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From the Pre-Industrial Era to the Antecedents of Factory Production, 1650-1814.

The seventeenth century crisis saw a spectacular process of de-industrialization in Spain, during which the destruction of urban manufacturing was not compensated for by any shift in production to rural areas. Nevertheless, rural Spain did become the principal focus for what remained of the textile industries. In the second half of the seventeenth century they were above all centred on the manufacture of woollen cloth, followed by linen and silk. They were characterized by their dispersion, though in some parts of Castile, Catalonia, Valencia and Galicia, pockets of more concentrated manufacture were to be found. At the same time, the economic decadence of the cities produced a fall in demand amongst the elites and the middle classes and, consequently, a decline in the quality of the woollen cloth. This could, for example, be seen in the case of the Castilian, Valencian and Andalusian rural centres, whose production was aimed at the peasantry and urban lower classes. In part this was also the case in Catalonia, though in Barcelona the introduction of new mixes of wool, silk, linen and cotton in the last third of the seventeenth century, did anticipate the economic transformation of the mid eighteenth century.
 Meanwhile, the market for fine cloths was covered by foreign suppliers, whose wares inundated both Spain and her colonies.   

As we shall see, industrial structure varied considerably from area to area, but some common characteristics could be discerned. As in Europe as a whole the sexual division of labour was very marked. Masters and artisans, who worked in what remained of the urban manufactures, were men who had usually undertaken an apprenticeship, formed part of a guild, and for whom textiles frequently provided the main source of income. The journeymen worked either from home or in small workshops owned by their masters. Their women would also be involved in the productive process, working as assistants on looms within the workshops, while at from home they would sow lace and silks (blondas y encajes) for putting out merchants. In rural areas, on the other hand, textiles complemented agricultural labour. And while men were normally hand-loom weavers, women undertook spinning and carding, which was easier to combine with the household chores. 

At the end of the seventeenth century the attempt was made to reverse this process of de-industrialization and the dependence on foreign suppliers through the adoption of a mercantilist economic policy. Under the new Bourbon monarchy the first decades of the eighteenth century were to see the introduction of a series of protectionist measures, the setting up of a Junta de Comercio in order to promote manufacturing and trade, and the establishment, in Castile above all, of a series of Royal Factories. For the most part they were designed to satisfy luxury consumption at the royal court, provide for the military and monopolize production in areas in which tax revenues were high in order to ensure against fraud (tobacco being the key example here), but in textiles they operated as pilot projects, aimed at re-enforcing the monarchy’s re-industrialization policy by substituting imports, fomenting high-quality production and spreading technical and product innovation.


In textiles about a dozen Royal Factories were set up, the first and most important of which was the Royal Wollen Cloth Factory of Guadalajara in 1719, which by 1791 had 500 looms and employed close to 4000 artisans on the premises, and over 18,000 women and girls, who either worked from home or from some 190 spinning ‘factory-schools’, established by it in rural areas.
 Yet rather than a road to modern factory-based industry the Royal Factories were to prove a dead end. They were bureaucratic and did not use the factors of production effectively, with the result that they were loss making and, in general, failed to mechanize. The Guadalajara factory was to close in 1822.


The transition to a modern factory-based industry would come from the private sector, but the structure and fate of the textile industry in the various Spanish territories would be very different. The linen industry, centred on Galicia, represents an extreme example of atomized production by small, family units, without hardly any intervention by merchant manufacturers (the so-called kaufssystem). There is little information on the quantitative weight of this industry, though we do know that in the mid-eighteenth century in rural areas there were a minimum of 15,000 looms, which would have provided work for some 60,000 people. It was based on thread spun by women which was then bleached before being woven by the menfolk into narrow pieces. In this undercapitalized environment production techniques were rudimentary. Spindles and the distaff were used, rather than the spinning wheel, and the thread was bleached before being woven, because expensive plant would be needed to bleach after the process of weaving was complete. The result was a low-quality product, which was mostly utilized by the peasant families themselves or bartered within the peasant community. The industry provided valuable income for the peasantry, whose landholdings were subject to an extreme subdivision and whose produce was only weakly marketized, but at the end of the century it could not stand up to the competition of cotton textiles. Unable to generate a process of capital accumulation it would not undertake the transition to modern industry.

In other areas merchant manufacturers played a more important role in organizing production (the verlagssystem), though this did not guarantee a successful transition to factory production. This was the case of both Valencian silks and Castilian woollen textiles. In 1751 the Spanish silk industry comprized 23,467 looms (though the source indicates 36.4% were idle), with the major centre of production to be found in Valencia, which together with the contiguous region of Murcia accounted for 28.3% of the looms.
 Valencia’s predominance was based on the production of high-quality silk scarves. Manufacture was undertaken by merchants from the city of Valencia, who put out the work to domestic artisans organized in guilds. This system contained a serious weakness. Production was highly atomized, investment very limited, and the final product, which lacked standardization, was only commercialized within the small internal Spanish market. These drawbacks were magnified by the fact that Valencia was also the major producer and exporter of raw silk, with the result that landowners, merchants and peasants turned their back on manufacture.

Some similar problems could be seen in the Crown of Castile.
 Woollen manufacture in this territory was, in terms of volume, the most important in Spain. In 1751 there were 45,000 workers employed in the industry, and in the last quarter of the eighteenth century it produced a minimum of 8,551,559 varas
 of cloth per annum. Low quality cloth remained predominant, though rising rural incomes did result in  a growth in the high-quality end of the market, which made up 18.6 per cent of production from the mid 1770s. 

Within the Castilian industry a system also emerged through which a mercader (equivalent to the verleger) both financed and oversaw the process of production. Its origins are to be found in the 1515 Ordenanzas Generales de Obraje de Paños, which established the owner or manufacturer of the cloth as the central figure within the industry, even if he had not been examined in any of the particular craft. These ordinances codified the production process in several of the industry’s trades (weaving, carding, shearing and dying), the masters of which were integrated within their own guilds, and prohibited from undertaking other tasks within their workshops. These processes were centred on towns and villages, while spinning and some carding was often carried out by women in rural areas under guild supervision. Hence a rigid demarcation was established between the masters, who could only exercise their trade, and the mercader, who could employ masters and journeymen and undertake various phases of the production process within the same workshop (though in practice they only directly intervened in finishing). 

This system was most developed in the town of Béjar, where it was accompanied by a significant reordering of social and cultural power relations, with the Junta de Comercio supporting the replacement of the three guilds of carders, weavers and finishers (paños hechos), by a single guild of mercaderes, who were therefore able – to a higher degree at least - to subordinate the masters and journeymen from other trades to their own agenda. This, as we shall see, was a common feature of the most dynamic sectors of pre-industrial textile manufacture. Yet it was not sufficient to guarantee a successful transition to factory production. In the late eighteenth century the Castilian mercaderes did not provide a sufficiently high-quality, cost effective alternative to Catalan textiles and succumbed under the competition.

It was only in this latter territory that a transition to factory production took place, both within woollen textiles and in the new sector of cotton textile manufacture. In comparison with the Crown of Castile the size of the woollen textile industry was modest (with 2,088 looms compared to 8,902 in 1760), but over the century it was to prove more dynamic. There were similarities with the situation in the Castilian towns, with so called pelaires or paraires, who had originally bought the wool and undertaken the processes prior to spinning, emerging as key players, both organizing the production process and marketing the final product through networks of muleteers, traders and shopkeepers. This also involved their reordering the guild system to their advantage and subordinating other trades to their interests. Hence in the seventeenth century, while they employed female spinners from rural areas on piece rates, in the towns and villages weavers had formed separate guilds from whom the pelaires had to buy the cloth, but during the eighteenth century they were able to break the power of the weavers’ guilds and employ journeyman weavers directly. The difference with Castile lay in the fact that manufacture of high quality woollens was concentrated in several larger towns (above all Sabadell, Terrassa and Igualada), and that the pelaires were able to take advantage of a more dynamic economic climate. In these circumstances a process of social differentiation took place within the pelaires, and rich, powerful, ‘industrialists without factories’ emerged, who concentrated key production processes in their own hands (especially the tasks prior to spinning and finishing), kept a strict eye of costs, intervened directly in buying the wool and marketing the final product, and put further emphasis on producing a high-quality product.

Yet the key industry of the modern era was to be cotton textiles.  The first so-called indianas’ factories appeared in Barcelona between 1728 and 1742, dedicated largely to the printing of contraband cloth. However, it was only from the 1760s, with the liberalisation of the import of raw cotton and cotton thread, that the development of a fully-fledged industry became possible.
 Weaving and printing were from the first undertaken by male artisans operating in proto-factories of considerable dimensions in which, despite the pre-industrial technology, modern features such as the introduction of a management hierarchy, a relatively high intensity of labour, and the use of the division of labour could be discerned. On the other hand, spinning remained dispersed throughout the countryside, and left to women working in a domestic environment.

The expansion of the industry needs to be placed within the context of the rapid economic development with took place in Catalonia, especially from the second half of the century, on the back of the export of Spanish wines and spirits to the American colonies, and a consequent growth in demand for cotton cloth, which was viewed as a more ascetic and hygienic alternative to other textiles. Its definitive consolidation would take place with the liberalization of internal Spanish commerce – which had previously been funnelled through Cadiz - with the American colonies in 1783. This would lead to a further specialization, with some factories weaving and/or printing cotton and others stamping (largely imported) linen cloth. Whereas the former predominated in the internal Spanish market the latter were particularly sought after in the American colonies, making possible both a process of rapid capital accumulation and the import of American raw cotton on the return leg, which in turn gave a great boost to cotton spinning. This process was accompanied by the introduction of new technological innovations - the first spinning jennies in 1774 (followed by a larger Catalan variant, the Bergadana), carding machines in 1792 and the water frame in 1793. At first the jennies were still operated in a domestic environment, but they would lay the basis for the incorporation of spinning into factories.
 Overall, between 1776 and 1790 in Catalonia as a whole output probably grew over seven-fold. Just in Barcelona in 1784 the industry produced 5,745,600 cotton pieces (indianas), along with 3,396,790 pieces of stamped linen cloth (lienzos pintados).

By the 1780s, therefore, cotton textiles had emerged as the most innovative sector within the Catalan textile industries, though it was not, in fact, the largest. In 1784 there were 51,000 workers employed in the textile industries, of which 33.9% were in the woollen industry, 28.2% in silk manufacture and 23.8% in cotton (see table 1.1.). In terms of geograpaphical location, Barcelona and the Catalan littoral focused on weaving, while in the rural interior spinning continued to be an activity largely carried out by female peasants, often for only part of the year. The exception was the city of Manresa in the interior, where an important silk scarf industry had grown up, profits from which would subsequently lay the basis for a prosperous cotton textile industry in the nineteenth century.

 Table 1.1. The Catalan Textile Industries in 1784
	
	Factories
	Looms
	%
	Workers
	%

	Cotton (Cotton Pieces, Stamped Cotton, Painted Pieces)
	147
	3054
	44.4%
	12279
	23.8%

	Silk Scarves and Handkerchiefs
	N/A
	1842
	26.8%
	6918
	13.4%

	Wool
	N/A
	1147
	16.7%
	17463
	33.9%

	Linen and Hemp
	N/A
	840
	12.2%
	5183
	10.1%

	Total Weaving
	N/A
	6883
	100%
	41843
	81,2%

	Knitted Wool and Cotton
	53
	690
	18.0%
	2059
	4.0%

	Knitted Silk
	N/A
	1098
	28.7%
	3439
	6.7%

	Silk Ribbons
	N/A
	2044
	53.3%
	4189
	8.1%

	Total (knitting and ribbons)
	N/A
	3832
	100%
	9687
	18.8%

	Total Number of Workers in Textile Industries
	
	
	
	51530
	100,0%


  Source: Calculated by Carles Enrech from Isabel Miguel López,  “El censo de Manufacturas de 1784. Una nueva fuente para el análisis  de la industria catalana”,  Revista de Historia Económica, XIV, 1 (1996), pp. 161-183: 125-183.

In cotton textiles this industrial model would be challenged by the colonial wars with Britain in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, which led to the interruption of the colonial trade. Textile manufacturers had no choice but to abandon the production of stamped linen and focus on indianas for the home market. This led to a slowdown in growth, but in a context in which large amounts of capital had already been accumulated they responded positively and undertook further technological modernization, with, from the 1790s, the transfer of spinning to factories operated by both horse and water power. These new factories were installed above all in Barcelona, Manresa, and on the banks of the Llobregat and Ter rivers in northern Catalonia. Hence, the continuity of the industry through this difficult period was ensured.

The Rise of a Mechanized Factory System, 1814-1885  

In the new century industrial Catalonia (above all the area around Barcelona) rose to become the ‘factory of Spain’; a major industrial centre in what was still to a large extent an agrarian economy. Because of the difficulty of developing heavy industry this industrial growth would to a remarkable degree be based on textiles, with the cotton textile industry to the forefront. By 1900 there were about 80,000 workers in cotton textiles, and another 25 to 30,000 in the territory’s other textile industries. This represented about one third of Catalonia’s entire industrial working class. In Spain as a whole in 1900 it is probably not unrealistic to talk of one million plus industrial workers, but outside Catalonia textiles had very much withered away. In 1920 there were 40,000 workers left in the rest of Spain, most still working in a domestic environment.
 It is in the light of these figures that the sections dealing with the period 1814-1939 will centre on Catalan cotton textiles.

For this industry the early nineteenth century represented a difficult period of adjustment. Most of the country’s industrial structure survived the War of Independence (1808-1814). More damaging was the loss of Spain’s colonial empire combined with the constant social and political conflicts which afflicted the country between 1815 and 1839. In response textile manufacturers successfully pushed for higher protective tariffs. This would set the tone for the next hundred and fifty years. Spain’s own variant the German ‘pact of iron and rye’ was forged, whereby both industrialists and cereal producers were protected from foreign competition and dominated the home market. The difference was that it would become a defensive alliance, with Spanish cotton manufacturers, for example, only able to compete effectively with the major industrial powers in low quality fabrics. 

Nevertheless, despite the handicaps they faced, industrialists were able to consolidate a factory-based industry. From the 1810s the mechanization of spinning proceeded apace. The industry’s modernisation was further encouraged the rapid switch to steam power in Barcelona and nearby textile towns during the 1840s, which made possible the introduction of large mule jennies in spinning along with power looms, and stimulated vertical integration of spinning and weaving within larger plants. By 1860 spinning had been totally mechanized while power looms accounted for half the industry’s total (for spinning see table 1.2.).
 In addition, the number of workers also grew rapidly; over 72,000 cotton textile workers in Barcelona by 1841 and close on 130,000 in Spanish cotton textiles as a whole in 1867 (for the 1867 figures see table 1.3).

	Table 1.2. Number of Spindles in the Catalan Cotton Textile Industry, 1807-1929

	
	1807
	1829
	1836
	1841
	1850
	1857
	1907
	1929

	Hand- spindles
	82,870
	290.700
	457,200
	446,400
	183,778
	0
	0
	0

	Mechanical spindles

	Water-frames
	10,890
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Throstles
	0
	7,028
	12,800
	19,800
	51,040
	70,360
	0
	0

	Mule Jennies
	2,040
	70,285
	181,047
	326,323
	475,490
	388,650
	0
	0

	Self-Acting Mules
	0
	0
	0
	0
	96,328
	437,054
	740,000
	436,344

	Ring Frames
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1,315,567
	1,655,630

	Total Spindles
	95,800
	386,013
	651,047
	792,723
	622,858
	896,064
	2,055,567
	2,101,974

	Proportion of Mechanical Spindles (per cent)
	13.5
	21
	29.7
	43.6
	77.2
	100
	100
	100

	Sources: Alex Sánchez, “crisis económica y respuesta empresarial. Los inicios del sistema fabril en la industria algodonera catalana, 1797-1839” in Revista de Historia Económica, 3 (2000), p. 508. Jordi Maluquer de Motes, “La gran transformació. Industrialització i modernització a la Catalunya del segle XIX”, in Història Econòmica de la Catalunya Contemporània,  4 vols,  I (Barcelona, 1994), p. 168; Federich Rahola y Trémols, “Del Comerç y de la industria de Catalunya” in Francesc Carreras y Candi (ed), Geografia general de Catalunya, 4 vols, I (Barcelona, 1980 [1913-18]), p. 397; Lucas Flórez Beltrán, La industrial algodonera española (Barcelona, 1943), p. 93.


During this period as a result of technological change not only did the labour process undergo frequent modifications, the sexual division of labour was also to suffer profound changes. And in the new liberal age the industry’s transformations became closely bound up with labour organization and protest. 

As in the rest of western Europe the belief that men were the primary bread winners outside the domestic environment, and that the role of women should be complementary and combined with child rearing and the domestic chores, was transposed onto the new factory environment. This had two major consequences. First, all supervisory work, and skilled, apprenticed labour remained largely the preserve of men, and informal systems of apprenticeship were adopted within the new factory environment, while women’s work – along with that of children - was conceptualized as low-grade and poorly paid. As we have seen, this largely functioned through a differentiation in the work performed by men and women, with, at the turn of the nineteenth century, female labour still centred on the tasks prior to spinning and weaving and on domestic spinning.
 

Yet rapid technological change would call into question established categories of male and female labour. Thus, in weaving while no one doubted that hand looms were the preserve of male journeymen, in the 1830s industrialists began to employ some women on the new power looms. These machines needed only a short period of training, were relatively easy to operate, and therefore could be regarded as requiring ‘only’ low-paid female labour. Within the industry’s highly competitive environment other issues also concerned the male hand-loom weavers. There were complaints at industrialists’ attempts to increase the length of pieces woven, supervise the production process more closely and to water-down apprenticeship restrictions. 

In was in this context that during more liberal periods of government (1841-43, 1854-56) these weavers played the leading role, within the expanding industrial towns, in forging the new labour movement, and would be at the forefront of demands for trade-union rights to be respected. Their importance was based on two key factors. On the one hand, one has to take into account their weight within the new industrial economy. In Barcelona itself in 1856 workers in textiles made up over 30% of the industrial working class, and the city’s 5195 handloom weavers represented a little over 50% of the total number of men in the textile industries. On the other, they had a strong tradition of independence on the shop floor, which included the right, as they saw it, to talk on the job, leave when they wished, and celebrate ‘Saint Monday’.
 

In the 1850s spinners were also to become increasingly prominent in labour protest, a fact which again needs relating to the changing structure and sexual division of the trade. The import of the new mule jennies after 1814 signified a profound revolution in this respect. They were large semi-automatic machines, unlike anything that had gone before, which required considerable physical effort and the spinner to work alongside a team of youngsters, known as piecers, who changed the spools and mended the broken thread. As in other European countries this encouraged the replacement of women for men – ‘heads of families’ in the spinners own words - within the trade.
 The process has not been studied in any detail. Crucial was, no doubt, the physical effort involved. In addition, they opened a space for the spinner to play a supervisory role and train the piecers. This made it possible to view their position as in many ways similar to that of an artisan and his apprentices. One can imagine hand-loom weavers pressurizing for men to be employed on the mules (and given the difficulties they faced taking them over themselves whenever possible), and employers accepting that a self-acting mule spinner was the equivalent of the artisan. Indeed, we know that informal apprenticeship systems were established in which male spinners acted as subcontractors, paying piecers out of their wages. This was reflected in the growth of adult male spinners from 9% of the sector’s workforce in 1841 to 23.4% in 1847.
 

This situation was to change in the 1850s with the introduction of the self-acting mules. These were fully automatic and required less physically effort. Hence, the temptation amongst employers to cut costs by replacing male for female spinners. By 1856 in Barcelona while men operated 66.7% of the mule jennies, they were only employed on 4% of the self-acting mules.
 In 1854 this prompted a violent general strike which obliged the captain general to issue a proclamation ordering the employers to turn their self-acting mules into mule jennies.
 

The social history of cotton textiles over the next 25 years is still in need of further study. Nevertheless, several very general elements clearly stand out. The evolving sexual division of labour needs to be seen in the context of a series of economic and socio-cultural factors. Much of the textile industry in small-town Catalonia coincided with relatively prosperous wine growing areas, and here the male head of household tended the family’s land. In addition, in the area around Manresa on the Llobregat river (the Bages), where scarves and ribbons were still woven on hand looms, men generally preferred to undertake such work along with agricultural tasks rather than enter the factories. On the other hand, in the industrial towns which sprang up around Barcelona and were incorporated into the city in 1897 (especially Sants and Sant Martí), those close to Barcelona (above all Terrassa and Sabadell) and those which grew up around the Ter river to the north (with Manlleu the most prominent example) the very rapidity of industrial development, combined with heavy migration, meant that such alternative work was not available. In areas where plentiful alternative jobs were available men disdained all but what were considered the most elite positions of foremen, overseers, warpdressers, and spinners, work in the highly skilled textile finishing trades (where formal systems of apprenticeship were maintained) and ancillary posts. In other areas they sought a broader range of occupations.

Spinning and weaving were, as we have already seen, the two key areas of contention and here male workers were to enjoy considerable success. In spinning, throughout much of Catalonia, they ‘captured’ the self-acting mules and turned them into the equivalent of a high-paid artisanal trade. Hence, though the 1854 order for self acting mules to be converted into mule jennies was never implemented, by the early 1880s men had re-established a dominant position in spinning, even, it seems, in areas such as the Manresa and the Bages.
 In Barcelona and the surrounding industrial towns women were only employed on a few small self-acting mules in La España Industrial. Furthermore, with some exceptions (such as the Battló factory in Barcelona and the town of Reus in the south of Catalonia, where overseers looked after several mules below whom were groups of women who did most the actual spinning and piecing), men transplanted the subcontract system from the mule jennies, retaining both relatively high wages and a powerful position in the production process.
  

In areas where jobs were scarce men also managed to a large extent to ‘capture’ the power looms and apply informal systems of apprenticeship, although the ease of their operation meant that the job remained both more poorly paid and of a lower status than spinning. The result was important local variations in the gender balance within the industry. Where men worked on the land and in alternative industrial occupations the percentage of women workers was high (at its highest in Manresa, the capital of the Bages, with 79.2% of adult female workers in 1868).
 On the other hand, where little alternative work was available more male workers were employed. Thus, in Sants, one of the most extreme examples, in Spain’s largest cotton factories, El Vapor Vell and La España Industrial, in 1866 42.6% and 65% respectively of the workers were adult males.
 Over the territory as a whole between the 1840s and the 1860s there may well have been an increase in the percentage of male workers employed, and they increasingly dominated spinning. Data on cotton textiles in Barcelona indicates that the number of adult males made up 38% of the workforce in 1841 and data for Spain as whole for 1867 puts the figure at 52% (see table 1.3.). Meanwhile, according to Ildefonso Cerdá’s detailed study they comprized 48% of workers in the textile industries as a whole in Barcelona in 1856.

	Table 1..3. Workers in the Spanish Cotton Textile Industry in 1867

	
	Men
	Women
	Children
	Total
	%

	Spinning
	4000
	7000
	3000
	14,000
	13.4

	Weaving 
	25,400
	6605
	1025
	33,030
	31.5

	Finishing
	6650
	800
	200
	7,650
	7.3

	Weaving mixes
	18,662
	23,625
	7892
	50,179
	47.9

	Total
	54,712
	38,030
	12,117
	104,859
	100

	%
	52
	36
	12
	100
	

	Calculated by Carles Enrech from, Información sobre el derecho diferencial de bandera y sobre los de aduana exigibles a los hierros, el carbón piedra y los algodones (Madrid, 1867).


Moreover, these male workers were also able to ensure that the organization of factory production favoured them in other respects. Although working hours remained long (in Barcelona a 12 hour day until 1873, 11 from 1873 through to 1913) and piece rates operated throughout the industry, all the indications are that, between the 1850s and the mid-1880s, there were some modest increases in real wages, especially during periods in which unions were able to operate relatively freely. Moreover, in the major industrial towns during economic downturns the work was shared out amongst the labour force as a whole, waiting lists were established for vacant posts, promotion was to an important degree dependent on length of service, workers had a say in the setting of piece rates, and industrial discipline was not that tight (workers were given 5 minutes leeway at the start of work, and were allowed to smoke, drink and eat in the factories).

Although much more work is needed on these questions several factors probably permitted these male ‘journeymen’ to retain a continued degree of influence on the shop floor and hence prevent their substitution. In the first place, from the 1830s through to the early 1880s (with the exception of the ‘cotton famine’ of 1861-5) the economic climate was very favourable, with imports of raw cotton through the port of Barcelona growing an average of 5% per annum. It ended with between 1875 and 1883 with a great boom known as the ‘gold fever’.
 This no doubt made industrialists less disposed to provoke conflicts through attempts further to cut costs. Furthermore, in smaller industrial centres it seems that the workers’ position was strengthened by labour shortages. On the one hand, ‘mixed’ peasant-industrial workers were unreliable because they left the factories at harvest time. On the other, larger industrial centres exercised a strong pulling power on full-time workers.
 Finally, there was probably a degree of complicity amongst industrialists themselves, who would have been influenced by dominant cultural paradigms regarding the employment of male and female labour.

As for the women themselves, their sabaltern status was consolidated. Male heads of household were to a large extent able to command the best paid posts within the industry with the result that patriarchal family relations were transposed to the factory, with male foremen and spinners overseeing the work of youngsters, women and children. For most women factory work remained a complementary activity and they would tend to leave the factory when they began to have children (though, given low real incomes, they would continue to undertake paid labour –especially sewing, dress making and the like - from home).
 Nevertheless, it should also be stressed that for the women textile jobs was relatively well paid and sought after. Female migrant Family networks were often established within the factories, employers giving family members preference when there were vacancies. Hence, by the early twentieth century, and no doubt before, in Barcelona, and one suspects in many other areas, employment in the big textile factories was the prerogative of families of long-standing within the neighourhood, while more recent female migrants above all found work as domestic servants.

Labour’s position was reinforced after the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of September 1868, which inaugurated a five year period during which unions would be able to operate relatively freely. 1869 saw the birth of the Federación de las Tres Clases de Vapor (Three Steam Classes-TCV), which grouped together factory workers in the preparatory processes, spinning and weaving. Its practice echoed that of the British New Model Unions, with its appointment of paid officials and emphasis on prudence and negotiation. It was formally apolitical but was close to the republican movement and suspicious of the new Spanish branch of the International Working Men’s Association. This became particularly clear when, after several years of heavy repression between 1874 and 1880, it re-emerged and refused to join the anarchist-led Federación Regional de Trabajadores de la Región Española.

The union was built by male spinners and weavers in Barcelona and the surrounding industrial towns, and aimed to perpetuate artisanal structures within the industry. Nevertheless, the male leaders of the TCV did at least attempt to affiliate women (unlike some skilled workers – including spinners - in English manufacturing in the late nineteenth century) and improve their wages and working conditions. This occurred within a context in which there was considerable state and employer hostility to union organization, and in which the textile workers therefore saw the need to build industrial unions with a large membership in order to bring as much potential pressure to bear.

The Offensive Against the Cotton Textile Trades, 1885-1939

Despite the growth of these years the Catalan cotton textile industry was never as competitive as those of the major European industrial powers. Given the lack of coal reserves industrialists who used steam power had to import relatively high cost British coal through the port of Barcelona. Furthermore, they were dependent on the small and diverse internal Spanish market, in which demand fluctuated wildly according to the success or otherwise of the summer harvest. Indeed, in order to ensure capital was not idle for long periods, rather than expand plant size, at times of peak production the manufacturers put out weaving to dependent producers, who in rural areas and small villages frequently still used hand looms. The result was that Catalan factories were relatively small compared to their British counterparts and also failed to specialize to such a degree. In 1919 there were a smattering of large integrated weaving-spinning factories which employed between 500 and 2000 workers, but the average number of workers in a Catalan cotton factory (excluding the finishing trades) was at most  87:1 (130 workers per spinning plant and 73 workers per weaving shed).


These weaknesses were exposed from 1883 when the import of cheap grain from the United States and Russia provoked a crisis in Spanish agriculture, thereby hitting demand for textiles. At the same time, industrialists in Barcelona and its surrounds, who were reliant of steam power, faced a further competitive threat. From the early 1870s improving transport links with the towns on the Llobregat and Ter rivers (the hub of the area known as the Muntanya) had given a great boost to spinning and joint spinning factories in these areas and tempted some such enterprises based in the Barcelona, the surrounding industrial towns and littoral (the so-called Pla) to join them (see table 1.4). 

	Table 1.4. Geographical Distribution of the Cotton Textile Labour Force, 1850-1919


	Industrial Area
	1850
	1861
	1890-92
	1919

	Pla %
	68
	69
	45
	52

	Muntanya %
	32
	31
	55
	48

	Total Numbers
	75, 432
	40, 279
	73, 000
	101, 146

	Sources: M Giménez Guited, Guía fabril e industrial de España (Madrid, 1862); Joan Sallarés y Pla, El trabajo de las mujeres y de los niños (Sabadell, 1892); Carles Enrech, El Pla contra La Muntanya. La crisis de la indústria fabril del pla i la colonització fabril de la muntanya (1874-1904) (Lleida, 2003); Cámara Oficial de Industria de Barcelona, Memoria reglamentaria de 1919 (Barcelona, 1920).


Such a strategy had advantages and disadvantages. Factors such as the industrialists’ political power within a rural/small town environment, the factories’ location far from Barcelona, and their use in part of ‘mixed’ peasant/industrial workers, allowed them both to pay up to 25% less and operate a working week between four and eight hours longer than in the Catalan capital. However, while peasants from the surrounding countryside could be paid less they had little or no experience of factory production and continued very much linked to the land. Furthermore, the industrialists could not rely on a quiescent labour force. Much of the workforce came not from the countryside but from Manresa and from a series of smaller industrial towns along the Ter and Llobregat rivers (which by the end of the century had between 1,500 and 6000 inhabitants), and between 1868 and 1873 these areas became foci of unions and strikes. In order to deal with this the largest took the first steps along the road to constructing company towns (colònies industrials), by building housing alongside the factory and, in a few cases, erecting a church and opening company shops for the workers.


The growing competitive threat faced by the Pla industrialists, who found themselves with both antiquated machinery and relatively high energy and labour costs, greatly aggravated the crisis of the mid-1880s. In response the big factories around Barcelona, La España Industrial, Güell and Batlló, led the movement to cut costs. There were two ways in which they could do this: first via the intensification of labour, increasing the number of power-looms and spinning machines each worker minded (the so-called ‘English system’ [treball a l’anglesa]); second though the introduction of new machinery, which would allow them to reduce the number of workers and de-skill those who remained. The first course met with staunch working-class resistance. Industrialists argued that they were only applying the same model as operated in England. This was true, but given that working hours were considerably longer (66 per week as against 56½), that thread was of lower quality and tended to break more often, and that the technical direction of the plants was frequently less proficient, it in reality meant that the intensity or labour would be much higher. The Güell factory tried to follow this path, but given the level of resistance moved to an industrial worktown outside the city. Faced with similar problems Batlló simply shut down in 1888. Nevertheless, over the next twenty years industrialists would continue to make sustained efforts in this direction.

La España Industrial, on the other hand, chose the second route, cutting the number of personnel, replacing self-acting mules by ring frames, modernizing its weaving shed and finishing section, and replacing its antiquated steam engines. The introduction of the ring frame was the key technological innovation of these years. It has a cost advantage over the self-acting mule, most especially in the lower counts in which much of Catalan industry specialized. Furthermore, industrialists argued that given that it was easy to operate, and the fact that assistants were not needed, it was more suited to female workers. Hence it was introduced by large numbers of industrialists over the next twenty years and combined with attempts to replace men by lower paid women. By 1907 60% of Catalan spindles were ring frame, the highest percentage in the world behind Italy (see table 1.2.).
 

From these years, these measures would also be accompanied by a renewed effort both to replace male by female power-loom weavers and hold down the wages of the men that remained. Hence, by the 1900s in Barcelona men tended to work only on the largest machines and on jacquard looms. The overall result would be in this fase a degree of feminization of the industry, above all in the factories on the Pla. In Barcelona itself in 1905 men made up just over 30% of all textile workers, but only 19 per cent if we exclude the male-dominated finishing trades. The 1920 population census put the number of men over the age of 20 working in textiles in Barcelona at just over 22%, and the percentage in Catalonia as a whole at just under 28%.
 This was to take place in a context in which, from the 1890s in particular, the Catalan (and especially Barcelona) economy began to diversify away from textiles, and in which men began to migrate into work in somewhat more highly paid areas, like metallurgy, the chemical industry and some areas of construction.
 Women industrial workers, however, enjoyed no such alternatives. It has been argued that as part of this feminization process women also tended to stay on longer in the factory (once their second or third child was born) in a context in which birth rates were falling and compulsory schooling was being more effectively policed.

In the 1880s the reaction of the Tres Classes de Vapor was to try and negotiate common tariffs of wages and working hours throughout Catalonia in order to reduce the pressure on the Pla industrialists. At the same time, it accentuated its class collaborationism, forming a common front with employers for further increases in tariff protection for the industry. However, the resistance of the river-bank industrialists would lead to the failure of negotiations leading to a period of intense industrial conflict. At its heart was the employers’ determination to break the unions to cut costs and the male weavers and spinners’ attempts to defend their working conditions and what was still in many respects their informal artisanal status.

On the Pla of symbolic importance was the defeat of the workers of La España Industrial in 1887, thereby opening the way to the reforms of 1888 and 1889. More important, however, were events between 1890 and 1891. In the depressed environment of the mid-1880s the river-bank industrialists had not been slow to follow their colleagues on the Pla and attempt to reduce costs. In response, in 1890 in order to improve working conditions on the Llobregat and resist attempts to intensify labour the Tres Classes launched a strike in the Manresa area. At first it appeared successful, but following the rise to power of a Conservative Government in July the industrialists launched a devastating counterattack, calling a lock out throughout the Llobregat river and forcing the Tres Classes to respond with a general strike. This was then followed by a further strikes and a lock out centred in Manlleu on the Ter later in the following year. 

This confirmed the industrialists’ hostility towards trade unionism. They had only reluctantly entered into collective bargaining with the Tres Classes when times were good, and, once the bottom fell out of the industry, were quick to attack. This was accentuated because the Spanish state failed to play a positive role in encouraging the consolidation of stable union-based labour relations. The Conservative Party in particular contained a vociferous lobby of Catalan industrialists and sided with them. This was only to change from the turn of the century when the Restoration regime began to pay more attention to western European models designed to bring social stability through stable collective bargaining. Yet, the problem would then be that more reforming governments would not be strong enough to impose themselves on recalcitrant and hard-line Catalan industrial interests.
  

On the river banks the resistance to the 1890-1891 employer offensive was centred on the workers from the Llobregat and Ter industrial towns. It is important to note that despite the fact that the Tres Classes was male dominated and that the strikes were, in part at least, about defending men’s status and jobs, female textile workers participated enthusiastically. This seems to indicate that in an age in which modern feminism had yet to make its mark women, who it should not be forgotten were often family members, by in large accepted their subordinate role within the world of work. It was an attitude no doubt reinforced by the fact that once all the players had accepted the cultural ground rule that women should be paid less than men then the replacement of male workers would lead to a devastating decline in family income. The result was an extremely high level of worker solidarity in the textile towns. And, in these circumstances, in the larger Ter Valley towns the industrialists were forced to desist in their attempt to employ women on the new ring frames. Nevertheless, over much of Catalonia the general strike failed with the consequence that the Tres Classes was totally undermined, making it far easier to push through the attack on working conditions.
 

The offensive was accompanied by intense efforts by the industrialists to impose social control through a mix of strict labour discipline and paternalism. In Barcelona the replacement of men by women made this first task easier for it became bound up with patriarchal beliefs that women owed obedience to their menfolk. Hence at the turn of the century while talking and even singing was common practice in the male-dominated artisanal trades, in textiles female power-loom weavers had to work in silence.
 In the larger factories, such as La España Industrial, a paternalist veneer was maintained by such practices as providing loans and work for the families of loyal workers.
 

Yet given the relatively small size of most Barcelona enterprises efforts in this direction were limited. It was the river-bank factories that provide the most notable example of the imposition of paternalist/disciplinarian regimes through the expansion and consolidation of the work towns. The opportunity was provided by a new economic boom which followed the protectionist tariffs of 1891, which further protected the home market and gave Spanish textiles a monopoly in the Cuban colonial market (allowing exports to rise from 3% of total Spanish cotton textile production in 1885 to 20% in the peak year of 1897). With one or two exceptions the most important company towns were set up on the Llobregat river, where relatively large mixed weaving-spinning factories predominated. New housing was built, walls were put up, neo-gothic churches and sumptuous mansions were erected (emphasizing the loci of power), and schools, shops and entertainment provided. These towns were drenched in conservative Catholicism, while left-wing literature was banned and all effort was made to keep unions at bay.
 Throughout Catalonia these changes were accompanied by the rise, in conservative circles, of a discourse which portrayed the industrialist as a paternalist father figure who was owed obedience by his worker-children.

The events of the 1890s also had far reaching political consequences. In Catalonia the Tres Classes was at the heart of reformist, labour-republican politics. Within it lay the embryo of a system of stable union-based labour relations along central and northern European lines. Its fall both presaged a conflict-ridden social landscape and opened the door to more radical political alternatives. This became clear at the turn of the century when union organization in the industry revived in the context of the somewhat more open political climate which followed Spain’s defeat in the colonial war of 1898. On this occasion Barcelona remained a black spot, for the labour force was now to a large extent made up of female workers in the preparatory trades and in weaving, who did not have the power to take on their industrialists. Rather the new textile federation, the Federación de la Industria Textil Española (FITE), was led by male spinners and weavers from the river-bank towns, who incorporated large numbers of female workers from these localities into the union.

However, as in 1890-1891 union growth during 1900 was met by a series of employer lock outs, again leading to an attempted general strike. Importantly, the FITE managed, with few exceptions, to mobilize workers from the company towns behind its demands. This was a consequence of the fact that part of their workforce still came from the industrial towns and were less amenable to employer control, most particularly along the Ter were the company towns were generally smaller and less all-inclusive than their Llobregat counterparts. On the ground class hatred reached incredible heights, as exemplified by events in Manlleu where in mob of workers burnt down a number of employers’ houses in early 1901.

At a political level the new federation never adopted the class collaborationist approach of its predecessor. The Tres Clases now operated as a section within its midst and still retained some influence. However, it was the Spanish Socialists (PSOE/UGT) who were the dominant players, with the anarchists having some points of influence in the Ter Valley. Under the Socialists, who very much followed the social-democratic line propounded by the Second International, the attempt was made to resurrect the old structure of the Tres Classes (including the employment of paid officials) and enter into collective bargaining with employers. Yet the latter’s attitude once again made this impossible. This led to widening rift within Spanish organized labour, with the final desperate decision to call a general strike denounced by the Madrid-based leadership of the Socialist party, leading to claims by Catalan anarchists that the Socialists had betrayed the working class.

The failure of the general strike represented the death kneel of the FITE. It coincided with a growing recession in the industry as the impact of the loss of the Cuban market, following war with the United States, made itself felt. The depressed climate was prolonged over the rest of the decade by a number of poor harvests. Following the strike wave some of the biggest work towns made great efforts to stabilize social relations by housing a relatively small number of well-treated families in the town and bringing the rest of the workforce in from the surrounding countryside (hence cutting out, as far as possible, the troublesome town workers).
 Yet overall, the indications are, workers saw little improvement in living standards from the 1890s. Indeed, data provided by the Barcelona local authorities make clear that in textiles as in the other major industries the vast majority of male workers failed to earn a ‘family wage’ (enough to keep a family with two children). This was reflected in the poverty stricken interiors of working-class accommodation. The depressing scenario was capped by gross overcrowding and lack of sanitation, which resulted in death rates outstripping birth rates in working-class neighbourhoods. There was no equivalent to the situation in Europe’s major industrial countries, where the period between the 1860/70s and 1900s had seen large improvements in working-class living standards. This meant that only a few of the highest paid workers – most notably foremen – could try and ape middle-class values and prevent their wives from working.
 

Unions were only effectively to revive from 1910 as the economic picture became rosier. Prior to the First World War the most remarkable aspect of this reorganization was the key role women workers in Barcelona were to play, leading a strike for a 50 hour week in 1913. Several factors were involved here. First, though the unions were led by men (with, in Barcelona, journeymen from the finishing trades playing an increasingly central role) they remained very much aware of the need to mobilize women in order to strengthen union organization as a whole. Furthermore, the hope still existed in some circles that women might be replaced by men, and it was felt that this would be easier if they were unionized and their wages increased (apart from the fact that this served to raise working-class family income). Second, the female workers were subject to intense exploitation; they worked an 11 hour day (compared to between 8 and 10 hours in most crafts) and were increasingly forced to handle two ring frames or between three and four looms. Those who were married had to try somehow to juggle this burden with child rearing and the housework - the barely manageable double working day came early to Catalan working-class women. Finally, in 1912 a new union, La Constancia, began to make an impact in Sant Martí, now an industrial suburb of Barcelona. This was made easier because quite small family firms predominated, whereas Sants was dominated by larger factories (the epitome being La España Industrial) in which industrialists had more power and resources at their disposal.

The strike was precipitated in Sants at the end of July when industrialists responded to government demands that legislation regarding female night work be respected by simply cutting the night shift, but the union was then able to mobilize through much of the Pla. It was to last for almost two months and at first proved a considerable success, with the Government publishing a Royal Decree establishing a 60-hour week/3000 hour year in the industry. Women proved every bit as militant as their male folk, contradicting stereotypes which portrayed them as meek and submissive. But subsequent events did not bode well for the future. The Government had moved under pressure from the strike and subsequently backtracked, agreeing that industrialists could operate a 62 hour week or cut the number of workers’ holidays (because of a number of unofficial holidays that were celebrated), and did not enforce its decree in the river-bank factories. Indeed, when workers in the Ter came out on strike in the following year in order to benefit from the decree’s provisions they went down to defeat. This was typical of the Restoration’s inability to set a course and stick to it and of its weakness when it came to dealing with industrial interests. Nevertheless, outraged that the state had interfered at all many cotton industrialists founded a new hard-line Catalan federation. As for the women textile workers, disappointed at the final outcome of the strike most were to leave the union.

The war years were to bring elements of radical change combined with elements of continuity. Spain did not enter the First World War and cotton industrialists benefited enormously from the export opportunities it provided. At the same time, with the rapid substitution of steam power for electricity the Pla manufacturers found themselves in a stronger competitive position, and began to focus more on high-quality garments, like corduroys and velvet, which actually required more skilled labour. This was reinforced by the government decree of January 1919 establishing an 8 hour day throughout Catalan industry, which the workers in the northern river-bank towns were now in a stronger position to try and enforce. The result was an inversion of the tendency for the industry to shift to the northern river-bank factories, while, under increasing competitive pressure, industrialists from this latter area were forced into specializing in the lowest quality cotton pieces.
 

Yet this economic boom did not lead to any stabilization of labour relations in the industry. On the one hand, it provoked an inflationary spiral as industrialists took advantage of export opportunities and left the home market denuded. This prompted workers to organize and declare strikes just in order to defend their, already meagre, real wages. On the other, the tight labour market allowed the rapid expansion of the anarcho-syndicalist labour confederation, the CNT. Catalan conditions, characterized by at times fierce social conflict, lack of institutionalized collective bargaining, and generally ineffective state intervention, had favoured the growth of anarchism, and in 1918/19 the new confederation was able to mobilize much of Barcelona’s industrial working class on the back of local industry-wide union federations (Sindicats Unics). 

In the city, within textiles the male-dominated finishing trades became the fulcrum around which union organization revolved. Unfortunately we have no social history of this group of workers, but the indications are that this occurred in a context in which (like many other groups of journeymen) they were under pressure from employer attempts to intensify production and manage the labour process more closely. In 1915 they were joined by a new group of workers, the weaving warpdressers (contramaestres), who changed the cotton pieces (plegador d’ordit) and repaired the machinery. Most worrying for industrialists was that this was a group of relatively well paid workers from whom the foremen were largely drawn.
 

Between 1916 and early 1919 La Constancia, under the control of the workers from the finishing trades, was able to mobilize most of the female textile workers in the city. This process speeded up dramatically in the Autumn of 1918 in an environment in which union organization gained a seemingly unstoppable momentum. Most importantly, it was able to break out of Sant Martí and penetrate the bigger Sants factories. During 1919 as inflation eased off the boot was now on the other foot. Though industrialists were able to maintain social control in the company work towns a new textile union federation – originally founded in 1913 - launched a general strike throughout the textile towns in the summer of 1919 for a cut in working hours. And in Barcelona, under pressure industrialists signed a collective agreement in September conceding substantial wage increases.
 This was symptomatic of the new conjuncture. Between 1919 and 1920 above all, for the first time since the early ‘febre d’or’, throughout Catalonia textile workers were able to achieve very substantial improvements in real wages, more than making up for the falls of the war years.

This process by which the defences of the largest factories were breached was apparent in a number of industries and constituted a key feature of these years. Industrialists reacted by forging an alliance with the military (centred on Barcelona), which used expedite measures to break the back of the CNT between 1920 and 1922, and, indeed, contributed greatly to undermining the Restoration regime – which was seen as being insufficiently protective of employer interests and too soft on the CNT – and ensuring its replacement by an authoritarian military regime in September 1923. It was in these circumstances that the industrial climate of these years took an especially violent turn, with events in cotton textiles central within this process. Within the CNT gunmen, who targeted employers, foremen and anti-CNT workers, first emerged in the textile unions and then became more generalised.  The authorities, under close military supervision, struck back and not only carried out mass arrests of CNT trade unionists and closed union headquarters, but also financed a private police force which targeted militants, and encouraged the organization of a populist right-wing union organization, the Sindicatos Libres, which took on the CNT ‘in the street’. ‘Muntades’ (either the director of La España Industrial or his brother), is frequently cited in CNT circles as a key figure in channelling employer money into the anti-CNT dirty war. The result, between 1919 and 1923, was mayhem in the streets on Barcelona, with over 300 people murdered, largely in shootings.

Spain emerged from seven years of dictatorship in 1931 with the establishment of the Second Republic. In fact the dictatorship had proved relatively benign, and while the CNT was banned arbitration boards were established on which the Socialists were allowed to sit. With respect to working conditions, the dictatorship saw a high degree of stability, with the favourable economic climate of the mid-1920s (boosted by higher protectionist tariffs and heavy state expenditure) counterbalanced by the workers’ weaker bargaining position. While the industry was hit by the Great Depression of 1929 the damage was limited because most production was aimed at the home market. In subsequent years it was buoyed up by good harvests and a general rise in purchasing power. The years between 1931 and 1933 were also marked by a rapid union reorganisation, with, in Barcelona, workers in the finishing trades and warpdressers, once again leading strikes for improved working conditions, resulting in additional if unspectacular rise in real wages. However, by 1935 textiles were being increasingly affected (rather later than most industries) by the depressed international climate, resulting in a significant growth in unemployment. The lot of some workers at least was improved in other ways too. In Barcelona from the 1920s in working-class areas birth rates began to outstrip death rates for the first time, and higher wages allowed families with a regular income to participate in the first stirrings of consumer culture.
 

There was no major re-structuring of the cotton textile industry during the 1930s but major changes in both the composition of the working class and in the political context. Following the war-time boom there was a massive increase in internal migration to Barcelona, with many new migrants finding working in low-skilled industrial work. The institutional framework was much more favourable to labour, though both the new Spanish Republican authorities and the Catalan autonomous Government distinguished carefully between anarchist and non-anarchist unions, penalising the former and favouring the latter. Finally, in Catalonia the labour movement became both more diverse and more divided. The anarchist CNT/FAI launched an all out offensive against the Republic, while more moderate syndicalist-dissidents, Socialists and eventually Communists were more accommodating. The argument has been put forward that it was mainly skilled workers who turned their back on the ‘direct action’ tactics of the CNT, integrated into the arbitration boards and showed some sympathy for the new Republican institutions. On the other hand, there was a poorer, less skilled working class, who did not have enough bargaining power to benefit from the arbitration boards, was hit by rising unemployment and enjoyed none of the relative prosperity of the Republican years, and therefore remained more closely wedded to anarchism.
 

A serious social history of Barcelona textiles during the Second Republic would certainly allow us to test such hypotheses more effectively. Unfortunately, none has been written. We know that in Barcelona the CNT remained strongest in major industrial sectors in which there was a high degree of industrial conflict. This included cotton textiles. On the other hand, workers in the textile towns outside Barcelona tended to gravitate towards other political options. This was not a new phenomenon. From the late nineteenth century in the Ter Valley, Manresa, and the hosiery centre of Mataró, Socialists had built up a considerable following. One cannot rule out the operation of chance in such events, but there seem also to have been some more concrete factors. In these towns workers linked to the Socialists and republicans were able to make an impact in local elections and go some way to ensuring social legislation was respected. While it would be an exaggeration to talk of the operation of “municipal socialism” in these areas, the workers’ successes would give anarchist “antipoliticism” less legitimacy.
  During the 1930s they were joined by workers in Sabadell, where woollen textiles were predominant. In fact, the Sabadell local workers’ federation had from the turn of the century tended to take a more moderate stance than its Barcelona counterpart. Important here it seems was the fact that in a small-scale, less competitive environment than cotton textiles, relations between masters and men were more cordial.
 

The Civil War brought the collectivization of all Catalan industry. This resulted in important changes in the process of production. On the one hand, the tendency for the differential between the wages of skilled male and more unskilled female workers  to grow was checked, and, on the other, the number of wage-grades was reduced. The collectivist experiment was, however, brought to an end by the victory of the forces of General Francisco Franco in 1939, leading to the re-establishment of the old wage scales.

From Dictatorship to Democracy, 1939-2000.

At its outset the Franco regime was a brutal dictatorship, whose aim was the eradication of class-based union organization. To achieve this all “producers” (both workers and employers) were integrated into a single union, the Organización Sindical Española (OSE), which was dependent on the regime’s single party, the FET y de las JONS. Its effect, when combined with the new labour legislation, which until 1958 would put the fixing of wages and working conditions in the hands of the state, was to subordinate workers to the authorities and their employers. Most notably, it imposed a harsh, authoritarian climate within the workplace, based on hierarchy and obedience.


This new order was theoretically designed to overcome the class struggle and achieve harmony within the world of work. It was combined with a policy of economic autarky, which would have disastrous consequences for the Spanish economy. Interventionism was inefficient and bureaucratic, while a combination of import restrictions and corruption produced severe shortages and a burgeoning black market.
 For the textile industries the result would be contradictory. On the one hand autarkic restrictions, along with the favourable treatment given to heavy industry and production for the military, led to shortages of raw materials and electricity supplies. On the other, in textiles (as in other industries) the level of state protection meant that the industrialists monopolized the home market. This, together with low real wages and the subordination of the workforce, ensured high profits, a fact which was to lead to the growth of textile manufacture in other parts of Spain, most notably in Valencia. Unlike the rest of Europe state protection was also to stimulate the rapid expansion of cotton cultivation in Andalucía, despite costs being much higher than on the international market.

It was an economic model which had a only a limited lifespan. Growth during the 1940s and 1950s was slow. Despite low wages, costs were high in a context in which, in comparative European terms, the internal market remained very small (a situation worsened by economic stagnation and the population’s low purchasing power), the high price of raw materials, small factory size and the predominance of antiquated machinery. In the cotton industry, for example, in 1952 25% of the machinery was over half a century old, and only 30% was less than twenty five years old.
 And with an average of 135 workers per spinning establishment and 60 per weaving shed in 1942 factory size was about the same as it had been in 1919.


When under both internal and external pressure the regime took the decision to liberalize the economy in the 1950s a thoroughgoing restructuring became inevitable. From 1959 plans were prepared in order to raise productivity and prepare for a hypothetical entry into the Common Market. Basing themselves on the British model the authorities aimed to subsidise the substitution of older machinery. Yet the results were contradictory, for while larger factories benefited considerably, many smaller employers did not take advantage of the scheme because the credits were not generous enough.
 The industries would, at the same time, undergo other important changes. At first cotton textiles remained predominant, but the industry’s weight within the sector would decline from the 1950s as competition from developing countries intensified and new artificial fibres came onto the market (for cotton textiles see table 1.5.). By 1973 its workforce would make up 43% of the total within the sector (excluding the finishing trades).

Table 1.5. Development of the Spanish Cotton Textile Industry, 1942-1979

Spindles (thousands)


Looms 



Workers

1942 2.039



76,698



161,748

1954 
2.363



66,456



N/A

1960
2.611



67.326



131.417

1970
2.175



53.088



 96.196

1979
2.014



26.327



 58.372

Sources: Lucas Flórez Beltrán, La industria algodonera española (Barcelona, 1943), P. 171; Joaquin Maluquer, La política algodonera 1940-1970, Servicio de Estudios de Banca Catalana, (Barcelona, 1973), pp. 61-63; Direcció General d’Ocupació, Monografies sectorials sobre l’atur no subvencionat a Cataluña. Sector tèxtil (Barcelona, 1979), p. 16.


These restructuring plans continued into the 1970s, but as the international economic crisis bit their objective changed from the promotion of modernization to the removal of excess capacity. This involved subsidies to close factories, destroy machinery and provide redundant workers with compensation and higher rates of unemployment benefit than was the rule. Workers, it should be noted, were better treated in the context of the great mobilization which accompanied the fall of Francoism and the transition to democracy. The result was a downward readjustment of productive capacity, together with an important injection of financial resources for those companies who participated in the scheme, allowing for significant technological modernization. This, together with continued protectionist measures and export subsidies, explains why the Spanish trade balance in textile manufacture was still in surplus in the first half of the 1980s. Spain’s final integration into the European Community in 1986 changed all this. Subsequently, competition both from within and outside the Community put enormous strain on these industries and called their survival into question. The situation only stabilized in the mid-1990s when the Spanish industry specialised in the higher quality end, which was less affected by competition from the developing world.


Between the 1940s and 1960s the percentage of the active industrial workforce within the textile industries remained high. The 343,169 workers employed in the industry in 1958 represented – including mining and transport - a little over 10% of Spain’s industrial working class (as against just under 13% in 1920).
 However, its ethnic composition changed significantly over time. At the outset of the regime labour shortages of men provoked by the Civil War meant that the percentage of adult female workers was higher than ever – 75% in cotton textile in 1942.
 From the 1950s the flood of southern Spanish migrant workers into Catalonia – first seen, as we have noted from the end of the First World War – was resumed and intensified. The impact in cotton textiles was dramatic. Migrants from Valencia and Aragon above all, began to find employment in factories on the Ter and Llobregat from the turn of the century, but their penetration was, as we have already noted, hindered by the operation of family networks in the textile towns. This, it seems, began to break down from the 1950s as social mobility amongst Catalan workers accelerated. Most notably, large number of Catalan women were now able to find employ in the service sector. The overall result was a rapid influx of the southern migrants, mostly women, into the textile factories.
 

This situation was to change in many respects with the crisis of the mid-1970s. There would be large contraction of the workforce over the next decade (see table 1.6)., which would have an especially pronounced impact in Catalonia itself for two reasons. Firstly, the state-owned companies set up in other parts of Spain did not reduce the size of the workforce as quickly in order to guard against the possible social consequences in areas in which there was limited alternative employment. Second, higher wages in Catalonia made it difficult to compete in a context of contracting demand. It was a contraction which would continue though the 1980s, with a decline of 28% in the total number of Spanish workers engaged in textiles and clothing between 1988 and 1995.

Table 16.. Active Workforce in the Spanish Textile Industries, 1958-1997* ______________________________________________________________________________
1958
1962
1973
1975
1977
1979
1981
1990
1997

_______________________________________________________________________________

Numbers of Workers

_______________________________________________________________________________


Catalonia
N/A
232.344
195.671
172.337
157.044
138.821
124.433
116,741
N/A

Spain

343,169
N/A
275.095
249.395
237.931
216.113
195.687  273,802
229,735


________________________________________________________________________________

Percentage Change

________________________________________________________________________________

Catalonia**
N/A
118,7
100
88,1
80,2
70,9
63,6
N/A
N/A



Spain**

N/A
100
90,6
86,5
78,5
71,1
N/A
N/A
N/A

Catalonia

/Spain (%)
N/A
 71,1
69,9
65,9
64,2
63,6
42.63
N/A
N/A

________________________________________________________________________________

Source: Direcció General d’Ocupació, Monografies sectorials sobre l’atur no subvencionat a Cataluña. Sector tèxtil, Generalitat de Cataluña (Barcelona, 1986), p. 7; Jordi Nadal (ed.), Atlas de la industrialización de España, 1750-2000 (Barcelona, 2003), pp.458-459.

* Data refering to the whole of Spain for 1990 and 1997 refers to textiles and clothing

** 1973=100

The unemployment provoked by restructuring above all affected women who were the first to be dismissed. Several elements explain this. First, it should be seen in the context of the regime’s patriarchal discourse, which emphasised that a women’s place was in the home. Such a discourse then extended to the business sector. Second, in times of crisis firms tended to keep on more highly skilled male workers, with whom a closer, paternalist relationship had often been established. Hence, within the Catalan cotton textile industry while in 1973 56.7% of the workers were women in 1980 48.9% were women . Women also suffered from what might be termed sub-employment. This was the result of the putting out of work to small workshops as the economic recession bit in the late 1970s. From the 1980s in particular clandestine workshops were a boom area, with labour legislation ignored, work paid by the piece and working hours often extremely long. Recent estimates put the level of production within the black economy at between 15 and 25% of the total.

In the early years of the Franco regime, faced with heavy repression and shortages, these workers found it very difficult to protest. This was to change from February 1957, when the new government championed a policy of economic liberalization combined with political inmobilism, thereby allowing Spain to take advantage of accelerating economic growth in western Europe. By the mid-1960s growth rates were high, leading to constant conflicts in the dynamic sectors of metallurgy, mining, construction and the chemical industry, in which workers were able to bring considerable pressure to bear. In textiles labour protest first raised its head in 1966, but it was not until 1970 that it became quantitatively important (representing 10% of the total number of conflicts). The reason was that the new restructuring plan, which being pushed through against a backdrop of an economic boom, was radicalizing attitudes. This was above all the case because much of the strife centred on Barcelona (see table 1.6.)

Table 1.6. Conflicts in the Textile Industries, 1966-1976 (1970=100)




Total



Percentages


Nº Conflicts
Nº Workers
Hours Lost
Nº conflicts
Nº workers   Hours losts

1966

9
 2.426

42.862

100

100

100

1967

3
    737

 3.587

33

30

8

1968

7
 1.691

1.800

78

70

4

1969

9
 1.643

  357

100

68

1

1970

109
21.201

313.800

1211

874

732

1971

40
11.323

147.700

444

467

345

1972

68
11.941

N/A

756

492

N/A

1973

51
30.336

853.847

567

1250

1992

1974

66
24.163

381.367

733

996

890

1975

N/A
N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

1976

64
135.666

4.296.319
711

5592
              10024

Source: MOLINERO, Carme Molinero and Pere Ysàs, Productores disciplinados y minorías subversivas.Clase obrera y conflictividad laboral en la España franquista (Madrid, 1998), p. 126.

As the table shows, 1976 was also a year of intense conflict, both in textiles and the other industries, and was stimulated both by the expectations generated by the transition to democracy and by the workers’ fear that they would bear the cost of the economic recession. Strikes would peak in 1979, but by then they were much more defensive; often fought simply to prevent redundances, even if this meant accepting worse working conditions. From the 1980s, in a context of the proliferation of small workshops and with employment precarious, collective action rapidly tailed off.


The growing labour conflict in the 1960s was to witness the rise of Comisiones Obreras (CC.OO), a new form of labour organization which was to adapt to the conditions under Franco by both taking advantage of the legal opportunities to penetrate the OSE, and also operate clandestinely outside its boundaries. It became linked to the Communist Party but also inherited the mobilizing tradition of the CNT. From the mid 1960s it was at the heart of labour opposition to the regime, and during the transition would lobby for the formation of a single labour confederation, which would incorporate the various political tendencies within its ranks. However, the transition would see the revival of the Socialist labour confederation (UGT), linked to the growing political prominence of the Socialist Party (PSOE), and it successfully defended a pluralist trade-union model. The new democratic institutions established a system of so-called ‘union elections’ organized at plant level, through which representatives on a factory committee were elected (giving workers the right to vote even if they were not union members). Within the textile industries the two major union confederations would, between 1978 and 1986, take an increasing share of the vote and proved quite evenly matched. In more recent years, despite the crisis of the Left and the fact that the process of ‘globalisation’ has weakened the negotiating position of the workers the unions have remained an effective instrument in defending workers’ interests.
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