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Lenin in Barcelona: the Russian Revolution and 
the Spanish trienio bolchevista, 1917–1920
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In 1916, Belgian-born writer and revolutionary Victor Serge found himself 
in Spain. The son of Russian exiles, Serge began as an anarcho-syndicalist 
but would eventually come to embrace Marxism under the influence of the 
Russian Revolution. Escaping political persecution in his adoptive France, 
he crossed the Pyrenees into Catalonia and immediately got involved in the 
syndicalist movement of Barcelona. The news of the fall of the Tsar in March 
further electrified an already effervescent labor movement. In his memoirs 
Serge recalled:

The Spaniards, even the workers on the shop floor beside me, who were no 
militants, instinctively understood the Petrograd days, since their imagi-
nation transposed those events to Madrid and Barcelona. The monarchy 
of Alfonso XIII was no more popular or stable than that of Nicholas II. The 
revolutionary tradition of Spain, like that of Russia, went back to the time 
of Bakunin. Similar social causes were operating in both countries: agrar-
ian problems, retarded industrialization, a political regime at least a century 
and a half behind Western Europe.1

These comparisons between Spain and Russia were not uncommon. Lev 
Trotskii, who also spent part of the First World War in Spain, is credited with 
having referred to Spain as “the country that, after Russia, is most hospitable 
to Bolshevik propaganda.”2 In 1921, after having visited Moscow, Spanish syn-
dicalist leader Joaquín Maurín claimed that “there is no country as similar to 
Russia as Spain. That means that we have the duty . . . of being the second 
ones to hoist the red flag of proletarian emancipation.”3 Liberal philosopher 
José Ortega y Gasset referred to the Spaniards and the Russians as the two 
pueblo races of Europe, two impulsive and indomitable nations that were 
innately prone to rebellion.4 The authorities were also aware of the parallels 
between Spain and Russia. An anonymous report from 1919 found in Spanish 
Prime Minister Count of Romanones’ archive observed that “the Spanish pro-
letariat is very similar to the Russian, for their mentality and their love for 
dazzling things and for grandiose phraseology.”5

On opposite sides of the European continent, Bourbon Spain and 
Romanov Russia were characterized by their backwardness and underdevel-
opment. In both countries, an increasingly restless labor movement, a land-
hungry peasantry, and daunting national and colonial questions combined 
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into an explosive Gordian knot. The structural similarities between both 
societies were dramatically confirmed by the sweeping social revolutions the 
two countries underwent in the first decades of the twentieth century: 1917 
and 1936 stand at the apex of modern European revolutions. The start of the 
Russian Revolution helped to trigger a process of extreme militancy in the 
Spanish labor movement, the trienio bolchevista (“three Bolshevik years”). 
In the words of contemporary observer Juan Díaz del Moral, Spanish workers 
and peasants “reversed the balance of forces between capital and labor, and 
in some towns they exercised a dictatorship of the proletariat of sorts.” “For all 
this,” he pithily noted, “only one word had been necessary: Russia.”6

The social and political polarization of Spanish society mirrored, and 
was stimulated, by developments in the rest of Europe. The revolutions in 
Germany, Austria-Hungary, and, above all, in Russia became models in the 
eyes of Spanish revolutionaries. Conversely, Bolshevism became a specter that 
haunted the Spanish propertied classes and drove them towards an authori-
tarian solution to the country’s problems, following the path of Hungary and 
Italy.7 In September 1923, General Primo de Rivera staged a military coup 
d’état with widespread support from the ruling elites. Although this turbulent 
period in Spanish history did not culminate in social revolution but in right-
wing dictatorship, it opened the cracks along which Spanish society would 
fracture in the 1930s, very much as the 1905 Russian Revolution prepared the 
ground for 1917. The national question, the land question, the inefficiency 
and corruption of the Spanish state, and, above all, the militancy of the labor 
movement, all came to surface with force in these years, generating political 
polarization and violence and short-circuiting the perspectives for democratic 
reform.

There is a substantial corpus of literature in English and Spanish on the 
trienio bolchevista, although it has tended to allude to the impact of the Russian 
Revolution cursorily, in broader studies with a national slant on Spain’s politi-
cal and social history.8 This paper will provide a synopsis of the events of this 
period and evaluate their ulterior significance, and above all will assess the 
specific impact of the Russian Revolution in the country.

The agitations kindled by the Russian Revolution in Spain had two phases. 
Before the worker and peasant risings that characterized this period, there 
was a brief but intense liberal apogee, stimulated by the February Revolution. 
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Public opinion in neutral Spain had been divided over the question of the 
war. On the one hand, stood the germanófilos, those sympathetic towards 
the Central Powers, who tended to represent the most conservative sectors 
of Spanish society. On the other hand were proponents of Aliadofilia, support 
for the Allies, which was typical of liberals and republicans. The reformist 
PSOE (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party), the Spanish section of the Second 
International, also backed the Allies, while the powerful anarcho-syndicalist 
movement was bitterly hostile to both camps.9

The cause of the aliadófilos had been embarrassed by the presence of 
autocratic Russia in the Allied camp. The overthrow of the Tsar, however, 
putatively made the Entente wholly democratic, and redoubled their commit-
ment to enter the war on the side of the Allies. The intervention of Woodrow 
Wilson’s America in the war further enhanced the Allied cause. Moreover, the 
wartime hike in demand for Spanish exports had bolstered Spanish industry, 
mostly concentrated in Catalonia. This emboldened the Spanish (and particu-
larly the Catalan) industrial bourgeoisie, which had historically been pitted 
against the politically influential landowning and bureaucratic elites. In the 
spring of 1917, the regime was rocked by the mutiny of disgruntled army offi-
cers. Conditions seemed ripe for an ambitious campaign for liberal reform, 
and in the eyes of some, to press for Spanish intervention in the war.10

The Spanish “liberal moment” reached its zenith in the summer of 1917, 
when Catalan regional politician Francesc Cambó, closely aligned with the 
Barcelonese bourgeoisie, organized an assembly of rebellious parliamentar-
ians. As in Russia, however, the quest for liberal transformation was undercut 
by the rising tide of class conflict. Cambó and his allies had entered into nego-
tiations with the leaders of the socialist unions to second his call for a constit-
uent assembly with a general strike. The anarcho-syndicalists also became 
involved in the movement. Cambó, however, feeling the groundswell of 
working-class radicalization, decided to backtrack. The news of the February 
Revolution had also exhilarated the labor movement. The strike took place in 
August 1917, and the ferocity of the struggle in some regions was such that it 
clouded the ambitions of the liberal reformers. The liberal alliance with the 
labor movement was broken. The fate of the Russian provisional government 
substantiated the impression that the “social question” was far more danger-
ous than the corruption, authoritarianism, and backwardness of the Spanish 
state. Cambó resolved that, before the danger of Bolshevism, “the question of 
liberty had to be put off for some time.”11

The years 1918–20 saw unprecedented levels of working-class and peas-
ant agitation. The defeat of the 1917 general strike momentarily weakened the 
urban labor movement, but at this point waves of peasant insurrections swept 
across southern Spain. Sharecroppers and farmhands went on strike; manor 
houses were torched; crops were burned, farming utensils destroyed, and cat-
tle killed. Some villages were occupied by rebellious peasants, who declared 
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anarchy. The peasant rebellions were only subdued after a 20,000-strong 
army was dispatched in Andalusia in the spring of 1919.12 However, when the 
rural tumults subsided the movement of the industrial workers made a vigor-
ous comeback, particularly in Catalonia. In the spring of 1919 a dispute in a 
Barcelona power plant spiraled into a citywide general strike that “paralyzed 
everything.”13 In 1918, 463 strikes took place in Spain; in 1919, 895; and in 
1920, 1,060.14

The outlook of Spanish liberalism became increasingly somber, and 
bourgeois democrats sided with the old elites in the struggle against labor. 
The propertied classes, of both liberal and conservative persuasions, were 
gripped by a hysteric Red Scare. Wild exaggerations about the Bolshevik 
threat were propagated in the bourgeois press. At one point, it was reported 
that Vladimir Lenin had landed in Barcelona to lead the Spanish revolution.15 
The government, fearing all things Russian, made plans to deport the bulk 
of Russian citizens from Spain.16 Virulent repression was unleashed against 
the labor movement, with the blessing of important sectors of liberal opinion. 
In Catalonia, the heart of the agitations of the trienio bolchevista, paramili-
tary groups were armed by the bosses and thrown against the syndicalists. 
Anarchist Gastón Leval described the repressions of these years in dramatic 
terms: “In Barcelona, the repression against the libertarian labor movement 
continued to strike with the same savage intensity. The arrests were daily, 
jails full to the brim, prisoners were deported on foot to other provinces, the 
gangs of mercenaries . . . set up by the bosses, killed our militants.”17

This process culminated in the military coup of Primo de Rivera in 
September 1923, which inaugurated a six-year praetorian dictatorship. As 
Angel Smith has explained, the coup was actively supported by Catalan liberal 
industrialists, and was hatched in the villas of the Barcelonese bourgeoisie.18

The Spanish labor movement was divided into two tendencies. On the one 
hand stood the PSOE (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party), a moderate socialist 
party in the Social Democratic tradition, which was dominant in the bureau-
cratic capital of Madrid, the Castilles, and in the industrial areas of the north. 
The other proletarian force in Spain was the anarcho-syndicalist movement, 
organized after 1910 under the banners of the CNT (National Confederation 
of Labor). The anarcho-syndicalists were influential among the peasantry of 
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Aragon, Valencia, Andalusia, and Extremadura, and most importantly, they 
were predominant in industrial Catalonia. The years 1917–20 were a time of 
vigorous growth for the libertarians, while the socialists languished.19 This 
process was closely connected with the impact of the Russian Revolution in 
Spain.

It is unsurprising that the socialist leadership reacted to the October 
Revolution with unease and apprehension. The news of the Bolshevik rising 
came at a difficult time for the socialists. They had put themselves at the fore-
front of the general strike of August 1917, and had assumed responsibility for 
the defeat. The failure of the strike strengthened the legalist tendencies in the 
party, which became weary of revolutionary adventures. When the socialists 
heard of the October Revolution, their immediate reaction was silence. While 
the anarcho-syndicalist press celebrated the revolution, the socialists refused 
to report on it.20 An elderly and bedridden Pablo Iglesias, historic leader of 
the PSOE, referred to the event as “tragic” and “inopportune.”21 The reasons 
for this silence are not hard to surmise. The reformist party leadership was 
visibly hostile toward the Bolsheviks, but it did not dare to come out publicly 
against the Soviet regime for fear of the militancy among the rank-and-file.22 
It therefore lapsed into immobility, attempting to hold out until the wave of 
enthusiasm died down. It drew out the debates on the Russian question, bid-
ding for a “conditional” affiliation to the Third International (which was later 
recanted), and benefitting from a series of inauspicious pro-Soviet splits.23

The story of the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists in these years is very differ-
ent. They filled the vacuum left by the socialists and grew impressively. The 
CNT boasted almost 800,000 members in December 1919. The libertarians led 
the labor movement in the regions that were at the center of the turbulences 
in this period, Andalusia and Catalonia. To a large extent, their success was 
related to their capacity to associate themselves with the Russian Revolution. 
Indeed, the Spanish Bakuninists went through a brief but intense honeymoon 
with the Russian Marxists.

The prestigious anarcho-syndicalist weekly Tierra y Libertad welcomed 
the revolution in raptures in a front-page article. “The old world has started to 
fall apart in Russia, and it will soon collapse everywhere, because examples 
are contagious and the Russian success emboldens us.”24 This ebullience was 
present in most of the anarcho-syndicalist press. As contemporary observer 
Díaz del Moral noted, in the wake of the Bolshevik uprising it was difficult to 
find a libertarian publication “that did not fill its columns with news and fer-
vent panegyrics about the great revolution.”25 Del Moral has left an invaluable 
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account of the expectations awakened among the Andalusian peasantry by 
the news coming from the east:

In my frequent encounters with workers, I could notice their heightened 
enthusiasm. All conversations inevitably moved onto the Russian question. 
If we were talking about farming, immediately someone would ask: What 
is sowed in Russia? Does it rain a lot there? If we were talking about the 
weather, the question would be asked: Is it cold or hot in Russia? Is it very 
far away? Or, in any other context: Where exactly is Russia? How long would 
it take to walk there on foot? Russia was an obsession that would never leave 
people’s mouths.26

Although some veterans of the syndicalist movement such as Salvador 
Seguí or Eleuterio Quintanilla remained somewhat skeptical of the Soviet 
regime, enthusiasm for the Bolsheviks was not restricted to the rank-and-
file, as was largely the case in the socialist party, but even infected sea-
soned anarcho-syndicalist cadres. As CNT leader Manuel Buenacasa put it, 
“who in Spain, being an anarchist, did not call himself a Bolshevik?”27 In 
its national congress of December 1919, the CNT decided to affiliate with the 
Third International.

The blurriness of the news coming from Russia undoubtedly facilitated this 
collusion with the Bolsheviks. Reports on the situation in Russia were contra-
dictory and rumors abounded. The exact ideology of Lenin’s party was at first 
unclear to the anarcho-syndicalists. Although it soon became apparent that 
they were not anarchists but socialists, their socialism was visibly different from 
the reformist socialism of the PSOE. The mistranslation of the term Bolshevik 
as maximalista and Menshevik as minimalista further muddied the waters. 
“The Russian maximalists (the bolcheviqui),” commented Tierra y Libertad, 
“form a party of millions of anarchists, although in reality not all of them are 
anarchists, there are also some socialists . . . who are truly revolutionary.”28 
Many extrapolated the traditional division in Spanish labor politics, and saw 
the Bolsheviks as the Russian equivalent of the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists, 
and the Mensheviks as the counterparts of the PSOE. Moreover, Russia was 
the homeland of Mikhail Bakunin and Petr Kropotkin, and this strengthened 
the mental association between Bolshevism and anarchism.29 The overthrow 
of the Kerensky, a “dictator in a Phrygian cap,” was particularly meaningful to 
the anarcho-syndicalists after the August strike, where liberals and moderate 
socialists had been seen to betray the movement.30

The anarcho-syndicalists rapidly became aware that the Russian com-
munists had not destroyed the state and done away with all authority, as 
Bakunin had preached, but had created a new revolutionary regime. Most 
Spanish anarcho-syndicalists came to embrace the Bolshevik dictatorship of 
the proletariat, however. Although the polemic over the dictatorship had been 
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one of the bones of contention in the split between Marx and Bakunin in the 
1870s, in Spain in 1917 this question had largely faded away. The Spanish 
Marxists had dropped the notion of the dictatorship of the proletariat, and 
most debates between anarcho-syndicalists and socialists revolved around 
questions of reformism and parliamentary participation. Therefore, when the 
Russian communists resurrected the term, many Spanish anarcho-syndical-
ists were not immediately hostile to it. As CNT activist Francisco Jordán com-
mented in 1921: “Karl Marx was the first to have preconized the dictatorship 
of the proletariat, but this idea was forgotten by his disciples, who, quite on 
the contrary, were always in favor of legality and were hostile to the violent 
transformation of society. The Third International has the honor of having 
dusted off this “text”!31

Moreover, the need for a workers’ dictatorship seemed to be vindicated 
by the ferocity of counterrevolution in Russia, mirrored by the violent repres-
sion faced by the anarcho-syndicalists in Spain. Tierra y Libertad announced 
that the establishment of genuine anarchy “will require a long revolution-
ary period of several years in which the anarchists will have to become the 
Authority and act as bosses to ensure the triumph of the revolution.”32 One of 
the draft theses of the 1919 national congress of the CNT openly endorsed the 
dictatorship of the proletariat: “The Russian Revolution, in principle, incar-
nates the ideals of revolutionary syndicalism. It abolished class and caste 
privileges giving power to the proletariat . . . implanting a transitional pro-
letarian dictatorship to ensure the conquest of the revolution. This gathering 
declares: That the Second Congress of the CNT should unconditionally unite 
with the Russian Revolution.”33

The anarcho-syndicalists’ infatuation with the Bolsheviks was passion-
ate but short lived. By 1921, the CNT began to turn against the Soviet regime. 
In June 1922, the confederation disaffiliated from the Third International. 
The reasons for this turn against the Russian Revolution are manifold. 
Critical reports about the authoritarianism of the Bolsheviks, and espe-
cially their treatment of the Russian anarchists, made their way to Spain in 
1920–21. Syndicalist organizations were visibly marginalized in the Third 
International. The damning account published 1921 by Ángel Pestaña, the 
first CNT delegate to Soviet Russia, left a deep impression. Importantly, these 
accounts were arriving at a time of exhaustion and defeat for the Spanish 
labor movement, which dissipated the heedless optimism of previous years. 
The emergence of Moscow-sponsored communist parties competing for the 
same constituency as the anarcho-syndicalists increased tensions between 
libertarians and Bolsheviks.

The honeymoon between the Spanish anarcho-syndicalists and the 
Russian Bolsheviks is significant, however. It reflected the expectations 
awakened by the Russian Revolution among very different constituencies, not 
simply among the left-wing tendencies in Social Democracy. It also points to 
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the mutability of ideas and political identities in these turbulent years of revo-
lution and counterrevolution, and to how the images coming from Russia were 
reworked and adapted to local conditions. Indeed, the fact that the Bakuninist 
CNT proved more hospitable to the ideas of the Bolsheviks than the Marxist 
PSOE strikingly reflects the fluidity of ideologies in these years, and suggests 
that the temperament of political movements, whether they were radical or 
moderate, was more important in shaping attitudes towards the Soviet regime 
than formal ideological identifications.

The Russian Revolution provided an enormous impetus to social conflict 
in Spain, spurring both revolution from below and counterrevolution from 
above. Open revolution and civil war were averted in this period, which cul-
minated in a military dictatorship. However, the years 1917–20 foreshadowed 
the violence of 1936–39. If the 1905 revolution was the “dress rehearsal” of 
1917, then one could well conclude that the trienio bolchevista of 1917–20 was 
the dress rehearsal of the Spanish 1936.
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