evolution of the Francoist state. These were subsequently pub-
lished under the title 15 Conferencias Breves. Diseccion del Fran-
quismo.'?* This marked the beginning of a new phase in José’s
revolutionary-intellectual life. The following year he moved to
Venezuela and from 1946 onwards he started contributing once
more to Ruta, the historic newspaper of the Catalan anarchist
youth movement, then based in Toulouse.

With the end of World War II, the CNT in exile was begin-
ning to reorganise in France, its coherency shattered by repres-
sion and exile which saw it reduced to fragments scattered
across the four corners of the earth. José, nevertheless, was
determined to return to the fold. He was selected as Venezue-
lan delegate at the ‘Intercontinental Conference’ of the Spanish
libertarian movement, which took place in France in 1947. At
the Conference, José was named secretary-general of the CNT.
Given the conflicts and divisions within the movement follow-
ing the revolution and civil war, this position was an extremely
difficult one. However, just as José had opposed the split in the
CNT in the 1930s, so now also he worked hard to mend fences
and end the breach within the movement.!?® Like so often in
the past, José placed the future of the movement ahead of his
own life: ignoring the huge personal risks, he took the dramatic
step of entering Franco’s Spain clandestinely in order to meet
with CNT dissidents, using the pseudonym ‘Juan Esparia Iber’.
This trip must have been an emotional experience for José, re-
turning to the country that had inspired his dreams of justice
and freedom when it was living under the jackboot of Franco.
José’s mission took him to Madrid for the first time in his life,
at a time when it constituted the heart of the Francoist beast.
Notwithstanding the miserable conditions prevailing in post-
civil war Madrid, José’s love of beauty impelled him to indulge

124 José Peirats, 15 Conferencias Breves. Diseccién del Franquismo,

Panama, 1946.
125 Miré, Anarquismo y anarquistas, p.216.128. Cited in Garcia, José
Peirats Valls’, p. 18
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Republic, Ecuador, Panama and Venezuela. His constant move-
ments around South America certainly satisfied his childhood
yearning for travel and his interest in geography but his
circumstances of enforced exile and financial insecurity meant
that this was anything but tourism. Whereas in Barcelona he
had been able to find a balance between manual and intel-
lectual labour, his first period of exile was especially tough,
which he later described as ‘seven interminable years’.!?! He
had several different jobs at this time, labouring, woodcutting,
farmhand, logging and working as a travelling photographer.
First of all, in Santo Domingo, in the Dominican Republic, he
worked in a cooperative with a group of Spanish exiles, living
miserably, eking out an existence amidst tropical rainstorms
that frequently destroyed their work and crops, and relying on
donations from comrades.!?? José finally left the Dominican
Republic with the help of a north American body, “The New
World Resettlement Fund’, whose Secretary was the novelist
John Dos Passos, an old friend of the Spanish Republic. Along
with other exiles, José left for Saloya, in Ecuador, only to find a
new patch of unproductive and unworkable land, resulting in
another failed agricultural project. Writing of this period later
in life, José described them as ‘years of physical exhaustion
and intellectual aridity...[T]he struggle for life and the hostility
of the surrounding environment monopolised the mind and
the energies of the refugee.1?®

Frustrated at having traded Franco’s tyranny for the tyranny
of tropical insects and diseases, José made arrangements to
travel to Panama, during which he nearly died when the boat
on which he was travelling encountered serious problems in
the Pacific Ocean. Fortunately, he was rescued by a passing
ship. In Panama, in 1945, José gave a series of talks on the

121 peirats, ‘Antonio Garcia Lamolla’.
122 Triunfo, 21 August 1976.
123 Garcia, “José Peirats Valls’, p. 16.
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bers of the Durruti Column were held amid insanitary condi-
tions and awful overcrowding. José was one of the luckier ones
in the camp. He was allowed to leave through an arrangement
between the exiled republican organisations and various South
American governments,which allowed for the controlled mi-
gration of Spanish refugees from France. Many of those ones
who remained in Vernet d’Ariége were later sent to Nazi exter-
mination camps during World War II.

The accumulated political enmities between the various anti-
Francoist organisations continued into the post-war period. On
one occasion, José, along with other cenetistas, was ready to
leave France on a boat when they were asked to disembark,
whereupon they were replaced by Stalinists.!!” The communist
poet Pablo Neruda was especially active in ‘filtering’ Spanish
refugees, ensuring that barriers were placed in the way of anti-
Stalinists who wished to enter Chile.!’® Despite the growing
uncertainty and obvious dangers facing the Spanish exiles who
remained in Europe, José retained his characteristic generosity
of spirit and sense of solidarity. Once, when José was due to
set off on a boat for South America, he learned of the precari-
ous situation of a previously unknown cenetista who was being
hunted by former members of the Spanish republican police
and who faced the prospect of being killed if he remained in
France. José had no hesitation in allowing the wanted man to
leave France in his stead, later explaining his decision in the
following terms: ‘We all have the same smooth skin. There are
no aristocrats and plebeians among us’!* Shortly afterwards,
however, José did manage to leave France.!?°

This marked the beginning of a new odyssey for José, who
travelled to Casablanca, before moving on to the Dominican

" Triunfo, 21 August 1976.

18 pejrats, Figuras del movimiento libertario, p. 252.

119 peijrats, ‘Una experiencia historica...’, p.93.

120 Juan Giménez Arenas, De la Unién a Banat. Itinerario de una rebeldia,
Madrid, 1996, p. 69.
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Yet by now, with the popular hope that victory in the war
might lead to a new Spain, there was no holding back the ad-
vance of the Francoist armies, backed as they were so gener-
ously by Hitler and Mussolini. As the republican army increas-
ingly lost ground, José, like thousands of other Spaniards, was
forced to retreat towards France and exile. Had José remained
in Spain he would have been executed or, at least, faced a long
jail sentence and slave labour, which was, in effect, a death sen-
tence in itself. Had he evaded jail, having been blacklisted be-
fore the war, and with a history of union militancy, José would
have found it very difficult to get work. In sum, like many more
from his generation, he could not co-exist with Francoism be-
cause of either direct political repression or the economic re-
pression and punitive economic policies that pushed hundreds
of thousands into exile in search of peace and work in what
was the biggest human exodus of people from Spain since the
expulsion of the Jews in the 15th century.

At 31 years of age, as he prepared to enter an unknown life
of exile in France with only the clothes on his back, José’s life of
rebellion against alienation and commitment to the CNT had
impressed upon him a love of struggle, an appreciation of pure
human friendship and a desire to render life beautiful and artis-
tic; it had brought him no material gain — he had endured ex-
treme personal hardships, unemployment and blacklisting; he
had risked his life and freedom while picketing during strikes,
and rifle in hand during the revolution and civil war; he had
endured detention and police beatings for his cause in a life
of struggle that had shaped his identity and his very being. He
was no bureaucrat living from union dues — he was a man of the
union, who lived for the union, fully accepting the suffering,
poverty and danger this presupposed in the struggle against
the state and the employers.

Upon entering France as part of the 26th Division of the de-
feated republican army, José was interned at the notorious Ver-
net d’Ariege concentration camp, where 12,000 former mem-
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ish intellectuals during the dictatorship of Primo de Rivera
and the workers’ alternative. José then moved to explore
the contemporary crisis and the role of ‘the intellectuals
in the Republic of Casas Viejas’, focusing on the Stalinist
and Catalanist intellectuals, which formed a prelude to an
appraisal of ‘the ups and downs of the July revolution’ and ‘the
political apprenticeship of the CNT’. Finally, José concluded
his brief study with an appreciation of the ‘intellectuals’ of his
generation and class — ‘autodidactic heroism’.!1*

The impact of Los intelectuales y la revolucion was limited.
First of all, it was, to cite José, ‘mutilated’ by the republican
censor; then, it was impounded by the authorities.!!® It seems
likely that almost the entire print run later fell into the hands of
the Francoists, who would have destroyed it. José, nevertheless,
preserved a copy, and this pamphlet, especially its analysis of
CNT ‘intellectuals’, marked the starting-point of what would
later develop into José’s critique of cenetismo.

By autumn 1937, some fifteen months since he stormed the
barracks in Pedralbes and in the wake of a stream of military
defeats at the front and political defeats and betrayals in the
rearguard, José knew in his heart and mind that the revolu-
tion was over. It was this awareness that induced him to enlist
in the republican army in November 1937, despite his lifelong
pacifism and anti-militarism. Although he entered the ranks of
what had, at the height of the revolution, been the legendary
Durruti Column, the unit had long been militarised and, while
still led by anarchists, was part of the state-run military ma-
chine. Disillusioned with internal politics in the rearguard, this
decision was a reflection of his despair, ‘a kind of personal sui-

cide, provoked by the contradictions of the CNT’.116

"4 Adverts for Los intelectuales y la revolucién appeared in Esfuerzo, 1
and 7 October 1937.

15 Frente Libertario, April 1973.

116 Guillamén, Balance, p- 88.
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Glossary of organisations

BOC Bloc Obrer i Camperol/Worker-Peasant Block; an anti-
Stalinist communist party

CADCI Centre Autonomista de Dependents del Comerg i
de la Industria/ Autonomist Centre for Shop and White-Collar
Workers; a Catalan white-collar and shop workers' union, the
leading union in this sector

CEDA Confederacion Espafola de Derechas Auténomas/
Spanish Confederation of Autonomous Rightists; the main
rightist party in the 1930s, of quasi-fascist persuasion

CGT Confédération Générale du Travail/General Confeder-
ation of Labour; Europe’s leading anarcho-syndicalist union be-
fore World War One, it later fell under socialist and communist
influence

CGTU Confédération Générale du Travail Unitaire/Unitary
General Confederation of Labour; formed by communists and
allied to the RILU

CNT Confederacién Nacional del Trabajo/National Confed-
eration of Labour

CRT Confederacion Regional del Trabajo/Regional Confed-
eration of Labour; the regional bodies that made up the CNT

ERC Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya/Republican Left of
Catalonia; a middle class republican party

FAI Federacion Anarquista Ibérica/Iberian Anarchist Feder-
ation; the pan-Iberian federation of anarchist affinity groups

FIJL Federacion Ibérica de Juventudes Libertarias/Iberian
Federation of Young Libertarians; the anarchist youth move-
ment



FJS Federacién de Juventudes Socialistas/Socialist Youth
Federation; the youth movement of the PSOE

FNTT Federacién Nacional de Trabajadores de la Tierra/Na-
tional Federation of Land Labourers; the UGT agrarian work-
ers’ union

FOUS Federaciéon Obrera de Unificaciéon Sindical/Workers’
Federation of Trade Union Unity; a dissident communist union
federation close to the POUM

FSL Federaci6n Sindicalista Libertaria/Libertarian Syndical-
ist Federation; a moderate anarcho-syndicalist answer to the
FAI formed during the power struggles in the CNT prior to the
civil war

ICE Izquierda Comunista de Espafia/Communist Left of
Spain; a small Trotskyist grouping which helped form the
POUM in 1935

IWA International Workingmen’s Association; the world or-
ganisation of anarchist and anarcho-syndicalist groups

JCI Juventud Comunista Ibérica/Iberian Communist Youth;
the PCE youth movement

JJ.LL Juventudes Libertarias/Young Libertarians; the Cata-
lan association of young anarchists

JSU Juventudes Socialistas Unificadas/Unified Socialist
Youth; an amalgamation of the JSU and the JCI under Stalinist
hegemony

PCC Partit Comunista Catala/Catalan Communist Party; a
dissident communist group which helped form the BOC in 1930

PCE Partido Comunista de Espafia/Communist Party of
Spain; the official pro-Moscow communist party

POUM Partido Obrero de Unificacion Marxista/Work-
ers’ Party of Marxist Unification; a dissident communist,
anti-Stalinist party

PSOE Partido Socialista Obrero Espafiol/Spanish Socialist
Workers’ Party; the Spanish social-democratic party

PSUC Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya/Unified Social-
ist Party of Catalonia; the Catalan Communist Party formed

from the headquarters of the CNT-FAI in central Barcelona,
‘in the very beard of our pursuers’!'!, José was frustrated
as the leadership of the movement exerted heavy-handed
pressure in the face of any criticism from the rank-and-file.
Thus, in addition to the unwanted attentions of the republican
censor, Ruta faced coercion for the the ‘higher committees’
of the anarchist movement. Years later José explained how
the editorial board of Ruta had been threatened by the elders
of the libertarian movement in the following terms: ‘Either
we toed the line or we would suffer the circumstances of
“circumstantialism”’!!? José was never one to give in to threats
— Ruta continued its revolutionary line and the FAI finally
withdrew financial support from Ruta, whereupon it folded.
Faced with an increasingly bureaucratised FAI, José quit the
organisation in protest.!'®

In the new interregnum, José set about completing a project
that he had carried around in his head for some time: an
analysis of intellectuals and their attitude towards social trans-
formation. The result was a 48-page pamphlet, Los intelectuales
v la revoluciéon. Divided into 12 sections, Los intelectuales y
la revolucion began by considering ‘the popular element’ of
revolutions, something that, very much in keeping with CNT
workerist anti-intellectualism, was juxtaposed with middle
class intellectuals or, as José put it, ‘counter-revolutionary
mimesis’. This was followed by a theoretical analysis of ‘the
intellectual preoccupations of Marxism and social democracy’
and, what was, during the civil war, a highly topical critique
of ‘anti-classist governmentalism’. José analysed specific his-
torical experiences, analysing intellectuals and their response
to nationalism and fascism, as well as the position of Span-

111 peirats, ‘Antonio Garcia Lamolla’.

12 pejrats, ‘Antonio Garcia Lamolla’.

3 Juan Gémez Casas, Historia de la FAL Aproximacion a la historia de la
organizacion especifica del anarquismo y sus antecedentes de la Alianza de la
Democracia Socialista, Madrid, 1977, p.225.
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the struggle in May into what its activists called ‘the second
revolution’. In the streets, ‘Los amigos de Durruti’ had close
ties to the other supporters of the revolution, the POUM and
the few Trotskyist groupings in Barcelona. Naturally, ‘Los
amigos de Durruti’ and its newspaper, El amigo del pueblo,
were quickly disowned by the CNT-FAI hierarchy.

While José was clearly aligned intellectually and organisa-
tionally with the radical wing of the libertarian movement, and
although he doubtless knew many of its activists who were en-
gaged in streetfighting during the ‘May Days’ in Barcelona and
in La Torrassa, there is no evidence that he had any ties with
‘Los amigos de Durruti’. Given his history of dissidence it is per-
haps suprising. José was certainly fully aware of the activities
of ‘Los amigos de Durruti’, who published an article in Ruta a
month before the ‘May Days’.!®® Moreover, the stance of ‘Los
amigos de Durruti’ was very similar to the perspective adopted
by Esfuerzo, to which José collaborated.!!® We might speculate
that, had José been in Barcelona, where the activities of ‘Los
amigos de Durruti’ were focused, rather than Lleida, he would
have played an active role in their struggles. Equally, it is possi-
ble that José remained aloof from the group since his affection
for the CNT remained great and he was unable to take his crit-
icism as far as ‘Los amigos de Durruti’.

Following the ‘May Days’, the tide turned definitively
against the oppositionists within the CNT-FAL Sensing the
changed balance of forces, Peirats left Lleida for Barcelona,
where he immediately assumed a position on the Regional
Committee of the Catalan JJ.LL and on editorial board of its
paper, Ruta. Indefatigable as ever, José also found time to edit
Frente y Retaguardia, a ta bloid of the Roja y Negra Column,
led by Antonio Ortiz, verteran of the Nosotros group. Working

199 Ruta, 1 April 1937. According to Agustin Guillamoén, Ideas, to which
José regularly contributed, was the ‘direct predecessor of El Amigo del Pueblo’
(Balance, p.26).

110 Balance, p- 36, n. 48.
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at the start of the civil war in order to rival the power of the
revolutionary CNT-FAI and the POUM

RILU Red International of Labour Unions; Comintern union
federation

$S.00 Sindicatos de la Oposicién/Opposition Unions; made
up of anti-FAI anarcho-syndicalists

UGT Unién General de Trabajadores/General Workers’
Union; the PSOE-affiliated union movement

USC Unio Socialista de Catalunya/Socialist Union of Catalo-
nia; a quasi-Fabian-socialist party which split from the PSOE
due to the latter’s centralist stance on the national question.
Very close to the ERC before the civil war, it later joined the
PSUC.

U. de R. Unié de Rabassaires/Union of Sharecroppers; a
Catalan tenant farmers’ union close to the ERC



The life and struggles of José
Peirats

‘Concerning original history...the content of these
histories is necessarily limited; their essential mate-
rial is that which is living in the experience of the
historian himself and in the current interests of men;
that which is living and contemporary in their mi-
lieu.

The author describes that in which he has partici-
pated, or at least which he has lived; relatively short
periods, figures of individual men and their deeds....it
is not sufficient to have been the contemporary of
the events described, or to be well-informed about
them. The author must belong to the class and the
social milieu of the actors he is describing; their opin-
ions, way of thought and culture must be the same
as his own. In order to really know phenomena and
see them in real context, one must be placed at the
summit - not seeing them from below, through the
keyhole of morality or any other wisdom.’

Hegel, Reason in History

‘Yo soy escritor modesto que salié del barro de una
bovila’

(Tam a modest writer who emerged from the fired
clay of an oven.)

at writing, going on to become a historian of the anarchist
movement as well as a tireless fighter against the Franco
dictatorship.

Besides his work for the press, Peirats also devoted much of
his time to propaganda and organisational work in Lleida and
in the surrounding countryside. During his stay in Lleida José
became the most prominent figure in the local JJ.LL, reinforc-
ing and shoring up what had previously been a rather weak
group in the city, both in ideological and material terms.!’
Meanwhile, José’s strong interest in art led him to develop a
close friendship with Antonio Garcia Lamolla, a local revolu-
tionary surrealist artist who did a few sketches for Acracia. In
keeping with José’s revolutionary cultural mission, he also re-
produced a number of Garcia Lamolla’s surrealist works in the
newspaper.'%®

Lleida was very much a revolutionary canton, far removed
from the everyday realities of Barcelona, where the tensions
beween the supporters of the revolution and its enemies were
reaching breaking point in the spring of 1937. The JJ.LL, al-
ways the bastion of revolutionary opposition, started publish-
ing a new clandestine publication, Esfuerzo, a ‘wall newspaper’
designed in the form of a poster-sized sheet to be fixed to a
wall. José contributed several articles to this novel publication,
which consisted essentially of slogans and manifestos.

Tensions came to a head in early May during the so-called
‘May Days’, when the anti-revolutionary coalition finally
struck against the remaining local revolutionary committees
and armed workers’ groups in the Catalan capital. A new
anarchist group, ‘Los amigos de Durruti’ came to prominence
in the ‘May Days’. ‘Los amigos de Durruti’ was the only group
from within the anarchist camp that attempted to convert

07 Mird, Una vida intensa y revolucionaria, p. 205.
1% See Antonio Téllez, Apuntes sobre Antonio Garcia Lamolla y otros an-
dares con un recuerdo del mismo por José Peirats, Vitoria, 1992.
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movements in Lleida. Yet what most influenced Peirats” deci-
sion to go to Lleida was the offer from his old friend Lorenzo
Paramo, the editor of Acracia, to join the team working on
the city’s leading libertarian newspaper. More of an anarchist
than a CNT publication, Acracia became one of the foremost
adversaries of the Popular Frontist policies of the CNT-FAI
leadership and Lorenzo Paramo wanted Peirats to enhance its
critical line. In addition to this new opportunity for Peirats to
air his oppositional spirit, Acracia had the further attraction of
including Alaiz, his former mentor, among its staff. According
to José’s various autobiographical writings, this period in
Lleida, where the revolution was in full swing, was one of the
most fulfilling periods in his life. Immersed in the production
of Acracia, José and his comrades forged a strong sense of
purpose; as Peirats later explained, ‘we established a perfect
community in the newspaper office. We worked, ate and slept
there/1%* The energy of the Acracia team ensured that their
paper became, according to José, ‘one of the worthiest paladins
of the revolutionary epoch.!% Indeed, José was so immersed
in the revolutionary life of Lleida that he has been mistaken
for a native of the city.!% While this community of activists
was an example to many, there is evidence that José stood out
among his comrades, his abnegation and self-sacrifice setting
an example to younger activists who were taking their first
steps in the anarchist movement. These included Antonio
Téllez Sola, who was inspired by José to pursue his first efforts

104 José Peirats, ‘Antonio Garcia Lamolla’, Cultura Libertaria (Vitoria), 7,

January 1986.

1% Inquietudes (Bordeaux), June 1947.

196 Thus, it is possible to read: ‘Peirats was a Catalan anarchist, proba-
bly from Lleida, who edited a newspaper, the Acracia, published in his home
province during the 1930s...He also served as a lieutenant in the Republican
Army. In the twenty-five years following the war, he became an historian
commentating prolifically on the subject and on Spanish anarchism in gen-
eral’ (James W. Cortada, in Cortada (ed.), Historical Dictionary of the Spanish
Civil War, 1936-1939, Westport, Conn., 1982, p. 391.)
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José Peirats

In terms of their general outline, the life and struggles of
José Peirats Valls were largely indistinguishable from the lives
and struggles of thousands of other workers of his generation.
He formed part of the ‘generation of 1936, which, having
become radicalised and politicised in the 1920s, rebelled
against the injustices of Spanish society during the 1930s,
channelling their profound revolutionary energies into the
educational, para-military, political and syndical organisations
of the libertarian movement. This was the generation which
rose up to defeat the military coup of July 1936 and which
experienced the exhilarating months of revolution, a sublime
summer of liberation that gave way to the bitter defeat of
1939 and the long winter of exile. Like thousands of other
cenetistas, for whom the contours and vicissitudes of their
private lives were inextricably bound up with their activism,
we can say then that to write José’s biography is also to write
the biography of his generation.

The similarities evidenced in the biographies of the ‘gener-
ation of 1936’ also underscore the profound osmosis between
the most radical section of the Spanish working class and
the CNT, a linkage which ensured that the life histories of
cenetistas are inseparable from the organisational history of
their trade union. José’s biography, therefore, is a collective
biography, the biography of the social movement of the most
revolutionary segments of the Spanish working class to which
he devoted nearly all of his life.! Yet, for all the ordinariness
of José’s life, he was also an exceptional individual: a child

! This approach reflects the so-called ‘Particularist approach’ to social
movements, which is concerned with the individual motivations and social-
isation process of those who make up the movement and which focuses on
biography and collective biography as a means of teasing out the meaning
of movement membership for the individual. See Ron Eyerman and Andrew
Jamison, Social Movements. A Cognitive Approach, Cambridge: Polity, 1991,
pp. 30-1.



labourer and brickmaker, proletarian bohemian, self-educated
playwright, revolutionary organiser, indefatigable propa-
gandist and, most famously of all, activist-historian, the
‘Herodotus of the CNT".

José Peirats Valls was born on March 15, 1908 in Vall d’Uixo,
a small village in the province of Castelld, the most northern of
the three Valencian provinces, which bordered Catalonia. At
this time, Castello, like most of Valencia, was overwhelmingly
agrarian, specialising in fruit production for export. While
most of the Peirats clan worked as land labourers, José’s
parents were day labourers, specialising as espadrille-makers
(espardenyers), the rope-soled shoes frequently worn by urban
and rural workers in Spain. This would have ensured that
José’s family was somewhat better off than many of their
extended family and that family life, while humble, was far
from poverty-stricken. The strong family and community
networks that existed in Vall d’Uixo also provided further
defence against hardship. Because the Peirats family was
numerous, working relatives or family friends would always
support those relatives who experienced the misfortune of
unemployment or ill health. This popular reciprocity largely
compensated for the underdeveloped state welfare system in
Spain and, judging from José’s positive recollections of village
life, his family had no real experience of the deprivation and
hunger experienced by the rural dispossessed of Andalusia.?

It would be inaccurate, however, to paint an idealised, bu-
colic picture of the living conditions of the rural lower classes

2 This account of life in Vall de Uix® is, for the most part, based on
Peirats’s own account in his unpublished memoirs which were kindly given
to me by Federico Arcos and from the fragments published in José Peirats,
‘Una experiencia histérica del pensamiento libertario. Memorias y selecciéon
de articulos breves’, Anthropos. Suplementos, 18, Barcelona, 1990, pp. 7-8. A
slightly contrasting version is provided by Victor Garcia, his lifelong friend
from Barcelona, who claimed that ‘misery, hunger and suffering in the vil-
lage ‘forced his family to emigrate to Barcelona’ (Victor Garcia, ‘Un retador
nato: José Peirats’, Polémica, October 1989, p. 20).
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opponents of governmentalism within the Catalan CNT. Other
newspapers for which he wrote included Esfuerzo, Faro, Inqui-
etudes and El Quijote. Many of the above-named papers were
periodically banned and suspended by the CNT-FAIL owing to
their vociferous opposition to the ‘general line’ of governmen-
tal collaboration. José, for his part, was ready to accept the
need for censorship in matters of military strategy, he could
not countenance any limits to the traditional anarchist shib-
boleths of incessant critique of the authorities in the political
sphere, notwithstanding the ‘circumstances’ of civil war.

But José was anything but uncomprehending of the need
to win the war. In December 1936 he went on a mission to
France to procure arms and meet with French activists, includ-
ing Pierre Besnard, the then secretary-general of the IWMA.
While he was there, as well as addressing meetings, he wrote
a piece for Le Libertaire on the revolutionary autumn of 1936.
In what was José’s first trip outside of Spain — he had never
been outside of the north-eastern corner, Catalonia, Valencia
and Zaragoza - he made sure to find time to visit the artistic
treasures of the Louvre.

Rather than remain in Barcelona and witness the revolution-
ary process being thwarted by the leaders of the libertarian
movement, José left for the provincial Catalan city of Lleida,
a city that was second only to I'Hospitalet in terms of its
importance as a centre of radical opposition to the CNT-FAI
leadership.!®® This decision reveals much about José’s psy-
chology and his characteristic restlessness, which periodically
resulted in new odysseys and journeys of discovery. In politi-
cal terms, Lleida presented new challenges: it was a stronghold
of the dissident revolutionary communists of the POUM and
the CNT was the second revolutionary force in the city; José
was keen to build up the anarchist and confederal union

105 Fidel Mird, Una vida intensa y revolucionaria. Juventud, amor, suefios
y esperanzas, Mexico City, 1989, p. 205.
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fields of republican Spain. The CNT and FAI in I'Hospitalet be-
came one of the most important centres of opposition to the
wartime stance of the leadership of the anarchist and anarcho-
syndicalist movements. As José later explained, ‘despite com-
prising the overwhelming majority, we are in a minority.*’

José became one of the most prominent figures within the
Catalan JJ.LL which, unlike the FIJL, the state-wide anarchist
youth movement, rejected the new ‘reformist’ direction fol-
lowed by the CNT and the FAIL According to Fidel Mird, the
secretary of the FIJL, José was ‘leader’ of the radicals who were
dubbed ‘redskins’ (‘pieles rojas’) by the ‘governmentalists’ in
the CNT and the FAL!? Certainly, while only 28 at the start
of the revolution, José entered the centre of debates within
the Spanish anarchist movement during this period. Fiercely
independent, he inveighed against what he denounced as
‘the new theology of circumstantialism’ and crossed swords
with its main supporters, the anarchist ministers Federica
Montseny and Juan Garcia Oliver. According to Juan Manuel
Fernandez Soria, José now emerged as ‘one of the most
outstanding young libertarian leaders’.!*!

In practice, the opponents of the anarchist hierarchy had lit-
tle time for leaders, young or old, and were not inclined to cre-
ate their own. Nevertheless, José was an energetic and assidu-
ous contributor to the anti-collaborationist press, particularly
Ruta, the J].LL newspaper, ‘the organ of the Young Turks’, ac-
cording to Peirats.!%? He also wrote for Ideas, the newspaper of
the Baix Llobregat CNT, which became one of the most vocal

% Peirats, ‘Razones y sinrazones’, p. 63.

1% Miré, Anarquismo y anarquistas, p. 32. According to Robert Alexan-
der, ‘Although not a major leader of the anarchists during the war, [Peirats]
was of considerable significance as one of the most obvious opponents of the
“collaborationist” policy followed by the anarchists throughout the conflict.
(The Anarchists in the Spanish Civil War, London, 2002, vol.II, p. 1171).

101 Jyan Manuel Fernandez Soria, Cultura y libertad. La educacion en las
Juventudes Libertarias (1936-1939), Valencia, 1996, p. 64.

102 José Peirats, ‘Benito Milla Navarro’, Polémica, December 1987, p- 29.
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anywhere in Spain during the first part of the twentieth
century. So, while the Peirats family may have been relatively
better off in comparison with the most downtrodden sections
of society, the harsh realities and suffering that characterised
everyday working class life nonetheless entered José’s world
from a very young age. Spain’s high infant mortality rates
ensured that, following the death of four of his brothers and
sisters, José was left with one sister. Castell6 was also bereft
of educational provision; there was mass illiteracy, especially
among women, and the number of those who could neither
read nor write was comparable to Andalusia,® an area which
is often taken to epitomise cultural backwardness in modern
Spain. José’s mother was illiterate; she spoke Catalan, the first
language of the lower classes in Vall d’Uix0, and was blissfully
ignorant of Castilian, the official state language. This linguistic
divergence highlighted the de facto autonomy enjoyed by
local, especially peripheral, communities, and the laissez-faire
attitude of the weak Spanish state on such matters; indeed,
most village life in the Vall de Uixo took place without any
genuine contact with the state.

During the period in which José lived in Vall de Uixo, the so-
cial structure of the village was largely undifferentiated. There
was no history of the dramatic agrarian struggles that became
endemic in the estates of the rural south. Even in the years im-
mediately prior to the 1936 revolution, a period of sustained
agrarian mobilisations, not a single strike was recorded in the
village.* The traditional divide in the village remained the river

? José Maria Jover Zamora, ‘La época de la Restauracién. Panorama
politico-social, 1875-1902’, in Manuel Tuifién de lara (ed.), Revolucién bur-
guesa, oligarquia y constitucionalismo (1834-1923), Barcelona, 1993 [2nd edi-
tion], p. 324

* There is no record of CNT presence in the Vall de Uixo prior to the
1936 revolution (Eulalia Vega, Anarquistas y sindicalistas, 1931-1936. La CNT
y los Sindicatos de Oposicion en el Pais Valenciano, Valencia, 1987). Certainly,
José makes no reference to the CNT in the village in his memoirs, although
a CNT-run collective was established in the village after July 1936; see Au-
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which bisected the settlement and which provided water for
the more productive farmland in the lower part of the hamlet.
Nevertheless, class divisions had begun to inscribe themselves
on the more traditional geographical divisions. According to
José’s memoirs, the lower part (abaix) of the village was the
home to wealthier tenant farmers who sometimes employed
the farmhands and labourers who, for the most part, resided
in the upper part (dalt) of Vall de Uixo, where the Peirats fam-
ily lived.> Although the tensions between the two parts of the
village sometimes resulted in small outbreaks of violence, this
was largely the outcome of parochial and family feuds rather
than any underlying social antagonisms.

In 1911, when José was just three years old, his mother suc-
cessfully convinced the rest of the family to move to Barcelona,
the Catalan capital and Spain’s industrial capital, where her
brother had established an espadrille shop. It was a decision
that was to change young José’s life irrevocably. This marked
the start of a lifelong journey of discovery and struggle, an
odyssey that would take him to three continents and numer-
ous countries in the course of a life that resembled that of the
Quixote: the idealistic dreamer, ever poised to confront injus-
tice and tyranny in the course of a semi-nomadic existence.

In sharp contrast to the parochial and insular rural life
in Vall d’Uixo, by the early 1910s Barcelona was a thriving
and cosmopolitan commercial and cultural centre. It was the
capital of Spain’s labour movement which, from the middle
of the nineteenth century, had been strongly influenced by
libertarian or anarchist ideologies: from the 1860s onwards,
every major trade union federation was formed in Barcelona.
Urban growth during the last quarter of the nineteenth
century had been vertiginous. The 1888 World Exhibition

rora Bosch Sanchez, Ugetistas y libertarios. Guerra civil y revolucion en el Pais
Valenciano, 1936-1939, Valencia, 1983, p. 390.

® Victor Garcia’s prologue to José Peirats, La Semana Trdgica y otros
relatos, Méstoles, 1991, p.14
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within the libertarian and anarcho-syndicalist movements was
a source of strength, after July we can see that many of the
leading militants in the Barcelona and Catalan movements pos-
sessed a very narrow and restrictive interpretation of anarchist
thought and practice. This was graphically seen in the way that
the potential of local revolutionary committees was ignored by
the leaders of the CNT and the FAIL Rather than extend the con-
trol of the revolutionary committees over social and economic
life, the most prominent figures within the Catalan anarchist
movement resolved to adopt the Popular Front formula of “anti-
fascist unity’. First of all, the CNT and FAI leaders shored up
the institutions of the Republic that had collapsed owing to
the revolutionary and counter-revolutionary mobilisations of
July; then, later, they agreed to participate in republican gov-
ernments, first in Catalonia and then in central government. As
the CNT and the FAI became increasingly drawn into to Span-
ish social and political life, both organisations became bureau-
cratised, losing their old autonomy to become ‘top-down’ or-
ganisations, which attracted careerists who wished to live from
the ‘revolution’ and civil war. Incredibly, the FAI became trans-
formed into just another political party, its basic unit ceasing to
be the grupo de afinidad, becoming instead the agrupacion (as-
sociation) of 100s. Moreover, the CNT-FAI leadership sought to
impose a ‘general line’ on its associated press and publications.

This situation impelled José towards a new stage in his life
of rebellion and opposition: as an opponent of the movement
to which he had dedicated his life. José’s opposition was mul-
tifaceted just as it was unyielding. Highlighting the new posi-
tion of defiance adopted by José and his comrades, his grupo
de afinidad now changed its name from Afinitat to Los irre-
ductibles (“The Implacable Ones’). José was among the first to
be frustrated by the pusillanimity and timidity of the anarchist
leaders and their ‘democratic collaboration’ that gave politi-
cal representation to other anti-Francoist forces even though
they lacked the power of the CNT in the streets, factories and
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José was deeply involved in this grassroots revolution in
I'Hospitalet. The ateneu where he had previously organised
plays and cultural activities ‘had converted itself into a Jacobin
club.®? In his memoirs, he described the hectic first days of rev-
olution and the remarkable degree of local democracy that pre-
vailed. Thus, José relates how, at one of the early meetings of
the 'Hospitalet revolutionary committee, a speaker referred
to Kropotkin’s aphorism — ‘If there is hunger the day after a
revolution, then the revolution has failed’ — and how this led
directly to the formation of a Comité de Abastos (Supply Com-
mittee), which was located in a collectivised warehouse. This
was local decision-making, revolutionary self-determination,
motivated by the local needs of the working class community.
Fuelled by revolutionary enthusiasm, it seemed that sleep was
now an unnecessary luxury: José attended a succession of com-
munity assemblies and meetings of the ’'Hospitalet revolution-
ary committee by day, while by night he baked bread before
joining the armed workers’ patrols on the streets.

For all the power they enjoyed in the July days, at the height
of the revolution, CNT activists were still conditioned by a de-
fensive mentality occasioned by the experience of decades of
clandestine activity. This was highlighted by José in a telling
anecdote: at a time when the anarcho-syndicalist masses were
fully in control of the situation, something that was especially
true in 'Hospitalet, José and his comrades converted a local
brickworks into a secret arsenal. It was clear that the anar-
chists did not appreciate the scale of the power that was in
their hands and that they could not escape the fear that they
would be forced underground.”®

While before the revolution, it could be claimed that the role
of autodidacts and genuinely proletarian ‘organic intellectuals’
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7 Peirats, ‘Una experiencia historica...’, p. 38.

% José Peirats, ‘Razones y sinrazones de la participacién libertaria en el
Gobierno’, Polémica, summer 1986, p. 63.
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reshaped the cityscape dramatically, drawing in thousands
of immigrants from the poor and depressed rural areas of
Spain. Like the Peirats family, these immigrants arrived in the
hope of finding a better life in a city José later described as
the ‘Catalan California’.® Yet there were definite limits to the
‘Barcelona dream’: despite the vast wealth generated by local
industry, economic incertitude was the norm for the city’s
workers, particularly the immigrants. The Spanish state and
the authorities were singularly incapable of responding to the
welfare requirements of a rapidly industrialised and urbanised
city, resulting in an acute housing crisis. With low-cost ac-
commodation in particularly short supply, landlords (or more
correctly slumlords) became the scourge of working class
Barcelona. Much housing was unmodernised and insalubrious,
bringing in its wake a string of diseases, such as cholera, ty-
phoid and tuberculosis. Worst still were the social conditions
facing the many immigrants that resided in the shantytowns
built on the beach or on wasteland in and around the city.
The state also failed to serve as a stimulus to industry as was
occurring in Germany at this time. Spain’s limited internal
market, which was distorted by the army of southern landless
labourers who survived on subsistence wages, was a further
brake on industrial development. The wellbeing of Catalan
industry was tied to its privileged access to the protected
colonial markets in Cuba, the Philippines and Puerto Rico, at
least until the ‘Disaster of 1898, when Spain lost its remaining
colonial possessions. In the crisis that ensued, the fragile
nature of Barcelona’s economy was savagely exposed. The
Catalan bourgeoisie, ever keen to maximise the slim profit
margins generated by its uncompetitive industries, sought to
ensure that the costs of the economic crisis would be unevenly
distributed and that local workers would bear the brunt of

® José Peirats, Figuras del movimiento libertario espariol, Barcelona,
1978, p. 89
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austerity measures and job losses. The already calamitous
situation facing Barcelona’s working class deteriorated further
and social antagonisms rose sharply. Because workers made
up the bulk of the conscripts who perished in Spain’s overseas
military adventures, many proletarian families lost their
main breadwinner. Class hatreds were further fuelled by the
knowledge that the middle and upper classes, notwithstanding
their vocal patriotism, could, at a nominal cost, take advantage
of a ‘buy-out option’ that allowed them to remove the names
of their children from the draft list. In a context of social
effervescence and popular resentment towards futile and
costly colonial wars, the labour movement-sponsored culture
of proletarian anti-militarism took root among broad sectors
of the working class.

Class conflict was inevitable. Throughout the latter part
of the nineteenth century workers had struggled to organise
trade unions but Barcelona’s industrialists were implacably
hostile to any checks on the authority of capital in the
workplace, opposing even a token union presence in the fac-
tories and redoubling their efforts to crush organised labour.
Whenever possible, dismissals were directed at trade union
militants. In 1901 employers opted for the ‘hunger pact’ (el
pacte de la fam), a lockout of working class activists aimed at
destroying labour organisation. Yet the determination of local
workers to improve their living conditions guaranteed that
union organisation survived the employers’ offensive. Partial,
economic strikes continued, culminating in the February
1902 general strike. The Madrid government responded by
declaring martial law: 371 labour activists were jailed and
street fighting between pickets and the army left 17 dead and
44 injured.

While the military had long been deployed to counter chal-
lenges to public order, after the colonial defeat of 1898, the
army élite became increasingly obsessed with internal politics
and settling scores with the ‘unpatriotic’, proletarian ‘enemy

14

stroy their enemies before they were destroyed themselves.”®
For José, the storming of the Pedralbes barracks was the stuff
of his dreams: the proletarian masses breaching the bastions
of bourgeois state power and for many of the participants it
was a crucial first experience of insurrection. This action was
also part of a desire to reconquer space: the barracks had been
built during the Republic on what had been a tree-lined public
area where José used to go in search of solitude and where he
read Hugo, Zola and the great Russian novelists. He watched
as the barracks were built only then to find the entire area out
of bounds due to ‘security concerns’.

But now the workers had taken charge and revolution was in
the air and on the ground. The Pedralbes garrison was hastily
renamed ‘Bakunin Barracks’ on 19 July. New structures of rev-
olutionary power began to operate. The bricks that had been
placed one on top of the other by the likes of José to create
barricades formed the basis for new grassroots revolutionary
committees. As the armed workers who controlled the various
barricades communicated with one another across the greater
Barcelona area, a ‘Federation of barricades’ was established,
the first and only truly revolutionary body to be formed af-
ter the uprising, which mirrored the ‘District Federations’ of
the Paris Commune. One of the first acts of the ‘Federation
of Barricades’ was to create a Comité de Guerra (Committee
of War), located in the ‘Bakunin Barracks’, which established
the first workers’ militias, the armed embodiment of revolu-
tionary power, formed to reconquer territory still controlled
by the fascists.”® Simultaneously, and spontaneously, local rev-
olutionary committees were established, often based around
the barricades, which were responsible for organising food dis-
tribution and supplies in the working class neighbourhoods.

% El Diluvio, 22 July 1936; Frente Libertario, July-August 1971.
% Abel Paz, Durruti, el proletariado en armas, Barcelona, 1978, p. 360.
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more dramatic news: right-wing army officers stationed in Mo-
rocco had launched a coup. The news would not have shocked
José as CNT and anarchist circles had, for weeks, been apprised
of a conspiracy being hatched by the extreme right and sections
of the army. What nobody knew, however, was the shape that
events would take and how serious the coup might be. Vexed
by this uncertainty, José left for his shorthand class armed with
a pen and a pistol, the two most powerful weapons in the CNT
arsenal. Yet he could hardly have predicted what was to fol-
low in the coming hours, days and months: that his revolu-
tionary dreams would be acted out in the streets and facto-
ries of Barcelona and in the fields of much of Spain; and that
the nascent revolution of the masses would eventually be con-
sumed by the international geo-political conflicts in a civil war
that would claim a million lives.

In his memoirs, José doesn’t give any indication as to what
he did after his class in Barcelona. However, as rumours spread
about the military uprising, it seems likely that he would have
dropped in at one of the many CNT centres in Barcelona to get
an update on events and on the planned response of the Confed-
eration. To be sure, on Sunday 19 July, when the coup spread
to army garrisons in Catalonia, José joined with the most mil-
itant sections of the working class and loyal detachments of
the republican security forces in quashing the army rebellion.
In 'Hospitalet, the anarcho-syndicalist masses accounted for
the vast majority of those who went onto the streets to con-
front the military. José was in the front line of the workers’
counter-mobilisation. Along with friends from La Torrassa, he
set about building barricades, a task in which José employed
some of his brickmaking tools. Later that morning, José was
part of a crowd, many of which had no experience of revo-
lutionary action, which assembled to storm the Pedralbes in-
fantry barracks on the I'Hospitalet-Barcelona border. This ac-
tion underscored the audacity of the revolutionaries, who were
largely unarmed but acutely aware of the pressing need to de-
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within’, whose ‘Red subversion’, it believed, had undermined
the warrior spirit of the Spanish people. In Barcelona, army
power was embodied in a network of garrisons and Civil Guard
posts dotted around the city and in the hilltop military fortress
of Montjuic, which cast a repressive shadow over the city. The
use of the army as a domestic policeman, combined with new
and equally disastrous foreign adventures in Morocco, height-
ened the anti-militarist spirit of the Barcelona working class,
large sections of which regarded the military as the instrument
of both an unpopular centralist state and the defender of an un-
just social order. Popular anti-militarism came to the surface
during the so-called “Tragic Week’ of July 1909. What started
as a peaceful general strike of Barcelona’s trade unions against
the colonial war in Morocco sparked off a spontaneous upris-
ing in the proletarian barris. Protected by a network of barri-
cades, the workers of Barcelona exacted their revenge on the
Catholic church, which had many financial interests in Span-
ish Morocco, burning over 50 religious buildings across the
city. One hundred and four civilians died and 125 were injured
in the repression of the urban insurrection. As the authorities
clamped down on rebel Barcelona, over 2,500 people — for the
most part trade unionists and left-wingers — were imprisoned.
Seventeen death sentences were passed, five of which were car-
ried out.

The “Tragic Week’ moulded the perspectives of the main
social actors in Barcelona for years to come: for Spanish
conservatives, it illustrated how the Madrid-based centralist
state could ill afford to deviate from its mission of pacification
in this most undisciplined and disloyal city; for the Catalan
bourgeoisie, who regarded the Spanish government as an
anti-Catalan and anti-industrial force, it showed that the
agrarian-dominated central state was a necessary ally in the
struggle against the Barcelona working class; and for the
working class, who refused to accept the claims of catalaniste
employers that their oppression was national rather than
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social, it revealed the need for a new unity and organisation.
It was this last sentiment that led to the formation of the CNT
in 1910.

The Barcelona encountered by the Peirats family in 1911
was, therefore, a divided, polarised and conflictive city. In
keeping with prevailing patterns of working class immigration,
the Peirats’s arrived in instalments: first of all the male mem-
bers of the family came and secured accommodation in the
Poble Sec district, close to the centre of Barcelona, whereupon
they were joined by José’s mother and sister. Described by
US historian Joan Connelly Ullman as a ‘slum district’, Poble
Sec was a long-established, almost exclusively, working class
district, which had been a receptacle for many of the migrant
workers, particularly the Aragonese and the Valencians, who
came to Barcelona before the 1888 Exhibition.” Since many
of these earlier immigrants spoke Catalan, they were fairly
easily integrated within the city and, by the time José and his
family arrived, Poble Sec would have possessed a pronounced
Catalan atmosphere and, was, therefore, not too disconcerting
for the Catalan speakers from the Vall de Uixo. Typical of
much of proletarian Barcelona, illiteracy and overcrowding
were serious problems in Poble Sec. In 1909, illiteracy ran
at 54.6 per cent in District VII, the municipal district that
included Poble Sec.?

Poble Sec also had a pronounced bohemian atmosphere,
bordering as it did the Parallel, ‘Barcelona’s Broadway’, a
centre of popular revelry that housed music-halls and the-
atres. The Paral.lel also connected Poble Sec to the port and

7 Joan Connelly Ullman, The Tragic Week. A Study of Anticlericalism in
Spain, 1875-1912, Cambridge, Mass., 1968, pp. 272, 276. In fact, this descrip-
tion might have been extended to all proletarian Barcelona.

8 Jordi Monés i Pujol-Busquets, ‘A la recerca de I’home nou’, in Borja de
Riquer i Permanyer (ed.), Historia, Politica, Societat i Cultura dels Paisos Cata-
lans. L’Epoca dels nous moviments socials, 1900-1930, Barcelona, 1995, volume
8, p.313.
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ourselves as the last romantics’®® In his memoirs, José also
described the spectacle created by the arrival of the militants
in the Aragonese capital, which constituted:

‘a veritable Confederal invasion. Trains and
coaches arrived without respite. Locomotives
were adorned with our colours and banners.
There were passengers balancing on the foot
boards of the carriages and even suicidal people
who made the journey on the roof...The capital of
Aragén seemed occupied by a foreign army. Tra-
ditional Zaragoza hardly ventured onto the streets
through fear of being confronted by that plague

of devils. The police behaved most correctly.*

After the Congress, José returned to I'Hospitalet, where he
submerged himself in a wide range of activities, in the CNT, in
the local ateneu and at work, in a local brickworks. Yet political
events were now developing rapidly. Since the February elec-
tion result, most right-wing parties had given up any hope of
overthrowing the Republic through legal means and had effec-
tively thrown their weight and resources behind a conspiracy
of extreme military conservatives and crypto-fascists to crush
democracy. It was this conspiracy that culminated in the July
1936 coup.

Spain’s political crisis meant that José made his last brick on
Saturday 18 July 1936. Like every Saturday, José worked half
a day, finishing at midday. He returned home to eat, to wash
and freshen up before setting off for Barcelona, where he was
attending shorthand notetaking classes in order to aid his jour-
nalistic work. Before leaving for his class, José had arranged
for a friend to pass to discuss ateneu affairs. His friend brought

% Cited in Burnett Bolloten, The Spanish Civil War. Revolution and
Counter-revolution, Hemel Hempstead, 1991, p. 769, n. 17.
% Peirats, Unpublished memoirs, p. 92.
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of debate — fighting is not for rational people. We
have to show that we are men and not beasts. In-
stead of fighting, the man who deserves the name
must use his head. We must use our powers of rea-
son. You must appreciate that we, along with many

others, can all fit inside this wagon’®

Having defused the situation, all the hobos bedded down to-
gether for a nights’ sleep.”’

The risks of ‘tramping’ were numerous. Many hobos were
routinely beaten by private railway guards if they were dis-
covered on trains. In José’s case, his journey was brought to a
premature end by the police and he ended up in a cell, charged
with vagrancy.”! This coincided with a fierce judicial offensive
against the unemployed, especially those who couldn’t afford
to keep their papers in order, who were routinely interned as
‘vagrants’. José was detained for two days on ‘suspicion’ but
was released as he did not have a record as a ‘vagrant’ and
could prove his identity.”?

José returned to Barcelona ahead of the May 1936 CNT
National Congress in Zaragoza, a gathering that he knew
would be decisive in shaping the future orientation of the
union. Having immersed himself once more in local CNT
activities, José’s ‘thesis’ was adopted by the I'Hospitalet CNT
and he was duly delegated to present it to Congress. José
charted the proceedings of the Congress in volume I of this
book. Years later, in an interview with the journal Tiempo
de Historia in January 1980, José reflected on the Zaragoza
Congress and its policy statement on libertarian communism:
‘Nowadays the document may seem ingenuous or romantic
and make a lot of people laugh. The fact is that we regarded

8 Peirats, Unpublished