgers they encountered. The couple soon 

gravitated towards Mexico City, where there was a lively network of foreign radicals, with 

connections with the stormy Mexican revolutionary movement. It was at a meeting of the 

Mexican Socialist Party in the early months of 1919 that Shipman met Roy: ‘I relished his 

earnestness, the quality of his mind, and accepted him on faith’. Yet according to Shipman, 

‘politically, Roy was less of an influence on me than I was on him’. He introduced the Indian 

to The Communist Manifesto and inculcated the militant patriot with internationalist ideas.61  

Their charisma won them a following in the minuscule Mexican Socialist Party. In a boisterous 

national convention held at the behest of Shipman in September 1919, the party adopted the 

name of Communist Party of Mexico and voted to join the Third International. The gathering 

elected Roy and Shipman as delegates to the Second Congress of the International, scheduled 

to meet in Moscow in the summer of 1920. ‘At the convention’, confessed Shipman, ‘I acted 

under a new and quite special influence’. Shipman’s activism and his writings as an English-
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language columnist in El Heraldo de México did not go unnoticed by one of the most peculiar 

personalities of the world revolution.62 

Mikhail Markovich Gruzenberg was born in the shtetl of Ianovichi near Vitebsk in 1884 (1878, 

according to other sources).63 As a teenager, he moved to Riga, where he worked in the port 

during the day and studied in the evening to prepare for entry into the Polytechnic. He was not 

immune to the revolutionary ferment that existed among the city’s students and workers. 

Gruzenberg dabbled with the Jewish Bund, but eventually joined the Social Democrats. After 

the 1903 schism he sided with the Bolsheviks, possibly under the influence of Lenin’s 

lieutenant in Riga, Meir Wallach (better known as Maksim Litvinov, the future People’s 

Commissar). In 1904 Gruzenberg, now known as Borodin, travelled abroad for the first time 

and met Lenin in Switzerland. The 1905 revolution brought him back to Riga, where he sat on 

the local secretariat of the Social Democratic Party. He represented the Bolsheviks in the 

multiparty federative committee of socialist organisations, which grouped Bundists, 

Mensheviks, Bolsheviks and other groups to coordinate the struggle across Latvia. In 

December 1905 Borodin participated in the all-Bolshevik conference in Tampere, in Finland 

(where he met Stalin). In April next year he was a Bolshevik delegate in the fourth Social 

Democratic congress, also held in Tampere (a safe haven for socialists from the Russian 

Empire).  

With the defeat of the 1905 revolution Borodin left for London. Threatened with deportation, 

he boarded a ship to New York, following the beaten track of many fellow revolutionaries from 

the Tsarist Empire. Gruzenberg arrived at Ellis Island on the last day of 1906.  He spent some 

time in Boston and New York, where he met his wife, Latvian socialist exile Fannie Arluk. He 

travelled to Indiana, where he studied for one year at Valparaiso University (an inexpensive 

private institution catering for immigrants and workers). Gruzenberg and Arluk finally settled 

in Chicago, where they were to live for the next ten years.   

Gruzenberg, known now as Berg, founded a progressive preparatory school in Westside 

Chicago, where most students were Eastern European Jews. The academy was relatively 

successful, and Berg established himself as a charismatic community leader. His connections 
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with the Bolsheviks were attenuated by American middle-class life, although not severed 

altogether. He and Fannie were members of the Russian-language chapter of the American 

Socialist Party in Chicago. They maintained contact with the Bolsheviks, and, in 1915, hosted 

Alexandra Kollontai as she toured the United States. In 1917, after the February Revolution, 

Gruzenberg had a whisky with Nikolai Bukharin as he stopped in Chicago during his journey 

from New York to the West Coast, where he was to take the Pacific route to Moscow.  

As Lisa Kirschenbaum has persuasively explained, in the 1920s Borodin would emphasize his 

continued commitment to Lenin’s party, styling himself as an exemplary Old Bolshevik. Yet 

there is evidence that his long years in Chicago dented his revolutionary mettle. He decided to 

remain in the United States after the Tsar was overthrown, in contrast with Trotsky or Bukharin 

who hurriedly scrambled from New York to Russia. In fact, Gruzenberg was unimpressed by 

Lenin’s controversial April Theses, and was closer to the outlook of the Mensheviks. He was 

part of the American Society of Friends of Russian Democracy, which was supportive of the 

Provisional Government. Indeed, in August 1917 Borodin publicly greeted Boris Bakhmeteff, 

the new ambassador of the Russian Republic to Washington, during his official visit to 

Chicago. In a rally held in honour of Bakhmeteff, Borodin delivered a speech that had a 

markedly Menshevik timbre. He was clearly ‘not on the Bolshevik side of the barricades’.64 

Nevertheless, as the months passed, the boldness of the Bolsheviks in seizing power, their 

admirable resilience, and the plight of the beleaguered Soviet Republic awakened the dormant 

Borodin in the middle-class Berg. In his transformation, he was influenced by Iurii Lomonosov, 

who he had met in August during Bakhmeteff’s visit. Lomonosov had participated in the 1905 

revolution, but had since become a respectable railway engineer. A supporter of the Provisional 

Government, he was hired as a Russian commercial agent and sent to the United States. Upon 

their first encounter, Gruzenberg and Lomonosov became good friends, and Gruzenberg got a 

job in the commercial mission. Lomonosov continued to work for the deposed Provisional 

Government until spring 1918, when he parted ways with the moderate socialists because of 

their support for Allied intervention against the Soviet Republic. He sent his assistants 

Gruzenberg and I. Peterson to Moscow to sound the situation and prepare his return. They 

arrived there after a perilous trip in the summer of 1918. 

Gruzenberg, who now became Borodin once again, was welcomed by Lenin, who had full 

confidence in his old comrade. His linguistic skills (above all his perfect command of English) 
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made him an excellent agent. Revitalised by his first-hand experience of the revolution, he 

thrust himself into action. Lenin entrusted him with money, Romanov jewels, and propaganda 

material, including the famous ‘Letter to American Workers’. Equipped with a Mexican 

diplomatic passport, Borodin was sent to Germany and the Netherlands in April 1919, and 

thence to New York. After a brief visit to his family in Chicago, he was dispatched south of 

the Río Grande.  

Mexico had been gripped by revolution since dictator Porfirio Díaz had been removed from 

power by an anti-oligarchic, anti-imperialist insurrection led by Francisco Madero in 1910-11. 

The uprising had awakened the land-hungry peasantry under the influence of rebel leaders 

Emiliano Zapata and Pancho Villa, who were prepared to go beyond the moderate 

constitutionalism of Madero. At the same time, the fearful Catholic criollo oligarchy fanned 

various counterrevolutionary movements with US support. Madero was overthrown and 

murdered in 1913 during a reactionary mutiny, creating a power vacuum. A bloody power 

struggle ensued, where various revolutionary and counterrevolutionary armies vied for 

supremacy in a state of intense social effervescence and class conflict. In 1917 the stalemate 

was partially overcome by General Venustiano Carranza, who was able to galvanise a 

heterogeneous coalition of liberals, nationalists, labour leaders, and peasant chieftains under 

the auspices of the “Jacobin” Querétaro constitution.  

 By 1919, when Borodin arrived in Mexico, the revolution was already in its ebb flow. Only 

embers remained of the peasant rebellions of the north and the south. Emiliano Zapata, the 

chief of the Southern Liberation Army, was murdered in April 1919 after a prolonged, 

scorched-earth counterinsurgency war. Thus ended the radical social experiment of the 

Morelos commune, which had attempted to establish a form of agrarian socialism. Pancho Villa 

continued to roam the mountains of Chihuahua, but his deflated bands of guerrillas, 

demoralised and politically disoriented, were a shadow of the powerful Northern Division 

glorified by John Reed in 1914. Slowly but surely, the landlords encroached the estates that 

had been seized by the farmhands, and the authorities gave them a free hand. But General 

Carranza’s administration had also pledged allegiance to the anti-imperialist tradition of 

Madero. The dictator made use of pseudo-revolutionary phraseology, and had threatened to 

annul British and American oil leases in the Gulf of Mexico.65 
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General Carranza thus appeared as a potential ally for the besieged Soviet Republic. Alone 

among the diplomatic community, the Mexican ambassador in Moscow had in fact been 

sympathetic to the Bolsheviks and put out feelers to the new authorities. Borodin’s task was to 

seek recognition from Carranza, and, in the meantime, to organise the forces of the Third 

International in Latin America.66 The Borodin mission to Mexico was a failed attempt to 

connect the youthful, idealistic Russian Revolution, which was living its heroic years, with the 

dying Mexican Revolution, to establish a bridgehead between the two great social revolutions 

of the 1910s, whose incoordination in the end proved too great. 

Ignorant of the Spanish language, and in need of collaborators, Borodin approached Shipman 

through an intermediary (a socialist activist from Chicago), and summoned him to his room in 

the Hotel Regis, where he introduced himself as Romanian businessman Alexandrescu: 

A large man, slow-moving but not heavy, he had deep-set eyes, a walrus moustache, and 

a face like a mask. He held on to my hand after shaking it. Speaking beautiful English in a 

subdued voice with a hint of a foreign accent, he explained that, travelling from the United 

States and knowing no Spanish, he’d had the good fortune to discover a Mexico City 

newspaper with a section he could read, and he wanted to express his appreciation to the 

people responsible for it. Who was he? “A businessman with an endowment of insatiable 

curiosity in all things human. Peter Alexandrescu. Rumanian.” We did not go out to lunch; 

he ordered it sent up. He then proceeded to document his curiosity, asking for a comparison 

between Mexican and Spanish bullfighting, of all things. He drifted to food, Mexican 

painting, culture, and world affairs. Theater, literature, modern painting—and finally 

politics. Mexican politics. World politics. Revolutions. Soviet Russia. Where, I then 

realized, the conversation had been heading from the first.67 

Through his irresistible savoir faire, to which all those who met him could attest, he won the 

confidence of Shipman and Roy. An English communist who also befriended Borodin in these 

years, remembered him as ‘an excellent linguist, thoroughly acquainted with the general 

literature and history of many countries and a professional revolutionary to book’.68 A few 

years later, he put all his attributes into action during the Chinese revolution of 1925-27, where 

he served as the top representative of the Third International. American journalist Louis 

Fischer, who interviewed Borodin after his return from China, from where he had to escape 
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across the Mongolian desert after Chiang-Kai-shek’s anti-communist volte-face, was riveted 

by the man:  

He speaks a good English intermixed with American slang and frequently throws in a 

phrase like “You know what I mean, eh?” or “Get me?” He impressed all who met him in 

China as a person of exceptionally high caliber. He impressed discerning Americans like 

Lewis Gannett and the agents of Standard Oil, as well as the Chinese. He dangled Chinese 

warlords and twisted them around his fingers. Years after Borodin left China his name still 

awed Chinese statesmen and workingmen. He was the real dictator of Nationalist China.69  

Back in Mexico, assiduous discussions in the Hotel Regis followed after Borodin and 

Shipman’s first encounter: ‘We went there constantly, and Borodin educated us—and Roy—

in Marxism. Characteristically, he began with the intricacies of Hegelian dialectics’. After a 

few meetings, the first tasks were assigned to his wilful disciples.  Roy was dispatched to 

‘sound out Carranza’, while Shipman, under the pseudonyms Seaman and Jesús Ramírez, was 

dispatched on his first international mission as a communist agent. He was given a revolver 

and sent off to give chase to a mysterious suitcase in Cuba and Haiti. Borodin had sent off 

another acolyte to retrieve the bag, but had not heard back from him in days, and feared for the 

worst. Shipman was to track down agent Rafael Mallén in Havana, and, if unsuccessful, he was 

to proceed to Port-au-Prince and seek a Dutch businessman named Henrik Luders.  

The young New Yorker proceeded with his secret mission with diligence. His feverish 

involvement in politics had resulted in a breakup with Eleanor, so he could now devote himself 

wholeheartedly to the cause. He missed Mallén in Havana, but managed to find the Dutchman 

in Port-au-Price and retrieve the suitcase (without resort to the revolver). But, back in Mexico, 

an impatient Borodin blustered upon finding that the false bottom was empty: it was supposed 

to carry a handful of Romanov diamonds. After the fiasco of the jewels, and having made no 

headway with Carranza (who, refused to recognise the Soviet Republic), there was little point 

in Borodin’s remaining longer in Mexico. ‘The Western European Secretariat cabled funds and 

probably suggested his next destination’, recalled Shipman. ‘He sailed for Spain December 1, 

1919, and I went with him. He needed an interpreter with some general comprehension whose 

politics he could rely on […]. Besides, I had been elected a delegate to the 1920 Congress in 

Russia and Spain was halfway there’. The two-week trans-Atlantic trip in a luxury suite (for 
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opulence was the best way ‘to hide revolutionary connections’) provided Borodin with an 

opportunity to cram Shipman’s brains with Marxism and other things human.70 

From A Coruña, Borodin and Shipman took the wagon-lit to Madrid.71 Roy and his wife 

travelled to Spain on another ship. They arrived in A Coruña on February 8, the same day that 

Borodin left Spain for the Netherlands.72 The couple spent a few days in Santander before 

proceeding to Madrid, where they arrived in mid-February. They only took part in three 

political meetings before setting off to Berlin.73 Conditions in Spain seemed to be ideal for the 

creation of a powerful communist movement. Social conflict raged in the country, while 

support for the Third International among organised workers, both socialist and anarchist, ran 

very high. The timing of the Borodin mission, observed historian Francisco Romero Salvadó, 

‘could not have been better’. Yet impatience, self-assurance, and, above all, ignorance of local 

conditions resulted in a series of fateful blunders.74  

 

Borodin and Shipman knew about the CNT, but chose to ignore it and focus all their energies 

on splitting the PSOE. The choice of socialist bastion Madrid, rather than anarchist Barcelona, 

as their headquarters was telling.75 Shipman recalled:  

 

I knew a bit about the Spanish labor movement from what I’d read in Mexico. It had two 

main divisions: the UGT (Unión General de Trabajadores), a trade union organization 

allied with the Socialist Party, and the CNT (Confederación Nacional del Trabajo), a 

syndicalist body dominated by anarchists. The anarcho-syndicalist organization—the only 

powerful one of its kind in Europe—was pretty much confined to Catalonia and a section 

of Andalusia. We knew we’d find support for the Third International only among the 

socialists.76 

 

Yet matters in the Socialist Party were not without complications either: ‘we confronted a 

problem there, too — the Spanish Socialist Party was quintessentially Second International’. 
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The PSOE was notoriously hidebound. Yet Russian Revolution and the upheavals of these 

years perturbed its traditional rut. The socialists had been dramatically outstripped by the 

anarcho-syndicalists, who vaunted their affinity for the Bolsheviks. But they still had to be 

reckoned with, for they continued to be hegemonic in important regions. By 1920, the PSOE 

had been able to overcome the debacle of the August uprising of 1917, and had gone from 

15,588 members in early 1919 to some 42,000 a year later.77  

 

However, the standing of the traditional socialist leadership remained precarious; not only was 

it challenged from outside by the CNT, but also from within by the socialist partisans of the 

Third International, the terceristas. There was a contradictory process at work in the socialist 

movement, which was torn between the conflicting pressures of ‘parliamentarianism and 

Bolshevisation’.78 Part of it was becoming increasingly integrated into the Spanish political 

system. In 1918, it obtained six seats in parliament, whereas in the previous legislature it only 

had one. The PSOE also performed well in the municipal elections of November 1917, and 82 

socialists were elected to local councils. The socialists found growing institutional 

opportunities in the cracks of the rickety Restoration regime. At the same time, the sharp 

economic downturn that followed the war, the influence of the Russian Revolution, and the 

political crisis of the regime radicalised large sectors of the working class, including much of 

the socialist rank-and-file.79    

 

 

 

II. The Socialist Party between the devil and the deep blue sea 

 

Borodin and Shipman arrived in Madrid when the Bolshevik trumpets blew loudest against the 

walls of Social Democratic Jericho. The majority of the socialist leadership was in the hands 

not of outspoken reformists, but of “right-centrists” such as Pablo Iglesias, Largo Caballero, 

Isidro Acevedo, Andrés Saborit, or Julián Besteiro. They had more in common with Serrati or 

Kautsky than with Turati or Bernstein. Verbally committed to the overthrow of capitalism, in 

practice they were terrified by the class war that was promulgated by Moscow. They were 

                                                           
77 Meaker, The Revolutionary Left, 144. 
78 Forcadell, Parlamentarismo y bolchevización, 265. 
79 Forcadell, Parlamentarismo y bolchevización, 266.  



178 

 

sceptical, if not fearful, of the Third International, and longed for the revival of the Second. 

Yet they faced an effervescent rank-and-file, which overwhelmingly desired to adhere to 

Moscow. To take an open stand against the Bolsheviks was politically unwise, something that 

only caustic rightists such as Indalecio Prieto dared to do. Instead, the “right-centrist” leaders 

drew out the debates on Russia, repeatedly postponing any definite decisions.80  

 

The “right-centrists” first attempted to lure the membership into illusions of unifying the 

Second and the Third Internationals. When the tercerista tide became uncontainable in the 

spring of 1920, they vied for conditional affiliation with Moscow in the hope it might be 

recanted in the future.81 Above all, they had a powerful weapon in their hands: the slogan of 

party unity, which could be dangled before the militants whenever debates got out of hand. For 

the rank-and-file wished to join Moscow, but their overriding concern, drilled into them over 

the years, was to preserve sacrosanct party unity. ‘What a powerful bait is this “Unity” in the 

hands of skilful politicians’, observed Borodin in his report to Moscow. Unity was ‘the 

traditional Ghost’ that ‘overawed, overpowered with fear’ all those before whom it was 

conjured.82  

 

Against these centrists stood the party left, which had grown in influence but within which 

existed a panoply of opinions. Some – the majority – were passionate about the Third 

International, but were wary of splitting the PSOE, and hoped, not without reason, that the 

party might come over to their side intact if they laboured with patience. This attitude 

characterised men and women such as Daniel Anguiano, Virginia González, García Cortés, or 

Núñez de Arenas. Yet there was another tendency, strongest in the Socialist Youth, which had 

been electrified by the Russian Revolution, had no time for the game of politics, and refused 

to parley with the hated reformists. They were led by hothead Ramón Merino Gracia. It was 

these greenhorns that Borodin and Shipman nurtured as the germs of Spanish communism.  

 

The Bolsheviks knew very little about Spain (except for Trotsky who, in the midst of the civil 

war, had more important things on his plate). This backward, distant country was on the 

periphery of their concerns. Ukrainian communist Dmitry Manuilsky is credited with stating 
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that ‘a small strike in Germany had more importance than all that happened in Spain’.83 Andreu 

Nin observed, after having lived in Moscow for five years, that ‘the immense majority of 

Russian readers ignore almost everything of Spain’. ‘And with regards to revolutionary 

militants’, he lamented, ‘their notions are often not much more precise’.84 The first cenetista 

delegate to go to Russia, Ángel Pestaña, likewise complained in 1920 that Zinoviev was 

‘almost totally ignorant’ of Spanish politics.85 Meaker went to the point of affirming, somewhat 

hyperbolically, that Spain was as much in the periphery of Lenin’s concerns as ‘Iceland or 

Andorra’.86 

  

Borodin and Shipman were expected to sound out the situation in the country, to establish 

contacts with the local labour movement, and to further the cause of the Third International. In 

Madrid, the soon-to-be dictator of nationalist China knew no one. Shipman perused the press 

to find his feet. The young American naturally came across the Madrid Athenaeum, a hub for 

the left-leaning intelligentsia of the capital. Only a few weeks before, Seguí and Pestaña had 

introduced the CNT in the Athenaeum’s lecture theatre before a curious audience. Fate had it 

that upon entering its library, the first person Shipman met was literary promise John Dos 

Passos, who was travelling in Spain at the time. They had numerous common acquaintances in 

New York. He introduced Shipman to two men sitting at nearby tables, both of them socialists. 

 

One, a gracious Professor Fernando de los Ríos, explained in flowing Castilian that he was 

more humanist than socialist, and not really a party man. The other, Mariano García Cortes, 

a black-bearded giant in his early fifties, was prominent in the party, a representative in 

parliament. Yes, he was sympathetic to the Soviets, and had said so in the party. He did 

not propose to say more, but said that some of the kids in the Juventud (the party’s youth 

auxiliary) would. He was busy now, but if I wanted to learn more I could see him almost 

any night at such-and-such café in the Puerta del Sol (the big central plaza that was then 

the heart of downtown Madrid life).87 

 

Through García Cortés, Shipman, Borodin, and Roy became acquainted with other leading 

terceristas, such as Daniel Anguiano or Virginia González, and the radicals of the Socialist 
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Youth. For a few weeks, the ‘ephemeral’ ‘Left-wing Block’ brought together by the agents 

banked on pushing through a party referendum on the international question, confident that the 

terceristas would win it.88 Briefly, they were able to rally together the various pro-Bolshevik 

fractions of the PSOE in Madrid. But the temporising attitude of García Cortés, González, and 

Anguiano before the old guard, and their reticence to tackle its obstructions head on, made 

Borodin and Shipman lose patience. They were ‘a motley crew with neither conviction, nor 

sufficient backbone to carry through a policy in favour of the Third’.89 ‘There must be a split 

in the party as soon as possible’, they determined.90 Borodin and Shipman turned their attention 

towards the radicalised Socialist Youth, and above all to its secretary, Ramón Merino Gracia. 

‘He was our man’, they concluded.91 Eager to leave Madrid, the agents now set about to split 

the party as fast as possible by inflaming the extremism of the Juventudes. 

 

On March 6, Shipman, Merino Gracia and fellow young socialist Eduardo Ugarte decided to 

form the communist party through an internal ‘coup d’état’ [sic], as Shipman put it in his report. 

The executive committee of the Socialist Youth was to rebrand itself as the provisional 

committee of the communist party, and forcefully carry along the entire youth organisation. 

After all, ‘the congress of the Juventudes had declared for the Third International’, so the 

‘Committee would be justified in doing everything in its power to help that body and to 

organize a Communist Party in Spain’. It was agreed that ‘the Committee was now to be the 

Provisional Executive Committee of the Spanish Communist Party’.92  

 

III. The party of one hundred children 

 

The creation of the PCE (Partido Comunista Español, Spanish Communist Party) was 

announced on April 15. It was presented as a fait accompli to the various branches of the 

Socialist Youth, many of which refused to break off from the party. The new organisation 

attracted about two thousand militants from the old Juventudes (out of a membership of some 

7,000), according to its own estimates.93 Gerald Meaker placed Borodin’s PCE in the galaxy 

of the “ultra-left”, along with the German KADP or the Italian Communist-Abstentionists that 
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Lenin would so systematically censure in his pamphlet on Left-Wing Communism: An Infantile 

Disorder. It is hard to disagree with Meaker, for Borodin’s disciples themselves boasted of 

‘standing on the left-wing of communism’. They were supervised by the Amsterdam bureau of 

the Third International (where Borodin travelled in January 1920), a bastion of the ultra-left 

that was dissolved by Moscow in the spring of 1920.94 Lenin’s brochure was seen as an 

‘aberration’ by the PCE, which, in private, railed against the Bolshevik leader ‘who wants to 

have nothing to do with “the left-wing children” but flirts with the centrists’.95 

    

The PCE was a sectarian organisation, sarcastically referred to as ‘the party of one hundred 

children’ because of its small size, the youth of its membership, and its “infantile disorders”.96 

It espoused an anti-parliamentarian and violent form of council communism. Not only was the 

PCE violently hostile to the reformist leaders of the PSOE, it also lambasted the tercerista 

‘traitors’ who had chosen to remain in the party.97 Although few in number, these youths made 

their presence felt by storming socialist meetings and beating up their opponents. One of their 

first masterstrokes consisted in closing down the café at the socialist headquarters, the Casa del 

Pueblo. The communists ‘barged into the kitchen and began to toss all the coffeepots to the 

floor and to insult the socialist ragtag’.98 Menshevik exile Nikolai Tasin could attest to their 

aggressiveness, as he was roughed up at a socialist congress that was turned into a ‘battlefield’ 

by gun-toting communist intruders. Young communist Juan Andrade bragged about having 

settled scores with Tasin: ‘it is regrettable to beat up a defenceless man, but this was a major 

political act. We punished a traitor’.99  

 

The PCE’s sectarian views were doubtless fostered by Borodin and Shipman, who, in their 

reports to Moscow, castigated the left wing of the PSOE for ‘dragging themselves in the tail of 

the old opportunism’, and accused the CNT of being ‘objectively just as reactionary [as the 

PSOE]’, even if it was ‘verbally more revolutionary’.100 Only a few days after the communists 
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had assaulted the socialist café, Shipman commended his partisans for being ‘extremely well 

oriented’ and praised Merino Gracia for his ‘education’ and his ‘accomplishments’.101  

 

Arguably, Shipman shared the intransigent, feisty mind-set of his Spanish followers. He was 

twenty-four, a year younger than Merino Gracia. His radicalisation had also been very rapid, 

and his knowledge of Marxism was superficial (he only read the first works by Lenin and 

Trotsky while in Madrid). He probably overcompensated for his inexperience through 

obstinacy. That an accidental, politically raw individual such as Shipman became one of the 

demiurges of Mexican and Spanish communism is reflective of the unmethodical establishmnet 

of the Comintern apparatus in these heady years. Far from the behemoth it later became, the 

Third International took shape in 1919-20 haphazardly. Starved of a reliable cadre, its staff 

outside Russia was selected indiscriminately. Sadly for Ramírez (Shipman’s Spanish 

pseudonym), the young communists soon vented their spleen on their former mentor, especially 

when the subsidies he brought from abroad began to dry up. As Juan Andrade recounted in his 

correspondence:  

 

R[amírez] was here again. My judgement of him has been confirmed. He only gave us 

3,000 pesetas. But he on the contrary lived the life of Riley. I will just say that he was 

spending 18 pesetas a day in tobacco. Lately he has become unbearable. All of us bullied 

him violently [sic]. Merino Gracia is going to Russia above all to tell on him in the 

[Comintern] Executive. This lad R[amírez] has the life of an aristocrat, which is not in 

conformity with the position that he holds. We are certain that he has squandered a lot of 

the money that he carried in his princely lifestyle. Moreover, when he was in Berlin he fell 

in love with an actress and could only think of her. What an insufferable wimp.102  

 

Borodin had more political experience than Shipman. His cosmopolitan background drew him 

away from sectarianism. In a report penned a few months after he had left Madrid, he warned, 

alluding to the PCE, that ‘a truly revolutionary party is not a self-enclosed circle existing solely 

for the purpose of keeping the “Holy Fire” exclusively to itself’.103 In the six weeks he spent 

in Madrid, he displayed more tact than he has been credited for. Borodin held long, wearisome 

discussions with the terceristas in an attempt to persuade them to end their dealings with the 

“right-centrists”. However, Borodin had little time for Spain, and seems to have been impatient 
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to leave. Judging by Borodin’s insistence that the Juventudes split before the summer in order 

to send a communist party delegation to the second congress of the Comintern, it is possible he 

might have been keen to impress the Bolshevik leaders by showcasing the PCE, regardless of 

its real strength or political soundness. Borodin would return to Russia with two communist 

parties under his belt, the Mexican and the Spanish. Indeed, the PCE would be said to be ‘better 

known in Moscow than in Spain’.104   

 

Trotsky’s recollections of Borodin vindicate this impression. He remembered him as a ‘a 

‘functionary ready for anything’. He craved his authority as Moscow’s agent and used it to 

dazzle friends and foes. ‘Ah! To have a mandate from the Central Committee!’, recalled 

Trotsky, ‘this sacrosanct safeguard Borodin always had in his pocket’.105 In addition, Borodin 

felt an instinctive hostility towards anarchism. He paid virtually no attention to the CNT, even 

while acknowledging it was the largest labour organisation in Spain and that it stood for the 

Third International.106 Borodin would even accuse his loyal assistant of ‘certain syndicalist 

tendencies’ and of misunderstanding ‘the role of political parties’ in a stinging frontal attack 

against Shipman (and this criticism in turn must have further hardened the latter’s sectarianism 

towards the CNT).107 For Trotsky however, this hostility to anarchism did not stem from 

revolutionary conviction, but from the ‘cynicism’ of a bureaucrat.108  

 

IV. “A fatal rupture”: the PCE and the CNT 

 

According to dissident communist Joaquín Maurín, the numerous woes of Spanish communism 

in the 1920s could be traced back to the ‘disastrous work’ of Borodin. If we are to believe 

Maurín, who met the Bolshevik leaders in 1921, Lenin and Trotsky were aware that ‘the future 

of communism in Spain was inextricably bound to the CNT’. Yet at the same time he conceded 

that the Soviet leaders had no time to occupy themselves with Spain, ‘a distant province 

reserved for second-class internationalists’ such as Borodin. The latter’s chief mistake, claimed 

Maurín, was that, ‘instead of heading straight to see the syndicalists of Barcelona, who 

represented the only solid revolutionary force and the only ones who had firmly expressed their 
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affinity towards the Russian Revolution, he went to Madrid, to create a communist group from 

within Social Democracy’. In Maurín’s opinion, this was a grave miscalculation, for in Spain 

‘Social Democracy was profoundly reformist because it lacked a proletarian base, and 

syndicalism, on the contrary, was a great force, the only one, in fact, that could provide a real 

nucleus for a strong communist movement’.109  

 

Maurín, however, wrote these lines in 1932 full of resentment towards the Spanish communists 

and the Stalinised Comintern. He hailed from the CNT, and had led, with limited success, the 

forces of communism in Catalonia, the bulk of which came from anarcho-syndicalism. He 

clashed repeatedly with the official party leadership in the capital, and insisted that the centre 

of Iberian communism should be Barcelona, not Madrid. The weakness of Spanish communism 

boiled down to its incomprehension of the importance of Barcelona and of the CNT. This 

blindness could be traced back to Borodin: ‘a mistake in the beginning of a movement can be 

the cause of its deficient growth and ultimate failure’.110  

 

Although Maurín might have been too emphatic, it is hard to disagree with the gist of his 

argument: politically, the mission was nothing less than ‘disastrous’. Their dealings in the 

socialist party, which Maurín does not discuss, were patently counterproductive. In the early 

months of 1920, the partisans of the Third International in the PSOE had many reasons to be 

optimistic. In a congress in December, the party had postponed entrance to the Third 

International by calling for the thoroughgoing purge of the Second, and for the future 

unification of the two organisations. This prospect hinged on the promise for a Social 

Democratic international conference in Switzerland in January, where the Spanish socialists 

would participate with a scathing mandate. But the conference was adjourned to August. This 

heightened the impatience of many rank-and-file socialists.  In the spring of 1920, the mighty 

Asturian branch of the party resoundingly voted for entrance to the Comintern. A few weeks 

later, a plenum of the influential Madrid section also pressed for the party to send delegates to 

Moscow. And, as Shipman noted in his reports, ‘no province has declared for the Second’.111  

 

Pressure reached a boiling point in June, when the national committee of the PSOE was obliged 

to call an urgent, extraordinary congress exclusively devoted to the Moscow question. After 
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heated discussion, the gathering voted for the entrance to the Third International, albeit under 

complicated conditions wrung by the “right-centrists”. A delegation comprising of professor 

Fernando de los Ríos and railway worker Daniel Anguiano was promptly dispatched to Russia.  

  

The terceristas scored important victories in the spring of 1920, but this was not thanks to the 

dealings of Shipman and Borodin. The formation of the PCE sapped force from the pro-

Bolshevik camp in the PSOE. Their vociferous sectarianism dented the resolve of many 

socialists, who were concerned about party unity and who, while wishing to join the Third 

International, did not want to see their movement reduced to a ‘mouse’ like the PCE.112 As 

young communist Juan Andrade put it at the time, ‘if they remain in the Socialist Party, they 

will lose influence, but if they join the Communist Party they will have to yield to whichever 

conditions we wish to impose on them’.113 Worryingly, the stridence of these youths seemed 

to be rubberstamped by the Bolsheviks themselves in the person of Borodin.  

   

When the debate on the Third International flared up again with redoubled intensity in the 

autumn, the schismatic politics of the PCE did little service to the terceristas, and in fact 

provided ammunition to the “right-centrists”. The terceristas were finally defeated in April 

1921.114 They then decided to form their own party, the PCO (Partido Comunista Obrero, 

Communist Workers’ Party), rather than join the ranks of the PCE (which was in any case 

unwilling to accept them). Unity would only be achieved in November 1921 with Moscow’s 

deus ex machina intervention, but mistrust and division continued to riddle Spanish 

communism for years to come. In short, Borodin’s creation stunted, rather than furthered, the 

development of Spanish communism. Had Borodin and Shipman used their authority to check 

the impatience of the Juventudes and to encourage a concerted and patient effort to conquer the 

party to the Third International, the fate of Spanish communism might have been different. But 

Borodin preferred ‘split to capture’, to get rid not only of the party right ‘but also of a goodly 

of the Centre’.115   

 

However, as Maurín explains, Borodin and Shipman were especially tactless towards the 

anarcho-syndicalists. Driven by a dogmatic disregard for anarchism, they made no efforts to 
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establish contact with the CNT, which had just affiliated to the Third International. But, contrary 

to what Maurín believed, the agents did meet the anarcho-syndicalist leaders of Madrid, albeit 

by virtual accident. In an event to commemorate the Paris Commune, Shipman struck up 

conversation with a cenetista. It is worth quoting at length the report he sent to Moscow, since 

it evidences both the enthusiasm that existed in the CNT towards the Russian Revolution, and 

the condescending disregard displayed by the Bolshevik agents towards the libertarians:  

There were constant interruptions, cries of “Viva la Tercera Internacional!” – I noticed that 

one man in the audience interrupted more than anyone else. […] [I]t was he who applauded 

loudest of all whenever the name of Russia was mentioned. […] He proved to be a 

Syndicalist (a member of the CNT). […] He said the Confederation was heart and soul with 

Soviet Russia […]. Everyone in Spain will tell you that the Confederation has been for the 

Third International from its very formation. […] He did not take very eagerly to the idea of 

a Spanish Communist Party. It appears that the Confederation’s hatred for all kinds of 

political action extends even to the very name “party”. Furthermore, the Syndicalists seem 

to be convinced of the absolute self-sufficiency of their organization. […] Before I left him 

it was arranged that I was to go the next night to a certain house in Madrid to meet some 

Syndicalists.116 

After his meeting with the Madrid section of the CNT, Phillips concluded his report laconically:  

I do not think that much can be done with the Syndicalists. I mean the leaders. The masses 

will come gradually to the Communist Party, without leaving their organization. I talked a 

good part of the evening with the leaders of the movement in Madrid and I am convinced 

that they will not be willing to forfeit what they think they have gained by their prestige in 

the Confederation.117  

Most importantly perhaps, the Frankenstein monster that Borodin and Shipman had created in 

Spain was extremely hostile to the CNT. Maurín recounted how their press ‘launched a 

ferocious campaign against syndicalism’. This created ‘a fatal rupture’. ‘Syndicalism, seeing 

the furious attacks of the official representatives of the Third International, understandably 

began to feel sceptical’.118 It is hard to disagree with Maurín on this account. Its quasi-anarchist 

anti-parliamentarianism notwithstanding, the PCE declared war on the CNT and vowed to 

wage ‘a tenacious and ruthless fight’ against anarchism and syndicalism.119  This minion 
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organisation haughtily demanded that the cenetistas join its ranks and accept ‘the electoral 

struggle’ and political action ‘without any reservations’.120 That this minuscule in-group should 

have vociferously assailed the powerful CNT with the apparent seal of approval of Moscow 

was a portentous omen for the future of the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists in the Third 

International.121  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
120 Archivo Histórico del PCE (AHPCE), documentos, film 1, apartado 2, ‘A los sindicatos adheridos a la CNT’ 

(15/04/1920). 
121 Eleuterio Quintanilla plausibly affirmed that the mood of the radical anarchists towards the Third 

International was also affected by the PSOE’s decision to join it in June 1920, which dented the edge of the 

Russian question as a weapon against the socialists in the hands of the libertarians.  



188 

 

3. THE PESTAÑA MISSION, 1920 

 

Show me that it was you, that it was your party that 

carried out the revolution, and then I will believe what 

you said, and I will work to implement your proposals.  

Ángel Pestaña, Memoria (Barcelona: 1922), 40.  

 

 

I. The best of times, the worst of times: Russia 1920 
 

Soon after the Comedia congress, the national committee selected Salvador Quemades, 

Eusebio Carbó, and Ángel Pestaña to travel abroad. Firstly, they were to liaise with kindred 

movements in Europe. Carbó was to go to Italy, Pestaña and Quemades to France. Afterwards, 

they were to set out for Russia to formalise the CNT’s adherence to the Third International and 

acquire ‘more precise knowledge of the real situation’ in the country. ‘A few hundred pesetas 

were put together and the three delegates […] were sent off’.122  

Carbó spent some time in France in March and arrived in Italy in April. He interviewed 

Malatesta and met the leaders of the anarcho-syndicalist USI (Unione Sindacale Italiana, Italian 

Syndicalist Union). However, he was arrested and deported in May. By the summer he was in 

jail in Spain.123 Pestaña and Quemades reached Paris, where they met Pierre Monatte and other 

syndicalists from the radical wing of the CGT. Soon after their arrival, Pestaña was detained 

by French police and given four days to leave France. Quemades did not have travel documents 

and could not procure them so quickly, so he stayed behind in Paris. Pestaña left for Russia on 

his own. It is significant that out of these CNT notables, Pestaña was one of the least supportive 

of Soviet Russia. One ought to wonder what might have happened if Quemades or, especially, 

the arch-Bolshevik Carbó had made it to Russia. 

Ángel Pestaña Nuñez was born in 1886 in a village near the north-western town of León to a 

poverty, tragedy-stricken family. His picaresque life story is an archetype of anarchist 

biographies from this period.124 Soon after his birth, his mother left the family to escape her 

wife-beating husband. The boy accompanied his father in his travels in northern Spain as a 
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wandering labourer, finding casual jobs in mines and construction sites, living in penury. 

Pestaña received insufficient and irregular schooling, two years in all. At the age of 11 he began 

working. At 14, his father died of pneumonia. To survive, the teenager took up all sorts of 

improbable jobs. Before he turned 20, he had worked, among other things, as a miner, a 

locomotive cleaner, a packer in a mirror factory, a boilermaker, a bricklayer, a farm labourer. 

He had also spent time as an unemployed vagrant, ‘hungry, half-naked, and barefoot’. The 

squalor of his surroundings notwithstanding, he acquired a taste for culture, becoming a 

voracious, autodidact reader, and joining flamenco and theatre troupes. His encounter with 

anarchism was an epiphany. He was initiated into libertarian doctrine by a fellow worker at a 

railyard in Bilbao. Pestaña set about ‘to work for those ideas’ with ‘the security of the neophyte, 

who believes he has seen in the haze of his dreams the God in whom he believes’. He stopped 

drinking and quit flamenco, and devoted himself to his new credo. At the age of 20 he 

experienced state repression for the first time. He was arrested and badly beaten by police for 

agitating for the eight-hour day. Pestaña then fled to France, and from there to Algiers, where 

he learned the trade of the watchmaker. To avoid conscription in 1914, he returned to Spain – 

this time to Barcelona, the stronghold of the libertarian movement. His rise up the ranks of the 

CNT was meteoric, by dint of his innate talent as an orator and a wordsmith. In the Catalan 

milieu, and under the influence of Seguí, the intransigent, idealistic anarchism of his youth 

gave way to a moderate and unadventurous brand of anarcho-syndicalism.125 When the news 

of the Russian Revolution reached Spain, his reaction was comparatively lukewarm.126  

Pestaña entered Germany through Switzerland in May. In Berlin, he was informed that the 

second congress of the Communist International had been called for July 15. After 

corresponding with the national committee in Barcelona to discuss the matter, he was given a 

mandate to represent the organisation in the international gathering, based on the resolutions 

adopted at the Comedia theatre.127 The mission of reaching Russia, ‘understandably, was not 

without difficulties’ owing to the ‘iron blockade’ that shackled the country.128   

Preparations for his trip, arranged by the Soviet mission in Germany, took an entire month. In 

the meantime, he banded with French syndicalist Alfred Rosmer, who had converted to 

communism under the influence of his friend Trotsky. Rosmer had been to Barcelona earlier 
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that year to liaise with the CNT. Together, they attended rallies against Pilsudski’s offensive 

in Ukraine, capped with moving renderings of the Internationale. They rubbed shoulders with 

other delegates on the way to Moscow: Frenchmen, Bulgarians, Italians. They became familiar 

with the German communist movement, which had ballooned since 1918. Revolution and 

counterrevolution continued to strike at each other furiously. The right-wing Kapp putsch had 

taken place only recently, foiled by a general strike that attained insurrectionary proportions in 

the Ruhr. But above all, the two men spent their time chatting endlessly ‘about a topic Pestaña 

was always glad to expand on’; namely, the fact that ‘the present situation in Spain was more 

favourable to the overthrow of the regime of Alfonso than it had ever been’.129   

Pestaña and Rosmer took a train to the Baltic port of Stettin (Szczecin, in today’s Poland), and 

then, a three-day crossing by boat to Reval (Tallinn), in Estonia. The crossing over the 

exceptionally calm Baltic Sea, hugging the coast to avoid minefields, sailing by jutting masts 

of sunken ships, was surreal for the Spaniard and the Frenchman. It was June and at such 

latitudes the night never fell. The excitement and the uncanny seascape made it impossible to 

fall asleep.130 After a tussle with the Estonian border police in Reval, they took a train to Narva, 

on the eastern border. They crossed into Soviet Russia on June 26, 1920.131 In comparison with 

other delegates, Pestaña and Rosmer had it easy. Italian anarchist Armando Borghi, who 

arrived in Russia a bit later, was hidden as a stowaway in the stuffy and smutty boiler room of 

the ship to Estonia. Indeed, sympathetic German seaman were vital to ensure the crossing of 

the Baltic and rendered as useful a service to delegates and Soviet diplomats.132 In Reval, 

disguised in an old uniform provided by a Comintern functionary, Borghi herded among a 

group of prisoners of war returning to Russia. To avoid being caught by the Estonian police, 

he pretended to be a shell-shocked deaf-mute. At the emotive sight of the red flags on the 

Russian customs station, he burst out singing the Internationale in Italian. ‘I was no longer 

deaf-mute’.133 

The CNT delegate arrived in Russia ‘at the time when the triumphalist euphoria was at its peak 

among the Bolsheviks after their march over Poland, where the nationalist resistance seemed 
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to crumble under the blows of the Red Army, and with the political decomposition of Germany, 

where Lenin, the eagle of the Bolshevik revolution, had set his gaze’.134 In the south, Wrangel’s 

army clutched at the last foothold of the erstwhile formidable White forces. British, American, 

and Japanese troops still occupied Arkhangelsk and East Siberia, but foreign intervention was 

scaling down. It is not surprising that Pestaña should have felt upon his arrival ‘enthusiasm, 

admiration, intense happiness’.135 Borghi similarly ‘chocked back on tears’ as he crossed the 

border.136 For another anarchist, the Jewish-American Alexander Berkman, who had arrived a 

few months earlier, the day he entered Soviet Russia was ‘the most sublime of my life’. ‘A 

strong desire was upon me’, he admitted, ‘to kneel down and kiss the ground’.137 

For Soviet Russia, the summer of 1920 was, borrowing Dickens’ adage, both the best of times 

and the worst of times. Imminent victory in the Civil War and the giddy advance to the Vistula 

were celebrated amidst misery and unparalleled devastation. Besieged and embattled, reigning 

over a demoralised, exhausted, and famished population, the Soviet state enforced its will 

brutally through a bloated military and police apparatus. The contradiction between external 

victory, confidence, and might; and internal tribulation, despotism, and collapse underpinned 

the visions of visitors to Soviet Russia, not least of Pestaña.     

The painfully slow locomotive, fuelled with firewood, wheezed towards Yamburg (known 

today as Kingisepp) amid a landscape of devastation. Only a few months before, this region had 

been the stomping ground of General Yudenich, the springboard for his offensive on Petrograd. 

Later, in a garrison near Moscow, Pestaña would be shown Yudenich’s fearsome tanks, now at 

the service of the Red Army. In Yamburg, the euphoria of the delegates, who were received 

with honours by emissaries from Petrograd, contrasted with the indifference and cynicism of 

the forlorn peasants. The ‘sad and monotonous’ landscape was consonant with the low spirits 

of the people.138  

The train to Petrograd overflowed with animation. Delegates from across the world ‘jumped 

from one subject to the other’. The carriage ‘was transformed into a discussion group’.139 

Pestaña and Rosmer spent the evening of June 27 strolling with Victor Serge through Petrograd, 

the Northern Commune, visiting the iconic sites of the revolution. Both had met Serge already, 

                                                           
134 Ángel María de Lera, Ángel Pestaña: retrato de un anarcosindicalista (1978), 146. 
135 Pestaña, Lo que yo vi, Barcelona, 1924, 6. 
136 Borghi, Vivere da anarchici, 175. 
137 Berkman, The Bolshevik Myth, 29. 
138 Pestaña, Lo que yo vi, 11, 29. 
139 Rosmer, Lenin’s Moscow, 35. 



192 

 

in Barcelona and Paris. They held him in high esteem. ‘He was the best possible guide’. ‘We 

shook hands warmly, and, in his broken Spanish, he asked me about the anarchist comrades of 

Barcelona, about the organisation, about Tierra y Libertad, for which he had penned beautiful 

articles’, recalled Pestaña. Though by now a prominent Communist Party activist, Serge was 

hostile to many aspects of Soviet policy, and provided Pestaña with important critical insights. 

The unkempt city, which had repelled Yudenich not long ago, was full of traces of war. 

Makeshift trenches crisscrossed the outlaying districts. As they promenaded, the austere Pestaña 

wondered at the cost of the ubiquitous red banners and portraits of Lenin. The conversation 

continued until late at night in Serge’s room in Hotel Astoria, the machinegun-girdled fortress 

of the dictators of the Northern Commune.140  

The following day they were off to Moscow, the new capital, more vibrant and colourful than 

famished Petrograd. It bustled with elegant bureaucrats and hedonistic Red Army officers; 

decadent bohemians and futurist poets; emaciated refugees and skull-shaved ragamuffins. On 

the same train travelled Zinoviev. He summoned the Spaniard and the Frenchman to his 

carriage. ‘His large head and broad, solid frame gave him the appearance of a classical tribune’, 

recalled Rosmer. Pestaña was disappointed that Zinoviev knew almost nothing about his 

passion, Spanish politics. ‘He only had some vague recollections related to the city of 

Barcelona’, regretted the Spaniard.141   

 

II. Towards a new trade union International 

 

Pestaña’s first political activity in Moscow was not in the congress of the Third International, 

but in an informal committee to create the Red International of Labour Unions (RILU).142 The 

RILU was set up rather haphazardly, and a utilitarian spirit guided its creation, envisaged as a 

bulwark against Social Democracy. For this reason, it has often been presented as an artificial 

Bolshevik contrivance, a mere front organisation of the Comintern.143 There is a grain of truth 

in this perception, but it flattens out the painstaking efforts that set the scene for its creation.  
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Debates around the foundation of a new trade union international can be traced back to the all-

Russian trade union conference of June 1917, and their first national congress in January 1918. 

Here, Bolshevik speakers called for the creation of an anti-war, revolutionary trade union 

international. The Bolsheviks even set a date for a world labour congress in February 1918. A 

further call for an international trade union conference was radioed from Moscow in the 

autumn. The worsening political and economic crisis that gripped Russia, the continuation of 

the World War, and the hostility with which most European trade union leaders regarded Soviet 

Russia, prevented such plans from materialising.144  

 

In March 1919, in the first congress of the Third International, the Russian communists believed 

world revolution was on the table, and their priority was to organise soviets under communist 

guidance. Little attention was devoted to the trade unions as such, and, insofar as they were 

discussed, the Bolsheviks believed they would be rapidly wrested away from reformism.145 This 

laissez-faire attitude towards the unions was not only shaped by revolutionary optimism, but 

arguably also by their sheer incapacity to intervene in European labour politics in the midst of 

war and international blockade.  

However, the resilience of Social Democracy impelled them to reconsider the trade union 

question in 1920. Millions of workers were still grouped in the Social Democratic trade union 

international, the Amsterdam-based International Federation of Trade Unions (IFTU, 

commonly known as the Amsterdam International). In fact, it saw its ranks swell in the 

aftermath of the First World War.146 It was reorganised in the summer of 1919 with unexpected 

speed and success, and the Bolsheviks were impotent to interfere in this process and vie for the 

leadership of the IFTU.147 It had now become imperative to combat this new organisation, 

which was firmly in the hands of reformists. As Zinoviev put it, ‘to crush the Amsterdam 

International […] just as we have crushed the Brussels Second International [the party wing of 

Social Democracy] is the most important task of the proletarian revolution’.148  
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There was a consensus by early 1920 among the Soviet leadership that an international, 

revolutionary trade union organisation had to be set up, although its exact form and objectives 

were unclear. For most Bolshevik leaders, the labour unions should form part of the Comintern. 

The latter should strive to overcome the divide between the economic and political struggle, in 

the spirit of the First International. The trade unions could be organised in a special secretariat 

or section within the overarching framework of the Comintern.149 However, there was a variety 

of opinions among Bolshevik leaders regarding specific structure, autonomy, orientation, and 

tactics of this body. Some sought a simple trade union caucus, others a semi-independent 

organisation. Perhaps the key bone of contention was the attitude of communists to mass labour 

federations controlled by reformists. Lenin was adamant that communists should work to 

conquer these organisations rather than split from them. However, questions remained about 

countries where the trade union movement was already divided, where communists had been 

expelled from reformist organisations, or, indeed, where syndicalists and anarcho-syndicalists 

represented an important force. The project was mostly envisaged as a challenge to Social 

Democracy, the bête noire of Bolshevism, but it also intended to become a pole of attraction 

for anarcho-syndicalist and syndicalist unions such as the French CGT, the Italian USI, the 

American IWW, and the Spanish CNT.150  

Solomon Lozovsky spearheaded the initiative.151 He had lived in France before 1917 and been 

active in the CGT. He returned to Russia after the fall of the Tsar and joined the Bolshevik party 

in July 1917. However, sharp disagreements with the party line after the seizure of power led 

to his expulsion in December. He re-joined in late 1919 after a stint in the Menshevik left.152 

Grigori Tsyperovich actively assisted Lozovsky in his efforts. He was the head of the Petrograd 

trade union council, and an advocate of granting the Russian unions autonomy. He believed the 

RILU should be independent from the Third International. He was keen to win over anarchists 

and syndicalists to the communist cause in Russia and abroad.153 Considering that a large 

number of trade unionists, including Pestaña, had arrived in Russia before the congress, 

Lozovsky summoned them to discuss the creation of the new trade union international.    
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What did the Soviet leaders think of the dozens of anarchists and syndicalists that had arrived 

in Moscow from across Europe and the Americas? The Bolsheviks regarded anarcho-

syndicalism as a genuine working-class movement. It was ‘the most proletarian form of 

anarchism in general’, albeit naïve and mistaken, born as a kneejerk response to the ‘opportunist 

sins’ of Social Democracy.154 The syndicalists were, in the words of Zinoviev, ‘friends and 

brothers, but who take an erroneous position’.155 Lenin, recalled a British trade unionist, ‘had 

an admiration’ for syndicalists as ‘courageous fighters’, but thought they ‘would pay dearly for 

their mistaken attitude to politics’.156 In Lenin’s view, the task of the communists was ‘to 

support to the utmost the movement of all mass proletarian elements from anarchism towards 

the Communist International’. ‘The success of the work of genuine communist parties’, he said, 

‘can be measured among other things by the extent to which they succeed in attracting from 

anarchism to their side all the mass proletarian elements’, particularly, he noted, ‘in the Latin 

and Anglo-Saxon countries’.157 The communists’ attempt to attract anarchists and syndicalists 

to the Third International represented a sharp break from the tradition of Social Democracy. In 

1896, the Second International had unceremoniously expelled anarchists from its London 

congress.158 The Bolsheviks sought to avoid this. ‘We must not act in the same way as the 

Second International, which was only able to persecute, insult and hound the working-class 

elements which made opposition to it from the left’, said Zinoviev. He hoped to ‘draw over to 

our side the best part of the revolutionary syndicalists, anarchists, industrialists and factory 

council supporters’.159  

The difficulties of finding common ground for the creation of a trade union international became 

apparent as the first representatives began to assemble in Moscow in the spring of 1920. The 

first to arrive were delegates of the powerful CGL (Confederazione Generale del Lavoro, 

General Confederation of Labour), aligned with the Italian Socialist Party, and which claimed 
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a membership of two million. This was the only major Social Democratic labour federation that 

pledged allegiance to the Third International. In practice, however, it had not rescinded 

membership from the IFTU. The Italians were divided between staunch supporters of 

Bolshevism (the future founders of the Italian Communist Party), and “left-centrists” who were 

far-removed from the Bolshevik outlook, and had gone to Moscow only under irresistible rank-

and-file pressure. The latter, led by Giacinto Serrati and Ludovico D’Aragona, dominated the 

delegation. They clashed immediately with Lozovsky. ‘We were convinced of [D’Aragona’s] 

insincerity’, noted Rosmer. In his eyes they proved too soft towards Social Democracy and 

towards their party’s own right wing.160  

Matters were complicated by the arrival of numerous syndicalist and anarcho-syndicalist 

delegates in the course of June, whose views were at odds both with the Italians and with the 

Bolsheviks. Serrati and D’Aragona tried to enhance their questioned Marxist credentials by 

lambasting the syndicalists.161 In fact, Serrati, along with the German Paul Levi and Karl Radek, 

attempted, unsuccessfully, to bar anarchists and syndicalists from participating in the 

Comintern. Only party delegates should be allowed to the congress.162 There was inbuilt 

mistrust between delegates from the libertarian and the Social Democratic tradition. There were 

also numerous delegates from newly-born communist parties whose sundry views tended to be 

far from “orthodox”. Some were close to the syndicalist outlook, others rabidly opposed to it. 

Political disagreement was aggravated by organisational complications, as informal 

deliberations tended to overlap with formal discussions. In this flurry of committees, 

subcommittees, and informal meetings there was a constant suspicion (not unsubstantiated) of 

‘double dealings’.163 Translation was almost invariably faulty. Lozovsky tried to triangulate and 

manoeuvre between a multiplicity of conflicting positions. In fact, the Bolsheviks at times 

arbitrated disputes rather than defined them.164    

Pestaña joined this chaotic tug of war. On June 28, the day he arrived in Moscow, he was 

parachuted into a meeting of the executive committee of the Third International, in the former 

German embassy, where Count Mirbach had been murdered. On the agenda was the creation of 
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a trade union international. The discussion continued later in the evening in an informal meeting 

with Lozovsky.165 A draft resolution for the creation of an International Trade Union Council 

(ITUC, soon to be renamed RILU) prepared by Lozovsky and by the British trade unionist John 

Thomas Murphy, was put to debate. It was largely the product of the negotiations with the 

Italians of the CGL. The document included a recognition of the importance of the political as 

well as the trade union struggle and defended the notion of the dictatorship of the proletariat. It 

censored not only the Social Democrats, but also the “apolitical” syndicalists who had become 

‘lackeys of capitalist imperialism’ (a reference to Jouhaux). The statement opposed the creation 

of new revolutionary trade unions, but instead championed the takeover of the existing mass 

reformist organisations. It called for a ‘close relationship’ between the trade unions and the 

communist parties.166   

The document was immediately criticised by the syndicalists (of which there were about half a 

dozen). Pestaña said he could not endorse the dictatorship of the proletariat because his 

organisation stood for ‘libertarian communism’. On the connection between the unions and the 

communist parties, Pestaña accepted ‘cooperation between revolutionary organisations’, but it 

ought to be conditional. He also suggested that the first congress of the RILU should be held in 

Italy or Sweden to pre-empt the excessive influence of the Russian communists. He demanded 

the portrayal of syndicalism as a ‘lackey of imperialism’ be confined to those organisations that 

had supported the war, namely the French CGT. The worst “lackeys of imperialism”, he 

reminded the delegates, were the Social Democratic trade union leaders. Pestaña’s tone, 

however, was conciliatory, in an attempt to reconcile affiliation to the Moscow International 

with the CNT’s libertarian principles.167 No understanding could be reached, Lozovsky ‘would 

not move our way at all’. ‘Usual procedure’, complained British syndicalist Jack Tanner in his 

diary, ‘no definite agreement made but meeting fixed for tomorrow’.168 The negotiations 

dragged on for several days. 

The debate in the committee highlighted the bones of contention that would mark the debates 

between communists and anarcho-syndicalists: the question of political parties, parliamentary 
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activity and trade union independence; the dictatorship of the proletariat; the primacy attached 

by the Bolsheviks to factory committees and soviets, which was challenged by the syndicalists 

who saw the unions as the foundation for classless society; and the work within reformist labour 

organisations, which were to be infiltrated and conquered from the inside rather than challenged 

from the outside by new revolutionary unions (although this would not be especially 

controversial for the CNT since at this point it was far larger than the Social Democratic 

UGT).169  

These exhausting powwows were interrupted as Pestaña, along with the French and Italian 

delegates, left for a tour of the Volga. Negotiations were resumed two weeks later. Lozovsky’s 

attitude had not changed fundamentally.170 However, he was willing to make some concessions 

under pressure from Lenin. He would soften the harshness of the language in the manifesto’s 

criticism of syndicalism. He also agreed the new trade union international would enjoy 

significant organisational autonomy from the Comintern. Pestaña, outnumbered and tired, 

decided to sign the foundational manifesto.171 He expected it could be amended in the future. 

Tanner refused to sign, although he participated in the works of the newly-created Council.172 

The RILU (known at this point as ITUC) was founded on July 15. It claimed a membership of 

9 million, as opposed to the 18 million of the Social Democratic IFTU. This was clearly an 

exaggeration, but it is indicative of the rising tide of radical trade unionism inspired by the 

Russian Revolution.  

In the process of winning over the libertarians, the Bolsheviks were often reckless and 

uncompromising. While not overtly hostile, the belief in the superiority of their ideas often gave 

them an arrogant and authoritarian allure in the eyes of anarchists and syndicalists. Although 

Lenin made conscious attempts to be diplomatic, holding private discussions with libertarians, 

others in the International, such as Zinoviev, Lozovsky, or Radek, were less patient.173  

Rosmer described how the October victory had instilled in Bolsheviks ‘an air of assurance, of 

self-confidence, decisiveness and certainty’.174 Faced with a European movement divided into 

reformist Social Democratic parties, revolutionary but non-Marxist syndicalist organisations, 

and a plethora of (mostly tiny) “ultra-left” groups, the Bolsheviks, victors of the first successful 
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socialist revolution, saw themselves as the upholders of a superior doctrine. ‘To tell the truth’, 

wrote Victor Serge of the congress, ‘outside of Russia […] there were no real Communists 

anywhere in the world. […] The bulk of these men were symptomatic of obsolete movements 

that had been outrun by events, combining an abundance of good intentions with a scarcity of 

talent’.175 A tension between friendliness and sternness; between compromise and imposition; 

between the carrot and the stick, characterises the relationship between anarcho-syndicalists 

and communists in this period.  

 

III. Pestaña in the second Comintern congress 
 

On July 16, Pestaña travelled to Petrograd with the other delegates to attend the opening 

ceremony of the second congress of the Communist International. The congress was to last for 

three weeks and held most of its sessions in Moscow. In the words of the ordinarily subdued 

Pestaña, it was ‘a truly impressive event’. According to Rosmer, it represented the first real 

congress of the Communist International. In comparison to the congress of 1919, where the 

only sizable foreign delegation had been the German one, this one was ‘remarkably 

representative’. Delegates had come ‘from all corners on the world, and the agenda contained 

all the problems of socialism and revolution’.176 The response to the invitation sent out by 

Moscow ‘exceeded all expectations’.177 In the Delovoy Dvor hotel, where delegates were 

housed, ‘all languages could be heard and all racial physiognomies could be seen’.178 

Historians of international communism are often wont to look at history backwards, and Stalin’s 

lifeless Comintern tends to cast its shadow over its early years. The early Third International 

displayed extraordinary diversity and vivacity. Much like the First International, it rallied a 

kaleidoscope of communists, anarchists, trade unionists, feminists, nationalists, and sui generis 

revolutionaries. This heterogeneity was indicative of the broad appeal of the Russian 

Revolution, which awakened the passions of a multifarious global legion of radicals.  

That evening, Pestaña was invited to the rostrum at a ‘monster rally’ at the square of the Winter 

Palace. He promised the people of Russia that the Spanish proletariat stood firmly behind them 

and would do the utmost to defend their revolution. He also delivered a written report on the 
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state of the class struggle in Spain, where he described the rapid growth the CNT had 

experimented as attributable to ‘the most intense and arduous propaganda’. He made a defence 

of its apolitical character and its federal structure, which had provided the Spanish workers with 

‘such satisfactory results’ and which ‘they will never relinquish no matter the cost’.179 The day 

culminated with a mass spectacle, Toward a World Commune, a play representing the history 

of the class struggle since 1848. Held at the old Stock Exchange, the audience sat on the 

peristyle, and the lighting was provided by warships on the Neva. It made ‘a worthy conclusion 

to a day full of emotion’.180 The delegates travelled back to Moscow, full of drive. Informal 

contacts were as important as the official workings of the congress. ‘We learnt a great deal from 

each other. Our discussions and conversations went on until late at night’. To take a rest from 

politics, the British organised football matches during the breaks.181  

The controversies began in the second session, held in the throne-room of the Kremlin. Zinoviev 

addressed the question of the trade unions and political parties. He threw down the gauntlet at 

the syndicalists and the “ultra-lefts”. He branded the libertarian hostility to joining political 

parties as a ‘petty bourgeois remnant’. The syndicalist opposition to parties, however well 

intended, ‘objectively only contributed to the support of the bourgeoisie’. Workers’ unions were 

important but, being ‘formless’ and ‘living from hand to mouth’, they were insufficient to 

overthrow capitalism. What was needed, he said, was a party ‘made of different stuff […] a true 

Communist Party that organises the vanguard of the working class’. Such a party had to be 

‘centralised […] with an iron military discipline’ to be able to face the ‘titanic struggle’ of 

revolution and civil war. He defended the participation in bourgeois parliaments for propaganda 

purposes. At all points, however, he made clear he was at one with anarchists and syndicalists 

in their hostility to Social Democracy. ‘In comparison with the old, stuffy, counter-

revolutionary ideology of the Second International, revolutionary syndicalism and 

“industrialism” mean a step forward’. In comparison, however, ‘with revolutionary Marxism 

[…] syndicalism and “industrialism” mean a step backwards’.182  
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Pestaña made a defence of revolutionary syndicalism that represents his most significant 

intervention in the congress. His response to Zinoviev was in the defensive and indeed sounded 

somewhat apologetic.183 He claimed ‘the trade union movement as such is much more important 

than you seem to assume […] it is too easy an explanation to believe that revolutionary currents 

such as for example syndicalism can simply be described as reactionary without any further 

ado’. He then downplayed the syndicalists’ attachment to trade unions ‘I have never said that 

the trade unions are an end in themselves. It depends what spirit guides them’. He challenged 

the idea that the Russian Revolution was ‘the merit of the Communist Party’.184 

The English syndicalist Tanner also protested. ‘What has now taken place in Russia cannot be 

a valid pattern for every country’. He claimed that the situation in other European countries was 

‘completely different’ to that of Russia. In Britain the dictatorship of the proletariat would take 

a very different form. In Britain ‘being active in a political party’ was, in the eyes of many 

workers, ‘a waste of time’. German anarchist Souchy also took the floor. He noted that faith in 

bourgeois parliaments is ‘disappearing among revolutionary workers’, and that Zinoviev was 

trying to foist it onto the International on the basis of a ‘doctrinaire theoretical standpoint’.185    

Hawkish anti-anarchists Mátyás Rákosi, Paul Levi, and Giacinto Serrati uncompromisingly 

chastised the ‘petty bourgeois’ libertarians (Levi and Serrati would soon fall out of grace with 

the Comintern). Lenin stepped in to try to strike a balance. He assured Pestaña and Tanner that 

their concept of a communist party was not all that different from the anarchist notion of the 

‘organised minorities’. ‘The only difference between us is that they avoid the word “party”’. 

For them, he explained, ‘a political party is something like the parties of […] the professional 

parliamentarians, the traitors to the working class’. ‘We’, he comforted them, ‘are also opposed 

[to this]. We need new, different parties’.186 

Trotsky then took the floor, freshly returned from the Polish front. Donning a smart military 

jacked, upright in his bearing, with eagle-like face and eyes, short and neatly trimmed beard, a 

metal voice that rang like a bell, the leader of the Red Army ‘stole the limelight from the 

congress’.187 Trotsky recognised a genuine revolutionary spirit animated the syndicalists and 
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expressed his hope that he would convince them ‘in a comradely way’. ‘I prefer to discuss with 

these Spanish, American and French comrades in order to prove to them that the party is 

indispensable’, he admitted, than with the “party” Marxists of the Second International. Trotsky 

had befriended the syndicalists of La Vie Ouvrière in Paris during the war, and had been 

impressed by their courage. ‘I felt myself a comrade among comrades in the company of 

Monatte, Rosmer and others with an anarchistic past’, he recalled. He promised Pestaña that the 

creation of the Spanish Communist Party would not entail a total break with the traditions of 

the CNT. The need for a party stemmed from the need to bring together ‘a chosen section’ of 

the working class around ‘a clear programme and organisation’, something the anarchists 

accepted. If the CNT debated and countersigned the resolutions of the congress, ‘those Spanish 

syndicalists who unite on the basis of the proposed theses will form nothing else but the Spanish 

Communist Party’.188 He narrated the difficulties faced by the Red Army in the Polish war, and 

explained the importance of the party in taking the most vital decisions in war and revolution. 

‘Who will decide these questions in Spain? The Spanish Communist Party – and I am confident 

that Comrade Pestaña will be one of the founders of this party’.189   

In the following sessions, less directly relevant to the CNT, Pestaña seldom intervened, and 

only did so to make practical points. Other syndicalists, such as Tanner, Souchy, or the 

Scotsman Willie Gallager were more outspoken. There was an element of chaos in this mass 

congress, which grouped a plethora of ideological tendencies. Interpreters were overburdened, 

and theses and minutes had to be translated constantly. Much of this work fell on the shoulders 

of an exhausted Angelica Balabanova, the polyglot ex-secretary of the Third International. As 

Pestaña explained in his report, ‘do not be surprised that little was discussed; recall that each 

speech had to be translated into at least four languages, as well as each reply’. Towards the end 

of the congress, delegates were exhausted and ‘indifference was generalised’ (except if Lenin 

or Trotsky were speaking). Remembering one of the accords taken at the Comedia, Pestaña 

proposed to make Esperanto the language of the International. The presidium promised to study 

the matter, but it seems it fell by the wayside.190   
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Pestaña, however, recorded his impressions in his report to the CNT. He complained of the 

inordinate influence wielded by the presidium. ‘The presidium is the Congress’, he bemoaned. 

It had to approve all new items proposed by delegates. It could alter the agenda at will. The 

chair, Pestaña observed, would often allocate more time to communists than to syndicalists. He 

protested that the presidium decided the makeup of commissions, where critical delegates 

tended to be outnumbered. Some decisions, according to Pestaña, were taken arbitrarily, like 

the inclusion after the congress of five extra clauses to the 16-point document listing the 

conditions for adhesion to the Comintern (the famous 21 conditions). Pestaña chafed at the fact 

that, in contravention of the initial agreement on mandates, each individual delegate had a single 

vote.191 The powerful CNT, which was only able to send one representative, was thus reduced 

to one ballot. He was also unhappy that much politicking was done ‘behind the scenes’.192   

For this raucous palaver to function, work had to be delegated to smaller commissions. Pestaña 

sat on the trade union caucus. Radek organised the proceedings. He was a ‘rabid anti-

syndicalist’ whose line ‘could be summed up as centralisation, discipline, and cooperation with 

the Communist Party’.193 For Radek, this was necessary to stop the treacherous attitude of the 

trade union leaderships in 1914. Pestaña retorted that the problem in 1914 was not the fact that 

the leaders were not steeled communists, but the bureaucratisation and the ‘insatiable 

centralism’ of the socialist trade unions. Not only should the men leading the unions be 

replaced, but the way the unions functioned too. Radek and his followers paid little attention 

to Pestaña, ‘like men who hear the rain beating down on the roof of the building they are in’, 

so he stopped attending the sittings. ‘I didn’t even vote... What for!’, he fumed. Pestaña felt 

castrated because for the most part the commission’s proceedings were translated only into 

English and German, not French.194  

The opposition to Radek was spearheaded by the Americans John Reed and Louis Fraina, from 

the IWW. The Englishmen Jack Tanner and John Murphy also threw in their weight. Radek 

insisted revolutionaries should work in mass unions, even if they were led by reformists. For 

Reed and Fraina this was inapplicable to the USA. The American Federation of Labour was 
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the largest trade union organisation in the country, but it had a ‘reactionary character’. It was 

confronted by the militant IWW, which commanded a sizable minority of the organised 

workforce. After much cut and thrust, Radek conceded that the orientation towards mass 

reformist unions was not applicable to countries with large syndicalist organisations like the 

United States. The commission voted for his theses. Yet the congress plenary endorsed Radek’s 

resolution amid much commotion, with the abstention of Pestaña. Indeed, he abstained on most 

votes, because his ‘apolitical’ organisation had ‘no business’ in discussing party matters.195 

Among the various documents that were passed, the statutes included a clause, article 14, 

stipulating that in future congresses the trade union delegations would be agreed upon in 

conjunction with each country’s communist party. This had serious implications for the CNT. 

It would presumably have to choose its representatives jointly with the small and sectarian 

PCE.196 

Towards the end of the congress, a final round of meetings was organised by Lozovsky to 

organise the work of the RILU. Pestaña seized the opportunity to protest that the link with the 

communist parties, propounded in Radek’s trade union theses, and especially in article 14 of 

the Comintern statutes, was completely at odds with the ideas of his organisation. Lozovsky’s 

promises of autonomy for the new organisation ‘started to sound like a joke’.197 At this point, 

the demand for an entirely independent RILU gained traction among syndicalist delegates. The 

CNT, insisted Pestaña, had waged a ‘legendary’ struggle against political parties. It was ‘one 

of our most glorious hallmarks’. Pestaña warned that ‘it would be very difficult for [the CNT] 

to accept what was required of it’. Lozovsky promised to discuss these issues at the congress 

the following year.198   

After a few parleys, Lozovsky was replaced by Mikhail Tomsky, leader of the all-Russian 

Central Council of Trade Unions. He was the Central Committee’s preferred candidate to lead 

the RILU-over Lozovsky, who had only re-joined the party a few months earlier. Tomsky 

lacked international experience and languages, but he was a skilful politician in the Bolshevik 

mould, diplomatic, flexible, and pragmatic, but firm on matters of principle. He became the 

interim general secretary of the RILU (still known as ITUC). Tomsky proved more conciliatory 
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towards the syndicalists than Lozovsky. Indeed, the latter might have tried to overcompensate 

for his Menshevik past with excessive ideological rigidity.199  

In the chaotic first steps of the Comintern and its affiliate organisations, when the organisation 

lacked a strong apparatus and was markedly heterogeneous, individual cadres (selected 

unsystematically) played a decisive role. ‘From the very first moment’, rejoiced Pestaña, 

‘Tomsky turned out to be much easier to get on with than Luzovsky [sic]’.200 In addition to his 

pragmatic outlook, Tomsky’s affability might have also owed to the widening chasm between 

the communists and the leadership of the Italian CGL. D’Aragona had abandoned the congress 

indignantly after the Bolsheviks demanded he abjure all relations with Amsterdam’s Social 

Democrats. This turned anarcho-syndicalists, especially those of the Italian USI, into privileged 

interlocutors. Their representative, Armando Borghi, arrived in Russia in August.201  

‘The poor Tomsky’, recalled Borghi, ‘sweated ten shirts every day’, as he strove to ‘procure 

one signature, one vote, one yea’.202 In addition to Pestaña and Borghi, he also held meetings 

with other troublemakers, such as the German Augustin Souchy, the American-Japanese 

syndicalist Taro Yoshihara, and John Reed. Tomsky agreed that the possibility of organising 

the RILU congress in Italy or Sweden could be sounded if the security of delegates was 

ensured. Tomsky amended the founding manifesto to allow the affiliation of organisations that 

were not in favour of the dictatorship of the proletariat but which nonetheless ‘practice the 

revolutionary class struggle’. He entrusted Pestaña the task of organising the Spanish, 

Portuguese, and Latin American delegations for the following year.203  

However, this honeymoon between Tomsky and the syndicalists was short-lived. When it 

appeared a general consensus had been reached, and delegates were preparing to return to their 

countries, Tomsky presented Pestaña with an organisational resolution for him to sign. It 

stipulated that propaganda bureaux would be set up in all countries in close collaboration with 

the communist parties. After some hesitation, Pestaña signed the resolution. Yet under pressure 
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from Borghi, he demanded his name be struck out from the organisational theses.204 There was 

bad blood as Pestaña and Borghi abandoned Russia on September 7.  

In the negotiations for the creation of the RILU, the Bolsheviks had been able to carry the day 

on most major questions. They had only made minor concessions on tone or on secondary 

matters. The syndicalists, on the contrary, yielded on important points of principle for them. ‘I 

have made concessions that can bring me a lot of trouble back in my country’, rued Pestaña.205 

This attests to the self-confidence of the Bolsheviks. They combined forcefulness and 

numerical superiority with eloquent diplomacy to win arguments. At the same time, enormous 

heterogeneity characterised the second congress of the Comintern, as delegates espousing 

sundry opinions sought to find a common political platform. By virtue of their authority, 

sagacity, and political dexterity, the Bolsheviks were the only ones in a position to broker 

seemingly impossible agreements. Yet these agreements were fragile. A delegate referred to 

the efforts of Tomsky and his comrades as ‘a labour of Sisyphus’.206 The shaky accords at the 

congress were made possible by the prevailing mood of optimism and unity generated by the 

victorious of march of the Russian Revolution and the intense social effervescence in Europe. 

The prospect these compromises and unsteady alliances might crystallise into a coherent 

international movement hinged on the fortunes of the Russian Revolution and the European 

labour movement. 

Pestaña and Borghi travelled to Italy. The cenetista wanted to exchange views with Malatesta. 

Yet the Italian police arrested him in Milan and confiscated all his notes and documents. I have 

tried to find Pestaña’s documents in the archives of the Italian state, to no avail. There is a file 

on him compiled by the fascist police in the 1930s, which records the circumstances of his 

arrest and deportation in 1920, but the original file is missing. Pestaña was deported to Spain 

and detained immediately upon his arrival in Barcelona in November. He spent the next year 

and a half in jail.    
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IV. Seventy days in Russia 
 

In addition to the political significance of the Comintern congress for the CNT, Pestaña’s trip 

was also the first encounter of a Spanish libertarian with the Russian Revolution. In his seventy 

days in Russia, Pestaña had the opportunity to travel to Petrograd and Moscow and to make a 

trip to the Volga. He also visited factories, villages, schools, Red Army battalions, and local 

party organisations. Not only did he visit these institutions, but he often also delivered short 

speeches and lectures. Pestaña met Lenin in person. The Spaniard also had the opportunity to 

visit several Russian anarchists, including Kropotkin and militants who had served under 

Makhno. The views on his travels he set out in two reports in 1922 and two books published 

in 1924 are mostly negative. 

Pestaña abhorred the ‘terroristic system’ of the Cheka, which enjoyed ‘absolute powers’ and 

was ‘accountable to no one’. Their ‘moral makeup is revolting’. Their power was nested ‘on a 

pile of hundreds of thousands of corpses’. The soviets had become corrupted. In 1917, ‘in the 

heat of revolution’, they emerged as organs ‘of genuine and effective popular sovereignty’. But 

they were ‘usurped’ by the communists.  By 1920, ‘all voting is carried out under the rigorous 

control of the Cheka’. The authorities vetoed elections won by anarchists and other left-wing 

dissidents. The autonomy granted to the Soviet republics, considered Pestaña after visiting 

Chuvashia, was a sham, for ‘everything was determined in Moscow’. In his opinion, 

ideologically-driven centralisation was at the root of economic chaos, despotism, and 

bureaucratisation. Soviet economic and social policy was a succession of ‘errors’, 

‘improvisation’, and ‘absurdities’.207 

The peasant’s lot was ‘appalling’ and life was ‘worse than in the Tsarist period’. The ‘hateful’ 

policy of requisitions ‘was a constant source of conflict between the muzhik and the 

Bolsheviks’.  The situation in state farms was not much better. Officials blamed this on the 

‘selfishness’ of the peasants, who would rather leave their lands fallow than hand over their 

surplus to the state. But for Pestaña, the peasants simply sought ‘free communism, autonomous, 

independent’. The ubiquitous presence of bagmen, scrounging town and country for goods to 

barter, was unsettling, as was the intermittent, ineffective struggle the Cheka waged against 

them. The appearance of towns and cities was of ‘filth and neglect’, garbage ‘of all kinds piled 

up everywhere’. Boards were put on the sides of roads for passersby to walk over the ooze of 
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rubbish and excrements. Many delegates found it impossible to walk through Saratov, ‘such 

was the stench’ (the summer of 1920 was also inordinately hot). The lack of housing was 

‘frightful’, and the centralised allocation of apartments by the state lent itself to inefficiency 

and nepotism. The same occurred in the realm of transport and distribution of goods and 

rations, where ‘uniformity, one-sidedness, and rigidity’ led to the ‘incalculable’ waste of scarce 

resources.208  

The austere Spanish libertarian was appalled by the growing inequalities between the ‘red 

dictators’ and the people, reflected in the ‘36 wage tiers’. In the communist elite, Pestaña 

discerned ‘the silhouette of a new bourgeoisie, as greedy and cruel as the old’. He was appalled 

at the powerlessness of the Russian worker, ‘a mechanised toy’ in the hands of the communist 

‘mandarins’. Labour law was ‘draconian’. The proletariat ‘was a dictator who dictated 

nothing’, he deplored. The trade unions were in ‘absolute harmony’ with the Communist Party. 

Under ‘communist tyranny’, the unions had ossified into an opaque and ‘extremely heavy 

apparatus’. This, opined Pestaña, contrasted with the lively and independent role they played 

in the days of the October Revolution. The factory committees, which sprung from below in 

1917, had similarly degenerated into a ‘factory police of sorts’. The flourishing cooperative 

movement of the past ‘had ceased to exist’; it ‘died under the winter gust’ of Bolshevism.209  

The early days of the revolution had seen a spectacular spread of popular initiative that was 

later ‘co-opted’ by the Bolsheviks. The ‘boot of the state ended up crushing […] the germs of 

popular spontaneity’. That was the story of the Russian Revolution, believed Pestaña, a 

genuine, creative, and spontaneous people’s movement, derailed and crushed by the 

asphyxiating embrace of the state. For Pestaña, the greater significance of the Russian 

Revolution lay in that it inaugurated the era of social revolutions, in the way that the French 

Revolution heralded the epoch of political revolutions. Whatever its shortcomings, in daring to 

transform the economic foundations of society, it had become a pathfinder. The communists 

had become new age Napoleons, who had ‘cunningly’ exploited their revolution to their own, 

tyrannical ends. They tarnished but did not annul the significance of the revolution that had 

thrust them to power.210  
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At the same time, however, Pestaña admitted the blockade and the ferocity of the Civil War 

were largely to blame for the hardship. The Bolsheviks only had ‘limited blame’ for the parlous 

state of the country. The main culprits were ‘the European bourgeois governments’, with their 

military intervention and their cordon sanitaire. Soviet repression was ‘disproportionate’ but, 

he qualified, at times it was excusable considering the many ‘counterrevolutionary dangers’ 

that beset the Republic. For the brutality of the Whites, observed the Spaniard, was unmatched, 

characterised by ‘senseless cruelty, of a primitive Tartar variety’. And, in any case, ‘revolution, 

as is well known, always implies violence and coercion’. The age-old ‘material and spiritual 

misery’ of many Russian regions also rendered the task of social transformation extremely 

difficult, he considered after his trip to the Volga. It was impossible to transform mankind in 

such conditions, ‘for the instinct of self-preservation trumps efforts for cultural 

advancement’.211 

During the congress, Pestaña fumed at the arrogance of the communist delegates, whose 

behaviour was ‘deplorable’. ‘With few exceptions’, he claimed, ‘all have the mentality of a 

bourgeois’. The mollycoddled delegates received ‘aristocratic’ rations and ate four meals a day 

with various courses. They received plenty of cigarettes, while ordinary people used 

newspapers to roll tobacco. They could request a car for personal use. The austere Pestaña, 

however, refused these sinecures and made his way on foot every day from the Delovoi Dvor, 

in Kitai Gorod, to the Kremlin.  ‘Many abused’ their privileged position, he lamented. They 

even asked for hotel staff to polish their boots.212 He was also dismayed at the envoy of the 

recently-created Spanish Communist Party, Merino García. Pestaña described him as a ‘petty 

individual’, ‘haughty and authoritarian’. Luckily for the cenetista, he managed to ensure the 

PCE delegate only had a consultative vote instead of a full mandate.213  

The ‘pomp’ of the Bolshevik ceremonies and nomenclature also disturbed him, as did the 

overabundance of red flags and portraits of Marx and Lenin. Wherever they went, the denizens 

were summoned willy-nilly to salute them. His participation in these ‘ridiculous and grotesque’ 

festivities made Pestaña feel ‘utterly uncomfortable’. In 1924, Pestaña confessed he shirked 

                                                           
This was the common view that crystallised among anarchists in Russia and Europe in 1922. See for instance: 

Souchy, Attention anarchiste!, 27-42. 
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many congress sessions, bored at the ‘party wrangles’, and used the time to ‘walk the streets, 

visit public and private institutions, ask, inquire’. Victor Serge, Sasha Kropotkin, or Lozovsky 

often accompanied him to serve as interpreters.214 

In Pëtr Kropotkin, the cenetista found ‘the most sincere and truthful interpreter’ of the Russian 

revolution. The tête-à-tête was arranged by Victor Serge and Sacha Kropotkin. Pestaña and 

Souchy travelled together to Dimitrov, where the veteran anarchist lived. For Souchy, ‘the 

interview with Kropotkin was the most beautiful moment of my six months in Russia’. 

Kropotkin described his strained relationship with the Bolsheviks. He stressed that ‘it is not 

possible to do a revolution adopting their methods and premises’. Against chaotic Marxist 

centralisation, he championed a confederation ‘of free municipal councils’.215 Pestaña also 

spent time with the anarchists of the Universalist Club of Tverskaya (Moscow’s main street). 

Here he met the famous Gordin brothers and Gregori Maximov. They recounted the repression 

of Cheka against the anarchists, exemplified by the recent arrest of the Gordin brothers (who 

had just been released after spending three months in jail).216 In Petrograd, he met a militant 

who had served in Ukraine under Makhno. Pestaña wrote paeans on the ‘legendary’ feats of 

the Insurrectionary Revolutionary Army and of the “Batko”, who had ‘laboured tirelessly’ to 

‘turn the revolution into reality’.217    

However, Pestaña also threw in some unexpected barbs at the Russian anarchists. Outside 

Ukraine, they had been impotent to check the authoritarian rise of the Bolsheviks because the 

corruption of many libertarian groups had soiled the name of the movement. ‘The evildoer’, he 

explained, ‘had eclipsed and destroyed the idealist’. The practice of individual terrorism and 

expropriations ‘had provoked unimaginable damage’ and alienated anarchists from the masses. 

Other Russian anarchists had been engrossed by ‘doctrinal nagging and bickering’, at a time 

when ‘action was more important than discussion’. When the Cheka cracked down on them, 

‘no one came out to help’.218  

Despite his general antipathy for the Bolsheviks, Pestaña found some praiseworthy exceptions 

among their ranks. Generally, he regarded them as ‘mistaken, but sincere’, and paid homage to 
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‘these loyal adversaries’.219 He showed admiration for Victor Serge. Against the government’s 

official truths, Serge provided ‘excellent reports and a harsh critique of centralism and 

dictatorship’. He noted, however, that his critical spirit was at odds with his membership in the 

Communist Party.220 Pestaña’s view of Lenin was also positive. He felt for him ‘profound 

sympathy and boundless respect’, despite their disagreements. He is portrayed as a benevolent 

but naïve leader above whose authority ‘stood the will of the Cheka’. Lenin was also pleased 

by the Spaniard. He described the cenetista as an ‘intelligent and puritan worker, endowed with 

a great sense of observation and critique’.221 The CNT delegate also rejoiced at the freedom to 

converse with dissidents and ordinary people and visit the country unhindered. The chief 

obstacle in his factfinding mission was his ignorance of the Russian language.222 

In a generally disheartening landscape of havoc and arbitrariness there were a few blips of 

hope. The presence of female soldiers struck Pestaña. ‘With a rather masculine uniform, rifle 

in hand, smoking a cigarette’, they were an ‘admirable’ instance of equality of women and 

men, for Russian women ‘enjoy the same rights as men’.223 Although an ‘impertinent anti-

militarist’, he commended the cultural and pedagogical programme of the Red Army, which 

devoted much time and resources to educate soldiers.224 The virtual disappearance of 

alcoholism, at least in public, ‘is a victory that Bolshevism can claim for itself’.225 Yet the most 

impressive feat accomplished by the Soviet Republic was in the realm of education. This was 

an ‘oasis’ of progress and competence. Pestaña was impressed at the breadth of the education 

system and the resources devoted to it, starting from the free kindergartens all the way to 

university. Above all, he praised the combination of practical and theoretical work and the 

partial abolition of exams. Soviet education ‘is not perfect, but it is vastly superior to the 

bourgeois methods’.226 
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V. The mission’s meanderings 
  

Mystery still envelops aspects of the first CNT mission to Russia, despite the scholarly attention 

it has received. Pestaña wrote extensively about his trip. The problem however, is that his 

accounts started to appear two years after he began his travels.227 In the meantime, he kept 

silent. ‘I can say with certainty’, said his friend and comrade Restituto Magrovejo in June 1921, 

‘that Pestaña has so far been unable to say a single word about what he has seen in Russia’.228  

In March 1922, Pestaña circulated two reports on his trip addressed to the national committee 

of the CNT. The first was dated November 1921, the second, March 1922. In these texts, he 

explained his conduct at the Moscow congress and the trade union commissions. The tone of 

these documents is mostly negative, although his account was dispassionate and descriptive. 

In 1924, he narrated his personal experience in Russia and his analysis of the revolutionary 

process in two brochures. He presented the Bolsheviks as up-and-coming dictators, under 

whose asphyxiating rule the revolution ossified.  

Much of the historiography, especially scholars with anarchist inclinations (but not only), have 

taken his writings at face value. The premise of much of these works is that the CNT’s 

infatuation with Bolshevism was the product of a misunderstanding, occasioned by the lack of 

reliable news from Russia. Consequently, the first direct encounter of a leading Spanish 

libertarian with Soviet Russia could have been nothing else than an unpleasant revelation of 

the CNT’s gaffe. That is how Pestaña presented his visit in his personal account of 1924. The 

trip ‘confirmed and reinforced’ his libertarian convictions, he claimed. ‘I think the same way 

as before; I reaffirm my old ideas’.229 Yet upon closer examination, matters appear more 

complicated.  

There is no doubt that Pestaña voiced disagreements with the Bolsheviks on a number of issues, 

as attested to by the Comintern minutes and the reports he tabled. He felt discomfort at many 

aspects of Soviet policy and about some of the ideas of the Third International. Pestaña’s 

principled stance in Russia was remembered by many of his acquaintances. The editors of the 
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compendium of reports submitted to the congress added a foreword to Pestaña’s document. 

They observed uneasily that ‘the opinions of the author on “politics” and on the federal 

principles of the syndicalist organisation were made at his own discretion’.230 Victor Serge 

praised Pestaña’s ‘revulsion from “official truths” and the trappings of power’.231 Even Lenin 

admitted that ‘liberty was the cornerstone of his ideological edifice’.232 Before Pestaña had left 

Russia, the anarchist weekly El Comunista referred to a letter he had sent to the CNT national 

committee where he expressed disappointment at many aspects of the Russian Revolution.233 

It appears he also sent national secretary Evelio Boal a critical report about the Comintern 

congress.234 However, although the delegate undeniably stood for the principles of anarcho-

syndicalism during his stay, it seems certain facets of the Russian Revolution and the Third 

International seduced him more than he was later willing to admit.  

To give critical assessment of the Pestaña mission, an important question must be asked. Why 

the time lapse of seventeen months between his return from Russia and the publication of his 

first reports? Pestaña claimed it owed to his stay in prison. Detained as he disembarked the ship 

in Barcelona in November 1920, he was not released until April 1922. However, Spanish jails 

were notoriously permeable. Indeed, in early 1921 he apparently slipped a brief memo to CNT 

secretary Evelio Boal. And, in January 1921 he published an article on the organisation of the 

sindicatos únicos.235 The inordinate hiatus between his return and the publication of his reports 

can only owe to a conscious decision to withhold his views. It appears his opinion on 

revolutionary Russia was more complex and nuanced, perhaps also more positive, than he later 

claimed. Undecided, he used his time in jail to ruminate on his experiences and sound out other 

cenetistas.  

Much of the evidence points in this direction. For his Italian comrade Armando Borghi, Pestaña 

‘referred to himself an anarcho-syndicalist, [but] his ideas were vague and he was strongly 

influenced by Tomsky’.236 During his stay in Russia, Pestaña wrote a piece for Pravda on Spain. 

After describing the recent growth of the CNT and the splits in the PSOE, he concluded: ‘And 

so, to sum up, it must be said that the only revolutionary forces in Spain are the CNT and the 
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new Communist party, which must march hand in hand in the struggle for the emancipation of 

the Spanish proletariat’.237 Although he must have come under pressure from the Pravda 

editors, it is unlikely that Pestaña would have collaborated with them had he been completely 

hostile to the Communist Party. Indeed, Pestaña admitted having written for Pravda, 

mentioning he had reported on the evolution of the CNT, the PSOE, and the PCE.238  

Most importantly, despite the negative tone of his March 1922 reports, Pestaña still 

recommended the CNT should remain in the RILU as a critical faction. ‘Who doubts that, if we 

firmly defend our principles, we will not be able to exert a positive influence in the RILU?’ For 

him, abandoning the Russian Revolution to its own fate could bring about its defeat, ‘delaying 

the revolution in Europe by several years’. Remaining in the Moscow International would entail 

yielding on certain issues, which Pestaña conceded as necessary: ‘to accept compromises after 

discussing in the RILU? Yes, why not?’239 Three months later, however, in the Zaragoza 

conference of June 1922, he changed his mind, and voted against Moscow.240 

Pestaña was not alone in his dilemmas and meanderings. His companion Armando Borghi 

carried out an even starker volte-face. Upon his arrival in Italy in the last week of September, 

he gave two talks on his travels in Russia, and published a few articles also. These conferences, 

explains his biographer Maurizio Antonioli, ‘were full of enthusiasm’. Borghi’s tone was ‘that 

of the most demagogic form of propaganda’. In his writings, ‘there was not a shred of 

disillusionment, no specific criticism’ of the Soviet regime. He denied the Bolsheviks sought 

to impose their views on the anarchists, and hankered for an alliance between the USI and the 

communist faction of the CGL.241 Yet Borghi was arrested in late October and kept in jail for 

a year. Upon his release, he refashioned himself as an inveterate anti-Bolshevik. His views 

hardened further with the rise of Stalinism, and with the passage of time each account he 

produced of his trip became more sombre.242  

To unpack the intricacies of Pestaña’s thoughts on Russia (and those of other anarchist visitors), 

it is necessary to allude to the complexities of Soviet reality, to the fortitude of his libertarian 

worldview, and to the Spanish context where his views were articulated. A battle-hardened 
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anarchist, Pestaña’s ideas had to grapple with the new questions and challenges posed by the 

Russian Revolution. During his travels he was subjected to forces pulling in opposite 

directions. On the one hand, the allure of the Third International, which was gathering hundreds 

of delegates from across the globe and calling for world revolution; the victory in the Civil 

War, which had left the Bolsheviks and their dictatorship at the forefront of the first successful 

socialist revolution in history; and the pull of the personalities of Lenin, Trotsky, Tomsky, and 

other leading communists. On the other hand, the poverty, arbitrary repression, and dogmatism 

that he encountered, and the accounts of Kropotkin and the Russian anarchists, would definitely 

have repelled him.  

Pestaña’s final remarks reflect the mixed feelings produced by the intoxicating allure of the 

Russian Revolution on the one hand, and the ever-more apparent bureaucratic and authoritarian 

tendencies of the Soviet regime: ‘Behind me, were left the Cheka, the persecutions and 

arbitrariness but also the seeds of a new world and the gleams of a new social dawn. […] It did 

not matter that the unhealthy fanaticism of a party spoilt this feat; the people had done it and 

this was the most interesting thing for those who have always had faith on the people’.243 Maurín 

lucidly depicted Pestaña’s predicament: he was ‘under two powerful and contradictory 

pressures […], under the influence of two great personalities, Lenin and Kropotkin’.244  

There was the inertia of the anarchist culture and cosmology before the alien ways and language 

of the Communist International. In his personal account from 1924, a glimpse can be found of 

the dilemma that tormented the veteran libertarian Pestaña under the pull of the Bolshevik 

Revolution:     

As we travelled from Paris, we were haunted by a constant doubt. Before the uncertain, the 

suggestive, and the speculative, we asked ourselves this question many times: “Are we, the 

anarchists, wrong in the fundamental aspects of our doctrine?” And I cannot conceal how 

afraid we were as we saw how the moment neared when we might have to reject those ideas 

that so ardently we had defended […]. If one’s thoughts are honest, one does not painlessly 

renounce to the ideas that one has cherished for so long.  

This concession illustrates the complicated thought process Pestaña and many other libertarians 

endured in these years and the difficult decisions that had to be taken, and also helps understand 

why the recoiling to traditional anarchist ideas of the majority of the CNT after 1921 was so 
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sharp and abrupt. The painful doubts had to be overcome conclusively – it was either Lenin or 

Kropotkin.  

There was no one-way reading of Russian reality. Repression and the dictatorship of the 

proletariat could be seen as cruel arbitrariness, but also as the attempts of the revolution to 

defend itself against the violent forces of reaction. Poverty could be regarded as a consequence 

of the Bolsheviks’ failure, but also as evidence of the courage and tenacity of the Russian 

people. A cenetista who travelled to Moscow in 1921 recalled how in the ubiquitous misery he 

discerned the ‘dignity’ and ‘sacrifice’ of the Russian people in their ‘titanic struggle’, while 

Emma Goldman, with whom he spent much time, only saw ‘useless’ suffering and savagery in 

that very same misery.245  

The trip to Russia was seldom satori for foreign revolutionaries. It intensified their doubts, 

which tended to be resolved by developments in their countries’ own labour movements, which 

in turn were related to complex developments: namely, the pessimism that set in with the ebb 

in the revolutionary wave that followed the First World War, and the emergence of communist 

parties across the continent that competed with the anarchists for a similar constituency. In this 

context, positions polarised and forced delegates to make a choice.  

Pestaña’s doubts were arguably not resolved in Russia, but were instead reinforced, and they 

continued through his stay in prison. Spanish, not Russian politics were decisive in shaping his 

opinion. Pestaña’s March 1922 reports should be set in the Spanish context. The rapid and sharp 

repudiation of the Bolsheviks by the bulk of the CNT in 1922 helped to tilt the scale for Pestaña 

against Moscow. His hostility to Bolshevism crystallised fast. The contrast between his 1922 

reports, sceptical of the Bolsheviks but not overtly incriminating, and his 1924 brochures, with 

an inflated, unswerving anti-communist slant, is indicative of his hardening views. There is a 

grain of truth in the (rather inflammatory) words of his adversary Joaquín Maurín. In his 

opinion, ‘after several months of silence, in the course of which he had observed which position 

would prevail within the labour movement with regards to the International, Pestaña took the 

side of the anarchists since it appeared like they would win’.246   

In the spring of 1922 year, a ‘virulent’ campaign was being waged against the CNT delegation 

of 1921, which was seen to have capitulated to the communists. The mandates of this delegation 
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were questioned. Anarchists began to lambaste Soviet Russia, their previous object of 

admiration. In the midst of this bitter polemic, Pestaña devoted most of his first report to prove 

he carried a valid mandate and that in Russia he had defended the principles of the CNT as set 

out in the Comedia theatre. ‘All my behaviour in the [Comintern] Congress; the attitude I 

adopted from the outset; the ideas I defended [...] were inspired in the agreements taken at our 

Comedia Congress in Madrid’, he reassured the national committee. ‘And if there is any 

contradiction between my words and deeds in Moscow and the agreements of the 

aforementioned Congress, it is not because of bad faith; but because my understanding was 

insufficient to grasp the problems fully’, clarified Pestaña.247  

Finding himself in the crossfire between the 1921 delegation and the bulk of the Spanish 

anarcho-syndicalists, Pestaña was inclined in his report to emphasize his defiance to the 

communists and downplay signs of acquiescence. The same goes for his 1924 books, published 

at a time of intense polemic between anarchists and communists. His jabs at Soviet Russia have 

a facile whiff. They made light of the tremendous difficulties and dilemmas faced by the 

Bolsheviks. Pestaña often incurred in contradiction, presenting the communists both as 

unprincipled improvisers and as hidebound dogmatists. His answer to Russia’s ills, a federation 

of free communes, was a Panglossian nostrum. Yet these one-sided accounts should be seen as 

salvoes in a bitter factional struggle. 

Gerald Meaker has also suggested Pestaña found in his critique of the Russian Revolution an 

opportunity to recover his tarnished anarchist identity. When his reports and books came out in 

1922 and 1924, he was locked in struggle with anarchist extremism. In Spain, Pestaña was 

associated with Salvador Seguí’s heterodoxy, although he wrote about Russia from an 

unadulterated anarchist viewpoint. On this matter, he could give free rein to the anarchist ideas 

that he had been seen to abandon in practice in Spain. His scepticism vis-à-vis the Soviet regime 

was not simply ideological, but was informed, perhaps unconsciously, by his moderate views 

and by his efforts to discourage Spanish workers from Bolshevik-inspired adventurism. His 

1924 critiques of the Russian anarchists clearly go in this direction and should be read through 

a Spanish lens. At the time, Pestaña was engaged in a polemic with extremist action groups, 

unconcerned with the trade unions and concentrated on overthrowing General Primo de Rivera 

through armed insurrection. Pestaña’s account on the self-immolation of Russian anarchists, 

who wasted their political capital in crooked expropriations and shady intrigues, ‘infected by a 
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bastard sentiment that has nothing to do with anarchist philosophy’, was a clear message to his 

gung-ho comrades in Spain.248    

A repentant Armando Borghi excused his undimmed passion for Soviet Russia upon his return 

home as an attempt not to dampen the mood of Italian workers at a time of great exertion. In 

November 1920, the wave factory occupations began, generating an open revolutionary 

situation that was partly conditioned by the Russian example. How could Borghi dash these 

illusions? To voice his true opinion would have ‘demobilised the masses’ and been a ‘boon for 

reaction’.249 His insincerity, he explained, was well intended. This deception was arguably at 

play in Pestaña too. The CNT was going through a difficult trial, hounded by Martínez Anido. 

Soviet Russia stood out as a ray of hope for the embattled Spanish proletariat. It was not the 

time for unnecessary disappointments.  

Yet there was no necessary insincerity in Borghi and Pestaña’s attitude. In 1920, the tide of 

revolution had reached its crest in Europe, as the Red Army vanquished the Whites and 

marched into Poland. Italian workers occupied the factories. A general strike quashed the Kapp 

putsch in Germany. Councils of action in Britain boycotted the intervention in Russia. The 

Spanish CNT waged a last-ditch battle against reaction.250 In these circumstances, Soviet 

Russia appeared not as an aborted revolutionary experiment, corrupted by the senseless 

despotism of the Bolsheviks, rotting in isolation and autarchy, but as the beset, fighting outpost 

of the imminent European revolution, for which it would serve as a springboard. ‘Running 

through the whole proceedings’ of the second congress, recalled a British delegate, ‘was the 

common assumption that the World Revolution had begun, and its waves would sweep quickly 

across Europe’. ‘We were playing leapfrog with history’, he admitted, ‘and did not know it’.251 

‘Probably we allowed ourselves to be carried away’, said a hard-boiled Zinoviev at the opening 

session, ‘in reality not one year but probably two or three years will be needed for the whole 

of Europe to become a Soviet republic’.252 Such was the mood at the time.  
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In 1922, the tables had turned. Fascism marched to power in Italy amid terror and despair, 

while the CNT in Spain lay in tatters. For many (but not all) Marxist members of the 

Communist International, strong ideological commitment to Soviet Russia made it possible to 

digest these defeats and remain loyal to Moscow. For the anarchists, however, support for the 

Russian Revolution had been a kneejerk reaction to the undeniable effectiveness of Bolshevism 

in ensuring victory and in stimulating the class struggle across Europe. With stagnation and 

defeat in 1921-22 came a change in the mood. World revolution now seemed impossible. 

Russia meant nothing but misery and tyranny.  

But in the spring of 1921, little had yet changed. Pestaña kept quiet in jail, mulling over his 

experiences. Support for Soviet Russia still ran high in the CNT. A new mission, larger, 

comprising a younger generation of militants, less steeped in the libertarian outlook, energised 

by the Russian Revolution, prepared to travel to Moscow.  

 

3. THE NIN-MAURÍN MISSION, 1921 

 

We are leaving the void, and entering the kingdom of the 

will. This, perhaps, is the imaginary frontier. A land 

awaits us where life is beginning anew, where conscious 

will, intelligence and an inexorable love of mankind are 

in action. Behind us, all Europe is ablaze, having choked 

almost to death in the fog of its own massacres. 

Barcelona’s flame smoulders on. Germany is in the thick 

of revolution, Austro-Hungary is splitting up into free 

nations. Italy is spread with red flags… This is only the 

beginning.  

 Victor Serge, Memoirs, 78. 

 

I. A new generation of cenetistas 
 

Andreu Nin and Joaquín Maurín (and to a lesser extent Jesús Ibáñez and Hilario Arlandis) 

became the protagonists of the intense debates that shook the CNT in 1921-22. They became 

the instigators of a decidedly pro-Bolshevik tendency within the organisation, the so-called 

communist-syndicalists. Much has been written about Nin and Maurín, owing to the political 

prominence they respectively acquired in later years.253 Nin became an official of the Red 
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International of Labour Unions (RILU) in Moscow and, eventually, head of the Trotskyist Left 

Opposition in Spain. Maurín emerged as the main personality of Catalan communism in the 

1920s. After 1935 they became the joint leaders of the anti-Stalinist POUM (Partido Obrero de 

Unificación Marxista, Workers’ Party of Marxist Unification, POUM), the organisation 

immortalised by Orwell in Homage to Catalonia. The POUM became an important actor during 

the Civil War, boasting some 60,000 members in early 1937.254   

Andreu Nin Pérez was born on February 4, 1892 in the Catalan town of El Vendrell, near 

Tarragona, on the mild and lush coastal plain lodged between the Mediterranean Sea and the 

Catalan coastal range. He was the son of a well-to-do cobbler with intellectual inclinations and 

a passion for music, active in the circles of the local intelligentsia. The stimulating environment 

of the household impelled the young Nin to flout the family’s shoemaking tradition and ‘escape 

from El Vendrell’. He studied teaching in the provincial capital, Tarragona. The Semana 

Trágica riots of July 1909 in Barcelona were a milestone in his political formation. Nin 

avowedly led a group of youths in attempting to derail a military train that was passing through 

El Vendrell on its way north to crush the uprising.255    

At age 18, in 1910, Nin moved to the Catalan capital. While staying with some relatives who 

were active in the bakers’ union, he became familiar with the social struggles of the epoch. He 

attended the activities of the People’s Encyclopaedic Athenaeum, one of the left-wing cultural 

centres for workers and intellectuals that proliferated in early twentieth century Barcelona.256 

He became a prominent member of the workerist wing of the Catalan nationalist and republican 

Unió Federal Nacionalista Republicana (Nationalist Federal Republican Union, UFNR). 

  

Nin began to move away from Catalan nationalism towards squarely socialist positions. This 

intellectual transformation was hewed by the intense social conflicts of the period that undercut 

the cross-class appeal of republicanism.257 By May 1913, he had abandoned the UFNR and 

joined the PSOE.258 Nin’s ideological adherence to the socialists was loose; he referred to 

himself as ‘a heretic, a rebel’ standing ‘on the far left of the Party, transgressing the accepted 
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orthodoxy’.259 Despite his heretic views, he rose to prominence in the Socialist Party, becoming 

secretary of the Barcelona branch of the organisation. Nin became well known in left-wing 

circles and made a name for himself as a radical journalist.    

Jason Garner, echoing the arguments of anarchist-leaning historians, has pointed to Nin’s past 

in the republican movement and the PSOE to suggest that in 1921 Nin was an upstart whose 

ideology and outlook distanced him from the traditions of the CNT.260 However, left-wing 

milieus in Barcelona were surprisingly fluid and there was a great level of osmosis between 

republicans, socialists, and anarchists. The anarcho-syndicalists dominated the trade union 

front, and anarchist associations prevailed in the realm of popular culture, while republicans 

and socialists predominated electorally. Workers and left-wing intellectuals moved between 

these different ambits.261 Nin was at home in the rich and permeable left-wing cosmos of early 

1910s Barcelona. His syncretism was reflected in his readings, which went from republicans 

and federalists such as Lluís de Zulueta and Pi i Margall, and from Henrik Ibsen and Friedrich 

Nietzsche to Mikhail Bakunin.262   

In 1915 Nin became inactive in the Socialist Party. A bitter dispute in 1914 with Catalan 

socialist leader Fabra Ribas over the question of nationalism demoralised him. The divisions 

sowed by the outbreak of the First World War in the labour movement also tempered his resolve. 

It was the news of the ‘Russian hurricane’ of 1917 that powerfully reawakened his political 

passions.263 Thus started the last period of activity in the PSOE for Nin, who participated in the 

campaign for the 1918 elections. However, he distanced himself from the socialists in 1919, 

until he rescinded his membership. It is unclear when exactly he resigned from the PSOE. For 

several months in 1918 and 1919 he held double membership in the Socialist Party and in the 

liberal professions’ branch of the CNT, to which he belonged in the capacity of a journalist.264

    

As many others, Nin was radicalised by the events in Russia, Spain, and the rest of Europe, 

which ‘shook him’ and compelled him to commit his life ‘to the struggle of the workers’.265 His 
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socialist membership became a straitjacket on his radicalism. The CNT fitted Nin’s 

temperament better. As he explained to his new libertarian comrades at the Comedia congress, 

‘I have been a member of the Socialist Party until it decided in its congress to remain in the 

Second International […] from the day that the Socialist Party decided to persist in its outdated 

forms, I resigned to fight unconditionally on your side in the battle of the pure class struggle’.266 

     

The inaction of the PSOE in these years, and its reformist and centralistic outlook, coupled with 

the pull of the CNT, were the main reasons behind Nin’s conversion. The federalist ideas of the 

libertarians also dovetailed with Nin’s Catalanist leanings.267 The transition to the world of the 

CNT was probably easy for Nin. He was familiar with anarcho-syndicalist culture. His 

radicalism had not crystallised into a particular theoretical paradigm.268 As the Catalan radical 

explained in his intervention in the Comedia congress, ‘I am a fanatic of action, of revolution; 

I believe more in action than in distant ideologies and abstract questions’.269  

Nin was rapid to acquire pre-eminence as a cenetista, as becomes apparent in his interventions 

in the Comedia congress. He travelled to Madrid with the heads of the Catalan CNT, Salvador 

Seguí and Ángel Pestaña.270 In the congress, he was allotted extra time to speak in the debate 

on the Russian Revolution. While a firm defender of the Soviet Republic, he sided with 

moderates Quintanilla and Seguí on the question of the Third International. ‘My thoughts’, he 

admitted, ‘have been expressed partly by comrade Quintanilla and partly by comrade Seguí’.271  

He also read out the theses on working conditions, on the housing crisis, and on the need for 

injury compensations, and tabled a report from the liberal professions’ union of Barcelona. In 

January 1920 he sat on the strike committee of Barcelona, where he was first arrested.272 He 

was also co-opted into the Catalan regional committee at some point in 1920. Victor Serge 

described him at age 29, ‘behind his gold-rimmed glasses, he wore an expression of 

concentration that was softened by his evident enjoyment of life’.273 

It might appear surprising that a recent recruit, who had joined the union at some point in 1918, 

should become prominent in such a short space of time. His reputation as a left-wing intellectual 
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must have spotlighted his affiliation to the CNT. This was a period in which the overwhelmingly 

proletarian CNT was trying to recruit members of the intelligentsia. Andreu Nin was the kind 

of person who Seguí wanted to see join.274 Similarly, the organisation, at the peak of its 

authority, believed that it could absorb the socialist rank-and-file.275 The adherence of a well-

known Catalan socialist must have been seen as an important step in the direction of attaining 

hegemony over the Spanish revolutionary movement.  

In the months following the Comedia congress, Nin cut his teeth as a syndicalist organiser. He 

was a delegate at different meetings and sat on important strike committees.276 He was close to 

the Catalan leaders of the organisation, particularly to Seguí. In the autumn of 1920 began the 

bitterest episode of violence and repression against the CNT in these years, which lasted until 

1922. The national secretary of the organisation, Evelio Boal, was arrested in March 1921 (and 

later shot). Nin was selected to occupy this position, the most important in the CNT. During his 

days as a syndicalist activist in Barcelona he led a clandestine existence, ‘unable to leave during 

the day, and coming out only at night and in disguise’.277  

His comrade Joaquín Maurín Julià was born on January 12, 1896 in the village of Bonansa, in 

the enclave of the Franja in north-eastern Aragón, where the ribagorçà dialect of Catalan is 

spoken. Bonansa was not far away from the ‘miserable mountains’ and ‘muddy, ice-cold 

trenches’ of the Huesca front, where George Orwell fought during the Civil War under the 

colours of the organisation that Maurín was to found in 1935, the POUM.278 Maurín was the 

son of a middle-class peasant family. The relative prosperity of his parents allowed him, like 

Nin, to study teaching in the provincial capital, Huesca. After graduating, Maurín travelled to 

the neighbouring Catalan town of Lleida, where he was to settle and develop politically. 

   

The province of Lleida was mostly agricultural, but in the early twentieth century it experienced 

an incipient industrialisation, and with industrialisation came a budging labour movement.279 

Maurín started to teach in a secular, left-leaning private school. Also like Nin, Maurín had 

republican inclinations as a teenager, and was close to left-wing Catalan nationalism. He also 
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had an interest in Marxism. However, the Russian Revolution, the social and political upheavals 

in Spain in 1917-20, and the prominence acquired by the CNT drew the young radical towards 

anarcho-syndicalism.280  

The audacity of the CNT and the grey outlook of the socialists distanced Maurín from the latter 

and attracted him towards the former: ‘doctrinally, I was close to the socialists. But in practice, 

the syndicalists seemed to me more realistic, more audacious, more youthful’.281 Maurín did 

part of his military service in Madrid, where he was able to attend the Comedia congress. Here, 

he met Seguí and also Andreu Nin.282 The twenty-three year old ‘soldier-spectator’ developed 

an admiration for Salvador Seguí. In his view, he was ‘the most talented leader in Spanish labour 

history’, a new-day Danton.283  

Upon his return from military service in April 1920, he became an active organiser of the CNT 

in the province of Lleida. He was also named ‘director and secretary’ of the organisation’s 

weekly newspaper in the province, Lucha Social.284 Upon Martínez Anido’s crackdown against 

anarcho-syndicalism in Barcelona, this newspaper became the unofficial mouthpiece of the 

CNT.285 Maurín was entrusted the task of building the movement in the province, an 

undertaking that pleased the young teacher, ever a ‘man of action’. To assist Maurín, the Catalan 

regional committee of the CNT sent Andreu Nin to Lleida. Their friendship was forged in this 

intense period of agitation.286 ‘The propaganda and organisational work we carried out was 

extremely intense. Not a village was left where we did not “propagandise” and organise a union 

[...] by the autumn, the province of Lleida was, in general, fully unionised’.287 By early 1921, 

when the CNT was being decimated by right-wing terrorists and the police in Barcelona, 

Joaquín Maurín was promoted to the Catalan regional committee. Serge remembered him at age 

25 as having ‘the bearing of a young Cavalier from a pre-Raphaelite painting’.288 
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Maurín and his followers in Lucha Social adhered to a strand of revolutionary syndicalism that 

was profoundly influenced by the early experience of the French CGT and, above all, by the 

writings of the French syndicalist theoretician Georges Sorel. The first issue of the paper 

rejected ‘any form of political-authoritarian intromission’ in the unions, and posited ‘direct 

action as the only effective tactic’.289  Maurín’s early writings were infused with Sorelian 

themes of collective violence, of the insurrectionary general strike, and of working-class unity 

above ideological divisions. In Maurín’s view, Georges Sorel, who extolled both Marxism and 

anarchism, bridged the schism between the two systems of thought; ‘Sorel favourably resolved 

my doubts’.290  

Maurín’s accession into the CNT was not determined by an unconditional support for the 

Russian Revolution; he was not ‘a Marxist in syndicalist clothing’, as Jason Garner has 

contended. Although Maurín, like most cenetistas, was enthused by the Russian Revolution, 

which he saw as ‘the most transcendental event in the history of humanity’, his early views on 

Bolshevism were complex. In the summer of 1920, Maurín commented that ‘the Russian 

Revolution should not be unconditionally endorsed […] we must not be dogmatic and accept 

everything the Bolsheviks do’. He went further:  

The Russian Revolution has been carried out in accordance to the ideas of Marxism. 

Therefore, syndicalism will never be content with a regime built on those foundations. Even 

if within syndicalism there is a strong Marxist undercurrent […] the kernel, the driving 

force of syndicalism, comes from anarchism, and will not be able to go along with 

experiments that are underpinned by ideas that contradict its essence.291  

Despite their heterodox republican backgrounds, Nin and Maurín cannot be seen as Marxist 

infiltrators into the CNT, as a strand of the historiography has presented them. Undoubtedly, 

the conditions of repression that existed over much of 1920-21, when numerous activists were 

imprisoned or killed, accelerated their ascension to the upper echelons of the CNT. At the same 

time, however, Nin and Maurín were also well known and respected, and were strong candidates 

to take up responsibilities when others fell under the repressive heel of the authorities.292 
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Hilario Arlandis and Jesús Ibáñéz joined Nin and Maurín in the 1921 delegation to Russia, and 

later became renowned communist-syndicalists. Hilario Arlandis Esperanza was born in 1888 

in Valencia. He was a marble cutter who joined the CNT at an early age. He was briefly forced 

into exile in France, from where he returned in 1918. Different accounts situate Arlandis in the 

hard-line Bakuninist tendency of the movement.293 In 1919 he served as secretary of the pro-

amnesty committee of the Valencian region, which campaigned for the release of political 

prisoners. He represented the Valencian town of Cullera in the Comedia congress. As described 

above, Arlandis became the prime defender of Bolshevism in the gathering.294 Such was his 

zest for the Third International that he joined the Spanish Communist Party at some point in 

1920 or early 1921. He travelled to Russia in the summer of 1921 with a ‘double mandate’, one 

from the CNT and another from the PCE. 295 At the time, this seemed rather natural to him, and 

he boasted openly about his double membership. The stigma towards the PCE that spread 

among the anarchists had still not crystallised at this point.296 

Jesús Ibáñez was born on December 5 1890 in the prison of Santoña (Cantabria), but he grew 

up in the mining town of Mieres, in Asturias. His father was a millworker, his mother an 

alcoholic who did time in prison. His was a childhood of misery, ‘always fighting hunger’. 

Mieres was an industrialised town with a strong labour movement, dominated by the socialists. 

Ibáñez was thus rapidly radicalised. ‘I always looked forward to escaping to the tavern’, he 

recalled, ‘where the workers would talk about strikes, [mining] accidents, and the injustices 

they faced’. He joined the Socialist Youth, which was powerful in Mieres. During the First 

World War he migrated to France, where, along with a group of exiled anarchists, he devised 

plans to stage an armed insurrection south of the border. In 1920, Ibáñez helped found the 

fortnightly La Dictadura, which ‘defended the creation of a communist party in Spain’.297 

However, he felt constrained by the reformist policies of the PSOE. He was drawn towards the 

CNT, which he joined in 1918 or 1919. For him, the cenetistas were the Spanish equivalent of 

the Bolsheviks. He ‘felt closer to the methods of the anarchists of the CNT and to the philosophy 

of the Russian Bolsheviks’.298 Ibáñez made a lasting impression on Maurín when they met in 

1921: ‘it seemed as if he came straight from a classic picaresque novel. Carpenter by profession, 
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he started off as a socialist, but later became a syndicalist […]. He was young, around thirty, 

was attracted by adventure, and, more importantly, he detested the jackplane’.299 The Spanish 

government described him in similar terms, albeit less affectionately: ‘they say he was a 

carpenter, lazy, uncultivated, but very conceited’.300 

Hailing from different political and social backgrounds, the four youths, Nin, Maurín, Arlandis, 

and Ibáñez, followed a similar pattern of radicalisation after 1917 that drew them towards the 

CNT. In Spain, the anarcho-syndicalists channelled the expectations awakened by the political 

cataclysms in Russia and Europe. In the eyes of these young rebels, there was no contradiction 

between being an anarcho-syndicalist and a supporter of the Bolsheviks. On the contrary, in 

their eyes the CNT was the Spanish counterpart of the Russian communists. They scorned the 

reformist Marxists of the PSOE as the Iberian version of the Mensheviks.  

An important aspect of Nin and Maurín’s background is that both were intellectuals (teachers) 

rather than workers. Other close collaborators of Maurín and leading members of the Lucha 

Social group, such as Víctor Colomer (also a teacher), José María Foix (a clerk), and Tomás 

Tusó (a doctor), also came from the professions. This is noticeable because the CNT was an 

overwhelmingly proletarian organisation, and most of its activists were manual workers. Nin 

and Maurín’s provenance from the ranks of the intelligentsia undoubtedly facilitated their 

gradual transition from anarcho-syndicalism to Bolshevism. As intellectuals, they were exposed 

to a wide range of ideological influences, they moved in a more fluid and ample intellectual 

ambit where they came into contact with republican, nationalist, Marxist, and anarchist ideas. 

Although by 1919 both honestly embraced anarcho-syndicalism, their adherence to this doctrine 

was probably not as fixed as it was for young radicalised workers who found in anarchism not 

only a theory to understand society, but also a lifestyle.  

Spanish anarchism was more than a mere political ideology; it was a veritable culture and 

system of values that was profoundly rooted among certain sectors of the working class.301 Nin 

and Maurín were not workers, and, moreover, they came from regions (Tarragona and Huesca) 

where anarchism was not predominant. They were not socialised into anarcho-syndicalism. As 

Meaker put it, ‘as left-bourgeois intellectuals, they had never been immersed in the emotional 
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world of anarchism’.302 Their entry into the CNT was conditioned by a particular historical 

context of revolutionary upswing. When libertarian ideas seemed incapable to grapple with new 

realities, Nin and Maurín were able to abandon them.303 Historian Xavier Paniagua persuasively 

claimed that the eventual rejection of Bolshevism by the cenetistas was not simply a question 

of ideological aversion, but was also underpinned by an attachment to a rich libertarian 

subculture that ostensibly came under threat from Soviet communism.304 And this was a culture 

that the intellectuals Nin and Maurín had not fully imbibed.              

 

II. The mandate of the Barcelona plenum 
 

In the spring of 1921, in the midst of a violent clampdown against the labour movement, the 

CNT received an invitation to attend the founding congress of the RILU. A national plenum 

was secretly held on April 19, 1921 in Barcelona, in the working-class neighbourhood of Poble 

Sec, to elect the delegation that was to travel to Moscow.305 One of the attendants, Joaquín 

Maurín, recalled the precarious conditions in which the cenetistas gathered: 

It was the highpoint of the ley de fugas [a repressive measure that legalised extrajudicial 

executions], we met on a Sunday morning, in a shack made of canes, on the north face 

of the Montjuïch mountain. We arrived in twos, pretending to be ordinary strollers.306 

The plenum was attended by Andreu Nin, who represented the national committee; Joaquín 

Maurín, Lucas, and Joaquim Ferrer from Catalonia; Arlandis from Valencia; Jesús Ibáñez from 

Asturias; Jesús Arenas from Galicia; Arturo Parera and another, unnamed delegate, from 

Aragón; and Belloso, from the North (Palencia and León).307 The Andalusian Margalet was late 

to arrive.308 The proceedings were terse:  

A shovel on the frontline of the revolution… Lookouts posted outside. Nin, who has 

accidentally become the secretary of the CNT, chairs the meeting. A quick report: We 
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don’t even have a cent in the coffers! Everything is used for direct action or for prisoner 

relief. It goes without saying!309  

After a brief discussion, Nin, Maurín, Ibáñez, and Arlandis were selected to travel to Moscow. 

The delegates also invited Gaston Leval, from the Catalan Federation of Anarchist Groups, so 

that the “pure” anarchist tendencies were represented. This was probably done at the behest of 

Arlandis, who was still a hard-line anarchist and was friends with Leval.310 A key criterion for 

the selection of the delegates was the knowledge of foreign languages (the five men could speak 

French).311 It seems that the choice of such a large delegation, surprising at a time of hardship 

for the CNT, responded to the exhortations of libertarian Jaime Salán (alias Wilkens). Salán had 

allegedly been corresponding with Nin after travelling in Russia, where he had grown sceptical 

about Bolshevism and believed that a large Spanish delegation would buttress the strength of 

anarcho-syndicalism in Moscow.312  

The mandate that was given to the delegates at the plenum consisted of four points:  

1. The need for autonomy in the trade union movement. 2. The acceptance of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat exercised by the trade unions of the CNT. 3. To accept an 

exchange of delegates between the Communist International and the RILU. 4. That the 

International is based in Moscow. 313  

According to Maurín, the delegation received an additional mandate: to secure Soviet weapons 

for the CNT.314  

It was later claimed by the hard-line anarcho-syndicalists that the Barcelona plenum of April 

1921 was ‘irregular’ and was hijacked by Bolshevik infiltrators.315 From what has transpired 

from the plenum, it seems that there was nothing irregular about it, notwithstanding the 

difficulties of meeting in a context of ‘absolute repression’.316. Out of the representatives that 

attended the gathering, only Nin, Maurín, Ibáñez, and Arlandis would embrace communism. 

The rest were “orthodox” libertarians. Jesús Arenas, the Galician delegate in the plenum, 

explained a year later, when he had become resolutely anti-Bolshevik, that ‘there were no ploys 
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in the Barcelona plenum, only a sincere desire to find out more about the situation in Russia’.317 

Upon his return to Spain, Gaston Leval, the member of the Catalan Federation of Anarchist 

Groups who joined the official delegation, referred to the criticisms raised against the plenum 

as ‘slander’ and claimed that ‘the delegates had no malicious intent’.318 In his unpublished 

memoirs, referring to the men that were elected to travel to Moscow, he commented: ‘they made 

a good impression, they had a valid mandate, that was enough’.319 In another account written in 

1954, he emphasized that the delegates were elected in a ‘perfectly correct’ manner.320 Even 

Salvador Seguí, who felt sceptical towards the Third International from the outset, stepped in 

to defend the mission, criticising the ‘virulence’ of the campaign against the delegates.321 

Inevitably, in periods of violent crackdown, the CNT, a decentralised, democratic organisation, 

had to take important decisions in clandestine plenums that gathered a limited number of 

representatives. They often did not know one another, as the waves of arrests generated a high 

turnover in the organisation’s structures. More generally, the CNT’s anti-bureaucratic ethos 

elicited frequent reshuffles of its leading organs.322 Subsequently, it was easy for disgruntled 

activists to quibble with the decisions of these clandestine meetings, launching accusations of 

bureaucratism and arbitrariness.323  

It seems that the mandate of the 1921 delegation still reflected the views of at least an important 

sector of Spanish anarcho-syndicalism, most of which was still in favour of the Soviet regime 

at this point.324 In fact, Ibáñez travelled to Barcelona after a meeting of the Asturian section of 

the CNT. In this gathering, he was avowedly given the mandate of ‘continuing onwards to 

Russia’ if the national leadership of the Confederation refused to send a delegation. This implies 

that the Asturian section was so supportive of the Russian Revolution that it was ready to 

disobey the CNT over this question.325 As the anarchist activist and historian José Peirats 

conceded, at the time of the plenum, ‘the Russian reality continued to be a mystery for most 

delegates. Thus can be explained the fact that they elected an openly pro-communist 

commission to attend the Third Congress of the Third International’.326   
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It is important to remember that these were years of intense repression for the Spanish labour 

movement, particularly for the CNT. These dire conditions mollified the concern for the truth 

of what was happening in Russia, and impelled many to hold onto comforting illusions about 

the Bolsheviks.327  Moreover, in the spring of 1921 the international anarcho-syndicalist 

movement was still supportive of Moscow. In an international gathering in Berlin in December 

1920 (where the CNT was absent), numerous anarchist and syndicalist organisations from 

Europe and the Americas decided to participate in the foundation of the RILU. 328 

 

III. “Off to Russia with no passports and no money” 
 

In May 1921, the delegation, according to Maurín, ‘took off to Moscow – with no passports and 

no money’ (Jesús Ibáñez, however, did have a passport and money given to him by the Asturian 

CNT, while Leval received enough money from the Catalan Federation of Anarchist Groups to 

reach Berlin).329 The young men were extremely excited. For these five radicalised youths, three 

of them autodidact workers, the other two provincial teachers, the trip across a convulsive 

Europe to the heartland of the revolution, where they would meet the Bolshevik leaders and 

militants from across the globe, must have been a thrilling prospect. Ibáñez fantasised:  

I was so happy I thought of exclaiming to the guards: Here I am! It’s me! Toño from 

Santoña! I am travelling to an illegal plenum of the CNT! I am travelling to Barcelona! 

And, from there, onwards to Russia! Do you know, poor wretches, where Russia is? I’m 

going to Russia!330  

The delegation was divided into four, with the plan of reconvening in Paris: Ibáñez left first, 

followed by Nin and Maurín, Arlandis, and Leval. The clandestine crossing of the Pyrenees 

through Andorra, accompanied by smugglers over the ragged mountains, was a dangerous 

enterprise.331 The delegates made a prolonged stopover in Paris, where they were hosted by 

Pierre Monatte, the French syndicalist leader. Monatte and his Vie Ouvrière group, which 

converted to Bolshevism in these years, were to have a lasting influence on the pro-Soviet 
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cenetistas.332 They also met the German libertarian Augustin Souchy, who was in Paris at the 

time, and who, according to his own account, provided the delegates with money to continue 

their journey.333  

In Paris, another cenetista joined the delegation: Pere Foix (alias León Xifort). In February 

1921, the CNT had sent him to Paris to lead an international campaign against repression in 

Spain. He collaborated with the anarchist paper Le Libertaire, the syndicalist La Vie Ouvrière, 

and the communist L’Humanité. If we are to believe the report compiled by the Spanish 

authorities, Xifort had been attending the meetings of the executive committee of the French 

Communist Party, invited by Ludovic Frossard.334 That the anarchist Foix, who would later 

lambaste the communists, should have attended these meetings shows the openness and 

permeability of revolutionary politics in the giddy years of the Russian Revolution. During the 

stopover in the French capital, Arlandis had invited Foix to travel to Moscow with the delegates. 

Curious to see the revolution first-hand, he accepted. In Berlin, typewriting his mandate ‘on a 

white handkerchief’, and using a ‘counterfeited stamp’, they convinced the Soviet embassy that 

Foix had been elected as an alternate delegate to the RILU congress. Once in Russia, he became 

profoundly disenchanted with Bolshevism.335 Upon his return to Paris, he agitated for 

disaffiliation from the RILU.336  

Monatte directed the delegates to Metz, where they split again and crossed the heavily patrolled 

German border, assisted by a group of Alsatian syndicalists that supported political fugitives in 

this dangerous crossing. Leval was taken to Luxemburg, and from there into the German 

Rhineland and to Cologne. To avoid a patrol by the Allied occupation troops on a train to Berlin, 

Leval had ‘no option but to lock myself in the toilet for half an hour’.337 Maurín and Nin crossed 

the French-German border illegally on foot at night, guided by an Alsatian coalminer.338  

Once in Germany, in Saarbrücken, the Spaniards, asking in French for rooms to spend the night, 

were initially met with a ‘keine Zimmer!’ in all the hotels they visited. Perplexed, and preparing 
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themselves to sleep rough, they asked a waiter why they had been denied rooms everywhere: 

‘–Perhaps because you are French. –French? We’re Spaniards!’ After this clarification, they 

were subsequently treated to dinner and given a room in the best hotel in town by the guild of 

hoteliers:  

Spain had remained neutral during the war […] and had cultivated good relations with 

Germany. […] The honourable guild of hoteliers of Saarbrücken saw in us the image of 

Germanophile Spain. […] We quixotically thought of telling them: Please, do not confuse 

us with Alfonso XIII, Maura, Vázquez Mella, Baroja and Benavente, or with the bishops 

and generals! We are who we are. And we are travelling to Moscow to the third congress 

of the Third International as members of the National Confederation of Labour.339    

  

In Berlin, Arlandis, Foix, and Leval were housed by German communists. However, even the 

hard-line libertarian Leval was content with the company, ‘I was not dissatisfied […]. We were 

treated as revolutionaries, moving freely in the offices of the communist organisation’.340 

Arlandis, Foix, and Leval wrote an article for the communist press aggressively scolding the 

German anarcho-syndicalists for their ‘backhanded and negative’ criticisms of the RILU and 

calling for all libertarians to rally to the upcoming congress in Moscow.341 The fact that Foix 

and Leval wrote such an article is significant. They later became virulent enemies of the RILU 

and would pose as unwavering opponents of the Bolshevik dictatorship.342 This episode shows 

the plasticity of views within the revolutionary movement in these years. As Leval later 

confessed, ‘I have to say that I left for Russia open to collaboration with the Bolsheviks […] I 

thought revolutionary collaboration was possible, that it was possible to walk part of the road 

together’.343 

Maurín, Ibáñez, and Nin, after a brief stay in Frankfurt, made their way to the address of the 

anarcho-syndicalist Fritz Kater in Berlin’s Kopernikustrasse. Along with Rudolf Rocker and 

Theodor Plievier, Kater edited the libertarian newspaper Der Syndikalist, the organ of the 

FAUD (Freie Arbeiter Union Deutschlands, Free Workers’ Union of Germany). Nin and 

Maurín were hosted by one of the printers of the publication, and Plievier, who spoke good 

Spanish after having worked in Chile, acted as their guide in the city. The editors of Der 

                                                           
339 Ibid.  
340 Leval, ‘Mémoires’, 75. 
341 ‘Kampf aus Spaniens’, Die rote Gewerkschaftsinternationale (Berlin: 04/06/1921). 
342 Reiner Tosstorff, The Red International, 270-72. 
343 Albiñana & Arancibia, ‘Última entrevista con Gaston Leval’, 13.  



234 

 

Syndikalist (Rocker in particular) were critical of Bolshevism.344 Ibáñez recalled their surprise 

at Rocker’s invective against Lenin, who he accused of wanting to ‘smash’ the Russian anarchist 

movement ‘using the vilest methods’. Ibáñez was impervious to these criticisms, ‘in my mind 

at least, the towering edifice of the Russian Revolution completely eclipsed Rocker’s 

arguments’.345    

Nin and Maurín wrote two articles in Der Syndikalist that represent an interesting snapshot of 

their position vis-à-vis the Third International on the eve of the congress.346 It is thus worth 

quoting Nin and Maurín’s articles at length. Nin commented:   

In December 1919 the CNT provisionally joined the Third International. […] Even if we are 

far from agreeing with Moscow, the CNT considers that the two main competing tendencies 

are Moscow and Amsterdam, that is to say, revolution and reformism. […] The CNT has 

given us a mandate to defend above all the principles of the trade union organisation. We 

should thus go to Moscow and carry out all the necessary efforts so that the revolutionary 

syndicalist organisation, and especially the doctrines of revolutionary syndicalism, come out 

strengthened from the Congress. 

In a more theoretical article, Maurín observed:  

The doctrines of revolutionary syndicalism are gaining ground before traditional Marxism. 

Marx’s doctrine, as interpreted by the socialist parties, leaves very little space for individual 

action and freedom. Furthermore, its conception of the state clashes with the transformative 

spirit of our epoch. […] The betrayals of Social Democracy are making the workers 

understand that it is the economic organisms rather than the political ones that should be in 

charge of the struggle for the emancipation of the proletariat.347  

As can be seen, the delegates were far from being “Marxists in syndicalist clothing”, but saw 

themselves as revolutionary syndicalists, critical of Bolshevism.  

Berlin was a hub for radical movements in Europe in the early 1920s. It became a place of exile 

for thousands of persecuted radicals from across Europe and beyond. It was a port of call for 
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revolutionaries travelling to Russia, who stopped in the German capital to plan their trip.348 

They gathered in the café Bauer, ‘where the coffee was wretched, but you could see newspapers 

from all the different countries’.349 Arlandis and Leval met the Italian anarchist terrorist 

Francesco Ghezzi as he was trying to reach Moscow, escaping the authorities.350 The stay of 

the Spanish delegation in Berlin was complicated by the revelation that two of the murderers of 

Spanish Prime Minister Eduardo Dato, the anarchists Ramón Casanellas and Luis Nicolau, were 

in Berlin trying to make their way to Russia. Eventually, the German police arrested Nicolau, 

while Casanellas was able to reach Russia.351 Dato’s murder represented a major scandal for 

the Spanish government, and provided a pretext to redouble repression against the CNT. The 

Prime Minister was shot eighteen times by the anarchists’ from a motorcycle sidecar while he 

was driving in his car through Madrid on March 8, 1921. This his incident stood out because, 

unlike other terrorist attacks from anarchist action groups, which tended to operate locally 

without the formal consent of the Confederation, this was a sophisticated and carefully planned 

operation. It is certain that leading cenetistas connived with the gunmen, or gave the operation 

the seal of approval. Indeed, Dato was in the CNT’s crosshairs for his personal role in the brutal 

crackdown against the labour movement.352 This suggests that Nin, secretary of the 

Confederation at the time of the murder, approved of the operation. Indeed, in Moscow, he tried 

to justify the use of “individual terrorism” against those who are ‘directly responsible for White 

Terrror’.353      

The delegates were held back by Ibáñez’s carelessness. He was arrested in Zarathustra’s Cave, 

an anarchist commune in the outskirts of Berlin. This collective propounded nudism and free 

love, ‘and this ignited Ibáñez’s adventurousness’. According to Maurín, he became the ‘most 

solicited’ member of the community.354 The Spaniard elicited the jealousies of the founder of 

the commune, a bearded Dominican libertarian, Filareto Kavernido, who got into a fight with 

him, to the effect that he spent several days in jail. ‘What tormented me in the Berlin prison’, 

he recalled, ‘was not repatriation, but the idea of not being able to go to Russia’.355 However, 

he was soon released, on the condition that he abandoned Germany. This was a close call, since 
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the German police was on the lookout for Spanish radicals, with Nicolau and Casanellas on the 

run.356  

During the journey, Maurín reflected upon the national particularities of Spain, France, and 

Germany. He saw the different stages of economic development of society reflected on the three 

countries: Spain was a backward ‘shepherds’ country’. Its ‘tragic situation’ of poverty and 

underdevelopment conditioned the ‘disastrous fatalism’ that characterises the Spaniards. France 

was a country of farmers, ‘where agriculture triumphs and the small owner is dominant. 

Industries, while important, cannot exert their hegemony over the countryside’. The more 

advanced Germany, on the contrary, was ‘an industrial nation. All its life, all its activity, all its 

spirit emanate from its industrial character’.357 The trip to Russia began to shape one of the 

features that were to enduringly characterise Maurín’s thought: his emphasis on national 

idiosyncrasies, his belief in the impossibility of a universal blueprint for revolution, and his 

concern with Spain’s particularisms.358  

The Soviet embassy furnished the delegates with false Russian repatriate passports. They went 

to Stettin (Szczecin) and then took a boat to Reval (Tallinn), in Estonia.359 They were following 

the itinerary that Pestaña had travelled the previous year: from Paris to Berlin, from Berlin to 

Stettin, and from there to Reval and into Russia. This appears to have been the easiest way to 

reach Russia from the west, not because the risk of being arrested was any less serious, but 

because there were reliable support networks.360 Moreover, the sailors of Stettin were renowned 

for their militancy. The majority belonged to the pro-Bolshevik wing of the FAUD, and 

protected militants travelling to Russia.361 Most of their fellow passengers were revolutionaries, 
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‘men and women from all countries’, including the infamous French communist Jacques Doriot, 

who later on became a fascist.362 Most of the travellers became terribly seasick during the 

voyage, and Ibáñez, the philanderer, finding himself uncontested, was able to seduce the most 

attractive of the female passengers, ‘a so-called artist from the Petrograd opera’.363  

Estonia was also of interest for Maurín. Its recently-attained independence made him reflect 

upon the national question, that, as an Aragonese Catalan, was to engross him throughout his 

lifetime. He saw the new republic as a ‘feudal’ nation ‘submerged in the most atrocious 

poverty’, where ‘the landowners had sought through independence and with the help of the 

Entente to preserve the property rights that in Russia had crumbled forever’.364  

 

IV. “Revolutionary cocaine” 
 

The delegates travelled by train to the Soviet border. On their way to Yamburg, the cenetistas 

witnessed the traces of the Russian Civil War: ‘one can see the devastation of the hordes sent 

by European capitalism under Yudenich’s command to crush the proletarian regime […]. But 

the unwavering courage of the red soldier pushed back the invaders and threw them into the 

sea’. As they neared the border, Maurín recounted:  

We could see red flags on the booths: it is the border. We arrive, the red soldiers salute the 

train of revolutionaries. We cannot resist to sing the Internationale. An overpowering 

emotion grips our souls. […] After emerging from countries where the workers are 

persecuted, we reach the land where the exploiters have been done away with. We have 

reached the Russia of the social revolution. Long live Russia! 365 

Many of the speeches delivered by Bolsheviks during the visits of foreign delegates were not 

translated, which made the singing of the Internationale (in a babel of languages) a powerful 

binding experience.366 Leval’s account was much more sober. In his memoirs, he recalls the 
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ceremonies upon their arrival as procedural and pompous.367 His account, however, unlike 

Maurín’s, was written long after the events. It seems, considering also Pestaña’s admission of 

the euphoria he felt upon his arrival, that the entry into Russia was a truly moving experience 

for foreign revolutionaries.368 A Spanish communist referred to these visits to Russia as 

‘revolutionary cocaine’.369   

From the border, the representatives travelled to Petrograd. The aspect of the city was ‘desolate’ 

after years of war – yet Maurín regarded it as the capital ‘of the great truths and hopes’, a city 

of ‘heroism and tragedy’.370 As he gnawed the ‘Siberian dog meat’, the ‘stinking fish’, and ‘the 

blackest of breads’ that were provided for the delegates, Ibáñez commended the courage of the 

Russian people: 

I thought of the titanic struggle waged by the “bands” of hungry, barefoot and naked 

soldiers, against the alliance of the capitalist powers…; I thought of that engineer, an old 

Bolshevik, who passed out of hunger (yes, of hunger!) as he saw me devour the crumbs of 

black bread […]. There was such dignity in the way this hero of the revolution turned down 

the food I offered him!371   

When Ibáñez’s luggage was stolen by a poverty-stricken administrator in one of the hotels 

where they stayed, he was sympathetic and refused to report him.372 Ibáñez’s romantic vision 

of the Russians’ poverty and obduracy contrasted with Pestaña and Leval’s, who decried the 

misery that reigned in the country.373 

Leval and Arlandis visited Victor Serge, who, ‘in private’ was highly critical of the Soviet 

regime, fuming at the excesses of the Cheka and the power of the communist bureaucrats. From 

Petrograd, the delegates travelled with Serge to Moscow, where they arrived at some point in 

mid-June, several weeks before the start of the RILU congress, which was due to begin on July 

3. They were lodged in the Hotel Lux, on the Tverskaya, ‘the most beautiful hotel in Moscow’ 
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(indeed, Leval was critical of its excessive luxuriousness). On the eve of the Comintern and the 

RILU congresses, the hotel was teeming with foreign representatives.374  

The activity of the Spaniards outside the congress was frantic. Their concerns were far from 

those that would have been expected from orthodox communists. In Maurín’s words, ‘the main 

preoccupation for the CNT delegation was the question […] of the persecution of Russian 

anarchists’.375 Relations between Bolsheviks and anarchists had been extremely complex since 

1917. Most anarchists had supported the October insurrection, and many had participated in it. 

A tacit entente was established between the new authorities and the libertarians. They were 

allowed to agitate and organise freely. Many participated in the soviets and in the institutions 

of the new state. A myriad of anarchist groups and factions mushroomed, many of them with 

their own armed detachments. Tensions emerged in spring 1918, with the signing of the Brest-

Litovsk treaty and the rapid deterioration of the economic and political situation. On April 11-

12 the Cheka cracked down hard on the anarchists, in Moscow above all. Officially, the raids 

targeted “banditry” disguised under an anarchist veneer. It is true the capricious 

“expropriations” of certain anarchist groups were often undistinguishable from ordinary crime. 

Yet repression also affected non-violent, honest militants. Indeed, there was a fear on the part 

of the Soviet government that, in conditions of extreme hardship, anarchist groups, some 

heavily armed, would thrive.376 Many activists fled to southern Russia and, above all, to 

German-occupied Ukraine. They joined various guerrilla formations (most famously Nestor 

Makhno’s), or set up their own. The recrudescence of civil war in the autumn of 1918, however, 

brought about new alliances between Bolsheviks and anarchist partisans against the common 

enemy, the Whites. The end of civil war and foreign intervention in late 1920 revived tensions 

once again, in a context of economic rigor and political dictatorship. Wars broke out between 

the Red Army and anarchist-influenced guerrillas. Libertarians also participated in the 

Kronstadt rebellion. In the spring of 1921, new rounds of arrests and executions took place. 

Anarchist activism, with few exceptions, became virtually impossible.377  

The changing fortunes of Russian anarchists had been largely unknown abroad until late 1920. 

But by 1921 this had become a major source of concern for foreign libertarians that had 

                                                           
374 Leval, ‘Mémoires’, 94. 
375 Maurín, Revolución, 261. 
376 Serge, Year One, 214. 
377 See: Avrich, The Russian Anarchists. 

Shubin, Makhno i ego vremia.  



240 

 

previously supported the Bolsheviks.378 In France, the renowned anarchist newspaper Le 

Libertaire, which had some following in Spain, was loudly campaigning about this issue. The 

shooting that summer of two anarchist prisoners, Lev Chernyi and Fanya Baron, caused 

commotion among the RILU delegates.379  

In light of this, the cenetistas attended the meetings organised by Alexander Shapiro, where the 

plight of the Russian libertarians was discussed, and where prominent figures of the movement 

such as Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman intervened.380 Goldman reminisced: ‘The 

French, Italian, Spanish, German and Scandinavian Anarcho-Syndicalists lost no time in 

seeking us out. In fact they made our place their headquarters’.381 The Spaniards were respected 

participants in these discussions, ‘and their opinions were heeded with the utmost interest, and 

often had a decisive influence’.382 The cenetistas issued a resolution, in conjunction with the 

French anarcho-syndicalist delegates, protesting against the repression levied against the 

Russian libertarians.383 The Spaniards participated in two delegations of foreign delegates that 

lobbied for the release of their imprisoned comrades. They first visited the head of the Cheka, 

Felix Dzerzhinsky, with Dmitry Manuilsky acting as the Russian interpreter. Dzerzhinsky 

shunned the list of political prisoners presented to him as a ‘robbers and murderers’. The second 

party interviewed Lenin, who was somewhat more cooperative, and promised to raise the issue 

in the Politburo.384    

The pressure of the anarcho-syndicalist RILU delegates was important to ensure the release and 

deportation of numerous Russian libertarians in the summer of 1921.385 Indeed, the group of 

anarchists grouped around Grigori Maksimov and Vsevolod Eikhenbaum (alias Volin), had 

decided to go on a hunger strike from the Tanganka prison ‘as an act of protest before our 

Western comrades who have come to the Profintern [RILU] congress’. They were able to 

smuggle a manifesto to the foreign representatives demanding freedom of thought and the 

release of political prisoners.386 The foreign syndicalists acted as the liaison between the Soviet 
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authorities and the Russian anarchists. They delivered a message by Trotsky to the prisoners, 

notifying them that they would be released if they agreed to go into exile. Despite this 

concession, the War Commissar was visibly irritated by the whole affair. The demand raised by 

Arlandis for further guarantees for the prisoners prompted a splenetic Trotsky to grab the 

Valencian by the lapels and violently buffet him, ‘petty bourgeois that you people are!’387   

In the RILU congress, the Spaniards were particularly active in the discussions about repression 

and White Terror. One of the first initiatives taken by the CNT delegates was to pass a resolution 

in solidarity with the Spanish labour movement in the face of the repression from the authorities. 

Read out by Arlandis, it was especially stirring: he had just found out that his brother had been 

murdered by right-wing terrorists in Valencia. Nin also tabled a resolution in solidarity with the 

imprisoned Italian anarchists Errico Malatesta and Armando Borghi.388  

The Spaniards also organised informational gatherings in their room with Victor Serge to 

discuss Russian and European affairs. Serge was one of the personalities that was closest to the 

Spanish delegation, and he continued to have friendly connections with them into the 1930s and 

the Spanish Civil War. The other was the French syndicalist Alfred Rosmer. The Frenchman 

remembered the Spaniards as ‘young, eager and enthusiastic, very likeable on a personal 

level’.389 Rosmer, who was friends with Trotsky, arranged a meeting between the cenetistas and 

the War Commissar. The Spaniards raised before him their mandate to request weapons for the 

CNT. Trotsky, reflecting on the success of the Bolshevik agitation among the soldiery in 1917, 

responded:  

To make a revolution one needs the sympathy of the majority of the population, and then 

one can also win over the soldiers, who are the ones that have the rifles. The weapons 

needed for the Spanish revolution are in Spain. You will get them when you have the 

support of those who carry them.390   

At different points, the Spaniards also met Bukharin, Kollontai, Kamenev, Zinoviev, Kalinin, 

Rykov, Tomsky, Lunacharsky, Radek, Krupskaya, and other leading Bolsheviks. Maurín also 

befriended Mátyás Rákosi, later to become the infamous Stalinist dictator of Hungary. As 

Pestaña had done the previous year, the cenetistas went on tours to different institutions and 
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sites, including schools, factories, and army battalions.391 On a more personal note, Leval added 

that ‘most of us found Russian girlfriends’ – an observation that was corroborated in detail by 

the ever boastful Ibáñez, who skipped important events to go on romantic escapades with his 

‘beloved Nyura’.392  

The cenetistas attended, as spectators, some of the sessions of the third Comintern congress, 

and had the opportunity of listening to the speeches of the leaders of the Russian Revolution. In 

one of the breaks, Ibáñez, the iconoclast, approached Lenin and touched the sleeve of his coat 

without him noticing, making the sign of the cross in jest afterwards, stirring the ire of the other 

delegates.393 The congress was a momentous event. The communist movement had to come to 

terms with what appeared to be the stabilisation of European capitalism, as well as with the 

continued resilience of Social Democracy in many countries. The united front strategy, which 

dictated cooperation with the socialist parties, began to take shape.  

The cenetistas felt bitter that a mass organisation like the CNT had been relegated to the RILU, 

which ‘mostly gathered minority organisations’ and which was ‘eclipsed’ by the Third 

International. The CNT ‘was treated as a second-class organisation. The protagonist was a so-

called Spanish Communist Party […] which was better known in Moscow than in Spain’.394 

Maurín, who over the 1920s had a turbulent rapport with the official communist movement, 

would later blame the Bolsheviks for having mauled and disregarded the CNT both in Spain 

and in Moscow, and thus having isolated the forces of Spanish communism from the most 

dynamic movement of the Iberian working class.395  

Despite Maurín’s future disagreements with the Spanish communists, the 1921 delegation had 

a cordial relationship with the communist representatives from Spain. A meeting, organised by 

Solomon Lozovsky, was held on July 21 between the cenetistas and the Spanish communist 

delegates to decide the orientation of the RILU vis-à-vis the Social Democratic UGT, to which 

many communists were affiliated, and where they would be allowed to remain, at least 
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temporarily.396 This would subsequently serve as ammunition in the hands of the anti-Bolshevik 

cenetistas, who presented the RILU as too soft towards the despised UGT.397  

Gaston Leval’s experience in Moscow was somewhat different. He failed to attend many of the 

congress’ sittings, and devoted most of his time to establishing connections with the Russian 

libertarians and to campaigning for the liberation of the imprisoned anarchists. He even found 

his way into the Butyrka transit prison with the help of Olga Maksimov (the wife of Gregori 

Maksimov), where he interviewed the libertarian Volin before he was transferred to Tanganka. 

Leval’s relations were not limited to the Russian anarchists; he also established a rapport with 

other dissident groups of the left, including the Social Revolutionaries, the Tolstoians, and the 

Workers’ Opposition of the Russian Communist Party.398  

Pere Foix’s disappointment with Bolshevism was even greater than Leval’s. According to his 

account, he rapidly became disenchanted with the Soviet regime, and refused to attend the 

sessions of the RILU. He claims the breaking point was a controversial lecture Bukharin 

delivered to the anarchist and syndicalist delegates on the subversive activities of the Russian 

libertarians, which Foix considered intolerable slander.399 In this session, Foix claimed to have 

exchanged insults with the head of the Cheka, Felix Dzerzhinsky, who was also attending the 

sitting. Foix called Dzerzhinsky a ‘dirty bourgeois’.400 He spent the rest of his time in Russia 

trying to secure an exit visa, an undertaking that took him several days – the delay, he feared, 

was related to his altercation with Dzerzhinsky. It is possible, however, that in his memoirs he 

might have presented himself as more defiant than he really was. Indeed, Bukharin’s lecture, 

which, he claims, prompted him to boycott the congress, took place at the last session of the 

gathering.401  
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V. The Red International of Labour Unions  
 

Although the RILU congress was eclipsed by the Third International, it still represented an 

important event. The congress began on July 3, in Moscow’s hall of the House of the Trade 

Unions (which years later held the infamous Stalinist show trials). It was attended by 380 

delegates from 41 countries. The RILU now claimed to represent 17 million workers.402  This 

is an exaggeration, but it is true that a communist trade union movement had indeed crystallised 

in the previous years, albeit if still under the shadow of the Amsterdam-based IFTU.403  

Attempts to capture the major European Social Democratic trade union centres in previous years 

had largely floundered, and thus a significant part of the contingents of the RILU came from 

syndicalist and anarcho-syndicalist federations. This turned them into an important player in 

the 1921 congress. As Reiner Tosstorff has observed, ‘the Red International of Labour Unions 

was constituted as an alliance with the syndicalists. The foreground would now be occupied by 

the attempts to reach a compromise with them’.404 This, however, was not a simple task. It was 

complicated by serious tactical, organisational, and ideological disagreements.  

Factional differences were complicated by the overstrained apparatus of the congress, which 

had to translate the reports and documents and issue a regular bulletin in four different languages 

(French, English, Russian, and German). Resources were siphoned off to the more important 

congress of the Third International (which took place simultaneously, between June 22 and July 

12). The organisers were obliged to alter the congress agenda repeatedly. In addition, many 

delegates arrived late in Moscow, and others failed to appear punctually at the sittings. The 

voting system proved controversial from the outset. It divided countries into four blocs with 16, 

12, 8, or 4 votes, according to their size and revolutionary traditions.405  

In one of their first interventions, the Spanish delegates issued a protest against the distribution 

of credentials. ‘Such countries as Azerbaijan, Bukhara, Palestine, India, represented here’, 

complained Arlandis, ‘and about whose trade union movement we are unable to make a 

judgement, should not be given a decisive vote in order that the Western proletariat […] should 

have the possibility of defining the orientation to be adopted’ (the Azeri delegates subsequently 
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scolded Arlandis for his offensive comments).406 Moreover, the delegations of countries such 

as the United States, Germany, and Britain were dominated by communist unions, which 

claimed ‘doubtful’ membership figures and obtained ‘illegitimate’ voting rights over anarchist 

and syndicalist minorities.407 The Spaniards accused the Bolsheviks of wanting to ‘annul all the 

truly revolutionary syndicalist tendencies of the International, in order to command the 

RILU’.408  

The protests of the cenetistas did not alter the balance of forces at the congress, although they 

managed to turn the vote of the PCE delegate from deliberative to consultative. The CNT 

therefore commanded all 16 votes allotted to Spain. Despite the protests by the syndicalists 

against the distribution of credentials, it was difficult to find a satisfactory solution. National 

delegations were usually divided and subdivided and displayed a broad gamut of political 

colourings, some communist, others syndicalist, anarchist, or even Social Democrats (such as 

the Norwegians of the Workers’ Party), representing multiple organizations or factions about 

which little was known abroad.409 Many delegates did not represent coherent groups, but loose 

left-wing tendencies within reformist trade union centres.410 During the congress, national 

delegations representing competing organisations often clashed among themselves as much as 

they did with the Bolsheviks or with the representatives of other countries. It often proved 

impossible to reconcile the sharp antagonisms that divided the congress. As noted by Reiner 

Tosstorff, if anything, the allocation of the votes was in fact ‘generous’ towards the syndicalists. 

The overall majority enjoyed by communist delegates roughly reflected the real balance of 

forces in the international labour movement.411 Lozovksy was caught in the crossfire between 

these conflicting factions. He had now returned to the RILU as its secretary. Tomsky had been 

sent to Turkestan in punishment for his defence for trade union independence and his alleged 

connivance with the Workers’ Opposition. This was significant for the syndicalists, for Tomsky 

had proven much more diplomatic towards them than Lozovsky.412  

The frontlines of the polemics shifted constantly throughout the gathering. But three main 

tendencies can be discerned. On the one hand stood the communists. They were naturally 

                                                           
406 Bulletin, n. 4 (07/07/1921), 2.  
407 Ibid. 3. 
408 Williams, The First Congress, 24.  

Bulletin, n. 4 (08/07/1921), 10-11. 
409 Tosstorff, The Red International,  352-54.  
410 Resis, The Profintern, 125. 
411 Tosstorff, The Red International, 359. 
412 A. L. Chechevishnikov, ‘Partiia i profsoiuzy: krizis otnoshenii’, Rabochii klass i sovremennyi mir, vol. 5 

(1990), 171–77.  



246 

 

captained by the Russians, although the communists of Poland, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia 

proved the most doctrinaire. On the other hand were the intransigent anarcho-syndicalists. Their 

most vocal representatives probably came from the French delegation, representing the left-

wing minorities of the CGT. The delegation elected in February 1921 contained a remarkable 

number of hard-line libertarians.413 They inflexibly opposed the communists on virtually all 

matters. For Rosmer, it was ‘impossible to work with them’. Finally, there emerged an 

intermediate tendency that sought to defend anarcho-syndicalism without hampering the 

workings of the RILU, and who were willing to arrive at compromises. The Spaniards 

epitomised this attitude. Although they clashed with Lozovsky over a number of important 

matters, they proved willing to negotiate. Indeed, in the words of Rosmer, the French anarchists 

found the Spaniards ‘tepid’.414 Lozovsky praised the flexibility of the cenetistas: ‘the Spaniards 

say: “we are disciples of Bakunin, but the war taught us a hard lesson […]” Here conciliation 

is possible’.415 

In the congress, the Spanish delegates played an active and even ‘leading’ role, as Meaker put 

it.416 They represented a powerful organization, the CNT, which Lozovsky sought to woo. For 

this, he was prepared to make certain concessions, and to lend the Spaniards a privileged 

platform to express their views. The five men also represented a comparatively cohesive bloc 

(Leval’s misgivings notwithstanding). Each cenetista sat on a commission, and Nin was a made 

a member of the congress’ presidium. They were often able to rally around them the other 

critical syndicalists and anarchists, and prepared, tabled, and read out many of the oppositional 

resolutions presented at the congress.417    

The main bone of contention between syndicalists and communists regarded the link between 

the Third International and the RILU. It was the most ‘passionately discussed’ item in the 

agenda, according to Nin.418 More bluntly, Rosmer lamented that it was ‘discussed 

interminably’.419 This debate dragged on for three days and sidelined other important matters. 

Lozovsky had initially entrusted Zinoviev with the task of defending an ‘organic and technical’ 

connection between the RILU and the Third International. Nevertheless, anticipating a heated 
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debate, he finally asked Alfred Rosmer to table and introduce the resolution.420 Rosmer enjoyed 

much authority among the syndicalists. He hailed from a libertarian background and had been 

one of the most vocal opponents of Jouhaux in the CGT. However, after 1917 he had gravitated 

rapidly towards communism. Rosmer called for an ‘organic and businesslike’ link between the 

RILU and the Third International that would facilitate ‘collective and united’ action against 

capitalism. Tom Mann, from Britain, also a well-known veteran syndicalist, took the floor after 

Rosmer to back his resolution.421  

Rosmer and Mann argued that communist organisations had nothing to do with the hated Social 

Democratic parties. Zeal for trade union independence was justified vis-à-vis reformist parties, 

but it was misplaced when it came to fellow revolutionaries. And, in view of the growing class 

unity of the bourgeoisie, and of the increasingly violent nature of the imperialist state, 

revolutionaries had to close ranks and confront the ruling class as a cohesive force. Subsequent 

interventions by Lozovsky, Artëm Adreev, Rykov, and others completed the argument for the 

‘organic link’.422 They pointed out, among other things, that the turbulent international context 

that had emerged after the war put matters on the agenda that could not be resolved simply 

through an economic struggle in the factories. They required political action of the type that the 

communist parties propounded. 

Syndicalists saw the organic connection between the two Internationals as a threat to trade union 

autonomy from political parties, a cornerstone of their doctrine. There was some irony in this, 

for most of the dissenting syndicalist groups had initially decided to participate in the Third 

International itself, not the RILU, whose creation was only announced in the summer of 1920.423 

This was certainly the case of the CNT, which had joined the Third International by acclamation 

at the Comedia congress in 1919, in the knowledge that this was a “political” organisation. The 

newfound opposition to the ‘organic link’ should be read in a national key. Syndicalists feared 

that to bind the RILU to the Third International would result in their subordination to communist 

parties at home, which had been cropping up across Europe between 1919-21.424 This was a 

particularly serious matter in a country like Spain, where the anarcho-syndicalist CNT was 

incommensurably larger than the small and sectarian PCE.425 The cenetistas therefore spoke for 
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the independence of the RILU, noting, however, that ‘in practice’ they agreed with Rosmer and 

Mann’s calls for collaboration between all ‘revolutionary vanguard organisations’. 

Unsurprisingly, the most intransigent opponents of Rosmer were his fellow Frenchmen, who 

tabled an alternative document calling for the complete separation between the RILU and the 

Third International.426   

After a lengthy debate, the Spaniards, in bloc with other critical delegates, were able to change 

the wording of the resolution to make the link between the unions and the communist parties 

‘highly desirable’ rather than obligatory.427 The RILU would exchange delegates with the 

Executive Committee of the Communist International and organise regular joint meetings.428 

The hard-line French anarchists voted against the final document. The cenetistas (including 

Leval) found the compromise satisfactory enough and voted in favour.429 The outcome overall 

were 37 against and 287 in favour. Andreu Nin intervened after the vote to explain why the 

Spaniards had backed Rosmer’s document. He made clear that they remained ‘unwaveringly 

loyal’ to revolutionary syndicalism. Nin lamented the attempts by some communists to turn the 

RILU into ‘a sectarian party organisation’. He also voiced his scepticism for the PCE, and 

affirmed that in Spain ‘the leadership of the revolution’ was in hands of the CNT. But he also 

noted that ‘we the Spaniards are not formalists’. They accepted that collaboration with the Third 

International would be ‘useful’. Nin underscored the importance of unity. The dilemma for 

syndicalists was ‘either Amsterdam or Moscow’: there was no third way. Nin explained that to 

divide the RILU would stifle the fading revolutionary aspirations of Spanish workers, at a time 

when the country’s labour movement was traversing extreme difficulties, and insularity became 

a disheartening prospect. ‘For the world proletariat’, he explained, ‘the Russian Revolution is a 

beacon; it can become a powerful force of attraction, as was the tactic of the general strike. To 

draw away from Russia, the home of world revolution, would mean throttling the faith in 

insurrection of the workers of all lands’.430   

Tensions did not abate significantly after the controversy on the ‘organic link’. The discussion 

on tactics brought matters to a head again. The communists advocated for the infiltration of 

mass reformist unions. They ought to be gradually conquered from within rather than 
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challenged from outside. This was not too controversial for the cenetistas, who represented the 

largest working-class force in Spain. Neither did it concern the otherwise pugnacious French, 

who still expected to wrest the powerful CGT from the hands of Jouhaux. But for smaller 

syndicalist organisations such as the American IWW it sounded a death knell. Their entire 

raison d’être was to offer a radical alternative to the mass class-collaborationist federations. A 

bitter disagreement broke out over this, which resurfaced repeatedly through the congress and 

managed to alienate the representatives of minority organisations. The Spaniards stood on the 

sidelines of this dispute, but backed a resolution by German syndicalists defending the 

pertinence of small radical federations.431 For Andreu Nin, the success of the CNT in overtaking 

and outstripping proved the desirability of breaking away from reformist centres.432  

In addition to the questions of trade union independence and of tactics, a whole range of 

additional issues was discussed at the gathering: the importance of factory councils, the 

superiority of industrial unions over craft unions, the role of women in the class struggle, and 

the labour movement in colonial countries. Inevitably, theoretical polemics arose about the 

dictatorship of the proletariat, the position of the unions in the revolution, and the desirability 

of electoral participation.433 The Spaniards were vocal in all these controversies. A particularly 

virulent exchange took place between Nin and Lozovsky when the latter proposed that 

revolutionaries should stand in government-sponsored factory councils, of the type created in 

Germany or Italy.434 Nin was arguably voicing the opposition in the CNT to the “mixed 

commissions”, which had earned Seguí a severe reprimand at the Comedia congress.  

These discussions culminated in a general debate on July 14 on the significance of syndicalism. 

Lozovsky attempted not to alienate his potential allies by recognising the historical contribution 

made by syndicalism to the class struggle. Its quest for trade union independence had shielded 

it from the reformism of the Second International. The RILU should draw inspiration from its 

traditions of direct action, industrial unionism, and workers’ control. Yet in his view 

syndicalism had now become outdated and was in need of a thorough revision. Several delegates 

commented on Lozovsky’s speech. Perhaps the most passionate defence of revolutionary 

syndicalism was made by Andreu Nin, who berated the ‘surprising incomprehension [of 

Lozovsky] vis-à-vis revolutionary syndicalism’: 
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Revolutionary syndicalism is a doctrine with solid foundations […]. Marxist and 

Proudhonian at the same time, it adopts from the founder of scientific socialism the 

principle of the class struggle, of which the trade union is considered to be the most 

vigorous expression, and adopts from Anarchism its critical spirit, its federalism, and its 

opposition to the state.435 

Nin ended by calling for tolerance for anarchism and syndicalism in the RILU. It ought to 

become a ‘lively International where various tendencies compete in their interest and love for 

the Revolution’.436 

On July 16 and 17, the various commissions selected by the congress convened to amend and 

reformulate the resolutions. After much jostling, the syndicalists partly bowdlerised the 

communist tone of the documents. For instance, reference to the Third International in the 

opening passage of the RILU constitution was struck off, the theoretical criticisms levied 

against anarchism and syndicalism were watered down, and a clause recognising the 

‘ideological leadership’ of the Third International was erased. These efforts were led by the 

Spaniards, who proposed most of the modifications.437  

The work of the commissions mollified the syndicalists somewhat. Arlandis presented a 

conciliatory declaration signed by all anarchist and syndicalist delegates reaffirming their 

commitment to build the RILU. However, they called for the International to be open to all 

revolutionary tendencies, including the libertarians. Indeeed, in the course of the congress there 

were informal parleys to create an organised syndicalist tendency within the RILU.438 Arlandis 

also warned against taking ‘rash decisions’, which would be ‘impossible to implement’ in their 

home countries, for they would incur the hostility ‘of the opinion of the majority’. They could 

even result in a ‘fatal rupture’.439 This caveat foreshadowed the difficulties the Spanish 

delegates would encounter in Spain trying to justify the outcomes of the congress. Indeed, many 

of the criticisms levied by the Spaniards in Moscow not only stemmed from their own personal 

convictions, but also (perhaps primarily) from the fear of anarchist opposition in Spain.   

Arlandis concluded his peroration with seven theses aimed ‘to inform the prejudiced 

[communist] delegates about our movement’. It is worth quoting his concluding theses at length:  

                                                           
435 Bulletin, n. 10 (14/07/1921), 11. 
436 Ibid. 11. 
437 Tosstorff, The Red International, 377-87. 
438 ‘El Congreso de la Internacional Sindical Roja y los delegados de la CN del T’, Lucha Social (24/09/1921). 
439 Tosstorff, The Red International, 377. 



251 

 

1. The RILU should be the expression of all the revolutionary tendencies of the trade union 

movement. 2. That the imposition of a single tendency within it would be harmful to the 

interests of the whole revolutionary proletariat 3. Revolutionary syndicalism, the 

incarnation of the class struggle, cannot be regarded as a narrow sect. 4. The aim of the 

RILU is to rally all the forces that have already split with Amsterdam. 5. That the tactic of 

infiltration is not valid for all countries […] 6. That forcing revolutionary unions to re-

enter the reformist ones could be fatal for the RILU. 7. […] We invite the congress to 

consider that the tactics vis-à-vis reformist unions should vary depending on the 

characteristics of the labour movement in each country.440  

Arlandis’ declaration, signed by all syndicalist and anarchist delegates, represented a fragile 

truce by reaffirming their commitment to the RILU. Yet the Bolsheviks abruptly scuttled this 

truce through a double provocation that ended the congress amid strife and discord. In the 

afternoon of July 19, the last day of the congress, they invited pro-communist IWW militant 

George Andreychine, freshly arrived from the USA, to deliver a speech that was ferociously 

belligerent towards anarchism. Immediately afterwards, Nikolai Bukharin was given the floor 

to lambaste the Russian libertarians (Makhno above all), referring to them as bandits and 

lumpenproletarian elements.441 This gave rise to the aforementioned pandemonium. As the 

congress drew to a close, the scene ‘was not dissimilar to the New York Stock Exchange’.442 

This final bedlam did not bode well for the shaky alliance of communists and syndicalists that 

had underpinned the RILU.    

The intervention of the cenetistas stimulated an intense polemic upon their return to Spain. The 

anarchists decried the behaviour of the delegates as an act of deference to the communists and 

as a contravention of the protocols of the Comedia congress. However, the Spaniards’ 

interventions at the congress do not suggest that they were Marxists at this point. The CNT 

delegation was critical of the communists, attacking their “fictitious majority”, championing 

revolutionary syndicalism and anarchism, opposing the subordination of the RILU to the Third 

International and the tactic of “infiltrating” the reformist federations. They spoke the language 

of syndicalism, and defended the autonomy of the trade unions and their capacity to carry out 

the revolution single-handedly. The cenetistas, as noted above, were especially active in the 

                                                           
440 Bulletin, n. 15 (19/07/1921), 6-7.   
441 Bukharin addressed the delegates at the behest of the Bolshevik Politburo, despite the opposition of 

Lozovsky and Rykov. He was probably chosen because he was a victim of the anarchist bomb attack against the 

Moscow committee of the Bolsheviks in 1918, which killed many of his comrades. See: Tosstorff, The Red 

International, 387n. 
442 Gordon Cascaden, Shall Unionism Die? (n.d., n.p.), 82. Cited in: Tosstorff, The Red International, 388. 



252 

 

efforts to obtain an amnesty for the imprisoned Russian libertarians. Moreover, none of the 

anarchist and syndicalist delegates at the congress, even the most recalcitrant ones, considered 

splitting from the RILU.443 

Nevertheless, there was some ambiguity in the Spaniards’ interventions. Unlike many other 

libertarian delegates, they voted in favour of Rosmer’s resolution on the ‘organic link’ and of 

the final constitution of the RILU. This separated them from the hard-line anarcho-syndicalists 

of other countries, who voted against. It is clear that the cenetistas were reluctant to draw away 

from Moscow. There is little doubt that the Russian Revolution made a deep impression on 

them.444 Lozovsky admitted in his correspondence with the PCE that ‘in Spain, our friends 

Maurín, Ibáñez, Arlandis and others are ideologically closer to us than the Italian and French 

syndicalists’.445 Their energetic involvement in the congress is symptomatic of their dedication 

to the RILU. Unlike other syndicalist delegates, who for tiredness or disinterest failed to attend 

many of the sessions, the Spaniards (Nin and Arlandis above all) were diligent participants and 

intervened in most of the discussions. In the RILU congress, they were able to reconcile their 

syndicalist credentials with the allure of Bolshevism. But by late 1921, the anarchist turn against 

Moscow, and the concomitant hardening of the communists’ attitude in the RILU, would make 

their intermediate position increasingly untenable. Overawed by the Soviet Republic, engaged 

in a fierce polemic with the Spanish libertarians, and lacking a strong emotional and intellectual 

attachment to anarchism, they began to gravitate towards Marxism in the autumn of 1921.   

 

 

VI. The revenants 
 

The return trip of the delegates was inauspicious. Maurín and Ibáñez were arrested upon landing 

at Stettin on October 2. Maurín was released, but Ibáñez, having violated his extradition order, 

was sent to a jail in Berlin, and was later deported to Belgium.446 He was soon released from 

jail in Brussels with the help of socialist Minister of Justice Emile Vandervele. Yet he was 

                                                           
443 Dam’e, Zabytyi Internatsional, 248. 
444 Riottot, Maurín, 31.   
445 RGASPI, f.534, op.6, d.8: ‘Au Secrétariat Syndical du Parti Communiste Espagnol’ (07/08/1922), l.31-33. 
446 Joaquín Maurín, ‘Cómo, dónde y cuándo conocí a Casanellas’, La Batalla (Barcelona: 13/09/1923).   

AHN, Ministerio de Exteriores, H.2760: Embajada española en Berlín, ‘Telegrama al ministerio de 

gobernación’ (02/10/1921).   



253 

 

arrested again upon his arrival in Spain in late October. Ibáñez remained in the Modelo prison 

of Barcelona until April 1922.447 Maurín made it to Barcelona by mid-October. He substituted 

Nin as national secretary of the CNT. A short trip to Paris in November notwithstanding, he 

took up the task of defending the delegation on the ground in Spain. Maurín engaged in feverish 

political activity in the violent Barcelona of Martínez Anido. ‘Believe me, I’m overburdened 

by work’, he wrote to Nin, ‘but I have the balls of a bull’.448 On February 22, 1922, the police 

detained him on the street after an informer denounced him. He was interned in Barcelona’s 

Modelo prison.449 After this, anarcho-syndicalist Joan Peiró substituted Maurín as head of the 

national committee of the Confederation.        

Arlandis and Nin were arrested in Berlin, along with cenetistas Luis Nicolau and Lucía 

Concepción. The German police investigated them for their implication in Dato’s murder.450 

Nin and Arlandis were freed after a series of rallies against the arrests were held across Germany 

(eighteen, according to the Spanish embassy), whereas Nicolau and Concepción were extradited 

to Spain.451 After this, Arlandis went to Paris. He did not return to Spain until May 1922. This 

self-imposed exile was vexing for Maurín, who wished Arlandis had returned to Spain with 

him: ‘I have not the slightest idea of what Hilario is doing in Paris. He isn’t saying anything. I 

think he should rush to Valencia and get down to work’.452  

Nin remained in Germany for several weeks, and later returned to Moscow. Supposedly, this 

was because it was too risky for him to return to Spain (he had been involved in the Dato affair 

and was ‘at the top of the hit list’ of right-wing terrorists).453 In reality however, he decided to 

take up a full-time position as an official in the RILU. This was kept secret from the rest of the 

CNT, out of fear it might be interpreted, as Maurín put it, ‘as a “reward for capitulation”’. 

Indeed, the bureau of the RILU selected Nin not only for his intellectual and organisational 

talent, which served as a welcome contribution to the rapidly expanding administrative 

apparatus of the Comintern, but also for his loyalty to the Russian Revolution. Moreover, the 

co-optation of a leading activist of the CNT was possibly an attempt to bridge the widening 
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448 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to Nin (Barcelona: 29/11/1921), l.12. 
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international chasm with the anarcho-syndicalists.454 On the part of Nin, a concern for personal 

security coalesced with a lust for adventure and a passion for Soviet Russia. His love affair with 

a Russian translator also factored in. A letter from his friend César González, a Spanish 

communist who spent several months in Moscow, illustrates the appeal for young radicals of 

the Spartan, rakish life of foreign functionaries in Russia. He wrote upon his return to Madrid: 

I honestly feel nostalgia for Moscow. I regret all the blasphemies I uttered about that life, 

which, however hard it may be, is better than the bourgeois comfort enjoyed by our labour 

aristocracy. Next to all the scoundrels that one finds here, I understand I’ve become a better 

man; I feel revulsion for all these petty miseries that I used to justify in the past. I’m sad, 

Nin, that’s the truth. Something tells me it’s because I’m far away from May, whose 

spiritual force I appreciate better from afar. Tell her I’ll write a lot and that I love her 

loads.455  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
454 The RILU archive in RGASPI (at least the fonds I have consulted) say little about Nin’s co-optation.  
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PART 4: THE EXPERIENCE OF DEFEAT 

1. THE ANTI-BOLSHEVIK TURN OF THE ANARCHISTS, 1921-22 

 

The people still tolerated and endured, the government 

still crushed and oppressed… We have suffered enough, 

in this oppressive, troubled moral condition, 

misunderstood by the people, struck down by the 

government–it is time to bring peace to one’s soul, to 

find something to lean on… 

Alexander Herzen, My Past and Thoughts (New 

York: 1974), 300. 

 

I. The mood changes 
 

By the summer of 1921, the CNT found itself in a sorry state, especially in its Catalan 

stronghold. The violent crackdown launched by governor Martínez Anido was unprecedented. 

It had decimated the movement’s active cadre. Hilario Arlandis described the situation in Spain 

to the RILU delegates in tragic terms:  

The Spanish proletariat has gone through two years of terrible repression, it is under the 

jackboot of capitalist repression and militarism. In these two years it has suffered torture, 

deportation, and jail; hundreds and thousands of our militants are shot on the streets, in the 

cafés, in the factories, or while leaving prison. Murders committed by the white guards, by 

the police, by a band of savages in the payroll of the authorities. We don’t have the right 

to gather, our press is suspended, there is no freedom of speech.1  

In 1918-23, 261 politically-motivated assassinations were recorded in the city of Barcelona 

alone.2  

In December 1920, the national committee of the CNT, presided over by Evelio Boal, responded 

to the new wave of violence with a pell-mell, all-Spanish general strike. The immediate trigger 

of the strike was the murder of popular labour lawyer Francesc Layret, who often defended 

CNT activists in court. At first, the strike was successful in some sectors, but it fizzled out as 
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the days passed and troops were brought onto the street. It became clear that the strike was not 

the all-powerful, inexhaustible weapon many anarcho-syndicalists had considered it to be.  

After the blunder of the general strike, Boal abandoned traditional syndicalist methods, and 

geared the organisation towards an insurrectionary strategy. The adoption of this extremist line 

was facilitated by the arrest of the movement’s old guard, including moderates such as Salvador 

Seguí, Simón Piera, and Ángel Pestaña. With the departure to Russia of Nin and Maurín, who 

were lukewarm towards terrorism, the Confederation lurched towards violence. Young, 

radicalised “new proletarians” took the reins of the movement. In 1921, most CNT activists, 

especially in Barcelona, were devoted to terrorism, sabotage, or insurrectionary ploys. The 

strike committees and factory assemblies were exchanged for the bomb laboratory and the 

action group.3 Insofar as trade union activity continued to be carried out, it acquired more 

authoritarian and brutal forms. Pistol-toting anarcho-syndicalists cajoled workers to pay their 

dues or to down tools. ‘I belonged [to the CNT]’, complained an anonymous worker in the press 

organ of the libres, ‘because of brute force; by force I was obliged to follow the whims of their 

crooked leaders. I paid two-peseta dues a few times because I was repeatedly threatened by 

them’.4   

A revival of the sectarian spirit that had informed the Comedia congress accompanied these 

violent tactics. In September 1920, Seguí attempted to mend the rift with the UGT. He 

convinced Boal and Quemades to travel with him to Madrid. They signed a pact with Largo 

Caballero, the leader of the UGT, for common defensive action. However, the alliance was short 

lived. Its instigator, Seguí, was promptly arrested. National secretary Boal had been sceptical 

about the pact since the outset, and found justification to break it after the refusal of the UGT 

to back the general strike of December 1920.5   

The CNT had experienced recurrent waves of repression in 1917-19, but was able to overcome 

them largely unscathed. In fact, it had flourished in this period, often operating in underground 

conditions. However, it was almost destroyed by the violence that began in November 1920. In 

previous instances of repression the forces of the Confederation were still fresh, the Russian 

Revolution and the upheavals in Central Europe boosted its morale, the double crisis of the 

Restoration regime and of Spanish capitalism radicalised young workers. Yet by late 1920, the 
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energy of the movement had been sapped. The severe deterioration of the economic situation 

reduced the bargaining power of the unions and the willingness of workers to stand up to the 

bosses. Lockouts became a formidable weapon in the hands of the employers. Workers grew 

weary. Abroad, the revolutionary ferment was evaporating. The Soviet republics in Hungary 

and Bavaria had been crushed, the advance of the Red Army into Poland halted. The Blackshirts 

were on the offensive in Italy and the factory occupations of the autumn had petered out. The 

Bolsheviks held onto power in Russia, but the country was in a disastrous state. All these factors, 

combined with Anido’s brutal methods, broke the back of the CNT.  

In the summer of 1921, repression subsided somewhat outside Barcelona and the CNT was able 

to catch its breath in some areas. Regional groupings, such as those of Madrid, Alicante, 

Guipuzkoa, and Biscay, less affected by the crackdown than the Catalan section, were 

reorganised. They were under the control of veteran anarcho-syndicalists such as Manuel 

Buenacasa, Galo Díez, Salvador Quemades, Hermoso Plaja, Juan Gomis, Josep Prat, Joan Peiró, 

and Mauro Bajatierra. These men had been staunch supporters of the Soviet Republic, but now 

they had become fiercely anti-Bolshevik.6 Indeed, pro-Bolshevik sentiments revived in mid-

1920 in the heat of the war with Poland and the Italian factory occupations.7 In May 1920, the 

Barcelona local committee of the Confederation reaffirmed its ‘identification with the Russian 

revolutionaries’ and promised to ‘imitate the Russians’ by ‘doing our own revolution’.8 As late 

as August 1920, Buenacasa was penning articles in support of the Soviet regime.9 Yet by the 

summer of 1921, these leading cenetistas began to push for an ideological ‘demarcation’ with 

the communists, employing the anti-Marxist arsenal of classical anarchism.10   

A multiplicity of reasons can explain their volte-face. Firstly, the news of Bolshevik repression 

against the Russian anarchists generated much disconcertion. The crushing of the Kronstadt 

rebellion and of Makhno’s Insurgent Army in the early months of 1921 did not elicit a strong 

reaction from Western anarchists. In fact, many denounced Makhno as a ‘bandit’ who had 

‘nothing to do with anarchism’. News was hazy and Westerners knew little about the Ukrainian 

rebels.11 These issues only acquired importance later on. Initially, the controversy revolved 
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around the arrest of leading anarcho-syndicalists and anarcho-communists in Moscow and 

Petrograd in the spring of 1921, such as Grigori Maksimov, Vsevolod Eikhenbaum (alias 

Volin), Efim Yarchuk, or Pëtr Arshinov. Maksimov’s writings, critical of the Soviet regime, 

began to be published in France as early as January 1921.12 As explained above, the plight of 

these activists was high on the agenda of anarchist and syndicalist delegates to the RILU 

congress. The deportation from Russia of most of these militants after their release furnished 

Western European anarchists with numerous first-hand testimonies of Bolshevik arbitrariness.13 

The respected Russian-American anarchists Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman followed 

in ther footsteps. They had grown disillusioned with Soviet Russia and decided to depart for 

Western Europe. They spared no energies to ‘destroy the Bolshevik myth’.14  

In the Latin countries, the radical anarchists of the Parisian weekly Le Libertaire spearheaded 

the campaign against repression in Russia. It is unsurprising that the French anarchists should 

have become vocal opponents of the Soviet regime. They faced a mass communist party, born 

out of a split of the SFIO in December 1920, and a sizable pro-Bolshevik tendency within the 

CGT, led by the renowned syndicalist Pierre Monatte. The erstwhile powerful French 

libertarians saw their authority dwindle in a matter of months. The French anarchist delegates 

to the RILU congress returned home disenchanted and wrote scathing accounts about their 

experience in revolutionary Russia. The newspaper Le Libertaire served as a mouthpiece for 

libertarian anti-communism. Events in France, observed Nin, ‘had a strong repercussion in our 

country’, and inspired ‘certain elements belonging to anarchist groups to launch a furious 

campaign against the CNT delegation’.15 

Similar tendencies to Le Libertaire crystallised in other countries in Europe and the Americas, 

most notably in Germany and Sweden. The German anarcho-syndicalists of the FAUD, led by 

the charismatic Rudolf Rocker, fleetingly supported the Russian Revolution and the Third 

International in 1917-18, but they rapidly grew sceptical. In December 1920, they hosted a 

gathering of foreign syndicalists to discuss the Third International (the Spaniards sent no 

representatives). The Germans were against joining the RILU, although most of the foreign 

delegates were unconvinced and did not share their scepticism.16 By 1921, the leaders of the 
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FAUD became convinced of the need to establish a libertarian alternative to Moscow. The 

announcement in October 1921 that the FAUD would organise an independent anarcho-

syndicalist international presented the polemic in the CNT in a new light. The founding of a 

new international of libertarian orientation dispelled the fears that the Spaniards would be 

fatally isolated if they abandoned Moscow.17   

The influence of debates in the international syndicalist movement on developments in Spain 

cannot be overemphasized. There was a global circulation of information and arguments 

through press, correspondence, and travel. As Maurín observed, the ‘campaign against the 

Russian R[evolution] [of the Spanish libertarians] is identical to that of the anarchists of other 

countries’.18 The RILU in Moscow and, from June 1922 onwards, the International 

Workingmen’s Association in Berlin, served both as nodal points and as wellsprings of ideas 

for the competing factions. The balance of forces and the tempo of the struggle between 

partisans and detractors of the RILU varied from country to country, but everywhere activists 

utilised a common ideological repertoire. The intensification of polemics in foreign syndicalist 

organisations polarised positions further in Spain. In turn, the growing rift within the CNT had 

an echo abroad. There was a feedback loop between Moscow, Berlin, Paris, Bologna, 

Barcelona, New York, and Buenos Aires.  

There was a large number of exiled cenetistas in Paris, and many came under the influence of 

Le Libertarie. As Maurín presaged in the spring of 1922, the orientation of anarchists in Spain 

‘will become identical to that of Le Libertaire’.19 The sister organisation of the CNT among 

Spanish migrant workers in France, the IOLE (Intersindical Obrera de Lengua Española, 

Spanish-language Workers’ Federation), was an early bulwark of anti-communism. They 

conveyed the arguments of Le Libertaire across the Pyrenees and found a receptive audience 

among the likes of Buenacasa, Quemades, Bajatierra, or Galo Díez. The role of Jaime Salán 

(alias Wilkens), Bruno Lladó, Francisco Durán, and Pere Foix (alias León Xifort) is notable. 

They travelled to the Soviet Union in 1920 and 1921, and became disenchanted with the Russian 

Revolution.20 From Moscow, they travelled to Paris, where they liaised with Le Libertaire. They 

also wrote prolifically for the anarchist press in Spain.21 Their negative first-hand accounts of 
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Soviet Russia made ‘a powerful impression’, as Arlandis acknowledged.22 They were also 

highly critical of the behaviour of the CNT delegation to the RILU congress, which they accused 

of ‘rabbit-like submission’ towards the communists.23 In March 1922, Pestaña published his 

report on his trip to Russia, which painted a dismal picture of the Soviet state and of the Third 

International. Pestaña continued to write critical pieces on Soviet Russia, including a series of 

articles on Makhno, who was elevated to the rank of a ‘legend’.24 Upon his release from jail in 

April 1922, he toured Spain giving lectures on his negative experiences in Moscow (although 

his travels were interrupted in August when he was badly injured by right-wing gunmen).25   

In addition to the distress of the Russian anarchists, other factors wore down the lustre of the 

revolution. The offensive against Poland, which had rekindled anarchist enthusiasm for the 

Bolsheviks, was defeated. The NEP was a painful compromise that saw the partial 

reintroduction of capitalism in Russia. Then came the deadly famine in the Volga region, which 

was given ample coverage by the Spanish liberal and conservative press. With the Rapallo treaty 

with Weimar Germany of April 1922, the Soviet Union took cognisance of the stabilisation of 

world capitalism and entered into dealings with its sworn enemies.26 Joaquín Maurín described 

the impact of these events on the anarchists in Spain:  

The anarchists, even the most recalcitrant ones, were in favour of Russia when the Red 

Army marched victoriously over Poland. But its defeat began to temper their excitement. 

To this one must add the famine on the Volga, which […] began to sow scepticism and to 

attenuate their sympathy.27    

 

These first-hand reports on the authoritarianism of the Russian Bolsheviks came at a time of 

‘exahustion and disappointment’ for the CNT.28 The Confederation passed from a phase of 

breakneck growth and expansion – leaping from one victory to the next, when illusions about 

the impending revolution abounded –, to one of defeat and decomposition. Many left the 

organisation. Hilario Arlandis, in a confidential report to the Third International, estimated in 

January 1923 that the membership of the CNT had fallen by around two-thirds to ‘250,000 or 
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300,000’ (the real figure was probably lower).29 Repression sapped the diminishing energies of 

the organisation. The cenetistas engaged the socialists, the communists, and the Catholic libre 

unions in pitched battles for a shrinking social base of organised workers. The representative of 

the Third International in Spain, the Swiss Jules Humbert-Droz, described the sectarianism of 

the Spanish labour movement in 1922 in dramatic terms:  

The infighting between parties and tendencies within the labour movement, which are 

being resolved by force of the revolver, have displaced the interests of the [working] class. 

The workers of opposing tendencies are killing each other […]. Repression has followed 

ill-fated strikes […]. The period of enthusiasm about the Russian Revolution has passed.30  

The optimism of previous years dissipated and gave way to bitterness and pessimism. In the 

words of Joan Peiró, who became the national secretary in February 1922, ‘three years of 

repression have […] produced a moral crisis […].We have lost our stability; there is no unity 

among us and no discipline […] our forces have been neutralised by our incoherence, by our 

diffusion; and, in short, by our moral and material dispersion’.31  

Foiled expectations and the experience of defeat impelled anarchists to re-evaluate their tactics. 

The Bolshevik myth was congenial to the revolutionary spirit of the years 1917-20. It provided 

a stimulus for ambition and audacity. However, in the face of defeat, ‘the tendency of many 

militants was to forsake action, along with doctrinal novelties’.32 An era of ideological 

conservatism began. In a way, the turn against Bolshevism of 1921-22 was also a repudiation 

of the adventurous tactics and illusions of the previous three years, which had been closely tied 

to the radicalising fillip of the Russian Revolution. As one commentator admitted, ‘I became 

enamoured of all revolutionary movements, I was a fool that saw all of them as steps towards 

Anarchy’.33 Bolshevism represented a useful scapegoat for these mistakes.  

Insecurities multiplied as the cenetistas saw their position at the helm of the labour movement 

challenged from various quarters. The Social Democratic UGT revived amid the ‘catastrophic 

wreckage’ of its anarcho-syndicalist adversary.34 The authorities were more lenient towards the 

socialists due to the moderation of its leaders. The UGT made gains in Barcelona, which 
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heretofore had been the impregnable bastion of the libertarians. The expansion of Social 

Democracy at the expense of the CNT strengthened anti-socialist sectarianism among the 

libertarians.  

The CNT also faced the menace of the sindicatos libres (free unions), founded in December 

1919 by a group of Catholic workers with links to Carlism. This conservative organisation drew 

its cues from Christian and corporativist unionism, and posed as a law-abiding alternative to the 

CNT. The libres enjoyed the active backing of the authorities and the capitalists. They also built 

up a powerful terrorist apparatus in cahoots with the police, which mercilessly struck at the 

CNT.35 At the time, cenetistas saw the libres as entirely artificial ‘police unions’, which, in the 

words of Nin, did not ‘correspond to any spirit of opinion’ among ordinary workers.36 However, 

scholarly research has revealed that the libres garnered genuine support among sectors of the 

working class, especially among white-collar and skilled employees, who had had enough of 

the revolutionary gymnastics of the anarchists. While they might have been willing to join 

Seguí’s decorous CNT in 1918, they felt uncomfortable with its increasingly doctrinaire and 

intransigent character. The libres, and to a lesser extent the UGT, found an ear among workers 

who had turned their backs against the Bakuninists, and who sought a legal, economic 

organisation to defend their day-to-day interests.37    

More importantly, perhaps, the now-unified Communist Party of Spain presented itself as a new 

left-wing challenge for the CNT. It was a small party, with around five thousand members in 

1922.38 However, it touted its connection to the Third International and to the Russian 

Revolution. The party was influential in the trade union movement in Madrid and, especially, 

in the Basque Country, where it was able to lead a series of important strikes in 1922. Some of 

the most virulent anti-Bolsheviks in the CNT were to be found in Madrid (Quemades and 

Bajatierra) and the Basque Country (Buenacasa and Galo Díez), where competition with the 

communists was most intense.39   

Anarchist animosity towards the communists was fostered by the entrance into the party of left-

centrist PSOE chieftains such as Núñez de Arenas, Ramón Lamoneda, García Cortés, or Óscar 

Pérez Solis, who, in the words of Arlandis, were ‘foul’ figures, ‘far detached from the 
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communist spirit’.40 They abandoned the PSOE in March 1921, in the second pro-Bolshevik 

split that had created the PCO, which was more much more moderate than Borodin’s “ultra-

lefts”. The two factions, the left-centrist and the left-extremist, united in November 1921, but 

tensions between the two contingents of Spanish communists ran high. The men of the PCO 

pressed home the need to stand in elections, using arguments that were not dissimilar from those 

of the socialists.41 The electoral pretensions of the communist party and the socialist background 

of most of its leaders distanced the anarchists from the communists. European communism was 

born, in the words of a leading Italian anarchist, from ‘the rib of the socialists’ and carried all 

its vices with it.42 

In truth, the PCE was a small formation that was never able to pose a real challenge to the 

libertarians. The crisis of Spanish labour also affected the communists, and in June 1923, 

according to an internal report, their membership had dwindled to merely 1,190.43 But, in 

conditions of difficulty and demoralisation, the threat of the PCE was magnified by the 

anarchists, who were gripped by a siege mentality.44 Their worries seemed to be vindicated by 

the experience of foreign syndicalist organisations, many of which were conquered by the 

communists in 1921-22. The most notable case was the French CGT Unitaire (CGTU), the bloc 

that grouped the revolutionary opposition to Jouhaux and which in 1922 emerged as an 

independent, communist-dominated mass trade union federation. An alliance between the pro-

Bolshevik syndicalists of Pierre Monatte and the French Communist Party defeated the 

libertarians and firmly integrated the organisation into the RILU. These developments were 

followed with preoccupation south of the Pyrenees.45  

There was fear that ordinary workers might become hospitable to party communism. As Galo 

Díez appraised, ‘we should not be absorbed by the prejudices of the masses’, since ‘it is true 

that a large number of members of the CNT do not fully share its doctrines’.46 Even more 

tellingly, anarchist Teresa Mañé i Miravet (alias Soledad Gustavo) admitted bitterly: ‘The 
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majority [of the CNT] is closer to the dictatorship of Lenin than to the concepts of Kropotkin 

or Reclus […]. To simple minds, the Russian Revolution is above all else a revolution […] they 

answer you that the laws and statutes which we, the anarchists, want to destroy, have already 

been destroyed in Russia’, and concluded that ‘the syndicalist mass is not anarchist’.47  

The reports on the outcome of the RILU congress added fuel to the flames. The Spanish 

anarcho-syndicalists fumed at the ill-famed ‘organic link’ between the RILU and the Third 

International. They had no intention of uniting with the PCE pygmies. The cenetistas were also 

unsympathetic to the communist slogan of the united front, for it entailed collaboration with the 

detested PSOE.48  

This fraught atmosphere began to gnaw at the sympathy of the anarchists towards the Russian 

Revolution. The downswing in labour mobilisation gave activists time for reflection, 

introspection, and reevaluation. As Buenacasa himself put it, ‘not being able to struggle for 

[economic] improvements, there was a fight to conserve ideology and principles’.49 The 

revision of Bolshevism was first undertaken by the older generation of anarcho-syndicalists 

grouped around Madrid’s Nueva Senda, Bilbao’s Solidaridad Obrera, and Alcoy’s Redención, 

which had come under the influence of the Parisian Le Libertaire.50 A suppressed sense of guilt 

had accompanied the enthusiastic commitment to the Russian Revolution of the likes of 

Buenacasa, Galo Díez, Carbó, Bajatierra, Peiró, Prat, and Quemades. These were steeled 

libertarians, deeply steeped in anarchist culture and ideology. They had all been born in the 

1880s (or earlier), had become politically active before 1917, and were veterans in a movement 

where men in their teens or early twenties were predominant. The veterans were the first to burn 

their bridges with Soviet Russia in 1921. They launched a campaign to wrest the CNT from the 

hands of Moscow and reassert its unadulterated anarchist identity.  

These anarcho-syndicalists responded to the crisis in the Spanish labour movement by returning 

to their traditional language. They began to blame the defeat of the movement on the infiltration 

of extraneous ideologies into the CNT. Had there been no deviation from the ‘frankly 

libertarian’ traditions of the Confederation, affirmed Buenacasa, ‘the situation of our 

organisation would be very different today’.51 There was an attempt to overcompensate for past 
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heresies through a strident condemnation of Bolshevism. As David Díaz admitted, ‘I am obliged 

to redress my former opinion on Russia with the same enthusiasm with which I used to defend 

it’.52  In the words of Isaac Deutscher, the repentant communist ‘ties to supress his sense of guilt 

and uncertainty, or to camouflage it by a show of extraordinary certitude and frantic 

aggressiveness’.53 

Orthodox anarcho-syndicalists sought comfort in old certainties, which allowed them to 

differentiate themselves clearly from the Bolsheviks and their followers in Spain. As historian 

Chris Ealham put it:  

In one sense, the sharp anti-Communist turn of the anarchists reflected their own sense of 

ideological weakness and vulnerability. […] It was they who had been the first and most 

enthusiastic supporters of the Russian revolutionary experiment and some were briefly 

seduced by “authoritarian” solutions to questions posed by the revolution. Unable to face 

up to their dangerous liaison with the Bolshevik state, when they woke up from what they 

saw as a bad dream, they lashed out at the former object of their fascination.54  

 

II. Bolshevism revisited 

 

In August 1921, a correspondent in Redención admitted that ‘an abyss separates us from the 

Soviet regime […], an abyss of philosophical principles’.55 Anarchists engaged in a protracted 

process of ideological ‘demarcation’ with communism in which many traditional libertarian, 

anti-Marxist tropes were recuperated. For Joaquín Maurín, ‘these run-of-the-mill ideologues – 

Carbó, Quemades, Buenacasa, Galo –, are stuffed mummies. They are still living in 1902’, and 

desperately clang to ‘prehistoric anarchism’.56  

Yet it would be wrong to present this turn against Bolshevism as a mere return to pre-1917 

orthodoxy. Anarchism was revamped to take stock of new realities and challenges. As seen 

above, before 1917 the politics of the PSOE had conditioned the anarchists’ aversion to 

Marxism. They largely directed their critique against reformism and parliamentary cretinism. 
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Their theoretical repertoire now had to be expanded to embrace the revolutionary strand of 

Marxism predicated by the Bolsheviks and their allies in the Spanish Communist Party.  

The concept of the dictatorship of the proletariat, previously accepted by most Spanish 

anarchists, was now scorned. Francisco Jordán, an early critic of Bolshevism, put the matter 

simply: ‘the idea of a dictatorship goes against all libertarian principles, and needless say that 

whoever accepts it cannot call himself an anarchist, nor a liberal, nor a free man’.57 ‘We do not 

want a dictatorship, down with the tyrants, whatever their names!’ exclaimed the editors of 

Redención.58 David Díaz also spoke in absolute terms: ‘We want freedom, all freedom, and 

insofar as we fight for that we reject any form of authority, whoever may exert it’.59 

The rejection of the dictatorship was closely bound to the faith in popular creativity and 

spontaneity. The rebellious masses were capable of defeating the forces of reaction without 

recourse to a centralised repressive apparatus, by dint of their militancy and grassroots 

mobilisation. ‘The revolution must develop freely, with no hindrances or obstacles on the part 

of a centralised power’, because the revolution ‘is not the task of a party, but of the exploited 

and oppressed that need to emancipate themselves’.60 The movement of the masses would be 

sufficient to castrate the ruling class. ‘If we dispossess the bourgeoisie of capital and authority, 

which are the sources of its power, […] they will be rendered impotent’, contended the 

anarchists of Redención.61 The important distinction between political and social revolutions 

was revisited: ‘Facts show that the Russian Revolution has not been social but political, and 

consequently has resulted in a simple change of tyrants’.62  

Bakunin’s polemic with Marx in the First International over the question of the state was 

reappraised. ‘Already in the First International’, said Hermoso Plaja, ‘there was an antagonism 

between Marx and Bakunin [...] because their ideological and tactical viewpoints [...] were 

diametrically opposed from the outset’.63 For the anarchists of the Valencian regional 

committee, the ‘intrigues’ of the communists in the RILU were reminiscent of the way in which 

Marx dealt with Bakunin in 1872. ‘History repeats itself’, they concluded.64 Unsurprisingly, the 

anarchists drew many of their arguments from the “anti-authoritarian” wing of the First 
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International. The workers’ state advocated by the Marxists would result in the formation of a 

privileged bureaucracy. Even if the state was staffed by former proletarians, administrative 

sinecures would detach them from the workers and turn them into a new elite. ‘We do not agree 

with Marx and his followers’, said Cipriano Bertomeu, ‘because they want to socialise 

production under the rule of the state, to regulate the new life under the gaze of their officials’.65 

Even if the dictatorship of the proletariat was envisaged as a transitional measure, ‘all slave 

regimes have initially manifested themselves as transitional, and once established, have become 

consolidated and permanent’.66  

At the same time, new nuances had to be introduced into the Bakuninist critique of the 

dictatorship of the proletariat. Unprecedented state repression in Spain and Europe complicated 

libertarian views of revolution. Neither did classical arguments about spontaneity as a substitute 

for organisation hold much water in 1921. Under the jackboot of Martínez Anido, the CNT 

became increasingly reliant on closely-knit, militarised action groups. Moreover, competition 

with the libres, the UGT, and, especially, the communists, obliged the anarchists to organise 

tightly and intervene in the labour movement in a coordinated manner. 

Some, such as the renowned militant Galo Díez, continued to recognise the need for a 

‘transitional dictatorship in the wake of the revolution’, but it should be led by ‘men educated 

[…] in the principles of Anarchism’. This, in his view, would be very different from ‘the 

dictatorship of a party’. The task of the anarchists was to ‘march with the people as its 

vanguard’.67 Vicente Bono took a similar stance. ‘We are in favour of defending the revolution 

gun in hand, but we do not want it to be directed by a so-called socialist party’, he said. The 

lesson to be drawn from the failure of the Russian anarchists was that ‘the revolutionary 

minorities must take the reins of the revolution and unify it’.68 Anarchist organisation was 

paramount to thwart the mischevous plans of the communists and to lead the rebellious masses. 

Galo Díez concluded that ‘the deluge brought by the eastern tempest […] has made the anarchist 

camp realise the importance of grouping together to create a force that may act as a breakwater 

and clear up the storm of confusion’.69   
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The dire straits of the Soviet regime were blamed on the asphyxiating control exercised by the 

Bolshevik party. Vicente Bono claimed that the ‘frightful debacle’ suffered by the Red Army 

in Poland was the consequence of the rigid, top-down functioning of the communist state, which 

had been turned into a ‘giant barracks where new-day automatons obey the Tsarist-like ukasa 

of centralised command’.70 For David Díaz, the soviets had been genuine repositories of 

people’s power in 1917, but ‘today they are very different’, they had become ossified and 

bureaucratic.71 Pere Foix anathematised the economic policy of the Soviet government. It had 

destroyed the cooperative movement, which could have become the economic ‘salvation board’ 

of the soviets. Then, the Bolsheviks ‘launched an absurd centralisation of the most complex 

branches’ of the economy, ‘creating an enormous web of parasitic officials’. In the countryside, 

the Red Army ‘violently usurped produce of the peasants’ to feed the towns. In his view, grain 

requisitions would have been unnecessary had the peasants ‘felt free, because then they would 

have [wilfully] given everything to their brothers in the city’. The result of these ‘disastrous’ 

policies had been the ‘fatal concession’ of the NEP, which Foix scorned as ‘state capitalism’.72 

Joan Peiró reviled the Rapallo treaty of April 1922 as ‘a pact with world capitalism’.73 Naturally, 

the question of the Russian anarchists also became a cause célèbre in the anarchist press, which 

decried ‘the persecution and killing of the anarchists, who, seeing things up-close, realised that 

they could not agree with a State that tyrannises and curtails individual freedom’.74 Makhno 

gradually became, in the words of Maurín, ‘a god of sorts before whom future generations will 

bow down’.75 

The main line of attack against communism regarded the question of political parties and 

bureaucratism. This took the centrepiece in the polemic, and featured higher than the 

dictatorship of the proletariat. Arguably, the anti-communist turn of the Spanish anarchists was 

as much a rejection of the PCE as it was of Soviet Russia. The traditional accusations of 

bureaucratism and parliamentary cretinism levelled against the PSOE were now rearticulated 

and geared towards the communists. The Communist Party was branded as a ‘pseudo-

revolutionary’ continuation of the PSOE; ‘they [the PCE and the PSOE] are united and attracted 

to one another by their common lust for power’.76 The editors of Alcoy’s Comunismo 
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Libertario, the short-lived forerunner of Redención, lambasted the PCE for being a spin-off of 

‘the socialist and republican parties’ and an imitation of the ‘tyrannical’ Russian communists. 

Its members had split opportunistically from the PSOE to escape its discredit, but they carried 

all their reformist baggage with them. The PCE represented ‘the very same gang with the same 

vices’.77 Catalan anarchist Hermoso Plaja curtly rebuffed the invitations by the communists for 

common action: ‘we will fight the PCE and we will not be seduced by its hysteric ladylike 

flirtatiousness’. The communists, portended Galo Díez, ‘will cheat the people as reformists 

drained of all energies […] hypocrites, liars, opportunists!’78 The anarchists protested against 

the attempts by the RILU to bind them to the communist party ‘which in Spain lacks any rooting 

or influence’.79 The ‘organic link’ to the PCE was seen as a death knell to ‘fifty years of tireless 

propaganda’; a death knell to the entire history and culture of Spanish anarchism.80 Indeed, the 

‘organic link’ was arguably the most serious bone of contention in the polemic over the RILU. 

In his correspondence with the national committee of the CNT, Lozovsky complained that 

discussions about the RILU ‘revolve around this single question [of the organic link], side-

lining all other matters’.81 

To make matters worse, communist parties were to stand in parliamentary elections, the nemesis 

of the libertarians. The candidacy of the PCE in the municipal elections of February 1922 was 

proof, in the eyes of Galo Díez, that the communists were ‘scrambling for public office’.82 

‘While we wait for the orders of the Communist Party to carry out the revolution’, complained 

Bruno Lladó, ‘we are meant to vote for them like flock of sheep’.83  

Anarchists trenchantly rebuked the communist slogan of the united front, which called for joint 

action by all working-class organisations. In Spain, this tactic meant joining forces with the 

hated socialists, ‘who have adopted an openly counterrevolutionary attitude of collaboration 

with bourgeois governments, aiding them to save the capitalist economy from ruin’.84 By 

agitating against the united front, anti-communist anarchists tapped into the deep-rooted 

aversion to the PSOE that existed among many cenetistas and turned it against the PCE.  
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III. The battle for the Confederation 
 

The sharp anti-Bolshevik turn of the CNT was not the product of a sudden epiphany, as some 

scholars have suggested. It began in the summer of 1921 among a relatively small core of 

veteran anarcho-syndicalists. They waged a ferocious contest to win the rest of the organisation 

to their views. The crucial battle was for disaffiliation from the RILU, which subsumed deeper 

theoretical questions about the meaning of the Russian Revolution. These anti-communists were 

pitted against the partisans of the RILU, whose key defenders were Maurín, Ibáñez, Arlandis, 

and, from afar, Nin. The manoeuvres to disavow the delegation to Moscow and the outcome of 

the founding congress of the RILU began before the return of the delegates to Spain.   

On August 14, 1921, a national plenum gathered in Madrid, the bastion of hard-liner Bajatierra. 

It was attended by 34 delegates. Buenacasa tried to pass a motion disowning the delegation to 

Russia and the Barcelona plenum of April where it had been elected, but it was turned down 

after an intense debate.85 Instead, it was agreed that another plenum would convene after the 

arrival of the delegates, to ‘judge’ their behaviour after having ‘listened to their opinions and 

reasons’. However, the plenum did reassert that the aim of the Confederation was ‘libertarian 

communism’ and rejected ‘collaboration with any political party, whatever its name, even those 

that call themselves communist’. The movement ‘rejects all pacts or alliances with parties, 

because the Confederation is enough to lead and carry out the social revolution’.86 This was a 

thinly-veiled repudiation of the “organic link” and to the communist slogan of the united front. 

A few weeks later, another plenum gathered in the northern town of Logroño. It convened at 

the behest of the Guipuzkoan committee, headed by Buenacasa and Galo Díez. This plenum 

was attended by a much smaller and markedly anarcho-syndicalist delegation. The disowned 

the Nin-Maurín mission to Russia and the resolutions of the Barcelona plenum of April.87    

The editors of Redención berated the delegates for ‘scoffing at the federalist conception of 

libertarian Communism’. They charged them with ‘violating’ the resolutions of the Comedia 

congress by endorsing the dictatorship of the proletariat and the ‘organic link’ of the RILU with 

the Third International.88 They demanded that the Spanish member of the general council of the 
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RILU, Arlandis, ‘officially steps down’, for he had travelled to Russia with a ‘double mandate’, 

from the CNT and the PCE.89 The men of Redención questioned the credentials of the 1921 

delegation and the way in which Maurín and Nin had risen to positions of responsibility. They 

accused the two men of ‘having infiltrated the leading trade union bodies [...] by taking 

advantage of the abnormality of persecution or have behaved with hypocrisy to rise to where 

they are now’.90 Anarchist David Díaz reproved the delegates for having ‘gone to Russia to 

flatter [pastelear] Lenin and other trendy rulers’. He pointed to Nin’s past in the PSOE to 

present him as a ‘seasoned Marxist’ and a ‘last-minute opportunistic convert to syndicalism’.91 

Maurín’s followers in Lucha Social riposted to the campaign against the delegation. Rebuking 

the claims that the RILU will be subordinated to the Third International, they affirmed that 

‘nowhere does the resolution […] speak of subordination of the trade unions to any other 

organisation, neither nationally nor internationally’, and explained that what they had agreed to 

was an exchange of members between the Central Committees of the RILU and the Third 

International. Concerning the relationship between the trade unions and the communist parties 

of each country, Lucha Social claimed that the resolutions from the Moscow congress spoke of 

the ‘desirability’ of cooperation, but did not prescribe it. They added that in countries such as 

Spain, with powerful syndicalist movements, the role of the communist parties would be 

marginal. Maurín also noted that other syndicalist organisations were active in the RILU, and 

had decided to organise an internal faction. For him, the resolutions of the congress were of 

‘enormous transcendence’ for the CNT, and put it on ‘the road to victory’. Since the CNT was 

the official Spanish section of the RILU, the members of the UGT who identified with Moscow 

would join the CNT (although this was not exactly true, since the cenetistas agreed with 

Lozovsky that communist party members should be allowed to remain in the UGT). Finally, in 

its characteristic revolutionary pragmatism, Lucha Social warned that ‘the International has 

been constituted not to be kept as a luxurious ark, but as a weapon of struggle. […] Whoever is 

truly revolutionary cannot discard any force capable of contributing to the final triumph. It is 

time to stop wasting time with words and verbose phraseology to enter the battleground of 

decisive action’.92   
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The followers of Maurín sought to substantiate their riposte by organising a clandestine national 

plenum in Barcelona on October 15 and 16. Representatives from Catalonia, Valencia, Castile, 

Andalusia, Asturias, Palencia, León, and Aragón attended; 18 delegates in total (only the 

Galician section was missing). As stipulated in the previous plenum held in Madrid in August, 

Maurín read out a report on the mission to Moscow. There was a ‘heated debate’. Those ‘who 

were for adherence’ with the RILU demanded ‘the postponement of all decisions’ to a national 

congress. Those who were against Moscow called for ‘the immediate abandonment of the 

RILU’. The plenum endorsed the affiliation with the RILU by 12 votes in favour and 6 against, 

concluding that the attitude of the delegates to Moscow had been ‘regular’.93 According to Nin, 

‘the most important sections’, namely Catalonia, Aragón, Biscay, and Asturias, ‘the soundest 

and those with the purest revolutionary tradition’, voted in support of Moscow. ‘This was a 

triumph for the partisans of the RILU’, commented Nin.94  This plenum proved to be their 

apogee.  

Maurín gave a detailed account of the balance of forces in his private correspondence with Nin:  

Catalonia is in complete agreement [with the RILU], and so are Biscay and Asturias. Rioja 

and Aragón have doubts, but they tend towards acceptance. In the Levant [Valencia] there 

is opposition because of the Arlandis affair. The Guipuzkoa committee is hostile (Galo and 

Buenacasa), and so is Andalusia, the land of libertarian communism and economic 

federalism. Madrid is wavering. This is the overall picture. However, Valencia is not in 

full agreement with this opinion [of its delegate]. It is precisely here where the communists 

have grown the most. In Madrid there is also a tendency towards unity with the communists 

of the woodworkers’ union. Things will soon clear up.95  

The Barcelona plenum of October was a show of force on the part of the pro-Bolsheviks that 

further heightened the tensions with the hard-liners. The balance of forces seemed to lean in 

favour of the RILU. In private, Maurín was very optimistic that he would defeat the intransigent 

anarchists:  

If we do our job, there is no doubt that the Confederation will go to Moscow, and will 

adopt the tactics of Moscow breaking with routine and with the disastrous orientation of 

troglodytic anarchism [sic]. Once things look favourable, another plenum will take a final 

decision. This will happen after [our] propaganda has had the desired effects. About the 
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battle with the Indians [the radical anarchists], we have to proceed carefully, because a 

minor gaffe could lead to disaster. We should not deliver the final blow until they have 

been reduced to impotence. Naturally, the struggle should now be on the doctrinal front, 

where we will crush them. There is a strong tendency in the organisation against the old 

tactics that have driven us to disaster. This is a period of rebirth that we should exploit.96 

It was time ‘for a sustained fusillade of propaganda’. In order to fund this, he asked Nin, who 

was working as a RILU functionary in Germany, ‘to make haste with the question of the 

money’. His plans were ambitious: to ‘travel to Madrid and establish a magazine –24 or 32 

pages long [...]– publishing documents, analyses, and information on the movement abroad; to 

publish pamphlets, to furnish abundant material to the periodicals that we have, and to issue as 

soon as possible a great weekly paper of the size of Vie Ouvrière’. He also proposed that the 

RILU should send five thousand pesetas to the CNT as ‘a fraternal act in these grave moments’ 

to sweeten up the anarchists. The donation ‘will have a very good effect’, he said.97   

Maurín’s only worry at this point was ‘the question of Hilario’. ‘I could see it coming all along’, 

he told Nin. In the October plenum, the Valencian delegate scolded Arlandis (who was in prison 

in Berlin) for being a member of the Communist Party. Indeed, he had travelled to Moscow 

‘with a double mandate’ and ‘had boasted about this to all and sundry’. This incurred the ire of 

the radical anarchists and led to a ‘proper bust-up [serie de líos y hostias]’ in the plenum. 

Subsequently, ‘everyone spoke in favour of removing Arlandis’ from the bureau of the RILU. 

Someone proposed that hard-line libertarian Galo Díez should travel to Moscow and take his 

place. ‘I understood’, wrote Maurín, ‘that this would be a terrible mistake, and, knowing that 

he [Galo Díez] doesn’t speak French, I said that it was useless to travel there if you only know 

Spanish. He then had to give up’. Anarchist doctor from Seville, Pedro Vallina, was asked to 

take up the position, but he declined the offer ‘because he has too many customers’. Maurín 

hoped Nin might take up the job, but thought it unwise to raise this possibility in the fraught 

atmosphere of the gathering. The plenum asked Maurín to write to Moscow to voice the CNT’s 

dissatisfaction with Arlandis.98 Diligently, Maurín sent a letter to the bureau of the RILU, 

explaining that ‘among the delegates in the national plenum there was no complete agreement 

over whether Arlandis should be our representative [...] as soon as we can, we will send another 

comrade to carry out this task’. In the letter, he also added euphemistically that ‘among certain 

                                                           
96 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to Nin (29/11/1921), l.7.  
97 Ibid. l.8-10. 
98 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to Nin (29/11/1921), l.7. 



274 

 

milieux of our Confederation there is some opposition to our affiliation to the RILU. But we 

have the firm expectation that the CNT will be in the RILU’.99 

The polemic gradually escalated. The hard-liners again accused Maurín of lying, pointing out 

that the libertarians from other countries present in Moscow (especially the French) had been 

much more hostile to the Bolsheviks than later claimed by Lucha Social.100 There were calls on 

the part of the orthodox libertarians to “purify” the CNT, and the anarcho-syndicalist camp 

acquired an increasingly insular and doctrinaire outlook. Galo Díez called for the organisation 

to ‘draw a line in the sand’. He clamoured for the CNT to extricate ‘the current of confusion 

that threatens to invade the syndicalist realm. […] Let us be alert and ready for whatever may 

come, zealous of our principles to stop communism from conquering the Confederation’.101 The 

editorial board of Redención called for ‘syndicalist prophylaxis’ that ‘eliminates the dead 

elements and the rabble that is infecting the revolutionary syndicalist organisation with their 

deception, their obscure intentions, and their hostile interests’, and demanded that ‘all workers 

define their position: either with the organisation or against it, with the union or with the 

party’.102  

In November, the tone of the orthodox anarcho-syndicalists hardened even more: ‘to have these 

“revolutionaries” within our ranks is a danger for our revolution. It is necessary, therefore, to 

cast them out’.103 There was to be no middle ground between Marx and Bakunin: ‘the divide 

between the two great beacons, Marx and Bakunin, still exists regardless of all the efforts for a 

reconciliation of the amphibians of both tendencies’.104  

A split became a daunting possibility. The local committee of Guipuzkoa, controlled by 

Buenacasa and Galo Díez, threatened to break away from the CNT if Maurín did not resign as 

national secretary and if the 1921 delegation to Moscow was not disowned. They demanded the 

transfer of the national committee to Guipuzkoa. This was important, because local delegates 

elected the national committee in the city where it resided. This implies that Maurín still enjoyed 

support in Barcelona. The Valencian regional committee sounded a similar note to Guipuzkoa. 

Valencia was ‘the fief of [Eusebio] Carbó’, in words of Maurín. Hard-liner Carbó was especially 
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angry at Arlandis and his ‘double mandate’.105 Indeed, upon his return to Valencia, Arlandis 

lamented that he was in the crosshairs of ‘the anarcho-troglodytic furies [sic]’; ‘the troglodytes 

want to kill me. Here I always have to carry a pistol’.106 The Valencians accused the national 

committee, headed by Maurín, of ‘trampling’ on the theses of the Comedia congress, and of 

‘committing gross irregularities’. They demanded that the national secretary voice his opinion 

on the dictatorship of the proletariat, about which he had remained silent. In conclusion, they 

accused Maurín of being a ‘dictator’ and demanded his resignation. The local committees of A 

Coruña and Navarre expressed themselves in similar terms.107  

The Lucha Social group responded to this ‘furious campaign’ in kind. The national and the 

Catalan regional committees, headed by Maurín’s followers, issued a statement where they 

responded to the ‘sectarian spirit’ of the anarchists by upholding the syndicalist vision of broad-

based, non-ideological unions. ‘The CNT […] must be a great nexus for all the revolutionary 

working class. […] Over the tribal differences stands the supreme interest of the class. And the 

coexistence of anarchists, revolutionary syndicalists, and communists within the Confederation 

is possible’. They warned that ‘there are attempts to turn the Confederation into an anarchist in-

group’. The committees reasserted that the RILU congress did not dictate the subordination of 

the CNT to the communists. Against the accusations that they were ‘unprincipled infiltrators’, 

they charged the orthodox anarcho-syndicalists of ‘cowardice’ before the repression, while ‘it 

was us who were prepared to bear the terrible torments […] never lowering the flags of the 

Confederation’.108  

Maurín labelled the doctrinaire libertarians as ‘reformists’ who drew their arguments from ‘the 

phrasebook of bourgeois liberalism’. He claimed that, in face of the ‘enormous suffering’ 

undergone by the militants of the CNT in a context of repression and defeat, ‘dismay’ and 

‘scepticism’ had set in, ‘giving rise to a current of pure reformism’, that had lost faith in the 

revolutionary potential of the proletariat and in ‘mass action’.109  

In January 1922, Maurín wrote to Lozovsky with bad news on all scores. Repression kept 

thrashing the labour movement, socialists and anarcho-syndicalists remained as divided as ever, 

and the opponents of the RILU were making themselves strong in the CNT. To improve the 
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situation, Maurín asked the Third International to organise an international boycott against 

Spanish industry, to undermine the repression and, most importantly, to show the power and 

outreach of Moscow to sceptics in the CNT. He also asked for money to strengthen his hand: 

Here, nothing has changed. The same relentless white terror, the same madness on the part 

of the government. It is sad that we, the proletariat, are so divided that it is impossible to 

make an effort to stop the executioners of the working class. We are convinced that only 

with the official declaration of an international boycott [...] will this regime of exception 

come to an end. [...] Among us, as in all other countries where revolutionary syndicalism 

is strong, there are two different tendencies: those who are for the Red International of 

Labour Unions and those who are against. Here, there are many misunderstandings 

because our lack of economic resources has made it impossible to publish the resolutions 

of the Founding Congress, even if we are almost certain that the tendency that is in favour 

of the RILU will be in the majority. [...] We ask you to help us in any way you can.110 

 

 

 

IV. Anarchism on the offensive 
 

A turning point in the battle for the CNT came with the arrest of Maurín on February 22. 

Conditions in the Modelo prison were rather lenient, and Maurín could continue writing articles 

and letters. ‘I can exert great influence and more or less I have freedom to communicate’, he 

wrote to Nin from his cell. However, he was withdrawn from active political combat.111 

The partisans of the RILU thus lost their most forceful personality. By February, their situation 

had become precarious. With Maurín and Ibáñez in jail, Arlandis in Paris and Nin in Russia, 

the RILU had few defenders left on the ground. The only important organ that stood for Moscow 

was the weekly paper Lucha Social, edited by Maurín’s comrades in the provincial town of 

Lleida. For lack of money and manpower, they had not been able to publish the resolutions of 

the RILU congress, or a report of the CNT delegation to Russia. Subsidies from the RILU did 

arrive. For instance, Arlandis sent one thousand pesetas to Lucha Social in February 1922 from 
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Paris. Yet the money was less than expected and did not allow for ambitious publications. By 

contrast, the anti-communists had several weeklies and countless agitators across Spain. In 

May, the official CNT daily, Solidaridad Obrera, resumed publication from Valencia with an 

‘anarchist orientation’ and ‘against Russia’.112 For the press organ, Bolshevism was as 

dangerous a foe as the Spanish state; ‘neither Moscow and its dictatorship nor the repressive 

Spanish Government defeated us’, it clamoured.113 Abroad, anarchists opposed to the RILU 

made themselves strong in the Italian USI, the Argentinean FORA, and even in the French 

CGTU (although here the tables would turn again in the summer). The Spaniards followed these 

developments attentively.114 

Joan Peiró substituted Maurín as national secretary of the CNT. Representatives from the unions 

of Barcelona elected him, which suggests Maurín had fallen out of grace even in his Catalan 

stronghold. An autodidact Catalan glassworker, Peiró was a veteran cenetista close to Salvador 

Seguí, Ángel Pestaña, and Eleuterio Quintanilla. He belonged to the moderate tendency of the 

organisation, even if in 1917 he had been a vocal supporter of the October Revolution.    

In the struggle for disaffiliation from the RILU, the radical anarchists grouped around Galo 

Díez, Buenacasa, Carbó, and Bajatierra struck the main blows. Yet Seguí’s moderates were 

content with this campaign. They, too, felt little sympathy towards communism. Their vision of 

a stable, independent, and pragmatic CNT, engaging in tactical alliances with other progressive 

forces, jarred with the martial spirit of the RILU. As Seguí said, the organisation could not be 

forced by Moscow ‘to adopt a particular position at a given time’.115 They had no wish to see 

the Confederation bound in any way to the small and divided PCE. Most importantly, the 

moderates hoped the denunciation of communism might exorcise the extremist élan of previous 

years. In Maurín’s opinion, this campaign allowed them to smuggle in their reformist strategy 

by the back door. He spoke of ‘a wave of formidable reformism [...] concealed under a cloak of 

absolute independence, of federalism, of libertarianism and similar melodies that serve to 

preach social peace’.116  

The writings of Quemades, Pestaña, and Peiró in 1922 emphasized the need for better 

preparation, for patient cultural work, and for the uplifting of the ignorant masses.117 Seguí went 
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even further. In his view, the debacle of the CNT vindicated his moderation. The time had come 

to revise the reckless tactics of yesteryear and inject the movement with a sense of 

responsibility. From his cell in the Modelo prison, he entered into discussions with renowned 

left-wing lawyers and politicians. They sounded the possibility that the CNT might give tacit 

support to a liberal government in exchange for an end to repression. Upon Seguí’s release from 

jail in April, he dashed to Madrid to meet Alejandro Lerroux and other republicans. According 

to Maurín, who was in jail with Seguí and Pestaña, there was even talk that the CNT might 

endorse a new left-wing party headed by lawyer Eduardo Barriobero.118  

The campaign against communism at the same time allowed Seguí, Pestaña, and Peiró to 

recover the mantle of anarchist orthodoxy, assuage their bad faith for their past apostasies, and 

recoup some of their tarnished authority. In the battle against the communists, they could 

proudly fly the banner of unalloyed Bakuninism that they had been seen to abjure in the past. 

As Arlandis commented, Seguí made ‘anarchist speeches to rehabilitate himself’.119 In the 

spring of 1922, moderates and radicals thus formed a bloc to expunge the communist deviation. 

In the words of communist Fernando Sanz, the two tendencies formed ‘a united front aimed at 

stopping the CNT masses from hearing the voice of communism’.120 This Faustian pact against 

a common enemy momentarily sidelined their disagreements, but did not overcome them.  

Upon his accession as national secretary, Peiró issued a manifesto enshrining the libertarian 

character of the CNT: ‘we are essentially anarchist, and do not accept any other orientation or 

interference other than those that come from the anarchists’. The statement also affirmed: ‘we 

are and will always be irreconcilable enemies of all dictatorships’. It stressed that affiliation to 

the RILU was ‘provisional’.121 This coincided with the belated publication of Pestaña’s scathing 

report on the second congress of the Third International.  

Peiró engaged in an epistolary polemic with Lozovsky, revolving around the question of the 

united front. ‘We are surprised that you should ask us to establish a permanent and close alliance 

with all revolutionary organisations, which amounts to uniting with traitors’. ‘The Spanish CNT 

will not agree on any alliances with elements that are not squarely anarchist and syndicalist’. 

The new national secretary also remonstrated with the RILU for not having offered sufficient 
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support against repression. ‘The Spanish proletariat’, he wrote, ‘cornered by the savage 

repression […] vested all its hopes in an international boycott; we were waiting for this gesture 

of international solidarity for more than a year, in vain, as it turned out’.122 

Lozovsky, aware of the changing mood in the Confederation, responded as tactfully as he could. 

He praised the ‘heroic struggle’ of the Spanish proletariat and said they followed it from Russia 

‘with particular interest’. Lozovsky excused the failure to organise an international boycott 

against Spain because the RILU ‘is still being organised and consequently cannot launch such 

a powerful initiative’. He affirmed that a proposal had been sent to Amsterdam’s Social 

Democrats but ‘they are not willing to help the revolutionary proletariat’. He told Peiró that the 

united front tactic did not involve collaborating with ‘traitors’ but with ‘those elements that 

have proved, through their deeds, their revolutionary sincerity’, and regretted the dispute as a 

‘misunderstanding’.123  

Peiró’s response was curt. He categorically rejected any form of collaboration with the UGT. 

‘In Spain’, wrote Peiró, ‘we will only tell you that the reformists stand on one side and the 

revolutionaries on the other, and among the two, as of today, it is impossible to establish any 

pacts or alliances’.124 In the anarchist press, Peiró went to the extreme of suggesting that the 

united front tactic was an attempt by the Bolsheviks to reconcile themselves with the German 

Social Democratic government, with which they entered into negotiations in March 1922.125 

Peiró also found the excuse for the failure of the international boycott unconvincing. He claimed 

that they no longer ‘aspired to moral international solidarity’ and had come to realise they could 

only count on their own forces.126 

Visibly irritated, Lozovsky hardened his tone. He reminded Peiró ‘you should not consider 

yourselves an exception’, because ‘the White Terror has become generalised in the last period 

and currently exists in most capitalist countries’. This ‘naturally makes international solidarity 

more difficult’. Still, he admitted that repression in Spain had reached ‘truly horrifying 

proportions’. Lozovsky explained that the RILU was too weak to carry out a boycott single-

handedly, and reiterated that the Social Democrats had shown no interest to collaborate with 

them on this matter. With regards to the criticisms of the united front, Lozovsky accused Peiró 
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of ‘not having properly grasped’ its rationale. He assured him that the objective of the RILU 

was ‘the absolute destruction of the capitalist order’. Yet the revolution would not be done ‘on 

the basis of abstract formulas’, because ‘the situation changes by the day and we have to adapt 

our methods’. The united front was a response to the dispiriting fact that ‘the situation today is 

not the same as after the war and until the first part of 1920’. ‘The bourgeoisie has recovered 

and, although its demise is ultimately inevitable, it is no less true that today it has enough 

strength to threaten many of the reforms conquered by the workers’. The united front responded 

to the ‘undisputable fact that the toiling masses of all countries demand unity of action’ to check 

the ‘capitalist offensive’. Lozovsky also noted that the ‘main enemies of the united front are the 

reformist elements’. The slogan thus served to ‘unmask’ the Social Democrats and ‘open the 

eyes of sincere revolutionaries’ who still had faith in them. Lozovsky was adamant that the 

CNT should pursue this tactic in Spain, for it was the only way to ‘win over the thousands of 

workers that follow the UGT’. He ended by admonishing Peiró ‘to re-read attentively’ the 

resolutions of the RILU and the Third International on this matter.127  

In March 1922, a new government took power in Madrid headed by Sánchez Guerra. He 

intended to make peace with the CNT and end Anido’s reign of terror. Sánchez Guerra released 

hundreds of leading cenetistas and ended the state of exception. Maurín and Ibáñez left prison, 

but so did their adversaries. Zealous anti-communists Pere Foix and Bruno Lladó returned to 

Spain from Paris, and ‘launched an active and underhand campaign of defamation against the 

Russian communists’. Pestaña was also out. He ‘added to the [anti-Bolshevik] lynch mob’.128 

Arlandis sounded a gloomy note. The balance of forces was tilting in favour of the anti-

communists, and the partisans of the RILU were increasingly isolated:  

This latest manifesto [by Peiró] reinforces the anarchist terminology a lot more and says 

attachment to the RILU is provisional until the next plenum, where we will undoubtedly 

be defeated. Pestaña’s report has come at an ideal time to buttress the campaign of the 

anarchists. He has turned many vacillating elements against us. I have to tell you I don’t 

share the optimism of our friend Maurín. You can see from the [anarchist] press that all 

editors are exerting dictatorship against us. They boycott me completely. I sent five articles 

to syndicalist papers and not a single line has been published.129  
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Upon his release in early April, Maurín was jaunty. He was convinced the CNT would ‘go to 

Moscow’. The Sánchez Guerra amnesty set the stage for the final battle between supporters 

and detractors of the Russian Revolution. ‘The situation is very favourable’, he considered, 

especially since Ibáñez had also been freed. ‘It is now the time for maximum action. It’s all or 

nothing. Everything will be decided in a month’.130 Yet once acquainted with the state of affairs 

on the ground, Maurín became aware it was less auspicious than he had thought. Two weeks 

later, he wrote to Nin:  

The situation is very ambiguous. I don’t know how things will turn out for our movement. 

I sense the triumph of a tendency like the one in the new French CGT131, that is, towards 

an anarcho-troglodytic form of syndicalism. I am not a pessimist, no; but that’s the course 

things are taking overall, identical to Italy and France. The campaigns of a handful of 

evildoers have dissipated the sympathy that existed for the Russian Revolution among the 

masses. The anarchists are once again at the helm of the unions [....]. If in the last few 

months we could have done something in terms of propaganda, I think things would have 

turned out differently. However, without economic resources, we’ve had to settle with 

L[ucha] S[social], which is tiny. [...] We are lost in a morass. [...] I assume that in the 

plenum that will decide on our behaviour [in Russia] our opponents will triumph. Then we 

won’t have any alternative but to create groups in support of Moscow within the CNT and 

do “cell” work [labor de “nucleaje”].132  

Although the situation was not promising, Maurín soon managed to overcome his pessimism. 

He ‘bounced back’ in a display of extraordinary energy and determination. He planned a tour 

across Spain to agitate in favour of the RILU. He made plans to travel to Tarragona, Lleida, 

Huesca, Zaragoza, and Bilbao. He drafted the report on the RILU congress, which began to 

appear in May in Lucha Social. Ibáñez rushed to Asturias, where he scored important 

successes; ‘he’s really driving the anarchists insane. Looks like there we’ll win the game’. 

Maurín qualified that Lucha Social might indeed have been small, but ‘the anarchists cannot 

tolerate it [...] it is doing a terrific job and has a good readership’. Alfred Rosmer made a trip 

to Barcelona to discuss with Maurín, and, presumably, to provide a subsidy to the supporters 

of the RILU. According to Maurín, he ‘returned to his country full of enthusiasm’.133 After a 

year abroad, Arlandis finally returned to Spain too in order to help Maurín and Ibáñez. He 
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brought a projector and dozens of photographs of revolutionary Russia to use in his lectures, 

‘a novel device in the labour movement that will make a big impression’.134 

Yet an unexpected catastrophe loomed. In mid-May, Colonel Miguel Arlegui, the sadistic chief 

of police in Barcelona, a colonial veteran known for personally overseeing tortures and 

extrajudicial killings, summoned Maurín to his office for a tête-à-tête.135 After conferring with 

the national committee of the CNT, the hapless Maurín presented himself at the police station. 

For two hours, Arleguí roughed him up. He threatened to kill him if he continued his 

propaganda in Barcelona. This incident reveals the incapacity (or unwillingness) of the central 

government to implement its conciliatory line in Barcelona, where the police operated 

autonomously. ‘As long as Arlegui and Anido continue at the head of the police and the civil 

government’, lamented the Valencian regional committee, ‘our leading comrades will continue 

to be ruthlessly persecuted’.136 Maurín left the station ‘disoriented and in pain’, to the effect 

that he fell backwards when he was trying to catch a tramway, fracturing the lower part of his 

skull. At the hospital, according to Arlandis, the doctors ‘left him to die’. Yet, miraculously, 

he recovered. They decided to operate him to put him out of danger. Gradually, Maurín 

regained his health, although he was withdrawn from politics for the entire month of June – a 

month that proved decisive in the battle for the CNT.137       

 

V. The Zaragoza Conference 
 

The national committee called an all-Spanish conference to gather on June 11, 1922 in 

Zaragoza. The central points on the agenda were the question of the RILU and the 1921 

delegation, and the upcoming international anarcho-syndicalist congress in Berlin. The 

conference was organised hastily, namely to ensure that delegates could be sent to Germany, 

where the congress was set to begin on June 16. In preparation for the event, an enlarged 

national committee convened in Barcelona in late May. On June 4, an assembly of the trade 

unions of Catalonia gathered to agree on a unified position for the Zaragoza conference. They 

met in the village of Blanes, on the coast north of Barcelona. Arlandis left a detailed account 
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of both meetings in his private correspondence with Nin. It accurately reveals the terms of the 

debate and the balance of forces in the Confederation:  

We first went to a meeting with the National Committee, also attended by Pestaña, Lladó, 

and the lapdog [possibly Foix]. Many things were clarified in that meeting about our trip 

and about the selection of the delegates, etc. Later, on Sunday 4, all those who had been to 

Russia, with or without a mandate, were invited to attend a meeting in Blanes, attended by 

most of the militants of Barcelona; it was a plenum of the local, regional, and national 

committees. For the entire day, I waged an oblique battle with Pestaña, Leval, and Lladó, 

who went to the point of affirming that the CP [Russian Communist Party] was the real 

enemy of the Revolution and was more dangerous than Kolchak, Denikin, and Wrangel. 

The attendants, about a hundred, were divided into three groups: one of adamant 

opposition, another in support of us, and a third, the largest, took an intermediate stance. 

As a result, the mandate of the delegates to the Zaragoza plenum [sic]138 asked them to 

defend the following points: on the RILU, take no decisions until the next Congress of the 

CNT. On the Berlin [anarcho-syndicalist] conference: send someone but in the quality of 

an observer. Pestaña supported this.139   

The Blanes assembly made Arlandis feel ‘optimistic’. In Barcelona, only a minority of activists 

rejected the RILU point blank. A similar regional assembly was held in Asturias. Under the 

influence of Ibáñez, the representatives sanctioned the 1921 delegation and declared that only 

a congress, not a conference, could decide on international affiliation. According to an Asturian 

anarchist who corresponded with Maurín, ‘I opine that the Asturian region is not 

unconditionally in favour of Moscow. Neither is it against. It is more in favour than against, as 

you can see’.140 Such was the state of affairs also in his native Valencia, Arlandis considered. 

There is some truth to his affirmation that the majority of the CNT was ‘vacillating’ at this 

point.141 

Yet ‘things went very differently’ at the conference. Zaragoza was one of the stomping grounds 

of the hard-liners. Since Maurín was convalescent and Ibáñez was detained again soon after his 

release (apparently trying to cross the French border), it came down to Arlandis to defend 
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single-handedly the actions of the delegation at the RILU congress.142 The scandal of the 

“double mandate” had tarnished his authority. For two crucial weeks in June, financial and 

logistic difficulties forced the suspension of the mouthpiece of the pro-Bolsheviks, Lucha 

Social.143  On the eve of the conference, communist César González wrote to his friend Nin 

exclaiming that the hard-liners of Nueva Senda ‘will trounce us’ if the pro-RILU press was not 

strengthened.144  

Arlandis recounted the inauspicious state of affairs that prevailed in the conference:  

The National Committee sent Leval to Zaragoza a few days earlier and he and Galo [Díez] 

launched a smear campaign against me. Moreover, the National Committee had prepared 

an underhand ploy contacting the trade unions that support us belatedly and confusingly 

in the invitation, and in contrast those who are in the opposition were asked to send large 

delegations to give an image of strength. Thus, Valencia sent fifteen delegates, three of 

them favourable to us. Bear in mind that in Valencia the organisation is destroyed. [...] The 

woodworkers’ union, the strongest, barely raises 100 pesetas a month in dues. Delegates 

from unions that do not exist, such as food production, attended, voted, and vociferated.145  

For all the complaints of manipulation, there was no doubt about the mood of the rank-and-file. 

The tide had decisively turned against the supporters of the RILU and this was reflected in 

Zaragoza.146 The conference gathered under the sword of Damocles. Although the central 

government had lifted the state of exception, repression continued de facto in many localities. 

The governor of Zaragoza attempted to ban the meeting. Yet the threat made by the organisers 

to retaliate with a general strike made him backtrack. After three years of fragmentation, the 

Spanish anarcho-syndicalists were able to overcome their local isolation and confer in large 

numbers. 

In his report to the conference, Arlandis claimed that in Moscow they defended the agreements 

of the Barcelona plenum of April 1921 and of the Comedia congress. He reiterated that they 

had stood out ‘energetically’ and ‘decisively’ against communist attempts to ‘subordinate’ the 

RILU, and that they had managed to enshrine its autonomy vis-à-vis the Third International. He 

claimed that the cenetistas had rallied behind them the other critical syndicalist and anarcho-
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syndicalist factions of the RILU. The audience interrupted him several times, especially the 

incensed Guipuzkoan and Valencian representatives. Arlandis, amid much fracas, affirmed that 

anarchist and syndicalist groups were a minority in the international labour movement. He 

concluded that ‘we are obliged to collaborate with all the revolutionary proletariat’.147  

Pestaña and Leval also read out their reports. Pestaña claimed the RILU was an instrument in 

the hands of the Bolshevik Party. However, he considered that the decision to disaffiliate 

corresponded to a national congress, not a conference. Surprisingly, Leval recommended that 

the CNT should remain in the RILU as a critical faction. In his view, anarcho-syndicalists could 

exert a positive influence in the RILU. There was elbowroom to reform it because ‘centralism 

and federalism are in struggle there’. To leave Moscow would condemn the CNT to ‘isolation’. 

‘There are more pros than cons for adherence to the RILU’, he concluded. Leval also defended 

Maurín, Nin, Ibáñez, and Arlandis from the ‘slander’ directed against them.148  

The opposition to the RILU by the moderate faction was important to ensure the disaffiliation. 

Salvador Seguí, the most authoritative figure of this tendency, spoke out decidedly against 

Moscow. He defended Maurín, Nin, Arlandis, and Ibáñez against the ‘virulent’ campaign 

launched by the orthodox anarcho-syndicalists. He also referred to the Bolsheviks in mild terms, 

speaking of the ‘honour’ of their cause. Nonetheless, in his view Lenin was ‘profoundly 

mistaken’, and recommended the rapid abandonment of the RILU, ‘from which a tactical and 

ideological abyss separates us’.149 The moderates passively connived with the extremists against 

the RILU.150 The (ultimately mistaken) belief that the moderates would secure their hold over 

the CNT conditioned this anti-communist pact with the radicals.  

The final resolution, drafted by Pestaña and Peiró after longwinded negotiations, stipulated that 

the CNT would end its participation in the RILU, but would not formally disaffiliate until it 

held an internal referendum on the matter. The preamble explained that the CNT had joined the 

Third International out of ‘moral sympathy’ for the Russian Revolution, not for ideological 

affinity. The Barcelona plenum of April 1921 was declared ‘irregular’. The document 

celebrated the moves by the FAUD to found a new international of anarcho-syndicalist 

inspiration. Delegates would travel to Berlin to participate in the founding congress (in fact, 

Galo Díez and Avelino González left for Berlin in the evening of June 11, before the debate 
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was over). The declaration also expressed solidarity with the persecuted Russian anarchists. The 

resolution was passed with the opposition of the delegates of Asturias and Lleida, and with the 

opposition of individual delegates from other regions (the minutes do not provide a breakdown 

of the votes).151 The hard-liners ‘rejoiced’ at the outcome of the debate, where ‘an elevated 

libertarian spirit predominated’.152  

In Berlin, Galo Díez and González announced the adherence of the CNT to the newly founded 

International Workingmen’s Association (IWMA), which would hold its first congress in 

December. The promised referendum fell by the wayside, although it appears some sections did 

run consultations. The CNT was now lost to the RILU. On 25 November 1922, the CNT 

formally notified the RILU of their decision to disaffiliate. Lozovksy in turn expressed his 

‘sadness’ at this turn of events, and accused the leaders of the CNT of misinforming the rank-

and-file in ‘bad faith’.153   

In addition to the discussion on Russia, the other central debate of the conference revolved 

around the so-called “political resolution”. This represented a tour de force by the moderates. 

The resolution, tabled by Joan Peiró, Josep Viadiu, Ángel Pestaña, and Salvador Seguí, 

defended the ‘integrally and absolutely political nature’ of the CNT. The organisation ‘could 

not withdraw itself from any of the problems of the nation’, and had to ‘conquer the rights of 

intervention and surveillance with respect to the progressing values of the life of the nation’.154 

The term “politics” had always been problematic for Spanish libertarians because in regular 

parlance it tends to be considered as one and the same as “party-politics”, something they 

always condemned. The choice of this term in the document represented a slap in the face to 

the radicals. The document was passed with the hard-liners’ opposition. Moreover, the 

moderates also passed declarations calling for greater centralisation in the CNT, the refusal to 

remove the organisation’s headquarters from Barcelona, as the radicals demanded, and the 

employment of paid officials. The conference rubberstamped the participation in the mixed 

commissions in 1919 and ‘rehabilitated’ Seguí and Pestaña, who were co-opted into the national 

committee.155    
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Internal strife continued to shake the CNT for the rest of the 1920s, although the major factions 

after the Zaragoza conference were Galo Díez and Buenacasa’s hard-liners and Seguí and 

Pestaña’s moderates. The rebalancing of forces within the organisation was done at the expense 

of the pro-Bolsheviks.156 Indeed, Maurín was not only displeased with the moves of the hard-

liners ‘to turn the CNT into an anarchist party’, he also decried the “political resolution” passed 

by the moderates as ‘a tribute to the bourgeois Left’.157 Nevertheless, the marginalisation to 

which both the hard-liners and the moderates subjected the pro-Bolsheviks after the conference 

made room for the faction to reorganise and to develop its distinct, sui generis ideology. The 

Zaragoza conference marks, in the words of Maurín, ‘the birth of the communist-syndicalist 

faction’.158  

 

VI. Why the anti-Bolsheviks won 

 

A core of veteran anarcho-syndicalists launched the campaign against Soviet Russia in the 

summer of 1921. The outcome of the Zaragoza conference of June 1922 is a consequence of 

the success of this caucus in swaying a decisive majority of the organisation behind their 

position. The main achievement of the hard-line libertarians was to extirpate the Bolshevik germ 

from the radicalised youths that entered the CNT after 1917. There is little doubt that the news 

of repression against anarchists in Russia left a deep mark among the rank-and-file. The 

aforementioned criticisms of the NEP, of the bureaucratisation of the Soviet state, and of the 

marginalisation of syndicalists in the RILU also had an impact. The anti-Bolsheviks spoke an 

anti-statist, anti-authoritarian language that had deep roots in Spanish soil. It struck a chord 

among many.  

Yet beyond the battle of ideas, less obvious causes militated against Moscow. The anti-

Bolshevik faction counted some of the most renowned thinkers and activists of the anarchist 

movement, such as Buenacasa, Carbó, Galo Díez, Bajatierra, Quemades, and Prat. These men 

played an important role in building the CNT in 1918-19 and in defining its ideas. They had a 

large following and could mobilise a sizable number of militants.159 Arlandis describes the 
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allure of veteran anarchist Carbó over younger cenetistas in Valencia, most of whom had been 

ardent partisans of Bolshevism, and some had even been card-carrying communists:  

Many former communists who were organised in the branch (around 20 percent of them) 

are now with the troglodytes and are the most belligerent against us. [...] The troglodytes 

are very numerous, but they live in intellectual and moral misery. They have around a 

hundred truculent youths who are influenced by Soli[daridad Obrera] and are led by 

Carbó. [...] They accuse us of being sellouts to the Russian government and say that in 

Russia the communists have throttled the Revolution, and this has an echo among the 

simplistic spirits of these people.160  

The hard-liners crudely attributed all the difficulties of the organisation to the ideological 

deviations of reformism and Bolshevism. This simple explanation for the recent defeats was 

easily digestible for rank-and-file greenhorns. The extremists’ agitation against the communist 

slogan of the united front found favour among these militants. They successfully mobilised the 

anarchists’ traditional aversion towards the socialists against the PCE, staffed by many former 

chieftains of the PSOE. As Arlandis admitted in a report to the Comintern, ‘it is enough for our 

adversaries to present us as former socialists with electoral ambitions for the masses, which are 

very suspicious, to draw away from us and play into the hands of the anarchists’.161 Moreover, 

the hard-liners condoned the violent behaviour of many anarchist youths, weaned on terrorist 

activities.162  

At the same time, the rupture with Moscow would not have been as straightforward without the 

connivance of the moderate faction. If the crisis of Spanish labour prompted Buenacasa and his 

men to seek the ideological purification of anarcho-syndicalism, Seguí drew the opposite 

conclusion. He adopted an increasingly circumspect and pragmatic attitude and became 

convinced of the need to collaborate with other progressive forces. As noted above, he perceived 

this to be at odds with membership in the RILU. As shall be seen, the intransigence of the state 

and the bosses and the force of the anarchist extremists foiled any attempts to prod the CNT 

towards moderation. This would later prompt Seguí to rethink his stance on international affairs. 
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But in the summer of 1922, he was firmly against the RILU, convinced that he could impress 

his independent vision on the Confederation.   

Historian Angel Smith has affirmed that in 1922 there existed two Confederations. One was 

represented by the savvy old guard of Catalan labour activists. They had mostly spent the year 

1921 in jail, and were now determined to rebuild the trade unions on an even keel. At the same 

time, the droves of young exaltés that entered the organisation after 1917 became increasingly 

detached from the battered world of organised labour, and devoted most of their energies to 

insurrectionary ploys.163 Neither of the “two CNTs” had any interest in remaining in the RILU.   

By contrast, Moscow’s partisans lacked manpower. No veteran figureheads of the movement 

threw their weight behind them. This contrasts with the situation in France, where renowned 

syndicalist leader Pierre Monatte, after some hesitation, came to stand for Moscow. No Spanish 

Monatte ever emerged. The defence of the RILU fell upon the members of the 1921 delegation, 

Nin, Maurín, Ibáñez, and Arlandis. But Nin, perhaps the most talented in the group, could only 

assist the campaign from afar. Maurín and Ibáñez were energetic and charismatic, but they were 

young, inexperienced, and relatively unknown beyond Lleida and Asturias. Arlandis was the 

only veteran supporter of Moscow. He was well known in Valencia, where he had been active 

for many years. Yet he spent decisive months of 1921 and 1922 in Paris ‘playing the violin’, as 

Maurín complained. Most importantly, his membership of the PCE and the “double mandate” 

he carried to Russia dented his prestige and turned him into a strawman for the anarchists. Once 

in Valencia, his growing unpopularity and isolation threw him into depression.164 

The RILU only gained a solid foothold in Lleida due to Maurín’ efforts and the great authority 

he enjoyed among local activists. It became an island of communist-syndicalism surrounded by 

a sea of anarchism. ‘This province’, commented the PCE executive in a report to Moscow, ‘is 

very well disposed towards us, and despite its proximity to Barcelona, it is the CNT region that 

is most solidly in favour of the RILU’.165 Their points of support in Asturias, Valencia, and 

Barcelona proved more precarious. Their only reliable mouthpiece was Lleida’s Lucha Social. 

The pro-Bolsheviks received occasional subsidies from Moscow to fund their propaganda. 

Although Maurín complained of their irregularity, the key problem was the absence of human, 

not financial, resources. Numerous cenetistas from across Spain lent them an ear, but were not 
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consolidated for a lack of cadres, organisational structures, and propaganda material, and the 

contrasting strength, charisma, and confidence of the anti-Bolsheviks. The arrest of Maurín and 

his injury deprived the faction of their most important activist. As he recognised, ‘I regret my 

arrest more than anything because of the question of propaganda for the RILU’.166 

There were also political problems. The main slogan of Lucha Social was the united front. It 

called for joint action by the CNT, the UGT, and the PCE to reverse the spiral of defeats endured 

by organised labour since 1920. This cut no ice with the young exaltés. Neither did their vocal 

opposition to terrorism. Although they did their best to keep the unpopular PCE at arms’ length, 

it was not difficult for the hard-liners to present them as agents of the communist party. After 

all, they had voted for the “organic link” in Moscow. And, was Arlandis not a card-carrying 

communist? Maurín sought to lure the CNT rank-and-file by expunging anarchism from 

syndicalism. But Spanish syndicalism had always had a strong libertarian flavour, and his 

“pure” brand of revolutionary syndicalism, borrowed from the tradition of the French CGT, 

appeared contrived and foreign. Too grey and too involved in “party politics” for the extremists, 

they proved too militant and intrasigent for the moderates. The defenders of the RILU fell 

between the stools as the Confederation became increasingly polarised between an extremist 

and a moderate wing.167  

 

 

VII. Comparative reflections  
 

Although the Spanish libertarian movement had particularities that set it apart from the rest of 

the international anarchist tradition, some of the tendencies displayed by the CNT in its relation 

with the Russian Revolution were also present abroad. This is true above all in the Latin 

countries, where anarchism continued to hold an important position within the labour 

movement in 1917. The influence of the Russian Revolution also produced extremist currents, 

and the virulence of repression and counterrevolution across Europe also drove anarchists to 

drastic conclusions.   
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In Portugal, a short-lived Federação Maximalista was created, grouping circles of radicalised, 

young anarcho-syndicalists, bent on establishing a workers’ dictatorship on the Iberian 

Peninsula: ‘If the Bolsheviks had listened to the cowards and the imbeciles, Russia would 

probably be under the boot of Caesarism!’168 They became the building blocks for the 

communist party in Portugal.169 In France, the syndicalists grouped around the paper La Vie 

Ouvrière became unapologetic defenders of the Soviet Republic, eventually becoming one of 

the founding pillars of the French Communist Party. They had directed the opposition to 

Jouhaux in the CGT after 1914, and had collaborated with Trotsky’s Nashe Slovo and with 

anti-war activists in the French Socialist Party.170 Their endorsement of the Third International 

flowed naturally from their overriding preoccupation with the war and from their collaboration 

with anti-war Marxists in 1914-17.171 But even some of the hard-line anarchists of the Parisian 

Le Libertaire came to embrace the dictatorship of the proletariat as a ‘regrettable necessity’.172 

In Italy, despite the reservations about Bolshevism held by anarchist oracles Errico Malatesta 

and Luigi Fabbri, the same enthusiasm was visible, especially during the apogee of the Russian 

Civil War and of the biennio rosso, the two red years.173  

The anarcho-syndicalists of the German FAUD and the Swedish SAC (Sveriges Arbetares 

Centralorganisation, Central Organisation of the Workers of Sweden) were the first to articulate 

coherent ideological opposition to Bolshevism.174 By the early months of 1918, the luminaries 

of these organisations, men like Frans Severin, Albert Jensen, Rudolf Rocker, and Fritz Kater, 

began to condemn the Soviet Republic for its authoritarian character.175 And by late 1919, the 

two movements officially formulated their ideological disagreement with Bolshevism – 

precisely when euphoria for the Russian Revolution was at its peak among the anarchists of 

Spain, Portugal, and Italy.176  

According to Wayne Thorpe, the uneven reaction to the Bolsheviks by European anarchists 

and syndicalists was conditioned above all by geography. Germany and Sweden were closer to 
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Russia, and thus had better access to news and reports on the situation, and found out earlier 

about the despotism of the Soviet Republic.177 France, Italy, Spain, and Portugal were further 

away, and reliable news was harder to come by. While there may be a grain of truth to this, this 

empirical explanation is unsatisfactory. As Reiner Tosstorff has observed, the communist 

movement crystallized earlier in Sweden and Germany than in other countries. By late 1917 

Swedish and German Social Democracy had split over the question of the war and of the 

Russian Revolution. In 1917-18, communist organisations appeared in both countries (although 

in Sweden it was known as the Left Party until 1921). Moreover, before 1917 there already 

existed a strong and influential revolutionary wing in Social Democracy led by personalities of 

the stature of Rosa Luxemburg, Karl Liebknecht, Zeth Höglund, or Ture Nerman. German and 

Swedish anarcho-syndicalists had to sharpen their critique of Marxism. They could not simply 

brush off the socialists as reformist and bureaucratic as the Spanish cenetistas did with the 

PSOE. The anarcho-syndicalists of Germany and Sweden were thus faced with powerful, deep-

rooted revolutionary Marxist organisations that drew their cues from the Bolsheviks. 

Furthermore, the FAUD and the SAC were comparatively small formations, and could not hope 

to bask under the sun of the Russian Revolution in the same way as the Spanish CNT or the 

Italian USI. In Germany, in addition to the external challenge posed by the new communist 

movement, the old libertarian leadership of the FAUD met internal dissidence by pro-

Bolshevik factions by the autumn of 1919.178 This opposition had a powerful regional base 

among the miners of the Ruhr, and was oriented towards the communist party. The growing 

tensions culminated in a series of crippling splits in 1920.179 Similar internal tendencies also 

emerged in the Latin countries, but only after the summer of 1921, in the wake of the stormy 

founding congress of the RILU. And, in the case of Spain, the pro-Bolshevik faction led by 

Joaquín Maurín was rather weak, and was careful to avoid association with the PCE and to put 

on a syndicalist mask.180     

In 1917-20, the syndicalists and anarchists of Spain, Portugal, Italy, and France were able to 

pose as the most consequent defenders of the Russian Revolution and to lambaste Social 

Democracy for its equivocations. Moreover, in the Latin countries, and above all in Spain, 

anarcho-syndicalists played a leading part in social struggles in 1917-21 (a role that the FAUD 
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or the SAC were not in a position to play). Direct involvement in violent industrial conflict had 

a radicalizing effect that rendered the libertarians hospitable to the authoritarian outlook of the 

Bolsheviks. This began to change with the appearance of communist parties in 1920-21 in the 

Latin countries, which created new frictions between the anarchists and the Russian 

Revolution. As historian Maurizio Antonioli has noted in his case study of the Italian anarcho-

syndicalists, with the creation of the communist party in 1921 ‘it became indispensable for the 

USI to resort to the “original conceptions” of syndicalism’, in order to ‘make impossible any 

bloc with the communists’.181 These tensions arrived at a time of hardship for labour 

organisations in the context of defeat and stagnation that set in across Europe as the post-war 

revolutionary explosions subsided.182 

 

2. COMMUNIST-SYNDICALISM, 1922-24 

 

Watching all this, day after day, year after year, the 

townspeople began to lose count of time and of the real 

intentions of the builders. It seemed to them that the 

construction had not moved an inch forward but was 

becoming more and more complicated and involved in 

auxiliary and subsidiary workings, and the longer it lasted 

the less it looked like what it was intended to be. Men 

who do not work themselves and who undertake nothing 

in their lives easily lose patience and fall into error when 

judging the work of others.   

Ivo Andric, Bridge over the Drina, 13 

 

I. How communist and how syndicalist were the communist-syndicalists? 
 

After the Zaragoza conference, the supporters of the RILU were relegated to the status of a 

minority faction. As shall be seen, their efforts to recover the CNT in the following years came 

to nought. By late 1924, mauled by the anarchists, Maurín and his close circle of followers 

joined the PCE. Thereafter, they devoted most of their energies to the party.  

Despite their small size and ultimate failure, the communist-syndicalists have attracted 

considerable historiographical attention. There are several reasons for this. This group 

represents the most consistent and lasting product of the great expectations awakened by the 
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Russian Revolution in Spanish anarcho-syndicalist milieux. But most importantly, the leading 

lights of this group, namely Joaquín Maurín and Andreu Nin (but also others, such as Pere Bonet 

and Daniel Rebull) played a key role in dissident communism in the 1930s. They were the 

founders of the anti-Stalinist POUM, which was an important actor in the Civil War. Maurín 

and Nin also evolved into two of the most original Marxist thinkers of interwar Spain.183 This 

has warranted a level of scholarly engagement with the communist-syndicalists of 1922-24 

disproportionate to their numbers and influence. 

However, mystery still shrouds important aspects of the faction’s ideology and organisation. 

There is little consensus among the historiography on the character and evolution of the 

communist-syndicalists. The conundrum has revolved around the relative weight of 

communism and syndicalism in the faction’s ideology, and, relatedly, their organisational 

rapport with the PCE and the RILU. Some historians, especially those with anarchist affinities, 

have been wont to present the group as an effigy, the outcome of underhand communist 

infiltration into the CNT. They have underscored the paltriness of their support in the anarcho-

syndicalist movement; their sly gimmicks in their struggle against the libertarians; their devious 

collusion with the PCE; and their pseudo-Marxist ideology, far-removed from the traditions of 

the Confederation.184 Conversely, scholars sympathetic to the POUM have contended that this 

faction emerged gradually and organically; that its ideological evolution from syndicalism to 

communism was slow, tortuous, and honest; and have pointed to its genuine influence among 

certain sectors of the CNT.185   

Yet in recent decades, less partisan generations of historians have provided a more balanced 

vision of the communist-syndicalists. They have pointed to the faction’s eclectic ideology, 

strongly influenced by syndicalism, but also to their growing relationship with the Communist 

Party and their failure in seducing the CNT rank-and-file.186 But lacunae remain, and the sources 
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on the group have a contradictory character. On the one hand, until 1923, or even 1924, the tone 

of communist-syndicalist publications was at odds with orthodox Marxism. It had a distinct 

syndicalist flavour, influenced above all by the writings of Georges Sorel. Likewise, Maurín, in 

subsequent writings, snarlinh in bitter polemics with the Comintern, emphasized the 

independent character of the communist-syndicalist faction, its dynamism, and its potential to 

win over the mass of the CNT. He blamed its failure on the blunders of the communist brass in 

Madrid and Moscow. On the other hand, however, there is evidence of a close rapport between 

the communist-syndicalists and the PCE. For instance, the first congress of this caucus 

convened in December 1922 not in Catalonia, where the communist-syndicalists were strongest, 

but in Biscay, the bastion of the Communist Party. The solution to this puzzle lies in the Soviet 

archives.  

 

II. Syndicalism sui generis 
 

The communist-syndicalists engaged in ‘syndicalist revisionism’. This they did through their 

mouthpieces, Lucha Social and Acción Sindicalista, which in December 1922 merged into La 

Batalla, and in Maurín’s book El sindicalismo a la luz de la revolución rusa, published in May 

1922, which he considered ‘a pickaxe against anarchism and reformism’.187 For Maurín, 

syndicalism ‘must be flexible, open to transformations, capable of evolving’. ‘If we do not 

revise our methods of struggle’, he warned, ‘our movement faces stagnation’.188 This tallied 

with his Nietzschean concern with action over ideas and his scepticism towards theory. Nin and 

Maurín had read Nietzsche extensively in their youth, and Lucha Social and La Batalla were 

replete with quotes from the German thinker.189 ‘Action’, noted Maurín, ‘is the great creator, 

manifesting itself at breakneck speed […] crushing all formulas’.190 The main critique levelled 

against the anarchists was their ‘baggage of prejudice’ and their ‘metaphysical abstractions’, 

which made it impossible for them to ‘adjust to reality’.191   
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For Maurín and his men, revisionism was inherent to syndicalism. It was ‘not a closed and 

circular system’, but rather ‘a synthesis of experiences, brought together into a doctrine that 

evolves in a spiral’.192 The trade unions were by nature flexible and pragmatic, and hostile to 

idealism and abstraction, due to their close contact with production, and their dynamic, ever-

evolving struggle with the bosses.193 Therefore, through their revisionism, the communist-

syndicalists were claiming to return to the true origins of the syndicalist movement in the French 

CGT of the 1900s.194 Arguably, this was the most conscientious attempt to import “pure” 

syndicalism into Spain, where anarcho-syndicalism had been dominant avant la lettre. In 

Maurín’s view, the early syndicalism of Pelloutier and Lagardelle was a synthesis of Marxism 

and anarchism. Unapologetically eclectic, syndicalism was not afraid of adopting the best parts 

of these two doctrines. It harnessed ‘all the formidable elements of Marx’s thought’, and drew 

‘from anarchism the federalist ideas of Proudhon and the critique of the state’.195  

The main ideological linchpin for Spanish communist-syndicalism came from Georges Sorel. 

His works had made some inroads into Spain and the CNT in the 1910s, but Maurín and his 

followers were to prove the most vehement adherents to the ideas of the French theoretician. 

The central tenet of Sorelian thought was ‘the principle of collective violence’.196 This was a 

poorly defined notion that prescribed the violence of the organised masses against the 

bourgeoisie, rejecting individual terrorism. The concept was vested with Nietzschean overtones 

of stoicism and of opposition to liberalism and democracy. 

Ruthless pragmatism, voluntarism, and the Sorelian ethos of collective violence lent themselves 

to a justification of the October Revolution. Indeed, in his final writings, Sorel extolled 

Bolshevism as the realisation of his theories.197 Driven by his love for action, Maurín contended 

that the lessons provided by the ‘concrete example’ of the Russian Revolution ‘will be a 

thousand times more important than all divagations, essays, dreams, and inventions’. ‘The 

mission of syndicalism cannot be the same after the Russian Revolution’, he concluded.198 

Above all, the events of 1917 forced syndicalists to revise their position on the general strike, 

previously seen as a revolutionary panacea, and, naturally, on the dictatorship of the proletariat.    
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Using the language of Sorel, Maurín presented the dictatorship of the proletariat as a 

‘concentration of proletarian violence’ – a new expression of the theory of collective violence, 

the new myth that chivvied the masses forward.199 Based on the experience of the Russian 

Revolution, it became clear that a spontaneous uprising, or a general strike, would be incapable 

of unseating the bourgeoisie. This was an anarchist misconception, based on the fact ‘that we 

are used to study political revolutions, which were resolved in eight days, and which have led 

us to mistakenly believe that social revolutions would also be almost instantaneous’. The First 

World War and the Russian Civil War had revealed the brutality and resilience of the capitalist 

state: ‘the Russian example shows that the consolidation of the revolution is not a question of 

days, but of years’.200 The general strike as ‘a revolutionary instrument has failed’. Instead, the 

overthrow of the bourgeoisie would come through a ‘General Assault’, inspired by the ‘Paris 

Commune and the Russian and Hungarian revolutions’.201 

The demise of the old anarcho-syndicalist nostrum of the general strike had organisational 

consequences. The trade unions were not enough to overthrow capitalism. The revolution, 

observed Maurín, ‘is a mathematical problem’, and the responsibility for ‘the revolutionary 

preparations and the selection of the opportune moment for the decisive assault cannot belong 

to the masses’. What was needed was a ‘fighting body, a league of revolutionaries, establishing 

the cohesion of all the elements that are prepared to throw themselves into the fires of the 

revolutionary storm’.202 Although he does not use the term, tactfully speaking instead of a 

“league”, this conception dovetails with the Leninist vision of the party of professional 

revolutionaries.     

Nevertheless, this apologia for Bolshevism was qualified. Maurín threw in some barbs against 

Marxism, accusing it of ‘not having been able to devise a new form of proletarian organisation 

without the state’. Instead of the state, he posited that the monopoly of violence after the 

revolution would be exercised by a ‘federation of proletarian forces […] that cannot be labelled 

as a “State”. […] Let us instead refer to it as the “Organisation”’.203 Maurín was critical of the 

‘excessive centralisation’ of the Soviet regime. He sympathised with the Workers’ Opposition 

of Kollontai and Shlyapnikov, who he saw as ‘heavily influenced by the revisionist Marxism of 
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revolutionary syndicalism’.204 Yet despite his sympathies for Kollontai and Shlyapnikov – and 

his fear of ‘the great danger’ coming from the Soviet nomenklatura –, he believed that the 

Bolshevik Party was still ‘vital to the salvation of the revolution’.205  

Sorelian collective violence also served to justify another cornerstone of communist-

syndicalism: the tactic of the united front. Maurín claimed to be in favour of ‘direct action’, not 

in the individualist sense of the “propaganda of the deed”, but as ‘the constant intervention of 

all the proletarian masses in the social struggles. Direct action means mass action’.206 And, for 

genuine mass action, workers of different organisations ought to unite around concrete 

demands.207 This was especially important in 1922-23 in Spain, when reaction raised its head 

and labour was on the defensive. The communist-syndicalists framed the question of the RILU 

in similar utilitarian terms. Their punchline was ‘either Amsterdam or Moscow’, that is, the 

Social Democratic or the Communist International: ‘Whoever is not with Moscow’, stated La 

Batalla, ‘is in favour of Amsterdam and of capitalism’.208 There was no midway between the 

two, and the anarcho-syndicalist IWMA, composed of ‘minuscule organisations’, was ‘dead 

from the outset’.209 

Taken at face value, the writings of the communist-syndicalists in 1922-23 (above all Maurín’s) 

suggest a gradual evolution from syndicalism towards Marxism.210 Maurín grappled with 

Bolshevism from a syndicalist perspective, trying to negotiate its most unpalatable aspects. His 

comrade from the POUM, Luis Portela, described the ideological evolution of the communist-

syndicalists in the early 1920s: ‘as late as 1923, [Maurín] was making some rather surprising 

statements, trying to synthesize anarchism and socialism, Marxism and anarchism. […] It was 

very hard for him to become a Marxist’.211 Another poumista, Víctor Alba, referred to the 

transition to Marxism as a ‘painful’ process for the communist-syndicalists.212 For historian 

Yveline Riottot, Maurín’s relationship with the Russian Revolution was ‘not love at first sight, 

but a step in his radicalisation’.213 
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However, Maurín’s personal correspondence with Nin suggests otherwise. He returned from 

Moscow as a committed Leninist, and attempted, suaviter in modo, fortiter in re, to thrust his 

communist views under syndicalist garbs. In February 1922, he wrote to Nin: ‘I am turning into 

a party communist (but keep it secret, eh!). In the last analysis, there is no alternative other than 

the creation of a powerful C[ommunist] P[arty] that will lead the entire movement’.214 In April, 

he voiced his opinion on syndicalism. ‘I expect nothing from syndicalism. It should now atone 

for its errors. Moreover, lacking a Marxist foundation it will stray at every step. It will not bring 

the revolution. [...] My only hope is the possibility of constituting a strong K[ommunistischer] 

Bund [German is used to deceive censors]’.215 ‘We will be able to create a mighty C[ommunist] 

P[party]. The masses are fed up with anarchism and other stupidities’, he wrote a few months 

later.216  

In his opinion, ‘the CNT was a purely artificial creation of the war, which turned Spain into an 

exporting nation’. In reality, Spain was an ‘overwhelmingly agrarian country’, and syndicalism, 

‘a child of industry’, ‘has had nothing to say to the peasants’.217 Only a disciplined communist 

party rooted in town and country could mobilise the broad masses of the people. This concern 

with the peasantry and with Spain’s specificities would become a lasting feature of Maurín’s 

politics into the 1930s.218   

Yet Maurín was aware that the libertarian worldview was so deeply entrenched in the CNT that 

concessions had to be made. At first, he would have to defend communism using the rhetorical 

and emotional repertoire of anarchism. Sorel and the ideas of the early French CGT were 

especially adroit for this task. Collective violence and the broad-church ethos of French trade 

unionism served as a bridge to the dictatorship of the proletariat and the united front. Skilfully, 

the communist-syndicalists concentrated their attacks on the alleged dogmatism of the 

anarchists and their incapacity to adapt to new realities, rather than on theoretical questions such 

as the party or the dictatorship. ‘If we now began to speak of a party’, wrote Maurín in 

November 1921, ‘our failure would be absolute. We need to break with the established 

prejudices. To try to overcome them in one go will lead to failure’. Cenetista Adolfo Bueso, 

who collaborated with Maurín for some time, recalled that ‘it was clear he was convinced of 

the righteousness of Bolshevik communism, but he was always very careful to avoid the 
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loathsome terminology of official communism’.219 Another collaborator spoke of his ‘many 

rhetorical antics to attract the people of the CNT’.220 Arlandis, discussing with Nin about the 

tone of Valencia’s pro-Bolshevik weekly Acción Sindicalista, was blunter on this matter:  

In view of the inauspicious conditions in which we have to introduce our propaganda in 

this region, the paper should have a rather hybrid character. If it took on an openly 

communist profile as our comrades from the PCE in Madrid would wish, our efforts would 

be fruitless. We need to go about our work very prudently [...]. We cannot start an open 

polemic with Soli[daridad Obrera] from the outset, for we would generate a lot of mistrust 

and we would be immediately branded as divisive elements. [...] In the third or fourth issue, 

we will have to sharpen our attacks, and take on a more openly communist character.221 

This tactic was rubberstamped by Moscow, possibly under Nin’s influence. In a letter to the 

PCE, the RILU bureau justified the coolness of Lucha Social towards the party, for ‘we would 

meet tremendous obstacles [in the CNT] if we carried out our work under the banners of the 

party’. An intriguing passage of the letter that was crossed out affirmed: ‘we cannot attempt 

sudden leaps, especially in some countries; it is necessary to go through intermediate stages’.222 

The fear of antagonising the anarchist-influenced rank-and-file of the CNT partly explains the 

belated adhesion of this group into the PCE (Arlandis notwithstanding), in the autumn of 1924. 

Mutual distrust abetted this tactical calculation.    

In light of this correspondence, there is little doubt that the visit to Moscow in 1921 turned 

Maurín, Nin, Ibáñez, and Arlandis into committed communists.223 Meaker’s intuition that the 

delegates discovered they were ‘Leninists at heart’ in Russia is vindicated by the evidence in 

the Soviet archives (to which he had no access). Meaker postulated that they became aware of 

the need for ‘centralizing revolutionary discipline’ that ‘could only be supplied by the 

Communist Party’.224   

This is not to say that they entirely erased their anarchist and syndicalist background at one fell 

swoop. They continued to carry political baggage from the past. For instance, Maurín embraced 

the idea of a communist party, but it ought to be ‘anti-elections’. His passion for Sorel and the 

fundamental views he set out in El sindicalismo a la luz de la revolución rusa were sincere. 
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Maurín’s belief in the united front tactic sponsored by Moscow was also heartfelt: ‘We ought 

to launch a campaign for the fusion of the UGT and the CNT, there is a sentiment for proletarian 

unity that will overwhelm all sceptics’, he told Nin.225 Ibáñez later confessed that ‘above the 

“sticky” Marx, my temperament will always be closer to Mikhail Bakunin’.226 The leading 

cadre of the PCE in Madrid was suspicious of the faction. They saw them as ideologically 

deviant and anarchist-inflected. For Juan Andrade, writing in 1924, the group was ‘not entirely 

communist’.227 Party leader Óscar Pérez Solís described the evolution of the group in 

unceremonious terms:  

What was the ideological composition of the La Batalla group? It comprised mostly of 

comrades who, having belonged to the CNT and even having assumed important positions 

in that organisation, were never anarchists or were so more in appearance than in reality. 

Many had dabbled with the Socialist Party, abandoning it for its reformism in the days of 

the anarcho-syndicalist “deluge” [e.g. Nin and Ibáñez], or had professed a rather 

anarchistic [anarquizante] brand of syndicalism [e.g. Maurín]. There were also ex-

anarchists, who had been forced to reflect by the wreckage of the Confederation, driving 

them to accept the errors of principle of Anarchism and putting them on the road of 

communism [e.g. Arlandis].  

Maurín and his men were not alone in their struggle against the anarchists. There were other 

communist-syndicalists in other countries, above all in France and Italy. With the assistance of 

the RILU, they sparred with libertarians for the control of syndicalist labour federations. ‘In 

France and Italy’, explained Nin, ‘pro-RILU syndicalists carry out work along the same lines 

of our friends in the CNT’. From Moscow, Maurín received the papers of these French and 

Italian factions working in the CGTU and the USI, Pierre Monatte and Gaston Monmousseau’s 

La Vie Ouvrière and Nicola Vecchi’s L’Internazzionale.228 He maintained correspondence with 

Victor Serge, a polished and prolific polemicist in the feud with the libertarians. He was also in 

close contact with Alfred Rosmer. In fact, Maurín’s sanguine zeal before the adverse conditions 

in the anarchist-dominated CNT was shaped by developments abroad. ‘The activity of the 

Italian Communist Party’, he avowed, ‘has strongly influenced my opinion’ on the viability of 
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a communist party in Spain. The (rather unexpected) victory of Pierre Monatte’s pro-Bolsheviks 

in the French CGTU in the Saint Étienne congress of 25 June-1 July 1922 also energised him. 

It compensated for the Spaniards’ fiasco in Zaragoza. Although Maurín failed in his quest to 

conquer the Confederation, his ambition had a certain historical justification. The examples of 

Gramsci, Bordiga, or Monatte fired the imagination of the Spanish communist-syndicalists. 

They too, they reasoned, could become the leaders of a mass movement with a little energy and 

initiative.  

If the Spanish communist-syndicalists were inspired by groups in France and Italy, they exerted 

an important influence in Portugal. Ibáñez travelled to Porto in July to assist the campaign in 

favour of the RILU. In the Portuguese CGT, anarchists and communists waged an analogous 

struggle to that of the French CGTU, the Italian USI, and the Spanish CNT. Humbert Droz, 

head of the Latin secretariat of the Third International, asked Ibáñez to liaise with the 

Portuguese communist-syndicalists. This pleased him. In Lisbon, ‘as I drank glass after glass 

of Port and patrolled Rossio Square, memories of the Dresden revolution came to mind. And of 

the indomitable Mikhail Bakunin at its head. Who knows, maybe I will be Lisbon’s Bakunin!’229 

He delivered various lectures in Lisbon and Porto. However, the hapless Ibáñez was arrested 

while crossing the border into Spain in August. Maurín travelled to Lisbon in October 1922 to 

participate in the congress of the Portuguese CGT. Here, the anarchists captained by Perfeito 

de Carvalho, who had been to Russia in 1921 but returned disenchanted, won a Pyrrhic victory. 

The Portuguese communist-syndicalists followed the Spaniards’ steps and, a year later, with 

Maurín’s assistance, organised their faction into the Núcleos Sindicalistas Revolucionários.230 

Rosmer also exhorted the Spaniards to ‘intensify relations with South America’. Maurín had 

plans to set up a Hispanic propaganda bureau, although the project did not materialise.231  

 

 

III. Against the stream 
 

After the debacle in Zaragoza, and with Maurín in hospital, Arlandis and Nin resolved to 

organise as a ‘fraction’ in the CNT. Arlandis returned to Valencia to launch a publication that 
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would complement Lleida’s Lucha Social. Both were (irregularly) funded from Moscow. The 

new weekly, Acción Sindicalista, which began to appear in August, defended the Russian 

Revolution, the RILU, and the united front, wilfully using a syndicalist language palatable to 

rank-and-file cenetistas. The catchword was unity: of communists, syndicalists, and anarchists 

in the CNT; of CNT and the UGT workers nationally; and, internationally, of all fighting labour 

organisations within the RILU.232 The first number sold 600 copies in Valencia and 300 in 

Barcelona, which, Arlandis considered, ‘is already a success’. Arlandis was also active in the 

builders’ union (he was a woodworker by profession). He tabled numerous resolutions in favour 

of the united front in the various CNT groupings of Valencia. His motions were approved in the 

masons and distribution unions. There were promising overtures from leading cenetistas in 

Valencia. Influential peasant agitator José Crespo was in good terms with Acción Sindicalista. 

Another important local activist, Antonio López Rodrigo, ‘the strongest mind of Spanish 

anarchism’, was ‘in full agreement with us’, deemed Arlandis. He led the libertarian society 

Espartaco, which ‘circulates our propaganda’.233 In August, Arlandis was mildly optimistic. 

Despite these early successes in Valencia, problems soon emerged. By November, Arlandis was 

exhausted and demoralised. ‘I’m alone in the production of the paper’, he complained, ‘both in 

the writing of articles and of translations’. He also had to ‘spend an entire day [a week] 

correcting and adjusting the paper because we employ a cheap and murderous [sic] print shop 

and despite my efforts they still make frightful mistakes’. Because the faction lacked an office, 

‘everything has to be done at my parents’ house and they’re sick and tired of this hassle’. All 

attempts by Arlandis to delegate tasks to his comrades ‘have failed’ because ‘very few are up 

to the task, and the two comrades who do have the capacity [Julián Gómez “Gorkín” and José 

González Canet “Zalacaín”] are always away’. In August, the print run of the paper was 2,200, 

‘but many were left unsold’. It downsized to 2,000. In addition to the weekly, Arlandis was 

encumbered with the day-to-day travails of his trade union, of which he acted as secretary. At 

times, he had to leave the city of Valencia to deliver lectures and participate in CNT assemblies. 

As a member of the PCE, Arlandis was also burdened with party work across the region. In 

short, Arlandis told Nin, ‘I’m incapable of putting up with this level of work’.234 An additional 

complication came from the anarchist ‘troglodytes’, who ‘want to bump me off’. ‘I have to take 

many precautions’, he lamented.235 The collaboration with Espartaco bore little fruit. Crespo 
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also ‘played a dirty trick on me’. Under the influence of Seguí, who travelled to Valencia in 

August, he ‘turned his back on me shamefully and became an unconditional supporter of the 

Noi’.236   

Ibáñez fared better in Asturias. After spending the summer in Barcelona and Lisbon, and a few 

weeks in jail, he returned to Mieres in the autumn. He was able to pass a ‘Declaration of 

Principles of the Unified Miners’ Union’, which avowed to be ‘in complete agreement with the 

Red International of Labour Unions of Moscow, whose principles we will defend within the 

CNT’.237 He curried favour with local anarcho-syndicalist leaders, such as the miner José María 

Martínez. The latter ‘accepts the dictatorship of the proletariat and has no problem with the 

united front’, reported communist César González after a visit to Asturias. In November, 

Pestaña travelled to Oviedo to ‘defame’ Soviet Russia and to try to sway the miners’ congress 

against the RILU, unsuccessfully. Ibáñez claimed to have overheard a discussion between 

Pestaña and Asturian libertarian Avelino González. The latter admitted having failed ‘because 

he lacks my [Ibáñez’s] skills’.238 But however skilled Ibáñez might have been, objective 

conditions played in his favour.  

In Asturias, historically a socialist bastion, ‘the influence of the anarchists has been weaker’.239 

The local anarcho-syndicalists had a tradition of collaborating with the socialists, and the slogan 

of the united front found fertile ground. At the same time, here and in neighbouring Biscay the 

labour movement partially avoided the downwards spiral it experienced in the rest of Spain. 

The mood was more optimistic than elsewhere, and excitement for revolutionary Russia took 

longer to die out. Most importantly, the PCE was strong in Asturias. The splits of 1920-21 had 

been more debilitating for the PSOE here than elsewhere. The vendetta between socialists and 

communists was such that in the autumn of 1922 hundreds of PCE militants were expelled from 

the UGT in Asturias and Biscay. Many suspended trade unionists joined the CNT ‘to strengthen 

the supporters of the RILU therein’.240 They furnished Ibáñez with a significant base of support 

and an organisational apparatus. As Maurín admitted, ‘with the split of the SM [miners’ union 

of the UGT] the forces of the CNT that are in favour of the RILU represent an overwhelming 

majority’.241  

                                                           
236 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.290: Arlandis to Nin (17/08/1922), l.84. 
237 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.289: ‘Declaración de principios del sindicato único de mineros’ (1922), l.42.  
238 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Ibáñez to Maurín (12/11/1922), l.55. 
239 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288 : Maurín to Nin (27/02/1922), l.40. 
240 RGAPSI, f.534, op.7, d.289: H. Arlandis, ‘Rapport à l’IC et l’ISR sur la situation du PCE et son activité dans 

les syndicats’ (30/01/1923), l.9.   
241 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to Nin (15/10/1922), l.103.  



305 

 

The political work carried out by Maurín in Lleida turned the province into a long-lasting 

stronghold of the communist-syndicalists. Only here did the faction develop a small but 

committed cadre from the womb of the anarcho-syndicalist movement. They dominated the 

local CNT. Other leading members of the group originated from this province. Pere Bonet, born 

in May 1901 in Lleida, became involved in the CNT at the young age of 12, when he became 

active in the typesetters’ branch of the Confederation. At the age of 16, during the general strike 

of August 1917, he was imprisoned for the first time. His skills as a typographer made him a 

valuable editor of Lucha Social, which he directed while Maurín was in Russia in 1921. Natalia 

Castarlenas, his wife, was also an active cenetista who helped produce the weekly.242 Víctor 

Colomer Nadal, born into a peasant family in June 1896 in the village of Corbins, near Lleida, 

was, like Maurín, a teacher who moved to the provincial capital, where he involved himself in 

the republican and socialist movements. After 1917, however, he gravitated towards the CNT. 

He was involved in the building of the organisation in western Catalonia alongside Maurín. In 

1922, the communist-syndicalists selected Colomer to travel to Moscow to the second congress 

of the RILU, called for November. In the end, for personal reasons, he stayed in Lleida, and 

other than Nin, the faction had no representative in that gathering.243 Tomàs Pàmies i Pla, born 

in 1889 in the village of Balaguer also started his political life as a republican, but converted to 

syndicalism after 1917. Other leading cenetistas from Lleida and Huesca from the Lucha Social 

group were Joan Farré Gasso and Francesc Pelegrí.244 Outside Lleida, some of its most 

important collaborators in Catalonia were Tomàs Tusó, Joan Baptista Acher, and José María 

Foix, from Barcelona, and Daniel Rebull (alias David Rey) and Eusebio Rodríguez Salas, from 

Tarragona.245   

Lleida would lastingly become the stronghold of Maurín and his followers. Indeed, the 

anarchists sardonically referred to the town as “Mauringrado”.246 The predominance of 

Maurín’s followers in this province is telling of the importance of local cadres in determining 

the political colouring of Spanish towns and villages. As Díaz del Moral explained, in Spain, 

‘to classify the local labour organisations is to speak of the ideas of their leading activists’.247 
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In addition to Maurín’s close circle of collaborators, Lucha Social had prominent sympathisers 

such as Aragonese journalists Ramón Acín, Ángel Samblancat, and Felipe Alaiz, who had 

helped him organise the CNT in Huesca and neighbouring Lleida in 1920.248 The communist-

syndicalists also established a friendly rapport with renowned Catalan journalist Paco Madrid, 

who, with Nin’s assistance, publicised material favourable to the Soviet Union.249  

However, the centrality of Maurín in local affairs meant that things began to go amiss in May 

with his accident. Pere Bonet, Natalia Castarlenas, and Víctor Colomer took charge of Lucha 

Social. But personal affairs and their responsibilities as provincial CNT organisers distracted 

them from the paper, which began to appear intermittently. Maurín’s absence also interrupted 

the flow of Soviet subsidies which kept the paper afloat.250 By November it had ceased 

publication. 

When Maurín left hospital, he made no attempt to revive the weekly. In his opinion, neither 

Lucha Social nor Acción Sindicalista were up to the task the communist-syndicalists had set 

themselves. He resolved with Nin and Arlandis to set up an all-Spanish newspaper based in 

Barcelona modelled on La Vie Ouvrière. For Maurín, industrial Barcelona was the key to the 

class struggle in Spain.251 For this endeavour, he travelled to Paris to meet Rosmer, who gave 

him one thousand US dollars to fund the paper. He then travelled to Lisbon to attend the 

Portuguese CGT congress as the representative of the RILU, and then to Asturias and Biscay to 

liaise with Ibáñez (who was by now out of jail) and the communists who had been expelled 

from the UGT. They decided to set up an official communist-syndicalist platform, the CSR 

(Comités Sindicalistas Revolucionarios, Revolutionary Syndicalist Committees), modelled on 

their French CGT namesake. This initiative had been under discussion since the Zaragoza 

conference, and had been publicly announced in November in a manifesto signed by the CNT 

of Lleida. Arlandis, Rebull, and Bonet were to move to Barcelona to concentrate all energies 

there. Colomer joined them a few months later.252 

However, for all the illusions, the communist-syndicalists were weak in Barcelona. Arlandis 

admitted that ‘many among the anarcho-syndicalist elements of Catalonia support us, although 
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it is true they don’t do so very actively’.253 Whatever support they garnered there in the autumn 

of 1921, it had largely evaporated by 1922. They had to start from scratch. For this reason, the 

CSR had to be launched not from the Catalan capital, where Maurín had vested all his hopes, 

but from Bilbao, in socialist Biscay. The communist-syndicalists had to borrow their 

organisational scaffolding from the PCE. This starkly revealed their isolation and their lack of 

a stable, independent base of support in the CNT.  

Maurín had travelled to Bilbao in October to discuss with Óscar Pérez Solís, the leader of the 

local communists, most of whom came from the PSOE and the UGT. They had recently been 

expelled from the UGT, and decided to enter the CNT in coordination with the communist-

syndicalists. In spite of Maurín’s coolness towards the PCE, he got along very well with Solís. 

‘We spoke for a long time. I got an excellent impression of him’. In turn, Juan Andrade, from 

the PCE leadership in Madrid, told Maurín that ‘the comrades from Bilbao who have been here 

are delighted with you. They say you delivered some beautiful lectures. Pérez Solís also spoke 

very highly about you. They are all impressed after your trip. Congratulations’.254  

If the apparatus of the CSR was borrowed from the PCE, its politics and tactics were defined 

by Maurín, with Nin’s approval from Moscow. On the one hand, Pérez Solís was in bad terms 

with the communist leadership in Madrid led by former “left-centrist” García Quejido. 

Relations were fraught and Pérez Solís had political autonomy in his Basque fiefdom. In the 

CSR congress, ‘the communists [in Biscay] got no indication of the opinion of the Party 

leadership [...], without a doubt, it was not happy, and because it was not happy it decided to 

stay quiet, because the initative came from Barcelona and from the “pseudo-anarchists” 

[“anarquizantes”]’.255 In part, the dispute between Bilbao and Madrid revolved around the 

orientation of communist trade unionists expelled from the UGT.256  Pérez Solís wanted them 

to join the CNT, the PCE leaders preferred to apply for reaffiliation: ‘they could only look at 

the Spanish labour movement through the framework of the UGT’.257 Maurín’s initiative could 

strengthen Solís’ hand in this polemic, providing an organised pro-Bolshevik platform within 

the CNT. Later, Pérez Solís also complained he had been dazzled by Maurín’s overoptimistic 

account of the situation in Barcelona:  
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 A mixture of infantilism and a craving for greatness turned steps that were naturally slow 

and insecure into gigantic leaps. “Such and such unions are about to fall into our hands – 

it was said– in such and such a union our influence is considerable and grows by the 

moment”. From one day to the other, these unions –nothing more than ghosts– came under 

the control of some anarchist clique and our conquest was reduced to two or three 

individuals from the committee who had been converted. The mass, however small it may 

have been, was nowhere to be seen.258  

 

‘I too’, he confessed, ‘was gripped by this Barcelonian fever’, falling for Maurín’s chimeras 

and yielding to his proposal.259 Thus, the Basque communists would do the organisational 

legwork and allow Maurín to exercise political leadership. The CSR were officially launched 

on December 24, 1922, at an assembly held in the Casa del Pueblo of Bilbao.260 Maurín, 

Arlandis, Bonet, Colomer, and Ibáñez travelled to Biscay for the occasion. The meeting 

overwhelmingly gathered representatives from Biscay and Asturias, but also a handful of 

individual unions from Catalonia, Burgos, Madrid, and Valencia. It is unclear whether these 

unions were actually affiliated with the CNT. My impression is that most were not. They were 

freestanding, communist-dominated organisations expelled from the UGT. Many probably 

applied to join the CNT (against the indications of the party leadership), and expected the 

association with Maurín could help them in this regard. Yet it appears the hard-line anarchists 

that controlled the Basque CNT ‘sabotaged them in every way possible’ and barred them from 

joining.261  

Ibáñez, who chaired the assembly, was named general secretary of the CSR. The national 

committee would reside in Oviedo, in Asturias. The choice of Oviedo rather than Barcelona 

was a compromise between the communist-syndicalists and the PCE. In Asturias the two 

groups ‘are in relative equilibrium’.262 The weekly La Batalla, launched on December 21, was 

to serve as its press organ. It would reside in Barcelona under Maurín’s editorship. Lozovsky, 

in the name of the RILU, commended the work of the congress.263    
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The founding document of the CSR had an unmistakable communist-syndicalist, Sorelian 

colouring. It was most likely drafted by Maurín. It warned of the ‘breakdown’ of the labour 

movement in Spain and of the ‘catastrophic situation’ faced by workers. This was not only the 

product of repression, but also of ‘confusion’ and ‘sectarianism’.264 The CSR were a direct 

response to the outcome of the Zaragoza conference, where an ‘evolutionist’ tendency had 

predominated that ‘amounted to a rejection of a heroic and courageous past’.265 Its first 

declaration illustrated the inveterate, pro-active optimism that characterised the communist-

syndicalists, despite the inauspicious conditions faced by the labour movement: ‘it is necessary 

to jump into action to shake the working masses, rescuing them from the current situation to 

gear them once again towards the most implacable class struggle’. Typically, the CSR called 

for a ‘proletarian united front’ grouping CNT and UGT workers, with the ultimate aim of 

unifying the two organisations under the umbrella of the RILU.266  

The CSR also called for the creation of factory committees and for workers’ control. The 

campaign for amnesty for political prisoners was an important element in the agenda of the 

CSR. The conference also promised to launch a campaign against the war in Spanish Morocco, 

which had recrudesced. The danger of fascism was also evoked. The CSR established monthly 

membership dues of 0.25 pesetas.267 The congress selected Andreu Nin as its permanent 

representative in Moscow.268   

This ebullient, anti-sectarian tone characterised La Batalla. The united front propounded by 

the RILU, they believed, could overcome the spiral of defeats endured by Spanish workers and 

stave off the rising tide of reaction. Following the scheme set out by Arlandis, at first the 

publication made use of “hybrid”, syndicalist-inflected language. It defined itself as ‘neither 

communist nor anarchist, but revolutionary syndicalist’.269 Its communist component 

intensified with the passage of time. Quotes by Lenin gradually replaced Sorel’s, and articles 

by leading Bolsheviks and, eventually, PCE activists began to make their way into the paper. 

Hilario Arlandis and Pere Bonet managed the publication. The offices of the paper were in a 

small, clandestine printing house in the mouldering Carrer del Tigre, in the Barri Xino. It later 

moved to more spacious headquarters in the Cosmos printing house, run by the veteran 
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cenetista Martín Barrera. Josep Maria Foix, from the municipal workers’ union of the CNT, 

served as the paper’s administrator.270  

The CSR in Barcelona became a loose propaganda platform rather than a genuine 

organisation.271 The RILU suspected that the existence of some of these committees was rather 

‘platonic’ and reminded them of the importance of paying regular dues and of ‘disciplined and 

solid’ organisation.272 When Pérez Solís travelled to Barcelona in 1924, he was indignant that 

‘there was no such thing as the vaunted CSR’. ‘If I remember correctly’, he wrote in 1926, 

‘they were reduced to a small group in the printers’ union and another, even smaller, in the 

metalworkers’ and the transport unions, comprising mostly personal friends of a certain 

comrade’.273 The core of the faction were not the CSR, but the informal group around Maurín, 

which gathered in the Tostadero left-wing café in Plaça Universitat.274 The communist-

syndicalist tactic in Barcelona was one of diplomacy towards sympathetic union leaders, who 

La Batalla attempted to woo and influence.      

 

IV. The bloc with the moderates 
 

The choice of Barcelona as the seat of La Batalla seemed to be vindicated by the relative revival 

of Catalan labour in late 1922. The persecution of anarcho-syndicalism had been abating since 

Sánchez Guerra had taken power in Madrid in March. In October, Governor Martínez Anido 

and police chief Arlegui, who had opposed any relaxation of state repression, were dismissed 

by the central government in the aftermath of a false-flag operation against the CNT. The 

“triumvirate” at the head of the Confederation, Peiró, Seguí, and Pestaña, managed to reach a 

ceasefire with the libres. At the same time, the economic situation improved somewhat, 

increasing the bargaining power of the unions. This allowed the CNT to expand once again. Its 

daily, Solidaridad Obrera, moved to Barcelona in February and attained a readership of 30,000, 

close to its 1918 peak. The movement organised a mass rally of several thousands in November 

to demand the release of those political prisoners that had not been amnestied.  
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Peaceful conditions played into the hands of Seguí and the moderates. The reorganisation of the 

CNT in these months bears their mark. It was premised on a rejection of terrorism and rash 

strike action; an emphasis on stabilising and strengthening the movement’s apparatus; 

collaboration with other left-wing forces and peaceful coexistence with the libres; and cordial 

negotiation with the state and the bosses for the gradual improvement of economic and political 

conditions. Naturally, this stoked the anger of the extremists, who were still in a position of 

strength. In fact, the partial revival of the CNT in this period was not without outbursts of violent 

industrial conflict and compulsory unionisation by gun-toting exaltés. The hard-liners 

aggressively attempted to oust Seguí from the national committee in February 1923, accusing 

him of negotiating an electoral candidacy with republican politician Rodrigo Soriano.  

Illusions that Seguí’s gradualist vision would continue to play out in an atmosphere of 

conciliation were dramatically undercut by a new wave of violence. The apparent peace that 

prevailed in Barcelona in the winter of 1922-23 was a mirage. A lull in the storm. Spain was on 

the road to military dictatorship. In late February and early March, several workers associated 

to the libres were murdered in suspicious circumstances. The CNT was blamed. In the evening 

of March 10, Seguí and his comrade Francesc Comes were strolling through the Barri Xino. A 

group of gunmen, probably from the libres, assailed them and shot them point-blank. Seguí was 

killed on the spot, Comes died a few hours later in hospital. On March 11-12, the city’s 

proletariat responded to the murder with a semi-spontaneous general strike, capped by a mass 

rally in Plaça Catalunya and a funeral attended by 10,000. These mobilisations showed the force 

the CNT could continue to muster in Barcelona.275 

After Seguí’s murder, the Confederation tacked again towards violence and extremism. The 

Noi del Sucre had been one of the most authoritative and effective opponents to violence; that 

obstacle was now removed. Blood was up and many now resolved to take revenge. They 

gravitated towards anarchist action groups. Even Pestaña and Peiró were convinced that the 

CNT ought to respond in kind. For this purpose, they established a secret committee with radical 

republicans and the anarchist action group Los Solidarios. In May, the committee organised a 

round of spectacular attempts on the lives of prominent right-wing figures. Some of these 

attacks were successful, most famously the shooting of traditionalist cardinal José Soldevila in 

Zaragoza. However, terrorism soon spiralled out of the committee’s control. Peiró asked Los 
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Solidarios to disband, a petition they ignored. Internal discipline evaporated. The dirty war of 

1921 was resumed on a higher level. In 1923, there were ten times more political murders in 

Spain than in the previous year. 276   

The sudden radicalisation of social conflict that followed Seguí’s murder was also reflected on 

the industrial front. The spring of 1923 saw an upswing in strike activity. Stoppages acquired a 

particularly bloody, acrimonious character. In May, a dispute of coal unloaders over unfair 

dismissals spiralled into a citywide transports’ strike. The strike, directed by the CNT, went on 

for over two months. Garbage piled up in the streets, rotting under the summer sun, as refuse 

collectors stopped work. Police and soldiers patrolled the nauseating streets. Complaints of 

conservative citizens, shaming the government and pointing to the Italian example, stacked up 

in the Governor’s office. The bosses refused to negotiate. The cenetistas ensured the workers’ 

compliance through coercion. Repression stiffened, and Solidaridad Obrera was closed down. 

On July 26, the strike was formally called off. In the following weeks, strikes of glassworkers 

and brickmakers ended in humiliating defeat.277  

The moderates were demoralised. Peiró was forced to admit in July that strike action had 

become useless, and sabotage might be a more effective weapon. The CNT lurched left, as the 

national committee moved to Seville and was taken over by hard-liners with an insurrectionary 

line. Yet by now the effective authority of the national leadership was nominal. The Catalan 

regional committee vacated Barcelona and moved to Manresa for some time, where the 

extremists predominated. In order to coordinate their intervention in the CNT, hard-line 

anarchists set up a Committee of Anarchist Relations, a precursor of the Iberian Anarchist 

Federation. On September 9, the moderates were able to return the committee to Barcelona. 

Four days later, General Miguel Primo de Rivera launched his coup d’état. The discredited 

constitutional government capitulated rapidly, and military dictatorship was proclaimed.  

Catalan employers, inspired by Mussolini’s success in Italy, had become convinced of the need 

for a dictatorship to restore order. Their intransigent attitude during the strikes of the summer 

of 1923 aimed to generate a feeling of chaos and lawlessness that would compromise the central 

government and goad the military to take action. The city’s industrialists had been grooming 

Primo de Rivera since his appointment as captain general of Barcelona in 1922. His putsch was 

hatched in the villas of Tibidabo. The CNT, engrossed with internal polemics, was caught 
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unawares by the coup. It was too weak and disconcerted to respond. And, in any case, few 

cenetistas were willing to stand up for the Restoration regime.278 Moreover, in the first few 

months, repression under the junta was selective and labour activism was more or less tolerated 

(though this would soon change).279  

The communist-syndicalists, freshly settled in Barcelona, had to navigate these choppy waters. 

As all CNT factions, they had to endure right-wing violence and operate in semi-clandestine 

conditions. On April 27, 1923, Josep Maria Foix, the administrator of La Batalla, and one of 

the young promises of Catalan communist-syndicalism, was murdered by the libres as he 

returned home from work.280 Persecution hardened with the coming of the dictatorship, 

especially in May 1924, when Primo de Rivera cracked down in earnest on the CNT. Great 

precautions had to be taken. La Batalla had several fronts to ensure publication: the backshop 

of a kiosk, various safe houses, a fake insurance office that served as its (minuscule) 

headquarters. The paper continued to appear until 1925, although it was heavily censored by 

the military authorities.281     

Maurín and his men faced the additional threat of the anarchist action groups. They saw the 

faction as their sworn enemy, a Leninist Trojan horse in the Confederation to be fought by any 

means necessary. The communist-syndicalists were subjected to systematic censorship by the 

extremists in the CNT. In a plenum held in Barcelona in December 1922, Maurín and his 

followers were barred from intervening.282 In June 1923, an anarchist-dominated national 

plenum vowed to ‘carry out an intense campaign [...] to stop the communists, disguised as 

syndicalists, from continuing their proselytism’.283 Thus, the organisation formally sanctioned 

censorship against La Batalla. In December 1923, at a regional assembly in Granollers, in 

central Catalonia, anarchists prevented the attendance of La Batalla supporters from the 

metalworkers’ union, accusing them of holding an invalid mandate. A few weeks later, the 

communist-syndicalists were expelled ‘by force’ from the metalworkers’ committee.284 In 

another national plenum in May 1924 in Sabadell, the communist-syndicalists were once again 
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barred from intervening.285 Maurín spoke of ‘a dictatorship of the anarchist groups’, as 

oppressive for La Batalla as the military junta.286 At this point, the Spanish labour movement 

resolved internal disputes not only with plenums and resolutions, but also with pistols and 

dynamite. In March 1924, a bomb was placed in the offices of La Batalla. The anarchists were 

blamed.287 

Seguí’s murder was a heavy blow to the group. They had hoped to drive a wedge between the 

extremists and the moderates and bring the latter into their fold. It was not unthinkable that 

Seguí might have changed his attitude towards the RILU in 1923. He had scorned it in June 

1922 in the belief that he could impress his views on CNT. Internationally, the powerful CGTU 

appeared to move away from Moscow, and the basis for a mass, anarcho-syndicalist 

international acceptable to Seguí seemed to exist. Yet on the eve of his murder, the CNT was 

sharply divided, the extremists unwilling to stomach his pragmatism and bent on unseating him. 

In the meantime, Monatte’s powerful CGTU had declared for the RILU, which must have 

affected Seguí. In November 1922, the second RILU congress removed reference to the 

contentious ‘organic link’ from its statutes, facilitating a rapprochement with the syndicalists.288 

The libertarian International Workingmen’s Association was small.289 Its programme was one 

of anarchist recalcitrance that was not to the taste of the Spanish moderates.290  

In these circumstances, could Seguí have become the Spanish Monatte? A diehard libertarian, 

it is very unlikely that he might have lastingly converted to communism (neither did Monatte, 

who was expelled from the French Communist Party in 1924). Yet it is not unthinkable that he 

could have collaborated with the communist-syndicalists and the RILU in his battle against the 

extremists. After all, like La Batalla, Seguí defended a united front of sorts, was opposed to 

terrorism and adventurism, and envisioned the CNT as a broad, tolerant movement. Although 

Maurín and Nin had censored him for his “anarcho-reformism”, both had admired Seguí in the 

past. 

There is evidence to suggest Seguí and his followers were moving towards an entente with the 

RILU. In December 1922, the national committee of the Confederation wrote that if the Berlin 
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anarcho-syndicalist congress did not garner enough international support, the CNT ought to 

reconsider its attitude towards Moscow. In January, the committee criticised the ‘international 

fluctuations’ of the anarchist movement. When Seguí was murdered, Maurín and Lozovsky 

praised him in La Batalla. According to both, the Noi del Sucre was planning a trip to Russia. 

In the RILU archives, I have found a letter by Lozovsky to Seguí inviting him to Russia. I have 

not found any response. It is dated on February 23, fifteen days before his murder (it took several 

days for a letter to reach Spain from Russia). It is likely he did not have the time to write a reply. 

Dear comrade, 

Since the CNT has officially adhered to the new International created in Berlin, I did not 

want to write an official letter to your organisation’s Central Committee. However, there 

are many questions we should talk about, at least in private. You know that certain 

anarchist groups are waging a systematic campaign against the RILU and Soviet Russia. 

What is surprising about this campaign is its extreme ignorance and lack of information 

on the situation in Russia. Because I consider you a loyal and principled adversary for 

whom truth is above all sectarian inventions, I propose you, unofficially, of course, to come 

spend some time in Russia to get to know the revolution.  

It goes without saying that your stay in Russia will last for as long as you wish, and that 

you will be able to familiarise yourself with whatever is of interest to you. We do not hide 

our errors, but we protest energetically against the obsession of presenting the Russian 

Revolution as a succession of mistakes or even crimes. [...] I will be personally overjoyed 

to see you in Soviet Russia, and I assure to you in advance that I will be at peace even if 

you return home as our committed opponent. A principled struggle of ideas based on 

knowledge of facts and of the difficulties of revolutionary work and construction is better 

than insipid rumour-mongering based on far-fetched noises.291 

Seguí’s murder threw the moderate camp of the Confederation into disarray. The extremists 

were soon in the saddle. The coming of the dictatorship soured relations further between 

moderates and hard-liners. The new military directory formed in Madrid demanded all unions 

to register with the authorities. The UGT did so diligently. The radical anarchists of the CNT 

refused to bow down. Several unions in Barcelona were broken up. In October, Solidaridad 

Obrera was voluntarily closed down. Activists went underground to pursue the armed struggle. 

This the moderates opposed. They wanted to preserve shop floor organisation at all costs. In 
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December 1923, they managed to revert the decision to dissolve the unions. Solidaridad Obrera 

briefly reappeared.292 This bitter debate ‘was soon rendered academic’, for in May 1924 the 

directory stiffened its attitude towards the labour movement and the CNT was made illegal, its 

unions busted, its publications banned.293 The growing chasm between radicals and moderates 

offered opportunities for the communist-syndicalists.  

Seguí’s most loyal acolytes, Pestaña and Peiró, and their closest followers, had waged a 

ferocious campaign against Soviet Russia in 1922. They would have nothing to do with 

Moscow’s plenipotentiaries. Their personal relations with Maurín were fraught.294 They fought 

the exaltés in the CNT leadership singlehandedly. This feud would go on for years, at times 

reaching a violent pitch.  

However, other former supporters of Seguí, less involved in the wrangle with the Bolsheviks 

than Pestaña and Peiró, were better predisposed towards La Batalla. Josep Viadiu, a polymathic 

trade union organiser, had been one of Seguí’s closest associates and had sat with him in the 

Catalan regional commitee. He was in good terms with Maurín, and had remained sympathetic 

to the RILU during the rift of 1922. He collaborated with the communist-syndicalists during 

1923, and wrote frequently for La Batalla. There was also Adolfo Bueso, a veteran cenetista, 

who had helped found the Confederation in 1910, and gravitated towards La Batalla in this 

period. There were the popular CNT journalists Antonio Amador, Tirado Benedí, Irenófilo 

Diarot, and Felipe Alaiz. The coming of the dictatorship increased the appeal of La Batalla. In 

contrast with the anarchists, the communist-syndicalists had been warning of the threat of a 

coup and calling for a united front against dictatorship. The decision of the extremists to 

liquidate the unions and go underground also drove many towards Maurín.295 ‘We won new 

supporters in Barcelona every single day’, he claimed.296 The communist-syndicalists exerted 

influence in the important metalworkers, transport, and textile unions of the Catalan CNT. They 

also found support in the Valencian regional committee, where Arlandis had a few allies. It 

appears the group also had a few sympathisers in Mallorca. Indeed, La Batalla was an 

overwhelmingly Catalan affair: its influence fanned out from Barcelona and Lleida to Catalan-
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speaking Valencia and Mallorca and eastern Aragón. This would prove consequential in the 

future.    

The growing popularity of La Batalla among Seguí’s supporters in the autumn of 1923 resulted 

in the most ambitious initiative undertaken by the communist-syndicalists: the publication of 

daily paper Lucha Obrera. It was the joint endeavour of Maurín and Viadiu. Naturally, Moscow 

supported the initiative, and, via Paris, sent 200 US dollars to fund the project. ‘Start with a 

pure syndicalist paper’, advised the RILU, ‘and then little by little try to orient our sympathisers 

among the working masses towards communist conceptions’.297 In line with this piece of 

advice, Lucha Obrera had a strong syndicalist, quasi-anarchist flavour. Indeed, it explicitly 

avoided the question of the RILU and of Soviet Russia, in order to not alienate potential allies, 

‘above the Internationals of Moscow, Berlin, or Amsterdam, there is the bourgeois offensive 

against the interests of the workers’. The paper consciously steered clear of thorny theoretical 

questions, ‘it is regrettable that while the bourgeoisie has dropped all ideological gibberish to 

combat and exterminate all freedoms and conquests of the producers [...] we waste our time 

debating whether in the society of the future we should establish a dictatorship’.298 The main 

slogans it put forward were the united front against the directory, the preservation of the trade 

unions against the hard-liners’ attempt to ‘liquidate them’, opposition to terrorism, and against 

the anarchists’ ‘sectarianism and dogmatism’.299  

However, Lucha Obrera was short-lived. That a minority faction of the CNT, cornered by the 

anarchist majority, should have launched a daily paper in the midst of military dictatorship was, 

in the words of Pérez Solís, ‘madness [un disparate]’.300 The paper was heavily censored. Entire 

columns were crossed out in each issue. Most importantly, after an initial subsidy of 200 dollars 

(which also came in late), Soviet funds dried up. The defeat of the moderate bloc around Maurín 

and Viadiu at Granollers, when their delegates were barred from intervening and were mauled 

by the hard-liners, generated demoralisation, especially among Seguí’s followers. This plenum 

‘was a beacon of hope, but it has become a pathetic disappointment’. ‘Granollers is the death 

of the proletarian organisation in Catalonia, which no longer exists as a coherent and serious 
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organisation’, concluded Lucha Obrera.301 ‘We are walking towards the abyss’, fumed Antonio 

Amador.302 Buenacasa, in turn, rejoiced at the rout of ‘the enemies of anarchism’ at 

Granollers.303 Money-strapped, censored, and unnerved, Lucha Obrera ceased publication in 

January 1924.    

The collaboration between the communist-syndicalists and the now increasingly isolated 

moderates continued, although not very auspiciously. Marginalisation in the unions prompted 

Maurín to strengthen the independent profile of La Batalla. His rhetoric now became stridently 

anti-anarchist.304 The group began to operate as an autonomous political organisation.305 In the 

summer of 1924, four cenetistas who had collaborated with La Batalla – Desiderio Trilles, Josep 

Grau, Josep Jover, and Manuel Vall – travelled to Moscow with Maurín to attend the third RILU 

congress with a CSR mandate. Maurín believed the trip to Soviet Russia would shake off their 

libertarian baggage. At first, Trilles, Grau, Jover, and Vall appeared to be ‘dazzled’ by their trip 

to Moscow.306 ‘The acceptance of the resolutions of the RILU would mean a rectification of the 

mistakes committed by the CNT’, they wrote.307  

However, back in Barcelona, initial excitement soon gave way to doubts and scepticism. The 

RILU’s heterogeneous composition of 1921, comprising anarchists, syndicalists, communists, 

and even a few Social Democrats, had given way to what was now a ‘purely communist trade-

union international’.308 The atmosphere in Moscow in 1924 was very different from the one that 

had electrified Nin, Maurín, Ibáñez, and Arlandis three years earlier. The mood had darkened 

after Lenin’s death. Politically, totalitarianism took root; socially, inequalities widened, and 

revolutionary zeal dissipated as the NEP reached its apogee. The struggle between Stalin and 

Trotsky became increasingly bitter. Maurín claims that the four cenetistas were ‘deeply 

disturbed’ by the ‘moral atmosphere’ in Russia.309  Pérez Solís, who also travelled to the RILU 

congress as a PCE delegate, and who met the CSR delegates there, recalled that ‘the four 

comrades of the Barcelona delegation proved to be completely disoriented in the realm of 
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ideology’.310 They soon turned their backs on La Batalla (with the exception of Grau). They 

were followed by others. To make matters worse, Arlandis and Bonet were arrested and put in 

jail in July. By September 1924, the communist-syndicalists had returned to a state of virtual 

isolation.311 The dire straits of the communist-syndicalists forced them to reconsider their stance 

towards the PCE. The time had come for them to join the party. 

The victories of La Batalla in 1923 proved illusory. Most of their sympathisers were not won 

over to communism. They were rather motivated by a negative sentiment of revulsion against 

the rising tide of anarchist extremism, of which the communist-syndicalists were the most 

adamant, best-organised opponents. The loose, sundry, syndicalist-inclined outlook of La 

Batalla helped it gain popularity in the short term among sectors of the CNT, but made it 

difficult to consolidate its influence in the medium term and turn it into a politically-

homogeneous organisation. ‘Ideologically this group was an absolute chaos’, recalled Pérez 

Solís. ‘What was achieved was the personal adherence of a few workers who, apparently, were 

very influential in their unions, [but] without the most basic theoretical preparation’. They built 

their forces, he concluded, ‘on sand, haphazardly, and with inadequate and insufficient 

materials’.312 Maurín himself was later forced to admit that ‘the syndicalists that approached us 

in this period were always rather insecure’.313  

Viadiu, the most prominent ally of the faction in this period ‘believes in the Russian Revolution 

but rejects any form of dictatorship’, observed Maurín in private.314 Similarly, Adolfo Bueso 

explained how he approached La Batalla as a last resort against the anarchist ‘bullies’, and on 

the condition that his ideas would be respected. ‘I am far from enthusiastic about communism’, 

he told Maurín. He considered his flirtations with La Batalla as a mere ‘pastime’.315 A cenetista 

from Asturias, J. Rodríguez, who approached the communist-syndicalists and collaborated with 

Ibáñez, is representative of the wavering, ‘eclectic’ mood of many of their supporters:   

My good friend Maurín, I am still an anarchist in the way I conceive the moral values of 

humanity, because the ideal is to build a society of individuals that are truly free from 

political and economic oppression [...]. Yet this social formation presupposes a high level 

                                                           
310 RGASPI, f.495, op.120, d.215: Óscar Pérez Solís, ‘Para acabar con una crisis indecente’ (1926), l.95. 
311 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to the RILU bureau (29/09/1924), l.15. 
312 RGASPI, f.495, op.120, d.215: Óscar Pérez Solís, ‘Para acabar con una crisis indecente’ (1926), l.95-97. 

Although there is truth to what Solís says in his 1926 report to the Comintern, he possibly resorted to 

exaggeration, for he was snarled in a polemic with Maurín and on his way to abandon the PCE. 
313 Maurín, El Bloque, 10-11. 
314 RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.288: Maurín to Nin (20/04/1922), l.31. 
315 Bueso, Recuerdos, 203. 



320 

 

of moral perfection in humanity that at present does not exist. And we ought to suppose 

that it will never exist as long as that the capitalist disorder continues. And since capitalism 

will only cease to exist by way of proletarian revolution, I arrive at the conclusion that only 

Revolutionary Syndicalism is a genuine doctrine of social transformation. [...] However, I 

doubt of the moral value of syndicalism, for it is profoundly materialistic, and scorns 

idealism. [...] That is why I think that anarchist communism, if it is interpreted properly, 

can resolve not only the material aspect of social problems, but also its moral, human, and 

existential ones. As you can see, my position is very eclectic, right?316 

While the likes of Pérez Solís were all too keen to blame Maurín for the “opportunistic” strategy 

of La Batalla, attracting cenetistas on the basis of the least common denominator, the endeavour 

of organising a pro-Bolshevik tendency in the CNT in 1922-24 was no easy task. These were 

years of defeat and demoralisation, in Spain and beyond. The life of the trade unions, even 

before the onset of dictatorship, was ‘reduced to raising dues’. Many militants ‘went home’, 

others sought to compensate the ebb in mass movement by force of the revolver.317 These were 

years of ideological and organisational conservatism, where activists clutched to old certainties 

before a disheartening reality. To revamp the ideas and tactics of the CNT and turn it into a 

Marxist force was a Sisyphean task. Had La Batalla stood on a more rigid, coherent, and 

centralised political platform, its gains might have been qualitatively superior, but quantitatively 

meagre.  

 

V. The communist-syndicalists and the PCE 
 

Isolated in the CNT and encouraged by Moscow, Maurín and his close circle of followers joined 

the PCE in October 1924. In all, around one hundred communist-syndicalists joined, which 

gives an idea of their meagre numbers. If Maurín had returned from Russia in October 1921 as 

a committed Leninist, why such a delay in his accession to the party? Tactical calculations 

played a role. The party would scare away potential sympathisers in the CNT, steeped as they 

were in the anarchist outlook. Yet this is only part of the explanation. Relations between the 

communist-syndicalists and the leadership of the PCE in Madrid were atrocious throughout this 

period. Sheer contempt for the party, and the expectation that an alternative communist power 

base would emerge in Barcelona, delayed the entrance to the PCE.  
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Spanish communism in this period was a lacklustre affair. When Maurín returned from Russia 

in October 1921, there existed two communist organisations, both grouping a few thousand 

members. The Partido Comunista Español (Spanish Communist Party) had emerged from the 

“ultra-lefts” of the Socialist Youth in the split concocted by Borodin and Shipman in April 1920. 

Gung-ho radicals, they were proudly sectarian towards libertarians and socialists. Another 

communist organisation was formed after a second split of the PSOE in April 1921, out of more 

conciliatory “left-centrists”, who went to form the PCO (Partido Comunista Obrero, Communist 

Workers’ Party). The latter, more numerous and rooted in the UGT unions, grouped important 

ex-socialist leaders. The two parties frittered time in fratricidal wrangles, until Comintern 

delegate Antonio Graziadei enforced unity in November 1921. The Partido Comunista de 

España (Communist Party of Spain, PCE) was formed. Tensions were suppressed, but not 

removed. The leadership fell mostly in the hands of the men of the PCO. Old PSOE chieftain 

García Quejido, formerly an ardent Wilsonian, became general secretary. He incurred the ire of 

Borodin’s youths, who formed an internal dissident faction, the “ultra-left” Grupo Comunista 

Español (Spanish Communist Group). The key bone of contention was participation in 

elections, which the youths opposed. In the spring of 1922, a split loomed. Moscow’s deus ex 

machina saved the day once again, as Comintern agent Jules Humbert-Droz cowed the Grupo 

into apparent submission. Yet the Grupo remained dissatisfied, and blamed the many 

shortcomings and failures of the party on the ‘inaction’ of the leaders.318 In the north, where the 

communists were strongest, Óscar Pérez Solís built a semi-autonomous power base, aloof from 

the two main factions in Madrid.319 Such was the unedifying state of affairs when Maurín sat as 

general secretary of the CNT in the autumn of 1921. 

It was Maurín’s lasting conviction that the communist movement in Spain had to be built with 

the raw materials of the CNT, not the PSOE, and from Barcelona, not Madrid. The former was 

industrial, proletarian, revolutionary; the latter bureaucratic, petty bourgeois, reformist. Already 

in November 1921, his aim was clear: to build a movement within the CNT ‘that will stop the 

official C[ommunist] P[arty] from monopolising the leadership of the movement, which should 

always belong to Catalonia, it’s Marxist logic’. ‘The CP could quickly become powerful and 

the absolute master’, he wrote in February 1922. ‘But if the CP goes on without attracting the 

syndicalist camp, it is lost without remedy’. ‘The men at its head are worthless. The leaders of 

the PCO, the Torralbas, the García Cortés, the Anguianos, etc., have nothing to say to the masses 
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with their inaction’. ‘The CP’, augured Maurín, ‘will fall dead’. ‘I assure you’, he told Nin, ‘the 

current CP is a cadaver. They don’t have a single writer, or a speaker. And where there are no 

agitators, there is nothing’.320 The ambitious Maurín thought he could, and should, leapfrog the 

PCE to recast Spanish communism from Catalonia. In the words of communist Juan Andrade, 

La Batalla ‘believed the Party should come to them rather than they to the Party. That is, that 

they should become the leading centre of the PCE’.321  

Hilario Arlandis was a card-carrying communist since 1920, but his views of the party leaders 

were no more approving than Maurín’s. The infighting in the PCE, was ‘a real mess’. ‘In Spain’, 

he reported in November 1922, ‘the party is in a calamitous situation. The discredit of the party 

has been aggravated by the madcap positions of the Central Committee’.322 The absolute 

disregard for party affairs in communist-syndicalist propaganda was not simply a tactical 

manoeuvre, it was heartfelt. The first time they referred to the party, it was to admonish them 

for the ‘pathetic spectacle’ of their internal squabbles.323 

The communist-syndicalists maintained virtually no relations with the PCE until the summer of 

1922. Only Nin engaged in correspondence with César González, a Central Committee member 

who hailed from the PCO but who had a very critical view of the party. Their friendship was 

forged during González’s visit to Russia in 1922. For González, ‘the leaders of the party are 

rather weak, not only culturally and organisationally, but they also lack enthusiasm’.324 The 

men of the PCO struck Lucha Social as too grey and too compromised with the PSOE. They 

represented a liability in the CNT, for they were vituperated by the anarchists who turned these 

former socialist leaders into men of straw. But neither did the communist-syndicalists 

sympathise much with the youths of Borodin’s party, who they regarded as ‘confused’ and 

‘unbalanced’.325  

However, Maurín’s expectation to conquer the CNT for communism proved deluded, especially 

after the unqualified defeat at the Zaragoza conference. Isolated, he was forced to collaborate 

with the PCE. The communist-syndicalists held their first formal meeting with the party in 

August 1922. The tête-à-tête was prompted by Humbert-Droz and César González, who 
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believed the debacle in Zaragoza rendered collaboration ‘necessary’.326 Maurín and Ibáñez met 

Antonio Malillos, the party’s trade union organiser, in Barcelona in early August 1922 (Arlandis 

was busy in Valencia). They resolved to set up a joint federation of RILU partisans in the CNT 

and the UGT, based on local action committees. The leadership of the federation would reside 

in Madrid, but its weekly organ would remain in Barcelona. These discussions anticipated the 

foundation of the CSR. Yet the meeting was fraught. Maurín demanded ‘that this paper have 

the same orientation as La Vie Ouvrière’. Malillos ‘disagreed that the organ should be as 

favourable to the autonomy of the labour movement [from the party] as is La Vie Ouvrière’.327  

Back in Madrid, Malillos reported to the party leaders, who remained sceptical. The Central 

Committee ‘refused to sanction the autonomy of the trade union movement, which would hinder 

the development of the party and would be a capitulation to the anarchists of the CNT’.328 There 

were two additional disagreements, unreported by the party. The communist-syndicalists 

desired to create a pro-RILU federation operating exclusively in the CNT, not the UGT. And 

they demanded that the growing numbers of communists that were being marginalised and 

expelled from the UGT should enter the CNT. A more fundamental issue, which the PCE dared 

not broach, was the underlying desire to integrate the communist-syndicalists into the party. All 

assumed the communist-syndicalists would eventually join the PCE. But while its leaders 

expected this to happen sooner rather than later, Maurín was in no rush. He wanted to build a 

mass pro-Bolshevik tendency in the CNT unhindered by Madrid. When this was consolidated, 

they would join ‘en bloc’, in the belief that Maurín would then have the authority to wrest the 

party leadership for Barcelona.329 The PCE decided to invite Maurín to Madrid to reconcile 

differences.330  

Maurín stopped in Madrid en route to Portugal to discuss with the PCE grandees. Disagreements 

were not resolved. The party was unwilling to make any concessions to the anarchists, and, 

more generally, thought that Maurín exaggerated the importance of the CNT. An exasperated 

César González recounted the tête-à-tête. ‘There are some differences of thought between you 

and us. I think your tactic of temporising and deception [towards the anarchists] has driven you 

to your current situation. […] I think it’s childish and harmful. The Confederation does not 

exist, there is nothing to be conquered’. González, and the other PCE leaders, feared Maurín’s 
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tactics would further disjoint the already formless communist movement, ‘the Party is not 

acquiring the personality it should’. A resolution pending, Moscow was asked to arbitrate, and 

another meeting scheduled. ‘We’ll reach an agreement’, hoped González, ‘and, as has happened 

in the past, you’ll see your cunning tactic is not so, and your [anarchist] friends will screw you 

over’.331     

After these disappointing first encounters, the communist-syndicalists turned to Pérez Solís, 

who had clashed with the PCE top brass. ‘He is disgusted with the central party leadership’, 

rejoiced Maurín.332 In the meantime, Moscow had intervened. A letter from the RILU bureau 

sent a few days after Maurín’s stopover in Madrid, probably penned by Nin, affirmed ‘we do 

not hesistate to declare we prefer comrade Maurín’s plans over yours’. The bureau called for an 

independent federation for CNT dissidents, which would maintain an ‘unofficial’ rapport with 

communist trade unionists in the UGT. Its press organ should be a ‘revolutionary syndicalist 

mouthpiece’ in view of the ‘anarchist influence’ that prevailed in the CNT. A provocative 

passage that was crossed out held that ‘the Spanish communist party is still too weak to adopt 

such an intransigent attitude’ on these matters. The RILU reminded the Spanish communists 

that Maurín’s line was being implemented in the Italian USI and the French CGTU ‘with very 

good results’. In a blunt indication of Moscow’s trust towards the communist-syndicalists, the 

letter noted that ‘in Spain [this tactic] will give even better results because, ideologically, 

Maurín, Ibáñez, Arlandis and the other comrades are much closer to us than the Italian and 

French syndicalists’.333 

Maurín enjoyed Moscow’s consistent support in his dispute with Madrid. In part, this owed to 

the influence of his good friend Andreu Nin, with whom he was at one on all important matters. 

Nin had become a key figure in the RILU, second only to Lozovsky.334 The Spanish communist-

syndicalists were also in good terms with Alfred Rosmer, Humbert-Droz, and Victor Serge, 

who were authoritative power-brokers in the Comintern, both in Moscow and in Paris. But, 

personal contacts aside, Lozovsky was inclined to back Maurín against the PCE leadership. His 

arguments about the centrality of the CNT and of Barcelona for the class struggle on the Iberian 

Peninsula seemed to be vindicated by events, past and present. And, had Maurín’s tactics not 

worked in France, where the syndicalist CGTU was conquered by communism through careful 
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diplomacy? Would it not work too in the CNT? Moreover, the PCE was a weakling. Its constant 

infighting was a source of anxiety for Moscow. Its leaders were all former socialist 

heavyweights, who appeared to be biased in favour of the UGT, prejudiced against the CNT. In 

June 1923, Maurín travelled to Russia to participate in the general council of the RILU, where 

he put forward his views. Lozovsky, with the connivance of the Comintern, sided with 

Maurín.335  

Therefore, as explained above, the disgruntled PCE remained silent as Maurín and Pérez Solís 

launched the CSR in Bilbao. They disapproved of the project, and attempted to boycott it 

passively from Madrid, but, in light of Moscow’s pugnacious stance, and of Pérez Solís’ 

authority and independence in Biscay, they could not come out openly against the initiative. 

The coolness of the PCE towards the CSR prompted Arlandis to write a letter of protest to 

Moscow. Above all, he lambasted the party for not having asked communists expelled from the 

UGT to join the CNT and thus help the campaign of La Batalla. Their fixation with the UGT, 

he said, was ‘not only mistaken, but disastrous’. In response, Andreu Nin and Otto Kuusinen 

sent letters to the PCE protesting against the party’s ‘sectarian’ attitude towards the CSR, and, 

more generally, towards the CNT.336 So hostile were relations between La Batalla and the PCE 

that the minute party branch in Barcelona, grouping about a dozen former socialists who split 

in 1921, lived an entirely separate existence. Arlandis, who was officially a member of the party, 

kept no contact with them, ‘he did not even register his membership in the local communist 

branch’.337 

The publication of Lucha Obrera, an ambitious project, which made use of a quasi-libertarian 

rhetoric, was received negatively by the PCE. It refused to provide the addresses of the party 

organ, La Antorcha, for the distribution of the new daily. The failure of this initiative, however, 

obliged Maurín to make concrete plans for his entrance to the party. The road in the CNT was 

blocked.338 Anarchist censorship against the communist-syndicalists reached its apogee at 

Granollers. The moderate cenetistas began to go their own way. After a major round of 

repression against the Confederation in May 1924, the unions had virtually ceased to exist. 

Maurín was also increasingly badgered by the party to join.339 This was facilitated to some 

                                                           
335 RGASPI, f.495, op.120, d.215: Óscar Pérez Solís, ‘Para acabar con una crisis indecente’ (1926), l.95. 

Pérez Baró, Els ‘‘feliços’’ anys vint, 167. 
336 I have not found these letters, but they are mentioned in: RGASPI, f.534, op.7, d.289: PCE Central 

Committee to the Comintern (09/04/1923), l.20.  
337 RGASPI, f.495, op.120, d.215: Óscar Pérez Solís, ‘Para acabar con una crisis indecente’ (1926), l.97. 
338 Bizcarrondo & Elorza, Queridos camaradas, 45. 
339 Ibáñez, Memorias, 220. 
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extent by a reshuffle in party leadership in June 1923, when some of the most compromised 

PCO veterans stepped down. César González became general secretary, Arlandis was co-opted 

into the Central Committee, and Pérez Solís became the most influential figure in the 

organisation.340 But before adhering to the party, Maurín first attempted to strengthen his hand 

as much as possible. By the spring of 1924, La Batalla, more centralised and cohesive, became 

‘an unofficial communist party of sorts, which Maurín used to reinforce his position vis-à-vis 

the PCE and the Communist International’.341  

One of Maurín’s prerequisites to join the party was that the executive committee of the CSR 

move from Oviedo to Barcelona, presumably as a prelude to the transfer of the party leadership 

from Madrid to Barcelona. In the course of 1923, the CSR had evolved into a somewhat more 

tangible body in Asturias and Biscay than in Catalonia. In this period, the communists were 

able to lead major strikes in these regions (some violent and insurrectionary). The CSR served 

as a bridge to involve sympathetic anarcho-syndicalists in the struggle. However, with the 

coming of the dictatorship in September, labour mobilisation in the north declined sharply. 

Maurín gave an overoptimistic account of the potential for the development of the CSR in 

Catalonia. Moscow backed his petition to transfer their leadership to Barcelona. In January 

1924, Lozovsky recommended that the CSR should transfer ‘to the centre of the Spanish labour 

movement’. In Barcelona, ‘the CSR can directly oppose the disorderly work of the anarchists’. 

The PCE once again dragged its feet. The letter was left unanswered, and the RILU, visibly 

irritated, reiterated its demand in March.342 Only in November did the CSR move to Barcelona, 

after Maurín and his followers had joined the party.  

In the spring of 1924 Maurín negotiated with the PCE. He asked for La Batalla ‘to be admitted 

into the party as a bloc’. He wanted to ‘negate’ the small communist branch that already existed 

in Barcelona and ‘rebuild the communist group in their own terms’. He also demanded the right 

to organise ‘a Regional Committee of a so-called Catalan-Balearic Communist Federation’. The 

Central Committee of the PCE ‘rejected this request and understood that those who wanted to 

join the Party should sign up at the already constituted branches’, that is, each member of La 

Batalla should apply for membership individually.343  
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As usual, the conflict had to be resolved in Moscow. In July, during the third RILU congress, 

Maurín and Nin held informal discussions with the PCE delegates, Rojas, Acevedo, Pérez Solís, 

and Alonso, and with the Comintern top brass. In addition to his request for a Catalan-Balearic 

communist federation and for affiliation  en bloc, Maurín now broached another thorny 

question. He suggested the Central Committee of the party itself should move to Barcelona. 

This desire he backed with a sophisticated exposition of Catalonia’s centrality in the Spanish 

labour movement by dint of its industrial character, which contrasted with the bureaucratic 

capital Madrid. He promised ‘giddy’ growth for communism from the limitless seam of the 

CNT.344  

The Spanish communists protested against this, and hinted at Catalan nationalist and anarcho-

syndicalist deviations behind this fixation with Barcelona.345 ‘But the Catalans – that is, 

Maurín’s group – had won the battle in Moscow’. Indeed, Maurín was admitted as a full member 

of the Comintern during its fifth congress, held immediately before that of the RILU. General 

Secretary Zinoviev himself voiced his support for Barcelona. And in the authoritarian 

atmosphere of “Bolshevisation” in the International, what Zinoviev said, went. In his view, 

Maurín’s optimistic, energetic attitude was more in line with the “Bolshevised” Comintern than 

César González’s dull ‘passivity’. Pérez Solís was swayed. ‘They soon won the battle in Spain 

too’, he recounted. To the carrot of immediate gains for the party in Catalonia, Maurín added 

the stick of threatening a split, ‘the creation of a Catalan communist party’. Thus, Maurín and 

about ‘thirty or forty’ sympathisers of La Batalla (fifty, according to Pérez Baró) joined the 

PCE in October 1924 and set up a Catalan-Balearic Federation within the organisation.346 A 

month later, a heated party plenum, where Castilians and Asturians brawled with Catalans and 

Basques, resolved to transfer the Central Committee to Barcelona. After this, a few others 

joined, raising the numbers of communist-syndicalists in the PCE to about a hundred. ‘Such 

were the crushing forces that were called to become the kernel of the Party’, ironised Pérez 

Solís two years later.347    

Most of the Central Committee of the party was arrested in Barcelona over the winter of 1924-

25, including Maurín. The leadership of the party was transferred abroad, to Paris, under José 
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Bullejos and Gabriel León Trilla (the prime candidate had been Nin, but he was already 

blacklisted as a Trotskyist). By now, the PCE was in shambles. Internal squabbles and purges, 

repression, and exile demoralised and decimated the already battered forces of Spanish 

communism. In the late 1920s, the party numbered no more than a few hundred members. Pérez 

Solís defected to militant Catholicism. The party leadership became increasingly submissive to 

Moscow. It sought solace for its weakness in the capricious resolutions of the Stalinist 

Comintern, which it obediently regurgitated. Maurín and his closest followers polemicised from 

prison with Bullejos, while formally toeing Moscow’s line.  

Maurín later claimed to have been abhorred by the rise of Stalin. ‘The group around La Batalla’, 

he commented years later, ‘had sympathised ideologically with Lenin and Trotsky, but never 

with Stalin’.348 Maurín interviewed Trotsky in August 1924, at a time when the campaign 

against him was already intense, and acclaimed him as ‘the iron fist the revolution needs to 

triumph’.349 The expulsion from the PCF in autumn 1924 of Pierre Monatte and Alfred Rosmer, 

with whom the communist-syndicalists had sympathised, was alarming.350 Criticism of the PCE 

from the Catalan-Balearic Federation began to extend towards the Comintern itself in the late 

1920s, especially after the Comintern entered its “ultra-left” Third Period. After the final split 

with Moscow in 1930, Maurín and his men formed the BOC (Bloc Obrer i Camperol, Workers’ 

and Peasants’ Bloc), a heterodox anti-Stalinist party, which called for the independence of 

Catalonia and echoed some of Bukharin’s views on the peasantry. In the meantime in Russia, 

Andreu Nin had joined Trotsky’s Left Opposition. Stalinist persecution forced him to flee the 

country in 1930. He returned to Barcelona and set about to organise the Spanish Left 

Opposition. In 1935, Nin’s Left Opposition merged with Maurín’s BOC to create the POUM. 

This dissident organisation played an important part in the Spanish Civil War, when it claimed 

a membership of 60,000 and a militia force of 10,000. Communist repression destroyed it in 

1937-39. Nin was kidnapped, tortured, and shot by GPU agents. Maurín was to spend decades 

in Franco’s jails.   

Why did most of the leading cadre of the communist-syndicalists end up in the anti-Stalinist 

camp? It is tempting to adduce their libertarian background, which made them ill-disposed to 

Stalinism. Internationally, many other communists with a syndicalist or anarcho-syndicalist 
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background rebelled against Stalin.351 Yet this is only one factor. As explained above, Nin and 

Maurín’s flirtations with anarchism in 1917-21 were skin-deep. And many Soviet agents, in 

Spain and elsewhere, hailed from anarchism. Indeed, the wartime general secretary of the PCE, 

José Díaz, had been a cenetista. Arlandis and Colomer dabbled with the BOC in the early 1930s, 

but decided to reaffiliate with the Stalinist PCE on the eve of the war. Others who hailed from 

socialism, such as Juan Andrade or Luis Portela, ended up as anti-Stalinists.  

In my opinion, Nin and Maurín’s bumpy ideological evolution – from republicanism, to 

socialism, to anarcho-syndicalism, to communism – determined their turn against Stalinism. 

These transformations required revision and thought, which imbued them with a critical 

attitude. The Stalinist cadre tended (though there were exceptions) to consist of parvenus with 

a relatively flat ideological background, who were rapidly absorbed by the voracious Comintern 

apparatus. This was the case of wartime PCE leaders José Díaz and Dolores Ibárruri. At the 

same time, Nin and Maurín joined the communist movement in the early 1920s, when, in the 

words of Isaac Deutscher, ‘it had not yet gone into the totalitarian mould’ and ‘intellectual 

integrity was still valued’. Those who joined later ‘began their experience on a much lower 

level’ and became accommodative to Stalinism.352 Moreover, Nin and Maurín underwent their 

turbulent ideological evolution in a testing political juncture. The defeat of the Spanish trienio 

bolchevista had elicited mostly negative responses from the labour movement. The anarchists 

sought comfort in their traditional Bakuninist doctrine. The PCE, small and insecure from its 

inception, found consolation in the dictates of the Third International.353 The politically 

orphaned communist-syndicalists, cornered in the CNT and rejected by the PCE, were left to 

their own devices to grapple with defeat, without any solid organisation or tradition to lean on. 

These conditions stimulated an innovative, pro-active, and positive approach to the daunting 

problems of Spanish labour.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

The Bolshevik romance of the Spanish anarchists was essentially a political, not an empirical 

question. It was not simply the (partial) ignorance of Russian affairs that made it possible for 

libertarians to fall in love with the Soviet Republic. Powerful political factors pushed in that 

direction. The social effervescence in Spain and Europe in 1917-20 produced the impression 

that events in Russia heralded world revolution. This was an epoch of tremendous enthusiasm 

for anti-capitalists. Optimism obfuscated ideological discrepancies within the radical left. These 

differences had already been attenuated by the experience of the First World War, when the 

divides within the labour movement were redrawn and both the anarchist and the Marxist camps 

became polarised. Affinities emerged among libertarians and Social Democrats that opposed 

the war. The events of 1917 accelerated this realignment within the European left.  

In 1917-20, the chasm between reformists and revolutionaries, and between pro- and anti-war 

activists, became more important than formal ideological tags. This was especially so in Spain, 

where the anarchists had historically been at loggerheads with the milquetoast socialists of the 

PSOE. Marxism was largely associated with their reformist practices. Bolshevism confronted 

the anarchists with a new, revolutionary form of Marxism that appeared to be more akin to their 

mentality than to the Spanish socialists’. At the same time, the social ferment of these years 

generated the temptation among anarcho-syndicalists to pose as the Spanish counterparts of the 

Bolsheviks to capitalise politically on the victorious Russian Revolution. And this they did. The 

spectacular rise of the CNT in 1918-19 is not unrelated to its capacity to associate itself with 

Soviet Russia. The recruitment of thousands of radicalised youths that swamped the activist 

core of the movement further strengthened the pro-Bolshevik tendencies in the CNT. It allowed 

a new national committee that was both proudly Bakuninist and pro-Bolshevik to displace the 

moderate, pragmatic leadership around Salvador Seguí. Both Bakuninism and Bolshevism were 

identity marks of radicalism that were used by the extremist faction to drive the movement 

down the revolutionary road. The experience of brutal state and employer violence in Spain and 

of bloody counterrevolution in other European countries made the Soviet dictatorship of the 

proletariat palatable to the embattled anarchists. The Bolsheviks’ success in vanquishing the 

Whites and winning the Civil War raised their authority and the appeal of their doctrines. The 

anarchist love affair with Soviet Russia was not mere delusion, nor was it a simple 
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misunderstanding. The effectiveness of Bolshevism seduced the libertarians in a context of 

generalised revolutionary euphoria. 

The impact of the Russian Revolution brutalised social conflict in Spain. It offered a 

revolutionary beacon for the strikes and rebellions that swept the country. Among property 

owners, it raised the spectre of their own violent downfall, hardening their stance and their quest 

to crush organised labour. The counterrevolutionary models that emerged across Europe, 

especially in Italy, provided an attractive solution to the threat of Bolshevism. The influence of 

the Russian Revolution, in the positive among workers, in the negative among the ruling classes, 

accelerated the demise of the semi-democratic Restoration regime.  

The Spanish anarchist encounter with Bolshevism in Moscow in 1920-21 was not without 

points of friction. The early Comintern was an extraordinarily heterogeneous formation where 

different shades of anarchism and syndicalism coincided with communists, radicals and 

revolutionaries of all sorts of tendencies. The glue that stuck them together was the impression 

that the Russian (and the world) Revolution were marching forward. The expectation of victory 

made it possible to reconcile differences. The authority of the Bolsheviks was unparalleled and 

allowed them to carry the day in all important matters. The experience of defeat turned the 

tables and shattered this amalgam. 

The anarchist delegates that travelled to Soviet Russia in 1920-21 were confronted with a 

complex reality that was simultaneously attractive and abhorrent. The success of the 

Bolsheviks, their international authority, and the vibrancy of the Third International contrasted 

with the prevalent misery, repression, and apathy. There was no one-dimensional reading of 

Soviet reality, and the trip to Russia was seldom an epiphany for anarchist travellers. It often 

aggravated their doubts on Bolshevism rather than resolve them. Opinions on Soviet society 

were inflected by the overall mood in the European labour movement. The optimistic belief that 

the Russian Revolution had prepared the ground for the imminent demise of world capitalism 

allowed delegates to make light of the negative aspects of Soviet society, seen as temporary 

sacrifices and pardonable excesses in the epic of world revolution. The evanescence of 

revolutionary opportunities in the 1920s turned things on their head. Anarchist delegates now 

emphasized the futile suffering of the Russian people and the unjustifiable authoritarianism of 

the Soviet government.  

The mood of the anarcho-syndicalist movement in Spain changed drastically in 1921. The CNT 

went from a phase of untrammelled advances to one of retreat under the blows of repression 
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and with the spread of exhaustion among the rank-and-file. This coincided with the ebb of the 

European post-war revolutionary process and the growing isolation of a battered Soviet 

Republic. Militants sought solace in old certainties and became sceptical of the Russian 

Revolution. Anarchist anti-Marxism made a vigorous comeback, but was overhauled in 

response to the Bolshevik threat. It became a more consistent and aggressively anti-Marxist 

ideology. Modern anarcho-syndicalism was born out of the libertarians’ divorce with 

communism.  

The anti-Bolshevik turn of the CNT did not come as an epiphany but was the outcome of a 

ferocious political battle that developed between the summer of 1921 and June 1922. A small 

core of libertarian ideologues was able to sway the opinion of the movement, especially of the 

youths that had become active after 1917. News of anti-anarchist repression in Russia and of 

Soviet despotism generated revulsion in Spain. They added to the cynicism brought about by 

the experience of defeat at home. The emergence of the PCE as a unified force in November 

1921 also helped widen the chasm between libertarians and Bolsheviks. The Comintern became 

increasingly associated with a small communist party based in Madrid that was created from 

the rib of Social Democracy. This party stood in elections and was active in the hated UGT. 

The insistence of the Third International on a united front with the socialists was not well 

received by the cenetistas. Nor did the communists’ vocal disapproval of terrorism tally with 

the trigger-happy anarchist youths. The anti-Bolsheviks thus found fertile ground among the 

anarcho-syndicalist rank-and-file.  

The hard-line libertarians that spearheaded the anti-Bolshevik turn found unlikely allies among 

their moderate adversaries, the men grouped around Salvador Seguí. By jumping on the anti-

Bolshevik bandwagon, they sought to recover their tarnished anarchist credentials, to escape 

the clasp of the Comintern in order to pursue their own pragmatic strategy, and to curb the 

adventurist attitudes that had been abetted by the Russian example.  

The victory of the anti-Bolsheviks was also the failure of the communist-syndicalist faction that 

attempted to keep the CNT within Moscow’s orbit. Starved of cadres, inexperienced and 

overambitious, dazzled by the successes of communists in other countries, they failed to 

influence the bulk of the movement. The “pure” form of revolutionary syndicalism they 

propounded, peppered with communist tropes, appeared as artificial and contrived in a country 

where syndicalism had always been strongly influenced by anarchism. And indeed, as attested 

by the Moscow archives, their “pure” syndicalism was a contrivance, intended to lure cenetistas 
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towards communism. Isolation in the CNT drew this tendency towards the PCE. Yet the 

convulsive, complicated history of this faction forced their cadres to rethink carefully the 

problems of Spanish labour and of their own strategy, turning them into creative and intelligent 

leaders. The communist-syndicalist faction produced some of the most interesting Marxist 

thinkers of the interwar period in Spain. Most of their militants ended in the anti-Stalinist camp 

in the 1930s.   

The changing attitude of the Spanish anarchists towards Soviet Russia has to be related to the 

general mechanics of revolution. For Leon Trotsky the most indubitable feature of revolution 

‘is the direct interference of the masses in historical events’.1 This seldom occurs in history, and 

that is why revolutions represent such extraordinary episodes. Naivety and exaggerated illusions 

often accompany the awakening of ordinary people to active politics. This is necessary to shake 

off the inertia of routine and to break through the thick crust of apathy. The first victories of 

revolution exacerbate these illusions and goad into action even wider sectors of the population. 

The rising tide of mass movement buoys the ostracised activists of yesteryear. Victories 

reverberate across borders. Foreign examples catalyse accumulated suffering and frustration 

into political activity. They instil a belief in success that stimulates struggle and makes sacrifice 

more endurable. The nebulous desire for change condenses around the new revolutionary 

lightning rod. 

Yet it soon becomes clear that illusions do not correspond to reality. Revolution bears less fruit 

than expected. Exhaustion sets in. Thus begins the ebb, as many relapse into cynicism and into 

the drudgery of survival. This allows counterrevolution to raise its head. Activists feel 

increasingly isolated as the mass movement retreats. Disoriented, exasperated, and distrustful 

of the grassroots, there is a tendency to seek comfort in doctrine. Defeat begets ideological and 

organisational conservatism. Theoretical innovation is possible in times of ebb, as attested by 

the communist-syndicalists of Spain, but it must swim against the stream. Alliances are 

shattered as conflicting explanations for failure are put forward. While some embrace 

sectarianism, others seek accommodation with the existing order of things. Some seek to 

compensate defeat through reckless insurrectionism and terrorism. If revolutionaries have 

managed to seize power during the high tide, they will increasingly rely on the machinery of 
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the state to sustain the revolution – and to sustain themselves amidst misery and disbelief. The 

wheels of bureaucratisation are set in motion.  

I believe this general schema applies to the Russian Revolution and its impact on Spain. The 

high tide of the European revolutionary process made it possible for libertarians to embrace 

Bolshevism and to rally to the Comintern. The ebb turned the film backwards. Such is the 

unglamorous paradigm of revolution. However, revolutions remain a defining feature of history 

and, I believe, a primary factor for human progress. Notwithstanding the defeats and 

regressions, they elevate humanity onto new rungs, settling age-old problems at one fell swoop 

and opening new vistas of emancipation. They leave an ineffable mark, and, no matter the 

retreats, when the movement begins anew, it starts off on a higher plane and sets itself even 

more colossal tasks. ‘Whether this method is good or bad from the point of view of normative 

philosophy I do not know’, commented Trotsky, ‘and I must confess I am not interested in 

knowing. But I do know definitely that this is the only way that humanity has found thus far’.2 
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