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Abstract
During the first third of the twentieth century rural anarchism found its deepest roots in southern 
Spain. A small number of convinced revolutionaries had significant success in organizing large 
numbers of landless harvest workers by following a strategy of direct action to resolve local problems. It 
competed successfully with other trade unions for members, not just because it was usually the first to 
organize in the villages, but also because the socialists largely ignored farm workers until after the First 
World War, and Catholic syndicates could only access a limited constituency because of widespread 
anticlericalism. However weaknesses emerged during the Second Republic (1931–6) as the anarchist 
movement had to choose whether or not to support the new government, which was favourably inclined 
towards workers. At the same time it lost ground to the rival socialist union, which was more successful 
in operating at a national scale.

Opposition by farm workers to the introduction of harvest machinery is found in most 
countries, especially during the process of structural change when farming declines in 
importance relative to other economic sectors.1 Although farm wages increase with industri-
alization and the growth of off-farm migration, the rises are usually less than those achieved 
by workers in other sectors but sufficiently great to encourage farmers to seek cost reductions. 
What was unusual in southern Spain in the half century prior to the Civil War (1936–9) was 
not that workers challenged these attempts by employers to limit wage increases and reduce 
work opportunities, but rather that they choose to do so by joining anarchist trade unions 
or syndicates. A handful of highly politicized leaders who wished to overthrow the state by 
revolutionary means provided leadership to large numbers of field workers whose demands 
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were generally limited to achieving higher wages and better work conditions. This paper 
argues that anarchist syndicates provided a relatively efficient organizational structure so long 
as conflicts remained local and trade union activities were restricted by law, but were less 
successful when they had to organize workers over large distances in a democracy.

Rural anarchism in Europe had its deepest roots in southern Spain and a rich literature 
exists, which attempts to explain the revolutionary thinking of its leaders and account for 
the movement’s strength in what was one of western Europe’s more backward regions.2 
However, just as it is difficult to classify the beliefs of the leading anarchists other than their 
rejection of a strong centralized state, so too is it hard to explain the mass appeal of anarcho-
syndicalism to the region’s workers. For example, theories which link anarchism to poverty 
caused by economic backwardness break down because of the movement’s strength in 
Barcelona, the country’s leading industrial centre, while rural anarchism was strongest after 
1910 in a region where agricultural change was rapid and living standards were improving.3 
Secretive revolutionary syndicates in the late nineteenth century were perhaps the only 
possible form of effective organization in societies where workers’ rights were oppressed and 
political representation restricted, but the presence of anarchist thinkers and outrages were 
also common in other European countries at this time. What makes Spanish anarchism 
different was the creation of a mass movement that represented a significant part of the 
working classes, especially between 1917–21 and 1931–37.4 This paper suggests three alternative 
arguments for the strength of rural anarchism. First, the anarchist strategy of direct action 
involving the whole village community and responding to local problems was especially 
effective in organizing workers given the irrelevance of the Spanish state to villagers until the 
Second Republic.5 Second, anarcho-syndicalism could compete successfully with other trade 
unions for members, not just because it was usually the first to organize in the villages, but 
also because the Socialists largely ignored farm workers until the First World War, while the 
Catholic syndicates had only a limited constituency because of widespread anticlericalism in 
Andalucia.6 Finally, anarchism was strongest in regions such as Jerez where large numbers of 
day labourers worked on big estates on the rich, fertile plain (Campiña), a region where the 
farm ladder was weak if not absent, helping to create a relatively heterogeneous working class 
with common interests (see Map 1). 

Jerez de la Frontera is located in the southern province of Cadiz and enjoyed a reputation for 
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	 7	 For the link between a dynamic local agriculture and conflict, see especially Díaz del Moral, Historia de las 
agitaciones.

having both a dynamic agriculture and exceptional levels of rural conflict.7 The fact that Jerez 
is the centre of the sherry industry resulted in close commercial ties with the British market, 
allowing farmers to became quickly familiar with new methods and technologies developed 
in the First Industrial Nation. The revolutionary nature of the city’s workforce was apparent 
well before the First Republic (1873–74). Over the next half-century Jerez experienced the Black 
Hand (Mano Negra) movement of 1882; a ‘peasant assault’ on the city in 1892; and extensive 
conflicts in the years between 1910 and 1923 and again in the early 1930s. 

The article has three sections. The first looks at the nature of the Jerez economy and discusses 
the organizational problems facing cereal workers on the large estates. The article then examines 
how over time the anarchist syndicates overcame state repression and were able to introduce 
collective bargaining, especially during the 1910s. Advances were limited, however, as not only 
did the syndicate find it difficult to consolidate agreements from one year to the next, but 
farmers increasingly enjoyed the possibilities of mechanization. Finally, the third section shows 
how the Spanish Republic changed the institutional structure which determined collective 
bargaining and exposed the limits to the anarchist strategy during the 1932 and 1933 strikes.

m a p  1. Cadiz Province
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I

The historical literature has often associated the concentration of landownership and 
latifundios, especially in cereal farming, with rural unrest in Andalucía during the first 
third of the twentieth century.8 In the western provinces of this region, comprising Cadiz, 
Cordoba, Huelva and Seville, an estimated 57 per cent of all property was found in estates of 
over 250 hectares and was owned by just 1.8 per cent of landowners. Even if some land was 
only marginal for cultivation, these estates contributed 37 per cent of all taxable income.9 
In Jerez de la Frontera, which represented a fifth of the area and almost 30 per cent of the 
taxable income of the province of Cadiz, around 74 per cent of all its land was found in large 
estates of over 250 hectares.10 Over half the total farm incomes in 1900 were earned by 842 
large and medium property owners, while the other 94 per cent of the farm population, made 
up of 1064 small property owners and 11,892 landless casual workers or jornaleros, accounted 
for the rest (Tables 1 and 2). One estimate for Andalucia in the early 1930s suggests that 
jornaleros were only employed for between 180 and 250 days a year, and most worked part 
time in other activities such as construction, transport or mining to cover their most basic 
needs.11 Yet high levels of land inequality and rural poverty were hardly unique to Andalucía, 
and Díaz del Moral, in his classic study published in 1928, noted that ‘if hunger produced 
unrest … then … Cordoba would have been in perpetual rebellion during many centuries’.12 

ta bl e  1. Farm population in Jerez, c.1900

Number % of total

Large property owners 213 1.5
Medium property owners 629 4.5
Small property owners 1064 7.7
Day workers (vines) 5000 36.0
Day workers (cereals) 1300 9.0
Day workers (general) 5592 40.0

Source: Montañés, Transformación agrícola, pp. 50–1. Large owners are those with a 
taxable income in excess of 5882 pesetas, and medium owners above 588 pesetas. 
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In fact rural unrest in western Andalucía was greatest in the half century prior to the Civil 
War, a period when employment opportunities in farming grew at roughly the same pace 
as the active labour force and real wages increased.13 Jornaleros in towns such as Jerez were 
poor, but explanations for the high levels of rural unrest during the first third of the century 
need to be sought elsewhere. 

Jerez, with 135,000 hectares, was one of Spain’s largest municipalities, and its population 
fluctuated around 63–65,000 during the first two decades of the twentieth century, with 50,000 
living in the city itself. By 1930 the population had increased to 72,000, and it reached 81,000 
by 1935.14 Despite the size, the city’s economy was essentially rural, involving farming and 
the processing and marketing of farm products. In the mid-nineteenth century viticulture 
production was at the heart of the town’s economy, employing large quantities of skilled labour 
in the vineyards, wineries, and barrel-making industry, and its sherry accounted for a fifth 
of all Spanish exports. However, from the 1870s British demand collapsed, and phylloxera 
devastated the vineyards a couple of decades later. In Jerez the area of vines fell from about 
7500 hectares in 1893 to 2800 by 1925, while wine production contributed less than ten per cent 
of agricultural output in the entire province by 1931 (Table 3).15 Although the early anarcho-
syndicalism movement in Jerez developed against a background of falling wages and labour 
de-skilling in viticulture and wine-making from the 1870s, this cannot account for the strength 
of the movement after 1900, as the sector had already adjusted to the new market conditions. 
Nor can it explain the presence of anarchism in other villages in western Andalucía, where the 
vine was rarely cultivated.16

ta bl e  2. Estimated distribution of farm income in Jerez, c.1900

Number of 
individuals

% of total Estimated income 
(ptas)

% of total

Small owners 1064 7.7 182,153 1.8
Day workers 11,892 86.2 4,846,359 48.2
Medium-sized owners 629 4.6 1,337,834 13.3
Large owners 213 1.5 3,679,188 36.6

Source: Montañés, Transformación agrícola, pp. 50–1.
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Instead, early twentieth-century rural anarchism was strongly linked to cereal farming, 
especially in the Campiña. Favourable prices and technological innovation saw the area of 
cereals and legumes in Cadiz increase from 118,758 to 152,423 hectares between 1886–90 and 
1930–35, while the fallow in the rotation declined from 191,046 to 90,957 hectares.17 The cortijo 
was a large farm and, because many were found at a considerable distance from the town, 
they provided accommodation for a small number of permanent workers who looked after the 
animals.18 Labour and capital requirements in traditional cereal production were small, and for 
much of the agricultural year provided Jerez’s workers with little employment. However for a 
few weeks during the cereal harvest labour demand became significantly greater than supply, 
and years of large harvests and high prices provided ideal conditions for organized labour to 
bargain for better work conditions. Failure to collect the harvest had major consequences. It 
might deprive workers of two or three weeks of well-paid work, but it left farmers with virtually 
no income for that year.

Workers’ syndicates, even at favourable times, faced major difficulties in organizing a highly 
heterogeneous workforce. Although the harvest required large amounts of physical labour, few 
skills were needed and the high wages attracted not just local jornaleros, but also small farmers 

ta bl e  3. The nature of production in Cadiz, 1909/13 and 1931*

1909/13 in millions of pesetas 1931 in millions of pesetas 

Cereals and legumes 43.7 46.6
Livestock 33.8 26.6
Wine (must) 7.9 8.4
Olive oil 4.8 5.0
Other crops 23.9 23.4
Total 114.1 110.0

Output per hectare 1433 pesetas 1445 pesetas
Output per male worker 301 pesetas 326 pesetas

Note: 1909/13 given in 1931 prices.
Source: James Simpson, ‘Spanish Agricultural Production and Productivity 1890–1936’, in The economic 
development of Spain since 1870, ed. Pablo Martín-Aceña and James Simpson (1995), pp. 208–9 and 211–12.
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rebellion in comparative perspective (1991), p. 173. 

and others who were normally employed in the industrial or service sectors.19 In Jerez, as in 
the rest of Andalucia, harvest workers can be divided into three distinct groups, each seeking 
different incentives. First, the permanent workers who lived on the cortijos enjoyed annual 
contracts and small perks from the farmers who tried to secure their loyalty.20 A second, and 
much larger group, consisted of the underemployed jornaleros, small farmers and artisans 
living in Jerez itself who attempted to maximize their total earnings by demanding to be 
paid day wages rather than piece rates.21 Finally, the high harvest wages attracted migrant 
labour from neighbouring villages in the Sierra de Cadiz (Villamartín, Prado del Rey, etc.), 
as well as from as far away as Portugal.22 These migrants preferred to maximize their daily 
earnings by using piece rates, and farmers often contracted a gang to harvest a specific field 
at a fixed price.23

Only the second group of workers, those who lived in Jerez itself, could realistically organize 
to improve work conditions. As with all forms of collective action, attempts to create a 
syndicate to negotiate better work conditions faced the free-rider problem, as the benefits of 
a successful strike would be enjoyed by all workers regardless of whether they had actively 
supported it or not.24 However an individual’s decision to participate depended not only on 
the possible benefits they believed they could capture without contributing effort, but also 
crucially on how this decision would affect their standing in the community. Historians and 
anthropologists have argued that in the face of household resources being severely constrained 
and out-migration limited, village solidarity was exceptionally high. According to Magagna, 
for example: 

southern villages and agro-towns can be accurately described as economies of shared 
poverty in which local communities practiced an enforced distribution of risks and benefits 
according to a finely graded hierarchy of locally defined rights and responsibilities.25
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Solidarity was accompanied by discipline, and from the 1910s the anarcho-syndicates 
demanded that workers and employers boicot those who failed to respect a strike.26 Furthermore, 
not only has the ‘moral economy’ approach for peasant communities been criticized, most 
notably by Popkin, but those anthropologists who have argued that social cohesion was 
unusually strong within villages in southern Spain, have also noted the high degree of 
competition that existed between villages.27 

Labour market segmentation, together with the fact that workers were employed on farms 
dispersed over a very large area, created significant difficulties for syndicates to monitor strikes, 
while migrant workers from neighbouring villages provided employers with large reserves of 
potential strike breakers. Employers also found it easy to victimize strikers, and those who 
were blacklisted by them often found few alternative employment opportunities, especially in 
Andalucía’s smaller towns.28 Labour leaders therefore demanded that only card-carrying local 
members be hired, and that the syndicate itself should choose the order in which workers 
were employed. By controlling the market in this way the syndicate hoped to offer material 
incentives in the form of guaranteed employment to its members and ‘punish’ those who 
remained outside it. Employers always rejected these demands, especially any interference to 
their autonomía, or their choice of workers.29 However a large number of non-union workers 
were also opposed to a closed shop. It was at this point that the central state, represented 
by the provincial governor, became crucial. In theory it could intervene during a strike and 
make both sides accept arbitration; it could remain neutral, allowing market forces and the 
local power struggle in the countryside to determine the outcome; or it could back either the 
employers (for example by declaring a strike illegal), or the syndicate (by failing to guarantee 
the freedom to work during a strike). The state was therefore not neutral, and in Spain during 
the 1930s both employers and the moderate Socialist syndicate attempted to capture it. The 
anarchists, by contrast, choose to ignore it.

II

In Jerez, the liberal and republican ambitions of large sections of the urban population were 
frustrated by the failure of the First Republic and the return of the monarchy and repression 
after 1874. For much of the period between 1874 and 1914, and even on occasions between 
1914 and 1936, organized labour was either banned or faced severe restrictions. It was against 
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this background that radical elements that operated clandestinely questioned the efficiency 
of strikes, and preferred instead acts of violence and propaganda by deed.30 Violence in turn 
provided an excuse for the authorities to crack down on labour organizations. The terrible 
harvests of 1881 and 1882 led to widespread hunger and a significant increase in petty theft, as 
well as the appearance of secret organizations, and in particular the Mano Negra, which was 
linked to the murder of several workers and small property owners in the Jerez region. When 
the newly formed Spanish Workers’ Federation (Federación de Trabajadores de la Región 
Española or FTRE) and the recreated local Union of Farm Workers (Unión de Trabajadores 
del Campo or UTC) tried to organize a strike against piecework on the eve of the excellent 
cereal harvest in 1883, the authorities used the Mano Negra as an excuse to carry out a 
‘preventive repression’ and arrested large numbers of workers, while sending soldiers to collect 
the harvest.31 Again in January 1892 the authorities responded to a workers ‘invasion’ of Jerez 
demanding employment as an excuse to weaken their syndicates through widespread arrests, 
torture and harassment.32

Important lessons were learnt by both sides. After a couple of decades of limited success 
with clandestine activity and ‘propaganda by deed’, the more moderate anarcho-syndicalists 
saw that strikes could not be won in the face of opposition by the local authorities, a fact made 
more likely when violence was used. In addition, successful strikes needed the large-scale 
participation of workers, forcing syndicates to accept all workers regardless of their political 
persuasions. The fact that employers were obliged to pay for the use of the military to collect 
the 1883 harvest also encouraged them to be more flexible.33 The 1902 strike shows how far 
things had changed, when just 87 anarcho-syndicalists organized 3000 harvest workers, and 
for the first time were able to negotiate higher wages and forced employers to end the custom 
of giving food as part of the wage.34 Crucially not only was the national government willing 
to accept the ‘legitimate aspirations’ of workers to organize when public order was guaranteed, 
but Jerez’s mayor was disposed to mediate, and the anarchist syndicalist leaders to negotiate an 
agreement.35 However the success of the 1902 strike was followed by failure the next year, and 
in neighbouring Alcalá del Valle there was a violent confrontation between workers and the 
Guardia Civil (rural police). Torture was again used by the authorities to make workers reveal 
their leaders, but this was now criticized, not just in the anarchist newspaper Tierra y Libertad, 
but also in the mainstream national press.36 While there was little strike activity during the 
next decade, landowners realized that they could no longer rely on police repression as an 
effective tool against organized labour.
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The decade of the 1910s marked the peak of anarcho-syndicalist success in Jerez. A handful 
of militants succeeded in forcing the employers to the negotiating table and winning higher 
wages, secured limits to the use of harvest machinery, especially threshing machines, and 
obtained the consolidation of a system of collective bargaining for work conditions throughout 
the year.37 Strikes were needed in six of the eight years between 1911 and 1918, and only in 1912 
and 1915 was an agreement reached without one (Table 4). Crucial to these successes were the 
favourable harvest conditions and high wheat prices. When these conditions changed after 
1921, employers became less willing to concede the demands put to them.

ta bl e  4. Wages and Strikes in Jerez de la Frontera (1911–1936)

Year Day wage Wheat  
price

Cost of 
living

Strike
called?

Agreement 
reached?

Provincial governors 
imposes conditions

Duration  
in days

1911 100 100 100 Yes Yes 13
1912 100 110 103 No Yes –
1913 100 140 105 Yes Yes 13
1914 111 132 107 Yes Yes 29
1915 150 117 No Yes –
1916 164 129 Yes Yes 6
1917 181 143 Yes No 15
1918 146 215 175 Yes Yes 15
1919 161 225 187 Yes No 30
1920 189 283 205 Yes No 28
1921 229 182 No (?) No –
1922 171 193 178 No (?) No –
1923 188 175 Yes No 30

1931 221 205 184 No Yes and rejected –
1932 243 216 180 Yes Yes and rejected Yes 15
1933 243 204 175 Yes No Yes 8
1934 243 222 187 No No Yes –
1935 219 215 189 No No Yes –
1936 219 199 198 Yes No – Civil War –

Sources: Wages refer to threshing with machinery, a task central to workers’ demands. For 1931–36: AMJF, 
Protocolo 553; Boletín Oficial de la Provincia de Cádiz (BOPCA), 3 June 1932; 14 June 1933; 16 Apr. 1934; 10 June 
1935; 9 July 1936. Wheat prices are only available for Valladolid, in the Anuario Estadístico de España. Deflactor, 
Prados de la Escosura, El Progreso Económico de España, pp. 364 and 365. Information on strikes for the period 
1911–23, is found in Montañés, Transformación agrícola, and for the period 1931–36, Boletín del Ministerio de 
Trabajo, various years.
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	 38	 AMJF, legajo 557 and El Guadalete, 11 June 1914. 
These figures are only approximate, as in 1914 some 800 
people voted, but the official membership was only 200.
	 39	 Fuerza Obrera, 26 June 1913, supplement.
	 40	 In 1914, for example, 2758 pesetas was raised, of 
which 43% came from workers’ associations in Jerez, 
and the rest from outside. Approximately 88% was 
spent on food and other necessities for the workers. El 
Guadalete, 14 July 1914.
	 41	 In 1911 the mayor requested that the security forces 
remain to avoid violence between groups of workers. 

AMJF, legajo 557. See Montañés, Transformación agrí-
cola, p. 227.
	 42	 AMJF, legajo, 558. These included Arcos, Medina, 
Villamartin, Espera, and Bornos, all found in the sierra, 
and a major source of migrant labour for Jerez. The first 
congress of the FNOA was in 1913.
	 43	 El Guadalete, 2 July 1914 and Diario de Cádiz, 3 
July 1914.
	 44	 For the pressure of the Provincial Governor on the 
employers, see El Pueblo, 3 July 1918.
	 45	 AMJF, legajo 3262.

The process began each year with demands drawn up by the anarcho-syndicalist leadership 
and approved by Jerez’s Farm Workers Association (Asociación de Obreros Campesinos de 
Jerez or AOCJF), which enjoyed a permanent membership of just 200 in 1911 and 400 in 1914, 
compared with the two or three thousand harvest workers found in Jerez.38 The AOCJF, with 
its aversion to bureaucracy, used open assemblies and rotated its officeholders, and was little 
different to other anarcho-syndicates in Andalucía at this time. Only Jerez’s farm workers were 
members, but the syndicate established close links with other urban workers, appealing to class 
solidarity and arguing that higher harvest wages increased the demand for their goods.39 As 
the anarchist syndicates charged only a minimal subscription and had no strike funds, they 
were reliant on the contributions from others.40 This at times created an outside discipline on 
their activities, as other local non-farm workers withdrew their support in the autumn of 1911 
or summer of 1917 when they believed that the demands made by the AOCJF were unrealistic. 
Farm workers then drifted back to work and the strikes ended with violent conflicts between 
workers.41

If farmers rejected the AOCJF’s demands, the syndicate proceeded to call a strike. Both 
parties realized that the strike’s success or failure depended to a large extent on whether 
migrant workers could be used and the response of local government officials. The AOCJF 
was a leading participant in the National Federation of Farm Workers (Federación Nacional 
de Obreros Agricultores or FNOA), which represented the agricultural workers in the national 
anarchist federation, the Confederación Nacional de Trabajo or CNT. The Jerez syndicate 
used the regional congresses of the FNOA and the newspaper La Voz del Campesino to try 
and persuade other village organizations to respect the strikes in Jerez, and not send migrant 
workers.42 By contrast farmers looked to the police to protect harvesters who wanted to work, 
which led in 1914 to more than a hundred people being briefly detained, sufficient to seriously 
weaken the strike.43 However, the police were under the control of the local authorities, and 
if these believed that the employers were being too inflexible, then the simple threat of their 
removal was often enough to obtain an agreement.44 In the face of frequent strikes, and under 
pressure from the local authorities who acted as mediators, employers were now forced to 
accept collective bargaining. Unlike many towns in Andalucía, a significant number of the 
large landowners lived locally and 14 employers, who between them farmed about a fifth of the 
Jerez’s land, agreed in 1914 to negotiate with the workers’ associations on behalf of the sector.45

The anarcho-syndicalists’ successes in Jerez between 1911 and 1918 were due in part to a 
leadership that aimed to reach a negotiated settlement with employers, even though this caused 
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	 46	 This was the case in 1917, the only year that the 
strike ended without an agreement. 
	 47	 Montañés, Transformación agrícola, pp. 243–5.
	 48	 The combination of a leadership providing strategy 

and the syndicate implementing decisions (‘el uno es el 
cerebro que piensa y formula y el otro el brazo que 
ejecuta’), AMJF Protocolo Municipal, 480, 1920.
	 49	 Montañés, Transformación agrícola, pp. 252–5.

internal conflicts when they achieved less than the rank and file wanted.46 However the higher 
nominal wages gained were insufficient to improve real living standards significantly because of 
inflation. This moderate stance ended in 1919, when the anarcho-syndicalists demanded a 30 per 
cent wage increase, together with the abolition of piecework, a shortening of the work day, and 
a guaranteed minimum of 2.2 days’ work per hectare to collect the harvest. In the face of this 
growing radicalism, the local authorities now sided with the employers, some of the syndicate’s 
leaders were arrested, and workers were brought in from outside the town to break the strike.47 
This change in direction can be linked to the growing radicalization of the anarcho-syndicalists 
nationally. In 1918 the FNOA was dissolved, and the CNT reorganized so that the old national 
producers’ organizations disappeared and instead a single village or town syndicate created 
to represent all those who worked in agriculture and the food industries (Sindicato Unico de 
la Alimentación). This had the advantage that minor issues affecting small groups of workers 
could be ignored, while the syndicate was able to call on considerably greater numbers 
when required, thereby increasing its negotiating power. However the leadership now also 
emphasized publicly, for the first time, the close links between the political movement and the 
syndicate, despite the majority of workers being more concerned with resolving the day-to-day 
problems of earning a living than belonging to a revolutionary organization, even in Jerez, one 
of the leading anarchist strongholds.48 Furthermore it led to antagonism with workers outside 
the anarcho-syndicates. In Jerez, vine workers had traditionally belonged to an independent 
syndicate (Sociedad de Viticultores) and many now refused to join the anarchist Sindicato 
Único. The Sindicato Único demanded that the González Byass winery employ its workers only 
and, when it refused, called an industry-wide boycott of the firm in May 1920. Other wineries 
responded with a lockout which lasted two weeks, coinciding with the harvest strike of that 
year, and making thousands of workers unemployed. Not only did the anarcho-syndicalists fail 
in their objectives, but they lost considerable support from other workers.49 Further setbacks 
occurred with the suspension of constitutional guarantees and the closure of its offices in Jerez 
between January 1921 and February 1923. In 1923 the leadership again called a harvest strike, 
despite scarcely 130 people being present for the vote. Falling wheat prices and rejection of the 
authorities to mediate resulted in a bitter strike ending after a month with few gains.

The limited success of the anarcho-syndicalists after 1919 highlights two major organizational 
deficiencies. First, even when the syndicate was able to successfully monitor and discipline the 
local workforce, it found it much harder with migrant workers. Attempts to create regional 
organizations which might have helped overcome these difficulties failed because they required 
a professional bureaucracy, something which was unacceptable to the anarchists. A second 
problem was the fact that strikes were often only won with the intervention of the elected 
mayor or provincial governor (a political appointment from Madrid), who mediated between 
the syndicate and employers. This created a dilemma for the more radical anarcho-syndicalists 
as they rejected these authorities. With the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera between 1923 and 
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pp. 320 and 322.
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discouraged tenants from investing to improve soil 
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1930, the anarchist CNT, unlike the Socialist national federation, the UGT, was banned and it 
only became legal again in 1931.

The events of the period 1911–23 forced employers to negotiate with the anarcho-syndicalists, 
but the higher harvest wages also encouraged them to consider mechanization to reduce 
labour costs. Jerez’s estates were worked as rational business enterprises, and by the turn 
of the twentieth century this implied that technological change was biased towards labour 
saving machinery. Mechanization needed no state involvement and the potential savings were 
relatively easy for farmers to calculate, while large tenant farmers could take their machinery 
with them when their leases ended. Mechanization started in the nineteenth century, and the 
diffusion of steam threshing machines was initially more important than reapers, despite their 
considerably greater capital costs. By the First World War reapers and threshing machines 
had been substituted for some of the Portuguese harvesting gangs, and had begun to threaten 
national workers in Jerez.50 Mechanization reduced labour requirements to collect and thresh 
a hectare of wheat by 40 per cent, but for male workers it was 70 per cent.51 During the 1920s 
there was also a growth in the number of tractors, which had the major advantage in that 
they could plough in summer without waiting for the autumn rains. The first farm machine 
census was published in 1932, and shows 137 tractors, 571 reapers (and reaper-binders), as well 
as 18 combine harvesters in Cadiz.52 These figures are probably an underestimate, and they 
increased during the 1930s leading one historian to suggest that there were sufficient machines 
available to mechanize most tasks in cereal cultivation on Jerez’s latifundios.53 Mechanization 
also changed the nature of employment opportunities, and the right wing Unión de Derechas 
Independientes in 1932 claimed that there were 300 farm mechanics ‘of different categories’, 
and five large workshops in Jerez, ‘which existed to repair farm equipment’.54 By contrast, 
landowners were reluctant to lobby the state to invest in research and development because 
‘scientific agriculture’ was often associated with irrigation, which was usually considered 
incompatible with large estates and required landlords to pay higher taxes for the huge 
infrastructure costs.55 For workers’ organizations, restricting the use of machinery, and hence 
preserving work opportunities, became as important as achieving wage increases.
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III

The declaration of the Second Republic in April 1931 changed radically the institutional 
structure in the Spanish countryside, with the balance of power switching from farmers to 
workers. In anticipation of a future land reform to benefit jornaleros, the Socialist Minister 
of Labour quickly passed decrees which had a wide-reaching impact on labour markets in 
the countryside.56 Farmers were required to cultivate their land with the same intensity as 
in previous years (crucial to stop them responding to higher wage costs by cutting back on 
labour inputs or instigating a lock-out). They were also required to employ local unemployed 
workers before migrants, even if these came from the next village, and wages, along with other 
important decisions such as the deployment of harvest machinery, were to be determined by 
local jurados mixtos (arbitration boards). The boards had equal representation of employers and 
workers, and a government-appointed chairman with the deciding vote. These laws changed 
‘the costs and benefits of participating in unions and gave unions a greater ability to punish 
neutrals and strike-breakers during strikes’.57 Therefore despite the deep economic recession 
and growing unemployment at a time when cost-effective harvest machinery was available, the 
number of rural strikes in 1932–3 in Spain as a proportion of those employed in agriculture 
increased six-fold compared to the previous peak in 1918–20.58 

The anarchists continued to work outside the state and their decision not to participate in 
either national or local elections now placed them at a considerable disadvantage, as they were 
unable to reward their followers to the same extent as the socialist farm workers syndicate, the 
Federación Nacional de Trabajadores de la Tierra (FNTT). Therefore, while the FNTT saw its 
national membership grow rapidly from 27,340 to 392,953 between 1930 and 1932, and in the 
province of Cadiz from just one local organization with 50 members in 1930, to 15 centres and 
5169 members in 1932, the anarchist CNT in Andalucía saw its 350,000 members in December 
1931, of which about half were agricultural workers, drop to 243,000 by March 1933.59

In Jerez, with the end of Primo de Rivera’s dictatorship, the anarcho-syndicalists created the 
Farm Workers’ Association (Asociación General de Trabajadores Agrícolas or AGTAJF). The 
CNT organizational structure now grouped workers by profession, so the jornaleros involved 
in the cereal harvest were found in a different syndicate to vine tenders or market gardeners.60 
Otherwise the syndicate continued as before: minimal bureaucracy; no professional leaders; a 
leadership whose political ideas differed to those of the rank and file; and policy determined 
locally by members voting in open meetings.61
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The AGTAJF established links with other farm and craft syndicates through their membership 
of the CNT, but the relationship was often weak. The AGTAJF also attempted to organize harvest 
workers at the provincial level, but while anarcho- syndicates represented most workers in the 
towns of Jerez and Arcos, it was the Socialist FNTT that had the greatest support among the 
relatively poor small farmers in the Sierra villages, many of whom were also dependent on harvest 
earnings in the Campiña (Table 5).62 Furthermore the local anarcho-syndical groups resisted any 
move that led to a loss of autonomy, even though labour markets were now operating over a 
much wider geographical area, and organizations such as the Socialist FNTT, employers’ associ-
ations, and political parties, were effective at the national level. This organizational weakness is 
reflected in the fate of La Voz del Campesino, the anarchist newspaper which appeared at best 
only erratically, and finally had to close because of financial problems in January 1933.63

The AGTAJF leadership was initially in the hands of moderate veterans, but the agreement 
they signed with the employers for the 1931 harvest was rejected by the rank and file because it 
failed to give the syndicate control over which workers were to be hired, allowed piecework for 
some tasks, and failed to limit the use of harvest machinery.64 The same fate met the agreement 
signed the following year under the auspices of the civil governor.65 The militants succeeded 
in removing the moderate leadership and organized harvest strikes not just to demand higher 
wages and limit the use of farm machinery, but also for the political purpose of challenging the 
Socialist-created jurados mixtos, as well as attempting to erode the stability of the new regime 
and open a new revolutionary period.66 Although the 1932 and 1933 strikes were well supported 

ta bl e  5. Wheat production and labour syndicates in Cadiz, 1932

District Area of wheat
(% provincial total)

Casual labourers CNT
membership

FNTT
membership

Jerez
Arcos
Sierra

21
10
15

5338
4025
6336

3000
3200
1400

Cádiz 5169

Sources: Area of wheat: Memoria Resumen del Catastro Agronómico de Cádiz, in Archivo Histórico Provincial 
de Cádiz, Hacienda, legajo 507; casual workers, estimated from the active labour force in agriculture (minus 
the number of landowners) from the Censo de Población, 1930. CNT membership: Federación de Trabajadores 
Agrícolas de la Comarca de Cádiz, Memoria del Primer Congreso Comarcal Celebrado por la Federación De 
Trabajadores Agrícolas de la Comarca de Cádiz, en los días 17 y 18 de enero de 1932, en Jerez de la Frontera (1932), 
pp. 6–8; FNTT membership: Caro Cancela, Diego. La Segunda República en Cádiz (1987), p. 145.
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in Jerez, they failed to halt the harvest as the government declared them both illegal and the 
security forces guaranteed the rights of migrant labour to complete its collection.

It is the organizational weakness of Jerez’s syndicate (AGTAJF), contrasted with the consid-
erable negotiating skills of Cadiz’s provincial governors in playing one group of workers off 
against another, which helps to explain the failure of the 1932 and 1933 strikes.67 Despite being 
government appointees, the governors preferred not to impose the jurados mixtos that the 
Socialists were promoting from the Ministry of Labour because these were rejected outright 
by the anarcho-syndicalists in Cadiz. In the summer of 1932 the governor initially obtained an 
agreement between workers and farmers in the Sierra that included wage increases, a reduction 
in piecework, minimal work standards and, for the first time, limits to the use of harvest 
machinery to mitigate the exceptionally high local unemployment caused by the restrictions 
on the movement of labour.68 By avoiding conflicts in the Sierra and elsewhere in the province, 
the Republican authorities effectively isolated Jerez’s strikers. Once the provincial governor 
declared the strike illegal, Jerez’s farmers were free to hire causal workers from other localities, 
a task now made easier by motor vehicles which allowed strike breakers to be brought from 
much greater distances. Clashes broke out between different groups of workers, and the security 
forces made arrests. Despite a number of serious incidents and damage to farm equipment, the 
AGTAJF had to recommend a return to work without obtaining its objectives, and accept the 
conditions imposed by the provincial governor, which were based on the original agreement 
between employers and syndicate leaders that had been rejected by the workers.69 

In the autumn of 1932, the governor initiated negotiations for winter employment between 
employers’ organizations and workers in three different regions of the province. An agreement 
was reached first in the Campo de Gibraltar and adjoining localities, followed by the Sierra, 
and finally in Jerez for the Campiña.70 These agreements helped institutionalize a process of 
local collective bargaining for the sector which was independent of the jurados mixtos. 

In Cadiz, the 1933 harvest strike was limited to Jerez because the governor again brokered 
agreements between labourers and farmers in the rest of the province. In the Campo de 
Gibraltar the 1932 settlement was repeated, but with restrictions on the use of harvesters and 
combines, and in the Sierra the governor also imposed conditions that included restrictions 
on the use of harvest machinery, despite the strong opposition of farmers.71 Once again, by 
avoiding conflicts in these regions, the governor managed to isolate Jerez’s strikers, some of 
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whom resorted to acts of sabotage as in the previous year.72 Workers were again forced to 
accept conditions imposed by the governor, although these contemplated for the first time 
restrictions on the use of agricultural machinery when the harvest was poor, and employment 
opportunities limited.73

The difficulties of collective action were not just caused by the anarcho-syndicalist’s organi-
zational model, but derived ultimately from the nature of rural society itself. Day labourers 
and smallholders could share objectives such as higher harvest wages or job creation schemes 
on large farms, but some also aspired to improve their status by leasing small plots from 
landowners. However the anarchists opposed the temporary settlements of the landless on 
large farms and rejected the Republican land reform because they believed the creation of small 
family farms was an obstacle to modernization, and that settlers would eventually become 
indebted as they had in earlier state-sponsored projects. This opposition to the family farm 
and land reform lost the anarchists support among many sectors of rural society, as can also 
be seen by the significant electoral support that right-wing parties enjoyed in both the 1933 and 
1936 elections. In Cadiz, a province where 71 per cent of the active population was unskilled 
workers, the right still managed to obtain 40 per cent of the votes in the 1936 election.74 Cliental 
relations and patronage in rural society remained very strong, even in this democratic society.

To measure the relative success of the Anarchist and Socialist syndicates is difficult. Ideally 
changes in both day wages and the amount of farm work available to labourers in towns such 
as Jerez controlled by the anarcho-syndicalists need to be compared with towns where the 
workers were organized by the Socialist FNTT. However, only day wage rates are available. 
These are of poor quality and are often those agreed during collective bargaining, and not 
necessarily those that were actually paid. As most strikes took place during the cereal harvest, 
Jordi Domenech has recently tried to determine how successful they were by measuring the 
gap between winter and summer wages, and has argued that the relatively small gap between 
the two in a province such as Cadiz suggests union weakness.75 However, guarantees of 
employment were just as important as higher wages, and syndicates attempted to fix wages 
and negotiate the amount of work during winter months, so that a small spread between the 
two rates cannot be interpreted as failure. 

Yet harvest wages in Jerez do not appear to have increased as quickly as elsewhere. Over 
the period between 1914 and 1933, harvest wages in Jerez increased almost a fifth less than the 
average unskilled wage in Spain, while the ‘maximum’ farm wages in Cadiz in 1931 were only 
about four-fifths the average in Andalucía.76 These figures are only very approximate, but they 
suggest that Jerez’s anarcho-syndicalists were probably less successful than the Socialist FNTT 
by the time of the Second Republic, although the greater level of farm mechanization found 
in Jerez probably made their task greater than elsewhere.
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IV

Spanish historians have noted how rural protests in Andalucía occurred in ‘waves’ from the 
late nineteenth century to the Civil War. The timing of these conflicts – 1882–3, 1902–5, 1918–20, 
1931–33, and 1936 – are usually linked to periods of liberalization in government policy towards 
organized labour, and they end with state repression.77 However this interpretation ignores 
other important changes that took place, both in the objectives and nature of collective action, 
and the response of the state. During the 1910s the anarcho-syndicates were able to operate 
effectively because their organizational structure was flexible and essentially local, making it 
relatively easy for them to respond to villagers’ needs, which were often parochial and difficult 
to generalize. Yet from the 1920s it was the Socialists who found it easier to respond to the steep 
learning curve of transforming small village conflicts into a mass struggle to improve living 
standards. The Socialists pursued a policy of institutionalizing collective action and controlling 
local government, rather than support isolated strikes that were concerned with purely village 
problems. The political branch, the PSOE, was instrumental in introducing major new labour 
institutions in the countryside in 1931 and 1932, allowing its farmworkers’ federated syndicate 
(FNTT) to rapidly increase its membership. These institutions were rejected by the anarchist 
CNT, and their syndicates often found themselves as much in conflict with the FNTT as with 
the employers.

The strike failures in Jerez during the 1932 and 1933 harvests illustrate not just the organi-
zational weaknesses of the anarchist syndicates but also, to the radical leaderships’ despair, 
the growing role of the provincial governor and the state in resolving labour conflicts. By 
contrast, the success of the Socialist FNTT was dependent on its position as the official client, 
and when the PSOE lost political power in 1933, the new centre-right government was quick to 
end cooperation, and the jurados mixtos began to favour the farmer. As an increasing number 
of socialists viewed the agrarian problem in terms of class conflict, the response of these 
‘frustrated corporatists’ was now to move to the left, and look to the syndicate rather than the 
party to carry out radical political change.78 As with the anarcho-syndicalists, the government 
responded with repression. 

In the long run, attempts by the jornaleros in southern Spain to create class-based syndicates 
to achieve permanent improvements in living standards had only limited success. However, 
this was also true of collective action everywhere among casual farm workers, whether they 
were organized locally by independent syndicates, or by moderate bureaucratic socialist 
organizations. The long-term solution in most countries was some form of corporatism, which 
involved the substitution of political bargaining for market-determined wage settlements, such 
as the FNTT had attempted in the 1930s.79 At the extreme was Britain, where the vast majority 
of workers felt comfortably integrated in a democratic system, and where the exceptional 
experience of wartime economy produced in 1917 ‘what 50 years of trade union agitation had 
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failed to’, namely a guaranteed national minimum wage and a fixed working week for farm 
workers.80 In Italy, and later in Spain, a different form of corporatism emerged with Fascism, 
which organized the farm sector vertically and gave limited guarantees to farm labour. By 
contrast, class-based syndicates, such as the anarchist CNT and, after 1934, the Socialist FNTT, 
were even more unlikely to obtain a sector-wide agreement with employers and government 
in a democratic society, especially when market forces and the availability relatively cheap 
harvesting and threshing equipment were working against them. 


